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The US military has warned that 
 surplus oil production capacity could 
disappear within two years and there 
could be serious shortages by 2015 
with a significant economic and 
 political impact.

The energy crisis, outlined in a 
Joint Operating Environment report 
from the US Joint Forces Command, 
comes as the  cost of crude is predicted 
to soon top $100 a barrel.

“By 2012, surplus oil production 
 capacity could entirely disappear, and 
as early as 2015 the shortfall in output 
could reach nearly 10m barrels per 
day,” says the report, which has a fore-
word by a senior commander, General 
James N Mattis.

It adds: “While it is diffi  cult to pre-
dict precisely what economic, political 
and strategic eff ects such a shortfall 
might produce, it surely would reduce 
the prospects for growth in both the 
developing and developed worlds. 
Such an economic slowdown would 
exacerbate other unresolved tensions, 
push fragile and failing states further 
down the path toward collapse, and 
perhaps have serious economic  impact 
on both China and India.”

The US military says its views can-
not be taken as US government policy 
but admits they are meant to provide 
the Joint Forces with “an intellectual 
foundation upon which we will con-
struct the concept to guide our future 
force developments”.

The warning is the latest in a series 
from around the world that has turned 
peak oil – the moment when demand 
exceeds supply – from a distant threat 
to a more immediate risk. The Wicks 

 Energy Agency remains confi dent that 
there is no short-term risk of oil short-
ages but privately some senior offi  cials 
have admitted there is considerable 
disagreement internally about this 
upbeat stance.

Future fuel supplies are of 
acute importance to the US army 
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review on UK energy policy, published 
last summer, effectively dismissed 
fears, but Lord Hunt, the British en-
ergy minister, met concerned indus-
trialists two weeks ago in a sign that 
the government is  changing its mind 
on the seriousness of the issue.

The Paris-based International 
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Africa 

Human species discovery

Fossilised skeletons recovered 
from a  cave in South Africa belong 
to a previously unknown species 
of  human ancestor, the journal 
 Science reported. The partial skele-
tons of an adult female and a young 
male  were found  in sediments that 
fi rst covered their remains an esti-
mated 1.9m years ago.  The   remains 
are thought to represent a period 
of  transition between tree-dwelling 
apes and the earliest human ances-
tors, or hominids, to take their fi rst 
tentative steps on two feet.  

Terre’Blanche allegation

South African police are investi-
gating allegations that the white 
supremacist Eugene Terre’Blanche 
was killed after attempting to sexu-
ally assault two male workers on 
his farm.  Puna Moroko, attorney 
for 28-year-old Chris Mahlangu, 
told South Africa’s Sunday Times 
newspaper: “My instructions from 
my client are that there was some 
sodomy going on and it sparked the 
murder of Mr Terre’Blanche. This 
is going to form part of our defence 
during trial.” 

Coal plant loan approved

The World Bank approved a contro-
versial $3.75bn loan to build one of 
the world’s largest coal-fi red power 
plants in South Africa, defying in-
ternational protests and sharp criti-
cism from the Obama administra-
tion. The bank said it had acted to 
help South Africa escape a crippling 
power shortage.

Americas 

Verdict in nun’s death

A Brazilian rancher has been found 
guilty of ordering the murder of a 
US nun and sentenced to 30 years 

in prison. Prosecutors said Vi-
talmiro Moura ordered the killing 
of Dorothy Stang in 2005 because 
she blocked him and another 
rancher from taking over land the 
government had given to farmers.  

The verdict makes Moura the only 
so-called mastermind behind the 
killing of some 1,200 people in land 
disputes to be jailed. About 80 gun-
men have been imprisoned.

Awlaki placed on US hit list

The Obama administration has 
  authorised the killing of a US citi-
zen, Anwar al-Awlaki, a  radical Mus-
lim cleric linked to the  attempt to 
blow up a US airliner on Christmas 
Day. The decision to place Awlaki 
on a US hit list followed a national 
security council review because of 
his status as an American citizen.  

Europe 

Pope in new abuse claim 

Pope Benedict XVI  faced  further 
allegations  that he failed to crack 
down on sexually abusive Catholic 
priests before becoming pontiff . 
A letter written in 1985, when the 
then Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger was 
the head of the Vatican’s  doctrinal 
unit, resists a request for the 
 defrocking of an American priest 
with a record of molesting  children, 
for the “good of the universal 
Church”.   Meanwhile prominent 
atheists Richard Dawkins and Chris-
topher Hitchens are investigating 
the possibility of  prosecuting the 
pope for crimes against humanity. 
They say the pope should be ar-
rested when he visits the UK for his 
alleged cover-up of sexual abuse . 

 Asia/Pacifi c 

Sri Lanka backs president

President Mahinda Rajapaksa of 
Sri Lanka won a second successive 
 election victory, with results in the 
country’s fi rst legislative elections 
since the end of the war against 
the Tamil Tiger rebels showing 
more than half the seats in the 

Root of hominid evolution … skull of new human species found in South African cave

because it is believed to be the biggest 
single user of petrol in the world. BP 
chief executive Tony Hayward said 
recently that there was little chance 
of crude from the carbon-heavy Cana-
dian tar sands being banned in America 
because the US military liked to have 
local supplies rather than rely on the 
politically unstable Middle East.

