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Around the globe, governments have pledged to remove support for coal, oil, and gas,, noting that such 11 
fossil fuel subsidies “undermine efforts to deal with climate change” by keeping greenhouse gas 12 
emissions higher than they otherwise would be.1 Jewell et al. used results of integrated assessment 13 
models to infer that eliminating subsidies would yield “limited emissions reductions … except in energy-14 
exporting regions,” and described the emission reduction benefits as “small.”2 This characterization  is 15 
potentially misleading, and we use a simple, sector-specific model to show how the emission reductions 16 
from producer subsidy reform could be more material than Jewell et al. suggest.3 Fossil fuel producer 17 
subsidies delay a low-carbon transition in ways both material and political, and they deserve greater 18 
attention and transparency in global modeling analyses, as well as in policy-making.   19 

The study by Jewell et al. provides important findings related to fossil fuel subsidy removal. Using a 20 
synthesis of five Integrated Assessment Models (IAMs), they find that subsidy removal could reduce 21 
global emissions by 0.5 to 2 gigatons (Gt) carbon dioxide (CO2) by 2030.2 Jewell et al. characterize these 22 
global emission reductions as “unexpectedly small,” while noting they would largely occur within a few 23 
energy-exporting countries and regions (Russia, the Middle East, and Latin America). 24 

We argue that the emissions reductions from subsidy removal are not small. By contrast, 0.5 to 2 Gt CO2 25 
amounts to roughly one quarter of the energy-related emission reductions pledged by all countries 26 
under the Paris Agreement (4 to 8 Gt CO2)  – all from a single policy approach that also comes with 27 
strong fiscal and other environmental benefits.4 This scale of emission reductions should not necessarily 28 
be surprising or unexpected: few policy analysts place their hopes on any single instrument to deliver 29 
reductions at the scale needed to meet climate goals. 30 
 31 
Moreover, we argue that the impact of subsidy removal on emissions is likely to be more significant than 32 
Jewell et al. find, particularly when considering support for fossil fuel producers in high-income 33 
countries. Although Jewell et al.’s approach uses common IAM techniques, it does not adequately 34 
capture investment dynamics in the supply of new fossil fuels, and therefore misses a major pathway for 35 
subsidy reform to affect CO2 emissions. Specifically, their approach does not consider how the timing of 36 
producer subsidies (concentrated early in an investment lifetime) and the higher effective discount rates 37 
of investors (as compared with society) affect investment decisions to bring on new supplies of oil.  38 

Oil provides more of the world’s energy than any other fuel, and exploration and development of 39 
supplies remain robust.5 Jewell et al. model producer subsidies to oil by distributing regional subsidy 40 
totals equally to all oil fields – new and already-producing fields alike -- in each region, proportionate to 41 
annual output. But that is not how subsidies to oil producers often work. Instead, governments often 42 
target subsidies more toward new capital investment than ongoing production. By lowering upfront 43 
cash flow requirements, government subsidies boost project investment metrics (such as rate of return 44 
or net present value), which leads producers to drill more new wells than they would otherwise. This 45 
locks in higher future fossil fuel production and, in turn, consumption, and greenhouse gas emissions.6  46 

Using the example of one type of subsidy for investment – accelerated depreciation of new capital 47 
investment – we illustrate how oil subsidies could have a bigger effect on global CO2 emissions than in 48 
Jewell et al.’s analysis. This particular form of support, exemplified by the “intangible drilling cost” (IDC) 49 
subsidy in the United States, allows companies to quickly write down capital investments that would 50 
otherwise depreciate more gradually, providing a boost to cash flow at the beginning of a project.  51 



The IDC subsidy is underappreciated in Jewell et al.’s analysis because they value it only at the reported 52 
value of about USD2016 0.20 per barrel.7 This reflects the reduction in cash flow to the US Treasury that 53 
results from the delay in annual tax payments. But while the US government may be almost indifferent 54 
whether they receive tax revenues this year versus the next, oil company investors are not – they can 55 
use that cash flow to accelerate new investment.  56 

