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The UKCS is changing fast. Following the UK Government’s 2025 North Sea Future Plan confirming that no new exploration
licences will be issued, and with ageing infrastructure continuing to limit development options, subsea tiebacks have become the
primary route for unlocking remaining value.

This guide brings together a series of expert insights from Ben Cannell, Innovation Director at Aquaterra Energy, to give operators
a clear and practical roadmap for delivering successful UKCS tiebacks. The series explores:
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Together, these insights form a cohesive resource designed to give operators key insights to help
make confident, informed decisions while the window for UKCS development remains open.
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Before exploring the engineering challenges and delivery
realities, it’s essential to understand the strategic forces
reshaping development in the UKCS and why tiebacks have
become the only development route left standing.

11 Why Tiebacks Are Now the Only Viable Path Forward -
and What UK Offshore Operators Can’t Risk Overlooking

For decades, UK North Sea operators balanced greenfield
opportunities with brownfield optimisation. That balance
has now decisively tipped, as part of a broader government
drive, shaped by political narratives around reducing
drilling, managing energy prices, and advancing the energy
transition.

As a result, the UK Government’s North Sea Future Plan
confirmed that no new licences will be issued for exploring
new oil and gas fields, and that existing fields will now be
managed for the remainder of their lifespan.

This policy shift has turned subsea tiebacks from a strategic
choice into a necessity, and with greenfield developments
no longer being permitted and new exploration explicitly
prohibited, I'm seeing operators increasingly pushed to
unlock value through existing infrastructure. As a result,
tiebacks have rapidly become the only viable development
route left.

In the upcoming series of blogs, I'll be exploring UKCS
tiebacks in greater depth - from the engineering realities that
determine feasibility, to the common misconceptions that
limit early decision-making, and the modern development
strategies that can keep assets viable in a late-life basin.

The new commercial reality for operators

Critically, while these policy measures were intended to curb
emissions and stabilise pricing, they have had the opposite
effect: accelerating decommissioning activity rather than
supporting development.

Operators are left with less optionality than ever before.

A basin once defined by growth is now characterised

by constraints - something | hear consistently in my
conversations with UKCS operators as they reassess
whether their operations are equipped for a development
environment built entirely around brownfield opportunities.
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A mature basin under pressure

Layered on top of policy constraints is the physical reality
of an over 60-year-old basin, with much of the UKCS
infrastructure now in late-life condition, with limited deck
space, declining power and water-handling capacity, and
increasingly fragile topsides and pipelines. Each year, more
assets are removed through decommissioning, narrowing
the window for new subsea tiebacks, while drilling activity
has collapsed and the sector continues to see significant job
losses.

These pressures make tieback projects more challenging
just as they have become essential - as decommissioning
accelerates, host platforms, pipelines, and processing
hubs are being removed faster than new tiebacks can be
conceived, approved, and executed.

If critical infrastructure disappears, remaining hydrocarbon
opportunities risk becoming permanently stranded - even
where reserves are technically recoverable. In my view,
operators now face a 3-7 year window to unlock tieback
potential before the basin’s diminishing infrastructure makes
further development impossible.
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Why well-planned tiebacks still deliver value

Despite the constraints and urgency, the UKCS still offers
real upside when tiebacks are executed strategically. The
basin’s maturity means a wealth of existing infrastructure, a
capable local supply chain, and proven subsea technologies
already in place.

I've seen many late life cases where a single subsea tieback
can tip the economics: lifting a host above its water handling
burden long enough to justify continued operations and
avoid an early shutdown

Why expertise matters in
today’s tieback environment

With shifting policy pressures, ageing infrastructure

and tightening commercial margins, these projects are
highly specialised, and the lessons learned from previous
developments are often the difference between a
streamlined tieback and one that stalls under complexity.

After having supported offshore developments around the
world, my team and | bring the engineering insight and
intelligently engineered solutions operators need to move
from concept through to execution with confidence.

Our experience spans early-stage feasibility and analysis,
well access, intervention and eventual abandonment.
Enabling operators to manage the entire life of field.

Key takeaways

Subsea tiebacks are no longer just an option in the UKCS, they are the only realistic development route. Operators who act can
capture meaningful value and extend the life of critical assets, while those who delay may miss the opportunity.

