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Global Witness is calling for governments to officially and publicly declare that there is an imminent
oil supply crunch and to take urgent measures to develop safe and sustainable alternative energy
systems.1

Summary
The negotiations for a post-2012 climate agreement have
failed to take into account that there will soon be a gap
between supply and demand for oil. The International Energy
Agency (IEA) project that by 2015 this gap could reach
7 million barrels per day (m bpd),2 or 7.7% of world demand.3
A gap of this magnitude is a cause for great concern.
It represents almost 40% of the USA’s 2015 projected
demand, and over 60% of China’s (see the Table below).4
Oil provides about a third of the world’s primary energy
supply,5 so a shortfall of this size will have major geopolitical
consequences. These are likely to include severe economic
disruption, threats to food security and increased competition
between countries. The increased competition and instability
are likely to undermine international cooperation and agreements to address the climate crisis.
Governments, multi-lateral agencies and international fora
have failed to recognise the imminence and scale of the
global oil crunch, and the majority of governments remain
completely unprepared for its consequences. Until recently
it has not been possible to raise the issue without being
derided as a peak-oil alarmist. As a result, there has been very
little international discussion about the nature and scale of this
problem. Instead, the majority of the world’s governments

have planned for increased availability of oil, and the other key
fossil fuels, coal and gas; with a projected 27% increase
in demand for oil by 2030.6 It is clear that energy policies,
currently geared to the maintenance and growth of a fossil
fuel-dominated energy supply system, are completely
inconsistent with successfully tackling the climate crisis.
If this problem had been recognised earlier it would have been
possible to dramatically improve the response to the climate
crisis. Governments would have had to rise to the challenge
of seeking alternatives to energy from oil and develop a
safe and sustainable renewable energy system. Instead,
the current international climate negotiations are focused on
agreeing so-called pragmatic targets, on the presumption
that climate solutions can be achieved through a “businessas-usual” approach, with incremental reductions to fossil fuel
dependence. In addition, many governments place a heavy
reliance on offsets, which implies a continued reliance on
existing unsustainable energy sources, rather than moving to
create a new sustainable energy supply system. Advances in
scientific understanding demonstrate that these approaches,
and the continued reliance of Governments on a target
ceiling of 2°C, are not safe.7,8,9,10,11

Mind the Gap! Table showing the projected 2015 supply-demand gap as a percentage of national or regional demand

Country or region

Oil demand in 2015 (m bpd)
(projected by IEA)

IEA’s Projected 7m bpd world supply/
Demand gap as a % of projected national/regional demand

USA

18

39

OECD-Europe

13.5

52

China

11.1

63

Middle East

8

87.5

Japan

4.2

167

India

4.1

171

3

230

Africa
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Rising demand and falling supply means a growing gap:
10 things you ought to know about oil supply
1. 1965 was the year in which the largest volume of oil was
discovered. Since then, the trend in the number and average size of
discoveries has been in decline.12
2. In 1984 global conventional crude oil consumption exceeded the
volume discovered, and the gap has continued to increase since
then.13
3. In 2007, just over half the world’s crude oil production came from
110 oil fields, with approximately one quarter from just 13 fields.14
4. By 2007, out of the world’s 20 largest producing oil fields, 17 were
over forty years old. The volume of oil production from 16 of this group
of 20 largest fields was below their historical maximum.15
5.There are 70,000 smaller oil fields which account for just under half
of the world’s conventional crude oil production.16
6. The rate of decline in oilfields can be rapid. By 2007 the average
post-peak production rate of decline was 6.7% per year.17

7. By 2015 there is projected to be a 7m bpd gap between supply and
demand.18 A gap of this size represents 7.7% of projected world
demand of 91m bpd in 2015.19 It is also the equivalent to over 60% of
China’s predicted demand, and 39% of the USA’s.20
8. Between 2008 and 2020 the IEA’s analysis projects a decline in
conventional oil production from existing fields of approximately
50%.21
9.To provide for its forecast demand for oil in 2030, the IEA stated that
the world would require “Some 64 mb/d of gross capacity additions –
the equivalent of almost six times the current capacity of Saudi Arabia
– needs to be brought on stream between 2007 and 2030.”22
10. For oil, the ratio of units of energy input required to produce a unit
of energy (EROI) is decreasing. In the USA for example, EROI has
shrunk from approximately 100:1 in the 1930’s to 14:1 today.
Estimates for the EROI of tar sands production vary between 10:1 and
2:1.23,24

Conclusion
It is time for governments to face up to hard truths about oil
supply. Governments have presumed that the world’s
economy will continue to be based on oil but the evidence
shows that this is not possible. If governments fail to take
appropriate action to mitigate the oil supply crunch, as they
have so far failed to significantly tackle the climate crisis, the

resulting geopolitical instability will make it very difficult for
countries to work together to avoid a climate disaster. Global
Witness calls on governments and appropriate multilateral
agencies to formally and publicly recognise the imminence of
the oil supply crunch and to take urgent measures to develop
safe and sustainable alternative energy systems.
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