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CYPRIOT NATURAL GAS  

AND THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN: 

BETWEEN CRISIS AND COOPERATION 
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N 
atural resources have long been 

the cause of both development 

and conflict. Of course, in resource-

abundant countries natural re-

sources have, more often than not, caused conflict 

rather than development. However, the same cannot 

be said for third countries, often colonial powers, 

which exploited such resources abroad for their own 

development. This is one of the reasons why natural 

resources have been often referred to as a “curse”; an 

additional reason is the implications that the exist-

ence of natural resources has for the management of 

the economy (e.g. high prices, low exports, etc.).1 

 

Cyprus has itself effectively acquired the status of a 

resource-abundant country when recently, on what 

was called “an historic” day, the President of the Re-

public Demetris Christofias announced that the Block 

12 of the Cypriot Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 

“contained an estimated 5 to 8 trillion cubic feet (tcf) 

of natural gas”.2 As “the second-largest hydrocarbon 

discovery in Europe in more than a decade”,3 the 

Cypriot natural gas paves the way for not only local 

but also regional development and cooperation. 

However, there is always the flip side of the coin and 

that is the international rivalry that may be triggered 

due to the alteration of the regional balance of power 

as a result of this and other developments. Below I 

briefly examine the features of the limited crisis sur-

rounding the Cypriot natural gas and the Eastern 

Mediterranean more generally, as well as the features 

of a potential international cooperation at the re-

gional and trans-regional level. The goal is to deter-

mine whether bilateral disputes could be bridged, 

given the political and geopolitical realities at hand, 

to the end of avoiding a crisis escalation in the East-

ern Mediterranean. 

 

The Features of the Crisis  

 

The drillings for the discovery of natural gas by the 

Republic of Cyprus in late September, 2011, came in 

the midst of greater regional instability as, for exam-

ple, the Arab revolts were in progress, the Turkish-

Israeli relations were in decline, and the Kurdish at-

tacks in Turkey were increasing. Furthermore, the 
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long-standing Cyprus problem is an essential compo-

nent of this crisis as Turkey, according to its Foreign 

Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, considers the internation-

ally unrecognized (apart from Turkey) “Turkish Re-

public of Northern Cyprus” (TRNC) as “a state of 

whom..[it] is the protector”, and adds that it “assume

[s] an aggressive attitude if a country attempts to 

unilaterally use…[its] natural resources”.4 It is within 

this context that Turkey justified its threats for naval 

action against Cyprus, the initiation of gas explora-

tions close to Cyprus’ drilling area, as well as the de-

limitation of its continental shelf with TRNC.5 

 

Turkey’s actions had multiple implications. Among 

other things, the European Union (EU) called Turkey 

to refrain from threatening Cyprus, Russia sent sub-

marines to patrol Cyprus waters, and Greece and Cy-

prus signed cooperation agreements with Israel.6 The 

latter created an axis which deepened the crisis in 

Turkish-Israeli relations thus also adding to the 

changes in the regional balance of power.7 Moreover, 

Cyprus’ natural gas reserves, coupled with Israel’s 

recently (2010) discovered natural gas,8 could prove a 

very important alternative for the future energy secu-

rity of the EU, and Europe more generally. That would 

in turn mean that Turkey’s long-term geopolitical 

goal of becoming a regional power and energy hub 

between production and consumption (East and 

West) is threatened.9 From that perspective it is no 

surprise that Turkey attempted to coerce the Repub-

lic of Cyprus to keep it from starting the drillings. 

Further, the complexity of the regional geopolitical 

disputes extends to the matter of the delimitation of 

the EEZs between the states of the Eastern Mediterra-

nean. Although Cyprus for example delimitated its 

EEZ with Israel, it has not done so with Turkey or 

Greece, while Lebanon and Egypt have not yet rati-

fied their bilateral agreements with Cyprus. Greece 

and Turkey, on the other hand, have been facing a 

long-standing dispute over the Aegean Sea, while 

Turkey – unlike other states of the region - has not 

ratified the Law of the Sea Treaty of 1982. Despite the 

fact that the question of maritime boarders in the 

Eastern Mediterranean is not a new one, it acquires 

new significance due to the newfound energy re-

sources and the ones that are to be found, most 

probably offshore Egypt, Greece, Lebanon, and Syria. 

In a sense, the problem has now become much more 

difficult to solve because the concerned states have 

much more to loose from any concessions; for exam-

ple, the delimitation of the EEZs between Greece, 

Turkey, Cyprus, and Egypt is a particularly sensitive 

issue which illustrates this point well. In this light, 

and in light of the general regional instability and 

changing balance of power, an escalation of the crisis 

could only be avoided if a middle ground is found, a 

way of cooperation, which would perhaps have the 

Cypriot natural gas as its focal point.  

