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After  a  thousand  years ,  the  Mediter ranean  has  returned  to  the  center  of  geopol i t ics .

What  i s  happening  in  Mare  Nost rum ,  as  the  Romans  ca l led  i t ,  i s  changing  wor ld

geopol i t ics  and  wi l l  change  the  fa te  of  the  countr ies  on  the  southern  shore  of

Europe  and  of  Europe  i t se l f ,  which  does  not  seem  to  be  fu l l y  aware  of  i t  yet .  

 

I t  a l l  began  in  the  three  “Byzant ine  capi ta l s ”  of  the  modern  era ,  Te l  Aviv ,  I s tanbul ,

and  Rome .  In  fact ,  I s rae l ,  Turkey  and  I ta ly  have  a  common  t ra i t  that  externa l

observers  of ten  do  not  not ice ,  obscured  by  the  apparent  aspects  of  modern i ty  and

the  glamour  of  the i r  night l i fe ,  his tory ,  elegance  of  women  and  cul inary  ar t .  In  rea l i t y ,

behind  the i r  appearances ,  Te l  Aviv ,  I s tanbul ,  and  Rome ,  l i ke  Byzant ium  in  the

passage  between  the  Middle  Ages  and  the  Renaissance ,  are  the  capi ta l s  of  three

modern  and  re f ined  re l ig ious  wor lds ,  the  Jewish ,  Musl im  and  Cathol ic  wor lds ,  where

everyth ing  that  appears  outs ide  never  cor responds  to  what  i t  rea l l y  i s .  The  his tory  of

the  Mediter ranean  and  Europe  resur faced  in  these  three  wor lds  in  2009 ,  when  no

one  expected  i t ,  jus t  as  i t  happened  when  Byzant ium ,  the  second  Rome ,  ended  up

in  the  hands  of  the  Turks  and  became  today ’s  I s tanbul .  The  epicenter  th i s  t ime  l i es

under  the  sea ,  at  a  depth  of  more  than  2 ,000  meters .  The  arch i tects  of  th i s

dangerous  rena issance  of  the  Mediter ranean  are  not  pr ime  minis ters  or  genera l s ,

but  two  commerc ia l  soc iet ies  ra re ly  seen  in  the  headl ines :  the  I s rae l i -Amer ican

Noble  Energy  and  the  I ta l ian  Eni .
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T h e  n ew  M e d i t e r r a n e a n  H u b  o f  E u r o p e a n

e n e r gy  p o l i cy

In  January  2009 ,  Noble  Energy  announced  the  discovery  of  the  Tamar  gas  f ie ld  in  the

southern  part  of  the  I s rae l i  waters ,  the  so -ca l led  NEMED  bas in  (North  East

Medi ter ranean  Deepwater ) ,  fo l lowed  in  December  2010  by  that  of  the  Lev iathan  gas

f ie ld  and  then  by  many  other  f ie lds  of  a  smal le r  s ize .  In  December  2011 ,  a  jo int

venture  operated  by  the  same  company  made  the  f i r s t  gas  discovery  in  the  Cypr iot

waters ,  named  Aphrodi te .  Both  discover ies  conta in  “ lean  gas ” ,  essent ia l l y  a lmost

pure  methane  of  biogenic  or ig in .  In  2010 ,  Lev iathan  was  cons idered  a  bas in  with  a

great  potent ia l  fo r  hydrocarbons  in  c last ic  sequences ,  with  approx imate ly  35  t r i l l ion

cubic  feet  of  recoverable  resources  f rom  ex is t ing  f ie lds .  

However ,  in  2015  a  new  discovery  changed  the  ru le  of  the  game .  In  that  summer ,  the

