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Many researchers have estimated the thickness of the gas hydrate sta-
bility zone (GHSZ) and amount of gas hydrate at different areas in the
South China Sea (SCS) using varying methods, but few have reported cal-
culations for the whole of the SCS. In this paper, Milkov and Sassen’s model
is used to calculate the thickness of the GHSZ in the SCS. In addition, an
estimation of the amount of gas hydrate and discussed in terms of gas com-
position and the effects of water depth. Average thicknesses for the GHSZ
in the SCS are estimated to be ~440 m, ~477 m and ~553 m based on the
relationship between GHSZ thickness and water depth established in this
study for 3 kinds of gas hydrates with gas composition containing 100%
methane, 96% methane, and 90% methane, respectively. Then, by assum-
ing that gas hydrates are distributed in half of the continental slope area of
the SCS, and that the gas hydrate saturation is 1.2% of sediment volume,
the amounts of gas hydrate are estimated to be ~3.2 × 1012  m3, ~3.4 × 1012  m3,
~4.0 × 1012 m3, and the volumes of hydrate-bound gases are ~5.2 × 1014  m3,
~5.6 × 1014 m3, ~6.5 × 1014 m3 for the 3 kinds of gas hydrates above,
respectively. The results above show that water depth and gas composition
are important factors affecting the thickness of the GHSZ in which the
thickness of the GHSZ increases with water depth and decreases with the
volume of methane, and that the gas hydrate may be a potential energy
source in SCS.

 (Key words: Gas hydrate, Thickness of gas hydrate stability zone,
South China Sea)
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1. INTRODUCTION

Gas hydrates are solid ice-like structures formed at low temperature and high pressure by
van der Waals forces between gas and water molecules. Under such conditions water mol-
ecules acting as a “host” effectively form a molecular cage trapping the “guest” gas molecules
via electrostatic forces (Sloan 1998). In a marine environment, gas hydrates composed princi-
pally of methane can be found in the shallow ocean geosphere where the appropriate condi-
tions of low temperature and high pressure along with an adequate supply of methane combine
with water contained in the pore spaces of marine sediments (Kvenvolden 1993). By 2002,
geological, geophysical, and geochemical evidence of gas hydrates had been reported from 81
localities worldwide. These localities varied widely from onshore Arctic regions to offshore
passive and active margins, inland seas, and lakes. However, intact gas hydrate samples have
been recovered at only 22 of these localities (Mikov and Sassen 2002), mainly offshore.

The main driving force in gas hydrate research is the common assumption that the global
gas hydrate inventory contains a huge amount of methane carbon (Kvenvolden 1999). However,
the global estimates of hydrate-bound gas in marine sediments vary by several orders of mag-
nitude and are thought to be highly uncertain (Kvenvolden 1999; Lerche 2000). The most
widely cited estimate of global hydrate-bound gas is 21 × 1015 m3 of methane at standard
temperature and pressure (or ~10000 Gt of methane carbon) (Kvenvolden 1999), which is
proposed as a “consensus value” from several independent estimations. This large gas hydrate
reservoir is further suggested as an important component of the global carbon cycle (Dickens
2001; Kvenvolden 2002) and as a potential future energy source (Collett 2002). At present, the
global estimate of hydrate-bound gas that best reflects the current knowledge of submarine gas
hydrate is in the range of (1 ~ 5) × 1015 m3 (or 500 - 2500 Gt of methane carbon) (Milkov 2004).

The SCS is one of the biggest marginal seas in the western Pacific. At present, the general
viewpoint is that there are abundant gas hydrates in the continental slope of the SCS. Many
researchers (Yao 2001; Fang et al. 2002; Zeng et al. 2003; Chen et al. 2004; Chi et al. 2006)
have calculated the thickness of the gas hydrate stability zone (GHSZ) and amount of gas
hydrate at different areas in the SCS using a variety of methods, but few have made calcula-
tions estimating the thickness and amount of gas hydrate contained in the whole of the SCS
(Jin and Wang 2002). In this paper, Milkov and Sassen’s (2001) model was adopted to calcu-
late the thickness of the GHSZ and the amount of gas hydrate for the whole SCS. Such an
estimation ought be conducive to further study of gas hydrate in the region and provide addi-
tional information for other researchers.

