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How will the pandemic affect the development of energy projects and partnerships in the 

Eastern Mediterranean? 

My intervention will center on how the current economic hardship caused by the coronavirus 

pandemic along with the oil market crash will affect gas exploration and drilling activities and 

energy partnerships in the East Mediterranean.  

The coronavirus pandemic has definitely a negative impact on the energy sector exacerbated 

by the low oil prices. Low oil prices attributed to the decrease of global oil consumption and 

the oil war between Russia and Saudi Arabia are expected, first; to impact negatively the 

economies of oil-producing countries as they need higher oil prices to balance their budgets. 

For example, Saudi Arabia, the world's largest crude exporter needs $91 per barrel on average 

to balance its government budget this year, Algeria needs $109 per barrel on average and Libya 

around $100 per barrel to balance its budget this year. Second, it is expected that global oil 

storage facilities both on land and offshore could overflow forcing production shutdowns. This 

likelihood has prompted energy companies to revisit their projects for the next two years, 

especially those projects that pertain to upstream activities including exploration, drilling, and 

extraction as well as new project developments that have been scheduled to start this year.  One 

should also add to the overall context, delays in vital maintenance across the oil and natural gas 

industries due to the coronavirus pandemic.  Restrictions on the number of contractors on rigs, 

pipelines, and production facilities force companies to delay work. 

This reality attributed to the coronavirus pandemic has a direct effect on exploration and 

development of energy resources, energy partnerships and operations of facilities in the East 

Mediterranean. This is particularly evidenced in Egypt where liquefaction and export of natural 

gas has stopped to reduce expenses in light of the evolving economic strains caused by the 

pandemic. Liquefaction has stopped in both Egyptian facilities in Damietta and Idku. The 

Italian-Spanish company of Union Fenosa Gas and the Egyptian government that are operators 

of the Damietta liquefaction plant have failed to reach a settlement to re-operate the facility, 

while the Idku liquefaction complex suspended back in March exports of LNG shipments to its 

contractors because of low oil prices and a decline in demand attributed to the coronavirus 

pandemic. 

But Egypt has taken the strategic decision interestingly to expand its gas production in the East 

Mediterranean in expectation of that the pandemic will pose only short-term obstacles and 

economic problems. So, as announced recently by the Egyptian ministry of Petroleum, 

production of gas has started from a well in the super-giant Zohr gas field’s Shorouk concession 

block with a production capacity of around 390 million cubic feet of gas per day and from a 

well in the Baltim South West concession area in the Nile Delta with a production capacity of 

140 million cubic feet of gas per day.  

Egypt aims to overcome challenges and create opportunities during the coronavirus pandemic 

and through expansion of production in the Zohr gas field’s Shorouq concession and elsewhere 

of course, Cairo manages to avoid economic losses related to wages and maintenance of 

http://www.albawabhnews.com/3985974


equipment in the absence of production in exploration areas. And, in addition to that, production 

in the Shorouk concession block that lies on the common Egyptian-Cypriot maritime border 

that was delimitated in 2003 sends strong signals to regional countries like Turkey, protects 

Egyptian energy exploration and development rights and enhances Egyptian influence in the 

East Mediterranean.    

The Egyptian strategy to cement its regional energy interests coincides at a time that Turkey 

intends to proceed with oil and gas drilling activities in areas specified in the Memorandum of 

Understanding on the delimitation of maritime boundaries that was signed in November 2019 

between Turkey and the Tripoli-based Government of National Accord in Libya. The Turkey-

Libya Memorandum of Understanding ignores the sovereign rights of Egypt, Greece and 

Cyprus in the East Mediterranean and most important it ignores the geographical fact that 

Turkey and Libya have neither overlapping maritime zones nor common boundaries. 

