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China’s top energy regulator recently put a brake on 
independent refiners’ crude import accreditation, after 
nearly three years’ “member initiation” for qualified refin-
eries. 

The National Development & Reform Commission 
(NDRC) stopped accepting applications for crude import 
licences from independent refiners from 5 May 2017, 
according to a notification from the country’s energy 
regulator.

China has allowed 22 independent refiners to import 
crude oil since February 2015 with quotas totaling 
79.95m tonnes as of the end of April, making up about 
80% of independent refiners’ total feedstock consump-
tion in the country in 2016, according to ICIS China’s 
data.

“Such a control should have [been] made earlier. Even 
many small independent refiners had got the crude 
import quotas. In order to get the quota, small refiners 
expanded or built units and upgraded their capacity. So, 
some refiners will be eliminated sooner or later,” a source 
in charge of crude purchasing from Lijin Petrochemical 
said.

Independent refiners’ capacity has developed too fast, 
which intensifies the country’s overcapacity, a refinery 
source said.

These comments were echoed by sources from Wonfull 
Petrochemical and Chambroad Petrochemical.

It is a natural progression for China to stop issuing new 
crude-import quotas to independent refineries which 
haven’t applied for them, an industry analyst said. The 
analyst said most qualified refiners, meaning those who 
have demonstrated a level of production efficiency, had 
already received import licences and quotas. Those that 
have not are usually weaker independent refiners that 
were aiming to squeeze them out.. “This is a logical and 
perfect ending” to the two-year effort to strengthen the 
sector, the analyst added. 

“The policy has minimal effect on the whole market, as 
the majority of Shandong independent refineries are 
processing crude; those who have no access to im-

ported crude are small refineries,” said a source from 
a Shandong-based independent refiner with access to 
imported crude. 

The NDRC had granted 49.19m tonnes of crude import 
quotas to independent refiners in 2015, an additional 
24.58m tonnes in 2016 and 6.18m tonnes more so far in 
2017, according to ICIS China’s data. This indicates the 
central government is slowing dong its pace in approving 
existing independent refiners for crude import quotas. 

The energy regulator will continue to evaluate indepen-
dent refiners that submitted their applications before 4 
May 2017.

About 15m tonnes/year of crude import quotas are 
under public review. About 95m tonnes/year of crude 
import quotas will be granted by the central government 
by the end of 2017, accounting for 95% of independent 
refiners’ total feedstock consumption in the country in 
2016.

According to NDRC’s announcement in 2015 about 
granting crude import quotas to independent refiners, 
the crude import quota policy only applies to indepen-
dent refiners that were built before the announcement. 
So, this means that new independent refineries that are 
built in the future will not be affected by the crude import 
policy, industry sources said.

The limit also does not apply to large state-owned refin-
ers such as PetroChina or Sinopec as they typically do 
not need quotas to import crude oil. 
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