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ABSTRACT The Eastern Mediterranean region has recently emerged as one of
the pivotal foci of international affairs due to its considerable natural gas
reserves. The region has become a point of intersection for surrounding
countries and external actors, as well as major energy market players.
The main challenge associated with Eastern Mediterranean natural gas
is the position of the reserves in the Mediterranean Sea and the resulting
ownership problem among its littoral states, while the de facto division of,
and disputes over, the island of Cyprus is closely connected to the issue.
Hence, the debates involve two key questions: (1) which countries have
ownership rights, and (2) which countries will be the natural gas transit
countries. This article examines the standpoints of Turkey and the other
actors involved in the game in the Eastern Mediterranean. The positions
are presented with a focus on how different actors interpret current developments, perceive threats, and formulate their reactions.

Introduction

T

oday’s understanding of the concept of energy security relies on a more
structured framework, as compared to that of previous decades. Following
its emergence in the aftermath of the 1970s oil crises, the understanding of
energy security was mainly centered around the concerns about security of supply, more specifically the impact of price on the.1 Like many other commodities
in the world, there was greater interest in energy security when energy prices
were high, and less when they were low, such as the period from the late 1980s to
the late 1990s. Nevertheless, the limited availability of fossil fuel reserves, especially oil, and later, natural gas, and their concentration in areas such as the Middle East, Africa, and Russia; has triggered a high level of dependency on these
regions for both developed and developing countries lacking sufficient reserves,
thus jeopardizing their security of supply. The geopolitical changes in the world
after the end of the Cold War broadened the concept of energy security, such
that explaining it only in terms of the security of supply is no longer adequate.
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Increasing uncertainty in energy-producing countries and regions and the
growing risk of terrorism brought the issue of energy infrastructure safety

Insight Turkey
Vol. 21 / No. 4 /
2019, pp. 115-134

DOI: 10.25253/99.2019214.07

2019 Fall

115

ARTICLE MEHMET EFE BİRESSELİOĞLU

With its considerable natural
gas reserves, the Eastern
Mediterranean region has
recently emerged as one of the
pivotal foci of international
affairs with the convergence
of political, economic, and
geostrategic dynamics

into the matrix. As demonstrated
by previous research evaluating the
nature of terrorist attacks on energy
infrastructure, the world has experienced almost 5,000 such terrorist
attacks in more than 90 countries
since the 1970s.2

A further concern that deserves attention is the impact of emerging
economies such as China, India,
Brazil, and Russia, and fast-growing economies such as Turkey, Indonesia, Mexico, and South Korea on global
demand. Like developed economies, these countries are highly dependent on
energy supply, particularly fossil fuels. In comparison to low-income economies, where more than 50 percent of total energy is consumed by households,
the emerging and fast-growing economies have higher shares of industrial
consumption, translating into massive energy demand.3 Hence, the increasing demand arising from such countries also poses a threat to contemporary
global energy security, highlighting the role of energy demand against security
of supply.
Another significant component of energy security emanates from geopolitical
rivalries and risks. As argued by the present author,4 global geopolitics is rapidly shifting due to economic and political crises and conflicts at the national,
regional, and global levels, mainly arising from power politics. However, one
can no longer limit the dynamics of power politics to the classical understanding of realpolitik, which is the result of the anarchical international system. Today, it is no longer plausible to argue that power politics involves only, or even
mainly, states. It is important to consider other stakeholders, for instance, energy corporations such as Chevron, BP, Gazprom, Eni, and Shell; international
organizations such as the International Energy Agency (IEA), the Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC), and the International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA); and international regimes and institutions that
regulate energy markets and trade and determine environmental standards,
such as the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the World Trade Organization (WTO), and the Energy Charter Treaty.
The involvement of non-state stakeholders makes power politics more complex and changeable, creating greater geopolitical risks and involving many
diverse interests.5

Nor should the contemporary approach to energy security ignore environmental concerns, especially considering the climate change and global warming now being experienced globally.6 As argued by many, the environmental
116 Insight Turkey

CLASHING INTERESTS IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN: WHAT ABOUT TURKEY?

