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SCIENCE

Dependence on Imports of Oil

Since 1973 the world has had a series of lessons about imports of oil.
Unfortunately, the people of the United States seem to be slow learners.
Had they been attentive they would have noted that the United States and
the other oil consuming nations behave as if they were helpless. They are so
eager for oil that they will pay almost any price for it. In 1973 a curtailment
in Free World production of about 10 percent for 3 months led to a quad-
rupling of the price. Recently, a shortfall of about 5 percent has resulted in
increases of spot prices by 50 percent or more. It is clear that if production
were permanently diminished somewhat further, the producing countries
could at least double their take.

The Russians are self-sufficient with respect to oil, and they profit from
price increases. For reasons of power politics they have found it attractive
to try to stir up trouble and encourage greed in oil producing countries.
Their policies, which are implemented by many willing tools, have met with
success and will be continued. Russian clandestine activities will not be
stopped by sending an aircraft carrier to the Middle East. They could be
curtailed only by a very high-risk nuclear confrontation.

For the short term the probabilities are that drastic troubles will not mate-
rialize, but prudence would dictate efforts to lessen increasing dependence
on imports of oil. Despite the contribution of Alaskan oil, U.S. imports have
increased by about 50 percent since 1973, and their cost this year will ex-
ceed $50 billion.

When one considers long-term potential costs, both military and econom-
ic, the government’s proposed actions are shortsighted. The tentative 1980
budget calls for a reduction in energy research and development dollars
which translates into an overall reduction of activity of about 10 percent.
But the picture with respect to synthetic liquid is more dismal. Taking into
account inflation, efforts to obtain clean liquids from coal and efforts to get
liquids from oil shale are to be reduced even more.

In its current approaches to meeting the shortages created by the revolu-
tion in Iran, the Administration is proceeding cautiously. The word *‘con-
servation’’ has excellent connotations, and talk of fostering conservation is
good politics, but actually to do something about it is another matter. The
nub of the problem is gasoline, which is by far the largest petroleum prod-
uct. The public is dependent on and infatuated with the automobile; use of
gasoline continues to increase. The public will not gladly tolerate inter-
ference with supplies. A government that fails in this matter could find itself
thrown out of office.

At the very least, shortages of liquid fuels or extremely high prices for
them must lead to demands for action, including greater efforts to increase
domestic supplies. Typically, little will be done until public opinion sud-
denly forces a major heedless, unplanned crash program, costing great envi-
ronmental damage and hundreds of billions of dollars.

Such costs could be minimized by actions taken now. By building quickly
and operating several full-scale plants, knowledge could be gained leading
to improved designs and minimum damage to the environment.

Sufficient experience has been gained from intermediate-scale plants and
pilot plants to establish the feasibility of production of shale oil or coal lig-
uids. Cost estimates range from $20 to $35 a barrel. However, no full-scale
plant will be built under present circumstances. There is too much uncer-
tainty about government regulations related to the environment, prices for
products, and interest rates. Principal components in the projected price of
synthetic fuels are capital costs and interest charges arising from long
delays. Estimated operating costs are about $10 per barrel. The amounts
of liquids that could be obtained from shale or coal are enormous in
comparison with oil potentials. If the United States were to move decisively
with even a few plants it would gain valuable experience, and the oil produc-
ing and exporting countries would perceive that there were limits to how far
they could go in squeezing financial and political advantages from their oil.

—PHiLiP H. ABELSON



