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Prepaid PNG
metering push to
plug CGD losses

SUDHEER PAL SINGH
New Delhi, 19 April

A committee set up to recommend a
road map for the implementation of
smart domestic piped natural gas (PNG)
meters has suggested shifting to a pre-
paid billing regime nationwide to
improve commercial viability, along
with offeringa production-linked incen-
tive (PLI) for meter manufacturers.

The five-member committee found
that, based on technical performance,
lifecycle cost analysis, and implemen-
tation readiness, smart diaphragm-
based domestic PNG meters are the
most feasible and cost-effective sol-
ution for large-scaledeploymentacross
the city gas distribution (CGD) sector.

“The assessment established that
smart meters offer clear advantages over
conventional meters, including auto-
mated meter reading, real-time consump-
tion monitoring, improved billing
accuracy, enhanced safety through
remote shut-off in case of leakage or tam-
pering, real-time tamper alerts, and gre-
ater consumer transparency,” it said.

The committee, headed by Anjan
Kumar Mishra, secretary at the Petro-
leum and Natural Gas Regulatory Board
(PNGRB), argued that prepaid smart
metering with remote communication
eliminates bad debts, strengthens rev-
enue protection, reduces operational
expenditure, and improves cash flows
for CGD entities.

The panel’s deliberations with CGD
entities revealed persistent challenges
under the conventional postpaid regime,
including payment defaults, accumula-
tion of receivables, high recovery costs,

SMART METERS ENABLE
AUTOMATED READINGS,
REAL-TIME MONITORING,
BETTER BILLING ACCURACY,
REMOTE SHUT-OFF FOR
LEAKS/TAMPERING, AND
GREATER TRANSPARENCY

and recurring expenditure on manual
billing and meter reading,.

“Industry data indicated that a sig-
nificant proportion of domestic con-
sumers default on payments, resulting
in a substantial financial and oper-
ational burden for CGD entities. The
committee observed that prepaid smart
metering directly addressesthese chal-
lenges and delivers tangible operational
and financial benefits, making CGD
entities the primary beneficiaries of
smart domestic PNG meter implemen-
tation,” the panelsaid inits report.

The commiittee said any additional
expenditure linked to smart metering
should not be passed on to consumers
and may be borne by CGD entities.

More on business-standard.com
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Why oil prices
haven't cooled
despite a truce

By N. Madhavan

Hostilities in West Asia may have eased, but oil prices remain above
the pre-war levels. Though prices have stayed below $100 a barrel
since the ceasefire, conflicting signals from the US and Iran are
keeping markets volatile. Mint looks at the near-term outlook.
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Why are both sides not

coming to an agreement?
The US has asked Iran to hand over its
stockpile of enriched uranium and halt
all enrichment activities. It is also seeking
firm assurances that Iran will not shut the

Energy squeeze

The IMF has warned that the West Asia war is driving up energy

prices across the world.
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Haven't oil prices

dipped in recent days?
Yes. After surging to over $110 a
barrel at the peak of the West Asia
war, oil prices moderated
following the ceasefire
announcement. However, they
remain above pre-war levels of
around $65 a barrel. For instance,
benchmark Brent crude, which
traded at about $74 a barrel before
the US-Israeli strikes on Iran in
late February, rose to a high of
$107 when Iran effectively shut the
Strait of Hormuz and key oil
infrastructure in the region came
under attack. Prices eased after the
ceasefire, and on Friday Brent
traded at $87 a barrel after Iran
indicated that the strait had
reopened.
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What has happened

since then?
On Saturday, Iran once again shut
the Strait of Hormuz, a critical
route for about 15% of global oil
trade, after objecting to continued
US restrictions on vessels linked to
its ports. According to news
reports, a couple of ships were
attacked over the weekend,
further escalating tensions. The
movement of vessels has come toa
near halt, and oil prices are
therefore expected to rise when
markets reopen on Monday. While
Tran and the US have publicly
claimed that there is progress in
talks, experts caution that a final
peace deal remains distant, with
the ceasefire set to end on
Wednesday.

