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Europe needs more of an energy policy, and it also well known that its foreign and security policy is 

still a work in the making, with many deficiencies or omissions. Does it follow that an energy security 

policy, at the intersection of the above-mentioned areas, is a top priority that should be better 

considered by the Union and its constituting members? Furthermore, can we liken the situation for raw 

material procurement to the general energy picture, and should it also be treated as a strategic issue 

at the national and interstate level? Is Europe particularly vulnerable in these areas, and is it running 

into risks that would be particularly threatening, in comparison with the two other pillars of world-wide 

economic development and consumption, North America and East Asia?  

 

Much of the answer depends on how we view the main factors behind energy or raw materials supply, 

pricing and physical availability. What is the linkage between energy and raw material supply and/or 

scarcity on the one hand, the interplay of market forces and consumption trends which may serve to 

balance future supply and demand, and geopolitical trends and risks? This is probably the oldest 

question in the history of geopolitics, since access and control of resources has often been a main 

determinant of armed conflict. Control of the Caucasus and access to South-East Asian oil and rubber 

resources were prime factors in the race to World War II. Ensuring stable and “friendly” regimes in the 

Middle East has been a pillar of post-war American foreign policy. In 1990, unknown apparently to Mr. 

Saddam Hussein, opinion polls consistently showed that continued access to the region’s oil 

resources was the one issue over which U.S. public opinion condoned a large-scale military 

intervention abroad. 

 

Europe: co operation over competition 

Yet at the same time, post-war Europe has been built in part on the premise that it could supersede its 
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traditional mode of geopolitical thinking through cooperation and diversification of resources: the 

European Coal and Steel Community, Euratom were early harbingers of a successful European 

construction. And international energy co operation is an area where Europe has excelled, to the point 

where it can pretend to have a model for export to other regions, notably East Asia. In spite of the 

criticism that can be levelled against Europe’s diverse and often divergent national energy policies, 

some positive facts stand out: two integrated electricity and natural gas grids ensure diversity across 

borders and mutual support at times of shortages (as this paper is being written, for the first time in 

history Spain has become a temporary net supplier of electricity to France, overwhelmed by a cold 

wave in spite of its abundant generating capacities…). Europe has overcome its single dependency 

towards Middle East oil by buying into other dependencies: North Sea oil and gas, Russian and 

Central Asian gas, Algerian LNG (although in each case, it is not the same European country or group 

of countries that acquires the dependency). It has built in the West of the continent the world’s largest 

park of historically safe nuclear plants, with a longer and therefore more profitable life-span than 

originally planned (although the first generation of these nuclear plants is now nearing the end of that 

life span). It has signed and ratified the Kyoto Treaty – an environmental measure that is also an 

indirect means of reducing the energy intensity of the economy, although not always by the simplest 

and most easily available means. It has also adopted a nearly convergent tax policy for petrol at the 

pump that has, out of necessity rather than design, produced the world’s most fuel efficient automotive 

fleet (as opposed to Japan’s enviable record for some very narrow categories of innovative vehicles) 

and in sharp contrast to the United States’ disregard for the enormous rise of consumption by its 

bloated transportation sector. 

 

This is not so bad for a continent where natural and economic gaps remain very large and result in 

widely different patterns of energy use. That difference has indeed been broadened by the accession 

to the Union of 10 new Central and East European members in 2004: the low energy efficiency of their 

industrial sector increases their external vulnerability to oil shocks, while protection of the environment 

dictates a costly conversion program of their coal and Soviet-vintage nuclear plants; the cheapest 

available alternative – natural gas – also puts them more at the mercy of their former imperial power, 

Russia. Yet the EU has also implemented energy security measures, beyond the distribution networks 

for gas and electricity: a 90 day mandatory stockpile for oil (but an extension of those stocks proposed 
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by the Commission to 120 days has been rejected), a much  looser reserve of natural gas equivalent 

to about 50 days of consumption. The 2000 EC Green Book further sketched the need for policy in the 

area of renewable energies, but this has not gone far at the Union level. EU member countries, of 

course, are also members of the IEA as well as signatories to the  Energy Charter Treaty and other 

instruments, which serve to integrate Western and Eastern European energy policies. 

