CHAPTER 6

REVISITING THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN:
NEO-IMPERIALISM AND GEOPOLITICS OF ENERGY'

Tuggce Kafdagl Koru?, Ayse Kugiik?

6.1. Introduction

Disputes over sovereignty, regional power struggles, conflicts, and crises have
long been a feature of the Eastern Mediterranean. Since the 19th century, the
Eastern Mediterranean region has faced significant challenges. These challenges
have fuelled hegemonic conflicts among major powers. Many countries in the
area were affected by imperialism and colonialism. For instance, Italy seized
control of Tripoli in Libya in 1911, just before the outbreak of World War I. The
United Kingdom (UK) formally took over Cyprus in 1914. After World War I,
Jordan and Palestine came under British rule in 1919. Tiirkiye accepted Britain’s
annexation of Cyprus in 1923, and two years later, in 1925, Cyprus was made
a crown colony. However, the process of decolonisation led to a long-running
dispute between Tiirkiye and Greece over Cyprus, which has been ongoing
since the mid-1950s. The discovery of hydrocarbon resources in the Eastern
Mediterranean is not a new development, dating back to the second half of the
20th century. However, the region’s geopolitical importance has drawn greater
regional focus since the late 1990s. It is surprising that international companies
and coastal states only began showing interest in the Eastern Mediterranean’s
potential hydrocarbon resources around that time. Many studies concentrate
on interstate dynamics from a state-centric perspective, but this approach
often overlooks the transnational mechanisms that underpin these interactions
(See Ediger et al., 2012; Grigoriadis, 2014; Ozgiir, 2017; Adamides, 2022).
To move beyond this view, this research will adopt a neo-imperialist and neo-
colonialist framework. The study focuses on the interactions among coastal
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countries, international and multinational corporations, and third countries
regarding the existence, exploitation, and presentation of potential hydrocarbon
reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean, within the context of their utilisation
for international markets. It will be argued that this multi-layered relationship
represents a contemporary example of neo-imperialism.

Neo-imperialism represents an evolution of traditional imperial power,
characterised by indirect control via institutional, economic, and technological
networks rather than overt military conquest. Building on Manuel Castells’ concept
of network imperialism, this study highlights that imperialism persists post-
decolonisation in subtle, structural forms—termed neo-colonialism by Nkrumah.
The study examines how multinational energy firms, investment banks, and capital
actors influence regional politics through frameworks such as international law,
trade, and security alliances, thereby shaping sovereignty within a global system
of legal, financial, and geopolitical networks. Castells’ theories of network society
and economy are particularly pertinent. The analysis reveals that these actors
sustain dominant influence over sovereignty and power, with energy companies
and financial networks emerging as key players in the Eastern Mediterranean’s
geopolitical dynamics. Following this, the study will analyse conflicts among
coastal states concerning Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), Continental Shelf
Delimitation Agreements, the Eastern Mediterranean Natural Gas Pipeline, and
the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF). The focus will then shift to
multinational energy companies operating in the Eastern Mediterranean and the
capital networks that support them. These networks have a significant influence
on the transnational flow of economic power, involving multinational energy
corporations, investment banks, state-owned enterprises, and development banks.
Often crossing national borders, these networks shape geopolitical alignments
through investment, infrastructure, and control over resources.

It is argued here that the presence of potential resources in the Eastern
Mediterranean is a separate subject of investigation; however, the processes of
extracting, processing, and marketing these potential energy resources are far
beyond the capacities of the coastal countries of the Eastern Mediterranean.
Therefore, without the support and involvement of international companies and
the states and consortia with which they have indirect or direct links, it is not
possible to bring these resources to the market. From a neo-imperialist perspective,
this deprivation provides a lucrative area of exploitation for such companies.

6.2. Neo-Imperialism and Neo-Colonialism

In its most general sense, imperialism refers to ‘the oppression and violence
exerted by powerful countries on weaker countries’ (Oztiirk, 2006). Therefore,
when considered conceptually, it relates to ‘the relations between the imperialist
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countries and the ‘subject’ countries’ and ‘the unequal relations between the
imperialist countries themselves’ (Oztiirk, 2006)%. Additionally, imperialism is
considered a concept closely related to colonialism. In fact, the terms colonialism
and imperialism are often used interchangeably in the literature because
colonialism is seen as a broader and more inclusive term (Lienau, 2021)°. These
conceptual distinctions are particularly relevant for understanding the Eastern
Mediterranean, where resource competition and geopolitical rivalries echo both
classical and neo-imperialist dynamics. A colony refers to a political structure
dominated in a way that serves the interests of another entity. For this reason, in
cases where colonialism is evident, it necessitates maintaining a geography under
military control. In fact, from the end of the 19th century onward, capital has
gradually become concentrated alongside states competing for colonies to develop
the world market. Hence, as demand for raw materials grew, the rate at which
natural resources were discovered and exploited also rose. During the same period,
enhanced geological knowledge led to the identification of most mineral-rich
regions around the world (Magdoft, 2005). This situation paved the way for intense
international competition. It was driven by the needs of industrialised nations’
emerging industries and the pressures of resource demand (Magdoff, 2005).

Furthermore, imperialism has been linked to capitalism since the mid-19th
century (Oztiirk, 2006). Indeed, according to Lenin, imperialism is ‘the highest
stage of capitalism’ (Lenin, 2003). According to Lenin’s analysis, finance capital
merged with the capital of monopoly industrial groups. Consequently, a wave of
colonialism spread across the world, extending to previously unoccupied areas and
territories (Lenin, 2003).

Building on this historical understanding, the concept of neocolonialism
shifts attention to the argument that although a country may be independent,
the domination and dependence imposed by imperialism persist through indirect
methods—that is, hidden colonialism—despite its independence (Giilalp, 1979).
The reason why dependency persists is not due to genuine development but
because of technological dominance. Since these entities are no longer colonies,
they remain without being fully integrated into the metropolis. The network
and influence of imperialist capital worldwide have addressed their conflicts
with nation-states through collaborations, management agreements, operating

4 If ‘imperialism’ is used only to describe the relationship between imperialist nations and ‘subject’ countries,
as is often the case, a crucial aspect—namely, the internal contradictions within the imperialist camp—will be

ignored (Oztiirk, 2006).

