AS AMERICA “PIVOTS TO ASIA”,
SAUDI ARABIA IS ALREADY THERE
— BY ROUDI BAROUDI

The biggest news in the energy industry last week was that a
state-owned Chinese company had completed a massive offshore
oil and gas platform for Saudi Aramco. Breathless media
reports shared impressive details about the facility’s record-
setting size, weight, and output capacity, with some
describing it as a massive bet on continuing strong demand for
fossil fuels despite the meteoric rise of renewables.

The real significance of this news, though, is not to be found
at the Qingdao shipyard where it was made, at the headquarters
of the China Offshore 0il Engineering Company that built it,
or at the Marjan field off Saudi Arabia’s east coast where it
will be installed and operated.

In fact, in order to truly appreciate the implications
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involved, one needs to travel back in time a little more than
50 years. For on 8 June 1974, the United States and Saudi
Arabia reached a historic agreement that has bound the two
countries ever since.

Signed by then-US Secretary of State Henry Kissinger and then-
Minister of Interior Prince Fahd bin Abdulaziz, the pact
established two joint commissions tasked, respectively, with
increasing bilateral economic cooperation and with determining
the kingdom’s military needs. It also created several joint
working groups responsible for specific elements to support
growth and development, including efforts to: a) expand and
diversify Saudi Arabia’s industrial base, beginning with the
manufacture of fertilizers and other aspects of the
petrochemical sector; b) increase the number of qualified
scientists and technicians available to make the most of
technology transfers; c) explore partnerships in areas like
solar energy and desalination; and d) find ways to cooperate
in agriculture, especially in the desert.



Henry Kissinger with Prince Fahd of Saudi Arabia, 1974

Contrary to widespread misperceptions, the agreement did not
say anything about Saudi crude being priced and/or transacted
exclusively in US dollars. In a side-deal that remained secret
until 2016, however, the United States pledged full military
support in virtually all circumstances and the Kingdom of
Saudi Arabia committed to investing a massive share of its oil
revenues in US Treasury bills. While there was no public quid
pro quo, therefore, this was to some extent a distinction
without a difference: the world’'s biggest oil exporter ended
up spending hundreds of billions of dollars on American debt
and American-made weapons, making it only sensible that the
vast majority of its crude sales would be in greenbacks. By
extension, the sheer weight of Saudi oil in world markets -
and especially within the Organization of Petroleum Exporting
Countries — virtually guaranteed that the dollar would become
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the de facto default currency of those markets, Petrodollars.

These arrangements suited both sides at the time, which
featured a very particular set of circumstances. The previous
year, as Egypt and Syria attempted to regain territories
occupied by Israeli forces since the 1967 war, US President
Richard Nixon authorized an unprecedented airlift of weaponry
— everything from tanks, artillery, and ammunition to
helicopters, radars, and air-to-air missiles — to Israel. Arab
oil producers responded by playing their strongest card,
announcing an oil embargo against states that supported the
Israeli war effort. That led directly to supply shortages,
soaring prices, and long lines at filling stations across the
United States and many other countries, too, and indirectly to
several years of higher inflation. Although the embargo had
been lifted in March 1974, Washington was keen to prevent
similar shocks in the future.

The American economy was particularly vulnerable to longer-
term repercussions because of several factors, including a
general slowdown caused by its long, expensive, and ultimately
unsuccessful war in Vietnam. The real problem, though, stemmed
from another issue: in 1971, as the dollar continued to lose
ground against major European currencies, Nixon had taken the
United States off the gold standard, gutting the Bretton Woods
arrangements put in place after World War II and throwing
foreign exchange markets into disarray. With the Cold War as
backdrop, America appeared to be losing ground in its
strategic competition with the Soviet Union.

The so-called “side-deal”, then, was actually far more
important than the public agreement because it would restore
the dollar’s primacy in international markets, making it once
again the world’'s favorite reserve currency, while
simultaneously reducing the likelihood of future Arab oil
embargos. The new system worked very well for a very long
time: the US economy regained its stability, and Saudi Arabia
embarked on a long program of socioeconomic development that



continues to this day. Even as the Americans have sought
further protection by reducing their reliance on Saudi and
other OPEC crude, their bilateral partnership and the dollar’s
general prevalence in the o0il business have likewise persisted
despite all manner of diplomatic spats, crises, and other
obstacles.

