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 The Gulf region has traditionally been the most important source of 

energy for India. Despite the frequent regional turbulences in the Gulf and 

India’s delicate relationship with the countries of the region during the Cold 

War era, the energy supply from Gulf to India has never stopped. Because of the 

geographical proximity and convergence of economic interests over oil trade, 

cooperation between India and the Gulf countries in the energy sector has 

continued to strengthen. Energy remains an important element in India’s 

relationship with the Gulf region. Today, there is a huge convergence of 

interests between India and the Gulf countries to cooperate in the energy sector. 

While India looks up to the Gulf countries as a reliable source of energy, the 

Gulf countries find India as an assured long-term market for their oil and gas. 

Saudi Arabia and Iraq have remained top oil suppliers while Qatar is the main 

source of LNG for India.  

 

India’s growing energy needs 

 

India is the third largest oil consumer in the world and its demand for energy 

continues to grow every year. Because of the large population, a growing 

economy and increasing industrialisation, India’s energy demand growth rate 

are higher than the global average. It is estimated that by 2030 India will be the 

top oil-consuming country in the world.1 The annual rate of growth of energy 

consumption in India is 4.5 per cent which is much higher than that of the 

                                                
1 “India to Be Largest Energy Growth Market by 2030: Dharmendra Pradhan”, Financial Express, December 

19, 2020, available at www.financialexpress.com/economy/india-to-be-largest-energy-growth-market-by-2030-

dharmendra-pradhan/1800135/(Accessed on October 15, 2021). 

http://www.financialexpress.com/economy/india-to-be-largest-energy-growth-market-by-2030-dharmendra-pradhan/1800135/
http://www.financialexpress.com/economy/india-to-be-largest-energy-growth-market-by-2030-dharmendra-pradhan/1800135/
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global average of 1.4 per cent.2According to an OPEC estimate, India’s demand 

for oil will surpass 10.1 million barrels/day by 2040 from the current demand of 

around 4 million barrels/day, which is an increase of 150 per cent.3Growing 

energy demands of the Indian economy require a stable and uninterrupted 

supply of energy, and the Gulf region has remained as the major source of 

energy for India for decades. 

India’s energy imports from Gulf 

 Iraq, Saudi Arabia and the UAE are the three top oil suppliers to India. In 

2021-22, Iraq supplied over 50 million tonnes of crude oil to India followed by 

Saudi Arabia (34.2 million tonnes) and the UAE (19.1 million tonnes).4Other 

Gulf countries such as Kuwait and Oman are also other important oil suppliers 

to India. Kuwait is the sixth largest oil supplier to India supplying 12.2 million 

tonnes in 2021-22, and Oman is the eighth largest oil supplier that exported over 

5.5 million tonnes of crude oil in the same year.5Iran has a huge potential to be a 

source of energy for India but India had to stop buying oil from Iran because of 

the American sanctions imposed owing to its nuclear programme. Before the 

fresh rounds of sanctions imposed on Iran, India imported around 24 million 

tonnes of crude oil from the country worth over US$ 12 billion.6 Removal of 

sanctions on Iran would provide India with another source for the import of 

crude oil in the Gulf. As the Gulf region has remained volatile, India has been 

looking to diversify its sources of energy and has started importing oil from 

Africa, the Caribbean, the US and Russia. But, despite such diversification, the 

Gulf region remains the most important and reliable source of energy supplying 

around 60 per cent of India’s total oil imports. 

                                                
2 Ibid. 

3 “The Growing OPEC-India Relationship”, Plenary Remarks delivered by Mohammad SanusiBarkindo, OPEC 

Secretary General, at the India Energy Forum, October 8-10, 2017, New Delhi, at 

https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/4567.htm 

 
4 Export-Import data bank, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India. 
5 Ibid. 
6 Ibid. 

https://www.opec.org/opec_web/en/4567.htm
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The table below shows the country-wise oil imports of India during the last five 

years. 

