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The Atlantic Council organized its annual Energy and Economic Summit in 
Istanbul in November 2012, for the third time. It brought together top-level 
business, government, and NGO leaders from 37 countries, including CEOs, 
ministers and media representatives reporting worldwide on the news-making 
discussions regarding the challenges affecting Eurasia and the world. The Summit 
hosted lively debates on the future role of the U.S. in the region under the second 
term of Obama leadership and the effects of the euro zone crisis. The dangers 
of the disillusionment of Turkey and the Eastern Partnership countries from the 
Euro-Atlantic community, the prospects in the post-Arab Spring countries, and the 
new shifts in the world of energy were discussed extensively.
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I n today’s troubled climate, considering the unrest in Syria, global eco-
nomic turmoil, and continuing questions on energy security, few coun-
tries play a key role such as Turkey does and few regions are as chal-
lenging as the one around Istanbul. Firmly linked to its Middle Eastern 

neighbors, with one foot in Europe and another in Asia, Turkey’s trajectory holds 
massive implications for the future of the transatlantic relationship and beyond. In 
the words of Dr. Zbigniew Brzezinski, former U.S. National Security Advisor to 
President Jimmy Carter, “Turkey, the pivotal power in a vitally important region 
and as a major source of Europe’s security and America share a common interest in 
reaffirming the vitality of the Atlantic Community.”

It is therefore fitting that the Atlantic Council organized its annual Energy and 
Economic Summit in Istanbul in November 2012, for the third time. The Summit 
brought together more than 350 top-level business, government, and NGO leaders 
from 37 countries, including 44 CEOs, 27 ministers and some 200 media represen-
tatives reporting worldwide on the news-making discussions on challenges affecting 
Eurasia and the world. 

The Summit initiative is the cornerstone of the Atlantic Council’s efforts to promote 
transatlantic interests in and engagement with this vast region and to support greater 
cooperation and integration among its constituent countries. We are proud that the 
Summit has become one of the preeminent convening forces in the region, gathering 
top-level government officials and business leaders, not just for two days of substan-
tive sessions, but also for networking, bilateral discussions, and business meetings 
that spread the impact of the gathering far beyond the headlines. 

Our ambition for 2012 was to transform what was earlier known as the Black Sea 
Energy and Economic Forum, into a fully-fledged Summit by bringing it to the next 
level, by including the best minds and a sharp focus on the strategic political, eco-
nomic, and energy challenges in the region in a global context. It is my privilege to 
provide a short recap of some of the key conversations that took place at the Summit 
last year from my own perspective. 

No doubt that November of 2012 was a particularly interesting time to meet since 
the U.S. presidential and congressional elections took place barely two weeks be-
fore the Summit. The heated contest did not alter significantly the political setup in 
Washington D.C. and largely left the pre-existing deep divisions and polarization 
intact. President Obama’s reelection mirrored the significant demographic shifts 
within the U.S. His second term will likely herald the continuation of the inherently 
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cautious and pragmatic approach that he adopted on foreign policy in his previous 
term, which has been criticized as demonstrating lack of bold American leadership. 
In any case, U.S. foreign policy will be constrained by the U.S. domestic –largely 
self-inflicted– fiscal crisis. The rebalancing to Asia and the growing energy inde-
pendence of the U.S. may also affect America’s room for maneuver through Eurasia 
and the Middle East. However, due to the global interconnectedness, it is unlikely 
that this will lead to a complete retrenchment anytime soon: the U.S. will remain an 
indispensable player in the region’s political, economic, and energy security. 

The Atlantic Council is the strategic partner of the U.S. National Intelligence 
Council in preparing the “Global Trends 2030 – Alternative Worlds” report,1 that 
lands on the newly elected U.S. President’s desk and provides forecasts on future 
challenges for both the U.S. leadership and the global community. The report identi-
fies a whole set of challenges and developments that include climate, political, eco-
nomic, cultural, and technological megatrends, game-changers and scenarios. In the 
political sphere the next 20 years will be characterized by individual empowerment, 
that “will accelerate owing to poverty reduction, growth of the global middle class, 
greater educational attainment, widespread use of new communications and manu-
facturing technologies, and health-care advances” and the diffusion of power among 
many actors, with power shifting to networks and coalitions instead of hegemons. 
Meanwhile, the “demographic arc of instability will narrow and economic growth 
might decline in ‘aging’ countries. In 2030, 60 percent of the world’s population 
will live in urbanized areas, while migration will increase.” The energy-food-water 
nexus will be defining in the coming decades. Demand for these resources will grow 
substantially owing to an increase in the global population and tackling problems 
pertaining to one commodity will be linked to supply and demand for the others. The 
report also identifies a set of potential game-changers that could fundamentally alter 
reality. These include questions pertaining to a crisis-prone world economy, a grow-
ing global governance gap, the potential for increased inter and intrastate conflicts, 
wider scope of regional instability, and the impact of breakthrough technologies.
 
Unsurprisingly, the euro zone crisis has been very much part of the conversation 
with the participants analyzing possible scenarios, and their effects on the Eurasian 
region. Europe is simultaneously undergoing a competitiveness and debt crisis that 
has spilled over into a political crisis over solidarity, resulting in competing visions 
for the future of the continent. While Europe has most of the tools at its disposal to 
mend the design flaws of its common currency and has already come a long way in 
tackling the crisis, the political support to carry out the necessary reforms is hard to 
1  “Global Trends 2030: Alternative Worlds,” National Intelligence Council (December 2012), 
http://www.dni.gov/files/documents/GlobalTrends_2030.pdf
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muster in times of economic and social hardship. The Prime Minister of Luxemburg, 
Jean-Claude Juncker put it best: “We all know what we need to do. What we do not 
know is how to get reelected afterwards.” 

