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1. Introduction 

 Energy security is defined by the International Energy Agency1 as the uninterrupted 

availability of energy sources at an affordable price. As the usage of energy is interwoven with 

almost each activity of human life, and a leading factor of economic development, it is crucial for 

every state to ensure its energy supply at a price that the consumers will be able to afford. From 

the producers’ perspective, energy security is related with the long-term existence of buyers, 

which are willing and capable of paying the supplied energy in prices which provide them the 

desirable profit. For the importers of energy, the request is to ensure the constant flow of energy 

through their energy system, free of disruptions and price fluctuations. 

Energy security is a multidimensional concept which includes threats varying from 

infrastructural problems and natural events to terrorist attacks etc. The domestic political situation 

concerning exporting countries may also be related to the arise of concerns for disruptions in 

importing countries, or the reversed view that imports might be an indirect support of 

authoritarian and repressing regimes.2 But what happens when a state is dependent on imports 

by specific regions of such a vital commodity? This state of dependency makes the country 

vulnerable especially when the relationships between the two parts are tense or when the 

domestic situation within the exporting region is instable. In the case of energy as a commodity, 

the threats of an energy crisis were made clear during the oil crisis of the 70s. That is why this 

period was the benchmark of the change of EU’s energy policy, to reach to the point in the 2000’, 

due to the developments between Ukraine and Russia, to conceive a strategic plan for the creation 

of an integral energy market based on the diversification of energy sources. This change of policy 

also reflects the alarming increase of EU’s dependency on external energy sources. During 2000-

2010 its dependency increased from about 75% to 84% for oil and from about 49% to 62% for 

gas.3 This state of dependency arises security issues, as EU is exposed in international strategies 

of exporting countries, which may use energy to put pressure on the importers for implementing 

their political and economic interests. Also, political instability and conflicts in the exporting 

countries may cause supply disruptions that will affect EU’s energy security.  

 From the producer perspective energy security is most importantly conceived as the 

maintenance of security of demand. On a reversed view to the previous, the focus of 

diversification and expansion of energy sources does not serve the interests of the exporter and 

                                                           
1

 
International Energy Agency, 2016, www.iea.org  

2 Actually, West’s direct or indirect support to authoritarian regimes is an interesting issue, which exists for 

two reasons. Firstly, it was considered that the maintenance of these regimes would help to maintain the 

stability in MENA and reduce the risk of energy to be used as the means of pressure to the importers and 

secondly, these authoritarian regimes provided some form of protection to Israel from the anti-israeli 

sense that is spread among MENA’s people. 

3D.K. Johnsson, B. Johansson, A. Mansson, L.J. Nilsson, M. Nilsson, H. Sonnsjo (2015) Energy security 
matters in the EU Energy Roadmap, Energy Strategy Reviews 

http://www.iea.org/
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under circumstances it could result to more insecurity for an importer in a zero-sum game.4  

The region of Middle East and Northern Africa is an extremely important actor for the 

global energy market, as it is of unique geostrategic position. As it is illustrated on the maps bellow, 

the region controls some of the main see transport diodes of international trade, through which 

oil tankers pass to distribute the exporting oil. These canals are the Suez Canal, the Straits of 

Yemen and Somalia and the Strait of Hormuz.  

 

Source: www.worldatlas.com  

 Most importantly, the MENA region possesses the largest oil reserves globally. As you can 

see on the graphs below, Middle East’s proved gas reserves in 2014 accounted for 42,7% of the 

global gas reserves and 48% of total crude oil reserves. This fact therefore provides Middle East a 

key role in global politics and economy. As it is most of the regional countries are heavily 

dependent on this region for their oil and gas supply. 

 

                                                           
4

  
A zero-sum game is a representation of the Game Theory, where the gains of the one part are 

being translated into losses to the other part. In international relations the zero-sum calculations are being 

used by the realist school of thinking. 
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Source: BP statistical review  

 In the case of Middle East resource ownership by these countries arise security problems. 

