
Chevron’s Argentina units appeal embargo case 
Legal spat raises concerns on Chevron’s future investments in Argentina  

 
Buenos Aires — A court embargo against assets held by subsidiaries of Chevron could set back future 

investment from Chevron in Argentina, analysts said days after the Chevron-related companies appealed a 

court ruling. 

 

“This could have a major impact on Chevron becoming a partner with YPF in Vaca Muerta,” said Enrique 

Devoto, an energy consultant and former national energy secretary, referring to Argentina’s large oil shale 

formation. 

 

On September 14, Chevron signed a memorandum of understanding with YPF, Argentina’s state-run energy 

company, for potential cooperation on developing mature fields around the country and unconventional oil 

and natural gas resources in Vaca Muerta, possibly a cluster of 132 unconventional oil and gas wells. 

 

An Argentine court ordered the embargo on November 7 after plaintiffs in Ecuador filed for foreign 

enforcement of an Ecuadorian court’s $19 billion environmental damages award against the company. 

 

Chevron’s Argentine subsidiaries — Chevron Argentina and Ing. Norberto Priu — appealed the decision on 

November 9. 

 

Chevron is the only big foreign company that has signed an MOU for partnering with YPF, which needs such a 

deep-pocketed partner to help finance a $37.2 billion plan to turn around sagging oil and gas production. Oil 

output has plunged by a third since 1998 while gas production has slumped 15% since 2004 even as the 

economy posted 8% annual growth between 2003 and 2011. Meanwhile energy imports surged 110% on the 

year in 2011. 

 

The Chevron subsidiaries in Argentina have appealed a court ruling there that placed an embargo on their 

operations, a situation that is raising doubts about its future investments in a country where the major has 

expressed a desire to tap huge shale potential. 

 

An Argentine court ordered the embargo on November 7 after plaintiffs in Ecuador filed for foreign 

enforcement of an Ecuadorian court’s $19 billion environmental damages award against the company. 

 

Chevron’s Argentine subsidiaries — Chevron Argentina and Ing. Norberto Priu — appealed the decision on 

November 9. 

 

“Two Chevron subsidiaries in Argentina filed a motion this morning to revoke the court’s embargo order,” 

company spokesman Kent Robertson said in an email November 9.  

 

“The motion argues the embargo is improper on the basis of the plaintiffs’ documented fraud, jurisdiction, and 

misapplication of law.” 

 

He reiterated the company’s argument that Chevron Corp. — the subject of the Ecuador ruling — has no 

assets in Argentina, such that efforts to seek enforcement there are improper. 

 

“All operations in Argentina are conducted by subsidiaries that have nothing to do with the fraudulent 

judgment in Ecuador,” Robertson said. 



 

“If the plaintiffs’ lawyers believed in the integrity of their judgment, they would be seeking enforcement in the 

United States — where Chevron Corporation resides,” he said. 

 

Chevron Argentina produces oil and gas in Argentina, while Ing. Norberto Priu is a holding company for part of 

the business. During 2011, total daily production in Argentina aver-aged 35,000 barrels of crude oil (26,000 

net) and 6 mcf of natural gas, Chevron said. 

 

The plaintiffs from Ecuador’s Amazon region filed to request enforcement in Argentina because Chevron no 

longer has significant assets in Ecuador. It is the third such request, following a May 30 filing in Canada and a 

similar move June 27 in Brazil, Platts reported previously. 

 

A court in Lago Agrio, Ecuador, in February 2011 awarded the plaintiffs the massive payment to compensate 

them for environmental damage caused by Texaco, bought by Chevron in 2000, when it operated an oil 

concession in Ecuador from the early 1970s to the early 1990s. 

 

Chevron has long argued that the court case in Ecuador was dogged by fraud and has pursued its own legal 

action on that front both in Ecuador and in the US. 

 

Potential investment fallout 

 

The embargo ruling comes as Chevron considers ramping up investment in Argentina, where it has been 

operating for years and is the sixth-largest crude producer. It produces an average of nearly 30,000 b/d, or 

5.3% of the 570,000 b/d national production, according to industry data. 

 

In August, the company said it plans to drill about 120 wells in Argentina over the next three years, an 

estimated $1.8 billion program that will include exploration for unconventional resources. 

 

The focus will be on the company’s El Trapial-Curamched block, the country’s second biggest oil block. 

 

El Trapial-Curamched, which Chevron has under license until 2032, produces an average of 26,000 b/d in the 

southwestern Neuquen Basin, where there is large shale oil and gas potential, in particular in the giant Vaca 

Muerta play. 

 

Chevron has said it plans to drill two to three exploratory wells there this year — and then maybe many more. 

 

Chevron is the only big foreign company that has signed an MOU for partnering with YPF, which needs such a 

deep-pocketed partner to help finance a $37.2 billion plan to turn around sagging oil and gas production. Oil 

output has plunged by a third since 1998 while gas production has slumped 15% since 2004 even as the 

economy posted 8% annual growth between 2003 and 2011. Meanwhile energy imports surged 110% on the 

year in 2011. 

