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Summary: 
The global LNG market shrank in the third quarter of the year, bringing to an end years 
of continued growth, as low spot prices led producers, particularly in the US, to cut 
back their output.

Exports of 83.8m tonnes in the third quarter of 2020 were down 6% from the third 
quarter of the year before.

The biggest decrease was from the most flexible producers, in the US. Third-quarter 
exports from the country of 7.3m tonnes dropped 2.7m tonnes from the second 
quarter of the year, after European TTF gas prices slid below US Henry Hub gas prices, 
rendering exports across the Atlantic unprofitable.

In recent years, global supply has grown faster than demand as new projects started 
up in the US, Australia and Russia. Growth from newer markets such as China and India 
has not been fast enough to keep up with new supply, with the coronavirus pandemic 
further slowing demand growth in recent months.

Despite the strong supply cuts during the quarter, the situation was turning around by 
the end of the period, as a string of unexpected problems injected some bullishness 
into the market. Australia’s 15.6mtpa Gorgon plant extended maintenance work on its 
second liquefaction train, and is expected to carry out similar works in the future on 
trains one and three. The US saw its shipping channels disrupted by hurricanes in late 
August and September. Meanwhile, Norway’s 4.3mtpa Hammerfest plant suffered a fire 
at the end of September.

Higher prices will encourage US plants back into the market once shipping channels 
recover from the impact of recent storms. Higher demand in the northern hemisphere’s 
winter heating will help to absorb some of the returning supply, but as always the 
weather will remain a key driver of future developments. 

Global LNG market 
shrinks in Q3

Exports of 83.8m tonnes in 
the third quarter of 2020 

were down 6% from the third 
quarter of the year before.

ALEX FROLEY OCTOBER 2020

Australia, Qatar, US exports
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If the upcoming winter is mild again, like the previous two years, the market could 
yet return to its previous bearish mood if gas storage facilities in Europe and other 
consumer regions remain at high levels while producers compete to get back into the 
market.

Exports: 
Global LNG exports in the third quarter of 2020 shrank from the same period of the 
year before, a surprise reversal of the long-standing trend of production growth, as 
producers cut back output due to low prices. Cuts were particularly strong in the US.

A total of 83.8m tonnes was exported, down 6% from Q3 19. It was also down 2% from 
the second quarter of 2020, with cutbacks that began in the early summer biting 
harder later in the season.

The theoretical maximum production capacity of the global market continued to grow, 
with new projects still making progress. The US Cameron LNG plant announced on 10 
August the entry into commercial service of the plant’s third 4.5mtpa train. Work also 
continued to commission the final trains at the 2.5mtpa US Elba Island plant, which is 
made up of ten 0.25mtpa trains.

The US showed the biggest year-on-year downturn, exporting 7.3m tonnes across 
the quarter, down 1.5m tonnes from the previous year. The cutbacks were actually 
bigger than might first appear, because the country’s theoretical output capacity had 
increased. Compared to the second quarter, US output was down by 2.7m tonnes.

US projects are some of the easiest in the world to adjust in response to market 
conditions, as long-term offtakers often have rights to cancel cargoes around 40 
days ahead of loading. US projects that rely on procuring gas from the US Henry Hub 
gas market are also not supported by oil market production in the same way as an 
integrated project that produced both liquids and gas would be.

Supplies of feedgas into US liquefaction facilities to turn into LNG had reached record 
highs around 9bn cubic feet (bcf)/day (255m cubic metres/day) at the start of 2020. 
Feedgas began to fall from April onwards as buyers cancelled more cargoes, dropping 
to around 3bcf/day in June and July. 

There was a recovery in August up to 5bcf/day as the market started to look towards 
the higher demand winter months approaching at the end of the year, but a dramatic 
fall to 2bcf/day when Hurricane Laura swept into the US, disrupting shipping channels 
and local power supplies.

A total of 83.8m tonnes was 
exported, down 6% from Q3 
19. It was also down 2% from 
the second quarter of 2020, 

with cutbacks that began 
in the early summer biting 
harder later in the season.

