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When I visit asset teams, they show me forecasts of how much oil comes out of the ground, and my single question always is, “Why is the other oil not coming out of the ground?” That is the key challenge for a reservoir engineer, to find ways to also capture that oil. That’s where the creativity and innovation has to come into it. Enhanced oil recovery is one of the methods to contribute to the energy demand of the world, which is growing, and it’s great to be part of a company who’s looking for those kinds of solutions. 

The production by enhanced oil recovery methodologies for example, is 4% in the world, but the prediction is that, in 20, 25 years’ time, that has to go to 20%.
 That’s a huge task.  Because every reservoir in the world is different, that challenge is also different in each of these reservoirs.  So you sometimes have to be creative in solutions for a particular field, and that excites me enormously.  What is it that really makes oil flow, or makes oil stay behind, and how can I therefore beat that and get more oil production?  One of the great examples of applying enhanced oil recovery techniques is polymer flooding in the Marmul field in the south of Oman.

That is viscous oil where already in the seventies and eighties we understood that by just water injection, keeping the pressure up and the water trying to push the oil out, recovery factors would never be very high.  We had to do something else.  We did pilot tests with steam injection and with polymer injection, just to find out which technique is right.  After the polymer injection we start seeing the oil production go up and the water production going down, which is of course a brilliant measure of success. 

We really saw that there was more oil coming out of that same patch of field.  That is an exciting situation to be into. There will be now opportunities to study interaction between injectants and oil, how that works – try to find new solvents which get more oil out. And the reservoir engineer is key in finding solutions to that situation. 

One of the great new developments is in Canada. There are huge amount of reserves in bitumen-like oil, which is very hard to recover, and so far, was never economic, but I think Shell as a company knows that technology is a differentiator for us.  We are in an excellent position to try to really find a good solution to develop those sets.  And what is also exciting at the moment is the connection all over the world.  Something happens in one country with a field, and we have now the opportunity to get all that data into a room somewhere else in the world where specialists are together, which then work with the people in the field to say hey, we see this, what should we do next? As a scientist it is great to work in such an environment where it’s appreciated that data has to be gathered, studies have to be made, where you have the ability to come up with a proposal, and you will be seriously listened to and you will have a chance maybe to develop that further into maybe what might become in future the biggest development ever.
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