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Africa's  refining sector  remains  chronically  underperforming,  with  the  continent's

installed  refinery  capacity  largely  failing  to  meet  domestic  fuel  demand.  Import

dependency continues to drain foreign exchange reserves across major economies,

while state-owned refineries in Nigeria, Angola, Kenya, and elsewhere operate at a

fraction  of  nameplate  capacity  due  to  years  of  deferred  maintenance,  feedstock

supply  disruptions,  and inadequate capital  investment.  Against  this  backdrop,  the

African Energy Chamber has drawn an unlikely comparison: Venezuela's hard-won

experience  in  keeping  severely  degraded  refinery  assets  operational  may  offer  a

pragmatic,  if  imperfect,  playbook  for  African  operators  and  governments  seeking

recovery without the luxury of greenfield investment.

Venezuela's Paraguaná Refining Complex, once among the largest in the world, and

the  smaller  El  Palito  refinery  have  both  endured  prolonged  periods  of

underinvestment,  sanctions  pressure,  skilled  workforce  attrition,  and  feedstock

volatility.  Yet  both  facilities  have  continued  to  produce  at  some  level,  relying  on

improvised  maintenance  regimes,  cannibalised  spare  parts,  renegotiated  supply

arrangements, and a willingness to accept reduced throughput rather than complete

shutdown. The Venezuelan model is not a success story in the conventional sense —

output  remains  well  below historical  peaks  — but  it  demonstrates  that  degraded

assets can be kept alive through pragmatic operational triage rather than wholesale

rehabilitation.
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For Africa, the relevance is direct. Nigeria's Port Harcourt refinery has undergone a

much-publicised rehabilitation programme, while the Dangote refinery represents a

separate, private-sector-led greenfield bet. But across the continent, dozens of state-

owned facilities remain in various stages of disrepair, with governments facing the

dual pressure of funding constraints and the political cost of continued fuel imports.

The Venezuelan experience suggests that operational continuity — even at reduced

efficiency  —  can  be  maintained  through  targeted  interventions  rather  than

comprehensive turnarounds, provided that technical knowledge and basic spare parts

supply chains are preserved.

The African Energy Chamber's analysis implicitly raises questions about technology

transfer, South-South cooperation, and the role of international service companies in

bridging the  gap between current  degraded states  and longer-term rehabilitation

targets.  Venezuelan  technicians  and  operational  practices,  shaped  by  years  of

working under severe resource constraints, may carry lessons that are more directly

applicable to African conditions than best-practice models derived from fully funded

North Sea or Gulf Coast operations. At the same time, the article acknowledges the

limitations:  Venezuela's  model  has  produced  persistent  environmental  and  safety

risks, and the political economy of its refining sector carries cautionary notes about

governance and accountability.

For international service companies monitoring Africa's downstream sector, the key

signal  is  that  African  governments  are  increasingly  looking  for  cost-effective,

pragmatic rehabilitation pathways rather than full-scale modernisation programmes.

Contracts  structured  around  performance-based  maintenance,  turnaround

management,  and  spare  parts  logistics  optimisation  are  likely  to  find  receptive

audiences,  particularly  in  markets  where  state  refiners  are  under  pressure  to

demonstrate  output  improvements  without  major  capital  commitments.  The

competitive landscape will  increasingly include non-Western vendors and advisors,

making  early  engagement  and  relationship-building  with  state  refining  entities

strategically important.
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Why this matters to partners and clients of Saga

Norwegian service companies with downstream maintenance, turnaround

management, or rotating equipment expertise should monitor Africa's state

refinery rehabilitation pipeline, where pragmatic, cost-contained contracts

are more likely to proceed than full modernisation programmes. Companies

such as those providing inspection, integrity management, or spare parts

supply chain solutions are well-positioned to engage with state refiners in

Nigeria, Angola, and East Africa. Early engagement with national oil

companies and energy ministries is advisable before procurement processes

open formally.

PARTNER ANGLES

Service: Turnaround and maintenance specialists can position for performance-based

refinery rehabilitation contracts with African state operators seeking low-capital

recovery solutions.

Subsea/FPSO: FPSO operators with crude supply flexibility should monitor whether

rehabilitated African refineries create new domestic feedstock offtake opportunities

that could anchor offshore production economics.

Pipeline: Pipeline integrity and logistics firms can address the feedstock supply

disruptions that remain a primary cause of African refinery underperformance,

independently of equipment condition.

LNG: LNG and gas-to-power specialists should assess whether refinery rehabilitation

programmes create parallel demand for gas feedstock supply infrastructure at refinery

sites.

Drilling: Drilling service companies with integrated well-to-refinery client

relationships should track rehabilitation timelines to align crude delivery commitments

with recovering refinery throughput capacity.
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