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February 2013  
European Diesel Trends in 2012 

 
In 2012 European demand for (low sulfur) diesel was down -2.3 % and 
that was the first negative growth number since 2009. Demand for 
Gasoil (Heating Oil) was down -1.1% but that is a continuation of a 
trend as natural gas and heat pumps continue to replace heating oil in 
Europe. 

If in 2000 the demand for driving fuels in 
Europe was evenly split between gasoline 
and diesel, since then diesel demand has 
been steadily increasing while demand for 
gasoline has been in a solid and continued down-trend.  
Due to a favorable tax regime, diesel has displaced gasoline and 
diesel demand now makes 70% of 
European demand for driving fuels.  
 
However, if this substitution of gasoline 
for diesel has helped diesel demand 
growth over the last 10 years, the 
European market has now reached a stage 
of near saturation as some markets like 
France and Spain are approaching a diesel 
market share of about 80% of total cars. 
Therefore the European market for diesel now needs to rely on 
economic growth rather than 
on fuel substitution; but given 
that the European economy is 
still in contraction and suffers 

from record unemployment this results now in negative 
diesel demand growth.  In the current economic climate, the 
EuroZone domestic prices at the pump for diesel being 
higher than at the peak of 2008 (when Brent was at 147 
$/bbl) are of course not helping to support demand growth. 
 
High unemployment has reduced disposable income but car sales are 
also showing strong declines. If car sales have been sharply down in 
the countries of southern Europe they have started to decline as well 
during the second half of the year in the countries of northern Europe. 
 

 
 

Diesel Demand Growth 
(Y-o-Y) Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

Germany 5.7% -3.7% 0.8% 0.5% -2.4% 6.3% 3.8% -2.0% -6.4% 3.4% -3.1%
France 2.4% -3.7% -2.1% -0.3% -3.6% 2.5% 5.6% -1.3% -5.0% 6.4% 5.2% -5.0%
UK 1.1% -3.4% 12.3% -7.9% 2.5% 1.5% 0.2% 7.0% 3.2% 0.3% 5.6%
Italy -3.4% -17.9% -8.4% -14.3% -8.7% -8.0% -5.5% -9.7% -15.6% -3.6% -12.8% -14.1%
Spain -3.6% -7.3% -6.5% -8.7% -4.7% -5.1% -6.7% -5.7% -13.5% -3.4% -6.6% -8.6%
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During the course of 2011, Germany (the main European heating 
oil market) has mostly switched from 0.1% sulfur to 50 ppm for its 
use of heating oil. However, in a  high price environment there has 
been during  2012 a small increase in the sale of high sulfur 
heating oil.  

 
Europe moving to a car fleet that is 
70% diesel has created significant 
problems for the European refining 
industry as refineries cannot increase 
their yields to match the structural change in domestic demand.  
This has been a contributing factor to the closing of many refineries 
in Europe. While there are voices calling for the reversal of the 
diesel tax incentive in order to better balance between gasoline and 
diesel consumption and therefore create a better supply balance for 

the refining industry this is something that politically will be very 
hard to realize given that voters are now mostly driving diesel cars. 

 
Faced with total demand destruction 
in their domestic market, the Spanish 
refineries have turned into net 
exporters of distillates during 2012, 
exporting to France and to North 
Africa while Greece has been able to 
support solid refinery runs by 
exporting more 
distillates to 
Turkey.  European 

exports to North Africa will be challenged in 
2013 by the return from maintenance of refining 
capacity in Algeria and exports to Egypt will be at 
risk to this country’s deteriorating financial 
situation. To receive an IMF loan, Egypt is 
supposed to cut the subsidies on oil products but 
the political climate makes it hard to implement 
those reforms. 
 
With increased refining capacity coming on 
stream in 2013 in the Far East, the Middle East 
and North America as well as more upgrading 
capacity in Eastern Europe, the refineries of 
North West Europe are likely to face renewed 
pressure from imports in 2013 while domestic 
demand should remain slow at current price 
levels. 
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