 

European energy policy failures 

But Europe’s member countries have also experienced distinct failures in its energy policies, due to 

the excessive weight of some lobbies or, alternatively, the ideological obduracy of some advocacy 

groups. We shall list only two examples of these failures. 

 

In France, oil and auto lobbies have long delayed environmental clean-up (and in particular sulphur, 

tetraethyl, Nox and diesel microparticulates). The promoters of the nuclear electricity policy have 

consistently favoured regulations and commercial obstacles that hinder the development at home of 

truly alternative energy sources (wind and solar), while on its own part the fractious and ideological 

Green movement has mostly advocated consumption restraint over technical incentives that would 

promote gains in energy efficiency. Whatever efficiency gains had been made in industry, and in self-

sufficiency by the nuclear and hydroelectric factors (the French external dependency rate hovers 

around 50%) have been negated by the constant rise in the consumption of the transport sector. It is 

only in 2003 and 2004 that, for the first time in post-war history, transport sector consumption actually 

decreased, due to speed limits and the wider use of diesel. In the domestic residential sector, the 

gains in efficiency have been very modest, slowed down by the reluctance of major energy equipment 

firms to adapt to these changes: Provence Côte d’Azur, a region where the number of swimming pools 

per capita has surpassed California’s, has only 6.6 sq. m. of solar heating panels per 10,000 people, 5 

times less than Alsatia. Overall, France, presumably luckier than Germany in terms of sunshine, had 

only 726,500 sq. m. of solar panels at the end of 2003, as opposed to 5,442,100 sq. m. for Germany 

(meanwhile, Austria and Greece have 50 to 60 more solar panels per capita than Germany itself). 

Overall, France has gained on average only 0.8% in energy efficiency over the past two decades, 

while its official target is 2%. On balance, one could well judge that the huge public and industrial effort 

for nuclear energy has seen its results in terms of self-sufficiency and lowered emissions partly wasted  
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by negative trends in other areas. 

  

In Germany, as is well known, it is almost the reverse finding that applies. An environmental push has 

resulted in the premature phasing out of nuclear plants, a major source of self-sufficiency and C02 

free electricity. Whatever else may be said about nuclear power, this move has increased external 

vulnerabilities towards the international market and geopolitical risk, as well as present environmental 

concerns. Germany’s current stand against nuclear energy applies also in Austria, Denmark, Ireland 

and Italy. Switzerland, Sweden and the United Kingdom can be considered as fence-sitters, having no 

new developments but having chosen not to phase out existing plants. The United Kingdom is a 

particularly interesting case: its 2003 Energy White Paper essentially put nuclear development on hold 

while “keeping the option open”1. A recent review of UK energy policy concludes that wind energy, 

clean coal plants and domestic housing saving targets have not been met, while North Sea production 

is steadily declining2. Very recently, BCNL, the UK’s publicly-owned nuclear company which owns 

Westinghouse Electric, has announced a major bid to a first Chinese tender for four nuclear plants: 

this offer will benefit from a historically unprecedented 5 billion $ financial aid from the United States 

via the Ex-Im Bank, and will offer the new, as yet never built, APR design for passive reactors3. This 

offer will compete head on with France’s EPR reactor (already sold to Finland) offer to China , and has 

obvious geopolitical implications, given the unheard of level of public aid for the sale. Were it to be 

successful, it would make even more likely a resumption of nuclear energy policy by the U.K.  

In the transportation sector, Germany’s luxury car industry has a quasi-Detroit bias in favour of bigger 

and more powerful cars: when a French environmental minister proposed in 2004 a new differential 

excise tax rate for cars based on consumption, which indeed would have favoured small (read: 

French, Italian and Korean) car manufacturers over large (read: German) car manufacturers, the idea 

was all but buried as distorting competition at the European level: no follow-up has been made 

precisely to move in a more planned fashion towards a smaller unit size of the European car fleet.  

