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Norway claims to be one of the climate 

leaders of the world, and was one of 

the first countries to ratify the Paris 

Agreement. At the same time, the country 

has led an aggressive policy of expanding 

its oil and gas industries, and has ramped 

up its exploration licensing exponentially 

over the past 10 years. 

This is despite clear scientific evidence that 

allowing development of new oil and gas 

fields — let alone approving exploration for 

new oil and gas reserves — is incompatible 

with the critical aim of the Paris Agreement 

to limit global warming to 1.5 degrees 

Celsius (°C).1,2 

This briefing provides new data revealing 

how Norway’s Awards in Predefined 

Areas (APA) program has locked in 

a rapid acceleration of licensing over 

the past decade, and quantifies how 

Norway’s contribution to the climate crisis 

could increase if exploration and new 

development continue apace. We identify 

two key steps the current Norwegian 

government can take in 2022 to signal 

that it is serious about its commitment to 

the Paris goals, and to begin to align its 

oil and gas policies with the critical 1.5°C 

limit: halt the APA licensing system, and 

reject Equinor Energy AS’s bid to develop 

a major new oilfield in the Arctic. The 

Equinor oilfield would be the northernmost 

development in the world,3 and in a 

vulnerable and exposed area. 

Ultimately, to show real climate leadership, 

Norway must stop approving any new 

exploration or extraction, and instead 

focus on leading the way towards a rapid 

and equitable phase-out of oil and gas 

production. 

The former Conservative Government 

issued a record high number of exploration 

licences to the oil and gas sector between 

2013 and 2021. The Labour Government 

has an opportunity to demonstrate 

concrete leadership in tackling the climate 

crisis by aligning the country’s oil and gas 

policies with the Paris Agreement. 

a Russia is not included in our definition of Europe.

KEY FINDINGS: 
f During the last 10 years, the Norwegian 

government awarded as many 

exploration licences (700) as in the  

47 years prior, making Norway Europe’s 

most aggressive explorera. From 2012 

to 2021, new licences issued by Norway 

opened up 2.8 billion barrels of new 

oil and gas resources for potential 

extraction, almost 3.5 times more than 

Europe’s second-largest producer, the 

United Kingdom. 

f The Awards in Predefined Areas 

(APA) now account for 60 percent 

of the blocks awarded to oil and 

gas companies on the Norwegian 

continental shelf. The number of blocks 

included in the APA doubled under 

the last government, an expansion that 

occured without following climate and 

environmental advice from the state’s 

own environmental bodies. 

f If oil and gas industry expansion is 

allowed to continue, Norway’s global 

contribution to the climate crisis could 

increase dramatically. The oil and gas 

within fields that are already licensed, 

but not yet developed, could lead 

to an additional 3 billion tons (Gt) of 

carbon-dioxide (CO
2
) emissions. This 

is 60 times Norway’s annual domestic 

emissions. New licensing could increase 

these emissions by 80 percent.

f The proposed Wisting oil field could 

be the largest single Norwegian 

asset approved for development this 

decade.4 If approved, the 500 million 

barrels of oil in the Wisting field in the 

Barents Sea could lead to emissions 

of more than 200 million tons (Mt) 

of CO
2
 when burned, equivalent to 

the annual emissions of 50 coal-fired 

power plants. The climate impact of 

the Wisting field could be three times 

greater than that of the Cambo field, the 

controversial U.K. project paused in late 

2021 in the face of massive grassroots 

opposition.
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The 2015 Paris Agreement legally binds 

countries to limit global warming to well 

below 2°C and to pursue efforts to limit it 

to 1.5°C. Norway was the first developed 

nation to ratify the agreement in 2016,5 but 

has yet to take meaningful action in terms 

of its own most significant contribution 

to the climate crisis: the country’s oil and 

gas exploration and production. The 2017 

Sky’s Limit Norway report found that 

Norway is the world’s seventh-largest 

exporter of emissions on an annual 

basis.6 Figure 1, updated with 2020 data, 

shows that the CO
2
 created by burning 

exported Norwegian oil and gas remains 

10 times greater than Norway’s domestic 

greenhouse gas emissions.b 

OIL AND GAS EXTRACTION ARE 
FUELLING THE CLIMATE CRISIS

b Norway’s domestic greenhouse gas emissions equalled 49.3 Mt CO
2
-equivalent in 2020. We calculate ‘exported emissions’ by first subtracting the volumes of oil and 

gas consumed in Norway in 2020 (and thus covered by domestic emissions) from the total amount of oil and gas produced in Norway in 2020. We apply CO
2
 emissions 

factors (see Endnote 7) to exported volumes, finding that exported emissions totalled 520 Mt CO
2
 in 2020.
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Figure 1: Norway’s annual CO
2
 emissions, domestic versus exported, 2020