Table: India’s crude oil imports from Gulf (figures in US$ million) 

 

Sl 

No 

Country 2017-2018 2018-2019 2019-

2020 

2020-21 2021-22 

1. Iraq 17,544.24 22,265.04 22,764.55  12,873.45 26,380.58 

2. Saudi 

Arabia 

15,262.60 21,381.04 20,355.22 10,753.16 19,706.37 

3. Iran 8,978.76 12,110.72 994.81 Nil  Nil  

4. UAE 6,122.20 9,512.48 10,927.52 7,360.73 10,700.71 

5. Kuwait 5,283.96 5,430.90 4,840.35 3,126.93 6,551.90 

6. Oman 2,413.73 805.61 1,010.43 1,156.36 3,096.58 

7. Qatar 1,264.98 1,215.74 1,365.52 955.73 935.69 

Source: Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India 

Like crude oil, India is also heavily dependent on the Gulf countries for its 

supply of natural gas. Qatar, which has the third largest natural gas reserves in 

the world, is the most important source of natural gas for India. Qatar alone 

supplied 44 per cent of India’s total natural gas imports in 2021-22 with a total 

value of US$ 5.9 billion.7 The UAE and Oman are the other Gulf countries that 

                                                
7 Export-Import data bank, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, Government of India. 
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supplied natural gas to India worth US$ 1.66 billion and US$ 674 million, 

respectively, in the same year.8 There are no international gas pipelines 

connecting India, therefore, natural gas is imported through LNG tankers. As 

the government has stated its plans to use environment-friendly fuel, India’s 

reliance on the Gulf countries for the import of natural gas would also remain 

high in the near future. 

Moving beyond the buyer-seller relationship 

 In recent years, India has moved beyond the buyer-seller relationship 

with the Gulf countries and has engaged in building strategic partnerships and 

investments in the energy sector. Indian public sector undertakings have 

invested in the oil and gas sector in the UAE, Oman and Iraq in oil exploration, 

production as well as in pipeline projects. Indian public sector undertakings 

(PSUs) - ONGC Videsh Limited (OVL), Indian Oil Corporation Ltd (IOCL) 

and Bharat Petro Resources Ltd (BPRL) - are involved in the upstream activities 

in the Lower Zakum oil field in the UAE. In 2019, Urja Bharat Pte Ltd, a 

consortium of Indian Oil Corporation and BPRL won a bid to explore and 

produce oil from the Onshore Block 1.9In 2018, Indian Oil acquired a 17 per 

cent participating interest in Mukhaizna Oil Field in Oman.10 OVL has also 

stakes in oil fields in Iran and Iraq as well. The involvement of the Indian 

PSUsin the Gulf energy sector contributes to strengthening India’s energy 

security. 

India’s Strategic Petroleum Reserve 

 The Gulf region remains volatile with war, civil unrest and terrorism 

which have the potential to disrupt the production and supply of oil. To meet the 

                                                
8Ibid. 
9“Indian Oil, BPCL arm bag entire stake in Abu Dhabi block”, Hindu Business Line, March 25, 2019, at 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/indianoil-bpcl-arm-bag-entire-stake-in-abu-dhabi-

block/article26635965.ece 
10“Indian Oil acquires 17% participating interest in Mukhaizna oil field in Oman from Shell”, Indian Oil, April 

6, 2018, at https://iocl.com/NewsDetails/49385 

https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/indianoil-bpcl-arm-bag-entire-stake-in-abu-dhabi-block/article26635965.ece
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/companies/indianoil-bpcl-arm-bag-entire-stake-in-abu-dhabi-block/article26635965.ece
https://iocl.com/NewsDetails/49385
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requirements of energy in case of exigencies, India has established a Strategic 

Petroleum Reserve (SPR) to store crude oil in rock caverns in different parts of 

the country. In the initial phase, India has already established an SPR of five 

MMT of crude oil at Visakhapatnam, Mangalore and Padur. The government 

has also decided to establish the second phase of SPR at two other locations 

Odisha and Padur. Cooperation with the Gulf countries is crucial for India to 

achieve the desired level of storage in these reserves. Important Gulf oil 

suppliers like Saudi Arabia and the UAE have agreed to support India’s SPR, 

and India has already signed agreements with these countries in this regard. The 

Gulf leaders have also reiterated their support for India’s energy security.  

Conclusion  

 For both India and the Gulf countries, the relationship in the energy 

sector has been mutually beneficial and it remains an important aspect of the 

relationship between the two. India’s reliance on the Gulf energy supplies 

remains high despite India’s diversification efforts from other sources. To move 

beyond the buyer-seller relationship and strengthen strategic partnerships in the 

energy sectors reflects the convergence of interests of both sides. For India, it 

would contribute to its growing energy requirements and provide economic 

dividends in the long run. India’s growing relationship with the Gulf countries 

in the political and security arenas in recent years also provides it with the 

confidence in investing and collaborating with the Gulf in the energy sector. 

Given the mutuality of interests, strategic cooperation and collaboration 

between India and the Gulf countries in the energy sector are likely to 

strengthen in future. 

 

 

 