This is a region dominated mostly by authoritarian regimes and the very abundance of resources 

has been contributed more to the enhancement of governmental corruption than economic 

growth.5 In addition, there is a stable state of conflict in the domestic and regional level, due to 

the ethnic and political tensions and the wide terrorist activities of insurgent groups. These 

problems have no solution in the foreseeable future and on the contrary, the gap between the 

West and the radicalized Muslim world is growing. In the following paper we analyze the impact 

of MENA’s instability on the regional state’s energy security. In particular, we examine the case of 

Arab Spring and its effect on energy markets, the impact of the Iranian sanctions regime on 

regional and global level, the threat of terrorism in energy security and the special case of Middle 

East’s chokepoints for maritime transportation. We also examine the potential role of NATO in the 

preservation of energy security.  
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“The resource curse” is a term which describes this situation. The “resource curse” refers to the 

situation where countries plenty of natural resources tend to be less democratic and more corruptive and 
in addition they focus only on energy as a source of revenue, without developing any other part of their 
economy. These states are the so called “rentier states”. 
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2. The case of Arab Spring 

 Arab Spring is the term being used to describe a massive wave of demonstrations held by 

the people in Middle East and Northern Africa beginning in late 2010. In some cases, like the case 

of Libya and Syria, these strikes transformed to civil wars and in other cases, like in the case of 

Morocco, Algeria and Egypt, it was the spark of the establishment of democratic reforms. Anyway, 

it was a period of turmoil that destabilized the already sensitive MENA region with implications in 

oil and gas markets, that raised the already existing concerns about energy security and the 

credibility of this region as an energy supplier.  Supply interruptions, terrorist attacks and the 

further delay of investments in the energy sector, resulted to short energy crises, freezing of 

investigations and a steady increase of oil Brent prices.  

Libya’s 

proved oil reserves 

account for 2.8% of 

the global oil 

reserves, 

approximately 158 

tmb, and the proved 

gas reserves account 

for 0.8% of the total, 

approximately 1.5 

tcm.6 From a 

security perspective, 

Libya’ s rise to a 

regional exporting 

country is very 

important for Europe’s stability in the energy sector, as it is one of its major energy exporters. The 

political turmoil in Libya began in February 2011 taking the form of civil war and resulting to the 

assassination of Muammar Gaddafi and regime change. The domestic situation in Libya resulted 

to the reduction over half of its oil production. In addition, the energy supply to Italy was disrupted 

in 2011 with the halting of the Greenstream pipeline, which transmits natural gas from Libya to 

Italy via Sicilia. The same disruption occurred again in 2013, when some protestors occupied the 

pipeline’s facilities. However, despite the long duration of these disruptions, the implications for 

the Italian market were not significant. This happened because of the low demand for natural gas, 

as the disruption took place in the spring period and also in a period of economic recession.7 

Secondly, there are some characteristics that reduce the immediate danger of a disruption as far 

as natural gas is concerned. First of all, natural gas’ s trade is based on bilateral contracts of long 

duration, that usually protect the importers, so its price is being affected by geopolitical events in 

a lesser extent compared to oil. Also, there is no global price for natural gas, as it is being formed 

in regional stocks, so each change affects the regional market and not the global.  

                                                           
6 BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015 
7 L. El-Katiri, B. Fattouh, R. Mallinson, The Arab Uprisings and MENA Political Instability: Implications for 
Oil & Gas Markets, 2014, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies 
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 Syria is not a significant energy producer. Its proved oil reserves reach 2,5 tmb, which 

accounts for 0.1% of total global reserves and is proved gas reserves reach 0,3 tcm, which account 

for 0.2% of total global 

reserves.8 However, 

the loses its energy 

sector suffered due to 

the civil war cannot be 

passed over. The total 

oil production of Syria 

began to decline in 

2010 and was in a 

continuous decrease, 

reaching to the point 

in 2014 to be down by 

almost 90% compared 

to its 2009 levels. This 

was the result of civil 

war’s implications on oil markets, which include sabotage against energy infrastructure by 

terrorist groups or rebels, lack of upstream investment and decreased public spending.  

