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In my latest article I suggested for SOMO to disclose details on its regular (term contract) 

marketing activities in addition to the spot sales.
1
 SOMO posted, promptly, data on its regular 

oil sales for last May and June. As was the case with the previous discloser, this one is also 

unprecedented and, moreover, very useful as it sheds more lights on SOMO’s marketing 

activities. 

 

The disclosed data came through four pdf. tables; each month has two tables- one for crude 

Basrah Light, while the other is for Basrah Heavy. Each table provides the following data: 

name of the Vessel/tanker, Quantity of loaded crude (in barrels); Bill/Lading Date; 

Destination (mostly countries) and names of the international oil buyers-IOBs. 

Based on the disclosed data, SOMO exported, during the two months, more than 207 million 

barrels, 74.3% of which is Basrah Light and 25.7% Basrah Heavy. The comparison for the 

last ten years shows that Asian and European destinations enhanced their share from Basrah 

oil at the expense of the Americas. Some 168 tanker trips/shipments were loaded with oil to 

these regional destinations. 

But the four tables provide no oil prices and no generated revenues for any shipments and 

there are a few missing, but important, items that need attention and could be easily addressed 

by SOMO. 

 

This article is based on the tabulation and compilation of data from these four tables and other 

published sources. It will first address crude type and their market-crude destinations by 

highlighting a dramatic change occurred during the last ten years. Then it discusses the 

importance of the main importing countries, in each region, during the period. Also, the 

article emphasizes the importance of such disclosure for transparency in the petroleum sector 

and finally it ends with a few concluding remarks and suggestions.  

Market-Crude Matrix  

Since 2009, Iraqi oil export market destinations witnessed significant and, seemingly, lasting 

shift towards Asia at the expense of, mainly, the Americas. Different factors had contributed 

to this important and permanent shift. Briefly, Asian refineries configurations are capable to 

process Iraqi crudes; increasing demand for crude oil due to higher growth rates in East Asian 

region; Asian IOCs are heavily involved in Iraqi petroleum sector, particularly in upstream 

sub-sector; absence of Kirkuk blend since March 2014 (due to Da’esh effect and KRG seizer 
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of many oilfields that belong to North Oil Company-NOC, one of state owned oil companies); 

USA, due to “fracking revolution”, is becoming increasingly self-sufficient or even crude 

exporter; and finally, US sanction against Iran and the termination of “waiver” might have 

prompted Asian oil importers to intensify their imports from Iraq instead.  

 

Published data on Basrah crude market destination in 2009 indicates that 57.8% of these 

exports were destined for the Asian markets; 10.2% for the European destinations and 32% 

for the Americas (mostly to the US)
2
   

SOMO and the Ministry stated recently (9 July 2019) that Iraq oil export destinations for 2019 

(based of SOMO term contracts concluded with various IOBs) will be as follows: 67% for 

Asia, 20% for Europe and 13% for the Americas. The disclosed data for May and June 

confirms, partially, the above major market destinations as shown in the following chart 1; but 

that remains to be seen for previous and remaining months of the year. 

 

Chart 1 

Basrah Crudes Market Destinations: 2009-2019 (%) 

 
Source: Based on data compiled by the author from IEITI 2009 Report and 

statements and published data by SOMO (for 2019) 

 

As the above data demonstrates there has been a dramatic change in market configuration for 

Basrah crudes in May and June this year 2019 (M&J2019) compared with ten years ago 

(2009); while Asian destinations gained 12.6 percentage points and Europeans gained 9.3 

percentage points, these gains came at the expense of the Americas’ share, which lost 23.4 

percentage points during the period of comparison.  

 

                                                           
2
 See, IEITI 2009 Report, prepared by PricewaterhouseCoopers-PwC and published in 

December 2011-the Arabic version. 
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Since June 2016 SOMO segregated Basrah Crude into two blends/crudes: Basrah Heavy-BH 

and Basrah Light-BL; SOMO is considering further segregating Iraq's southern exports by 

adding a Basrah Medium.
3
   

But SOMO did not disclose data on all its Basrah exports divided between BL and BH until 

recently. However, when SOMO began “Spot sales” on Dubai Mercantile Exchange- DME 

platform, on April 2017, the auctioned crudes were specified, i.e., light or heavy. Moreover, 

Iraqi Oil Report-IOR provides its own estimation for Basrah crude export split.
4
 

  

On the aggregate, total export of Basrah crude was divided at 76.3% for Basrah Light and 

25.7% for Basrah Heavy.  The distribution of both crudes to the major continental market 

destinations is exhibited in the following chart. 

 

Chart 2 

Market Destinations of Basrah Crudes (BH: BL)  

May & June 2019 (%) 

 

 
                 Source: Based on data compiled by the author from original data by SOMO 

 

As the above chart exhibits, Asian destinations had the dominant share (%) of Iraqi Basrah 

crudes exported during the two months period, but its share of the total Basrah Heavy is 

higher relative to the corresponding share for Basrah Light, though in volume terms Asia 

imported almost two folds and half Basrah Light more than Basrah Heavy. Similar pattern, 

but at different and much lower magnitudes, prevails in the Americas (North and South 

America) market.  

                                                           
3
 Based on available information the current Basrah Light becomes Basrah Medium, when the 

lightest oil is segregated from it to become the, new, Basrah Light. It remains to be seen if and 

when such split occurs and has any consequences on market destinations. 
4
 See for example, Iraq hits half-year oil revenue target- IOR, 3 July 2019 
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The European market exhibits a rather different crude profile; while European countries 

imported more, in both actual volumes and percentages, Basrah Light than Basrah Heavy, the 

volume of the former is more than five-folds of the latter; a manifestation of CO2 and 

environment awareness in Europe. 

