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In this interview with Han Heilig, Jo Peters looks back on an exciting 
period, following his departure from NOGEPA on 1 June this year. 
All in all, they were intensive, marvellous years, and a true learning 
experience. Peters is hugely proud of the way in which the members of 
NOGEPA have anticipated the energy transition. “It has been an honour 
for me to be part of the process. I have always argued that the energy 
transition can only be achieved if we work together. In that sense, 
it has been a bitter necessity to bridge the contradictions. If I now 
see how politics, NGOs, energy producers and oil and gas operators 
are cooperating, I cannot fail to be impressed.”   

Fighting with each other
The energy transition is multifaceted. For example, it relates to the 
questions how more renewable energy can be generated, how we can 
ensure the system remains reliable (even if there is no wind, or the sun 
is not shining) and how houses will be heated in the future. Jo Peters 
believes firmly that NOGEPA can continue to play an important role in 
the Netherlands in achieving an acceptable energy future. This is 
certainly the case now that all the parties involved have signed the 
Dutch Climate Agreement. No longer are they fighting against each 
other, but with each other. This victory is one that the very last 
Secretary-General of NOGEPA could only have dreamed of when 
he joined the association in The Hague, almost ten years ago. 

Working together
For Jo Peters, there is now no question that the world needs a different 
energy system. Nonetheless, he remains convinced the reducing total 
emissions to net zero can only be achieved with a combination of 
energy sources. “Because gas is a fossil fuel, it is denounced by many, 
but for the time being, gas can continue to make a solid contribution 
to accelerating the energy transition. We must work together to tackle 
climate change and together we must innovate and invest in methods 
of emitting fewer greenhouse gases. Within that collaborative venture, 

NOGEPA can make an important contribution to the energy supply for 
today, tomorrow and beyond. For example by smartly deploying the 
existing infrastructure for the production and transport of green 
hydrogen, but also via the storage of CO2 in empty gas fields. 
Until the transition has been concluded, our natural gas will continue 
to be sorely needed. And the gas sector remains a key player.”

What was the sector like when you joined the organisation in 2012? 
You were a downstream man who had taken on the role of representing 
the upstream sector. A sort of two worlds colliding.

“What I found when I joined was a group of old, white males in three-
piece suits, who operated as if invincible, from a long-established 
fortress. The energy sector stood tall and proud like a tower of 
strength in the Dutch energy market. All those men were enormously 
proud of their achievements. Every year, they delivered more than 
10 billion euros to the Dutch Treasury. Characteristically, they were 
highly inward-looking. NOGEPA had almost zero outward presence. 
And it was a position they were able to maintain, but nonetheless, 
as soon as I joined them, I started bringing NOGEPA closer to society, 
by means of a new communication strategy.” 

And did you succeed? 

“I can answer that question with an absolute yes. NOGEPA has taken 
a huge step closer to society. We have converted from an inward 
facing organisation to an organisation that communicates clearly 
with the outside world; an organisation that aims for openness and 
is in favour of transparency. We leave no stone unturned in moving 
away from the perception that oil and gas are the source of problems 
in the energy transition. Specifically gas is a key element of the 
solution. And that is something we have been able to communicate 
successfully about.”

JO PETERS, FORMER SECRETARY-GENERAL AT NOGEPA:

‘Hydrogen will 
undoubtedly be 
the backbone of 
the new energy system’ 

In April 2012, Jo Peters took up the leading position of Secretary-General at 
NOGEPA. At the time, everything within exploration was plain sailing. It was business 
as usual for the operators affiliated to the association. However, at the end of 2015, 
the Paris Climate Agreement was signed. Suddenly the world was faced with the huge 
challenge of switching from fossil-based fuels to fully renewable energy sources. 
This decision resulted in a true culture shock among the oil giants. From one day 
to the next, they were faced with far-reaching changes. 



of a new transition, that will gradually take shape over the next 
ten years. Years ago, large groups of people started demanding 
an immediate halt to fossil energy. What they wanted was clean 
energy, solar and wind. We are now seeing ever larger numbers 
of stakeholders, even from what is known as the green spectrum, 
who understand that we must all work together if we are to succeed, 
and that what we need is a truly integrated system. With hydrogen 
as its backbone. It is too simple to think that the solution to the 
environmental problems can only be achieved by switching exclusively 
to electrons. That is simply an impossibility. And not at all smart, 
either. And far to costly. It takes patience, but it is fabulous to be 
part of the turnaround.”     

Looking back, then, has NOGEPA gained or lost its credibility? 