But there are signs that the US 
department of energy might also be 
changing its stance on peak oil. In 
a recent interview with the French 
newspaper Le Monde, Glen Sweet-
nam, main oil adviser to the Obama 
administration, admitted that “a 
chance exists that we may experience 
a decline” of world liquid fuels pro-
duction between 2011 and 2015 if the 
investment was not forthcoming.

Lionel Badal, a postgraduate stu-
dent at King’s College London, who 
has been researching peak oil theo-
ries, said the review by the American 
military moves the debate on. “It’s 
surprising to see that the US army, un-
like the US department of energy, pub-
licly warns of major oil shortages in the 
near term. Now it could be  interesting 
to know on which study the informa-
tion is based ,” he said. 

“The energy information adminis-
tration [of the department of  energy] 
has been saying for years that peak 
oil was ‘decades away’. In light of 
the report from the US Joint Forces 
 Command, is the EIA still confi dent 
of its previous highly optimistic 
 conclusions?”

The Joint Operating Environment 
report paints a bleak picture of what 
can happen on occasions when there 
is serious economic upheaval. “One 
should not forget that the Great De-
pression spawned a number of totali-
tarian regimes that sought economic 
prosperity for their nations by ruthless 
conquest,” it points out.

In Britain petrol prices have hit an 
average all-time high of 120p ( $1.85) 
a litre, and some predictions suggest 
that they could go even higher this 
summer to as much as  150p, in large 
part as a  result of the weakness of the 
pound.

Shell has meanwhile dismissed 
shareholder calls for a review of its 
controversial oil sands developments. 
A group of institutional investors had 
tabled a special resolution ahead of the 
Anglo-Dutch company’s annual meet-
ing next month. They want Shell to 
review the commercial and environ-
mental viability of its new projects in 
Canada’s boreal forests.

But the Anglo-Dutch oil company  
urged other investors to vote down 
the resolution, saying it set a bad prec-
edent.  BP, whose annual meeting was  
on Thursday, is facing similar pressure 
from shareholders.
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single-chamber parliament in the 
hands of the ruling coalition. Ra-
japaksa’s United People’s Freedom 
Alliance won a total of 117 out of 
the 225 seats contested. The main 
 opposition party had 46 and the 
major group representing the Tamil 
minority in the island a dozen.  

 Australia limits refugees

 Australia said it would no longer 
accept refugees from Sri Lanka or 
Afghanistan, saying the situation 
in those countries has improved 
enough that people no longer need 
to seek protection elsewhere.  

 Gay victory in Philippines

The Philippine supreme court 
overturned a decision  barring a 
gay rights group from contesting 
national elections in May and rec-
ognised it as a legitimate political 
party . The 15-member court threw 
out decisions by the elections com-
mission denying accreditation to 
Ang Ladlad (Out of the Closet) .

 Chinese dissident retires 

 An outspoken Chinese human 
rights lawyer, whose 13-month 
disappearance caused international 
concern, has said he is abandon-
ing activism in the hope of being 
 reunited with his exiled family. 
Gao Zhisheng, who resurfaced last 
month,  said he did not want to dis-
cuss his disappearance and whether 
he had been held or mistreated.
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Joint Operating Environment report 
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“By 2012, surplus oil production 
 capacity could entirely disappear, and 
as early as 2015 the shortfall in output 
could reach nearly 10m barrels per 
day,” says the report, which has a fore-
word by a senior commander, General 
James N Mattis.

It adds: “While it is diffi  cult to pre-
dict precisely what economic, political 
and strategic eff ects such a shortfall 
might produce, it surely would reduce 
the prospects for growth in both the 
developing and developed worlds. 
Such an economic slowdown would 
exacerbate other unresolved tensions, 
push fragile and failing states further 
down the path toward collapse, and 
perhaps have serious economic  impact 
on both China and India.”

The US military says its views can-
not be taken as US government policy 
but admits they are meant to provide 
the Joint Forces with “an intellectual 
foundation upon which we will con-
struct the concept to guide our future 
force developments”.

The warning is the latest in a series 
from around the world that has turned 
peak oil – the moment when demand 
exceeds supply – from a distant threat 
to a more immediate risk. The Wicks 

 Energy Agency remains confi dent that 
there is no short-term risk of oil short-
ages but privately some senior offi  cials 
have admitted there is considerable 
disagreement internally about this 
upbeat stance.
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review on UK energy policy, published 
last summer, effectively dismissed 
fears, but Lord Hunt, the British en-
ergy minister, met concerned indus-
trialists two weeks ago in a sign that 
the government is  changing its mind 
on the seriousness of the issue.

The Paris-based International 
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review on UK energy policy, published 
last summer, effectively dismissed 
fears, but Lord Hunt, the British en-
ergy minister, met concerned indus-
trialists two weeks ago in a sign that 
the government is  changing its mind 
on the seriousness of the issue.

The Paris-based International 


