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This development was reinforced by the fact that Chinese crude oil demand was 
down by 400 Kb/d in 2022 relative to 2021 as its economy struggled and 
frequent Covid lockdowns dampened oil demand.  Reduced Chinese oil demand 
also freed up VLCC capacity.  Last, but not least, U.S. producers continue to 
improve the crude oil export logistics in the Gulf of Mexico. 

For 2023, the IEA forecasts that U.S. oil production will increase by another 950 
Kb/d, while domestic oil demand remains virtually unchanged.  This would 
make most of the additional barrels available for exports.  Even though we don’t 
expect another massive SPR release this year, there are some sales scheduled 
for this year.  Some 26 million barrels will be delivered to buyers in Q2 of 2023.  
U.S. infrastructure is well equipped to handle increased exports, although more 
of the additional barrels may move from Houston because the pipelines to 
Corpus Christi (currently the most popular export facility) are nearing capacity. 

In summary, we do expect more crude oil exports from the U.S. Gulf in 2023, 
but we anticipate that less of the incremental barrels will go to Europe.  This 
means that more crude may find its way to Asia, especially to China.  The 
Chinese economy is reopening and recovering quickly after the Chinese 
government abandoned its zero-Covid policies.  We anticipate that U.S. crude 
will satisfy at least some of China’s oil demand growth in 2023 (+900 Kb/d). 

For the VLCC market, this means that more tonnage will likely be employed on 
the long-haul routes to Asia, boosting ton-mile demand and freight rates.  As a 
result, we expect that VLCCs will become less competitive in the transatlantic 
trades and Suezmaxes and Aframax will regain market share. 

  

 
 

 
   

 

 

 

 

 

More U.S. crude oil exports likely in 2023 

The year 2022 was a perfect storm for U.S. crude oil exports.  
U.S. production increased, there was ample export 
infrastructure in the U.S. Gulf and customer demand (in 
particular from Europe) was high due to the sanctions imposed 
on Russian exports.  On top of this, the U.S. government 
announced and executed the largest release from the Strategic 
Petroleum Reserve (SPR) in history.  Over a period of six months, 
180 million barrels of crude was released (equivalent to 1 
Mb/d), much of which ended up in the export markets.  In 
addition to the impact this had on the oil markets, the tanker 
sector benefited from this wave of crude as well.  In this week’s 
Tanker Opinion, we discuss these developments of 2022 in more 
detail, and we are looking forward to see what the outlook is for 
U.S. Gulf crude oil exports in 2023. 

U.S. crude oil exports, which started in 2016, quickly ramped up 
to reach 2.5 Mb/d in 2019.  It stayed around this level until 2021.  
In 2022, U.S. Gulf exports jumped 29% to 3.4 Mb/d, an increase 
of 763 Kb/d from 2021.  This increase was triggered by the 
combination of two events: more U.S. production and 
significant releases from the SPR.  According to the IEA, U.S. oil 
production increased by 1.17 Mb/d from 2021 to 2022, 
continuing a post-Covid recovery and assisted by higher prices.  
The SPR releases which were announced in March, started to 
show up in the export statistics in the second half of the year. 

Where did all this extra crude go?  The short answer is Europe.    
After Russia invaded Ukraine (exactly one year ago today), the 
UK and the EU decided to move away from Russian oil and oil 
products and the increased availability of U.S. export barrels 
was very convenient.  Northwest Europe ramped up purchases 
of U.S. crude, from an average of 683 Kb/d in 2021 to 1,064 Kb/d 
in 2022 (+56%).  European countries in the Mediterranean took 
another 123 Kb/d (+79%).  Asia also imported 170 Kb/d more 
U.S. crude oil in 2022 (+13%). 

An unexpected development for the tanker market was that a 
significant portion of the additional U.S. barrels to Europe were 
moved on VLCCs.  As is illustrated in Chart 2, VLCC movements 
from the U.S. Gulf to Europe were relatively rare prior to 2022.  
After the invasion, this changed quickly.  Virtually all the 
additional sales to Europe were done on VLCCs.  What was the 
reason for this change, and will this persist or is it likely to be 
temporary?  There are a number of reasons for this 
development. First, because Russia exports its crude primarily 
on Aframaxes and Suezmaxes (its terminals cannot load VLCCs), 
ton-mile demand and rates for these tanker segments increased 
dramatically in the aftermath of the invasion.  This made VLCCs 
relatively cheap, both on a $/barrel and on an absolute basis.  
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