“Without a doubt, it has gained credibility. When I bade the organisation 
farewell, even Greenpeace and the nature and environmental 
foundation Stichting Natuur en Milieu complimented me on the 
way in which NOGEPA has dealt with its interests, and the level of 
transparency we have demonstrated. Without it, it would never have 
been possible to sign the North Sea Agreement. Ten years ago, there 
was no mutual recognition of the need to talk; today, NOGEPA with 
all the stakeholders, including 5 NGOs, is part of a North Sea 
Agreement that has divided the issues into nature, energy and fishery. 
Sadly, the fishery sector is the only stakeholder to have not signed 
the agreement. The majority wanted to sign, but because a minority 
was opposed, the majority also failed to sign. It is unfortunate, 
but I hope that it will still all turn out right, in the end.” 

What was the absolute all-time low point during your period 
with NOGEPA?

“A few months after I entered service, Groningen suffered the severe 
earthquake in Huizinge. Following the event, I received a telephone 
call from NAM telling me that in my position as Secretary-General 
of NOGEPA, I had to refrain from all comment. Instead, NAM 
approached the media itself. And we all know the result of that 
performance. It was the start of the major process of change within 
our industry and it damaged the perception of our industry. Put simply, 
Groningen was poorly dealt with, and as a consequence, the reputation 
of the entire industry was damaged.” 

And what have been the highpoints over the past ten years?

“I already mentioned the North Sea Agreement, according to which 
at the very least, gas production on the North Sea is tolerated. But let 
us go back to the very beginning: the first issue I dealt with was the 
financial responsibility for the SAR Helicopter for carrying out Search 
and Rescue operations on the North Sea. For years, the financing of 
this service was considered the responsibility of NOGEPA. At a certain 
point, our members found themselves paying a million a month, just so 
that the Netherlands had a Search and Rescue service on the North 
Sea. I succeeded in returning the responsibility to where it belongs, 
namely with the government.” 

“Another highpoint was when we as NOGEPA came out of our shell, 
and associated ourselves with other stakeholders. In the end, this led 
to our participation in the North Sea Agreement. We have done a great 
deal of what is known as enhanced lobbying. We started to discuss 
the relevant issues in a far broader spectrum of different stakeholders. 
And there is no getting away from the fact that is has borne fruit. 
We have achieved excellent results.”

“Yet another highpoint was the introduction of the Ladder of 7 in 
2016. Many also refer to it as ‘Jo’s Ladder’. We at NOGEPA recognise 
the role entrusted to us, but we are also working towards a smart 
phase-out. Nonetheless, there are widely differing opinions on how 
quickly the phase-out can take place. Some say ten years, others say 
fifty. The truth is probably somewhere in between. The next question is 
in what order do we want to move away from fossil fuels? Hence the 
Ladder of 7. The seven-step ladder makes it perfectly clear how CO2 
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‘Groningen was poorly 
dealt with by NAM, the 

reputation of the entire 
industry was damaged’

Jo Peters, former Secretary-General at NOGEPA.

“We continue to produce gas today because it is of huge importance to 
the Netherlands and because Dutch gas is better and cleaner than the 
Russian and Norwegian gas, of which we have to buy more and more 
now that Groningen is almost closed.”

“In the future, by around 2030, we will be supplying infrastructure 
both in terms of knowledge and hardware, that will contribute to 
a new energy system with fewer CO2 emissions. Just think of the 
knowledge of the subsurface that is already present and is already 
being used in the world of geothermal energy. Think also of the 
pipelines that in the future will be available for transporting green 
energy in the form of hydrogen. And of the storage of CO2 in empty 
gas fields. We are already working towards the electrification of 
platforms to make all these things possible.”

“And even beyond that, by around 2050, we will be part of a fully 
decarbonised energy system that on balance will emit zero net CO2. 
An amazingly interesting development. I am delighted that I was able 
to introduce a number of initiatives and that I have left behind an 
organisation that is willing to continue along that same path. NOGEPA 
has adopted a position as part of the solution. People no longer always 
see us as part of the problem.” 

Can NOGEPA keep up in the race towards a cleaner future?

“NOGEPA is doing everything in its power to keep up with the pace 
of society. At the same time, I realise that together we must all move 
forward more quickly and that we must further enhance our efforts 
in order to maintain our connection with today’s perceptions.”

A great deal has happened over the past ten years. Things that even Jo 
Peters could not have predicted in 2012. The uproar surrounding shale 

gas, the earthquakes in Groningen, the poor communication about 
this issue, traditional operators with little or no further interest in 
exploration activities on the Dutch Continental Shelf and the shift 
towards smaller operators, a sector that has been described as 
reaching the end of its lifecycle, wind energy that is gaining ever 
more ground, politicians slow to respond, a mood of anti-gas 
production among a proportion of the population. Did you ever 
at any time start to lose courage? 

