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Abstract: Energy Security represents one of the main weaknesses of the European Union, as this 
soft spot keeps it dependent on Russian natural gas resources. In order to break the circle of 
insecurity, Europe is seeking to diversify its energy suppliers by importing oil and gas from the 
neighbouring regions. The analysis below stresses the European Union’s interest in Caspian basin 
hydrocarbons and highlights the main tools that Europe has used in recent years to access Central 
Asian energy resources. The main points addressed in the paper are: the European presence on the 
ground in the region, the development of a strategy for Central Asia since 2007 and the initiation of 
the political negotiations with a view to build an energy infrastructure project from scratch (the Trans-
Caspian pipeline). The final part is structured as an analytical summary stating the main challenges 
that the EU faces in Central Asia in its attempt to minimize energy security threats and improve its 
long term strategy.  
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1. Introduction 

This paper sets out to examine the Energy Security dimension of the European 
Union in relation with the Central Asian states, particularly Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan -- countries that have the potential to become important energy 
suppliers on the European market. 

Recent developments in the field of energy bring new opportunities for the European 
Union but do not completely modify its energy map. While the United States 
succeeded in shifting toward a shale gas policy orientation and became the world's 
largest natural gas producer (EIA, 2014), for the European Union shale gas 
exploration and extraction proved to be less attractive. From this perspective the 
traditional pipeline politics are far from coming to an end on the European continent. 
In addition, the current challenges raised by the situation in Ukraine – the occupation 
of Crimea by military forces and the referendum held on March 16, 2014, when the 
majority of the people of Crimea voted in favour of joining Russian Federation – 
brought the issue of energy dependency back to the forefront. One of the most 
concise and comprehensive definitions of the concept of energy security used by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA) refers to the “uninterrupted availability of the 
energy sources at an affordable price.” In order for the European Union to counter 
Russia's moves it is important to create tools that will not only “ensure reforms and 
innovations that reduce the price of natural gas” (Hudec, 2014) but will also “develop 
production and transport infrastructure, expand risk management systems (reserves, 
emergency planning and alternative supply routes) and maintain a diversified 
portfolio of energy suppliers” (Dreyer & Stang, 2013).  
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In this respect, the European Council's meeting in Brussels on 20 and 21st March 
2014 called for the Commission to prepare a thorough study for the reduction of EU 
energy dependence and present a detailed plan to achieve this by June 2014, 
proposing concrete interconnection objectives that can be reached by 2030 
(European Commission, 2014). Before the call for the Commission was launched, 
the talks over securing new energy supplies from the Southern Caucasus and 
Central Asia stalled, after the Nabucco West route that was supposed to transport 
Azeri gas to Europe was rejected by the Shah Deniz 2 Consortium in favour of the 
Trans-Anatolian Pipeline on June 28th 2013 (Radio Free Europe, 2013). Due to the 
failure of Nabucco West route, by the end of October 2013, the European Union 
shifted its focus to the remaining Southern Gas Corridor projects, launched for the 
first time in 2009, consisting of a network of pipelines that would transport Caspian 
gas to Europe through transit routes in order to avoid Russian Federation (Nabucco 
was part of the Southern Gas Corridor together with the Interconnector Turkey-
Greece-Italy and the White Stream pipeline). In this respect, the European 
Commission revealed a list of 250 infrastructure projects (PCI - “projects of common 
interest”) and underlined at point 3 Remaining challenges and long term 
infrastructure vision, section b) Remaining priorities in gas, the importance of 
expanding the Southern Gas Corridor “in order to increase the diversification of 
supplies in particular in South-East Europe and to achieve the medium-term political 
target to import about 10% of European demand from the Caspian region and the 
Middle-East“ (European Union, 2013). According to the same document, developing 
LNG terminals and storages is only a second priority, after the Southern Gas 
Corridor (SGC). The European Union is left within the framework of the Southern 
Gas Corridor with only two possible routes: “one crossing South-East Europe and 
reaching Austria, the other one reaching Italy through the Adriatic Sea” (European 
Commission, 2013). One of these routes can transport gas through a pipeline that 
connects Turkmenistan to the European Union via Turkey, Georgia, Azerbaijan and 
the Caspian Sea. Three transit pipelines are part of this route: the Trans Anatolia 
Natural Gas Pipeline (TANAP), the Expansion of the South-Caucasus Pipeline 
(SCP-(F)X) and the Trans-Caspian Pipeline (TCP). As a transit pipeline, the Trans-
Caspian is considered to be the main priority on agenda for the EU-Turkmenistan 
and EU-Kazakhstan talks, as both states have major gas and oil producers that 
could provide energy resources for export.   

