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LNG EDGE: Q4 2018 TRADE FLOW REPORT
MILD WINTER, NEW SUPPLY DRIVES DOWN SPOT

After a bullish third quarter, when early preparations for winter by Asian buyers pushed up spot prices, the fourth 
quarter of the year proved bearish, with a mild start to the winter in the key import region of east Asia limiting the 
need to draw-down stocks.

Supply has grown over the course of 2018 from new projects including US Cove Point at the start of the year, and 
the second train at Australia’s Wheatstone plant and the second train at Russia’s Yamal in the summer. Four more 
projects started up in the fourth quarter providing an additional boost to supply: Australia’s Ichthys, Russia’s Yamal 
three, the US Corpus Christi plant and the US Sabine Pass train five.

Subdued demand and improved supply saw East Asia Index (EAX) spot LNG prices fall back from $11.00/MMBtu 
at the start of the quarter to under $9.00/MMBtu by the end. This reduced their premium to the European market, 
leaving Atlantic Basin producers more reluctant to send their cargoes east to the Pacific, particularly during a 
period of tight shipping availability. 

Northwest Europe in response saw a marked upturn in imports and send-out from its previously under-used LNG 
regasification facilities. Cargoes from producers as distant as Peru were increasingly targeting countries like the 
UK and the Netherlands, though the less-liquid spot market of Spain saw imports relatively flat to the previous year.

Australia was the world’s biggest exporter for the single month of November, though not yet on a twelve-month 
basis, while China was the world’s biggest importer that month, although again, it has not yet overtaken Japan over 
the course of a year.

Australia’s monthly exports overtook Qatar in 
November after the start-up of Ichthys.

China’s monthly imports this winter reached similar 
levels to Japan.

Bangladesh’s floating storage and regasification unit at Moheshkhali began receiving regular shipments of LNG 
under its long-term contract with Qatar, while Egypt dismissed one of its two FSRUs as its growing domestic 
production switches it back from an importer to an exporter.

Offshore Australia, Shell’s giant floating Prelude production unit, a showcase for floating liquefaction technology, 
reported the opening of gas production wells by the end of the year, with first cargoes to follow in 2019.
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the end of the year its third train was in action too, taking 
full capacity up to 16.5mtpa.

With production increasing so much, Yamal project partners 
faced a potential constraint on their output from shipping. 
The project is in icy waters, and only ice-class vessels 
can load there during the winter. To maximize the use of 
these tankers in the coldest seas, Yamal cargoes have 
been transferring ships in northwest Europe, typically at 
the Dutch Gate terminal and the French Montoir terminal, 
allowing standard tankers to take the delivery onwards, 
while the ice-class ship returns to home.

The start-up of train three required even more shipping, 
however, but the Yamal partners tackled this by 
establishing a new transfer point even closer to Yamal, at 
Honningsvag in northern Norway. This reduces the distance 
the ice-class vessels need to travel from their home port 
even further, freeing up their time for more deliveries. In the 
longer-term there will also be new ice-class vessels brought 
into the market, also suitable for transiting the Northern 
Sea Route east through the Arctic to east Asia during the 
summer months.

EXPORTS: AUSTRALIA TARGETS TOP SLOT
Exports from global LNG producers in Q4 2018 increased 
14% on the year to 86.7m tonnes. Australia saw a huge 
annual gain of 4.3m tonnes to 19.3m tonnes, putting it in 
prime position to overtake Qatar as the world’s biggest 
exporter in the first quarter of 2019.

In fact, based on our preliminary export figures, not yet fully 
confirmed against customs data, Australia exported more 
than Qatar in both November and December 2018, with 
Qatar only leading the quarter as a whole due to a stronger 
performance in October.

Qatar exported 19.6m tonnes in Q4 2018, just 0.3m tonnes 
above Australia, compared to a 2.0m tonne difference in 
the third quarter. Qatar’s exports were up 1.2m tonnes from 
the previous year, but down 0.4m tonnes from the third 
quarter, perhaps due to timing of maintenance periods. 

The second 5.0 million tonnes per annum train at the 
Wheatstone LNG facility came on during the summer, 
providing an annual boost to Australia’s output, which was 
spurred higher during the fourth quarter with the start-up 
of the Ichthys project, a floating production vessel offshore 
Australia tied in to liquefaction facilities at the country’s 
Darwin port. Ichthys delivered its first cargo on the Pacific 
Breeze to Naoetsu in Japan, departing on 22 October and 
arriving 30 October.

