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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 
 

1. The Caspian Sea Region, the Great Game Image and an 

Alternative Perspective 
 

The Caspian Sea is an inland body of water between Europe and Asia, the Caucasus and Central 

Asia. It is known for its geo-strategic position, hydrocarbon resources, caviar, ecological issues 

and bio diversity. During the Cold War, the Caspian Sea was only shared between two littoral 

states: the Soviet Union and Iran, who had divided the region amongst themselves in the treaties 

of 1921 and 1940.1 However, since the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Caspian Sea was 

divided amongst five littoral states, four of which were newly formed states, namely Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, Russia and Turkmenistan.2   

The dissolution of the Soviet Union created an opportunity for the newly independent 

states to determine their borders, foreign policies and language as well as their internal political, 

and economic systems. They also aimed to establish external recognition and relationships with 

global and regional powers such as the European Union, the United States, China, Turkey and 

Iran. In this sense, the unexplored natural resources of the Caspian Sea appeared to be the main 

economic and political commodity for Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan as these 

resources allowed them to get the attention of international actors and stabilize their economies. 

The dissolution of the Soviet Union was also an opportunity for global as well as regional 

powers like the European Union, the United States, Turkey and China and their energy 

companies to diversify their energy resources. In the early 1990s, the three new littoral states 

started negotiating with a number of international energy companies and Western states the 

construction of new oil and natural gas pipeline networks. 

However, the collapse of the Soviet Union also created new, intertwined issues and 

challenges, namely the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea, the ownership of natural 

resources, ecological issues, inadequate infrastructure and determining the proper and safe 

routes for transporting the natural resources of the region. More specifically, due to the sea’s 

uncertain legal status, it was difficult to determine the ownership of several hydrocarbon fields. 

                                                            
1 Treaty of Friendship between the Russian Soviet Federal Socialist Republic and Iran (Persia) was signed on 

February 26, 1921, and the Soviet–Iranian Trade and Navigation Agreement was signed on March 25, 1940. 
2 The official names of the five Caspian littoral states are the Republic of Azerbaijan, the Republic of Kazakhstan, 

the Republic of Turkmenistan, the Russian Federation and the Islamic Republic of Iran.  
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The Araz-Sharg-Alov field, for example, sparked disagreement between Azerbaijan and Iran. 

Kapaz/Sardar is another hydrocarbon field that caused disagreement between Azerbaijan and 

Turkmenistan. Additionally, Russia and Kazakhstan struggled to determine which of them 

owned three fields in the northern part of the Caspian Sea – the Kurmangazy, Khvalynsk and 

Tsentralnoye fields. Although the littoral states recognized the need to find universally 

agreeable solutions for these issues, it was not an easy process in the early 1990s as the littoral 

states all sought to claim the resources that they felt they had a right to and thus came to 

conflicting views on the division of the Caspian Sea and its richness.  

Aside from that, their colonial past with Russia pushed Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan to diversify their political and economic relations by establishing collaborations 

with other great powers. In September 1994, for example, Azerbaijan signed its first and biggest 

energy agreement, called the Contract of the Century, with Western energy companies. This 

deal for the exploitation of large offshore oil fields in the Caspian Sea was also supported by 

the governments of the United States, the United Kingdom and Turkey. Following this, 

Azerbaijan started to explore a number of new pipeline routes to transport its oil to international 

energy markets since the existing pipeline system of the Soviet Union, the Baku–Novorossiysk 

pipeline, was constructed in such a manner that natural resources from the Caspian Sea had to 

be transported through Russia in order to reach world markets. On the other hand, Russia and 

Iran sought to preserve their regional influence by denying external powers military presence 

in the Caspian Sea and preventing the establishment of new energy projects in the region. It 

was for this reason that Iran and Russia criticized the unilateral action Azerbaijan took when it 

negotiated its energy contract as the issue surrounding the sea’s legal status had not been 

resolved yet and they were initially excluded from the project. In general, these conflicting 

claims, unilateral actions and the uncertainties surrounding them led to disagreement which 

slowed the negotiation process among the littoral states down in the early 1990s.  

The disagreements, energy projects and the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea 

naturally captured the attention of academics and the media. Although the region had been 

virtually unknown to the majority of Westerners, articles on the Caspian Sea region started 

appearing in The Guardian, New York Times, and Financial Times in the 1990s (e.g., Bittner 

2018; Norton-Taylor 2001; Pannier 2009). For instance, if one were to do a Google Search for 

“Caspian Sea” with a timeline between 1980 and 1990, one would only find information about 

the Caspian sturgeon fish, caviar trade, the environment and the local people of the region. 

However, if one changes the time frame and searches between 1990 and 2018, one would find 
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academic articles, newspapers, policy briefs and other literature about Caspian resource 

conflicts, geopolitics, a Caspian “Great Game”, the legal dispute about the sea and oil wars 

(e.g., Ahrari 1994; Alam 2002; Amirova-Mammadova 2017; Bashir 2017; Bittner 2018; 

Dunlap 2004; Gurbanov 2017a; Kiernan 2012; Kleveman 2003; Norton-Taylor 2001; Saivetz 

2003; Smith 1996; Trenin 2003).  

This in turn captured the imagination of the public, as is evidenced by the Caspian Sea 

featuring as the setting of the James Bond movie The World is Not Enough, which was partly 

filmed in Baku, Azerbaijan in 1999 (Dodds 2003). In this film, Bond is assigned to the Caspian 

Sea region to help Electra, the daughter of billionaire Sir Robert King, to achieve their family 

dream of constructing an 800-mile pipeline from Azerbaijan to the Mediterranean. In the 

Azerbaijani capital Baku, Electra shows Bond a map revealing how this proposed pipeline 

would provide the West an opportunity to import the oil from the Caspian Sea region while 

circumventing the existing Russian pipelines. Both Electra and Bond’s superior at MI6 note 

that the Russians will do anything to stop the construction of the pipeline. It can be seen that 

the bad guys are Russians and Arabic speaking characters, while Western, English-speaking 

good guys try to save either the world, or at least certain parts of it, from these people. In this 

regard, the film briefly touches on the geopolitical significance of infrastructure construction, 

the Russian dominance of the region and its rivalry with the Western actors, such as Britain, in 

the Caspian Sea. The idea for the film came from one of the producers, Barbara Broccoli. In 

1997, Broccoli saw a TV programme, which showed how the division of unexploited 

hydrocarbon resources in the Caspian Sea might serve to identify economic progress in the next 

century. Inspired by this programme, Broccoli asked what would happen if the next Bond movie 

revolved around a plot to  remove all non-Western competition by building an oil pipeline from 

the Caspian Sea to the Western world owned and operated by the West (as cited in Dodds 2003, 

143).   

Ironically, the implications of the film can be observed within the relevant academic and 

media discussion. For example, in 2001, an article published in The Guardian argued that “a 

new and potentially explosive Great Game is being set up…and the object this time is not so 

much control of territory. It is the large reserves of oil and gas in the Caucasus, notably the 

Caspian basin. Pipelines are the counters in this new Great Game.” Similarly, in his journalistic 

investigation, Kleveman repeats: “more than a hundred years later great empires once again 

position themselves to control the heart of the Eurasian landmass. The United States has taken 

over the leading role from the British. Along with the ever present Russians, new regional 
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powers such as China, Iran and Turkey have entered the arena. The New Great Game focuses 

Caspian energy reserves, principally oil and gas” (2003, 3). In the same vein, it is argued that 

“access to the Caspian oil and gas resources can decrease the West’s energy dependency on the 

Middle East and can enhance the independence of the newly independent regional countries” 

(Cohen 1996, 10). However, the relevant literature also highlights that it is not easy to reach 

energy resources and secure independence, in part because “Russia would engage in war with 

Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan, if its interests were ignored” (Shlapentokh 2013, 155). The 

relevant literature will be analysed in greater depth later, but if one reads through this literature 

one finds that from the 1990s onwards we mainly see a specific image of the Caspian Sea region 

in academic literature and the media. It is a state-centric, rivalry and sovereignty based “New 

Great Game” image.  

Over the last two and half decades, the Caspian Sea region has undergone remarkable 

changes: several new transnational energy pipelines have been constructed (such as the BTC 

pipeline, the BTE pipeline and the SGC) and new treaties have been signed (such as the 

Convention on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea). However, as will be illustrated in chapter 

2 in depth, since 1990 almost any development or energy project has been described as part of 

the competition between great powers. Within this discussion, most regional economic and 

political projects have been depicted as either opposing or favouring the Russian-Iranian 

hegemony. In light of this, Russia and Iran have been identified as the main transgressors in 

every single issue (Iseri 2009).  

Drawing mainly from the Great Game insights that revolve around the balance of power, 

the perception of (in)security, attaining and maintaining sovereignty and the influence of the 

state, scholars have argued that the growing involvement of the Western actors (the US and the 

EU) and other powers (Turkey and China) increases tension and rivalry in the region as they 

offer alternative economic, geographical and political choices for the littoral states (Alam 

2002). In the same vein, new energy pipelines like the BTC and the SGC have been depicted 

as a tool to decrease the Russian and Iranian geopolitical dominance and their monopoly over 

the energy projects in the region (Akiner 2004). The Western powers, (the EU and the US) as 

well as their energy companies, are then described as the saviours of the newly independent 

states (Bayulgen 2009).  

In light of this, the relevant literature has searched for answers to questions like: Who is 

the winner of the New Great Game? Can the West save the newly independent states’ 

sovereignty from Russia, Iran and China, and if so, how? In what way can the Caspian natural 
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resources decrease the West’s energy dependency on Russia? and Why and how do Russia and 

Iran seek to re-establish their dominance over the Caspian Sea region?  These questions conjure 

up the image of a desperate place, full of rivalry and conflict. This body of literature sees little 

room for cooperation, regional integration or exchange. How the Caspian Sea region is seen 

has consequences in terms of the expectations and perceived potential of the region and possible 

political action and suggestions for regional stability. However, it is worth asking the question 

if this is the full and true picture of the region and its recent history. Was the Caspian Sea region 

harmonious, conflict-free and cooperative under the Soviet Union and suddenly plunged into 

disarray with the dissolution of the Soviet Union? Is this a shift in reality or merely a shift of 

perception?   

 

2. The Theoretical Background for an Alternative Perspective  
 

The core aim of this thesis is to propose an alternative reading of the Caspian Sea region through 

the lens of classical functionalism. What I will try, therefore, is to look at the region with another 

theoretical perspective in mind. In many respects it is a theoretical perspective from the opposite 

end of the spectrum of International Relations (IR) theory; a perspective which acknowledges 

the difficulties and problematic starting situation of power politics in the region, but which 

seeks to show that there are ways forward by identifying mechanisms and means to transform 

the New Great Game into something else, namely Mitrany’s functionalism. The hope is then 

that a new image of the region emerges which emphasizes the constructive potential and ways 

to realize it.  

Two studies have so far applied the classical functionalist theory to the Caspian Sea 

region, namely Blum (2002) and Petersen (2016). From an empirical perspective, Petersen 

(2016) studies the BTC pipeline and only covers Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey, explaining 

integration among these states, which does not look at the Caspian Sea per se and does not 

include the relationships between the majority of the littoral states. Blum’s study (2002) is one 

of the few studies which address the Caspian Environmental Program (CEP) and the 

relationship between the littoral states per se. However, his work needs to be expanded because 

it was written in 2002 and thus only covered the early stages of the CEP. Both the program and 

the relationship between the littoral states have changed since then. Due to the infancy of the 

program at the time of its writing, Blum’s work also does not establish any correlation between 
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the CEP and issues in other technical areas, such as the uncertain legal status of the Caspian 

Sea. From a theoretical perspective, both Petersen (2016, 151) and Blum (2002, 171-172) fall 

into the common trap of judging the functional developments in the Caspian Sea against an 

explicitly European benchmark, as do other scholars. Petersen (2016, 151) concluded that “the 

integration currently underway in the energy and transport sectors has not placed pressure on 

other sectors to follow suit, the way that coal and steel integration in Western Europe did in the 

1950s.” In the same vein, Blum (2002, 171-172) concluded that unlike the post-Westphalian 

system, the Caspian littoral states do not share their sovereignties and autonomous-decision-

making right with the CEP, which means it represents traditional high politics. Both scholars 

expected to find a European-style cooperation and integration without acknowledging the 

Caspian Sea’s historical, political, economic, material and normative distinctiveness. By 

applying a Eurocentric approach, these works ignored the Caspian Sea style of cooperation and 

its distinct set of political, economic, and social goals set by the littoral states. As a result, while 

both Blum and Petersen do not repeat the New Great Game arguments, they ended up sceptical 

and less convinced by the assumptions of classical functionalism because they were oriented 

too much on the European experience.  