challenges that we are experiencing today are the result of record levels of fossil
fuel consumption. Despite all efforts to reduce it, the share of fossil fuels in
global energy consumption in 2018 was 85 percent.7 Efforts to decrease the
share of fossil fuels, stemming from a growing awareness of environmental
issues, began in the 1990s with the signing of the Kyoto Protocol, led by European countries. Although frequently criticized, the Kyoto Protocol was an
important first step, leading eventually to the Paris Agreement of today. The
main target of these agreements is simply to decrease the current level of carbon emissions, caused mainly by fossil fuel consumption.8
As a result, previous definitions of the energy security concept, such as the
IEA’s, which consider only availability and price, are no longer sufficient to
address contemporary challenges.9 Conversely, the European Commission’s
conceptualization, encompassing all political, economic, security, environmental, and socio-demographic factors, concisely addresses all challenges:
“[the] strategy for energy supply security must be geared to ensuring, for the
well-being of its citizens and the proper functioning of the economy, the uninterrupted physical availability of energy products on the market, at a price
which is affordable for all consumers, while respecting environmental concerns and looking towards sustainable development.”10

Growing Global Interest in Natural Gas: The Energy Security
Perspective
As mentioned in the preceding section, high dependency levels and the increasing global pressure related to environmental concerns have led countries
to prioritize increasing alternative energy sources in their energy mix to replace oil and coal. At this point, natural gas emerged as a strong alternative, as
an efficient and reliable source less harmful to the environment.11 Low natural
gas prices, especially in the 1990s and early 2000s, allowed its wider spread
among consumer countries. Today, natural gas accounts for 24 percent of
global energy consumption, the third highest share following oil and coal.12
Global consumption has almost doubled in three decades from 1,948 bcm in
1990 to 3,848 bcm in 2018.13 Initially, the main demand originated from OECD
countries such as the United States (U.S.), Germany, Turkey, Italy, and South
Korea; however, today, due to issues such as air pollution, high levels of economic growth, and increasing energy needs, many non-OECD countries are
also consuming higher levels. For instance, China’s natural gas consumption
has increased almost six-fold in only 13 years, from 47 bcm in 2005 to 283 bcm
in 2018. Today, the U.S. is the leading producer, accounting for 21.5 percent of
global production, followed by Russia, Iran, and Qatar accounting for 17 percent, 6 percent, and 4.5 percent, respectively. In terms of exports, Russia is the
main exporter of piped gas and Qatar is the main exporter of liquefied natural
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The main challenge associated
with the Eastern Mediterranean
natural gas is the position
of the reserves in the
Mediterranean Sea and the
consequent ownership problem
among its littoral states

gas (LNG), accounting for 223 bcm
and 105 bcm, respectively.14

Natural gas is rapidly increasing in
terms of demand and production,
but its transportation is more difficult compared to other fossil fuels.
Currently, there are only two feasible transportation methods: via
pipelines or by transporting LNG
by vessels.15 Both require significant
infrastructure or equipment investments, which few countries and energy
companies can afford. There are also several challenges to natural gas supply,
such as the increase in global demand, unstable prices, lack of diversification,
dependence on a single supplier, as well as political, legal, and economic problems in both producing regions and transit countries.16 As a result, there is
intense rivalry over the world’s tapped and untapped natural gas resources.
With its considerable natural gas reserves, the Eastern Mediterranean region
has recently emerged as one of the pivotal foci of international affairs with the
convergence of political, economic, and geostrategic dynamics. The region has
become the point of intersection for regional actors such as Turkey, Greece,
Israel, and Egypt; major energy market players such as BP, ENI, Total, and
Exxon; and countries in need of energy supply, such as EU member countries
and Turkey.
The main challenge associated with the Eastern Mediterranean natural gas
is the position of the reserves in the Mediterranean Sea and the consequent
ownership problem among its littoral states. This problem becomes even more
critical when one considers the de facto division of, and dispute over, the island of Cyprus. At this point, there are two key issues: (1) which countries
have ownership rights, and (2) which countries will be the natural gas transit
countries. The countries that are able to control the production and exports
are most likely to wield the greatest influence, both in the region and globally.

Power Politics in the Eastern Mediterranean
Although the littoral states in the Eastern Mediterranean seek to achieve their
targets through the pursuit of their national interests, which include the ownership, exploration, exploitation, and transportation of the resources, they
have also created a common institutionalized formation, establishing Eastern
Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF) as a first step. This institutionalized framework is planned to be centered around geopolitical interests, joint economic
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and trade benefits, and the energy security of the parties involved – Egypt,
Greece, the Greek Cypriot Administration (GCA), Israel, Jordan, and Italy at
the state level, excluding Turkey and the the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), and including the support of the EU and U.S.17 The next step is
to elevate the EMGF to an international organization and to extend it through
the formation of partnerships with the energy industry.
Among developments that may have contributed the establishment of the
EMGF are (1) the gas export agreement between Egypt and Israel, (2) the trilateral meeting between the GCA, Greece, and Egypt in Crete, (3) the increasing Turkish drilling activities in the region, (4) the strengthening of the strategic relationship between Israel and the U.S., (5) the EU’s support to its member
states of Greece and the GCA, and (6) the involvement of American and Italian
energy companies in drilling activities in the region.

