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Abstract

Issues related to maritime claims, access, and the quest for energy 
resources have always been considered as significant aspects of sea 
power, strategy and security. The Eastern Mediterranean at the turn 
of the 21st century is not an exception to that, particularly in the light 
of recent hydrocarbon discoveries in the region. This paper seeks to 
examine the mounting instability in the Eastern Mediterranean particu-
larly with regards to rising energy geopolitics. By addressing a range of 
political, social, military, and economic insecurity issues related to off-
shore hydrocarbons, this research highlights possible emergent threats, 
challenges, opportunities, and responsibilities for related actors. 
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The paper conceptually views “hydrocarbon insecurity” within the 
broader context of the term “security” itself. Intrinsically, the assess-
ment recognizes the essential maritime component in international re-
lations and analyses issues that illustrate how factors in the possession, 
supply, and distribution of energy resources may impact the outlook of 
conflict and cooperation in the region. It is argued that the intensive 
political engagement should be advanced among conflicting parties to 
build confidence and resolve fundamental differences over competing 
claims of maritime delimitation. This can reduce risks and vulnerabili-
ties associated with the endeavor of accessing, exploring, and exploit-
ing energy resources in the region.  The paper ultimately seeks to dis-
cuss the instruments through which hydrocarbon security challenges 
can be addressed such as advancement of regional security order and 
of multilateral maritime security governance in the region, particularly 
in reference to the role of regional alliances. 

Keywords: Mediterranean, Security, Energy, Conflict, Delimita-
tion, Hydrocarbon, EEZ, UNCLOS

1. Introduction

In an increasingly multipolar world, the perceived insecurity in the 
Eastern Mediterranean is sustained by intractable conflicts that draw lo-
cal, regional, and global actors into a quagmire. The region borders the 
most tumultuous neighborhood in the world – the Middle East –  often 
referred to by ethnic, religious, and sectarian confrontations. Situated 
in a geopolitical hotspot marked by uncertainty, economic stagnation, 
social cleavages, religious strife, and civil unrest it is a stage of shift-
ing power play of partnerships, where countries suffer from influx of 
refugees, domestic violence, terrorism, and power struggles of various 
types if not outright hostility. The pursuit of power politics in this war 
of “all against all” culminates itself in an anarchic order. In particular, 
competing parties involved in the so-called Arab Spring and the ensu-
ing intense Syrian civil war created a disaster of colossal magnitude on 
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multiple fronts. The region seems to be more fragmented than ever with 
diverse national and transnational interests competing to gain influence.

Inextricably linked to long-standing confrontations over the re-
gion, discovery of offshore hydrocarbons in the Eastern Mediterranean 
sparked a new dispute over delimitation of maritime zones, due to a 
competition over rights to exploit rich energy resources and to exert 
political influence for furtherance of national interests. The U.S. Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) estimated that the Levant basin houses 1.7 bil-
lion barrels of oil and 2 trillion m3 of natural gas, according to more 
realistic recent findings, that could meet the regional demand and be 
available for export to the outside world for 20-25 years.1 Nevertheless, 
the blessing of hydrocarbon wealth might often turn into curse,2 as seen 
in other parts of the world, the consequence of which is that the struggle 
for power to access, explore, and exploit resources exacerbates rather 
than abates existing tensions among littoral states, especially in the face 
of volatile energy prices. The question is the ability of the current in-
ternational order to absorb and regulate maritime disputes to address 
hydrocarbon insecurity in the region.

Since seas are lifeblood of the world economy and the Mediterra-
nean is situated on a crucial trade route between Europe, Asia, and Af-
rica, emphasis has mounted on maritime security operations to protect 
energy infrastructure, free-flow of global maritime commerce, and hard-
power instruments to meet challenges from potential adversaries. This 
research finds that notions of national sovereignty, territorial claims, 
and maritime boundaries are prioritized over inclusive, long-term plan-
ning, thus hindering the ability to assess the cumulative impact on se-
curity and sustainable development. Availability of political, economic, 
and military instruments to equitably resolve disputes over access to 
energy resources is limited in the context of multiple parties that have 
diverging interests within delicate power-balancing maneuvers. By un-
bundling the question about access to off-shore hydrocarbons, it ad-
dresses a gap in the literature on the role of religions, traditions, and 
culture in multi-issue, multi-party negotiations. Entrenched, positional 
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bargaining in a zero-sum game, whether be it involving religious, na-
tionalist, or realpolitik elements, impairs productive dialogue, although 
in essence no one nation is big enough to be able to address the whole 
problem.3 There is a short window of opportunity for dialogue that par-
ties do not seem to be in grasp of. Therefore, an integrated maritime 
strategy can help to address the fixed-pie nature of border disputes, out-
line a comprehensive plan to improve governance for energy security, 
environment, piracy, refugee flows, and wider forms of maritime crime. 
This vital initiative can provide a sustainable and long-term solution as 
an alternative to reliance on each individual nation’s military strength 
in the Mediterranean.4 

