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The state of shale plays in Europe

Let’s be honest. In 1981, how many
people envisioned George Mitchell and
Mitchell Energy as visionaries embarking
on a new play concept? What about Lyco
Energy as they pitched the concept of oil
from the low-organic-maturity Bakken
Shale being trapped in the tight Middle
Bakken in 20002 Look at what has hap-
pened since these early explorers took a
chance on an unconventional idea. Who
would have thought that the source rock
could also be the reservoir? They liter-
ally bet the company on finding a way to
make these resource plays work.

Early in my career, I spent 12 years
in the San Juan Basin of northwestern
New Mexico and southwestern Colo-
rado. The attitude among the operators
there was a bit unconventional: Oil and
gas were where you found it. They really
didn’t stress over conventional reservoir
analysis characteristics as much as they
did producing hydrocarbons. Looking
through historic production records,
shale gas and oil (and even coal) comple-
tions can be found dating back to the
mid-1950s. Most of this unconvention-
al resource “exploration” was happening
in one of the largest gas-producing ba-
sins in the US at that time. So the risk of
chasing a gas show in a shale interval was
rather small. There were usually other
pay intervals to bail out the economics
should it not be commercial.

Turning to the shale plays of Europe,
if we were to measure by the number of
conferences discussing shale, we would
have to conclude that a vibrant shale ex-
ploration industry was turning drill bits
all over the continent. In reality, the state
of shale plays in Europe is embryonic.
Academic consortia are really just getting
off the ground, as are industry-driven in-
vestigations. One of the key drivers is the
desire by European governments to be
more energy independent.

As far as drilling goes, by my count
there are two wells in Poland specifically
drilled for a shale target. Additionally,
PGNiIG completed one well in a shale
interval in Poland and a few wells in Ger-
many targeting shale gas as well as tight
gas. That’s about it. Most of the activity at
this time throughout Europe has been in
desktop exploration and land acquisition.
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Log characteristics and most likely US analogs for potential shale plays in Europe.
Log curve overlay is the most effective technique to evaluate a potential shale play in

areas where data is sparse and outdated.

At Realm Energy, our goal is to build
a highly diversified portfolio of shale gas
and oil plays throughout continental Eu-
rope. We began this effort by construct-
ing snapshots of all the US shale plays
consisting of their log characteristics, rock
properties and geochemical characteris-
tics. Then our geoscientists proceeded to
examine 52 basins throughout continen-
tal Europe looking for similar character-
istics for their shale gas and oil potential.
While it is much easier to obtain data in
North America, hard work and persis-
tence obtaining the data that is available
has directed our land acquisition efforts
in Europe. The results suggest some very
promising prospects (see figure).

In the US, shale play exploration was
driven by small to mid-sized operators un-
til the plays were derisked, after which ma-
jor oil and gas companies began entering
the market. A similar pattern is shaping
up in the early phases of exploration in
many European countries. The difference
is that the majors aren’t waiting as long to
jump in the game. This is exemplified by
ExxonMobil, Chevron, ConocoPhillips
and Marathon, all of which have acquired
sizable shale holdings in Europe.

One challenge for shale exploration

in Europe is the state of oilfield services:

At this time, drilling, cementing and
stimulation equipment is a bit limited
there. It will not be just a simple mat-
ter of shipping equipment and person-
nel from the US. First, the high levels of
equipment utilization of US equipment
make it unprofitable to ship them to Eu-
rope. Second, it’s difficult to fit US-sized
equipment on most European roads. So
a little innovation will be required to fill
this need. Luckily, oilfield engineers are
an adaptive lot.

So what is the state of shale gas in
Europe? The best term I can think of
to describe it is emerging. One can ei-
ther stand on the sidelines and watch
it happen or get in the middle of it and
help make it happen. The next five to
10 years are going to be very exciting
times in Europe. Only then will we
know what European shale plays are re-
ally like and how they compare to their
North American counterparts. WO
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