 

2. EU Strategy for Central Asia and its implications for energy security 

The European Union is a relatively new player in the Central Asian region, its first 
initiatives and programs on energy-related issues being introduced after 2002, even 
though Central Asia was estimated to hold in between 5 and 7 percent of the global 
gas and oil reserves. Moreover, the first EU Special Representative appointed in 
2005, Jan Kubis, failed to elaborate a new strategy for Central Asia, the previous 
framework dating back to the nineties (Youngs, 2009, p. 104). The main reasons for 
the late involvement of the EU in the area were Gazprom's monopoly and the high 
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price of transport from Central Asia to Europe. In addition, these countries are 
dependent on Russian pipeline infrastructure and had signed long-term deals with 
Russia. For instance, in 2003, Turkmenistan signed a 25-year contract, through 
which it was committed to supply 2 trillion cubic meters of gas for $44/tbc (Porojan, 
2009).  

The new Strategy for Central Asia was introduced in 2007 and covered a broad 
range of goals: human rights; rule of law; democracy and good governance; youth 
and education; investment and trade; energy and transport; environmental and water 
issues; combating threats and challenges, such as drugs and radical Islamism 
coming from Afghanistan. In terms of energy security, EU Special Representative 
Pierre Morel, appointed in October 2006, expressed an intention to vigorously 
engage with Central Asian states, in order to gain geopolitical influence and 
therefore delinked EU's political presence in the region from human rights and 
democracy provisions (Youngs, 2009, p. 112). On this basis, the EU signed 
Memorandums of Understanding and Cooperation in the field of Energy with 
Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan in 2006, with Turkmenistan in May 2008 and in January 
2011 with Uzbekistan. One of the main objectives of the new strategy was to gain 
access to the large natural gas reserves of Turkmenistan (Melvin, 2012, p. 2). By the 
end of Morel's mandate in June 2012, the energy goals had not been attained, and 
the negotiations for a trilateral agreement with Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan on the 
Trans-Caspian pipeline continued at the time when the new EU Special 
Representative (EUSR), Patricia Flor, replaced him (European External Action 
Service, 2012).  

Seven years after the beginning of the EU Strategy, the European markets are still 
waiting for a commercial agreement with Turkmenistan to supply significant gas 
volumes to the Southern Gas Corridor. In June 2013, the President of the European 
Commission, José Manuel Barroso embarked on his first official visit to Kazakhstan, 
thereby sending new signals on extensive economic cooperation, without addressing 
the issue of energy security. At the end of the New Strategy mandate (2007-2012) 
the European bodies reviewed the strategy and decided to reaffirm it until the end of 
2013. In her July 2013 interview for Brussels-based NGO Eurasian Dialogue, 
Patricia Flor mentioned that the Strategy for Central Asia „will continue to be the 
framework for the EU-Central Asia relationship and it will not change in 2014” (Flor, 
2013). A few months later, in September 2013, Patricia Flor visited Kazakhstan 
representing the European Union at the Eurasia Emerging Markets Forum initiated 
by Nursultan Nazarbayev, the President of the Republic of Kazakhstan European 
External Action Service, 2013). In October 2013, the EU Special Representative also 
attended the 11th conference of the Central Asian Border Security Initiative in 
Ashgabat, where she exchanged views with Turkmeni President Gurbanguly 
Berdymuhamedov on the topic of gas supply (Turkmenistan State News Agency, 
2013). Thus, all these official visits brought increased visibility of the EU authorities 
in the Central Asian space, albeit without obtaining tangible results in the field of 
energy security. The assertive presence of the EU within the framework of the 
Central Asian Border Security Initiative indicates a small shift from the primacy of 
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energy security to securing the borders of the region with Afghanistan after the 
withdrawal of the International Security Assistance Force in 2014. In Central Asia, 
the issues related to securing the borders, water and energy are interdependent 
because if one link of the chain does not function properly, the other two components 
may also be severely affected.  

