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In the late 1940s there was nothing at all in this area, where the Meridien Hotel stands today.  It was an endless field, full of carob trees and wild flowers.  It was at that time that a tall steel tower emerged and rose toward the sky, just a few hundred metres away from this hotel.  Three Limassol businessmen, two wine barons, Demetris Hadjipavlou and Kleanthis Christophorou and also water expert Polyvios Kyriakides had started an oil exploration venture.  They and their consultants were overconfident that there was oil down there in the depths of the earth.  

We were under British rule at that time.  My father was a close friend of the three of them.  I was a schoolboy.  So, on a number of occasions, when I visited Limassol with my father, we used to come over here and sit and talk in the small workshop, which was built next to the tower.   At that young age, I became for the first time aware of what oil means.  The rhythmic noise of the drilling equipment is still in my ears.

The venture failed.  They drilled quite deep, approximately 200 kilometers away from the present-day offshore block 12.  They had invested £300.000, a huge amount by the standards of those years, but their coffer had run dry.  They had sunk their money into a futile exercise.

Thirty years later, I served for 5 ½ years as Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Cyprus.  Toward the end of July 1980 I had a message from the officer in charge of the Public Relations firm we employed in Washington DC, Mr. Wittenberg that an American corporation the Standard Oil of Indiana, was interested to drill for oil, offshore, south of Cyprus.  Wittenberg advised us furthermore that the Turkish Government had learned about it and that “they did not favour such an activity and that in case we drilled, Ankara would study the possibility of a further military operation in Cyprus”.

I was already conversant with the subject of oil and gas, because my people headed by Ambassador Andreas Iacovides, participated for many years in the negotiations at Montego Bay, Jamaica for the Law of the Sea Convention, which was eventually concluded in 1982.  My memories of the failed efforts in the 1940s came back as well.  

So, on the 4th August 1980 I received in my office the Senior Executive of the Standard Oil of Indiana and of Amoco, Mr Ambrose, who was accompanied by George Polyviou of the Chryssafinis & Polyviou law firm.  Ambrose confirmed the interest and readiness of his company to start the exploration process without delay.  He estimated “that we might probably be able to pump 100,000-200,000 barrels of oil a day” and he went into many other details.  He added that they had a large operation in Egypt as well.  Because of the importance of the subject, I arranged a meeting with President Kyprianou on the following day.  After the meeting I conferred with the President and he asked me to get the opinion of U.N. Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim.

I called Waldheim, who listened carefully.  He asked me to leave the matter with him for a few days.  He called me back a week later.  His recommendation was negative.  He suggested that we should postpone any activity because of the Turkish threats.  We were just 6 years away from the Turkish invasion of 1974.  President Kyprianou decided that we should shelve the matter.  My belief and confidence though that oil and gas should be somewhere onshore or offshore Cyprus became much stronger.  

Twenty years on, in early 1998 I became Minister of Commerce, Industry and Tourism, which includes the portfolio of energy.  I had with me the precious file from the foreign Ministry, with copies of the minutes of the Standard Oil of Indiana affair.  I was the 13th Minister, appointed 38 years after the Republic was established.  Oil and gas was in my mind.  However none of my predecessors in office had raised the issue.  Should I raise the matter?  The file from the previous Ministry was on my desk, but  I was aware that the subject could cause sarcasm and derision.  The encouragement of an American company called Crest, of the Egyptian Minister of Petroleum Samer Fahmy, of the Director-General of the Ministry Michael Erotokritos and Director Olympia Stylianou and of the Energy Department of my Ministry headed by Solon Kassinis, prompted me to take the matter to President Clerides at an early morning meeting in 1998.  Clerides looked at me in a strange manner at the beginning, but after I put forward all my arguments he said:  “OK Nicos, you have the green light.  You may proceed”.  He asked me to submit the matter to the Council of Ministers, and I had their approval as well.  Incidentally, Averof Neophytou, a colleague of mine at that time and now deputy President of the Democratic Rally Party, said many years later on television, that whenever Rolandis brought the oil and gas issue to the Council of Ministers the members of the Council were smiling and seemed to be unconvinced. 

Anyway, my dream was there for implementation.  I started the process.  We negotiated with the Egyptians with whom we reached an Agreement in regard to the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of the two countries.  It was a success of our side that the median line was accepted as the basis of the Agreement, despite the much larger coastline of Egypt.  Our ambassador in Cairo Jimmy Droussiotis should be credited as well for this success.  Eventually I signed an EEZ Agreement in Cairo on the 17th February 2003 with the Foreign Minister of Egypt Ahmed Maher,  the first EEZ Agreement signed in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

 In Lebanon I had meetings on the 20th September 2002 with President Lahoud, Prime Minister Hariri and Petroleum Minister Baydoun.  We reached with them a preliminary EEZ Agreement.  The final Agreement was signed during the Papadopoulos presidency but it was not ratified by the Parliament of Lebanon. In Syria I had a meeting with vice President Khaddam without any results.

With my delegation we had useful meetings on the subject in Washington DC on the 30th April 2001 with the Minister of   Energy Spencer Abraham and with the Minister of Commerce Don Evans.  We also had meetings at the same time in Houston, Texas with former President George Bush and the President’s brother Neil Bush.  