Turkey’s second
drilling ship ‘Yavuz’
heads towards the
Mediterranean Sea
in Kocaeli’s Dilovası
district before
beginning its
operations on June
20, 2019.
TAHİR TURAN EROĞLU
AA Photo

Several developments led to the exclusion of Turkey, Lebanon, and Syria from
the matrix. The first involves the increasing trilateral cooperation between the
GCA, Greece, and Israel following the Greek economic crisis, and the ongoing
challenges between Turkey and Israel. The second significant factor has to do
with the ongoing disputes between Turkey and the GCA, and Israel and Lebanon regarding natural gas fields. The third is the current Syrian conflict.18
Excluding Turkey from the formation of the forum shifted the tendencies of
the previously cooperative states in the region toward undermining or taking
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a position against Turkey’s interests. For instance, the joint talks between Turkey and Israel to construct an economically viable pipeline through Turkey no
longer continue. Instead, the EastMed gas pipeline project aiming to export gas
to European countries via Crete is under discussion. Compared to the former,
the latter is not economically or technically viable. However, it is supported by
Israel and the GCA due their clashing interests with Turkey and the TRNC concerning the de facto partition of the island and Israel’s long-standing ties with
the GCA.19 The institutional mechanism established through the EMGF acts as
a facilitator in this direction, enhancing communication channels between Israel and the GCA, as well as other stake-holding producer and consumer states.
The tendency of Egypt, Greece, the GCA, Israel, Jordan, and Italy to bypass
Turkey in the Eastern Mediterranean through East-Med can be explained
by the Institutionalist Theory in International Relations on the basis of the
transformational model suggested by Dessler.20 This model argues that international norms shape the international system. Firstly, the existing set of rules
is set forth in order to create a common basis and define the standpoints of
the parties involved. This framework is then utilized to support prospective
actions. Finally, as a consequence of the actions taken, either the existing rules
are altered or new rules are developed.
Within this framework, Turkey’s initial inclusion in the regional energy scenario as a location for possible natural gas export routes and pipeline projects,
and its subsequent exclusion can be explained by the transformational model
of Institutionalism. Furthermore, the realpolitik approach also identifies the
littoral states’ orientation to pursue their national interests within international structures. In this sense, the realpolitik approach explains how the GCA
garners support from the EU and tries to justify its claims over the entire island
of Cyprus.
Turkey’s position demonstrates the other side of the coin. Its approach consists of working through its bilateral relations with the states in the region. The
de facto partition of Cyprus and the unilateral non-recognition of the TRNC
are the key issues behind the disputes on Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ),
ownership problems and the exclusion of Turkey and the TRNC from the institutional framework that has been set by the EMGF parties, the U.S., and the
EU. Therefore, Turkey’s approach appears to follow another ontological model;
i.e., it is more positional then transformational. As Dessler argues,21 the positional model involves three sequential phases: (1) action, (2) interaction, and
(3) results. In the case of Turkey, this involves a reaction and its consequential
results, such as the ongoing explorations.
This study traces the phases of the process induced by the positional model
implemented by both Turkey and the TRNC, with consideration of the trans120 Insight Turkey
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formational model that followed by the opposing
camp. This will be done through an examination of
the statements and counter-statements from both
sides. Therefore, this study identifies the standpoints The gas discoveries
of Turkey and other actors involved in the game in failed to create the
the Eastern Mediterranean, considering their rights
over the ownership of the reserves and their exports. hoped-for regional
Turkey’s position is presented within a conceptual cooperation;
framework, utilizing statements of the two camps
instead, tensions in
about how the parties interpret the current developments pertaining to Turkey in the region, and the region further
how they perceive threats and reciprocal reactions increased
concerning the existing strategic moves. Discourse
analysis is applied to the statements from both camps, which were compiled
from news agencies, press statements and interviews with experts and academics. The analysis cites quotations from public statements of government
officials and diplomats to compare the different perceptions and conceptualizations of the different parties, including Turkish diplomats and experts, and
representatives from other involved actors.