This dissertation is inspired by their work, but it does not follow a European benchmark 

when discussing the Caspian Sea style of cooperation. To do so, it is necessary to distinguish 

functionalism as such from its unique European success story that occurred in the early 1950s. 

The strength of functionalism as a strategy for cooperation has paradoxically been blurred by 

its success in Western Europe. The specific conditions in Europe are historically unique but the 

literature has made them absolute requirements for functionalism to work. This undermined the 

functionalist strategy. Hence, I will show that there is (1) not a necessary connection between 

functionalism and the European case; (2) functionalism has many elements that it claims work 

independent of the European context on which it builds its identification of “transformative” 

means and mechanisms; (3) this does not make it necessary to give up major ideas of 

functionalism as has been done in the newer liberal theories of IR. I will argue these points 

while critically revisiting functionalism via social constructivism. This is because similar to 

classical functionalism, social constructivism addresses issues from a non-traditional angle 

which makes it easy to cross-fertilize the two debates. In this sense, integrating insights and 

assumptions from social constructivism broadens the theoretical contours of functionalism and 

adds a richer understanding of phenomena highlighted by classical functionalism. That way, 
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insights from constructivism can enable classical functionalism to mount a more powerful 

challenge to the dominant Great Game line of assumptions.  

2.1. Why Functionalism?  
 

One may ask why I would use classical functionalism which was conceived of in the period 

between 1900-1950. First, functionalism is generally known for being an alternative approach 

to state-centric geopolitics, which matches with the core aim of this thesis. Originally, Mitrany 

formulated this approach in reaction to the dominant realist paradigm and the 19th century state-

dominated view that emphasized zero-sum games, high politics and rivalries. He introduced 

functionalism in order to express the need to move away from explanations of relations and 

actors in world politics dominated by state-centrism, because for Mitrany state-centric 

geopolitics had become too simplistic to be productive in trying to understand the complexity 

of the contemporary world. As a contrast to realism, Mitrany emphasized an attention to the 

path-breaking role of technical dialogue, low-politics,3 deconstructing larger political issues 

into smaller technical decisions, the emergence of spillover effect and socialization processes 

in his theory. In line with liberal IR theories, functionalism assumes the prevalence of pluralist 

politics with multiple and diverse actors, who make contact and build coalitions that go beyond 

national boundaries and bureaucracies. Additionally, functionalists have pointed out that not all 

endeavours in politics are zero-sum games. Interaction is often better characterized as a 

positive-sum game.   

Second, by rereading the classical functionalist works, my goal with regard to the theory 

involved is to rescue the good parts of classical functionalism from oblivion. As will be 

discussed in the theory chapter, functionalism’s critics and its newest proponents, who have 

been responsible for formulating  “neofunctionalism”, have done the opposite: the useful parts 

of the theory are neglected by both and its shortcomings are emphasized. As a result, it is argued 

that IR scholars should keep away from Mitrany because he is an idealist and classical 

functionalism does not work. In this sense, the starting point of this work theory-wise is to break 

with that misleading tradition by stressing the useful aspects of classical functionalism.   

Of course, I do not completely deny the validity of other liberal theories and I will 

benefit from some of their insights, specifically from the insights of social constructivism, as 

mentioned above. Taking this into consideration, I argue that selective and critical synthesis of 

                                                            
3 In 1966, Stanley Hoffmann originally made the distinction between “high” and “low” politics, as a way of 

separating the different policy-spheres of European integration. According to Hoffmann (1966), economic policy 

constitutes “low politics,” whereas the survival of the state, such as security policy, constitutes “high politics.”  
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classical functionalism and neofunctionalism can serve as a valuable guide to theorize and 

strategize technical cooperation, the role of multiple actors and regional integration in the 

contemporary period. A return to functionalism using social constructivist insights combined 

with the materialist emphasis on applied technology of course seeks to uphold the promise of 

Mitrany’s original ideal to develop a “working peace system.” In other words, the relevant 

works on social constructivism help to revitalize and expand conceptual lenses of classical 

functionalism.  

Drawing on insights from a functionalist framework, this thesis asks: which new insights in 

cooperation and conflict are provided by revised functionalism in comparison with the New 

Great Game narrative? Should these new insights lead to a re-evaluation of the regional 

dynamics? More specifically, this thesis asks: How does issue-specific and technical 

environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea affect the likelihood and severity of regional 

conflicts and reduce perception of insecurity? How have the Caspian littoral states’ perceptions 

of the regional cooperation been socially shaped and redefined by the construction of 

transnational infrastructure projects? Have the BTC and the SGC projects changed the value 

and role of the regional conflicts and, if so, how? Who are the key actors besides states that are 

involved in shaping and constructing the politics of the Caspian Sea region and how do their 

preferences, both political and economic, and networks affect the capacity, opportunity and will 

of governments (e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to cooperate?   

 

3. Research Design and Methodology  
 

In terms of methodology, functionalism is used as part of the analytical guideline for this thesis. 

Combined with social constructivism, it highlights a critical stance and awareness towards 

ontology and epistemology. In particular, this combination makes us aware of how human 

society, norms, interests, knowledge and material entities are constructed and redefined, which 

is a tentative and ongoing process.4 This combination offers a way of studying social relations. 

In order to construct a new and convincing image of the Caspian Sea, answer the above-

mentioned research questions and properly apply the alternative functionalist perspective, I 

chose to conduct case studies. This method enables the detailed examination of the regional 

                                                            
4 There is already a number of works in existence that comprehensively address this methodological debate (e.g., 

Aradau et al. 2015; Aradau and Huysmans 2014; Tickner 2006).  
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developments, complexities and changes within the Caspian Sea region. The next sections 

provide a detailed account of the case selection and collection of data for this research.   

3.1. Case Studies  
 

This doctoral dissertation examines three intertwined case studies, namely the Baku-Tbilisi-

Ceyhan pipeline (BTC), the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) and the Caspian Environmental 

Program (CEP). I selected these cases first of all because they explicitly and implicitly include 

all five of the Caspian littoral states, meaning they are comprehensive enough to uncover what 

type of relationships and different dynamics formed between the Caspian littoral states in the 

period from 1990 to 2018. This will also help to explain complex and interconnected 

mechanisms in the Caspian Sea. Second, two of these cases, the BTC pipeline and the CEP are 

advanced enough to shed light on the mechanisms of technical cooperation and spillover. In 

this regard, data from these cases can strengthen research findings and make research 

interpretations more robust and compelling (Yin 2014; Hennink et al. 2011).  

However, the Caspian littoral states all operate differently and are subject to different 

dynamics in each case. Therefore, each case serves a specific purpose and offers specific 

insights into mechanisms of cooperation. I selected the CEP as one of the case studies for three 

reasons. First, in the early 2000s, achieving cooperation was not easy because of difficult, 

geopolitical problems (e.g., the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea, economic issues, 

internal political struggle). From a New Great Game perspective, we would expect no 

cooperation to be possible. Despite this, the CEP was established, which brought the littoral 

governments under its common umbrella. Later, it led to the first shared agreement, the 

Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the Caspian Sea, the 

Tehran Convention (hereinafter referred as the Tehran Convention), that has been signed and 

ratified by all five governments. Thus, it is an example of low politics and technical cooperation 

among the Caspian littoral states being employed to solve common ecological problems. 

Second, the CEP is neither unimportant nor inconsequential because it sets the stage for 

cooperative habits. Third, despite its financial, technical and political difficulties the CEP has 

made several constructive achievements such as the signing of the Tehran Convention and the 

adaptation of four environmental protocols as well as the construction of new ecological norms, 

values and principles which are also part of the Convention on the Legal Status of the Caspian 

Sea (hereinafter referred as the Legal Status Convention). This means that, in the broad picture, 

the CEP is not an isolated case, but is connected to the legal status of the sea and the 
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transportation of oil and natural gas in the Caspian Sea. To understand the complexities of the 

situation in the Caspian Sea region, this intertwined relationship between the Tehran 

Convention and the Legal Status Convention and spillover between them require a 

comprehensive explanation. In this regard, it is necessary to highlight CEP’s (in)direct 

relevance (political, economic, and social) to the contemporary Caspian Sea.   

I selected the BTC pipeline as a case study because it has been widely depicted as part 

of the New Great Game and one of the main reasons for conflict and rivalry in the Caspian Sea 

region. As will be discussed later, the pipeline was expected to trigger rivalry and even war in 

the region following its construction (Cohen 2002; Kim and Eom 2008). However, the BTC 

became operational in 2006 and the predictions stemming from the New Great Game 

scholarship did not come true. Therefore, by analysing the different results and developments 

since 2006, I aim to offer a better explanation. Together with the case study of the CEP, this 

case study serves to validate the claim that the past of the region has not been as bleak as the 

New Great Game paints the picture.  

Finally, I selected the SGC to show that there is improvement in the form of spillover 

of established ways of cooperating into new cases which helps to consolidate a brighter future 

for the region. By using the SGC case study, I aim to show that there are interlinkages between 

the cases and illustrate how the cooperative habits, established by the CEP and BTC pipeline, 

have strengthened the conditions for further collaboration in the Caspian Sea. This will help to 

invalidate the main arguments of the New Great Game.  

 

 

3.2. Collecting Data  
 

I collected data on the three case studies from a diverse selection of sources such as interviews, 

field research, prominent scholarly journals, and textual analysis of historical documents, policy 

documents, international reports, public debates resonating in the media, political speeches as 

well as newspaper articles from 1990 to 2018. Although a majority of these sources are 

available in English, some of them are only available in regional languages, such as Azerbaijani 

or Turkish. Considering my Azerbaijani background and advanced Turkish, it was not an issue 

to examine sources in these languages. This also helped me to observe whether there are 

connections and/or contradictions between sources in different languages. However, due to my 
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limited Russian language skills, I could not use sources in Russian, but this did not create a 

severe restriction as the required sources were available in English.  

In addition, I have examined research reports of intergovernmental organizations (IGOs) 

such as the World Bank, the United Nations Development Program, the European Bank for 

Reconstruction and Development and the Asian Development Bank. These sources provided 

detailed and descriptive information regarding the three case studies. In addition, I examined 

various reports of international NGOs such as the Bankwatch and Amnesty International for 

the purposes of this research. This is because they have systematically published critical 

information and updates regarding the social, financial and environmental costs of the BTC and 

SGC projects. These reports present a more critical view, whereas official state documents (e.g., 

Azerbaijani, Russian and Turkish) and IGO reports (e.g., World Bank) are either merely 

descriptive or present an overoptimistic view of the projects. 

Furthermore, I have used a number of articles from regional and international news 

outlets like Trend, Azernews, Hurriyet, Radio Free Europe, Eurasianet, MoscowTimes, 

Reuters, Bloomberg, The Guardian and the Financial Times, which are mainly in English. This 

was helpful to observe how the three case studies are presented at local and international levels. 

The local and international news articles complemented each other because local news usually 

presents regional events earlier than the external press is able to and the international 

newspapers usually take a more critical stance towards the same event.   

Moreover, I have used speeches of Azerbaijani, Russian and Turkmen presidents as well 

as statements from the Ministries of Foreign Affairs of the five Caspian littoral states for this 

study. This was particularly useful for studying the official government discourse and how the 

presidents refer to the Caspian Sea developments. These sources were limited however, because 

the official government websites of the littoral states did not adequately archive statements and 

presidential speeches. Luckily, there were sufficient local and international news articles to 

offset this limitation.   

In addition, I conducted 22 semi-structured interviews with local and international 

institution officials and policymakers holding different positions within sixteen regional and 

international institutions to gain information on decision-making processes by tracing the 

personal experiences of several experts. These institutions are: the United Nations 

Environmental Program (UNEP), the Global Environmental Facility (GEF), the CEP Interim 

Secretariat, British Petroleum, the International Crisis Group, TANAP Corporate, the Port of 
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Baku, the Ministries of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Iran, 

the Caspian Barrel, the Regional Studies Centre Armenia, the Georgian Institute of Politics, 

American University of Armenia, Azerbaijan Diplomacy Academy, the Centre for Strategic 

Studies of Azerbaijan and the Azerbaijan Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Some of them were 

implicitly and explicitly involved in the projects covered by the three case studies (e.g., the 

UNEP, GEF, BP), so it was valuable to include some first-hand personal experience. While 

some of the experts, those from Armenia and Georgia, were not directly involved within the 

projects, it was still beneficial to listen to them as they explained how the different projects are 

perceived and interpreted within Armenia and Georgia.  