Egypt is the largest non-OPEC oil producer in Africa and the second largest natural gas 

producer globally.9 The Arab Spring’ s events did not have the same significant effects on the 

country’ s oil production compared to the cases before, as the existing energy infrastructure was 

not damaged during the 

crisis. However, political 

instability in Egypt was a 

factor that repelled the 

already nonexistent 

investments in the 

energy sector.10 Even in 

the aftermath of the Arab 

Spring the state’s 

leadership was so 

occupied dealing with 

the domestic situation 

that despite the country’ 

s huge abilities to obtain 

                                                           
8 BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015 
9 US Energy Information Administration, Egypt’ s overview, 2015, www.eia.gov  
10 L. El-Katiri, B. Fattouh, R. Mallinson, The Arab Uprisings and MENA Political Instability: Implications for 
Oil & Gas Markets, 2014, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies 
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significant revenue from its oil production, its demand still exceeds its production making it 

necessary for the country to import a large part of its oil needs.   

Algeria, an OPEC member since 1969, is the largest natural gas producer and one of the 

tree largest oil producers in Africa, and the second natural gas supplier to Europe.11 An amount of 

9% of EU’ s natural gas imports occur through MEDgas, Maghreb pipeline and Transmed. 12 13  The 

events of the Arab 

Spring began for Algeria 

in December 2010 and 

were continued until 

2012 without significant 

consequences. 

However, a terrorist 

attack which took place 

at January 2013 at 

Algeria’ s natural gas 

facilities in In Amenas, 

did not leave the 

country’ s energy sector 

unharmed by the crisis, 

resulting to the reduction of exported capacities of natural gas. However, even though European 

gas prices did rise (UK NBP indicator rose 4.4% after the attack), they came back the previous 

levels in a short period.14 Oil production in Algeria through these years remain relatively steady, 

but with a short decline since 2010, which reflects the flow of Arab Spring’s events. 

The overall events of the Arab Spring since 2010 contributed along with other factors (like 

the international 

sanctions against Iran) 

to the increase of oil 

prices. Oil is being 

affected by geopolitical 

events in much bigger 

extent that gas, as its 

trade is being based on 

low-duration contracts. 

Also, the fact that oil 

prices are global 

consists energy security 

                                                           
11 US Energy Information Administration, Algeria’ s overview, 2015, www.eia.gov 
12 Maria Flouri, Charikleia Karakosta, How does a natural gas supply interruption affect the EU gas 
security? A Monte Carlo simulation, 2015 
13 The Maghreb pipeline is filling the 20% of Spain’s demand and the Transmed pipeline is filling the 25% 
of Italy’ s demand for gas, giving these pipelines a very high strategic importance for EU’s energy security. 
14 L. El-Katiri, B. Fattouh, R. Mallinson, The Arab Uprisings and MENA Political Instability: Implications for 
Oil & Gas Markets, 2014, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies 
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threats of one region, also vital threats for states in the other edge of the world. However, oil 

prices were prevented from being further increased during the Arab uprisings, due to the increase 

of oil exports by other Gulf States, which used their spare capacity in order to balance the losses 

of previous mentioned states. In addition, the US’ s increased production of shale gas, which 

contributed to the gradual decrease of US imports, combined with the lesser demand for oil due 

to the economic recession within the EU helped the market to remain in equilibrium.15  

 

3. Energy infrastructure as a target of terrorism 

 The significant role of oil in economic growth has made energy infrastructure an attractive 

target for terrorist organizations. As energy markets globally are in fact interconnected, a sudden 

supply disruption affects many different countries and implies shortages if the supply is not 

restored before the depletion of stored reserves. Also, the only way to keep the market balanced, 

except for filling the gaps with spare capacities of oil producing states, is the increase in oil prices, 

which, added to the rise of the cost of premiums by insurance companies, may have a strong 

impact on importing countries’ economies. So, terrorist groups find attacks on energy 

infrastructure an easy way to attract global attention and publicity, cause wide economic damage 

to the Western economy and disrupt producing countries’ government revenue.   