Why are crude prices

unlikely to cool soon?
First, the gap between the two
sides suggests that a
comprehensive peace deal is
unlikely anytime soon. Second,
uncertainty over whether the
ceasefire will hold continues to
weigh on market sentiment. Third,
the Strait of Hormuz must remain
open for shipments to resume at
scale. Experts say it could take
weeks to clear inventories and
move stored oil before shut-in oil
wells can be brought back online.
Damaged oil infrastructure will
need repairs before production
can return to pre-war levels.

Strait of Hormuz in future. Rejecting the
demands, Iran is pushing for unfreezing
of over $100 billion of its assets held
averseas and a removal of economic
sanctions imposed by the US and allies.

How is this affecting

the global economy?
The International Monetary Fund
(IMT) has warned that the West
Asia conflict is driving up energy
and food prices across the world,
adding to inflationary pressures
and weighing on economic
growth. It has also warned that the
conflict risks pushing up
government borrowings, which as
a share of world gross domestic
product is set to touch 100% by
2029, a level not seen since the
second world war. For India,
prolonged disruption could
translate into slower growth if
high energy prices persist.
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India plans flex-fuel
push as oll risks rise

Flex-fuel cars can work on 85% ethanol blend, but may cost more

Manas Pimpalkhare
manas.pimpalkhare@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

he Centre is planning a nation-

wide policy push to enable the

adoption of flex-fuel vehicles

(FFVs) that can run on ethanol

blends ofup to E85 (85% ethanol
and 15% petrol), as the West Asia conflict
prompts India to explore ways to cut oil
importdependence, according to twopeo-
ple aware of the developmentand a corre-
spondence reviewed by Mint.

India’s current 20% ethanol blending
mandate, introduced in 2025, had trig-
gered public complaints over reduced
mileage and concerns around engine per-
formance.

The Union petroleum and natural gas
niinistry has called ameetingon Monday to
discuss the issue. “During the meeting, a
presentation will be made by the working
group constituted for preparing the plan
for therollout of FFVs,” one of the people
cited above said, requesting anonymity.

The working group, comprising experts
from oil marketing companies, automobile
makers and the government, will present
its plan to top executives of state-run oil
firms and representatives of the automo-
bile industry lobby group Society of Indian
Automobile Manufacturers (SIAM), and
officials from relevant ministries.

Global crude prices have remained vola-
tile amid the conflict, briefly crossing $100
perbarrel before easing following a cease-

EHTANOL ENDGAME
POLICY is for flex-fuel - HOWEVER, thecurrent - GLOBAL crude prices are
vehiclesthatcanrunon  : 20% ethanol mandate has : volatile, crossing $100 per

ethanol blends up to E85

fire, with risks ofanother spike persisting.

Such a scenario posesa significantfiscal
risk to India, considering it imports 90% of
its oil requirements. A $1 per barrel increase
forayearwould add around 316,000 crore
tothe country’simport bill. India sourced

* triggered complaints

* barrel before easing

oil worth $109.5 billion in fiscal year 2026
(FY26), according to the petroleum minis-
1ry’s Petroleum Planning & Analysis Cell
(PPAC).

TURN TO PAGE 2
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India plans E85 flex-fuel vehicle policy push amid West Asia oil risks

FROM PAGE 1

Recent disruptions in the
Strait of Hormuz have further
heightened concerns, with the
ministry of ports, shipping, and
waterways saying on Sunday
that two vessels had toreturnto
the Persian Gulfafter reporting
a firing incident while exiting
the Strait.

With transport accounting
for a bulk of petrol consump-
tion, reducing dependence on
fossil fuels in the mobility sec-
torisseenas critical.

India’s automobile market
recorded sales of over 12.59
million petrol vehiclesin FY26,
accordingto datafrom govern-

ment portal Vahan. The petrol
vehicles made up approxi-
mately 44% of the country’s
total sales of 28.3million vehi-
cles, underscoring the scale of
transition required.

However, the auto industry
remains cautious about the
rollout of flex-fuel vehicles.