> In practice, however, the situation may be more flexible. From a colonial perspective, the core motive continues
to be the pursuit of dominance. Controlling or subjugating a foreign land is both a means and an end. As a result,
colonial authority extends beyond military means and can be achieved through political, economic, social, and
cultural methods, or by combining these approaches. Direct control might be less visible, and imperial rule can
fluctuate between direct and indirect forms, often involving coercion, whether deliberate or not (Lienau, 2021).
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rights, patents, and treaties. The core foundation of the new relationship system
established by neo-colonialism is also worth noting. This is the point where it is
crucial to recognize that the primary goal of neo-colonialism is to retain control
over resource markets. Neo-imperialism, lacking formal political authority, entails
the development of a local economy that remains heavily influenced by private
expatriate economic interests (Mandle, 1967).

The examination of imperialism has developed through several distinct phases,
commonly referred to as ‘waves’. The initial wave was driven by scholars such as
Lenin, Bukharin, Hilferding, and Luxemburg, who focused on great power rivalries
and colonial expansion. Their research underscored the significance of finance
capital, inter-imperial competition, and the colonial scramble as fundamental
components of early 20th-century capitalism (Goékten, 2018; Satgar, 2020). The
second wave predominantly emerged during the 1960s and 1970s, emphasizing
the relationship between the ‘centre’ and the ‘periphery,” and illustrating how
global capitalism fosters dependency. This phase particularly engaged with the
concept of neocolonialism. Influential scholars such as Samir Amin and Kwame
Nkrumah contended that imperialism manifests through political control and
economic reliance (Oztiirk, 2006). The third wave, which persists in contemporary
discourse, perceives imperialism as an enduring and intrinsic aspect of capitalism.
Prominent thinkers, including Harry Magdoft, John Bellamy Foster, and David
Harvey, represent this viewpoint. Harvey emphasizes the spatial restructuring and
geographical expansion of capital as central to modern imperialism (Gokten, 2018).
Post-Marxist scholars, such as Manuel Castells, have moved the discussion beyond
classical Marxist frameworks. They analyse capitalism through the concepts of
network society and informationalism, drawing attention to the transformations
driven by the information age.

Harvey (2019) identifies two forms of imperialism. The first is the domination
of a geographical area as a state or empire, involving control over natural resources
for political, economic, or military aims. Harvey refers to this as ‘capitalist
imperialism’. The second type is a political and ‘economic movement’, representing
the gradual, continuous spread of capital accumulation across time and space. The
first definition describes strategies used by the state or a group of states with more
stable geographies. The second highlights how economic influence extends through
daily activities, including production, trade, capital flows, money transfers, labour
migration, technology transfer, currency speculation, information sharing, and
cultural exchanges.

According to Nkrumah (1966), even after achieving independence, post-
colonial nations continue to face financial imperialism in their former colonies.
This means that financial imperialism has not truly ended in these countries,
particularly during activities such as geological surveys or when exploring or
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developing new mineral regions. In areas requiring large capital investments,
post-colonial states often need to seek support from former imperialist powers
and international financial institutions. This suggests that interstate imperialism
persists through various strategies and tools. As a result, former colonial nations
remain involved indirectly, working through international agents such as financial
consortiaand aid organisations. Amin pointed out that today’s capitalism maintains
its global dominance through financialised monopolies, which are starting to
override sovereignty and capital barriers to access lucrative regions (Amin, 2018).
Amin describes this as ‘collective imperialism’ (Amin, 2018), where imperialist
powers cooperate in exploitation to sustain their global dominance. The post-
World War II order, comprising international bodies such as NATO, the EU, the
World Bank, the IME and the WTO, is also part of this imperialist framework.
Amin added that contemporary monopolies in imperialism now mainly control
technology, finance, natural resources, mass communication, media, and weapons
of mass destruction (Kurbanoglu, 2019).

Dirlik (2007) argues that the globalisation of capital reduces the boundaries
between local, national, and international levels. As capital spreads globally, the
focus shifts from national classes to global ones. Therefore, understanding how
local, national, and international categories connect is essential for Analysing
political struggles in their specific contexts and for examining the emphasis of
post-colonialism on identity politics (Dirlik, 2007). Elements like transnational
corporations, commodity chains, flows, diasporas, and cultural exchanges are key
parts of the capital world, facilitating not only the movement of goods but also the
movement of people and cultures (Dirlik, 2007). Although discussions on post-
colonialism have increased since the 1980s, the link between post-colonialism
and capitalism remains largely underrepresented (Dirlik, 2007). He contends that
with the expansion of global capitalism, identifying a single global centre, region,
or country is no longer feasible. This shift is driven by the new international
division of labour, transnational activities, capital’s fluidity, and the tendency to
minimize intervention or maximize capital’s benefits. The network is maintained
through transnational corporatisation. This structure controls economic activity
by dominating national markets. Multinational corporations, dominating nations,
weaken the state’s ability to regulate the economy internally, making international
oversight and economic protection vital®. Harvey states that, from a capital
accumulation viewpoint, imperialist policies depend on preserving and utilizing
all asymmetrical and resource advantages that can be exploited with minimal state
intervention (Harvey, 2019).