 

It is important to cite these failures in energy policy, because it is crystal clear that the energy saving 

                                            
1 The energy white paper – our energy future, creating a carbon-free economy, Cm5761, 2003. 
2 “The energy white paper, two years on – challenges for >UK energy policy”, The Institution of 
Electrical Engineers, London, February 2005. 
3 “U.S.backs bid to build 4 reactors in China”, New York Times, February 28, 2005. 
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public policies that were put in place after the first oil shock of 1973 have abated or have not been 

renewed. While Europe enjoys a fully blown ideological debate on issues such as climate change, 

environmental protection and anti-consumption movements, almost no country has been able to 

implement a coordinated energy saving and self sufficiency scheme that would combine the best 

features of different proposals: often, lobbies for one formula seem to fight zero sum games and public 

policy is only the result of those games.  Should we wait for a major crisis in energy supply to change 

course? That is a question almost as important as that of energy security itself, because almost all the 

answers lie well within our own capacities, as opposed to the global energy security picture. 

 

The tide is turning globally 

 

For the real dangers confronting Europe are not primarily the results of a failure of its own energy 

policies – with the glaring exception of Japan, these policies have still been the most successful 

among industrialized countries, as judged from a triangle associating environmental 

protection/resource diversification/reduction of consumption. Europe’s slow economic growth since the 

early 1990s of course limits its energy needs, and ideally should have given plenty of incentive and 

time to further revamp the energy mix.  

 

Instead, the dangers result from a sea of changes in the world beyond Europe’s borders, (which have 

changed the equations on which Europe’s energy policies and its security consumption were based. 

Granted, not all changes are radically new: insecurity in the Middle East is nothing new and brought 

about energy policy changes in the first place. However, the nightmare scenarios for disruption (Iraq 

failure and/or conflict with Iran and/or regime upheaval in Saudi Arabia) have a broader scale today. 

Other trends – largely coming from supply and offer changes – are more decisive than any previously, 

as they also upset deeply the relative role of formerly dominant actors. These changes can be 

summarized as follows: 

 

- increased geopolitical risk in the Middle East, still Europe’s main source of energy; the “terror 

premium” on oil prices is the short term down payment that results from this increased risk, but 

the problem could easily escalate according to situations over which Europe has little or no 
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control; as much as Iraq, the future of Iran and Saudi Arabia are a major source of concern. 

Other regions may also present increased security or political risk, from Central and South 

East Asia to Nigeria or Venezuela; but none enjoys the same centrality in feeding European 

energy needs.  

- increased consumption of energy (and raw materials) by emerging economies, starting with 

China but also including India and other Asian countries which are becoming dependent on 

imports. This is primarily a market risk rather than a geopolitical risk, for which Asians already 

pay the so-called “Asia premium” on their energy prices. What’s particularly worrying for 

established consumers and maturing industrial societies is that these “new” consumer 

countries which are now the world’s fastest rising industrial exporters can perfectly pay for 

their energy and raw material import, and develop an active market policy.  If global 

consumption was to strain resources, past models would not necessarily apply, and “new” 

emerging economies might compete fiercely on the market with “old” industrialized countries 

for these resources: formerly, developing economies were the first to suffer, and therefore to 

reduce their consumption, in front of global price rises. In the past, indeed, the impact of 

energy consumption on international competitiveness could be likened to an inverted food 

chain: at the top of that inverted food chain, the most energy efficient or industrially advanced 

countries could absorb energy price increases much better than their less efficient or less 

advanced competitors: their unit consumption was lower in industry, and they had a far greater 

margin for energy saving in the consumption sector, along with the necessary capital to 

achieve these changes. Less developed countries suffered more from a rise in energy prices, 

and were also more likely to experience physical scarcity. Today, the major emerging 

economies are building large capital reserves and acquiring profit margins that allow them to 

compete globally for more and more expensive resources. The huge income inequality of their 

economies also means that a so-called rising “middle-class” whose size alone is equal to the 

population of several major industrialized countries can also compete economically for energy-

intensive modes of consumption. If Ferrari can sell more than 100 cars in Shanghai in 2004 

