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Abstract: Since the beginning of the millennium, all the regional energy players in the East 

Mediterranean had good cooperation with little intra-state rivalry or tensions. The Arab Gas 

Pipeline was successfully carrying Egyptian natural gas to Jordon, Lebanon, Syria and Israel. 

Egypt had signed agreements to further connect with the Turkish pipeline network, carrying 

natural gas to the European markets. However, the Egyptian government was facing an internal 

challenge concerning the normalization of economic relations with Israel. Public opinion was 

completely against the deal, yet the rest of the Arab Gas Pipeline destinations represented 

aspiration for further Arab cooperation. In 2010, two events changed the regional balance’s status- 

quo. The vast discoveries of Natural Gas fields in Israeli’s Exclusive Economic Zone in Eastern 

Mediterranean, and the increase of natural gas consumption in the Egyptian local market 

jeopardizing the quantities available for exportation. So, although Israel could be a net exporter, it 

was still facing many challenges including how to connect the discovered fields with the European 

markets, as a matter of economic and technical challenge, and the Egyptian market as a matter of 

political challenge. 

After the June 30th revolution, Egypt pursued an ambitious strategic policy to bring new balance 

to its Northern front and become a regional energy hub. Egypt in 2013 signed a deal with Cyprus 

on joint exploration of hydrocarbon reserves. New discoveries in the Sherouk concession by Eni, 

in August of 2015, turned Egypt into an ambitious geopolitical player in the Natural Gas field. 

This was followed by a milestone agreement with Cyprus in 2018 to build a pipeline from Cypriot 

fields to Egypt’s Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) stations. Another step towards establishing Egypt 

as energy hub took place early 2019 through the establishment of the East Mediterranean Forum 

that includes most of the regional countries except for Syria and Turkey, each for its own reasons. 

Egypt’s interests were challenged by the aggressive Turkish foreign policy in the region. This was 

the beginning of intra-states rivalry. On the one hand, Turkey has disputes regarding the sea 

demarcations with Greece and Cyprus; at the same time Turkey signed a demarcation agreement 

with the Libyan Government that has been rejected by Greece, Cyprus, Egypt and other regional 

powers on legal and political bases. On the other hand, Turkey is trying to get away from possible 

American sanctions following ‘The Eastern Mediterranean Security and Energy Partnership Act 

of 2019’, approved by the US Congress at the end of 2019. This Act has had negative repercussions 

on Turkey while in the same time endorsing other regional players. In addition, it changed the 

regional balance from a function of regional affairs to another of global powers rivalry. 
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This paper analyzes Egypt’s Strategy in East Mediterranean between 2013 and 2019 using a 

defensive realism lens, and focuses on the dynamics resulting from Energy Issues. The first part 

introduces the current challenges Egypt faces in East Mediterranean and highlights the root causes 

of the regional rivalry. The second part illustrates the Egyptian Foreign Policy in overcoming the 

challenges that emerged after the big discoveries of natural gas fields in 2015, including the 

establishment of East Mediterranean Forum in 2019. The last part discusses the effects of global 

powers intervention on regional balance and highlights the possible scenarios. 
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Introduction 

 
After 2013, Egypt’s international relations have been influenced by the political upheavals 

that occurred between 2011 and 2013. During this time, Egypt’s foreign policy strayed from the 

long-established norms that had formed the guiding principles for decades since the peace treaty 

with Israel was signed in 1979. For the first time, Egypt established an intimacy with Iran and 

exchanged presidential visits (Ahmadinejad greeted with red carpet, protests in Egypt, 2013). 

Egypt also pressured the Arab League to agree to an aggressive course of action against Syria 

(Saleh and Samir, 2012). Such an unprecedented paradigm shift was inconceivable before 2011, 

and fortunately, it did not last more than a couple of years. Otherwise, the region could have 

confronted a dramatic transformation. 

Since 2013, Egypt has endeavored to restore and re-establish its traditional foreign policy 

of functioning as a regional stabilizer. Egypt has faced numerous challenges, including the so- 

called Western classification of the 2013 revolution as a coup d’état (Sayed, 2018), the desperate 

need for financial assistance because of an acute fiscal crisis (Parasie and Solomon, 2015), and 

terrorism endorsed and supported by regional actors such as Turkey and Qatar (Mamdouh, 2017). 

In addition, energy companies could not continue excavations because of the enormous debt owed 

to them by Egypt (UPDATE 1-Egypt arrears owed to oil firms rises to $3 billion at end-2015, 

2015). Hence, the anticipated positive financial impact of the natural gas discovered in the Eastern 

Mediterranean has remained far beyond Egypt’s reach. 