¢ The transnationalisation of production has caused unprecedented fragmentation in capitalism’s history, and
with the transnationalisation of capital, the capitalist mode of production has become a globalised abstraction

(Dirlik, 2007).
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Magdoff states that foreign markets are accessed with state aid to sustain the
high growth needed for significant capital investments. This approach to foreign
market penetration is becoming increasingly prevalent, particularly among large
corporations facing intense national competition. Foreign investments play a
crucial role in acquiring and exploiting raw materials. In nations with competing
multinational corporations, it is vital to pressure foreign investments to stay ahead
in competition and achieve market dominance (Magdoff, 2005). The discovery of
natural gas reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean has led to both a geopolitical
power struggle, benefiting neo-imperialism, and an economic competition.
According to Wigell (2016), not only major powers but also regional powers are
using neo-imperialism to create dependency (p. 142). As Wigell mentioned:

Neo-imperialist geoeconomic strategies are essentially deployed by regional
powers not only as a way to pursue economic objectives but also to create
an ‘informal’ empire in the neighborhood. In contrast to traditional
geopolitical strategies, it is not so much concerned with enlarging its
territorial control, as with pursuing various forms of economic control,
shaping the regional economic structure in such a way that makes
weaker states dependent on the regional power. The means employed are
economic, but the goal is geopolitical—creating neo-imperial relations
with weaker neighbours and thus substantially limiting their sovereignty
in relation to the regional power’s interests (Wigell, 2016, p. 142).

Understanding how states use energy companies to expand their influence
in Eastern Mediterranean geopolitics is essential (Wigell, 2016). Castells (2005)
states that the development of information and technology after the 1970s
has driven the global transformation of capitalism. It is a network economy
(Castells, 2005a). “The network economy is a new, efficient form of organisation
of production, distribution, and management [....]" (p. 8). He emphasizes that
advancements in knowledge and communication technologies have structured
political, social, and economic relations around a network framework.
Consequently, complex, multi-layered, and multi-actor relationships have
emerged beyond the nation-state (Castells, 2005a).

Additionally, Castells discusses both the concept of a network society and the
presence of a network economy. Castells notes that productivity gains in production,
distribution, and management have extended well beyond the United States (US),
shaping global economic development (Castells, 2005a). When examining Castells’
network economy approach alongside Wigell’s conceptualisation of neo-imperialism,
it is also essential to assess the capital networks of the companies involved in
Eastern Mediterranean energy geopolitics. Due to skilled workforce, network-based
collaborations, and technological capabilities, these firms are embedded in network
relationships akin to capital, thus establishing economic dependency connections.
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Castells argued that the development of information and technology after
the 1970s has driven a global transformation of capitalism. He highlighted that
developments in knowledge and communication technologies have structured
political, social, and economic relations through networks. As a result, complex,
multi-layered, multi-actor relationships have emerged beyond the nation-state
(Castells, 2005a). He conceptualised that as a network society, which operates
on a binary logic of inclusion and exclusion, with boundaries changing over
time based on network programs and their performance conditions (Castells,
2009). In Castells’ view, society is built around this ‘space of flows™ (Castells,
2005a). From this perspective, nation-states still exist (Castells, 2005b),
but they operate within networks, effectively turning into network states.
Decision-making in a network society encompasses both local and global issues,
characterised by asymmetrical relationships within power blocks followed by
states. Notably, multinational companies often prioritize supporting their
home countries (Castells, 2005a). According to Castells, the economy is also a
network economy, which is a more efficient system for organizing production,
distribution, and management (Castells, 2005a, p. 8). Technological progress,
particularly in communication, has steadily advanced over time. Networks now
have the capacity to incorporate new participants and content without relying
on traditional power centers (Castells, 2009). Gatekeepers play a crucial role,
controlling access to resources and information, thus determining inclusion
and exclusion within networks (Castells, 2009). Castells emphasised that not
only the concept of a network society but also the significance of the network
economy, noting that gains in productivity extend globally, influencing economic
development beyond the US (Castells, 2005a). When Analysing Castells,
network economy alongside Wigell’s neo-imperialism, it is crucial to consider
the capital networks of involved companies, especially in the context of Eastern
Mediterranean energy geopolitics. Due to skilled labour, collaborations based
on networks, and technological capabilities, these companies form relationships
similar to capital networks, thereby creating economic dependencies.

6.3. Geopolitical Boundaries and Regional Actors in the Eastern
Mediterranean

The Eastern Mediterranean is the eastern sub-basin of the Mediterranean Sea,
extending eastward from the line between Sicily and Tunisia to the coasts of Syria
and Egypt (see Figure 1, Map of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea’s Eastern Basin,
IHO, 2002). The region is bordered geographically by the coasts of Italy, Slovenia,
Croatia, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Albania, Greece, Tiirkiye, Syria, Lebanon,
Israel, Egypt, Libya, and Tunisia (see Figure 1, Map of the Eastern Mediterranean
Sea’s Eastern Basin, IHO, 2002). The Levant and Nile Basins are the primary
focus of Eastern Mediterranean energy resources.
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Figure 1
Map of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea’s Eastern Basin
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When we examine the coastal actors in the Eastern Mediterranean, the
countries and territories that come into view include Turkiye, Greece, the Greek
Cypriot Administration (GCA), the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
(TRNC), Egypt, Israel, Syria, Lebanon, Libya, and Palestine. The Levant and
Nile Basins are the primary focus of Eastern Mediterranean energy resources.
Therefore, while the Eastern Mediterranean includes a vast geographical expanse,
the main concentration of exploration activities, cooperative initiatives, and
network formations appears to be in the Levant and Nile regions. Hence, the
focus of this study will be primarily on these zones.

In this regard, the subsequent inquiry will analyse the dynamics between
regional and external actors involved in energy exploration in the Eastern
Mediterranean, while including the theoretical framework previously stated.

6.4. The Reconfiguration of Energy Discoveries, Networks, and Power
Relations in the Eastern Mediterranean

The pursuit of energy reserves and related activities by actors in the Eastern
Mediterranean is of relatively recent origin. To understand the energy-based
network structure in the region, it is first necessary to examine the hydrocarbon
discoveries and cooperation initiatives of the littoral states. Thus, that part will
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first address the actors’ initiatives of delimiting maritime jurisdiction areas,
their hydrocarbon reserves exploration, energy cooperation attempts, and the
interaction of capital-based corporations between states within these frameworks.