I'll be exploring UKCS tiebacks in depth, covering urgency, technical complexity, common misconceptions, and modern
development strategies.


https://aquaterraenergy.com/products/tieback-analysis/
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With the strategic landscape set, the next step is understanding the real-world
constraints that dictate whether a tieback is deliverable. Many projects that look
attractive on paper unravel once host limitations, well access requirements, and subsea

constraints become clear.

1.2 Why UK Mature-Basin Tiebacks Demand More - And

In the first article in this series, | outlined why subsea
tiebacks have become the only realistic development route
left in the UKCS and why the window to execute them is
narrowing fast. But urgency alone doesn’t make a project
deliverable.

Subsea tiebacks often get described as the quick,
low-CAPEX answer to unlocking remaining reserves,
especially in an environment like the UKCS where new
standalone developments are constrained.

However, in my experience, operators are continually
uncovering issues far later than they should, including host
limitations, intervention barriers, integrity surprises, or
subsea constraints that fundamentally reshape the project.

In the UKCS especially, the gap between the idea of a tieback
and the reality of delivering one is wider than most operators
expect. Ageing hosts, late-life subsea systems and shrinking
infrastructure bandwidth all conspire to make supposedly
simple projects anything but. In this blog, | explore the
hidden constraints that make mature-basin tiebacks
uniquely challenging - and the engineering decisions that
determine which ones actually work.

What It Takes to Make Them Work

The UKCS brownfield challenge

In a mature basin, the limiting factor is rarely drilling, it’s the
host. A tieback can only proceed at the pace and capacity
the existing host platform allows, and those limitations are
often substantial.

Operators must navigate:

e Restricted deck space, leaving little room for new
equipment or temporary spreads

¢ Limited power and water injection availability, often
already allocated to existing wells

e Integrity issues across ageing topsides, risers, caissons,
conductors, and support structures

These constraints define what is technically, safely, and
commercially feasible long before any offshore work begins.
From what | see across projects, understanding them early
is critical. In the UKCS, late-life platforms have far less
flexibility, and the challenge is just as much about identifying
what the host cannot support as what it can.
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Well access is the make-or-break factor

If there is a single defining factor in whether a tieback works,
it's well access.

A tieback is not a one-phase operation. It requires:
e Drilling access to create the well

e Intervention access for the mid-life period

e Abandonment access at end of life

Many projects fail to plan for this full lifecycle, particularly
intervention. | also still see misconceptions around jack up-
to-subsea capability that unnecessarily restrict options. In
reality, jack ups can offer a flexible, cost-effective solution
for drilling and intervention in many UKCS scenarios - often
unlocking tieback feasibility where a semi-submersible would
be commercially or operationally prohibitive.

Where intervention capability is constrained, by equipment,
rig selection, access geometry, or structural limits, schedules
slip and economics erode quickly. This is why so many
tieback delays are caused not by subsea installation, but by
access strategies that were never engineered for the full life
of field.

Subsea infrastructure
challenges in a mature basin

Beyond the host, the subsea environment presents its own
set of mature-basin challenges.

Key considerations include:

e Longer tieback distances, affecting pressure
management, flow assurance, and heating/insulation
requirements

e Riser and workover system constraints, particularly
where host riser capacity or structural support is limited

e  Umbilical bandwidth, with hydraulic and chemical
injection lines often nearing capacity

In the UKCS, the tieback challenge is uniquely shaped by the
basin’s age. Infrastructure here isn’t uniform or modern - it's
layered, adapted, and often operating well beyond its original
design intent.

That means no two tiebacks ever look the same. Instead of
replicating proven templates, UKCS operators must navigate
compatibility constraints, integrity concerns, and limited
hydraulic headroom. From my perspective, it's a basin where
subsea tiebacks demand more engineering depth, more
creativity, and far more scrutiny than the “quick and simple”
label implies.

What it really takes to deliver

a mature-basin tieback

Mature-basin tiebacks are not “subsea hardware projects” -
they are engineering, access, and integration challenges. Our
role is to make the entire system deliverable.

