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[57] ABSTRACT

The present invention is directed to a novel steamflood-

ing process which utilizes three specific stages of steam
injection for enhanced oil recovery. The three stages
are as follows: As steam is being injected into an oil-
bearing reservoir through an injection well, the produc-
tion rate of a production well located at a distance from
the injection well is gradually restricted to a point that
the pressure in the reservoir increases at a predeter-
mined rate to a predetermined maximum value. After
the maximum pressure has been reached, the production
rate is increased to a value such that the predetermined
maximum pressure value is maintained. Production at
maximum pressure is continued for a length of time that
will be unique for each individual reservoir. In some
cases, this step of the steamflooding process of the in-
vention may be omitted entirely. In the third stage of
the steamflooding process of the invention, production
rates at the producing well are increased gradually to
allow the pressure to decrease down from the maximum
pressure value to the original pressure value at the pro-
ducing well. The rate of pressure reduction will be
unique for each reservoir. After completing stage three,
the three stages can be repeated or the steamflood may
be terminated as considered desirable.

3 Claims, 5 Drawing Sheets
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ENHANCED OIL RECOVERY USING
FLASH-DRIVEN STEAMFLOODING

FIELD OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to the recovery of oil
from subterranean reservoirs using steam as a recovery
agent. More particularly, the present invention is di-
rected to a method for utilizing steam for oil recovery in
a series of specific stages whereby in the final stage, hot
water is flashed to steam within the reservoir and be-
comes a substantial force for driving fluid flow.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

In the recovery of oil from subterranean, oil-bearing
formations, it is only possible to recover a portion of the
original oil present in the reservoir by primary recovery
methods which utilize the natural formation pressure or
pumps to produce the oil through suitable production
wells. For this reason, a variety of enhanced recovery
techniques have been developed which are directed
either to maintaining formation pressure or to improv-
ing the displacement of the oil from the porous rock
matrix. Steamflooding is a well-known, enhanced re-
covery technique. Several types of steamflooding meth-
ods are known. In the widely used steam-soak process,
steam is injected into one well and oil is produced from
the same well. During the steam injection stage of the
steam-soak method, an oil bank forms ahead of the
steam front and is driven away from the injection well.
During the production stage of the steam-soak method,
where some flashing of hot water to steam occurs, all
fluid flow and heat flow are directed towards the sec-
tion of the reservoir containing the least amount of oil,
i.e. the well into which the steam has been injected and
from which the oil must now be recovered.

Multi-well steamflooding processes are also known
wherein steam is introduced into the oil-bearing reser-
voir through means of an injection well and is recov-
ered from one or more production wells located at a
distance from the injection well. In such known, con-
ventional steamflooding processes, an external source of
steam, such as a boiler, is used continuously as the
source of steam injected into the injection well and is
the only means of steam propagation throughout the
reservoir. That is, steam is injected through the injec-
tion well at a continuous pressure and this pressure is
used as the driving force to move oil through the oil-
bearing reservoir and to subsequent removal through
the production well.

The present invention is directed to a novel steamf-
looding process which is cost-effective when compared
with conventional steamflooding or steam-soak pro-
cesses by either producing more oil with the same
amount of heat input or by producing the same amount
of oil with a lesser quantity of steam.

SUMMARY

The present invention is directed to a novel steamf-
looding process which utilizes three specific stages of
steam injection for enhanced oil recovery. The three
stages are as follows:

1. As steam is being injected into an oil-bearing reser-
voir through an injection well(s), the production rate of
a production well located at a distance from the injec-
tion well(s) is gradually restricted to a point that the
pressure in the reservoir increases at a predetermined
rate to a predetermined maximum value. In some cases,
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production could be completely shut off, however, a
reduced production rate is preferred.

2. After the maximum pressure has been reached, the
production rate is increased to a value such that the
predetermined maximum pressure value is maintained.
Production at maximum pressure is continued for a
length of time that will be unique for each individual
reservoir. In some cases, this step of the steamflooding
process of the invention may be omitted entirely.