Sources: Statistics Norway, BP Statistical Review of World Energy, Oil Change International calculation using data from Rystad Energy UCube.7

There is strong scientific consensus that 

ending the expansion of global fossil fuel 

production immediately and phasing it 

out rapidly is necessary to avoid the worst 

impacts of climate change. The latest 

report from the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC), from August 

2021, makes it clear that the main drivers 

of the climate crisis are the rising emissions 

of CO
2
 and methane. One of the most 

severe findings of the report is that, due to 

past emissions, all mapped scenarios lead 

to a warming that exceeds the 1.5°C target 

by the middle of the 21st century. Only one 

scenario allows temperatures to return 

below that level by the end of the century.8

The 2021 Production Gap report, 

supported by the United National 

Environment Programme, shows that 

governments are still planning to produce 

more than twice the amount of fossil 

fuels in 2030 than would be consistent 

with limiting warming to 1.5°C.9 Despite a 

growing number of countries, including 

Norway, announcing their intentions to 

achieve net-zero emissions by 2050, these 

pledges have not translated into plans to 

keep fossil fuels in the ground.  

In May 2021, the International Energy 

Agency (IEA) produced a roadmap for 

the global energy sector to reach net-zero 

emissions by 205010 and to limit global 

warming to 1.5°C. The IEA’s roadmap 

includes no new expansion of fossil fuel 

production beyond projects already in 

development. The head of the IEA, Fatih 

Birol, declared, “If governments are serious 

about the climate crisis, there can be no 

new investments in oil, gas and coal, from 

now – from this year.”11 In October 2021, 

the IEA reiterated its conclusions when 

releasing its first-ever 1.5°C-aligned World 

Energy Outlook. IEA director Birol publicly 

dismissed the claim by Equinor Energy AS, 

Norway’s state-owned energy company, 

that new oil and gas development 

connected to existing platforms would 

align with the IEA net-zero scenario.12

Previous research done by Oil Change 

International has shown that, even if coal 

is phased out overnight, the CO
2
 emissions 

from oil and gas in already-operating or 

under-construction fields around the world 

could push the planet beyond 1.5°C of 

warming.13

In August 2021, UN Secretary General 

António Guterres responded to the release 

of the latest IPCC report by stressing 

that its findings “must sound a death 

http://priceofoil.org/2021/05/18/iea-1-5c-model-closes-door-on-new-fossil-fuel-extraction/
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knell for coal and fossil fuels, before they 

destroy our planet. […] Countries should 

end all new fossil fuel exploration and 

production, and shift fossil fuel subsidies 

into renewable energy.”14

At the 2021 UN climate summit in Glasgow, 

Scotland, the Beyond Oil and Gas 

Alliance (BOGA) was launched.15 BOGA’s 

constituent countries acknowledge that 

wealthy, diversified economies must take 

the lead globally in phasing out oil and gas 

production in order to make the transition 

away from fossil fuels an equitable 

process. 

Despite the clear message from the IEA 

and the UN, Norway’s two biggest political 

parties, Labour and the Conservative 

Party, have dismissed any changes to the 

country’s oil policy.16 Jonas Gahr Støre, 

Norway’s new prime minister, warned that 

shutting down drilling would mean the end 

of the green transition.17 

But Norway cannot credibly be part 

of a ‘green transition’ while ignoring 

the emissions generated globally by 

the country’s oil and gas production. 

The exploration policies championed 

by current and previous Norwegian 

governments have contributed to the 

global “production gap,” locking in more 

oil and gas production than is compatible 

with the critical 1.5°C warming limit. By 

contrast, as a wealthy country with a 

relatively diversified economy and the 

capacity to manage a rapid transition away 

from fossil fuels, Norway should be moving 

first and fastest globally to wind down 

fossil fuel production.18

As long as Norway continues to issue new 

exploration licences and approve new oil 

and gas field developments, it will impede 

the equitable global phase-out that is 

urgently needed. 

Figure 2 shows the additional CO
2
 

emissions the current Norwegian 

government could be responsible for 

locking in if it continues the aggressive 

expansion policy of the previous 

government. The data, based on 

projections from Rystad Energy, show 

that permitting development of oil and 

gas fields that are already licensed but not 

yet in production in Norway could lead 

to an additional 3 Gt of CO
2 
emissions. 

