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Introduction

The return of resource nationalism is something to behold in what is increasingly thought of as a globalised, 
integrated world. Although various definitions of the phenomenon exist, it is widely understood to be “the 
expropriation and nationalisation of foreign-owned natural resource assets by States for strategic and nation-
alistic reasons” (Hill et al. 2012:1). This largely manifests as the creation and implementation of National Oil 
Companies (NOCs), for example Saudi Aramco, at the expense of International Oil Companies, for example 
Royal Dutch Shell and BP, resulting in nation states controlling an ever-increasing proportion of global oil and 
gas supplies (see section 2 for exemplification). This shift towards protectionism and the nationalisation of re-
sources stands in stark antithesis to the now widespread consensus that the liberalisation of the global econ-
omy and the removal of trade barriers results in greater increases in welfare across the board [see Figure 1]. 

Figure 1: Tarrif Savings in millions of euros 1995-2018

Source: European Commission, Marex Spectron Institute 

This trend of reclaiming nationalism as a way of structuring the world, of reasserting the importance of borders 
and national territorial sovereignty, has certainly seen a resurgence in the past five or so years. A previous 
paper published by the Marex Spectron Institute covered Brexit and its impact on commodity markets and 
at the time of writing, the United States has implemented tariffs on Chinese imports. Much of Europe has seen 
a resurgence in nationalistic parties which have gained momentum based on promises that they will reverse 
the unprecedented economic, political and cultural liberalisation of the world, placing a greater emphasis 
on advancing their respective country’s own agenda, often to the detriment of other countries (Waltz 1979). 
Resource nationalism certainly fits in to this trend, and may be viewed as the commodity world’s manifesta-
tion of this contemporary sweeping phenomenon. 

Having established this, the report will firstly explore the reasons as to why we are seeing a resurgence of re-
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source nationalism, exploring in greater detail this revolt against the liberalisation of the 1980s and 1990s, the 
anti-colonial nature of the nationalisation of resources as well as the diminishing dependence resource-rich 
nations have on IOCs. The report will then move on to provide evidence to this discussion, showing how IOC’s 
access to supplies of oil and gas has progressively decreased over the last 40 years. Lastly, the report will then 
discuss the potential implications this will have on global commodity markets. 

Reasons for Resource Nationalism 

With the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 came Francis Fukuyama’s famous quote: humanity has reached the 
“end of history”. For Fukuyama, the fall of communism and subsequent assertion of capitalism would result 
in the global adoption of Western values, namely capitalism, trade liberalisation and democracy. This com-
bined with a Thatcher government in the United Kingdom and the Reagan and Bush administrations in the 
United States led to a dominant discourse of liberalism in the 1980s, 90s and 2000s, resulting in widespread 
privatisation and the loosening of rules governing FDI, meaning that Western IOCs were able to acquire vast 
reserves of natural resources beyond their borders (Ramamurti & Doh 2004). Minor (1994) notes how this re-
sulted in only 11 cases of expropriation in the developing world between 1981 and 1992, as opposed to 83 in 
1974 alone. As Figure 2 shows, foreign investment accelerated greatly in the 1980s and 90s, highlighted by the 
red section of the graph. 

Figure 2: FDI Net Inflows $b

Source: The World Bank, Marex Spectron Institute 

However, what we are witnessing now is a rebuttal against these policies. There is evidence of the potential 
reassertion of the importance borders, subsequently resulting in resource-endowed countries laying a greater 
claim to their geo-resources which fall inside these borders. This may well have resulted in the subsequent re-
moval of IOCs from resource-rich countries in Africa and the Middle East. It is further argued that this reclama-
tion of their resources to the detriment of Western companies is decisively anti-colonial in nature. Much of the 
colonial conquest was centred on extracting resources from foreign countries and bringing them back to the 
Metropole, and now resource rich countries are starting to take issue with the extraction of value on their soil 
whereby this value is immediately transferred elsewhere. Resource endowed countries may be seeing the value 
in standing up for themselves, and refusing to be controlled by the West (Connelly et al. 2014, Click & Weiner 
2010). It is probable that these factors have resulted in the establishment of NOCs and thus the acquisition of 
progressively greater proportions of global oil and gas reserves by these NOCs, as evidenced in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3: Transnational Oil Companies Access to World Oil and Gas Reserves (1970-2005)

Source: Jasimuddin & Maniruzzaman, KPMG, Marex Spectron Institute

Furthermore, when many resource-rich countries discovered oil and natural gas reserves, they may not have 
had the technological capacity nor the financial capital  to access all of these resources. It was therefore 
beneficial in the early stages of their development to broker deals with IOCs which resulted in the IOCs de-
veloping the infrastructure and technological expertise needed to access the reserves. However, now the 
infrastructure is established and the expertise transferred to local workers, there is an argument that there is 
less of a need for IOCs. 

