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LNG EDGE: Q3 2019 TRADE FLOW REPORT
SOUTHERN EUROPE TAKES THE LEAD

Summary: 
The third quarter of the year saw southern Europe, in particular Spain, take up a greater role in balancing global supply and 
demand. The country’s 2.8m tonne year-on-year gain in imports from Q3 2018 to Q3 2019 was the largest single increase of 
any importing nation.

In northern Europe the UK, Netherlands and Belgium imported more LNG in Q3 2019 than a year before, but saw their 
imports slip back from the second quarter, particularly steeply in the UK and the Netherlands, which are more sensitive to 
spot market conditions.

China continues to grow, but its rate of growth continues to slow. Q3 2019  imports into China were up 11% year on year, 
compared with a 23% annual increase in the second quarter. South Asia has also helped to absorb new production, with 
increased imports into Bangladesh, Pakistan and India.

Overall, however, the market remains in a state of oversupply, evidenced by continued low prices, with the East Asia Index 
(EAX) for Q3 2019 averaging $4.69/MMBtu, less than half the price the year before. The 5.0mtpa US Freeport LNG train one 
has started up, and produced its first few cargoes for export. The 2.5mtpa US Elba Island facility has entered the first of ten 
0.25mtpa units into commercial service.

With European onshore gas storage facilities nearing full capacity, high inventories at LNG import terminals and even 
tankers acting as floating storage facilities offshore northwest Europe’s liquid spot gas markets, there remains a question at 
the start of the northern hemisphere winter as to where new production will go as storage reaches peak capacity, and what 
will happen to spot prices if higher winter demand does not kick into effect soon.

EXPORTS: OUTPUT GAINS 14% ON THE YEAR
Global LNG exports increased 14% year on year in Q3 2019 to 
reach 89.4m tonnes. This was a reduction in growth rate from 
the 17% year-on-year gains seen in Q2 2019.

The US saw the largest increase, adding 3.9m tonnes from 
the year before to reach exports of 9.1m tonnes. The US is 
expected to remain the engine for the LNG market’s growth 
across the rest of 2019 and 2020.

Recent growth in US plants includes the fifth 4.5m tonnes 
per annum train at Sabine Pass and the first 4.5mtpa train at 
Corpus Christi, both starting at end of 2018 and ramping up to 
full rates in early 2019. The 4.5mtpa Cameron LNG one loaded 
its first cargo at the end of May 2019, while the second 4.5mtpa 
train at Corpus Christi produced its first LNG in June 2019. 
The 5.0mtpa Freeport LNG train one loaded its first cargo in 
September 2019.

The smaller 2.5mtpa Elba Island plant located in Savannah, 
Georgia was due to start up in May 2019. It has been delayed 
beyond its original date, but operators Kinder Morgan 

announced in October that the first of ten 0.25mtpa units is now 
in service. Elba Island is an unusual design, with ten small units 
rather than standard larger trains. If successful, it could pave 
the way for further modular projects in the future.
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EXPORTS
million tonnes % change

Export  
Country

Q3 18 Q2 19 Q3 19 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr

Algeria 1.8 3.0 2.8 -7 56 

Angola 0.7 1.1 1.0 -9 43 

Australia 17.9 18.9 19.6 4 9 

Brunei 1.4 1.7 1.4 -18 0 

Cameroon 0.3 0.2 0.4 100 33 

Egypt 0.3 1.0 0.6 -40 100 

Equatorial 
Guinea

0.9 0.8 0.6 -25 -33 

Indonesia 4.4 3.8 3.9 3 -11 

Malaysia 5.2 6.5 5.8 -11 12 

Nigeria 5.0 4.5 5.7 27 14 

Norway 1.2 1.1 1.2 9 0 

Oman 2.3 2.6 2.3 -12 0 

Papua New 
Guinea

2.2 2.0 2.1 5 -5 

Peru 0.8 0.7 1.1 57 38 

Qatar 19.8 18.8 20.0 6 1 

Russia 4.4 6.9 7.2 4 64 

Trinidad & 
Tobago

2.9 3.1 3.1 0 7 

United Arab 
Emirates

1.5 1.3 1.5 15 0 

United 
States

5.2 8.1 9.1 12 75 

Total  78.2  86.1  89.4 4 14 
Note: Export tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from rounded 
numbers.

