The Volatility of Gas: War in the Pipeline?
by Ken Kronenberg

The wars that the United States has conducted over the past 70 years have primarily been over oil and other natural resources. Based on the strategic tit-for-tat over natural gas that is currently being played out in Europe between the United States and Russia, and the further potential for hostilities in the eastern Mediterranean involving Israel and Turkey over gas pipelines, I will therefore make the case below that 350 and the climate movement in general should become an integral part of the anti-war movement that is now trying to be born in this country.
Although I start with a brief history of our fossil fuel and resource wars, I will not examine the human or environmental toll that these wars have exacted: the hundreds of thousands of deaths; destroyed communities and cultures; refugees seeking safety in unfamiliar places; wasted resources; pollution and the effect on global heating; the coarsening and militarization of our own society; the culture of lying that keeps the entire enterprise from being called out for what it is. The Iraq War deserves separate treatment.
This is about a small number of gas pipelines and the potential for conflict that arises from them.

As reported in Foreign Policy in June 2017, the Department of State has finally confirmed what anti-war activists in the 1960s already knew: that the 1953 coup in Iran that toppled the democratically-elected Prime Minister Muhammad Mossadegh and reinstalled the Shah was a CIA operation:

Known as Operation Ajax, the CIA plot was ultimately about oil. Western firms had for decades controlled the region’s oil wealth, whether Arabian-American Oil Company in Saudi Arabia, or the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company in Iran. When the U.S. firm in Saudi Arabia bowed to pressure in late 1950 and agreed to share oil revenues evenly with Riyadh, the British concession in Iran came under intense pressure to follow suit. But London adamantly refused.

It was also about geopolitics: the encirclement and containment of the Soviet Union, which was a hallmark of US foreign policy during the Cold War.

Also in 1953, at a conference of governors, President Eisenhower invoked what came to be called the “domino theory,” and made the case for US intervention in Viet Nam and Southeast Asia more generally:

If Indochina goes, several things happen right away. The Malayan peninsula, the last little bit of the end hanging on down there, would be scarcely defensible--and tin and tungsten that we so greatly value from that area would cease coming. But all India would be outflanked. Burma would certainly, in its weakened condition, be no defense. Now, India is surrounded on that side by the Communist empire. Iran on its left is in a weakened condition. I believe I read in the paper this morning that Mossadegh's move toward getting rid of his parliament has been supported and of course he was in that move supported by the Tudeh, which is the Communist Party of Iran. All of that weakening position around there is very ominous for the United States, because finally if we lost all that, how would the free world hold the rich empire of Indonesia? So you see, somewhere along the line, this must be blocked. It must be blocked now. That is what the French are doing.

So, when the United States votes $400 million to help that war, we are not voting for a giveaway program. We are voting for the cheapest way that we can to prevent the occurrence of something that would be of the most terrible significance for the United States of America--our security, our power and ability to get certain things we need from the riches of the Indonesian territory, and from southeast Asia.
Vietnam was a war about resources and “encirclement,” the cutting off and isolation of a rival or enemy.

The more recent war, in Afghanistan, which the Afghanistan Papers show that the US never had viable strategy for winning, is also about natural resources and encirclement, as reported on CNBC and many other outlets:

Trump is seeking a military win in Afghanistan, but American efforts there may yet reap financial gains. Afghanistan possesses rare minerals crucial for industrial manufacturing, including copper, gold, uranium and fossil fuels — making the country ripe for development that can boost the economy and fund its reconstruction. In a partial survey conducted by the Afghan Ministry of Mines and Petroleum, the country’s mineral wealth is estimated at $3 trillion, more than enough to compensate for the war’s cost.
The U.S. president has previously expressed interest in Afghanistan’s vast mineral deposits as a tool for stabilizing the country. The White House is considering sending an envoy to Afghanistan to explore mining possibilities, the opening salvo in what is likely to be a long-term effort to harness the country’s natural resources.

And that mineral wealth includes natural gas:

Yet while Trump is looking at the possibility of the U.S. cashing in on the poor war-torn country, others have already started. Northern Afghanistan is rich with natural gas reserves and has attracted Russia’s attention for decades.

