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■  European truck-loading capacity is growing fast, and is now found at import terminals from Iberia to the Baltic region as 
demand for LNG for ‘small-scale’ applications surges

■  Despite historically being limited to southern Europe, LNG truck loading is growing fast across the whole continent now, 
fuelled by LNG bunkering, road haulage and fuel switching

■  In shipping, looming IMO guidelines on the sulphur content of marine fuel are driving demand for LNG as a bunkering fuel, 
although volumes are currently very small

■  Truck loading is suitable for refuelling small, niche vessels that keep close to the shore, but not suitable for bunkering large 
ocean-going vessels. 

■  Supply of LNG to these larger types of ship has been constrained until now by a lack of refuelling vessel tonnage in 
Europe, but this is increasing at a steady rate

■  Major shipping operators are beginning to sign multi-year contracts for LNG as a bunker fuel as suppliers build the 
specialist bunker vessels the industry needs 

INTRODUCTION 
LNG is increasingly carving out a niche in the small-scale 
sector, gaining the commodity access to new markets and 
different applications, in particular transport. 

Natural gas is cleaner than oil-derived fuels, and has for 
many years been used instead of heating oil and diesel in 
power generation and heating applications. But the cost, 
convenience and higher calorific values of oil products 
compared with natural gas have until recently shut it out as 
a transport fuel.

In recent years, though, greater public awareness of the 
drawbacks of oil-derived transport fuels have been forcing 
change. 

New global rules on the sulphur content of shipping fuels 
coming into force from 1 January 2020 have the teeth to 
remodel the shipping industry. 

On the roads, bad publicity has been buffeting diesel’s 
reputation and its status as fuel of choice for the haulage 
industry is similarly under threat. 

It is skipping the regasification process altogether and being 
used as a direct replacement in engines and turbines. 

The higher energy content of LNG compared with 
regasified or compressed natural gas means it can 
compete with diesel, heavy and marine fuel oils. 

LNG is also a good fit for isolated pockets of industry 
around Europe and the world. For heavy industrial users 
not connected to the main gas grid, LNG can also offer a 
cheaper alternative to liquefied petroleum gas (LPG). 

In this paper, ICIS will examine the developing small-scale 
LNG sector in Europe and its implications for natural gas 
at a time when demand for the fuel is under threat in the 
generation sector.

BACKGROUND
The European natural gas landscape has changed 
markedly over the last decade, as the growth of renewables 
generation has led to a structural reduction in overall gas 
demand from the power sector, compounding the effects 
of the 2008 financial crash – which at the time hit both 
generation and industrial demand. The resulting drop in 
overall demand for gas has left infrastructure – particularly 
LNG terminals – significantly underused in many European 
markets. 
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The challenge of natural gas’ reducing market share has 
concentrated minds in the sector, incentivising research into 
other uses for gas, to make better use of the considerable 
investments already deployed. 

Right across the value chain, energy companies are trying 
to build on their current involvement in the natural gas 
sector to carve out new markets. 

With traditional transport fuels now in the sights of 
regulators and oversight bodies because of their damaging 
effects on human health, the gas industry is trying to make 
use of underused LNG infrastructure to position natural gas 
and LNG as an alternative. 

Alongside oil and gas companies like Shell and Total, LNG 
terminal operators like Fluxys and Enagas, are increasingly 
helping develop LNG as a ‘clean brand’ by providing the 
infrastructure the industry needs to access the transport 
sector.

As almost all of these new formats entail the use of LNG 
once it has left the quayside bulk-storage tanks associated 
with LNG import and regasification terminals, these other 
applications are usually referred to as small-scale. 

Flowing through pipelines, natural gas has always been 
in competition with coal and oil in the generation and 
industrial sectors, but thanks to the scaling down of 
liquefaction, distribution and storage technologies, it is also 
now beginning to emerge as a competitor for transport 
fuels, whether in liquefied (LNG) or compressed (CNG) 
form.

TRUCK LOADING 
This has cast attention towards the distribution of LNG 
by road, as pioneered predominantly in the markets of 
southern Europe, as well as driving innovation into new 
ways to carry it, such as trains and barges.

In Iberia, where seven LNG import terminals are located 
(an eighth is complete but unused), LNG has for many 
years been distributed by road trucks, allowing the fuel to 
be used in remote areas not connected – or ever likely to 
be – to the national gas grid. 

Shippers in Spain alone load well over 30,000 trucks – the 
equivalent of about 13 full-sized LNG vessels – each year, 
offering a viable and well-established template for the 
sector’s development. Sines in Portugal swells this figure 
by around an additional 10%.

Truck-loading has taken off in northwest Europe too, with 
the Dutch Gate, UK Isle of Grain, Belgian Zeebrugge and 
French Fos Tonkin and Montoir terminals all loading record 
numbers of LNG trucks with every passing year. 

