


expand non-OPEC oil supplies, among 

others by the revitalization of the US 

government's investor guarantee prog­

ram, the Overseas Private Investment 

Corporation (OPIC). The World Bank's 

oil-lending program is judged unfavour­

ably and characterized as being in full 

harmony with the interests of the inter­

national oil companies and, more gen­

erally, of the industrial countries that 

control the World Bank. 

The oil-importing industrialized 

countries - among which Japan, Ger­

many, France and Italy are the most im­

portant - have lost out to the United 

States and Great Britain in the oil strug­

gle of the twentieth century: they all 

have to rely on foreign-controlled oil 

supplies. Nonetheless, most of these in­

dustrial countries seem to have man­

aged to cope with their increased costs 

of oil imports, although once again the 
authors tend to judge all the countries 

concerned alike, whereas e g there are 

obvious differences between countries 

like France and Germany in the field of 

export policy towards the OPEC coun­

tries. 

Tanzer and Zorn are at their best 

when unravelling the myth that since 

1973 OPEC has been able to bend the 

world to its will and holding the interna­

tional oil companies and their home 

governments at its mercy. On the basis 

of a careful examination of the events 

leading up to 1973 and following there­

after, they can come to only one conclu­

sion: the international oil companies 

still remain dominant in the industry 

and the "rich but not powerful" OPEC 

countries have missed a great oppor­

tunity to generate real economic devel­

opment. Although it would be unfair 

to say that oil wealth has brought no 

improvement at all for the mass of peo­

ple in the OPEC countries, one can­

not evade the inference made by the 

authors: 

"The principal problem is that 

( . . . ) · there have not been 

developed new economic, politic­

al, and social structures that 
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would permit the harnessing of 

the oil resources in a positive way 

on a wide scale" (p 83). 

In this respect they draw attention to the 
often overlooked position of small elite 

groups who control and use the state for 
their own private profit. 

Options for the 
developing countries 

Although the discussion of the develop­

ing countries is somewhat affected by 

the authors' inclination of lumping all 

these countries together, this chapter 

deserves special attention because of the 

stimulating remarks made on the un­

used capabilities of Third World coun­

tries to establish oil independence. Tan­

zer and Zorn have to admit, however, 

that during the present oil glut the trend 

of the late 1970s - in which contract 

terms dramatically shifted in favor of 

developing countries - has been slowed 

down (and, in some cases, even revers­

ed). Nowadays, international oil com­

panies have to be lured by embarrassing 

'sweat terms' offered by Third World 

countries. One could wonder therefore 

if the authors' conclusion in this respect 

is not a bit illusory: 

"The strategy of integration into 

the capitalist world oil economy 

has clearly failed, and self-suffici­

ency appears to be the only plau­

sible candidate to succeed it" 

(p 105). 

The centrally planned 
economies 

Through a policy of pursuing self-reli­

ance and the development of domestic 

oil and energy resources, the centrally 

planned economies have been able to 

escape from the energy crisis that rocked 

the capitalist world in the past decade. 

The case of Vietnam is presented as an 

examplary model of how a relatively 

small and poor (socialist) country could 

see through the mythology of the inter­

national oil industry by attaining "the 

most favorable contracts ( . . . ) in the 

history of the oil industry" (p ll8). The 

authors have done well by elaborating 
on this case which the oil trade press 

gave virtually no coverage of. 

Conclusions 

The book emphasises the ongoing com­

pany control of the energy industry, 

despite the (one-off?) set-back they had 

in the last decade. While OPEC is in a 

predicament that offers no easy solu­

tion in the short term, the multina­

tionals have made up for the ground 

they had lost. The consecutive price 

rises have allowed the realization of 

capital invested earlier and greatly in­

creased the companies' profits from 

their crude oil production in the West 

and in non-OPEC third world coun­

tries. As Tanzer and Zorn illustratively 

point out, although their per barrel 

profits in OPEC countries may now be 

much lower than before, in some places 

they have climbed as high as IO USD. 

"In the light of this situation it is hardly 

surprising that the seven majors' total 

profits more than quadrupled from 

1972 to 1983" (p 125). This enormous 

profitability enabled the companies to 

extend their control over the energy in­

dustry as a whole. 

Although the book contains several 

weaknesses (sometimes the reader gets 

the impression that the authors took 

upon themselves a real 'crusade' against 

the multinational oil companies and 

their ideological supporters such as 

Walter Levy; why not number the notes 

in the text? Too many repetitions, and 

now and then unbalanced discourses), 

as in introduction to the world of en­

ergy politics it certainly is advisable. 

Smoothly written and in a provocative 

style, Energy Update gives us a useful 

analysis of changes and durabilities in 

the international oil industry. 
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