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Overview

The focus of this paper is on the evolution of the natural gas markets in the Asia-Pacific and Australia’s role in that evolution. Australia has evolved from its initial 1989 entry into the regional gas trade to an expectation of volume dominance by 2020. The history and expected future path are presented. The paper also raises and answers some of the current key questions being asked about potential external influences on Australia’s role. These include the influence of potential US exports of LNG to the region and the potential for significant domestic natural gas development in China.

Natural gas trade in the Asia-Pacific was initiated with LNG shipments from Kenai, Alaska to Tokyo, Japan in 1969. While this trade link is coming to a close, the Asia-Pacific continues to be the major LNG-based natural gas trade region in the world. Australia currently has three operating LNG export projects, with seven more under construction. Australia’s export capacity is expected to surpass that of Qatar prior to 2020. Australia was the first country to export LNG to China, and it is still China’s largest supplier. The developments in Australia also include technological firsts, with three LNG projects to be fed by coal seam gas (coal bed methane) and one to be the first floating LNG project in the world.

Methodology
I conduct economic analyses of historical trade, production, and reserves data for Australia and the region. The analyses of potential market opportunities are based on industry and public energy market Outlooks; tabular and graphical analyses. The paper also assesses the influence of domestic and foreign energy policies, such as the carbon pricing scheme in place in Asutralia, and the influence of shipping distance on the economics of Australian projects.
Results

Australia will gain strength as a geopolitical player in the energy markets of the Asia-Pacific region. Australia has the potential to expand its role further, but this will be tied to both regional market dynamics and domestic and foreign politics and policies.
Conclusions

Regardless of the future scenarios that may eventuate, Australia will play a significant role in the global LNG trade, and thus the evolution of a global market for natural gas. Recently imposed carbon pricing in Australia may have an influence on role of natural gas in the energy mix of both the domestic and foreign markets. The potential for export capacity expansion beyond that currently under construction is uncertain.
