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The United States might soon become a net energy exporter: it has been a net coal exporter for decades 
and became a net exporter of petroleum products in 2011 and of natural gas in 2017.1 Crude oil is the 
main energy product where the United States remains a major net importer.2 A net export scenario for the 
United States could mean several things: 

 ▪ In the 2018 reference scenario by the Energy Information Administration (EIA), the United States 
moves towards oil self-sufficiency in 2030. At that point, net product exports match net crude oil 
imports.3 Thus, the United States becomes a net energy exporter largely because growing gas exports 
and stable coal exports volumetrically exceed net oil imports.

 ▪ In an upside scenario,4 rising crude oil production makes the country a net oil exporter earlier—as 
soon as 2021. Product exports once again offset crude oil imports, but the country eventually becomes 
a net crude oil exporter by 2043.

In short, the United States could become a net energy exporter while remaining a net oil importer or it 
could become a net exporter across oil, gas, and coal. In weighing the positive and negative economic 
implications of a net energy export scenario, it is important to keep these distinct possibilities in mind. 
A net export scenario could have diverse economic consequences, but there are a few statements we can 
make with some certainty. 

1.  “Monthly Energy Review,” EIA, https://www.eia.gov/totalenergy/data/monthly/index.php.
2.  The United States is also a minor net importer of nuclear material and fuels and electricity. 
3.  The balance turns positive in terms of million barrels a day but not in terms of British thermal units, where the EIA continues to 
show a net deficit. “Annual Energy Outlook 2018,” EIA, https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/aeo/.
4.  This is the “High Oil and Gas Resource and Technology” scenario, where production and net exports are the highest. 

https://www.eia.gov/totalenergy/data/monthly/index.php
https://www.eia.gov/outlooks/aeo/
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First, net exports are tied to America’s ability to develop its hydrocarbon resources. In some fuels, like 
gas, exports are essential for increased production; in coal, future production would be aided by more 
exports; and in oil, the ability to trade is an essential component of a system of complex geographic and 
product flows. But increased exports should be assumed to lead to specific price outcomes.

Product exports have risen dramatically in recent years: from -1.5 mmb/d in 2008 to almost 3 mmb/d in 
2017. Crude oil exports, which have historically averaged less than 100 mb/d, reached 1.1 mmb/d in 2017 
and have exceeded 1.7 mmb/d in 2018 (through August)—meaning that around 17 percent of U.S. crude 
oil production has been exported so far in 2018 (again, through August). More importantly, these shifts 
have supported a well-functioning market: the United States is importing heavier crudes,5 and flows are 
changing by region, with lower imports into the East and Gulf Coasts but more imports elsewhere.6 While 
net exports may never materialize in oil, the ability to export and the drive to lower net imports will be 
essential components of future oil production.

On the gas side, around 10 percent of U.S. gas production was exported in 2017.7 From 2007 to 2017, U.S. 
dry gas production increased by about 22 bcf/d. Domestic consumption grew by about 11 bcf/d, and the net 
trade position changed by about 10.8 bcf/d (imports down 4.2 bcf/d and exports up 6.4 bcf/d). In aggregate, 
trade has absorbed half the growth in U.S. production by displacing imports or through direct exports. 
The growth in liquefied natural gas (LNG) in particular will be crucial in generating additional demand to 
absorb the continued rise in domestic production, and absent a stronger push against coal at home, exports 
will be the dominant outlet for new gas molecules.

In coal, around 10 percent of U.S. coal production is now exported.8 At a time when both coal production 
and consumption have fallen, exports have provided an important release valve for producers. There is 
clearly more potential for exports: between 2012 and 2016, coal exports were halved before recovering 
in 2017. But even in 2017, exports were 23 percent below their 2012 peak. The ability to export more 
coal would help increase coal production; absent that, coal production will continue to track domestic 
consumption, which is on a path of secular decline.

These trade changes should not be equated with specific energy prices. High oil prices might incentivize 
oil and gas production, and thus net exports, but U.S. consumers will still be exposed to global prices, 
which may rise or fall depending on what happens around the world. High natural gas prices, by contrast, 
might curb gas exports, depending on what happens to gas prices in various overseas markets. In coal, the 
ability to export and overseas demand might have a greater impact on domestic production than price. 
The interplay between America’s net export position and specific fuel prices is thus complex and subject to 
many factors beyond American shores.

