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ABSTRACT This article discusses why Russia replaced the South Stream project 
with the TurkStream by changing its route and name, and why Turkey is 
involved in a project on the North-South line although it plays a vital role 
in the Trans-Anatolia Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP) project in the south-
ern gas corridor. The article first examines the Russia-Ukraine natural gas 
crisis. It then moves to analyze the reasons behind Russia’s changing of 
the name and the route of the South Stream project. After exploring Tur-
key’s involvement in the project, the article concludes by arguing that both 
countries adopted a win-win approach toward the project that Russia has 
gained a significant tariff advantage and freedom from the EU third-par-
ty-access rule. The article claims that although both Russia and Turkey 
have different perspectives on some issues in international politics, they 
can develop their cooperation with a win-win approach in the TurkStream 
project.
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Introduction

Russia is Europe’s largest natural gas and crude oil supplier. Russia’s gas 
exports to Europe began to increase after the Second World War, start-
ing with Poland in the 1940s, and Russia mostly met Europe’s gas needs 

-notably with pipelines passing through Ukraine. The Urengoy-Pomary-Uzh-
gorod Pipeline, also known as the Brotherhood Pipeline, has been opera-
tional since 1967 and pumps 100 billion cubic meters (bcm) per year across 
a 4,500 km-long distance. It passes through Ukraine, Slovakia, then flows in 
two directions to Germany and several former Yugoslavian countries. Almost 
40 percent of the European Union’s (EU) total gas import comes from Rus-
sia.1 Nearly three-quarters of that gas transmission is carried out via pipelines 
to Europe running through Ukraine.2 Russia’s dependence on the European 
market is also very high. As of 2015, the European market accounted for 60 
percent of Russia’s total gas exports.3 Although Ukraine had been a reliable 
transit country for Russia’s European natural gas transmission for a long time, 
conflicts of interest arose between the two countries in the 2000s, endanger-
ing this secure line of natural gas transmission. As a result of the political cri-
sis in 2006, Russia cut off the flow of gas to Ukraine, which negatively affected 
Europe.4

As the Ukraine crisis deepened, Russia began to look for new routes that would 
allow it to transmit natural gas to Europe and bypass Ukraine. Russia’s natural 
gas export diversification strategy was based on bypassing Ukraine via three 
new routes: northern, central, and southern lines. One of these steps would 
bypass Ukraine via the southern corridor. The South Stream project was first 
announced in 2007 and planned to transport gas to Europe via Bulgaria and 
Romania under the Black Sea. The project aimed to establish a new route to 
bypass Ukraine and compete with projects such as the Trans-Anatolia Natu-
ral Gas Pipeline (TANAP), which supplies gas from Central Asia to Europe. 
Nonetheless, Russia surprisingly decided to change the project’s route along 
with its name and transfer the gas to Europe via Turkey under a new name: 
TurkStream.

Russia started to use the TurkStream pipeline project to export its natural gas 
to Europe through Turkey in 2019, thus clearly intending to bypass Ukraine. 
Although Turkey is a critical partner in the TANAP project –the southern en-
ergy corridor5– it has also taken a prominent position on the North-South line 
in energy transport to Europe as a part of the the TurkStream project, pass-
ing under the Black Sea. The TurkStream project’s initial route was planned 
through the Black Sea to Bulgaria and then Serbia, Hungary, and Slovenia, and 
further to Austria. However, in the following period, Russia gave up this route 
and decided to include Turkey in the project and transfer natural gas to Europe 
via Turkey by renaming the project TurkStream. 
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A Brief Literature Review

In his study measuring the negotiat-
ing powers of Russia and Turkey in the 
emergence of the TurkStream project, 
Dastan claims that Turkey had supe-
rior negotiating power compared to 
Russia and obtained a price reduction 
as a result of negotiation.6 Noting the 
surprise emergence of TurkStream project, Hafner and Tagliapietra draw at-
tention to the lack of sufficient studies that address the project’s economic and 
geographical aspects and analyze its long-term results. Their study argues that 
the TurkStream project needs a grand strategy covering its vast geography, 
which includes the Caspian, Middle Eastern, and Eastern Mediterranean re-
gions, in terms of reliable and flexible gas supply.7 In their analysis, Karagöl 
and Kızılkaya assert that the project can play an essential role in strengthening 
Turkey’s relations with the EU.8