(good news for European industry), it tells us something about the reduced price elasticity of 

some of these new consumers. We now place our “hope” for cooling energy prices on a slow 

down of the Chinese economy which would also coincide with a regional downturn in Asia: 
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after all, in 1995-1998, a lessened demand for primary materials in Asia dampened all 

inflationary trends in the major industrialized economies. That may no longer be the case, as 

even a reduced growth in China would still fuel changes in consumption pattern, given a 

decisive change of society. Chinese energy growth, long estimated to be lower than overall all 

economic growth, is now far above it (15% vs. 9,5% per year ). Should we advocate a return 

to Socialist-era patterns of consumption? Evidently no. 

- This trend feeds into a more general discontinuity for raw material prices: their relative price 

fell almost regularly from the end of World War II to the mid-1990s, giving an advantage to 

industrialized economies over commodity producing countries. Europe may have assuaged its 

own conscience by special arrangements such as the successive Lomé agreements with ACP 

countries (Africa, Caribean and Pacific) and for instance the STABEX stabilization fund for 

primary products, creating a satellite system of developing economies which were spared 

some of the brunt of a global divide between industrial and commodity producers. These 

cooperative agreements should not obscure the fact that European economies, like other 

developed regions, received a free ride for half of a century in terms of energy and raw 

material prices. Since 1998, that trend has reversed itself: the relative price of raw materials 

on the average has doubled, after having being divided by five in the preceding period since 

the early 50es. Oil and energy prices, it turns out, are part of the same pattern, and most 

probably do no create that trend by themselves.  

- The emergence of non OPEC producers (and especially Russia) is weakening the OPEC 

countries’ incentive for keeping price margins stable. In order to keep the (now ancient) notion 

of prices between 22-28 USD a barrel, OPEC members and especially Saudi Arabia were 

losing out on market shares. This was justifiable with US backing and against the backdrop of 

security trade offs with the US. This no longer being the case (or at least this rationale having 

been weakened), and because of the terror premium and growing demand in emerging 

countries , price stability has been undermined.  

- Furthermore, Europe shares with East Asia the highest import dependency ratios across the 

board. For oil and for natural gas, the import dependency ratio will rise above 80% by 2030, 

and most of these imports will be from non-OECD countries, with the inherent stability and 
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resource financing problems4. The current trough in nuclear plant construction, the above-

mentioned contradictions in alternative energy policies, a conservative estimate of 1% growth 

per year of total final energy consumption between 2000 and 2030, and the coming depletion 

of intra-European oil and natural gas resources all point to the same consequence. At the 

same time, the cost of exploring and exploiting new energy resources outside Europe is also 

increasing, since most existing resources are peaking or need costly overhaul (Iraq, Iran, 

Russia). By 2030, the six members of the Gulf Cooperation Council are expected to need 

300 billion dollars for development, while overall, the IEA estimates a need for world-wide 

investment in the energy sector of 16 trillion dollars5  

Global energy scarcity is a hypothesis that has made a come-back. We must certainly beware of 1972 

Club of Rome type scenarios. The energy world’s best crystal-ball gazer, Daniel Yergin, has recently 

reflected on historical doomsday predictions, noting the unexpected rebounds or discoveries that 

followed6. According to him, the most probable trend for oil production is merely a plateau rather than 

a peak, reached sometime before 2050, and leading into a slow production decline at a later date. 

Also, there are many self-correcting mechanisms that appear when energy prices rise for a sustained 

period, as opposed to a sudden and brief burst: increased supply and reduced demand are both 

sought by economic actors7. Hikes in prices render possible new explorations and investments, the 

pursuit of geologically difficult explorations – like Tarim basin and bitumen sands in Canada of off the 

Venezuelian Coast- and renewable energies more economically feasible. 

