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Glut? 

…or 

last 

gasp? 
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Oil depletion risks are not new! 
 Global discovery peaked in 1964 

 USA production peaked in 1971 

 Canada (once considered inexhaustible) peaked in 1973 

 Australia peaked in 2000 

 I was impacted by peak oil (though not by that name) 60 
years ago.  My school closed due to local de-population 
as a result of automation and oilfield depletion. 

 The Turner Valley Oilfield, Alberta, Canada (scene of my 
childhood) had peaked 15 years before. 

 Progressively, every school I attended closed. 

 Turner Valley is a microcosm of the global scene.   

 That story starts 101 years ago. 
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The Turner Valley Oil Rush 

 14 May 1914, Dingman 

No 1 blew in: 

 It hit pay dirt at 800 

metres depth yielding 

400 000 cu m/day of 

natural gas pushing 

out a gusher of oil 

 Within 24 hours, 

promoters had formed 

more than 500 oil 
companies!  



During the “boom”, 
a string of 
“shantytowns” 
mushroomed: 

 Naptha 

 Glenmede (my 
first school) 

 Hartell 

 Mercury 

 Little Chicago 
(Royalties) 
population 1350 

 Little New York 
(Longview) 
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Community development 
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Use and Abuse: “Hell’s half-acre” 

Up to the 1940’s, Turner Valley 
had been the most 
productive field in the entire 
British Empire: 

 25,000 barrels of oil/day 

 20 million Cu M of gas/day 

 Gas had little market value 
and the “excess” (enough to 
satisfy New York City’s 
energy needs) was simply 
burned off in massive flares.  

Oil production peaked in 1940. 
 

 



After the peak: 

 1950’s reduced gas pressure 

meant pumps were required. 

 Automation reduced labour 

demand, resulting in job losses 

and depopulation. 

 1960’s depleted oil levels were 

addressed by water injection. 

 1970’s more wells and pumps 

were introduced to extract from 

increasingly isolated pockets. 

 Current flurry of horizontal drilling 

and new pumping technology. 
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Was technology the field’s saviour? 



“Rural renewal” of 
townships 

 

 Naptha 
 Glen Mede 
 Hartell 
 Mercury 

(refinery 
explosion in 
1951) 

 Royalties 
 

All reconverted 
to farmland 

 

Longview is the 
sole survivor 
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Community de-construction 
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Lessons from this past experience: 
 Oil depletion is real, and is 

already happening. 

 

 Wastage and excesses 
make the impacts orders of 
magnitude worse. 

 

 70+ years post-peak, there 
is still oil to be had from 
Turner Valley, but 
progressively lower in 
volume and more difficult 
and expensive to extract. 

 We need to recognise 
that it is happening. 

 

 We need to curb our 
wastage and excess 
early to minimise the 
impact. 
 

 Cheap oil has ended 

 Globally, we are already 
very late in preparing 
and responding to the 
end of cheap oil. 
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Production exceeds discovery 
 

 

 



Australia is dependent on oil 
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Australia’s oil consumption: 

 72% for transport 

 8.5%  for mining 

 7.1% for chemicals 

Oil-based plastics are 

 Highly vulnerable 

 Toxic and non-recyclable 

 Minimal local value capture 

 4.8% for agriculture 

Transport is over 90% oil 

dependent 

 

 

 



Energy consumed by vehicles (Qld) 
 More than half of energy is consumed by private passenger cars 

 Trucks and light commercial vehicles share most of the balance 

ASPO-Australia 
Australian Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas 



Australia relies disproportionately  

on road transport                            .  
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 In spite of increasing 

vulnerability, the 

proportion of freight taken 

on trucks is actually 

growing. 

 Our dispersed population 

and economic activity 

makes the flexibility of 

trucking compelling. 

 Transport infrastructure 

investment tends to favour 

roads to facilitate 

increased road freight. 



Where Australia gets its oil 
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Reduced refining capacity 
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• Small-scale Australian refineries cannot compete with mega 

refineries in Asia 

• In last 10 years we have lost 50% of refining capacity 



Supply chain vulnerability 
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• We now import 90% 

of refined product 

• Dependent on 

vulnerable shipping 

lanes 

• Product (especially 

aviation fuel) is 

subject to 

deterioration in 

transit 

Al Qaeda has threatened to 

disrupt Australian overseas oil 

supply lines. 