Year-on-year output change in Q3

Source: LNG Edge
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The five-train US Sabine Pass plant briefly halted 
production before returning to service a few days later. 
The three-train 13.5mtpa Cameron plant, however, 
suffered greater difficulties and only began returning 
to production from October. There were also ongoing 
concerns about the possibility of further storm 
disruption during the hurricane season.

Australia showed the second largest year-on-year 
downturn, falling 1.2m tonnes to 18.4m tonnes, though it 
was only down 0.4m tonnes from the previous quarter.

The most important development was the discovery of 
cracks in propane units at the second 5.2mtpa train at 
the country’s Gorgon LNG plant. The train was originally 
due for maintenance from 23 May to 11 July, but the 
outage was then extended first into September, then 
into October. This removed two and a half months of 
production for the train during the quarter. 

The outage also means that there will need to be checks 
and possible repairs on the other two trains at Gorgon, 
which were built to a similar specification. Operator 
Chevron has announced there will be work from 26 April 
to 14 June 2021.

Shell’s innovative 3.6mtpa floating LNG production 
project at Prelude remained out of action, having shut 
down after power supply problems in February. In early 
September, Shell said it was restarting output from the 
production wells, but there appeared to be a further 
setback and in early October there was no sign of 
loadings resuming. The project has been an expensive 
showcase for floating operations that has not yet been 
able to reach its nameplate capacity since starting up in 
summer 2019.

There were also some sizeable year-on-year reductions 
from Trinidad and Tobago, Algeria and Egypt. Output 
from Trinidad and Tobago was down 0.6m tonnes on 
the year and 0.5m tonnes on the quarter, likely driven 
by ongoing upstream production decline. Algeria was 
down 0.4m tonnes on the year and 0.5m tonnes on the 
quarter, although the country’s Skikda plant returned to 

operation in late July having been out since December 2019. The outage was initially 
planned for just two months, although Algeria’s other plant at Arzew increased output 
to compensate. Egypt was down 0.4m tonnes on the year. Low global spot gas prices 
made exports increasingly uneconomical at the Idku plant, and scuppered plans to 
restart the country’s Damietta plant for the first time since 2012. 

Norway’s 4.3mtpa Hammerfest plant suffered a fire at the end of September. This didn’t 
impact the country’s third-quarter exports significantly, though they were already down 
on the year. But the fire was reported to be a serious incident that raised major safety 
questions and would require a full investigation before a restart could be allowed. This 
suggests the plant could be out for much of the rest of the year, or into 2021.

Quarterly exports
million tonnes % change

Export Country Q3 19 Q2 20 Q3 20 q on q y on y
Algeria 2.8 2.9 2.4 -17 -14 
Angola 1.0 1.2 1.2 0 20 
Australia 19.6 18.8 18.4 -2 -6 
Brunei 1.4 1.6 1.4 -13 0 
Cameroon 0.4 0.3 0.3 0 -25 
Egypt 0.5 0.0 0.1 -80 
Equatorial Guinea 0.7 0.7 0.6 -14 -14 
Indonesia 3.8 3.5 3.6 3 -5 
Malaysia 5.8 5.2 5.6 8 -3 
Netherlands 0.1 0.0 0.0 -100 
Nigeria 5.6 5.2 5.3 2 -5 
Norway 1.2 0.7 0.9 29 -25 
Oman 2.2 2.1 2.2 5 0 
Papua New Guinea 2.1 2.2 2.2 0 5 
Peru 1.0 0.7 1.0 43 0 
Qatar 20.0 19.4 20.4 5 2 
Russia 7.2 6.9 7.0 1 -3 
Trinidad and Tobago 3.1 3.0 2.5 -17 -19 
United Arab Emirates 1.5 1.4 1.4 0 -7 
United States 8.8 10.0 7.3 -27 -17 
Total 88.8 85.8 83.8 -2 -6 
Note: Export tonnage rounded to one decimal place, % change calculated from 
rounded numbers.
Source: LNG Edge

Year-on-year output change in Q3

Source: LNG Edge
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The world’s largest LNG producer, Qatar, was the exporter with the biggest increase. 
Exports were up 0.4m tonnes on the year and 1.0m tonnes on the previous quarter. 
The increase could be due to changes in maintenance timings from 2019 to 2020. 
However, it also shows that Qatar can take advantage of its position as one of the 
world’s lowest cost LNG producers to maintain or grow market share in a weak pricing 
environment, when more expensive suppliers have to cut back.

