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So counterintuitively, if US shale becomes more constrained and less responsive in the future due to its higher break-even cost,
this would make it easier for Russia and Saudi Arabia to cooperate. However, decarbonization policies could also impact longterm demand for oil; and therefore, in addition to reaching the immediate goal of market rebalancing, the world’s largest oil
producers need to ensure long-term marketability of oil against the competitive market pressures of non-carbon sources of
energy.
With this in mind, Saudi Arabia has been promoting the ‘circular carbon economy’ approach and expanding its value chain by
investing downstream, particularly in petrochemicals. Russia is off to a slow start in the energy transition, looking instead at
incentivizing demand for oil and gas at home. Its immediate efforts have been focused on diversifying its export markets in
favour of Asia, where peaks in oil and gas demand are likely to occur later. The US is hoping to use its competitive advantage in
green technologies as it manages its energy transition and foreign policy.
The question, then, is whether the increasing divergence in the long-term strategies of the world’s largest oil producers in
response to the energy transition will create new rounds of increased competition, within the traditional energy markets such as
oil and between old and new sources of energy, which will be driven not only by economics but also by regulation, carbon
border adjustments, and trade restrictions. It is difficult to make a prediction, as this depends on many factors, including the
speed of the energy transition, how disruptive it is, and how successfully each producer adjusts to it. However, this does not
necessarily mean that competition will prevail over cooperation in global oil markets. Increased pressures from the energy
transition could bring Russia and Saudi Arabia closer together, but the forms of cooperation will have to evolve if this
cooperation is to persist.

ENERGY AND SOVEREIGNTY IN THE NEW GEOPOLITICS OF THE EASTERN
MEDITERRANEAN
Zenonas Tziarras
A series of crises over the past two years and particularly in 2020 have destabilized the eastern Mediterranean and created a
number of security and diplomatic problems. With energy resources becoming so central to discussions on eastern
Mediterranean affairs, it is widely perceived that newly discovered hydrocarbons are the main drivers of these incidents. But
how much of the problem can really be attributed to hydrocarbons, given other underlying issues and the history of regional
tensions?
The eastern Mediterranean conundrum
Starting in the middle of 2019, Turkey initiated a series of drillings within the continental shelf (CS) and exclusive economic zone
(EEZ) of Cyprus. This occurred as the culmination of Ankara’s efforts to gain a role in the region’s energy development and
started with hydrocarbon surveys after Cyprus discovered its first natural gas reserve (Aphrodite in Block 12) in 2011. The
continuation of the Republic of Cyprus’s (RoC’s) energy programme and Turkey’s parallel operations have given rise to many
tensions between Turkey and the RoC as well as between the Greek-Cypriot and Turkish-Cypriot communities on the island;
the latter supports and is dependent on Turkey.
Later in the 2010s, Turkey expanded its area of operations further to the west. It issued a series of Navigational Telex warnings
both within Cyprus’s EEZ and in the maritime space which Greece claims as its own CS/EEZ according to the principles of the
International Law of the Sea. Turkey thereby designated maritime areas for offshore surveys or drilling that often fell outside its
own maritime zones and in areas where Greece has potential—but not yet delimited—EEZ-related sovereign rights, particularly
south of the Kastellorizo Island complex.
The RoC attempted to garner support from regional and international partners, including Greece, Egypt, the United States, and
the European Union (EU), even pursuing the imposition of sanctions on Turkey by the EU. Greece followed a similar path
somewhat later. The latest Greek–Turkish crisis, which started in the summer of 2020, was more severe, as naval and other
forces were mobilized, leading to a standoff, though no military confrontation ensued.
The role of energy
Many analysts have associated these crises, as well as new or strengthened international partnerships in the area, with recent
hydrocarbon discoveries in the eastern Mediterranean—with fields off Israel, Cyprus, and Egypt and the potential of more
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discoveries. The tensions are seen as competition for control of natural resources and a race to establish survey and drilling
locations. However, the reality is more complicated.
Offshore natural gas reserves in the eastern Mediterranean