The information from the interviews was mainly used to supplement the information 

from other sources. More concretely, the importance of the interviews was different in each 

case study. On the one hand, the interviews with experts from the UNEP, the GEF and the CEP 

interim secretariat were useful in chapter 4 because the articles, reports and policy documents 

provided insufficient data and so I used the interviews to get more detailed information 

regarding the official meetings, personal experiences, shortcomings, protocols and decision-

making processes. One the other hand, some interviewees from the Ministry of Ecology and 

Natural Resources of Azerbaijan were repeating the government policies, and therefore they 

did not significantly contribute to the discussion.  

The structure of my interviews was formal as well as flexible. That is to say, the same 

set of questions returned in each interview, but they were sufficiently flexible to allow for 

spontaneous twists in the conversational flow. Most interviews took place in several rounds, 

which helped me to ask new questions that were not included in the original interview guide, 

to follow up interviewees’ replies and to vary the order of questions. During my interviews, I 

posed not just case specific questions, but also general questions, which pertain to all three case 

studies.   

For this research, I conducted both online interviews through Skype and email and face-

to-face interviews to collect my data. For the latter, I undertook two field research trips to 

Azerbaijan, Baku. The first from November until December 2017 and the second in May 2018. 

I choose Baku as the destination of my field trip because of financial, cultural and linguistic 

reasons. Interviews lasted approximately 30 to 90 minutes each. Due to the limitations of 

financial resources, safety and time, I conducted online interviews through Skype and email 

with differently ranking experts from Armenia, Georgia, Iran, Turkmenistan, Turkey, and the 

UNEP Office Geneva, Switzerland.   
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Conducting interviews through Skype enabled me to talk with several academic experts 

from Armenia, which would not have been possible otherwise since I am not allowed to travel 

to Armenia because of my nationality. Because of time restrictions, two of the experts from 

Iran and Turkmenistan were sent questions by email, which they answered and sent back a week 

later. On the one hand, email interviews were useful to reach experts from Iran and 

Turkmenistan and get to know what their personal experience was like and what their opinion 

on the CEP program was, which was missing in the relevant sources. On the other hand, some 

of their answers were not sufficient and clear enough. 

 For several reasons, the data gathered from these interviews are presented 

anonymously. The first is confidentiality, which was mutually agreed upon at the beginning of 

each interview. Second, this approach protects respondents from retaliation over divulging 

potentially controversial information (Mosley 2013). Third, it can encourage openness, as 

people often speak their minds if they no longer have to worry about their statements coming 

back to haunt them. Fourth, individuals were not speaking on behalf of their institutions and 

were instead giving their personal opinion, making institutional affiliation less relevant. I 

conducted interviews in two languages, English and Azerbaijani.  

In terms of challenges and limitations, there were certain hurdles during the field trips 

themselves. First, certain interviews reflected only the official policy line and therefore were 

not very complementary. I was able to obtain new insights information from some interviews, 

however. Second, it was difficult to gain access to certain government institutions (e.g., the 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of Defence) and certain questions required access 

to the very top level of decision-making. Therefore, most interviews took place in a private or 

informal setting. I was not able to meet with any experts from two Caspian Sea states namely, 

Kazakhstan and Russia. However, my overall fieldwork was useful in terms of getting a broader 

picture and gaining insight into the personal experience of different experts.  

By systematically consulting the above-mentioned sources, I established an empirical 

background and identified the relevant debates and different positions, concepts, connections, 

interpretations and limitations within the debates. In doing so, I mainly observed and aimed to 

understand how both primary and secondary sources refer to the issues at stake in the three case 

studies and what kind of terms or concepts are mainly used to interpret these cases and why 

these terms and concepts were used. This helped me conclude where the weak points were in 

the discourse and how to establish my interpretation and argument.  
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4. Overview of Chapters 
 

The thesis is divided into seven chapters. After the current introductory chapter, chapter 2 

critically reviews the main theoretical and empirical works on the New Great Game in view of 

the Caspian Sea region. In particular, chapter 2 sketches the New Great Game image of the 

region and the assumptions, concepts, and mechanisms, which revolve around actors, aims, 

reasons and motivations, this image is based on. It also provides a critique of this view of the 

region and elaborates on the alternatives to this perspective. 

Chapter 3 offers such an alternative to the New Great Game view, namely that presented 

by classical functionalism. It revisits classical functionalism to come to a deeper understanding 

of the assumptions it is based on. More concretely, chapter 3 shows that selective and critical 

re-reading of classical functionalism can serve as a valuable guide to theorizing and strategizing 

technical cooperation, the role of multiple actors and regional integration in the contemporary 

period. However, chapter 3 includes a number of necessary adaptions of the theory to slightly 

broaden the functionalist scope, which is necessary in order to include acknowledgment of the 

contemporary conditions and social constructivist changes in IR.  

Chapters 4 through 6 apply the (revised) functionalist perspective to the cases and show 

that the New Great Game view is wrong and functionalism’s expectations are empirically right. 

More specifically, chapter 45 introduces the first case study, namely the study of the CEP. 

Drawing on (new) insights from the work on functionalism in international cooperation, this 

chapter shows that the Caspian Sea region has interconnected and complex dynamics rather 

than just pure high politics. The similarity of problems faced by the different states produces 

shared interests and incentives for seeking common solutions; and the CEP has encouraged the 

littoral states to establish cooperation on other shared issues. In other words, this chapter shows 

that this cooperation framed as it was in technical or issue-specific terms has enhanced 

interaction patterns, trust and socialization processes among the littoral states, which eventually 

fostered further cooperation, common interests and interaction, culminating in the signing of 

the Legal Status Convention.  

                                                            
5 Some parts of chapter 4 were published in the Caucasus Analytical Digest in 2019. 
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Chapter 5 revisits the BTC pipeline.6 This case study illustrates that the stage for 

cooperative habits, which was set by the CEP, continued and strengthened through the BTC 

pipeline. In doing so, the chapter explains the three phases of the pipeline project, namely its 

planning, construction and use. Chapter 5 shows that, contrary to the predications of the New 

Great Game scholarship, transnational infrastructure projects like the BTC are mediating 

interfaces as they connect several actors, state, non-state and semi-state, encouraging them to 

cooperate and enhance regional and international interaction capacities in the Caspian Sea 

region. The chapter argues that it is not only geopolitical but economic, technical, 

environmental and social challenges that led to the delays and investigations which almost 

stopped the pipeline project. Findings of chapters 4 and 5 serve to illustrate that the past of the 

Caspian Sea region has not been as miserable as the New Great Game paints the picture.  

By using a similar analysis, chapter 6 moves the discussion to the transnational gas 

pipeline and analyses the SGC. This chapter shows that cooperation on the CEP and the BTC 

pipeline has spilled over to the SGC project. With the help of the logic of revised functionalism, 

this chapter unpacks the effects of the SGC to the strategies of regional cooperation, conflicts, 

and exchange in the Caspian Sea region which have largely gone unnoticed. This chapter shows 

that transnational infrastructures do not infringe on sovereignty, but they help to create trans-

governmental influences within the ministries and state-owned companies of the participating 

states. Chapters 5 and 6 explain have the BTC and the SGC projects changed the value and role 

of the regional conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh) and, if so, how? I included them in my 

discussion because they took place on the edge of the region and because the BTC and SGC 

projects pass near the conflict areas.  

 Finally, the concluding chapter reviews the case studies and presents the new and 

comprehensive image of the Caspian Sea region on the basis of their findings.  

 

 

 

 

                                                            
6 This chapter was published in the East European Politics Journal in 2019 except for the Introduction, section 3 

and subsection 4.2.2. It also includes subsection 3.2 from Introduction chapter. The link for the article: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2019.1612372 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2019.1612372
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CHAPTER 2: The State of the Art: New Great Game in the 

Caspian Sea 
 

1. Introduction 

Since the early 1990s, the notion of the New Great Game has been used as a shorthand tool for 

explaining the competition between great powers over religious influence, military power, 

geopolitical hegemony and economic profit (e.g., the oil and gas industries, and transport) in 

regions such as, the Caspian Sea, the Arctic Sea, the Black Sea, and the South China Sea 

(Borgerson 2009; Clover and Hornby 2015; Hunter 2017; Kim and Eom 2008; Rinna 2013). 

Besides being written into academic journals, the concept is also regularly used by popular 

media, such as Radio Free Europe, Financial Times, New York Times, The Guardian, due to its 

journalistic attractiveness (e.g., Bittner 2018; Pannier 2009; Norton-Taylor 2001). It is argued 

that great powers compete with each other to establish their political, cultural and economic 

influence over them. This competition has also been called “the grand chessboard” (Brzezinski 

1997, 64) and is understood as a zero-sum game or the re-establishment of China’s and/or 

Russia’s traditional vassal relations over these regional seas (Swanstrom 2005, 581). Although 

these regional seas exhibit complex patterns of cooperation and conflict at all levels from the 

local to the global, they are often depicted as prime arenas of the great powers’ competition due 

to their geographical location, natural resources and contested borders. In depicting them as 

such, the relevant literature has paid systematic attention to the significance of the New Great 

Game as an explanatory paradigm to facilitate understanding of the political and economic 

developments in these regional seas.   

This chapter critically reviews the main theoretical and empirical works on the New 

Great Game. The latter mainly focused on the Caspian Sea region. This review is based on 

prominent academic journals, newspapers, reports and policy briefs. In doing so, the chapter 

will answer the following questions: What do authors mean by the (New) Great Game? Why 

do they use this phrase and what do they consider to be at stake? Is there a difference between 

Old and New Great Games? With the answers to these questions, I will turn to the Caspian Sea 

region and ascertain: How the academic literature interprets the impact of competition between 

great powers on social, political and economic developments in the Caspian Sea region? and 

Who are presented as the dominant actors? Answering these questions offers a crucial insight 
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into the relevant academic discussion, its logic and preferred vocabulary and it shows the main 

gaps and limits of the mainstream academic literature. More specifically, identifying the gaps 

and limits of extant scholarship will provide this research with new avenues for alternative 

theoretical and empirical interpretations.     

The chapter is divided into five sections. Following the introduction, the second section 

traces the evolution of the scholarly conception of the Old Great Game. The third section 

critically engages with the main theoretical and empirical arguments of the New Great Game. 

The fourth section introduces the existing criticism of the New Great Game concept and 

alternative concepts that have been put forward so far. In the concluding section, I will present 

the main findings.  

 

2. The Original Concept of the Great Game 
 

According to Fromkin (1980, 936) and Hopkirk (1990, prologue), it was a British officer, 

Arthur Conolly, who first coined the phrase. Conolly was sent to Bukhara by the East Indian 

Company to convince the Uzbek Amir to side with them against the Russians. However, the 

Uzbek emir imprisoned him for two months and beheaded him. Later, a historian of the First 

Afghan War found the term “Great Game” in his diary and quoted it (Fromkin 1980, 937). 

However, the term only became widespread and popularised during the first years of the 20th 

century after being used in the novel Kim by Rudyard Kipling, first published in McClure’s and 

Cassell’s magazines in 1900.7 Considering this, it can be argued that the concept is originally 

based on a fictitious novel or imaginative fiction, on which some authors based their academic 

discussions.  

The relevant literature follows the classical realist line of reasoning which claims that 

territorial control, power, prestige, economic profit, and imperial domination were the main 

aims of the Old Great Game (Campbell 2014; Deutschmann 2014; Fromkin 1980, Hopkirk 

1990; Ingram 1980; Morrison 2017; Sergeev 2013; van der Oye 2014; Williams 1980). More 

precisely, it holds that the Old Great Game is a narrative of sovereign states’ political struggle 

for power. Great powers, namely Britain and Russia are presented as the dominant actors from 

                                                            
7 It appeared as a book, namely Kipling, Rudyard. 1901. Kim. London: Macmillan and Co Ltd.    

Website for Magazine: http://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/members/paper_richardskim.htm  

http://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/members/paper_richardskim.htm
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an empirical perspective but the local rulers, the khanates, and their people being marginalized 

and sidelined in the academic discussion.     

