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News
For the attention of: news editors

Friday 23 September 2005  [PR5063]
A new way to find old oil

Researchers based at the Open University and the University of Aberdeen have found a way to shorten the odds in predicting where undersea reservoirs of oil can be found off the north coast of the UK.

The researchers have developed a new analytical technique that can help to predict which rocks are most likely to contain oil, and have demonstrated their new technique on sandstone rocks found deep beneath the seafloor between the Shetland Isles and Faroes.

The scientists say not all sandstone rocks contain oil and millions of pounds have been spent drilling only to find nothing, because the oil passed through millions of years ago without being trapped.  Many things need to be in place to trap enough oil in the reservoir to make drilling economically worthwhile.

Their new technique involves measuring the age of a mineral, potassium feldspar, which is present as a natural cement in many oil reservoirs.  When the cement also contains bubbles of oil, it pinpoints the time when oil passed through the rock, and allows geologists to determine which areas would have provided good oil traps. 

“This is important for science because we are able to determine both the time and temperature at which fluids moved through the rocks,” says Dr Simon Kelley, at The Open University’s CEPSAR research centre, “but it’s also essential information for the oil industry in searching for future sources.”

Dr Kelley along with University of Aberdeen professor John Parnell, acquired funding from the Natural Environment Research Council (NERC) to prove their technique. It was Aberdeen research student Darren Mark who did the painstaking laboratory work, helped by the OU’s Sarah Sherlock, Martin Lee of the University of Glasgow and Andy Carr of Advanced Geochemical Systems Ltd. Their work is published in a paper this week by the prestigious Science magazine.
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