“To be perfectly honest, it was never an issue. As the saying goes, 
when the going gets tough, the tough get going. Setbacks are the 
perfect learning moments that help ensure that you do things better 
in the future. Whenever things did not turn out the way we had all 
hoped they would, I found the inspiration to ensure that we do things 
better, in the future. It is not without reason that the Chinese say 
that a crisis is also an opportunity. It certainly helped me convince 
the members of NOGEPA that it was time to move forward, faster, 
better and in a new light. When I spoke for the first time about 
integration on the North Sea, and the electrification of platforms, 
a number of NOGEPA members said that although it was an interesting 
subject for discussion, they remained convinced that it would never 
happen. Nonetheless, these are the developments that we are currently 
putting into practice. No, I have always seen obstacles as a source 
of encouragement, and I am delighted with the way things have
turned out.” 

So what exactly was it that inspired you?

“Above all the opportunities for the future. The coming decade will 
be the most interesting period in the history of our domestic energy 
sector. More than 50 years ago, we replaced coal with natural gas. 
That was the start of a first energy transition. Now we are on the eve 

‘The coming decade will be the 
most interesting period in the 
history of our domestic energy sector’

Jo Peters, former Secretary-General at NOGEPA.
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We have a magnificent infrastructure on the Dutch Continental Shelf. 
How important is it for achieving a CO2-free future? And what is the 
task of NOGEPA in that respect?

“This is in fact one of the main points we achieved in the integration 
studies about the North Sea. It is a vital task, not only for NOGEPA 
but also for EBN and all the other parties involved in the energy 
transition. It would be insanely stupid to entirely ignore the existing 
infrastructure.  Once all the new wind farms off the Dutch coast are 
completed and start delivering power to shore via cables, there will 
irrevocably be a point at which the electricity grid becomes 
overloaded. Wind farms are now being built ever further out to sea. 
The implication of that is that the transport factor will become more 
important. It is a simple fact that transporting electrons is ten times 
more costly than transporting molecules per unit of energy. It seems 
entirely obvious to me, therefore, that in the future a system will be 
established for producing hydrogen on the North Sea, and transporting 
that green energy to land, via the pipelines that are already in place. 
It would be incredibly naive to restrict energy transport to electricity 
cables alone. And it would be ten times more expensive. Specifically 
for that reason, the infrastructure established on the Dutch 
Continental Shelf by our members is an essential element of the 
optimum pathway to the ultimate zero free target by 2050. It is 
unimaginable for me that the Netherlands would ignore the use of 
that infrastructure and instead decide to organise the storage and 
transport of the new green energy in some other way. 

That seems like a no-brainer to me. And I am delighted to see that 
all stakeholders are gradually reaching the same conclusion.”
     
Your namesake Peters at TNO recently said in an interview with OER 
that he thinks sceptics are stupid when they place a company like 
Shell ‘on the naughty step’. He even argued that without the financial 
support of Shell and other oil companies, it will be more difficult to 
bring about the energy transition according to the agreed targets. 
Do you share his opinion? 

“I agree with him wholeheartedly. At the risk of repeating myself, 
it is something we must all do together. Shell has a very leading role 
to play in the energy transition. And I am full of praise for Marjan van 
Loon and her efforts in that respect. It is true that certain groups in 
society have condemned Shell, but in my opinion, that is mainly for the 
aggrandisement of the sceptics. All they in fact achieve is to get in the 
way of the progress of the energy transition. We must truly all work 
together, and I am not aware of any energy company that is working 
harder towards the energy transition, than Shell.”
 
Do you then understand the judgement from the court in The Hague 
that requires Shell to reduce its CO2 emissions to a net level of 45% 
of its emission rate in 2019 before 2030?

“No, absolutely not. In fact, the court not only ordered Shell to reduce 
its own CO2 emissions by 45% net by 2030. The court also wants to 

can best be reduced. The first step on the ladder is that Dutch natural 
gas first needs to be fully exhausted. The Netherlands should only start 
importing gas from Russia and Norway once it is absolutely essential. 
Buying gas is bad for three reasons: it costs money rather than 
generating money, it emits far more CO2, and it makes the Netherlands 
dependent on countries we do not want to be dependent on. At the 
same time, we have considerably upscaled cooperation with foreign
 oil and gas organisations. NOGEPA has acquired an international 
position as a leading authority. I can look back on all those discussions 
with a sense of real satisfaction.”   

How would you describe the relationship with IRO when you joined, and 
how is that relationship now? Has there been close cooperation in 
attempting to survive the perfect storm facing the industry and 
creating new prospects for both operators and the supply industry? 