“The autoindustry’squalms
before launching flex fuel vehi-
clesin India are about the lack
of clarity on pricingof blended
fuels, the uncertainty around
distribution of the blended fuel
atretail pumps, as well asabout
incentives for FI'Vs, since these
vehicles are more costly to pro-
ducecompared toother petrol
vehicles,” said a person aware

offlex fuel vehicle policy delib-
erations.

Queries sent to the minis-
tries of petroleum and natural
gas,heavyindustries, and road
transport, as well as IOCL,
HPCL, BPCL,SIAM and major
automakers, remained unan-
swered.

Globally, flex-fuel vehicles
arc used extensively in Brazil,
where they were introduced in
2003. Today, they dominate
new vehicle sales, with over
90% of cars and two-wheelers
capable of running fully on eth-
anol, petrol, or a blend of both
(in various proportions), sup-
ported by a strong sugarcane-
based ethanol ecosystem.

In India, however, experts
say that while flex-fuel vehicles
are strategically important,
rebuilding publie trust will be

trust.

The pushisalso being driven
by a surplus in domestic etha-
nol production, with capacity at

key. 20 billion litres
Sanjukta Sub-  In India, experts  against demand
udhi, associate say that while of around 11 bil-
directorof micro-  flex-fuel vehicles  lion litres under
bial biofuels and are strategically the E20 pro-
biochemicals at important gramme.
The Energy and buildi i)l' Faced with sur-
Resources Insti- Feoul '.ng public pluscapacity, eth-
tute(TERD,aNew  trustwillbekey ., imakershave
Delhi-based think been lobbying the

tank, said that

while tailpipe emissions of
FFVsarelower than traditional
petrol vehicles, furtherstudies
and quality safeguardsmay be
required to rebuild public

government for
higher blends infuel aswell as
incentives for flex-fuel vehicles
within daysofthe beginning of
the West Asia war, Mint
reported on 19 March.

Higher ethanol blending is
the need of the hour, said C.K.
Jain, president of the Grain
Ethanol Manufacturers Associ-
ation (Gema), a lobby group
covering more than 100 distill-
eries. “T'wenty billion litres of
ethanol has been produced,
and another 2-3 billion litres
will be produced by the end of
thisyear. With thisstockpile, it
is possible tocreatea 40% etha-
nol blendin petrol,” he said.

While there is some energy
loss in using higher blends of
ethanolin fuel, there isnodam-
agetothe engine, Jain said. He
added that since mileage of
vehicles is reportedly falling
due to the use of ethanol

blends, consumers should get a
price advantage on these
blends.

According to S.5.V. Rama-
kumar, former director, R&D at
Indian Oil, the move towards
20% ethanol blending of petrol
was made after extensive test-
ing and studies. He had told
Minton 19 March thatabout 10
billion litres of ethanol meets
the 20% blending requirement,
and the industry estimates 20
billion litres production in
2028.

So, progressing beyond 20%
blending would require further
tests and study toestablish per-
formance and component
compatibility, he had said.
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US renewal of Russian oil
waiver a breather for India

SHUBHANGI MATHUR
New Delhi, 19 April

Extended relief

m | atest waiver permits purchases of
Russian crude/products until May 16, if
cargoes were loaded on or before April 17

m [ndia’s Russian crude imports jumped to

In a historic reversal of policy, the US has
renewed a waiver allowing countries,
including India, to purchase Russian

crude oil for nearly a month.

The renewed waiver comes asa major
breather because it would help India
secure crude oil supplies as the Strait of
Hormuzremains disrupted, according to
industry experts and refinery executives.

This disruption is despite a ceasefire
announced between Iran and the US.

“The latest waiver is a huge relief for
India as this will ease our supply situ-
ation (crude oil). Our refineries are oper-
ating at full capacity despite
the crisis. Russian oil supplies
have been critical for ensuring
that,” said Prashant Vasisht,
vice-president & group head of
corporateratingsatIcra. Under
the latest US waiver, countries
are allowed to purchase Rus-
sian crude oil and petroleum
products until May 16 that were
loaded onto vessels on or
before April 17.

Thisisinstark contrast to astatement
madebarely two daysago by US Treasury
Secretary Scott Bessent that the sanctions
waiver on Russian and Iranian oil would
notbe renewed.

