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U.S. Energy Secretary Richardson in Turkey: 

At the Geopolitical Epicenter? 
 

This morning's 7.8 magnitude earthquake centered in Izmit awakened millions across western Turkey in the 
pre-dawn hours to chaos and widespread destruction. Early reports suggest that hundreds were killed and 
thousands injured. While there is no reliable estimate as to the additional financial burden on Turkey, the 
natural disaster will have an immediate and massive negative impact on the vulnerable Turkish economy. 
This is the last thing Turkey needs as it implements long-delayed reforms prior to crucial talks with the 
International Monetary Fund in coming weeks. 
 
Among those shaken by the quake were U.S. Energy Secretary Bill Richardson in Istanbul as well as 
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Henry H. Shelton in Ankara, whose respective meetings with 
Turkish officials will set the tone for the future of U.S.-Turkish cooperation on regional energy and 
security issues for the coming years. Squarely centered amid conflicts in the Balkans, the Middle East, and 
an increasingly volatile situation in the Caucasus, and facing the prospects of a renewed U.S.-backed drive 
for a settlement in Cyprus, Turkey's geopolitical circumstances appear as volatile as its geology. 
Richardson's and Shelton's visits follow that of Defense Secretary William Cohen last month and set the 
stage for an official visit by President Clinton in November. 
 
Richardson, who was received by President Demirel last night, praised Turkey's recent decision to adopt a 
constitutional amendment allowing for international arbitration as a major step toward increasing foreign 
investment, especially in the energy sector. Richardson was scheduled to meet his Turkish counterpart, 
Energy and Natural Resources Minister Cumhur Ersumer, to discuss enhanced U.S.-Turkish cooperation to 
address the increasing demand for energy in Turkey, which officials estimate will quadruple by 2020. 
While domestic sources of power generation have seen steady increases in recent years, Turkey still needs 
to import as much as 75 percent of the energy needed to meet its growing domestic demand. While 
Richardson and Ersumer were also due to discuss the construction of Turkey's first nuclear power plant, it 
was expected that the bulk of their meeting would be devoted to discussion of Turkey's role in the 
transportation of Caspian oil and gas to world markets. Richardson was due to fly to Azerbaijan and then 
on to Turkmenistan after his talks today.  
 
The centerpiece of the U.S.-Turkish Caspian energy partnership, a proposed Main Export Pipeline from 
Baku, the capital of Azerbaijan, to the Turkish Mediterranean seaport of Ceyhan, has run into a series of 
recent problems. There are growing doubts on the part of, the Azerbaijan International Operating Company 
(AIOC) -- the 11- member consortium led by BP-Amoco-- over the commercial viability of the project.  
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Azerbaijan's national oil company, SOCAR, announced on August 1 that it had failed yet again to come to 
an agreement with Turkey on Baku-Ceyhan. Although Turkey believes that the pipeline could be built for 
$2.7 billion, AIOC studies suggest construction costs as high as $3.7 billion. In addition to Baku-Ceyhan, 
the AIOC's options include the Soviet-era pipeline from Baku to the Russian port of Novorossisk on the 
Black Sea, which runs through turbulent Dagestan and Chechnya, and the pipeline from Baku to the 
Georgian port of Supsa. The AIOC, which wants to expand the capacity of Baku-Supsa, raised the ante on 
August 11 by announcing that it might delay a $3.1 billion investment to increase its production unless the 
pipeline issue was settled to its satisfaction.  
 
The other U.S.-backed major energy transportation project in the Caspian region to bring Turkmen gas to 
Turkey across the Caspian Sea and the Caucasus is also facing difficulties. The recent discovery of massive 
gas reserves by the Shah Deniz consortium has understandably encouraged Azerbaijan to think of itself as a 
gas -- as well as an oil-- exporting country with access to the lucrative Turkish gas market. As Azerbaijan 
will no longer be satisfied with the role of facilitator in the transport of Turkmen gas to Turkey across its 
territory, there is urgent need for a new formula to take into account the changed circumstances.  
 
Before leaving for Turkey, Richardson commented in an interview to Middle East Insight, "We're no longer 
talking about whether these pipelines will be built — we're talking about when." With pipelines, however, 
which ultimately have to reflect commercial considerations rather than political goals, getting the timing 
right is everything. 
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