In the next section, the article lays out the background of Mid-
dle Eastern politics and describes competing views on the roots of 
conflict among, between, and within modern nation-states, non-state 
armed groups, and quasi-state structures. Part three looks at rules of 
engagement in asymmetric conflicts of modern day and the role, or lack 
thereof, manifested in supranational organizations to mediate conflicts. 
Specifically, this section maps security challenges to the regional order 
through the lens of alliances and rivalries. Part four depicts the new 
power balance consequent to shifting play of partnerships among state 
actors in the Eastern Mediterranean and efforts to delineate maritime 
zones for exploiting offshore hydrocarbon deposits. Part five examines 
possible avenues to confront insecurity emerging from the regional 
standoff and means for resolution to maritime disputes. Part six sum-
marizes findings and draws conclusions. 

2. Society and Politics in the Middle East 

Shores of the Eastern Mediterranean are host to religious conflicts, 
historical ambitions, power asymmetries, and tense geopolitical rival-
ries along multiple axis at local, regional, and worldwide levels. In the 
past fifteen years, these frictions have intensified in terms of duration 
and impact. Whereas most Middle Eastern wars fought in the 20th cen-
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tury were relatively small and short,5 emergence of non-state actors and 
asymmetric, borderless conflicts added another layer of complexity to 
the puzzle. 

Revival of regions, growing megacities, and resurgent micro-ideol-
ogies challenged traditional central authority of governments, making it 
increasingly difficult to maintain national borders of the post-colonial 
states in the Middle East.6 Religion is often subordinated to political 
and economic motivations, in relation to which Huntington claimed in 
his famous, misleading theory of “The Clash of Civilizations” that peo-
ple’s religious and cultural identities will be the primary source of con-
flict in the post-Cold War world7 and that Islam is a serious threat to the 
West. In particular, he argued that these are universal, “all-or-nothing” 
religions, in the sense that each side believes that their faith is the only 
correct one.8 The underlying question is whether the roots of conflict 
between rival actors lay more in their history, and thus violence against 
“Others” is indeed inherent in traditions and socio-cultural norms or 
whether such conflict is due to more recent phenomenon. Looking at 
historical precedent, theological arguments, and political thoughts in 
their essence, these cultures are not opposed to each other, but they 
differ dramatically in their interpretive traditions which nourish contro-
versy and precipitate conflict.

Although in both realist and liberal traditions religion is not a state 
objective,9 its influence on social and political institutions has been pro-
found. Protagonists often try to legitimize relatively recent disputes and 
derive political power by referring to acts in the distant past, which 
makes people inclined to think that the root causes of clashes lay in 
history as far back as the rise of civilisations.10 As a consequence, fol-
lowers of a particular tradition become conditioned to defend their own 
belief system against any potential challenge. As long as there has been 
a tendency in the society to perceive religion as an acceptable and ca-
pable means of resolving issues, policymakers have used it as a source 
of public legitimacy to stage war on seemingly competing traditions. 
When chaos comes to the Middle East, people revert instinctively in 
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hierarchical order first to family, then to clan, then to tribe, and only 
then to religious grouping.11 In essence, the post-colonial world order 
has transposed this cultural, tribal, familial conflict into nationalism 
and religious sectarianism which hinder compromises that history al-
lowed communities to pursue in the past’.12 There is a direct causal 
link between rising tensions in ethnically mixed, disputed territories 
and political, material economic interests that leverage sacred values to 
achieve desired outcomes.

Therefore, a main cause of contemporary conflict between differ-
ent traditions, religions, and competing world-views in the Middle East 
is an unsuccessful transition from communities based on decentralised, 
tribal networks with informal structures, and obedience to divine law 
to nation-states which enforce human-made laws to increase their se-
curity and well-being.13 Inasmuch as religion has been transformed 
from a public issue into a private issue in most Western societies, some 
scholars argue that modernization has led to a resurgence of religiously 
dyed fundamentalist movements. The advent of social media, creation 
of slums, impersonal city life, crowd psychology, and environmental 
issues such as water scarcity caused resentment among ordinary people 
who are inclined to have religiously motivated political self-expression, 
empowering actors that repudiate the separation of temporal and spiri-
tual authority into two distinct spheres.

