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OIL AND GAS
WHO HELPED AT THE STARTING POINT

WHAT ABOUT TODAY? 

In March 1998 I was appointed as Minister of Commerce, Industry & Tourism.  I was the 13th Minister in a row in the 38 years of the Republic of Cyprus.  Energy was included in my portfolio.

Energy was of special interest to me.  When I was Foreign Minister 20 years back, US oil majors Standard Oil of Indiana and Amoco had expressed interest to drill offshore south of Limassol.  President Kyprianou had asked me to communicate with U.N. Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim, who discouraged us because of many Turkish threats.  I had the file with me at the new Ministry in 1998.

I also went down the memory lane of the Law of the Sea Convention, which was signed in 1982 at Montego Bay, Jamaica, a subject which I was then handling as Foreign Minister.  I had in my mind as well a lot of oil and gas data in regard to our area, which I had studied.

But most importantly I had a strong belief and also a vision that oil and gas existed in the waters offshore Cyprus.  
I was sitting in my office, alone, for long hours pondering over the subject.  There was oil and gas produced in many countries of the world for the past 100 years.  In Cyprus however no other Minister had pursued the subject during the past 38 years.  Was I looking for trouble, as a person close to me indicated?  Because in case of a fiasco I would ridicule both myself and the Government.

Finally, I decided to go on.  At 7 o’clock in a morning of 1998 I was at the office of President Clerides.  At the beginning he looked at me in a strange manner and he smiled.  At the end however, after listening to my presentation, the President gave me the green light.  I also had the blessing of the Cabinet, although my colleagues, as disclosed recently by then Minister Averof Neophytou, had many reservations.

I set up my team at the Ministry:  Director-General Michael Erotokritos (and later on Sotiris Sotiriou) head of department Olympia Stylianou and energy chief Solon Kassinis.

I started in a negative atmosphere.  I was faced with derision.  This major issue, which may prove today to be a catalyst for the economic and national turnaround of the country, in those days was the subject of derogatory comments.

So, which were the countries, which stood by us and extended a helping hand, during those difficult first steps? 

1. Egypt:  She was extremely helpful, on account of a very old friendship and her expertise on the subject.  Egypt had in those years a daily production of 1,2 million barrels of oil (or oil equivalent).  The Egyptians estimated that the Levant Basin, which includes Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Cyprus, Gaza and part of southern Turkey, had reserves equal to 3% and 2% respectively of the gas and oil world reserves.  Cyprus, according to the Egyptian estimate, has 0,5% of the world reserves of oil and gas.  This is equal to 35 trillion cubic feet of gas and 6 billion barrels of oil, of a value of hundreds of billions of US dollars.  Egypt’s Petroleum Minister Samer Fahmy was in close cooperation with us and we gradually agreed the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) of our two countries on the basis of the median line.  Eventually on the 17th February 2003 I signed in Cairo with the Foreign Minister of Egypt Ahmed Maher the EEZ Agreement, which was ratified by the Parliaments of the two countries and lodged with the United Nations.  It was the first EEZ Agreement ever signed in Eastern Mediterranean.

2. The United States of America:  The estimate of the U.S. Geological Survey for the Levant Basin was 2% of the world oil and gas reserves, somehow lower than the Egyptian estimates, but still colossal in value, both for the Basin and for Cyprus.  The Bush Administration was very interested in the Cyprus hydrocarbon reserves.  On the 30th April 2001 two separate appointments were fixed for me in Washington DC, with the Minister of Energy Spencer Abraham and the Minister of Commerce Don Evans.  I also had meetings at that time in Houston, Texas, with oil and gas experts, who made a presentation to us of the hydrocarbon data of our area.  Furthermore I had meetings with the father of President Bush, former President George Bush and the President’s brother Neil Bush.  I also met in New York on the 2nd May 2001 Senator John McCain, who was later on a Presidential candidate.  The hydrocarbons of Cyprus were thus presented for the first time to the superpower.
3. The Russian Federation:  The Russians were following discreetly but with a lot of interest our activation in connection with the hydrocarbons.  The Russian Ambassador in Nicosia was updated, during our meetings on the subject.  Furthermore I discussed oil and gas in Moscow with Russian ministers and with the leadership of the Russian Academy of Sciences on 23 March 2000, on 28 March 2002 and on 24 June 2002.  During our meeting of the 28th March 2002 the Russian Minister of Technology Mikhail Kiprichnikov gave me a verbal message from President Vladimir Putin addressed to President Clerides “that the Russian Federation was very interested in the Cyprus hydrocarbons”.
4. Lebanon:  With our Lebanese friends I discussed and reached an agreement regarding our EEZ.  I was in Beirut on the 20th September 2002 where I met President Emile Lahoud, Prime Minister Rafik Hariri and Petroleum Minister Mohammed Beydoun.  The EEZ Agreement was eventually signed during the Papadopoulos presidency, but unfortunately the Lebanese Parliament has not ratified it as yet.
5. Algeria:  I was invited by Petroleum Minister Chakib Khelil and I visited Algiers on the 12th December 2002.  Algeria is a major player in hydrocarbons with reserves of 12 billion barrels of oil and 150 trillion cubic feet of gas.  Minister Khelil and giant state oil corporation Sonatrach gave us a lot of useful information.
In addition to the above I had meetings in Syria (visit on the 12th February 2002 and  meeting with vice President Abdel Khadam) and with Israel, with whose ambassador in Cyprus we discussed preliminarily the EEZ Agreement.

It is with a lot of satisfaction that I notice that the oil and gas efforts were continued in the years to come.  Today, 9 years later, a part of our reserves have been preliminarily confirmed by Noble Energy.  
What worries me however is our handling of the hydrocarbon issue vis-à-vis the Turkish Cypriots and Turkey.  I always thought that this potentially huge oil and gas wealth might constitute the catalyst for the solution of the Cyprus problem and of any issues between Greece, Turkey and Cyprus.  In articles of mine over the past few years I made two relevant specific proposals which were upheld by a number of foreign embassies in Nicosia.  
Turkey is a very dangerous country – we know better than anybody else.  Hydrocarbons constitute a colossal wealth, and they are the cause of more than 50% of the wars and clashes on our planet.  The exploitation of oil and gas is a very long term venture (25-35 years).  If no arrangement is made the risk of hot incidents or of having Turkey pump our oil and gas will be always there.

I wrote it in the past as well:  Oil may prove to be a blessing or a curse.  The outcome will depend on us.

I would conclude by siting what the President of the European Council Herman van Rompuy said during his recent visit to Cyprus.

“The historic conciliation 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?”  
Is the above not what I exactly have been preaching over the past 5 years for the oil and gas of Cyprus?   
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