Energy Profiles of Eastern Mediterranean Countries
The countries in the Eastern Mediterranean are undergoing a series of changes
in their energy landscapes. While the population of this region and its economic development are expected to further increase its energy demand in the
following decades, the lack of sufficient energy resources poses a threat for the
future.22 The discovery of large hydrocarbon resources in the offshore Eastern
Mediterranean has a significant potential to alter the situation and remove this
threat. Hydrocarbon resource exploration and drilling activities mean that the
region is likely to become an energy hub in the next decades.23
The development of the hydrocarbon sector in the Eastern Mediterranean
dates back 80 years, but the currently limited global natural gas reserves have
only recently begun to attract the attention of state actors to this region, which
is rich in hydrocarbon resources, particularly in natural gas reserves.24 The
Eastern Mediterranean has become a focus of interest with respect to access to
energy reserves and control of pipelines in the region. Since 2009, a series of
natural gas discoveries in the region began an era of exploration and drilling
led by BP, ENI, Exxon, and Total.
Discoveries of large natural gas reserves in the region started in Israel in 2005,
followed by discoveries around Cyprus in 2011, and finally in Egypt in 2015.
This decade significantly altered the regional energy landscape of the littoral
2019 Fall

121

ARTICLE MEHMET EFE BİRESSELİOĞLU

The 6th Trilateral
Summit Meeting
was held in West
Jerusalem on March
20, 2019 between
Israel, Greece, and
the Greek Cypriot
Administration
who are aiming
to bypass Turkey’s
rights in the Eastern
Mediterranean. The
U.S. Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo
visiting Israel
also attended the
meeting.
AMOS BEN GERSHOM /
AA Photo

states, and influenced the political relations between these states and international organizations such as the European Union and NATO. These discoveries caused a prominent increase in both the energy production and consumption of the littoral states, which were inevitably involved in the construction
of new routes to export the surplus. Moreover, from a diplomatic perspective,
these discoveries encouraged cooperation among the littoral states for the sake
of a strategic energy partnership.25 The regional scenario included not only
the partnership of countries such Lebanon, Syria, the Palestinian Territories,
Israel, Greece, the GCA, Turkey, and Egypt as littoral states, but also the U.S.
as an external actor.26 However, contrary to optimistic expectations, these discoveries also created particular concerns, such as issues of drilling rights due
to disputes over ownership of the continental shelf, the selection of export
routes, and the challenges of regional disputes. Accordingly, Turkey emerged
as one of the countries deeply affected by these negative concerns in the Eastern Mediterranean.
There are eight major basins in the Eastern Mediterranean: Cyprus, Eratosthenes High, Latakia, Levant, Judea, Nile Delta, Western Arabian province, and
Zagros province.27 Among these, the Levant basin belonging to Israel is the
most important field in terms of proven natural gas reserves. The first discovery was in Noa field in 1999, followed by explorations in the Mari-B field in
2000. The further discoveries in Dalit and Tamar in 2009, Leviathan in 2010,
and Aphrodite and Tanin in 2011, proved the region’s great potential for offshore energy production, particularly for natural gas.28 The Tamar and Leviathan gas fields were the largest regional offshore discoveries with nearly 320
bcm and 600 bcm of natural gas, respectively.29
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The divided status of Cyprus is the main
cause of controversy in the natural gas
exploration activities around the island
The discovery of rich natural gas reserves in the Levant basin encouraged
exploration and drilling activities by other countries. The GCA extended exploration activities in 2011 to the offshore territory, where approximately 180
bcm of gas was discovered.30 In a unilateral decision by the GCA, the exploration and drilling fields near the island of Cyprus were divided into 13 blocks,
in which drilling activity was undertaken by companies such as Eni, Total,
EXXON Mobil, Shell, Noble Energy, Qatar Petroleum, Delek Group, and Kogas.31 The two most prominent gas discoveries were in Block 12 of the Aphrodite field and Aphrodite-2, which is located on the Israeli side of the maritime
boundary with the island of Cyprus.
Following the exploration activities in Israel and the GCA, the large gas reserves discovered in Egypt in 2015 enabled Egypt to become a natural gas
exporter. Egypt had experienced a serious decline in natural gas production,
from a peak of 5.8 bcf per day in 2009 to 3.9 bcf per day in 2016,32 but a series
of offshore natural gas exploration activities off the Egyptian coast changed
the country’s energy outlook. The West Nile Delta, Nooros, Atoll, and Zohr
fields were the major areas for exploration activities. The Zhor gas field was
the most prominent discovery in Egypt at this time, holding approximately
850 bcm of gas, making it the largest natural gas reserve in the Mediterranean. It provided an opportunity for Egypt to free itself from dependence on
LNG imports, and increase its export volume.33 Thus, Egypt’s progress in gas
exploration activities overtook those of Israel and the GCA. Moreover, the
recent discovery in the Nile Delta area –with an estimated production of 20
million cubic feet per day– strengthened Egypt’s position toward as a net gas
exporter.34
However, the gas discoveries failed to create the hoped-for regional cooperation; instead, tensions in the region further increased. The main factors causing the rise in tensions are geopolitical conflicts, the economic and commercial interests of the littoral states, increasing energy demand, the shift in supply
and demand balance, the threat of terrorism, and political problems.35 In short,
there are four classes of disputes in the region: territorial, geopolitical, economic, and social.
Among these disputes and tensions, those that involve Turkey includes continental shelf, Turkey’s attempt to dispatch a second drilling ship to the TRNC,
the potential sanctions on Turkey planned by the EU due to its activities in
the region, Turkey’s purchase of the S-400 air and missile defense system from
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Russia, Turkey’s intervention to block the Italian company Eni in the Mediterranean, the creation of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, and the U.S.
Committee delegated to report on Turkey’s drilling activities in the Eastern
Mediterranean.