Other market destinations, a few in the African continent, imported only ca. 1.5% of Basrah 

Light. 

 

Volume, distance and frequency of tanker/vessel loading (i.e., number of shipments) explain 

sea-transport (maritime) economics. 

All exported Basrah crudes were loaded on 168 tankers: 121 tankers loaded with Basrah Light 

and 47 loaded with Basrah Heavy. Crude loading per vessel averaged 1.339 million barrel-mb 

(on 109 vessels) for Asian destinations compared with average 1.118mb (on 16 vessels) for 

the Americas and average of ca. 0.987mb (on 41 vessels) ) for European destinations.  

The above suggests a very preliminary and general (but economically logical) observation: 

the longer is the destination the larger is the size of the vessel; simple economies of scale. But, 

this requires further investigation with more data and longer period for verification.  

 

Main Importing Countries 

All the above regional market destinations were impacted by a few main countries in each 

related continent; and this brings us to address the profiles of main oil importing countries.  

 

Chart 3 

Main Importing Countries of Basrah Oil and Loaded Vessels  

(May & June 2019 (%)) 

 

 
Source: Based on data compiled by the author from original data by SOMO 

 

The above Chart clearly substantiates the leading role of China and India through both their 

volume (and percentage) of imports of Basrah crudes (light and heavy) as well as number 

(and percentage) of vessels/tankers that loaded with these crudes.  
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But, while India slightly leads China on crude imports, China, on the other hand, leads by far, 

India in number of vessels loading the imported crude. Moreover, average vessel’s-size was 

1.560mb for China compared with 1.163mb for India. 

The two countries have different importance, for Iraq, that could explain their leading 

comparative role. China imports of Basrah oil reflect, to a very high degree, the intensive  

involvement of various and many Chinese companies in Iraq upstream petroleum (as 

operators, co-operators and service providers, particularly drilling, among others) where they 

receive their cost recovery, remuneration fees and contractual dues in crude oil. Moreover, 

Chinese companies are also involved in other petroleum and energy sub-sectors in Iraq. 

Finally, oil shipment to China reflects also China’s status in maritime transport. A recent 

UNCTAD study shows that China has retained its lead as the country best connected to others 

by sea.
5
  

India, on the other, has no significant involvement in Iraqi upstream petroleum, but it is 

significant trade partner, particularly as oil importer, for many years. The slight lead over 

China by 7.8mb could be explained by geopolitical factors, namely US sanction on Iran. It 

should be mentioned in this juncture that India imports more Basrah Heavy (18.642mb) and 

less Basrah Light (10.855mb) compared with China.  

South Korea is the third important country in the Asian continent.  

As expected, the US was the most important destination for Basrah oil in the Americas.  

Italy, Greece and Turkey, respectively, occupied the leading importers of Basrah crudes in the 

European continent.  

It is important to make, at this juncture, the following qualification. All country positions 

above mentioned should be taken with care, since, as the Chart shows, most of the 20% of 

Basra exports and 21% of vessels were not country specific (they are included in item 

“Others” in the Chart). Therefore, the positions of, particularly, three countries could be 

strengthened; these are China, South Korea and Italy.  

Better Transparency 

Though the above declaration of two months data is, undoubtedly, unprecedented, it is helpful 

to mention that IEITI Annual Reports, since its first report for 2009, provide aggregated 

annual “reconciliation of exported crude oil…” only in case of a discrepancy that exceeds the 

agreed-upon “materiality threshold” specified in the related report and monthly market 

destinations. But these reports did not provide the details recently disclosed by SOMO.     

Therefore, regular monthly disclosure by SOMO of such data could very well help developing 

database that could surely facilitate data reconciliation and, thus, add qualitative improvement 

on IEITI annual reporting. Moreover, this could reduce the report time lag from two years to 

one i.e., IEITI Report for 2019 could be released in 2020 instead of 2021 and so on.   

 

                                                           
5
 According to the liner shipping connectivity index (LSCI) provided by United Nations 

Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD). 



Final Remarks and Suggestions 

SOMO has demonstrated, lately, good degree of openness, responsiveness and promptness. 

While this is, and should be, well appreciated, supported and acknowledged, more is still 

needed.  

 

The recent data disclosure is surely a good step on the right direction; it is vital that this 

practice continues at regular intervals, preferably be integral part of SOMO’s monthly reports 

usually released on the 25
th

 each month. 

 

There is also a genuine need for better and comprehensive disclosure of data by first 

addressing the missing items and second by improving and expanding data coverage. These 

additional requirements include, for example:  

 Provide oil price, and thus revenues, for each shipment;  

 The name of the buyer of each shipment, i.e., international oil buyers-IOBs;  

 Specify whether the shipment is for regular (term-contract) sale, Spot sale or 

cost recovery and fees; 

 Explain why almost 20% of these exports were not country specific and should 

make all shipments country specific;  

 Kirkuk blend should also be included in similar disclosure; 

 Any other addition or improvement.  

 

IEITI’ MSG and  National Secretariat could (or better should) utilize this disclosure by 

formalize its regular reporting; introduce  what is necessary in the Terms of Reference-ToR 

for 2019 and future annual reports and designs a special template for that purpose and to 

facilitate releasing the annual reports at only one year time lag.  

Therefore, IEITI should include this in its Work Plan: May 2019- December 2020, consider it 

a first priority activity and make the necessary revision and amendments in the said Work 

Plan.  

 

Norway 

21 July 2019 

 


