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Figure 4.1: Bold curve: Oil discoveries worldwide by year in giga-barrels
(Gbarrels) since 1930. The peak in 1948 is the discovery of the famous giant
Ghawar field in Saudi Arabia. Light curve: World oil production. Until 2004,
1 802 Gbarrels had been discovered, and 1 237 had been produced until 2011.
Source: Exxonmobil.

populations first make use of sources of nutrition, energy, and
raw materials that are easiest to acquire, extract, process, and
distribute. When such resources are no longer sufficient, exploita-
tion shifts to ones that are costlier to acquire, extract, process,
and distribute, while yielding no higher returns.

When including climate issues in the equation (see section 5.5), the conclusion
is that is would be wise to leave non-conventional resources alone, and find
an alternative to fossils even before we burn all of the conventional reserves.
How do we know “the end of cheap oil” in near, and which amounts of
greenhouse gases have been poured in the atmosphere? This chapter answers
these questions.

4.1 Discoveries and production

Before you burn oil, you need to find it. Are we still finding a lot of oil
in 2012, or are we just uncovering some last drops here and there? The
first data to look at is the history of discoveries. While remaining reserves
are usually fiercely debated, discoveries are just history. The bold curve on
figure 4.1 shows the evolution of oil discoveries worldwide by year, since 1930.
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