Examining the Blue Stream project and the TurkStream project, a similar proj-
ect partnership of Turkey with Russia, Kaynak claims that the TurkStream proj-
ect differs in terms of Turkey’s dependence on Russian natural gas compared 
to the Blue Stream project. He points out that the TurkStream is different from 
the Blue Stream and that only one of the two strings is intended to meet Tur-
key’s needs, while the second string is aimed at the European market.9 Roberts, 
on the other hand, analyzes the impact of the project on the southern corridor 
and explains that it has the potential to threaten the southern corridor, but that 
the two projects together would contribute significantly to Europe’s energy se-
curity if Russia were to establish a connection link to the South Stream.10 In 
this regard, Winrow states that although Turkey is involved in the TurkStream 
project, it must take utmost care not to disturb Europe and Azerbaijan so that 
the project will not harm its role in the southern corridor.11 Shlapentokh also 
expresses that the future of the second string of the project, shipping the gas 
to Europe, has remained ambiguous due to Russia and Turkey’s problems and 
differences of opinion on regional issues, especially in Syria, and the uncer-
tainty of Europe’s position.12 Interestingly, Cohen, supporting this argument, 
also claims that TANAP and the Trans-Adriatic Pipeline (TAP), the two signif-
icant projects that constitute the southern corridor, are a better alternative to 
the TurkStream in terms of bringing gas to Europe.13

An in-depth analysis by Vygon et al. addresses the potential risks of the Turk-
Stream project for Turkey and Russia and explores different scenarios for the 
project’s future.14 Gustafson states that the project received support primarily 
from the countries through which it passed and to which provided gas sup-
plies, although some were already supplied by the Nord Stream 2. However, 
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he also alleges that Russia would continue to need Ukraine’s transit since the 
two projects are insufficient to meet Europe’s daily needs.15 Although Rasze-
wski claims that the project has had beneficial effects on Turkish-Russian re-
lations,16 Varol expects no improvement in Turkish-Russian relations with the 
signing of the project, and notes that Russia’s visa exemption export sanctions 
were not fully lifted.17

Despite the significant studies in the literature that analyze the TurkStream in 
different aspects, none directly address the following crucial questions: Why 
did Russia need to change the route and the name of the project? Which deter-
minants of Russia’s preferences led to the inclusion of Turkey in the project and 
the decision to make the European connection through Turkey? Why did Tur-
key, already heavily dependent on Russia in natural gas and trying to reduce 
this dependence with projects like TANAP, become involved in the project? To 
date, these questions remain unanswered when examining the existing liter-
ature on the new Russia-Turkey energy partnership, the TurkStream project.

In order to fill this gap, this article aims to reveal the background of both coun-
tries’ decisions to establish new energy cooperation, and to tally their gains. The 
article consists of four sections. The first discusses the Russia-Ukraine natural 
gas crisis, which caused Russia to bypass the European gas pipeline through 
Ukraine from the Soviet Union. The second outlines the Russian South Stream 
project’s historical background by focusing primarily on its detail and capacity. 
The third section explicates Russia’s strategic step of abandoning the previ-
ously scheduled route and renaming the project in order to re-route the gas 
to Europe via Turkey, and explores the factors that contributed to Turkey’s 
involvement in the project as a European junction. The fourth section explains 
the ways in which the project is win-win for both countries, and offer a strate-
gic approach to better understanding their new energy cooperation in terms of 
the TurkStream project. The article argues that both countries benefited from 
the new energy cooperation, identifying it as win-win, with Russia gaining 
significant tariff advantages by operating outside of EU rules and establishing 
a sustainable natural gas transmitting line through Turkey, and with Turkey 
achieving strategic superiority over European countries in gas transfer and en-
suring continued gas supply from Russia.

The Russia-Ukraine Natural Gas Crisis

Russia and Ukraine have a lengthy and sustained historical background of co-
operation in the transport of Russian natural gas to Europe, yet their long-
standing cooperation did not prevent them from becoming embroiled in se-
vere conflict and dispute over gas supply, tax, and price issues at the begin-
ning of the 21st century. The first crisis erupted in 2005 when Russia accused 
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Ukraine of failing to pay for natural 
gas, and on January 1, 2006, Russia 
cut all gas supply to Ukraine for the 
first time. Three days later, on Janu-
ary 4, the gas flow was restored after 
an agreement was reached.18 In the 
2006 crisis, Russia accused Ukraine 
of “siphoning off transit gas in-
tended for Europe.”19 After a quiet 
2007, Russia cut off the gas again 
in early 2009, reducing the gas flow 
due to rising tensions in 2008 be-
tween Naftohaz, the Ukrainian Gas 
Company, and Russia’s Gazprom. 
While the short-lived crisis in the 
two countries in 2006 did not affect 
the European market, the gas shortage in 2009 deeply affected Europe. Roma-
nia, Bulgaria, and Greece were the countries most affected by the three-week 
cut-off crisis.