We're supporting operators by providing:

e Jack up-to-subsea well access expertise, enabling
cost-effective drilling, intervention, and abandonment
strategies

e Brownfield enabling engineering, from structural analysis
to deck optimisation and integrity validation

e Intervention-led planning, ensuring life-of-field access is
designed in from the outset

e Riser and well access systems tailored to ageing hosts
and infrastructure limits

e Deep understanding of structural and operational
constraints, ensuring equipment and operations work
safely within real-world parameters

This combination is what allows subsea tiebacks in the UKCS
to progress from concept to execution without the surprises
that typically derail mature-basin projects. The value is not
just in the equipment we deliver - it’s in the clarity, foresight,
and engineering discipline that ensure tiebacks actually work
in the environment operators are dealing with today.

Key takeaways

Mature-basin subsea tiebacks succeed when they're
treated as integrated engineering projects rather than quick
development wins. In the UKCS, that means acknowledging
the constraints early, designing for the full life of field, and
bringing together access, host, and subsea considerations
into one coherent plan.

When those pieces align, tiebacks remain one of the few
viable ways to unlock remaining resource safely, quickly, and
economically.
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Even when operators understand the urgency and technical challenges, long-standing misconceptions still distort decision-
making. These myths reduce optionality, inflate cost estimates, and delay projects unnecessarily — particularly in a

time-pressured basin like the UKCS.

1.3 UKCS Tiebacks: The Myths Holding Back Development
- And the Approaches Redefining What’s Possible

In the first two articles in this series, | explored why subsea
tiebacks are now essential in the UKCS, and why delivering
them in a mature basin is far more complex than many expect.
Yet even when operators understand the urgency and the
engineering realities, outdated assumptions still distort
decision-making.

These myths shape budgets, influence rig selection, restrict
concept thinking and, ultimately, force operators to eliminate
options far earlier than they should.

In a basin where the window for development is already
tight, these misconceptions cost time, money and strategic
opportunity. In this article, | want to challenge them, and
highlight how modern subsea thinking, particularly the

rise of the circular subsea economy, is transforming what'’s
realistically achievable today.

| also think it’s important to note that recent headlines have
only reignited debate over the UKCS, as geopolitical instability
in the Middle East once again exposes the UK’s reliance on
imported oil and gas and our energy security. Much of this
discussion has focused on widely circulated charts showing
North Sea production declining sharply — often used to argue
that issuing new licences would make little difference.

However, | share the view of Offshore Energies UK that
projections for the North Sea are shaped as much by fiscal
and regulatory assumptions as by geology itself — and that
headline decline scenarios do not tell the full story. As shown
in the graph below, with proactive tax and regulatory reform,
production would still fall, but far more gradually. Set against
declining domestic demand, OEUK argues that UK gas could
continue to meet a meaningful share of Britain’s needs into
the mid-2030s. With a proactive tax and regulatory reform to
support UKCS production, we can have an energy transition
that was promised—rather than the current cliff edge for jobs,
tax receipts and energy security.

o9 S AN
TN
&‘lt&";s
AR\
*A;w“

RN
:!A\Jﬁ"‘\‘b‘,:’““

SN
g \ D\ e
SR\

—r TN
IR

DNV 1/

NN



https://aquaterraenergy.com/why-tiebacks-are-the-only-viable-path-forward-uk-offshore-operators/
https://aquaterraenergy.com/why-uk-mature-basin-tiebacks-demand-more-and-what-it-takes-to-make-them-work/
https://news.sky.com/story/north-sea-oil-is-it-time-to-reconsider-drilling-13520893
https://news.sky.com/story/north-sea-oil-is-it-time-to-reconsider-drilling-13520893

aquaterraenergy.com

North Sea (UKCS) Production Outlook: NSTA/CarbonBrief
Projections With and Without New Licences, with OEUK
Output Overlay Under Fiscal and Regulatory Reform

NSTA CarbonBrief Scenarios Without new licences
(without tax and regulatory reform) With new licences
40
35
Fe)
c
% 30
2
o
g 25
o OEUK scenario
= 20 (with tax and regulatory reform)
g
e 15
2
S 1
5
0
2017 2022 2027 2032 2037 2042 2047

Years

Tax and regulatory reform could:

e Provide an environment that truly supports an energy transition, not a cliff edge

e Support UK supply chain and retain world class talent, working both domestically and internationally
e Provide energy security and reduce reliance on imported LNG

Improved tax, regulatory environment and new licences for now remain unchanged — we can only hope the
Government reconsider the implementation of the energy transition in this regard. For now, one reality remains
unchanged: if the UKCS is to deliver what it still can, it’s time to confront the myths that surround subsea tiebacks,
and the value they are capable of that are relevant with or without change to the status quo.
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Myth #1: “Subsea is too expensive”

Reality: refurbished subsea hardware has
changed the cost model.

