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It is widely argued that as a result of the 2008-2009 energy crisis 
between Russia and Ukraine, member-states of the European Union and 

European countries more generally, want to diversify their energy sources 
and ultimately reduce their dependency on Russia. In light of this, 

continental Europe emerges as an energy market in need, while potential 
alternative energy (natural gas or oil) producers and/or transporters 

acquire significant geopolitical, geo-economic, and strategic value. The 
existing energy pipeline projects that end up in Europe, coupled with other 

similar  projects currently in progress and the newly-found natural gas 
reserves in the eastern Mediterranean – in the Israeli and Cypriot 

maritime Exclusive Economic Zones – and in the Black Sea, lead to the 
emergence of a new geo-economic competition of strategic significance. 

This competition for fulfilling Europe’s energy needs has political 
extensions and implications for the actors involved. Τhe most important 

actors taking part in this competition, at this juncture, are arguably 

Turkey – along with energy producers such as Azerbaijan – and Israel in 
cooperation with Cyprus and even Greece. 

  
Apart from the proposed “Trans Adriatic” and “Nabucco West” pipeline 

projects that will transport natural gas to Europe from Azerbaijan and the 
Turkish-Bulgarian border respectively, an important newly proposed 

project is the “Trans-Anatolian Gas Pipeline” (TANAP), planned to finish by 
2018. If materialized, the latter will transport natural gas from the second 

stage of the Azeri Shah Deniz gas field to Europe through Turkey, while it 
could also be connected with “Nabucco West”.1 This project seems to be 

particularly important for European countries as an alternative to the 
Russian energy dependence.2 TANAP is said to be “one of the greatest 

steps in the energy history of Azerbaijan and Turkey as well as Europe”, 
and rightfully so, as it places Turkey and Azerbaijan at the center of the 

geo-economic competition; it also improves the future energy security 

prospects of Europe.3 
 

The new pipeline project proposals are not the only significant 
developments. In September, 2012, the first Turkish natural gas reserve 

was discovered on the western Black Sea coast (Istranca-1 field) by the 
state-run Turkish Petroleum Corporation (TPAO). Drillings are also being 

undertaken on four other fields in the Black Sea, albeit no other 
discoveries have been made yet.4 The discovery of this natural gas 

reserve has important implications on two levels: (i) Turkey, which is 
heavily dependent on energy imports, can in the mid- or long-term 

replace a to great extent those imports with domestic energy production 



thus benefiting economically; (ii) Turkey can become an exporter if the 
amount of the natural gas is significant enough, or if more natural gas 

reserves are discovered in the rest of the Black Sea drilling fields. The 
latter would also signify an important addition to Turkey’s energy status, 

namely it would add the “producer” feature to the already pursued energy 
“hub” and “transit” ones.5 Overall, the new Turkish natural gas reserve, 

depending on future developments, could give Turkey another advantage 

given its already upgraded regional energy role.  
 

On the other hand, countries of the eastern Mediterranean such as Cyprus 
and Israel and to a lesser extent Greece have also entered the 

competition for Europe’s energy security. After the discovery of the 
natural gas reserve in the Cypriot Exclusive Economic Zone, Block 12, the 

Republic of Cyprus (RoC) has acquired significant value in terms of the 
priorities of the EU’s “Trans-European Energy Infrastructure”, especially in 

light of the RoC’s Presidency of the EU Council.6 The RoC is already in the 
process of discussing and planning the construction of a Liquefied Natural 

Gas (LNG) terminal in Cyprus – expected in 2019 – for domestic supply 
and future export purposes, while it also cooperates closely with Israel for 

the future transportation of Israeli natural gas to Cyprus.7 It is worth 
noting that “Noble Energy” is also planning to drill even deeper in the 

Cypriot Block 12 to determine whether oil exists as well. Greece also 

explores its energy potential having signed with Albania and Italy the 
agreement for the construction of the “Trans-Adriatic Pipeline”. In the 

meantime, the first maritime oil explorations for Greece in the northern 
Aegean Sea are expected in 2014; the last estimated drillings until 2020.8 

Of course the prospects of energy cooperation in the eastern 
Mediterranean could be further boosted in the future if Lebanon is taken 

into account, having announced its readiness to start drillings in its EEZ.9  
  

What is obvious is that the aforementioned actors are either playing or are 
destined to play in the near future an important role in Europe’s energy 

security. Since the increasing possibility of a decreased Russian-supplied 
energy to Europe and the former’s efforts for politico-economic influence 

over Ukraine, the diversification of Europe’s energy supplies has become 
even more important.10 Admittedly, at least in terms of the short-term 

energy needs of Europe and the EU states in particular, Turkey may be a 

more viable solution to the problem. As the Turkish Foreign Minister 
Davutoglu argued Turkey is a big, profitable and safe market and 

geographically proximate to European energy markets, provided that it 
already has the required infrastructure.11 From that perspective Europe 

could benefit from Turkey, just like Turkey could benefit from Europe 
economically as well as politically in terms of its accession process toward 

the EU. However, not all EU member states favor a Turkish accession in 
the EU and they would prefer a closer cooperation with other member 

states when it comes to the matter of energy security and beyond. Cyprus 
and Greece, in cooperation with Israel, do provide this alternative within 

the framework of the EU, albeit not immediately. To be sure, European 



countries or the EU may not have to limit their options of alternative 
energy suppliers to one since all actors could benefit equally. But the 

future of Europe’s energy security and of the geo-economic competition 
that follows might not be that simple, as the relations between the 

interested parties as well as the regional geopolitics are particularly 
complicated and, more often than not, based on other individual (grand) 

strategic calculations and imperatives.  
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