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FOSSIL FUELS AS AN ENERGY SOURCE
Presently, fossil fuels account for about 88% of the commercial energy sources 

used (not counting energy supplied directly by the sun and traditional biomass sources not

traded in commerce). This situation hasn't changed much over the last 50 years (Table 1) 

and could persist for 50 more. Considering the environmental problems associated with 

the increasing use of fossil fuels, why are they so popular? 

Fossil fuels are relatively marvelous energy sources. The variety of fossil fuels plus 

the technology mankind has developed to produce and convert them to useful purposes is

a marvelous combination.  As a result, fossil fuels are available everywhere, and some are 

easy to transport. Technical advances have led not only to discoveries and production 

from the most inhospitable (tough to live) places but also to more complete resource 

recovery. Although fossil fuels are depletable, the estimated resources are still very large 

The undiscovered resources of oil and gas are judgmental estimates of those resources 

thought to be geologically possible and technically recoverable within a reasonable price 

range. For coal, ultimately recoverable geological resources is an estimate based on the 

assumption that 50% Of the total coal resources-in-place can be recovered using current 

mining techniques as well as advanced techniques yet to be developed. 

Fossil fuels are attractive not only because they are available and relatively 

inexpensive but also because we have learned to use them so effectively. The relatively 

simple technology of controlled combustion provides energy for both small- and large-

scale applications. Almost exclusively, liquids refined from petroleum power the world's 

transportation systems (greater than 97% in the United States) because these fuels have 

such a high energy density, because they are so portable, and because of the development 

of the internal combustion engine and the modern jet engine. 

The top 3 producers of fossil fuels – China, America and Russia – are also the top 3 
consumers of fossil fuels. Unsurprisingly, they are almost all developed economies: 
Japan, Germany, South Korea, Brazil, United Kingdom and Italy.
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“But even as we push to get serious about confronting climate 
change, we should not try to solve the problem on the backs of 
the poor. For one thing, poor countries represent a small part of 
the carbon-emissions problem. And they desperately need cheap 
sources of energy now to fuel the economic growth that lifts 
families out of poverty. They can’t afford today’s expensive clean 
energy solutions, and we can’t expect them to wait for the 
technology to get cheaper.”
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