The End of Cheap Oil Oil is a finite resource and there is little controversy that production will peak sometime over the next several decades. The only controversy is whether there will be a smooth, orderly transition to non-petroleum fuels to avoid economic disaster. US oil production has already peaked in 1970. The conventional wisdom is that world oil production could peak sometime in the next 20 to 50 years. For example, the Energy Information Agency of the US DOE estimates production will peak at the earliest to be 2021, with the likely peak being 2037.
 Shell’s assessment is that oil resources will become scarce at the earliest by 2025.
 Another U.S. DOE report assumes a likely peak in conventional oil production to be 2020.
 

However, some experts warn that global oil production will peak as early as this decade. These estimates are based on the assumption that most of the world’s economically recoverable oil reserves have already been discovered and that global oil production will follow the same pathway as what occurred in the US when oil production peaked in 1970. For example, one expert estimates that a “reasonably generous upper guess is 2.1 trillion barrels” of recoverable resources and consequently, global oil production will peak at the end of 2009.
 Other experts estimate that the peak year will be between 2004 and 2008.
 In the event that production peaks earlier then conventional wisdom, the transition to non-petroleum fuels will be tumultuous. Public policies to reduce consumption and increase alternative fuel sources clearly have a role to help ease the transition.
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