6.4.1. The Exploration of Hydrocarbon Reserves

The claims regarding energy reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean are
relatively recent. At the beginning of the 2000s, with the emergence of news about
hydrocarbon reserves in the region, coastal states” interest in the issue increased.
The practice of some states extracting and utilizing their reserves dates back further.
For example, Egypt made its initial attempts in its own territorial waters in the late
1960s and began processing by 1970 (Karbuz, 2017). However, the 2000s have
been a period during which Egypt significantly increased its exploration efforts
in the region. In this context, Egypt also signed bilateral Exclusive Economic
Zone Agreements (EEZ) alongside reserve explorations. The EEZ delimitation
agreements signed by Egypt were with the Greek Cypriot Administration in 2003
and Greece in 2020 (United Nations, 2003; United Nations, 2020a). A notable
discovery of the reserves was made within the Zohr field, which belongs to Egypt,
as a result of the efforts of the Italian company ENI.

Israel, one of the coastal states, signed the EEZ delimitation agreement with
the Greek Cypriot Administration in 2010 and a maritime boundary agreement
with Lebanon in 2022 (United Nations, 2010; United Nations, 2022). Although
the treaty signed with Lebanon does not directly fall within the scope of EEZ
delimitation, it resolved disputes concerning the announced license areas. With
the agreement, Israel has clarified its rights in the Karish field on its side and its
rights in the Qana field in Lebanon. Therefore, it has been confirmed that the entire
Karish field is within Israel’s EEZ (United Nations, 2022). However, Lebanon has
agreed to give a share of the natural gas produced from this region to Israel because
part of the Qana field falls on the Israeli side. The fact that the US acted as the
mediator in this agreement is an essential indicator of America’s attention to the
region. Israel, a leading state in energy research and among those that process and
utilise its reserves, has numerous fields. Although some fields remain undeveloped
due to limited reserves, a significant portion has been developed and utilised.
Consequently, it utilises these reserves both in the domestic market and for
export. In addition to its commercial relations with Israel, Egypt, and Jordan, in
June 2022, it signed a ‘Memorandum of Understanding on Cooperation Related
to Trade, Transport, and Export of Natural Gas to the European Union’ (EU)
with the EU and Egypt, thereby framing its energy cooperation (European Union,
2022). This cooperation involves transporting Israel’s natural gas via pipeline to
Egypt. The gas is then liquefied at the Idku and Damietta LNG facilities before
being exported to the EU.
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Lebanon, as another country bordering the Eastern Mediterranean, has begun
activities in the region influenced by Israel’s exploration efforts for reserves in
the area. In 2007, it signed delimitation agreements with the Greek Cypriot
Administration (Common Space Initiative, 2014). However, the Lebanese
parliament has not ratified the agreements, and therefore, they never entered
into force. In 2011, Lebanon identified its EEZ areas and communicated this
to the UN (United Nations, 2011). In some of these regions, overlapping with
Israeli territories has led to a dispute between the parties. However, as previously
mentioned, the dispute was resolved through the signing of an agreement under
the mediation of the US. It was noted that the reserves found in Block 4 during
Lebanon’s first drilling operation in 2020 do not have any commercial value
(Azhari, 2020; Journal of Petroleum Technology, 2020). Although ENI and
Total Energy are scheduled to conduct drilling operations in Block 9, the area
where an agreement with Israel has been reached, as of 2023, no reserves have yet
been recorded by 2025 (Journal of Petroleum Technology, 2020). The existence
of political instability in Lebanon is also the biggest obstacle to conducting
sustainable drilling and exploration activities in the region.

The Gaza Marine field, Palestine’s sole offshore exploration area, had its first
reserve discovered in 1999. The political instability caused by the Israel-Palestine
conflict in the region is hindering the development of exploration and drilling
activities. However, in 2021, an agreement was made between Egypt's EGAS
company and Palestine to develop drilling activities in the region. At the beginning
of the 2020s, the cooperation between Egypt and Israel in other areas extended
to this region. Israel has opposed the processing of the reserve in the Gaza Marine
area belonging to Palestine at Egypt’s facilities on security grounds (Sengiil, 2025).
However, later statements indicated that Israel might permit it if Egypt guaranteed
security, which is interpreted as Israel giving preliminary approval (Sengiil, 2025).
It is also necessary to consider the influence of the Forum. However, the ongoing
Israel-Palestine war since October 2023 has halted all these processes.

The Greek Cypriot Administration signed Exclusive Economic Zone
delimitation agreements with Egypt in 2002, Lebanon in 2007, and Israel in
2010 (Common Space Initiative, 2014; United Nations, 2002; United Nations,
2010). While signing these EEZ delimitation agreements, it also took unilateral
actions by declaring hydrocarbon exploration areas around the island of Cyprus.
As of 2011, licenses have been issued for some of the fields, and drilling activities
have begun there. When considered within the framework of the Cyprus dispute,
the declaration of license areas by the Greek Cypriot Administration and the
drilling activities in these areas have created a new area of disagreement between
the parties. In this context, Tiirkiye, the Greek Cypriot Administration, and the
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus have experienced a crisis trigger, which
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led to the GCA’s actions and subsequently the TRNC and Tiirkiye declaring
hydrocarbon license areas and conducting drilling activities as retaliatory
measures. In this framework, the Agreement on the Delimitation of the Maritime
Boundaries between Tiirkiye and the TRNC was signed in September 2011 (T.C.
Resmi Gazete, 2011b). Following this agreement, the TRNC declared license areas
around the island of Cyprus, some of which overlapped with the GCA’s license
areas, and in November 2011, granted exploration licenses in these areas to TPAO
(Turkiye Petrolleri Anonim Ortakligs, n.d., a). Turkiye, following the signing of
the EEZ delimitation agreement with the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,
continued its seismic surveys in the region using the ships Piri Reis and Barbaros
between 2012 and 2017. As of 2018, Turkiye has added drilling ships named
Fatih and Yavuz to its fleet, and in 2020, it also incorporated the seismic research
vessel Orug¢ Reis. Tiirkiye conducts various activities in different areas of the
region. Tiirkiye has two treaties that define its continental shelf. One of these was
signed with the TRNC in 2011, and the other with Libya in 2019 (T.C. Resmi
Gazete, 2012). Following these treaties, Tiirkiye declared its continental shelf in
the Eastern Mediterranean by sending two separate letters to the UN in November
2019 and March 2020, which included detailed maps (United Nations, 2019;
United Nations, 2020) Tiirkiye is conducting drilling activities around Cyprus
in two license areas off the coast of Antalya, within its continental shelf, south of
Meis Island 7, based on the license granted by the Turkish Petroleum Corporation
to the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (Turkiye Petrolleri Anonim Ortaklig
[TPAO], n.d.-a).