The circular subsea economy has redefined what subsea
solutions look like from a cost and schedule perspective.

Refurbished and redeployed trees and components can now:
e Reduce capital expenditure significantly

e Avoid long lead times associated with new builds

e Deliver certified, OEM-validated performance

e Improve environmental outcomes by reducing emissions
and material waste

For short-cycle or marginal tieback opportunities,
refurbished subsea hardware isn't a compromise - it’s

often the only route that makes the economics work at

all. In a basin where remaining resources are smaller and
infrastructure is limited, the circular economy is becoming a
strategic advantage.

Myth #2: “You can’t drill

subsea wells with a jack up”

Reality: jack up drilling for subsea wells is
proven, efficient, and widely used.

Across the UK, the Netherlands and multiple APAC basins,
jack ups have repeatedly drilled and completed subsea wells
in shallow waters. In the UKCS alone, jack up-to-subsea
operations have become a standard approach because they
offer:

e Lower day rates compared to semisubmersibles

e Reduced spread complexity and loading onto permanent
subsea wellheads and trees

e A commercially viable option for marginal or short-life
tiebacks

| still see operators assuming subsea automatically requires a
semi-submersible, when this can be a costly misconception.
In today’s market, where clarity, speed and efficiency rule,
jack up-enabled subsea developments can be the difference
between a subsea tieback moving ahead or never making it
through screening.




Myth #3: “Tiebacks are just simple bolt-ons”

Reality: UKCS subsea tiebacks are highly
constrained and technically bespoke.

No two hosts offer the same opportunity, and no two subsea
systems behave the same.

Operators must contend with:

e Restricted deck space

e Limited hydraulic and electrical capacity

e Structural integrity challenges on topsides and risers
e Umbilical capacity nearing end-of-life

e Ageing subsea networks and mixed-vintage hardware

In other words, a UKCS tieback is rarely a “bolt-on”. It’s a
complex brownfield integration exercise requiring careful
engineering, and a deep understanding of host
limitations. In my experience, projects rarely fail because the
reservoir is wrong - they fail because the well life cycle well
access (development drilling, intervention and abandonment)
and the engineering between seabed and host platform was
underestimated.

e Rapid turnaround - refurbished trees and systems can be
deployed much faster

e Reduced CAPEX - enabling marginal tiebacks that were
previously uneconomic

e Lower emissions - alignment with ESG priorities and
basin-wide sustainability targets

e Improved operational predictability - using proven
hardware rather than waiting for new builds

It's important to note that a refurbished tree rarely comes back
perfect or will match every operator’s internal specifications -
and it doesn’t need to if safety and regulatory factors are met.
Operators must learn to compromise if they want to unlock
marginal fields and re-use subsea hardware across multiple
wells. An “80% good” configuration keeps a project alive, while
waiting for 100% optimised full operator internal specification
compliant system can stall it completely. From what | see
across the basin, pragmatic engineering is now a competitive
advantage in the UKCS.

Unlocking the advantages of refurbished hardware also
depends on having the right engineering and interfaces in
place. ensure that reused
equipment integrates safely with ageing hosts, particularly
where structural capacity or riser geometry is already
constrained.

aquaterraenergy.com
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Key takeaways

The UKCS doesn’t lack tieback potential - it lacks clear
visibility past the myths that limit innovation. By breaking

away from outdated assumptions, embracing circular subsea
principles, and designing subsea tiebacks around the real,
late-life infrastructure of the basin, operators can bring new
life to assets that still have value left to give.

Unless proactive taxation and regulatory reform are
implemented, which will support UKCS production more
broadly and the energy transition promised, subsea tiebacks
are one of the only options available to extend a field’s
economic life. The next generation of UKCS subsea tiebacks
won'’t be defined by scale, but by how decisively operators
move beyond ideology and outdated assumptions to
integrate existing infrastructure and unlock the value that
remains.