According to the US State Department, between 1996 and 2004 there were at least 80 

terrorist attacks against oil companies worldwide.16 Also, data drawn from the Energy 

Infrastructure Attack Database shows that between 2000-2010 there were on average nearly 400 

annual attacks on energy infrastructure worldwide, which means 200 more than the decade 

before.17 In fact, in the past, terrorist group Al-Qaeda has included in its rhetoric declarations the 

role of energy infrastructure as the best target for its operations. Indicative, we cite a part of 

Sheikh Abdullah bin Nasir al-Rashid’ s “The Laws of targeting Petroleum-Related Interests and a 

Review of the Laws Pertaining to the Economic Jihad” 

“One of the areas that our knights have focused their strikes on is the oil industry. This 

includes a variety of petroleum-related interests such as oil wells, oil production facilities, 

pipelines, and individual leaders in the industry. The mujahedeen have been making an 

effort to destroy such targets, and competing with one another in their drive to set these 

targets ablaze and bomb them. Praise be to Allah, these operations have had a great 

impact. After all, oil is a vital resource for the modern industrial world, and a resource that 

is fundamental for the economies of the industrialized infidel countries. […] The targeting 

of oil facilities is a legitimate means of economic jihad. Economic jihad is one of the most 

powerful ways in which we can take revenge on the infidels during this present stage.”’ 

                                                           
15 Graphs’ data retrieved from BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015, www.bp.com  
16 Giroux J., Targeting Energy Infrastructure: Examining the Terrorist Threat in North Africa and its Broader 
Implications (ARI), 2009 
17 Giroux J., Burgherr P., Melkunaite L., Research Note on the Energy Infrastructure Attack Database 
(EIAD), 2013 

http://www.bp.com/
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       Yemen, a relatively minor producer (0,2% of total oil production and 1% of total gas 

production)18 is a good example of a country suffering by attacks against energy infrastructure, 

which have been ascribed to local tribal groups opposed to the Saleh regime and terrorists 

associated with Al Qaeda. Yemen’s gas pipeline to the Bahlaf has been bombed multiple times 

with the most significant disruption occurring in spring 2012, before the planned maintenance of 

the export terminal. Yemen began exporting Liquefied natural gas from Balhaf in 2009 with French 

Total having an almost 40% interest in the plant.19 Οn August 2012 an explosion occurred north 

of the Balhaf Liquefaction Plant to a pipeline pumping LNG to Yemen’ s southern Balhaf export 

terminal, causing a complete halt in operations. 20 The pipeline linking Marib province to Balhaf 

has been repeatedly sabotaged by Al Qaeda militants. On May 13 of the same year, an explosion 

occurred at the pipeline near Mayfaa, also in Shabwa, the same province, possibly an action of Al-

Qaeda militants. The same facility had also been sabotaged on April 26, shortly after it was 

repaired following a similar March attack.21 The latest explosion near the Balhaf facility occurred 

at late September 2012. 22 

 

4. The Iranian case 

Iran is a major strategic player of the region, as its proved oil reserves (157.8 mb) account 

for 9,3% of total global reserves and its proved gas reserves (34 tcm) account for 18,2% of global 

gas reserves.23  Oil accounts for 64% of Iranian export revenue and has a large share of 8% of total 

world exports.24 However, the country was not able to market these reserves internationally, 

because of the strict sanctions imposed by the European Union and the United States, in order to 

curtail its nuclear program. Sanctions against Iran were firstly imposed in 1979, in the form of 

imports banning to the US. From the mid- 1990s to 2012, the sanctions were expanded to the 

prohibition of investments in Iran, the ban of trade of nuclear-related technology, the ban of 

Iranian banks using the US and UK financial system and the freeze of Iranian assets.25 The highlight 

of the sanctions came in 2012, when the EU imposed a total ban on imports of oil from Iran. 

