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Where Do Fossil Fuels come from?

Fossil fuels are formed over many millions of years from the remains of plants and animals. In this activity you will use the process tool to analyze how matter and energy transform in the process of fossil fuel formation.  

PETROLEUM AND NATURAL GAS FORMATION
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Oil (petroleum) and natural gas are formed from the remains of animals and plants that lived millions of years ago in a marine (water) environment that existed on Earth before the dinosaurs. Over the years, layers of mud covered the remains of these animals and plants. Heat and pressure from these layers transformed the remains into what we today call crude oil. The word "petroleum" means "rock oil" or "oil from the Earth." Oil and natural gas are composed primarily of carbon and hydrogen atoms. 

COAL FORMATION
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Coal was formed in a similar way, mainly from the plants that lived hundreds of millions of years ago, when the Earth was partly covered with swampy forests. Layers of water and dirt covered layers of dead plants. The heat and pressure from the top layers helped the plant remains transform into what we today call coal. Coal is composed primarily of carbon, hydrogen, and oxygen atoms. 
