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Will Natural Gas Fuel America in the 21st Century?  
Foreword to new report - Richard Heinberg, 27 May 2011 

Today sees the release of a new report from Post Carbon 
Institute Will Natural Gas Fuel America in the 21st Century 
[pdf 13MB] by PCI Fellow David Hughes.  

From the press release 

A detailed new energy report argues that the natural gas 
industry has propagated dangerously false claims about 
natural gas production supply, cost and environmental 
impact. The report, "Will Natural Gas Fuel America in the 
21st Century" is authored by leading geoscientist and Post 
Carbon Institute Fellow J. David Hughes. 

The most significant of the natural gas industry's claims – 
one that has been bought hook, line and sinker by everyone 
from the Energy Information Agency (EIA) and the Obama 
Administration, to leading environmental groups – is that 
the United States has a 100-year supply of cheap natural 
gas. The report shows this to be a pipe dream. Natural gas 
would require higher costs and unprecedented drilling 
efforts to meet even baseline supply projections. In fact, the 
U.S. faces a decline in domestic gas supplies in the very near 
future unless drilling rates quickly increase. 

Also debunked is the perception that shale gas is better for 
the climate than coal. Building on other recent analysis, the 
report shows that shale gas is worse than coal over a 
20-30 year timeframe, even after efforts to mitigate 
fugitive methane emissions. This should have major 
implications for those who have touted natural gas as a near-
term bridge to a clean energy future. 

Foreword to the report by Richard Heinberg 

Post Carbon Institute undertook this report in order to 
examine three widespread assumptions about the role that 
natural gas can and should play in our energy future: 

• Assumption #1: That, thanks to new techniques for 
hydraulic fracturing and horizontal drilling of shale, 
we have sufficient natural gas resources to supply 
the needs of our country for the next 100 years.  

• Assumption #2: That the price of natural gas, which 
has historically been volatile, will remain 
consistently low for decades to come. 

• Assumption #3: That natural gas is much cleaner 
and safer than other fossil fuels, from the standpoint 
of greenhouse gas emissions and public health. 

Based on these assumptions, national energy officials at the 
Energy Information Administration (EIA) foresee a major 
expansion of natural gas in the coming decades. President 
Obama touted natural gas as a cornerstone of his 
Administration’s “Blueprint for a Secure Energy Future”[1] 
and endorsed plans for converting a sizable portion of the 
vehicle fleet to run on natural gas.[2] Some environmental 
groups, rightfully concerned about the greenhouse gas 
emissions of coal, have called for large-scale replacement of 
coal-fired power plants with those that burn natural gas, 
despite increasing concern over the environmental impacts 
of hydraulic fracturing. 

As this report details, all of these assumptions and 
recommendations need to be re-thought. What emerges 
from the data is a very different assessment. 

But if this report is right, then how could mainstream energy 
analysts have gotten so much so wrong? It is not our purpose 
to analyze in detail the social, political, and economic 
process whereby public relations became public policy. 
Nevertheless it is fairly easy to trace the convergence of 
interests among major players. First, the shale gas industry 
was motivated to hype production prospects in order to 
attract large amounts of needed investment capital; it did 
this by drilling the best sites first and extrapolating initial 
robust results to apply to more problematic prospective 
regions. The energy policy establishment, desperate to 
identify a new energy source to support future economic 
growth, accepted the industry’s hype uncritically. This in 
turn led Wall Street Journal, Time Magazine, 60 Minutes, 
and many other media outlets to proclaim that shale gas 
would transform the energy world. Finally, several 
prominent environmental organizations, looking for a way to 
lobby for lower carbon emissions without calling for energy 
cutbacks, embraced shale gas as a necessary “bridge fuel” 
toward a renewable energy future. Each group saw in shale 
gas what it wanted and needed. The stuff seemed too good to 
be true—and indeed it was. 