The delimitation of maritime jurisdiction areas and the exploration of offshore
reserves have motivated actors in the region to develop various types of cooperation.
These collaborations, initially developed throughout bilateral agreements, over
time transformed into broader regional cooperations. The following section
includes how these frameworks of cooperation emerged and how the relationship
between states and capital has been shaped within these processes.

6.4.2. Mapping Corporate Ambitions in the Eastern Mediterranean

With the emergence of hydrocarbon reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean,
the regional states have issued licenses after their attempts to define their
maritime jurisdiction areas. In these license zones, energy companies have begun
exploration for reserves. In the successful drilling wells, energy has been extracted,
processed, and even traded by some countries. These initiatives are carried out not
only by states but also by energy companies, i.e., private capital. At this point, it

7 Drilling activities in the Dalit field, announced by Israel, started in 2009. These were conducted by Noble
Energy (a US-based company), Mubadala Energy (UAE), Tamar Petroleum, Isramco, Tamar Investment, Dor
Gas, and Everest Infrastructures based in Israel. It is estimated that the field contains natural gas reserves of 8

BCM. (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a; Isracl Ministry of Energy, n.d., b)
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becomes vital to understand how the companies involved in energy collaborations
are integrated into the process and the origin of the capital belonging to the
companies, i.e., which country they are affiliated with. The establishment of the
energy capital network in the Fastern Mediterranean can be traced through the
license agreements made between states and companies. Therefore, this section
will examine which companies the licenses granted by the states in their maritime
jurisdiction areas are based on in terms of cooperation.

Israel’s exploration efforts in the Eastern Mediterranean started in the early
2000s, focusing first on the Mari-B and Noa fields. In the region where Noble
Energy, a US-based company, holds drilling licenses, approximately 25 BCM of
natural gas has been produced since 2004 (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a).
However, production ceased in 2019, resulting in the closure of the facility (Israel
Ministry of Energy, n.d., a). The most significant discoveries in Israel occurred
in 2009 and 2010, at the Dalit, Tamar, and Leviathan fields. The leading energy
company in the country, Delek Drilling—which rebranded as NewMed in 2020—
holds a 45.3% stake. Noble Energy, acquired by Chevron in 2020 and operating
as Chevron Mediterranean in the Eastern Mediterranean, owns a 39.7% stake.
Israel-based Ratio Energy holds a 15% stake. These entities form a consortium
that continues to oversee operations as the license holder for the Leviathan field
(NewMed Energy, n.d.). Data suggest that the estimated natural gas production
capacity of 500 BCM is adequate to meet the gas demands of Israel and its regional
neighbours (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a).

Discovered in 2009, the Tamar field was swiftly developed to address Israel’s
energy needs following the cessation of natural gas exports from Egypt. The license
for the Tamar field is held by a consortium of partners, including Noble Energy
(Chevron) from the US, Mubadala Energy from the United Arab Emirates (UAE),
Tamar Petroleum from Israel, as well as Isramco, Tamar Investment, Dor Gas, and
Union Energy & Systems based in Malta (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d. a). In 2025,
Azerbaijan’s state oil company SOCAR acquired a 10% stake in Union Energy in
the region (Szymczak, 2025). The region’s estimated reserves are indicated as 250
BCM (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a).

Drilling activities in the Dalit field, announced by Israel, started in 2009. These
were conducted by Noble Energy (a US-based company), Mubadala Energy (UAE),
Tamar Petroleum, Isramco, Tamar Investment, Dor Gas, and Everest Infrastructures,
based in Israel. It is estimated that the field contains natural gas reserves of 8 BCM.
(Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a; Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., b)

The two additional license areas they acquired are Aphrodite/Ishai and
Shimshon. Investigations occurred in these regions in 2012, but drilling has been
halted since then. The Aphrodite/Ishai license is significant because it overlaps
with a zone designated by the Greek Cypriot Administration (GCA) as Aphrodite
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and a zone designated by Israel as Ishai. Both parties assert rights to the reserves in
the region. Although a framework agreement was established in 2021 to promote
a commercial arrangement, a definitive sharing agreement has yet to be finalised
(Arslan, 2021). The EEZ agreement between the two nations, along with Israeli
companies holdings in GCA-issued licenses, indicates a spirit of cooperation,
with no significant conflicts reported in this sector. However, Tiirkiye and the
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus oppose the licenses granted by the GCA,
which restrains exploration and drilling activities by third parties. Hydrocarbon
reserves in Israel’s Karish and Tanin licenses were discovered by Energean Oil
& Gas during exploration conducted in 2012-2013, with reserves estimated at
approximately 55 BCM (Israel Ministry of Energy, n.d., a). Israel continues active
drilling operations primarily focused on the Leviathan, Tamar, and Karish licenses,
supplying both domestic and export markets. The regional energy landscape is
predominantly influenced by U.S.-based Chevron (formerly Noble Energy) and
Israeli companies, including NewMed.

The licensing regions within Egypt, including Zohr, West Nile Delta/Giza-
Fayoum-Raven, Atoll, Great Nooros, Baltim SW, and Burullus/ WDDM, are
managed by several prominent companies. These include BP, headquartered in the
UK; ENI, based in Italy; the Egyptian state company EGAS; Shell, a multinational
corporation of Dutch-British origin; and Petrobel, a joint venture between Egypt
and Italy. In the Great Nooros area, exploration undertaken in 2020 involved a
joint venture comprising ENI, BP, and Petrobel, which is reported to hold over
113 BCM of reserves in the region (ENI, 2020). The West Delta Deep Marine
cluster encompasses multiple subsectors, where a consortium of Shell, KUFPEC,
and EGAS has been active in exploration activities as of 2023 (Nikse, 2025).
Additionally, exploration in the Baltim Southwest area was conducted by ENI,
BP, and Petrobel in 2016, with production commencing in 2019 (ENI, 2019).