3. In the third stage of the steamflooding process of
the invention, production rates at the producing well
are increased gradually to allow the pressure to de-
crease down from the maximum pressure value to the
original pressure value at the producing well. The rate
of pressure reduction will be unique for each reservoir.
In some cases, the steam injection rate may be altered
during the time at which the production rate is in-
creased or, alternatively, steam injection into the injec-
tion well may be halted completely. In the preferred
method, steam injection is continued through the injec-
tion well at the same rate as in the first two stages. The
third stage is continued until pressure in the reservoir
approaches the pressure observed at the beginning of
steam injection. After completing stage three, the three
stages can be repeated or the steamflood may be termi-
nated as considered desirable.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a two-dimensional
steamflood model and final temperatures for a set of
steamflooding examples;

FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of a two-dimensional
steamflood model and final temperatures for a second
set of steamflooding examples;

FIG. 3 is a comparison of water and oil ratios be-
tween conventional steamflooding and the flash-driven
steamflooding of the present invention;

FIG. 4 is a comparison of the oil production rate
between conventional steamflooding and the flash-
driven steamflooding of the present invention; and

FIG. 5 is a comparison of the water-oil ratio between
conventional steamflooding and flash-driven steamf-
looding of the present invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

The present invention is directed to a method for
recovery of oil from a subterranean oil-bearing forma-
tion by injecting steam into the formation through an
injection well(s) and recovering oil from one or more
production wells located at a distance from the injection
well(s). In the method, steam is injected through an
injection well into an oil-bearing formation. As the
steam is injected through the injection well(s), the pro-
duction rate of oil recovered from one or more produc-
tion wells located at a distance from the injection well is
gradually reduced so that the pressure in the formation
increases at a predetermined rate from an original value
to a predetermined maximum value. After the maximum
pressure value has been reached, injection of steam
through the injection well is continued after the produc-
tion rate of oil recovered from the production well is
increased to a value such that the maximum pressure
value is maintained. The injection of steam at the maxi-
mum pressure value is continued for a predetermined
time and, in some cases, there need not be any continued
injection of steam after the maximum pressure value is
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reached. Thereafter, the production rate of oil from the
production well is gradually increased so that the pres-
sure in the formation decreases at a predetermined rate
from the maximum value back down to the original
value of the production well.

It should be understood that the rate in increase of
pressure during the first stage, the maximum pressure
value attained during the first stage and the rate of
pressure reduction during the third stage will vary over
a wide range of values depending upon the distance of
the injection well from the production wells, the nature
of the rock formation in which the oil is located, the
original pressure value at the production well, and the
size of the boiler available to produce steam for injec-
tion into the injection well. Very generally, it can be
said that the rate of pressure increase during stage one
will be in the range of from about 5 to about 50 psi/day
and the maximum pressure value attained in stage one
will be in the range of from about 50 to about 2,000 psia.
The rate of pressure reduction in stage three will gener-
ally range from about 5 to about 50 psi/day. Original
pressure values at the production well will generally be
in the range of from about 500 to about 2,000 psia.

There are a number of differences between a conven-
tional steamflood and the flash-driven steamflooding
process of the invention. During the first stage of the
process the reservoir is heated at a slower rate than the
conventional steamflood because of the ‘shutting-in’,
effect of the reservoir. In the second stage, production
rates are comparable to the conventional method. How-
ever, latent heat losses are reduced as a resuit of the
steam zone being initially confined to a smaller volume
at higher pressure. This confinement reduces the sur-
face area in which condensation can occur. Another
benefit is the decreased viscosity of the oil in the vicin-
ity of the steam zone because of the use of higher tem-
perature steam.