If the IDC were valued not on a nominal cash basis but instead on a present value basis, using investor 57 
discount rates of 10 to 20%, the subsidy would make it substantially easier to invest in new oil fields, 58 
decreasing the breakeven oil price of new projects by USD2016 4 to USD2016 7 per barrel (Table 1).  59 

Changes in breakeven economics of this scale could have a substantial effect on global oil market price 60 
dynamics and consumption. This would especially be the case if subsidy removal were to render 61 
uneconomic many of the new projects on course to be developed before 2030. This outcome could well 62 
arise, since the US has a substantial fraction (more than 40%) of the new oil projects that can be 63 
produced by 2030 (Extended Data Figure 1). Other producers with substantial new supplies planned, 64 
such as Canada9 and Norway10, also offer accelerated depreciation of new oil capital investments. 65 

Table 1 estimates how the global oil market may respond to removal of the accelerated depreciation 66 
subsidies, based on a simple oil market model (see Methods). As shown, in the low oil price world 67 
featured by Jewell et al., the effect of removing the depreciation subsidy to producers could reduce 68 
global oil consumption by 440 to 770 million barrels in 2030.   69 

Yet Jewell et al.’s analysis includes only a very small fraction of this effect. They do not report this result, 70 
but we estimate it to be roughly 21 million barrels (Table 1, column A). 71 

We therefore believe that, in their low oil price case, Jewell et al. missed a reduction in global CO2 72 
emissions from oil combustion on the order of 200 to 300 million tons CO2  that could result from the 73 
removal of a single type of subsidy common in the US and other oil-producing countries. 74 

The actual outcome on net global CO2 emissions from all fuels is likely to be somewhat lower because 75 
coal or gas might substitute for some of the lost oil consumption, though concurrent removal of 76 
subsidies for these fuels would minimize this effect. IAM models, like those used by Jewell et al., are well 77 
suited to evaluating these interactions. Yet the scale on which CO2 emissions from oil have potentially 78 
been underestimated – equivalent to 10% to 60% of Jewell et al.’s reported global effect due to removal 79 
of all subsidies (0.5 to 2 Gt CO2 in 2030) – suggests that oil producer subsidies deserve greater attention 80 
and transparency in global modeling analyses.  81 

The investment-oriented approach to modeling subsidies used here and the broader, average cost-curve 82 
approach of Jewell et al. are not incompatible. Fossil fuel supply in IAMs could be modeled using an 83 
investment approach and vintage capital structure, as is commonly applied to power plants that have 84 
up-front costs and default lifetimes.8 In such an approach, new oil deposits would also be modeled as 85 
prospective investments, using realistic discount rates of 10% to 20% that are common in the oil 86 
industry and demonstrated here. 87 

In fact, subsidies may play an even more important role than we can quantify here. Extra company 88 
revenue resulting from subsidies can be used not only for more drilling, but also for product promotion, 89 
political activities, and other efforts that fortify the industry’s incumbent status. Subsidies also have a 90 
symbolic effect, in that they communicate the normative position that this industry and its activities are 91 



beneficial for society as a whole and, therefore, should be encouraged. Jewell et al. disregard these 92 
socio-political effects when downplaying the value of removing fossil fuel subsidies. 93 

The economic, political, and symbolic effects of subsidies reinforce each other.13 For example, subsidies 94 
can beget more subsidies, with new, long-lived fossil fuel infrastructure in turn (a) requiring further 95 
subsidization down the line to continue operating,14,15 and (b) yielding beneficiaries who will vigorously 96 
defend continued subsidization.16 Since there can be a revolving door between government staff and 97 
subsidy recipients, public officials may find it even harder to pass strong climate and energy policies.17 98 
Indeed, the most troubling impact and legacy of fossil fuel subsidies may be the political barriers that 99 
fossil fuel producers have erected in recent decades against decarbonisation efforts.18,19 100 