Turkey’s Position in the Eastern Mediterranean
Although Turkey does not possess significant oil and gas resources,36 it has
an increasing strategic importance as a major energy transit country, with
pipeline projects such as the Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan Pipeline, the Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum Pipeline, the Trans Anatolian Pipeline (TANAP), Blue Stream, the
Tabriz-Erzurum Pipeline, the Kirkuk-Yumurtalık Pipeline, the Turkey-Greece
Interconnector, and the incomplete Turkish Stream.37 Meanwhile, strong opposition from involved and interested parties in the region hinders Turkey’s
efforts in gas exploration and drilling.
The divided status of Cyprus is the main cause of controversy in the natural gas
exploration activities around the island. While the TRNC, which was established in 1983, has been recognized by Turkey alone, the international recognition of the GCA enables it to conduct unilateral drilling activities, violating
Turkey’s continental shelf in Blocks 1, 4, 5, 6, and 7. Thus, the overlapping interests of regional neighbors and organizations create jurisdictional concerns
for offshore oil and gas drilling. The EEZ proposed by Greece and the GCA
and the continental shelf argument proposed by Turkey are not aligned. This
stems from the fact that Turkey is not a signatory of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Seas (UNCLOS), whereas Greece and the GCA are.38
Turkey bases its position primarily on the principles of agreement, equitable
solution, and provisional arrangements as referenced in articles 74 and 83 of
the UNCLOS, pertaining to EEZ and Continental Shelf respectively. Turkey
also claims that “the delimitation of [the] continental shelf in a semi-enclosed
sea like the Mediterranean should be effected by agreement respecting [the]
rights and interests of the countries concerned under international law, both
customary and case-law,” and “… of the legal opinion that the Island of Cyprus
in the west and the Greek Islands in the area including Castellorizo cannot
generate full EEZ/CS under international law as they distort the equitable delimitation.” 39
Some politicians as well as the mainstream press in the West overwhelmingly
portray Turkey’s drilling and exploration activities as a violation of the GCA’s
EEZ. This perspective reinforces the efforts to exclude Turkey through restrictions and to halt its activities by threats of sanctions. Turkish officials and
experts, on the other hand, claim that the attempts to restrict Turkey’s activities in the Eastern Mediterranean are unjustified, and are aimed at prevent124 Insight Turkey
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ing Turkish Cypriots from utilizing the The problems and tensions
island’s natural resources. Turkey also
asserts that its activities in the region are regarding the maritime
aimed to “exercise its sovereign rights.” boundaries in the Eastern
Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, the Minister of ForMediterranean require the
eign Affairs, has opposed the claims of
the Greek Cypriots: “Turkey does not establishment of a legal
recognize the unilateral and illegitimate framework to regulate the
exclusive economic zone claims of the
Greek Cypriots.”40 Similarly, Fatih Dön- exploration of hydrocarbon
mez, the Minister of Energy and Natu- resources
ral Resources, has stressed that Turkey
would maintain its activities and operations on its continental shelf: “Turkey
will continue its operations in areas where the TRNC has licensed the Turkish
Petroleum Corporation.”41
Accordingly, Turkey’s first drilling vessel Fatih started to conduct natural gas
exploration activities on the Turkish continental shelf near the island of Cyprus, in the vicinity of Blocks 1 and 6. These activities have created disputes
at the international level. The GCA unilaterally claims that the area is their
EEZ and under their control, implying that the island’s entire coastline belongs
to the GCA. Contrary to these claims, however, the supposed EEZ is not in
fact among the areas unilaterally licensed by Nicosia for gas exploration and
drilling activities. Following this logic, Turkey launched a second ship, Yavuz,
to operate in the Eastern part of Cyprus. As the dispute grew, the U.S., as an
international actor, became more involved. U.S. State Department Spokesperson Morgan Ortagus stated: “The U.S. remains deeply concerned by Turkey’s
repeated attempts to conduct drilling operations… This provocative step raises
tensions in the region… We urge Turkish authorities to halt these operations…
We continue to believe the island’s oil and gas resources should be equitably
shared between both communities.42
These developments caused Greece to call on the European Council to warn
Turkey to restrict its activities. Alexis Tsipras, the then Greek Prime Minister, made the following declared: “[The] European Council should examine
specific measures against those involved in these illegal activities… if Turkey
insists on violating international law.”43 French President Emmanuel Macron
supported the sovereign prerogative of the GCA in offshore drilling for gas
and regards Turkey’s activities as illegal: “Turkey must stop its illegal activities
in Cyprus’ exclusive economic zone… The Greek Cypriots are the internationally recognized government of the island.”44 Similarly, Jeremy Hunt, the former
British Foreign Minister, argued that the right to income from the production
of hydrocarbons belongs to the Greek Cypriots: “All parties must demonstrate
prudence and restraint to Greek Cypriots on this issue.”45
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Turkey’s increasing energy
demand and dependency
on Russian gas mean that
the search for alternatives to
diversify its energy resources
is inevitable