Sky News (2026). North Sea oil: Is it time to reconsider
drilling? [Online]. Available at: https://news.sky.com/story/

north-sea-oil-is-it-time-to-reconsider-drilling-13520893
[Accessed Mar. 2026].
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The final part of this guide expands the view beyond individual tiebacks. Sustaining production and keeping hosts alive in the
UKCS now requires a broader toolkit — one built around modularity, re-use, short-cycle thinking, and smarter deployment of

existing infrastructure.

1.4 Rethinking Field Development in a Changing UKCS:

Clusters, Slot Recovery & Short-Cycle Projects

In the earlier articles in this series, I've focused on why
subsea tiebacks are now the only “development” well
drilling option in the UKCS if an operator wants to extend
production, and the engineering realities that determine
whether they succeed or fail. But sustaining development in
this basin requires thinking beyond individual tiebacks.

With constraints tightening, the UKCS does still present
several viable pathways to extend host platforms and
infrastructure life, preserve export routes, and keep subsea
tiebacks commercially and tech nically viable - provided
operators are prepared to think beyond conventional
development models, even within the current tax and
regulatory environment.

Clustered subsea developments: when multi
well templates deliver what single wells can’t

The industry often thinks of tiebacks in terms of one well,
one flowline, one umbilical. In my experience, clustered
subsea developments, where a group of wells is drilled from a
single template, frequently offer advantages that single well
tiebacks cannot match.

Why clusters matter in a late life basin:

e Scale improves economics: Multiple wells share
mobilisation costs, subsea infrastructure, and topsides
modifications.

o Efficient rig time: One jack up or semi-submersible can
drill several wells from a single location, reducing move
time and accelerating cycle time.

e Stronger business cases: Where one marginal well
wouldn’t justify extending a host’s life, a cluster often
can.

e Production stability: Clustering helps stabilise
production profiles on ageing hosts, making export
routes more economically viable.

In a UKCS where hosts are shutting down faster than new
projects progress, a reality | outlined at the start of this
series, clusters create the scale that keeps subsea tiebacks
alive, not just technically, but commercially. There are plenty
of examples of shallow-water jack-up drilled subsea well
clusters in the UKCS and Norway, such as the Catcher Field,
with 4 subsea wells per drill centre template and Ekofisk,
with 8 subsea wells per drill centre template.

Of course, not every project will want all wells on one drill
centre, as an advantage that subsea wells have is that they
can be positioned over a hydrocarbon deposit to simplify
drilling, but this needs to be evaluated against other project
costs to determine the best solution for a specific project.
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Slot recovery and slot addition: extending
platform life without new steel

Slot recovery - reinstating, reusing, or re-entering existing
well slots on fixed platforms - is one of the UKCS’s most
overlooked advantages.

Aging platforms often retain significant potential even when
new structural additions are impossible or uneconomic.

Slot recovery enables:

e New wells without major structural upgrades: No new
jackets. No heavy lift. Just intelligent reuse of existing
real estate and sometimes existing conductors.

e Lower topside modification scope: Recovered slots can
accommodate umbilical returns or tieback terminations
without expanding deck space or be used for a newly
drilled well.

o Alifeline for late-life hubs: For host platforms with
limited remaining capacity, a recovered slot may be the
only viable pathway for an additional well or near-field
subsea or dry wellhead platform tieback.

e Better tieback optionality: Slot recovery can support
predrilled wells, small tiebacks, or intervention
campaigns as part of an integrated field life strategy.

e Slot addition: clamped on inboard or outboard slot or
slots. Often a platform has capacity and space, with
intelligent engineering, to accommodate 1 or more
additional wells.

In a basin where marginal production economics exist, slot
recovery or slot addition is an agile, cost-effective way to
extend platform life and a potential addition or alternative to
a subsea tieback.

Small pockets, big impact: short-cycle

shallow-water projects

Not every development needs to be large. In fact, many of
the UKCS’s remaining hydrocarbon opportunities are small,
short-cycle pockets that can deliver meaningful economic
impact if developed intelligently.