The issue of price lies in the background of the crisis. Russia and Ukraine, both 
members of the former Soviet Union, had set lower prices in their gas supply 
agreement than were paid by the European countries. Although Ukraine en-
joyed lower gas prices –and received transition fees from Russia accounting for
between 1.4 and 3.9 percent of the country’s total GDP and between 8 to 10 
percent of the country’s budget– the gradual increase in the price of gas from 
Russia reached a crisis point in the 2000s. Following the 2009 cut-off, then 
Russian President Dmitry Medvedev and Ukrainian President Viktor Yanu-
kovych reached an agreement to lower gas prices by 15 percent per year until 
2015.20 Ukraine also agreed to extend the lease agreement for Russia’s Black 
Sea fleet in Crimea to 25 years, in exchange for reducing natural gas prices 
with the deal.21 The agreement was interpreted as “the final nail in the coffin of 
the Orange Revolution of 2004.”22 In 2013, Russia offered Ukraine a $15 billion 
loan and a thousand cubic meters of natural gas to reduce the sale price from 
$400 to $268 in return for its refusal to accept an association agreement with 
the EU.23 Although Yanukovych initially accepted the offer, he was forced to 
leave the country due to the protests that erupted, and in an election in May 
2014, Petro Poroshenko was elected president of Ukraine following Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea.

Throughout the crisis period, Russia remained one of Ukraine’s major gas sup-
pliers, and Ukraine remained a critical transit country for Russia’s gas supply. 
Indeed, a substantial portion of Ukraine’s gas imports came from Russia until 
2014. Nonetheless, the country reduced the amount of natural gas it received 
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from Russia by almost half in 2014 
and cut it entirely in 2016. In terms of 
specific figures, Ukraine received 92 
percent of the 27.9 bcm of natural gas 
it imported in 2013 from Russia, but 
dramatically reduced its total natural 
gas imports and reduced Russia’s share 
of imports in 2014. By 2014 figures, to-
tal natural gas imports were 19.5 bcm, 

while Russia’s share declined to 74 percent. In 2015, Russia’s share of Ukraine’s 
total natural gas imports dropped to 37 percent, and by 2016, Ukraine had 
wholly cut its supply of natural gas from Russia and had started to import 
all of its natural gas needs from European suppliers.24 “[S]ince 2015, Ukraine 
no longer imports gas directly from Russia, getting gas instead from Poland, 
Hungary, and Slovakia (ironically, much of this gas is Russian gas exported to 
Central Europe, from where it is exported back to Ukraine).”25 

The rising political risks threatening its gas flow alarmed the EU, which was 
highly dependent on Russia,26 and led the EU to substitute Russian gas with 
alternative natural gas resources. While Ukraine had managed to end its di-
rect dependence on Russia for natural gas, Russia’s 60 percent dependence 
on selling its gas supply to Europe through Ukraine remained a fundamen-
tal reality.27 As Pifer asserts, Russia has thus sought to maintain its gas flow 
to Europe via Ukraine through short-term agreements until its newly built 
lines could begin full capacity operation. Russia plans to completely cancel 
the Ukraine line when the alternative pipelines start operating at full capacity. 
This would mean that the flow of natural gas indirectly supplied to Europe 
by Ukraine would cease. In the meantime, European energy concerns and 
the necessity of maintaining uninterrupted gas flow from Russia to the Euro-
pean market have forced Russia and Ukraine to agree on the continued use of 
existing lines to ensure energy security and sustainable natural gas supplies. 
Despite efforts to extend the deal on gas transit to Europe between Russia and 
Ukraine (it was due to expire at the end of 2019) by ten years to ensure Eu-
rope’s energy security, Russia first intended to extend it only for a maximum 
period of one year, since its new alternative routes were planned to be active 
in 2020.28 However, one day before the existing agreement was to expire, Rus-
sia and Ukraine reached an agreement, and the gas transit to Europe through 
Ukraine was extended for the last time for five years at the end of 2019. Under 
the deal, Russia was to ship 65 bcm of natural gas in 2020 and 40 bcm annu-
ally between 2021 and 2024 via Ukraine.29 Both the U.S. sanctions on Nord 
Stream 2 and the TurkStream played an essential role in bringing Russia to 
the bargaining table with Ukraine extending its agreement until 2024. Alarm-
ingly for Russia, the increasing of Russia’s dependence on Ukraine with this 
agreement has brought pipeline diversification to its agenda again to bypass 
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Ukraine and maintain its hold on the European market by establishing safe 
and sustainable alternative routes.

Russian Pipeline Diversifying Strategy: Bypass Ukraine

Russia’s policy of diversifying its natural gas export pipelines dates back to the 
1990s. With two new projects on the northern and southern lines in 1990s, one 
through Belarus and the other under the Black Sea, Russia bypassed Ukraine 
and shipped gas to Europe and Turkey, its major markets. On the northern line, 
the Yamal-Europe Pipeline project, constructed in 1994, enabled Russian gas 
to be delivered to Western Europe via Belarus and Poland instead of Ukraine. 
The Yamal-Europe Pipeline supplies almost thirty-three bcm of natural gas 
annually to Germany, which starting to operate at full capacity in 2006. The 
EU considered the Yamal-Europe Pipeline project a high priority investment 
as part of the Trans-European Network (TEN). Indeed, the EU recognized it 
“as a key project for the establishment of major trans-border transportation 
capacities aimed at ensuring sustainable development and energy security.”30 

On the southern line, the Blue Stream project was built under the Black Sea to 
convey gas exports to Turkey, which was seen as another critical Russian mar-
ket. The project started construction in 1997 and began operating at full ca-
pacity in 2013.31 It has an annual capacity of 16 bcm and meets approximately 
one-third of Turkey’s gas needs.