 

The motives behind Turkey’s signing of the Memorandum of Understanding with Libya lie in 

breaking its regional energy isolation and in gaining legal claims over maritime areas that the 

Eastern Mediterranean’s energy infrastructure, like the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Pipeline, 

will have to cross.  Turkey’s oil and gas exploration quest expands from west of Cyprus to the 

southeast of the Greek island of Crete and the offshore waters of Libya but it is doubtful that 

Ankara can turn this quest into tangible profit simply because of the inevitable Turkish 

economic slowdown because of the coronavirus pandemic. It is expected however that Turkish 

drilling vessels will continue to operate illegally within Cyprus EEZ as means of maintaining 

Turkey’s political interests in the regional energy race. Of course, Turkish illegal actions do not 

go unnoticeable.  

The EU Foreign Affairs Council issued a statement on May 15th condemning Turkey’s illegal 

drilling activities with the Yavuz vessel within Cyprus EEZ as well as Turkish violations of 

Greek airspace and territorial waters. Turkey’s regional illegal activities have also prompted 

reaction from a block of five countries consisted of the UAE, Egypt, Cyprus, Greece, and 

France that condemned Turkey for violating Cypriot waters and Greek airspace. 

What is also quite interesting to see is how the coronavirus pandemic affects the energy 

programs of Greece and Cyprus. In the midst of the pandemic, Greece proceeded with the 

ratification in parliament of the international agreement that foresees the construction of the 

East Mediterranean Gas pipeline that will stretch for almost 1.900 km off Israel’s and Cyprus 

gas reserves and will reach Otranto in Italy, via Crete and mainland Greece. The pipeline will 

also provide Greece with a gateway for its own yet-to-be-discovered gas from fields in 

southwest and west of Crete. A study on the East Mediterranean gas pipeline project showed 

that the link is feasible, even though it presents technical challenges due to the deep and ultra-

deep waters involved and an economic estimated cost of 6.2 billion euro. The pipeline’s near-

term economics look challenging if one bases the pipeline project on the spot market of today 

and not in the context of a long-term liquefied natural gas export option.  

In addition to that, in early May, the Greek parliament proceeded with the adoption of new 

regulations that set clear rules for the protection of the environment, and at the same time, slash 

red tape and allow for oil and gas exploration in a way that investment plans are not stuck in 

the drawer.  

In the regional setting and despite the coronavirus pandemic, Greek energy medium-sized 

company Energean Oil and Gas proceeded smoothly with operations related the 

Floating, Production, Storage and Offloading vessel that sailed away from the COSCO yard in 

China in early April and currently is in Singapore, where the topsides will be integrated, before 

the completed FPSO vessel is towed to the Karish field in Israel for installation and hook-up. 

In other words, Energean has proceeded without serious delays in terms of time with the FPSO 



vessel that is considered a significant piece of infrastructure in the region because it substitutes 

high-cost undersea pipelines. At the same time, proven resources at the Karish North field are 

some 32% ahead of what was initially expected, having enabled the Greek energy company to 

convert 0.6 bcm/yr of contingent contracts into firm ones. 

The challenges of the coronavirus pandemic on the course of energy exploration and 

development programs can be found in Cyprus where American Exxon Mobil announced 

recently that it will delay along with Qatar Petroleum the verification drilling in Block 10 within 

Cyprus EEZ until September 2021. Initial estimates have showed that Glaucus target in Block 

10 could contain between 5 to 10 trillion cubic feet of gas. The gas potential of the Glaukus 

target along with promising quantities in other blocks within Cyprus EEZ are important and 

they have set the basis to look into the prospect of an LNG plant in Cyprus. Likewise, the 

French-Italian consortium of Total and ENI have reportedly decided to delay drilling operations 

on 3 wells planned for this year and 6 wells planned for the next two years within Cyprus EEZ. 

Overall, energy majors seem to adopt an inward-looking policy due to the coronavirus 

pandemic and the collapse of oil prices.   

But as the pandemic is expected to diminish over time, like-minded regional countries that are 

currently at various stages of energy development need to proceed with active diplomacy and 

coalition building to design a grand strategy that will transform the economies of the region for 

the benefit of current and future generations. 