“I would suggest that our relationship has remained constructively 
stable. Right at the beginning we even considered actually joining 
forces. It is something that has happened in many other countries. 
At an early stage, however, the conclusion was drawn that a merger 
would not be advantageous for either party. On the other hand, there 
is regular sound consultation with the IRO. In particular with regards 
to education. There are also intensive contacts with the sector in 
Den Helder, and regular discussions with major players like Heerema, 
Allseas, Huisman and Van Oord. IRO Director Sander Vergroesen, for 
example, is also on the Supervisory Board of Nexstep, a joint initiative 
between EBN and NOGEPA. The aim of Nexstep is to encourage reuse 
and to promote cooperation in the decommissioning of the oil and gas 
infrastructure in the Netherlands.”

Now that you bring the subject up: was the establishment of Nexstep 
a wise decision? To be perfectly honest, I have never really understood 
it. Surely its tasks could just as easily have been carried out by 
NOGEPA itself? 

“What you say is perfectly true. You should see Nexstep as an 
extension of NOGEPA. It is something we have set up together with EBN 
because we entirely agree on the strategy to be followed. If Nexstep 
had not been established, the same work would have been carried out 
within NOGEPA. On the other hand, NOGEPA and EBN believe that 
decommissioning is such an important and wide-ranging activity and 
that its importance is set to grow over the coming period; it therefore 
became sensible to establish a separate organisation. Nexstep is now 
operating as the implementing body for the Dutch strategy in 
decommissioning and reuse.” 

Work is underway worldwide on an entirely decarbonised energy 
system. The role of the oil companies has changed entirely. Their core 
business has been declared finite. Complacency has been replaced by 
humility. It must have been a difficult process that caused 
considerable mental anguish. How would you describe your experience 
with the NOGEPA members? How have they handled the turnaround?

“You are absolutely right when you say that complacency had to give 
way to a sense of humility. And in my view, all the members have 
responded in their own way to these far-reaching changes. Just take 

a look at the international operators who have a production company 
here in the Netherlands, and whose only interest is the production of 
gas on the Dutch Continental Shelf. If they are unable or not allowed 
to produce any longer, they simply switch their activities elsewhere. 
On the other hand, there are parties like NAM (which effectively means 
Shell) who say that they seriously want to remain part of the energy 
system in the Netherlands. And then there are other members who 
are somewhere in between.”

“If you ask me what actions NOGEPA has taken to encourage its 
members to initiate specific activities, then my answer is that we 
have done nothing at all. It is not up to use to tell our members what 
road to follow. Each follows its own strategy. I fully understand that 
the perspective of a company like TotalEnergies, with production 
company in the Netherlands, is different from that of Shell, with its 
parent company based in the Netherlands. At the same time, a private 
equity operator offshore has a completely different perspective from 
a major onshore operator. Everyone is entitled to set their own 
strategy. The role of NOGEPA is to serve the general interests of the 
sector. It is abundantly clear that companies that do not wish to adapt 
will disappear. It is not something I oppose; it is after all their own 
choice. It has however been fascinating to see the differences.” 

Can the Netherlands actually survive without natural gas?

“In itself, that is a well-justified question. But the question is, is it 
wise to try? The heart of the energy transition is not where we want 
to end up; the million dollar question is: what is the smartest way of 
achieving our objectives? And in that respect, for the next few decades 
at least, gas will be urgently needed. Looked purely in black and white, 
if you say this is good and that is bad, then you will never arrive at 
the optimum path to the final objective we are all aiming for. So in 
answering your question whether the Netherlands can survive without 
natural gas, the eventual answer is yes, but in the future, the gas 
pipelines will contain hydrogen, with a little bit of natural gas here and 
there. Nonetheless, in a few decades time, the majority will be green. 
So I am convinced that there will eventually be an energy system in 
place that consists exclusively of green gases and green electrons.” 

Do you predict further new investments on the Dutch Continental 
Shelf in the near future? The tax incentive on investments has at last 
been raised from 25 to 40% - a financial stimulus that operators 
were made to wait for, for a very long time. And there is now 
a North Sea Agreement.

“Once again my answer is a resounding yes. It is important to also 
remember that the tax incentive on investments applies to all fields, 
and not only the marginal fields. That too will certainly help NOGEPA 
members to once again start investing. We are already seeing the 
number of activities expand slowly. Partly because the prices have also 
started to rise somewhat. There will certainly be new investments in 
new fields on the Dutch Continental Shelf over the next ten years, 
and they will be needed to prevent production slumping too fast. It is 
something I have often talked about over the past few years, but once 
quarter or even half of the existing infrastructure disappears, then the 
rest will also no longer be viable.” 
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‘The gas sector remains a key player’
Jo Peters, former Secretary-General at NOGEPA.

The Ladder of 7.