Furthermore we had a relevant meeting in Moscow, on the 28th March 2002, with the Minister of Technology Mikhail Kiprichnikov.  In Algeria I met on the 12th December 2002 Petroleum Minister Chakib Khelil.  I also had a number of meetings with the Ambassador of Israel in Cyprus on the subject.  Before I passed the baton to my successor in office, we also started some preliminary surveys offshore Cyprus.  

In those years the public and the media were not so kind to us.  Today oil and gas are considered to be the golden eggs of Cyprus and probably the only ray of hope in the grim atmosphere of the Troika.  Twelve years ago there was disbelief and an ironic attitude.  The epitome of my efforts on oil and gas at the end of my tenure of office was a photograph of mine, published the day before I left office in one of the leading dailies, with the ironic  title “Whenever you smell gas around remember me and my work”.   

Nowadays, almost 10 years later, I note with a lot of satisfaction that the initial efforts were continued successfully under Presidents Papadopoulos and Christofias by Ministers George Lillikas, Antonis Michaelides, Antonis Paschalides, Praxoula Antoniadou and Neoklis Silikiotis with the valuable contribution of the Director of Energy Solon Kassinis.  

So what are the prospects today?  

(1) A quantity of 5-8 trillion cubic feet (tcf) of gas has already been preliminarily confirmed by Noble Energy in block 12.  This is equivalent to 1‰ (one per thousand) of the world reserves which are approximately 6.4 quadrillion cubic feet.    The position of Minister Fahmy of Egypt was that Cyprus in her overall EEZ may have as much as half per cent of the world reserves of oil and gas, out of the 2-3% which the Levant Basin may contain. The estimate of the US Geological Survey for the Levant Basin is that it contains 2% of the world reserves of gas.  If the above estimates are correct, Cyprus may have 30-35 tcf of gas and a few billion barrels of oil.  

(2) Such a wealth is really colossal for a small country.  If the reserves are eventually proven and recoverable their value will run into hundreds of billions of US dollars.  However patience and prudence are needed.  As a rule, oil and gas reserves are not bankable before they are recovered.  And if we want to be pragmatic and take into account various constraints, I do not believe that any money from gas, apart from the signature bonuses, will flow into our coffer before the lapse of 7-8 years from now.  Furthermore the extraction will last for 25-30 years and a good part of the funds will be pocketed by the oil companies.

(3) To transfer the gas to our shore by undersea pipelines from the various blocks, investments in the region of US$2 billion or more will be required.  Then, if we are going to liquefy and export the gas, with the exception of the quantity needed for internal use, another US$10-12 billion will be needed, depending on the size and number of trains of the liquefaction plant.  No serious investor and serious financier will be interested unless:   

a)  The availability of the necessary quantity of gas per year for a period of 25-30 years is verified by experts

b) The markets and prices are projected to be satisfactory for the same period of time

c) The political and military hazards in Cyprus and the region do not constitute an impediment.

(4) Co-operation of the countries in the Levant Basin should be welcome.  We have friendly relations with both Egypt and Lebanon, which will enhance such a co-operation.  Israel in particular is ready to build a bridge of common interests with Cyprus.  This is a very positive and welcome move.  It is not clear though what the final position of the various players will be.  I must confess that oil and gas producing countries cannot easily entrust their enormous hydrocarbon wealth to neighbours for processing.  Especially when, apart from the financial aspect, political, military, security and strategic alliances issues hover in the air.  Cyprus must be all eyes and must prove to be a cautious and wise player in this tricky game of trillions of US dollars in the Eastern Mediterranean.  Any mistakes may be equivalent to disaster.

(5) And one last but most important point:  Very frankly, when I commenced the oil and gas venture, I knew deep in my heart that a new dimension would be added to the Cyprus problem.  The traditional issues, which used to be on the table for decades, such as the withdrawal of the Turkish troops, the constitution, the territory, the settlers, the properties etc. would not be sufficient any more.  The taste and smell of oil and gas and the hundreds of billions of dollars they may represent one day, would be felt very strongly all over Cyprus and probably in Greece and Turkey as well.

The oil bonanza may prove to be a blessing or an Armageddon, depending on the wisdom of those who handle it.  It is enormous in size, it is exploitable over many decades, so it entails risks and hazards which are spread over years and years.  It constitutes a prey and an object of desire for those who, irrespective of what is right and what is wrong, irrespective of who has sovereignty and who has not, are strong, greedy and insatiable.  The north of Cyprus which is occupied for 38 years is a good example.  

Roman politician and philosopher Lucius Seneca had stated that “in all wars, from the Trojan war until today, the main cause has been the snatching of property”.

In recent years, I always felt that hydrocarbons might constitute the catalyst for a solution of the Cyprus problem and also of the wider conflicts in the triangle of Greece, Turkey and Cyprus.  I have put forward a number of proposals to this end, which were positively viewed by many foreign governments.  This is reflected in a statement which the President of the European Council Herman Van Rompuy made during a visit to Cyprus earlier this year.  Van Rompuy said:

“The historic coalition between France and Germany after many wars was built on the idea of sharing coal.  In one brilliant move political leaders on both sides turned around a situation, changing a mutual threat into a common opportunity.  Just like France and Germany 60 years ago came together over coal, could in the case of Cyprus the avenue toward conciliation not be built on sharing and selling gas?”

I am sure that the Limassol entrepreneurs of the 1940s, who ploughed and lost their money into the barren earth surrounding the Meridien Hotel, would be very happy where they lie today, if their dedication and the efforts of many others produce an olive branch of peace out of the oil and gas, which had been their unaccomplished dream.
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