Imports: 
Global LNG imports of 85.1m tonnes were down 3% from the same period the year 
before, a slightly smaller decrease than the 6% fall registered for exports, but still a 
contraction of the market. Imports are measured by the day of arrival, whereas exports 
are measured by the day of departure, which means that the total LNG imports and 
exports for a quarter are not guaranteed to match.

Europe showed its role as the balancing point for the global market, with substantial 
decreases in imports from the second to the third quarter reflecting lower output from 
the global market and the US in particular. Europe’s TTF gas price had slipped under the US 
Henry Hub price in the early summer and remained below for part of the third quarter.

Europe imported 16.0m tonnes in Q3 20, down 2.0m tonnes from Q3 19 and a massive 
7.0m tonnes from Q2 20.

Spain’s Q3 20 imports of 4.4m tonnes were down by a substantial 1.0m tonnes from Q3 
19, though Spain rose 0.8m tonnes from the second quarter. Belgium also saw some 
big falls. Its Q3 20 imports of 0.5m tonnes were down 0.6m tonnes on the year and 
0.9m tonnes on the quarter. The Netherlands recorded Q3 20 imports of 0.9m tonnes, 
flat from the year before, but down 0.8m tonnes on the quarter.

The UK had one of the biggest quarter-on-quarter changes. The UK’s Q3 20 imports 
of 1.7m tonnes had gained slightly from the year before, up 0.4m tonnes, but fell by a 
massive 2.2m tonnes from Q2 20. 

France also fell from the previous quarter. France’s Q3 20 imports of 2.4m tonnes were 
fairly flat year on year, but down 2.1m tonnes from Q2 20. Turkey had a similar story. Its 
Q3 20 imports of 1.2m tonnes were down a relatively small 0.2m tonnes on the year, 
but fell 1.3m tonnes from the quarter before.

Italy saw little change with much of its flow secured by long-term contracts from Qatar 
to supply the Rovigo terminal. Its Q3 20 imports were 2.4m tonnes, down 0.2m tonnes 
from Q3 19 and also from Q2 20.

China imports

Source: LNG Edge
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Global LNG imports of 85.1m 
tonnes were down 3% from 

the same period the year 
before, a slightly smaller 
decrease than the 6% fall 
registered for exports, but 

still a contraction of the 
market.

16m 
tonnes
Europe imported 16.0m 

tonnes in Q3 20, down 2.0m 
tonnes from Q3 19 and a 

massive 7.0m tonnes from 
Q2 20.
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The third quarter increased 
by 17% year on year, so there 

was indeed a slowdown in 
the growth rate

East Asia remained the key global import region, its Q3 
20 imports of 47.8m tonnes making up 56% of the global 
total for the quarter. Together, China, Japan, South Korea 
and Taiwan saw imports fairly flat to the year before, 
but gaining 3.6m tonnes from Q2 20. The increase from 
the second to third quarter may be partly due to the 
traditional summer peak for air conditioning demand 
seen in some Asian countries during Q3 months such as 
July and August.

Compared to the year before, China grew as its newer 
market continues to expand, while South Korea fell due 
to changes in the power generation sector.

China imported a total 17.2m tonnes in Q3 20, up 0.6m 
tonnes from the second quarter and up 2.5m tonnes 
from Q3 19. The country’s imports had initially shrunk 
when the coronavirus first hit at the start of the year, 
but are now back to showing year-on-year growth across 
the summer.

In our previous report, we asked whether the annual 
growth rate in the third quarter would continue at 
the high rate seen from April to June, “or whether the 
second-quarter increase of 22% will turn out to be 
unusually strong as a result of first-quarter cargoes being 
pushed back into the second quarter.”

The third quarter increased by 17% year on year, so there 
was indeed a slowdown in the growth rate, though it 
remained strong. There remain questions as to the rate 
of growth that will be possible in the fourth quarter. Gas 
storage levels have been increasing ahead of the winter 

this year and if the weather is mild a low drawdown from stocks could slow growth, 
though a colder winter could see strong growth continue.