After the regime changed in 2013, Egypt was confronted with internal and external 

difficulties. The likelihood of accruing advantages from the newly discovered natural gas resources 

in the East Mediterranean became doubtful. Therefore, Egyptian foreign policy had to overcome 

internal problems and simultaneously harvest full benefit from the East Mediterranean natural gas 

resources within its maritime borders while avoiding undue regional complications. This paper 

attempts to determine whether Egyptian foreign policy has successfully established a new balance 

or new front in the East Mediterranean Region during the period 2013–2019. 

This paper contends that Egypt has applied a strategy based on defensive realism in 

tackling mounting challenges posed to it in the East Mediterranean. This policy has altered the 

status quo: Egypt has pivoted from a severely threatened country in 2013 to a stable nation in 2019. 
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In so doing, it has restored its traditional conservative foreign policy and enhanced its role as the 

regional balancer, especially on the northern front. 

Egyptian policy between 2013 and 2019 may be classified into two parts. First, Egypt built 

its military capabilities, including the navy, to protect its interest and deter threats. Second, it has 

aligned with other regional powers that support pro-regional cooperation for the mutual benefit of 

all parties, for example, Cyprus and Greece. This stability has been tested by regional players who 

have been left behind, as well as the intervention of global powers. 

Defensive realism is focused on the power race between states due to the weakness of the 

global/regional system structure. This stance explains Egyptian foreign policy in the East 

Mediterranean, also illuminating the behavior of other regional players like left-behind powers 

such as Turkey. The regional scenario between 2013 and 2019 illustrated how various players 

exploited regional system unbalances in their favor. The 2019 Turkish agreement with the Libyan 

Interim Government is an exemplar that will be explained further later in the paper. The rising 

tensions in the region involve diverse actors with divergent rationales. It is unlikely that the 

conflicts can de-escalate before a compromise is effected between Turkey and the other players. It 

remains to be seen what Egyptian foreign policy can or cannot accept to achieve such a 

compromise. 

This paper is divided into three sections. To discuss these aspects. The first section, “Egypt 

and the East Mediterranean Rivalry,” introduces the challenges confronting Egypt since 2013. The 

second section, “The Egyptian Initiative: The East Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF),” illustrates 

Egyptian policy in overcoming problems, including the establishment of the East Mediterranean 

Forum in 2019. The third section is titled “The Regional System Imbalance and the Intervention 

of Global Powers” and contemplates the effects of the intercession of international actors on 

regional balance. Finally, the conclusion highlights possible prospective scenarios. 

Egypt and the East Mediterranean Rivalry 

 
Since the discoveries of large gas fields, the rivalry in the East Mediterranean has 

manifested in two aspects that Egypt has had to tackle since 2013: the unsettled maritime 

demarcation and contradictory foreign interference. Some regional powers intervened in Egypt’s 



Egypt’s Future Outlook: The Search for a New Balances [BAEPS Conference: November 24, 2020] 5  

internal political upheavals. At the same time, international financial organizations did not offer 

any support to Egypt against its deteriorating internal economic situation. 

The first aspect of the incomplete delineation of sea borders throughout the East 

Mediterranean has caused continuous tension. That every demarcation process applied to the 

region, including any efforts related to Egyptian sea borders, could turn into fierce political dispute 

must be taken into account. In the best-case scenario, the sea-boundary conflicts in the region could 

be resolved according to international law or on the basis of the power likely to dominate issues if 

confrontation became the preferred choice of at least one of the regional nations. 

Map 1. Competing exclusive economic zone (EEZ) claims in the Mediterranean and disputed sea 

borders 

 

 
Note. Trimming Turkey’s wings: Ankara and Cairo fight for influence in Africa and East-Med, by 

Mada Misr, 2020. 

Map 1 displays the magnitude of the problem of the demarcation of the sea borders of the 

area. The dotted lines denote the disputed sea borders that could turn explosive, while the dotted 

areas represent unresolved exclusive economic zones containing some of the discovered natural 

gas fields. Notably, these unresolved maritime borders were long disputed before the natural gas 



Egypt’s Future Outlook: The Search for a New Balances [BAEPS Conference: November 24, 2020] 6  

fields began to be discovered. On rare occasions, such conflicts have caused fierce political battles 

that have escalated to confrontations at the diplomatic level. Even more rarely, the disputes have 

engaged militaries. The natural gas fields have added a new dimension representing a major 

national interest for several regional powers, including Egypt. The rivalry over claiming territories 

has involved taking sides, which has also affected the regional balance. 

Map 2. Natural gas fields in the East Mediterranean. 
 

