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Marie-Claire Grima

Malta-based company Medserv
will be providing nearshore logis-
tics support to Staatsolie
Maatschappij Suriname, a fully-
integrated oil company, with the
Republic of Suriname as its single
shareholder, in a shore-base con-
tract valued at $30.6 million (€26.9
million), for the next 15 months.
It’s a golden opportunity for the
company, allowing it to make its
first foray into South America, and
put feelers out for other oil pro-
ducers in the area which may be
interested in its services.

“We operate dedicated bases in
Malta, Cyprus, Egypt, United Arab
Emirates (UAE), Oman and Iraq,
and have a representative office in
Libya, but South America is a new
geographical market for us,” Med-
serv CEO Karl Bartolo told this
newspaper. “Suriname has a popu-
lation of just over half a million peo-
ple, and less than 7 per cent of its
territory is developed – the rest is
forest. It is not a major oil producer
as yet. They lift between 16,000 and
17,000 barrels a day.” 

Medserv, which provides shore-
based logistics services and supply
chain management for oil country
tubular goods (OCTG) to various
international and national oil com-
panies (IOCs and NOCs), will be
managing the project in Suriname,
through a dedicated Medserv
team. “The industry is still in its in-
fancy there, and as a result experi-
ence and industry ‘know-how’ are
still limited,” Mr Bartolo explained.
“If this 10-well offshore drilling
campaign results in a significant
discovery, that would be a great
leap, considering the economic
size of the country.”

While Suriname already has all
the infrastructure in place, Mr Bar-
tolo said that the client engaged
Medserv to provide the company
with the experience and established
proven quality systems that it is
known for in the market. Not only
does the company hope that oil
companies which are already in

Suriname, such as Tullow and
Apache, will be paying attention to
Medserv’s work with Staatsolie
Maatschappij, but also that neigh-
bouring countries which have made
significant oil discoveries, such as
Guyana, will sit up and take notice of
the services that the firm has to offer.

“Suriname has given us a good
head start to this year and will sta-
bilise our earnings, but it’s not yet a
long-term contract, so we’ll see what
happens after that. In the mean-
time, the team will be using it as a
showcase to attract other oil and gas
projects in South America – partic-
ularly neighbouring countries.
Meanwhile, Mexico liberalised its

market last year, which is something
that is also of interest to us.”

Mr Bartolo mentioned how the
regional expansion already experi-
enced in the East Mediterranean
may be replicated in South Amer-
ica, citing Cyprus as an example
“We started out with one oil major.
Nowadays, we have contracts with
the majority of the IOCs which have
offshore projects in Cyprus. Fur-
thermore, it catapulted us into
Egypt and presented other
prospects in the region.” 

Discussing how the company
has managed to make inroads in
so many different markets, Mr
Bartolo said that a company that is

trying to establish itself interna-
tionally will find it much more dif-
ficult to do so if the market it is
trying to penetrate is already ma-
ture. “As I said, in markets like
Suriname and Cyprus, the indus-
try is young, and expertise and ex-
perience are still being cultivated.
Egypt on the other hand is a ma-
ture market; however, we were
brought in to support and help re-
fine their quality management
processes and service. We brought
an improvement in health and
safety, service delivery, and re-
sponse time. There must be an op-
portunity of some kind – an
opportunity to add value.”

Another key to ensuring the
success of an international project
is to not think short-term, Mr Bar-
tolo added. “You can’t just plan to
make a quick return. You have to
make sure you provide in-country
value. The fact that we’ll be using
local staff will have a multiplier ef-
fect on the local economy, gener-
ate in-country value and help us
gain long-term acceptance.”

Last year, Medserv’s Directors
Anthony Diacono and Anthony
Duncan, the company’s major
shareholders, announced that they
were looking to sell their 65.5 per
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cent shareholding, with investors
signalling their interest in acquiring
it. “The process is still ongoing,” Mr
Bartolo stated. “Anthony and Tony
are of a certain age now, and it
would be a good progression for
Medserv to find a strategic partner
that can help further its growth,
now that it has become a truly inter-
national company with lots of op-
portunities on the horizon. It’s been
a tough two years – many compa-
nies like us have gone bust. But our
stakeholders and shareholders con-
tinued to support the company,
and our team was very robust and
resilient to those forces.”

“What also helped, in our case,
is that Medserv placed itself in easy
oil countries and where oil and gas

are of strategic importance for
those countries’ economies. If our
business was dependent on coun-
tries where cost of extraction is
high, the projects would have pos-
sibly been abandoned and we
would have had to shut down.
During the recent downturn we
did slow down, but the volume we
generated gave us enough breath-
ing room to continue through this
tough period. Now that the market
is turning, and with the recent con-
tracts that we’ve secured, we’re
hoping to see more opportunities.”

Looking ahead, Medserv ex-
pects further expansion in Egypt
and Lebanon, which Mr Bartolo
said would be classified as ‘nat-
ural growth’. “The outlook for the
Mediterranean and the Middle
Eastern nations is positive as

more projects become active,” he
added. “We’ve continued secur-
ing new contracts, and extending
existing ones, and we’ve worked
on a restructuring plan to put into
action this year in Iraq. This will
be effective by March.” Other in-
coming projects for Medserv in-
clude work in Uganda, and the
company also sees significant po-
tential in supply chain manage-
ment for mill-to-well projects. 

Mr Bartolo said that both earn-
ings and revenue had increased be-
tween 2017 and 2018, and the
improvement was expected to con-
tinue in 2019. “There’s a very prom-
ising growth period ahead, not just
for this period, but at least for an-
other three years. I can’t imagine a
much better outlook than we have
for the current year.”
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“You have to make
sure you provide 
in-country value”

KARL BARTOLO,
CEO, MEDSERV 

“If this 10-well offshore drilling
campaign results in a significant
discovery, that would be a great leap,
considering the economic size of 
the country.” 
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