Australia may be the world’s largest exporter across 2019 as 
a whole, though in the longer term Qatar is looking to regain 
the title, planning an expansion from its current 77mtpa of 
capacity to 110mtpa by the middle of the next decade.

The second largest annual increase in exports came from 
Russia, whose Q4 18 exports of 6.1m tonnes were up 2.8m 
tonnes from Q4 17. Russia started up the second 5.5mtpa 
train at its Arctic Yamal LNG plant in summer 2018 and by 

QUARTERLY EXPORT TOTALS (MT)

million tonnes % change

Export 
Country

Q4 17 Q3 18 Q4 18 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr

Algeria 3.0 1.8 2.8 56 -7 

Angola 1.0 0.7 0.9 29 -10 

Australia 15.0 18.0 19.3 7 29 

Brunei 1.8 1.4 1.6 14 -11 

Cameroon 0.0 0.3 0.3 0 

Egypt 0.1 0.3 0.9 200 800 

Equatorial 
Guinea

1.0 0.9 0.8 -11 -20 

Indonesia 4.9 4.4 4.5 2 -8 

Malaysia 7.0 5.1 6.9 35 -1 

Nigeria 5.0 5.1 4.9 -4 -2 

Norway 1.0 1.2 1.2 0 20 

Oman 2.3 2.3 2.9 26 26 

Papua New 
Guinea

2.0 2.2 2.3 5 15 

Peru 1.1 0.8 1.1 38 0 

Qatar 18.4 20.0 19.6 -2 7 

Russia 3.3 4.4 6.1 39 85 

Trinidad & 
Tobago

2.9 2.9 2.9 0 0 

United Arab 
Emirates

1.6 1.5 1.5 0 -6 

United States 4.5 5.2 6.2 19 38 

Total 75.9  78.5  86.7 10 14 
Note: Export tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from rounded 
numbers

EXPORTS (MT)

Source: LNG Edge
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Exports from the US saw a 1.7m tonnes annual increase 
to 6.2m tonnes in Q4 18. This was largely due to the 
addition in early 2018 of the 5.25mtpa Cove Point export 
plant, but also boosted by two new trains entering service 
in the fourth quarter itself. The existing Sabine Pass plant 
added a fifth 4.5mtpa train to take its total capacity up 
to 22.5mtpa. Meanwhile the operator of Sabine Pass, 
Cheniere Energy, also brought on the first 4.5mtpa train at 
its Corpus Christi plant during the period. The first cargo 
from Corpus Christi departed on the Maria Energy on 11 
December and was delivered to Revithoussa in Greece 
on 30 December, where it was the first US cargo to be 
received at Greece’s terminal.

Annual increases in output were also seen from Oman, up 
0.6m tonnes due to new production such as the Khazzan field, 
and Egypt, up 0.8m tonnes as increased domestic production 
from fields including Zohr switches the country back from 
being an importer to an exporter. Egypt’s Damietta LNG plant, 
which has been out of action for years, could restart this year, 
joining the already active Idku plant.

Indonesia’s output in the fourth quarter fell 0.4m tonnes 
from the previous year. Pertamina’s Bontang plant suffered 
a problem with an LPG injection tank used to adjust LNG 
quality in November, which reduced loadings.

IMPORTS: CHINA, EUROPE ABSORB SUPPLY
Increased demand from China and a revival of European 
LNG imports absorbed the new supply coming into the 
market during the quarter.

China, and its regional neighbour South Korea, both saw 
significant year-on-year increases in imports during the 
fourth quarter, though the increase would have been even 
greater if the weather had been cold. In fact the fourth 
quarter was relatively mild in Asia, perhaps a result of El Nino 

climate conditions, which tend to signal warmer weather for 
Asia, though potentially a cold first quarter for Europe.

East Asia’s total imports rose 13% on the year to 53.9m 
tonnes. Of the 6.4m tonnes increase, the largest part came 
from the rapidly growing market of China, which gained 
4.3m tonnes to 17.2m tonnes. South Korea also grew 
substantially, up 2.0m tonnes to 12.1m tonnes, perhaps 
compensating for nuclear plant outages in the more 
established market. Japan’s demand was fairly flat year-on-
year, while demand from Taiwan dipped slightly.

Europe’s fourth quarter imports rose almost as much 
as east Asia, in absolute terms, gaining 5.7m tonnes to 
17.9m tonnes. Europe’s liquid trading markets, established 
infrastructure and interconnections made it a good home 
for increased Atlantic supply that might otherwise have 
been driving down prices in Asia. At the same time, Europe 
will increasingly need more LNG supply to replace its own 
declining domestic gas production, including from the giant 
Dutch Groningen field, whose output has been restricted in 
recent years after it caused earth tremors.