2. GEOLOGICAL SETTING

The SCS (Fig. 1), covering an area of 350 × 104  km2, is one of the biggest marginal seas
in the western Pacific. The sea floor topography appears ladder-like form from edge to center.
It is  1212 m deep on average with a maximum depth of 5377 m. The complicated morphology
of the SCS given its widely dispersed platforms, plateaus, trough valleys and island reefs, is
suitable for accumulation of sediments and preservation of organic matters. The thickness of
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Fig. 1. Map showing the geographical location of the South China Sea (The
calculation area of the GHSZ is at a depth of 300 ~ 3500 m under water.
BSR areas and sites from Zhu et al. (2001b), Wu et al. (2004), Wu et al.
(2005), Chi et al. (1998), Yang et al. (2006), and Deng et al. (2006)).
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sediments in the SCS is more than 500 m and the maximum reaches 10000 m. It is also rich in
oil and gas resources (Zhang et al. 2002; Wu et al. 2003).

Its widely distributed sedimentary basins, favorable water depths, good organic matter
supply, mud diapers, and fault structures, as revealed in seismic profiles, indicate advanta-
geous conditions for gas hydrate formation in the SCS (Zhu et al. 2001a; Chen et al. 2004; Liu et al.
2006; Yan et al. 2006). The BSR (bottom simulating reflector) in the Nansha Trough of the
southern SCS was discovered early in 1984 based on seismic data; BSRs are mainly located at
between 300 - 600 m below the seabed in the southeast slop of the Nansha Trough in 1500 -
2800 m of water (Berner and Faber 1992). In 1998, a BSR in the north SCS was reported (Yao
1998). Hereafter, many studies were conducted on the distribution, minerogenetic conditions
and perspective of gas hydrates in the region (Wu et al. 2000; Chen et al. 2001; Song et al.
2001; Yao 2001; Zhu et al. 2001b; Zhang et al. 2002; Ma et al. 2002; Chen et al. 2006; Cheng
et al. 2006; Schnürle et al. 2006; Yang et al. 2006).

In the SCS, gas hydrate mainly occurs in the continental slope, so the selected study area
in this paper (107 ~ 118°E and 5 ~ 22°N) covers an area under 300 ~ 3500 m of water (Yu et al.
2004) (Fig. 1).

3. THE THICKNESS OF THE GHSZ AND AMOUNT OF GAS HYDRATE

3.1 Estimation of the Thickness of the GHSZ

The GHSZ is a specific range of pressure and temperature conditions in the subsurface
within which gas hydrate is stable (Booth et al. 1998). Water depth, bottom water temperature,
pressure and thermal gradients in sediments, pore water salinity and gas availability and com-
position are among the variables that affect the thickness of the GHSZ. In addition, gas hy-
drate stability may also be affected by the texture and mineralogy of the encasing sediments
(Clennell et al. 1999). Milkov and Sassen (2001, 2003) have put forward quantitative models
describing these effects, and applied them to calculate the thickness of GHSZ in Gulf of Mexico.

The bathymetry of the study area is shown in Fig. 1. Figure 2 shows the relationship
between the water depths and bottom water temperatures in the SCS. It can be seen from Fig. 2
that the bottom water temperature in the SCS ranges from 15 ~ 20°C at depths of 100 ~ 200 m and
decreases to 4 ~ 5°C when the water depth reaches more than 1000 m .The relationship be-
tween  water depth and bottom water temperature can be expressed as:

Tw  = 373.41 × B–0.6269   ,   (1)

where Tw  is bottom water temperature (°C) and B represents the water depth in meters below
sea level (mbsl).

The geothermal gradient is not uniform in the SCS and tends to increase with water depth.
On the northwestern continental slope, it varies generally within the range of 32 - 40 °C km-1,
with an  average value of 37.6 °C km-1 (Yao et al. 1994; Spanger and Hayes 1995). Spanger and
Hayes (1995) estimated using linear regression that the geothermal gradient here lies between
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23.6 and 41.6 °C km-1. In the Pearl River Mouth Basin, it is generally 30 - 40 °C km-1 (Gong
and Li 1997; Yao et al. 1994). In the western most Xisha Trough, the average geothermal
gradient reaches 40 °C km-1 based on seafloor heat flow measurement (Yao et al. 1994). This
value is significantly higher than the average geothermal gradient (35 °C km-1) in the Pearl
River Mouth Basin. Overall, the geothermal gradient increases gradually from the Zhujiangkou
Basin to the Xisha Trough (Wu et al. 2005). Therefore, the geothermal gradient of the whole
SCS was assumed to be 37.5 °C km-1 in this study.