Russia’s exports showed the second largest annual gains, 
rising 2.8m tonnes to 7.2m tonnes in Q3 2019. The increased 
output from Russia is driven by the start-up of the Arctic Yamal 
LNG project’s third 5.5mtpa train at the end of 2018. Yamal 
LNG is still planning to add a fourth train, but this is not now 
expected until the start of 2020, and is a much smaller 0.9mtpa 
train. Essentially it is a test for new Russian liquefaction 
technology, using a different system to the previous three trains.

The Yamal project has been increasing the number of cargoes 
using the Northern Sea Route through the Arctic this year. This 
eastwards route over the top of Russia cuts shipping time to 
east Asia in half, to around 15 days, compared with a 30 day 
shipping time for heading west around Europe, then back east 
through the Mediterranean and Suez Canal to Asia. Up until 
the end of September 2019, some 12 Yamal cargoes were 
delivered to China through the Northern Sea Route, compared 
with only four during the whole of 2018.

The third of the main growth countries is Australia, whose 
exports rose 1.7m tonnes year on year to 19.6m tonnes. New 
projects driving the annual increase include the addition of a 
second 5.0mtpa train at Wheatstone in summer 2018 and the 
8.9mtpa floating Ichthys production plant starting up offshore 
northwest Australia in Q4 2018.

The 3.6mtpa Prelude floating LNG plant offshore northwest 
Australia also started up at the end of Q2 2019, loading its 
first cargo on 10 June. The project exported a total of seven 
cargoes by the end of September, including three in July, two in 
August and one in September. To operate at its full nameplate 

https://www.icis.com/explore/services/analytics/lng-market-intelligence-solution/?cmpid=ILC|ENER|CHCOM-2019-1510-GLOBAL-tradeflowreportq3lng&sfid=7014J000000Preo
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capacity of 300,000 tonnes per month, Prelude would need 
to export some four or five cargoes per month, so there is still 
some way to go to reach full production.

Improved performance at existing facilities boosted Algeria’s output 
by 1.0m tonnes year on year to 2.8m tonnes. Malaysia and Nigeria 
also both increased their output from the previous year.

On the downside, Equatorial Guinea’s exports fell 0.3m tonnes 
from the year before, while Indonesia dropped by 0.5m tonnes. 
Indonesia is facing reduced feedgas availability from some of 
its ageing gas production assets.

Comparing against the previous quarter, Qatar’s exports gained 
1.2m tonnes from Q2 2019 to Q3 2019, suggesting that there 
was greater maintenance work ongoing in the second quarter 
than the third. Meanwhile, Malaysia’s output fell 0.7m tonnes in 
the same period.

IMPORTS: SHIFT TO SOUTHERN EUROPE
The world’s largest LNG importing region, east Asia, saw total 
flows stagnate in the third quarter, remaining at 47.3m tonnes, 
almost identical to the year before. This masks some much 
larger changes in individual countries in the region.

With east Asia stable, Europe remained the balancing point 
for the global market. European imports gained 7.8m tonnes 
from the previous year to 18.0m tonnes. This was an increase 
of 76% year on year, as the region’s liquid spot gas markets 
provided a clearing-house for the extra volumes being added to 
the global market by the new projects coming onstream in the 
US, Russia and Australia.

Compared to the second quarter, there was a shift from the 
north to the south of Europe as a key provider of market 
flexibility.

During Q2 2019 northern European terminals in countries such 
as the UK, Netherlands and Belgium all saw strong import 

flows, with surplus cargoes sold into northwest Europe’s UK 
NBP and Dutch TTF spot gas markets.

In Q3 2019, however, imports into these three countries fell 
from the previous quarter, with particularly strong falls in the 
UK and Dutch markets. Belgian flows were steadier, due to the 
presence of long-term Qatari contract cargoes.

Northern Europe was still seeing greater imports than during 
Q3 2018, but it was southern Europe that was taking an 
increasing role as balancing market in Q3 2019, with Spain in 
particular showing a strong increase in imports compared to 
both the year and the quarter before. Spain’s Q3 2019 imports 
of 5.4m tonnes were more than double the 2.6m tonnes of Q3 
2018, and up 1.4m tonnes from the second quarter. The year-
on-year gain of 2.8m tonnes was the largest gain of any single 
country in the world for the quarter. Portugal and Italy both also 
saw growth on the year and the quarter.

Spain has the largest number of import terminals of any 
European country and therefore high import and storage 
capacities for LNG. However, the gas market downstream of 
the terminals is not as liquid or well-connected as in northwest 
Europe, which means it is not always as easy a place to trade.