During the third stage, the flashing of hot water to
steam within the reservoir becomes a substantial force
for driving fluid flow. In comparison, conventional
multi-well steamfloods use an external source of steam
as the only means of steam propagation While higher
pressure steam is required through most of the process
of the invention, the overall energy consumption of the
boiler is reduced. As pressure is lowered in stage three,
a constant lowering of the boiling point of water also
occurs. Hot water near the steam zone spontaneously
flashes (evaporates) to steam, creating a large volume
expansion which drives fluid flow in the direction of the
producing well. Rapid progression of the steam front
through the reservoir during the flashing process in-
creases the heat transferred in the direction of the pro-
ducing well as compared to heat lost to adjacent rock
layers. Latent heat losses by condensation are virtually
eliminated in stage three because of the constant lower-
ing of the boiling point. Gravity override, which is the
tendency of the steam zone to progress faster along the
top of the reservoir than at the bottom, is reduced dur-
ing this stage because of the elimination of water drain-
age from condensation at the steam front. Reduction in
gravity override is the goal of many thermal enhanced
oil recovery projects.

While flash-driven steamflooding is an economic
process for recovering both light and heavy oils,
steamflooding of light oil reservoirs is the preferred
process. This is based on the fact that recovery by steam
distillation, which is the vaporization of the lighter
components of crude, will be enhanced in both stage
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two and three of the process. As shown in studies by
Farouq Alj, et al., “Practical Consideration in Steamf-
looding,” Producers Monthly (Jan. 1968) pp. 13-16, it is
estimated that as much as 60% of oil recovery in light
oil steamfloods may be attributed to the steam distilla-
tion mechanism. Willman, et al. “Laboratory Studies of
Qil Recovery by Steam Injection,” J. Pet. Tech. (July
1961) pp. 681-690Q, found that oil recoveries by steam
distillation increased for both light and heavy oils as
steam pressure and temperature increased. These condi-
tions exist throughout stage two of the process of the
invention. In stage three, as the pressure is lowered,
superheated conditions exist in certain regions of the
reservoir. The probability of superheated conditions
will be greatest as distance from the injection well de-
creases. Wu, C. H,, et al, “A Laboratory Study on
Steam Distillation in Porous Media,” SPE Paper 5569
pres. at the 1975 SPE Annual Tech. Conf. and Exhib.,
Dallas, TX, September 28-Oct. 1, have shown signifi-
cant increases in oil recoveries with the steam distilla-
tion mechanism using superheated steam. An increased
recovery attributable to gas-driven and solvent-extrac-
tion effects is also attained.

EXAMPLE

Laboratory data have shown that steam can be suc-
cessfully propagated through a two-dimensional steamf-
lood model using the method of the invention. Further-
more, it has been demonstrated that the steam zone
within the reservoir progressed a greater distance as
compared to conventional steamfloods, covering 35%
more volume of the formation in one run and 100%
more in another run while using 5.2% and 5.1% less
energy, respectively. Another two runs were con-
ducted to compare oil production of the two techniques
along with energy input to the reservoir. In the flash-
driven run, the three stages previously described were
repeated three times. The results of both methods
showed an increased oil recovery of 10.9% of the origi-
nal oil in place using the method of the invention while
requiring 5.4% less energy than the conventional
steamflood run. Stage three in each of the flash-driven
steamfloods was marked with a rapid increase in oil
production, as well as a significant drop in the water-oil
ratio. The water-oil ratio is often used as an economic
guide in steamfloods, with a lower ratio corresponding
to more favorable economic conditions. A summary of
laboratory data obtained from the six steamfloods, three
using conventional techniques and three using the flash-
driven technique of the invention is set forth herein
below.

Three sets of runs were conducted using the two-di-
mensional steamflood model schematically depicted in
FIGS. 1 and 2. Each set consisted of a conventional
steamflood followed by a steamflood using the flash-
driven steamflooding method. Other parameters were
duplicated to achieve repeatability.