Rapid low-carbon transitions consistent with the guardrails of the Paris Agreement require dramatically 101 
reduced fossil fuel production.20 Subsidies to fossil fuel companies pose formidable financial, 102 
institutional, and political obstacles to this transition, impeding the efficacy of greenhouse gas emission 103 
reduction strategies. The apparent small dollar values of producer subsidies in official, government-104 
approved ledgers – and the limited emissions impact suggested by global models such as those used by 105 
Jewell et al. – can be misleading. The actual impacts, particularly when one takes into account their 106 
social and political impacts, are far greater.   107 



References  108 

1. G20. Leaders’ Statement: The Pittsburgh Summit. (2009). 109 

2. Jewell, J. et al. Limited emission reductions from fuel subsidy removal except in energy-exporting 110 

regions. Nature 554, 229–233 (2018). 111 

3. Erickson, P., Down, A., Lazarus, M. & Koplow, D. Effect of subsidies to fossil fuel companies on United 112 

States crude oil production. Nature Energy 2, 891–898 (2017). 113 

4. Merrill, L., Gerasimchuk, I., Wooders, P. & Bassi, A. Fossil Fuel Subsidy Reform Research Suggests 114 

Emission Reductions Equivalent to at Least a Quarter of the Commitments Countries Made at Paris. 115 

(International Institute for Sustainable Development, 2018). 116 

5. IEA. World Energy Investment 2018. (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 117 

2018). 118 

6. Erickson, P. & Lazarus, M. Global emissions: New oil investments boost carbon lock-in. Nature 526, 119 

43–43 (2015). 120 

7. OECD. OECD Companion to the Inventory of Support Measures for Fossil Fuels 2015. (Organisation for 121 

Economic Co-operation and Development, 2015). 122 

8. Iyer, G. C. et al. Improved representation of investment decisions in assessments of CO2 mitigation. 123 

Nature Climate Change 5, 436–440 (2015). 124 

9. Sawyer, D. & Stiebert, S. Fossil Fuels – At What Cost? Government support for upstream oil activities 125 

in three Canadian provinces: Alberta, Saskatchewan, and Newfoundland and Labrador. (2010). 126 

10. Erickson, P. & Down, A. How tax support for the petroleum industry could contradict Norway’s 127 

climate goals. (Stockholm Environment Institute, 2017). 128 

11. Lund, D. State participation and taxation in Norwegian petroleum: Lessons for others? Energy 129 

Strategy Reviews 3, 49–54 (2014). 130 



12. IMF. Fiscal Regimes for Extractive Industries—Design and Implementation. (International 131 

Monetary Fund, Fiscal Affairs Department, 2012). 132 

13. Seto, K. C. et al. Carbon Lock-In: Types, Causes, and Policy Implications. Annual Review of 133 

Environment and Resources 41, 425–452 (2016). 134 

14. Sovacool, B. K. Reviewing, Reforming, and Rethinking Global Energy Subsidies: Towards a 135 

Political Economy Research Agenda. Ecological Economics 135, 150–163 (2017). 136 

15. Newell, P. & Johnstone, P. The Political Economy of Incumbency. in The Politics of Fossil Fuel 137 

Subsidies and their Reform (eds. van Asselt, H. & Skovgaard, J.) 66–80 (Cambridge University Press, 138 

2018). doi:10.1017/9781108241946.006 139 

16. Koplow, D. Global Energy Subsidies: Scale, Opportunity Costs, and Barriers to Reform. in Energy 140 

Poverty (eds. Halff, A., Sovacool, B. K. & Rozhon, J.) 316–337 (Oxford University Press, 2014). 141 

doi:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199682362.003.0016 142 

17. Oreskes, N. & Conway, E. M. Merchants of Doubt: How a Handful of Scientists Obscured the 143 

Truth on Issues from Tobacco Smoke to Global Warming. (Bloomsbury Press, 2010). 144 

