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Dr John Carlisle White Paper: DECOMMISSIONING NORTH SEA 

CREATING THE SYSTEM CONDITIONS FOR PRODUCTIVE DECOMMISSIONING 

 “The true system, the real system, is our present construction of systematic thought itself, rationality 

itself, and if a factory is torn down but the rationality which produced it is left standing, then that 

rationality will simply produce another factory.  If a revolution destroys a systematic government, but 

the systematic patterns of thought that produced that government are left intact, then those patterns 

will repeat themselves in the succeeding government. There's so much talk .... And so little 

understanding."  

Robert Pirsig.  (1974) Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance 

INTRODUCTION 

The North Sea Oil and Gas situation is a paradox. It is populated by some of the best engineers and 

technocrats in the world and has managed to make a fortune out of the most difficult working 

environments apart from the Arctic. It is an economic dynamo. In 2013, oil and gas companies 

supported around 450,000 jobs across the UK, according to Oil and Gas UK, of which 100,000 were 

involved in the export of good and services. Average salaries in the North Sea exceeded £60,000. 

But, the management methods both internally and to the supply chain have held back the productivity 

of the area enormously. The emphasis has been far too much on control, or the illusion thereof, and 

the lack of trust has cost the majors dear as it has sub-optimised the value of the supply chain, in both 

technical and intellectual capital, which is illogical, given that 80% of the innovation in the industry 

comes from the contractor community.  

This paper sets out the extent of the challenge for North Sea decommissioning, some of the reasons, 

and the different thinking that is required to address it. 

PROBLEM STATEMENT 

It is estimated that up to 478 platforms alone in the UKCS (UK Continental Shelf) will need to be 

decommissioned safely in the next 30 years. In the US Outer Continental Shelf that number is 629 out 

of 2900 platforms. And there are thousands of smaller structures that are either obsolete or 

approaching obsolescence. The spend last year in the North Sea was over £1 billion and will be over 

£2 billion p.a. by 2018. This is over £40 billion in the next 30 years, and probably rising, cet.par. 

However, this is a spend with no financial return for the operator, and, in a climate where there are 

uncertainties about both demand and prices, the incentive to address this is not strong. A warning has 

already appeared from the US OCS where, over the last 12 years the platform decommissioning rate 

http://www.theguardian.com/business/oil
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rose steadily to 2012, averaging 154 platforms p.a.; but in 2013 it fell off a cliff to just 11. 

The Challenge: the O&G Operator Culture 

A year after the publication of the final Wood Report the growth in de-commissioning has been 

modest, and certainly not coordinated, despite best efforts of the authorities. But what is clear from 

the report and my extensive research in construction and O&G projects is that if the UK is to optimise 

the innovative technology and project expertise required it must persuade the O&G industry to adopt a 

different mindset, that of collaboration. This is a big challenge. Here are two reasons why, both of 

which need addressing:  

1. Lack of a collaborative culture. The need for collaboration appears over 50 times in the 

Wood Report. It is an insistent theme in most other reports on decommissioning, usually as a 

plea to actually start doing it! This is an indication of the lack of a collaborative culture in the 

industry, especially with the Operators, despite many instances of partnering success in 

drilling, servicing, and platform-building that saved millions, produced on time projects and 

enhanced the likelihood of innovation. A few years ago the National Audit Office highlighted 

eight case studies where collaboration was key to success, including the BP alliancing pioneer 

the Andrew platform begun in 1994, which opened up the Andrew field, and has now been 

producing for nearly 20 years. The joint planning method they adopted (should have) 

demolished the myth that competitive tendering was the most efficient and cost-effective way 

of procuring in the oil and gas industry, as well as in the best construction projects. 

In the USA infrastructure construction commissioned by the military and some state 

departments of transport were incredibly successful partnerships. Hard data indicates that it is 

worth the investment. The Arizona Department of Transport (ADOT) kept detailed records 

from 1993 through 2006 on 1788 completed contracts. They credit partnering with 24,677 

contract days saved, 12.7% average time saved, $30 million in savings, and only 6 claims 

with a total value of $1,275,808 required arbitration or mediation on completed construction 

projects valued at $5.5 billion. During the two years before, 1991 and 1992, ADOT and their 

contractors wrestled with 80 claims worth $68,300,000! 