I ta l ian  ENI  announced  the  discovery  of  Zohr ,  a  wel l  dr i l led  at  a  water  depth  of

approx imate ly  1 ,500  m  in  the  Egypt ian  Shorouk  Block .  The  discovery  wel l ,  Zohr  1 ,  hi t

a  628  m  cont inuous  gross  gas  column ,  430  m  net  pay  and  a  potent ia l  gas  in  place

vo lume  of  30  TCF [ 1 ] ,  accord ing  to  pre l iminary  est imat ions .  In  2017 ,  when  Zohr

entered  in to  product ion ,  i t  had  a  potent ia l  to  y ie ld  850  bi l l ion  cubic  meters  of  gas

and  in  June  2018 ,  i t s  potent ia l  was  over  1 . 1  bcfd [2 ] ,  cor responding  to  200 ,000  barre l s

o f  oi l  equiva lent  per  day ,  with  the  company  ta rget ing  a  product ion  plateau  of  2 .7

bcfd  by  the  end  of  2019 .  Indeed ,  th i s  giant  wel l  has  changed  the  ex is t ing  dogmas  of

the  bas in  explorat ion  as  the  reservo i r  i s  prov ided  by  Miocene  and  Cretaceous

l imestones ,  in  a  carbonate  ree f  and  l agoon  bui ld -up  at  the  southern  margin  of  a  very

la rge  carbonate  plat form .  Zohr  undoubtedly  opened  up  a  new  ru le  of  the  game  in  oi l

research  in  the  Mediter ranean  waters .  The  ENI  model  assumed  that  the  spread  of

th i s  sha l low  water  bas in  could  have  consequences  fo r  future  explorat ion  potent ia l  in

a  l a rge  part  of  the  Mediter ranean  coasta l  areas .  Indeed ,  the  Zohr  discovery  to ld  the

internat iona l  community  that  that  the  Mediter ranean  can  prov ide  great  surpr i ses

when  committed  and  competent  geolog is ts  and  geophys ics  decide  to  chal lenge  new

paradigms  in  explorat ion ,  making  the  best  use  of  cutt ing -edge  technology  and

deve loping  new  geolog ica l  models .  

 



The  success  of  the  ‘Zohr  paradigm ’  was  fu r ther  conf i rmed  in  2018  with  the  discovery

of  the  ‘Noor ’  oi l  bas in ,  located  approx imate ly  50  km  of f shore  in  the  Egypt ian  Eastern

Medi ter ranean ,  in  water  depth  ranging  f rom  50  to  400  meters ,  and  cover ing  a  tota l

a rea  of  739  km2 .  This  f ie ld  i s  sa id  to  hold  poss ib le  reserves  of  around  90  tc f ,  which  i s

three  t imes  the  s ize  of  the  Zohr  f ie ld .

 

Moreover ,  th i s  research  model  expanded  the  area  of  research  a long  Eastern  waters ,

in  f ront  of  the  Turk i sh  Cypr iot ,  Lebanese  and  Syr ian  waters ,  the  L ibyan  costs

westwards ,  and ,  part ia l l y ,  towards  the  European  Mediter ranean  bas in  in  the  Adr iat ic

coast .
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F r o m  G a s  t o  G e o p o l i t i c s :  T h e  N ew  R a c e  t o

G o l d

TThe  discovery  of  these  immense  oi l  depos i t s  can  change  the  prof i le  of  Europe ,

guarantee ing  an  energet ic  independence  that  has  never  ex is ted  before  and

there fore ,  immense  deve lopment  fo r  the  countr ies  invo lved .  The  economies  of  the

southern  European  countr ies  can  be  t rans formed  by  th i s  research .  Unfor tunate ly ,  i f

o i l  br ings  weal th ,  as  Arab  his tory  teaches  us ,  i t  a lso  br ings  wars  and  miser ies ,

paradox ica l l y ,  because  around  the  gas  there  are  a lways  pi rates ,  both  loca l  and

internat iona l .  And  modern  pi rates  are  fa r  more  dangerous  than  anc ient  pi rates

because  they  have  the i r  own  I s land  of  Tortuga  between  Moscow  and  Washington .

Oi l  discover ies  have  set  complex  geopol i t ics  in  motion ,  which  had  s lept  fo r  hundreds

of  years  at  the  base  of  the  great  Western  c iv i l i sat ions ,  invo lv ing  the  ent i re  area  of

the  eastern  Mediter ranean  (Cyprus ,  I s rae l ,  Lebanon ,  Syr ia ,  f i r s t  of  a l l )  and  North

Af r ica  (Egypt ,  L ibya  and  Alger ia ,  fo r  now ) ;  soon  the  Adr iat ic  areas  could  a lso

quest ion  the i r  energy  and  pol i t ica l  future  in  re lat ion  to  the  env i ronmenta l  debates

on  subs idence ,  which  so  fa r  have  blocked  ENI ’s  research .  The  energy  game ,  in  short ,

has  s tar ted  complex  geopol i t ica l  games .