In the third quarter, Spain was able to take increasing amounts 
of LNG, and provide a home for cargoes, due to stronger gas 
demand, including from gas-fired power generation, and by 
taking advantage of the lower price of spot LNG cargoes to 
replace some of the country’s traditional long-term, oil-indexed 
pipeline volumes from Algeria.

There may be questions over how long the downturn of pipeline 
gas can last. If Spain is obligated to take a set amount of gas 
over the year, it may be able to defer some imports into later in 
the year when prices are favourable, but would lose potential 
for flexibility as the year progressed, to make sure it still meets 
its take-or-pay requirements in the end.
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Although Europe helped soak up new production, the 
biggest region remained east Asia, where China continued 
to show growth, albeit at a slowing rate. China’s Q3 2019 
imports of 14.7m tonnes were up 1.5m tonnes from the year 
before. China recorded the greatest year-on-year gains of 
any country after Spain.

In percentage terms, China had risen 11% from its Q3 2018 
imports. This marked a considerable slowdown from the 23% 
year-on-year gains in tQ2 20019 and the 25% year-on-year 
increase for Q1 2019. From the graph, monthly growth rates 
compared to the previous year are showing a steady decline 
over recent months. This may relate to tougher economic 
conditions as the country’s trade war with the US continues, as 
well as the fact that a number of district heating systems have 
already been converted from coal to gas in previous winters.

Japan’s Q3 2019 imports of 19.3m tonnes were down 1.1m 
tonnes year on year, likely due to increased nuclear power 
availability following the start of several reactors in 2018. 
Japan’s imports were up 2.9m tonnes from Q2 2019, with 
the country normally seeing a mid-summer peak around 
July/August as hot summer temperatures boost electricity 
generation demand to provide power for air-conditioning.

South Korea imported 9.0m tonnes in the third quarter, just 
a little below the 9.3m tonnes the year before, but falling 
further from the 9.7m tonnes in Q2 2019. Unlike Japan, the 
country saw no upturn from the second quarter.

Taiwan, the last of the four importers in the east Asia region, 
imported 4.4m tonnes in Q3 19, up 0.4m tonnes from the 
second quarter and just 0.1m tonnes higher than Q3 18.

The south Asian importers of India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh continue to increase their consumption, aiding 
Europe in absorbing the new volumes entering the market. 
The region as a whole saw imports rise 1.7m tonnes or 
22% from the same quarter of the previous year. India 
gained 0.7m tonnes on the year to 6.4m tonnes, Pakistan 
added 0.4m tonnes to reach 2.2m tonnes and Bangladesh 
increased 0.7m tonnes to 0.9m tonnes.

The Middle East region’s imports fell 0.7m tonnes year 
on year. The main driver remains Egypt, whose domestic 
production from fields such as ENI’s Zohr asset continues 
to increase, driving the country’s imports down from 1.0m 
tonnes in Q3 2018 to 0.1m tonnes in Q3 2019.

Egypt imported just one single cargo during the quarter, 
and that delivery, aboard the 138,000cbm Cadiz Knutsen, 
was produced at the country’s Idku plant, then carried south 
through the Suez Canal to deliver into the country’s Ain 
Sukhna port.

Egypt’s demand generally peaks during the summer months, 
when more gas is required for power generation to meet 
summer electricity demand. Owners of the Idku plant giving 
a presentation at the Gastech conference in Houston in 
September indicated that they hoped to substantially increase 
exports from the facility over the coming winter, heading back 
up towards nameplate 7.2mtpa capacity, after a temporary 
break in loadings from the plant during September.

Brazil’s Q3 2019 imports of 0.9m tonnes were down 0.4m 
tonnes year on year, likely due to improved alternative 
sources of energy, while Argentina’s imports of 0.7m tonnes 
were down 0.6m tonnes, with the country increasingly 
improving its self-sufficiency thanks to domestic shale gas 
production from the Vaca Muerta reserves.

PRICES: LOW PRICES STEP-UP FOR WINTER
Spot LNG prices remained low across most of the third 
quarter, less than half the levels seen a year before. There 
was an increase at the end of the period, particularly from 
mid-September onwards, as the market saw the traditional 
upturn for the northern hemisphere winter, when heating 
demand is much higher.