Presidents of (R-L)  
Russia, Turkey, 
and Serbia turn 
the wheel at the 
ceremony to launch 
the TurkStream gas 
pipeline, İstanbul, 
Turkey, January 8, 
2020. 

MIKHAIL METZEL / 
TASS via Getty Images
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Following the natural gas crisis with Ukraine in the 2000s, Russia renewed 
its diversification strategy and implemented three new projects: Nord Stream, 
Nord Stream 2, and South Stream to bypass Ukraine. With the full operation 
of these lines, Russia ultimately aims to end the Ukraine crossing. The Nord 
Stream project, Russia’s first diversification project to be implemented in the 
2000s, is designated to deliver natural gas directly from Russia to Germany. 
In addition to the Yamal-Europe, the EU delineated the Nord Stream proj-
ect as the top priority investment project carried out under the Trans-Europe 
Network (TEN) in 2000, and the construction of the two-line project began 
in 2010. Fifty-five bcm of natural gas has been shipped directly to Germany 
per year across the Baltic Sea through these two strings since the project was 
completed in 2012.32

Another project, the Nord Stream 2 pipeline, inspired by the Nord Stream, 
exists explicitly to supply Germany. It runs under the Baltic Sea, and its annual 
capacity is projected to be 55 bcm per year through twin strings, with a length 
of about 1,200 km. Nord Stream, operational since 2011, with a 55 bcm annual 
capacity through two adjacent lines at a length of 1,224 km, making it the lon-
gest sub-sea pipeline in the world. Construction of the Nord Stream 2 began 
in 2018; although its exit points from Russia are different, the two projects 
-Nord Stream and Nord Stream 2- follow the same route under the Baltic Sea. 
The project, which Russia had planned to complete in mid-2020, drew harsh 
criticisms from the United States, and Donald J. Trump decided to impose 
sanctions against Russia. The U.S. sanctions target companies that own the 
ships laying pipelines under the sea, and will delay the completion of the proj-
ect for some time.33 The Swiss contractor for the project, Allseas Group, ended 
its work on the project due to the U.S. sanctions. Russia aimed to complete the 
project by bringing its own pipe-laying vessels from the South China Sea to the 
Baltic Sea, and by the beginning of 2020, 94 percent of the project had been 
completed, despite the U.S. sanctions. However, the project is seen as a threat 
to Ukraine’s energy security, and it believes the project will be stopped. With 
the complete bypass of Ukraine, the Nord Stream 2 project will almost double 
Europe’s dependence on Russia for natural gas; this is seen as a precarious 
situation -even an existential threat- for many European countries.34 However, 
while the U.S. may be justifiably concerned about the EU’s energy security, the 
main reason behind the American concern is the fact that the U.S. and Russia 
are competing for the European market. The U.S. intends to challenge Russian 
dominance in the region by increasing its own Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) 
exports to Europe. In this regard, the Russian natural gas exports to Europe, 
both via pipeline and LNG, pose a threat to the U.S.

The final project of the Russian diversification strategy, the South Stream, is 
designated to transport 63 bcm of natural gas annually under the Black Sea to 
Europe via Bulgaria, with four pipes carrying 15.75 bcm each per year.35 In ad-
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dition to bypassing the Ukraine route, another goal 
of the project was to compete against projects such 
as Nabucco (now TANAP), which envisioned trans-
porting gas from the Caspian region to Europe as 
an alternative to Russian gas. In 2007, the signing of 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) was first 
announced between Italian energy company Ente 
Nazionale Idrocarburi (ENI) and Russian energy 
giant Gazprom. Bulgaria participated in the project 
in 2008; Serbia, Croatia, and Greece were subse-
quently included. Russia, Italy, Bulgaria, Serbia, and 
Greece signed the South Stream project agreement 
in 2009.36 In August of the same year, Turkey be-
came involved in the project by allowing a feasibility 
analysis to be carried out in its exclusive economic 
zone (EEZ) and in 2011 allowing the pipeline to pass through its territorial 
waters in the Black Sea.37 The European Parliament expressed its opposition 
to the project in a non-binding resolution to Russia’s annexation of Crimea 
in 2014, advising Europe to seek alternative gas sources. Another point to 
highlight is that the European Commission (EC) demanded third-party ac-
cess (TPA), –“idea that in certain circumstances economically independent 
undertakings operating in the energy sector should have a legally enforceable 
right to access and use various energy network facilities owned by other com-
panies”38– because of concerns that the project would significantly increase 
Europe’s dependence on Russia. Russia complained to the World Trade Or-
ganization (WTO) about the EU’s energy market laws, introduced in 2009, 
alleging that they violated WTO regulations by forcing Russia to allow third 
parties to access the project.39 