These shallow water subsea wells typically use:
e simple vertical well designs

e short, direct umbilicals

o refurbished trees

e jack up-to-subsea drilling to minimise cost
o fastinstall / fast removal strategies

e options for further future use of the subsea trees in
different locations once the pocket is depleted

These projects:

e Keep existing infrastructure such as pipelines, platforms
etc, alive: A short, sharp production pulse may extend
a platform’s life long enough to unlock a future bigger
tieback or cluster opportunity.

e Monetise pockets that would otherwise be stranded:
Small gas or oil accumulations become viable with low
CAPEX and quick turnaround tiebacks in mature basins.

e Maintain export route utilisation: Even a modest uptick
in throughput can help justify keeping pipelines or host
platforms in service.

e Create development agility: Short-cycle wells can be
repeated across multiple pockets, delivering incremental
value without long timelines.

e Offer an ideal subsea solution: Modular systems can be
recovered and refurbished easily.

In a declining basin, these small wins compound into
significant strategic impact. Add to this the circular economy
philosophy and the subsea hardware refurbishment

industry that is growing rapidly, these subsea trees and
other hardware can be serviced and re-deployed onto the
next project greatly increasing project economics and
standardising project scopes.
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A new playbook for UKCS field development

Subsea tiebacks remain central to the UKCS future - but they
cannot thrive in isolation. From what | see across the basin,

it requires a development playbook suited to its late life
realities:

The modern UKCS development toolkit:
e Single-well tiebacks for fast incremental barrels
e Clustered subsea templates for scale

e Slot recovery and slot addition to re-open platform
potential

e Short-cycle wells to stabilise existing host infrastructure

e Refurbished hardware to compress CAPEX and lead
times

e Redeployment of refurbished hardware across multiple
short production duration well sites

e Standardisation

e Integrated brownfield engineering to ensure safe,
compatible system design

These approaches collectively achieve what no single
method can deliver in the current UKCS tax and regulatory
environment:

e Keeping infrastructure alive

e Maintaining export routes

e Unlocking marginal reserves

e Stabilising platform economics

e Widening the window for future tiebacks, energy
transition

This is how, via an intelligent combination of small, modular,
and strategic development choices, UKCS extends its
productive life as larger new projects are effectively off the
table due to current punitive taxation, no new licences and
regulatory environment.
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The UKCS is entering a more complex, constrained, and time-sensitive phase of its life — yet it remains one that still presents
opportunity for operators willing to think differently and act decisively.

Throughout this series, I've explored why subsea tiebacks have become the primary development route left in the basin, why
delivering them in a mature offshore environment is far more challenging than many expect, and how clustered developments,
slot recovery and addition, and short-cycle shallow-water projects are increasingly forming the backbone of a modern, flexible
UKCS development strategy. Together, these approaches support tieback viability, extend host life, and create optionality in a
basin that now demands agility over scale. Unlocking that value depends on moving beyond outdated assumptions and designing
operations around the basin’s evolving realities.

With tieback strategies now covered, it’s also worth revisiting how more operators are beginning to question the role of exploration
in the North Sea—particularly in light of recent geopolitical shifts.

As discussed earlier in this series, widely cited production outlooks from the NSTA and Carbon Brief are often used to frame the
basin as offering diminishing returns from new exploration.

However, | share the view of Offshore Energies UK that projections for the North Sea are shaped as much by taxation and
regulatory policies as by geology itself — and that meaningful value remains to be unlocked. Recent OEUK analysis suggests
that, with the right policy framework, the UK could significantly increase domestic oil and gas production over the coming
decades, as shown in the graph below, strengthening energy security at a time of heightened geopolitical uncertainty and
reducing reliance on imported LNG, which typically carries greater exposure to global market volatility.

North Sea (UKCS) Production Outlook: NSTA/CarbonBrief Projections With and Without New
Licences, with OEUK Output Overlay Under Taxation and Regulatory Reform

In conclusion, | think the current challenge facing the North
NSTA CarbonBrief Scenarios Without new licences
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Sky News (2026). North Sea oil: Is it time to reconsider
drilling? [Online]. Available at: https:/news.sky.com/story/
— — — 5033 5057 o o north-sea-oil-is-it-time-to-reconsider-drilling-13520893
[Accessed Mar. 2026].
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About Aquaterra Energy

We deliver intelligently engineered products and services across full lifecycles of oil, gas and energy transition
projects. From seabed-to-surface well access services to complete offshore development solutions, we enable safe
and efficient drilling, completion, intervention, and abandonment operations.

Find out more
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