18. Geels, F. W., Tyfield, D. & Urry, J. Regime Resistance against Low-Carbon Transitions: Introducing 145 

Politics and Power into the Multi-Level Perspective. Theory, Culture & Society 31, 21–40 (2014). 146 

19. Supran, G. & Oreskes, N. Assessing ExxonMobil’s climate change communications (1977–2014). 147 

Environ. Res. Lett. 12, 084019 (2017). 148 

20. Rogelj, J. et al. Chapter 2: Mitigation pathways compatible with 1.5°C in the context of 149 

sustainable development. in Global warming of 1.5 °C: An IPCC special report on the impacts of global 150 

warming of 1.5 °C above pre-industrial levels and related global greenhouse gas emission pathways, 151 

in the context of strengthening the global response to the threat of climate change, sustainable 152 

development, and efforts to eradicate poverty (2018). 153 

  154 



Acknowledgments 155 

P.E. and M.L. thank Adrien Vogt-Schilb, Steve Pye, and Nico Bauer for helpful discussions about IAM 156 
models. P.E. acknowledges funding from the Schmidt Family Foundation. 157 

 158 

Author contributions 159 

P.E. and M.L. conceptualized the research with input from H.v.A., D.K., N.O., and G.S. P.E. carried out the 160 
numerical modeling. P.E. wrote and revised the manuscript with contributions from H.v.A, D.K., M.L., 161 
P.N., N.O., and G.S.   162 

 163 

Author information  164 

The authors declare no competing interests.  Correspondence and requests for materials should be 165 
addressed to P.E., ORCID ID 0000-0003-2015-2856. 166 

  167 



Table legend 168 

Table 1: Subsidies allowing accelerated write-down of capital investment can reduce the breakeven price of new oil projects 169 
by USD 4 to USD 7 per barrel, depending on investor hurdle rate. These estimates are calculated on a present value basis, as 170 
the production-weighted averages across nearly 800 discovered oil fields in the United States (See Methods section). By 171 
contrast, Jewell et al. value the fast depreciation subsidy only on a cash basis, spread across all fields; while they do not report 172 
the value of this subsidy in their analysis, we estimate it from the same primary sources they used to be  about USD 0.20 per 173 
barrel (column A), as described further in the Methods section. We estimate the market effects of removing these subsidies 174 
using a simple oil market model, at three different investor discount rates (columns B-D), all of which are on a nominal basis (no 175 
deduction for inflation). We assume that not-yet-developed US oil projects are higher up the oil cost curve in 2030 (as is oil 176 
from other countries that also have a corresponding accelerated depreciation subsidy, like Canada or Norway), such that 177 
increases in the breakeven prices of these fields could well have a direct effect on long-term prices and consumption levels. We 178 
also assume here that subsidy removal begins immediately (i.e., in 2019), whereas Jewell et al. assume subsidy phase-out starts 179 
in 2020 and is completed in 2030. However, producer subsidy removal is not subject to the same concerns as consumer subsidy 180 
removal – namely equity and locked in consumer behavior – and thus would not need to be phased in so gradually.  181 

 182 

  183 



Methods 184 

Our analytical contribution is to show how different approaches to valuing fast depreciation subsidies 185 
for new oil fields may yield very different outcomes for global oil consumption and resulting CO2 186 
emissions from burning this oil.  There are three main steps to the analysis presented in Table 1. 187 

The first step, with results shown in the first row of Table 1, is to estimate how much two different 188 
subsidy valuation approaches affect the breakeven oil price needed for new oil supply investments to 189 
proceed. In one approach, adopted by Jewell et al. and confirmed by correspondence with Dr. Jewell in 190 
November 2018, oil production subsidies are valued by taking government- reported subsidy values 191 
(compiled by the OECD) and spreading them across all oil production in the given region. For the 192 
intangible drilling cost subsidy in the US – used here as the example of a fast depreciation subsidy – the 193 
reported value in 2013 and 2015 (years that Jewell et al. use to represent their high and low oil price 194 
cases, respectively) were USD 550 million and USD 660 million. Updating these values to USD2016 195 
dollars using the World Bank Development Indicators21 and normalizing for US oil production in 2013 196 
and 2015 years of 2.7 billion and 3.4 billion barrels22 yields about USD2016 0.20 per barrel in either price 197 
case. 198 