In mid-September, the front-month East Asia Index contract 
rolls from an October delivery contract to a November delivery 

IMPORTS
million tonnes % change

Import Region Q3 18 Q2 19 Q3 19 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr
Central/South 
America

 5.9  4.4  4.9 11 -17

E Asia  47.2  43.9  47.3 8 0

Europe  10.2  22.0  18.0 -18 76

India/Pakistan/
Bangladesh

 7.7  9.5  9.4 -1 22

Middle East  4.1  2.4  3.4 42 -17

North America  0.3  0.1  0.3 200 0

SE Asia  3.4  3.1  4.1 33 21

Total  78.8  85.4  87.4 2 11
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.

Year-on-year % 

CHANGE IN MONTHLY IMPORTS
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contract. Spot EAX prices increased from the mid-$4.00s/
MMBtu to over $6.00/MMBtu at the same time, although the 
EAX front month then dropped back a little later in September 
to close the quarter at $5.60/MMBtu, for cargoes to be 
delivered in November.

The EAX averaged $4.69/MMBtu across the quarter as a 
whole, down 56% from Q3 2018’s average of $10.77/MMBtu. 
Q3 2018 had been unusually strong as east Asian buyers came 
to the market early ahead of winter to prepare ahead following 
some trickier conditions the year before that.

Prices were pretty steady across the period, until the mid-
September contract rollover, although this also coincided with a 
burst of bullish news coming out of the European gas markets.

On 10 September there were three items of bullish news at 
once affecting the European gas markets.

The Dutch government announced it would halt production 
from the country’s giant Groningen gas field from mid-2022, 
eight years earlier than previously planned, and reduce 
the production cap for October 2019 to September 2020 to 
11.8bcm, compared with a previously expected 15.9bcm.

French power producer EDF launched an investigation into 
potentially defective steam generator welds at a number of 
its nuclear reactors, which could lead to increased gas-fired 
generation to compensate for outages.

The European Court of Justice, meanwhile, ruled that Russia’s 
Gazprom should no longer be able to access as much capacity 
in a key German gas pipeline as previously, reducing the 
volumes that Russia could flow into the country through its 
Baltic Sea Nord Stream route. The outcome of the case may 
also disrupt key ongoing discussions between Russia, Ukraine 
and the EU about the overall shape of future Russian supplies. 
An existing transport agreement between Russia and Ukraine 
expires at the end of 2019.

This news boosted gas prices at Europe’s UK NBP and Dutch 
TTF hubs sharply higher, which in turn fed through to stronger 
LNG prices in east Asia, as countries like Japan that are 
dependent on LNG must keep their prices competitive with 
Europe to ensure they receive the cargoes they need. Japan, 
unlike Europe, has no source of pipeline gas to use as an 
alternative or addition to LNG.
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The EAX price, for spot deliveries to Japan, China, South 
Korea and Taiwan increased from $4.35/MMBtu on 10 
September, for an October-delivery cargo, to as high as $5.05/
MMBtu on 13 September, also for an October-delivery cargo. 
The 70 cent gain in such a short period was a rapid increase.

US Henry Hub gas prices have been trading mostly at $2.00-
2.50/MMBtu during the third quarter, remaining lower than 
other global regions, and falling even from the low levels of 
last year. Strong shale gas production continues to keep the 
market low. Finding pipeline capacity to take gas to market from 
regions such as the Permian Basin remains a problem, albeit 
one alleviated slightly at the end of September by the start-up 
of Kinder Morgan’s new 2 bcf/day (57 mcm/day) Gulf Coast 
Express pipeline.

Crude oil, like European gas, saw a spike in mid-September, 
after drone strikes on Saudi Arabian production facilities on 14 
September. Prices fell back later in the month as the market 
coped well with the immediate aftermath, though some doubts 
remained as to how quickly repairs could be fully completed.

There remains a wide gap between spot LNG prices and oil 
prices. Brent crude averaged at $10.75/MMBtu across the 
quarter, more than double the EAX or TTF. The continued 
divergence between oil and gas prices could over time 
encourage a switch from the oil-indexed long-term import 
contracts for LNG that remain common in many regions, 
particularly east Asia, to an increased use of gas-price indexed 
import contracts. Similar changes were seen in Europe over 

past decades when the price of oil-indexed pipeline import 
contracts from Norway and Russia diverged from spot 
European gas hub prices.

THE QUARTER AHEAD: 
We previously highlighted the oversupply in the current global 
supply/demand balance evidenced by major reductions in spot 
LNG prices and high gas storage levels. In our last report, we 
said “there seem few reasons to expect any change in market 
conditions in the near term” and that remains the case. 