 

 
 

 
Note. Exxon Mobil discovers a huge natural gas reserve off Cyprus, Daily Sabah, 2019. 

 
Map 2 adds the locations of the natural gas fields and shows the disputed areas. The 

Cypriot-Turkish tensions dating to 1974 after the Turkish invasion that split the island may be 

cited as an exemplar. Turkey is the only country in the world to date that recognizes the de facto 

republic of Northern Cyprus. It is hence unlikely that Turkey will recognize any maritime 

demarcation agreement signed by the Cypriot government unless a compromise can be achieved 

on how the discovered resources can be divided. Moreover, Turkey has frequently and on varied 

occasions threatened the use of force to stop companies from conducting any seismic activities in 

Cypriot waters (Palacios, 2018). Such threats have occurred on many occasions and triggered 
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direct warnings from Egypt to Turkey on several such instances, especially in 2018 and 2019 

(Egypt warns Turkey against drilling off Cyprus, 2019). Thus, it is one thing to discover the natural 

gas fields and completely another to reap their benefits. 

The second aspect of foreign intervention demonstrates contradicting roles. On the one 

hand, Turkey interfered in Egypt’s internal affairs and adopted a critical position against the 

ousting of the Muslim Brotherhood from power in 2013. This intercession was based on the special 

relationship between the Turkish Justice and Development Party and the Egyptian Muslim 

Brotherhood. Egypt found this relation extremely controversial and rejected the interference in its 

internal affairs and national decision-making (Saeed, 2015). 

On the other hand, the internal Egyptian economic challenges have rendered it difficult for 

Egypt to take advantage of the newly explored natural gas fields in a timely manner because of the 

lack of the requisite funds for investment. This circumstance has placed Egypt under enormous 

pressure because it had to prioritize the nation’s survival rather than investments. International 

financial organizations such as the World Bank (WB) and International Monitory Fund (IMF) were 

unable to help Egypt at that juncture at the end of 2013. Egypt’s quest to benefit from the new 

natural gas fields was thus delayed. 

Importantly, Egypt’s utility infrastructure has been deteriorating, resulting in electricity 

cuts and energy shortages (Piazza, 2018). In addition, long lines of cars waiting for fuel have 

become a common sight. The stakes were high, and the Egyptian government had to act in some 

way to save the situation, taking into consideration that the ousted faction, the Muslim 

Brotherhood, was attacking electricity towers and increasing the magnitude of the nation’s 

problems. 

Egypt also owed large sums of money to the energy companies, which put on hold most 

exploitations and discovery operations. The value of the debt rose to 6.3 billion USD in 2014, and 

no company showed any interest in beginning seismic explorations before scheduling balance 

payments (Egypt close to settling debts to international oil companies, 2018). It was clear that the 

country required a quick cash influx to accomplish any progress. 

Egypt overcame such challenges by sustaining a conservative foreign policy of 

straightforward defensive realism, traditionally favoring cooperation over  confrontation, and 
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endorsing confirming behaviors to maintain the balance of power (Mearsheimer, 2001). On the 

financial end, Egypt relied on some Gulf countries for immediate aid until it could sign a deal with 

the IMF and the WB. 

In diplomatic terms, Egypt began to work on improving relations with Cyprus and Greece 

to the extent of siding with both countries and initiating an annual trilateral conference since 2013 

(Joint Declaration of 7th Trilateral Cooperation Mechanism Summit among Egypt, Cyprus, 

Greece. 2019). The policy was further developed through the presidential periods of Adly Mansour 

and El Sisi. Egypt, Cyprus, and Greece signed multiple tripartite agreements from 2013 to enhance 

the cooperation between the three countries (Joint Declaration of 7th Trilateral Cooperation 

Mechanism Summit Among Egypt, Cyprus, Greece. 2019). 

To build capacity, Egypt has initiated unprecedented armament of its navy and military. 

The Egyptian army underwent a transformation, adding modern battleships, brigades, and even 

two helicopter carriers (Gamal, 2019). These enhancements increased Egypt’s deterrence 

capabilities and sought to preserve the regional balance. Further, Egyptian foreign policy advanced 

initiatives to cement military relations with Greece and Cyprus after signing armament agreements. 

Thus, the first Egyptian-Greek naval drill occurred in the East Mediterranean in 2015 (Eleiba, 

2019), followed in consecutive years by naval drills with various countries, including France, Italy, 

Spain, Russia, and China. 

Financially, the cash flow shortage compelled the Egyptian government to seek quick 

assistance. Luckily, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and some 

other Gulf countries (except Qatar) were ready to help and pumped a useful amount of money 

when it was severely needed. The political costs of this aid are beyond the scope of this paper. 