To value subsidies instead using the present value approach of investors, we start with field-level data 199 
on capital investment, operating costs, taxes, and production profiles for nearly 800 discovered but not 200 
yet developed (as of mid-2016) oil fields in the US.  These are the same fields analyzed by Erickson et al. 201 
2017, though we analyze them here anew, using the same cost and production assumptions as in that 202 
original analysis, including for tax rules. (We maintain such original assumptions unchanged, to 203 
accurately represent a point in time, recognizing that some factors may have since changed, including 204 
the corporate tax rate in the US.)  Starting with the field-level data, we then calculate how the intangible 205 
drilling cost subsidy would affect cash flows for each field and, in turn, the levelized net present value 206 
(NPV) for each project under three different investor discount (hurdle) rates: 10%, 15%, and 20%. We 207 
select these three hurdle rates (all of which are on a nominal basis, with no discounts for inflation) to 208 
represent hurdle rates common in the academic literature (10%) and investor literature (15%), as well a 209 
rate (20%) that represents a weakened, higher risk investor climate, just as Iyer et al. do for a different 210 
sector,23 and as is already being observed in some parts of the US oil industry.24 The results of this 211 
exercise are presented as averages (production-weighted across all 800 fields) in columns B-D of the first 212 
row of Table 1 213 

The second step in our analysis is to model the effect of removing subsidies on global oil price and 214 
consumption using a simple oil market model, parameterized by elasticities. Assuming, in the long run, 215 
that the oil market behaves as a single global market, basic microeconomics indicates that, for small 216 
increases in producer costs (here, resulting from subsidy removal), dτ, the resulting change in oil price, 217 
dP, can be approximated according to the following equation, where Es and Ed are elasticities of supply 218 
and demand, respectively.25 219 ≈ − τ 

 220 

The choice of elasticities therefore determines the changes in price, e.g. presented in Table 1 of the 221 
main text.  222 

(1) 



Elasticities are not uniform; they depend on the oil price environment. For example, at very high oil 223 
prices, the oil supply curve is generally understood to be much steeper (fewer barrels of new oil supply 224 
available for each increment in oil price, i.e. low elasticity of supply) than at lower prices.  225 

We therefore adapt high and low oil price cases from Figure 1 of Jewell et al. to parameterize our simple 226 
oil market model (Equation 1 above). Specifically, we use their median values in 2030, denominated 227 
there in 2005 prices, and update them to 2016 prices following the World Bank’s World Development 228 
Indicators consumer price index.21 This process yields a high oil price case of USD2016 170 per barrel and a 229 
low oil price case of USD2016 70 per barrel. We focus mainly on this low oil price case in the text, much 230 
like Jewell et al. do, as USD2016 70 per barrel is much closer to the current price of oil and also to the 231 
long-term price of oil consistent with actions, such as may be taken under the Paris Agreement, to limit 232 
oil demand. 233 

To derive elasticities associated with these oil price cases, we look to an oil supply curve from Rystad 234 
Energy,26 widely used by the International Energy Agency and academic researchers, which shows large 235 
quantities of oil available at very low prices, especially from the Middle East where the supply curve is 236 
very “flat” (high elasticity), and steadily getting steeper at higher prices as new supplies become more 237 
costly. (A simplified version of this curve is included as Extended Data Figure 1.) At USD2016 70, we 238 
calculate an elasticity of supply of 0.6, and at USD2016 170, we calculate an elasticity of supply of 0.1. This 239 
range is in broad agreement with a review conducted by the OECD.27 240 