The goal in the first set of steamfloods was to deter-
mine how far the steam zone would progress in the
model in a given time period using conventional and
flash-driven steamflooding. In order to duplicate reser-
voir conditions, the same sandpack was used (2.3 dar-
cies) in both runs. After saturating the sandpack with a
2% brine, Murphy East Poplar Unit crude (40° API
Gravity) was pumped through the model until connate
water saturation, (the irreducible water saturation) was
reached. The model’s insulation was not removed be-
tween runs in order to eliminate the possibility of hav-
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ing different rates of heat transfer in the two runs.
Room temperature for the two runs was within a three
degree F. range. The steam mass flow rate (m) was
0.551 Ibm/hr for the conventional steamflood and 0.532
Ibm/hr for the flash-driven steamflood. The conven-
tional steamflood was run at 100 psig for 9 hours. The
flash-driven steamflood was run at 100 psig for 100
minutes followed by a ramping stage for 80 minutes
allowing the pressure to increase 1 psi per minute until
80 psig was reached. This pressure was held for five
hours at which time the production rate was increased
to allow a pressure reduction of 1.33 psi per minute.
This reduction continued until the reservoir pressure
was at 100 psig which corresponded to the end of the
9-hour conventional steamflood experiment. Final tem-
peratures for both the conventional and flash-driven
steamfloods are given in FIG. 1 along with a schematic
diagram of the two-dimensional steamflood model used
in the tests. Any thermocouple reading greater than
335° F. can be considered to be within the steam zone.
The flash-driven steamflood has contacted at least
100% more of the formation with steam than the con-
ventional steamflood while using 5.2% less energy.
Table 1 below contains the amount of energy consumed
by the boiler (columns 1 and 2). The efficiency of the
oven was considered to be 100% since the same boiler
was used for both techniques. Therefore, energy values
are taken to be the change in the enthalpy of the cold
water pumped into the boiler as compared to the en-
thalpy of the steam leaving the boiler.

TABLE 1

ENERGY REQUIREMENTS FOR BOILER, BTU/Ib
TIME Set 1 Set 2 Set 3
(hour) *hy *hy *h3 *ha *hs *he
1 1250.9 12239 12309 11932 11811 1201.2
2 1272.6 1248.6 1254.8 1210.1 12505 1229.2
3 1278.9 1257.1 12734 1233.8 1266.1 1222.6
4 1287.4 1269.4 12805 1261.6 12764 1247.1
5 1288.7 1270.7 12832 1271.6 1280.0 1243.0
6 1289.1 1253.5 1286.1 12743 1281.8 1251.1
7 1289.9 1269.3 1288.0 12669 1283.2 1283.5
8 1291.8 1273.0 1287.7 1275.6 1286.8 1278.3
9 1296.1 12792 12903 1272.8 12876 1278.0
10 1292.1 12729 12869 1275.7
11 1292.0 1275.1 1287.5 1284.6
12 1295.3 1286.0 1287.7 12847
13 1285.3 12809
14 1289.2 1285.0
14.5 1289.4
TOTAL 6,133 5,815 8,156 7,736 10,518 9,946
(BTU's)

*h = enthalpy of steam BIU at boiler outlet.

1b
NOTE:
Energy values for conventionai steamfloods are hy, h3, hs. Flash-driven steamfloods
values are hj, hy, and hg.
Sample calculation — (h;) avg = 1282.8 BTU/Ib,, — (h) cold water = 46.0
BTU/1b,
(hy) avg = 1282.8 — 46.0 = 1236.8 BTU/Ib,,
TOTAL = gry = *41(1236.8 BTU/Ib)0.551,,lb water/hour,,, 9.0 hours) = 6133
BTU
The second set of steamfloods was an identical repeat of the first set with the
following exceptions:
1. Duration of experiment: 12 hours,
2. Hourly water-oil ratios determined,
3. Duration of Stage 2 in the flash-driven steamflood: 9 hours.