- All things considered, it remains that energy production scenarios point out to the depletion of many 

complementary resources explored since the first oil shock in 1973, to the huge marginal cost of 

exploiting other new complementary resources, and to the increasingly landlocked, contested or 

otherwise geopolitically unsuitable regions in many cases: to this, one might add the many potential 

border disputes of future off-shore production areas, such as in maritime Asia. South and East China 

                                            
4 See for instance Jun Arima, « Energy security in Europe – outlook, challenges and policies » in F. 
Godement, F. Nicolas & T. Yakushuji (eds.), Asia and Europe: cooperating for energy security, a 
CAEC task force report, Centre asie ifri, June 2004, Paris, p. 43.   
5 See Frank Umbach, « Europe’s energy non-policy », in Transatlantic Internationale Politik, n° 
4/2004, p. 57.   
6 Daniel Yergin, « Imagining a 7$ a gallon future », New York Times, April 4, 2004. It’s amusing to 
note that while U.S. consumers – and many others world-wide, including Chinese, Indonesian and 
Indian – can’t imagine by any degree a 7 $ per gallon universe, the price of gas in Europe today , tax 
included, works out at around 6 $ per gallon in early 2005.  
7 Pierre Noël, “Pétrole: le néo-pessimisme est infondé”, Figaro, 13 octobre 2004. 
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Sea disputes have flared for many years without actual oil and gas finds in almost all cases. What 

would happen if oil or gas were actually found? In any case, Asian intra-regional scenarios are not 

viable substitutes for global dependency. Even in the best of circumstances Central Asia and East or 

South China Sea exploitation could only represent a very limited substitute for  the region’s coal, and 

increasingly Middle East oil, as the main sources of supply for energy.  

This short list is by no means complete, but it must always be kept in mind when we address the issue 

of energy – and raw material – security. Almost all of the above factors are non-geopolitical in nature 

(if one excludes the short-sightedness of many energy non-policies, a human factor…).  Yet they bear 

complex consequences for geopolitics and European security. 

 

The interaction of market play and geopolitics 

Some fundamental questions must be asked. They are close to the scenarios recently outlined by a 

Clingendael study for the European Commission8: it described two “storylines” characterized as 

“Regions and Empires” vs. “Markets and Institutions – with a lot of overlap between the two scenarios 

in reality. 

 

1) Are we witnessing, in what has been called the post-Cold war disorder and now an increasingly 

multipolar world with a major geographical shift in global growth, a resurgence of geopolitical conflicts 

for access and possession of natural resources, or eventually to deny that access and possession 

(sanctions and boycott policies, which are also an aspect of the geopolitics of resources)? 

 

2) Are we confronted with a spill-over effect of market scarcity into geopolitics, where competition is 

focused on actual or potential new resources, and where diplomacy and political trade-offs are used to 

secure long-term priority access to resources? 

 

3) Or is this basically a shifting market relationship, where at the margin new producers can create 

cartels to further their cause against the interest of consumer nations, where commercial competition 

in new investment and enterprise ownership in these sectors intensifies, without changing the rules of 

the game? In this particular case, the liberalisation of energy markets in major economies, and the 

                                            
8 The Clingendael International Energy Programme (CIEP), Study on energy supply security and 
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sudden constitution of major firms in formerly socialist economies would unfortunately speed the 

advent of producer cartels.  

 

In the first hypothesis (resurgence of geopolitical conflict around resources), Europe’s lack of a fully 

coordinated energy security policy and the slow speed with which it creates a foreign and security 

policy leaves it with only one choice: bandwagoning with the United States, which shares, although to 

a lesser degree, an increasing dependency on imports but has the means to enforce world-wide 

access to existing and future resources. The other policy option – an independent foreign and energy 

policy, implying that Europe would sometimes vie against the United States with energy producers and 

for their equipment markets – would only be open if Europe’s degree of dependency was less than the 

United States, and if it had put in place the security mechanisms to deal with a sudden energy crisis. 