Indian refiners remained confident
of continuing to source Russian crude
even without the US waiver renewal, as
therestrictions apply only tosanctioned
oil entities.

“We were never prevented from
buying (crude oil) from Russia; it was our
topsupplier evenin March. As reopening
of Strait of Hormuz remains unclear, we
are still banking on crude oil purchases
from Russia, Africa, Latin America, US
and Gulf countries, such as Saudi Arabia

a 9-month high of 2.06 million barrels a
day in March, up from 1.06 million barrels

WEST ASIA
CONFLICT

and the UAE. Supplies are
almost zero from landlocked
countries (in West Asia) such as
Iraq, Kuwait and Qatar,” said a
7 refinery executive.

According to data from
maritime intelligence firm
Kpler, India’s imports of Rus-
siancruderoseto anine-month
high of 2.06 million barrels a
dayinMarch, up from 1.06 million barrels
aday in February. Until April 17, refiners
have imported 1.67 million barrels a day
of Russian oil.

Meanwhile, a similar waiver for Ira-
nian crude oil and petroleum products
expired on Sunday.

As the reopening of the Strait of
Hormuz remains unclear, two Indian-
flagged vessels, VLCC Samnar Herad and
Bulk Carrier Jag Arnav, reported a firing
incidenton Saturday while transitingthe
narrow maritime chokepoint, following
which they returned to the Persian Gulf.

However, the central government
assured that there was no injury to the
crew.Foreign Secretary Vikram Misri met
Iran’s Ambassador to India, Mohammad

adayin February

® Imports have averaged 1.67 million barrels
aday from Russia up to April 17

m \With the Hormuz situation being
uncertain, India is still banking on crude oil
purchases from Russia, Africa, Latin
America, the US, Saudi Arabia and the UAE

Fathali, in New Delhi and conveyed deep
concernat the firing incident.

“Reiterating his concern about this
serious incident of firing on merchant
ships, the foreign secretary urged the
Ambassador to convey India’s views to
theauthorities in Iran and resume, at the
earliest, the process of facilitating India-
bound ships across the Strait,” the gov-
ernment said in a press release.

Meanwhile, an Indian-flagged crude
oil tanker Desh Garima, with 31 Indian
seafarers onboard, safely crossed the
Strait of Hormuz on Saturday.

The vessel is expected to arrive in
Mumbai on Wednesday. The petroleum
ministry said on Sunday that consumers
have been prioritised with 100 per cent
supplies todomestic PNGand CNG trans-
port, and the overall gas allocation to fer-
tiliser plants has been enhanced to
around 95 per cent of their six-month
average consumption.

Additionally, gas supply to other
industrial and commercial sectors,
including supplies through city gas dis-
tribution networks, is enhanced up to
80 per cent.
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Blending 20% DME with LPG can
cut imports by 6.3 million tonnes

OUR CORRESPONDENT

NEW DELHI: The blending
of 20 per cent dimethyl ether
(DME) — produced from coal
gasification — with LPG could
reduce LPG imports by about
6.3 million tonnes annually,
leading to a saving of forex of
up to $4.04 billion (around Rs
34,200 crore) per year, accord-
ing to a latest report.

Coal gasification converts
coal into syngas, which is
then transformed into DME's
clean-burning fuel that serves
as a homegrown substitute for
imported LPG.

The report assumes signifi-
cance in the wake of India fac-
ing Liquefied Petroleum Gas
(LPG) supply constraints since
the war broke out in West Asia.

According to the report
titled ‘Coal gasification for
energy and chemical security’
by EY-Parthenon and New Era
Cleantech Solution Ltd — a
domestic coal gasification firm
— “DME, producible from coal
gasification, can partially sub-
stitute LPG imports”.

It further said 20 per
cent blending could dis-
place approximately 6.3 mil-

It will lead to
forex savings of
up to $4.04 billion

(around Rs 34,200
crore) per year

lion tonnes of LPG imports
annually.

The Bureau of Indian Stan-
dards (BIS) has already notified
standards permitting up to 20
per cent DMG-LPG blending
in India.

