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Oil from gas: the historical development of the Shell GTL process

Rob van Veen

GTL, the abbreviation of gas-to-liquids, is a quite common notion today. However, at the start of the
research and development programme that led to Shell’s GTL technology this concept was far from
obvious. In the presentation the following items will be addressed: (i) the historical background, (ii)
the rationale of Shell’s R&D in the area of synthetic fuels, (iii) how its course was affected by events
in the world of oil during the seventies and eighties of the last century, (iv) how the originally
envisaged coal-to-liquids process morphed into a gas-to-liquids one, based on the partial oxidation of
methane to synthesis gas (CO/H,) followed by Fischer-Tropsch (FT) synthesis and hydroconversion of
the FT product [the Shell Middle-Distillate Synthesis (SMDS)], and finally (v) how the SMDS concept
was broadened into GTL. To date, the Shell GTL process has been implemented in Malaysia and
Qatar.
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