The EC had applied a TPA exemption for new natural gas investments in Eu-
rope in the past. For instance, the TAP project supplies gas from Azerbaijan to 
Europe, opening up the southern gas corridor and diversifying European en-
ergy resources connected with the TANAP passing through Greece, Albania, 
and finally Italy; TAP had obtained the advantage of a full TPA exception. An-
other example is the OPAL (Nord Stream’s onshore extension), which had, for 
22 years, enjoyed a 50 percent TPA exemption. However, on the South Stream 
project, the EC did not take a similar stance and did not make a TPA exemp-
tion for the project, as it would undesirably increase the EU’s dependence on 
Russia for natural gas.40 The EC preferred to offer TPA exemptions for projects 
that would reduce dependence on Russia instead of doing it a favor.

Russia canceled the project at the end of 2014 due to a crisis of confidence, the 
TPA dispute, and the sanctions imposed against Russia by the EU.41 During 
a visit to Turkey in December 2014, Russian President Vladimir Putin an-
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nounced that they would instead be building the TurkStream, and that a Turk-
ish route would replace the South Stream project.
 

Reversing the South Stream: TurkStream as a New Energy Cooperation 
between Russia and Turkey

The TurkStream project replaced the South Stream after Russia scrapped it 
in 2014. The new project aims to provide an annual 31.5 bcm natural gas to 
Turkey via two strings, each with the capacity to transport 15.75 bcm annu-
ally. While the previous project had aimed to deliver gas to Europe, the first 
string of the TurkStream was intended for Turkey’s market, where it would 
compensate for the West line and flows from Ukraine, Romania, and Bulgaria. 
The second string is planned for shipping gas to Southern and Southeastern 
Europe, as the South Stream project was to have done.42 Another vital part of 
the TurkStream project, with more than half of its routes in the same corri-
dor as the previous project, is the use of Turkey instead of Bulgaria as a port 
to Europe. By canceling the South Stream because Bulgaria failed to meet its 
commitments and the EU resisted the project through its TPA regulations, 
Putin sent a message to Europe: “we sell gas in Turkey; the rest is up to you.”43

Following the signing of the agreement between Turkey and Russia in 2016, 
the contract was signed with the contractor firms to construct the first string 
of the project offshore at the end of the same year. In 2017, the second string 
contract was signed and the line’s construction began in the same year. A year 
later, in November 2018, the project’s phase of laying a pipeline under the sea 
was completed. One controversial issue in the second string of the project was 
which country would have a European connection after Turkey. After serious 
competition between Greece and Bulgaria, it was decided to ship the gas to 
Europe via Bulgaria instead of Greece.44 One reason why Bulgaria, which had 
been criticized for failing to meet its obligations in the previous project, was 
preferred over Greece as the entry point to Europe in the TurkStream may be 
the future scenarios in Russia’s energy policies. By choosing Bulgaria, Russia 
could foreseeably re-route the line to Bulgaria in the event of a political dispute 

Neither Turkey, which is a port to Europe in the 
project, nor Serbia, which is a member of the 
European Community Regulatory Board and 

a distribution point within Europe but has not 
yet fully implemented the IEM rules, are full 

members of the EU
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with Turkey in the near future. While this prospect may seem costly, the Turk-
Stream project uses a broadly similar route to the South Stream, with almost 
a third of the route being replaced by the laying of a new offshore pipeline. If 
Greece had been preferred in the TurkStream project, this contingency would 
have been quite impossible.

The TurkStream project, which runs under 930 km of the Black Sea, was in-
augurated on January 8, 2020, at a ceremony in İstanbul attended by Russian 
President Vladimir Putin and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, and 
the gas flow through Turkey began. The leaders of Bulgaria and Serbia also 
attended the opening ceremony. Putin said that the TurkStream project was an 
indicator of “interaction and cooperation for the benefit of our people and the 
people of all Europe, the whole world” in his speech at the opening ceremony.45

Despite Putin’s description of the project as a development that benefits Eu-
rope, at the beginning of 2019, the EU stated that there would be no EU Inter-
nal Energy Market (IEM) rules and TPA exemption for the TurkStream, adopt-
ing the same stance they had taken toward the South Stream. Yet although the 
EU asserts that the project is subject to both IEM rules and TPA regulations, 
it differs from previous projects. Neither Turkey, which is a port to Europe in 
the project, nor Serbia, which is a member of the European Community Reg-
ulatory Board and a distribution point within Europe but has not yet fully im-
plemented the IEM rules, are full members of the EU. As such, it is controver-
sial whether these rules can be applied to the two countries.46 Different views 