Truck-loading services will also be rolled out at the other 
French terminals of Fos Cavaou and Dunkirk during 2019. 
New ones planned for mainland Italy and its island of 
Sardinia, and potentially Croatia will broaden access and 
penetration into central and south eastern Europe.

In the Netherlands, the Gate LNG terminal loaded more 
than 2,800 trucks at the terminal during 2018, a rise of 
72% from 2017, according to data from Gate, and other 
terminals have been seeing similar growth.

In Belgium, operator Fluxys doubled capacity in October 
2018 to 8,000 trucks a year (around 20/day), while in 
France, more than 5,800 trucks were loaded at the two 
terminals currently equipped to carry out truck-loading, 
according to the operators of Montoir-de-Bretagne and Fos 
Tonkin on the Mediterranean coast. Combined loadings at 
Klaipeda in Lithuania and Swinoujscie in Poland exceeded 
2,000. In all, the total of trucks loaded in Europe in 2018 
was probably approaching 60,000.

Although truck loading LNG for road distribution was 
pioneered in southern Europe to service the particular 
challenges faced by underdeveloped gas grids, this form of 
distribution is becoming ever more mainstream. 

ICIS addressed the fast-growing truck-loaded LNG market 
with the launch in early 2018 of the TLX – its new truck-
loading assessment for northwest Europe and southern 
France. 

NUMBER OF ROAD TRUCKS LOADED IN 
NORTHWEST EUROPE IN 2018 

Source: Plant operators
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Once on board trucks, LNG can be transported widely via 
the road network to customers all around Europe. 

At this stage, the main destinations for LNG are ports 
offering vessel bunkering, isolated industrial customers and 
road filling stations. 

In the western European countries of the Netherlands, 
Belgium, the UK, France, Spain, Portugal and Italy, almost 
160 filling stations already offer LNG as a road fuel, with 
a further dozen located in Scandinavia and the Baltics, 
according to industry lobby group the Natural & bio Gas 
Vehicle Association (NGVA Europe). 

As a road fuel, natural gas is significantly cheaper than 
diesel and is also more efficient, meaning that trucks 
consume less fuel. But this needs to be offset against 
the fact that LNG-powered trucks are significantly more 
expensive than diesel-powered at the moment. 

According to Fluxys, payback time on a truck with a bi-fuel 
engine is around two years if the truck runs solely on LNG. 

At the time of writing, there were 16 ports offering bunkering 
in Europe, according to SEA LNG, a lobby group for the LNG 
bunkering sector, and the number is likely to rise steadily as 
new ports add services in the coming few years. 

Their ease of use and scalability means road trucks are 
currently also used most often to offer LNG bunkering to 
vessels running on the fuel.

For small bunker vessels and other shipping applications 
operating close to the shore, such as tugs, trawlers and 
dredgers, truck-loading may continue to be the best way 
to supply LNG as a fuel to these vessels. But for larger 
vessels – and those that cannot easily come into ports – 
there is already a developing market for ship-to-ship (STS), 
and in some ports pipe-to-ship, bunkering services.

If the huge, intercontinental vessels that drive world 
commerce begin running on LNG too in order to beat IMO 
2020 rules on sulphur, it is likely that waterborne LNG 
bunkering, rather than land-based, will become the norm. 

For larger vessels, which may require up to a dozen trucks 
of LNG to load their tanks, the advantages of loading either 
from a vessel with far greater capacity, or even directly from 
the tanks of a regasification terminal are clear.  

A fast-growing part of the northwest European small-scale 
LNG sector is river barges, which allow LNG to make its 
way along inland waterways, and could be a good link 
between truck-loading and seagoing STS. Companies such 
as Titan LNG are pioneering these types of vessels in and 
around Amsterdam, Rotterdam and Antwerp.

Small-scale, seagoing vessels connecting markets without 
bulk LNG infrastructure are another feature. Rail is also 
being pressed into service to carry LNG.

MARINE LNG BUNKERING SECTOR TODAY 
At the time of writing, there were about a dozen vessels 
involved in transporting and distributing LNG in the small-
scale sector in Europe, although the number is rising. The 
number of vessels, and equally significantly their growing 
size, highlight vividly the investments both the gas and the 
shipping sectors are now making.

Europe’s first bunker vessel, the 187 cubic metre (cbm) Sea 
Gas, has been in operation in Stockholm since 2013. Other 
recent near-shore bunkering vessels such as the Oizmendi 
and Bunker Breeze, both of which operate in Spain, each 
have a capacity of 600cbm and have come into operation in 
the last couple of years. A range of vessels of between 5,000-
18,000cbm have also entered operation in recent years. 

At the smaller end tend to be bunker vessels that offer 
LNG as a fuel, while at the larger end are feeder vessels 
that transport LNG, usually from large-scale terminals, to 
smaller distribution points, although some in the fleet are 
multi-purpose vessels that can perform both roles.

