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Gas export limits – a fair share for UK workers 
 
Summary 
GMB is calling for a fair share of North Sea gas production to be reserved for UK 
households and energy-intensive industries. This policy should be in place at least for 
duration of the period of global instability and the cost of living crisis.  
 
International experience suggests that the ringfencing of a defined share of natural gas 
production would reduce prices for domestic users.  
 
Restrictions on the export of raw materials are legal under the WTO treaties, subject to 
certain conditions being met. The reservation of a percentage of extracted gas for 
domestic use is common among producer nations – in fact, the UK is an outlier as a 
producer that does not have some form of restriction in place. 
 
Longer-term, a policy should be developed to link domestic gas use to the highest 
possible environmental and labour standards in production. This should be part of wider 
policy for UK energy security that preserves and extends high-quality employment in our 
energy industries.  
 
Background 
North Sea gas is sold via the National Balancing Point virtual trading hub. UK politicians 
and regulators currently do not set restrictions on exports. While the majority of North 
Sea gas is purchased for domestic use, UK consumers (or those making purchases on 
their behalf) are forced to compete against international bidders which raises the 
overall spot price. UK domestic customers may be prioritised during a national 
emergency, but those regulations are not designed for current circumstances. 
 
Although the UK is a net importer of gas, substantial amounts are also exported each 
year. 478,000 GWh of natural gas were imported in 2020 compared to exports of 106,000 
GWh (although some of these flows may represent international transfers that use UK 
infrastructure).  
 
Exports have also increased in line with greater international competition for gas and 
reductions in Norwegian supply due to maintenance work: exports in October to 
December 2021 were more than double the volume of the previous year.1 Exports 
normally spike during the Spring period as winter reserve stocks are exhausted 
(although this pattern was not repeated under 2021 lockdown conditions).  
 

 
1 From 12,577 GWh to 32,534 GWh (BEIS ET table 4.3). 
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The UK’s main direct export markets are Belgium, the Netherlands, the Republic of 
Ireland, and the Crown Dependencies (smaller amounts are also imported from Belgium 
and the Netherlands). The Republic of Ireland – which does not have an LNG import 
terminal - relies on UK infrastructure for gas imports. 
 

 



 
 

Page 3 of 8 
 

Export restrictions – international comparators 
Gas export restrictions are frequently applied by producer states: 
 
Australia  A 2017 federal law – the Australian Domestic Gas Security  

Mechanism - allows the Government to restrict exports if inadequate 
supply for domestic users is forecast, but it has never been used. 
 
Western Australia applies a state restriction that the equivalent of 15 
per cent of exports must be reserved for domestic users.   
 

Romania  2018 legislation imposed a 50 per cent restriction on gas exports. 
 
Israel Gas companies in the Tamar fields (developed in the 2000s) are 

permitted to export 40 per cent of production. The Government has 
said that these restrictions will not apply to fields developed in the 
future.  

 
United States 1938 legislation (as amended) requires companies seeking to export 

natural gas (including LNG) to obtain a permit. Permit issues are 
decided on the basis of an ill-defined ‘public interest’ test. The 
approval process is expedited for countries that hold a free trade 
agreement. 

 
Other exporter states – such as Norway and Russia – indirectly exert control of exports 
through monopolies, production quotas, and (in the case of Russia) though informal 
direction of majority state-owned companies. 
 
Legality 
The WTO treaties prohibit most restrictions on trade. These restrictions are principally 
contained in the GATT treaty, which states that: 
 
 ‘No prohibitions or restrictions [shall stand] … on the exportation or sale for export 

of any product.’ 2  
 
However, this prohibition is qualified. It does not apply to ‘restrictions temporarily applied 
to prevent or relieve critical shortages of foodstuffs or other products essential to the 
exporting contracting party’. 3 
 

 
2 GATT XI (1) 
3 GATT XI (2)(a) 
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Article XX of the GATT treaty also contains a number of general exemptions that could 
be relevant to UK export restrictions in the short and long-term. These include policies: 
 

(a) necessary to protect public morals; 
(b) necessary to protect human, animal or plant life or health;  
… 
(g) relating to the conservation of exhaustible natural resources if such 

measures are made effective in conjunction with restrictions on domestic 
production or consumption; 

… 
(i)   involving restrictions on exports of domestic materials necessary to ensure 

essential quantities of such materials to a domestic processing industry 
during periods when the domestic price of such materials is held below 
the world price as part of a governmental stabilization plan; Provided that 
such restrictions shall not operate to increase the exports of or the 
protection afforded to such domestic industry, and shall not depart from 
the provisions of this Agreement relating to non-discrimination; 
 

(j) essential to the acquisition or distribution of products in general or local 
short supply; Provided that any such measures shall be consistent with the 
principle that all contracting parties are entitled to an equitable share of 
the international supply of such products, and that any such measures, 
which are inconsistent with the other provisions of the Agreement shall be 
discontinued as soon as the conditions giving rise to them have ceased to 
exist. 