Cyprus

Israel

Egypt

Field name

Year discovered

Estimated amount
(trillion cubic feet)

Aphrodite

2011

4.5

Calypso

2018

6.0-8.0

Further appraisal needed

Glaucus

2019

5.0–8.0

Further appraisal needed

Noa

1999

1.2

Nearly depleted

Mari-B

2000

1.6

Nearly depleted

Tamar

2009

8.4

In production

Leviathan

2010

22.0

In production

Tanin

2012

0.92

Under development

Karish

2013

1.4

Under development

Zohr

2015

30.0

In production

Production status
Pending development

Sources: “Israel”, Energean, energean.com/operations/israel/; “Exploration History”, Ministry of Energy, Israel, https://www.energysea.gov.il/English-Site/Pages/Oil%20And%20Gas%20in%20Israel/History-of-Oil--Gas-Exploration-and-Production-in-Israel.aspx; “Zohr”, ENI,
https://www.eni.com/en-IT/operations/egypt-zohr.html; “Operations”, Delek Drilling, https://www.delekdrilling.com/natural-gas/gas-fields;
“ExxonMobil makes natural gas discovery offshore Cyprus”, ExxonMobil, https://corporate.exxonmobil.com/News/Newsroom/Newsreleases/2019/0228_ExxonMobil-makes-natural-gas-discovery-offshore-Cyprus; Sonia Korodeisky, “Major Cypriot offshore gas field discovered
– report”, Globes, 4 February 2018, https://en.globes.co.il/en/article-report-major-cypriot-offshore-gas-discovery-1001222229.

Over the past decade, academic and policy discussions about the region have been dominated by the view that the recently
discovered hydrocarbons has been a catalyst for change in the geopolitics and international relations of the Eastern
Mediterranean. Hopes rose that energy, and natural gas in particular, could help alleviate regional enmities, enhance
cooperation, and even function as an incentive for the resolution of the Cyprus problem. One should certainly not disregard the
various benefits of hydrocarbon discoveries. However, retrospectively, it appears that much of this analysis downplayed more
deeply rooted issues pertaining to the security and diplomatic relations among the littoral states.
Sovereignty and geopolitics at the core of competition
Many of the changes in eastern Mediterranean geopolitical relations since the early 2010s preceded the hydrocarbon
discoveries. The Cyprus problem and the Aegean Sea dispute are two of the main factors that have created tensions and
complicated relations in the region.
During the 2000s, the RoC developed a keen interest in hydrocarbon exploration. To this end it proceeded to delimit its EEZ
boundaries with Egypt (2003), Lebanon (2007) and Israel (2009), and launched its first licensing round in 2007. By declaring
and delimiting its EEZ south of the island, the RoC obtained, in accordance with the International Law of the Sea, exclusive
sovereign rights over the exploration and exploitation of natural resources.
However, Turkey does not recognize the RoC and has a different view on maritime boundaries; it has not signed the
International Law of the Sea Convention (United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea, 1982) and does not consider it
binding. It was no surprise then, that the RoC’s EEZ agreements were rejected both by Turkey and by the breakaway ‘Turkish
Republic of Northern Cyprus’ (recognized only by Turkey).
Although Article 121 of the 1982 International Law of the Sea makes clear that islands can have a CS and EEZ, Turkey
disagrees. This is also the main issue in the Greek–Turkish Aegean dispute, where Turkey does not accept that Greece’s
islands can have a CS/EEZ. Turkey’s argument is that, if the Greek islands obtain these maritime zones, its own sovereign
rights in the Aegean will be greatly and unfairly restricted. Therefore, Turkey suggests that in terms of CS/EEZ, the Aegean
should be split in half – a proposal that Athens rejects categorically. Based on the same logic, Ankara claims that, in the case of
Cyprus, its own maritime zones extend as far as the island’s south waters and abut on Egypt’s EEZ (Gürel et al, 2013).
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Maritime zone delimitation agreements in the eastern Mediterranean
Year

Parties

Type of agreement

Status

2003

Cyprus and Egypt

International delimitation
agreement: Exclusive Economic Zone
and Continental Shelf

Signed and ratified by both parties.