Meeting of Turkish 
(C-R) and Russian 
(C-L) Presidents, 
Foreign Ministers, 
and Defense 
Ministers 
following the 
launch of the 
TurkStream 
pipeline, İstanbul, 
Turkey, January 8, 
2020.
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have been presented in this debate, 
raised by amendments to the EU Gas 
Directive of 2009 in 2017. For instance, 
Hancher and Marhold, both experts in 
European Law, are of the view that the 
EU Gas Directive –including its 2017 
amendments– can only be applied to 
transmission lines within the territo-
ries of EU member states and cannot 

be applied to non-EU countries or offshore natural gas pipeline projects such 
as Nord Stream and Nord Stream 2.47

While the TurkStream project strengthens Turkey’s role as an energy corri-
dor,48 Turkey –like Ukraine and other European countries– will continue to 
depend heavily on Russia for natural gas supply. For this reason, Turkey and 
other countries that are partners of the project are likely to face a gas cut-off 
crisis similar to that endured by Ukraine. And Russia would be able to com-
pete effectively with the transportation of Azerbaijan gas to Europe.49 More-
over, in addition to the energy dilemma, there are conflicts and differences of 
opinion between Russia and Turkey. In this context, Turkey may have to act 
cautiously. For instance, Larabbe et al. argue that Russia and Turkey have been 
in a hostile relationship in the historical process, although they have expanded 
their cooperation in particular in the field of energy.50 Moreover, they draw 
attention to the past wars in which these countries have been embroiled, and 
especially to their conflict of interest in Syria, given the Caspian region’s energy 
competition. They also claim that positive relations between the two coun-
tries could not be long-term because of their conflict areas and differences of 
opinion. Conversely, Öniş and Yılmaz have emphasized that “the major differ-
ences in the political orientations of the two states have not undermined their 
economic partnership forged on the basis of trade and investment linkages 
constructed over a period of two decades. At the same time, in the absence of 
common norms, it is extremely difficult to establish a genuine ‘political com-
munity’ among such states.” 51

Despite the countries’ asymmetric interdependence,52 their areas of limited 
cooperation, for example in Syria,53 their conflicts of interest and participation 
in different, competing projects in energy and their efforts to diversify energy 
resources/markets, the two countries have been able to forge new energy co-
operation. So, the crucial question remains: Why is Turkey participated in a 
project that will increase its energy dependence on Russia and despite being 
involved in projects such as TANAP and TAP, which provide gas to Europe 
as an alternative to Russia? The term win-win can be useful in answering this 
question, as the TurkStream project brings to both Turkey and Russia measur-
able gains.

The TurkStream project 
empowers Russia to continue 
its dominant role in Europe’s 
natural gas market despite 
the EU’s sanctions due to its 
annexation of Crimea
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A Win-Win Approach to TurkStream

Instead of a zero-sum game that results in win-lose, where one side’s gains are 
the other side’s losses, the term win-win refers to a situation in which both sides 
gain in-depth cooperation in international relations. Looking at the current en-
ergy cooperation between Russia and Turkey as a win-win approach, based on 
mutual benefits and interests, it may be argued that both Russia and Turkey have 
garnered at least six gains in the TurkStream project. In terms of Russian gains, 
changing the name of the project to ‘Turkish’ instead of ‘Southern’ establishes a 
positive image and perception among the Turkish public. The name change also 
signals Russia’s willingness to develop cooperation with Turkey. Second, it was 
able to skirt the EU rules by selling its gas through a non-EU country instead 
of shipping it directly to an EU country, which would have subjected it to the 
EU’s rules. Therefore, Russia did not face EU regulations as in past projects that 
supplies gas directly to the EU. Third, TurkStream empowers Russia to compete 
with Azerbaijan gas in the southern corridor as an alternative gas source to Eu-
rope, its most important market. Azerbaijan had gained a significant advantage 
in the European market with the implementation of the TANAP project. With 
the TurkStream project, Russia can balance the role of Azerbaijan as a gas sup-
plier in Europe. Fourth, it has not lost its most important market, Europe, by 
building a secure alternative natural gas line through Turkey despite bypassing 
the traditional supply route in Ukraine. The deepening crisis with Ukraine rep-
resented a critical broken link in Russia’s European gas supply chain, yet Russia 
prevented the Ukraine crisis from putting European gas supplies at risk and re-
tained its role in its most important market. Put simply, thanks to TurkStream, 
the southern line of the European market was not interrupted. Fifth, Russia 
has strengthened its role in the Black Sea by implementing a new natural gas 
project following Crimea’s annexation. Russia’s annexation of Crimea has been 
met with backlash by the international community. Although it has faced this 
backlash mainly in the form of economic sanctions, Russia has strengthened its 
role as an essential energy supplier, especially for the EU, with the TurkStream 
project. Also, given the potential natural gas discoveries in the Black Sea, Rus-
sia’s ownership of a project that provides natural gas to the EU under the Black 
Sea could make Russia an important player in the region in new supply/gas 
transmission agreements in the future. Last and foremost, then, the TurkStream 
project empowers Russia to continue its dominant role in Europe’s natural gas 
market despite the EU’s sanctions due to its annexation of Crimea. Thanks to 
the TurkStream project, Russia has been able to build a line that will compen-
sate for the decrease in gas flow that occurred due to Ukraine’s deactivation. 