Much of the existing empirical work on this Great Game relies on historical studies, 

biographies, monographs, and archival documents (e.g., diplomatic correspondence) from 

Russia, Britain, India and Uzbekistan (Campbell 2014; Morrison 2017; Sergeev 2013; van der 

Oye 2014; Williams 1980). Each relevant empirical work uses these diverse sources to cover a 

particular timeframe, a war or an event that transpired between Britain and Russia (from 1800 

until 1907). In light of this, the relevant scholarship claims various reasons to explain the rivalry 

between Britain and Russia. However, focusing only on the British-Russian rivalry, the relevant 

literature neglects and over-simplifies the complex web of alliances and conflicts that existed 

between Russia, the Kazakhs, and the Central Asian khanates.  

The empirical literature should be divided into two bodies of scholarly works in 

accordance with the opposing and diverse conclusions they arrive at about who the aggressor 

was in the Old Great Game. The first body of scholarly works argues that the Russian authorities 

aimed to extend Russia’s territorial, economic and political control, while challenging the 

British imperial dominance. According to this body of work Great Britain was possessed by the 

fear that Russia would march across Asia to attack the British position in India throughout the 

19th century. Fromkin (1980, 939-940) argues that Britain had no less than five reasons for 

opposing the continuing Russian expansion: (1) the expansion would change the balance of 

power in the world by making Russia much stronger than the other European powers; (2) it 

would facilitate a Russian invasion of British India; (3) it would motivate India to revolt against 

Britain; (4) it would cause the Islamic regimes of Asia to collapse which in turn would lead to 

the outbreak of a general war between the European Powers; and (5) it would threaten British 

trade with Asia and the naval communication line upon which Britain’s commercial and 

political positions in the world depended. Queen Victoria tellingly claimed that “it is a question 

of Russian or British supremacy in the world (Fromkin 1980, 940).”  

Similarly, Cooley (2012, Ch.1) adds that in response to the Russian expansion, Great 

Britain formulated a strategy to resist the Russian influence, which included contesting frontier 

areas, persuading local rulers to side with Great Britain, and deploying a vast network of secret 

agents to gather intelligence. To prevent the Russian expansion, Britain first attacked 

Afghanistan in 1838, which is called the First Anglo-Afghan War of 1838-42. Later, Russia 

encouraged Persia to move against Afghanistan in response to this war, which led to the Anglo-
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Persian War of 1856-57. More concretely, Britain attached Persia to prevent the Persian 

expansion.  In 1878 Britain attacked Afghanistan for a second time in response to the Russian 

imperial army’s annexation of the Central Asian khanates of Kokand and Bukhara (Cooley 

2012, Ch.1; Hopkirk 1990, Ch.19). When Russian border patrols reached the Afghan frontier, 

during the Penjdeh crisis of 1885, Britain and Russia nearly went to war with each other 

(Fromkin 1980). The Old Great Game ended in 1907 with the signing of the Anglo-Russian 

Convention (Hopkirk 1990; Sergeev 2013, Ch. 6). In August of that year, this historic 

convention was signed in Petersburg by Count Izovolsky and Sir Arthur Nicolson, the British 

ambassador (Hopkirk 1990, 427). However, considering these historical facts and arguments, 

it can be argued that this first body of scholarly works on the Old Great Game implicitly presents 

Russia as the aggressor and Britain as a responding actor in it. The reason for this is that the 

relations between both countries have mostly been examined through British and other western 

sources. This body of scholarly works mainly focused on the one-sided, British perception of 

the conflict and rivalry. In doing so, this group ignores the Russian intentions, the importance 

of Central Asia to Russian history and local interpretations of the Great Game conquest.  

By contrast, the second body of scholarly works has tried to address this problem of 

one-sidedness by using the Russian, Uzbek and the Soviet Union archives (e.g., Malikov 2014; 

Mamadaliev 2014; Morrison 2017; Sergeev 2013). In 2014 the Journal of Central Asian Survey 

dedicated one of its special issues to the Russian conquest of Central Asia.8 By studying 

different episodes of the conquest through archival documents, the issue outlines Russia’s 

motives and ideologies and, above all, the meaning and experience of the conquest from a 

Central Asian perspective. This body of scholarly works collectively argues that the main aim 

of the Russian expansion was to strengthen its borders, break cultural resistance against Russian 

assimilation and prevent the growing British influence from reaching the khanates in the region 

(Gorshenina 2014; Mamadaliev 2014). According to the relevant works, the Russians were 

worried about British economic imperialism, which threatened to push Russian goods and 

merchants out of Central Asia. This second body of scholarly works thus shows that there was 

outside pressure on Russia to define its political and economic spheres of interest in Central 

Asia to its own advantage (Williams 1980). Despite this contribution, one may argue that 

similar to the western perspective espoused by the first body of scholarly works, the second 

body one-sidedly describes Russia as a responding actor and Britain as an expansionist empire. 

In this regard, it can be argued that the relevant literature as a whole offers both British and 

                                                            
8 Link for the journal: http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjpp20/12/2?nav=tocList  

http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjpp20/12/2?nav=tocList
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Russian perspectives of the Old Great Game. However, one needs to read works espousing both 

perspectives in order to understand the full picture. Moreover, while the relevant works mainly 

focus on these two empires, scant attention has been paid to the local actors’ motivations, roles, 

and responses to the British-Russian rivalry in Central Asia.  

Overall, considering the discussion above, it can be argued that the term Great Game 

has been used to describe the competition and rivalry between two empires, Russia and Great 

Britain. According to the relevant scholarship, the goal of the original Great Game was to 

extend and preserve Russian and British imperial dominance in politics as well as economics 

in Central and Southeast Asia. In doing so, these empires mainly pursued military alliances and 

strategies to achieve their goals. To achieve their long-term goals, both empires used local 

actors and neighbouring empires such as Persia as Great Game strategies. However, the relevant 

authors do not explain why they prefer to use the term “Great Game” or what the theoretical or 

analytical advantage of using the term in their discussion is. This gives the impression that the 

term is only used by the relevant literature because of its journalistic appeal or literariness rather 

than its analytical or theoretical value. This is an issue because the lack of analytical value 

makes it difficult to determine its conceptual utility, methodological choice, patterns, empirical 

categories, and the scope of its analysis (Marks 2011). Therefore, it can be argued that the 

relevant literature prefers to use the Great Game metaphor because of its linguistic 

attractiveness. Despite its journalistic appeal, it can be argued that the Old Great Game actually 

took place because in the 19th century Russia and Great Britain confronted each other both 

directly, in military altercations, and indirectly. With this in mind the main question becomes 

whether and how the New Great Game is connected to the Old Great Game.  

 

3. From Old to New Great Game  
 

3.1. Actors 
 

The contrast between the actors that are said to be involved in Old Great Game and the New 

Great Game is one of the most striking differences between the two. Like the literature on the 

Old Great Game, the scholarship on the New Great Game views great external powers as the 

main competitors in it. In the New Great Game these permanent players are the US, Russia and 

China (Alam 2002; Karasac 2002).  Unlike the literature on the Old Great Game, however, the 
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literature on the New Great Game (in the Caspian Sea Region) considers regional powers, such 

as India, China, Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, the European Union, Kazakhstan, 

Turkmenistan, Azerbaijan, Georgia and Armenia each with their own aims, objectives and 

methods of attaining them (Sheng 2017). These regional powers are seen to join the permanent 

players’ political and economic blocks in situational coalitions to achieve their own goals. 

Examples of these coalitions from existing scholarship are Iran, Russia and Armenia contra 

Turkey, the US and the EU; Russia and China contra Turkey and the US; Iran and Russia contra 

the US and the EU (Khanna 2008; Rywkin 2004; Scott 2008; Swanstrom 2005). This means 

that the relevant literature recognizes local actors as part of the New Great Game, which in turn 

means that the discussion is more comprehensive. However, similar to the Old Great Game, the 

literature on the New Great Game is also state-centric because non-governmental actors are 

neglected.    

In discussing its main players, the literature on the New Great Game should be divided 

into two bodies of works based on the diverse and opposing assumptions. The first body of 

works explains the competition and rivalry as mainly existing between the great powers, e.g. 

the US, China and Russia (Alam 2002; Flikke and Wilhelmsen 2008; Iseri 2009; Khanna 2008; 

Kim and Eom 2008; Kubicek 2013; Swanstroom 2005). In doing so, this literature recognizes 

the local actors as “primitive states” (Khanna 2008, 93). Similar to the literature on the Old 

Great Game, local states and their peoples are marginalized or ignored completely in this body 

of works. For example, Swanstroom argues that   

“the principal actors today are China and the US, especially following the US 

intervention in Afghanistan. Neither China nor the US is concerned over 

Russian pressure in the long term, since they know Russia has severe 

economic and social problems of its own to deal with (2005, 581).”  

It is apparent that China has begun to use financial means to make the Central Asian states more 

dependent on it, a dependence in terms of gas and oil as well as political and military 

cooperation (Swanstroom 2005). Similarly, Rywkin (2004) argues that the New Great Game is 

between the US and Russia. All eight republics of Central Asia and the Southern Caucasus need 

good relations with both Russia and the US in order to ensure their independence and peaceful 

development in the 21st century (Kim and Indeo 2013). Nevertheless, despite their contribution, 

this body of works presents oversimplified conclusions, as they do not offer a new way of 

understanding the regional dynamics. More concretely, this group neglects that times have 
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changed since the Old Great Game. States that were not around in the 19th century emerged in 

the early 1990s, and they can follow different foreign policy directions, such as joining different 

alliances or intergovernmental organizations than they were expected to. Meanwhile, the 

political and economic costs of interstate wars have grown unaffordable. The inability to 

incorporate these developments shows that this body of works is written with a 19th century 

mindset and uses a “one size-fits-all” toolbox to view current developments and events which 

are far more intertwined and co-influential than those in the Old Great Game.     

In contrast to the first group, the second body of works advances the debate by 

recognizing the role of regional actors such as, Azerbaijan, Armenia, Kazakhstan, Iran, Turkey 

and Turkmenistan (Collings and Bekenova 2016; Edwards 2003; Kavaliski 2010; Kubicek 

2013; Orazgaliyev 2017; Smith 1996). This body of works advances the New Great Game 

argument while also recognizing the influence of newly independent states and regional powers. 

According to Kanet (2010, 81) “the local states are not mere pawns in the hands of the great 

powers. In fact, local leaders have been able to use their command of energy resources, their 

location and other factors to play off the outside states to their own advantage.” They are their 

own actors who can play the game for their own advantage and out of their own motivation and 

self-interest (Collings and Bekenova 2017). Denison argues that   

“newly independent regional states rapidly moved from being consumers of 

externally constructed geopolitical plays to a position of agency, thus the 

West’s protectionist work is done in the region. The sovereignty of the 

region’s states is established and unlikely to be reversed (2012, 148).”  

According to the relevant works, the dynamics of the New Great Game allowed Central Asian 

and Caspian elites to play off the external actors against each other. The local actors have 

developed closer ties with Washington when needed and they have moved away towards 

Moscow or Beijing when their threat perceptions changed (Collins and Bekenova 2017). For 

example, according to the second body of works, the composition of interests of the Azerbaijani 

oil consortia are not only a direct result of economic forces, but also the result of a very 

deliberate weighing-up of Azerbaijani foreign policy interests (Orazgaliyev 2017). In the same 

vein, Kennedy (2010, 132) finds that “power has shifted from outside actors to Kazakhstan 

itself as the government handles effectively external alternatives (China, Russia and the West) 

and uses interest in its petroleum resources to bolster its international role.” In other words, the 
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countries in the region try to preserve the balance between external powers to satisfy their own 

economic and political interests.  

Overall, the current scholarly debate on the New Great Game recognizes local states as 

well as external powers as actors. However, the advancement of the New Great Game argument 

stopped after the development that instigated its second body of works. In other words, 

following the recognition of the local states as actors, the literature has failed to move one-step 

further to include actors besides and beyond states in its examination of this New Great Game. 

As a result, the rest of the players again are side-lined. States are still presented as the main 

players and the rest, companies, banks, financial institutions, and NGOs, are only ever 

considered tools of the states. Scant scholarship has been devoted to the motivations and 

preferences of actors besides or in spite of states, such as, companies, financial institutions, 

lobby groups, banks, NGOs and intergovernmental organizations. For example, Ismailzade 

argues that  

 “Putin has actively used energy companies as a tool to promote a ‘liberal 

empire’. For this purpose, energy giants such as RAO-UES, Gazprom, 

Rosneft and Transneft – controlled by the Kremlin – became the harbingers 

of a new Russian policy in the Caucasus. This policy has consisted of 

obtaining as many local energy assets as possible across the Former Soviet 

Union, thus placing the Caucasus republics into a position of economic, and 

thus political, dependence on Russia (2006, 2).” 