During the Soviet invasion, Russia laid the framework to control Afghanistan’s natural gas but abandoned the effort after the Taliban seized control of the country.

Afghanistan, by far our longest war, brings us up to the present. 

Recall that in late 2019 the US placed sanctions on the Russian-German Nord Stream 2 pipeline in an attempt to strong-arm Germany into buying fracked gas from the US. Germany is currently looking to build LNG terminals along the North Sea to receive Canadian and US LNG as an alternative to Russian gas. And at present, the US is delivering LNG from Texas to Poland, from where it is piped into Ukraine. Even though Russian gas passes through that country, Ukraine does not want to get its gas from Russia, but it does depend on a transit fee from Russia of about $3 billion to deliver gas to western Europe. Just a few years ago, Russia and Ukraine were embroiled in a hot war over control of eastern Ukraine, and Russia seized the Crimean Peninsula away from Ukraine. So there is bad blood between them. Very complicated geostrategic and economic games are being played out here.

Now comes Turk Stream, which opened on January 8, 2020, and which pipes gas from Russia through Turkey into southern Europe via Bulgaria. It completely bypasses Ukraine, which means that even though Russia now has a 5-year pipeline agreement with Ukraine, Ukraine’s pipeline will become less valuable because it can now be bypassed, which would deprive Ukraine of the transit fees that its economy needs. 

Into this already complicated picture comes Israel’s planned East Med pipeline.
On January 1, 2020, Financial Times reported that the Israel signed a €6bn agreement with Cyprus and Greece “for a planned gas pipeline connecting Israel’s offshore fields with Europe but which risks raising tensions with Turkey over what Ankara sees as its exclusion from the Mediterranean region’s hydrocarbon boom.” The East Med pipeline is to run from the massive Israeli off-shore Leviathan gas field via Cyprus, Crete, and Greece to the heel of Italy, and then north into Europe.

But prior to that: “In November, Turkey set a maritime border with Libya in Mediterranean waters claimed by Greece and Cyprus, a move that could jeopardise the planned EastMed pipeline.” This border agreement, which basically pretends that Greece’s Aegean islands don’t exist, means that East Med would cross maritime territory claimed by Turkey and Libya. Furthermore, the terms of the agreement seem to be being kept secret; the Libyan ambassador to Greece was expelled from the country after refusing to hand over the text of the agreement.  
More criss-crossing, blocking, and instability is evidenced by the following, as reported in Al-Monitor on January 23, 2020:

Ankara has therefore been pushing back against “encirclement” by the Eastern Mediterranean strategic architecture that Israel and 

 HYPERLINK "https://www.inss.org.il/publication/under-mediterranean-skies-channels-for-deepening-israel-egypt-relations/?utm_source=activetrail&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=INSS%20Insight%20No.%201252" \t "_blank" Egypt are trying to jointly develop. It sent drilling ships, with naval escorts, to conduct gas exploration in waters claimed by Cyprus and also by the so-called Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. Turkish naval forces threatened Cypriot survey ships in the disputed areas and in late November forced an Israeli survey ship to leave the area.

Also heightening tensions was Ankara’s Nov. 27 announcement of an agreement with the internationally recognized Libyan government, led by Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj, demarcating nautical boundaries and bisecting the Mediterranean by ignoring the existence of Greek islands. For Turkey, the agreement with Libya was clearly aimed at “leapfrogging” the EMGF [Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum] and blocking the prospective route of the pipeline running toward Italy, thus frustrating Cypriot hopes, frightening potential investors and compelling the parties to engage Ankara.


All of these moves involve blocking and encirclement, and the potential for instability here is immense. As noted above, Israel’s planned pipeline to Italy risks confrontation with Turkey over its “maritime boundary” with Libya. However, it is also aimed at Russia via Nord Stream 2, as this January 19, 2020 analysis on the Israeli Begin-Sadat (BESA) Center site underscores:  

After a meeting in Tel Aviv with the energy ministers of Israel, Cyprus, Greece, and Italy, European Climate and Energy Commissioner Miguel Arias Canete said the pipeline would help the EU limit its reliance on the Nord Stream pipeline via Russia. This development concerns Moscow, of course, because the Russian economy is heavily dependent on the export of natural resources such as oil and natural gas. Russia holds 54% of the world’s total reserves of gas, 46% of its coal, 14% of its uranium, and 13% of its oil. It provides 37% of Europe’s gas supplies via its oil and gas giant Gazprom. Europe’s energy dependence has paid off handsomely for Russia.