Fig. 2. Plot of bottom water temperature vs. water depth in SCS (The dots rep-
resent the measured values of bottom water temperature; the solid line is
the simulating curve based on the values of bottom water temperature
and water depths; R is the correlation coefficient between the bottom
water temperature and water depth. All the data are from https: //128.
160.23.42/gdemv/gdemv.html).
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Change in pore water salinity in SCS is very small ( usually > 33 0
00) (Xue et al. 1991;

Zeng and Zhou 2003; Chen et al. 2004), and was assumed to be 350
00 in this study. Gas hydrate

samples have not yet been collected in the SCS, but many studies (Zhu et al. 2001b; Lu et al.
2002; Lu et al. 2003; Wu et al. 2003; Wang et al. 2005; Zhu et al. 2005; Yang et al. 2006)
suggest that there are gas hydrates in this area, and the gas sources include both thermogenic
gas and biogenic gases. In this study, three kinds of gas hydrates of different gas molecular
composition (Table 1) are used to represent biogenic, mixed and thermogenic gases in the
SCS.

The equilibrium conditions for gas hydrate crystallization of pure methane and the other
two hydrate-forming gases shown in Table 1 are calculated based on Sloan’s (1998) CSMHYD
Program (Fig. 3), where pore water salinity is assumed to be 35 0

00. The gas hydrate stability
curves for the three different gas compositions can be fitted by the following three logarithmic
functions, respectively (Fig. 3):

Tst_100 = 9.1256 × Ln(D) - 50.029   ,   (2)

Tst_96  = 7.3637 × Ln(D) - 34.502   ,   (3)

Tst_90  = 7.0724 × Ln(D) - 29.970   ,   (4)

where Tst  is the temperature of gas hydrate stability (°C) at depth D (m). The depth D was
converted from pressure assuming a linear hydrostatic gradient 10 MPa km-1 in the water
column and in sediments.

Temperature of sediments at any depth below seafloor can be defined from the combina-
tion of Eq. (1) (for bottom water temperature) and the assumed geothermal gradient:

Ts = 37.5 × A / 1000 + 373.41 × B-0.6269   ,   (5)

where Ts is the temperature in sediments at depth A below the seafloor (mbsf). The lower
boundary of the GHSZ occurs at the intersection points of functions 5 and 2, 5 and 3 or 5 and
4, depending on gas composition. This problem can be solved by finding the zero of functions:

f(B) = -37.5 × C / 1000 - 373.41 × B-0.6269 + 9.1256 × Ln(C + B) - 50.029   ,   (6)

f(B) = -37.5 × C / 1000 - 373.41 × B-0.6269 + 7.3637 × Ln(C + B) - 34.502   ,   (7)

f(B) = -37.5 × C / 1000 - 373.41 × B-0.6269 + 7.0724 × Ln(C + B) - 29.970   ,   (8)

where C is the thickness of the GHSZ (m). Newton’s method was used to find the zero of these
functions. The final results of the thicknesses of the GHSZ for the three kinds of gas composi-
tions are shown in Fig. 4; these can be used to define the thickness of GHSZ at any specific
water depth in the study area. This is a conceptual model in which some possible local changes
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Table 1. Molecular composition (vol %) of hydrate-forming gases used to esti-
mate gas hydrate stable conditions.

Fig. 3. Phase equilibrium curves for crystallization of gas hydrates in which gas
is 100% methane (diamond), 96% methane (triangle), and 90% methane
(square), respectively (the solid lines are the simulating curves based on
the values of bottom water temperature and water depths for the 3 kinds
of gas hydrates above, respectively; R is the correlation coefficient).
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in sediments, such as the fluid temperature, pore water salinity, gas composition and flux rate et al.,
that may alter the theoretical values of the thickness of the GHSZ (Milkov and Sassen 2000),
have not been taken into account.

Both the water depth and gas composition will affect the thickness of the GHSZ. It can be
seen from Fig. 4 that the thickness of the GHSZ increases with water depth and shows a
logarithmic relationship between them. When the water depth is fixed, the thickness of the
GHSZ decreases with the volume of methane in the gas hydrate. Maps showing the calculated
thickness of the GHSZ for gas hydrate crystallized with gas containing 100%, 96%, and 90%
CH4 respectively in the study area are also presented in Fig. 5

For the 3 kinds of gas hydrates used in this study, i.e., containing 100% methane, 96%
methane, and 90% methane, the calculated thickness of the GHSZ following the relationship
of the thickness of GHSZ and water depth in the SCS range from 0 to 649 m, 0 to 686 m, and
0 to 734 m, with averaged thicknesses of ~440 m, ~477 m, and ~553 m, respectively.