 
A security exemption under Article XXI (b) (iii) also provides for measures ‘taken in time 
of war or other emergency in international relations.’ 
 
The UK-EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement in turn incorporates Articles XI and XX of 
GATT. 
 
Of the Article XX exemptions, exemption XX(j) would likely provide the clearest basis for a 
temporary restriction on North Sea gas exports.  
 
If a longer-term export restrictions policy was adopted, then a possible route to meeting 
domestic demand from domestic sources under these exemptions can be mapped: 
 

• restrictions on natural gas use will likely be imposed by the Government, including 
in relation to home heating (g), but gas for various uses will still be required by 
2050;  
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• export restrictions would be linked to environmental and labour standards at the 
point of extraction that could be enforced in the North Sea but not for imports (a 
and b); 
 

• The price dampening effect of restrictions would mitigate the future higher 
marginal costs of extraction for domestic customers. 
  

As outlined above, numerous comparable policies are currently implemented by other 
nations and these policies have not been successfully challenged. A European 
Commission antitrust investigation into Romania’s 50 per cent export restrictions was 
suspended and then closed in 2021, reportedly due to a ‘lack of arguments.’4 
 
Effect on prices 
While the price effects of restrictions are difficult to model in a volatile market, there are 
good reasons to believe that the policy would lower domestic prices. UK gas prices are 
relatively high (prior to the price spike, the UK household unit cost was 39 per cent higher 
than Romania – another exporter state that is reliant on imports).    
 

 
High Australian domestic prices have been associated with a significant and 
controversial increase in exports. The headline national average figure also disguises 
significant internal variation.  

 
4 SeeNews, EU Commission closes probe into restrictions on gas exports from Romania – Transgaz, 28 July 2021 
https://seenews.com/news/eu-commission-closes-probe-into-restrictions-on-gas-exports-from-romania-transgaz-
749084  

https://seenews.com/news/eu-commission-closes-probe-into-restrictions-on-gas-exports-from-romania-transgaz-749084
https://seenews.com/news/eu-commission-closes-probe-into-restrictions-on-gas-exports-from-romania-transgaz-749084
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In Western Australia, where a 15 per cent export restriction is in place, prices are around 
half the rates paid on the East Coast – a differential that is ‘widely attributed to the state 
government's domestic gas reservation policy.’5 The Western Australia policy is strongly 
backed by the Australian Workers Union (AWU).6 
 
On a whole-year basis, an export restriction of 15 per cent of production – adapting the 
Western Australia model - would equate to 55,000 GWh at reduced 2020 production 
levels. This reserve of lower-cost energy would meet the equivalent of: 
 

• 91 per cent of energy-intensive industries’ gas needs;7 or 
 

• The combined gas needs of the chemicals, construction, automotive and food 
manufacturing, glass and ceramics, and metals (including steel) sectors;8 or 
 

•  4.5 million households’ annual gas consumption.9 
 
Risks 
Investment 
The main arguments against gas export requirements are that they deter investment. 
Higher export restrictions have reportedly inhibited investment in Romania and Israel, 
which carry a large domestic restriction.10 By contrast, in Western Australia, producers 
reportedly ‘regard the small domestic market allocation as a cost of doing business.’11 
 
Long-term contracts 
Short-term and long-term North Sea gas contracts are traded on an online National 
Grid platform – the National Balancing Point. According to industry sources, the large 
majority of sales are via the immediate spot price. While it may take some time before 

 
5 Reserve Bank of Australia, Understanding the East Coast Gas Market, 
https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2021/mar/understanding-the-east-coast-gas-market.html  
6 AWU, Time to pull the trigger on spiralling gas prices, 03 August 2021 
https://www.awu.net.au/national/news/2021/08/14883/time-to-pull-the-trigger-on-spiralling-gas-prices/  
7 DUKES Table 4.1 Natural gas supply and consumption, annual data (GWh) (2020 levels) 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/natural-gas-chapter-4-digest-of-united-kingdom-energy-statistics-dukes  
8 ONS, Energy use: by industry, source and fuel,  03 June 2022 
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/datasets/ukenvironmentalaccountsenergyusebyindustrysour
ceandfuel  
9 Based on Ofgem’s estimate of average annual household consumption of 12,000 KWh. 
10 See https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/072519-ec-threatens-to-sue-
romania-over-natural-gas-export-restrictions; https://www.worldoil.com/news/2021/10/15/israel-says-it-can-t-
increase-gas-exports-prioritizing-domestic-demand  
11 Financial Review, 'Move to WA': The only road to cheap gas in Australia is westwards, 29 July 2019 
https://www.afr.com/companies/energy/move-to-wa-the-only-road-to-cheap-gas-in-australia-is-westwards-
20190528-p51s0u  

