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Crude oil imports rise to
four-year high in March

ARUNIMA BHARADWAJ
New Delhi, March 27

INDIA'S CRUDE OIL imports
rose to 5.2 million barrels per
day in March, the highest level
sinceearly 2020amidincreased
runsbythe domesticrefiners,an
analysis of the data provided by
intelligence firm Kpler showed.
Imports were 11% higherthan
February volumesand up 4.5%
from 4.9 million barrels adayin
March2023.

Additionally, the country’s
imports from Russiaroseto 1.8
million barrels per dayin March,
highestafter July 2023, primar-
ily on the back of higher dis-
charge of Urals. Imports were,
however, down a tad from 1.87
million barrels a day ayearago.

“India’s strong crude imp-
orts is partly a signal of refiners
ramping up runs,atthoughwe
have alsoseena slight uptickin
the country’s onshore crude
inventories this month,” said
Serena Huang, analyst, Vortexa.
“India’s imports of Russian
crude will likely remain robust
inthenearterm,” she said.

Post the outbreak of conflict
in Ukraine, Russia has emerged
as the top supplier of crudeoil to
Indiaon the back ofhealthy dis-
countsit offered Despiteretain-
Lng ltS posutmn at ﬂlE tcp. Rus-
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country has come down to
34.5% in March from the peak
of 45% in May 2023,when the
purchasevolumestoodat2 mil-
lion barrels per day. Russia’s
share has, however, increased
from 32.5% in February.

Amid all Russian grades, Ur-
alsdischarges toIndiaremained
the highest at around 1.5 mil-
lion barrels a day, up from 1.1
millionbarrelsinFebruary Now
with sanctions on Venezuela
kicking in from April 18, Russ-
ian supplies are once again
expected tofill thegap.

Imports from Irag, too,
surged significantly from last
month, 66% rise to 1.3 million
barrels per day lraql unports in
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2020, suggestingthat Indiahas
returned to its traditional sup-
pliers in WestAsia.

India’s growing reliance on
supplies fromWest Asia can be
attributed to many reasons,
including the narrowing dis-
counts on Russian crude, rising
uncertainty of US sanctions on
tankers for the violation of G7
price cap and increased freight
cost amid the Red Seacrisis.

“With freight from the
Atlantic Basin being prohibi-
tively expensive again, Indian
refiners needed to turn towards
optionclosertohome leading to
the high Iragi crude imports,”
Viktor Katona, lead crude ana-
lyst at Kpler, had earlier said.
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NATURAL GAS
CONSUMPTION
SET T0 GROW
6-8% IN FY25

SANGEETHA G
CHENNAL MARCH 27

Gas demand is expected to
increase by 68 per cent in
FY2025 driven by increas-
ing offtake by the city gas
distribution sector amid
an expanding network and
strong offtake by refiner-
iezs and petrochemical
plants.

Natural gas demand
grew 16 per cent in 10M
FY2024 supported by soft-
ening liquefied natural
gas (LNG) prices and
uptick in domestic gas
production.

LNG prices have
remained soft since the
beginning of FY2024 sup-
ported by higher-than-
anticipated natural gas
inventories in the US, the
EU and Japan. Increased
pipe flows from Russia
have kept the LNG
demand in check, thereby
supporting price levels.

With the linkage of
domestic gas prices with
10 per cent slope to the
monthly average of the
India erude basket, Gas
prices are expected to
remain at ceiling levels in
the near term amid firm
crude oil prices.

Capex in the pipeline
transmission and city gas
distribution segment with
outlay of 210,000-15,000
Crore Per annum over next
three years.

The debt levels of the
industry are expected to
increase to ¥19,500-20,000
erore by Mareh 31, 2024,
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Oil Falls as Industry Report Shows Bumper US Stockpile Build

Bloomberg

Oil extended a decline, with
Brenttradingnear $86abarrel
on Wednesday, after an indus-
try report pointed to a sub-
stantial build in inventories in
the United States.

The industry-funded Ameri-
can Petroleum Institute on

Tuesday said nationwide
stockpiles expanded 9.3 mil-
lion barrels last week, accord-
ing to people familiar with the
data. It also reported a 2.4 mil-
lion barrel increase in crude
at the Cushing, Oklahoma
hub, although gasoline stock-
piles shrank overall.

If confirmed by government
data due later Wednesday, lev-

els of crude at Cushing would
see the biggest weekly gain in
barrel terms since January
2023. Meanwhile, gasoline in-
ventories would fall for an
eighth week, the longest run
of declines in almost a year.
Oilhasrallied thisquarter af-
ter breaking out of a tight
range in the vear’s first couple
of months. Uncertainty amid

Ukrainian drone attacks on
Russian oil infrastructureand
extended supply cutbacks by
OPEC+ have buoyed prices, al-
though a challenging econom-
icoutlook in China and robust
non-OPEC supply growth re-
main headwinds.