Fig. 4. Calculated thickness of the GHSZ vs. water depth in the study area for
the 3 kinds of gas hydrates described in the text.
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3.2 Estimation of Gas Hydrate Amount

The amount of gas hydrate in the SCS can be determined by Eq. (9):

V M Z S =      × ×∆    ,   (9)

where V is the volume of gas hydrate (m3), M is the distribution area of gas hydrate (km2), ∆Z
is the average thickness of the gas hydrate stability zone (m), and S represents the saturation of
gas hydrate in sediments (%). Milkov (2004) suggested that global average gas hydrate satura-
tion is ~0.9 - 1.5% of sediment volume, a medium value, i.e., 1.2%, was assumed for calcula-
tion in this study.

The volume of hydrate-bound gases (Q) in gas hydrate (the gas volume in gas hydrate
under standard conditions) can be expressed as:

Q V E =    ×    , (10)
where V is the volume of gas hydrate (m3), and E represents the gas hydrate yield, given here
at its theoretical value of 164 (Satoh et al. 1996).

Fig. 5. Maps of the calculated thickness of the GHSZ (in meters) for gas hydrate
crystallized from gas containing 100% (A), 96% (B), and 90% (C) CH4 ,
respectively in the study area (the water depth of gridded regions is >
3500 m).
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Equations (10) and (11) can be used to estimate the amount of gas hydrate and the volume
of hydrate-bound gases for the SCS. The area of the SCS is 350 × 104 km2, but conditions of
temperature and pressure in many areas of SCS are not suitable for the formation of gas hy-
drate . Gas hydrate usually exists in the continental slope (Thomas 1979), and the area of
continental slope in the SCS is about 120 × 104 km2. If gas hydrate occurred in half of the
continental slope area of the SCS (Yu et al. 2004), that area would be about 60 × 104 km2.
Based on the estimated thickness of the GHSZ in the SCS and the equations (10) and (11) above,
the amount of gas hydrate can be obtained to be ~3.2 × 1012 m3, ~3.4 × 1012 m3, ~4.0 × 1012 m3, and
the volume of hydrate-bound gases to be ~5.2 × 1014 m3, ~5.6 × 1014 m3, ~6.5 × 1014 m3 for gas
hydrate crystallized from gas containing 100%, 96%, and 90% of methane, respectively.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Milkov and Sassen’s (2001) model was used to calculate the thickness of the GHSZ in the
SCS. In addition, an estimation of the total amount of gas hydrate was undertaken for the same
region and discussed in terms of water depth effects and the gas composition.

Water depth and the gas composition are two important factors affecting the thickness of
the GHSZ. Thickness of the GHSZ increases with water depth and decreases with the volume
of methane. A logarithmic relationship was observed between GHSZ thickness and water
depth.

The average thicknesses of the GHSZ in SCS are estimated to be ~440, ~477, and ~553 m
based on the relationship between GHSZ thickness and water depth established in this study
for 3 kinds of gas hydrates ( CH , C H , C H4 2 6 3 8 ) with gas composition containing 100%
methane, 96% methane, and 90% methane, respectively. Then, by assuming that gas hydrates
are distributed in half of the continental slope area in the SCS, and that the gas hydrate satura-
tion is 1.2% of sediment volume, the amounts of gas hydrate are estimated to be ~3.2 × 1012 m3,
~3.4 × 1012 m3, ~4.0 × 1012 m3, and the volume of hydrate-bound gases are ~5.2 × 1014 m3,
~5.6 × 1014 m3, ~6.5 × 1014 m3 for gas hydrate crystallized from gas containing 100%, 96%,
and 90% of methane, respectively.

Combining the facts of a series of advantageous conditions, such as the widely distributed
sedimentary basins, favorable water depth and a good matter supply, mud diapirs and fault
structures, for gas hydrate formation in the SCS, it can be seen that gas hydrate may be a
potential energy source in the SCS. Therefore, it is very important for more research to be
conducted on the resource potential of gas hydrate in the SCS.
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