The temperature profiles for the second set of steamf-
loods are illustrated in FIG. 2. The amount of the for-
mation contacted by the steam in the flash-driven
steamflood was approximately 35% more than the con-
ventional steamflood (while using 5.1% less energy).
Energy requirements for both methods are summarized
in Table 1 (columns 3 and 4). FIG. 3, which is a plot of
the hourly water-oil ratios, illustrates the dramatic drop
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6

in the water-oil ratio during the last hour of the run.
This hour corresponds to the time in which Stage 3 of
the process of the invention is being conducted. During
Stage 3 of the process the production was increased by
at least 200% to allow the required pressure reduction.
Therefore, not only was the ratio of water to oil im-
proved, the total amount of water and oil produced was
more than tripled.

The third set of steamfloods was conducted focusing
on oil production and on the boiler’s energy consump-
tion. The model was packed with new sand before each
run. The permeabilities of the sandpacks of the conven-
tional and flash-driven runs were 2.3 and 2.4 darcies,
respectively. The conventional steamflood was run
until steam breakthrough occurred at the production
end of the model (14 hours). The flash-driven steamf-
lood run was, therefore, terminated after 14 hours. The
mass flow rate (m) of steam was 0.612 Ibm/hr for the
conventional steamflood and 0.564 Ibm/hr for the flash-
driven steamflood. In order to improve the perfor-
mance of the flash-driven steamflood, the three stages
of the process were cycled through three times. FIG. 4
is a plot of the oil production data versus time for both
runs and FIG. 5 is a plot of the hourly water-oil ratios
of both methods of steamflooding. A marked improve-
ment in both oil production and water-oil ratios can be
seen in the two hours following each initiation of Stage
3 in the flash-driven run. Production data and water-oil
ratios for both runs are listed in Table 2. Table 1 (col-
umns 5 and 6) shows the total energy required for both
runs. The flash-driven steamflood used 5.4% less en-
ergy than the conventional steamflood. Furthermore,
the flash-driven steamflood recovered an additional
10.9% of the original oil in place.

TABLE 2

PRODUCTION AND WATER-OIL RATIO DATA
FOR THE THIRD SET OF STEAMFLOODS.

Flash Driven
Control Steamflood
TIME OIL. WATER OIL WATER
(hour) cc/hr cc/hr WOR*  cc/hr cc/hr WOR*
1 0 0 N/A 0 0 N/A
2 240 5 0.02 191 0 0.00
3 235 69 341 240 6 0.02
4 52 353 679 118 158 1.34
5 24 284 11.83 42 248 5.90
6 23 284 11.83 42 248 5.90
7 22 364 16.55 35 467 13.34
8 21 334 15.90 15 165 11.00
9 17 336 19.76 20 185 9.25
10 21 342 16.29 13 265 20.38
11 18 382 21.22 41 675 16.46
12 22 315 14.32 0 0 N/A
13 10 206 20.60 17 100 5.88
14 31 407 1313 42 788 18.76
14.5 28 232 8.29
TOTAL 736 3758 830 3560
(cc’s)
*NOTE

The WOR is the water-oil ratio or the cc’s of water produced divided by the cc's of
oil produced.

What is claimed is:

1. In a method for recovery of oil from light oil re-
serves in a subterranean oil-bearing formation by inject-
ing steam into the formation through an injection well
and recovering oil from a production well at a distance
from the injection well, the improvement comprising:

(a) injecting steam through an injection well into a

light oil-bearing formation while gradually reduc-
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ing the production rate of oil recovered from a
production well located at a distance from said
injection well so that the pressure in said formation
increases at a predetermined rate of from about 5 to
about 50 psia per day from an original value to a
predetermined maximum value; (b) maintaining
injection of said steam through said injection well
after increasing the production rate of oil recov-
ered from said production well to a value such that
said predetermined maximum pressure value is
maintained for a predetermined time; and (c) grad-
ually increasing the production rate of oil recov-

8

ered from said production well so that the pressure
in said formation decreases at a predetermined rate
of from about 5 to about 50 psia per day from said
predetermined maximum value back down to said
original value.

2. A method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the

injection of steam through said injection well is main-
tained during step (c).

3. A method in accordance with claim 1 wherein the

10 injection of steam through said injection well is stopped
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during step (c).

* * *
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