 

ENI ’s  discover ies  have  a lso  opened  up  new  spaces  fo r  oi l  research  in  the

Medi ter ranean ,  and  i t  was  soon  rea l i sed  that  the  ent i re  North  Afr ican  coast ,

inc luding  L ibya  and  Syr ia ,  can  conta in  vast  hidden  resources .  A  new  gold  rush  has

taken  place .  In  addi t ion  to  gas ,  the  new  gold  rush  has  re fue l led  pol i t ics  and  the

economy .  In  fact ,  energy  weal th ,  as  wel l  as  discover ies  and  ext racts ,  must  then  be

transported  in  order  to  be  monet i sed ,  with  mass ive  investments  in  in f ras t ructure ,

towards  the  very  r ich  markets  of  cont inenta l  Europe  and  Turkey ,  which  today  are  the

largest  customers  of  Russ ia  and  northern  countr ies ,  as  wel l  as  Alger ia .  This  has

generated  new  a l l iances  where  the  research  capabi l i t ies  of  countr ies  such  as  I ta ly

have  been  marr ied  with  the  l a rge  investment  funds  of  the  Gul f  and  the  US ,  and  with

the  mil i ta ry  capabi l i t ies  necessary  to  protect  the  new  depos i t s  and  enforce  r ights ,

which  otherwise  remain  on  paper  and  in  the  mar i t ime  maps  depos i ted  at  the  UN .

Dangerous  geopol i t ica l  asymmetr ies  are  emerg ing  f rom  th i s  complex  puzz le .



The  mixture  of  gas  and  pol i t ics  i s  explos ive .  Three  blocks  of  in terests  have  been

formed ,  which  could  be  uni ted  on  a  technica l  and  bus iness  leve l ,  but  which  seem

hopeless ly  div ided  over  the  pol i t ica l  one .

The  ‘Quadr ipar t i te  Entente ’ .  Indeed ,  as  a  resu l t  of  the  in i t ia l  discover ies  in  the

Lev iathan  bas in ,  the  Greek  Cypr iot  adminis t rat ion  s igned  the  so -ca l led  Exc lus ive

Economic  Zone  (EEZ )  res t r ic t ion  agreements  with  Egypt  in  2003 ,  in  2007  with

Lebanon  and  2010  with  I s rae l ,  in  an  attempt  to  secure  a  monopol i s t ic  explo i tat ion  of

the  new  dr i l l ings  and  gas  monet i sat ion ,  exc luding  Turkey  and  other  players ,  l i ke

L ibya  and  Syr ia ,  where  c iv i l  wars  erupted .  The  Greek  Cypr iot  adminis t rat ion

uni la tera l l y  declared  a  tota l  of  13  so -ca l led  parce ls  in  the  Eastern  Mediter ranean  as

i t s  Exc lus ive  Economic  Zone  (EEZ )  and  a l lowed  in ternat iona l  oi l  and  dr i l l ing

companies  to  operate  in  these  areas ,  which  are  sa id  to  hold  r ich  hydrocarbon

reserves .   In  December  2017 ,  Cyprus ,  I s rae l ,  I ta ly  and  Greece  s igned  a  memorandum

of  understanding  “ to  explore  the  poss ib i l i t y  of  the  const ruct ion  of  a  natura l  gas

pipe l ine  l ink ing  Lev iathan  to  European  markets . ”  In  the  same  year ,  the  European

Commiss ion  (EC )  declared  the  pipe l ine  a  pro ject  of  common  in terest  (PCI ) ,  meaning

that  the  pro ject  can  rece ive  a  host  of  benef i t s ,  inc luding  “acce lerated  planning  and

permit  grant ing ”  and  “ lower  adminis t rat i ve  costs . ”  In  December  2018 ,  at  a  meet ing  in

Be ’er  Sheva  ( I s rae l ) ,  the  leaders  of  Greece ,  Cyprus  and  I s rae l  of f ic ia l l y  s tated  that

they  were  ready  to  s ign  an  in tergovernmenta l  agreement  on  the  East  Med  pipe l ine

pro ject .