The report further said
DME is emerging as a clean
fuel alternative, particularly for
LPG blending. India currently
has limited pilot-scale domestic
DME production.

Balasaheb Darade, MD,
New Era Cleantech, said, “A
clear blending policy will be

key to unlocking investments
and scaling domestic DME
production.”

DME can be produced
from coal gasification, natural
gas reforming, biomass gasifi-
cation or waste-derived syngas
through two major production
pathways: the indirect route
(syngas to methnol to DME)
and the direct route (syngas to
DME via single reactor cata-
Iytic process).

Countries with large coal
reserves can therefore produce
DME domestically through
coal gasification technologies.

DME combustion produces
significantly lower emissions
compared with conventional
hydrocarbon fuels.

China accounts for nearly
90 per cent of global DME pro-
duction capacity, primarily due
to its large scale coal-to-chemi-
cals industry.

Global DME production
is dominated by coal-based
routes, which account for over-
whelming majority of output.
A much smaller shares come
from natural gas or methane
based “pathways, “while-“bio
DME contributes only a mini-
mal fraction.
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Over 39,000 consumersgiveup LPGfor
PNG 4.85lakhnew connectlons added

AGENCIES
New Delhi, 19 April

In a significant shift towards
alternative fuel adoption, more
than 39000 consumers have
surrendered their LPG conne-
ctions and switched to piped
natural gas (PNG), the gover-
nment said on Sunday.

The transition, facilitated
through the MYPNGD.in
platform, is part of a broader
strategy to ensure long-term
energy stability and reduce
dependence on LPG.

The government said it has
been working closely with

States and Union Territories
under the provisions of the
Essential Commodities Act,
1955 and the LPG Control
Order, 2000 to monitor sup-
plies and curb malpractices
such as hoarding and black
marketing. States have been
asked to take the lead in
ensuring smooth availability
of petrol, diesel and LPG, with
the Centre reiterating this
responsibility through mul-
tiple communications and
review meetings.

To strengthen coordination,
regular meetings have been
held with state authorities,

including high-level reviews
chaired by the Secretary of
the Ministry of Petroleum and
Natural Gas in early April.

During these discussions,
states were directed to issue
daily press briefings, counter
misinformation on social
media, and intensify enforce-
ment drives through district
administrations in coordi-
nation with oil marketing
companies. As part of enforc-
ement measures, more than
2400 raids were conducted
across the countryon 18 April
alone to check hoarding and
black marketing of LPG.

Public sector oil marke-
ting companies have also
stepped up vigilance, imposing
penalties on 264 LPG distribu-
torships and suspending 67
others for violations.

At the same time, the
government is accelerating
the expansion of city gas
distribution networks toboost
PNG adoption.
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Russian
oil relief

The US hasextended by 30 days
its waiver from sanctions for
Russian oil purchases. Just days
ago, US Treasury secretary
Scott Bessent had ruled that out.
This flip-flop is a relief. Global
oil supplies need all the help
they can get if prices are to
descend and every barrel has
begun to count. Costlier oil has
imperilled the global economy
as inflation rises and growth
weakens, includingin America
where petrol prices at pumps
are averaging over Sl per litre,
which is eye-popping by US
standards. This may explain
President Donald Trump’s sud-
den magnanimity over Russian
oil. It'sa fungible commodity; a
supply shockanywhere reaches
everywhere. In such a scenario,
the origin of oil does not matter.
The waiver, which applies to oil
loaded onto vessels, will help
Indiain particular, given that it
is among the biggest buyers of
Russian oil; China buys more
but gets most of it through pipe-
lines. For a lasting cool-off in
hydrocarbon prices, however,
the world needs Iran to ease its
grip on the Strait of Hormuz
thatitre-tightened inresponse
to a US blockade of its ports.
Also, Tehran must stop mena-
cing Red Sea traffic via a proxy
militia. Onits part, the US also
needs to give peace a chance.
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War impact: Crude oil
imports fall to 5-year low

—
Rishi Ranjan Kala
Mew Delhi

Crude oil imports in March
were the lowest for the
month in thelast five years as
the West Asia conflict, which
led to the continued closure
of the Strait of Hormuz for
more than 50 days and
counting, impacted supplies
from its largest suppliers in
the Middle East Gulf (MEG)
region.