In this sense, some of the New Great Game scholars do discuss the influence of non-

governmental actors, albeit only superficially and only because for them these non-

governmental actors represent states’ national interests. Additionally, little academic literature 

has been devoted to the technical, social, diplomatic, security, and networking power of other 

actors. The literature fails to see, for example, how the network of different financial institutions 

and NGOs with differing interests autonomously coordinated regional developments. With this 

in mind, I will take the advancement of the New Great Game argument one-step further and 

include actors besides states without emphasizing Great Game politics.   
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3.2. Objective: Survival of the Fittest  
 

3.2.1. Transnational Infrastructures 
 

According to the relevant literature, the first aim of the states engaged in the New Great Game 

is controlling the transnational infrastructure of the region (Alam 2002; Allison and Jonson 

2001; Amineh 1999; Blank 2004; 2012; Karasac 2002; Kubicek 2013; Labban 2009; 

Monshipouri 2016; Uddin 1997). Because the Caspian Sea is landlocked, it is difficult to export 

the resources extracted from it to global markets. One of the important ways of exporting goods 

is through transnational infrastructure, that is, through pipelines, railways, highways, and ports. 

Therefore, the questions of how infrastructure access is managed — what routes should be 

provided, who should be responsible for their construction and safety, who charges tolls and 

profits from them as well as the question of who composes the consortia and firms responsible 

for this — are portrayed as a whole subsection of the New Great Game hypothesis (Dodds 2005; 

Karasac 2002; Iseri 2009; Collins and Bekenova 2016; Smith 1996; Stegen and Kusznir 2015). 

Thus, events like building of gas or oil pipelines between Azerbaijan and the EU, Kazakhstan 

and Russia, or Turkmenistan and China have been framed as a rebalancing of forces between 

these great powers.     

The proponents of classical geopolitics have portrayed the process of planning and 

constructing transnational infrastructure projects, namely the BTC, the SGC, the Baku-Tbilisi-

Kars railway and the Baku International Sea Trade Port, as the new round of the Great Game 

in the Caspian Sea (see e.g., Alam 2002; Bayulgen 2009; Cohen 2002; Economist Intelligence 

Unit 2013; Karasac 2002; Kim and Eom 2008; Kober 2000). In this conception of the New 

Great Game, Russia and Iran are depicted as the main opponents to the development of the 

pipelines because these infrastructures are viewed as a way to avoid Russian and Iranian 

infrastructural imperialism and its monopoly on infrastructure. The US, Turkey and the EU are 

described as saviours of local actors on the other hand, because they are taken to be the 

alternative to Russian and Iranian imperial plans. In the New Great Game scholarship, Russia, 

Iran and Armenia are claimed to be among the main causes of almost every technical, economic 

and political issue (see e.g., Assenova and Shiriyev 2015; Frappi and Valigi 2015; Kober 2000; 

Lussac 2008; Rukhadze 2016; Rzayev and Huseynov 2018). Absurdly, those projects are all 

different, but the proposed arguments are the same.  
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For example, Kusznir (2013, 5) argues that “Russia will not renounce its own position 

in the region and will use different methods of pressure (cultural, political and energy leverage) 

on gas producing countries and the transit country Turkey.” Along the same lines, Dodds (2005) 

described the Caspian Sea basin as part of a gigantic strategic triangle (along with the South 

China Sea and West Asia) that would come to shape the patterns of potential (resource) wars in 

the 21st century. According to existing literature, a notable development in this new round is 

that besides Russia and Iran, China now plays a main role in these transnational infrastructure 

projects. The reason for this is China’s “One Belt One Road” project. The Caspian Sea countries 

invested billions of dollars in transnational projects to connect Asia to Europe. While supporting 

the idea of great power competition in the Caspian Sea, Yenikeyeff (2011) argues that “in this 

new game Russia prefers the active involvement of China, rather than that of the EU and the 

US, because Russia views China as a partner against EU-US bloc.” Therefore, according to 

scholars advancing the New Great Game reading, the new round is a competition between two 

blocks: Russia, China and Iran contra the EU, Turkey, the US and Azerbaijan (Kusznir 2013). 

What these scholarly works have in common is that they constantly ask how power 

politics influence transnational infrastructure and how regional conflicts threaten infrastructure. 

Scant scholarship has been devoted to the effects of transnational infrastructure projects on the 

strategies of regional cooperation and exchange. The New Great Game literature constantly 

predicts war and conflict in the long term and is unable to explain the peaceful developments 

and exchanges in the Caspian Sea. This is also the dominant way in which infrastructure is 

presented in the media and in official speeches by politicians.  

 

3.2.2. Environmental Conflicts  
 

The literature divides environmental resources into two main groups: renewable (e.g., land, 

forest, water, fish, caviar) and non-renewable resources (e.g., oil, natural gas, diamond and 

gold). According to the literature, the second goal of the states engaged in the New Great Game 

relates to politics of non-renewable resources and who controls how much of them (Alabi 2013; 

Labban 2009; Monshipouri 2016; Uddin 1997). By using the scarcity framework, the relevant 

literature argues that environmental competition has intensified in recent times due to the rapid 

growth of the influence of great powers, which has increased the demand for the non-renewable 

natural resources, primarily oil, natural gas, gold, and diamonds (Diehl and Gleditsch 2001; 
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Moyo 2012). More concretely, the relevant literature argues that the Caspian Sea environmental 

resources (oil and natural gas) are one of the main reasons for competition and rivalry between 

external great powers, such as the US and China, and regional ones such as Russia, Turkey and 

Iran (Borgerson 2009; Klare 2001; Moyo 2012). Because of the landlocked nature of the 

Caspian Sea, it is extremely difficult to export natural gas and oil to external markets. In light 

of this, the regional powers compete to control the infrastructure facilitating the export of these 

resources. Therefore, works on the New Great Game argue that the essence of the entire 

geopolitical competition is creating an uninterrupted flow of oil from the region to the Western 

energy markets. For the Western great powers this means restricting Russian and Iranian 

monopoly on the search for oil and gas fields and their exploitation (Karasac 2002; Kubicek 

2013).  

To support these arguments, the relevant literature constantly exaggerates the natural 

resource reserves of the Caspian Sea. When comparing the Caspian Sea with the Middle East, 

the literature depicts Caspian natural gas and oil reserves as an alternative source of fuel large 

enough to save the world (Alam 2002). The relevant literature tends to cite reserve figures that 

range from optimistic to unrealistic. The most commonly used estimate for the region’s oil 

reserves is 200 billion barrels, with no distinction made between “proven” and “possible” 

reserves (see e.g., Alam 2002; Bahgat 2003; Kim and Blank 2016; Jaffe and Manning 1998; 

Ruseckas 1998). This exaggeration might seem unimportant but it has created a false image of 

the sea and increased international attention to it.  

Lastly, the New Great Game literature sees the way environmental issues were handled 

mainly to support its geopolitical arguments and power politics. For example, Ismailzade (2006, 

22) argues that the BTC project was hindered or postponed because environmental issues were 

raised. Many consider Russia to be behind these environmental protests or obstacles, as it seeks 

to stop the regional projects.9  

 

 

                                                            
9 Besides energy politics, competition for cultural and religious dominance is proposed as another facet of the New 

Great Game. Since the beginning of the 1990s, it has been widely anticipated that there would be a struggle for 

cultural and religious influence (pan-Turkism, pan-Arabism and/or pan-Islamism) in Central Asia and South 

Caucasus between Iran, Saudi Arabia, Pakistan, India and Turkey (Ahrari 1994; Hunter 2017; Kim and Eom 2008; 

Monshipouri 2016). However, since cultural and religious aspects are outside the scope of this research and not 

relevant to the discussion, they are not included in the main discussion.  
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3.2.3. Naval Advancement  

 

Military security is portrayed as another goal of the states engaged in the New Great Game. The 

topic has gained prominence since the early 2000s due to several reasons, such as the uncertain 

legal status of the Caspian Sea, the 9/11 attacks and subsequent US intervention in Afghanistan, 

the NATO Partnership for Peace (PfP) program and regional ethnic conflicts. According to the 

relevant literature, one of the main reasons the states involved had for building up their naval 

forces was the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea.  

Alam (2002, 22) argues that “there are two burning issues in the Caspian Sea Basin—

the legal status of the Caspian Sea and the ethnic conflicts. These two sensitive issues can at 

anytime jeopardize the security of the region. Thus, these issues should be properly and 

carefully resolved.” Similarly, Haghayeghi (2003, 36) claims that “Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan 

and Kazakhstan have small naval forces but are increasing them as the legal status of the 

Caspian Sea continues to be contested.” According to these authors, the increase in military 

movement corresponds with the rising tension about the uncertain legal status of the Caspian 

Sea. The relevant scholars argue that Russia and Iran are by far the most dominant naval powers 

in the region and have already shown a willingness to use their military might to intimidate 

their neighbours (Karasac 2002; Saivetz 2003; Shlapentokh 2013). It has been argued that 

“Russia would engage in war with Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan, if its interests were ignored” 

(Shlapentokh 2013, 155). In light of this, the relevant literature takes the build up of naval forces 

to be one of the ways in which littoral states to protect their legal status in the Caspian Sea 

(Laurelle and Peyrouse 2009; Shlapentokh 2013).  

Furthermore, in the aftermath of the 9/11 terror attacks and the subsequent American-

led military action in Afghanistan, the whole question of a New Great Game was revisited 

because following the 9/11 terror attacks, the Caspian Sea came to be considered a strategically 

important sector for NATO (Alam 2002). With the signing of the PfP, NATO has sought to set 

up close military relations with Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan.10 Laurelle and 

                                                            
10The Partnership for Peace (PfP) is a programme of practical bilateral cooperation between individual Euro-

Atlantic partner countries and NATO. It was established in 1994 and allows partners to build up an individual 

relationship with NATO, choosing their own priorities for cooperation and pace of progress. Currently, there are 

21 countries in the Partnership for Peace programme (as cited in NATO, 2017). 
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Peyrouse (2009) propose a number of reasons for these Western military activities in the region. 

First, they argue that the integrity of the newly independent states might be under the threat of 

Moscow and Tehran because of the presence of Russia and Iran, which would make the area 

susceptible to instability in the long-term which would in turn be detrimental to Western 

interests. Second, they state the security of American companies participating in international 

consortiums exploiting Azerbaijani and Kazakhstani oil has to be ensured. Lastly, the security 

of eastern Turkey and the export routes from the Caspian to the Caucasus and the Black Sea 

requires Western supervision.    

In short, almost every argument of the New Great Game literature is based on the myth 

of absolute state sovereignty and state-centric geopolitics based on constant fear and preparation 

for war. However, this (mainly pessimistic) scholarship neglects how times have changed 

between the 19th and 21st century and that the attitude towards warfare has changed. Up to the 

First World War, waging a successful war was seen as the highest goal for rulers. If they wanted 

to claim a heroic legacy, they had to conquer new territories or regain those lost in previous 

wars (De Wilde 2014). However, in the 21th century warfare is seen as a failure of diplomacy 

while avoiding warfare became the highest loftiest aim of diplomacy.   

 

 

3.2.4. What is presented as new and who is presented as the winner? 

 

Often the adjective “new'” is added to distinguish contemporary changes, frameworks from 

older developments as seen in the usage of “new regionalism”, “new political science” and 

“new security studies”. “New” in “Great Game” is employed in the same way by scholars who 

try to explain the post-Cold War developments and changes in different regions. Considering 

both theoretical and empirical perspectives, it can be asked what is “new” in this Great Game.  

From a theoretical perspective, it can be argued that the existing works use a logic to explain 

the current developments that is similar to the logic used in the Old Great Game literature, e.g., 

the logic of foregrounding states, establishing monopolies over natural resources, pursuing 

power maximization, prioritizing their own survival, establishing cultural and religious 

influence over others and aspiring to military dominance and geopolitical hegemony. In other 

words, it is still coloured by a logic of quasi-Darwinian survival of the fittest among sovereign 
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giants. The literature does not recognize the present-day complexities, recent geopolitical 

trends, the effects of globalization or the distinction between the 19th and the 21th century. In 

this regard, it can be argued that it is misleading to call it “new” because there is nothing new 

in this conception of a so-called Great Game. The aim that scholars argue to be underlying this 

game is influence at political, economic, and cultural levels. Therefore, the New Great Game 

literature is not “new” because it fails to move away from orthodox and outdated state-centric 

assumptions and considers states and regions as given.    