Import gains in Europe came mostly from the more liquid, 
connected markets, with the UK gaining 1.8m tonnes to 
2.8m tonnes, the Netherlands up 1.2m tonnes to 1.3m 
tonnes, Italy up 0.9m tonnes to 2.1m tonnes, France up 
0.8m tonnes to 3.0m tonnes and Belgium up 0.7m tonnes 
to 0.8m tonnes. Spain is one of the biggest European 
importers, taking in 3.4m tonnes during the quarter, but its 
uptake was fairly flat to the year before.

South Asia continued to grow, and was the third biggest 

QUARTERLY EXPORT TOTALS (MT)

million tonnes % change

Import 
Region

Q4 17 Q3 18 Q4 18 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr

Central/
South 
America

2.9 5.8  2.6 -55 -10

E Asia 47.5 46.7  53.9 15 13

Europe 12.2 10.4  17.9 72 47

India/
Pakistan/
Bangladesh

6.8 7.7  7.8 1 15

Middle East 3.0 4.2  1.2 -71 -60

North 
America

0.3 0.3  0.5 67 67

SE Asia 2.4 3.4  3.2 -6 33

Total 75.1 78.5  87.1 11 16

Note: Import tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from rounded 
numbers.
Import volumes are counted by day of arrival, whereas export volumes are counted by day 
of departure.
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East Asia entered the winter with good stock levels, thanks 
to early preparations. The winter then started with relatively 
mild weather, meaning there wasn’t much of an immediate 
draw-down of these stocks. As conditions continued 
throughout the quarter in a similar mood, the market 
became increasingly bearish.

Added to the mild weather cutting demand, new supply 
projects that had been expected to come on during the 
quarter largely started up as expected, providing an 
additional boost to supply. Start-ups during the fourth 
quarter included Australia’s 8.9mtpa Ichthys LNG, the third 
5.5mtpa train at Russia’s Yamal facility, the first 4.5mtpa 
train at the US Corpus Christi plant and the fifth 4.5mtpa 
train at US Sabine Pass.

The oil markets were also on a downturn. Concerns over 
the impact of US sanctions on Iran had supported the oil 
markets earlier in the year, but as sanctions came into force in 
November, the market actually started to fall. The US granted 
waivers to some consumers allowing them to continue buying 
Iranian oil, alleviating a possible shortfall in supply.

Oil-markets influence the price of oil-indexed long-term 
import contracts still common in Asia, against which 
importers optimize their spot purchases, so a weaker crude 
market can feed into a bearish gas market. At the margin, 
oil is also a competitor fuel that can act as a ceiling on spot 
LNG prices.

European spot gas prices trended lower across the quarter, 
though not falling by as much as the EAX. This narrowed 
the spread between the Atlantic and Asia-Pacific basins, 
with the premium of the east Asian market to Europe falling 
from as much as $2/MMBtu at the start of the quarter to 
close to zero at points in December.

Although cargoes from the Middle East might continue to 

import region, picking up 1.0m tonnes to 7.8m tonnes. 
India’s imports were fairly flat on the year, but Pakistan 
and new importer Bangladesh gained around 0.5m tonnes 
each. The Excellence floating storage and regasification 
unit  took up a position at the country’s Moheshkhali port 
in August and began importing long-term contract cargoes 
from Qatar in September.

Central/South America was down 10% on the year, but down 
55% from the previous quarter as the southern hemisphere 
importers including Brazil and Argentina moved from their 
winter to their summer, reducing heating demand.

Middle East imports fell by 1.8m tonnes to 1.2m tonnes 
with the biggest change coming from Egypt, whose 
imports fell back from 1.1m tonnes to zero. Egypt has seen 
increased domestic gas production in recent years from 
fields including ENI’s Zohr and BP’s West Nile Delta assets, 
which is enabling the country to transform from a net 
importer into a net exporter of gas.

The Hoegh Gallant floating storage and regas vessel left Ain 
Sukhna in Egypt, where it had been serving as an import 
facility since 2015, in October 2018. At the start of 2019 
Egypt’s other FSRU, the BW Singapore, remained in place at 
Ain Sukhna, but was expected to depart in the future.

