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SCIENCE

Importation of Petroleum

The United States, with 6 percent of the world’s population, uses a
third of the energy output. At one time, no special opprobrium was at-
tached to this practice—we were squandering our own resources. The
situation has changed. We are now importing a third of the petroleum
that we consume. Our huge imports will eventually deprive others of a
key commodity and are now forcing upward the price of oil for all,
while undermining the value of the dollar.

This year, imports of oil and oil products will exceed those of 1972
by about 35 percent. They will cost about $9 billion. A minor part of
this sum will flow back into the United States in the form of profits
of the international oil companies, but the imbalance of payments adds
a heavy burden to an unstable dollar, with the situation exacerbated as
imports continue to climb.

Elsewhere peoples are striving to enjoy some of the things that are
commonplace to us. Governments everywhere are under pressure to
provide more things and comforts for their peoples; this, in turn, trans-
lates into a demand for energy—largely in the form of hydrocarbons.
In Western Europe, one encounters tremendous numbers of automobiles,
seemingly darting in all directions. In Japan, with a population about half
of ours, there are now 20 million cars. In many of the cities of Latin
America, the automobile seems almost as ubiquitous as it is here.

Motor vehicles are, of course, only one mode of using energy. In
many countries the consumption of hydrocarbons is essential to industrial
activity and to meeting many basic human needs, such as that for space
heating.

With time, some of the essential needs will probably be met by nuclear
energy. Perhaps technology will supply needs in the year 2000, but what
do we do to meet the problems of the next 5 or 10 years? If the United
States is willing to endure a continuing series of dollar devaluations, with
attendant inflation, it can probably continue for a while to import in-
creasing amounts of petroleum. But our image abroad will surely suffer
as we scramble to take more than our share of vanishing resources. We
will earn the ill wishes of the rest of the world in the process, for there
are many actions we could take to reduce our demand and increase
domestic supplies.

We have only half-heartedly begun to think in terms of conservation.
Some of the measures, such as better insulation for houses and the use
of lighter motor vehicles, can only be effective after the passage of years.
However, other measures could be helpful quickly. For example, wasting
gasoline could be reduced through enforcement of highway speed limits.
A sharp rise in the gasoline tax, now being discussed in Washington,
would also tend to lower consumption. Demand for electricity this sum-
mer could be lessened if excessive air conditioning were avoided.

On the supply side, there are many measures that could be taken. The
oil companies will continue to press for Alaskan oil and off-shore drilling,
while improving secondary recovery. With current production practice,
two-thirds of the oil in place is left in the ground.

Where we are curiously inert is in the utilization of our huge reserves
of coal and oil shale. In comparison with the billions. we spend on oil
imports, the millions the government is devoting to liquefaction of coal
is trivial. It can best be described as a phony commitment—a cosmetic
effort whose purpose is to give the appearance, but not the reality, of
action. A goal worthy of the world’s leader in technology would be to
construct in 2 years several plants, each costing about $1 billion and
each capable of supplying 1 percent of the liquid hydrocarbons we
consume.—PHILIP H. ABELSON