According to the Petro-
leum Planning & Analysis
Cell, crude oil imports dur-
ing March declined by 2.6 per
cent m-o-m and 17 per cent
y-0-y to 18.9 million tonnes
(mt) provisionally. Imports
in March fell for the third
consecutive month. Besides,
it is also the lowest monthly
import in FY26. In fact,
monthly imports in March
are the lowest since Septem-
ber 2024.

Analysts attribute this to
the ongoing conflict in West
Asia, which has led to the
closure of the Strait of Hor-
muz since February 28. Cur-
rently, around 30 per cent of
India’s imports that were to
transit the Strait have been
impacted.

KEY SUPPLIERS

Saudi Arabia, Iraq, the UAE
and Oman are the key Indian
suppliers, whose cargoes
transit the world’s most crit-
ical energy choke point.

As the conflict in West
Asia intensified, India diver-
sified its import basket redu-
cing reliance on the Strait. In
January and February, more
than 50 per cent more than
50 per cent of India’s exports
transited the Strait.

To compensate for barrels

Crude decline
Valume of imports {mt) 22.8
207 038
19.2

2021 2023 2025
2022 2024 2026

March

Source: Petroleum Planning & Analysis Cell

from the MEG region, India
procured Russian crude oil at
sea, which was aided by a 30-
day sanctions waiver from
the US. Indian refiners have
bought a total of 60 million
barrels of Russian crude oil
since March 5. India pur-
chased around 1.98 million
barrels per day (mb/d) of
Russian crude oil in March
compared to a little over 1
mb/d during February, as per
Kpler.

RUSSIAN OIL

The International Energy
Agency (IEA), in its April oil
market report, said import-
ing countries received 4.4
mby/d of Russian crude oil in
March, with India unloading
2 mbj/d and China 1.8 mbj/d.

Indian crude imports rose
by 9,30,000 b/d menth-on-
month after the US waived
restrictions on purchases for
cargoes that were loaded be-
fore March 5. An estimated
22 million barrels of Russian
oil came onshore in India in
March, and 14 million bar-
rels in China, wiping out the
volumes at sea that had built
up since October 2025.

In March, 12 Indian re-
fineries processed Russian
crude compared with seven
in February, the IEA said.



50 days of war,

$50 bn oil shock
to the world

Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Araqchi
said on Friday that the Strait of Hormuz
was open following a ceasefire accord
agreed in Lebanon, while the US Presi-
dent Donald Trumpsaid he believed a
deal to end the war would come “soon”,
though the timing remains unclear.
However, nearly 50 days into the Iran
conflict, more than 500 million barrels
of crude and condensate have already
been knocked out of the global market,
according to analysts and Reuters calcu-
lations, marking the largest energy
supply disruption in modern history.
With crude prices averaging around
$100 a barrel, the lost output is esti-
mated at roughly $50 billion.

REUTERS

500 mn barrels,

in perspective

= 10 weeks of
global aviation
demand

® 11 days of no
road transport
worldwide

m 5 days of total
global oil
demand

= 1 month of US,
Europe ol
consumption

® 4 months of
global shipping
fuel use

m 6years of US
military fuel
usage
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The economic hit = 12 mn bpd, the scale of
production outages since
8 m n late March
barrels per day (bpd) ® 45 mn barrels, the
lost in March from Gulf Strain & iﬁswhg?ev‘é?ljgglc’bal
Arab producers, nearly recovery ; ST g
matching the combined inventories in April
output of Exxon Mobil m 4-5 months, the time

and Chevron heavy crude fields in
m19.6 millionto41mn | Kuwait and Iraq may take to
barrelsdrop injetfuel | stabilise.
exports from February m Restoration of key infra, including
to March-April Qatar’s Ras Laffan LNG complex,
m Roughly equals to 1% could require several years to
of Germany's GDP function at full refining capacity
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Oil supplics on slippery slope