3. Mapping Current Security Challenges in the Eastern   
 Mediterranean

Conflicts of today are to a large extent moving targets of great com-
plexity.14 In the post-WWII order, the United Nations (UN) has been the 
main vehicle to disseminate the ideals and principles of the Westphalian 
model characterized by supremacy of sovereign nation states, jurisdic-
tion over particular physical territory with non-permeable borders and 
collective security throughout the world. Since 1990s, emerging non-
state actors as instruments of internal and transnational violence in un-



75Aspects of Hydrocarbon Insecurity in the Eastern Mediterranean:

stable, contagious regional wars have challenged the established order 
of Westphalia, unveiling limits of the current world order, and shifted 
focus of international security to intrastate “warfare amongst people”.  
When the current structure of the UN Security Council (UNSC) is inca-
pable of preventing, controlling, or adequately responding to political 
upheaval and violence without the required approval of its controlling 
members, states with perceived power asymmetry will continue to act 
unilaterally in an attempt to promote their own security15 against in-
creasingly heterogeneous threats.16 

As a consequence of these institutional challenges, the lack of a 
joint, decisive action to solve crises increasingly draws regional actors 
such as Turkey, Iran, Egypt, Israel, and the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries into armed conflicts in various capacities. These na-
tional actors, in addition to the global powers of the U.S., Russia, and 
China, are inclined to further their political interests by using proxy war 
as a tool to achieve strategic outcomes. Iranian-backed Hezbollah in 
Lebanon came to support the Assad regime; ISIS terrorized the region 
with ideological, violent extremism that transcends borders, and PKK/
YPG found an opportunity to capitalize on the turmoil in a power vacu-
um and legitimized itself by carving an enclave along a contiguous belt 
in northern Syria. The breakup of Iraq and Syria into micro-spheres of 
influence emboldened belligerent non-state armed groups and posed a 
major risk to the resilience, co-existence, and tolerance among various 
ethnicities, tribes, and sects. The extent to which the UNSC can absorb 
and regulate these developments is uncertain.

3.1. Middle Eastern Conflicts

Resources scarcity correlates with the rise of multilayered con-
flicts. Location especially matters even more in the case of energy 
whereby the quest for access to resources in the Middle East is inextri-
cably linked to its geography. Iran’s “Shia Crescent” land corridor from 
Tehran to Beirut,17 a code term for its economic and strategic reach to 
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the Mediterranean,  competes with Israeli-backed Kurdish ambitions 
for independence and parallel energy pipeline routes through Syria to 
Haifa.18 Via its network of alliances from Hamas in Gaza to Houthis 
in Yemen, Iran’s sphere of influence extends from the Indian Ocean to 
Syria. Turkey, on the other hand, puts itself on the map as an important 
player in energy geopolitics, acting as a pipeline transit route, demon-
strating its tactical maneuverability and keen interest to consolidate its 
influence and soft-power as an economic hub. Although Turkey and 
Iran have been regional rivals for decades and aim to restrain each an-
other’s hegemonic ambitions, both have shared interests in herding sta-
bility, economic cooperation, and preventing formation of a belligerent 
Kurdish state at their door step.

3.2. Eastern Mediterranean Basin Conflicts

From Syria to Qatar, high seas have assumed ever greater defense 
significance in the face of changing regional dynamics, external inter-
ventions, and quest for access to scarce energy resources. Blended with 
the Middle East’s power dynamics, the Eastern Mediterranean has the 
greatest potential for controversy due to rich deposits of undersea hy-
drocarbons and a certain sense of disagreement on equitable distribution 
of these resources. This is demonstrated by presence of warships from 
many countries in the region, including China, Iran, Britain, France, 
and, of course, Russia.19 Cyprus occupies a pivotal geographic and eco-
nomic position, heightened in importance by discovery of offshore oil 
and gas in the Levant basin, and Lebanon is exploring opportunities 
amid tremendous pressure posed by its war-torn neighborhood. Egypt, 
which historically had suffered from supply shortage due to expansion 
of gas-fired power generation capacity and strong growth in electricity 
demand,20 has a fragile economy dependent on foreign aid, not helped 
by frequent terrorist attacks and disruptions to its energy infrastruc-
ture connecting to Israel and Jordan. Hamas, an off-shoot of Muslim 
Brotherhood in Gaza, has been compelled by Israel, the West Bank, 
and Egypt, to shift its position, ease relations, and reconcile with Fatah 
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in the Palestinian Authority,21 while Gaza’s maritime zones are under 
Israeli blockade on demands of political and security clearance as well 
as favorable terms of trade.22 Qatar, the main sponsor of Hamas, is un-
der embargo by Egypt and three of its Gulf neighbors, which want the 
emirate to cut its ties with the Islamist movement.23 Yet, Israel’s own 
off-shore gas fields are also within the range of Lebanese-Hezbollah 
missiles prompting pre-emptive airstrikes against arm depots and con-
voys in Southern Lebanon-Syria. 