From an empirical perspective, the relevant literature describes almost every event, case 

or regional project, such as the construction of transnational infrastructure, legal disputes, 

environmental disagreements and transportation of natural resources, as part of this so-called 

New Great Game. Therefore, there is a clear logic in the New Great Game scholarship (as there 

was in the Old Great Game scholarship) but whether this logic accurately predicts conflict or 

cooperation is not clear. Additionally, unlike the Old Great Game scholarship, the New Great 

Game recognizes the role of regional states. Unlike the Old Great Game scholarship however, 

what is described in New Great Game literature is purely the imagination of authors based on 

newspaper articles. The reason for this is that in the 19th century Britain and Russia had wars 

and clashes in Central Asia. However, since 1990s great powers have not openly clashed in the 

Caspian Sea. This means that the causes for events and occurrences that the Old Great Game 

literature described are more substantial than those the New Great Game literature describes. It 

also makes the arguments of the New Great Game literature less strong because they give no 

real reason for this lack of conflict. By indulging in this, the New Great Game literature tends 

to interpret the present and future developments in terms of outdated 19th century insights rather 

than the 21st century condition of world politics. 

The next question is who the winner of the New Great Game is. Unfortunately, there is 

no agreement between the different New Great Game scholars. The studies examining the 

outcomes of the New Great Game have generated a wide range of contradicting empirical 

findings, which do not allow for a clear-cut conclusion. Kavalski (2010) argues that no country 

has yet come out as the dominant force — a position that seems increasingly untenable given 

the number of international actors who are involved in the New Great Game. The reason that 

no one force has yet become dominant despite the involvement of so many actors with diverse 

aims and interests, is that all of them prefer stability and peace in the region to war and conflict 

(Kavalski 2010; Smith 1996). According to Smith (1996) the players of the New Great Game, 

in particular Iran, Pakistan, India, Russia, and China, seek to promote stability in the region 
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while expanding and protecting their own regional influence, unlike the players of the Old Great 

Game.   

In contrast to these assumptions, Kazantsev (2008, 1084) claims that “up to the middle 

of 2006, Russia had achieved its aim to preserve its dominance of the region and restrict access 

of other powers.” He therefore considered Russia the winner of the New Great Game. Similarly, 

Stegen and Kusznir (2015, 102) declared China and the Caspian Sea states themselves the 

winners of the New Great Game.” The reason for this outcome is the irritating behaviour of 

other great powers, Russia in particular. These irritating behaviours included Russia’s 

aggressive intervention in Georgia and Ukraine, which decreased the trust that the Caspian Sea 

states had in Russian intentions. Similarly, the democratizing pressures of the US and the EU, 

which were taken to be a threat to the existing system of the Caspian Sea states, were considered 

irritating and were counterproductive to the US’ and EU’s aims of building influence in the 

region (Stegen and Kusznir 2015).   

These examples illustrate that the relevant scholars present different and contradicting 

findings, which makes it difficult to follow the debate or to see one systematic New Great Game 

discussion. These contradicting findings also illustrate that pessimistic vocabularies and 

assumptions dominate the scholarly debate about the future of the Caspian Sea region. Despite 

all the positive developments in the region, the New Great Game literature does not expect a 

peaceful resolution to the existing issues because rivalry, not cooperation, is presented as the 

essence of the region’s diplomacy  

 

 

4. Critiques  
 

The arguments put forward in relation to the New Great Game reading of developments in the 

Caspian Sea region have been challenged by a number of scholars (e.g., Amirova-Mammadova 

2017; Bashir 2017; Casier 2016; Cooley 2012; Edwards 2003; Fettweis 2011; Grigas 2017; 

Jaffe and Manning 1998; Orazgaliyev 2017; Stulberg 2012; Trenin 2003). These critics 

question the theoretical, conceptual and empirical assumptions and relevance of the New Great 

Game literature mainly by using geo-economic and liberal theories and lines of reasoning.  
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 From a theoretical perspective, these critics argue that using the toolbox of (neo)realism 

(e.g., state, power, geostrategic interests, rivalries, wars, and threat perception) is not sufficient 

to critically examine and explain the intertwined contemporary dynamics in the region 

(Edwards 2003; Orazgaliyev 2017). More concretely, the relevant literature claims that the 

(neo)realist approach misses a number of fundamental tools and theoretical instruments to shed 

light on the more complex developments in the global arena. To counter this, critics offer 

insights from the liberalist theory as an alternative way to analyse the conflict, competition and 

cooperation between different actors, both regional and global. The liberalist insights include 

the influence of private actors, mutual interdependence, cooperation and economic power rather 

than just insisting on military causes for all developments. 

Critics question the validity of the concept of the New Great Game in relation to the 

interactions in the Caspian Sea region from a conceptual perspective as well. According to some 

critics, today, the number of external players is large and their aims are far more complex than 

the rather black-and-white imperatives of the Old Great Game, and there is no longer a 

convenient regional power vacuum for the external players to fight over (Bashir 2017; Casier 

2016; Cooley 2012; Edwards 2003). Casier (2016) argues that considering the complexity of 

contemporary energy markets, the Western-Russian energy-related geopolitics should be 

viewed from a broader and more pluralist perspective that accounts for the preferences and 

interactions of private, governmental and individual actors. In doing so, a distinction should be 

made between collective and bilateral interactions in order to accommodate the fact that the 

process is not only about energy politics, but also about economics and environmental concerns 

and has to contend with social and cultural preferences as well (Casier 2016). It will also help 

scholars to see that energy politics is only one part of the complex geopolitical and geo-

economic picture rather than its only part.  

From an empirical point of view, critics argue that most New Great Game authors have 

a wrong picture of the Caspian Sea region because they use inadequate conceptual tools. That 

is to say, the New Great Game literature ignores cooperation in specific sectors when assessing 

the relationship between great powers and regional states (Bashir 2017; Casier 2016; Cooley 

2012; Trenin 2003). One of these cooperation examples is the war on terror after the 9/11 terror 

attacks. Trenin (2003) explains that Russia and the US, contrary to what advocates of the New 

Great Game reading think, have been cooperating in their policies toward Afghanistan since 

the tragedy of 9/11, which made them allies in the war on terror. Russian President Putin 

initially agreed to allow US forces to establish temporary military bases in Uzbekistan and 
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Kyrgyzstan in support of its campaign in Afghanistan. Putin not only offered President Bush 

support in Afghanistan, which included providing valuable intelligence information, but raised 

no objection to a US military presence in Central Asia. According to Trenin (2003), the reason 

for this is that it became clear that Russia and America were facing similar challenges, and that 

their enemies were closely allied. Apart from that, Russia did not prevent the Azerbaijan’s 

involvement in PfP.  

Another example of this cooperation is the way energy companies have been allowed to 

do business in the region. More specifically, American energy companies collaborated with 

Russian companies in order to build the Caspian-Pipeline-Consortium (CPC) pipeline 

(Orazgaliyev 2017). Rather than competing over the routing of pipelines from the Caspian 

region, Western and Russian oil companies have cooperated on the commercially appealing 

and strategically important projects, such as the South Caucasus Pipeline (SCP)11 consortium 

in which Iranian, Russian and Western companies are shareholders (Edwards 2003; 

Orazgaliyev 2017; Trenin 2003).   

According to Cooley (2012), many of Russia’s policies regarding the Caspian Sea 

region have been tactical reactions to American and Chinese initiatives or reflections of the 

broader state of its relations with these great powers. The interaction between the US, Russia, 

and China in the region has intensified over the decade, but zero-sum competition or the pursuit 

of relative gains have not been the exclusive or even the dominant form of great power 

interaction. At times their agendas have generated some flashpoints, tensions and direct 

retaliations, but for the most part they have coexisted in the region without nearly the level of 

conflict that New Great Game scholars perceive. According to Kaczmarski (2018) Russia and 

China deliberately try to avoid a clash between their economic initiatives (Silk Road and 

Eurasian Union) or an open rivalry. The reasons for this are that China is more interested in the 

practical benefits of regional cooperation and that cooperation is beneficial to Russia as it is 

struggling to maintain the image of a strategic leader in Eurasia.  

Additionally, the relevant critics argue that the natural resource reserves of the Caspian 

Sea are exaggerated. According to Jaffe and Manning (1998), the idea from the 1990s that the 

                                                            
11The South Caucasus Pipeline (SCP) was built to export Shah Deniz gas from Azerbaijan to Georgia and Turkey. 

The pipeline starts from the Sangachal terminal near Baku. It follows the route of the BTC crude oil pipeline 

through Azerbaijan and Georgia to Turkey, where it is linked to the Turkish gas distribution system (BP Azerbaijan 

2018b).  
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oil reserves in the Caspian Sea region can offer long-term energy security to the West was a 

misconception. In this regard, the suggestions that these newly independent states could solve 

Western energy problems and give the West geopolitical advantages against Russia, Iran and 

China were exaggerated myths (Jaffe and Manning 1998). This misinformed estimation of the 

region’s richness in resources also inflated the region’s commercial and strategic significance 

and distorted the US foreign policy calculations, which led the US to risk ultimately 

unnecessary tensions with other actors, particularly Russia and Iran (Bashir 2017). In short, the 

energy reserves in the Caspian region are much less important than many political analyses 

have implied (Bashir 2017; Jaffe and Manning1998).  

Considering the latest findings, Grigas (2017), argues that since the 2010s, changes in 

the global gas markets, such as competition from Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) and the shale 

gas-boom have reduced the significance of Caspian or Central Asian gas for Russia, Europe 

and China. Both Europe and China now have a number of alternatives because of their gas 

diversification and supply strategy, especially in the form of LNG. Similarly, Gulmira (2013, 

2015) argues that the gas volume that the Shah Deniz (SD) consortium will be offering on the 

markets (10 bcm/a on the European market and 6bcm/a on the Turkish market) is near-

negligible when compared to Gazprom’s gas volume (130 bcm/a). Not even the SD as a whole 

can compete with Russian gas. 

Finally, by using the geo-economic perspectives Stulberg (2012) argues that the main 

competition over Caspian oil reserves essentially boils down to commercial competition among 

energy companies and financial interests, as opposed to geopolitical rivalry among states. Scant 

attention has been paid to understanding the conditions under which a weakened Russian 

government can manipulate markets and domestic regulatory mechanisms in interdependent 

energy networks for the purposes of statecraft. The tone of Russian diplomacy has become 

decidedly pragmatic, with primary emphasis placed on securing Russia’s competitive economic 

interests (Stulberg 2012). In the oil sector, neither Russia nor Iran wields sufficient geo-

economic clout, not even combined, to shape the course of the search for oil in the Caspian 

region or the direction of its main exports. Russia’s geo-economic shortcomings in the oil sector 

limit Moscow’s ability to manipulate support for favoured oil exploration and exporting 

projects, or to impose restraint on regional energy diversification (Stulberg 2012). These geo-

economic factors undermine the credibility of Russian threats to dictate proposals for extracting 

and exporting Caspian crude oil or to obstruct alternative proposals. Similarly, Edwards (2003) 

claims that the import–export of oil and gas requires economic as well as political cooperation 
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as there is no one state that is able to dominate the market. Even states that are supposed by 

New Great Game scholars to be directly competing for political influence—Russia and China 

for instance—work with each other. Russia may still view Central Asia and the Caucasus as 

lying within her geopolitical space, but it seems to have a willingness to accept that there can 

be no monopoly of influence on those states, either in the political or economic sense. In the 

same vein, Fettweis (2011) claims that unlike the (neo)realist expectations, neither of the two 

burning regional issues, that is the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea and the ethnic 

conflicts, have sparked conflict. Despite the realpolitik language of the great powers, they use 

economic tools to achieve their objectives or strengthen their positions.  

In short, taking these critiques into account, it can be argued that the number of scholars 

who are sceptical about the theoretical, conceptual and empirical arguments of the New Great 

Game reading is growing. These scholars challenge the theoretical, conceptual and empirical 

findings of previous works by offering alternative views that take better account of the geo-

economic situation.  

 

5. Conclusion: Where does the New Great Game Literature Lead 

Us?  
 

Kipling wrote his novel Kim based on his 19th century imagination and a series of anecdotes. 

Today’s literature borrowed its central term from Kipling. The concept of the New Great Game 

has been structured and explained differently by different scholars at different times. 

Nevertheless, the relevant literature suffers from theoretical, conceptual and empirical 

oversimplification. The relevant literature does not recognize the fundamental difference 

between the 19th century state-centric system and the modern system of the 21sth century.  

