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Abstract 

 

The oil and gas industry has seen a major shift in exploration strategy over the past decade. Declining investments—down 70% from 2013 to 

2022—have led to an 84% drop in discovered volumes. To mitigate risks and optimize returns, E&P companies are increasingly favoring 

infrastructure-led exploration (ILX) over conventional frontier exploration. ILX minimizes upfront costs and accelerates returns, yet frontier 

discoveries remain crucial to replacing declining reserves and balancing supply-demand. Frontier basins have historically accounted for over 

one-third of discovered volumes annually. Although exploration declined during the COVID-19 pandemic, 2022 saw a resurgence, with over 3 

billion boe discovered, largely in Namibia and the Eastern Mediterranean. By contrast, ILX discoveries have averaged just 7% of annual 

volumes. Frontier discoveries add an average of 4.8 billion boe annually, compared to 850 million boe from ILX. Frontier finds tend to be 

larger, averaging 228 million boe per discovery, whereas ILX finds are smaller at 30 million boe. ILX is dominant in mature basins such as the 

Viking Graben and US Gulf Deepwater, while frontier discoveries remain prominent in Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean, and South America. 

Licensed acreage trends reveal that national oil companies (NOCs) hold 50% of frontier acreage, while majors collectively own 17%. 

Independents favor ILX, with 14% of ILX acreage versus only 5% in frontier regions. ILX enjoys shorter lead times—25-30% lower than 

frontier discoveries—due to proximity to existing infrastructure. Both strategies saw a 40% reduction in lead times post-2015 as companies 

prioritized faster monetization. Net value creation analysis from 2020-2022 indicates frontier discoveries have yielded higher returns, with 

Guyana leading at $14.1 billion, followed by the Black Sea and Namibian Orange Basin. ILX’s value creation is strongest in the North Sea. 

Near-term production projections suggest 1.8 billion boe from ILX and 7.2 billion boe from frontier discoveries will come online within three 

years. Western Europe leads in ILX start-ups, while South America, West Africa, and Southeast Asia focus on frontier developments. Both 

ILX and frontier exploration remain essential. NOCs and state-backed players will continue frontier investments for energy security, while 

independents favor ILX. Majors balance both strategies based on risk appetite and corporate goals. We anticipate frontier exploration will 

contribute 30-40% of discoveries in the near term, while ILX surpasses 10% in mature basins, ensuring a diverse exploration portfolio. 