PRICES: SPOT SLIDES ON WEATHER, CRUDE
The fourth quarter of 2018 saw spot prices collapse after 
an unusually strong start to the second half of the year. 
East Asia Index (EAX) spot prices were supported at levels 
up to $12/MMBtu in mid-summer by record temperatures 
in Japan boosting power generation demand. The third 
quarter of the year was kept up by Chinese buying as LNG 
operators in the country stocked up to prepare for their 
winter demand. The fourth quarter, however, saw a fairly 
major slide, in contrast to the rising trend for the period in 
the previous two years.
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US Henry Hub gas prices saw some strength in mid-
November amid some colder weather and storage draws, 
with prices heading up to the $4.00s/MMBtu from the 
more-typical $3.00s. The increase was not large enough, 
however, to have an impact on LNG export facilities, as 
there was still a profit to be made from turning Henry Hub 
gas into LNG for shipping overseas to the much-higher 
priced markets in Europe and Asia.

THE QUARTER AHEAD: 
In our last report we identified a number of factors to watch 
during the fourth quarter, including the effect of oil sanctions 
on Iran, the start-up of new projects and the extent of winter 
demand in east Asia. We noted that Chinese demand was 
likely to be higher than last winter, but seemed unlikely to 
repeat the 50% increase seen from Q4 2016 to Q4 2017.

In the event, a lot of the factors that were key uncertainties 
at the start of winter turned out to favour a bearish market. 

head to Asia for even a small premium, cargoes that begin 
in the Atlantic basin require a much larger premium to cover 
the extra shipping costs of delivering outside the Atlantic 
and carrying a cargo to the Pacific.

As a result, there was an upturn in Atlantic cargo deliveries 
into northwest Europe’s liquid gas markets, including the 
UK, Netherlands, France and Belgium. The first cargoes 
from the new US Corpus Christi plant set off on 11 
December for Greece and on 25 December for the UK.  A 
large number of Russian Yamal cargoes were delivered 
direct into northwest European terminals such as Grain 
and Gate, or to the same ports after trans-shipment in 
Norway.  Equatorial Guinea sent out cargoes to the UK on 
29 October and 28 December, having not delivered to the 
country since 2010. Though starting in the Pacific, there 
was also a trend of Peruvian cargoes belonging to Shell 
crossing east through the Panama Canal and heading to 
Grain and Gate.

The LNG market is changing constantly and is becoming increasingly harder to predict. We believe that in 
order to respond quickly to the market you need a robust and unique combination of deep datasets and 
intuitive analytical tools. 

WITH ICIS YOU CAN:
n  Keep on top of developments in the market
n  Predict the impact of current and future events across every 

port and gain a complete view of global supply
n  Get a long-term view of future contracts, rates and supplier 

performance
n  Grow your margin and drive your return on every trade, with 

greater visibility 
n  Make faster chartering and trading decisions, with real-time 

cargo tracking

Find out more 

Global LNG market intelligence and intuitive analytics
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facility. Shell announced on Christmas Day that the wells 
had been opened at Prelude and it was entering its “start-
up, ramp-up” phase, in which gas and condensate would be 
produced and move through the facility. “Once this has been 
concluded the facility will be stabilized for reliable production 
of LPG and LNG,” Shell said. The market was not expecting 
immediate LNG cargoes in January 2019, and first cargoes 
could be some months later.

The US Elba Island facility, a modular design made up of 
ten 0.25mtpa trains, had also been possible for Q4 18, but 
slipped over to the following year.

Across 2019 as a whole, Prelude and Elba Island could be 
joined by three production trains at the US Cameron plant, 
two at Freeport, and a second at Corpus Christi. The total 
addition of around 50-60mtpa of annual capacity across Q4 
18 to end 2019 is equivalent to around an extra fifth or sixth 
on top of previous supply, which should leave the global 
market well-supplied by the end of the year. 

The oil market softened once the concern over sanctions 
ended, and new projects such as Ichthys, Yamal three, 
Corpus Christi and Sabine Pass five started more or less 
as expected. Chinese demand grew, but with mild weather 
and early preparations, the annual increase from Q4 17 to 
Q4 18 was only 33%, not such a shock as the year before.

The weather in east Asia remained mild in early January, 
with the El Nino system indicator suggesting this could 
continue throughout the quarter, leaving Asian importers 
relatively relaxed about the second half of the season. In 
the event of an unexpected cold snap, requiring re-stocking 
with extra LNG, Asian prices would likely increase their 
premium to Europe in order to draw more Atlantic cargoes 
into the Pacific Basin, leaving Europe to turn up Russian 
pipeline supplies and storage withdrawals.

