
Powering ahead 
on the NCS

Electric. BP’s converter station at Lista 
is linked to the Nordic power grid. From 
here, the transmission cable runs to 
Valhall in the North Sea. (Photo: BP)
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Big plans for supplying Norwegian offshore platforms with power 
from shore were under study a decade ago. Some are now being 
realised, while a number of others continue to be investigated.

a

Bjørn Rasen
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Taking a long view
The Storting’s 1996 decision on power from shore led to some of 
the installations on the NCS with the longest producing outlook 
getting their energy in this way. 
     These include Goliat in the Barents Sea from 2013 and Ormen 
Lange in the Norwegian Sea, as well as Troll A, Valhall 

from 2011 and Gjøa from 2010 in the North Sea.
     These fields are set to account for a large proportion of pro-
duction after 2020. A number of petroleum-related terminals and 
land-based plants in Norway also take their power from the grid.

The Storting (parliament) 
resolved as early as 1996 that 
power from shore should be 
explored by developers and 
followed up by the govern-

ment for each new project on the NCS.
Some have argued that all Norway’s 

offshore installations should change 
their energy supply from local gas 
turbines to land-generated electricity 
transmitted by cable.

Although gas turbines repre-
sent the biggest component in total 
Norwegian carbon emissions, however, 
many such projects would have a lim-
ited impact on reducing the amounts 
being released.

This is because declining output on 
many of Norway’s biggest fields means 
there would be little point in spending 
heavily on measures with only a few 
years to run before production ceases.

Another problem is that converting 
existing platforms to take the trans-
former modules required for power 
from shore could be costly. Space and 
weight constraints also create compli-
cations.

But studies by the NPD and others 

show that power from shore represents 
a realistic option for new developments 
and major conversion projects on exist-
ing facilities.

Opportunities for the coordi-
nated supply of power from shore to 
the Ekofisk, Eldfisk and Ula fields are 
accordingly now under consideration, 
with findings due by the end of the 
year.

Technical
This work is being pursued by opera-
tors ConocoPhillips and BP with a view 
to identifying the technical feasibility 
and cost of a possible coordination.

The NPD has asked the two compa-
nies to carry out this study in connec-
tion with plans for major conversion 
projects and new installations in the 
Ekofisk area.

BP is also planning to replace the 
power supply on Ula within the next 
few years. This field as well as Ekofisk 
and Eldfisk are expected to remain on 
stream for a long time.

“We’re fully confident that the 
operators are making the necessary 
investigations,” says Johannes Kjøde, 

the NPD’s director for discoveries and 
fields in the southern area.

“This will allow power from shore 
to be viewed as a genuine option 
for these fields when the companies 
present their development plans for 
government approval. The cost of such 
measures must be assessed when the 
studies have been completed.”

Commercial
Power from shore is certainly a possible 
solution in commercial terms, as dem-
onstrated by one of the oldest produc-
ing fields on the NCS. 

Valhall, at the southernmost end 
of Norway’s North Sea sector, is being 
provided with a new field centre to 
replace its oldest platforms.

All the pieces have fallen into place 
here, so BP will be operating the field 
from 2011 as the first on the NCS with 
full power from shore.

Designated by BP for various rea-
sons as one of its fields of the future, 
Valhall will be supplied from the Nordic 
grid via a dedicated converter in Lista 
at Norway’s southernmost tip.