In 2017, Shell unveiled its first dedicated LNG bunker 
vessel, the Cardissa. At 6,500cbm, this ship, which was 
designed and built predominantly to supply the nascent 

ICIS TLX ASSESSMENT

In February 2018, ICIS launched the TLX, an assessment 
of the price of truck-loaded LNG at two of the most liquid 
European gas hubs in which the LNG truck-loading 
business has been taking root. 

The two components of the TLX are: the spread 
between the cost of buying truck-loaded LNG at the Dutch 
Gate terminal and the Dutch TTF; and the spread between 
the cost of buying truck-loaded LNG at the southern 
French Fos Tonkin terminal and the French PEG, both 
for front calendar-year delivery. Prices at both terminals 
typically fluctuate based on the availability – or lack 
of – LNG at the terminals and therefore can reflect the 
influence of global LNG trends.

With few terminals available to mid-European and Italian 
buyers, capacity constraints at the French terminal have 
had the effect of pulling Spanish terminals into contention 
for supply at times of high demand. 

Sample the report 

https://www.icis.com/explore/energy/european-spot-gas-markets/?cmpid=ILC%7CENER%7CCHCOM-2019-1803-GLOBAL-truckloadlnginsightesgm&sfid=7012X000001WYoD
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northern European LNG bunker market, was around 35 
times the size of Sea Gas and more than 10 times the 
size of the Spanish vessels. The scales will tip further in 
2020 when French oil major Total takes delivery of its first 
LNG bunker ship, a vessel with a capacity of 18,600cbm, 
underpinned by a 0.3 million tonnes per annum (mtpa) of 
LNG contract to supply containership operator CMA CGM. 

Another Shell vessel, the 7,550cbm Coral Methane, 
has been used to refuel cruise liners as far south as the 
Canary Islands on several occasions. The 5,000cbm Engie 
Zeebrugge is a bunker vessel operating out of the port of 
the same name, while the 5,800cbm Coralius operates as 
a bunker-feeder (essentially a gas transporter) vessel in 
Scandinavia for Finland’s Gasum. Most recently, further 
competition has come to the Baltic region in the shape of 
the 7,500cbm Kairos. Operated by a consortium led by 
Hamburg-based Nauticor (part of Linde Group), the vessel 
started supplying LNG at the start of the year. 

Until now, ship owners have been reluctant to invest In 
LNG-fuelled tonnage due to a lack of available LNG supply 
infrastructure, while LNG suppliers have held off investing 
in infrastructure such as bunker vessels, because of 
insufficient demand. 

Total’s deal to supply CMA CGM from 2020, and a deal 
thought to be of a similar size between Shell and Russian 
fleet operator Sovcomflot, for which supply began in 2018, 
appear to have deepened the market. 

As one fleet operator recently explained, it used to be 
that no owner would commission an LNG-powered vessel 
without first having negotiated a supply contract. Now, 
LNG-powered vessels are being ordered without supply 
contracts, such is the confidence that supply will be 
forthcoming from a variety of LNG sellers. 

The signing of other long-term LNG bunker deals can only 
deepen further the pool of LNG as a ship fuel in Europe. 

Aside from vessels offering STS services, other classes 
of vessel of this size are in operation as supply vessels – 
effectively mini tankers. 

The 18,000cbm Coral EnergIce and 15,600cbm Coral 
Energy, both of which are chartered by Finland-based 
Gasum, are employed to transport LNG from large 
terminals such as Gate in Rotterdam and Belgium’s 
Zeebrugge to smaller storage and distribution facilities such 
as its plants in Sweden at Lysekil and Ora and in Finland at 
Pori and Manga, as well as taking on LNG from Gasum’s 
own small-scale liquefaction terminal at Risavika in Norway.

OUTLOOK
As a road fuel, LNG already has many admirers in western 
Europe, and manufacturers like Scania, Iveco and Volvo 
already make LNG-powered engines. 

Its success in parts of Europe further from the coast is 
taking more time. However, the potential for big uptake 

The LNG market is changing constantly and is becoming increasingly harder to predict. We help you 
evaluate your options and understand exactly how changes in the LNG and other gas markets could impact 
your business. 