The market remains oversupplied as new projects, such as the 
5.0mtpa US Freeport LNG train one, enter production at a faster 
rate than demand can keep up with. China’s demand is still 
growing, but at an increasingly slower rate. The LNG market has 
instead balanced by directing surplus cargoes to Europe, with 
Spain taking a stronger role in the third quarter. This has pushed 
down prices in the region and displaced pipeline gas.

Unexpected events always have potential to alter the balance, 
but even a string of bullish news event in the European gas 
market arriving in mid-September, and a major disturbance in 
the oil market, provoked little more than a temporary spike in 
the spot LNG market.

We warned in our last report that “the end of summer could 
prove a testing time for spot prices, if Europe’s onshore 
storage facilities reach full capacity, removing a key sink for 
excess gas output.” This remains a key question at the time 
of writing in early October.
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Europe’s onshore gas storage facilities are nearing full 
capacity, now even exceeding the high storage levels seen 
most recently in 2014, and at far higher levels than in 2017 
and 2018.

The tanks at Europe’s LNG import terminals were also 
reaching high stock levels in early October, even in Spain, 
which has the region’s largest storage capacity due to the 
high number of LNG terminals in the country.

In an unusual move, there were even laden LNG tankers 
acting as floating storage offshore northwest Europe. It is 
not uncommon to see one or two tankers waiting with a 
cargo near southern Spain, until ordered to deliver this to the 
best market available, perhaps in India, Japan or even back 
into Spain. Tankers have also been observed waiting near 
Singapore in past winters.

In early October, there were four laden tankers waiting for 
orders offshore the Dutch Gate LNG terminal, a holding 
point not seen before. Three of the vessels (the Marshal 
Vasilevskiy, Golar Arctic and Gaslog Sydney) had originally 
picked up their cargoes from Gate, either in a reload from 
the terminal, or a ship-to-ship transfer from a Russian Yamal 
LNG tanker. The other ship, the Marvel Eagle, had brought 
its cargo from the US.

On a month-ahead basis, the Dutch TTF gas price has held 
a reasonably wide spread to the US Henry Hub in recent 
weeks, of at least $1-2/MMBtu, sufficient to encourage 
continued production from US facilities. However, day-
ahead Dutch TTF prices have been seen in early September 
crashing almost as low as US Henry Hub levels.

If day-ahead prices in October and November were to out-
turn far below where those months traded in the forward 
market, they could rapidly narrow their spread to the Henry 
Hub, threatening the economic viability of continued US 
production at spot market prices. With storage reaching 
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full capacity onshore, at terminal tanks and even in floating 
cargoes offshore, lower out-turn prices remain a distinct 
possibility, particularly in the event of a mild start to winter.

There have been some early indications from east Asian 
weather forecasters that the winter may be on the mild side 
in east Asia this year, though it is too early to be certain. The 
ongoing US-China trade war, is however, having an effect on 
Chinese economic growth that could continue to slow uptake 
in gas demand from China.

On the other hand, South Korea is reviewing 
recommendations from former UN Secretary General Ban 
Ki-Moon to close a number of coal-fired power plants over 
the coming months to boost national air quality, which could 
result in an unexpected boost to Korean LNG demand.

Europe could potentially make good use of its storage if 
there are disruptions in Russian pipeline transit to the region 
in the second half of winter, due to restrictions on the Nord 
Stream 2 pipeline through the Baltic, or a failure of Russia’s 
Gazprom to renew its transport contract with Ukraine, which 
expires at the end of the year.

In terms of new projects, the 2.5mtpa Elba Island facility 
has now placed its first 0.25mtpa unit into service, but is not 
expected to make a large overall difference to the market.

Russia’s Yamal train four could complete construction in Q4 
2019, but is not expected to launch commercially until Q1 
2020, and is in any case relatively small.

The second and third trains at the US Freeport and Cameron 
plants, however, are set to provide further major boosts to 
supply over coming quarters.

In our last report, BP’s planned third train at Indonesia’s 
Tangguh LNG facility was listed as possible for 2020, 
although we noted that the Japanese engineering firm, 
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Chiyoda, working on the 3.8mtpa project had warned 
of delays. Shortly after publication of our report, it was 
confirmed locally that Tangguh train three’s target date has 
officially slipped by a year to late 2021.

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 supplements 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.

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.
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