Delivering electricity via a trans-
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Contributing to a 
cure 
The NPD has identified possible power from 
shore as the measure which could achieve the 
quickest reduction in greenhouse gas emissions 
on the NCS.
      This point was made when the report on 
Norway’s Climate Cure 2020 project, which 
aims to supply a factual basis for potential 
action to cut carbon emissions, was published 
in February.
      The report concluded that, to fulfil the 
climate compromise reached in the Storting 
(parliament), measures costing up to about NOK 
1 500 per tonne of emission reduction must be 
implemented.
      Some potential power-from-shore projects 
to replace gas turbines on the NCS were thought 
to lie below this expenditure ceiling.
      In addition to a transmission cable from 
land, such schemes may need much additional 
heavy equipment on existing installations – 
depending on power demand and distance from 
shore.
      Updated figures estimate the cost of sup-
plying electricity from land on an area basis 
(southern, central and northern NCS) to be NOK 
1 350-3 100 per tonne of reduction.
      Power-from-shore measures on existing 
installations have a limited lifespan. Emission 
profiles offshore are declining sharply, with a 
corresponding rise in cost per tonne cut.
      Such action must accordingly be compared 
with longer-lasting measures. Costs could be 
cut on fields with a lengthy remaining produc-
tion life through coordination with other major 
projects.
      An integrated power development has also 
been studied for Statfjord, Gullfaks and Snorre 
in the North Sea, but provides almost no ben-
efits while costing more per tonne.
      In addition, the NPD has assessed external 
power supplies for the Melkøya gas liquefac-
tion plant in northern Norway and parts of the 
Kårstø processing complex near Stavanger.
     Carbon capture and storage (CCS) has been 
considered for these facilities, but the one 
measure excludes the other.
      A condition for any external power deliveries 
to Melkøya is that proposed improvements to 
the electricity grid in the far north are carried 
out as planned by Statnett.
      The NPD has looked at opportunities to use 
wind turbines for powering NCS installations. 
Results so far indicate that this would primarily 
be interesting in connection with developing 
new technology for offshore wind farms.
     The outlook for the petroleum business 
appears to differ from that of other industrial 
sectors, with output – and thereby emissions 
– set to decline by more than 40 per cent up to 
2030.

Ashore. The transmission cable from 
Valhall is pulled ashore at BP’s Lista con-
verter station at Norway’s southern tip. 
(Photo: BP) 

Mr Power-from-shore. Sverre Gilje. 
(Photo: Emile Ashley)

mission cable from land is not a new idea for 
either BP or Ekofisk operator ConocoPhillips, 
reports Sverre Gilje.

A retired BP employee now working as 
a consultant for the company, he has been 
working on such concepts for more than a 
decade.

“We had big visions in 2000,” Mr Gilje 
recalls. “A team drawn from BP in Britain and 
Norway explored the prospects for power 
from shore throughout the North Sea.

“In addition to contacting many of the 
operators in Britain and Norway in this con-
nection, we collaborated with Norwegian grid 
operator Statnett and the National Grid in the 
UK.”

The idea was to run a cable from the 
hydropower station at Suldal near Stavanger 
via Karmøy to BP’s 2/4 G platform on Ekofisk, 
which would serve as a hub.

This transmission line would continue to 
Britain’s Forties, acting as a second hub, and 
then on to Peterhead in north-east Scotland.

“The interest was there, but the play-
ers had varying positions,” says Mr Gilje. 
“Fields were at different stages of maturity, 
for instance. We ended up with the Norway 
Power Project, with BP in the driving seat and 
Statnett also involved.”

The latter scheme came to an end in 2002, 
when Norwegian electricity prices were high 
and locally generated power was in short sup-
ply.

Platform
New studies were launched by Mr Gilje and 
colleague Asbjørn Tansø with the main focus 
on supplying Valhall, where a new process and 
quarters platform was planned. The solution 
was a 78-megawatt power cable running for 

300 kilometres from Lista.
“Cutting operation and maintenance 

costs is one of the keys to an estimated 
40 years of remaining production life for 
Valhall,” Mr Gilje notes. “Power from shore 
makes that easier to achieve.”

BP and its partners decided in May 
2005 to adopt this approach in their plan 
for development and operation (PDO) 
of the field, which was approved by the 
Storting during the summer of 2007.

The solution was due for testing in 
October, and gas turbines will be replaced 
by a silent electrical transformer when the 
new Valhall installations become opera-
tional in 2010-11.

This unit will convert direct current 
from land into alternating current for 
the whole field. Mr Gilje reports that the 
field will only have three small six-MW 
emergency generators to let people stay 
aboard until the main supply is restored.