“Given an approaching end
of month, end of quarter and
the long Easter weekend, it is

understandable that a little
froth comes off the markets,”
said John Evans, an analyst at
brokerage PVM. JPMorgan
Chase & Co. warned that
crude could hit $100 a barrel if
Russia’s recent output cut
isn’'t balanced by other steps.
US gasoline prices are also
likely to hit $4 a gallon by May,
its analysts wrote.
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Oman becoming hot spot for ship-to-ship transfer of Russian oil

—
Bloomberg

The waters off Oman are
emerging as a hot spot for
ship-to-ship transfers of Rus-
sian oilheadingto India, asthe
US steps up scrutiny of the
flows.

New Discovery is the latest
tanker to transfer its load of
Russian crude to another ves-
sel near the Omani port of So-
har this week. The ship had
been signalling Sikka in west-
ern India as its destination
from early March, before id-
ling off the country’s west
coast for more than a week
and then traveling back to

Oman to make the transfer,

according to Bloomberg
ship-tracking.
The Caroline Bezengi,

which received about 1 mil-
lion barrels of Urals crude
from the New Discovery, isn’t

currently signaling a destina-
tion, Kpler data show.

Transferring oil from one
vessel toanother is often done
to mask the origin of the car-
goes, and sometimes to split
up the shipment to meet draft
restrictions at certain ports.
Oman and Fujairah in the
UAE Arab Emirates are com-
mon locations for transfers in
the Middle East, while in Asia
they’re often done in the wa-
ters off Malaysia.

Oman now seems to be
gaining in popularityasaloca-
tion for the reloading of Rus-
sian barrels. Prior to the New
Discovery, three  other
tankers have passed their car-

goes of Urals crude to other
vesselsin thecountry’s waters
since early February. The
ships that received the oil

then discharged their cargoes
at Indian ports.
Read More: More Oil

Tankers Behave Oddly Deliv-
ering Russian Crude to India
India has been a major
buyer of discounted Russian
oil since the invasion of
Ukraine, but tighter enforce-
ment of US sanctions is now
disrupting the trade. All of the
country’s refiners are refusing

to take oil carried on PISC
Sovcomflot tankers.

Sohar is “arguably one of
the biggest STS places in all of
the Middle East and Asia” and
there’s no crude imported
there, said Viktor Katona, lead
crude analyst at data intelli-
gence firm Kpler. “I wouldn’t
be surprised if India’s solution
is to have the Russians deliver
the barrels to Sohar or the
UAE territorial waters and
then trans-ship it onto
tankers that are already OK
for them compliance-wise.”
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Reforms momentum will continue: FM°

Union Finance and Corporate Affairs Minister Nirmala Sitharaman unveilsa

special limited edition of i year, onthe
first day of Business Standard Manthan in New Delhi on Wednesday

From tariffs and Centre-state relations to how she unwinds,
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman covered vast ground on
the inaugural day of the BSsummit; Telecom & IT Minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw spoke about India’s competitive advantage
inthe global semiconductorspace. And, there was much more...

BS REPORTER
New Delhi, 27 March

he government will continue the push on

itsreformsagendainits “third term”since

political continuity, alongwitha

predictable and stable cconomic
environment and taxation structure,
importanttoachieve the laid-down developmental
goals, said Union Finance Minister
NirmalaSitharaman while

deliveringthe keynoteaddressat the Business Stnndard

Manthsn

inaugural edition oftheannual
BusinessStandardsummit, Business
Manthan, inNew Delhion
‘Wednesday. The first day of the
summit, celebrating Business
Standard’s50th year,saw a galaxy of stars from the
‘world of economy, politics, businessand sports.

Inafiresidechat that followed Sitharaman’s
keynoteaddress, she explained thenuances of the
highertariff policy insomesectors, “Atmanirbhar
Bharatisnota regressive step, butaconsidered,
calibrated one,” shesaid. While pointingout
that the imposition of tariffs isnot a permanent
stance of the government and that calibrations
arebeing made tothe policy, shesaid, “itis
notapermanentshutthedoor”.