However, the aspect of measuring the direct and/or indirect impact of foreign financial aid on 

Egypt’s foreign policy in the East Mediterranean requires further research (Egypt and the Gulf: 

Allies and Rivals, 2020). 

All the contributing countries desired to oust the Muslim Brotherhood from power, so there 

was no additional political cost endured by Egypt. However, President El Sisi mentioned on a few 

occasions that some conditions accompanied the Arab financial aid, but he promised they would 

not affect Egyptian policies in any way (Statement by President El Sisi at Egypt vision 2030 

conference, 2016). After acquiring partial financial relief, Egypt negotiated a 12 billion USD loan 
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with international financial institutions such as the IMF. The loan was actually approved by the 

IMF board at the end of 2016 (IMF Executive Board Approves US$12 billion Extended 

Arrangement Under the Extended Fund Facility for Egypt, 2016). 

The deal with IMF and later with the WB are significant factors for consideration in 

discussions of Egyptian foreign policy because, before these financial agreements, the West 

always labeled the 2013 revolution as a coup ousting a democratically elected president. After the 

agreements were accomplished, the language softened substantially (Hessler, 2016). Accordingly, 

many large fuel companies such as Eni, BP, and Nobel Energy evinced an interest in increasing 

their investments in Egypt (Eni, BP plan more investments in Egypt than any other country, 2017). 

This willingness improved Egypt’s domestic socioeconomic circumstances, and the nation could 

fulfill domestic demands for energy (electricity, oil, and gas). 

The question of how Egypt’s foreign policy of the northern front since 2013 may be 

understood is answered directly through the grasp of traditional Egyptian preferences that have 

shaped the country’s foreign policy for decades after the 1979 peace treaty. The Egyptians have 

always stood for stability, development, and regional balance. It is inconceivable to view post- 

Mubarak era Egypt endorsing a policy based on offensive realism (Piazza, 2018) or trying to wrest 

advantage of the imbalances of the regional system. Nevertheless, the question of what Egypt will 

do versus Turkey’s apparently continued aggressive foreign policy remains unanswered. 

To conclude this section, the analysis of Egyptian preferences and actions on its northern 

border clearly indicates two significant aspects. First, Egypt wanted to accomplish a deal with its 

neighboring countries to preserve its interests. Second, it desired to enhance its position as a 

regional player and prepare itself for a potential regional threat that could not be resolved 

peaceably or according to international law. The latter scenario does not depend on Egypt alone; 

the policies followed by other regional powers are also involved. For example, Egyptian choices 

were limited when Turkey chose to drill in Cypriot waters in 2017 and threatened Cyprus (Gurcan, 

2017). On the one hand, Egypt condemned the Turkish behavior that caused unnecessary and 

unacceptable tensions in the region. On the other hand, Egypt understood that its interests could 

be directly threatened if it did not garner enough power to deter Turkey’s aggressive behavior. 

Egypt has thus opted for straightforward defensive realism as its means of maintaining the regional 

order. 
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The Egyptian Initiative: The East Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF) 

 
It may appear contradictory to analyze Egyptian foreign policy in terms of defensive 

realism and simultaneously tackle the initiative of the EMGF. A regional organization meant to 

endorse cooperation does not appear apt to the main tenets of defensive realism. However, the first 

concern of defensive realism is not to maximize power but to maintain the power positions in the 

system (Mearsheimer, 2001), i.e., to sustain the regional system status quo. In this sense, the 

EMGF could be considered a non-traditional tool utilized to endorse the status quo of the regional 

structure and thus containing the aggression caused by the left-behind powers. 

In that same context, the analysis of the foreign policy of any country that has not declared 

a foreign policy strategy should be based on two factors: first, through induction or by scrutinizing 

and analyzing its behavior; and second, through the discourse analysis of its officials, especially 

the president and the foreign minister. Egyptian foreign policy may be apprehended through the 

second aspect because Egypt does not have an announced foreign policy paper that could reveal 

its long-term strategy. Yet, an initiative such as the establishment of the EMGF offers adequate 

data from official sources and may be employed for the analysis and comprehension of Egyptian 

foreign policy on the northern front. 

The essence of the EMGF concerns win-win cooperation that maintains the regional status 

quo rather than a zero-sum confrontation that could reconfigure the regional balance. Thus, the 

forum has functioned since its establishment to normalize relations, preferring to select the route 

of introducing natural gas pipelines from the fields to the markets and seeking to enhance Egypt’s 

position as a regional energy hub. EMGF simultaneously flags concerns about left-behind powers 

such as Turkey that face increasing isolation. Ultimately, the forum could confront unexpected 

internal rivalry that could potentially hinder its functionality. 