To some extent, individual nations) have implemented some of these measures, far more than most 

Asian nations for example, but still not sufficiently.  

No other major nation – Japan, India, or China - combines the same energy dependency with the 

same security role as the United States, so that it provides a common good by keeping the market 

open world-wide. In fact, after the likelihood of another major Middle East conflict, the most likely crisis 

scenario would have precisely these three Asian countries pitted against one another for possession 

of new, although marginal, additional resources, or over sea lane control in the South China sea and 

the Indian Ocean. These conflicts, however, appear self-defeating if they endanger access to the main 

energy resource supplies, as would also be the case if the United States imposed sanctions and an 

embargo in response to a regional conflict for resources. This last eventuality is indeed also the most 

probable outcome of any Taiwan military crisis. The United States is working hard to prevent that 

possibility of conflict over Taiwan from emerging, but it is not preordained that they would fully 

discourage the parties to a regional conflict over maritime and off-shore energy resources. In the 

recent past, the United States has avoided studiously any implication in regional claims or incidents. It 

is worth noting that U.S. exploration firms, which in 1992-1993 made a deal with China in the South 

China Sea (Crestone case) in defiance of Vietnamese claims, later made another deal (Conoco) with 

Vietnam in part of the same contested area. They now participate in Chinese exploration for natural 

gas in the Okinawa-Senkaku area of the East China Sea, while American oil firms back the Nakhodka 

                                                                                                                                        
Geopolitics, prepared for DGTREN, January 2004, The Hague.  
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terminal for a Russian pipeline to the Pacific: in effect, the United States does not take sides over 

issues of exploration and exploitation, or takes all sides as convenient. 

 

 

In the second hypothesis (geopolitical spill-over from increased scarcity of resources), Europe’s policy 

choices are a little more open. The stability of the Middle East remains the basis for European energy 

security, and this situation ties in European and American interests as well as policies there – just as it 

might just tie in also the newly dependent consuming economies of Asia, including China. The choices 

made by major new import-dependent economies are as yet unknown, however.  They could compete 

for resources at the margin among themselves while maintaining their access to global energy 

resources; they could also lobby the United States for support of their claim – or neutrality – in 

exchange for political concessions: Japan is acquiring even closer security ties with the United States, 

instead of distancing itself as generally predicted in the 1990s; India has also made a strategic 

rapprochement towards the United States, even more apparent after 9/11. Or one of them could turn 

against the United States if it feels its economic development is threatened by an energy coalition. 

This after all, is the history of the Pacific between the two World Wars, when sanctions and denial of 

resources to Japan fuelled its militarist policies instead of taming them. Such an occurrence would turn 

our second scenario into our first scenario – outright geopolitical conflict.  China, of course, is today 

the leading candidate for that role, although nothing at present indicates that this is a preferred option 

for the Chinese leadership. Much of their resource diplomacy, however, points out to the obsession 

with access to resources, while some maritime and land scenarios could involve one day a seizure of 

production areas outside the Chinese territory, or in contested areas. 

Competition at the margin also becomes the object of critical choices for Europeans, however. Russia 

and Iran, in particular, become new powers in their own right because of their rising energy resources 

in exploitation, and could be tempted to leverage access to these resources against either maximum 

economic benefits or politico-strategic concessions. In Russia, Gazprom, Transneft, Yukos and Lukoil 

have become a source of major political competition with the participation of foreign firms and foreign 

countries and capital: American and Chinese bids appear, with the authoritarian state resurrected to 

defend national sovereignty over these resources. Even more basically, the quantity of gas pipelines 

planned by Russia towards the East, after the construction of a European network of transport of 
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distribution, will unfailingly increase Russia’s capacity to dictate prices for natural gas, if not to grant or 

deny access according to its strategic interests. The current political and commercial dispute between 