In the West Nile Delta of Egypt, including the Giza & Fayoum, as well as the
Raven field, exploration activities were carried out in 2015 by a consortium led
by BP, ENI, and EGAS. Gas production began in Giza & Fayoum in 2019 and
in Raven in 2021 (BP, 2021; Journal of Petroleum Technology, 2021). The energy
produced from these fields is supplied to the domestic market and exported. In
the Atoll area, BP, ENI, and EGAS, which made a discovery in 2015 estimating
reserves of 1.5 trillion cubic feet of natural gas and 31 million barrels of condensate,
have been producing natural gas in the field since 2020 (BP, 2018). One of Egypt’s
most important fields, the Zohr field, was discovered by ENI and EGAS in 2015,
and gas production began in 2017 (ENI, 2025). It is estimated that the region has
850 BCM reserves, and in 2018 and 2019, the companies increased their annual
production capacities (Churchman, 2024; ENI, 2025). Increasing the reserve
supply capacity has made the region more attractive and has positioned Egypt as a
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significant player in the energy market. Although Lebanon does not produce oil or
natural gas in the Eastern Mediterranean, there are exploration activities underway.
In 2017, the licenses for Block 4 and Block 9 were awarded through a tender to
a consortium comprising France-based Total, Italy-based ENI, and Russia-based
JSC Novatek (Lebanese Petroleum Administration, 2025a). Exploration activities
initiated in Block 4, announced in 2020 that no commercially recoverable reserves
had been discovered, and subsequently, the license holders returned their rights
to the Lebanese State (Azhari, 2020; Journal of Petroleum Technology, 2020).
Regarding Block 9, which overlaps with Israel’s area and has been resolved through
an agreement and is known as Qana, although no reserves of commercial value
have been found, the Lebanese Ministry of Petroleum has stated that the results
suggest the possibility of reserves in surrounding areas (Lebanese Petroleum
Administration, 2025b).

Table 1

Countries, Companies, and Their Countries of Origin in The Eastern Mediterranean

Country Operating Company Country of Origin

Eovot ENI, BP, Shell, Chevron, Italy, UK, Netherlands/UK, US,
eyp TotalEnergies, Mubadala, EGAS  France, UAE, Egypt

Lebanon TotalEnergies, ENI, QatarEnergy France, Italy, Qatar

Chevron, NewMed Energy, Ratio
Israel Qil, Isramco, Dor Gas, Union

Energy, Mubadala

US, Israel, Israel, Israel, Israel,
Azerbaijan, UAE

Greece ExxonMobil, Hellenic Petroleum US, Greece

ExxonMobil, QatarEnergy, ENI,

S;lefmci’f)io; TotalEnergies, Chevron, NewMed gst,hQSt::;iI;%)If,(Francc, Israel,
stratio Energy, BG (Shell) ctheriands

Tiirkiye TPAO Tiirkiye

Turkish Republic of o

Northern Cyprus TPAO Tiirkiye

Note. Prepared by the authors®

Analysing the licensing zones of the Greek Cypriot Administration in the
Eastern Mediterranean reveals a phased licensing process over time. Noble Energy
(Chevron) received the license for Block 12, called Aphrodite, in 2008 and began
drilling activities in 2011 (GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce and Industry,
n.d.). In 2015, after an estimated reserve of around 4.5 Tcf was announced by

% All data are presented in the text with the corresponding references. The list mainly includes companies holding
significant shares.
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the drilling company, plans for production were formulated (GCA Ministry of
Energy, Commerce and Industry, n.d.). Consequently, cooperation with Egypt was
planned to process the gas at Egypt's LNG facilities. By 2023, the reserve estimate
had increased to 5.6 Tcf (GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce and Industry,
n.d.). During the license renewal process, Chevron and the Newmed consortium
have held the hydrocarbon operating license for Block 12 since November 2019.
In 2021, a license for the Block 5 field was awarded to a consortium including
ExxonMobil, Production Cyprus Limited, and Qatar Energy International. The
license for the Block 6 field was granted in 2017 to a consortium of ENI and Total
Energy (GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce, and Industry, n.d.). Exploration
activities have been carried out in some wells of Block 6, and production testing
is underway in the Cronos-2 well.

It is estimated that approximately 3.1 trillion cubic feet (tcf) of natural gas
reserves exist, according to the GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce and Industry
(n.d.). In 2017, French companies Total Energy and ENI became license holders in
Block 8, and they acquired licenses in Block 7 in 2019 (GCA Ministry of Energy,
Commerce and Industry, n.d.). ExxonMobil and Qatar Energy obtained licenses
for Block 10 in 2017; however, during the drilling of the ‘Delphyne-1" exploration
well in 2018-2019, no commercially viable reserves were found. Nonetheless, they
continue exploring other wells, and as of 2022, the ‘Glacus’ well is estimated to
contain 3.7 tcf of reserves (GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce, and Industry,
n.d.). In Block 11, which was licensed to Total and ENI in 2013, no reserves
were discovered during the 2017 drilling operations (GCA Ministry of Energy,
Commerce, and Industry, n.d.). Regarding companies holding licenses in the
Greek Cypriot region, Italian-based ENI, US-based Chevron (Noble Energy), and
France-based Total have mainly participated in tenders and obtained licenses. The
involvement of Israeli state company New Med, due to overlapping areas in the
Aphrodite region, is noteworthy. Recently, Qatar Energy has shown active interest in
the waters of the Greek Cypriot region, similar to other areas. Although ExxonMobil,
Total, and Greek Hellenic Petroleum have agreed to study hydrocarbon reserves
around Crete- a region disputed with Tiirkiye- Total withdrew, and the remaining
two companies divided the shares equally (Reuters, 2022). While seismic studies
are ongoing, Greece is seeking to conduct further work in another area near Crete.
Greek officials have stated that US-based Chevron has also made efforts there, to
which Greece has responded positively (Reuters, 2025).