After the 2012 embargo we see a slow decline of Iran’s oil production, of about 14% 

between 2011 and 2012, which were continued the next year and the Iranian crude oil exports 

declined by about 16%.26 The significant decline of oil sales and so a significant part of the 

country’s revenue combined with the other sanctions imposed to Iran, such as the inspections of 

                                                           
18 BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015  
19 Yemen gas pipeline blowup, The National, 2012 www.thenational.ae   
20 Yemen LNG says explosion at pipeline to Balhaf terminal, Reuters, 2012 www.reuters.com 
21 Yemen gas pipeline blowup, The National, 2012 www.thenational.ae   
22 Yemen LNG gas pipeline blown up again, Trend News Agency, www.en.trend.az   
23 BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015 
24 Ianchovichina E., Devarajan Sh., Lakatos C., Lifting Economic Sanctions on Iran: Global Effects and 
Strategic Responses, 2016, World Bank Group 
25 Ianchovichina E., Devarajan Sh., Lakatos C., Lifting Economic Sanctions on Iran: Global Effects and 
Strategic Responses, 2016, World Bank Group 
26 Data retrieved from BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015 

http://www.thenational.ae/
http://www.reuters.com/
http://www.thenational.ae/
http://www.en.trend.az/
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cargo, which made transportation services, and so trade with Iran more costly, and the country’s 

inability to relocate its assets resulted to strong effects in its economy, including a sharp fall of 

currency’s exchange rate, high inflation, significant reduction of vehicle production (one of the 

most important industries for Iran). 

 

 

The international sanctions against Iran lead consequently to the withdrawal of large 

volumes of oil from the market. According to research of the Oxford Institute for Energy Studies, 

a total of 543 mb of Iranian oil have been lost between July and December 2013.27 Combined with 

the events of Arab Spring and the general destabilization in the region, the fear of military 

confrontation against Iran and the impose of embargo in the 1st of July 2012 affected oil prices, 

which were steadily ranged around 100 - 110 $/barrel until late 201428, when tension in Arab 

Spring was relatively de-escalated and US exports were almost double than two years ago, while 

its imports were reduced by almost 13%.29 However, the drop in oil prices during 2015 did not 

significantly worsen its economy, as it had already experienced its oil shock three years ago and 

had had enough time to adjust to the impact of reduced oil exports and oil revenue.30 

On July 14th 2015, Iran, the permanent members of UN’ s Security Council (USA, UK, 

France, Russia and China, plus Germany and the EU reached an agreement to curtail the nuclear 

program of Iran (Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action), in exchange to lifting economic sanctions. 

By the next day, oil prices started to slowly decline in the waiting of sanctions relief for Iran, which 

came on 16 January 2016, when IAEA confirmed in its report, that Iran had completed the 

necessary preparatory steps. Within a week, Brent spot prices fell to their lowest level of the past 

                                                           
27 L. El-Katiri, B. Fattouh, R. Mallinson, The Arab Uprisings and MENA Political Instability: Implications for 
Oil & Gas Markets, 2014, Oxford Institute for Energy Studies 
28 Spot prices for crude oil and petroleum products workbook, 2016, www.eia.gov  
29 BP statistical review of world energy workbook, 2015, www.bp.com  
30 Hsieh J., Ziemba R., Dubowitz M., Iran’s economy will slow but continue to grow under cheaper oil and 
current sanctions, 2015 

http://www.eia.gov/
http://www.bp.com/
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decade and remained relatively low until late February31, as the expected return of a strong 

regional player in the oil market would increase the supply significantly, while demand remains 

steady. According to research of the World Bank group, the return of Iranian oil exports to pre-

sanctions levels could eventually add one million barrels per day on the world oil market.32  

For the Iranian economy the lifting of sanctions is being translated into significant gains, 

whose rate depends on the extent that its exports will recover to pre-sanctions levels, as it can 

export as much oil as it can find demand for. For the global economy there is a twofold output, as 

exporting countries lose due to the decrease in oil price and the deterioration of the terms of 

trade and importing counties gain, as they can negotiate better terms, they buy cheaper oil and 

they earn efficiency gains due to the additional gains of petroleum and petroleum products’ 

taxation.33 The expected move of Gulf States to curtail their own production in order to keep the 

market balanced has not yet been implemented as Saudi Arabia is willing to cut back its supply 

only in case Iran and other producers agree to do so as well.34 But Iran has made clear that it 

would only agree to such a production freezing after it reached the level of production of 4 million 

barrels per day, which is about the amount it was producing before the sanctions.35 And while 

most analysts predicted that Iranian exports will take some years to fully recover, in fact, as the 

chart below shows, Iran seems to be close to that level.36 At this point of time the prediction of 

future oil prices is not an easy task, as it depends on the decision of OPEC to reduce or not its 

production, and also the strategy that large non-OPEC producers will follow.  

