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Q4 2019 LNG TRADE FLOW REPORT
STRONG SUPPLY KEEPS SPOT LOW

SUMMARY: 
Global LNG exports grew another 10% in the fourth 
quarter of 2019 compared with the same period in 2018 
and hit a total of 94.3m tonnes, according to ship-tracking 
data from LNG Edge, the ICIS market intelligence 
platform.

The strongest growth came from the US, where exports 
almost doubled to 11.7m tonnes, notably due to new 
contributions from the first export trains at the Cameron 
and Freeport LNG plants. Those plants will remain central 
to the market in 2020, as each brings on a further two 
production trains.

The key import region of east Asia, which accounted for 
57% of global demand during the quarter, saw deliveries 
largely stable from the year before – with continued but 
slowing growth from China offsetting downturns in Japan 
and South Korea.

Europe remains the balancing point for the global market, 
absorbing 36% more LNG than the year before. This had 
the effect of increasing competitive pressure in Europe’s 
spot gas markets and it continues to keep spot gas prices 
weak in both Europe and Asia.

Our data shows that Qatar remained the world’s largest 
LNG exporter in 2019, with annual output of 77.6m 
tonnes, or 22% of world production. This compares with 

Australian exports of 76.0m tonnes, or 21% of global 
exports. Some thought that Australia would overtake 
Qatar to become the world’s biggest producer in 2019, 
and the southern continent’s exports looked higher than 
the Middle Eastern country’s across the final three months 
of the year.

We registered total Australian exports of 19.8m tonnes in 
the fourth quarter against 19.0m tonnes for Qatar. Strong 
production in 2020, including the continuing ramp up of 
the floating offshore Prelude facility means that Australia 
could grab the top spot next year – or at least until Qatar’s 
planned capacity increase to 110mtpa from 77mtpa comes 
into effect later in the 2020s.

Japan remained the world’s largest importer in 2019, 
with annual imports of 77.2m tonnes, or 22% of global 
deliveries. However, fourth quarter imports fell 3% from 
the previous year. This meant that even though China’s 
annual growth rate showed marked signs of a slowdown, 
it actually overtook Japan in terms of the absolute size of 
imports in the last two months of 2019.

EXPORTS: US DRIVES 10% YEAR ON YEAR GAINS
Global LNG exports increased 10% year on year in Q4 
2019 to reach 94.3m tonnes, driven in the main by the 
continuing expansion of US production capacity. 
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Although it is a relatively high rate of growth, it represents 
a continuing slowdown from the 14% annual increase 
seen in Q3 2019 and the 17% gain seen in Q2 2019.

US exports – at 11.7m tonnes – were up 5.6m tonnes 
from the year, and almost double the quarter’s output for 
the previous year. 

The year 2019 saw a flurry of firsts for US production 
facilities. Cameron LNG started up its first 4.5mtpa train at 
the end of May and began producing LNG from its second 
4.5mtpa train in December. A second 4.5mtpa train 
started production at Corpus Christi in June. Freeport 
LNG loaded the first cargo from its first 5.0mtpa train in 
September, while its second 5.0mtpa train loaded a cargo 
in December.

In the meantime, the delayed 2.5mtpa Elba Island 
project produced one cargo by the end of the year – on 
to the 160,000cbm Maran Gas Lindos – which delivered 
it to Pakistan in January 2020. Elba Island has yet to 
commission all of its ten, modular 0.25mtpa trains. 

Russia’s exports rose 1.4m tonnes in the year to 7.6m 
tonnes. This followed a full contribution from the third 
5.5mtpa train at Yamal LNG which was started up at the 
end of 2018, and was therefore not in full effect during the 
fourth quarter.

Yamal LNG is still working on its fourth train for early 
2020. This is planned at only 0.9mtpa of capacity, much 
smaller than the three earlier 5.5mtpa trains, as it is 
designed to be a test of new liquefaction technology.