“However, we regard the system as 
reliable. It’s well-known technology, of 
course, but never applied offshore before. 
This will be something new for the opera-
tors, who’ll have to run it as a high-voltage 
facility.”

BP is now pursuing a new study 
together with ConocoPhillips concerning 
opportunities to supply the latter’s new 
Ekofisk installations as well as Ula with 
power from shore in 2014-15.

The gas turbines on Ula are under 
consideration for replacement in 2014-15, 
but it might be possible to extend their 
economic life.

Should an internal assessment due to 
be completed by 30 September conclude 
that such an extension is possible, the 
power-from-shore study could be post-
poned. i
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Off to 
a good start 

Erlend Kolve has used his time well since his first summer job 
with ExxonMobil. Results so far include 5 000 extra barrels per 

day for the company and an international prize for young engineers. 
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Astri Sivertsen and Emile Ashley (photo)

The 27-year-old reservoir engi-
neer was born and raised at 
Voss in western Norway, but 
his family took up farming 
when he was 11 years old.

	 “Growing up on a farm teach-
es you to think along practical lines 
and a bit of good, old-fashioned hard 
work,” he says. “That’s always appealed 
to me.”

He also had an uncle who supplied 
him with a popular science magazine 
and other reading matter, and who 
encouraged his eagerness to under-
stand how things hang together.

This lust to learn took Mr Kolve to 
the University of Stavanger to study 
engineering. His choice of petroleum 
technology in 2002 was almost arbi-
trary, and contrary to good advice at a 
time when oil prices were very low.

“I was cautioned by the older stu-
dents that specialising in petroleum 
was pointless,” he recalls. “We would 
soon have drained the NCS, so there 
was no future in it.”

Right
During his course, however, Mr Kolve 
felt he had made the right choice. “I’ve 
seen that what we manage to achieve 
is incredibly advanced compared with 
other disciplines. That appealed to me, 
aroused my interest, and triggered my 
curiosity.”

Conditions in the industry had 
changed by the time he took his BSc in 
2006. Oil prices had skyrocketed, and 
fellow students who no longer wanted 
to study got jobs on the spot.

“Graduating with the oil industry 
riding high was completely different 
from the days of slump,” Mr Kolve 
recalls. “I was very lucky, without hav-
ing thought about it in advance.”

 After a summer job with Statoil 
in his first two years as a student, 
he switched vacation work to 
ExxonMobil’s Norwegian head office 
at Forus outside Stavanger – and has 
been there ever since.

Thesis
After his second summer job for the US 
company, Mr Kolve’s request to write 
his MSc thesis there was approved. It 
took six months to complete, and he 
found good use for his university les-
sons on reservoir technology while 
working with ExxonMobil’s proprietary 
simulator tools.

He studied the well and reservoir 
parameters which are most important 
for production rates and recovery 
factors in reservoirs subject to water 
coning.

The latter occurs because oil in the 
formation is thicker and heavier than 
water, which therefore flows much 
more easily. Wells will accordingly pro-

duce a growing volume of the water 
underlying the oil as output continues.

Well production rates can easily fall 
from 20 000 barrels of oil per day to  
5 000 once the water breaks through, 
Mr Kolve explains.

As the water cut rises, problems 
can occur because gas, oil and water 
pile up. That in turn creates big pres-
sure fluctuations in the separators. In 
the worst case, the well must be shut 
down.

“This was a very interesting assign-
ment, because you’re working with 
real-life data, genuine issues and actual 
fields,” Mr Kolve explains. “That’s very 
motivating.”

Expertise
He secured a permanent job with 
ExxonMobil a year before complet-
ing his MSc. The company needed his 
expertise for a project he had already 
been in contact with.

This involved a difficult well on the 
Ringhorne field in the North Sea, which 
had been shut down because it even-
tually produced only water.

A complex intervention to shut off 
this flow and recomplete the well was 
being studied. Were it successful, pro-
duction could be resumed.

According to Mr Kolve, the job 
was very much at the limits of techno-
logical and financial feasibility. A well 
intervention usually costs many tens of 
millions of kroner, and is only launched 
if the investment is reasonably likely to 
be recovered.