Many of the analyses that use this concept do so without any qualification or reservation. In the 

following, I focus on the persistent shortcomings that are characteristic of the studies discussed.  

More concretely, I will list five shortcomings in this conclusion. 

The first shortcoming is that the existing literature barely studies the Caspian Sea per 

se. The relevant works view the sea merely as a separating entity between the Caucasus and 

Central Asia rather than as a bridge that unifies the littoral states. As a result, the existing 

literature mainly explores either the relationship between Armenia, Azerbaijan and Georgia as 
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part of the South Caucasus on the one hand or the relationship between the five Central Asian 

states, Kazakhstan, Kirgizstan, Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan and Tajikistan. The literature 

includes Russia and Iran in both regional discussions, since they share border with both the 

South Caucasus and Central Asia. This dissertation, by contrast, is interested particularly in 

understanding and explaining the role of the Caspian Sea, its natural resources, material 

infrastructures and the type of relationship between the five Caspian littoral states per se. 

The second shortcoming is that the relevant literature includes too much empirical 

action with too little facts. More concretely, the relevant literature uses a mixture of unreliable 

information and evidence (e.g., the Caspian Sea’s oil reserves measuring 200 billion barrels) to 

support its geopolitical arguments. In doing so, these academics neglect the intertwined 

connections between different issues in the broader picture, such as the legal status of the 

Caspian Sea, cooperation on environmental issues and transportation of natural resources. They 

are therefore unable to adequately explain new developments, changes and disagreements on 

these issues. This is the reason why the relevant scholarship is mainly pessimistic on the 

prospects for cooperation among the Caspian Sea states. Additionally, the scholarship uses a 

fixed mindset revolving around power, sovereignty issues, forging alliances and insecurity to 

view all developments in the region. In doing so, a false image of the events in the modern 

Caspian Sea region has taken shape. Despite the distinctiveness of the issues faced by the states 

in the Caspian Sea region, their complexity cannot be understood in isolation. This 

interconnectivity means that the struggle in fixing one these issues may unexpectedly impact 

the other issues just as cooperation on one issue may create suitable conditions for tackling 

other issues.  

The third shortcoming is that the relevant literature does not explain why, when and how 

technical challenges lead to unanticipated economic, political and social consequences. Instead, 

the relevant scholarship has investigated every challenge exclusively along the lines of rivalries 

between great powers and from a (neo)realist perspective without concrete evidence addressing 

transnational infrastructure developments. In this discussion, states, primarily Iran, China, and 

Russia, have been identified as the driving force behind every development, political, economic, 

technical and social as well as environmental, and setback in the planning and construction 

phases of transnational infrastructure projects. In the same vein, this scholarship expects 

transnational infrastructure projects to always trigger rivalries or even wars in the region 

following their construction (as was predicted for Nagorno-Karabakh) or even in their planning 

phase (as was predicted for the energy pipelines). However, as will be shown in chapters 4, 5 
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and 6, when one reviews the facts and ascertains the real causes of the above mentioned issues, 

one can see that it was not Russia, Armenia or Iran but one of the BTC pipeline’s key 

stakeholders, Georgia, who blocked the pipeline’s construction because of environmental 

issues. In the same vein, it was one of the core Western supporters of the project, the UK, who 

investigated and questioned the involvement of BP and ECGD in the project for their technical 

and material failures, as will be shown in chapter 5. Finally, the project got delayed due to 

massive protests by workers. They protested against their poor working conditions, as will be 

shown in chapter 5. These examples point out that the resolution of technical issues cannot be 

fully explained by the New Great Game hypothesis alone. In light of this, we can say it is crucial 

to have alternative theoretical and conceptual frameworks to distort this oversimplified debate 

and offer a more nuanced reading of the issues surrounding transnational infrastructures.     

The fourth shortcoming, and one that is in line with the previous shortcoming is that 

when addressing the impact of the infrastructural projects on the region, the existing scholarship 

(e.g., the scholarship with a geopolitical perspective and that with a geo-economic perspective), 

focuses mainly on conflict between states and/or companies while neglecting the material 

power of infrastructure. This is because, despite the diversity of the existent literature, scant 

research has explained how transnational infrastructure influences the interaction between 

different actors, or what kind of changes infrastructure brings and how the BTC influenced the 

relationship between the Caspian littoral states after its construction. Whether the BTC has led 

to cooperation or to enhanced regional rivalry since its construction. It is necessary to consider 

these questions as they address the problems that arise when trying to think about the 

importance of transnational infrastructures. However, the relevant literature moves on to other 

issues or projects without answering these questions.  

The final shortcoming is that the relevant works neglect the increasing role of other 

actors, such as companies, NGO, IGO, and banks by putting them into a state-centric analysis. 

In the 1990s, the New Great Game literature viewed the great powers as the only players in the 

Caspian Sea. Since 2000 the newly independent regional states have also been recognized as 

the players of the new great game due to their economic and political positions. Nevertheless, 

this advancement of the debate has not moved forward. By using a purely state-centric model, 

it has become increasingly difficult to understand new developments, changes, disagreements 

and conditions in the Caspian Sea region. To remedy this, I will continue developing the debate 

without emphasizing the New Great Game. Until relatively recently, scant scholarly attention 

was paid to the significance of non-governmental actors as an explanatory paradigm to assist in 
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understanding the geopolitics of the Caspian Sea region. For example, both the New Great 

Game literature and geo-economic scholarship fail to explain what the role of transnational 

energy cooperation within the littoral states is? Or how non-governmental actors promote or 

undermine strategies of regional cooperation. It is important to answer these questions because 

transnational infrastructure projects involve other actors besides governments. To see the 

complete picture it is important to explain the role of these actors and their preferences.  

If one only considers the New Great Game literature, one would assume that the Caspian 

Sea is a hopeless place, which is wholly preoccupied with geopolitics, rivalries and competition 

between regional and great powers. One would also assume that due to the rivalry between 

great powers, the newly independent Caspian states have to choose to pledge allegiance to either 

Russia and Iran or the West. Thus, one would come to the conclusion that cooperation, regional 

integration and exchange for joint gains are extremely rare. It would lead one to believe that 

there is no hope for a bright future because the region is rife with political tension, ready to 

blow up and be destroyed sooner or later. The reason for this is that the New Great Game 

literature perceives attitudes as constant or fixed irrespective of the potential positive outcomes 

of cooperation processes. Another reason for this is that the literature wears the same black 

glasses and assumes that everything is dark, which makes them to miss any light and or different 

colour. However, is this the full picture? This is not, however, as will be shown in chapters 4, 

5 and 6, the complete picture of the situation in the Caspian Sea region, because viewing the 

Caspian Sea first and foremost as a geopolitical battleground obscures important layers of a 

more complex reality. Because they describe every development from a black and white 

perspective, the New Great Game scholars ignore the cooperation that takes plays in areas such 

as environmental policy, energy politics and the legal status of the Caspian Sea. In the early 

1990s, it was understandable to work with uncertain assumptions or misleading perceptions 

because of uncertainty in the region. It was difficult for (Western) scholars to gain access to the 

region in the 1990s. However, continuing to work with the same exaggerated and the 

oversimplified assumptions now without detailed research or critical attitudes would produce 

inaccurate results unnecessarily, as the region is now open to the outside world and it is possible 

to work with more accurate information.   

Overall, relying solely on the New Great Game paradigm to analyse the Caspian Sea 

region leaves several important questions unanswered. Therefore, this literature misses several 

complex dynamics and processes that are taking place in the Caspian Sea region. The next 

chapter will introduce the alternative theoretical lens of classical functionalism to dismantle the 
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orthodox and rigid state-centric arguments. This alternative approach allows me to address the 

gaps in the New Great Game literature and its criticism. This will allow me to develop 

theoretical and conceptual tools for analysing the role of non-governmental actors, material 

infrastructure projects and technical challenges. By using this functionalist analytical 

framework, chapters 4, 5 and 6 will explain three case studies, namely the CEP, the BTC 

pipeline and the SGC to show and elaborate on the complex politics of the Caspian Sea region, 

which will enrich our understanding of its dynamics as not just a great power competition, but 

also for a process of structural cooperation. 
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CHAPTER 3: Revisiting Functionalism 
 

 

1. Introduction  
 

The previous chapter discussed the relevant academic debate, its vocabulary, modes of 

reasoning, instruments and the main gaps and limits of the relevant literature. It also identified 

the points at which the debate is weak or lacking crucial insights, which illustrates the relevance 

of offering an alternative, comprehensive theoretical toolbox. Chapter 2 illustrated that the 

geopolitical debate is still stuck in the 19th century logic. Building on the previous chapter, this 

chapter revisits classical functionalism in order to foreground its relevant theoretical insights. 

The main aim of this chapter is to establish a critical theoretical groundwork for the analysis 

that makes up the empirical chapters (4, 5 and 6).  

This chapter revises functionalism via social constructivist insights as it forms a new 

challenge to pessimistic traditional thinkers. In this regard, my revision integrates contributions 

from scholars who do not conceive of themselves as working in the functionalist tradition per 

se (Adler 1997; Checkel 1998; Finnemore and Sikkink 1998, 2001; Price and Reus-Smit 1998; 

Ruggie 1998; Wendt 1992). Classical functionalism embodied a number of insights that can be 

argued to be social constructivist in character (e.g., insights concerning the logics of 

appropriateness, acknowledging the role of organizations and experts, explaining changes 

within social and material relations), but classical functionalism did so implicitly, since the 

social constructivist turn in Sociology and the study of International Relations (IR) had not yet 

taken place. With these insights having since been explicated and integrated, it is easy to relate 

debates on classical functionalism to those on social constructivism. Each theory has distinctive 

weak aspects that are complemented by the other’s strengths. Social constructivism addresses 

many issues that are similar to those that classical functionalism has addressed from a different 

angle. In light of this, the current chapter aims to illustrate how social constructivism echoes a 

number of arguments expressed earlier by Mitrany (1948, 1965, 1966, 1975). By doing this, it 

is able to offer a richer understanding of some phenomena which is lacking within classical 

functionalism.   
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Functionalism is both a theory and an empirical observation, which seeks to survey 

different nations through their common societal interests and problems without emphasizing 

power politics, nationalism or religious, cultural and ideological differences (Mitrany 1966). It 

can be characterized as an issue-specific and technocratic approach to politics. Because of this 

it is more explicit about its prescriptive consequence as it suggests instructions on how to soften 

antagonism among different actors. David Mitrany (1888-1975), who was a Romanian born 

British scholar, is considered a key theorist of functionalist theory.12 His pamphlet A Working 

Peace System: An Argument for the Functional Development of International Organization 

from 1943 is a detailed expression of the aims of functionalism.13 At the core of functionalism 

is the prioritization of human needs and public welfare through the practical appreciation of 

their technical aspects. The reason for this foregrounding of technical aspects is to sideline the 

restrictions created by nationalism and differing ideologies. The functionalist perspective has 

been widely influential, and it has been applied to the analysis of integration, international 

organizations, multilevel governance and in interdependence literature. Yet, it has also been 

marginalized for being “idealistic.”   

Following the creation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1952, 

neofunctionalism was developed to explain how the ECSC’s regulatory harmonization efforts 

had “spilled over” into broader economic integration, through the European Economic 

Community (EEC) and energy integration, through the European Atomic Energy Community 

(Euratom). The term neofunctionalism was first introduced by Ernst B. Haas (1924-2003), a 

German-born American political scientist. It was originally based on Haas’ analysis of the 

ECSC, but was extended to include his conclusions on both the EEC and Euratom (Haas 1958, 

1961, 1964, 1975, 1980, 2001). Later, Leon Lindberg (1963) contributed to neofunctionalism 

by explaining the formation of the EEC. While Haas mainly concentrated on the role of 

nongovernmental elites, Lindberg largely focused on governmental elites, socialization 

processes and engrenage (Niemann 2006).14  

                                                            
12For detailed information about Mitrany’s life see Mitrany (1975, Ch1) and Hammarlund (2005, Ch 1).  
13In 1938 Mitrany was asked to work “with an academic intelligence group (camouflaged as 'The Foreign Research 

and Press Service').” In 1941 he wrote two papers for this group that would culminate in the pamphlet. But, as the 

papers were badly received, he resigned from the Foreign Office in the meantime. His superiors were not interested 

in any post-war scenarios that included an active role for the Soviet-Union nor for Germany. According to Mitrany 

diplomats put too much emphasis on balance-of-power interests. But he published A Working Peace System as a 

book in 1943 (as cited in Mitrany, 1975, 19-20).  
14 See: Haas (1958, Ch. 5 and 6); Lindberg (1963, Ch. 4) and engrenage has been defined on pp. 18–19. 
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After the 1960s, the popularity of the theory decreased and there was a gap until the 

late 1980s. The theory regained its status for a short term in the early 1990s, which saw a more 

historical reading of Mitrany, his personal knowledge of Balkans and origins of his assumptions 

(see e.g., Anderson 1998; Ashworth 2005; Long 1993). Despite its popularity in the 1950s, 

1960s and the 1990s, the theory does not figure prominently in recent contributions to the 

rapidly growing body of literature on cooperation, international organizations or regional 

integration. The last time the theory was discussed systematically was in the Journal of 

European Public Policy in 2005, which dedicated one of its special issues to the nostalgic 

review of neofunctionalism.15 Ernst B. Haas passed away in March of 2003 and this special 

issue paid tribute to one of the greatest thinkers in European integration studies (Börzel 2005, 

Preface of the special issue).  