On 6 February 2014, Patricia Flor announced her impending resignation as EU 
Special Representative to Central Asia, stepping down on 28th February, four months 
before the end of her mandate (European Voice, 2014). It is not yet clear whether 
the termination of her mandate had anything to do with the intention expressed in by 
Baroness Catherine Ashton, High Representative of the EU for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy, to terminate a number of EU Special Representative's mandates, 
due to the fact that the EUSR were only formally appointed by the European Council, 
while the real strings were in the hands of the member states and the European 
Commission had little control over them (Fouere, 2013, p. 1). Ashton suggested that 
the EU Special Representative mandates should be integrated within the European 
External Action Service (EEAS). From this perspective, the challenge of the energy 
security dimension does not reside only in the hands of the future EUSR or on the 
need for increased EU visibility in the area. The continuous fight for internal power 
between the European Commission, the Council of Europe and the member states 
might also affect the European energy prospects in Central Asia. The geopolitical 
realism that made energy security a priority for the EU Strategy toward Central Asia 
represented a good theoretical frame for the negotiations with Kazakhstan and 
Turkmenistan but lacked concrete materialization.  

 

3.  Challenges of the Trans-Caspian Pipeline 

The Trans-Caspian Pipeline is a project proposed initially by the United States, and it 
involves the construction of a pipeline to import natural gas from Turkmenistan to 
Azerbaijan, transiting the Caspian Sea and moving to Europe via the Shakh Deniz-
Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum (South Caucasus pipeline) (Luft & Korin, A, 2009, p. 122). The 
pipeline has a capacity of 30bcm per year at an estimated cost of $ 5 billion. The 
main obstacles to the project are the political opposition of Russia and Iran, along 
with the fact that the continental shelf of the Caspian Sea is not legally regulated.  

The concept of the Trans-Caspian pipeline designed by the United States in 1996 
became a real option for the EU and the Central Asian countries only in 2006, after 
the energy crisis between Russia and Ukraine, which directly affected gas supplies 
to Europe (80% of the total gas volumes were exported from Russia to Europe 
through the pipeline system in Ukraine) (BBC News, 2009). In May 2006, on his first 
visit to Kazakhstan, the European Commissioner for Energy expressed the EU’s 
support for the construction of the Trans-Caspian pipeline, pledging to even offer 
financial support for the feasibility studies (BBN Newsletter, 2006). This episode in 
the history of the pipeline project reiterates a pattern of behaviour in the EU’s 
approach to the Central Asian states, namely the EU’s tendency to become 
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proactive only after the occurrence of certain major crises which recalls its energy 
insecurity. In light of this pattern, the current crisis in Ukraine also has the potential to 
underline the importance of previous commitments made by the parties to the Trans-
Caspian pipeline project. 

So far, there have been two important events that destabilized the collaboration and 
stalled the emergence of concrete results as an outcome of the negotiations. A first 
setback for the project was the signing of an agreement between the Russian 
Federation, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan (12 May 2007) on supplying gas through 
the Central Asia-Center pipeline system controlled by Gazprom. Although the 
President of Turkmenistan Gurbanguly Berdymuhamedov made assurances about 
maintaining his commitment toward the Trans-Caspian pipeline, the EU hesitated to 
continue the project due to its mistrust in the promises made by the Turkmeni 
authorities. For Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan, the agreement signed with Russia 
had not been an advantageous one, since Russia’s main priority was and still is to 
sell its own gas and secure beneficial contracts with different European countries. 
Therefore, Russia increased the price of Kazakh and Turkmen energy before 
reselling it to Europe, in order to maintain its dominant position in the ranking of 
energy imports on the EU market. For example, Kazakhstan sold gas to Russia for a 
price of $145 per 1000 cubic meters and Russia resold the gas to Europe for $250 
per 1000 cubic meters (Luft & Korin, A, 2009, p. 111). The two Central Asian 
countries agreed to transport gas through the Russian pipeline system due to the 
lack of other transport infrastructure to Europe.  

The second tense moment occurred in early July 2012, when "the war of 
declarations" restarted between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan, amid a conflict 
triggered in mid-June regarding ownership of the Caspian oil field, named Kyapaz by 
the Azeri and Serdar by the Turkmeni, holding oil reserves estimated at 50 million 
tons (Özertem, 2012). Azerbaijan accused Turkmenistan of violating an arrangement 
made by the presidents of the two countries in 2008, with the purpose of stopping 
any exploration and production activities in the field Kapaz/Serdar until all aspects 
related to the delimitation of the continental shelf of the Caspian Sea are regulated. 
Turkmeni authorities refused to recognize the agreement made in 2008, claiming 
that there were no documents to confirm it (Eurasianet, 2012). The conflict was 
resolved when the Presidents of Turkmenstan and Azerbaijan decided to decouple 
the Trans-Caspian pipeline project from the maritime delimitation and submarine 
shelf disputes between the two countries, based on the principle of “what unites us is 
greater than what divides us”. Both parties realized that, without an agreement for 
the Trans-Caspian pipeline, they will continue to be subjected to Russian and Iranian 
pressures. Moreover, the disagreements over the exploitation of the Kapaz/Serdar 
deposit reflect two different technical approaches. Given its more advanced 
technological capabilities of exploration and infrastructure, Azerbaijan would rather 
perform exploitation with its own operating system, while Turkmenistan prefers joint 
operation, either by creating a joint venture, or by joining an international consortium. 