This is 60 times the mass of Norway’s 

current annual domestic emissions. Issuing 

new exploration licences could increase 

these expansion-related emissions by 

80 percent. According to the IEA’s 

1.5°C-aligned energy scenario, all of the 

oil and gas represented by the right-hand 

column in Figure 2 should remain in the 

ground.
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Figure 2: Projected cumulative future CO
2
 emissions from Norwegian oil and gas resources, by stage of development

Source: Oil Change International calculations using data from Rystad Energy UCube19

The following sections describe two key 

steps the Norwegian government can 

take in 2022 to begin to align its oil and 

gas policies with its commitment to the 

Paris Agreement: halting the exponentially 

expanding, non-transparent APA system 

of licensing; and rejecting Equinor’s bid to 

develop the Wisting oil field.
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Since Norway began producing oil in the 

1970s, it has become Europe’s largest oil- 

and gas-producing country, producing 

1.4 billion barrels of oil equivalent for sale 

to the world market in 2020.20 From the 

beginning of exploration in 1965 until 

2022, 1,400 exploration licences have been 

awarded on the Norwegian continental 

shelf. 2003 marked a significant 

acceleration in the award of licences, with 

the introduction of the APA. Over the past 

10 years, as many exploration licences have 

been awarded (700) as in the 47 years 

prior (Figure 3). Over half of these were 

awarded after Norway ratified the Paris 

Agreement in June 2016. 

AN EXPONENTIAL GROWTH IN 
EXPLORATION

For the past 10 years, Norway has been 

Europe’s most aggressive explorer, 

licensing far more resources than any other 

country. From 2012 to 2021, Norway’s 

awards have made available more than 

2.8 billion barrels of oil equivalent for 

exploration and potential development 

(Figure 4). This is twice the amount of 

oil and gas as the next country on the 

list, Cyprus, and 3.5 times more than the 

U.K., Europe’s second-largest producer 

(excluding Russia).

1965-1969: 36 (2%)

1970-1979: 43 (3%)

1980-1989: 118 (8%)

1990-1999: 71 (5%)

2000-2009: 340 (23%)

2010-2019: 657 (45%)

2020-2022: 187 (13%)

187
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43
36

Figure 3: Exploration licences awarded from 1965 – 2022. 

Source: Norwegian Petroleum Directorate21 

Figure 4: European oil and gas resources licensed for exploration, 2012-2021

Source: Rystad Energy UCube.22 Russia is not included in Rest of Europe. Boe = barrels of oil equivalent.

The biggest changes in the Norwegian 

exploration policy were the introduction 

of the Awards in Predefined Areas (APA) 

in 2003 and subsequent policy changes 

in 2011 that led to a lock-in of blocks for 

oil and gas exploration. The goal of the 

APA was to expand licences to so-called 

mature areas. In 2011, Norway’s parliament 

passed a policy that prevented any 

reduction of the APA areas: “Each year, 

the Government considers whether the 

APA area should be expanded. The areas 

can be expanded within the framework 

that lies in the management plans for the 

relevant sea area, but the area cannot be 

reduced.”23 

Furthermore, the Norwegian Parliament 

also passed a new policy that restricts 

the environmental advice that could be 

taken into consideration in public hearings 

regarding the environmental impacts of 

possible expansion of the APA. That policy 
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reads: “Until the update of a management 

plan, no further environmental and 

fisheries requirements will be set for 

petroleum activities in the area. For areas 

with a management plan, input is only 

requested in connection with whether new, 

important information has been added 

after the relevant management plan was 

adopted.”24 

On the Norwegian continental shelf, 

exploration licences are granted through 

two different types of licensing rounds: 

numbered licensing rounds in frontier 

areas, or Awards in Predefined Areas. In 

numbered licensing rounds, blocks that are 

not issued as part of an exploration licence 

are relinquished and reevaluated year-

to-year based on environmental reviews 

and public input. The APA, however, is 

an exponential licensing round. The fixed 

area available for companies to bid on 

only increases. If a block is not awarded as 

part of an APA licence in one year, it will 

automatically be up for award in the next 

year’s APA licensing round, without being 

part of a public hearing process. This has 

led to a back-door system for expansion 

with little to no transparency, which the 

state’s own environmental bodies have 

warned against for years.25 

This has also led to the APA taking over 

as the most important licensing round 

for gaining access to new areas on the 

Norwegian continental shelf. In 2009, 

46 oil and gas companies applied for 

the blocks that were issued in the 20th 

round.26 In 2021, however, only seven 

companies applied for licences in the 

25th licensing round.27 In the Barents Sea, 

where there are only two fields in current 

production, Snøhvit and Goliat, the areas 

included in APA have expanded from 27 

blocks in 200428 to 352 blocks in 2021.29 

After the last expansion of APA in 2021, 

the area now covers 106.476 km2.30 This 

is an increase of 120 percent from 2004. 

