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WASHINGTON, Oct. 15 (UPI) -- On Oct. 3, Malaysian Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad, chairman-elect of the Organization of Islamic Conference, called on Islamic nations to use oil as a "weapon." Iraqi President Saddam Hussein already has demonstrated this tactic by the conflagration he started in Kuwait's oil fields in 1991.

While Saddam threatens the world with his weapons of mass destruction and his lethal alliance with terrorist networks, he also sits astride the world's second largest oil reserves and thereby keeps the world's financial markets and oil-dependent economies under the gun.

A former Saudi oil minister, Sheikh Ahmed Zaki Yamani sees this worst case scenario: war with Iraq might provoke Saddam to use his Scud missiles with chemical and biological warheads to attack the Kuwaiti and Saudi oil fields. Even more so than the Kuwaiti oil fires Saddam set in 1991, chemical and biological attacks would make the oil fields unusable and exceedingly complicated to clean up and restore to functioning. In this scenario oil prices could soar to $100 a barrel.

Iranian Oil Minister Bijan Zanganeh dismissed doomsday talk that an attack on Iraq would super-heat oil prices. "I don't think an attack on Iraq would be a shock to the oil market," said Zanganeh. In any event, Saudi Arabian oil officials promise to do everything they can to keep oil prices stable. Of course, this is in the Saudis' best interest. Oil is a fungible commodity. If one supplier reduces oil sales, another supplier will pick up the slack. 

This is good news for the Bush administration. For security, as well as economic reasons, the United States long has been uneasy with its dependence on Middle Eastern oil. The United States imports 8.5 million barrels of oil every day. This is 25 percent of the world's oil production even though it has only 4 percent of the world's population and 3 percent of its reserves. 

On the other hand, the U.S. economy is the workhorse of the global economy. If America cannot keep her engines -- literally and figuratively -- running, many countries, particularly in Europe and Asia, will collapse with her. This also is the unspoken reason nations must ally with the United States in eradicating the Iraqi threat: if the United States suffers just one more catastrophic terrorist attack, the world economy will be shaken to the core for the foreseeable future. All will suffer.

For the sake of the United States as well as the world, America must find oil supplies that are secure -- not just from political decisions but also from the threat of military attack. Fortunately, the United States wisely is developing new resources in Africa, the Caspian Sea region and Russia. The Bush administration makes no secret of its intention to shift U.S. reliance on oil imports from the Middle East to other areas such as Africa, where Nigeria is the only sub-Saharan member of the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries.

"West Africa's oil has become a national strategic interest to us, and it will increase and become more important as we go forward," said Assistant Secretary of State for African Affairs Walter Kansteiner. This is especially true in the wake of the war on terrorism. 

"West African oil doesn't have the strategic bottlenecks that other nations have. We generally have good political relations with African oil producers. And if it lessens our dependence on a particular section of the world, that's good," said Rep. Edward Royce, R-Calif., chairman of the House of Representative's Africa Subcommittee. 

The proportion of America's oil resources coming from Africa will grow from 15 percent today to 25 percent by 2020. Meanwhile, world oil consumption is expected to rise by 59 percent over the same period. 

The strategic importance of African oil has led Congress and the Pentagon to discuss military exchanges with West African countries.

Even establishment of a U.S. military base in the region is under consideration. "I think the administration is cognizant that we need to engage across the board with Africa," said Royce. "Paying Africa the diplomatic attention it deserves is important."

The United States also is on board with a major new oil resource in Central Asia. Last month, Energy Secretary Spencer Abraham joined the presidents of several regional countries to announce an agreement to construct the Baku-Ceyhan oil pipeline. Abraham said the pipeline will be "one of the most important energy undertakings" in history. The 1,091-mile pipeline will be operated by British Petroleum. It will carry between 349 million and 421 million barrels of oil every year to the Turkish seaport Ceyhan.

Russia is increasing oil production as well. Oil exports now contribute close to 90 percent of Russia's gross domestic product growth. President George W. Bush is actively encouraging Russian President Vladimir Putin to expand that country's oil industry. In fact, there will likely be a bilateral ministerial conference on energy this month in Houston.

The U.S.-Russia petroleum partnership has already made significant progress. Last year, America's Exxon Mobil made a five-year, $4 billion commitment to develop oil fields in the energy-rich North Pacific Russian island of Sakhalin.

Of course, U.S. efforts to tap the Caspian Sea, Africa and Russia are only a temporary, maybe three decade, fix. Long term, unless other sources of energy are found, the West must return to the mother lode of oil: the Persian Gulf.

Thus, structuring a secure and stable environment for the Gulf's oil economy makes toppling Saddam's regime imperative. Saddam tried to destroy Kuwait's oil fields; he has demonstrated without doubt that he will use oil as a weapon.

Removing Saddam's regime would enhance the region's reliability as an oil source and benefit the region's economy, indeed, the global economy. In the meantime, the United States wisely is weaning itself off politically vulnerable Persian Gulf oil. 
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