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The new pipeline project that Russia plans to construct beneath the surface of the Black Sea en 
route to Turkey is now being discussed under the title “Turkish Stream”. Although it has not 
officially been named yet, this pipeline, referred to as “temporary” on Gazprom Export’s official 
web site, has nonetheless come to take its place among the company’s most important projects. 
“South Stream”, on the other hand, is still to be found on Gazprom’s webpage. Whether this is 
simply because the site hasn’t been updated remains unknown but that the entire process is subject 
to increasing speculation is obvious.   
The political turmoil in Ukraine has worked to shift geopolitical balances, and in turn, deeply 
affected energy politics. The cancellation of the “South Stream” pipeline project and its replacement
seen in “Turkish Stream” are among the most prominent topics being discussed in this area. As can 
be remembered, the pressure of the European Commission on Bulgaria was effective; despite 
enjoying the support of Austria and Hungary, the South Stream project was suspended in June 2014,
thus leading to an inescapable quandary. Vladimir Putin ended this uncertainty during his visit to 
Turkey in December. The European Commission’s use of the project as a bargaining chip in its 
confrontation with Russia over its role in agitating the turmoil in Ukraine resulted in a stark 
retaliatory move by Putin: the project would be cancelled.  

In a two-pronged declaration, Putin simultaneously announced that not only would South Stream be
cancelled, but also a preliminary agreement with Turkey on a new pipeline had been reached. 
Additionally, Russia revealed that it planned to export gas to Europe via this route in the future. In 
this way, Russia put forth the impression that instead of pulling back, it was simply changing its 
position on its continued mission to open an alternative route to Ukraine. 

Here, Russia figured that it could capitalize on a regional blind spot, as Turkey has not yet become a
member of the EU and has not yet opened the energy chapter of the acquis within the framework of 
its negotiations with the EU. In this way, Russia’s move was twofold. First, it ignited a new debate 
within the EU, as the decision to cancel the project will directly harm Bulgaria as a member 
country. Second, with regard to Ukraine, Russia declared that it would not transport gas through the 
country after 2019. 

Russia’s statements can be regarded as the Kremlin flexing its energy policy muscle at Europe. As a
gas supplier, Russia has maneuvered in this way as a response to the liberalization policies of 
Europe and (if Europe is still willing to buy Russian gas) a manifestation of its continued efforts to 
set the rules of the game. However, the fact that Russia set the clear date of 2019 to halt the 
transportation of gas through Ukraine has triggered some questions as to the future of gas provision 
to Eastern and Central Europe. For instance, Gazprom has already committed to providing Europe 
with gas through existing long-term contracts, some of which are valid even after 2020. In this 
regard, it is still debatable how Gazprom’s struggle to impose a change in the route to its European 
customers is going to be possible. Regarding the issue, Jonathan Stern from the Oxford Institute for 
Energy Studies emphasized that Gazprom should renegotiate these contracts, otherwise, it will not 
be easy to ship the gas through a new pipeline. [1]

Yet, Gazprom CEO Alexey Miller’s statements display an aversion to such a move: “Love cannot 
be forced,” Miller said, “If a customer doesn’t want doorstep delivery, then he apparently has to put 
on clothes and go shopping, and if it is winter time - he’ll have to bundle up and go out with any 
package he wants - …The EU and the European Commission simply presented Turkey with a ‘gas 



valve’. I believe Turkey might use it in its dialogue with Europe. And we got a new strategic partner
in the gas business.” 

Nonetheless, how strong Turkey could be in this new picture is not yet definitive. There is a need to 
note that the bargains between Russia and Turkey are ongoing. And on the other side, the EU needs 
to take a position against Russia in two ways: (i) it needs to understand the new strategy being 
carried out by Russia when calculating the steps it should take; (ii) it needs to protect the already 
fragile association of nation-states by balancing Russia’s proactive policy.

“Energy Union” (?)

The recent conceptualization of an “Energy Union” strategy is very important in the EU’s 
formulation of the two abovementioned policies. However, this strategy has already begun to face 
challenges just as it began to settle with the new team of top officials taking office in Brussels. 
Here, the most recent example can be seen in Vladimir Putin’s meeting with the Hungarian Prime 
Minister Victor Orban on February 17, where the two reached a preliminary agreement on a large 
energy package. In response, Vice-President of the European Commission and President of the 
Energy Union, Maroš Šefčovič, has stressed that the Commission should take part in negotiations 
with Russia while also applying the necessary provisions for the creation of a common energy 
policy. Yet, Orban’s response reveals the true nature of the paradox being faced by the EU: “the 
Energy Union project equates to intervention in EU member states’ bilateral relations, which in turn
means the sacrifice of our sovereignty.” 