 

                                                           
31 Spot prices for crude oil and petroleum products workbook, 2016, www.eia.gov 
32 Ianchovichina E., Devarajan Sh., Lakatos C., Lifting Economic Sanctions on Iran: Global Effects and 
Strategic Responses, 2016, World Bank Group 
33 Ianchovichina E., Devarajan Sh., Lakatos C., Lifting Economic Sanctions on Iran: Global Effects and 
Strategic Responses, 2016, World Bank Group 
34 Oil price falls again as Iran backs away from production cuts, The Telegraph, 2016, 
www.telegraph.co.uk  
35 Iran just trashed the oil price recovery party, Fortune, 2016 www.fortune.com  
36 Iran’s Oil Production Is Slowing Fast, 2016, www.oilprice.com  

http://www.eia.gov/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/
http://www.fortune.com/
http://www.oilprice.com/
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5. Sensitivity of waterways transportation 

An amount of 63% of the world’s oil production moves in oil tankers via maritime routes, 
which are of great importance for the global energy security.37 In Middle East lie three 
chokepoints, the Suez Canal (located in Egypt and connecting the Red Sea and Gulf of Suez with 
the Mediterranean), the Strait of Hormuz (located between Oman and Iran and connecting the 
Gulf of Oman and the Arabian Sea) and the strait of Bad – El Mandab (located between Yemen, 
Djibouti, and Eritrea, and connecting the Red Sea with the Gulf of Aden and the Arabian Sea), 
through which is transferred about the 25% of global oil transports. A chokepoint is defined as a 
strategic narrow route providing passage through or to another region. Their physical formation 
makes them insecure as diodes, as they are vulnerable to piracy and terrorist attacks. Especially 
in the Middle East, where the political unrest and extremist practices are an everyday activity, the 
preservation of security for oil transportation is of great importance. There is also the threat of 
blocking a chokepoint by the regional states, as a pressure lever to assert their national interests, 
with implications for the global market.  

 

 

Data retrieved from EIA (US Energy Information Administration)  

 

International maritime piracy and terrorist attacks at sea are disruptive phenomena for 

international trade, as they increase the insecurity of the transportation of goods through certain 

diodes. During the Arab Spring there has been a bunch of incidents, namely the attack at the 

vessel COSCO Asia38 in the Suez Canal and the air attack at a Greek oil tanker at Libya’s ports39, 

which resulted to the increase of uncertainty in the region. Somali piracy has been the case for 

many years in the Gulf of Aden. Somalia has been suffering from civil war and instability for 

                                                           
37 US Energy Information Administration, World Oil Transit Chokepoints, 2014, www.eia.gov  
38 Egypt arrests three after gun attack on ship in Suez Canal, Reuters, 2013, www.reuters.com 
39 Libyan warplane bombs Greek-operated oil tanker at port, two dead, Reuters, 2015, www.reuters.com  

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013

Volumes of crude oil and petroleum products transported 
through Middle East' s chokepoints (MB/day)

Bad - El Mandab Suez Canal (and SUMEDpipeline) Strait of Hormuz

http://www.eia.gov/
http://www.reuters.com/
http://www.reuters.com/


15 
 

decades, which along with the economic situation of its people and the corruption in political 

cycles, resulted to the rise of piracy in extremely disruptive levels for the international trade. 

Specifically, international trade between Europe and Asia had a loss of 17 billion euro in 2008, due 

to maritime piracy in the Gulf of Aden.40 Apart from the loses of lost cargo, piracy and terrorist 

attacks increase the cost of maritime transport, due to the rise of the cost of premiums by 

insurance companies and higher ship leasing costs. 

