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GWL Cluster Meeting 
Thursday 21st September 2017 – 6:00 for 6:30pm 

 

 “A.I. in the petroleum 
exploration industry” 
 

Presenter  -   Barrie Wells- Board member GWL 

 
The Abstract 
Artificial Intelligence has a chequered history but is back in the news, with tabloid stories of AI being racist 
(Daily Express) and possibly rising up to kill us all (Sunday Express) following more sober analyses 
respectively by the New Scientist and the BBC. The E&P industry is an early adopter of new technologies, 
due to both its requirement for computing power and its ability to pay. This desire for the new has included 
adoption of, or at least attempts to adopt, AI technologies. Will AI give us biased interpretations? Will it kill 
our jobs? We will attempt a sober analysis of these questions. Unable to bring Stephen Hawking’s depth of 
insight to bear on the subject, instead we will look at the science and how it matches up to the challenges 
the E&P industry faces, starting with a brief historical review.  
Undeterred by being duped in the 1980s, the 1990s saw E&P companies investing in Expert Systems as a 
possible cure for the self-inflicted problem of The Big Crew Change. The new millennium ushered in the 
golden age of Big Data and the promise of data mining. Meanwhile, Neural Networks, an AI tool supposedly 
able to learn from data, became embedded in every-day analysis software. 
As AI re-invents itself yet again, and the arguments for and against each of Strong and Weak AI become 
tabloid fodder, where does the E&P industry stand now? What has it learned, what has been the lasting 
impact of investment to date and where are we likely to go from here? Predicting where we go from here is 
a mug's game, but understanding the technologies in use, and in particular the conjunction of decision-
making software with the availability of vast amounts of information, may help us appreciate both the 
benefits and the limitations of AI in E&P, and in turn help us see where we fit into the picture. 
 

The Speaker 
Barrie Wells has been involved in AI projects since the 1980s, including research on behalf of JAPEX funded 
by Japan’s 5th Generation Project and a joint project between Robertson Research and Edinburgh 
University's AIAI to develop the Petroleum Exploration Expert System. His publications on AI include the 
"Best Paper" at EuroCAIPEP 1995 (jointly authored with fellow GWL director Richard Hatton) and invited 
presentations to POSC. Recent interest in AI has been as Schlumberger NExT's course tutor on geostatistics  
in Petrel, where seismic attributes and stochastic inversion are once again bringing AI into the limelight. 

 
Venue:  It will be held at The Royal Cambrian Academy, Crown Lane, Conwy, LL32 8AN (located behind 

Plas Mawr) and will begin at 6:30pm promptly.  Refreshments will be served from 6pm 

 
For further information please contact us: on 01492 592425 or admin@geoscience.wales  
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