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CYPRUS, ISLAND OF LOVE AND… OF NATURAL GAS

The song was written sometime ago and its subject was love and dream:  “Cyprus, the island of love and dream”.  It was written in the old days, when poet Leonidas Malenis and composer Mikis Theodorakis, as well as the average man in Cyprus, knew how to sing for love and dream.  It was when life in Cyprus was not so much connected with huge financial interests, with oil, technology and the stock markets.

It appears that today the “dream” is not the same anymore.  And the sea, about which so many lyrics have been written, is not so special nowadays for the reflection of the beauty of the moon, but because of “oil block 12”, the “Leviathan” of Israel and the billions of barrels of oil it contains.

I have to confess that, despite my poetic nature, I was the first one to introduce in Cyprus the subject of the off-shore oil.  In August 1980 (I was Foreign Minister at the time) I had a meeting in my office with Mr. Ambrose, a senior executive of U.S. oil major Standard Oil of Indiana.  The company was interested to invest millions for oil exploration in the sea south of Limassol.  Judging by what I was told I realized that Cyprus probably had within her reach an incredible oil bonanza.
U.N. Secretary-General Kurt Waldheim dissuaded us from proceeding, because Turkey had threatened that she would take “further military action”.  President Kyprianou and I considered that we should wait.  After all, in those days, a short while after the Turkish invasion, the situation was potentially explosive.

In 1998 I became Minister of Commerce, Industry and Tourism.  Energy was one of my portfolios.  We contacted Egypt and a number of other countries in respect of oil.  And it appears that the assessment of the Egyptians, disclosed to me by Egyptian Minister of Petroleum Samer Fahmy was correct.  The experienced Egyptians estimated that the reserves of oil and oil equivalent (160 cubic metres of natural gas are equivalent to one barrel of oil) in the Exclusive Economic Zone of Cyprus were probably 5-8 billion barrels.  So, if we have an average six billion barrels of oil, as estimated by the Egyptians, this would be equivalent to 0.5% (half per cent) of the world oil reserves and would have a value at current prices (after deducting the cost of exploration and the share of the oil companies) of 400-450 billion U.S. dollars.  So, a small country, Cyprus, whose size of the economy (gross domestic product) is in the region of 17 billion euros (23 billion U.S. dollars) may be sitting on an enormous wealth or on a volcano.  
History has proven that most wars were triggered off by financial interests, rather than principles.  Roman politician and philosopher Lucius Seneca has stated that “in all wars, from the Trojan war until today, the main cause has been the snatching of property”.

The above subject had occupied my mind since the days when I was Minister responsible for energy. Turkey had always been catapulting her threats against us.  The potential great oil wealth could have been a blessing or a disaster, depending on our wisdom.  I had noted that Greece was handling the question of her own oil in the Aegean Sea with a lot of caution.  Despite her European identity, which dated back to the early 1980s and despite her military capabilities, which are by far larger than those of Cyprus, Greece has always displayed a lot of restraint.  George Papandreou at his meeting with President Christofias of the 3rd February, followed the same tactics.  The same caution is also displayed on oil issues by many other countries in the world.

One wonders therefore, how some of our politicians and ministers proceed with such a confidence towards the drilling process, invoking our sovereign rights.  Greece has no sovereign rights?  Or is it that the Greeks are easily scared off, whilst we Cypriots are real patriots.  And if, God forbid, we have a military confrontation over our offshore oil, what sort of support do our politicians anticipate?  Will Greece offer military support?  But Greece has avoided the clash over her own reserves.  Will she extend military help  to us?  Especially at a time when financial straits have forced her to curtail substantially her military budget?  

In parallel, our politicians rely or our European identity.  But then the question arises why Greece does not rely on her European identity as well and why does she not proceed with drilling?    
Furthermore, I consider that the idea of inviting another country to jointly exploit with us our oil reserves does not make any sense and is not an easy task at all.  In such a case Turkey may act forcefully and destructively against us (and not necessarily against the other country).  It should also be noted that important countries (with which we might wish to co-exploit), and large oil companies are usually extremely conservative.  They avoid implications in trouble areas and they will not jeopardize their oil and other interests in a large market like Turkey.

In the light of the above, I worked on a balanced Plan which might constitute a way out.  It would also result in a long term stability in the field of our hydrocarbons.   
The plan, which I publicized in the past as well, provides for an ad hoc Agreement between the two communities, irrespective of the solution of the Cyprus problem.  In parallel to the Agreement a Disclaimer would have to be signed, making it clear that the Plan does not constitute a legal or financial or political precedent.  On the basis of the Plan, out of the net profit of the Republic of Cyprus from the hydrocarbon exploitation, a percentage to be agreed, would be deposited in an escrow account in favour of the Turkish Cypriot community.  The amount in the escrow account would become payable to the Turkish Cypriots either upon solution of the Cyprus problem or at a future date to be agreed, whichever happens earlier.
AKEL had taken the stand in the past that the Turkish Cypriots are entitled to a percentage of the oil profits.  The administration of Tassos Papadopoulos did not support my Plan.  Mehmet Ali Talat had viewed the Plan positively and told  me that if the Plan could be upheld, he would take up the matter with Ankara.
If the Plan could be adopted, we might proceed with the hydrocarbon exploration without the risk of a clash and without delay.  The Turkish Cypriots would take a reasonable part of a potentially enormous oil national wealth.  We would also avoid the risk of having our  neighbours pump our own oil.  Because when our neighbours are pumping oil and natural gas and we are not, part of the reserves will flow to their side on the basis of the physics law of communicating vessels.  

Besides, if we are to jointly exploit our hydrocarbons with other countries (which is extremely difficult as I explain above), why should we not give a part to the Turkish Cypriots instead, and secure a long term stability and an easy way forward.

I am sure that the “hydrocarbon” issue will have to be addressed by President Christofias at a certain stage in the talks.  The value of the off-shore reserves may well be quite higher than the value of the on-shore properties.  So, the hydrocarbon chapter may be thorny and difficult to resolve.  I hope that the President will handle it with the necessary wisdom.

Poet Costas Montis in his work “Feeling bitter within”, made reference to the Turkish invaders of 1974 and wrote:  “It is difficult to believe that the beloved sea of Kyrenia has brought them to us”.  The pain of the poet is justified.  The truth however is that it is not the sea of Kyrenia that has brought them into Cyprus.  They came in, because of Turkey’s strategic plans, which became more feasible on account of our blunders and mishandlings as well, which happened at a time when we thought that we were omniscient and that we could rule the world.

So, let us watch carefully our future steps in the field of oil.  It is a potentially huge and explosive subject.  Let us not proceed thoughtlessly and superficially.  Let us not allow the tragedy to happen again - and then blame once more the “beloved sea of Kyrenia”.
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