The discussions for the Trans-Caspian pipeline project made little progress in 
September 2012, when Turkey joined the trilateral negotiation (EU-Azerbaijan-
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Turkmenistan) in Ashgabat. Being interested in purchasing Turkmen gas, Turkey 
had confirmed that it can provide guarantees related to safe gas transit on its 
territory (Natural Gas Europe, 2013). Thus the visit of European Commissioner for 
Energy Gϋnther Oettinger to Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan also marked the 
organization of the fifth round of negotiations on the Trans-Caspian gas pipeline. In 
2013, the negotiations continued in the same quadrilateral format of cooperation and 
at the end of the year it had been announced that they will most likely continue in 
2014 despite the failure of Nabucco West (Azernews, 2013).   

Apart from the barriers mentioned above, the Trans-Caspian project faces China’s 
fierce competition over the energy resources from Central Asia. In the past few years 
China has developed both infrastructure and production facilities in Central Asia at a 
fast pace. In Turkmenistan, China has already surpassed Russia as the main gas 
importer. Starting in 2012, China acquired 20 billion cubic meters via a pipeline 
inaugurated in 2009 (Reuters, 2013). The Trans-Afghanistan pipeline, known also as 
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-India Pipeline, is another competitor to the 
Trans-Caspian pipeline, but it is less likely that TAPI will be successfully completed 
since it faces tough mountain terrain and huge security risks by crossing the Taliban-
controlled Kandahar in Afghanistan and another Pakistani town, Quetta, where 
separatist insurgents are fighting against the government (Newsweek Pakistan, 
2013).  

The current obstacles to the Trans-Caspian pipeline are not insurmountable. The 
difficult moments mentioned above both internal and external proved that crisis 
situations can be transformed into opportunities, but this depends on the ability of the 
parties involved in the negotiation process to take advantage of them.  

 

4. Conclusion 

The risks posed by EU's energy insecurity will keep the door open for Central Asian 
gas and oil resources in the near future, even though the project of the Trans-
Caspian Pipeline seems to have reached a stalemate, in a long phase of political 
negotiations. Moreover, the situation in Ukraine might also determine a recalibration 
of the EU's energy security strategy, as the declarations made recently by many EU 
leaders already highlight a prioritisation of the energy sector on the European 
agenda.  Both the Central Asian states and the EU therefore need to show enough 
political will to attain a compromise between the aspirations, the challenges and the 
opportunities of their collaborative relationship. The success of the process is also 
dependent on how the Caspian states will be able to balance their security and 
foreign policy objectives, including energy security, and accommodate the agendas 
of Moscow, Beijing, Washington and Brussels.  

At the same time it is instrumental how Russia will approach its bilateral relations 
with Central Asian countries: if it tries to use too many sticks and only rarely carrots, 
Russia might lose the control over Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan. The countries are 
already showing signs that they are becoming weary of allowing Russia’s dominance 
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of energy exports. For the time being, Kazakhstan is buckling under the weight of its 
membership to the Eurasian Customs Union and looks forward to its accession to 
the World Trade Organization. In addition, Kazakhstan succeeded in becoming the 
EU’s sixth biggest crude supplier, while trade with the European Union amounted to 
around 40% of Kazakhstan’s total international trade, almost equalling the combined 
trade shares of Russia and China (Dreyer & Stang, 2014, p. 47). Moreover, Kazakh 
leaders had sought in the past to export oil to the Odessa-Brody pipeline in Ukraine 
in an attempt to reduce their dependence on Russian oil infrastructure. At the time, 
Moscow used its influence over the authorities in Kyiv, but Astana remained 
interested in the project (Luft & Korin, A, 2009, p. 111). If Kyiv maintains a stable pro-
Western government, the Caspian resources might have a second potential pipeline 
through which to reach Europe, apart from the Southern Gas Corridor.  

Until then, China remains the main energy importer in Central Asia. With a strong 
instinct for self-sufficiency and a benign, cooperative approach toward the region, 
China entered the market with good prospects. Having a balanced and inclusive 
attitude toward Russia through the Shanghai Cooperation Organization, China 
secured its place in Central Asia for the long term, especially now when the USA is 
on the verge of withdrawal from the region. 
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