The Iranian government has many times in the past used the closure of the Strait of 
Hormuz in its rhetoric, but have not in fact proceed with this action. A closure of the strait of 
Hormuz, one of the most important diodes for maritime transport globally, as it is the only 
maritime exit of the Persian Gulf, would cause the immediate increase of oil prices and a supply 
shock, whose extent depends on the duration of the closure and the events following it, as prices 
can remain high even in the absence of a closure, if a military conflict in the area is being real or 
feared.  

The fear of a closure has recently returned, when in early May 2016, Iran threatened to 
close the Strait of Hormuz in case they faced military action by their enemies, as tension between 
the two parts grow.41 However, these threats are rather hollow, as Iran has not yet recovered in 
the extent it hoped to pre-sanctions levels to proceed with an action that would first of all reduce 
by a significant amount its oil revenue and also provoke international intervention. These 
declarations can be interpreted as an act of intimidation against its enemies and a way to express 
their dissatisfaction against the US, as some of their financial restrictions against Iran remain and 
obstruct it from gaining the economic benefits it wanted.  

 

 

6. The role of NATO in preserving energy security 

The involvement of NATO in the preservation of energy security was mentioned for the 
first time in NATO’s summit in Riga 2006. A short paragraph was included in the summit’s 
Declaration to establish that NATO has a role in energy security. However, the creation of a 
common policy for a military organization for a non-military matter, which is mostly considered 
by national governments as a matter of national interest is not an easy scheme, especially in an 
alliance with prevailing worldview diversity among its members.  Although the nature of its role 
was not made clear in the Declaration of 2006, it actually set the base for further discussions in 
2007 and early 2008. At the 2008 Bucharest summit NATO’s involvement was designed to lie in 
three man pillars; raising strategic awareness, contributing to the protection of vital energy 
infrastructure and enhancing energy efficiency in the military. The first pillar requires cooperation 
with other organizations which may have more expertise and aims to familiarize the organization 
with energy issues that may threat energy security and provide training to its members. The 
second pillar is vital in order to protect states depended on imports by regions suffering by 
instability and exposed to terrorist attacks and piracy, like the case of MENA, and to ensure the 
freedom of navigation in the maritime domain, based on information sharing. The third pillar aims 
to make NATO’s operations less dependent on traditional fuels and more environmental friendly. 

                                                           
40 Benanssi S., Martinez-Zarzoso I., Piracy and International Trade: An Empirical Study  
41 Iran threatens to shut off Strait of Hormuz, The times of Israel, 2016, www.timesofisrael.com  

http://www.timesofisrael.com/
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Information sharing is again the basic means to implement the project, as energy efficiency is a 
matter of national initiatives. Actually, NATO wants to play the role of the coordinator between 
member states and third parties, in order to scatter information about new technologies and 
share the “know-how” between all members.42  

But is it really possible for NATO to assume an important role in energy security, at least 

in the foreseeable future? A basic obstacle is the fact that not all member states share the same 

values and ideas about security issues and the way to resolve them. Specifically, the USA face 

security with its traditional meaning, as a matter of military concern, so they support an energy 

policy which includes the use of military forces for the stabilization of energy producing regions.43 

On the other hand, the Europeans prefer to deal with security issues based on technocratic 

solutions, like a unified regulatory framework or economic interdependence. Some states also 

believe that the involvement of NATO in the energy sector accompanied with military presence 

in the MENA region would further increase the tension at an already fragile region and possibly 

result to further energy “insecurity”. It would cause security dilemmas for the states in the region, 

and Russia, as the increase of West forces would be conceived as a means of controlling the 

region’s resources in the expense of their interests44 and so minimizing their own security.  The 

“security dilemma” is a term which describes the situation in which the measures one state takes 

in order to increase its own security, usually reduce the security of other states making it hard for 

one state to increase its own security without threatening the survival of the other states (John 

Mearsheimer 2006). So according to this logic, the placement of military assets in a relatively 

already hostile region would threaten regional states’ security pushing them to prepare for the 

worst scenario and so have the opposite output of the desired, as it would create a vicious circle 

for their relations. 