Nevertheless, Turkey’s attitude shows
no signs of retreat from its decisive
position. President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan pertinaciously defended Turkey’s exploration activities in the
Eastern Mediterranean with its two
drilling ships, stating “Turkey does not
have any intention to violate the rights
of any parties to work in the region…
Turkey takes steps to defend the rights of Turkish Cypriots… The residents
living on the island of Cyprus as a whole have a right to have a say on these
areas.”46 Energy Minister Dönmez stated: “Those trying to push Turkey out of
[the] energy equation in [the] Eastern Mediterranean are aware that there is
no realistic solution without Turkey.”47 Similarly, Melih Han Bilgin, General
Manager of Turkish Petroleum indicated: “We have no hesitation in carrying out our work in areas licensed to us by the Republic of Turkey… or in
licensed zones transferred to our institution by the TRNC.”48 Mustafa Akıncı,
the President of the TRNC, also expressed his opinions regarding the disputes on natural gas drilling activities around the island and the rights of the
Turkish Cypriots. He underlined that both the TRNC and Turkey hoped to
find a solution to the problems experienced on the island of Cyprus through
bilateral negotiations, stating: “The TRNC will definitely continue to defend its rights in the Eastern Mediterranean together with the Republic of
Turkey… The TRNC is actually ready to do whatever necessary to show its
determination.”49

The problems and tensions regarding the maritime boundaries in the Eastern
Mediterranean require the establishment of a legal framework to regulate the
exploration of hydrocarbon resources. However, the lack of a clear agreement
in the delimitation of the EEZ prevents an understanding between regional
actors.50 As a result, Cyprus has become a predicament for the two communities living on the island and for the state actors participating in gas exploration
activities. For instance, when the drilling ship of the Italian company Eni was
obstructed by Turkish warships near Cyprus, Nicos Anastasiades, President
of the GCA, declared that Turkey had “violated international law by blocking the ship” and the GCA government would “take necessary steps” in response.51 On the other hand, the Turkish government stated that the ship was
blocked because its area of operation was within Turkey’s or the TRNC’s zone
of authority. Çavuşoğlu stated: “[The] Greek Cypriots are jeopardizing security
and stability in the region with their claims.”52 In the same direction, İbrahim
Kalın, Presidential Spokesperson, criticized the attitude of the GCA: “Turkey
strongly rejects the fait accompli policy of the GCA in [the] Eastern Mediterranean… Turkey will continue to advocate [for] the rights of Turkish Cypriots
in the region.”53
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Transit Options
Another controversial issue concerns the transfer of surplus gas to Europe.
Three different potential gas projects are proposed: an LNG terminal in the
GCA, an offshore pipeline to mainland Greece, and a sub-sea pipeline from
Israel to Turkey. The first of these, the construction of an LNG terminal at
Vassilikos, was halted due to political disputes between Turkey and the GCA.
The second option is the construction of an offshore pipeline, EastMed, from
Israel through Cyprus, Crete and the mainland Greece, bypassing Turkey. Two
possible routes have been considered: one with 1,200 km offshore and 500 km
onshore length (connecting Greece and Italy), and the other with 1,550 km
offshore and 20 km onshore (connecting Greece and Bulgaria). The EastMed
pipeline project could increase the security of supply for Europe, and bring
Greece economic benefits as well as energy technology know-how. However,
it is also predicted to further exacerbate the serious continental shelf territory
dispute between Greece and Turkey.