 

Egypt  Key  Role .  Para l le l  to  th i s  “quadr ipar t i te  entente ”  a  new  a l l iance  emerged  f rom

the  cooperat ion  with  Egypt ,  af ter  the  Zohr  discovery .  This  opt ion  cons i s t s  in  the

supply  to  EU  markets  through  Egypt ’s  LNG  te rmina ls  in  Idku  and  Damietta  (with

huge  LNG  fac i l i t ies ,  able  to  accept  natura l  gas  f rom  di f fe rent  sources  and  Egypt

i t se l f ) .  In i t ia l l y ,  th i s  plan  inc luded  the  const ruct ion  of  an  underwater  pipe l ine  to

export  natura l  gas  to  Egypt  f rom  I s rae l  and  Cyprus  through  a  t r ipar t i te  s t rategy  led

by  the  US  Noble  Energy  and  i t s  I s rae l i  partner  Delek ,  a long  with  the  Egypt ian  East

Gas  Company .  The  reason  fo r  th i s  so lut ion ,  which  in tegrated  Egypt  in to  the

‘quadr ipar t i te  entente ’  was  that  Egypt  a lone  had  not  enough  gas  capac i ty  to  jus t i f y

such  a  big  investment .
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Fig .  1  Gas  logist ic  to  Europe



However  today ,  af ter  the  Noor  discovery ,  Egypt  has  the  fu l l  capac i ty  to  supply  the  EU

markets  without  connect ions  to  Cyprus  and  I s rae l .  The  invo lvement  of  Egypt

a longs ide  I s rae l  bought  some  key  players  f rom  the  Gul f  in to  the  new  a l l iance ,  l i ke

Saudi  Arabia  and  the  UAE ,  who  bought  shares  of  the  Nour  North  Sina i  Concess ion

partnersh ip  and  prov ided  funds  to  Egypt  fo r  i t s  surv iva l .  In  the  in  the  af termath  of

the  coup  led  by  as -Sis i  aga inst  the  f i r s t  democrat ica l l y  elected  pres ident  in  the

his tory  of  Egypt ,  Mohamed  Mors i ,  the  GCC [3 ]  s tates  supported  the  mil i ta ry  dictator

wi th  more  than  $92  bi l l ion .  

 

THE  GREAT  MEDITERRANEAN  GAME

[3 ]Gul f  Cooperat ion  Counci l

 
5

The  New  L ibya -Turk i sh  Al inement .  The  EEZ ,  uni la tera l l y  declared  by  Cyprus ,  c lashed

with  the  Turk i sh  Republ ic  of  North  Cyprus  (TRNC ) ,  as  the  Greek  Cypr iot

adminis t rat ion  ignored  the  r ights  of  the  TRNC  to  a  share  of  the  i s land ’s  resources .

Turkey ,  as  a  guarantor  nat ion  to  the  TRNC  and  in  support  of  i t s  r ights  to  East

Medi ter ranean  resources ,  proc la imed  i t s  own  EEZ  and ,  in  November  2019 ,  s igned  an

agreement  with  L ibya ,  whi le  Turk i sh  sh ips  s tar ted  conduct ing  hydrocarbon

explorat ion ,  us ing  the  dr i l l ing  vesse l s  Fat ih  and  Yavuz ,  a long  with  the  country 's  two

other  se i smic  vesse l s .

 

Fig .  2  The Turkish
Mar it ime Boundar ies
 



As  a  consequence  of  th i s  ‘quadr ipar t i te  entente ’  and  the  exc lus ion  of  Turkey  f rom

the  ‘gas  cake ’ ,  Turkey  entered  in to  the  geopol i t ica l  game .  I s tanbul  shuf f led  the  cards

of  the  new  ‘Big  Game  in  the  Mediter ranean ’  with  i t s  mil i ta ry  in tervent ion  in  L ibya ,

ass i s t ing  the  GNA  aga inst  the  UAE -supported  mil i t ias  of  Heftar  and ,  in  November