In 2019 as a whole, the Yamal project greatly increased 
its use of the Northern Sea Route through the Arctic. 
Some 16 Yamal LNG cargoes were sent directly to China 
via this route on ice-strength LNG tankers. This compares 
with only four in the previous year. The last departed the 
Yamal project’s Sabetta port on 30 September on the 
172,000cbm Vladimir Vize, and arrived at Zhoushan on 18 
October.

From that date on, the ice was too thick and the Northern   
Sea Route was not used for the rest of the year. Three 
further cargoes were delivered directly to China from 
Yamal, but they all took the longer route west into Europe, 
then back east through the Mediterranean and the Suez 
Canal – and a journey time that is almost double. The 
Yamal project can also deliver other cargoes indirectly to 
east Asia via trans-shipments, switching the cargo from 
one ship to another at a European port.

At the end of 2019, the Belgian Zeebrugge LNG terminal 
brought online a dedicated 180,000cbm storage tank for 
the Yamal LNG project. It will allow a tanker to unload its 
cargo into the tank, and for others tankers to pick it up 
at a later date. Previously, both ships would have had to 
have been in port at the same time for a transfer to take 
place.

The Yamal project often uses cargo transfers so that 
its specialised ice-strength tankers can focus their time 
in northern waters, and it normal tankers can complete Export tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from rounded numbers.
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EXPORTS
million tonnes % change

Export Country Q4 18 Q3 19 Q4 19 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr

Algeria 2.8 2.8 3.0 7 7 

Angola 0.9 1.0 1.0 0 11 

Argentina 0.0 0.0 0.1

Australia 19.1 19.7 19.8 1 4 

Brunei 1.6 1.4 1.8 29 13 

Cameroon 0.3 0.4 0.2 -50 -33 

Egypt 0.8 0.5 1.2 140 50 

Eq Guinea 0.8 0.7 0.8 14 0 

Indonesia 4.6 3.8 4.1 8 -11 

Malaysia 6.9 5.7 7.0 23 1 

Nigeria 4.8 5.6 5.3 -5 10 

Norway 1.1 1.2 1.2 0 9 

Oman 2.9 2.2 2.8 27 -3 

PN Guinea 2.1 2.1 2.0 -5 -5 

Peru 1.1 1.0 1.1 10 0 

Qatar 19.0 19.9 19.0 -5 0 

Russia 6.2 7.1 7.6 7 23 

Trinidad 3.0 3.0 3.1 3 3 

UAE 1.5 1.5 1.5 0 0 

US 6.1 8.9 11.7 31 92 

Total 85.6 88.5 94.3 7 10 
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the bulk of the transit in warmer seas. Yamal operator 
NOVATEK estimates that the Zeebrugge facility will allow 
for the trans-shipment of up to 8mtpa of LNG.

Australia saw the third largest annual increase, up 0.7m 
tonnes to 19.8m tonnes. The 3.6mtpa floating Prelude 
production plant offshore northwest Australia, which 
started up in June, loaded a total of 11 cargoes across 
the year. Dividing this figure across seven months of 
operations – from June to December – gives a monthly 
average of 1.6 cargoes, so there is still a way to go for the 
facility to ramp up to its nameplate capacity of 300,000 
tonnes, or four or five cargoes per month.

Output from Nigeria increased 0.5m tonnes on the year, 
although this was down 0.3m tonnes from the previous 
quarter. Production from Egypt was up 0.4m tonnes on 
the year, with increased domestic gas ouput seeing it 
switch from being an importer of LNG to an exporter. 
Brunei increased output by 0.2m tonnes on the year and 
0.4m tonnes on the quarter.

Indonesia’s exports fell 0.5m tonnes on the year, although 
the figure strengthened from the third quarter. The 
Mahakam block that provides most of the feedgas to 
the country’s Bontang export plant is ageing. Operator 
Pertamina said it plans to drill as many as 257 wells 
during 2020-2022 to increase supplies, but it is estimated 
that this will require an investment of around $1.5bn.