 

More to the point, in Scotland in 1986, ten years earlier, Esso and Shell completed the 

building of  the Fife Ethylene Plant in Mossmorran in a collaborative way with the contractor, 

Lummus. The refinery came on line five months early, 10% under budget, with no reportable 

accidents and minimal union problems, with great support from the community. A key 

planning feature was the early involvement of the contractor. This was a great partnering 
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success – completely overlooked by the corporate leadership of Shell and Exxon. This is 

inexplicable, as in an industry where controlling risk is the most abiding concern, cooperation 

and trust with the supply chain are fundamental to risk management. 

The embedded mindset: So it is clear that any project is likely to succeed if it adopts collaborative 

planning and system thinking; but there is still a great deal of inertia. Eric Faulds, a decommissioning 

veteran who used to work for Shell asked this question at a recent decommissioning conference in 

Houston: “The elephant in the room remains, though: will operators work together to reduce cost or 

will successful operators hold a tight grip on their finely tuned decommissioning process to maintain 

competitive advantage?” (April, 2015). He remains pessimistic, and here is symptom of the malaise. 

At the same conference this cost estimate model sent out in the invitation illustrates the mindset 

problem. 

Figure 1. Spot the flaw in the thinking?  
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Figure 2. No front end planning 

No early involvement of the contractors to influence the planning or risk management. Yet they are 

the real experts. A typical mindset that has not changed in 25 years. 

 

 

Compare with these diagrams of the opportunity curve below which illustrates the benefits of a 

system thinking approach that the most successful projects adopt. 

 

Figure 3. The collaborative possibilities realised. 
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2. Resistance to change The visionary CRINE initiative, which morphed into LOGIC inter alia, 

is best know today for its Standard Contracts and for some of the larger cost savings in 

platform construction and installation, up to 40% in some cases. CRINE’s economic success 

is undeniable, but it never managed to overcome what it recognised as the greatest obstacle – 

the industry attitudes. All that remains from CRINE today in the minds of the industry are the 

Standard Contracts, not the successes due to collaboration as happened on Brittania. 

 Mike Curtis (1995), Technology Director of BP and chairman of CRINE, had stressed the 

importance of cultural change - persuading people to adopt new attitudes to get away from “an 

industry hamstrung by entrenched attitudes, poor communication, lack of trust and adversarial and 

a set of practices that had been developed and become 'normal' over a period of years. The costs 

associated in managing this mistrust are huge.” 

The DTI Oil & Gas Industry Task Force Report: A Template for Change (September 1999:) 

continued on the same theme: “The UK oil and gas industry’s high value opportunities span many 

disciplines and will be realised by no single technology. Therefore, a coherent leadership strategy 

acknowledges that collaboration within and across the supply and demand sides is key to 

unlocking much of the remaining value in the UKCS. We believe this strategy is in the best 

interests of all stakeholders, ...”.  

But, fifteen years later, after a succession of reports, articles, government schemes and working 

groups the Wood Report was still asking for these cultural changes. Something different is needed. 

STRATEGY FOR EFFECTIVE CHANGE FROM INEFFICIENT COMPETITION TO PRODUCTIVE 

COLLABORATION  

Clearly, therefore, in the Oil and Gas industry lack of collaboration is a leadership issue around the 

culture of the Operators. If this is not addressed there will be a substantial risk of the UK MER 

Strategy not being realised – and not just for de-commissioning. But, how to start to change the 

culture of the Operators from one of command and control to that of productive collaboration so that 

it flows through the whole system, i.e. inter-operator, supply chains and regulator? 

The Solution The Operator is the independent variable. If the Operator culture does not change, 

nothing will change, i.e. if you want to change the O&G system you need to change the nature of 

demand, and it is the Operators who create the demand. The Supply Chain and other variables are 

manageable and structures are in place to optimise them – IF the Operator are persuaded to change 
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Proposal 

It would be a mistake to treat the lack of collaborative competence as the focus of change. It is 

actually a symptom of a larger leadership malaise, i.e. the inability to treat the UKCS operations as a 

system. As an example, in the Macondo incident report [Bea, R. (2011). Final Report on the 

Investigation of the Macondo Well Blowout Deepwater Horizon Study Group: 82] it states: ....  