 

The Features of Cooperation  

 

If the Cypriot natural gas were to play a role in re-

gional cooperation then the first 

problem that needs to be ad-

dressed is the Cyprus problem. 

A proper solution could of 

course take time and there are 

only too many aspects that the 

two sides need to consider. At 

the same time the problem is 

clearly bi-communal as much as 

it is an international one. More-

over, the Cyprus problem has 

been a serious obstacle in Tur-

key’s EU accession process. 

Therefore, for the sake of the 

two communities, the two 
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countries, and also the greater region, perhaps there 

are certain mutual concessions that both the Repub-

lic of Cyprus and Turkey could make in order to over-

come the deadlock, even before a full solution to the 

problem is reached. 

 

In that respect it would be interesting to see for ex-

ample the Republic of Cyprus accepting a direct trade 

arrangement between the Turkish-Cypriots and the 

EU while on the other hand Turkey recognizing the 

Republic of Cyprus. Such a development would have 

a chain reaction of positive effects both for the future 

of the resolution of the Cyprus problem and, of 

course, for Turkey’s EU accession process. In that case 

there could also be found a certain model for manag-

ing the Cypriot natural gas; one that would be bene-

ficiary for both the communities of Cyprus, and Tur-

key as well.  Nevertheless, such a scenario is rather 

ambitious and not very likely given the complex po-

litical realities in both Turkey and Cyprus. 

 

Unsurprisingly, yet unfortunately, any cooperation 

plans or initiatives, at least for the time being, are 

primarily shaped by the dynamics of the pre-existing 

disputes that caused the crisis, and not by the will-

ingness to bridge any differences for common bene-

fit. Indeed, Greece, Israel, and Cyprus seem to be co-

operating closely with long-term potentials for the 

exploitation of their natural resources. On the other 

hand, Turkey could not afford to remain indifferent. 

Interestingly, Popovici estimates that due to the in-

creasing energy needs and the broader geopolitical 

realities Turkey “will be motivated to be involved in 

these developments, both as a potential customer, 

and – perhaps – as a transit country”.10 It is maybe 

true that Turkey’s cooperation with Israel would 

probably be more feasible than with Cyprus; yet, in 

order for that to happen there has to be a significant 

improvement in the relations between Ankara and 

Tel Aviv. Furthermore, it is worth mentioning that the 

Turkish Energy Minister Taner Yildiz stated that Tur-

key “will not allow Israel to export natural gas to Eu-

rope through Turkish territory”.11 In terms of Turkey’s 

stance on Israel, it seems that, at least for now, a rap-

prochement is rather unlikely firstly because that 

would upset the Arab world, and secondly because 

the demand for Israel’s apology about the Gaza flotil-

la insistent has become a matter of principle.12 

 

Looking Ahead: From Crisis to Cooperation?  

 

It is evident that the current geopolitical conditions 

in the Eastern Mediterranean do not favor coopera-

tion among actors with pre-existing differences. To 

say that the situation will pass from crisis to coopera-

tion is at least naively ambitious. The domestic politi-

cal particularities and complexities of each country, 

as well as the rest of their foreign relations, hinder 

real regional and trans-regional cooperation. What is 

more, geopolitical rivalries, like the one between 

Turkey and Greece over the Aegean, have acquired a 

new dimension due to the possibilities that the natu-

ral findings open. 

 

Overall, as seen, it would be very difficult for natural 

gas to bridge any bilateral disputes in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Before something like that could be 

achieved, other fundamental – mostly long-standing 

- political problems have to be resolved. Cyprus is a 

key example to understanding this reality. The is-

land’s geopolitical and geostrategic location has 

been a subject of interest for decades. Provided a 

peaceful and crisis-free region, as well as a resolved 

Cyprus problem, Cyprus could have well been the 

ideal energy hub, bridging the energy needs of the 

Middle East, North Africa, and Europe, in cooperation 

of course with other countries like Turkey, Greece, 

Israel, and Egypt. 

 

Despite all the unfavorable conditions and geopoliti-

cal complications, the regional developments are 

rapid and no one knows what the future holds; after 

all, the greater region of the Middle East has a long 

history of unpredictability. Having said that, the 
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countries of the Eastern Mediterranean should keep 

in mind the various benefits that would stem from 

their cooperation, and that they are there for them to 

exploit, once they decide that resolving their prob-

lems is in everyone’s best interest. 
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