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 Global Access and National Oil Companies 

New players continue to emerge in international energy markets. Significant discussion 
surrounds the evolving role of government-controlled oil or gas companies, commonly known as 
national oil companies (NOCs).  Such discussion includes NOCs with diminishing or expanding 
production, those more or less adept in utilizing technology to increase the efficient or ultimate 
recovery of a given country’s oil and gas assets, those positioning as competitors to IOCs, and 
NOCs or countries that represent current and potential upstream and midstream investment 
opportunities for IOCs and service companies. The role of NOCs can vary from being a commercial 
firm to being an instrument of government social, economic or foreign policy.  

NOCs have national goals that go beyond maximizing the return on capital to shareholders.  
These may include: wealth creation for the nation; industrialization and economic development; 
security of energy supply, and foreign and strategic policy and alliance building.  National priorities 
NOC can interfere with the ability of NOCs to: maximize the value of oil and gas resources; replace 
reserves; expand production; and perform in a technically efficient manner.  The challenge of meet 
rising energy demand in the face of other pressing national priorities is prompting many NOCs to 
reevaluate and adjust their business strategies.  Their choices will have significant consequences for 
the international oil and gas market.28 

IOCs are also refining their business strategies and moving away from their traditional roles of 
full equity developers of oil and gas fields, to pursuing a variety of commercial arrangements with 
host countries and governments that range from full equity interest to partial equity sharing and fee-
for-services.  Shrinkage of equity oil and gas owned by IOC’s has been substantial.  In the 1960s, 
85% of global oil and gas reserves was reportedly fully open to IOCs equity participation, 14% was 
held by Soviet Russia, and NOCs controlled less than 1%. This situation has now reversed.29  As 
illustrated below, over 60 to nearly 80 percent of world proved oil reserves are now in countries that 
have NOCs or have established substantial restrictions on foreign investment and activity in the oil 
and gas energy sector.30  

Decreasing access to world oil and gas reserves has impaired the ability of IOCs to replace 
reserves.  Ranked on the basis of oil and gas reserve holdings, 14 of the top 20 upstream oil and gas 
companies in the world are national oil companies or newly privatized national oil companies, 
according to an annual survey of Petroleum Intelligence Weekly (PIW).   State monopolies 
represent the top 10 reserve holders internationally, not reflecting the significant oil sands resources 
in Canada.  In terms of world oil production, however, only six of the top firms are national oil 
companies.31  Today, NOCs hold reserves equal to more than 10 times those of IOCs, whereas 
production from NOCs represent only 2.3 times the output from IOCs.  The International Energy 
Agency’s WEO 2006 forecast shows the contribution of NOCs to increase substantially by 2030.32 

From the perspective of some analysts, the development of unconventional oil and gas resources 
(e.g., oil sands, coalbed methane and shales) presents unique opportunities for IOC’s with 
technology, capital and expertise that cannot be deployed in nations whose oil and gas development 
are strictly controlled by NOCs. In IEA and EIA forecasts, non-conventional oil plays an larger role 
in future oil supply, growing from 2% today to as much as 12% in 2030 under the reference cases.33  
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Figure 6.  Estimated NOC and IOC Oil Production and Reserves     

 
Source: IEA 2007.  
 

Figure 7.  Global Access to Proved Conventional Oil Reserves  
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IEA 2006 Reserves 
B bbl % PFC Energy % Reserves 

B bbl % 

NOC only 
478.41 37% 

NOC (No 
Equity 

Access) 77% 883.96 
Limited Access 
(NOC 
dominant) 168.09 13% 

  
    

Iraq 116.37 9%       

Concession 
387.90 30% 

NOC (Equity 
Access) 11% 126.28 

1% 

Production 
Sharing 142.23 11% 

Full IOC 
Access 6% 68.88 85% 

  

    

Reserves 
Held by 
Russian  

Companies 6% 68.88 14% 
Totals 1,293.00 100% Totals 100% 1,148.00 100% 

 
Source: IEA and PFC Energy, 2006, and Ellsworth and Vikas, 2007.  
 
Also see Britt Dearman (Apache), Topic Report: Access to Global Oil and Gas Reserves, January 23, 2006 (NOC 
Controlled: 66%, Full IOC Access: 10%, Other: 24%).   
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  Figure 8:  Access to World Oil and Gas Reserves has Decreased Over Time 

 Source: PCF Energy, 2007. 34 

Figure 9.  Access World Proved Oil Reserves  
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 Figure 10.  World Proved Reserves of Oil and Natural Gas: Top Ten Nations  

84% of the world’s proved oil reserves; 78% of world’s proved gas reserves 

 
  

Country/Region 

 
Oil 

(Billion Barrels)  
 

Country/Region 

Natural Gas 
 (Trillion Cubic 

Feet) 
Saudi Arabia 262.7 Russia 1,680.0 
Canada 179.2 Iran 974.0 
Iran 136.3 Qatar 910.5 
Iraq 115.0 Saudi Arabia 240.0 
Kuwait 101.5 UAE 214.4 
UAE 97.8 United States 204.4 
Venezuela 80.2 Nigeria 181.9 
Russia 60.0 Algeria 161.7 
Kazakhstan 41.5 Venezuela 152.4 
Libya 30.0 Iraq 112.0 
Others 213.2 Others 1,351.39 
Total 1,317.4 Total 6,182.7 

 
Source: Oil and Gas Journal, 2007, as reported by EIA.35 Oil reserve estimate for 
Canada includes 5.2 billion barrels of conventional crude oil and condensates 
reserves and 174.0 billion barrels of oil sands reserves.    

Does not include oil sands 
reserves in Canada. 
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5 NPC, Meeting the Challenges of the Nation’s Growing Natural Gas Demand, December 1999, available at 
www.npc.org.   
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