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HE MIDDLE EAST HAS BEEN AT THE EPICENTER 
of global oil production for more than half a
century, and in the past decade become an 
important part of the oil demand story as 

well. The next milestone for the region’s oil industry is 
the establishment of its first independent oil products 
benchmark. That was the view of market participants at the 
Gulf Intelligence Energy Markets Forum.

The road to establishing an independent benchmark is 
long and can take more than a decade as market participants 
evolve practices and embrace the new benchmark. China, 
South Korea, Thailand, Taiwan, South Africa, Chile and 
Argentina all have similar ambitions to incubate and 
launch independent benchmarks. 
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trading behemoth, where the engagement 
of local participants means the workings of 
indigenous dynamics really shine through; 
it reveals an ‘organic’ voice. Fujairah needs 
local companies backed by local money 
and talent to mix more openly with those 
with worldwide positions. Not only will this 
increase transparency, it will also bolster 
liquidity of the traded markets. For example, 
Middle Eastern national oil companies 
(NOCs) exporting fuel do not tend to hedge 
their physical cargoes, which limits their 
activity in the paper market. 

Improving expertise is one of the keys 
needed to unlock the region’s trading treasure 
chest. Some market participants suggest global 
giants and local champions establish joint 
ventures to explore new talent in the Middle 
East, while bringing academia into the mix. 
Others suggest that a formal regional training 
platform is established, and some point to 
deepening the Fujairah-Dubai relationship to 
lead to more dovetailing of talent. 

NOCs can be actively involved, both on the 
teaching and learning side. The same applies 
to enhancing the finance community’s 
commodity trading acumen. Few have 
the deep-rooted trading experience that is 

But the number of success stories can 
be counted on one hand – and the UAE’s 
emirate of Fujairah is one. Fujairah is home 
to one of the world’s largest bunkering 
hubs, and as part of the wider UAE, has the 
infrastructure and technical capabilities to 
establish a reference point for oil products 
prices in the Middle East. 

The full range of oil market participants 
have played different, but equally crucial 
roles in Fujairah’s journey so far. Brokers 
have rallied conversations on the need to 
boost liquidity and the terminal operator 
community is helping create the necessary 
infrastructure. The regulator, working in 
conjunction with terminal operators and the 
port operator, FOIZ, has taken the crucial 
step of increasing transparency by publishing 
inventory storage data, now delivered by S&P 
Global Platts through the global oil industry’s 
first successful blockchain deployment. 
These are essential components to nurturing 
a robust and sustainable trading ecosystem. 
Fujairah’s role as a major bunkering hub has 
evolved into a key crude and blending hub, 
rife with arbitrage opportunities for the oil 
trading community. But the market cannot 
take its foot off the accelerator pedal. What 
must happen next to support momentum? 

OPENING DOORS 
Greater interplay between the global giants 
and local champions in Fujairah, the UAE 
and wider Middle East is a must. This model 
has paid dividends in Singapore, an oil 

greater interplay between 
the global giants and local 

champions in Fujairah, the UAE  
and wider Middle East is a must.”

2
Port of Fujairah 

is the world’s 2nd 
largest bunkering 
hub after the Port 

of Singapore.

70 
Nautical mile 

distance of Port 
of Fujairah from 

the Strait of 
Hormuz.

$100m 
Value of 

transactions that 
can take place 

in remote ports 
using paper 

contracts and 
bills of lading. 
Blockchain is 

considered to be 
a more efficient 

and secure 
process.
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required to spur trade finance, but they do 
have the talent and appetite.  Guidance from 
those long-established in this space would 
help all market participants to be more 
flexible in their approach. Understanding 
what will be an oft-shifting crude palette 
in the Middle East will only become 
more pertinent amid rising demand and 
regulatory shifts, such as IMO 2020.  

Clearly, Fujairah and the Middle East are 
fast moving beyond the exploratory stage of 
their benchmark journey. Taking any of the 
aforementioned steps – if not all – will grease 
the wheels of liquidity. Exploration of what 
many consider the last frontier of oil trading 
is well underway to helping the Middle East 
evolve amid new sources of global crude 
supply. n

1983 
The date Port 

of Fujairah 
commenced 

full operations. 
Construction 

began in 1978.
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