By re-interpreting geological data 
and comparing these with production 
information and Mr Kolve’s knowledge 
of waterflooding, the project was able 
to secure a green light from manage-
ment.

The producing liner was perfor
ated, a sand filter was installed and 
production could thereby be resumed. 
Output was boosted by 3 000 addi-
tional barrels per day.

Another big challenge was to find 
a solution to the problems created by 
water coning in Ringhorne and nearby 
Balder, where Mr Kolve again benefited 
from work on his MSc. This had given 
him an understanding of the underly-
ing mechanisms.

The solution is to produce as lit-
tle water as possible, which can be 
achieved by better well planning – 
optimising which of them should pro-
duce, when, how and for how long.

In this way, it proved possible to 
maintain output without interruption. 
The result was a further increase of  
2 000 barrels per day – at no extra cost 
to the company.

Noticed
These 5 000 additional daily barrels 

were noticed in ExxonMobil. Eighteen 
months after joining the company, 
Mr Kolve was nominated for the 2010 
Young Engineer of the Year award.

He duly won this prestigious prize, 
which was presented to him by the 
Society of Petroleum Engineers (SPE) in 
early June.

“I think a key factor in the nomina-
tion and selection is his ability to apply 
the academic work he has done direct-
ly to the job,” says Dave Frye, technical 
manager of ExxonMobil’s subsurface 
operations and the man behind the 
nomination.

“Erlend’s made a significant contri-
bution to our production volumes here 
in the North Sea,” he adds, and says the 
company could apply his methods to 
other wells on Balder and Ringhorne.

“He’s also very outgoing and 
enthusiastic about everything he does. 
So he’s a pleasure to be around.”

Research
Mr Kolve has had a flying start as an 
engineer. Had he wished, he could 
probably have aimed at a career as a 
researcher. But pure research does not 
appeal, he says.

“It’s a little too dry. I like working 
with people and being part of a team. 
And I like getting hands-on experience 
by making mistakes or bringing in 
good projects.”

Nor does he have any more worries 
about global oil production going into 
decline, the way prominent geolo-
gists predicted when they appeared 
as guest lecturers during his university 
years.

These experts were convinced that 
the age of the “elephants” – the really 
big oil discoveries – was over, and that 
only small fry remained to be found.

“Then Brazil suddenly finds a field 
as large as Norway’s total reserves,” Mr 
Kolve notes. “It discovers something so 
incredibly large that I don’t think peo-
ple can grasp it.

“That completely changed my view 
of the future. I don’t think the oil age 
will necessarily be over any time soon.”

Home and away
Erlend Kolve’s partner, Brazilian Ellen 
Borges, is a reservoir engineer with 
ConocoPhillips, and the pair are reno-
vating a house they bought in Sandnes 
south of Stavanger a year ago. But they 
do not exclude the possibility of mov-
ing abroad eventually.

In his free time, Mr Kolve plays foot-
ball for the ExxonMobil company team, 
goes to the gym, skis and goes hiking. 
“If you’ve been raised at Voss, it’s hard 
not enjoy the outdoors,” he says. He 
also likes to travel and spend a lot of 
time with friends.
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The Vats Fjord north of Stavanger was once a site for mating some of 
the largest concrete platforms on the NCS. Now redundant oil installa-
tions are being broken up there.

Closing the circle

Astri Sivertsen and Monica Larsen (photos)

38



Closing the circle
SCRAPPER-IN-CHIEF. Site 
manager Arne Skogheim at the 
environmental base in Vats.
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Row upon row of modules, 
support frames and steel 
jackets from Ekofisk stand in 
various stages of disassembly 
on the 6.8-hectare yard oper-

ated beside these sheltered waters by 
AF Decom Offshore.

Right at the end of the jetty, a cou-
ple of excavators are destroying the 
pitiful remains of the electrical module 
from the Albuskjell 2/4 F production, 
drilling and quarters platform.

This installation operated from 
1979 to 1990, and then stood gradually 
decaying on the North Sea field until it 
was shipped to Vats in the summer of 
2009.