In terms of normalization, Israel was included in a regional organization in the Middle East 

for the first time and became a member of a regional organization along with the Palestinian 

Authority, thus endorsing cooperation that could enhance the relationship between the two 

conflicting sides (In a first, Israel enters Arab regional grouping for oil and gas business, 2019). 

EMGF could, in this sense, be viewed as a regional normalization tool. 
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Nevertheless, Gaza represents a challenge not just for the Israeli and Palestinian sides but 

also for Egypt because the demarcation between Israel and the Palestinian Authority was never 

concluded. Israel does not allow Palestine to discover natural gas resources within its maritime 

borders (Harper, 2019). This issue was about to change in 2017 in a way that would influence 

Egypt because Turkey proposed a giant project in Gaza’s maritime waters that Egypt found 

suspicious. The project involved the construction of an artificial island in Gaza’s waters for 

logistical activities (Baker, 2017). Egypt rejected the idea, and the project did not proceed further. 

Map 3. Gaza’s natural gas fields 
 

 

Note. Damianou, Global Risk Insights, 2015. 

 
The forum supports the prospects of certain projects over others vis-à-vis preferences for 

choosing the route of its natural gas pipelines from fields to markets. The forum was established 

in Jan 2019 by 7 countries: Egypt, Israel, Greece, Cyprus, Italy, Jordon, and the Palestinian 

Authority. Its charter was developed in 2020. The establishment of the EMGF was followed by 

the announcement of two major projects between member states to transfer natural gas from the 

region to its markets. The first operation involves a pipeline from Cyprus to Egypt, which would 
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carry the natural gas from the Cypriot fields to the Egyptian liquidation station for liquid natural 

gas (LNG). The second and more problematic initiative concerns the East-Med Europe pipeline, 

which proposes to carry natural gas from the Israeli’s field to the European market through Cyprus 

and Greece, ending in South Italy. 

Map 4. The Cyprus-Egypt gas pipeline 
 

 

Note. Egypt, Cyprus sign natural gas pipeline connection agreement, by Energy Egypt, 2018. 

Map 5. The potential route of the East-Med-Europe Pipeline 

 
 

Note. Government dismisses reports on East-Med pipeline as baseless, Kathimerini Cyprus, 2018. 
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The East-Med Europe pipeline is problematic at two levels. First, it literally competes with 

another project, the Southern Corridor (TANAP), slated to convey natural gas from the Caspian 

Sea to Europe through Turkey and Greece, also ending in South Italy. It also competes with the 

Russian-Turkish pipeline, Turk-Stream, which seeks to transmit gas from Russia to Europe 

through Turkey. 

Map 6. East-Med-Europe, Turk-Stream, and Southern Gas Corridor 
 

 

Note. Stambolis, Institute of Energy for Southeastern Europe (IENE), 2018. 

 
Turkey anticipated the potential threat of the East-Med Europe pipeline. Perhaps that was 

one of the motives behind the controversial demarcation agreement in 2019 between Turkey and 

the Tripoli-based Government of National Accord headed by Fayez El-Sarag. The agreement was 

censured by almost all regional powers except Israel (Kandil, 2020). Egypt thus rejected the 

demarcation and expediated a similar demarcation agreement with Greece, which was concluded 

a year later. 
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Meanwhile, the advancement of the EMGF increased the likelihood that the pipeline could 

pass through the demarcated lines between Cyprus, Egypt, and Greece. This remain-to-be-seen 

route could accrue crossing-fees to the Egyptian side as a direct result of the mutual cooperation 

among forum members (Cairo declaration establishes Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum with 

seven countries, 2019). The open question that needs further research involves the course of the 

East-Med Europe pipeline. Time will reveal whether Turkey’s aggressive realist policy will 

threaten the pipeline’s route, claiming that it passes through Turkey’s exclusive economic zone. 

This contest is in Europe’s favor because the increased diversification of the European Union’s 

supply would augur better security for European markets and consumers. 

Map 7. The Greece-Egypt demarcation Agreement. 
 

 

Note. Greek-Egyptian EEZ Demarcation Agreement versus the equidistant lines, which is the 

baseline -for EEZ according to UNCLOS, by Reddit, 2020. 