3.3. Exclusive Economic Zones and Conflicts on Maritime Delimi-
tation 

Against this backdrop, the discovery of offshore energy in East-
ern Mediterranean Sea sparked a dispute over delimitation of Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZs), due to a competition among littoral states 
over rights to exploit rich offshore energy resources and to exert politi-
cal influence for furtherance of national interests. At the back of this 
challenge resides the fact that international extraction, storage, and 
transportation projects over sovereign areas of Turkey, Cyprus, Greece, 
Lebanon, Palestine, and Israel frequently compete to gain feasibility 
and security appraisals in finding the most cost-effective alternative en-
ergy supply route from the Middle East through to Europe. Since the 
viability and security of project realizations depend on the extent of 
a just and equitable resolution of the EEZ delimitation disputes, the 
situation has particularly underscored the crucial strategic position of 
Cyprus and heightened its importance within a broader power struggle 
involving global as well as regional players. In addition to potential 
windfall profits, a domestic factor amplifying the significance of new 
offshore gas exploitation is that Greek Cypriots have committed to cut 
carbon-intensive fuel-oil usage and CO2 emissions in order to avoid 
carbon taxation measures.
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3.4. Effects of European Gas Demand

Furthermore, the Arab Spring that began in 2011 emphasized the 
importance of natural gas and the power struggle over energy resources 
around the Fertile Crescent. The politically motivated unrest in the re-
gion coincided with an economic slowdown in Europe, creating diverg-
ing push and pull dimensions to inter-regional relationships24 and fur-
ther complicating negotiations surrounding the maritime delimitation 
dispute. Although difficulties remain to establish commercial viability 
of export production, successful offshore exploration activities may un-
cover higher quantities of gas in the coming years, as in the case of the 
giant Zohr field in Egypt’s EEZ, especially with the advent of shale rev-
olution. This, coupled with the strategic location of the region between 
major producers of the Middle East and demand centers of Europe, 
makes the Eastern Mediterranean a frequent target of energy import 
and export project proposals25 as well as a potential energy transit hub. 
Polarized by prolonged conflict, autocratic tendencies, and illegitimate 
sub-state actors, this complex environment actually presents a previ-
ously overlooked strategic opportunity for emergence of a sustainable 
and inclusive multilateral governance structure for Eastern Mediterra-
nean states in the long run.

4. The Regional Equation in the Eastern Mediterranean and  
 Energy Geopolitics

The New World Order of the 21st century is characterised by multi-
polar international relations involving many state and non-state actors 
with economic, social, and political interdependency. Local develop-
ment concerns, structure of economic relations, and proximity of ri-
val states sustain complex multi-party issues. Ceteris Paribus, in an 
asymmetric region characterized by constant shift of alliances, such as 
the Middle East, aspiring pre-eminent regional power centers pursue 
hegemonic goals coercing smaller entities to acquiesce to their poli-
cies.26 This enables short-term, issue-based partnerships rather than per-
manent alliances.
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On a global scale, the U.S. administration’s cautious stance to-
wards multilateralism leads to questions about American support for 
decades of trans-Atlantic economic and defense ties.27 Defense coop-
eration had been an integral part of this collaboration and underpinned 
American influence and commitment for seventy years, but the political 
worldview that liberal internationalism is obsolete undermines support 
for multilateral bodies, cripples the system that binds the U.S. to its al-
lies, and abates the role of a defense network that could otherwise help 
to raise the only superpower above its regional rivals in the Middle 
East.28 In a broader strategic context, the administration in Washington 
has suggested revising the U.S. emphasis on large multilateral institu-
tions like NATO and the UN, in preference for bilateral, transactional 
policies.29 As evidenced in official statements on NATO and American 
contribution to the war in Syria, the U.S.  prudently prefers to let allied 
groups, good or bad, take more ownership and responsibility for bur-
den-sharing in regional security. Therefore, NATO, previously a source 
of balance and stability in the region, has lost much of its credibility 
from Turkey’s perspective. In a geopolitical environment characterized 
by the realpolitik of proxy warfare, it should not come as a surprise 
that ideas such as liberalism, human rights, and responsibility to protect 
(R2P) are seconded to survival. 