Close at hand, a gang is working to 
cut up, drag out and pull down electri-
cal cables and light fittings in a storage 
module from the same platform.

Some of these structures have 
been shut down since the early 1980s. 
Magnar Midtun stands by a yellow 
sign reading “Area blocked off” which 
hangs from a chain across one of the 
stairways. The steel is so rusted that it 
crumbles under his fingers. 

As a frontrunner, Mr Midtun’s role 
is to remove all equipment before the 
metal structures are left to the big cut-
ters mounted on the site’s five excava-
tors.

“We take out what we must, and 
leave the steel,” he explains. One job is 
to drill holes in the piping to empty out 
any water or oil before the machines 
get to work.

Finally, when winter sets in, the 
gang will go to work with flame cutters 
on the equipment which the excavators 
have not managed to chop up.

Mr Midtun tosses light fittings into 
containers, while colleagues Stian Berg 
and Torbjørn Bjåen focus on pulling 
power cables out of the module. 

These contain copper, aluminium 
and other metals sought by the market. 
Piles of steel also lie around on the 
jetty, cut up and ready to be shipped 
out and resmelted.

Quadrupled
Site manager Arne Skogheim, who has 
been with AF Gruppen since its foun-
dation in 1985, notes that steel prices 
have quadrupled over the past nine 
years. While the company got NOK 500 

per tonne in 2001, it now receives 
NOK 2 000.

“This steel’s in demand because of 
its really good quality,” agrees opera-
tions manager Bjørn Hundhammer. 
To avoid being hit by metal bits fly-
ing through the air, he has asked me 
to keep well away from the cutting 
machines.

A loud bang sounds as the jaws of 
the green excavator – which the work-
ers have naturally nicknamed “Hulk” – 
close around a large chunk of the mod-
ule support frame from Albuskjell 2/4 F.

The Vats site was ready in 2009, 
after the company had spent NOK 600 
million to expand it from 1.8 hectares 
to its present size and prepare it to han-
dle redundant offshore structures.

Among other measures, the jetty is 
dimensioned for a weight of 10 tonnes 

per square metre – double the normal 
strength of such facilities, according to 
Mr Skogheim.

Concrete platform builder 
Norwegian Contractors occupied the 
site from the 1970s to the 1990s, and 
gravity base structures for fields such as 
Statfjord, Gullfaks and Troll were mated 
with their topsides in the deep fjord.

After the era of the concrete giants 
came to an end in the mid-1990s, it 
was used both for fish farming and 
as a recycling plant for car tyres until 
Decom Offshore took over in 2004.

Jacket
A new consignment of scrap is 
expected the following day, and Mr 
Hundhammer checks that the area has 
been cleared and provides enough 
space for yet another Ekofisk jacket.

The yard already holds steel jackets 
and module support frames from two 
of the compressor platforms which 
once boosted oil through the Norpipe 

line from Ekofisk to Teesside in the UK.
The jackets were cut in two before 

being shipped to land. Totalling 5 000 
tonnes, these two sections give off a 
rank odour of seawater and rotting 
seaweed.

Long beard-like growths hang from 
the uppermost bracings, and waving 
fishing lines bear witness to the leisure 
pursuits of people who once lived and 
worked on the platforms.

Senior adviser Evy M H Lærdal 
explains that installations which have 
been shut down for a long time out on 
the field are often in poor condition.

A number of measures are needed 
before they can be moved safely. 
Above-surface structures suffer particu-
larly from rust, while those below water 
are usually in better condition.

Apart from the noise of the excava-

RECYCLED. Magnar Midtun 
removes light fittings.

a

“This steel's in demand because of its 
really good  quality.”
Operation manager Bjørn Hundhammer
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 POWER TOOL. The Hulk cuts up the module 
support frame from a compressor platform.

About 500 fixed and floating steel 
and concrete installations and sub-
sea systems are to be found on the 
NCS, and many of these are due to be 
retired over the next few years.
      Some subsea and steel struc-
tures have already been removed 
from several of the oldest North Sea 
fields, but such activity is expected 
to increase sharply around 2020.
      Since various operators are cur-
rently applying to extend the eco-
nomic life of their installations, it is 
difficult to obtain exact figures on 
the number to be scrapped at any 
given time.