Recent global
crises reveal
the limits of
India’s oil
diversification
strategy

e

S DINAKAR
Hyderabad, 19 April

Seven weeks into the West Asia war, India
initiated a rare drawdown of itsstrategic
petroleum reserves (SPR), theoil equivalent
ofacentral bank buffer. But the move
exposed a core vulnerability: The reserves
were thin, covering barely six days of
consumption. Last week, the corpusshrank
by another 10 per cent, when tankers
Kashimasan and Lila Jamnagar, carryinga
combined 3 million barrels — roughly half
of India’sdaily demand — delivered crude
to Bharat Petroleum’s Kochi and Indian Oil's
Paradip refineries, respectively, according to
shipping data and industry sources.

This marked a record for domestic crude
movement torefineries in a single month,
coinciding with a severe disruption in
supplies from West Asia, India’s biggest
and most dependable oil & gas supplier.

The Iran-US-Israel conflict effectively
shuttered the Strait of Hormuz, the artery
of India’soil trade.

Refining and government officials
maintained that supplies remained
adequate despite the steep fall in West Asian
shipments. The numbers partially support
that claim, butalsoreveal stark gaps. In
February, before the war, West Asia

The reactive instinct has carried into the

Hormuz crisis. Refinersand policymakers
were caught off guard, said two senior indus-
try officials. After record February supplies,
West Asian imports fell sharply to1.24 mil-
lion bpd in March and about 1.7 million bpd
in April, despite Saudi Arabia —India’s
second-biggest oil supplier in February
(behind Russia) — boosting shipments after
rerouting them via its Red Sea terminal at
Yanbu. Saudisupplies rose to 781,000 bpd in
April, 10 per cent above its 2025 average —
despite the Hormuz closure.

“The closure of the Strait of Hormuz has
always featured in scenario planning, but
was considered highly unlikely —almost
suicidal for any party attemptingit,” said
Sergey Vakulenko, senior fellow at the Car-
negie Russia Eurasia Center. India did not
plan for it, senior industry officials said.

Refiners now face ashortfall of roughly
1.5million bpd of medium, sour crude, the
grade most compatiblewith Indian
refineries, an investigation into oil receipts
based on satellite data showed. Overall
receiptsin March and April were about
800,000-900,000 bpd lower than pre-war
levels,a 17 per cent drop, even after increased
Russian purchases and Red Sea shipments.

ity and documentation.
Meanwhile, China secured most of the
available Iranian crude at steep discounts.
A Singapore-based trader said Iranian oil
‘was priced cheapestat $2-4 per barrel
above Brent, compared to$10 for Russian
crude, $12-14 for West Asian grades, and
up to$20-25 for African and US supplies.
The US has indicated the waiver for Ira-
nian oil will not be extended. The ceasefire
remains fragile. On April 18, two Indian-
flagged ships —includinga VLCC (very large
crude carrier) carrying Iraqgi crude worth
over $250 million — reported coming under
fire near Hormuz, according to the UK Mari-
time Trade Operations. Iran’s Revolutionary
Guard has said thestrait will remain closed
unless US restrictions on Iranian ports are
lifted. (Just a day earlier, Iran and the US had
announced its reopening.)

Oil wars

Explaining the shortfalls, two senior refining
officials said alternative sourcesin Africa
and the Americasare 25-40 days away, com-
pared toabout a week from West Asiaand
twoto three weeks from Russia. Orders must
be placed a month or more in advance, limit-
ing flexibility. African shipments may reach
afour-year high this month, accounting for
9-10 per cent of India’s total imports. But
these are largely light, sweet grades that
Indian refineries cannot fully process and
mainly use to blend with heavier oils, said R
Ramachandran, former director (Refineries),
Bharat Petroleum.

India’s oil sourcing has been volatile since
2022, thanks tothe wars in Europe and West
Asia. In 2021, over 60 per cent of crude
importscame from West Asia, with Africa at
13 per cent and Russiaa speck. The Americas
accounted for19 per cent, reflecting India’s
diversification efforts.