Thus, even frontier areas are included 

in the APA, and the numbered licensing 

round is essentially obsolete. 

The Conservative coalition that controlled 

the government from 2013 to 2021 set 

record after record in expanding the areas 

available for oil and gas exploration. When 

the coalition took office in 2013, 28 percent 

of the blocks on the continental shelf were 

defined as APA-areas, and thus available 

to oil and gas companies to apply for 

licences. When that government stepped 

down in October 2021, 60 percent of the 

blocks on the continental shelf were issued 

as APA-areas.31 
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Equinor is planning to seek approval 

for the development of the Wisting oil 

field in the Barents Sea in 2022. The 

field is expected to produce close to 

500 million barrels of oil, which would 

create more than 200 million tons of CO
2
 

when burned, equivalent to the annual 

carbon emissions of 50 coal-fired power 

plants.32 By size of reserves, Wisting could 

become the largest single Norwegian oil 

asset approved by the government this 

decade.33 Notably, Wisting’s impact on 

the climate could be three times greater 

than that of the controversial Cambo oil 

field proposed in the U.K.,34 which Siccar 

Point Energy was forced to suspend in late 

2021 in response to massive grassroots 

resistance and Shell’s abandonment of the 

project.35

and development processes, also 

considering that if approved, this would 

be the northernmost oil producing field in 

Norway, in a vulnerable area with specific 

safety, emergency preparedness, and 

environmental challenges.40 

The Wisting oil field could open a gateway 

for additional new oil projects in far 

northern Arctic areas of the Barents Sea. 

THE WISTING FIELD IS INCOMPATIBLE 
WITH LIMITING WARMING TO 1.5°C

If the Norwegian government intends to 

show real climate leadership, Norway must 

reject Equinor’s bid to develop the Wisting 

field. By doing so, the government will 

prevent the development of a new field 

that could lead to emissions of more than 

200 million tons of CO
2
, in favour of taking 

a step toward aligning Norway’s oil and 

gas policies with climate reality. 

Source: The Norwegian Petroleum Directorate36

Wisting is expected to be among the 

most controversial field developments 

considered in 2022. This is both because it 

will be the northernmost oil development 

in Norway and in the world, situated in an 

Arctic area with a vulnerable ecosystem, 

and because there have been major 

questions about whether Equinor is 

pushing through the development on a 

tighter timetable to take advantage of 

the temporary changes in the petroleum 

tax introduced during the Covid-19 

pandemic.37 

When the Norwegian Parliament 

discussed potential changes to the 

Norwegian petroleum tax, due to the 

Covid-19 pandemic, Equinor threatened to 

postpone the Wisting field development 

unless the tax system was changed.38 

Yet, Equinor was reportedly already 

considering postponing the Wisting field 

project before the pandemic crisis, due 

to a high break-even price and reservoir 

challenges.39 

The Norwegian Environment Agency 

has warned against a rushed and rapid 

process with the decision-making 

Image 1: Fields and discoveries in the Barents Sea.

WISTING
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Despite Norway’s frequent portrayal as a 

green or environmentally friendly country, 

it is Europe’s most aggressive explorer 

for more oil and gas, awarding 700 new 

licences for oil and gas exploration in the 

past 10 years. The awards have opened 

up more than 2.8 billion barrels of oil 

equivalent for exploration and potential 

development. 

The exploration policies don’t consider 

the climate crisis and the limited carbon 

budgets that we must abide by if we 

are to stay below an increase of 1.5°C 

in the global temperature. If approved 

for development, already-licensed 

fields, including Wisting, could lead to 

additional emissions of 3 Gt CO
2
, 60 

times Norway’s domestic emissions. If the 

current Norwegian government continues 

the previous government’s aggressive 

licensing policies, emissions from new 

Norwegian oil and gas development may 

increase by an additional 80 percent.

The APA doubled in size under the last 

government, a decision impossible to 

justify in the climate emergency our 

planet faces. The APA scheme works as a 

lock-in of future licensing areas, with little 

transparency and without considering 

either local environmental impacts or the 

climate crisis.

If the current government in Norway 

wants to be taken seriously on climate 

issues, it needs to review the country’s oil 

and gas policies and align them with the 

goals of the Paris Agreement and with the 

principles of global equity. 

The first steps the Labour-led government 

should undertake in 2022 to begin to align 

its oil and gas policies with the critical 

1.5°C limit are to halt the APA licensing 

system and to reject Equinor’s bid to 

develop the Wisting oil field.

CONCLUSION
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