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Brent outruns WTI as seaborne stress deepens 
23 March 2026 

As the Iran war disrupts seaborne trade routes and reshapes global crude 
flows, Brent has become the market’s pressure valve, absorbing the full 
geopolitical risk premium. WTI, by contrast, offers a steadier domestic read, 
its pricing cushioned by the relative insulation of the US supply system from 
the turmoil unfolding abroad. 

BRENT-WTI SPREAD BLOWS OUT TO MULTI‑YEAR HIGHS 

IN USD PER BARREL 

  

 

Source: LSEG Datastream, The Investment Institute by UniCredit 

 

THE NOISE …  

While US President Donald Trump is trying to pull the US-Israel conflict with Iran back from the 
brink through alleged diplomatic outreach – a claim Iranian news agencies have firmly denied – 
the energy market has moved into a more precarious phase as the war enters its fourth week. 

Brent has repeatedly traded above USD 110/bbl amid sharply reduced tanker movements in the 
Strait of Hormuz following the suspension of insurance coverage triggered by Iran’s threat to 
attack vessels – a threat that has since materialised, with multiple commercial tankers struck. 
The disruptions are deep enough that some Gulf production has already been shut in, while the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) orchestrated the largest emergency stock release in history, 
injecting 400mn barrels in an attempt to stabilise physical supply. 
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In this environment, the oil market’s regional pricing relationships have shifted. Our chart shows 
that the Brent-WTI spread has widened steadily and sharply through March, reflecting mounting 
seaborne risk premiums and persistent disruptions in global tanker routes. WTI has also moved 
higher, but far less sharply, cushioned by the resilience of US onshore supply and inland logistics. 
As a result, the spread has stretched to its widest level in years, illustrating how a globally 

stressed, ocean‑exposed benchmark (Brent) has decoupled from a comparatively insulated, 
landlocked one (WTI). 

… AND THE SIGNAL 

The Brent-WTI spread is symptomatic of how the current conflict is disrupting global oil flows. 
With the Strait of Hormuz only intermittently navigable and some regional production 

curtailed, Brent‑linked benchmarks are increasingly reflecting scarcity at the global margin. 
WTI, by contrast, benefits from the depth, redundancy and autonomy of the US supply chain.  

Yet a new source of uncertainty is emerging from Washington: the Iran conflict has reignited 
debate over US oil exports, with policymakers considering whether limiting outbound flows 
could ease domestic fuel prices. Historically, similar tensions surfaced during the 1970s oil 

crises and again prior to the 2015 repeal of the US crude‑export ban – moments when 
geopolitical pressure collided with consumer-inflation sensitivity. For Europe, the potential 
implications are particularly acute, as the region remains structurally reliant on oil imports. 

Should the US move to restrict crude exports, even partially, Europe would feel the shock 
disproportionately through reduced access to US light crude, tighter Atlantic Basin supplies and 
a more persistent upward pull on Brent. By contrast, WTI could drop sharply as barrels back up 
inland. But the benefit to US refiners would be limited: America still imports heavy crude 
because its plants are configured for heavier slates, so restricting exports of light sweet crude 
would not remove the country’s structural need for foreign oil.  

That said, outright US export curbs are a remote and largely hypothetical scenario. Importantly, 
the US administration has stated clearly that such measures are not under consideration, even 
amid surging prices. Nevertheless, the fact that the debate has resurfaced underscores a 

broader point: geopolitics is driving energy‑policy choices, amplifying market volatility and 
embedding a more persistent risk premium into global benchmarks.  
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Legal Notices 

Glossary 
Terms used in the report are available on our website: Our glossary. 

Marketing Communication 
This publication/video constitutes a marketing communication of UniCredit S.p.A., UniCredit Bank Austria AG, Schoellerbank AG and 
UniCredit Bank GmbH (hereinafter jointly referred to as the “UniCredit Group”) is addressed to the general public and is provided free of 
charge for information only. It does not constitute investment recommendation or consultancy activity by the UniCredit Group or, even 
less, an offer to the public of any kind nor an invitation to buy or sell securities. The information contained herein does not constitute an 
investment research or financial analysis since, in addition to the lack of content, it has not been prepared in accordance with legal 
requirements designed to promote the independence of investment research, and it is not subject to any prohibition on dealing ahead 
of the dissemination of investment research. 

UniCredit Group, including all its group companies may have a specific interest in relation to the issuers, financial instruments or 
transactions detailed herein. Relevant disclosures of interests and positions held by UniCredit Group are available at: Conflicts of interest. 
Any estimates and/or assessments contained in this publication represent the independent opinion of the UniCredit Group and, like all 
the information contained therein, are given in good faith on the basis of the data available at the date of publication, taken from reliable 
sources, but having a purely indicative value and subject to change at any time after publication, on the completeness, correctness and 
truthfulness of which the UniCredit Group makes no guarantees and assumes no responsibility. Interested parties must therefore carry 
out their own investment assessments in a completely autonomous and independent manner, relying exclusively on their own 
considerations of the market conditions and the information available overall, also in line with their risk profile and economic situation. 
Investment involves risk. Before any transaction in financial instruments please refer to the relevant offering documents. It should also 
be noted that:   

1. Information relating to the past performance of a financial instrument, index or investment service is not indicative of future results. 

2. If the investment is denominated in a currency other than the investor’s currency, the value of the investment can fluctuate strongly 
according to changes in exchange rates and have an undesirable effect on the profitability of the investment. 

3. Investments that offer high returns can undergo significant price fluctuations following any downgrading of creditworthiness. In the 
event of bankruptcy of the issuer, the investor may lose the entire capital. 

4. High volatility investments can be subject to sudden and significant decreases in value, being able to generate significant losses at 
the time of sale up to the entire capital invested. 

5. In the presence of extraordinary events, it may be difficult for the investor to sell or liquidate certain investments or obtain reliable 
information on their value. 

6. If the information refers to a specific tax treatment, it should be noted that the tax treatment depends on the individual situation of 
the customer and may be subject to change in the future. 

7. If the information refers to future results, it should be noted that they do not constitute a reliable indicator of these results. 

8. Diversification does not guarantee a profit or protect against a loss.  

The UniCredit Group cannot in any way be held responsible for facts and/or damages that may arise to anyone from the use of this 
document, including, but not limited to, damages due to losses, lost earnings or unrealised savings. The contents of the publication – 

including data, news, information, images, graphics, drawings, brands, and domain names – are owned by the UniCredit Group unless 

otherwise indicated, covered by copyright and by the industrial property law. No license or right of use is granted and therefore it is not 
allowed to reproduce its contents, in whole or in part, on any medium, copy them, publish them and use them for commercial purposes 
without prior written authorisation from UniCredit Group unless if purposes of personal use only.   E 25/1 
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