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Oil is here to stay, energy      analysts say
By Pascal Kwesiga  
                         

T
he global campaign 
for a shift from fossils 
to cleaner sources of 
energy continues to get 
tongues wagging about 
the future of petroleum 

products. 
And the gradual displacement of 

some petroleum products, such as 
kerosene, by solar power in Uganda 
and other parts of the world is 
reinforcing predictions that the end 
is near for fossils. The coming on 
stream of the electric cars is also 
fuelling such predictions. 

However, some energy analysts 
have also argued that weaning the 
world off fossil energy will not be 
a downhill task. They have said oil 
will remain a major component 
of the global energy mix for many 
decades despite the development 
of new power alternatives. But 
why?

James Baanabe, the head of the 
directorate of energy resources 
at the energy ministry, which is 
promoting the development of 
renewable energy resources, said 
petroleum products will remain in 
use for many decades, especially in 
the developing world.

He noted that the recent 
development of electric cars is 
a powerful innovation in the 
technological landscape, but said 
it would take several decades for 
the (electric) vehicles to become 
popular in some of the developed 
nations and many countries in the 
developing world for lack of the 
charging infrastructure and the 
cost.

“Electric cars are very expensive. 
We get second-hand cars in 
Africa. There are no second-hand 
electric cars today. We may have 
second-hand electric cars in 30 
years to come,” he added, “We can 
only afford cars using petroleum 
products because they are cheap. 
People are already crying about a 
restriction to import cars older than 
15 years.”

But, even if the demand for 
electric cars went up, for example, 
in Uganda, Baanabe explained 
that the country would need more 
fossils (oil and gas) to generate 
sufficient electricity for powering 
(electric) vehicles.

According to the ExxonMobil 
2018 energy outlook, there are 
currently about two million electric 
cars in the global fleet, which is 
about 0.2% of the total. 

However, in the same report, 
the oil major also predicted that 
for every additional 100 million 
electric vehicles on the road, in 
2040, liquids (oil and natural gas) 
demand could fall by 1.2 million 
barrels per day. 

Oil and natural gas will continue 
to meet about 55% of the world’s 
energy needs through 2040, 
according to the oil firm report. 
By 2040, it added, nuclear and all 
renewables will be approaching 
25% of global energy supplies. 

But oil will remain the largest 
share of the energy mix; 
essential for transportation and 
petrochemicals. Natural gas will 
continue to register the highest 
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demand to meet the increasing 
needs for electricity, according to 
the report. 

The ExxonMobil energy forecast 
also showed that liquids demand 
will grow by about 20% in the next 
two and a half decades to meet the 
growing needs in the transport and 
petrochemical sectors.  In Africa, 
the liquids demand is projected 
to grow by about 30% by 2040 as 
economies expand. 

About $400b of upstream oil 
investment is needed each year 
from 2017 to 2040 to meet the 
global energy needs. It is believed 
that less than one quarter of global 
oil resources have been produced 
and the remainder can last 150 
years at current demand. 

On the other hand, it is estimated 
that less than 15% of recoverable 
natural gas resources have been 
produced and the remainder could 
last over 200 years at current 
demand, according to ExxonMobil. 

However, as a result of the 
emerging technologies, other 
projections indicate that oil 
demand would decline by 0.4% 

2M 
electric cars
The estimated number 
of electric cars in the 
global leet, according 
to the ExxonMobil 2018 
energy outlook.

that of China. 
The global population is 

anticipated to increase to 9.2 billion 
people and that is expected to grow 
energy demand by 25%. Uganda’s 
population is projected to reach 75 
million people by 2040. 

Currently, Uganda is promoting 
rural electrification and solar power 
to reduce the use of kerosene 
power lamps because of its side-
effects. 

“We are promoting solar and it is 
displacing tadooba lamps because 
solar is cheap and competitive. 
We are promoting clean sources of 
energy, but stating that oil and gas 
is dying is being alarmist,” Baanabe 
said. 

If Uganda started producing 
oil from its estimated 6.5 billion 
barrels of oil resources, he said, 
(petroleum) products would still 
be very relevant after 30 years. The 
6.5 billion barrels of oil resources 
are estimated to last between 25 
and 30 years. But Uganda’s future 
exploration projects will increase 
the oil resources and expand the 
production period.

INDISPENSABLE OIL
Joshua Lukaye, the assistant 
commissioner in charge of 
exploration in the energy ministry, 
said renewable sources of energy 
will not take the place of oil.  

The renewables which have so 
far been discovered, according 
to Lukaye, are suitable sources 
of energy for lighting houses, 
powering light equipment and 
probably some vehicles. These, he 
added, are not the main market for 
petroleum.

“The real consumers of oil are 
in the manufacturing sector. They 
use it for power generation. Most 
factories abroad do not have 
hydropower and countries burn oil 
to generate power for industries,” 
he stated.

The oil majors, including US 
ExxonMobil, Lukaye explained, are 
also investing heavily in research 
and development for renewables 
and other aspects in the energy 
value chain.