      But Øystein Dretvik at the NPD 
says that the demand for expertise 
and equipment to remove such facili-
ties in an acceptable manner will 
increase regardless.
      Based on figures reported by the 
operators, the NPD has calculated 
that it will cost an estimated NOK 
160 billion to remove these struc-
tures.
      That excludes concrete gravity-
based structures (GBSs), because 
techniques for removing and trans-
porting them are relatively untested.
      These 12 structures account for 
roughly 70 per cent of the total 

weight of all Norway’s offshore 
installations, which is 6.9 million 
tonnes. Three are not designed for 
removal.
      The Oslo-Paris convention for 
the protection of the marine envi-
ronment of the north-east Atlantic 
(Ospar) bans dumping or leaving 
offshore installations in place – with 
certain exceptions.
      Concrete GBSs and mooring foun-
dations, and steel jackets weighing 
more than 10 000 tonnes, can remain 
standing, but authorisation must 
nevertheless be sought in each case.

Offshore clear-up
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IN THE SEA FOR 35 YEARS. The closer to 
the sea surface these bracings have been, the 
more growth on them. (From left) Evy Lærdal, 
Bjørn Hundhammer and Arne Skogheim. 
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tors and the metal cutting, the site is 
fairly quiet. But a high and steady roar 
comes from the shop nearest the gate 
as high-pressure hoses clean Ekofisk 
process piping.

One operator controls this process, 
and entry is banned to others because 
the spent water contains hazardous 
substances deposited on the inside of 
the pipes.

These include radioactive mate-

rials, which the company has spe-
cial approval from the Norwegian 
Radiation Protection Authority to han-
dle and store.

Asbestos
Two men in white overalls and wear-
ing breathing equipment have just 
removed asbestos from a process 
module and packed it into big sacks 
for transport to an approved depot.

According to Mr Lærdal, up to 
98 per cent of the materials passing 
through the site are recycled. All metal 
is resmelted and recovered.

Most of the steel is shipped to 
recycler Celsa Armeringsstål at Mo i 

Rana in northern Norway, while the 
remainder goes to Norsk Metallretur.

Although most of the equipment 
on the redundant offshore installa-
tions is old, turbine and engine com-
ponents are often reused.

Nor is scrapping of offshore instal-
lations a new phenomenon in Vats. 
The Brent Spar storage and loading 
buoy ended its days there in the late 
1990s.

Shell had originally – and contro-
versially – wanted to sink this structure 
in the Atlantic, but extensive protests 
from environmentalists ensured that it 
was broken up on land. 

That marked the start of a new 
recycling industry, with the remains of 
Brent Spar used as the foundation for 
the deepwater jetty at Mekjarvik out-
side Stavanger

The world’s largest crane barge, 
Thialf, is about to up anchor from 
that port en route to Vats as the gang 
on the jetty get ready to receive the 
year’s last consignment from  
Ekofisk. i

Permission required 
Ceasing to use and disposing of 
offshore structures is governed by 
section 5-1 of Norway’s Petroleum 
Activities Act, which specifies that 
operators must submit a cessation 
plan.
      Sent to the Ministry of Petroleum 
and Energy, this has to be provided 
five years at the earliest and two years 
at the latest before an installation 
shuts down for good.
      The plan, which must be copied 
to the Ministry of Labour and the 
Petroleum Safety Authority Norway, 
has to cover the cost and environ-
mental impact of various disposal 
measures.
      After considering the plan with 
the support of the NPD, the petrole-
um ministry will decide on the matter 
and set a deadline for when this deci-
sion has to be implemented.