Turning now to Turkey’s gains, Turkey is now playing a significant role in its 
goal of becoming an energy hub and has gained an advantage as an energy 
corridor in the transportation of Russian gas to Europe. Russia’s reshaping of 
its gas supply route through Turkey has ensured that Turkey is in a key position 
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to provide energy transmission to the 
EU, not only in the East-West corridor 
but also in the North-South corridor. 
Second, Turkey has secured a supply 
that will compensate for the loss of 
about 16 bcm of gas per year from the 
western line, which will be cut off by 
Russia’s bypassing of Ukraine. The fact 
that the project will transmit European 
gas through Turkey has also left no 
need for Turkey to seek an alternative 
to the gas it had supplied from Russia 
via the western line. It would be wrong 
to interpret this development as a new 
dependence of Turkey on natural gas 

from Russia, because Turkey would have acquired the same amount of gas it 
supplies with the Western line via Ukraine –about half of the gas it receives 
from Russia– that it will now obtain via the TurkStream project.

Another point to highlight is that Turkey is dependent on Russia for natural 
gas and Russia is dependent on the price Turkey pays.54 As Turkey needs Russia 
for its natural gas supply, Russia also needs customers such as Turkey, where it 
will earn revenue from selling natural gas. Third, the project’s resources have 
contributed to Turkey’s development, notably Kıyıköy, on the Black Sea coast, 
the line’s entry point to Turkey. The Kırklareli Kıyıköy region, where the port 
is located, is relatively underdeveloped compared to the surrounding areas. 
It can be expected that the project will contribute to the development of the 
vicinity of Kıyıköy. Fourth, the gas that will be provided to Turkey through the 
project will replace that which had come to Turkey through the western line 
through Ukraine, a change that will benefit Turkey in energy security. The con-
struction of a direct pipeline between Russia and Turkey in the TurkStream, 
without any other country in between, (direct supplier-customer supply line) 
will eliminate possible risks arising from third countries in gas transmission. 
Fifth, the project strengthens Turkey’s secure energy transit corridor. Turkey 
has become a critical and secure energy corridor in the gas transmission to 
Europe by participating in TANAP, enabling the transportation of Azerbaijani 
natural gas to Europe, and TurkStream providing the transportation of Russian 
natural gas to Europe. Finally, the project allows Turkey to have the opportu-
nity to merge Europe’s two energy basins. If an agreement is reached soon, the 
transportation of Azerbaijan gas to Europe by connecting to the TurkStream 
may be achieved.

Russia has shown that it can supply natural gas to Europe without Ukraine 
by means of the TurkStream project, and it has sent an important message 

The unwillingness of Turkey’s 
allies to provide political and 
military support to Ankara, 
especially on issues such as 
the fight against terrorism, 
the migration crisis, and 
security threats deriving 
from the Syrian civil war, has 
been seen by Russia as an 
important opportunity
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to countries that have imposed sanctions on it, especially the U.S. Moscow’s 
policy toward changing the route and name in the TurkStream project is thus 
directly related and power competition in regional and global politics. In the 
face of the security threats and crises facing Turkey, Western countries, espe-
cially the U.S., have taken a distant attitude toward Turkey. The unwillingness 
of Turkey’s allies to provide political and military support to Ankara, espe-
cially on issues such as the fight against terrorism, the migration crisis, and 
security threats deriving from the Syrian civil war, has been seen by Russia as 
an important opportunity. Turkey’s crisis with Russia in 2015 over the down-
ing of a Russian fighter jet, in the midst of a crisis with the West, had led to a 
deterioration of relations. Nevertheless, Russia’s positive response to Turkey’s 
attempt at rapprochement soon led to the normalization of relations. In this 
context, Moscow and Ankara, which have more recently developed coopera-
tion on regional issues, especially in Syria, have strengthened their economic 
cooperation by working together on the TurkStream project.

It is worth noting that although the present cooperation between Russia and 
Turkey is formed on common ground, there are still significant differences be-
tween the two countries concerning regional issues. In this aspect, cooperation 
in the two countries’ energy projects in crisis and conflict environments results 
from their win-win approach. Russia and Turkey have discussed the areas of 
crisis and conflict on the global and regional level and have not allowed their 
differences to obscure the areas where cooperation can be developed. Russia 
and Turkey have been in political crisis before, but never has the energy sector 
been affected. Both states have been careful to keep energy out of the conflict. 
Turkey perceives the TurkStream project, which is a step that will strengthen 
the role of the energy corridor, as an important advantage. 

