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Oil Dependence Is a Dangerous Habit 
Imports Threaten Our Security, Our Environment, and Our Economy

Rebecca Lefton and Daniel J. Weiss January 2010

A recent report on the November 2009 U.S. trade deficit found that rising oil imports 
widened our deficit, increasing the gap between our imports and exports. This is but one 
example that our economic recovery and long-term growth is inexorably linked to our reli-
ance on foreign oil. The United States is spending approximately $1 billion a day overseas 
on oil instead of investing the funds at home, where our economy sorely needs it. Burning 
oil that exacerbates global warming also poses serious threats to our national security and 
the world’s security. For these reasons we need to kick the oil addiction by investing in 
clean-energy reform to reduce oil demand, while taking steps to curb global warming. 

In 2008 the United States imported oil from 10 countries currently on the State 
Department’s Travel Warning List, which lists countries that have “long-term, protracted 
conditions that make a country dangerous or unstable.” These nations include Algeria, Chad, 
Colombia, the Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iraq, Mauritania, Nigeria, Pakistan, Saudi 
Arabia, and Syria. Our reliance on oil from these countries could have serious implications 
for our national security, economy, and environment. 

Oil imports fuel “dangerous or unstable” governments

The United States imported 4 million barrels of oil a day—or 1.5 billion barrels total—
from “dangerous or unstable” countries in 2008 at a cost of about $150 billion. This esti-
mate excludes Venezuela, which is not on the State Department’s “dangerous or unstable” 
list but has maintained a distinctly anti-American foreign and energy policy. Venezuela is 
one of the top five oil exporters to the United States, and we imported 435 million barrels 
of oil from them in 2008. 

As a major contributor to the global demand for oil the United States is paying to finance 
and sustain unfriendly regimes. Our demand drives up oil prices on the global market, 
which oftentimes benefits oil-producing nations that don’t sell to us. The Center for 
American Progress finds in “Securing America’s Future: Enhancing Our National Security 
by Reducing oil Dependence and Environmental Damage,” that “because of this, anti-
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2008 crude oil imports from unstable countries

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, “Company Level Imports Historical,” available at http://www.eia.doe.gov/oil_gas/petroleum/data_publications/company_
level_imports/cli_historical.html.

Western nations such as Iran—with whom the United States by law cannot trade or buy 
oil—benefit regardless of who the end buyer of the fuel is.”

Further, the regimes and elites that economically benefit from rich energy resources 
rarely share oil revenues with their people, which worsens economic disparity in the 
countries and at times creates resource-driven tension and crises. The State Department 
cites oil-related violence in particular as a danger in Nigeria, where more than 54 national 
oil workers or businesspeople have been kidnapped at oil-related facilities and other 
infrastructure since January 2008. Attacks by insurgents on the U.S. military and civilians 
continue to be a danger in Iraq. 

Our oil dependence will also be increasingly harder and more dangerous to satisfy. In 2008 
the United States consumed 23 percent of the world’s petroleum, 57 percent of which 
was imported. Yet the United States holds less than 2 percent of the world’s oil reserves. 
Roughly 40 percent of our imports came from Canada, Mexico, and Saudi Arabia, but 
we can’t continue relying on these allies. The majority of Canada’s oil lies in tar sands, a 
very dirty fuel, and Mexico’s main oil fields are projected dry up within a decade. Without 
reducing our dependence on oil we’ll be forced to increasingly look to more antagonistic 
and volatile countries that pose direct threats to our national security. 
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Climate change is a major threat to U.S. and world security

Meanwhile, America’s voracious oil appetite continues to contribute to another grow-
ing national security concern: climate change. Burning oil is one of the largest sources 
of greenhouse gas emissions and therefore a major driver of climate change, which if left 
unchecked could have very serious security global implications. Burning oil imported 
from “dangerous or unstable” countries alone released 640.7 million metric tons of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere, which is the same as keeping more than 122.5 million pas-
senger vehicles on the road.