 

YPF has held talks with ConocoPhillips, ExxonMobil and other companies for a shale partnership, but its 

relationship Chevron is the most advanced. 

 

A partnership would afford it financing, experience and technology to develop Vaca Muerta, thought to have 

among the greatest shale potential in the world. 

 



A partnership, too, would improve investor confidence in YPF’s plans, opening up financing opportunities on 

global markets where the company last week said it could sell $1 billion in bonds next year if a deal with the 

likes of Chevron is sealed. Otherwise, it would have to pay higher interest rates on the added risk of investing 

in Argentina, a country that defaulted on $100 billion in bonds in 2001 and has a track record for expropriating 

private companies. Argentina seized 51% of YPF from Repsol in May and has yet to pay for the shares. 

 

Gerardo Rabinovich, an energy expert at the University of Belgrano in Buenos Aires, is pessimistic about the 

fallout of the embargo ruling, saying this is the latest “complication.” 

 

Chevron and YPF already have faced complaints from Spain’s Repsol, which responded to their potential 

partnership announcement in September by reiterating a threat of legal action against any party that invests 

in its for-mer Argentine subsidiary. 

 

Now add in the embargo ruling, Rabinovich said, and “Chevron probably will be more careful on what they risk 

in Latin America, including on any deal with YPF.” 

 

Karen Hooper, senior Latin America analyst at Stratfor, a geopolitical analysis company in Texas, also spoke of 

complications for Chevron, yet said this could prove a pressure tactic on the company to increase investments 

— and oil and gas production. 

 

“I expect that the Argentine government is calculating that this may be a good way to pressure Chevron to 

increase its investments in Argentina,” she said in an email. 

 

“Getting oil and natural gas production up and running is an existential question for the Argentine government 

and every bit of leverage counts. Because they have proven to be such a dangerous bet for foreign companies 

(Repsol in particular), even Chevron’s plans for exploration have been limited at best,” she said. “I expect if 

they are willing to expand their commitment to Argentina, they may find this dispute easier to resolve.” 

 

— Charles Newbery 

  



Chevron soon to appeal Argentina embargo 

Assets being held to pay $19 billion in Ecuador environmental damages 

 
Buenos Aires — An Argentine court could make a decision as soon as this month on considering an appeal by 

two of Chevron’s Argentinian subsidiaries against an embargo of its assets there, which are being held against 

$19 billion in environmental damages in Ecuador, an attorney representing the Ecuadorian plaintiffs said 

November 13. 

 

“We suspect in the next few weeks the court will decide to hear the appeal or not,” attorney Graham Erion 

said in a telephone interview, adding that he doesn’t expect the appeal to be successful. 

 

“We believe our legal position is very strong and that this order freezing their assets will be maintained,” he 

said. 

 

Chevron is facing mounting legal pressure to pay the $19 billion after a court in Lago Agrio, Ecuador in 

February 2011 awarded the plaintiffs from the rainforest region a massive payment to compensate them for 

environmental damages. 

 

As Chevron no longer has significant assets in Ecuador, the plaintiffs filed for foreign enforcement to collect 

the $19 billion, first making the request May 30 in Canada, then June 27 in Brazil and now November 7 in 

Argentina. 

 

Karen Hinton, a US spokeswoman for the Ecuadorian plaintiffs, is confident that Chevron won’t win the 

appeal. “We expect that Chevron’s attempt to undo the freeze order in Argentina will fail,” she wrote in an 

email November 12. 

 

“The final judgment against Chevron in Ecuador is based on overwhelming scientific evidence presented in a 

trial where Chevron was afforded complete due process of law,” she said. “Under laws governing reciprocal 

enforcement of judgments in Latin America, the Argentine court is required to freeze Chevron assets until it 

can decide whether to enforce the Ecuador judgment. There is no legitimate legal mechanism in Argentina to 

undo what the court has done until the enforcement question is resolved.” 

 

Hinton said the plaintiffs want “to freeze and then seize Chevron assets to ensure a complete cleanup of the 

toxic waste the oil giant left in Ecuador.” 

 

She added that Chevron’s fraud charges are “nothing more than a desperate effort to try and escape the $19 

billion judgment.” 

 

The embargo order is for garnishing 40% of Chevron’s revenues in Argentina and putting them in an escrow 

account to cover the damages in Ecuador.  Erion said that based on public records he estimates that Chevron 

has $2 billion in assets in Argentina that generated $600 million in revenues in 2011, and that the $19 billion 

payment could be collected in Argentina or from Chevron’s operations elsewhere in the world. 

 

He said he expects the Argentina freeze order to be turned into a seize order in 2014. 

 

Erion added that the Argentine court opted to embargo only 40% to not affect Chevron’s operations and 

investment plans in the country. But he added that Chevron’s failure to adequately discuss the possible threat 



of the Ecuador litigation with investors and shareholders could endanger its investments in Argentina, 

including with YPF. 

 

“By not abiding by the rule of law in Ecuador, Chevron could lose a chance to develop the third largest shale 

gas resources in the world,” he said. 

 

— Charles Newbery 

 