Meanwhile, Russia has assumed the role of a dominant power 
player and agenda setter30 in its periphery. It has been more than a de-
cade since the president Vladimir Putin stated that the collapse of the 
U.S.S.R. was the greatest geopolitical catastrophe of the 20th century. 
His promise upon rising to presidency was to revive Russia’s status as a 
great power. Despite economic problems, as it so happens in many cas-
es, “foreign policy presents itself as a glorious terrain for injecting hope 
to a demoralized population”.31 To demonstrate its assertiveness, Russia 
has seized Crimea, waged proxy warfare in Ukraine, dispatched forces 
to Syria, strengthened its nuclear arsenal, and squeezed NATO allies 
on its periphery,32 pumping up patriotism and the president’s popularity 
at home. To fill the power vacuum, Russia has re-emerged in the East-
ern Mediterranean and expanded its political and military clout through 
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opportunities of cooperation and coercion with the aim to tip the bal-
ance of power to NATO’s disadvantage. Moscow not only deployed its 
Mediterranean fleet under the flagship carrier Admiral Kuznetsov, with 
frequent cruise missile attacks against targets in Syria, but also secured 
basing rights in South Cyprus to enable pier-side support for the fleet, 
arranged the first-ever joint naval drills with Egypt, sent ships to make 
a port call in Alexandria for only the second time since 1992,33 and 
gained access to its airspace. It has developed anti-access / area-denial 
capabilities with advanced electronic warfare assets and submarine ac-
tivity that has reached Cold War levels,34 surpassing NATO’s standing 
naval capabilities.

Yet, the U.S. officials calculate that Russia is a reactive, declining 
power and does not pose a major, long-term threat as would a rising 
China in the Pacific or would a resurgent, nuclear Iran against Israel. 
The natural trend of an overstretched, more isolationist and more en-
ergy self-sufficient U.S. is to focus limited diplomatic resources more 
on Asia.35 China’s One Belt One Road (OBOR) initiative, backed by 
strong leadership, rich currency reserves, and a ring of military out-
posts, aims to champion globalization, free-trade, and prosperity in vast 
swaths of the world. Iran, Turkey, Greece, and Russia all take part in the 
revival of the new Silk Road in various forms with important strategic 
implications for the U.S. interests in the region.

Overshadowed by great-power politics, relationships between lit-
toral states in the Mediterranean remain difficult, competitive and con-
flict-prone. Although there are economic, energy, and security interests 
shared between these countries that necessitate value-creating, con-
structive maritime negotiations the progression of multilateral talks are 
easier said than done. Regional geopolitics descended into an uneasy 
standoff as once again the Cyprus peace process failed to produce an 
agreement, throwing the prospect of unification into unknown. Unless 
both sides of the island agree on a workable, just and permanent power-
sharing structure with proper security guarantees, attempts for reuni-
fication are bound to fail. A mutually enticing opportunity of new gas 
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finds could be thought to provide an incentive to actually bring the par-
ties out of the stalemate, but challenges in exploration, transportation, 
and security emerged as major obstacles. For one, proven gas reserves 
in Greek Cypriot blocks do not yet justify a multi-billion-dollar invest-
ment proposal to build a pipeline to Europe, despite political rhetoric 
and perceptual manipulation otherwise. Also, standalone production 
and storage in an LNG liquefaction facility in South Cyprus would have 
insufficient capacity to economize on gas volumes in the Levant basin 
and have lower net returns than a pipeline through Turkey to Europe. 
Nevertheless, delineation of the course for a gas pipeline from Israel 
via Cyprus to Turkey depends on consent of both Turkish and Greek 
Cypriots. Yet, even if Cyprus is re-united, the EEZ delimitation conflict 
between the island and Turkey remains as a challenge to be resolved.