Recent studies found that the gravest consequences of climate change could threaten to 
destabilize governments, intensify terrorist actions, and displace hundreds of millions 
of people due to increasingly frequent and severe natural disasters, higher incidences of 
diseases such as malaria, rising sea levels, and food and water shortages. 

A 2007 analysis by the Center for American Progress concludes that the geopolitical impli-
cations of climate change could include wide-spanning social, political, and environmental 
consequences such as “destabilizing levels of internal migration” in developing countries 
and more immigration into the United States. The U.S. military will face increasing pres-
sure to deal with these crises, which will further put our military at risk and require already 
strapped resources to be sent abroad. 

Global warming-induced natural disasters will create emergencies that demand military 
aid, such as Hurricane Katrina at home and the 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami abroad. The 
world’s poor will be put in the most risk, as richer countries are more able to adapt to cli-
mate change. Developed countries will be responsible for aid efforts as well as responding 
to crises from climate-induced mass migration.

Military and intelligence experts alike recognize that global warming poses serious 
environmental, social, political, and military risks that we must address in the interest of 
our own defense. The Pentagon is including climate change as a security threat in its 2010 
Quadrennial Defense Review, a congressionally mandated report that updates Pentagon 
priorities every four years. The State Department will also incorporate climate change as 
a national security threat in its Quadrennial Diplomacy and Development Review. And in 
September the CIA created the Center on Climate Change and National Security to pro-
vide guidance to policymakers surrounding the national security impact of global warming. 

Leading Iraq and Afghanistan military veterans also advocate climate and clean-energy 
policies because they understand that such reform is essential to make us safer. Jonathan 
Powers, an Iraq war veteran and chief operating officer for the Truman National Security 
Project, said “We recognize that climate change is already affecting destabilized states that 
have fragile governments. That’s why hundreds of veterans in nearly all 50 states are stand-
ing up with Operation Free—because they know that in those fragile states, against those 
extremist groups, it is our military that is going to have to act.”  

Five biggest companies 
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unstable countries
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The CNA Corporation’s Military Advisory Board determined in 2007 that “Climate 
change can act as a threat multiplier for instability in some of the most volatile regions of 
the world, and it presents significant national security challenges for the United States.” In 
an update of its 2007 report last year CNA found that climate change, energy dependence, 
and national security are interlinked challenges. 

The report, “Powering America’s Defense: Energy and the Risks to National Security,” reit-
erates the finding that fossil fuel dependence is unequivocally compromising our national 
security. The board concludes, “Overdependence on imported oil—by the U.S. and other 
nations—tethers America to unstable and hostile regimes, subverts foreign policy goals, 
and requires the U.S. to stretch its military presence across the globe.” 

CNA advises, “Given the national security threats of America’s current energy posture,  
a major shift in energy policy and practice is required.”

Big Oil is heavily profiting from the status quo

Many major oil companies and their trade association, the American Petroleum Institute, 
are some of the most vocal opponents of increasing American energy independence 
and reducing global warming pollution. This is likely because they profit by buying oil 
from “dangerous or unstable” states. This includes importing oil from Syria, Saudi Arabia, 
Nigeria, Mauritania, Iraq, Congo, Colombia, Chad, and Algeria. 

In 2008 Chevron made a profit of $23.9 billion while nearly half of its imports—138 mil-
lion barrels of oil—came from these countries. ExxonMobil made $45.2 billion while get-
ting 43 percent of its oil—205.6 million barrels—from these countries. About one-third 
of BP’s imports—110.6 million barrels—were from these countries in 2008, when the 
company’s profits were $25.6 billion. 

Approximately 25 percent of ConocoPhillips’ imports were from “dangerous or unstable” 
countries—116.7 million barrels—in 2008, contributing to its $52.7 billion profit. And 
Shell raked in $31.4 billion that year, also importing one-quarter of its oil—61.8 million 
barrels—from these countries. (Note: Shell includes Shell Chemical LP, Shell Chemical 
Yabucoa Inc, Shell US Trading Co, Shell Oil Co, and Shell Oil Co Deer Park). 