In other words, what is shaping up is a sort of pincer movement against Russia and against Turkey; gas coming into northern Europe from the US/Canada, and gas flowing in from Israel in the south, create impediments to Russia’s profitable sale of its own gas via both Germany and Turkey. The paragraph quoted above makes two key points, both of which I've bolded. First, the Israeli pipeline is intended to limit Europe’s dependence on Russian gas. Second, the Russian economy is dependent on the revenue from oil and gas exports. 

The BESA page contains another interesting article: “Russia Will Likely Collapse from the Inside.” Following the logic of the article: further depriving Russia of revenue would hasten its collapse. Russia is in fact a massively corrupt state controlled by a small number of oligarchs, with Putin at the head; the result, according to Investopedia, is that Italy (pop. 60 million) has a GDP of $1.99 trillion, while Russia (pop. 147 million) has a GDP of only $1.64 trillion. Russia is vulnerable financially, and cannot give its own people a decent life. But whether or not this neoconservative fever dream actually comes to fruition remains to be seen. In any case, the game being envisioned here is extremely dangerous. We have already seen that Turkey -- which has partnered with Russia on Turk Stream -- has responded with a questionable maritime boundary with Libya that is apparently intended to thwart the Israeli pipeline to Italy. Russia will undoubtedly not sit still either. With relatively few means at its disposal, it likely views hacking and disinformation campaigns, for example, as ways to level the playing field.
Because the United States has acted to impede Nord Stream 2 as part of the National Defense Authorization Act of 2020, and is attempting to force Germany to buy US fracked gas, what happens in the eastern Mediterranean is actually related to the Weymouth pipeline struggle. As gas prices plummet all across the world as a result of overproduction and warmer winters, the long-term value of the Atlantic Bridge pipeline may decrease as well. Or it may increase if Germany builds those LNG terminals. There’s no way to know.
What we do know is that all of these pipelines and facilities cost in the tens of billions of dollars and carry tens of billions of cubic meters of gas annually. Who knows what the total cost of gas infrastructure is. In the trillions? This doesn’t sound like a transition to renewables to me. At what point will this entire network simply become a stranded asset? Who will be the last sucker investor?

Now imagine that “hostilities” break out in the eastern Mediterranean as a result of malice or miscalculation or misunderstanding. Turkey’s relationship even with its Turk Stream partner Russia is not uncomplicated, as became evident in November 2015, when Turkey shot down a Russian warplane that may have strayed over its territory, here reported by the BBC. What do we suppose might happen if Israel’s East Med pipeline were threatened in some way? It would be very hard to defend from Israel to Italy. The strategic thrusts, parries, and encirclements are ripe for the unexpected; accidents waiting to happen: 
“Archduke Franz Ferdinand to visit Sarajevo.” What could possibly go wrong?

The United States is primed for fossil fuel and resource wars. In this regard, I draw your attention to the following segment that aired on Democracy Now! on January 13.

“America Exists Today to Make War”: Lawrence Wilkerson on Endless War & American Empire
Wilkerson is a retired US Army colonel, the kind of military man we used to deride as a bullethead in the 1960s. But the stark case Wilkerson makes is precisely why the climate movement should become an integral part of an anti-war movement in this country and help give it direction. 

LAWRENCE WILKERSON: Ever since 9/11, the beast of the national security state, the beast of endless wars, the beast of the alligator that came out of the swamp, for example, and bit Donald Trump just a few days ago, is alive and well. America exists today to make war. How else do we interpret 19 straight years of war and no end in sight? It’s part of who we are. It’s part of what the American Empire is. We are going to lie, cheat and steal, as Pompeo is doing right now, as Trump is doing right now, as Esper is doing right now, as Lindsey Graham is doing right now, as Tom Cotton is doing right now, and a host of other members of my political party, the Republicans, are doing right now. We are going to cheat and steal to do whatever it is we have to do to continue this war complex. That’s the truth of it. And that’s the agony of it.
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