Helium - abundant in the Universe, scarse on Earth. Take it or leave it? 
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Helium is a precious element with numerous valuable applications. Because of its unique physical and chemical properties it is virtually irreplaceable for most of its applications. Though helium is, after hydrogen, the second most abundant element in the observable universe, it is quite scarse on Earth with a concentration of just 5 ppm in the atmosphere. The Earth’s crust contains only 8 ppb, the oceans a mere 4 ppt. Most helium on Earth is formed by radioactive decay; once released into the atmosphere helium will ecape into space, in this way it is a finite resource that is very difficult to recycle.

Since the beginning of the 20th century the USA have been the main supplier of helium. In 1925 the National Helium Reserved was established in Texas, as a strategic supply of gas for air ships. In 1996, however, the US Congress decided to phase out and sell off the reserve. The first auction was held last year. Many scientists, like (the late) Nobel Prize winner Robert Richardson, have warned that our planet will be soon running out of easily extractable helium if nothing changes, as the demand is still rapidly increasing.

This presentation will provide a comprehensive overview of the current use of helium, the available resources, and the challenges lying ahead for science, industry and politics worldwide. 