As a left-behind power, Turkey feels more isolated since it has made no discoveries in its 

own exclusive economic zone in the East Mediterranean, and it is not part of any pipeline project 

carrying natural gas from the region to the markets. Consequently, Turkey has not accepted the 

new demarcation treaties between Egypt and Cyprus or between Egypt and Greece (Turkey’s 
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response to Egypt-Greece maritime demarcation deal is “surprising”: Cairo, 2020). Thus, Turkey 

is likely to continue its foreign policy behavior of offense, particularly because of its regional 

endorsement of the Muslim Brotherhood and its support of the status quo of Libya’s split. A 

compromise is hence highly doubtful unless a radical shift occurs in Turkey’s policies. 

Nonetheless, direct talks were held between Egypt and Turkey at the end of September 2020, 

demonstrating that further positive developments in their relationship may be possible (Egypt- 

Turkey intelligence talks: Could they conclude in full reconciliation? 2020). 

In short, EMGF is a regional organization that aims to enhance cooperation and improve 

mutual benefits based on the idea of regional integration, but it is seen as a rising threat by Turkey. 

Fortunately, economic cooperation is the only rationale for the EMGF. However, Turkey has fallen 

far short of achieving its ambition or its claimed “rights in the Mediterranean.” Therefore, internal 

regional efforts will remain inadequate in maintaining the balance in the area unless the EMGF 

can contain Turkey, and it is more likely global powers will have to intercede. 

Egypt’s capacity in the energy field must initially be acknowledged before discussing the 

amelioration of the Egyptian position as a regional energy hub. Egypt retains the Sumed pipeline, 

which transports Saudi and Gulf oil from the Red Sea to the Mediterranean. Egypt holds the Arab 

pipeline connecting Egyptian fields to Jordan, Syria, and Lebanon. A branch of this line links Al- 

Arish to Ashkelon. Egypt also encompasses two LNG plants, which have added liquefaction 

capabilities to the Egyptian energy sector. This infrastructure facilitates Egypt’s quest to become 

the regional energy hub (Factbox: Egypt’s push to be East Mediterranean gas hub, 2020). 

In congruence with this quest, the Cairo-based EMGF represents an institution that forms 

the middle ground for regional integration where members could actually meet and compromise. 

It is also an initiative that can help actualize Egypt’s ambitions to become a regional hub for energy 

exports. Since the establishment of the EMGF, Egypt has accomplished deals to import and liquefy 

natural gas from Israel and, more recently, from Cyprus when the Cyprus-Egypt pipeline is 

completed. 

Map 8. Egyptian Energy infrastructure, SUMED pipeline (green), and Arab Gas pipeline (red) 
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Note. Egypt Energy Profile: Largest Non-OPEC Oil Producer In Africa – Analysis, by Eurasia 

Review, 2018. 

Map 9. Arish-Ashkelon pipeline 
 

 
Note. The East Mediterranean Geopolitical Puzzle and the Risks to Regional Energy Security, by 

The Institute of Energy for South East Europe (IENE), 2013. 
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Notably apropos the unexpected internal rivalry, Israeli ambitions are expanding rapidly in 

the energy sector after the new peace accord was achieved with both the UAE and Bahrain in 

September 2020. This peace pact demolished the embargo on dealing with the Israeli energy 

sector, which was imposed on energy companies by Arab signatories. However, the prohibition 

had never stopped major oil companies from working with Israel or using Israeli facilities, 

including the Ashkelon-Elate pipeline built in 1968 as a joint project with Iran to ship oil between 

the Red Sea and the Mediterranean. Yet, the embargo caused the companies to use complicated 

logistical processes to pass unnoticed and avoid boycott by Gulf countries. 

The peace deal between Israel, UAE, and Bahrain transformed numerous terms. Now, all 

energy companies can openly use the Israeli facilities, including the Ashkelon-Elate pipeline 

(Ferziger, 2020). This event poses a potential threat to Egyptian interests as the Suez Canal’s 

income could be adversely influenced. This situation has thus caused an unexpected problem that 

could create rivalry within the EMGF. It remains to be seen if the EMGF can discharge a role in 

this unanticipated occurrence. 

Map 10. The Eilat-Ashkelon pipeline 
 

 

Note. Tzioni, by 24/6 Magazine, 2020. 
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The Regional System Imbalance and Intervention of Global Powers 

 
The inequitable multipolarity in the Eastern Mediterranean, combined with the inability of 

the regional players to restore order to regional affairs, has caused the United States to function in 

what seems to be a decisive role far beyond the mere stabilization of Turkish policies. The US 

Congress passed a number of legislations throughout 2019 to tackle the escalating tensions in the 

Eastern Mediterranean region. This section overviews two of the American bills and their 

implications on Egypt’s foreign policy apropos the region. Importantly, the first bill was of indirect 

help to Egypt, while the second bill appears to have helped more directly, as is elucidated in the 

sections that follow. 

