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Abstract

Three peaks are expected in the energy system in the coming half-century. World population is
expected to peak about 2050, world conventional oil production in the 2017-20 period, and North
American conventional natural gas production by 2010 at the latest. This paper examines the
consequences of these peaks in terms of possible scenarios for three time intervals each of which
faces different issues. Interval 1 deals with the period up to 2020; Interval 2 for 2020 to 2050; and
Interval 3 after 2050.

A deep ‘V’ is expected in the price of oil in Interval 1 after the situation in Iraq is resolved and
before the coming peak in production of conventional oil. The period of low oil prices is expected
to coincide approximately with the peak in North American conventional natural gas production.
The consequences of such a scenario are discussed in terms of the effect upon electrical
generation.

Two major complicating and contradictory issues are important through all three intervals: the
need to reduce emissions of greenhouse gases to the atmosphere and the alleviation of poverty
around the globe which will require an increase in energy consumption, especially electricity, in
developing countries.
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- world population will peak at about eight billion people by
2050-55 according to the most recent United Nations and IIASA
studies (Range: 7.5-8.5 billion);

- world production of conventional oil is expected to peak about
2020 by this author (Range: 2017-26);1 and

- North American production of natural gas from conventional
sources will peak the earliest of the three no later than 2010 if it
has not already reached its maximum. (Range: 2003-2010).
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Interval 1 - the period before the peak in the world production of
conventional oil is reached (the years from the present to 2017-
~2020);

Interval 2 - the period between the peaks in world conventional
oil production and population (~2020-2050); and

Interval 3 - the period after the world population has stabilized
and begins to decline (after 2050).

Interval 1 (Present to 2017/ ~2020):
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[Note Added in April 2003: The U.S. Department of Energy has
announced it will support one half the cost of a $1 billion ven-
ture to build a coal to electricity and hy drogen plant with vir-
tual total elimination of emissions (including most of the carbon
dioxide) to be known as FutureGen. A consortium will be or-
ganized to manage the program which calls for the design and
construction of a 275 MWe facility over the first five years and
test operation for another five. It is envisioned the facility will
be a test bed for the demonstration of new technologies in this
field.]
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