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ABSTRACT

Approximately fifteen percent of oil reserves and half of gas reserves are located in shared
reservoirs. According to studies, Iran, with a minimum of 28 hydrocarbon fields —including 18
oil fields, 4 gas fields, and 6 oil and gas fields—shared with seven neighboring countries, is one
of the few countries in the world to possess such a number of common hydrocarbon structures.
However, the fact that these resources are shared does not mean that Iran is benefiting
equitably from them. This study aims to address the issues arising from Qatar's
disproportionate extraction of shared oil and gas resources. It will consider bilateral and
multilateral treaties, international agreements, and analyze the existing practices between the
countries, as well as legal doctrinal theories, in order to propose solutions for resolving disputes
stemming from the exploitation of shared fields between Iran and Qatar. Given the current
situation of Iran, addressing this issue is essential to gain a proper understanding and precisely
define its various aspects. The present research is theoretical in purpose and descriptive-

analytical in methodology, based on qualitative, library-based data.
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

The role of oil and gas resources in international relations, particularly in political stances and
alliances, cannot be overstated. These resources constitute a significant portion of the public
budgets and foreign currency reserves of oil and gas-exporting countries. Some scholars argue
that in geopolitical conflicts, the side possessing larger quantities of oil often holds the key to
victory. Iran, as one of the largest oil and gas exporters in the world, is no exception to this
dynamic. The South Pars gas field, which Iran shares with Qatar, is the largest gas field in the
world and represents a central energy resource for the country. This field, located in the Persian
Gulf, is estimated to hold around 60 trillion cubic meters of natural gas, 50 billion barrels of
condensate, with Iran’s share of the reserves totaling 14 trillion cubic meters of gas and 17
billion barrels of condensate (Koliaei, 2014).

The significance of the South Pars field is not just in its size but in its contribution to global
energy supplies. The total gas reserves of this field, spanning an area of 9,700 square
kilometers, with 3,700 square kilometers under Iranian jurisdiction, provide nearly 5% of the
world’s gas reserves and nearly half of Iran's total gas reserves. The field's potential has led to
debates over the equitable distribution of resources between Iran and Qatar, especially as the

field is situated along the shared maritime boundary between the two countries. Some
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estimates suggest that Qatar controls about 60% of the reserves, while Iran controls the
remaining 40%, although other perspectives argue that the reserves should be divided more
equally due to the three-dimensional nature of the field (Mohammadi, 2014).

The issue of how to manage the shared resources of the South Pars field has led to numerous
international agreements and treaties. The boundary agreement between Iran and Qatar,
signed in 1969, delineates the boundary of the continental shelf between the two countries.
However, it does not account for certain islands like Kish, Lavan, and Hendurabi, which lie
closer to the Iranian coast. Had these islands been factored into the boundary delimitation,
over 80% of the field’s reserves would fall within Iranian territory. The boundary agreement
stipulates that if a reservoir or geological formation extends across the maritime boundary, the
two parties must coordinate their operations to prevent unilateral extraction. While the treaty
obligates both countries to strive for harmonious cooperation, it does not explicitly prevent one
country from unilaterally exploiting the reserves (Tadayoni, 1998).

The issue of unilateral resource extraction is a critical aspect of international responsibility.
Legal scholars have proposed various theories regarding state responsibility for such actions.
The fault-based theory holds that a state can only be held responsible for a wrongful act if it is
proven that the state was at fault. In contrast, the risk or objective responsibility theory posits
that any violation of international legal norms, regardless of intent, leads to international
responsibility (Ziaei Bigdeli, 2011). A third view suggests that any harmful act, even if it is not
prohibited under international law, can result in state responsibility if it causes damage to
another state (Taghizadeh Ansari & Faeghi Rad, 2010). In the case of South Pars, if Qatar were
to extract gas unilaterally beyond its designated share, it would be violating these international
norms, creating grounds for compensation.

International law also provides guidelines for how damages should be compensated. The most
common method of redress involves the payment of compensation, especially when restoration
to the status quo ante is impossible. In the case of shared resources like South Pars, returning
the extracted gas or halting the exploitation would be unfeasible. Therefore, financial
compensation, calculated based on the loss suffered by the affected state, becomes the
preferred method (Ziaei Bigdeli, 2011). The compensation should cover both material and non-
material damages, including lost profits and environmental damages caused by the over-
extraction of gas.

When calculating the compensation amount, international jurisprudence suggests that the
compensation should reflect the gain that the violator has obtained. If Qatar has over-extracted
gas from the South Pars field, the compensation should be based on the benefits Qatar has

gained from its actions, rather than the losses suffered by Iran. This principle aligns with the
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notion of unjust enrichment, where Qatar should return the benefits derived from the illegal
extraction (Ziaei Bigdeli, 2011). However, there is debate over whether the compensation should
be based on the amount of benefit Qatar gained or the amount of damage suffered by Iran. In
cases where compensation is required, international law mandates that it should be paid
promptly, fully, and effectively, using an internationally recognized currency to ensure the
affected party receives adequate redress (Abdollahi, 2011).

In conclusion, the South Pars gas field stands as a symbol of the complex dynamics of
international resource management and state responsibility. With an estimated 14 trillion cubic
meters of gas in Iran’s portion, it is essential that both Iran and Qatar adhere to international
norms and agreements regarding the shared exploitation of this valuable resource. If Qatar
continues to extract gas unilaterally or through means that encroach upon Iranian territory, it
would violate the principles of fair resource distribution and international legal obligations.
This would necessitate the payment of compensation to Iran, calculated on the basis of the
unjust enrichment Qatar has gained from over-extraction, as well as the losses and
environmental damages suffered by Iran. The ongoing dispute highlights the importance of
transparent agreements, proper international coordination, and adherence to principles of

equity and fairness in the management of shared natural resources.
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