Turkish naval ships
are seen during
Denizkurdu (Sea
Wolf) military
exercises with top
commanders of
the Turkish Armed
Forces attending
in the Aegean Sea
offshore of Muğla,
Turkey on May 23,
2017.
AHMET İZGİ /
AA Photo

The final option to export gas surplus from the region to Europe is to construct
a 500-km sub-sea pipeline from the Israeli offshore gas fields to Ceyhan, Turkey. However, new discoveries in the Aphrodite field off the southern coast of
Cyprus changed the calculations in favor of the EastMed gas pipeline project,
which was approved despite its higher cost.54 Among the causes for abandoning the Israel-to-Turkey pipeline is Turkey’s continuous support for the Pal2019 Fall
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estinians’ struggle for independence, which raised the tension between these
two countries. Meanwhile, Israel’s decision to export its surplus natural gas to
Europe through the GCA has been perceived by Turkey as a strategic move to
undermine Turkey. TRNC President Akıncı also responded to the projected
bypass of Turkey, stating, “[The] EastMed pipeline is not a peaceful route… A
more economic, rational and peaceful solution that will contribute to regional
peace should be preferred… Otherwise, this attempt will only serve to the permanent division of Cyprus.”55

The Risk of Exclusion and Sanctions
Turkey’s drilling and exploration activities in the Eastern Mediterranean are
perceived by regional actors and supranational organizations as illegal. The
envisaged outcome is that these activities are bound to damage Turkey’s relations with its neighbors, particularly with the EU. In this respect, the European Council supports Greece in the dispute over the demarcation of the
continental shelf and the EEZ, and calls on Turkey to restrain its activities in
the region. Donald Tusk, the former president of the European Council, argued that the European Council had the responsibility to support the GCA: “I
expect the European Council to confirm its full solidarity with Cyprus… and
its readiness to respond appropriately.”56 Turkey is also threatened by other regional powers with prospective sanctions. Senior EU officials have been evaluating the possibilities regarding these sanctions: “One option was to end talks
with Turkey over extending a customs union… Another option is suspending
Turkey’s status as an official candidate to become a member of the European
Union.”57
As a response, Turkish officials have announced that Turkey would not recognize the unilateral agreements violating Turkey’s rights and sovereignty in the
region. Energy Minister Dönmez, believing that any such agreements attempt
to deny the rights of Turkey and Turkish Cypriots, stated, “Unilateral agreements made between [the] island of Cyprus and the regional countries had no
legal validity.”58 Similarly, Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu indicated that it was impossible for Turkey to accept third parties taking the role of the international
court in identifying maritime boundaries.59
Turkey risks the imposition of sanctions from other countries as well as international organizations, and, as noted above, has been excluded from the
Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, which was established by the Energy Ministers of Israel, Italy, the Palestinian Authority, the GCA, Egypt, Jordan, and
Greece in 2019 for regional cooperation. The fundamental aim of the Forum
was to establish a regional market to satisfy the interests and objectives of the
participating members, while reducing infrastructure costs and maintaining
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competitive prices. The Forum initially excluded
Turkey, Syria, and Lebanon; but Syria and Lebanon
were invited to join after the negotiations in April,
leaving Turkey excluded.
Following all of these incidents, the Eastern Mediterranean Security and Partnership Act, which
passed the Foreign Relations Committee of the U.S.
Senate in 2019, required a U.S. committee to report
on Turkey’s drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey was not mentioned by name;
however, the Act provided for the reporting to the
U.S. of any hindrance to the GCA’s drilling within
its EEZ and any “illegal activities” in the Eastern
Mediterranean.