The process of discovering hydrocarbon reserves and issuing drilling licenses
in Tuirkiye and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus is advancing differently
compared to other regional countries. Tiirkiye is managing its activities off the
coast of Antalya through TPAO. Additionally, TPAO has been granted licenses
for the seven areas announced by the TRNC in 2011 (Tiirkiye Petrolleri Anonim

116



Revisiting the Eastern Mediterranean

Ortakligy, n.d., b). This approach, which involves conducting operations through
a domestic company and excluding international energy firms, reflects Tiirkiye’s
security concerns regarding the issue. Meanwhile, unresolved disputes and
conflicts cause the involved parties to remain in an unstable environment, leading
them to avoid cooperation with the opposing side.

6.5. Capital Networks: States, Companies, and International Organisations

The exploration and extraction of energy resources within the Eastern
Mediterranean region have garnered considerable scholarly and strategic interest
from both regional states and external actors. All nations within the area have
engaged in various levels of hydrocarbon exploration and drilling activities.
Additionally, third-party countries participate across different phases of the
energy development process, including exploration, extraction, and processing.
An analysis of the origins of entities involved in these activities shows that, in
addition to regional actors, the main foreign participants are the US, Italy, France,
and the United Kingdom. Furthermore, more recent involvement from actors
such as Qatar, Russia, and Azerbaijan—each contributing smaller shares—has
been observed in the region’s energy sector.

The interests of major powers within the region have historically manifested
through various channels. The early 2000s marked a pivotal period characterised
by the emergence of significant reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean, which
subsequently fostered enhanced cooperation between energy corporations
and political authorities. Over time, these collaborations matured into formal
international organisations, thereby transforming networks of state and corporate
actors into recognised international entities. This evolution has introduced a novel
dimension to the geopolitics of the region.

There are two principal frameworks governing the extraction, processing,
and transportation of energy resources to third-party entities within the Eastern
Mediterranean region. The first framework is the EastMed Pipeline Project,
established through a trilateral agreement among Israel, Greece, and Cyprus
(Berberakis, 2020). The second framework is the Eastern Mediterranean Gas
Forum (EMGF), initiated in 2018 under Egyptian leadership as a platform for
political dialogue focused on natural gas, and subsequently formalised as an
institutional entity in 2020.

This scholarly overview emphasizes the intricate interactions among
geopolitical, economic, and organisational factors that influence energy resource
management in the Eastern Mediterranean region. At the trilateral summit held
in Crete in October 2018, the participating states—namely Egypt, Greece, and
Cyprus—expressed their intent to establish a forum to facilitate cooperation.
Subsequently, in 2019, the founding member states—Egypt, the Greek Cypriot
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Administration, Greece, Israel, Palestine, Jordan, and Italy—conducted their
inaugural meeting and formalised the framework by signing their statutes in
September 2020 (East Mediterranean Gas Forum, n.d., a). Evidence suggests that
this regional initiative has garnered increasing attention from other major global
powers (See Figure 2).

In the context of regional energy organisations, France advanced its
engagement by becoming a full member of the East Mediterranean Gas Forum
(EMGF) in March 2021. Contrastingly, the US, the World Bank, and the EU
have attained the status of permanent observer members (East Mediterranean
Gas Forum, n.d., b). While the EMGF primarily concentrates on natural gas
production and transportation within the East Mediterranean region, it evidently
garners greater interest than the narrower EastMed initiative. This disparity
largely arises from the geographic scope: the EastMed initiative is constrained to
a limited area, with numerous disputes associated with the Cyprus issue, whereas
the EMGF encompasses a broader geographic zone and integrates key regional
powers. Nonetheless, Tiirkiye and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,
despite their coastal locations and Tiirkiye’s regional influence, are not members of
these organisations. This exclusion is primarily attributable to Tiirkiye’s objections
to the actions of other regional actors, notably Greece and the Greek Cypriot
Administration, which Tiirkiye perceives as inconsistent with international law.

As illustrated in Figure 2, EMGF functions as a significant mechanism for
regional cooperation among member states. The presence of Italy and France as
permanent members outside the regional framework, along with the US and the
EU serving as permanent observers, underscores the strategic interests of major
global powers within the region. This dynamic reflects broader geopolitical
considerations and the pursuit of direct benefits related to energy supply and
economic cooperation. Analysing the origins of various companies operating
in the region reveals that the US, Italy, and France are prominent non-regional
actors, highlighting the interplay of national interests and private enterprise.
From an international organisational perspective, this configuration can be
viewed as a normalisation of state and capital cooperation. Given the region’s
history of conflicts, crises, and wars, the associated investment risks for companies
are substantial. The cooperative framework among states thus functions as a
security mechanism, fostering a safer environment for corporate investment. This
cooperation enables states to implement their energy policies effectively through
domestic companies, which in turn operate within the security provided by this
multilateral framework.

A significant indicator highlighting EMGF’s reinforcing role is its inclusion
of the Global Investment Advisory Council, which comprises energy companies
operating in the region and forms part of EMGF’s institutional framework (East
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Mediterranean Gas Forum, n.d., b). This also indicates the presence of state-

capital cooperation within international organisations. States that indicate the

existence of state-capital collaboration within international organisations. States

not directly involved in the organisation show their presence through companies.
Figure 2

Capital Networks: States, Companies, and International Organisations

States

Companies

Organizations Turkiye
Infrastructure / Agreements

mNC
TPAO
Idku LNG (Egypt)

MMHDH\
Damiett ”@P% Usracl-Egypt)
TS

BP

usa NewMed Energyeece

ftaly

Note. Prepared by the authors with the support of artificial intelligence tools.