Considering Orban’s statements, it can be said that Russia gained an important partner within the 
EU in Hungary by decreasing the gas prices it offers the country from $500 to $260 per 1,000 m3 in
2009 and by revoking the “take or pay” principle. On the other hand, with this 2009 agreement, 
Russia also prevented its Central European partner from sending additional gas to Ukraine by way 
of reverse flow. All these developments show that Russia - if it is able to repeat the successes of its 
policies directed as Hungary with other European countries - could expand its decreasing room for 
maneuver, and eventually, further strengthen its leverage over Ukraine.  

Where is “Turkish Stream” going?

Putin’s press statement after his meeting with Orban contained some remarkable elements: “We are 
in talks [with our European partners] at the moment, but we will not abandon our cooperation with 
Turkey. Not only because this would not be decent behavior on our part, coming to an agreement 
with our Turkish friends and then saying, ‘No, Europe is making us a new offer now,’ but also 
because we could end up in a foolish situation. After all, the European Commission could refuse 
today, agree tomorrow, and then take its word back again the day after.” On the basis of discourse, 
this statement should be considered as Russia’s commitment to “Turkish Stream”. Yet, the question 
remains as to whether or not everyone understands the same thing when “Turkish Stream” is 
mentioned. 
 
As the plan stands today, it is known that “Turkish Stream” will consist of four pipelines with an 
overall capacity of 63 bcm. In the first stage, it is targeted for the first of these four lines to be 
finished in 2017. Thus, the direction of this 14 bcm gas flow that is normally transported over 
Ukraine would be diverted directly to Turkey. Experts say that the pipes located along Bulgaria’s 
Varna coasts, which are left over from the South Stream project, are ready to be loaded on barges 
and used to help finish this stage quickly. Considering the estimates that $4.7 billion has already 
been spent on South Stream, this move is expected to prevent a great financial loss on the part of 
Russia. 



While this first step may be more or less clear, the next step currently finds itself in a state of 
complete political ambiguity. Here, there are significant doubts as to what direction the upcoming 
process will take when observing that on the one hand, the ongoing negotiations between the West 
and Russia will be crucial in determining the route of the pipeline after it passes through Turkey, 
and that on the other hand, the ceasefire in Ukraine is on a knife-edge. Here, in order to reduce costs
and to open up new avenues of cooperation with Moscow, Turkey is increasing its contacts with 
Russia. However, so far Turkey has only managed to receive a 6 percent discount on gas transported
to the country. Considering the 2014 figures, although the price scale was not transparent, it is 
estimated that Turkey paid around $390 1,000 m3 of gas with this discount. In this regard, the 
project represents an attractive opportunity for Turkey to pull down the price it pays for gas, which 
is already far above that paid in Europe, as in Hungary for example. 

Alternately, that Russia is trying to strengthen its position in the Turkish market, which is one of the
fastest growing markets in Europe, is a fact known by everyone. Glancing at the 2014 figures, (i) 
Turkey’s market continued to grow whereas a 15 percent contraction in demand was seen in 
Europe, and (ii) Russia agreed to transport an additional 3 bcm of gas to Turkey via the Blue Stream
after Putin’s visit to Ankara in December of last year. These developments have made Turkey one of
the most crucial destinations for Gazprom. In this respect, it is generally accepted that Russia, 
which has jumped at the opportunity to increase its market share with “Turkish Stream”, is resolute 
in its words, at least with regard to the first stage of the project. 

However, the real issue is likely to be discussed further: will the Europeans really “put on their 
clothes and go shopping”, buying their much needed gas from the Turkish market? We will try to 
follow the hints to the answer to this question based on the developments taking place in different 
places and in different forms. Nonetheless, until then, it isn’t difficult to see that we will pass 
through a period in which specific dates will be up in the air and the macro political dynamics will 
be discussed with open speculation.

1. http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/eedfa430-b764-11e4-8807-00144feab7de.html#axzz3SIt2zYzF

*Turkish version of this op-ed was firstly published at Analist monthly journal's March 2015 
issue.
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