Taiwan imported 4.7m tonnes in Q3 20, not greatly changed from the previous quarter 
or year. Japan imported 18.7m tonnes, gaining 3.8m tonnes from Q2 20 as the country 
headed into its second peak demand season of the year, for summer air conditioning. 
Compared with the previous year, Japan was down 0.4m tonnes. 

South Korea imported 7.2m tonnes, down 1.5m tonnes from Q2 20 and down 1.7m 
tonnes from Q3 19. A mild winter at the start of the year and weaker demand due to the 
coronavirus meant gas stocks weren’t drawn down as much as expected earlier in the 
year, limiting the need for imports in Q3 2020. A year-on-year rise in nuclear generation 
has also dampened gas-fired production. 

The south Asia region of India, Pakistan and Bangladesh was the only region to show 
significant year-on-year growth. It imported 10.6m tonnes, up 1.1m tonnes on the year 
and 2.2m tonnes on the quarter. India was the key driver of growth in this quarter, with 
Pakistan and Bangladesh more stable. 

India’s Q3 20 imports of 7.2m tonnes were up 1.5m tonnes on the quarter and 0.9m 
tonnes on the year, with low spot gas prices proving attractive for opportunistic 
purchasers.

Quarterly imports
million tonnes % change

Import Region Q3 19 Q2 20 Q3 20 q on q y on y
Central/South 
America 4.8 2.9 3.2 10 -33

East Asia 47.2 44.7 47.8 7 1
Europe 18.0 23.0 16.0 -30 -11
South Asia 9.5 8.4 10.6 26 12
Middle East 3.5 2.4 3.1 29 -11
North America 0.2 0.3 0.3 0 50
Southeast  
Asia 4.3 3.8 4.1 8 -5

Total  87.5  85.5  85.1 0 -3
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.
Source: LNG Edge

Year-on-year output change in Q3

Source: LNG Edge
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Central and South American imports fell 1.6m tonnes year on year to 3.2m tonnes. 
Mexico took 1.0m tonnes less LNG in Q3 2020 than Q3 19 at only 0.5m tonnes, while 
Brazil’s imports fell by 0.9m tonnes to zero. 

Mexico has had greater access to US pipeline gas since the opening of the 2.6bcf/day 
(74mcm/day) submarine Sur de Texas-Tuxpan pipeline in September 2019. Brazil has 
benefited from greater rainfall increasing hydropower availability this year, while its 
demand has also dropped due to the economic impact of the coronavirus pandemic.

In the Middle East, Jordan’s LNG imports fell by 0.4m tonnes year on year to 0.3m 
tonnes in Q3 20, perhaps due to greater pipeline gas supplies from Egypt. In recent 
years Egypt has significantly increased its domestic gas production. Egypt hasn’t imported 
any LNG itself since September 2019, though its exports have also dropped back in the 
recent low price environment, shipping out only one cargo in the third quarter.

Prices: 
Although spot LNG prices remained some 25% below last year’s levels in the third 
quarter of the year, the key development was that there was a steady recovery in prices 
from July to September. This was spurred on in particular by a number of unexpected 
plant outages.

Australia’s 5.2mtpa Gorgon train 2 extended its outage first into September and then 
into October, while concerns were raised that similar cracking issues could also affect 
trains 1 and 3 at the 15.6mtpa plant. 

The US then suffered unexpected shutdowns of the 22.5mtpa Sabine Pass and 
13.5mtpa Cameron LNG plants after Hurricane Laura caused disruption to shipping 
channels and power supplies. At the end of September Norway’s 4.3mtpa Hammerfest 
plant was evacuated after a fire. Investigations could leave the plant closed for several 
months.

The ICIS East Asia Index averaged $3.551/MMBtu over the third quarter, down 24% 
from the year before, while the European TTF gas benchmark averaged $2.829/MMBtu, 
down by 25%.