The Ukraine war reshaped that mix. As
Russia offered steep discounts — up to

$20-825per barrel — itsshare rose toover
- athirdof India’simports, reducing West

supplied about 3.1 million barrels per mnﬁu b J Asia'sshare by 20 percentage points.
day (bpd) to India, 93 per cent via oy v That dependence proved fragile.
Hormuz. By April, these flows had i \ Iran Under pressure from the Trump adminis-
shrunk by two-thirds. Even after tap- Iskael ¥ ., STRAIT OF HORMUZ‘ tration last year, India was forced toscale
pingalternative sources, refiners Y~ —Kuwait L~ backRussianimports,and tum tocostlier
remain well below February import S 1 Saudiand United Arab Emiratesgrades.
levels, according to Business Standard S Bahrain, s \‘ ’ - ‘West Asia has remained indispens-
estimates based on Kpler data. Y] e able because Saudi Arabia can supply
“The 2026 Hormuz crisis has %L Saudi Arabia UAE/ 3 %’m the full range — from light, sweet to
revealed the structural limitations of —F } heavy, sour —and in any quantity India
India’s oil security strategy,” said ‘%; __Oman needs, Ramachandran said.
Vrinda Sahai, a researchanalyst in the . BAB-EL-MANDEB The Hormuz blockade has, however,
Security Studies Program at Carnegie Shidan < 1 \ pushed India back toward Russian
India, in a note. Short-term fixes like Eritrea Yemen crude. Imports, which were halved in
reverting to Russian oil or incremental /L S \\ QEAden AmbianSea February under US pressure, rebounded
diversification cannot address the 12 auf after Washington granted a temporary

deeper constraints shaping India’s
energy dependence, she added.

Evenas SPR drawdowns confirmed
stress in the system, questionsemerged
about their timing. Sumit Ritolia, analystat
Kpler, said it was unclear why reserves were
tapped when other sources were still avail-
able. Indian Strategic Petroleum Reserves
Ltd has around 30 million barrels, about 77
per cent of capacity, the oil ministry said in
February. “A durable oil and energy security
strategy must evolve beyond reactive crisis
management,” Sahaisaid.

[+

Reactive policy

In the 79 yearssince Independence, India’s
oilstrategy has largely been reactive, evenas
demand has surged to 5.5 million bpd,
making it the world’s third-largest consumer
(behind the US and China). The Interna-
tional Energy Agency and the US energy
agency point to India as the world’s biggest
driver of oil demand.

710 Djibouti—

Ethiopia

But the Yanbu route carries risks. It
passes through the Bab-el-Mandeb strait,
where Iran-backed Houthi rebels have
threatened shipping. “Red Seaand
Yanbu/Petroline are at risk,” said Neil
Crosby, analystat commodity analytics firm
Sparta. Recent attacks on Petroline pumping
stations may be the firstin a series, he said.
“Theadditional 3.5-4.5million bpd routed
via Yanbu could prove short-lived.”

Efforts torevive Iranian supplies have
also faltered. Despite a 30-day US waiver,
only two cargoes were discharged at Paradip
and Sikka out of 140 million barrels floating
offshore. Reliance rejected a third cargoon
compliance grounds, a company official
said. Indian Oil, Bharat Petroleum, and
Hindustan Petroleum turned away several
others, citing concerns over trader credibil-

waiver, allowingan additional 40-50

million barrels of Russian oil purchases

until April 11. Refiners had hoped for an

extension. Russia predominantly
supplies medium, sour Urals, an ideal substi-
tute for lost West Asian supplies.

“We will not be renewing the general
licence on Russian oil, and we will not be
renewing the general licence on Iranian oil,”
US Treasury Secretary Scott Bessent said.
Butasthe Hormuz crisis deepened, Wash-
ington extended the Russian waiver for
another month from April 17.

“Indiaand China, as the largest buyers of
Gulfoil, were hit hardest by the closure,”
Vakulenko said. “Insuch conditions,
Russian oil becomes indispensable. Even
ifthere is a ceasefire, both countries will
remain wary of future disruptions.”

Russia offers a hedge against West Asian
dependence, butas longas oil invitessanc-
tions, New Delhi will find itself navigating
‘Washington’s diktats.
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