Second, energy is making a positive contribution to the United States’ balance of payments. The United 
States’ trade deficit in energy has shrunk by 87 percent in recent years and could plausibly turn into 
a surplus over the next 5 to 10 years. The country is attracting considerable foreign direct investment 
(FDI) in its petroleum sector. But in a macroeconomic sense, these changes are small: the country’s 
trade deficit persists, the share of petroleum in total FDI has barely risen, and the country’s net 
international investment position continues to deteriorate. Energy can only do so much on its own.

5.  “Percentages of Total Imported Crude Oil by API Gravity,” EIA, https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/pet_move_ipct_k_m.htm. 
6.  “Imports by Area of Entry,” EIA, https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/PET_MOVE_IMP_A_EP00_IM0_MBBL_M.htm. 
7.  “Natural gas (production, consumption, imports and exports),” EIA, https://www.eia.gov/naturalgas/.
8.  Average for 2013 to 2017. Net exports are slightly lower—at 9 percent. “Coal Overview,” data through September 25, 2018, EIA, 
https://www.eia.gov/coal/data.php#summary. 

https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/pet_move_ipct_k_m.htm
https://www.eia.gov/dnav/pet/PET_MOVE_IMP_A_EP00_IM0_MBBL_M.htm
https://www.eia.gov/naturalgas/
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Energy has always been a major part of the United States’ trade deficits: “From 1974 to 1982, it was energy 
that pushed the trade balance in goods into deficit, as the non-energy balance was still positive. Since 
1983, the energy deficit has accounted, on average, for over a third of the country’s overall trade deficit in 
goods. Even as recently as 2008, more than half of the trade deficit was due to energy.”9 

From 2008 to 2017, the energy trade deficit went from $418 billion to $54 billion, with “around 90 percent 
of that decline … due to oil.”10 But the non-energy trade deficit has widened—as a result, there is barely 
a change in the United States’ trade balance (at least in goods; there is a change in services, but services 
always seem to be downplayed in trade discussions).11

Looking into the future, “the United States might see its current (2017) $62 billion deficit in petroleum 
wiped out in the next decade, though much will depend on oil prices and the value of what is imported 
and exported.”12 On the gas side, a base scenario could see exports of $15 billion to $22 billion by the early 
2020s.13 In other words, “It is possible that the $363 billion reduction in the energy trade deficit that 
occurred between 2008 and 2017 was the high point; there is still upside, of course, but it will be smaller 
than what the industry delivered in the last decade.”

Besides trade, the United States has attracted considerable FDI in its petroleum sector. The stock of FDI in 
the U.S. petroleum sector was above $300 billion in 2017 or around 8 percent of the U.S. total.14 However, 
foreign investment has fluctuated: relative to 2011, the previous peak, investment in 2017 was just 4 
percent higher in nominal terms, having fallen in the intervening years. As a share of the U.S. total, the 
petroleum sector peaked in 2011 at 12.6 percent. The current rate (8 percent) is in line with the average 
from 2000 to 2007, suggesting that despite a rise in relative competitiveness, the share of petroleum in 
foreign investment has not risen much.

The relationship between inward and outward FDI has changed. Until 2006, the stock of outward FDI from 
U.S. companies in the petroleum sector was roughly similar to the stock of inward FDI from foreign firms 
into the United States.15 By 2017, the inward stock was twice as high as the outward stock, suggesting that 
both foreign and U.S. firms are preferring U.S. investment to other markets overseas.

More importantly, the net international investment position of the United States, which is the metric that 
arguably best captures vulnerability,16 has continued to worsen in recent years, exceeding 40 percent of 
GDP in 2013 to 2017.17 Once again, the non-energy forces are overwhelming some positive trends from the 
energy sector. 