Japan, China and Russia over an oil pipeline also illustrates the rising stakes. Iran, which has signed a 

historical deal with China for a 30 year gas field deal (at a reported investment cost of 70 billion $), is 

also preparing a natural gas pipeline deal with Pakistan and India, and a major LNG deal with India; 

another pipeline to Europe should be an interesting possibility considered by Europeans: if it is not 

built, too much of Europe’s imports will depend on Russia; if it is built, Iran will gain new leverage as a 

major source of energy for three huge economies (China, India and Europe). What is interesting here 

is also that Iran, like Russia, could easily lock in more customers than its level of production really 

allows, and therefore build in these projects a very large potential price rise. In both cases, however, 

Europe may influence the United States and sway it towards constructive engagement, as it 

advocates over Iran. It cannot move independently and regardless of consequences with Iran, 

however, and U.S. oil firms and financiers actually enjoy a better access to the Russian and Caspian 

energy world than do their European counterparts.  

 

It is in this second scenario that an autonomous European energy security is most needed and useful 

to play an international game of securing access to resources, over periods as long as possible, and 

to plow back the rising profits from energy and raw material resources into the European economy. 

Diversification of suppliers, moving to LNG from natural gas, establishing stable relations with new 

major producers, acting to prevent interruptions in flows and regional conflicts is a major necessity. 

 

The third scenario – one where the interplay of market forces and business strategy predominates – 

should also be considered, however. A fascinating illustration of this possibility is found today in 

Chinese energy and raw material policies and in its mirror relationship with the United States own 

energy diplomacy.  China’s bulging foreign currency reserves and its insatiable appetite for imported 

energy and raw materials are now well established. In part because of a lack of proper public policy 

control over the behaviour of micro-economic agents, China is becoming a case of energy and raw 

material intensive economic development, in spite of its huge population and limited natural resources. 

When China becomes became the world’s second oil importer, when its cement consumption is 40% 

of the world total, when its per capita aluminium consumption is 40% of U.S. per capita consumption 
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(with a population five times larger and a per capita GDP that is one-thirtieth of the U.S. figure), we 

know something is wrong, just as when we consider America’s profligate energy consumption pattern 

and the weight of its lobbies in policy decisions. Not all irrational economic models disappear 

overnight, however. In the Chinese case today, we have an extraordinary case of energy and material 

based foreign diplomacy, from Central Asia, Siberia and Japan, South-east Asia, the Middle East, 

Africa and Latin America.  The Chinese government today uses its large financial resources and its 

trade dynamism to make deals with foreign partners all over the world, from Iran to Brazil, from 

Kazakhstan to Sudan. Part of the rationale for this attitude comes from an ingrained fear of political 

sanctions and boycott against China: the country has known these effects in the past, has seen 

contemporary cases of the past decade elsewhere, knows it does not yet have the means to resist 

militarily a sanction or a blockade if a conflict arose in its neighbourhood. What it knows how to do 

today is to buy seemingly political insurance against these possibilities by making deals with producing 

countries that are advantageous to them, and that make less likely the hypothesis of a front against 

China led by the United States. This is a costly policy for a newcomer with generally unsophisticated 

trading firms and especially oil companies – to wit, China Aviation Oil’s recent scandal and debacle on 

the Singapore market – and it brings geopolitical consequences – reportedly, 4,000 Chinese soldiers 

to defend an oil pipeline in Sudan, and a Chinese veto over any sanction against Sudan over the 

matter of Darfur, for example. But some of this behaviour should be recognizable to Europeans who 

remember the postwar era in energy politics: China’s Sinopec and Petrochina are the ENI and CFP-

Total of yesterday. These are the typical choices that remain open to newcomers on closed 

international markets, where remaining openings are either politically questionable or particularly 

expensive to get at. 