Read more at  www.npd.no

 
Heavyweight 
player
AF Decom Offshore is a sub-
contractor to Dutch heavy-lift 
and transport specialist Heerema 
Marine Contractors. The latter 
contracted with Ekofisk operator 
ConocoPhillips to remove nine 
installations from the field by 2014.
      Earlier scrapping assignments 
for Decom Offshore include the 
process plant on the Ekofisk tank 
and flare booms and bridges from 
the field.
      With 90 employees, the environ-
mental base at Vats is one of four 
Norwegian facilities with permits 
to receive and process redundant 
offshore structures.
      The others are Aker Stord and 
Scandinavian Metall further north 
and Lyngdal Recycling in south-
ern Norway. According to the 
Norwegian Climate and Pollution 
Agency (Klif), this quartet has the 
capacity to handle materials from 
the NCS for the next decade.

GOODBYE TO COMPRESSION. This 
platform was shut down in the North 
Sea from 1983 until it was returned to 
land last year.

"Installations which have been shut 
down for a long time out on the field 

are often in poor condition."   
Senior adviser Evy Lærdal
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An oil model
Gunnar Berge is on his way to an artist’s studio where the finishing 
touches will be put to his portrait. This is due to adorn the walls of the 
NPD’s new office building in Stavanger. 

Tonje Pedersen and Bård Gudim (photo)

It is an icy day in late November when 
the former NPD director-general, poli-
tician, finance and local government 
minister, and Labour Party stalwart 
emerges from Oslo’s Airport Express 
train.

“This way,” he calls, and makes a 
beeline for the exit. He is the type who 
walks up the escalator, and probably 
thinks he will lose time waiting.

Mr Berge has an appointment with 
artist Sverre Andreas Koren Bjertnæs, 
who has been commissioned by the 
NPD to paint its former chief, and 
admits it is fun. “But the picture is ter-
ribly big.”

Described as an exciting and tal-
ented artist, Mr Bjertnæs was born 
34 years ago with a paintbrush in his 
mouth, and has studied under and 
resided with famed Norwegian painter 
Odd Nerdrum.

He is married to fellow artist Unni 
Askeland and has shown his work at 
countless exhibitions in Norway and 
abroad, developing into a recognised 
figurative painter and one of the few 
to make a good living from his art.

Witness
Intended to bear witness to his time 
as director-general, Mr Berge’s portrait 
is destined hang alongside that of 
Fredrik Hagemann, his predecessor 
and the first NPD head.

That will be in the new premises 
being constructed next to the NPD’s 
current offices in the Ullandhaug 
district of Stavanger, and Mr Berge is 
set to grace its walls for a long time to 
come.

“I think back to my years at the 
NPD with great pleasure,” says Mr 
Berge. “The oil industry interested me 
right from its start here in Norway.

“I entered politics in 1969, the 
same year that Ekofisk became 
Norway’s first commercial discovery, 
and experienced the peak of the oil 
age. It’s been an exciting develop-
ment, and I’ve been involved in major 
changes.”

His move to the oil industry after 

his career as an active politician ended 
was no coincidence. He helped to 
lay the groundwork for the NPD and 
served on the board after it was cre-
ated in 1972.

Familiar
Mr Berge is familiar with Oslo’s West 
End. He points out the Nobel Institute 
and recalls his time on the Peace Prize 
committee from 1997-2002, the final 
three years as its chair.

A few blocks further up is the flat 
where he formerly lived with partner 
Vigdis Magistad, the Oslo lawyer who 
served as his adviser in the finance 
ministry during the 1980s.

The couple now have a flat in the 
nearby Frogner district and a house at 
Tasta near Stavanger, and commute 
between these homes. Ms Magistad 
also attends the session with the artist.

“I’m looking forward to seeing the 
finished work,” she says. “I’ve seen it 
in progress. The eyes are exactly right. 
It’s incredible how well they corre-
spond with Gunnar’s own look.”

Mr Bjertnæs is standing outside his 
studio and waiting for the model to 
arrive, shaking his hand when he does. 
They seem like old friends.

“This is probably the third or 
fourth time you’ve been here,” says 
the artist. “So we’re probably getting 
to know each other a little now.”

A big painting stands on an easel 
in the studio. Mr Berge looks out of 
the portrait with a warm expression 
and eyes full of experience.

