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ABSTRACT 
Kazakhstan is the 18th-ranked oil producer in the world at almost two million barrels per day in 
2022. When talking about oil in Kazakhstan, many people think of the giant fields – the onshore 
Tengiz Field or the Kashagan Field in the Caspian Sea. But Kazakhstan also has heavy oil 
hosted in relatively small Cretaceous sandstone reservoirs, very much like the Mannville in 
Western Canada. 

In 2009, a number of Kazakh oligarchs-controlled companies holding a variety of oil and gas 
properties discovered in the Soviet era. More than a decade after the fall of the Soviet Union, 
they needed outside help to develop discoveries that had languished for lack of investment, and 
because local operators lacked good understanding of heavy oil reservoirs. Reserve reports 
from Russian engineering firms did not inspire confidence with prospective investors, who 
wanted reliable assessment and reporting from international consultants. 

In 2011, KazCanadian Petroleum Corporation, advised by Petrel Robertson Consulting and 
AJM Petroleum Consultants, agreed to undertake a geological and reservoir engineering 
appraisal of the Tyubedzhik and Zhangurshy heavy oil pools in western Kazakhstan, near the 
city of Aktau on the eastern shore of the Caspian Sea. 

What followed was a fascinating mix of 
technical and political revelations. Site 
visits to oilfields situated in some of the 
most barren lands I’ve ever encountered, 
but also featuring oil sands outcrops and 
some amazing Cretaceous ammonite 
beds. Discovering beautifully preserved 
cores languishing in a field office, sealed 
in their plastic sleeves and never having 
been viewed. Assigning oil-in-place and 
potential reserves at only about 50% of 
the values assigned by the Russian 
engineers, and being told that we could 

not propose a revised development plan because the state authority had already approved a 
plan based on the Russian reserve report.  



 
 
At the end of our visit, we stood in Mr. B’s (our local oligarch) office, hoping he would return our 
passports before he realized that our reserves report was not going to give him what he wanted. 

The biggest lesson to be taken away from this entire experience? It takes more than great 
geology and engineering skills to produce oilfields – there’s a lot of good oil out there not being 
produced in places where politics and regulations do not support the industry. 
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