But the EAX front-month rose from $2.15/MMBtu at the start of the quarter to $5.10/
MMBtu by the end. This partly reflects the move into the higher demand winter 
months. In early June the front-month is July, while in late September the front-month 
quote is for November delivery. (In the spot LNG market the front-month rolls on the 

16th day of each month, reflecting the two-week 
period thought necessary to arrange a short-term 
cargo delivery.) 

The increase was stronger than might have been 
expected from the move into winter though, 
reflecting also the coincidence of several unexpected 
shutdowns.

The TTF front-month rose from $1.912/MMBtu at 
the start of June to $4.198/MMBtu at the end of 
September. The EAX and TTF traced a similar path 
higher, with the EAX holding a fairly steady premium 
to the TTF, reflecting east Asia’s greater reliance on 
LNG for its gas supplies. Europe has access to more 
direct pipeline suppliers of gas.

Global LNG prices

Source: ICIS
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In the Middle East, Jordan’s 
LNG imports fell by 0.4m 

tonnes year on year to 0.3m 
tonnes in Q3 20, perhaps 

due to greater pipeline gas 
supplies from Egypt. 

25% 
Although spot LNG prices 
remained some 25% below 
last year’s levels in the third 

quarter of the year, the 
key development was that 

there was a steady recovery 
in prices from July to 

September.
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The US Henry Hub averaged $2.127/MMBtu, down 8% on the same quarter the year 
before. For much of July, the TTF was flat to or below the Henry Hub, underlining the 
poor economics for exporting gas from the US to Europe. To export a cargo, producers 
must buy Henry Hub gas, pay to liquefy it, then ship it across the Atlantic and pay 
to regasify it at the other side. Even at parity, spot exports would lose money due to 
the extra costs in the chain. However, the recovery in EAX and TTF prices later in the 
quarter supported the gradual return of US plants to higher production rates, albeit 
with unexpected physical disruption due to hurricanes.

Brent crude averaged $7.510/MMBtu over the period, down some 30% from the year 
before. However, the oil market remained significantly higher than the spot LNG 
market, meaning spot LNG cargoes would remain more attractive than long-term, oil-
indexed contract cargoes.

It should be remembered that the majority of LNG is still sold on long-term contracts, 
much of that indexed to oil. Customs data for Japan for August 2020 shows there were 
still cargoes being sold into the country at oil-linked prices around $8-9/MMBtu, even 
though the average spot price for August-delivered cargoes was only $2.180/MMBtu.

Oil-linked contract prices may still be declining, however, as they have a time-lag 
effect in their indexation, meaning that past falls in the market may still be working 
their way through into contract indexation. If oil-linked contracts continue to fall while 
the spot market surges higher, the gap between them will narrow. This could take off 
some of the pressure for buyers to try to re-negotiate their oil-linked deals. It could 
also see them increase their uptake of long-term contract cargoes if they had been 
able to defer them earlier in the year, but are still required to purchase them at some 
point. Taking contracted cargoes over the coming winter may not offer so much of a 
differential to spot purchases.

The quarter ahead: 
In our Q1 20 report we said that “the summer will see continued low prices and 
cutbacks in production to balance the market”. We re-iterated this theme in our Q2 
20 report, writing that “continued strong cutbacks should be expected for the rest of 
summer.”

With US exports falling 17% on the year and 27% on the quarter in Q3 20, the cutbacks 
did indeed continue and even accelerate in the second half of summer, while prices 
remained some 25% below the previous year, only picking up later in the quarter on the 
back of a string of unexpected outages.

We said in our Q2 20 report that heading into winter “the 
scope of cutbacks should reduce, but there is potential 
for some ongoing reductions, as well as little urgency for 
the restart of out-of-action facilities such as Australia’s 
Prelude or Egypt’s Damietta.” We added that there 
was a lot of spare capacity available globally should 
demand begin to recover and that “initial increases in 
demand might only result in the ability for producers 
to place more volumes into the market, rather than any 
significant increase in price.”

At the start of winter there are definite signs that 
the scope of cutbacks is falling. Feedgas into US 
liquefaction plants has briefly neared 8bcf/day levels, 
not too far off the 9bcf/day highs seen in early 2020. 