Northwest European traders noted a climate indicator 
known as “sudden stratospheric warming” at the turn of 
the year, a possible sign that prevailing winds could switch 
from westerlies (from the west) to easterlies (from the east) 
within weeks, potentially bringing a blast of colder Siberian 
weather into western Europe: the return of March 2018’s 
“Beast from the East.”

An extreme cold period across Europe could lead to some 
periods of high pricing in Europe’s spot markets, particularly 
if combined with any unexpected production problems at 
key local production facilities, such as Norway’s new Aasta 
Hansteen field. However, recent reduced competition from 
Asia, as well as the start-up of Russia’s Yamal three, with 
its initial output seen as available for spot market purchase, 
should put northwest Europe in a better position to face any 
problems that arise than it was the year before.

There remain questions over the start-up date for Australia’s 
second floating production project, the 3.6mtpa Prelude 

NEW EXPORT TRAINS Q4 18 TO 2019

mtpa Date

Russia Yamal T3 5.5 Q4 2018

Australia Ichthys 8.9 Q4 2018

Australia Prelude 3.6 Q1 2019

US Sabine Pass T5 4.5 Q4 2018

US Corpus Christi T1 4.5 Q4 2018

US Corpus Christi T2 4.5 Q3 2019

US Elba Island 2.5 Q1 2019

US Cameron T1 4.5 Q1 2019

US Cameron T2 4.5 Q2 2019

US Cameron T3 4.5 Q3 2019

US Freeport T1 4.6 Q2 2019

US Freeport T2 4.6 Q3 2019

Note: New liquefaction trains added in Q4 2018 or expected during 2019.

The ICIS LNG Supply Forecast lets you understand changes, event 
impact and compare adjustments to identify new opportunities.

n  Get real-time market updates on events that shape the forecast
n  Use the monthly granularity and real time adjustments to ensure 

your forecasting is robust
n  Digest and interrogate information quickly with our consolidated 

service and visualisations

Request a demo  

Monitor how LNG supply is changing worldwide, up to two 
years ahead 

https://www.icis.com/explore/services/analytics/lng-supply-forecast/?commodity=lng&channel=energy&cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-2101-GLOBAL-tradeflowreportq4sf&sfid=7012X000001WRT0
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EUROPEAN GAS HUB REPORT
The European Gas Hub Report (EGHR) is a comprehensive quarterly analysis of liquidity and market developments, 
providing deeper analysis and insights into Europe’s major and emerging trading hubs. 

Helping you monitor activity in key hubs such as the UK NBP and Belgian Zeebrugge, alongside developments in 
emerging countries like Poland, Turkey and Greece, EGHR is a must-have publication for the European gas industry.

EGHR CAN HELP YOU
n  Understand European market conditions, to access how and why trade is developing
n  Identify which hubs to target, to make informed gas trading decisions 
n  Build robust strategic plans in the region as emerging hubs develop 
n  Gain insight into the factors driving supply, demand and prices in each market 
n  Stay up to date with gas prices and market activity 
n  Get to grips with the evolving over-the-counter (OTC) commodity market

Download sample report 

Alex Froley is an analyst with the LNG Edge team 
at ICIS. The team follow the latest gas market 
developments worldwide. LNG Edge provides 

news, prices, ship-tracking and analytical tools for 
traders and other industry participants.

alex.froley@icis.com
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LNG EDGE MARKET INTELLIGENCE
The LNG Edge market intelligence platform tracks cargoes 
in real-time around the world, keeping users in touch with 
increasingly fast-paced and globalizing gas markets. LNG 
Edge uses satellite data to monitor the imports and exports 
of global consumers and producers. A dedicated team of 
analysts supplement this physical data with commercial 
information from customs agencies and other sources to 
add in-depth price and volume data to voyage records. 
Import and export figures in this report are based on 
the latest data from the LNG Edge platform at time of 
publication.

LNG Edge also provides a database of global LNG 
contracts, an infrastructure database, news and alert 
services and more. The ICIS publication LNG Markets Daily 
contains the East Asia Index (EAX) for spot LNG deliveries 
to Japan, China, South Korea and Taiwan as well as a full 
range of other price assessments.

https://www.icis.com/explore/energy/european-gas-hub-report/?cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-2101-GLOBAL-tradeflowreportq4eghr&sfid=7012X000001WRT5
https://www.icis.com/explore/contact/european-gas-hub-report/?channel=energy&commodity=gas&region=europe&cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-2101-GLOBAL-tradeflowreportq4eghr&sfid=7012X000001WRT5