The first United States bill on Protecting Europe’s Energy Security Act of 2019 helped 

Egypt indirectly. It purposed to “impose sanctions with respect to the provision of certain vessels 

for the construction of Russian energy export pipelines” (H.R.3206, 2019). Its ambit includes the 

Turk-Stream and Nord-Stream from Russia to Germany through the Baltic Sea. The sanctions 

encompass asset blocking, inadmissibility to the US, and penalties for violators of the sanctions. 

The bill imposes sanctions on each foreign person who “sells, leases, or provides pipe-laying 

vessels for the construction of any Russian-origin energy export pipeline that makes landfall in 

Germany or Turkey (H.R.3206, 2019).” Thus, the companies working with Turk-Stream must 

choose a side or face serious consequences. 

The bill clearly targets Russian energy exports to Europe and any third country such as 

Turkey that facilitates the process of utilization of the Turk-Stream pipeline. Russia and Turkey 

have disputed the action along with Germany, but it is not yet clear how they will proceed. The 

impact is felt across the Turkish-European borders as the amount of gas pumped through is 

inconsistent and diminishing (Bauomy, 2020). 

This mounting pressure on the Turkish passage initially targeting Russia actually 

constitutes direct support to the American LNG exports to Europe and offers indirect support to 

energy-exporting countries in the Mediterranean, including Israel (Department of Energy 

Authorizes Additional LNG Exports from Freeport LNG, 2019.). In so doing, it also indirectly 

bolsters the Egyptian energy sector. Yet, the American policy took the European demand for 

energy diversification into consideration, and another bill was introduced in 2019. 
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The second American bill was titled The Eastern Mediterranean Security and Energy 

Partnership Act of 2019. It indicated that the United States strongly supported the completion of 

the Trans Adriatic pipeline (TAP), the East-Med Europe pipeline, and the establishment of LNG 

terminals across the Eastern Mediterranean as a means of diversifying regional energy supplies 

away from the Russian Federation (S.1102, 2019). The bill thus endorsed both the TAP project 

and LNG exports. The latter action was significant because the United States aimed to increase its 

market share in the European Union at the expense of Russian exports. The United States secretary 

of energy named the US LNG the freedom gas, which would give “America’s allies a diverse and 

affordable source of clean energy” (S.1102, 2019). 

The bill added new measures that could be summarized as follows: 

 
- “Deepening security cooperation with the Republic of Cyprus through the removal of the 

arms embargo on the country” (imposed in 1987). 

-  Providing “robust International Military Education and Training programming with 

Greece and the Republic of Cyprus.” 

- The bill establishes the United States-Eastern Mediterranean Energy Center to facilitate 

energy cooperation between the United States of America, Israel, Greece, and Cyprus. 

- It “obstructs the transfer of F-35 aircraft to Turkey due to Turkish purchases of the S-400 

air defense system from the Russian Federation.” 

- The bill “requires the Secretary of State to submit to Congress a strategy on enhanced 

security and energy cooperation with Israel, Cyprus, and Greece,” and also tender reports 

on malicious activities by Russia and other countries in the region (S.1102, 2019). 

The second bill is remarkable in the clear empowerment of Greece and Cyprus, Egypt’s two 

new allies in the region. On its own, this act could be viewed as direct assistance to Egyptian 

foreign policy because it supplements Egypt’s capacity to deter Turkey and maintain the regional 

status quo even if Turkey plans to dominate the regional hegemony. Another direct potential 

benefit to the Egyptian side is related to the technical aid the bill provides to the East-Med Europe 

pipeline. This support could be extended to EMGF because the United States has expressed an 

interest to join the forum as “a permanent observer.” Pertinently, Russia has not articulated its 

rejection of this second bill, which includes sanctions on Turkey, based on the purchase of S-400. 



Egypt’s Future Outlook: The Search for a New Balances [BAEPS Conference: November 24, 2020] 20  

Conversely, Turkey has not yet changed its course of action and continues with the same 

aggressive foreign policy as in 2020 for the time being. Thus, more regional nations are clustering 

together to sustain the regional equilibria as Turkey becomes increasingly isolated. At least Turkey 

is, for now, becoming deprived of participating in the production of F-35 fighter jets. Also, the 

European Union is pressuring Turkey, threatening sanctions unless the nation alters its 

Mediterranean policy. Again, the Turkish choices are yet undetermined. However, it is concerning 

that Turkey is choosing to continue the S-400 deal despite the American injunctions. 