Another critical achievement of the project from both countries’ perspective is 
the ability to lead the two countries to cooperate, especially in contested issues 
at the regional level. Russia and Turkey are not likely to deepen their differ-
ences on regional issues, especially in Syria and Libya, at a level that risks their 
energy cooperation. Turkey has gained a significant strategic advantage with 
the TurkStream project in the European market competition between the U.S. 
and Russia in natural gas. Besides being a key country in the energy corridor, 
the project will also contribute to Turkey’s vision of being an energy hub. The 
TurkStream project can also accelerate the conditions that will lead Russia and 
Turkey to new cooperation, depending on the reserve capacity of the natural 
gas resource that Turkey has discovered in the Black Sea. If the reserve is ample, 
the two countries could use their joint venture to deliver this natural gas, along 
with the Russian natural gas, to Turkey via pipelines and export it to Europe.

However, some issues need to be highlighted regarding the project’s future 
and the energy partnership developed between Turkey and Russia. The first 
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concern, the sustainability of energy cooperation developed with a win-win 
approach depends on political relations. In this context, whether Ankara and 
Moscow continue to address conflictual areas and intensify their cooperation 
will determine the project’s future. The second concern is whether Russia’s co-
operation with Turkey in resolving regional crises –for instance, the Astana 
process and the Idlib protocol on the Syrian issue– will continue as envisaged. 
Finally, in the event of Turkey’s discovery of a natural gas reserve in the Eastern 
Mediterranean similar to that found in the Black Sea, this could be expected to 
lead Turkey-Russia energy cooperation further. The discovery of natural gas in 
the Eastern Mediterranean could lead Turkey to reformulate its energy policies 
and strategy and re-envision its energy cooperation. Nevertheless, in such a 
scenario, it can be assumed that instead of ending the existing cooperation, 
Turkey will pursue an attitude that will integrate any new eventualities into its 
existing energy collaboration with a similar, win-win approach.

Conclusion

This article sought to explain why Russia replaced the South Stream project 
with the TurkStream and how new energy cooperation was made possible 

Infographic 
detailing 

completed and 
planned sections 

of the TurkStream 
project as of 

November 19, 
2018.
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between Russia and Turkey. Although there 
are many studies on the reasons for the South 
Stream project’s cancellation, studies ques-
tioning the reasons behind the Russia-Turkey 
cooperation in the TurkStream project are 
quite limited. To fill this gap, this article ana-
lyzed the TurkStream project and the new co-
operation between Russia and Turkey by using 
a win-win approach as an analytical tool.

The natural gas crisis between Russia and 
Ukraine, formerly reliable partners, caused 
by price disputes and unpaid debts, has be-
come irreparable due to Russia’s annexation of 
Crimea and its invasion of Ukraine’s eastern border. During the gas crisis, the 
cut-off directly affected Europe, so Russia reshaped its conventional gas pipe-
lines to bypass Ukraine. Russia’s strategy of diversifying pipeline routes, cir-
cumventing Ukraine, has been explored in this context. Russia, initially sought 
to bypass Ukraine with its strategy of laying a new, three-legged natural gas 
pipeline, headed south of Europe with the South Stream project to comple-
ment Nord Stream and Nord Stream 2 that supply gas from Russia directly to 
Germany. Nonetheless, Russia disagreed with the EU on the latter’s rules and, 
significantly, the TPA regulations, and repealed the South Stream project after 
it was subjected to EU sanctions following its annexation of Crimea.55 After-
ward, Russia announced a new deal with Turkey. 

The article shows that there are crucial reasons driving Russia’s decision, and 
mutual benefits arising from its cooperation with Turkey on the project, de-
spite some differences of opinion and conflicts of interest, including Turkey’s 
involvement in the TurkStream project as well as its essential role in competing 
projects such as TANAP and TAP. This puzzle can be solved by viewing the 
cooperation as being motivated by a win-win approach that enabled the two 
countries to achieve significant gains based on mutual interest: Russia gained 
crucial advantages by including Turkey in the project by changing the route 
and name. Russia bypassed Ukraine and established an alternative route, sub-
stituting a secure energy line to transport Europe’s gas supplies. The new proj-
ect also provided a significant tariff advantage to Russia by transmitting natural 
gas directly to Europe through Turkey, a non-EU member, rather than via an 
EU member, Bulgaria. For its part, Turkey has become a key country in trans-
mitting Russian gas to Europe and a highly critical supply source for Europe, 
following up on its success with the TANAP project. The latter helped Turkey 
play a transit role in the transmission of gas in the Shah Deniz region, Europe’s 
most critical energy supply area. Moreover, Turkey has had the opportunity to 
continue its energy supply by compensating for the West line, where half of the 

Russia will continue to 
operate the Ukrainian 
line until 2024, but when 
the deadline expires, it 
will cancel the Ukrainian 
line as, by then, the 
TurkStream project 
will have reached full 
capacity
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natural gas it receives from Russia had previously flowed. Under the agreement 
reached at the end of 2019, Russia will continue to operate the Ukrainian line 
until 2024, but when the deadline expires, it will cancel the Ukrainian line as, 
by then, the TurkStream project will have reached full capacity. 
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