2007

Cyprus and
Lebanon

International delimitation
agreement: Exclusive Economic Zone
and Continental Shelf

Ratified by the RoC; pending ratification by Lebanon.

2009

Cyprus and Israel

International delimitation
agreement: Exclusive Economic Zone
and Continental Shelf

Signed and ratified by both parties.

2019

Turkey and Libya
(Government of
National Accord)

Memorandum of Understanding:

Signed by both parties. Ratified by the Turkish
parliament. In the (UN-recognized) Government of
National Accord, ratified by the prime ministry but the
parliament remains divided due to the civil war. Rejected
by the Tobruk government in eastern Libya.

2020

Greece and Italy

International delimitation
agreement: Exclusive Economic Zone
and Continental Shelf

Ratified by Greece; pending ratification by Italy.

2020

Greece and Egypt

International delimitation
agreement: Exclusive Economic Zone
and Continental Shelf

Signed and ratified by both parties.

Exclusive economic zone and
Continental Shelf

Sources: “Cyprus-Legislation and Treaties”, United Nations,
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/CYP.htm; “Greece-Legislation and Treaties”, United Nations,
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/GRC.htm; “Ratification of the Agreement between the Hellenic
Republic and the Italian Republic on the delimitation of their respective maritime zones” [In Greek], Hellenic Parliament, 28 August 2020,
https://www.hellenicparliament.gr/Nomothetiko-Ergo/Anazitisi-Nomothetikou-Ergou?law_id=6bddb604-48c0-4571-ab1a-ac1d00e29b01