Back in the present-day, the Soviet Union is no more, and
although the United States has an even more formidable
strategic rival in China, this competition carries neither the
day-to-day intensity nor the seeming inevitability of nuclear
Armageddon that the Cold War engendered. In addition, the
United States is now producing more crude oil than any country
ever has, further insulating its economy against exogenous
shocks, while China’s rapid expansion has made it the world’s
most prolific energy importer. In fact, Washington is years
into a “pivot to Asia” that will see it focus less attention
on the Middle East.

Meanwhile, Saudi Arabia is now led by Crown Prince, Mohammed
bin Salman (MBS), a young and highly ambitious ruler who has
shown himself more than willing to act independently of
American desires or even demands. Accordingly, it should not
surprise anyone that the behemoth facility now being
transported to Marjan is just the most visible tip of the
Sino-Saudi iceberg. Theirs is a burgeoning relationship driven
by complementary needs, with both parties investing in one
another’s economies and cooperating on large-scale energy and
industrial projects.

Given all of the foregoing, it is much too early to declare
the end of an era. Even if rumors that the Saudis will soon
start selling oil futures contracts in yuan or other
currencies turn out to be true and the results include an
erosion of the dollar’'s value, the US-Saudi economic
relationship remains very much in place, as do defense ties
ranging from procurement and maintenance to joint exercises
and training. This 1is not to mention the approximately 60,000



Saudi students who study at American universities every year,
or the countless other business and/or personal ties nurtured
over decades.

Then, US President, Jimmy Carter receiving the Crown Prince
Fahd of Saudi Arabia at the White House in Washington, 1977.
Seeing the continuation of the Petrodollar Agreement.

ALl the same, a new era has definitely begun: just as the
Americans have opened up other avenues to secure their energy
needs, the Saudis are now moving decisively to diversify their
foreign partnerships and have been doing so for many years.
Inevitably, the global oil and gas economy’s center of gravity
will shift eastward, but how could it be otherwise when China
and several other Asian economies have become such
powerhouses? The diversification path will almost certainly
include occasional stretches where Riyadh will have to make
difficult decisions, but this, too, reflects the confidence
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that MBS has in his country’s ability to determine its own
destiny.

Roudi Baroudi has worked in the energy sector for more than
four decades, with extensive experience in both the public and
private sectors. Having advised dozens of companies,
governments, and multilateral institutions on program and
policy development. He has been a loyal advocate for energy
stability and peace. He is also the author or co-author of
numerous books and articles, and currently serves as CEO of
Energy and Environment Holding, an independent consultancy
based in Doha, Qatar.

Saudi Aramco awards $25bn 1in
contracts for gas expansion
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Saudi Aramco, the world’s biggest oil producer, has awarded
contracts worth more than $25bn for the second phase of the
expansion of its Jafurah gas field and the third phase of
expanding its main gas network.

The development of the Jafurah field, which is estimated to
hold 200 trillion cubic feet of gas, 1s expected to cost
$100bn and boost the state energy firm’s gas production by
more than 60 per cent by 2030.

“These contract awards demonstrate our firm belief in the
future of gas as an important energy source, as well as a
vital feedstock for downstream industries,” said Amin H.
Nasser, Aramco president & CEO.

“The scale of our ongoing investment at Jafurah and the
expansion of our master gas system underscores our intention
to further integrate and grow our gas business to meet
anticipated rising demand.”

Aramco awarded 16 contracts, worth a combined total of around
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$12.4bn, for phase two development at Jafurah. This phase will
include the construction of gas compression facilities,
pipelines, the expansion of the Jafurah gas plant, gas
processing trains, utilities, sulfur, and export facilities.

The expansion includes the construction of new riyas natural
gas Lliquids (NGL) fractionation facilities in Jubail,
including NGL fractionation trains, utilities, storage, and
export facilities.

The state-energy giant also awarded 15 lump sum turnkey
contracts worth approximately $8.8bn to kick off the phase
three expansion of the master gas system. The expansion will
increase the size of the network and raise its total capacity
by an additional 3.15 billion standard cubic feet per day
(bscfd) by 2028 through the installation of around 4,000km of
pipelines and 17 new gas compression trains.

Furthermore, Aramco awarded an additional 23 gas rig contracts
worth $2.4bn, two-directional drilling contracts worth $612m,
and 13 well tie-in contracts at Jafurah, for a total of
$1.63bn.