2019  ,  s ign ing  a  mar i t ime  agreement  with  L ibya  which  l imi ts  the  two  EEZ .    The

surpr i s ing  Turk i sh  move  had  three  very  ser ious  consequences :  f i r s t l y ,  i t  blocked  any

dream  to  bui ld  a  pipe l ine  v ia  Greece  without  Turk i sh -L ibyan  permiss ion ;  secondly ,  i t

prov ided  Egypt  with  leverage  aga inst  the  maximal i s t  behav ior  of  Greece ,  Cyprus  and

Europe ,  supported  by  I s rae l  and  the  US ;  and  th i rd ly ,  i t   exposed  the  weakness  of  the

Gul f  Dwar fs  in  the i r  attempt  to  colon ise  North  Afr ica  and  de  facto  ousted  the  UAE

from  L ibya .  The  EU ,  pushed  by  France  and  Germany  as  supporter  of  the

‘quadr ipar t i te  entente ’ ,  didn ’ t  rea l i ze  that  Turkey  had  gained  the  prof i le  of  a  rea l

reg iona l  power ,  with  mil i ta ry  and  pol i t ica l  capabi l i t ies  to  in tervene  in  severa l

theaters  in  the  Mediter ranean ,  Afr ica ,  Near  East  and  Centra l  As ia .
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Fig .  3  Map of  the Turkish Involvement  in  several  theaters
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I ta ly  has  a lways  kept  a  low  prof i le  in  the  conf l ic t .  In  L ibya ,  I ta ly  i s  present  as  an

honest  broker  between  the  part ies  in  the  f ight ,  a l though  the  country  has  a lways

supported  the  pos i t ion ing  of  the  GNA [4 ] .  At  the  same  t ime ,  I ta ly  i s  pos i t ioned  in  a

st rateg ic  context  in  L ibya ,  where  i t  manages  the  essent ia l  hub  of  Mel l i tha ,  with  i t s

p ipe l ine  on  Gela .  Indeed ,  another  way  fo r  the  North  Afr ican  gas  to  reach  Europe  i s

represented  by  the  Greenst ream  pipe l ine  connect ing  L ibya  with  I ta ly .  I t  i s  a  32 - inch

pipe ,  with  a  length  of  540  km ,  running  f rom  Mel l i tha ,  L ibya ,  to  Gela ,  I ta ly ,  in  waters

exceeding  1 , 100  m .  depth .  As  of  yet ,  th i s  pipe l ine  i s  fu l l y  disconnected  f rom  the

other  Egypt ian  pro jects .  I ta ly  i s  a  member  of  the  EU  and  NATO ,  but  a lso  a  pr imary

suppl ie r  of  mar ine  research  technolog ies ,  as  ENI  has  shown  in  the  areas  of  Zohr  and

an -Noor ,  which  have  helped  to  change  the  balance  of  Mare  Nost rum .  There fore ,  i t

has  s t rateg ic  explorat ion  l i censes ,  only  part ia l l y  explo i ted ,  and  i t  i s  a  pr imary

partner  of  s t rateg ic  companies  fo r  the  explo i tat ion  of  research ,  being  present  in  a l l

corporate  jo ints  fo r  the  monet i sat ion  of  gas .  In  addi t ion ,  I ta ly  has  very  advanced

mi l i ta ry  capabi l i t ies ,  which  f i t  per fect ly  with in  the  NATO  operat ing  scheme ,  as

opposed  to  those  mil i ta ry  suppl ies  of  other  compet i tors ,  on  which  Egypt  has

hi ther to  been  based  and  which  are  not  in teroperable  with  the  NATO  equipment .

 

The  I ta l ian  mil i ta ry  agreements  that  are  under  way  with  Egypt ,  which  tend  to  give

r i se  to  a  new  mar i t ime  fo rce  in  the  Mediter ranean ,  which  Cai ro  has  been  absent  f rom

since  the  t ime  of  Muhammad  Al i ,  in  the  Ottoman  era ,  c lear ly  ind icate  that  Rome  i s

focus ing  on  a  Turk i sh -Egypt ian  a l l iance  inmthe  hope  of  hi t t ing  two  bi rds  with  one

stone :  to  mainta in  i t s  in f luence  on  Tr ipo l i ,  on  the  one  hand ,  and  to  bui ld  an  energy

hub  in  or  around  Egypt ,  which  puts  Rome  at  the  heart  of  future  European  energy

pol icy ,  us ing  foss i l  fue l s ,  mar i t ime  research  and  mil i ta ry  technolog ies  as  a  ser ious

sof t  power  factor  to  s tab i l i se  the  Mediter ranean .  I t  i s  there fore  c lear  that  I ta ly ’s

geopol i t ica l  pos i t ion ing  and  mar i t ime  cont igu i ty  with  L ibya  and  Egypt  makes  the

peninsu la  a  natura l  plat form  fo r  mar i t ime  routes  and  t rade  of  a l l  k inds .