Papua New Guinea’s output dipped 0.1m tonnes over the 
year and the quarter. This may be related to damage to 
loading facilities following bad weather in August, which 
reduced capacity in both August and September. Project 
partner Oil Search said that repairs to a damaged mooring 
chain were completed in mid-October and production 
stared to ramp up later in the quarter.

Among the significant quarter on quarter changes, Qatar’s 
exports fell 0.9m tonnes from the third to the fourth, which 
was likely due to maintenance. Malaysia’s exports rose 
1.3m tonnes as production increased in the fourth quarter. 
Significant maintenance activity in July and August 
reduced exports in the third.

IMPORTS: ASIA STEADY AS CHINA SLOWS
The world’s largest LNG importing region, east Asia, was 
largely stable in the fourth quarter, much as it had been 
in the third. This left Europe to act once again as the 
balancing market – compensating for global supply growth 
by taking in an extra 6.5m tonnes of LNG compared with 
the previous year.

East Asia imported some 53.5m tonnes in the quarter, 
which was just 1% higher than the year before. The figure 
was, however, up on the previous quarter as Japan, 

South Korea, China and Taiwan all saw heating demand 
increase for the northern hemisphere winter.

Within the east Asia region, China continued to grow, 
although this was offset by a fall in demand from Japan 
and South Korea. In the meantime, China’s growth rate 
is slowing compared with previous years. This can be 
put down to the impact of the US-China trade war on the 
country’s economic growth, as well as a reduction in the 
rate of conversions from coal-fired to gas-fired energy 
systems.

The graph of Chinese imports from 2016 to 2019 shows 
that the increase in demand from 2018 to 2019 has been 
much smaller than that from 2016 to 2017 and from 
2017 to 2018. In October 2019, and for the first time in 
years, China even saw a year on year fall in monthly 
imports when LNG deliveries fell 0.5m tonnes to 4.1m 
tonnes. November and December swiftly saw that position 
reversed, and it may be better to view the October dip as 
a change in winter procurement strategy, rather than a 

IMPORTS

Source: LNG Edge

Q4 18 Q3 19 Q4 19

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

SE A
si

a

North
 

Am
er

ic
a

M
id

dle
 

Eas
t

South
 

Asi
a

Euro
pe

E A
si

a

Cen
tra

l/S
 

Am
er

ic
a

million tonnes

Import tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from rounded numbers.
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IMPORTS 
million tonnes % change

Import Region Q4 18 Q3 19 Q4 19 qtr-on-qtr yr-on-yr

Central/South 
America

2.5 4.9 2.4 -51 -4

E Asia 53.1 47.1 53.5 14 1

Europe 17.9 18.0 24.4 36 36

India/Pakistan/
Bangladesh

7.5 9.5 9.2 -3 23

Middle East 1.2 3.4 0.9 -74 -25

North America 0.6 0.2 0.3 50 -50

SE Asia 3.2 4.3 3.1 -28 -3

Total  86.0  87.4  93.8 7 9
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general trend. In previous years, China looked to stock up 
early ahead of the winter, but this may have been left a 
little later in 2019.

China imported 18.0m tonnes in Q4 2019, up 1.2m tonnes 
from the year before, and imports into Taiwan rose 0.4m 
tonnes to 4.5m tonnes. These increases were countered 
by a fall of 0.7m tonnes in Japan to 19.5m tonnes, and a 
0.6m tonne reduction in South Korea to 11.5m tonnes.

Early winter saw no major cold spells in the east Asia 
region, which prevented any spike in heating demand from 
Japan and South Korea. The electricity generation mix 
in both these countries also contributed to the downturn 
in gas demand, with nuclear and coal both competing 
against gas. There were, however, moves in South 
Korea to take advantage of lower gas prices to increase 

gas-fired power and tackle air pollution with former UN 
Secretary General Ban Ki-moon proposing a series of coal 
plant closures.