OUR SOLUTIONS ALLOW YOU TO:
n  Keep up-to-date with changes and developments in the market
n  Get an overview of global LNG pricing, infrastructure and regulatory issues
n  Have a complete view of how developments impact production at all ports
n  Identify where the market is heading, up to 24 months ahead
n Cut the time it takes to make chartering and trading decisions

Find out more 

One source for global LNG market intelligence, price data and 
live cargo tracking

EUROPE’S SMALL-SCALE SUPPLY FLEET (SEA-GOING VESSELS, >5,000CBM CAPACITY)
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https://www.icis.com/explore/services/analytics/lng-market-intelligence-solution/?cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2017-1803-GLOBAL-truckloadlnginsight&sfid=7012X000001WYo8
https://www.icis.com/explore/services/analytics/lng-market-intelligence-solution/?cmpid=ILC%7CENER%7CCHCOM-2019-1803-GLOBAL-truckloadlnginsight&sfid=7012X000001WYo8
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of LNG is high, especially if the European road transport 
network starts to appreciate LNG as a means of reducing 
the noisiness of trucks, something that is becoming a big 
area of contention in Austria, for example. 

In industry, LNG has cost benefits over LPG for heavier 
users that outweigh its higher installation costs.

But it is the bunkering sector where there is arguably the 
most scope for volume growth. 

The decision of the International Maritime Organization 
(IMO) to limit the sulphur content of ship fuel from 1 January 
2020 to 0.5% worldwide, and a further ambition to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions by 50% by 2050 have the 
potential to become game changers, according to ship rating 
agency and consultancy DNV-GL, which has researched 
extensively the alternatives to conventional marine fuels.

Although LNG is not the only fuel being considered to 
deal with the effects of the IMO’s rules, it is a frontrunner 
because of its scalability and the existence already of a 
wide LNG supply network. 

Other options being considered by ship owners range from 
more conservative ones, such as low sulphur fuels and the 
fitting of scrubbers to remove and store the most harmful 
emissions. 

Methanol and LPG are under consideration, but offer less 
power output than marine fuels and LNG. Longer term, 
large-scale hydrogen fuel cells have potential, but are far 
too immature to be viable now. 

LNG scores well against all of these options because 
although it is more expensive to implement than continuing 

to use low-sulphur fuels or scrubbers, at least initially, some 
modelling suggests it sees savings on a longer-term basis. 

Just as importantly, LNG supply is already greater than 
global shipping can consume, even if the entire global fleet 
were to run on LNG, according to calculations from DNV-GL. 

As a much lower emitter of greenhouse gases than 
conventional fuels, LNG has won financial support from the 
EU, in the form of EU Directive 2014/94 on the deployment 
of alternative fuels infrastructure (Clean Power for 
Transport). 

This directive aims to establish the infrastructure needed to 
supply LNG as fuel to the maritime sector. 

Its negligible emissions of sulphur oxides, nitrogen oxides 
and particulate matter have made it favourite to replace 
heavy fuel oil in tankers and cruise ships around ports. 
Nonetheless, the CO2 emissions associated with burning 
natural gas are also around 30% lower than those of 
traditional fuels and derivatives.

In the deep-sea shipping sector, which features large, 
oceangoing vessels covering long routes, often without 
a regular schedule, the most important parameter is fuel 
availability in all ports of call. 

This sector is likely to be influential in dictating uptake of 
LNG as a bunkering fuel.

By the end of 2019, there are expected to be 256 LNG-
fuelled and LNG-ready vessels in operation. Around 12% of 
a global fleet of more than 3,500 vessels that ratings agency 
DNV-GL has assessed are taking action on IMO 2020 rules, 
according to research it has carried out. 

The daily European Spot Gas Markets report (ESGM) ensures 
you have the most up-to-date spot price assessments, expert 
analysis of developments and detailed supply/demand trade flows 
to help you gauge market activity in traded natural gas.

WITH ESGM YOU CAN:
n  Establish a direct spot price reference
n  Understand market moving developments
n  Identify new opportunities
n  Analyse risks and make accurate price comparisons

Request a free sample report 

Receive the latest spot price assessments for Europe’s 
major and emerging natural gas hubs

https://www.icis.com/explore/energy/european-spot-gas-markets/?cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-1803-GLOBAL-truckloadlnginsightesgm&sfid=7012X000001WYoD
https://www.icis.com/explore/contact/european-spot-gas-markets-report/?cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-1803-GLOBAL-truckloadlnginsightesgm&sfid=7012X000001WYoD


Copyright 2019 Reed Business Information Ltd. ICIS is a member of RBI and is part of RELX Group plc. ICIS accepts no liability for commercial decisions based on this content.

It calculates that in 2019 a further 63 LNG-fuelled vessels 
are on order, pushing the number of LNG-fuelled vessels to 
more than 420 in total by 2026. This paper looks at Europe, 
but the investments in bunkering are not confined there. 
Significant investments in LNG bunkering have also been 
announced in Singapore and Oman, to name just two, 
which will have to happen if bunkering trends established 
in Europe are to go global – which is essential if LNG is 
seriously to emerge as a viable alternative to low sulphur 
marine fuels in the post-2020 environment.

WHAT TECHNOLOGIES WILL SHIP OWNERS 
TURN TO FOR IMO 2020?

Source: DNV-GL Alternative Fuels Insight
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