“The oil companies continue 
to invest in fossil fuel production 
because they are certain oil is still 
here. They continue to invest in 
research. They have given people 
scholarships to study and research 
about renewables because they 
want to know the potential of 
renewable sources of energy,” 

Journalists 
visiting an 
oil well in 
Bunyoro 
region a few 
years back

Oil and natural 
gas will 
continue to 
meet about 
55% of the 
world’s energy 
needs through 
2040

“

The real consumers of oil are in the manufacturing sector, which uses it for power generation

per year between 2018 and 2040. 
Meanwhile, demand for natural 
gas would increase by about 0.9% 
per year over the same period. This 
would translate to an average of 
78 million barrels of oil per day in 
2040 from 95 million barrels per 
day in 2016. 

But in its 2019 forecast, British 
Petroleum, also an oil major, said 
global energy demand will surge by 
a third over the next two decades 
due to prosperity and added that 
Indian demand growth will eclipse 
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Lukaye added.
But what makes oil even 

more important in the lives of 
people is not gasoline. Instead 
it is the numerous products 
manufactured from crude oil.

“You cannot get petrochemical 
products from renewables. 
Seventy percent of the things we 
use are from crude oil,” Lukaye 
said.

PETROCHEMICAL 
PRODUCTS
John Urry, a professor of 
sociology at Lancaster 
University, in his book titled 
Societies Beyond Oil, said 
replacing one global (energy) 
system with another is an 
immense undertaking.

He argued that oil is not just 
a means of movement, but is 
central to almost all industries 
and agriculture. Some of 
the products made from oil 
include anti-freeze, asphalt, 
baths, beddings, cameras, 
carpets, catheters, CDs/
DVDs, computers, detergents, 
fertilisers, fleeces, food colouring 
and footballs.

Others include furniture, 
golf balls, hoses, nappies, 
oxygen tents, packaging, 
paints, pesticides, pipes, plastic 
bags, plastic cups, plastic 
bottles, raincoats, seals, shower 
curtains, surfboards, sweaters, 
telephones, tights, trainers, 
television, tyres, wellingtons, 
window frames and X-rays.

“Oil is also central to the so-
called green revolution and the 
US uses four hundred gallons 
of oil each year to feed each 
American. The US military uses 
16 barrels of oil per soldier per 
day compared with just one 
during the Second World War,” 
Urry stated.

So far, gasoline is the only 
product that facilitates large 
movements of people and 
military tanks across the 
world. Other sources of energy 
like coal are not suitable for 
transport because of their low 
energy density.

“An energy transition from 
one type of fuel to another is 
an event that historically has 
only happened once a century 

You cannot get petrochemical 
products from renewables. 
Seventy percent of the things 
we use are from crude oil

“
The cheapest way to drive a car today is by using gasoline, not electricity

at most with momentous 
consequences. But there is no 
such system currently waiting in 
the wings and ready to spring 
on stage,” Urry stated.

He opined that electric 
vehicles are not, of course, a 
new form of energy and so far, 
depend on fossil-fuel generated 
electricity.

Skip Maryan, who has been 
working as an energy lawyer for 
the last 50 years, participating 
in writing production sharing 
agreements (PSAs) and 
in negotiations between 
governments and oil companies 
around the world, said oil will 
remain a key component of 
the energy mix for the world 
for many years. Maryan was 
in Kampala recently training 
Ugandan energy officials on 
contracts and negotiations.

“The so-called experts have 
been predicting the death of 
fossil energy for many years. 
Many said electric cars would 
be all over the highways by now, 
but that has not happened,” he 
added.

Many years ago, Maryan said 
the “so-called experts” also 
predicted an oil production peak 
(that production would start 
declining after peak around the 
world), but, instead, two things 
have happened.

“Those theories on peak 
production and oil running out 
have failed. The two things have 
happened instead; there is new 
technology to find more oil and 
the price of oil has remained 
relatively low because oil is 
readily available,” he noted.

Maryan noted that fossils 
remain the source of the most 
efficient and cheap fuel. As long 
as there are countries pursuing 
economic growth, Maryan said 

they will always need fossil fuels 
to grow their economies.

“Nobody can fly a jet engine 
with electricity now. The 
cheapest way to drive a car 
today is by using gasoline. 
You cannot drive an electric 
car to many areas because 
the charging system is not 
available,” he added. 

The experts who continue to 
predict the death of fossil fuels 
have not been to the grocery 
shops, according to him. “There 
are not many items you can get 
in a grocery shop for one US 
dollar. That is the price of oil. 
It is cheap. You cannot make a 
phone without oil,” he stated.  

Dr Charles Brankman, a 
geologist at the International 
Human Resource Development 
Corporation (IHRDC) in the US, 
said oil has a very high energy 
density (the amount of energy 
in oil) than other fuel sources.

“You can go farther in a 
gasoline car than in an electric 
car because oil is more efficient 
and easy to use. But the 
energy density for electric cars 
(batteries) is also improving,” he 
added. 

“I also have solar panels 
on my house in the US and 
the electricity market is 
shifting to renewables. But for 
transportation fuel, you need 
oil.” 

According to the 2018 
International Energy Agency 
(IEA) world energy outlook, oil 
use for cars could peak in the 
mid 2020s, but petrochemicals, 
trucks, planes and ships will 
keep overall oil demand on a 
rising trend. Natural gas and oil 
will continue to meet a major 
share of global energy demand 
in 2040, the report authors 
stated. 