Europe also had a relatively mild start to the winter and 
continuing strong imports of LNG into the region helped to 
fill up onshore gas storages and terminal tanks as well as 
exerting downward pressure on gas prices.

During the third quarter, southern Europe stepped up 
its role as a global balancing market. There was a shift 
in surplus cargoes from northern Europe to the south, 
marked in particular by reduced imports for the UK and 
higher imports for Spain. 

This trend was reversed in the fourth quarter as healthy 
stock levels in Spain saw the country’s PVB gas prices 
unusually fall below the UK NBP, and cargoes increasingly 
targeting the north once more.

Spain’s fourth quarter imports of 3.9m tonnes were up 
0.6m tonnes on the year, but down 1.4m tonnes from 
the third quarter. In contrast, UK deliveries in the fourth 
quarter amounted to 5.1m tonnes, up 2.4m tonnes on the 
year and an even larger 3.7m tonnes on the third quarter.

The UK’s Dragon, South Hook and Isle of Grain terminals 
were all busy throughout the quarter, although there were 
some unloading delays at the Welsh Dragon and South 
Hook terminals in December. This was because of periods 
of bad weather, which left some tankers circling offshore 
near the port and waiting for stormy waters to calm.

The South Hook LNG terminal, originally built as part of 
an integrated chain to supply Qatari gas to the UK with 
dedicated ships and a dedicated regas terminal, has 
successfully opened up its capacity to the market. 

In particular, it is also offering a home for new US 
volumes. South Hook, which used to receive only Qatari 
LNG, took in 14 US cargoes and one from Trinidad in the 
fourth quarter. The total of 15 non-Qatari cargoes in the 
three months compared with only 13 from Qatar.

France also saw significant year on year increases, taking 
in 4.8m tonnes during Q4 2019, up 1.8m tonnes from the 
year before. Italy and the Netherlands were steadier in a 
year on year comparison.

South Asia’s India, Pakistan and Bangladesh continued to 
exhibit long-term growth, with the region’s imports rising 
1.7m tonnes on the year to 9.2m tonnes. The biggest 
gains were in India and Bangladesh with 0.7m tonnes 
each, and Pakistan adding almost 0.4m tonnes. Expected 
low gas prices next year should continue to support 
increased consumption of gas in the region.

IMPORTS TO EUROPEAN SPOT MARKETS

Source: LNG Edge
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Central and South America were largely stable during the 
year, importing 2.4m tonnes in Q4. So too was southeast 
Asia, which imported 3.1m tonnes. Argentina imported 
nothing during Q4 2019, down from 0.7m tonnes in the 
third quarter as the southern hemisphere moved from 
winter to summer.

Middle East imports fell 0.3m tonnes on the year with 
Jordan showing a significant downturn, reducing Q4 
imports by 0.3m tonnes to only 0.1m tonnes. Jordan 
has been able to increasingly rely on pipeline imports 
from neighbours such as Egypt while local domestic gas 
production increases.

PRICES: SPOT SLIDES, OIL SPREAD WIDENS
Spot LNG prices remained much lower than the previous 
year with the average fourth quarter East Asia Index and 
European TTF gas prices more than 40% below the same 
quarter in 2018. The EAX front-month averaged at $5.76/
MMBtu and the Dutch TTF market at $4.92/MMBtu.

As global supply growth remained stronger than global 
demand growth, the excess continued to be directed 
towards the flexible European gas markets. This helped to 
fill up storages and compete against pipeline sources of 
gas, bringing prices down. As European spot gas markets 
fell, Asian importers no longer needed to compete as hard 
against Europe for spot gas, dragging Asian spot LNG 
prices lower too.

Unusually, front-month prices actually fell as the market 
moved deeper into winter. Normally prices rise to a peak 
in January and February as the coldest weather in the 
northern hemisphere increases heating demand. But as 
winter failed to bite and stocks remained high, the EAX 
fell from $5.65/MMBtu at the start of October to $5.10/

MMBtu at the end of December, and the TTF fell from 
$5.30/MMBtu to as low as $3.90/MMBtu.