“system disasters such as those of the Occidental Piper Alpha platform, the Exxon Valdez tanker, the 

Petrobras P36 platform, and the NASA Columbia shuttle” in order to introduce the lack of system 

thinking as a major factor. The word “system” appears 243 times in the report, most often as a 

management problem.  

The main reasons for this ubiquity are that an appreciation of the system limits the potential for risks 

of unintended consequences and increases the potential for effective optimisation of the work. Here is 

the opportunity. Sir Ian Wood in Section 4.3 - Regional Development Strategy proposes a systems 

solution, which needs giving legs to, i.e.  The objective of the Regional Development Strategy is to 

ensure the development of UKCS resources on a regional, rather than solely a field basis. Operators 

should be required, where appropriate, to co- operate with the Regulator and with other licence 

holders in the wider adjacent area on all aspects of field and cluster development, from exploration 

through to decommissioning, with the overarching aim of maximising economic recovery from 

clusters of fields as well as from individual fields. This offers opportunities to jointly enhance value to 

both HM Treasury and to licensees to deliver the best economic outcome.  (p.41) 

 

1. Change the narrative from collaboration to system. The Operators are uneasy with the 

term, collaboration, just as they were uneasy with the word “partners” except in a legal sense 

when I began working with the Shell and Mobil projects in the early nineties. The contractors 

and suppliers are cynical about the term – with some justification. So, use system to capture 

what needs to be done. This does away with the soft thinking that worries the Operators. 

System strategies are based on being clear about the aim and about the reality of the 

interdependence of the parts, which of course requires cooperation. Figure 4 shows this 

interdependence, and when working on the installation of Shearwater, the interconnector was 

a key parameter that we had to manage. Add to this the continuous improvement 

methodology and there is the lever for MER. 
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Figure 4. Example, interdependence on the UKCS. 

 

 

The priority is to challenge the Operators to change their management system. The half dozen major 

reports on MER all address the need for greater collaboration upstream, but only the Wood Report has 

the nous to propose collaboration between Operators.  Sir Ian Wood would know, as a contractor to 

the oil majors, that this is not a given. Even the very successful alliancing contracts were actually only 

regarded by the oil majors as outliers, events lying outside the “real” organisation system. The 

learning that collaboration works was never embedded in the Operator community. 

I took this learning from my time with the Shell servicing contracts and Shearwater, and my 

construction project work with me when I was part of the Government Construction Strategy. A major 

challenge was to get the Cabinet Secretary to agree to include need for change in the public sector 

clients and sponsors, and not just the supply chain. We did take the fight to them through The 

Intelligent Client Task Group, and it made all the difference – as can be seen in the Trial Projects and 

collaborative contracts that were produced (Project Procurement and Delivery Guidance, 2013).  
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It all about planning and system thinking, and looking at decommissioning as an opportunity, for 

example,  for expertise, skills development and emotional intelligence which are infinitely 

transferable in a world where this expertise will be increasingly in demand. Erik Bonino, the chairman 

of Shell UK agrees: “North Sea oil and gas fields offer the UK the chance to create a world-class hub 

for the safe and responsible decommissioning of platforms and pipelines. We have the potential to 

develop expertise that can be exported throughout the world, from the Gulf of Mexico to the South 

China Sea, and create thousands of highly skilled jobs.” (Guardian, 3 February 2015) 

 

There may even be scope to make such a cultural change again in this era to help the whole Oil & Gas 

Sector be more effective in its current focus on cost-reduction, where they use genuine collaboration 

to avoid the traditional “cost-cutting” mind-set in that the following effects ensue: 

- Quality and Safety are compromised 

- Morale goes down 

- Stakeholder Satisfaction reduces 

- Costs go up elsewhere – as problems and unintended consequences emerge – 

impacting the operations directly or indirectly. 

 Responsiveness to E&P opportunities very limited 

 

This could be a crucial by-product of a new approach to Decommissioning  –  which 

focuses on optimising the “system” in terms that the Regulator wou ld sign-off : 

- Higher Quality – higher percentage right first time, i.e. less rework 

- Faster end-to-end times for task completion, but less time pressure  

- Greater safety 

- Faster completion and progressively reducing costs 

 

If the approach is taken up it will help meet at least two of the other OGA priorities (Production 

efficiency and Improving the Cost Base, as well as Collaborative Decommissioning), i.e. MER. 