Inaugurating thetwo-day summit, the finance
ministerspokeonarangeof issues: On howrevenue
collection supported by prudent expenditure

managementhas helped tocontain the fiscal deficit;

how [rom a twin balancesheet problemin 2014,

“Thevaluationofthese companies (PSUs) isbeingclosely

monitored and improved before we take themto the market”
NIRMALA SITHARAMAN, UNION FINANCE & CORPORATE AFFAIRS MINISTER

Indianow had atwin balance sheet advantage: why
inmattersof economy, Centre-state differences
should notariscongroundsof politics; and how
digital transformation was drawing the world’s
attention and admiration. She also spoke about how
sheunwinds: “Listening toalotof musicand
reading alot ofbooks.”

Asapathwaytobecomingadeveloped
country by 2047, shelisted four “Ts: Infrastructure,
investment, innovation, and
inclusiveness.

Before heraddress, Sitharaman
unveiled the logoof 50 years of
BusinessStandard.

‘Thesummit, which was packed
withmultilayered conversations,
included those with Union Railways,
Communications, Electronics and IT Minister
Ashwini Vaishnaw, whosaid India was poised to
becomea “products nation”.

“Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
Viksil Bharal vision,” Vaishnaw said, “we
willseean ecosystem that makes for India
and theworld.” India, hesaid, would
becomea productsnation, and many
ofthose produicts would come from
deep-techsectors. Turn to Page11»

‘Union Railways,
Communications, Electronics
&ITMinister _
Ashwini Vaishnaw /@
atafireside chat
duringthe BS
Manthan summit

PHOTOS: KAMLESH PEDNEKAR

“Indiawill
becomeaproduct
nationandmany
productswill
comefrom
deeptechsectors q
whichwill
affectevery
citizen’slife”

ASHWINI VAISHNAW,
UNION RAILWAYS,
COMMUNICATIONS,
ELECTRONICS & IT MINISTER
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‘Reforms momentum to continue’

Looking into the future ahead of the gen-
eral elections, and predicting the first 100
days of Modi government 3.0, he said, “We
have a very good legacy of the last 10 years
and the road map for the next 25 years.” In
the years to come, he said, the government
would bring change with continuity.

On whether India’s focus needed to be
on manufacturing or services, Vaishnaw
said the answer was not “or” but “and”
with both manufacturing and services get-
ting attention.

While reimagining India with the eye
on 2047, Pennsylvania State University
economist Rohit Lamba, too, made the
point that figuring out the right mix for
India in services and manufacturing would
be key. “There is a China fetish that has
crept in that jobs are going to come only
from the factory floor. We need to move
away from this idea,” he said, emphasising
the need to shake up the thinking away
from the cookie-cutter model.

He also made a strong case for ensuring
sound education for children, linking it to
the fortunes of the country. “We need to
get basic primary and secondary educa-
tion and the health of our children right
— this is the primary constraint,” Lamba
said. He said there was evidence that if a
child's health and education have not
been developed at an early age, then,
among other issues, “we are going to lose
out on human capital”.

Speaking virtually from London,
Financial Times’ chief economics com-
mentator Martin Wolf argued in favour of
prosperous capitalist democracies.

Quoting Aristotle, he said that the best
partnership is one that operates through
the middle-class. “A stable democracy is
one with a stable, contented, independent
middle-class,” Wolf said.

He also presented data from
Washington, DC-based non-profit
Freedom House to indicate that a decline
in freedom had been observed in every

region of the world, including in the
United States and India, the world’s two
largest economies.

The state of the markets in a country
going into elections, meanwhile, had the
attention of GQuant Investech Founder
Shankar Sharma, a seasoned investor and
financial expert. “The markets don't care
who runs the country,” he said, adding
that they have a way of finding their
rhythm. Whoever wins, he said, “India's
organic growth story is unstoppable in the
decades to come”.

He, however, did point to an “ageing
bull”. “Data shows that no bull market lasts
over five years,” he said. “And an ageing
bull market starts to draw blood.”

He advised on exercising caution when
it came to the equity markets, suggesting
that it would be wise to cap such invest-
ment at 30 per cent and put money into
gold and fixed deposits. Within the mar-
kets, he said, largecaps are ageing, mid-
caps are neither here nor there, and while
smallcaps are the story of the future, they
are fraught with risks.

The challenges, opportunities, risks
and complexities of artificial intelligence
in a country as complex as India figured
in another scintillating discussion. “If 2023
was the year of Al, 2024 will be the year of
Al at scale,” said Irina Ghose, MD,
Microsoft India.

Another conversation, around sports
and its potential to drive India’s devel-
oped-country agenda, had Anju Bobby
George, winner of World Athletics
Championship medal in long jump, saying
that “By 2036 (when India is pitching to
host the Olympics), we’ll be at the top.”

