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There is a growing impression being given in the discussion of oil and natural gas supplies that the
world is moving into a period where there will soon be such a plentiful sufficiency of crude that the
US may consider exporting some of its production (h/t Leanan). But if one looks behind the
headlines, and particularly at the current status of the largest oilfield contributing toward this
rosy picture - the Ghawar field in Saudi Arabia - that optimism becomes more evidently built on a
very transient set of data that, as this series of posts seeks to show, will not be sustainable for any
significant period into the future.

The three major oil producers (i.e. those producing more than 5 mbd each) are currently seeing
surges in production as the world moves to an overall production of 90 mbd. T he OPEC June
Monthly Oil Market Report (MOMR) notes that this has brought Russia to 10.33 mbd in May,
some 100 kbd over the same period in 2011; and Saudi Arabia is reported to have averaged 9.917
mbd in May, up 40 kbd over April. The United States is running at 6.236 Mbd of crude (from the
EIA TWIP), while importing 9.117 mbd. The MOMR reports US oil supply at 9.66 mbd on
average, but counts more than just crude in this value. The gain over the past year is around 600
kbd. It is interesting to note, in regard to OPEC production the continued difference between the
volumes that OPEC reports from direct contact with the suppliers, and that when the numbers
are obtained from “secondary sources.”

Figure 1. OPEC production from its members, with values provided by them (OPEC June
MOMR)

The Oil Drum | Tech Talk - Current Oil Production and the Future of Ghawar http://www.theoildrum.com/node/9263

Page 1 of 7 Generated on June 18, 2012 at 12:17pm EDT

http://www.theoildrum.com/
http://www.theoildrum.com/user/Heading Out
http://www.theoildrum.com/topic/supply_production
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/crude_oil_price
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/crude_oil_production
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/eia
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/ghawar
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/haradh
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/momr
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/opec
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/saudi_arabia
http://www.theoildrum.com/tag/uthmaniyah
http://www.theoildrum.com/special/tag_listing
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/06/15/usa-api-exports-idUSL1E8HFH7G20120615?rpc=401&
http://www.opec.org/opec_web/static_files_project/media/downloads/publications/MOMR_June_2012.pdf
http://205.254.135.7/oog/info/twip/twip_crude.html
http://www.theoildrum.com/files/1. OPEC direct numbers June.png
http://www.opec.org/opec_web/static_files_project/media/downloads/publications/MOMR_June_2012.pdf


Figure 2. OPEC production from information provided by secondary sources (OPEC June
MOMR).

This surge from the majors has in part led the EIA to project that oil prices will remain relatively
stable for the remainder of the year.

Figure 3. EIA estimate of crude oil prices going forward over the next eighteen months (EIA
TWIP)

In the short term, and leading into a national election, there is no significant event (short of a
hurricane or two) that obviously threatens this projection, though the Iranian situation and the
questionable stability of nations in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA) has to remain a
concern. Sadly, the continued ill health of the global economy, with no evident savior or realistic
plan for growth now visible, means that the demand OPEC projects - 1.17 mbd y-o-y on average
this year - may continue to be met.

However, I have given my reasons in previous posts for anticipating that the surge in both
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Russian production and in the United States are at near peak, and will soon decline. Saudi Arabia's
fall will be less dramatic and a little later, but the combination does not bode well for the
international supply in the next presidential term.

The big question with Saudi Arabian production to date has been more focused on the production
from Ghawar, which at 5 mbd has been the rock on which the overall production builds. But that
rock is continuously eroding under the long production periods that its different regions have
seen.

The final major new effort to bring new production on line in the overall field was the effort at
Haradh, down in the South tip of the field.

JoulesBurn has written comprehensively on this region, beginning with the first well that came
into production. In 1979, as the late Matt Simmons pointed out in “Twilight in the Desert”, the
three northern segments of Ghawar, Ain Dar, Shedgum and North Uthmaniyah were producing
4.2 mbd of the 5.3 mbd total Ghawar output, with South Uthmaniyah producing another 400
kbd. By 2006 North Uthmaniyah was running at a 46% water cut.

Joules has taken the historic record for that region of the field and made a short movie
presentation included in a post that shows how Uthmaniyah was developed over the years.

Figure 4. Single frame from the movie on drill site development in Uthmaniyah, over time
(JoulesBurn)

The sequence of wells shows how the wells had to move inexorably to the crest of the field as the
underlying reservoir became more depleted in oil. Uthmaniyah is the region where the test
program to inject carbon dioxide to enhance EOR is under construction, as mentioned earlier, and
scheduled for completion in the fourth quarter of 2013. It is worth noting that Aramco is also
planning to use more steam injection for enhanced oil recovery (EOR), and that plans have just
been signed to increase steam production at the Ju’aymah, Shedgum and Uthmaniyah plants,
with completion dates in 2014 and 2015.
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Figure 5. Sectors of Ghawar with the date of discovery (Afifi)

As one moves south, the quality of the reservoir changes, and becomes more difficult to produce.
However, as Greg Croft has noted, the two lower segments of the field Hawiyah and Haradh were
developed with horizontal wells rather than the vertical wells further north in Ghawar. This has
overcome some of the geological constraints and the fact that the productivity index drops from
around 140 barrels of oil per day/psi to 45 BOPD/psi at Hawiyah, and 31 at Haradh. In 2008, the
Hawiyah NGL recovery plant was commissioned, to yield 310 kbd of ethane and NGL.

The further development of the lowest segment of Ghawar, down at Haradh, was one of the major
projects that Aramco listed as contributing to their ability to produce up to 12.5 mbd. The latest
development built on earlier development, and because the use of horizontal wells had
transitioned into maximum reservoir contact (MRC) designs by the time of Haradh III reduced
the anticipated number of wells from 280 verticals to 32 MRC wells.
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Figure 6. Planned well layout in Haradh III (from Aramco via JoulesBurn)

In his initial review of how that developed, JoulesBurn showed how the wells were developed and
laid out and explained how he was able to use satellite images to determine the different
components of the production equipment.

It is relevant to note that Joules updated his view of the region in 2010 when he noted that after
looking at the satellite images of the region, he was able to show that instead of the production
coming from the original 32 wells, there were actually some 52 production wells connected up,
which – as he noted – raises a few questions as to the actual performance of the wells over the
original projections.

However, Aramco reported(pdf) using Real-Time Reserve Management, that it had been more
successful than anticipated by the summer of 2009.

Some of the additional wells drilled were to allow cross-hole tomography (pdf) to monitor the
location of the oil:water front, which as production evolved, did not follow the anticipated path.
This was particularly important to establish given the 1 km spacing between wells and the more
complex geology relative to that further north in Ghawar. 
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Figure 7. Schematic showing how cross-hole tomography is carried out (Stephen Prenskey)

Figure 8. Image from Crosshole tomography at Haradh (out (Stephen Prenskey)

What is also clear, however, from looking at the different regions of Ghawar, is that there are no
places left for new programs to restore production as wells become exhausted. If KSA is to sustain
its production it must look beyond the King of Oil Fields, which now lies stricken in years.
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