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Powering the Planet
The world runs on energy, and in almost all cases
that means oil, natural gas, or coal. Heavy reliance on these fossil fuels is a major cause of the
climate change that challenges us, and people
around the world are looking for cleaner, less
damaging alternatives. But for now, oil alone accounts for more than 40 percent of the energy we
use, significantly as an automotive fuel. The use
of renewable energy sources is growing, though,
with wind and solar power showing considerable
increases in recent years.
Access to fuel is more than a luxury—it can
mean the difference between edible food and
indigestible grain, or it can mean survival through
frigid nights and productivity through sweltering
days. Almost as crucially, our modern life is built
on the idea that energy is cheap and plentiful,
from the smelters and boilers of heavy industry to
our global transportation networks and even the
billions of computers and electronic devices that
keep us connected by drawing vast amounts of
coal- and gas-generated electricity.
As with other resources, energy sources are
spread unevenly across the planet, with some
countries rich in one or many sources, and others largely dependent on imports of raw fuel or
electricity delivered by international grids. Most
energy is consumed in the wealthiest nations and
in rapidly industrializing countries such as China
and India. For reasons including soaring prices,
dwindling supplies, and intensifying climate
change, the focus on fuels is shifting from finding
new sources to using the ones we have ever more
efficiently—and replacing them with renewable
alternatives.

CONNECTIONS
One of the biggest known drivers of global climate
change is the use of fossil fuels. Compare the
consumption patterns seen on this plate with the
climate change patterns seen on plate 17.
Climate | Plate 17
A large portion of global trade is driven by the
exchange of energy resources. Compare the
patterns seen on this plate with those seen on the
economy plate.
Economy | Plate 24

mapping energy sources
To create this map, each country’s
overall energy consumption was
combined with its primary energy
source (petroleum products, coal,
or natural gas). Patterns emerge,
revealing natural-gas-rich eastern Europe, petroleum-consuming
Americas and western Europe, and
a mixed Asia, with China and India
depending on coal.
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of global energy is consumed by
the United States, which has only
5% of the world’s population

balancing consumption and production
Few nations have a perfect balance between energy consumption
and production. Countries that are
low in energy resources or have
high consumer populations often
have a balance that tips toward net
consumption. The United States

has the highest positive consumption balance, followed by Japan and
Germany. Countries rich in energy
resources or with small populations
often are net energy producers.
Russia has the highest production
balance, followed by Saudi Arabia.

IDENTIFYING global FINAL Energy consumption
Energy balance, 2007
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By identifying global energy consumption by type of fuel and by
regional consumers, we are able
to gain a clearer picture of our
consumption. Over 40 percent of the
energy consumed is in the form of
oil. The United States is the leading
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Renewables
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As much of the world attempts to
wean itself off of a fossil fuel dependency, several nations are taking the
lead in developing and harvesting
renewable energy. Countries such
as the United States, Germany, and
China are leaders in several types

leading in energy independence
Renewable energy, 2008

of renewables. As these nations
are able to increase their renewable energy production, they often
are able to export renewable energy
technology to other nations. This has
the potential to change our global
consumption patterns.
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As many of the world’s leaders and
governments seek to lessen their
countries’ dependence on foreign
energy sources and fossil fuel,
Denmark has been identified as a
global leader and potential template
for other nations seeking to reduce

their energy use. During the energy
crisis of the 1970s, Denmark was
more than 90 percent dependent on
foreign energy. Today it is energy
independent and has reduced its
greenhouse gas emissions by 14
percent. During this same period, its

GDP grew by more than 40 percent.
Renewable energy, led by wind
power, supplies nearly 30 percent of
Denmark’s electricity. Danish companies manufacture roughly 40 percent
of the world’s wind turbines.
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operation and Development (OECD).
With the exception of Mexico, Poland,
and Turkey, all of the OECD member
nations are classified as high-income
economies by the World Bank. High
standards of living in these countries
translate to high energy use.
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Ranking renewable leaders

consuming nation, followed by China.
Energy-use projections show that oil
will continue to be our largest global
energy source in 2030. Nearly half of
the world’s total energy is consumed
by the 30 countries that make up
the Organization for Economic Co-
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