Earlier in the day, during the inaugural
session of the summit, T N Ninan, former
editor and publisher of Business Standard,
and AKkila Urankar, director on its board,
revisited the journey of the newspaper
over five decades since its inception and
the vision that continues to drive it.

PHOTO: PRIYANKA PARASHAR
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USSANCTIONS ON RUSSIA’S SHIPPING MAJOR SOVCOMFLOT

Sanctions unlikely to majorly
hit Russian oil flows to India

SUKALP SHARMA
NEW DELHI, MARCH 27

THE LATEST round of United
States' {US) sanctions targeting
Russian  shipping major
Sovcomflot hasled to Indian re-
finers avoiding oil transported on
theshipper’s flect, but the impact
of the situation is only expected
to be muted onthe overall crude
oil trade between Moscow and
New Delhi, as per an analysis by
commodity market analytics firm
Vortexa, The agency, infact, sees
the possibility of deeper dis-
counts being offered on Russian
oil going forward as buyers may
insiston stricter compliance with
the G7 price cap of $60 perbarrel
onseaborne Russiancrude.

In the latest action against ol
tankers over alleged violation of
the price cap, the US on February
23 sanctioned Russia's state-
owned shipping major
Sovcomflotalong with 14 tankers
associatedwith it. This wasin ad-
dition to similar action against
other shippers and tankers in-
volved in hauling Russian oil over
the past few months, Given that
India is a top buyer of Russian
crude, mostof the 14 tankers
sanctioned recently had rans-
ported oil to Indian refiners over
the past year, ship tracking data
shaws.

Following the development,
Indian refiners are now refusing
to take delivery of crude rans-
ported by Sovcomflot tankersin
anevident bid tosteer clear of amy
secondary sanction risk
According to a senior govern-

The opaque fleet of tankers involved in Russian oil trade is
likely to keep Moscow’s oil lowing to India. File

ment official, the government
does not want Indian refiners to
brazenly flout theG7 pricecap or
get involved intrades that might
have sanctions-related risks.

“India’s import of Russian
crude averaged slightly below 14
mbd {million barrels per day)so
far in Q1 2024 (January-March),
down by neariy 600 kbd ( thou-
sand barrels per day) from the
peak quarter in Q2 2023.. This is
dearlylinked to commerdal and
logistical hiccups, with payment
issues and tanker sanctions play-
ing a role,” Vortexa said in its lat-
est reporton Russian oil trade.

Indian refiners' reluctance to
accept crude on Sovcomflot
tankers in the future "underpins
the impact of US{Westem sanc-
tons”, Vortexasaid, whilenaoting
that the share of crude on
Sovcomflot-linked tankers hasal-
ready come down drastically over
recent months.

“An alternative explanation
forlower flows to Indiais the po-
tential push forcompliance with

the price cap, while sellers are
likely to seek for outlets that ac-
cept higher but still substantialby
discounted prices.. Ultimately
Russian oil will continue to hit
markets, but potentially at grow-
ingdiscounts,” Viortexa said.

While alot of arude deliveries
on Sovcomflot tankers are now
shifting to China—the other big
buyer of Russian cude—themas-
sive so-called opaque fleet of
tankers involved in Russian oil
trade is likely to keep Moscow's
ail flowing to India.

“India {is) more risk-averse
than China butlarge opaque fleet
suggestsminimal impact toboth
markets from US sanctions,”
Vortexa said.

Broadly speaking, the opaque
tanker fleet referstovessels ofun-
clear ownership involved in
crude oifand petroleum products
trade of suppliers under sanc-
tions or restrictions of variousde-
grecsfrom international powers,
particularly the US. With major
Western fleet operators loath to

getinvolved in the oil trade of
these countries, little-known op-
erators from countries like
Greece, Turkey, Russia, and tax
havens like Marshall Islands,
Liberia, and Panama have
emerged as the key playersin the
so-called shadow fleet network.

A large number of opaque
fleet tankers have complex and
obscure ownership structures
andareregistered inge ographies
with lax regulatory oversight.
Often, such vessels, which are
usually quite old, operate with
substandardinsuranceand certi-
fications. The true extent of the
shadow fleet operation with re-
gard to Russian oil trade can be
ascertained fromthe fact that of
the 493 tankers that supplied
Russian ol tolndia since January
20121, just 6 percentare now un-
der US sanctions, underscoring
the ample availability of tankers.

Indian refiners ramped up
Russianoil purchases in the after-
mathofMoscow's February 2022
invasion of Ukraine. As the West
started weaning itself off Russian
energzy supplies, Russiabegan of-
fering deep discountsonitscrude
oil, which Indian refiners began
lapping up.