US feedgas vs TTF and Henry Hub prices

Source: ICIS and pipe data
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Customs data for Japan for 
August 2020 shows there 

were still cargoes being sold 
into the country at oil-linked 
prices around $8-9/MMBtu, 

even though the average 
spot price for August-

delivered cargoes was only 
$2.180/MMBtu.
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Prelude remains offline and restart plans for Damietta 
remain on the shelf. However, unexpected outages at 
Gorgon, Sabine and Cameron and Hammerfest mean 
that spot prices have recovered faster than might 
otherwise have been expected, with the EAX rising to 
levels over $5.00/MMBtu by the end of September, and 
the TTF trading over $4.00/MMBtu.

Work on Gorgon train 2 was continuing in October. The 
US continued to face threats from stormy weather, with 
Hurricane Delta forcing the Cameron plant to shut down 
again on 8 October only days after it had restarted output 
after August’s Hurricane Laura. 

Norway’s Hammerfest plant looks set to be out for weeks or months for investigations into 
the late September fire at the facility, which was potentially very serious.

So unexpected problems could continue to add some bullish pressure in the market, 
and there is always the potential for other unexpected disruption to arise in a 
complicated global market. 

However, there remain significant risks to the downside. These include the possibility of 
another mild winter during 2020/21 cutting heating demand, as seen over the previous 
two winters, and the possibility of renewed lockdowns stifling economic activity if 
coronavirus cases resurge during the northern hemisphere winter. 

If US plants had not had their return slowed by hurricanes, they could have been 
heading back up to record production rates by mid-October, similar to early 2020, 
which would have added a lot of extra supply into the market. A cold winter might be 
able to absorb the supply growth, but if the winter is relatively mild, the market could 
slip back into an oversupply mood relatively soon if underground storage stocks in 
regions like Europe remain at high levels. There have also been substantial volumes of 
gas being stored in Ukraine that could flow into the European gas market.

New liquefaction trains during 2019-2021
mtpa Date

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
US Freeport T3 5.0 First cargo 14 March, 2020
US Cameron T3 4.5 First LNG May 2020.
Russia Yamal T4 0.9 Delayed to late 2020
Malaysia PFLNG2 1.5 In position for end-2020 start
Egypt Damietta 4.8 Restart work cancelled
US Corpus Christi T3 4.5 Q2 2021 or later
Indonesia Tangguh T3 3.8 Delayed to 2022
Note: New liquefaction trains starting during 2019-2021
Source: LNG Edge
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If out-of-action plants recover and the winter is mild, the market should return to a 
more bearish mood, and if spring nears with large amounts of gas still in storage, 
production cutbacks could return in some force.

US producers this year were reluctant to turn down production significantly until front-
month European TTF prices slipped under US Henry Hub prices, despite a widespread 
expectation that cutbacks would be needed. Exporters were perhaps all hoping that 
someone else would cut back first to improve prices for those still clinging onto their 
position in the market. There were still daily feedgas rates into US plants nearing 
8bcf/day until late April, when the front-month TTF finally slipped under the Henry 
Hub. It was only in later weeks as the TTF slipped further below that feedgas fell back 
dramatically to 3bcf/day lows.

It is possible that current stronger pricing conditions could bring enough US output 
back to the market to restart an oversupply situation, with producers all hoping to gain 
from increased demand, but eventually oversupplying the market again until lower 
prices force closures once more.

New capacity additions are slowing down over the coming year. The only additions 
that remain possible this year are the fourth train at Yamal LNG and Malaysia’s second 
floating project, PFLNG2. Both of these projects are of small capacity, at 0.9mtpa and 
1.5mtpa respectively.

There is one main project possible for 2021. The third 4.5mtpa train at the US Corpus 
Christi project has been targeted for around Q2 2021. The project could slip slightly 
if coronavirus restrictions impact construction schedules. It remains a reasonable 
prospect for a start at some point in 2021.

BP’s 3.8mtpa Tangguh train 3 project in Indonesia was targeted for Q3 2021, but we 
noted in our previous report that “with coronavirus restrictions and other possible 
problems, the project could slip into 2022.” Developer BP has now confirmed in a mid-
August results call that Tangguh train 3 has been set back by a further year to 2022 in 
line with our prediction.
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