2. Set up a Decommissioning North Sea Implementation Group that has two remits:  

a. An Strategy for Implementing the Decommissioning in the most cost effective way , 

with an emphasis on system thinking and collaboration, and 

b. A Change Strategy to take the Operators in particular on the journey that permits the 

collaborative systems approach.  
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Implementation Strategy, beginning with cultural change  

This is based on system thinking with the clear aim of incorporating the best practices that have been 

established in decommissioning per se, and in project delivery.  

Change the Operator/O&G relationship by changing your own mindset 

Negotiate: The initial positioning of the DNS and OGA in their relationship with the operators needs 

to be that of an informal negotiation to get them out of the Command and Control mode and into a 

Phase 2 relationship with the OGA (Figure 5) and then with each other. That means having a clear 

aim, which is aligned with the OGA’s priorities, an understanding of the key issues for both sides, and 

thus possible trade-offs, and a clear, walk away bottom line. The subliminal message to the Operators 

is that they must be prepared to negotiate concessions and not just proceed with their usual positional 

bargaining, with its accompanying threats. 

 

Figure 5. The Organisational Relationship Journey 

The Relationship Journey – From Command and Control to Cooperation 

 

 

threshold 
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This is an area in which I have a great deal of practical experience, having helped plan a PES 

negotiation for the old DHSS and partnership discussions for Motorola and NASA, for example. My 

research indicates that the more senior the executive is the less competence they have in negotiation, 

not least because they are so used to getting their own way. So, the DNS needs to help them here by 

being good at negotiating themselves, with the firm backing of the Regulator. For example, when the 

DHSS negotiated with the Treasury, Tony Newton, the Minister, did not lead. He sent in his best 

negotiators and played the back stop. The Treasury was forced to actually negotiate and a win/win 

was achieved. 

The Change Levers:  

Hard and soft tactics need to be used. 

Attractors - Risk Management and Productivity to bring down costs for everyone, and increase 

profitability in the supply chain. Research has shown that the systems approach with a collaborative 

strategy could offer a 15% cost reduction and considerable time reduction. This is a win/win for the 

industry and the taxpayer. 

Coercives – licence to close and/or to operate may not be issued, shareholder reactions and 

reputational damage. One of the most powerful is the taxpayer card, who is paying up to 70% of the 

costs. This is a powerful lever, as they are the “major shareholders” in the venture.  

Hold a Launch Day 

Principle – create the change in the workplace, not in the conferences  

(Until you start to do something you can’t understand the problem) 

Bring together the Operators for a day under the chairmanship of the Regulator to envision a 

collaborative systems trial to decommissioning. Instead of the usual pilots, task forces and work 

groups set up Trial Projects where the systems ways of working can be implemented on an actual 

project(s), as happened with the Government Construction Strategy. 

There are currently a number of decommissioning projects in the North Sea right now, e.g. Brent 

Delta and the BP Don and Miller. It has to be axiomatic that safety and coordination with other 

stakeholders in the field or region must be areas of collaboration. 

This day will require careful preparation and planning:  

 Survey key stakeholders first through the DNS, and set up a study to analyse the best 

collaborative and system aspects of a current decommissioning project such as North West 



11 
 

John Carlisle Partners 

44 Dover Road, Sheffield, S11 8RH  Tel: 0114 2670697 email: jcashby@btinternet.com 

 

Hutton. 

 Have meeting with Erik Bonino in the light of his comments above, and have him at the 

meeting. 

 Design a template that includes collaborative contracts such as Two Stage Open Book, and 

framework agreements and a “body of evidence” that is circulated before the meeting as a 

stalking horse. (Mosey, 2013) 

 Agree to share best practice on a knowledge management platform 

 Chatham House rule to allow more open discussion? 

 

 A skilled facilitator would design the day and help the group to arrive at a clear shared 

purpose and principles, and next steps.  The product of the meeting would be a charter on 

collaborating across the system which companies in the system could use as their guiding 

North Star, and be held account to, and a draft action plan.  

I would help plan and facilitate the session and work with the Implementation Group on the 

engagement process for the rest of the stakeholders. 

 

The Next Steps 

Training and joint working workshops based on early involvement principles and collection of best 

practice principles in a Knowledge Management format complementing what DNS is already doing. 
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