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The future of the world's oil supply: are we over a barrel? 
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Educational outreach activities in Nova Scotia clearly 
demonstrate a growing public interest in the future of the 
World's oil supply. While everyone is aware of the price of 
gasoline at the pump, the geologically determined factors that 
so strongly influence our oil-based economy are poorly 
understood. Few of us, even geologists, are well informed 
about the global distribution of oil, how much has been 
discovered, how much is left, and how much longer it will be 
before demand exceeds supply. 

Over three-quarters of the World's proven oil reserves are 
in OPEC countries, and over two-thirds of the World's 
reserves lie in the Middle East. Only 0.4% and 2% of the 
World's reserves lie within Canada and the United States, 
respectively. Considering that there are 41,000 significant oil 
fields worldwide, it is sobering to learn that all the oil in the 
Middle East is contained in only 537 fields while U.S. oil 
resides in 31,000 fields. Indeed, 94% of the World's oil occurs 
in 3% of all the oil fields. 
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About 900 billion barrels of oil have been consumed 
globally since the start of commercial production in the late 
l 800's. The volume of remaining reserves is known with 
much less certainty, but most experts estimate the recoverable 
supply of conventional (i.e., cheap) oil lies between 1,800 and 
2,200 billion barrels. So, we are nearing the halfway point. 
This, in itself, would not be a great concern if the oil simply 
flowed out of a tap. However finding a Hibernia-sized oil field 
takes one or two decades of exploration and development 
work and hundreds of millions or even billions of dollars in 
capital expenditures. At the current rate of consumption-27 
billion barrels per year-all the recoverable oil at Hibernia 
would last about 11 days. Remember, there are only 370 

Hibernia or larger sized fields worldwide. 
If the World is to successfully adapt to the oncoming 

shortage of cheap oil, geologists must play an active role, not 
only in finding technical solutions but also in education. With 
projects ranging from "The Last Billion Years" (a popular 
geology textbook) to organizing teachers' conferences, the 
Atlantic Geoscience Society offers many opportunities for 
geologists to communicate objective, meaningful information 
to the general public. We need to continue and expand upon 
these existing activities. Barrels of relevant information will 
gladly be supplied by the authors to those of you willing to 
help. 