For elasticities of demand, we assume that under the high oil price case, elasticity of demand is -0.2, 241 
consistent with other studies, and noting high uncertainty.28–30 For the low oil price case, we assume a 242 
somewhat higher elasticity of demand, -0.3, under the assumption that it is lower-than-expected 243 
demand that could enable this low oil price case (e.g., due to faster-than-expected penetration of 244 
electric vehicles) and that the resulting greater consumer choice among fuels would result in a higher 245 
elasticity of demand, albeit one that is still conservative, as even higher values of -0.5 are common.30 246 
Elasticities of oil demand with respect to price of -0.2 to -0.3 are within the ranges for all five models 247 
reported in Supplementary Table 2 of Jewell et al., and are therefore considered here to be 248 
representative of the types of oil demand responses that those models would yield. 249 

Together, using the equation above, these assumed elasticities imply that in the high oil price case, each 250 
dollar of increase in producer cost per barrel translates into an increase in global crude price of 0.33 251 
dollars per barrel, whereas under the low oil price case, each dollar of increase in producer cost 252 
translates into an increase in the global crude price of 0.66 dollars per barrel. Applying these findings to 253 
the breakeven oil price effects from step 1, above, yields the increases in global oil prices reported in 254 
each column of Table 1.  255 

Further, estimating how these changes in price would lead to changes in global oil consumption is then 256 
straightforward, using the elasticity of demand, Ed, which is defined as the percent increase in demand 257 
as a function of the percent increase in price. Assuming that in the high oil price case, global oil 258 
consumption is 46 billion barrels per year, and under the low oil price case is 37 billion barrels per year 259 
(see Extended Data Figure 1, which shows these as approximately the oil production levels at USD2016 70 260 
and USD2016 170, respectively), a 0.33 dollar increase in oil price in the high oil price case translates via 261 
the elasticity of demand into a drop in global oil consumption of 18 million barrels per year, and a 0.66 262 
dollar increase in oil price in the low oil price case translates into a drop in global oil consumption of 110 263 
million barrels per year. 264 



Lastly, for the third and final step, we convert barrels of oil to CO2 emissions using the basic carbon 265 
content of a barrel of oil, about 0.4 t CO2 per barrel.29,31  266 
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Extended data legends 286 

Extended Data Figure 1. Cost curve of world oil production in 2030.  Figure shows cumulative supply of oil in 2030 at 287 
increasing oil price.  Most blocks (64) in this cost curve represent a combination of particular stage of development (four stages) 288 
in major world regions (eight: the continents plus Middle East and Russia minus Antarctica), whether onshore or offshore.   289 

Further blocks represent the United States and Canada, since they are major new sources of oil, about 41% and 7% of all not-290 
yet-producing oil in this figure.  Figure adapted from Erickson, P. Confronting carbon lock-in: Canada’s oil sands. (Stockholm 291 
Environment Institute, 2018) and based on data from Rystad Energy. 292 
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 (A)  
Subsidy 

valued on 
cash basis, 

as in US 
government 
source used 

by OECD 
and Jewell 

et al. 

Subsidy valued on present value 
basis, at range of investor  

discount rates  
(B) 

Rate 
common 

in 
academic 
literature 

(C) 
Rate 

common 
in 

industry 
studies 

(D) 
Higher-
risk rate 

(if 
weakened 
investor 

climate or 
higher-

risk 
fields)8 

  10% 15% 20% 
Effect of subsidy on economics of new oil projects     

Effect on projects’ breakeven price (USD2016), per barrel 0.20 4.20 5.80 7.30 
Market effects of subsidy removal, high oil price case, 2030     

Increase in global oil price (USD2016), per barrel 0.07 1.40 1.90 2.40 
Decrease in global oil consumption (million barrels) 4 76 110 130 

Decrease in global CO2 emissions from oil, million t CO2 1 30 42 52 
Market effects of subsidy removal, low oil price case, 2030     

Increase in global oil price (USD2016), per barrel 0.13 2.80 3.90 4.90 
Decrease in global oil consumption (million barrels) 21 440 620 770 

Decrease in global CO2 emissions from oil, million t CO2 8 180 250 310 
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