The intergovernmental collaborations, agreements between energy companies
and states, as well as the establishment of international organisations, collectively
exemplify that the energy structure in the Eastern Mediterranean conforms to
Castells network theory. Specifically, this configuration replaces traditional
hierarchical frameworks—dominated by states and managed by a single actor—
with a network model characterised by interconnected interests, wherein capital
and information circulate within the network. Participants within this network
have access to information, resources, and power, whereas those excluded are
denied participation, thereby limiting their access to vital resources, information,
and influence. In energy exploration, drilling, and transportation, the requisite
capital, technological expertise, and infrastructure are essential. The energy
cooperation networks in the Eastern Mediterranean are predicated on these
principles. In the absence of indigenous technological capacities, states tend to
rely on external actors to obtain, adapt, or integrate advanced technologies. An
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illustrative example is the collaboration between Israel and Egypt, operationalised
through Israel’s energy extraction and Egypt’s LNG facilities for processing and
export. This partnership fosters an interconnection that benefits both parties:
Israel gains access to Egypt’s LNG infrastructure for export. At the same time,
Egypt derives economic advantages and enhances its geopolitical significance,
reinforcing its role as a key regional energy hub. Moreover, Egypt seeks to position

itself at the core of the energy-capital network as a pioneering member within the
Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF).

It is essential to analyse the activities of the US as a global power and its
strategic positioning within the regional network. The US maintains its influence
primarily through third-party entities and capital corporations, rather than direct
involvement in regional processes. A considerable proportion of the operational
companies in the area are based in the US. Although companies observed initial
caution during the inaugural licensing auction conducted by the GCA amid the
Cyprus dispute, Noble Energy, an American enterprise, was the first to acquire a
license in the region (GCA Ministry of Energy, Commerce and Industry, n.d.).
Additionally, the US’ role as a mediator in resolving disputes over overlapping
licensing areas between Israel and Lebanon demonstrates an engaged yet cautious
regional strategy. This approach indicates a concerted effort by the US to mitigate
political instability and facilitate energy development by private capital entities.

This interaction exemplifies a distinctive collaboration between capital
interests and state policy, underscoring the nuanced nature of US engagement
in the region. An essential actor within this network is the EU. Member states,
such as Italy, France, Greece, and the Greek Cypriot Administration (comprising
Greece and the Greek Cypriot Administration), participate both as part of the EU
and as autonomous entities within the network, reflecting the EU’s multi-layered
organisational identity. This occurs through its involvement in regional maritime
jurisdiction issues as a third-party actor, as well as through its participation as
an observer in various international collaborations. In the context of the marine
delimitation disputes involving Greece and the Greek Cypriot Administration, as
well as Tiirkiye and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, the EU positions
itself as a stakeholder aiming to influence the network. While the areas designated
by the Greek Cypriot Administration and the related drilling activities are regarded
by the GCA as a legitimate exercise of sovereign rights, Tiirkiye and the TRNC are
viewed by the EU as violating these rights (Kafdagli Koru, 2020).

Tiirkiye and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus, which are outside
collaborative efforts, are unable to attract investment from international
companies and have been criticised by the EU for their policies in the Eastern
Mediterranean. As a result, they are excluded from the network established in the
region. According to Castells, remaining outside the network means being cut off
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from resources, knowledge, production, and consumption, leading to inequality
among the involved parties (Castells, 2000).

It is clearly observed that while certain actors remain within the network,
others are excluded from it. This situation explicitly reveals the neo-imperial
structure within the framework of Castells network theory.

6.6. Conclusion

This article critically examines neo-imperialism and explores its relationship
with colonialism, particularly through the theoretical frameworks of second
and third-wave imperialism. The current geopolitical dynamics in the Eastern
Mediterranean are analysed using Manuel Castells network theory of capital. The
central thesis posits that neo-imperialism endures through the operation of capital
networks within the region. This analysis suggests that both corporate entities
and sovereign states engage through these networks to advance their interests.
The dominant analytical perspective has often been state-centric, which tends to
marginalise the role of capital networks. However, it is imperative to recognize
that non-state actors, such as gatekeepers, also exert substantial influence by
controlling access to the region. The regional power hierarchy is generally identified
as Egypt, Israel, Italy, and France, with the US exerting influence via corporate
interventions as a global hegemon. Tiirkiye, meanwhile, remains outside these
network structures, acting in cohesion with the Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus. Major multinational corporations operating in the region include Total,
ExxonMobil, Chevron, ENI, BP, EGAS, Qatar Energy, and Islamco Newmed.
Instruments such as the EASTMED and EMGF pipelines serve as strategic
tools in the consolidation of these networks, thereby governing production and
consumption, and effectively marginalizing alternative actors.

The article explores the concept of neo-imperialism and its relationship
to neo-colonialism, particularly within the framework of second and third-
wave imperialism theories. It examines the current geopolitical situation in the
Eastern Mediterranean through Manuel Castells network society paradigm. The
central thesis posits that neo-imperialism endures in this region via complex
capital networks, which function as contemporary instruments of colonialism.
This analysis suggests that both corporate and state actors operate through these
networks, advancing interests that favor global capital.

The prevailing approach in the existing literature predominantly employs a
state-centric perspective to analyse the conflicts within the Eastern Mediterranean
region. Nonetheless, this paradigm overlooks the critical influence of transnational
networks of capital, alongside the mechanisms underlying their proliferation
and consolidation. In the context of the Eastern Mediterranean, non-state
actors, particularly gatekeepers, assume a pivotal role within these networks.
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These gatekeepers regulate access, determining inclusion or exclusion from the
network. Specifically, Israel and Egypt function as internal gatekeepers, whereas
supranational entities such as the US and the EU act as external gatekeepers. The
emerging regional powers within this framework are identified as Egypt and Israel,
respectively. Conversely, outside powers, including the US, Italy, and France,
engage in regional activities primarily through American corporate entities. Figure
2 illustrates that some actors are positioned at the periphery of the network, while
others are connected to it. Notably, Tiirkiye and the Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus are positioned outside the network. Key corporate actors within these
networks include Total, ExxonMobil, Chevron, ENI, BP, EGAS, Qatar Energy,
Islamco, and Newmed. Strategic initiatives, such as, EASTMED and the East
Mediterranean Gas Forum function, as instrumental tools in the creation and
sustenance of these networks, exerting influence over resource production and
consumption. Such mechanisms have effectively marginalised other regional and
global actors.
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