Inadequate reserve storage 

ASPO-Australia 
Australian Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas 

• International requirement to hold 90 days reserve supply 

• Australia reserve below 50 days - as low as 12 days in some areas 

• Meeting the requirement would cost $6.8 billion 
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Likely Oil Depletion “Events” 

1. Sudden critical supply interruption  

 Sharp price rises 

 Reduced availability of supply (queueing, rationing) 

2. Intermittent supply constraints 

 Volatile price fluctuations (our experience of the last decade), 

and/or 

 Sharp volatility of demand affected by price (ditto) 

3. Progressive supply constraints  

 global increase in production cost and diminishing margins 

 Increased retention of reserves by exporters, and  

 associated price rises (CSIRO models $8.00/litre) 

 



That leaves us vulnerable.  
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 Reducing our domestic 

refining capacity and 

relying on imported 

refined motor fuel, 

 Not maintaining our 

recommended 90-day 

liquid fuel “reserve”, 

 “Just-in-time” delivery 

practices, and  

 Dependence on far-

away sources for 

goods, 

Reduces our resilience 

and risks empty shelves My local IGA 3 days since the shelves were stocked 



Our communities are at risk 

For any decision 

regarding capital 

expenditure or 

operations: 

 Will this initiative 

exacerbate oil 

vulnerability? 

 Or will it reduce 

vulnerability? 

The viability and 

sustainability of our 

communities’ are at 

stake. 
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…and has been declining at over 6% per annum since. 
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“Conventional” oil already peaked 
“Conventional” oil reached maximum production in November 2005 

 

 



So when do we have to act? 
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If a crash program to reduce oil use or to switch 
from oil to renewable energy had begun: 
 

20 years before peak conventional oil (from 1985?):  
Possibility of avoiding a world liquid fuels shortfall  

Only slight economic disruptions.  
 

10 years before peak conventional oil (from 1995?):  
Liquid fuels shortfall and increasing prices for roughly a decade 

after the time that oil would have peaked. 

Moderate economic disruptions. 
 

0 years before peak conventional oil (from 2005?):  
Significant liquid fuel deficit for more than two decades.  

Severe economic disruptions (as started in 2008?  2nd dip soon?) 

10 years after peak conventional oil (from 2015?):  
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We have responded: 

“Unconventionals” maintain the plateau 
 

 IEA production 

forecasts 

suggest we 

can increase 

production 

 IEA have 

assumed 

aspirational 

production 

rates from the 

reserves 

 

 



Upsalla Uni Analysis (Kjell) 
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Source: Kjell Aleklett 
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USA “tight oil” makes a further “blip” 
 

 



Current switch to “unconventionals” 
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Already, we are relying more on 
unconventional sources, and 
are now facing the risks and 
consequences. 

Actual 1999 BP advertisement     



“Unconventional” global challenge 
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Athabaska oil 
sands are 
perhaps the 
most graphic 
example 

    

Is this our global future? 
    



…and much closer to home… 
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How does fracking 
not affect water 
resources? 

    



What’s at stake? 
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 Do new technologies potentially 
threaten the priceless water 
resources of the driest continent 
on the planet? 

 The jury is still out.  In the 
meantime, the “precautionary 
principle” must apply. 
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Transport is a challenge as well 

 Lac-Megantic, Quebec July 2013 
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 Are “unconventionals” a panacea? 
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Cost/price squeeze 

 Costs are rising nearly 11% per year while prices decline 

 At what point does technology become uneconomic? 
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Capital expenditure vs. production 

 Production is declining while expenditure is rising. 

 Capex productivity has fallen by a factor of 5 since 2000. 
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The cost of production by resource 
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Break-even is out-of-reach for many 

 Vast majority of companies need over $100/bbl. 

 Nearly half need over $120 for positive cash flow. 

 Many are abandoning projects and winding back capex. 

$120 

$100 

At $60, 
Who is 

making a 

profit? 
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What else will impact investment? 
 The latest IPCC Report 

confirms “business-as-

usual” will result in 

catastrophic climate 

change. 

 Alaska and the Yukon are 

already at 2 degrees 

 Fossil fuel use is over half of 

CO2 emissions (70% with CH4), 

 Mitigation measures may 

include production constraints 

and/or imposts. 
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Changing consumption trends 

We are already responding to the risk of oil depletion in 

our land use and travel behaviour 



ASPO-Australia 
Australian Association for the Study of Peak Oil & Gas 

More evidence: Peak car? 
• Peak driving in 

USA was 2005, 

coinciding with 

global peak of 

“conventional” 

oil and USA 

peak in fuel 

consumption 

(now back to 

1995 levels). 

 

• 1 in 6 cars are 

now missing 

from USA roads 
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More evidence: Peak air travel? 
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So have we reached “peak capex”? 

 Capital discipline now over-rides production growth. 