https://www.rba.gov.au/publications/bulletin/2021/mar/understanding-the-east-coast-gas-market.html
https://www.awu.net.au/national/news/2021/08/14883/time-to-pull-the-trigger-on-spiralling-gas-prices/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/natural-gas-chapter-4-digest-of-united-kingdom-energy-statistics-dukes
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/datasets/ukenvironmentalaccountsenergyusebyindustrysourceandfuel
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/environmentalaccounts/datasets/ukenvironmentalaccountsenergyusebyindustrysourceandfuel
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/072519-ec-threatens-to-sue-romania-over-natural-gas-export-restrictions
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/en/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/072519-ec-threatens-to-sue-romania-over-natural-gas-export-restrictions
https://www.worldoil.com/news/2021/10/15/israel-says-it-can-t-increase-gas-exports-prioritizing-domestic-demand
https://www.worldoil.com/news/2021/10/15/israel-says-it-can-t-increase-gas-exports-prioritizing-domestic-demand
https://www.afr.com/companies/energy/move-to-wa-the-only-road-to-cheap-gas-in-australia-is-westwards-20190528-p51s0u
https://www.afr.com/companies/energy/move-to-wa-the-only-road-to-cheap-gas-in-australia-is-westwards-20190528-p51s0u
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the policy could take full effect, it should be an immediate short-term difference to UK 
prices. 
 
UK discussion 
While there has been relatively little attention to this policy option in the UK, the Sun 
reported in early February 2022 that ‘senior government figures have ordered officials to 
look at ways of prioritising UK energy suppliers over foreign customers.’12 
 
In March 2022, following the global spike in energy prices as a result of Russia’s war of 
aggression against Ukraine, Kwasi Kwarteng said in the context of shale gas production 
that: 
 
‘With the best will in the world, private companies are not going to sell the shale gas 
they produce to UK consumers below the [European] market price. … Leaving Britain 
continually exposed to a market that can be manipulated by Putin or anyone else 
would be a complete dereliction of duty.’13 
 
Detailed proposal 
The ‘Fair Share’ policy would have the effect of setting aside a reserve of lower-cost 
energy that is not subject to international bidding pressures. As the proposed 
percentage is significantly lower than current exports, the energy needs of trading 
partners could still be met while lower prices are delivered for domestic customers. 
 
The Fair Share policy could be introduced through emergency legislation. At a minimum, 
this policy would require producers to reserve a fixed percentage of production for UK 
(and Crown Dependency) bidders. The percentage should apply to UK Continental Shelf 
production only and not cover international transfers that use UK infrastructure. 
 
The Government should also consider whether it should seek to apply this policy by 
agreement to the whole of the Common Travel Area (including the Republic of Ireland – 
which received 36 per cent of UK exports in 2020). While this measure would reduce the 
volume of lower-cost gas available to UK consumers, GMB would support this move due 
to the close economic ties between the two states and the reliance of the Republic of 
Ireland on UK infrastructure. 
 
While the actual percentage should be a matter for further investigation by the relevant 
Departments, it should be broadly in line with the Western Australia 15 per cent model 

 
12 The Sun, WATT CRISIS? North Sea gas may be prioritised for British homes over businesses abroad, 10 February 2022 
https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/17616462/north-sea-gas-british-homes/  
13 Daily Mail, KWASI KWARTENG: Switch to our own power supplies is a win-win for everyone – except Putin, 06 March 2022 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-10581569/KWASI-KWARTENG-Switch-power-supplies-win-win-except-
Putin.html  

https://www.thesun.co.uk/news/17616462/north-sea-gas-british-homes/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-10581569/KWASI-KWARTENG-Switch-power-supplies-win-win-except-Putin.html
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/article-10581569/KWASI-KWARTENG-Switch-power-supplies-win-win-except-Putin.html
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which has struck a good balance between lowering prices and not deterring investment. 
A mechanism should be included to vary the percentage by secondary legislation on 
the basis of observed market effects. 
 
The legislation could be in effect for an initial period of three months, with a duty placed 
on the Secretary of State to extend this period by secondary legislation for as long as 
abnormal price patterns persist.  
 
For the long-term, a policy option should be developed for a permanent export 
restriction that links North Sea gas production to anticipated reduced domestic use, and 
to world-leading environmental and labour standards. This policy could form part of a 
wider agenda for maintaining offshore jobs and avoiding continued dependency on 
imports from authoritarian regimes.  
 
Contact 
laurence.turner@gmb.org.uk  
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