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SCIENCE

Energy Diplomacy

The Soviet Union is becoming powerful in energy matters while the
United States continues its drift into dependence on others. Proved Soviet
oil reserves are 80 billion barrels (11 billion metric tons) in contrast to 33
billion barrels for the United States. Soviet production is about 9.8 million
barrels a day (b/d) and rising, that of the United States is 8.1 million b/d and
dropping. The Soviet Union is a net exporter of oil; it reinforces its military
control of Eastern European countries by sending them 1.4 million b/d. In
contrast, the United States is importing about 7.2 million b/d of oil and its
products.

The proved reserves of natural gas in the Soviet Union (800 trillion cubic
feet or 22.4 trillion cubic meters) are by far the largest in the world; those of
the United States are 228 trillion cubic feet. During 1975, production in the
United States (20.1 trillion cubic feet) exceeded that in the Soviet Union
(10.2 trillion cubic feet). But U.S. reserves are declining rapidly. If present
trends continue, which is likely, Soviet production will be exceeding that of
the United States in about 4 years. Already the Soviet Union is an exporter
of natural gas, and it has been negotiating with Japan and West Germany to
supply part of their needs.

In late 1973 it was hoped that a combination of conservation and ex-
panded domestic production of fuels would render the United States energy
independent by 1980. This hope has been frustrated. For a short time during
the embargo the public was conservation-minded, but this did not last and
public consumption of energy has been increasing. A combination of
industrial conservation measures and lower production levels cut overall
consumption of energy by a few percent in 1974-1975. But in the first 3
months of 1976, electricity demand was up 5.9 percent from a year ago. The
public, responding to a price rollback on domestic oil, has been burning
more gasoline and buying the larger automobiles.

A major factor in the optimism of government officials during late 1973
was the expectation that higher prices would lead to greater production of
oil. This was to be accomplished by exploiting new discoveries and by
enhanced recovery of oil from existing fields. The higher prices did lead to
more drilling activity, but in 1975 only 1.3 billion barrels of oil was found
while a total of 6 billion barrels was being consumed. In 1973 enhanced
recovery of oil from existing fields was a hopeful prospect. In existing fields,
conventional techniques had produced roughly a third of the oil in place,
leaving about 300 billion barrels. Thus an improvement of a few percent
would make a big difference. More intense exploitation of earlier methods
and use of some new ones has led to an increase of 270,000 b/d, but the
Energy Research and Development Administration (ERDA) now estimates
that only an additional 300,000 b/d will be forthcoming by 1985. Moreover,
the cost of additional oil has been as much as $20 to $25 per barrel.

In early 1974 there was hope that substantial amounts of oil might be
obtained from coal or shale. Now ERDA states that comparatively little
synthetic oil will be available before 1985. As for using other major energy
sources instead of oil, there has been little progress. Because of environmen-
tal constraints, consumption of coal has not expanded appreciably. Nuclear
energy, which has replaced some oil in generating electricity, is under heavy
attack. In consequence, there is no alternative but to expand dependence on
foreign oil. At a recent press briefing, Exxon predicted that in 1985 the
United States will be importing 11 million b/d. Most of it will come from the
Middle East.

The United States has joined Western Europe and Japan in facing a long
era of vulnerability to crippling damage from interruptions to energy sup-
plies. The Soviet Union is not subject to such stoppages and indeed has
much to gain by fomenting trouble. A new embargo is not the only hazard.
The precedent of Angola suggests other scenarios for interruptions of oil
from the Middle East.—PHILIP H. ABELSON