 

If this third hypothesis proved central to the future of energy resources, then it entails different 

consequences for European energy security. While the three main consumers – United States, 

European Union and China – would share the same interest in a stable and open market worldwide, 

because they all feel they have the resources to compete for supply on that market, they would 

become formidable competitors in exploration, exploitation, distribution and supply of energy – and 

also of raw materials: China’s push into rare metals and metallurgy, its worldwide policy to buy 

companies that mirrors its oil policy, prove that is out to carve an economic niche – one hesitates to 
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say, an empire – for itself in the primary raw material sector. This is happening at a moment when 

Europe is switching to economically liberal views across the entire energy sector – with liberalization 

policies that favour spot market quotations and liquidity, for instance, over fixed long term contracts 

and accepted dependencies. Long term contracts, because of these trends, are also moe and more 

linked to spot market prices, and consumers will be deprived of a shield in the near future. Thus 

cartels formed by producing countries and also by U.S. or Chinese firms could form outside the 

European area, with Europe committed to short-term market competition and without the equivalent 

degree of control by European firms on global natural resources. European firms have a diverse level 

of presence – BP and Total, for instance, are among the oil majors – but investment in exploration, 

diversification and financial take-over is less impressive. The gap woulod be even more impressive if 

one was to consider the global market for strategic metals and raw materials in general. In this case, it 

is a European policy of helping with strategic procurement of resources by European firms that is 

needed for economic security: even if this did not contribute to preventing a global scarcity of 

resources, it would still benefit Europe in the form of revenues returning from increased prices. Europe 

must avoid being trapped in the position of post-war Japan, a nation with access but not much 

financial leverage over energy and other natural resources. 

 

Conclusion  

 

The European Union’s energy security prospects, like that of other regions, hinge on a plurality of 

factors and a plurality of potential scenarios, some of which overlap between one another. Several 

operate conclusions can be drawn at this point: 

 

- it is useful to sound two alarms regarding energy policy. The first one concerns the decline of 

active energy saving policies across Europe, particularly in the transportation and domestic 

housing sectors; and the decline of alternative energy policies: in some cases, this is the 

premature opting out of a viable nuclear energy path at the time when it is being chosen 

elsewhere, notably in China; in others, it is the combination of public inaction and corporate 

hostility to new sources of renewable energy. It is clear that on these two key issues, there is 

no Commission or intergovernmental mandate for decision and implementation of decision.  
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- The second alarm does concern energy security policy: common policy has concerned mostly 

networks of distribution, liberalization and environmental protection.  Some of these policies – 

notably, liberalization – may conflict with long-term energy security, especially if providers 

beyond the reach of the EU can exploit the liberalization of the energy market. The EU does 

not have a procurement policy, nor a sectoral policy aimed at reinforcing European firms, 

when the rest of the world, and notably the most vibrant economic regions, increasingly 

practice energy and raw material diplomacy to enhance their access to available and future 

resources. There is of course a difference between the US strategy, aimed at keeping markets 

open – and giving its companies the lion’s share of production – and Chinese strategy, based 

on the belief that long term contracts are political guarantees for supplies, and which is trying 

to gain experience for it’s companies on the international markets., European companies in 

general are already highly competitive and  present in exploration worldwide, although they 

don’t enjoy the political leverage afforded to U.S. companies in many cases. The European 

Union could be trapped between the United States, which has the clout to influence its own 

companies’ position, and China, which has the cash (often wrongly characterized today as 

Chinese “soft power”) to practice an active statist and interventionist policy towards producing 

countries and markets.  

- It follows from the above that energy security policy should be an integral sector of both the 

EU’s energy policy and of its foreign and security policy. Access to resources in established 

producing countries and in potential development areas, implications of other security policies 

for energy security should be part of the transatlantic dialogue. 

- Europe has given birth to international champions in some areas such as the civilian aircraft 

industry. While the future of energy policy requires that small and innovative firms be free from 

the interference of established lobbies, there may be areas of energy production that require 

more pooling of resources and firm restructuring at the European level. Present day common 

energy policy is focused too exclusively on environmental concerns – which are of course 

popular with EU citizens – and should include also more directly all  renewable energies. 

 

 