With the latest bidding round, the Greek Cypriot cabinet approved 
three offshore exploration blocks in EEZ areas 3, 6-8 and 10-11 for 
ENI, Total, Exxon and Qatar Petroleum,36 where blocks 6 and 7 over-
lap with Turkey’s continental shelf. Greek Cypriots, in violation of 
international law, undertook a unilateral, non-transitory step that risks 
irreparable prejudice and leads to a permanent physical exploitation 
without a final agreement on the maritime boundary.37 As the consor-
tium began exploration under the shadow of a French frigate, Turkey 
ordered its seismic vessel Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa, escorted by a frig-
ate and a fast-attack boat, to conduct hydrocarbon research activity in 
areas that overlap with those demarcated by the Greek Cypriot gov-
ernment and reportedly discovered gas prospect off the northeast coast 
of the island.38 When Turkey purchased an off-shore drilling platform, 
Greek Cypriots have been provocatively preparing to do an additional 
bid round for the area between Turkey and North Cyprus. Moreover, a 
Greek Cypriot contracted drilling ship Saipem 12000 that attempted to 
enter block 3 and start exploration was met by Turkey’s naval escorts 
for violating Turkish Cypriot EEZ, igniting a new regional crisis that 
quickly escalated to EU’s top agenda in its ministerial meeting. The 
next planned exploration in block 10 is reportedly to be overshadowed 
by the U.S. 6th Fleet’s presence under the guise of taking up positions 
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against Syria. It has to be said that, despite liberal displays of gunboat 
diplomacy, no shot has been fired in anger in the Mediterranean over 
contested offshore jurisdiction, at least not between Turks and Greeks.39 

Amidst this tug-of-war over EEZ rights, recent years witnessed 
another geopolitical event that would further alter regional dynamics; 
Italian gas company ENI’s discovery of a giant 850 bcm of natural gas 
reserve in Egypt’s Zohr field 120 miles ashore amounted to largest-to-
date in the Mediterranean Sea and added a new dimension to regional 
energy geopolitics. While this has led to interest in gas investment,40 
Egypt still depends on Qatari LNG imports to compensate for a domes-
tic production shortfall and is bound by international treaties to keep the 
waterway open unless the country is formally at war.41 Approximately 
one tenth of world’s LNG transits the Suez Canal, and yet, with the 
Gulf of Aqaba, these are insecure locations for gas transport, pipelines, 
and terminals. It is all the more crucial that Combined Maritime Forces 
(CMF) assure the maritime community through overt demonstration of 
presence in these elevated-risk zones for protection of critical energy 
infrastructure.

Further complicating matters, due to strained diplomatic ties with 
Turkey over the Muslim Brotherhood, Egypt angled towards closer 
interaction, cooperation, and coalition formation with Greece, South 
Cyprus and Israel to mitigate the perceived power asymmetry. The 
uniting factor between these parties to develop a position and enhance 
their partnership on energy security is to create a “common vision”, 
to increase efforts to mark out maritime zones, and to foster energy 
cooperation against Turkey’s interests. As the former president Hosnu 
Mubarak’s son crafted trade deals with Greek Cypriots, so does Sisi 
with both Greeks and Israelis. On one hand, Egypt agreed to settle arbi-
tration court rulings to compensate Israel for the interruption of exports 
in 2012; On the other hand, Noble Energy and Delek, which are part-
ners in Leviathan, agreed in early 2018 with Dolphinus to export Israeli 
gas to the Egyptian market via Jordan,42 although whether Egypt has 
spare gas storage capacity for it is still a question mark.
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The proposed East-Med pipeline was the focus of a four-party min-
isterial meeting in Nicosia on December 5th, 2017 where an Memo-
randum of Understanding (MOU) has been signed.43 Pipeline projects 
would present alternative routes to Europe over conflict-prone energy 
corridors such as Kirkuk-Ceyhan, North Africa, and Persian Gulf LNG 
supplies that face risks from regional instability. Yet, the EastMed pipe-
line initiative, which provisions 10 billion m3 per year stable upside 
volume, faces market off-take risk and price-risk in project financing 
even by the optimistic realization timeline of 2025, let alone the enor-
mous engineering challenge to build a deep-water gas transport pipe-
line over 1500 km of distance and uneven seabed.44 The time window 
is short as alternative suppliers from the U.S. to Africa and Australia 
place downward price pressure in a low-demand market and undermine 
profitability of new underwater pipeline projects. Plus, mapping out an 
intergovernmental agreement to create the necessary political stability 
and determine maritime jurisdictions within the present security con-
text is a challenge.45 To its detriment, LNG’s share increases against 
long-distance pipelines in global gas trade and is expected to reach 1.15 
trillion m3 per year by 2040.46 