Aramco’s LNG ambitions

Saudi Arabia is working on developing its unconventional gas
reserves, which require advanced extraction methods such as
those used in the shale gas industry.

Aramco signed 40 <corporate procurement agreements
worth $6bn with local suppliers in February as the state-owned
energy giant seeks to develop the country’s energy services
sector while boosting its localisation programme.

The agreements cover the supply of a range of products
comprising strategic commodities, such as instrumentation,
electrical, and drilling equipment.

Meanwhile, an additional 15 trillion standard cubic feet of
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gas (scfd) were proven at Aramco’s Jafurah field in February,
adding significant volumes to the kingdom’s proven gas and
condensate reserves.

The company estimates that Jafurah’s reserves have reached 229
trillion cubic feet of gas and 75 billion barrels of
condensates. Jafurah is the country’s largest unconventional
non-oil-associated gas field and reportedly the biggest shale
gas development outside of the US.

Aramco 1is expanding its portfolio into LNG at a time when
global demand for the fuel has surged, particularly in Europe,
which is replacing reduced pipeline supplies from Russia. It
forayed into the global LNG market last September by acquiring
a minority stake in EIG Partners’ MidOcean Energy in a deal
valued at $500m.

The state-energy giant signed non-binding agreements with two
US energy firms Sempra and NextDecade, for the supply of 5
million tonnes per annum (mtpa) and 1.2 of mtpa LNG,
respectively, for 20 years.

‘Saudi Aramco 1in LNG talks
with US Tellurian,
NextDecade'’
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Reuters
London

0il giant Aramco is in talks with US firms Tellurian and
NextDecade on two separate LNG projects as the Saudi firm
seeks to boost its gas trading and production, three sources
close to the talks told Reuters.

US gas production has boomed over the past decade with oil
majors and Aramco’s rivals competing to build several projects
to export gas to Europe and Asia.

The state energy firm is in talks with Tellurian to buy a
stake in its 27.6mn metric tonne per annum (mtpa) Driftwood
LNG plant near Lake Charles, Louisiana.

Aramco officials visited the site three times last month -
including together with executives from Australia’s Woodside
on one of those occasions, said the sources who declined to be
identified as talks are not public. Aramco is also in talks
with US LNG firm NextDecade for a long-term gas purchase
agreement from a proposed fifth processing unit at its $18bn
Rio Grande facility.

Aramco declined to comment. Tellurian said it does not comment
on market speculation. Woodside said it continuously assesses



organic and inorganic growth opportunities but declined
further comment. NextDecade did not immediately respond to
Reuters request for comment.

Aramco 1is seeking to strengthen its position in the LNG
market, which is set to grow by 50% by 2030, especially in the
US, where LNG capacity is set to almost double over the next
four years.

Tellurian has spent years and hundreds of millions of dollars
on trying to finance and build the Driftwood plant.

Last fall, Tellurian warned investors that continued losses
and dwindling cash reserves might not be enough within a year
to cover operating and debt costs.

Aramco is one of the world’'s largest oil producers and top
exporter, pumping nearly 10% of the world’s crude supply.

Aramco made its first LNG investment abroad when it bought a
stake in US MidOcean Energy for $500mn last year.

In March, Reuters reported that Aramco was in talks to invest
in Sempra Infrastructure’s Port Arthur project in Texas.

It is also competing with Shell to buy the assets of Temasek-
owned LNG trading firm Pavilion Energy.

Is Saudi Aramco cooling on
crude o1il?
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Don’t bet on it

Has saudi arabia stopped believing in a bright future for
petroleum? That 1is the question that in recent weeks has hung
over Saudi Aramco. The desert kingdom’s national oil goliath
has a central position in the world’s oil markets. Its market
value of $2trn, five times that of the second-biggest oil
firm, ExxonMobil, and its rich valuation relative to profits
are predicated in large part on its bountiful reserves of
crude and its peerless ability to tap them cheaply and, as oil
goes, cleanly (see chart 1). So Saudi Arabia’s energy ministry
stunned many industry-watchers in January by suspending the
firm’s long-trumpeted and costly plans for expanding oil-
production capacity from 12m to 13m barrels per day (b/d). Was
it proof that even the kingpin of oil had finally accepted
that oil demand would soon peak and then begin to decline?