The subject seats himself on a 
chair at an angel to the painting. Mr 
Bjertnæs says he has been easy to 
work with.

“A portrait is actually an authori-
tarian form, used to depict powerful 
people. I try to evoke the whole per-
son, with humour, warmth and natural 
authority. In other words, I’m midway 
between meeting Gunnar and the 
public persona Mr Berge.”

He describes the commission 
as rewarding. “I’ve experienced the 
encounter with Gunnar as highly 

interesting. He is a man who has done 
many important things. At the same 
time, he’s a very fine person. That’s 
what I want to convey through the 
portrait.”

Mr Berge gets a bit embarrassed 
and shrugs off the praise as a joke. Mr 
Bjertnæs dips his brush on the palette, 
touches up the painting, deepens the 
shadows and adds some colour to the 
lips.

In the meantime, the model tells a 
stream of small anecdotes, jokes and 
reminiscences.

Details
Mr Bjertnæs carefully studies all the 
details in the portrait and discusses 
them with Ms Magistad. 

“I think it’s almost perfect,” she 
says, with a glance at her partner. “But 
there’s something about the mouth I 
don’t recognise.”

“I agree with you,” the painter says. 
“And I feel he’s a little narrower in the 
chin than I’ve managed to capture.”

“That’s probably because I do so 
much jogging,” responds Mr Berge.

When he reached his 70th birth-
day this summer, he invited his whole 
family with children, grandchildren 
and bonus children to Madeira. They 
wanted to know if he was soon going 
to take it easy.

But he finds life easy enough. 
He is chair of Petoro, on the boards 
of the Western Norway Regional 
Health Authority and the University 
of Stavanger, and chair of an official 
inquiry into the organisation of recep-
tion centres for asylum seekers.

In addition come three children 
and seven grandchildren. “I’ve got 
exactly the right amount to do now, 
and it’s in tune with the times for older 
people to contribute. Too many excit-
ing things are happening which I don’t 
want to miss.”

Mr Bjertnæs is almost finished. He 
notes down small changes which need 
to be made, and will now be complet-
ing the portrait before delivering it to 
the NPD. i
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Gunnar Berge was director-general 
of the NPD from 1990 to 2007, but did 
not take up the post until he retired 
as a member of the Storting (parlia-
ment) in 1997. He spent 34 years in 
politics, starting at the local level in 
Stavanger before graduating to the 
Storting and becoming finance and 
local government minister in various 
cabinets.

Painter and graphic artist Sverre 
Andreas Koren Bjertnæs par-
ticipated in his first exhibition at the 
age of 15 and held his first one-man 
show at Bjarne Melgaard’s Gallery 
in 2000. As a teenager, he resided 
for two years with Odd Nerdrum as 
one of his pupils, and studied later at 
the National Academy of Fine Art in 
Oslo and the ArtEZ art academy at 
Enschede in the Netherlands.

Interaction: A meeting between the 
private person and the public persona 
is what Sverre Andreas Koren Bjertnæs 
is seeking to achieve with his portrait of 
Gunnar Berge.
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High humidity and temperatures 
can cause chemical decomposition 
of extruded volcanic rock, and the 
products of such processes include 
clay minerals such as kaolinite. 
Derived from feldspar, this mineral 
can accumulate in large quantities 
– either on site or through long-
distance transport – if the decay 
continues over enough time.

      As a deposition product, it 
is known as kaolin or china clay. 
A kaolin mine at Newbridge in 
Dorset, UK, is pictured above. The 
dark layers are lignite, which can be 
used as fuel, and the kaolin here is 
accordingly impure.
      The clay has many applica-
tions, including sanitary porcelain 
– where it is the main ingredient – 

and coated paper. It is also used in 
toothpaste and medicines. Norway 
has a few deposits of kaolin precipi-
tated hydrothermally at such loca-
tions as Seljord south of Oslo and 
the Jøssing Fjord near Stavanger. i

Terje Solbakk and Astri Fritsen 
(photo).  

ROCK SHOTS

Convenient clay
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