These factors have resulted in several major expropriations during the last two decades. Panov (2008) notes 
how much of Russia’s oil industry was nationalised in the 2000s and this phenomenon has become common 
place in recent years: the Argentinian government renationalised in 2012 and Bolivia nationalised its oil and 
gas industry in 2006 as two examples. This increasing importance of government-owned oil companies is 
reflected in Figure 4, which shows state-owned companies are providing greater levels of investment into 
various energy sectors, exemplifying a shift in importance towards NOCs. 

Figure 4: Share of government/ SOE ownership in enegy investment by sector

Source: IEA, Marex Spectron Institute
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Implications on commodity markets 

Having established that NOCs are coming to occupy an increasing share of the world’s oil and gas reserves, 
it is important to hypothesise what the implications of this might be. One of the key differences between IOCs 
and NOCs is that IOCs tend to operate at far greater efficiency levels than their national counterparts. Luciani 
(2011) suggests that privately owned companies tend to be far more efficient in their activities due to their 
consistent need to satisfy shareholders and generate profit, as well as their competition with other companies. 
Conversely, NOCs tend to have little to no competition, encouraging inefficient practices and ultimately low-
er rates of production (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Reduction in output in Liyba and Venezuela following nationalisation in 1971 and 1976 respec-
tively

 Source: Grossenbacher, T, Marex Spectron Institute

Tordo et al. (2011) further suggest that NOCs tend to solely focus on preserving an asset base as opposed 
to actively search for new reserves and create technological innovations which might increase extraction 
rates, limiting supply potential. Furthermore, other studies suggest that NOCs often prioritise employment pol-
icies over profitability because they often have national policies at the heart of their agenda, leading to an 
opportunity cost whereby profit cannot be invested into improving efficiency because it’s going to excess 
salaries (Gochenour 1992). Interestingly, despite the evidence suggesting that NOCs have less efficient rates 
of production than IOCs, global oil supplies have increased significantly in the years where NOCs have been 
gaining a larger control of supplies. This may in fact add further weight to the argument and be testament 
to the higher levels of efficiency of the IGOs, in that even though their access to supplies is decreasing, they 
are still able to maintain and even increase output due to their operational expertise. Both these ideas are 
expressed in Figure 6, which shows that the top 5 IOCs have significantly higher efficiency rates compared to 
the vast majority of NOCs. This notion is certainly backed up relevant figures. The National Oil Company Da-
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tabase shows that despite controlling over 85% of global reserves, NOCs only produce 55% of the world’s oil 
and gas, once again paying testament to the extractive capacity of IOCs and perhaps equally the inefficient 
nature of NOCs. Furthermore, a report by Accenture (2017) reveals that despite their privileged access to oil 
reserves, NOCs profitability has fallen by around 20% in the past five years. 

Figure 6: Efficiency of major oil companies

Source: Rice University, Marex Spectron Research

Resource nationalism and volatility

Problems with efficiency and the potential knock-on on supply is not the only possible implication of resource 
nationalism on global commodity markets; increased price volatility presents a further prospective disruption. 
As OPEC’s withholding of resources in 1972 shows, when large amounts of oil supplies are nationally owned, 
oil supply and subsequently the price of oil becomes inextricably linked with political and geopolitical events. 
This has the potential to result in greater price volatility, as nations may well threaten to withhold oil supplies 
as a geopolitical bargaining tool. As Figure 7 shows, the volatility of oil prices has progressively increased over 
the last 40 years, in line with the continuous nationalisation of oil sources. Although there is no proof to suggest 
that these two phenomena have definitive causation, it is plausible to assume that the increasing proportion 
of global supplies belonging to nation states as opposed to IOCs has the potential to result in a greater vola-
tility in global prices. 

Major IOCs 

NOCs & smaller private companies
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Figure 7: 

 

Source: Bloomberg, Marex Spectron Research

Above two charts merged
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Concluding Remarks 

We are living in a time where nationalisation on economic, political and cultural fronts is becoming more 
common-place. The promises of indefinite political and economic liberalisation coupled with widespread 
privatisation and deregulation following the end of the Cold War seem to be faltering, as several trends point 
towards the reassertion of the importance of borders. Resource nationalism contributes significantly to this 
trend, with IGOs seeing more and more of their resources becoming expropriated and placed into the hands 
of NOCs and governments. The evidence for this is compelling; NOCs hold as much as 85% of global oil and 
gas reserves and are contributing to investment in global energy markets more than ever. This phenomenon 
is likely to have long-term impacts on the oil and gas markets. Extensive research suggests that NOCs have a 
lower output per unit of reserve than IOCs, and an ever-increasing proportion of global reserves under their 
control might eventually see a decrease in global oil supplies, as the IOCs diminishing reserves can no longer 
be covered for by their greater efficiency. Furthermore, the greater proportion of reserves controlled by gov-
ernments may result in oil and gas supplies becoming inextricably intertwined with political and geopolitical 
activities, which may threaten production more so than oil under the control of IGOs. Although largely specu-
lative, the rise of resource nationalism will have undoubted effects on commodity markets; the importance of 
monitoring it cannot be understated.  
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