To get a hint of Aramco’s answer, all eyes turned to its
financial results for 2023, reported on March 10th. No one
expected a repeat of the year before, when high oil prices and
surging demand propelled Aramco’s annual net profit to $161bn,
the highest ever for any listed firm anywhere. But analysts
and investors were still keenly interested in the extent of
the decline in the company’s revenue and profit, in any
changes to its capital-spending plans and, possibly, in the
unveiling of an all-new strategy.

In the event, profits did fall sharply, from $161lbn in 2022 to
$121bn last year, though that was still the second-best
performance in the company’s history. Thanks to a recently
introduced special dividend, Aramco paid nearly $100bn to
shareholders last year, 30% more than amid the bonanza of
2022. It also promised to hand over even more in 2024.
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To get a hint of Aramco’s answer, all eyes turned to its
financial results for 2023, reported on March 10th. No one
expected a repeat of the year before, when high oil prices and
surging demand propelled Aramco’s annual net profit to $161bn,
the highest ever for any listed firm anywhere. But analysts
and investors were still keenly interested in the extent of
the decline in the company’s revenue and profit, in any
changes to its capital-spending plans and, possibly, in the
unveiling of an all-new strategy.

In the event, profits did fall sharply, from $161bn in 2022 to
$121bn last year, though that was still the second-best
performance in the company’s history. Thanks to a recently
introduced special dividend, Aramco paid nearly $100bn to
shareholders last year, 30% more than amid the bonanza of
2022. It also promised to hand over even more in 2024.

Shovelling a larger chunk of a smaller haul to owners could,
on its own, imply that the company is indeed less gung-ho
about its oily future. Except that the rich dividend was
accompanied by two developments that point in the opposite
direction. First, Aramco 1is rumoured to be preparing a
secondary share offering that could raise perhaps $20bn in the
coming months—a move typically associated with expansion
rather than contraction. Second, even more tangibly, Aramco is
already ramping up capital spending.



Its annual results reveal that investments rose from less than
$40bn in 2022 to around $50bn last year. In a call with
analysts on March 11th Aramco confirmed that the suspension of
its planned capacity expansion will save around $40bn 1in
capital spending between now and 2028. But, it added, that
does not mean Aramco is not investing. On the contrary, the
aim is to spend between $48bn and $58bn in 2025, and maybe
more in the few years after that.

A bit of that money will go to clean projects such as
hydrogen, carbon capture, renewables and other clean-energy
technologies. Some will go to cleanish ones, such as expanding
Aramco’s natural-gas production by over 60% from its level of
2021 by 2030, and backing liquefied-natural-gas projects
abroad. But most is aimed at ensuring that Aramco can maintain
its ability to pump up to 12m b/d of crude.

Given the company’s actual output of around 9m b/d (see chart
2), this does not compromise its ability to move markets. If
anything, it strengthens Aramco’s position because it implies
spare capacity of 3m b/d—above the company’s historic average
of 2m-2.5m b/d, according to Wood Mackenzie, a consultancy.
The world’s biggest oil firm is, in other words, committed
both to pumping oil and to preserving Saudi Arabia’s role as
the market’s swing producer.

That 1is in part because the company is also committed to
pumping money 1into the economic vision for Saudi Arabia
championed by Muhammad bin Salman, the kingdom’s crown prince
and de facto ruler. This became more evident on March 7th,
when Aramco announced the transfer of 8% of its shares, worth
$164bn, out of the hands of the government and into the Public
Investment Fund (pif), a vehicle for Saudi sovereign wealth
which Prince Muhammad has tasked with diversifying the
economy. This leaves the pif with 16% of Aramco, compared with
the 2% or so that is owned by minority shareholders and traded
on the Riyadh stock exchange (the rest remains directly in the
government’s hands).



In light of all this, Saudi Arabia’s plans to suspend the
expansion of production capacity do not reflect a u-turn away
from hydrocarbons. Rather, the pause is born of a hard-headed
assessment of market realities: a surge in oil production in
the Americas, soft demand in China and cuts to output from the
opec cartel (of which Saudi Arabia is the most powerful
member). As Amin Nasser, Aramco’s chief executive, summed it
up in the results presentation, “0il and gas will be a key
part of the global energy mix for many decades to come,
alongside new energy solutions.” And so will Aramco. m



