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SCCS is pleased to respond to the My BEIS Inquiry call.  We propose three topics: 

• The role of the Oil and Gas Authority 

• Maximising decarbonisation in the North Sea 

• Decommissioning of oil and gas assets 

1 Role of the Oil & Gas Authority 

1.1 Outline of the issue  

The Oil and Gas Authority (OGA) was established in 2015 to regulate, influence and promote 

the UK oil and gas sector. Its guiding principle is “maximising economy recovery” (MER).   

However, the OGA is not just involved in fossil fuel production: it also licenses carbon dioxide 

(CO₂) storage in the geological subsurface.  These are two very different sectors, albeit that 

they use many of the same skills, knowledge and areas of the subsurface.   

The aim of carbon capture and storage (CCS) is to prevent CO₂ (e.g. from industrial plants) 

reaching the atmosphere and exacerbating climate change.  It is possible to use CO₂ for 

enhanced oil recovery (CO₂-EOR), but this would need to be optimised for CO₂ storage to 

have an impact on reducing emissions. 

There are a number of issues relating to the role of the OGA in an economy that is working 

towards net zero greenhouse gas emissions: 

• A focus on MER could be in conflict with the need to phase out fossil fuel use. 

• Optimising CO₂-EOR for CO₂ storage could be in conflict with the principle of MER 

• Although it has a remit to license CO₂ storage, the OGA has no formal remit to 

promote, encourage or enable CCS deployment. 

1.2 Why does this issue deserve attention? 

It is clear that, in order to achieve the ambition of the Paris Agreement, the UK will need to 

reach net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.  This step change in ambition from the 

2008 Climate Change Act now implies that all areas of the economy will need to decarbonise 

as far as possible, with greenhouse gas removals needed to offset remaining emissions.  

Both parts of this will require CCS. 

As part of this decarbonisation effort, use of fossil fuels will need to be phased out, and it is 

hard to see how a policy of MER would be consistent with this.  The OGA has expressed an 
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intention to be part of the net zero transition, but it is likely that the principle of MER would 

prevent it doing all that it could. 

There is a huge amount of expertise, knowledge, data and infrastructure from the North Sea 

oil and gas industry, and in the OGA itself, that could be repurposed towards supporting 

decarbonisation through CCS and other means, but the question is whether the current role 

and purpose of the OGA would allow this. 

1.3 How could government policy in this area be improved?  

The goal of MER is unlikely to be compatible with climate change targets.  This is not to say 

that fossil fuels will not be necessary in the move to net zero, but business as usual cannot 

continue.  One option would be to repurpose the OGA towards maximising decarbonisation – 

this would allow it to give equal weight to CO₂ storage as to oil and gas production, and to 

assess new proposals for oil and gas extraction against the potential for alternative uses of 

the seabed and subsurface. 

An alternative to this, if maximising recovery is considered to still be an important ambition 

would be to reword the purpose as “maximising sustainable recovery”: this would then place 

oil and gas recovery in the context of the sustainable development goals, and allow a more 

holistic approach to oil and gas activity. 

It may be that, in addition to repurposing the OGA, it would make sense to create a new body 

to oversee and facilitate the deployment of CCS, both onshore and offshore, including taking 

on the relevant regulatory functions.   

2 Maximising decarbonisation in the North Sea 

2.1 Outline of the issue 

The North Sea is home to the UK’s oil and gas industry but also, increasingly, to offshore 

wind generation and other forms of renewable electricity.  At the same time, it supports a 

wealth of biodiversity, including carbon-sequestering kelp forests and internationally important 

seabirds, and supports tourism and fishing industries.  

The UK Continental Shelf (UKCS), particularly in the North Sea, also holds around 40% of 

Europe’s known CO₂ storage resource: a resource that will become increasingly valuable as 

the world drastically reduces its greenhouse gas emissions in line with the Paris Agreement.  

It is clear that there is huge potential for the North Sea to contribute to the UK’s greenhouse 

gas emissions targets and, through providing a CO₂ storage service, to other countries’ 

targets too.   