In early 2018, ENI further announced discovery of a promising gas 
deposit called “Calypso” in block 6, estimated to match “Aphrodite” 
field’s production capacity in block 12, that together in theory could 
feed an East-Med pipeline if also joined by Israelis. Nevertheless, un-
less the new round of exploratory drills reveal significant quantities in 
block 10, the only feasible way, other than Turkey, to commercially 
transport extracts from the Greek Cypriot blocks 12 and 6 are through 
a direct pipeline to Egypt’s LNG plants.47 Even this second option has 
security, market reach and capacity risks. Egypt already plans to export 
20 billion m3 on average per year of its own gas during the peak produc-
tion phase between years 2022-203548 and only so via LNG terminals; 
it’s not looking to participate in the East-Med project. Also, coalitional 
arrangements in the EEZ dispute depict deal-making behaviour within 
a difficult economic and political climate and are inherently voluntary 
and unstable. Although, the Southern Gas Corridor from Azerbaijan to 
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Europe over Turkey is the most effective option for gas exports,49 the 
export route that receives approval to proceed first, and not necessarily 
on rational terms, may likely set the pattern for Levant basin’s develop-
ment.50

5. Confronting Current Security Challenges in the Eastern  
 Mediterranean

Despite the deadlock in the EEZ dispute, it would be unrealistic 
to assume that littoral states will give up their long-term interests over 
the Eastern Mediterranean by fait accompli. There is not going to be 
a “peace pipeline” that would resolve long-standing disputes with the 
touch of a button. Politics takes the lead and economics follows. How-
ever, cooperation, shared values and commercial interests could help 
rapprochement. Management of conflict and peaceful resolution of dis-
putes are by vast majority done through bilateral negotiations. Only if 
all mechanisms of peaceful settlement are exhausted, then under the 
authority of UN Charter, Article 36:3, parties should submit a legal 
dispute to arbitration bodies as a last resort.51 But law presumes the 
preexistence of a disposition to abide by it, as evidenced by the cases 
reviewed.52

Although South Cyprus is a signatory to the United Nations Con-
vention on Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) treaty, Turkey, Israel, and Syria 
are not, and naturally UNCLOS is not binding to non-parties of the 
treaty. Based on the principle of ius tertii, it is a contractual law gov-
erned by the Vienna Convention on Law of Treaties that is not legally 
enforceable through compulsory binding procedures against a state 
that declines to sign and ratify it.53 Nevertheless, nothing may prevent 
Greek Cypriots, for instance, to make unconscionable claims on mari-
time limits under the customary international law. Even though Turkey 
is not in a position to become a “rules-setter” in the Eastern Mediter-
ranean,54 it should reject any tacit acceptance or acquiescence to a par-
ticular maritime delimitation imposed by other parties, in order to avoid 
being bound to it as a custom in the future.55 
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At the crux of the problem is that South Cyprus, Greece, and Tur-
key are unlikely to agree on the interpretation of the treaty regarding the 
EEZ delimitation over an area covering approximately 210.000 km2. 
Due to diplomatic non-recognition issue they lack powerful mecha-
nisms to reach a binding mutual consent in order to formally refer to 
the jurisdiction of arbitration bodies. This legal uncertainty is similar 
to the case of unsettled counter-claims over the extent of EEZs be-
tween Lebanon and Israel over 850 km2 to which lack of diplomatic 
recognition poses a major obstacle. Seismic research and a study of 
geological formations indicate that the northeast part of Levant basin 
covered by the Lebanese EEZs has the highest hydrocarbon reserve 
potential.56 It is not a coincidence that Iran, Israel, and Saudi Arabia are 
embroiled in a bitter confrontation to control Lebanon that culminated 
in a political crisis and the initial chaos over the Prime Minister Saad 
Hariri’s position. The U.S. has tried to intervene and broker a relation-
ship between the two countries without much success, although little 
hope remains on both sides that conflict over the disputed area can be 
resolved through dialogue and mediation.57 Three out of five offshore 
blocks on offer by Lebanon are disputed with Israel.58 As the first bid-
ding round for offshore drilling blocks 4 and 9 attracted the expected 
level of interest from Russian Novatek,  Italian ENI, and French Total, 
both parties to the dispute should see a benefit to avoid escalation that 
will otherwise deter potential investors to the field. While Lebanon is 
optimistic to court international support to protect its maritime borders, 
Israel would certainly want to wait and see the results of test drills in 
Lebanese exploration blocks before taking a precipitated action on the 
border dispute. Total and ENI plan to launch their first exploration well 
in block 4 by the end of 2019, with a second bid round scheduled to be 
offered in Q4 2019.59