 

 

7. Conclusions 

 As the exportation of energy is the largest source of revenue for most of the producing 

states, obstacles in the exportations deprive states’ governments a significant amount of national 

income and destabilize the economy. The period of the Arab uprisings was a period of reduction 

of energy production for the involved states and significant supply disruptions, which created an 

untrustworthy environment for investors, expanding the already nonexistent upstream 

investments which combined to the decreased public spending of national governments left the 

highly potential energy sector of the region undeveloped. But although many attacks led to 

                                                           
42 For more information about NATO’s energy security agenda visit 
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2014/NATO-Energy-security-running-on-empty/NATO-energy-security-
agenda/EN/index.htm  
43 Varwick J., NATO’s Role in Energy Security: The alliance has hard choices to make before it takes on 

energy security, 2008  
44 Varwick J., NATO’s Role in Energy Security: The alliance has hard choices to make before it takes on 
energy security, 2008 

http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2014/NATO-Energy-security-running-on-empty/NATO-energy-security-agenda/EN/index.htm
http://www.nato.int/docu/review/2014/NATO-Energy-security-running-on-empty/NATO-energy-security-agenda/EN/index.htm
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disruptions and the tendency of oil prices were upwards the increase of oil exports by other Gulf 

states and USA’s production of shale gas helped to fill in the supply slack and stabilize the market.  

Energy security has also the meaning of physical security, i.e. the protection of 

infrastructure, facilities and personnel from attacks. In the late history there is plenty of examples 

of attacks and disruptions caused by insurgent groups, consisting the use of military forces for the 

protection of such establishments justified, opening the way for NATO to assume an important 

role in their preservation. However, energy security and the security of energy infrastructure are 

under national responsibility and the majority of states do not seem willing to change this 

situation, so NATO’ s role should be limited to offering advice and education, and in some cases 

assistance, rather than using its military forces. 

As far as the Iranian case is concerned, although previous sanctions are mostly lifted, 

many argue that it will not lead to the reduction of conflict in the area but the exact opposite. In 

fact, not long after the entry into force of the JCPOA, Iran performed flight test of ballistic missiles 

proving that it continues to have nuclear ambitions. The Israeli prime minister Benjamin 

Netanyahu, strongly opposed to the implementation of the agreement, declared that “Even after 

the signing of the nuclear agreement, Iran has not relinquished its aspiration to obtain nuclear 

weapons and it will continue to undermine stability in the Middle East and spread terrorism around 

the world while violating its international obligations”.  He also continued pointing that this 

agreement gives Iran the time to rebuild its economy and in 15 years, when the agreement is 

expired, rise stronger and destabilize the region.  In that case, given the fact that the relations 

between Iran and the US are not yet restored, something apparent in Iran’s rhetoric, the fear of 

anew sanctions in the future or even military confrontation has not vanished.  

Middle East and Northern Africa is far from a secure source of energy and while the 

dependency on instable regions is a factor of vulnerability for the importing countries and 

transmission states, the dependency on secure sources can also be a problem when disruptions 

occur at the instable regions. For example, in case of an armed conflict it is proved quite possible 

that the tendency of the world prices will by upwards, affecting the global economy as a whole. 

High prices result to inflation, reduction of production and consumption and fall of exports. The 

implications will be more obvious to states with high development rate and large import volumes, 

like EU states.   

To address these problems, states need to adopt a multidimensional strategy that will 

expand the focus from the causes of disruptions to the ability to respond them. In order to ensure 

energy security, each energy system must be resilient.  In the long-term the EU needs to diversify 

its energy routes and sources, possibly by importing LNG from the US, develop domestic energy 

sources that are not yet exploited and invest in renewables in order to reduce its current reliance 

on oil, avoid price fluctuations and deal with resource scarcity. In addition, a more immediate 

action would be to increase the spare capacity and strategic stockpiles in consumer countries, in 

order to make the consequences of disruptions less severe.  

 

 