Prior to the war in Ukraine,
Russia was a marginal player in
India's oil imports, but is now
New Delhi's biggest source of
cudeahead of raditional heavy-
weights Iraq and Saudi Arabia.
India has a highly diversified
crucle oil supplier base that would
help in keeping supply steady
evenif some of thevolumes com-
ing froma major supplier see
some disruption.
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ata arm, HPC
to set up 5,000
charging stations

Tata Passenger Electric
Mobility (TPEM) tied up with
Hindustan Petroleum
Corporation Ltd (HPCL) to set
up 5,000 public charging sta-
tions across the country by the
end of the year. The collabora-
tion will HPCL's fuel station
network and company's
insights from over 1.2 lakh Tata
EVs on Indian roads, to set up
chargers at locations frequent-
ly visited by Tata EV owners,
TPEM, a unit of Tata Motors,
said in statement,




BUSINESS LINE, Delhi, 28.3.2024

Page No. 3, Size:(9.47)cms X (17.26)cms.

Transporting crude oil from Russia
to India offers huge margins

—
Rishi Ranjan Kala
New Delhi

Discounted seaborne crude
oil flowing from Russia to In-
dia, which accounts for more
than one-third of New Delhi’s
overall imports, has opened
upavenues to make huge mar-
gins — sometimes to the tune
of $23 a barrel — from trans-

porting the critical
commodity.
The findings form part of a

report by the Oxford Insti-
tute for Energy Studies
(OIES), released on Monday,
on the outlook for Russia’s oil
and gas production and ex-
ports, which said “the biggest
beneficiary of this new trade
at discounted prices has been
India”.

The report pointed out
that there is an “obvious lo-
gic” on increased Indian pur-
chases of Russian oil due to
the large discount on Urals
Blend to Brent, but it needs to
be remembered that this is
based on the FOB price in the
Baltic Sea.

BIG MARGINS

“The discount has not only
offered cheap oil to India but
has also opened a huge mar-
gin to be made in the provi-
sion of transport and ancillary
services to deliver the oil
from northern Europe to
Southern Asia,” the OIES
study said.

Analysing the delivered
price of Russian oil to the
west coast of India with the
FOB price at Primorsk during
2023, the study said that al-
though the differential nar-
rowed significantly over the
last eight months (till August
2023), the margin has ranged
from a high of around $23 per
barrel to the current $8 per
barrel.

“This has tempted traders
and tanker owners to get in-
volved with the trade in Rus-

Price of Russian oil delivered to India
compared to Urals FOB Primorsk

(3/0b) India

Premium

— Urals DAP
West Coast India

= Urals FOB
Primorsk

Janl8 Febl®8 Mar18 Aprlg8
2023 2023 2023 2023

May 18 Jun 18 Jul 18 Till Aug
2023 2023 2023 2023

Source: Platts data

The biggest
beneficiary of the
new trade at
discounted prices
has been India, says
an OIES study

sian crude not only to India
but also to other Asian destin-
ations where similar margins
have been on offer and has
helped to facilitate the liquid-
ity of the global oil market.
This has underpinned the de-
cline in the oil price from its
high of over $122 per barrel in
May 2022 to the current level
of around $84 per barrel (Oc-
tober 5,2023),” itadded.

ADVANTAGE INDIA

OIES said that the biggest be-
neficiary of this new trade at
discounted prices has been
India. Italso said that Foreign
Minister S Jaishankar noted
in November 2022, “Russia
has been a steady and time-
tested partner...if it works to
my advantage, I would like to
keep that going.”

This strategy has led to a
marked shift in India’s oil im-
port geography, with Russia
accounting for as much as 40
per cent of total imports in
some months in 2023, while

other suppliers such as the
UAE, Iraq and Saudi Arabia
have seen their shares
decline.

“According to some com-
mentators India may now
have reached a limit of its ex-
posure to Russian crude, but
there is no immediate sign of
a return to previous low
levels,” it added.

DISCOUNTS

The OIES study pointed out
that in 2023, it is possible to
say that Russia managed tore-
direct the flows of its crude oil
exports away from so-called
“unfriendly” countries to al-
ternative markets and to limit
any decrease to manageable
levels driven mainly by an
agreement with the OPEC+
group to constrain exports.

This happened thanks to
the significant discounts that
Russian energy commodity
exporters offered to buyers in
Asia (mostly to India and
China), although the extent
of these discounts has been
somewhat exaggerated.

“The so-called ‘mirror stat-
istics’ from the Indian and the
Chinese customs demon-
strate that imported Russian
crude was only $10-15 per
barrel cheaper than Brent,
not the often reported $35-40
abarrel,” it added.
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