Few causes unite British lords and American farmers, CEOs with ex-Greenpeace activists, Chinese scientists with former CIA men. All of these, however -- and about 500 other experts from around the world -- gathered in Cork this week to discuss whether the world is facing a permanent oil crisis. 

The consensus: brace yourself.  
“This is the end of cheap energy; it’s a different world,” said Lord Ron Oxborough, former chair of Shell UK. Addressing the sixth annual conference of the Association for the Study of Peak Oil (ASPO), Oxborough warned that the world’s infrastructure depends on oil, and that the industry is ignoring warning signs of a serious shortage in the coming years. 
This was ASPO’s first gathering since the “peak oil” theory percolated into the mainstream, receiving front-page articles in the UK’s Independent newspaper, USA’s Drudge Report and CNN, and other major news sources. It is also the first such summit since the price of oil hit $80 a barrel for the first time ever last week, quadruple the price five years ago. 
Peak oil theory holds that oil production follows a predictable curve, rising and then falling as growing demand outpaces the dwindling supply. With some variation, oil production of most countries have followed this curve, first proposed by oil geologist M. King Hubbert in the 1950s. 
Hubbert was initially ridiculed for his prediction that the U.S. oil supply would peak in 1970, but was later proven correct. Geologist and Cork resident Colin Campbell was similarly ridiculed in the 1990s when he revived Hubbert’s ideas and predicted a global oil peak in the early 2000s. 

Today, however – seven years after Campbell founded ASPO – the world is coming around. This summer, for the first time, the International Energy Agency predicted a supply crunch in 2010 – 2012, and the usually optimistic US National Petroleum Council stated that “the age of cheap oil is gone.” These were “back-door admissions” that Campbell was right, said former CIA director James Schlesinger at the conference.
Schlesinger, who was also the first-ever head of the US Department of Energy, said that “the public has to be hit with a two-by-four,” and that “until we get the engagement of the public, we are not going to be able to grapple with this issue.”
Oil crises were difficult enough in the 1970s; since then traffic and suburbs have exploded across England and Ireland, further tying prosperity to fuel. Cars can be made electric; however, air travel will remain dependent on oil, and speakers at the conference predicted that industry would contract in the decades ahead. 

Another problem with an oil crisis is that the Western world has largely replaced its plant-based products for oil-based ones. Business suits, gelatin pills, computers, car dashboards and a million other tiny items are made of plastic, derived from fossil fuels. 
Finally, world agriculture is dependent largely on tractors and pesticides – innovations that allowed world population to double in the last 50 years, but depend entirely on fossil fuels.   
Several speakers cautioned against simply shifting to bio-diesel, ethanol, coal-to-diesel or other often-touted solutions. Jeremy Leggett, a former oil industry scientist-turned Greenpeace activist, stated that such solutions would require enormous energy investment for little return, and would only exacerbate the already-alarming disruptions of the Earth’s climate. 
Fortunately, many speakers also brought plans to weather the storm. Oxborough discussed hopefully the recent advances in electric cars; Irish physicist Philip Walton touted nuclear energy as a source of continual cheap power; Airtricity CEO Eddie O’Connor promoted a pan-European grid of wind turbines off the Atlantic coast; and former Kinsale resident Rob Hopkins described his community’s revival of local agriculture and self-sufficiency. 
“People talk as though we have no alternative to fossil fuels,” former UK environmental minister Michael Meacher told the gathering. Shifting to a more permanent energy solution, he said, would be “an immense opportunity” for the world. 