The biggest losers in this misguided rush to anoint shale gas 
as America’s energy savior are members of the public, who 
need sound energy policy based on realistic expectations for 
future supply, as well as sound assessments of economic and 
environmental costs. 

Implications for the National Energy Conversation 

It is understandable that the shale gas industry would fudge 
supply and price forecasts in the interest of drumming up 
investment capital. However, the EIA is supposed to be an 
impartial purveyor of data and analysis. Yet that 
organization has historically been overly optimistic with 
regard to fossil fuel supplies and prices. During the past 
decade several non-profit energy groups, including Post 
Carbon Institute, warned that depletion of giant oilfields and 
declining oil discoveries would lead to a situation of higher 
petroleum prices and tight supplies beginning before 2010. 
Indeed, a leveling off of world crude oil production and a 
simultaneous steep rise in oil prices during the past few 
years have arguably marked the most significant shift in the 
history of the petroleum industry—a shift whose 
consequences continue to ripple throughout the entire global 
economy. Yet EIA oil forecasts in the early years of the 
decade contained no hint of this impending and wholly 
foreseeable supply-price shift. In our view, the EIA is making 
similar mistakes in its too-rosy projections with regard to 
shale gas supplies and natural gas prices. 

With mounting evidence of the environmental and human 
health risks of shale gas production, environmental groups 
are rightfully questioning the “cleanliness” of shale gas. But 
if these groups focus their arguments only on the 
contamination of ground water supplies of shale gas without 
at the same time questioning the economics of shale gas 
drilling, they will have helped set up conditions for a 
political battle that could undermine their own influence and 
credibility. Political interests traditionally funded by the oil 
and gas industries will once again claim that 
environmentalism is the only thing standing between 
Americans and energy security. And if environmentalists are 
successful in enacting regulations to minimize the risks of 
water contamination without clarity about the full lifecycle 
greenhouse gas emissions of natural gas, they may 
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inadvertently exacerbate the very crisis they are trying to 
address.  

The stark reality we face is that humanity has embarked on 
the era of extreme energy, where there are no simple 
solutions. The inexpensive, high-yield fossil fuels that 
powered the industrial revolution and that helped make the 
U.S. the world’s wealthiest and most powerful nation are 
dwindling, and all of them emit dangerous levels of 
greenhouse gases. While enormous amounts of natural gas, 
oil, and coal remain, the portions of those fuels that were 
cheapest and easiest to produce are now mostly gone, and 
producing remaining reserves will entail spiraling 
investment costs and environmental risks. Moreover, while 
alternative energy sources exist—including nuclear, wind, 
and solar—these come with their own problems and trade-
offs, and none is capable of replicating the economic benefits 
that fossil fuels delivered in decades past. There is no likely 
scenario in which the decades ahead will see energy as 
abundant or as cheap as it was in decades past.[4] 

None of the major participants in our national energy 
discussion wants to utter that dismal truth. Yet continued 
appeals to wishful thinking merely squander opportunities 
to pre-adapt gracefully and painlessly to a lower-energy 
future. 

The Unavoidable Solution: Energy Conservation 

It is past time for policy makers to get serious about the most 
important strategy we can and must adopt in order to 
succeed in this new era—energy conservation. Reducing 
demand for energy and using energy more efficiently are the 
cheapest and most effective ways of cutting carbon 
emissions, enhancing energy security, and providing a stable 
basis for economic planning. 

Unfortunately, energy supply limits and demand reduction 
do not support robust economic growth. This is probably the 
main reason why policy makers and many energy analysts 
and environmentalists shy away from conveying the real 
dimensions of our predicament. However understandable 
this response may be from a political perspective, it is one 
that only compromises our prospects as a nation and a 
species. There is much we can do to ensure a secure social 
and natural environment in a lower-energy context, but we 
are unlikely to take the needed steps if we are laboring under 
fundamentally mistaken assumptions about the amounts of 
energy we can realistically access, and the costs of making 
that energy available. 
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