The dispute between Greece and Turkey has existed since the early 1970s, well before natural gas became a major issue in the
area. The dispute included a disagreement over the continental shelf, the Cyprus conflict and a competition over access to and
control of the sea. The 1974 Turkish invasion of Cyprus, which came after the Greek junta and Greek-Cypriot nationalists
overthrew the RoC government, was followed by Turkish occupation of the island’s north. With the island de facto divided, the
new contentious status quo had not only politics but also sovereignty at its core. The RoC had effectively lost control over 37
per cent of its territory, which was now controlled by Turkey and Turkish Cypriots.
The underlying causes of these long-standing conflicts were clearly geopolitical and sovereignty issues. From this perspective,
the natural gas discovered in the area, particularly since 2010, cannot be dissociated from matters of sovereignty and more
specifically maritime sovereign rights. In fact, the crises in question can only be seen as extensions of sovereignty disputes. The
discovery of hydrocarbons has exacerbated the existing disputes, but in no way is it their primary cause. In this context,
Turkey’s recent activity aims to legitimize and support Ankara’s CS/EEZ claims in the eastern Mediterranean rather than create
the conditions for hydrocarbon exploration. This is true both for Turkey’s explorations in areas claimed by Greece and for the
arbitrary Memorandum of Understanding on maritime zones between Turkey and Libya’s Government of National Accord.
Similarly, the growing networks of cooperation in the eastern Mediterranean between Cyprus, Greece, Egypt, and Israel have
been strengthened by the prospect of regional energy cooperation and security but were not only, or even primarily, prompted
by it (see Tziarras [ed.], 2019).
The changes in Turkish foreign policy over the 2000s gradually led to the deterioration of Ankara’s relations first with Israel
(between 2008 and 2011) and later (in 2013) with Egypt after General Abdel Fattah el-Sisi overthrew the pro-Turkey Muslim
Brotherhood government in that country. These tensions enabled Cyprus and Greece, which already had their own problems
with Turkey, to develop closer relations with Israel and Egypt.
Energy cooperation became a frequent agenda item in meetings since the mid-2010s of the Cyprus-Greece-Israel and CyprusGreece-Egypt partnerships (see Sotiriou, 2020). With the participation of other states (Italy, Jordan, and the Palestinian
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Authority), the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum was established, based in Cairo (Reuters, 22 September 2020). However,
even though the discussions have strengthened cooperation between these countries, little has so far been done collectively in
the domain of energy.
For example, after almost 10 years of discussions and planning, the EastMed pipeline project—which involves Israel, Cyprus,
Greece, and Italy—is still at the stage of a political agreement and feasibility studies; investors are still being sought, and Italy
has not yet signed the deal. Likewise, plans for an agreed Cyprus–Egypt pipeline have not yet materialized. Το be sure, Israel
exports natural gas through an Egyptian liquified natural gas (LNG) plant, while Egypt imports natural gas from Israel’s
Leviathan field and exports LNG to Cyprus. But in general, no major step has been made to advance a cohesive regional
energy architecture.
With great expectations surrounding it, the EastMed pipeline is an indicative example of the energy–politics nexus in the eastern
Mediterranean. Israel, Cyprus, and Greece signed a political deal by which they agreed to move forward with the pipeline. But
on a technical and commercial level, many questions still challenge its feasibility and viability. The oversupply of and decline in
demand for natural gas—particularly amidst the pandemic—has reduced prices and made investment in the project even more
difficult. The gas price at the destination of the EastMed in Europe is projected not to be competitive against, for example,
Russian gas (Ellinas, 2020). Another challenge is that the great length (more than 2,000 km) of the pipeline and great depths
(more than 2,000 metres) at some locations in the eastern Mediterranean render the EastMed an even more high-risk project,
though not impossible in principle.
What is more, the European Commission’s vision for a climate-neutral EU by 2050 started the Union on a race for
decarbonization, a development that is bad news for fossil fuel projects. It is expected that the European Investment Bank will
stop funding fossil fuel projects by the end of 2021 or at least within the next few years (BBC, 14 November 2019). As the
EastMed final feasibility studies are still ongoing, it is likely that these shifts in EU policy on natural gas will negatively affect the
pipeline’s prospects as well.
However, this has not discouraged the governments of the involved countries from feeding expectations. The EastMed is useful
as a political and diplomatic instrument. It advances their relations, provides a sense of common purpose, attracts international
interest, sounds good to domestic audiences, and challenges—at least rhetorically and politically—Turkey’s plans in the area. In
this case, too, it is obvious that energy is not a primary driver but a means through which multilevel cooperation is enhanced
and other concerns are dealt with—even when real prospects for multilateral energy cooperation are thin. From this perspective,
good relations among these countries seem to depend more on common regional challenges, and most importantly common
perceptions of and problems with Turkish foreign policy. As such, although Turkey’s reconciliation with one or more of these
countries would not necessarily overturn their relations, it would likely change the character and degree of their cooperation.
Conclusions
As events progress in the eastern Mediterranean, natural resources are becoming another item on the long list of unresolved
issues among littoral states, particularly between the two poles of the current regional competition: Turkey on the one hand, and
Cyprus, Greece, Egypt, and Israel on the other. Connected with geopolitical rivalries and sovereignty and security issues,
energy is complicating developments but not by itself driving them.
It is no secret that natural resources can exacerbate political and geopolitical conflicts that must be addressed before effective
energy cooperation can take place. Considering the deep-rooted and long-standing issues in the eastern Mediterranean,
economic prosperity, international cooperation, energy security, and stability will have a chance if these states manage to
resolve their fundamental and sometimes decades-old differences. Only in this way can the discovery of hydrocarbons have a
positive impact on eastern Mediterranean dynamics. Otherwise, energy will remain a point of contention and competition,
exacerbating existing disputes. Finally, energy-related developments such as the European Commission’s vision for a climateneutral EU by 2050, though important for the future of natural gas projects in the region, will not be catalytic in de-escalating the
region’s geopolitical tensions as they are fundamentally fuelled by other factors. However, the EU will remain engaged in the
area, for example through the Turkey-Greece exploratory talks and the efforts for the settlement of the Cyprus Problem to the
end of supporting de-escalation and stability.
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