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Protect our precious helium 

Helium is a precious resource that is widely used in healthcare, medical and scientific 

research, but it is non-renewable and in short supply. The NFWI calls on WI members to 

help raise awareness of the need to conserve helium, and on government and industry to 

work together to ensure it is used responsibly, and to support innovative research that 

could address the shortage such as reducing use or improving capture and recycling. 

 

Proposer’s position 

The proposer wants to raise awareness of the importance of helium, promote responsible 

usage, call on government and industry to invest in activities such as recapturing and 

recycling helium and help ensure the future availability of helium to support research and 

development that will benefit the environment, economy and society. 

The scale of the problem 
 

Helium is a colourless, odourless gas that is completely unreactive. It has the lowest boiling 

point of any element at -269C and a low density, which is why it is used to make items float. 

Helium is critical for many medical and research applications. Helium has an important role 

in cooling superconducting magnets for MRI scanners, as well as in the manufacture of 

computer chips, fibre optics and liquid crystal displays. It is combined with oxygen to create 

nitrogen-free atmospheres for deep sea divers and is also used to clean rocket engines and 

pressurise fuel tanks and to make airships and weather balloons float.   

Helium supplies are finite and there are concerns that supplies are running out. It is non-

renewable and due to shortages in supply, it has doubled in price over the last decade. This 

has a significant effect on the cost of research. 

Oil companies harvest helium trapped deep beneath the Earth’s surface, in natural gas 
chambers. Radioactive decay causes uranium rock to disperse helium into natural gas 
chambers over millions of years. 
 
The world’s helium supply comes from a few natural gas fields in Texas, Algeria, Qatar, 

Russia and Australia, where helium is captured as a by-product of natural gas extraction.  

The United States has been the largest producer of helium since 1925, thanks to a massive 
reserve found across Texas, Oklahoma and Kansas — called the Federal Helium Reserve. 
This reserve is set to close down production in 2021. 
 
We cannot practically produce more helium once it is all extracted from the earth. There is 

no way of manufacturing it artificially, and practically all of the world's reserves have been 

derived as a by-product from the extraction of natural gas. 

As much of the helium currently extracted is eventually lost to the atmosphere, it is a non-

renewable resource, and estimates suggest that global reserves will run out around 2070. 

Many people will be familiar with helium because of its use in party balloons.  



Once helium is released into the atmosphere in the form of party balloons it is lost to the 

earth forever. According to balloon gas supplier BOC, helium for balloons is a market which 

makes up about 40% of the helium business in the UK.  

BOC notes that there is a distinction between pure, liquid helium and impure, gaseous 

helium. Helium for balloons is impure and gaseous and produced as a by-product of 

supplying liquid helium for the MRI market. Impure, gaseous helium cannot be used directly 

in medical MRI scanners or in other applications that use super-conducting magnets. 

The current situation 
 

In response to recent concerns about the shortage of helium, BOC stated that industrial gas 

companies support the recovery and reprocessing of helium. They stated that historically 

recovery had only been viable for larger users of helium, but new opportunities were 

constantly being reviewed and implemented with customers to help them conserve and reuse 

their helium. 

However, Cambridge University chemist Peter Wothers has called for an end to the use of 

helium in party balloons. 

David Cole-Hamilton, emeritus professor of chemistry at the University of St Andrews is 

calling for helium to be recycled as world supplies of helium could run out in 10 years.  

As there is currently no substitute for liquid helium as a super-coolant, it is important that 

users of helium on a large scale find ways to capture lost helium so that it can be recovered 

and used again.  In the US, the National Science Foundation is running a small-scale 

program to fit labs with systems that recycle and re-liquify helium. 

The U.S. Department of the Interior recently designated helium as one of 35 elements or 

minerals critical to national security and the economy. The UK has not made a similar 

declaration. 

In January 2019 the Health Minister stated that the Department did not expect changes in 

the helium market to have any impact on the availability, operation and maintenance of 

magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) equipment or other medical services in 2019. 

 

 

How could the WI work on this issue if it was passed? 

A full campaign would be developed by the NFWI if the resolution is passed, taking into 

account developments since then. To help inform your discussions, here are some ways the 

WI could consider working on this issue.  

At local and regional levels, members could link up with local universities to learn 

more about the issue.  

Nationally, the NFWI could call for more research into methods of capture and recycling 

for helium. 



 

Arguments for the resolution 

• There is a sustainability aspect to the resolution that aligns with climate change and 

the environment in terms of using resources responsibly. 

 

Arguments against the resolution 

• This is not an issue on which the WI has a high level of expertise. 

 

  

Further information 

BOC: https://www.boconline.co.uk/ 

 
BBC article about the shortage of helium: https://www.bbc.com/news/business-
49715838 

 
Video content 

This video from National Geographic explains the uses of helium: 

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/science/2018/08/news-helium-mri-

superconducting-markets-reserve-technology/ 
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