Turkey’s engagement
in the region is not
only based on
satisfying its energy
demand, but also on
exercising its own
sovereign rights
and advocating for
those of the Turkish
Cypriots

All of the efforts to restrict Turkey’s position and activities in Eastern Mediterranean create challenges
in terms of Turkey’s energy security. Turkey’s increasing energy demand and
dependency on Russian gas mean that the search for alternatives to diversify
its energy resources is inevitable.60 However, this search is hampered by the
restrictions caused by political conflicts hindering Turkey’s exploration and
drilling activities in the resource-rich Eastern Mediterranean region, throwing doubt on its potential role to act as an energy hub for European countries
through pipeline projects.

Conclusion
Historically the Eastern Mediterranean region, particularly the island of Cyprus, has been a conflict-prone region of strategic importance with respect
to the surrounding and external states’ interests. The strategic importance of
this region increased significantly as a result of the recent discoveries of large
natural gas reserves. However, natural gas exploration and drilling activities
have failed to generate regional cooperation between the littoral states; rather,
these activities have escalated the rivalry between regional actors, increasing
the likelihood of serious conflicts.
Although it is one of the prominent resource discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean, natural gas is not the only driving factor behind regional competition. The competition is also intensified by the region’s strategic geographical
location and the ambitions of energy producers and consumer countries to
increase their influence there. To this end, the involved and interested parties
have created alignments designed to exclude Turkey.
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An equal allocation of
the natural resources and
the protecting all parties’
sovereign rights without
discrimination will facilitate
the diplomatic resolution
of the outstanding regional
disputes

However, Turkey refuses to abandon the
Eastern Mediterranean because of its legal rights over the island of Cyprus. As
mentioned in the previous sections, Turkey has undertaken various initiatives to
achieve its objectives in the Eastern Mediterranean. In this sense, Turkey’s engagement in the region is not only based on
satisfying its energy demand, but also on
exercising its own sovereign rights and
advocating for those of the Turkish Cypriots. In response to Turkey, the other
involved and interested parties have put forward counter-arguments and engaged in counter-maneuvers. In this conflict-ridden zone, where the disputes
regarding Cyprus are key issues, the EU inherently supports the GCA, which
is a member of the Union, and has threatened Turkey with severe sanctions,
claiming that Turkey is violating international law through its exploration and
drilling activities in the region.
A recent critical development which can shape the political situation in the
region is the recent change of government in Greece. The newly-elected Greek
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis announced that both Turkey and Greece
will try to build trust to avoid possible tensions in the Aegean Sea and Eastern Mediterranean within the framework of international laws,61 while Foreign
Minister Nikos Dendias implied that there would be no change of attitude towards the disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean.62 As a response, President
Erdoğan reiterated his decisive stance regarding Turkey’s sovereignty rights in
the region.63

The optimal scenario in the Eastern Mediterranean requires a positive-sum
game in which the rights of all parties are thoroughly satisfied, rather than a
zero-sum game. To achieve such an outcome, Turkey must be incorporated
fairly in the matrix. If any step is taken toward a zero-sum game, the regional
disputes could escalate further and irrevocable tensions could engulf the involved and interested parties. At this stage, three main strategic options are
available to achieve a positive-sum game that would equally serve all of the
parties’ interests and desires in the region. The first necessitates inviting Turkey to the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum to increase the potential level
of synergy and cooperation. The second strategic option involves the United
Nations taking a role in the dispute through organizing inter-governmental
discussions and providing a special representative to act as a facilitator. Third,
it is important that the legal rights of the Turkish Cypriots should be considered in communications between the two communities inhabiting the island,
and the guarantor states should also be willing to acknowledge and respect
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their rights both on the island and in the Eastern Mediterranean. The present
moment offers a major opportunity for the interested parties, such as the U.S.,
Russia, and the EU, to overturn their biased and unfair policies and strategic
decisions, allowing for the creation of a more constructive atmosphere.
The dynamics of the regional game in the Eastern Mediterranean are shifting
as the strategic cards are being reshuffled. An equal allocation of the natural resources and the protecting all parties’ sovereign rights without discrimination
will facilitate the diplomatic resolution of the outstanding regional disputes.
Otherwise, the involved and interested parties in the Eastern Mediterranean
will likely find themselves in increasingly severe disputes regarding the future
of the region.
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