With that kind of money it’s no wonder Big Oil is doing everything in its power to 
maintain the status quo. The companies are spending record amounts on lobbying to stop 
clean-energy and climate legislation. The American Petroleum Institute spent $75.2 mil-
lion for public relations and advertising in 2008, and in the third quarter of 2009 the oil 
and gas industry outspent all other sectors lobbying on climate change, with Exxon Mobil 
leading the pack spending $7.2 million. 

Percentage of total 
crude oil imported from 
unstable countries by five 
biggest oil companies 

Source: U.S. Energy Information Administration, 
“Company Level Imports Historical,” available at http://
www.eia.doe.gov/oil_gas/petroleum/data_publica-
tions/company_level_imports/cli_historical.html.
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*There are various numbers reported for BP, primarily 
due to different exchange rate calculations. This num-
ber is taken from a report in the Houston Chronicle.

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

BP

Ch
ev
ro
n

Co
no
co
Ph
illi
ps

Ex
xo
nM
ob
il

Sh
ell

http://www.cna.org/nationalsecurity/climate/
http://securityandclimate.cna.org/
http://www.cna.org/documents/PoweringAmericasDefense.pdf
http://articles.latimes.com/2009/jan/31/business/fi-oilearns31
http://usnews.rankingsandreviews.com/cars-trucks/daily-news/090202-Exxon-Mobil-s-2008-Profits-1-400-Per-Second/
http://www.monstersandcritics.com/news/business/news/article_1457322.php/BP_in_2008_profit_jump_despite_sharp_4Q_fall_Roundup
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/24/business/24conoco.html
http://topnews.us/content/22991-shell-reports-record-profits-2008-fall-last-quarter
http://climateprogress.org/2009/09/10/eia-clean-air-clean-water-clean-energy-jobs-bill-energy-independent-oil-savings/
http://www.nytimes.com/gwire/2009/11/18/18greenwire-irs-disclosures-show-extent-of-oil-and-coal-gr-62355.html
http://www.nytimes.com/gwire/2009/10/30/30greenwire-enviro-group-spending-soars-in-senate-climate-13238.html


5  Center for American Progress  |  Oil Dependence Is a Dangerous Habit

Oil companies are also the main source of funding for API’s front group, Energy Citizens, 
which makes false claims that climate change legislation will be a national energy tax and 
job killer. In reality, passing clean-energy and pollution reduction legislation will be afford-
able and even save consumers money while creating a net of 1.7 million jobs. 

Clean energy can help bring the economy back to life

The United States has an opportunity right now to reduce its dependence on foreign oil by 
adopting clean-energy and global warming pollution reduction policies that would spur 
economic recovery and long-term sustainable growth. With a struggling economy and 
record unemployment, we need that money invested here to enhance our economic com-
petitiveness. Instead of sending money abroad for oil, investing in clean-energy technol-
ogy innovation would boost growth and create jobs. 

Reducing oil imports through clean-energy reform would reduce money sent overseas 
for oil, keep more money at home for investments, and cut global warming pollution. 
A Center for American Progress analysis shows that the clean-energy provisions in the 
American Recovery and Reinvestment Act and ACES combined would generate approxi-
mately $150 billion per year in new clean-energy investments over the next decade. This 
government-induced spending will come primarily from the private sector, and the invest-
ments would create jobs and help reduce oil dependence. 

And by creating the conditions for a strong economic recovery, such as creating more 
finance for energy retrofits and energy-saving projects and establishing loans for manufac-
turing low-carbon products, we can give the United States the advantage in the clean-
energy race. Investing in a clean-energy economy is the clear path toward re-establishing 
our economic stability and strengthening our national security. 

Special thanks to Winny Chen, Rudy deLeon, and Ken Gude.
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