The spread between the European and the Asian markets 
was relatively narrow for much of the quarter, although it 
did widen slightly towards the end. Even though Asia was 
the premium market, the premium was not necessarily 
high enough to draw extra cargoes from the Atlantic basin 
to the Pacific.

The US Henry Hub market was also lower than the year 
before, down almost two-thirds from Q4 2018 to an 
average of $2.42/MMBtu. The fact that US prices were 
falling as much or more than European or Asian markets 
helped to keep US LNG exports competitive throughout 
the quarter. This came despite much debate earlier in the 
year that falling spot prices in key import markets might 
make US exports uneconomic.

The short-term cost of exporting from the US is often 
estimated at around 115% of the US Henry Hub gas price 
– to cover the procurement and liquefaction of gas, plus 
the cost of shipping. 

At $2.42/MMBtu hub prices, this would work out to an 
LNG price of around $2.78/MMBtu. Adding around $1.00 
to transport the gas across the Atlantic and secure 
regasification capacity suggests US exports could still 
break-even into Europe at or just below $4.00/MMBtu. 

These calculations do not cover the long-term cost of 
building an LNG production facility, but because many US 
plants are already built, this can now be counted as “sunk 
costs” when considering whether to produce or not.

Average crude oil prices were lower than the previous 
year at $10.78/MMBtu compared with $11.96/MMBtu, but 
they rose during the quarter. As gas prices were sliding at 
the same time, this had the effect of widening the spread 
between oil and gas prices further.

Gas is therefore becoming increasingly competitive 
against oil. This may encourage the greater consumption 
of gas in end-user markets, particularly transport where 
the fuels can compete directly. Over time, this will help to 
bring the oversupplied LNG market back into balance.

It will also add to pressure on long-term LNG import 
contracts that are linked to the price of oil – the standard 
practice for much of the market over recent decades. As 
spot LNG trading approaches one-third of global trade, 
according to some estimates, the much lower prices 
available in the spot market compared to a contract with 
a high-percentage link to crude will encourage buyers to 
look to renegotiate their contracts or seek arbitration with 
long-term suppliers.

GLOBAL LNG PRICES

Source: 2020 ICIS
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THE QUARTER AHEAD: 
In our last report, we noted that there were “few reasons 
to expect any change in market conditions in the near 
term” and that held true as the market remained in 
oversupply throughout the fourth quarter – putting 
continued downward pressure on spot prices.

One of the more notable changes was a reversal in a 
trend seen in Europe during the previous quarter. In the 
third quarter, Spain took a larger share of the balancing 
role. However, there was a switch in volumes in the fourth 
quarter – back towards the UK, in particular.

In our last report, we also highlighted questions over 
Europe’s continuing capacity to absorb surplus cargoes 
as storage facilities reached higher levels, and the debate 
about US producers and whether they will be forced to 
reduce output to bring supply and demand back into 
balance.

In the event, US exports remained economic throughout 
the quarter, helped in no small part by a year on year 
fall in US domestic gas prices, and lowering the cost of 
feedgas for US plants.

The first quarter of 2020 looks likely to see broadly similar 
market conditions to the fourth quarter of 2019. Supply 
should remain strong and Europe will continue to absorb 
cargoes. A significant turn down in production seems 
unlikely to occur while the northern hemisphere winter 
continues, however market attention may increasingly turn 
to questions over the supply/demand balance in spring.

Despite a mild start to the winter in Europe and Asia, there 
could still be some cold weather ahead – past years have 
seen cold snaps in the European winter as late as March 
or early April. 

However, if the market reaches spring with stock levels 
largely intact, this could lead to further significant 
downward pressure on European spot gas prices – taking 
away storage injection demand as a support for the 
summer.

In our price commentary section earlier in this report, we 
noted that at recent Henry Hub price levels the US could 
likely export profitably at or a little under $4.00/MMBtu.