However, it is unclear whether the governments of the UK have a clear understanding of the 

decarbonisation potential of the North Sea and how the different sets of technology and 

infrastructure could, or should, interact. 
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2.2 Why does this issue deserve attention?  

The UK and devolved administrations have enacted net zero greenhouse gas emissions 

targets, which will require a step change in effort across the economy compared to the 2008 

Climate Change Act. 

It is clear that decisions must be made now, which will enable future decarbonisation; it is also 

clear that there is no single technology or approach that will bring the UK to net zero 

emissions.  For this reason, there is a need to ensure that approaches to decarbonisation, 

particularly in the North Sea, where much of the UK’s unique resources (for wind power, and 

for CO₂ storage, as well as oil and gas reserves) is located, are coherent and complementary, 

and maximise the decarbonisation potential. 

At the same time, the significant biodiversity in the North Sea must also be protected and 

enhanced. 

The UKCS is a mature basin, which provides the UK with the opportunity to show global 

leadership in the transition to a net zero economy. This is particularly salient as the UK 

prepares to host the next round of UN climate negotiations.  

2.3 How could government policy in this area be improved?  

A realignment of the role of public bodies with interest in the North Sea towards a clear goal 

of maximising decarbonisation within the context of sustainable development goals (SDGs). 

An assessment of the role and importance of the North Sea in decarbonising the UK, 

including an understanding of conflicts and synergies between approaches, technologies and 

infrastructure. 

Spatial planning of North Sea uses, including the subsurface, i.e. taking a three-dimensional 

approach, with a clear aim of maximising decarbonisation within the context of the SDGs. 

These changes would require inter-government cooperation, where issues are devolved to 

the Scottish Parliament. 

3 Decommissioning of oil and gas assets 

3.1 Outline of the issue 

The UKCS is a mature basin, where many fields are reaching, or have reached, the end of 

their productive life. 

It is almost certain that other North Sea uses – such as CO₂ storage, hydrogen transport and 

storage, offshore renewable energy generation and nature conservation – could make some 

use of both the physical infrastructure and the data and modelling that has been accrued 

through the lifetime of operations. 
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However, decommissioning of oil and gas assets has begun without a clear requirement to 

preserve assets that may be re-used, unless there is a defined project at the time of 

decommissioning.  Since CCS is an emerging industry in the UK – but one that will be 

required by the middle of this decade – assets that could be re-used for CO₂ transport and 

storage risk being removed or otherwise sterilised because of a lack of a firm project. 

There are questions about whether the current approach to decommissioning is fit for purpose 

in an economy moving towards net zero greenhouse gas emissions, and whether there is 

flexibility within existing legislation and international agreements to deactivate assets in a way 

which would enable them to be re-used in future. 

3.2 Why does this issue deserve attention?  

The UK Government consulted on the re-use of oil and gas assets for CCS in 2019.  

However, the consultation was very limited in its scope, and missed the opportunity to 

consider uses of oil and gas infrastructure outside of CCS.  It also considered a much 

narrower range of assets than actually have potential for reuse, and continued to advocate a 

reactive, case-by-case approach, rather than a strategic and proactive assessment of the 

decarbonisation and nature conservation potential of existing North Sea assets. 

Furthermore, although the Government’s response to the consultation was due at the end of 

2019, it still has not been published. 

How could government policy in this area be improved?  

Government policy in this area would be improved by a strategic and proactive approach to oil 

and gas decommissioning, ensuring that the best use is made of all assets. 

In addition, Government should consider taking on liability for assets that have been 

deactivated (and have met decommissioning requirements) and keep them available for 

future re-use for CO₂ transport and storage. 

 

Scottish Carbon Capture & Storage (SCCS) is a research partnership of the British 

Geological Survey, Heriot-Watt University, the University of Aberdeen, the University of 

Edinburgh, the University of Strathclyde and the University of Glasgow with associate 

member the University of St Andrews. SCCS researchers are engaged in innovative 

applied research and joint projects with industry and government to support the 

development and commercialisation of carbon capture and storage as a climate change 

mitigation technology. 

For more information contact Rebecca Bell, SCCS Policy & Research Officer 

e: rebecca.bell@sccs.org.uk   t: 0131 651 4647 
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