 

Today ,  L ibya  i s  play ing  the  t rue  Mediter ranean  game ,  because  two  of  the  three  major

reg iona l  powers  in  the  area ,  Turkey  and  Egypt ,  wi l l  exerc i se  the i r  capac i ty  fo r

po l i t ica l ,  mil i ta ry  and  natura l  resource  in f luence ,  with  the  th i rd ,  I ta ly ,  s t rateg ica l l y

pos i t ioned  between  both ,  as  wel l  as  towards  L ibya ,  Europe  and  NATO .  For  Turkey ,

East  L ibya  i s  the  exchange  card  to  break  the  a l l iance  between  Greece ,  I s rae l  and

Egypt  and  to  enter  the  great  game  of  cont inenta l  energy  suppl ies ,  which  would  re -

open  the  doors  of  Europe .  As  the  biggest  energy  consumer  in  the  reg ion ,  Ankara ’s

annual  energy  bi l l  exceeds  $41  bi l l ion .  Accord ing  to  the  recent ly  re leased  f igures  by

the  Turk i sh  Energy  Market  Regulatory  Author i ty  (EMRA ) ,  Ankara ’s  LNG [5 ]  imports

f rom  Egypt  increased  l as t  March  by  a lmost  100  percent  compared  to  the  same

month  of  the  l as t .

 

F ina l l y ,  as  we  know  f rom  the  exper ience  gained  in  the  I raq i  Kurdis tan ,  where  Agenfor

has  operated  in  the  fo re f ront  in  past  years ,  I ta ly  and  Turkey  complement  each  other

wel l  in  post -war  reconst ruct ion  pol ic ies  and  s tab i l i sat ion  in i t ia t i ves  with

gendarmer ie  fo rces  (Carabin ier i )  gas .
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[4 ]  Government  of  Nat iona l  Accord

[5 ]  L iquef ied  natura l  gas
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There fore ,  the  picture  seems  very  advantageous  at  the  moment ,  a l though  some

aspects  are  di f f icu l t  to  predict .  The  biggest  obstac le  i s  the  bas ic  phi losophy  of  the

Egypt ian  reg ime ,  which  was  born  as  a  mil i ta ry  response  to  the  processes  of

democrat i sat ion  of  Arab  spr ings  and  in  the  blood  and  los t  f reedom  of  thousands  of

pol i t ica l  opponents  massacred  in  the  s t reets  or  incarcerated .  Erdogan ’s  Turkey ,  on

the  other  hand ,  l i ke  the  L ibya  of  as -Sar ra j ,  was  born  as  a  c iv i l ian  response  to  the

mi l i ta ry  dictatorsh ips  and  both ,  Ankara  and  Tr ipo l i ,  paid  a  high  pr ice  of  blood  to  the

Amer ican -Saudi  attempt  to  organise  mil i ta ry  coups .  As -Sis i  knows  that  i t  represents

a  minor i ty  in  Egypt  and  that  the  Musl im  Brotherhood  -  which  today  has  i t s  heart  in

I s tanbul  -  i s  behind  the  Turk i sh -L ibyan  agreement  and  wi l l  play  an  important  ro le  in

the  future  L ibya .  This  shadow ,  together  with  the  s t ruggle  between  NATO  and  Russ ia

for  the  bases  on  the  southern  f lank  of  the  At lant ic  Al l iance ,  are  the  two  great

obstac les  to  the  I ta l ian  plan  to  s tab i l i se  the  Mediter ranean  through  the  too ls

o f  ‘so f t  power ’ .
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G o t  a ny

Q u e s t i o n s?

DON 'T  BE  SHY !  E -MAIL  US  AT

COMMUNICATION@AGENFORMEDIA .COM