It seems a far possibility that a military confrontation will ensue 
in reaction to unilateral proclamation of 200-mile wide EEZs in the 
Mediterranean. Counter-moves will probably take the form of a care-
fully measured tit-for-tat reprisal or coercive diplomacy to demonstrate 
resolution and to emphasize the credibility of determination to protect 
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each party’s maritime interests.60 This may be coupled with an accom-
modative approach to leave a way out of the quarrel for all sides to 
avoid unwanted escalation and mitigate the danger of mutual commit-
ment, as experienced in resolution of past crises over disputed sover-
eignty of continental shelves and islets between Turkey and Greece in 
the Aegean Sea. 

In this tense geopolitical setting, a greater role should be entrusted 
to regional bodies with geographical affinity to the conflict zones to 
manage the crisis.61 NATO was a source of hope until recent tensions 
between the U.S. and Turkey regarding regional issues faded the in-
fluence of the alliance and, besides, undermined respectability of the 
UNSC. NATO should develop more unity, resilience, and deterrence 
in the face of its increasingly fragile southern flank, reconcile different 
schools of thought of its member states and address emerging threats 
more effectively.62 On the other hand, to counter-balance the Euro-
Atlantic block’s influence over the region and avoid the “groupthink”, 
Turkey should continue to engage all stakeholders and invent options 
for mutual gain, especially with Russia, Iran, and Iraq. These guarantor 
powers in the Syrian war have taken positive concreate steps towards 
stabilization, de-confliction, and creation of safe zones. Such pre-emp-
tive security measures that sustain conflict transformation, regional se-
curity, and constructive cooperation should extend to cover the wider 
region. 

For hydrocarbon exploitation, a consensus on de-emphasizing ter-
ritorial sovereign rights for the benefit of a greater common cause could 
help to unlock the dispute. Parties may offer a menu of pie-expanding 
gestures in order to build bridges such as Track II diplomacy talks and 
cross visits through Chambers of Commerce and Industry. Technology-
sharing, private sector partnership, and creation of a provisional Joint 
Development Area (JDA) could partly satisfy the EEZ claims of both 
parties, apportionment of benefits being the most delicate aspect.63 The 
World Bank could be a possible lender of finance for an underwater 
pipeline project from Cyprus to Turkey via Israel. This arrangement has 
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been demonstrated to be helpful in other cases where all windfall rev-
enues were deposited in an offshore escrow account, a certain portion 
of which was required to be used for joint development purposes.64 The 
existence of a maritime boundary dispute does not necessarily prohibit 
the exploitation of energy resources that are located in the contested 
area.65

6. Conclusion

In the unpredictable new world order of kaleidoscopically shift-
ing rivalries, security and strategic interests are at the forefront. Hydro-
carbon insecurity widens existing stand-offs and undermines efforts to 
foster regional cooperation, for which regrettably there is no short-term, 
quick-fix solution in sight. International institutions should evolve to 
organize around a more inclusive structure in order to mitigate nega-
tive impacts of asymmetric power relations, help welfare growth in 
disadvantaged nations, and more effectively deal with contemporary 
conflicts. Strong, decisive measures by the UN and NATO may re-es-
tablish lost trust in international organizations. In the long run, efforts to 
raise public awareness on environmental protection, multilateral trade, 
and regional cooperation may re-establish a culture of tolerance and 
respect. It is through economic interdependence and accommodation 
of different traditions, values, and contributions that peaceful co-exis-
tence may be possible. Therefore, it is important to coordinate common 
policies, duties, and responsibilities as well as claim sovereign rights 
on particular areas on high seas. The key guiding principle to resolve 
maritime disputes should be to avoid brinkmanship during the process 
and to draw conflicting parties into a multilateral consensus under the 
principle of friendly co-existence. All parties should keep the channels 
open for discussion to overcome frictions on long-entrenched opposing 
views on sea rights. This would ensure maximum utilisation of oppor-
tunities for offshore energy exploitation in a limited time window by 
picking the most commercially viable option to reach consumer mar-
kets.
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