9.  Nikos Tsafos, “Can Energy Close America’s Trade Deficit?,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 10, 2018, https://
www.csis.org/analysis/can-energy-close-americas-trade-deficit.
10.  Tsafos, Can Energy.
11.  Ibid. 
12.  Ibid. 
13.  Ibid. 
14.  “Foreign Direct Investment in the U.S., Foreign Direct Investment Position in the United States on a Historical-Cost Basis,” 
Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA). According to the BEA, “Petroleum consists of oil and gas extraction; support activities for oil and 
gas extraction; petroleum and coal products manufacturing; petroleum and petroleum products wholesale trade; gasoline stations; 
petroleum tanker operations; pipeline transportation of crude oil, refined petroleum products, and natural gas; and petroleum storage 
for hire.” 
15.  “U.S. Direct Investment Abroad,” BEA, https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_MNC.cfm; “Foreign Direct Investment in the U.S.,” BEA, 
https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_MNC.cfm.
16.  See, for example, Fred Bergsten, The Long-Term International Investment Position of the United States, Peterson Institute for Interna-
tional Economics, May 20, 2009. 
17.  “U.S. Net International Investment Position at the End of the Period,” BEA, https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_ita.cfm.

https://www.csis.org/analysis/can-energy-close-americas-trade-deficit
https://www.csis.org/analysis/can-energy-close-americas-trade-deficit
https://apps.bea.gov/iTable/index_ita.cfm
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Third, a net export scenario could lead the United States to double down on fossil fuels—with some 
possible negative ramifications, such as falling behind in the energy transition, experiencing greater 
economic volatility in hydrocarbon-rich states, and delaying action to combat climate change, with the 
large costs that this inaction will entail.

The clearest trade-off is between investing further in fossil fuels or spearheading a transition to cleaner 
energy by undercutting investment in efficiency, fuel diversity, and innovation. Fuel efficiency standards 
for vehicles are being rolled back because conserving oil is no longer an imperative despite high oil prices.18 
Rather than racing to build the car of the future and safeguarding the value chain of that car, Washington 
is nudging automakers to scale back. The United States risks obsessing over the old game as strategic 
competitors like China are going all in on future technologies.

We also know that commodity-dependent economies experience more volatility than other states.19 In 
2016, while the U.S. economy grew by 1.5 percent, four states experienced severe contractions, with GDP 
falling by more than 3 percent: North Dakota, Alaska, Wyoming, and Oklahoma.20 Alaska experienced 
negative GDP growth for four years before growth turned slightly positive in 2017 (0.2 percent). North 
Dakota registered real growth of 22 percent in 2012; a few years later, in 2016, the contraction in GDP was 
almost -5 percent. This boom-bust cycle presents challenges, especially since aggregate measures might 
conceal localized pain or present policymakers with few targeted tools to support state-level growth.21

Finally, doubling down on fossil fuels will mean higher future costs from climate change. These costs are, 
by their very nature, uncertain, at least with any precision. But the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Administration (NOAA) noted that, “The cumulative cost of the 16 separate billion-dollar weather events 
in the U.S. in 2017 was $306.2 billion, breaking the previous cost record of $214.8 billion (2005).”22 By 
comparison, consumers spent $533.6 billion on energy goods and services in 2017, while the value added 
by the oil and gas extraction industry was $209 billion in 2017.23 These numbers are not comparable, of 
course, but they should underscore that the damage side of the ledger is already quite meaningful.
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18.  Ellen KnickMeyer, “US says conserving oil is no longer an economic imperative,” Associated Press, August 19, 2018,  https://www.
apnews.com/18583e5da59d4329bc6a409e233aad7f. 
19.  See, for example, the literature review in David S. Jacks, Kevin H. O’Rourke, and Jeffrey G. Williamson, “Commodity Price Volatility 
and World Market Integration Since 1700,” The Review of Economics and Statistics 93, no. 3 (August 2011): 800–813. 
20.  Contributions to percent change in real GDP (percentage points), State-level data for all industries, BEA.
21.  See Neil Irwin, “The Most Important Least-Noticed Economic Event of the Decade,” New York Times, September 29, 2018, https://
www.nytimes.com/2018/09/29/upshot/mini-recession-2016-little-known-big-impact.html. 
22.  “Fast Facts: Hurricane Costs,” NOAA Office for Coastal Management, https://coast.noaa.gov/states/fast-facts/hurricane-costs.html. 
23.  Personal Consumption Expenditures by Major Type of Product (Table 2.3.5.); and Value Added by Industry, BEA.
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