The 2012 Summit hosted a lively debate on extending Euro-Atlanticism. On one 
hand, the Euro zone crisis and Europe’s economic woes perceptibly weakened the 
appeal of the European Union, especially in conjunction with Turkey’s economic 
ascendance and regional economic aspirations. On the other hand, Euro-Atlantic 
integration is still a strategic goal especially for the smaller, more vulnerable Eastern 
Partnership countries like Georgia and Moldova. The real danger is that the disil-
lusionment and political reform-fatigue in the region combined with the enlarge-
ment-fatigue within the EU could lead to a prolonged deadlock in the expansion 
of the common Euro-Atlantic values, peace and prosperity. Another session on 
Southeast Europe concluded that the region has come a very long way from the 
wars of the 1990s and while a complex web of problems stemming from its troubled 
history must still be tackled, the Balkans’ future in the Euro-Atlantic community 
seems fairly certain. 

The Arab Awakening was front and center of the debates in 2012 with a full-blown 
civil war raging in next-door Syria, political and economic turmoil in Egypt and 
Tunisia, and the first uncertain steps towards democracy and pluralism in post-war 
Libya. The transition of Arab states in the MENA region will be a protracted and un-
even process with a high level of uncertainty, increasing regional and global insta-
bility in the short and medium-term. Yet in the long-term these transitions hold the 
promise of creating a more stable political and economic environment in the region. 

2012 marked a year of continued shifts in the world of energy. The International 
Energy Agency’s annual World Energy Outlook came out just days before the 
Summit, with a set of forecasts of direct relevance for the wider Eurasian region. 
U.S. energy independence is growing off the back of the shale gas and oil revolution 
and Iraq is playing a key role in satisfying the rising oil appetite particularly in the 
Asian demand centers. The golden age of natural gas, the Agency predicts, will have 
important geopolitical repercussions in the Eurasian region. 

The Summit featured a heated conversation on the race between Nabucco and TAP, 
and how the European markets will develop in the coming years. Europe has long 
been trying to establish a fourth energy corridor bringing hydrocarbon resources to 
satisfy the continent’s growing import needs and diversify away from existing sup-
pliers. The 40+ billion dollars Southern Gas Corridor that will bring gas to Europe 
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from the Caspian by the end of this decade has been in the making for the better 
part of the new millennia. The main takeaway of the Summit was that things are 
really in motion and 2013 could be the year when the project finally takes off. The 
Shah Deniz Consortium in Azerbaijan has since made a decision between Nabucco 
West and TAP, choosing the latter as the European leg of the Corridor, adjoining 
the TANAP trunk line that will cross Turkey. When completed, the Southern Gas 
Corridor will become a major geostrategic achievement and will contribute signifi-
cantly to Europe’s energy security, easing the continent’s dependency on Russian 
gas. 

A set of sessions dealt with what could improve regional and European energy secu-
rity beyond Caspian gas. The Kurdistan Region of Iraq has great ambitions to supply 
to Turkey, the fastest growing gas market in Europe, which is eager to diversify 
away from expensive Russian and Iranian gas. The remarkable rapprochement be-
tween Ankara and Erbil has changed fundamental political and economic dynamics 
in the region. Yet the quarrels between the Kurdistan Regional Government in Erbil 
and the federal Iraqi government in Baghdad are a huge drag on regional develop-
ment and threaten to derail this progress that holds the promise of one day attaining 
energy deliveries not only to Turkey but also beyond to Europe. 

Shale gas and offshore discoveries in Europe and Eurasia were equally important 
part of the conversation. Shale can be a game changer in countries like Poland or 
Ukraine, long dependent on Russian gas. Yet environmental concerns, coupled with 
commercial uncertainties could risk the harnessing of Europe’s shale gas potential 
that is yet to be fully explored. New discoveries in the Black Sea and especially 
in the Eastern Mediterranean could further add to potential gas and oil supplies 
to European markets, though the latter leads to a geopolitical minefield. Oil and 
natural gas exploitation is gearing up all across the Mediterranean with potentially 
far-reaching implications on the economies in the region and on European and trans-
atlantic energy security. The energy rush in the Eastern Mediterranean holds great 
promise. The natural gas reserves could increase Israel’s security and wealth, jump-
start the Palestinian economy, provide incentives for the reunification of Cyprus, 
help satisfy ever-growing energy demand in Turkey and be eventually fed into the 
Southern Gas Corridor to help diversify Central and South East Europe’s energy 
supply base. Cooperation, instead of conflict, would be in everyone’s interest. But 
given a long list of unresolved regional issues, effectively harnessing the hydrocar-
bon finds also hold great peril and could well exacerbate existing tensions. In the 
short term, a comprehensive resolution is out of reach. Political capital to invest 
is too low, and distrust is too high between the key players. Yet there are potential 



VOLUME 12 NUMBER 2

178

DAVID KORANYI

silver linings that may provide opportunities to break the vicious cycles of the past 
and gradually lay out a more constructive path. 

The Summit reinforced our strong convictions that the Atlantic community has not 
lost its relevance in the Eurasian region. The U.S. and Europe should help nurture 
the often fragile progress on security, political, economic, and energy fronts, while 
at the same time, tap into the overwhelming dynamism and great potential of the re-
gion from Astana to Sarajevo, from Kiev to Baghdad. The momentum is there. The 
Atlantic Council will remain engaged to seize it by continuing to host its Energy and 
Economic Summit in Istanbul in the years to come. 
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