It is worth noting that as 2019 ended, front-month TTF 
gas prices – the benchmark for Europe – were touching 
that level. Further falls could therefore threaten US export 
margins.

Before the northern hemisphere winter began, TTF prices 
on a day-ahead basis were seen far below month-ahead 
levels on occasion, dipping almost as low as the US 
Henry Hub in early September, and well under $3.00/
MMBtu even in early October.

Day-ahead prices at such levels towards the end of spring 
and falling month-ahead prices could prompt exporters 
to reduce exports to attempt to re-balance the market. 
However, some producers could be averse to doing so. 

For example, companies bringing new production trains 
into action, such as the US Cameron and Freeport 
operators, are likely to want to test and fully commission 
the trains to enable project completion – even in a weak 
market environment.

New liquefaction trains starting during 2019 and 2020.

TRANS-ATLANTIC GAS PRICES

Source: 2020 ICIS
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NEW LNG CAPACITY

mtpa Date

US Sabine Pass T5 4.5 Started late 2018,  
ramping up Q1 2019

US Corpus Christi T1 4.5 Started late 2018,  
ramping up Q1 2019

US Cameron T1 4.5 First cargo 31 May 2019

Argentina Tango FLNG 0.5 Partial cargo 6 June 2019

Australia Prelude 3.6 First cargo 10 June 2019

US Corpus Christi T2 4.5 First LNG 14 June 2019

US Freeport T1 5.0 First cargo  
3 September 2019

US Elba Island 2.5 First cargo  
13 December 2019

US Freeport T2 5.0 First cargo 17 December 
2019

US Cameron T2 4.5 First LNG December 2019

Russia Yamal T4 0.9 Q1 2020

US Freeport T3 5.0 Q1 2020

US Cameron T3 4.5 Q3 2020

Malaysia PFLNG2 1.5 Set to leave shipyard 
February 2020
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Freeport train two had already loaded its first cargo in 
mid-December 2019, and production is likely to continue 
to ramp-up across the first quarter of 2020. Cameron has 
also started producing LNG at its second train. 

Other new projects due next year include a fourth, 
but smaller, train at Russia’s Yamal LNG project and 
Malaysia’s second floating production facility, PFLNG2. It 
is expected to leave the shipyard in February 2020 and 
take up position offshore Malaysia for production later in 
the year.

There is some potential for an upturn in Japanese gas 
demand in 2020 – if the country goes ahead with plans 
to shut down a number of nuclear power plants. Safety 
regulations require the fitting of back-up control systems 
to secure the facilities against terrorism. Some operators 
have reported that they do not expect to meet the 
deadlines to implement the improvements, which could 
force them to shut until the work is completed.

The current surplus in the global market is able to provide 
enough LNG for any resulting increase in gas-fired power 
generation relatively easily, but this could reduce the 
potential for production turn-downs.

A key uncertainty at the start of 2020 is the renewed 
conflict in the Persian Gulf, after a US drone strike on an 
Iranian military leader led to increased tensions between 
the US and Iran. Any significant military conflict in the 
region, or disruption to shipping through the Gulf, is likely 
to have a major impact on the oil and gas markets. 

Most long-term LNG contracts into Asia remain linked to 
the price of crude and 22% of global LNG exports from 
Qatar must transit past Iran to reach import markets in 
Europe and Asia.

However, there has been more positive news from the 
European gas markets. Russia finally agreed to a transit 
deal with neighbour Ukraine to ensure that substantial 
volumes of Russian gas will continue to flow through 
Ukrainian pipes for the next five years. This alleviated 
concerns about a possible interruption to Russian pipeline 
gas flows to Europe seen at the start of the year.

From an LNG point of view, this means that European 
storage levels could remain high, rather than being 
drawn down to replace lost Russian flows. It could also 
reduce the need for LNG imports during the summer to 
replenish stocks. For European consumers, the benefits 
include increased competition and a reduction in concern 
about the security of supply for those most dependent on 
Russian gas, particularly those markets in the southeast.

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 globalising 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.