Nevertheless, it must be highlighted that the same bill imposing sanctions on Turkey can also 

be used to enforce equivalent penalties on Egypt if the latter decides to continue buying SU-35 

fighter jets from Russia (Ramani, 2020). The direct help could thus turn into a direct threat, 

depending on the context. 

The political context and regional dynamics of the East Mediterranean are directed toward 

preserving the existing regional order vis-à-vis seemingly incessant Turkish attempts to change it. 

Unfortunately, a number of important regional players like Syria and Lebanon remain absent from 

the context and could also enhance or deteriorate the regional equities once they restore their 

regional roles. Other actors such as Turkey are unhappy with the new regional equilibrium and are 

trying their best to change it. Egyptian choices in this context have enabled the construction of 

axes of regional allies who have been supported by major powers such as the United States, 

ensuring increased stability and increasing the chances of the preservation of the regional balance. 

Yet, the situation will remain constructive only temporarily until the Turkish threat to the East 

Mediterranean, which has now expanded to Libya, is contained. 

Conclusion 

 
Egyptian foreign policy has always bolstered stability in the East Mediterranean. 

Historically, Egypt has discharged discrete roles to ease tensions between regional nations, for 

instance, between Turkey and Syria in 1998. This policy was restored in 2013 after the political 

upheaval of 2011–2013. The northern front has seen significant developments since 2013, 

beginning with the large discoveries of natural gas fields in the East Mediterranean. These findings 

transformed the area from a vital trade route to a region looking for a new order. Immediately, 

issues such as sea border demarcations and energy-exporting routes became topics of avid interest, 

and a contest was initiated between nations. These developments have reflected on Egyptian 
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foreign policy as Egypt is confronted with an aggressive Turkish policy. Whether the East 

Mediterranean will form a new front and whether countries will collaborate and establish a new 

balance are questions that remain open. 

The Egyptian policy responded in two ways to the situation in the East Mediterranean. 

First, Egypt strengthened its ties with Cyprus and Greece as a new axis of development, which 

encouraged other countries to join this tripartite accord. Second, it empowered its naval and armed 

forces in unprecedented ways through arms deals that have increased its battle capacity. This 

necessary step toward building deterrence capabilities was taken not just to restrain Turkey but 

also to protect Egyptian interests. The policy resulted in further positive developments as Egypt 

initiated the establishment of the EMGF, which included the membership of seven regional 

nations, including an observer neighboring the region, France, and a potential observer from 

outside the region, the United States of America. 

The institutionalization of regional affairs has helped the gathering of a group of countries 

that look forward to further cooperation based on mutual benefit. This fact, accompanied by 

Turkey’s sensing that it has been left behind, has complicated the East Mediterranean political 

environment. Turkey reacted by signing a demarcation agreement with the government of national 

accord in Tripoli, demonstrating that regional affairs cannot be controlled on the basis of a mutual 

understanding between regional powers. This unrest opened the door to interference by major 

powers such as the United States in the effort to usher peace and restore balance to the region. The 

policy of the United States is elucidated in the two congressional bills passed in 2019, which have 

played a direct role in the region’s quest for equilibrium and have so far reflected indirectly but 

positively on Egyptian foreign policy in the East Mediterranean. 

Egypt has expended major efforts in establishing the regional political environment. These 

endeavors are paying off and helping Egypt achieve its vision of regional stability. It may be 

asserted that the East Mediterranean is now on its way to achieve a new balance of power. 

However, Egypt must take two precautions based on its defensive realist behavior. First, the 

aggressive Turkish policy is not yet contained and could result in further complications, especially 

on the Libyan front. Second, the unexpected Israeli competition that has transpired in the transport 

of energy between the Red Sea and the Mediterranean because of a peace accord forged by Israel 
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with the UAE and Bahrain is not a threat, but a fierce competition may affect Egypt’s income 

stream from the Suez Canal. 

Finally, the sudden shift in the elements that cause stability in the region must be 

contemplated. An internal change in Turkey could usher in a new and different political leadership, 

which could reshape the future of the region toward increased mutual cooperation. The decreasing 

tensions between Israel and Lebanon following efforts to agree on the disputed areas on their sea 

borders would also help in improving the political environment. 

On the other hand, the choices Israel will make once its pipeline to Europe is established 

remain to be witnessed. Will Israel continue to use the Egyptian LNG to reach distant markets? 

Will Israel-Egypt relations alter? These questions can only be answered in due time. Finally, the 

question of the impact of the green economy on energy markets will always remain open. If natural 

gas ceases to be an approved eco-friendly energy source, the circumstances will shift again. The 

impact of global choices will continue to affect Egyptian policy in the East Mediterranean and in 

general. 
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