 Aggressive technologies are unlikely to be affordable. 

 This is a very challenging time for the oil majors. 
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Will GDP growth bail us out? 

Very doubtful: 

 EU heading 

down the 

tube again, 

 USA still 

stagnant, 

 China is 

coming off 

the boil, 

 Continued 

disruption in 

Africa & the 

Middle East 
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Will OPEC/Saudi Arabia bail us out? 
Why would they? 

 Historically, they have cut supply to sustain prices to maximise 

their own profit.  Then they were competing with other (rapidly-

diminishing) “conventional” supplies;  

 They are still producing “conventional” oil at low marginal cost;   

 

interest in 

 They may perceive a vested 

interest in allowing a price below 

the break-even point for the recent 

flood of “un-conventionals” such 

as USA shales, Canadian tar sands 

and Australian coal seams. 

 Once competition has been 

damaged, scarcity will push prices 

up again.  
 

 

 

 

 

 Laughing all the way to the bank 
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Declining capex may trigger a slide 
We have enjoyed the 

“bumpy plateau”, but 

we now face limits: 

 “Cheap” oil is over! 

 “Conventional” oil 

has already peaked 

 “Un-conventional” 

technologies cost 

much more, 

 Economies are fragile, 

 Capex is limited, 

 Climate change may 

dictate contraction, 

 Advanced societies 

are consuming less, 

 Is the precipice near? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



Post-peak of total liquid fuels,  
How will we exchange goods and services? 
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We can’t simply build our way out 

of vulnerability to oil depletion      . 
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 Reliance on more 

infrastructure as a 

possible solution is 

problematic. 

 Conventional 

construction of 

transport 

infrastructure is still 

very oil intensive in 

both materials and 

machinery 

 

 



We are fostering a transformation 
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From: 

 Sprawling,  

 Car-based monocultures 

To: 

 Functionally diverse, 

 Locally self-reliant, 

 Economically productive, 

 Socially inclusive, 

 Energy and water 

efficient, 

 Less carbon intensive, 

and 

 More resilient settlement 

patterns 

 

 



Choice of transit modes 
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Walking and cycling are most 

sustainable; 

Buses, trams and trains carry 

people more efficiently and 

amenably than cars do...and 

can share the public realm; 

Ferries (or kayaks) turn the 

rivers and the Bay from  

barriers to  connectors 

 …and make transit an absolute 

pleasure! 

 



 Using domestic 

solar to charge the 

car frees us from 

hydrocarbons, 

 Energy storage in 

the car’s battery 

addresses one of 

the key challenges 

of domestic solar 

 The effectiveness 

of the combination 

will depend on 

when the car is 

being charged and 

when it is used. 
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Integrate home and vehicle energy . 

 



Goods and services can be 

produced and exchanged locally . 
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 Integration of land use to minimise transport  -

(compact, accessible and permeable mixed-use 

centres to live, work and play, requiring minimum 

motorised travel)  

 Use public transport, walking and cycling 

 Buy local – reduce commodity kilometres 

 Substitute oil-dependent products in favour of 

renewable and local alternatives 

 Get used to living with less – human exchange is 

more important than commodity exchange. 
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Designing our Urban “places” 
Our cities and “places” must support human 

exchange …not just “keep the vehicles moving”. 

 We live in cities to  

maximise exchange 

with  minimum travel. 

 Only at the pedestrian 

scale and pace, is 

human exchange 

possible. 

 Reducing reliance on 

vehicles reduces oil 

vulnerability, and also 

helps our cities 

function. 



Place-based planning cuts oil risk 
 Reinforce land patterns 

that minimise travel (the 
most economical trip is 
the trip not taken by a 
vehicle) 

 Change modes, 

 Change logistics, 

 Substitute less 
vulnerable activities and 
processes, 

 Find efficiencies and 
economies for activities 
and processes that 
cannot be avoided 

 Find alternative energies 
or fuels 
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Social and Land use Responses 
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Transport 

vulnerability is 

addressed by non-

transport solutions 

 TOD:  Co-location 

and intensification 

of diverse land 

uses 

 Localisation and 

self-containment of 

employment, 

supply chains, 

production, and 

economic activity 



Cheap oil is over!  

 Conventional oil 

has peaked,  

 Unconventional 

oil has limits,  

 Climate change 

moves the 

goalposts, 

 Australia is 

particularly 

vulnerable, 

 Our response 

must be urban 

transformation. 

 Are we ready? ASPO-Australia 
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Conclusions 
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Thank you 
Wally Wight 

wwight@gil.com.au 

0417 741 377 
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