The theory is briefly mentioned in a few recent publications and it is mainly applied to 

explain the bureaucratic and administrative governance of the European Union, such as 

negotiation and decision making processes among different European Institutions, local and 

regional policy formation, EU-wide regulations, the admittance of new members and barriers 

during this process (see for instance Börzel 2006; Farrell and Héritier 2005; Holthaus 2018; 

Macmillan 2009; Niemann and Ioannou 2015; Weiss and Wilkinson 2014; Zwolski 2018). 

Overall, the theory has come to be ignored by its erstwhile critics as well as proponents. This 

is an unfortunate oversight since several of its insights are as relevant to present-day debates as 

they were during the decades of their initial development by Mitrany. These insights include 

emphasizing both non-material and material cooperation, approaching the subject matter non-

state-centrically, recognizing intrinsic dynamics, acknowledging the role diverse experts, a 

logic of appropriateness, and being pragmatic in terms of preferences. The unique feature of 

functionalism is that it is more explicit about its prescriptive consequence as it suggests how to 

avoid antagonism among different actors. The knowledge produced by functionalism is 

generally more useful in changing the view of the world as mainly made up of antagonistic 

relationships than in working within it.   

This chapter lays out the theory of (neo)functionalism in order to demonstrate where the 

theory ought to be revised to take into account the valid critiques it has met with. To that end, 

this chapter is divided into five sections. Following the introduction, the second section 

critically engages with the core arguments of functionalism and neofunctionalism.  This section 

                                                            
15 Link for the journal: http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjpp20/12/2?nav=tocList  

http://www.tandfonline.com/toc/rjpp20/12/2?nav=tocList
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seeks to delineate the origin of functionalism and its applicability, benefitting from Mitrany’s 

and Haas’ original conceptualizations. The third section discusses the existing critiques of 

functionalism and responds to them. The fourth section offers my interpretation of the 

discussion, in which I take into account global developments, historical and geographical 

changes and social constructivist turn in IR. Fifth and finally, the conclusion presents the 

chapter’s findings.  

 

 

2. Outlining the Theory of (Neo)Functionalism 
 

2.1. Underlying Assumptions  
 

In order to establish the groundwork for the revised functionalism I intend to develop and use, 

it is necessary to first selectively and briefly recall the classical functionalist assumptions of 

David Mitrany, Ernst Haas and Leon Lindberg, and synthesize their main points. This will 

provide the basis for replying to existing critiques and specifying what the revised functionalist 

framework will encompass. The reason for this selectiveness is that there are already a number 

of works in existence that comprehensively address most principles of both functionalism and 

neofunctionalism (e.g., Alexandrescu 2007; Ashworth and Long 1999; Holthaus 2018; Imber 

2002; Oneal et al. 1996; Rosamond 2005; Groom and Taylor 1975; Zwolski 2018). Therefore, 

it is unnecessary to walk the same pathways.     

Following the early works of Mitrany (1948, 1965, 1966), Haas (1958) and Lindberg 

(1963), the essence of the classical functionalist theory can be said to have been derived from 

five core observations. These observations are that: (1) states are not unified actors and not the 

only actors in the international arena, meaning that the international system is constructed by a 

multitude of diverse actors. Classical functionalism offers both specific and broad theoretical 

implications to cover the preferences, roles, networks and power of actors besides and beyond 

states. Although new institutionalism also places the analytical focus on this aspect, it grants 

only a restricted role to institutions and organizations as neoliberal institutionalists consider 

them to be the creations of states. (2) Preferences should not be perceived as constant or fixed 

since they tend to change through cooperation processes since actors undergo learning over 

time. (3) The similarity of problems, which challenge the different sub-systems of the world—

individual states or blocs of states—produces shared interests which in turn act as incentives 
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for seeking common solutions. These problems cannot be solved in any other way than by joint 

efforts, or can be solved on a national level but at much higher costs. Classical functionalism 

highlights intrinsic dynamics of issues and cooperation, which means the characteristics of an 

issue determine its geographical scope, the expertise required to solve it, who the functionally 

involved actors are and other dimensions. (4) Functional cooperation is pragmatic, technocratic, 

and flexible rather than political. This means that technical problems should be left to specialists 

because they focus on the root causes of a problem and the best means to solve it without 

emphasizing political feelings or the balance of power. Civil servants, technicians and scientists 

can link sectors of their national societies and sections of their national institutions together into 

vast and growing networks of international relations that are peaceful and beneficial to their 

work. The new ideologies of the time (communism, fascism and liberal-capitalism) had to be 

circumvented, leading to the advent of new habits and interests which diluted these ideologies 

over time. In this regard, modern national and international issues require not only the 

involvement of state-centric politicians, but also the contribution of social, economic and 

technical experts. (5) Each and every problem has to be tackled as a practical issue in itself. 

This means cooperation in one field should be left to generate others gradually. This is called 

“ramification.” 

However, it is worth mentioning that while some ideas overlap between functionalism 

and neofunctionalism, they are partly based on different assumptions. For example, while 

functionalism did not define integration to be limited by any territorial scope, neofunctionalism 

gave it a specific regional focus. Furthermore, Mitrany argued that the form, scope and purpose 

of a functional agency would be determined by the issue-specific task that it was designed to 

fulfil, while neofunctionalists attach considerable importance to the autonomous influence of 

supranational institutions. Another difference is that spillover is extended and diversified in 

neofunctionalism. Finally, Mitrany asserted the importance of changes in popular support, the 

needs of people and the functional arrangements that help fulfil those needs. However, by using 

the cost-benefit assumptions, neofunctionalists emphasize the attitudes of the elite and self-

interest.   
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2.2. State Fixation  
 

Writing at a time of international crisis (i.e., the Second World War), Mitrany advocated that 

global integration should be based on administrative and technical cooperation, rather than 

political cooperation among nation-states. In this regard, the idea of the nation-state has been 

described by Mitrany as one of the “basic enemies.” In his publications, Mitrany sought to 

refute the “state fixation” attitude toward international politics. According to Mitrany, state 

fixation should not be one of the primary principles of international politics because it is an 

obstacle to innovative thought and obstructs international affairs (Mitrany 1966). While 

criticizing state fixation and nationalistic feelings, Mitrany argued that by clinging to them, 

people would not be able to end rivalries and conflicts. States are not absolute and should not 

be the predominant actors in the regional or international system of cooperation and negotiation 

due to modern technologies, new inventions, complex economic developments and trans-border 

issues (Mitrany 1966, 9). Mitrany criticized scholars from Machiavelli to Treitschke, who 

exaggerated the importance of the state for the social development of the community (Mitrany 

1975, 86-114). According to him, their political approaches were restricted by “dogmatic 

narrow mindedness” which meant they were victim to the “state fixation of political writers” 

(Mitrany 1975, 97-114). According to Mitrany: 

“trade and finance, culture and communication, were integrated at different 

levels and periods, not through political union but through changes and 

advances in particular fields of activity. Every new invention, every new 

discovery is now apt to breed problems which for the first time in history are 

global in their very nature and in their scale. And that, inescapably, also 

projects the scale of the coming international system. New issues and 

inventions yet to come are free of any sovereign land or air limits. The new 

problems are leading states not to create sovereignty but to deny it and not to 

exclusive political integration but to collective functional integrations (1975, 

27).”  

Mitrany highlighted that putting economic and social activities under a particular ideological 

dogma would not bring cooperation and stability. He argued that states would be more effective 

and peaceful without traditional political dogmas. Therefore, flexibility and open-mindedness 

in the international system should be the key ideas (Mitrany 1966, 138). Overall, the argument 
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against state fixation is one of the important insights of classical functionalism because it 

emphasizes global changes, interconnected issues, the role of non-state actors, non-political 

issues and fields and the limits of state-centrism to address these things. However, it is worth 

mentioning that while he was right in saying that when issues are perceived as technical, 

cooperation is easier, Mitrany was wrong in distinguishing technical aspects from political 

aspects. Therefore, this distinction should be viewed as a matter of framing, which will be 

discussed in detail later in this chapter. 

2.3. Sharing Interests through Functionalist Agencies and Elites 
 

According to Mitrany, 

“not all interests are common to all, and common interests do not concern all 

countries in the same degree. In this regard, unity within diversity can be done 

by making use of the present social and scientific opportunities to link 

together particular activities and interests, one at a time, according to need 

and acceptability, giving each a joint authority and policy limited to that 

activity alone (1966, 200).”  

The habit of coming together to deal with shared issues might flourish in the countries of a 

region, and they may discover a new interest and a new pride in solving their shared problems. 

Mitrany (1966, 115-116) argues that “it is important to determine those activities that are 

common, where they are common and the extent to which they are common.” Also, while states 

are part of these activities with respect to their interests and resources, there should not be an 

obligation to either participate in all of the activities or  stay out of any of them (Mitrany 1966, 

116-125). One way of making sure this is the case is to divide issues into specific economic, 

technical and social parts that can be dealt with as separate cases (Mitrany 1966, 200-203). This 

offers the assurance of non-domination and equality of opportunity to even the weakest of 

countries as the benefits of any functional cooperation it participates in (Mitrany 1966, 205). 

The task itself can never be defined or limited in advance but must remain continuously 

variable, reflecting that situations have the propensity to change. In the vocabulary of 

functionalism, cooperation for the common good is the task, both for the sake of peace and that 

of a better life, and it is essential for that cooperation that certain interests and activities should 

be taken out of the realm of competition and worked on together (Mitrany 1975, 123). In other 

words, the key component of a functional approach is that it can be employed across borders, 
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across allegiances and identities, because it works towards the common needs of individuals, 

regardless of allegiance or group rivalries (Steele 2011).  

In this regard, Mitrany found the approach in the New Deal, particularly that of the 

Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA), a good example of functionalism because its aim was to 

deal with practical issues without changing the general system of government or challenging 

the Constitution. It was the wholly pragmatic response to the “felt necessities” of a pressing 

situation. Although the Tennessee River crosses several states, the TVA was able to circumvent 

most of the local juridical barriers due to its technical, issue-specific aim. To address the 

common issues and needs of people, the TVA oversaw irrigation works, canalization, 

industrialization and reforestation in the Tennessee River basin and combined it with social 

measures like the extra taxing of high incomes, extending loans to people with mounted 

mortgages and building extra houses in suburbs (De Wilde 1991). The TVA sidelined ideology, 

religion and bureaucratic interests, by dealing directly with the technical aspects of the given 

problem. In this regard, the TVA became a remarkable example of Mitrany’s functionalist ideas 

as it incorporated a particular public dimension without directly contradicting old-fashioned 

constitutional and territorial areas of state authority.16   

Mitrany (1966, 115) proposed global service agencies forming a strong network with 

other agencies and performing the required tasks while sidelining ideological, national and 

geopolitical differences. Under the general name of technical assistance, these agencies would 

establish, shape and articulate new and acceptable norms, interests and identities among 

different countries (developed or underdeveloped) and address their communal needs. 

According to Mitrany (1966, 159), the common index of needs could be made by joint agencies 

set up to deal with the common and specific needs. Such functional agencies could be started 

up by a small coalition of countries, initially to deal with logistics, for instances, and could later 

be broadened to include new members or reduced to let reluctant members drop out,  while 

functions could equally be added or abandoned without devastating the system as a whole. In 

other words, no states would have to be forced to come in and no state would be excluded from 

the cooperation. States can participate in specific tasks based on their specific resources. The 

aim of these agencies should be made on practical cooperation such as on social, technical or 

                                                            
16 With the country reeling from the Great Depression, President Roosevelt created his “New Deal” to help 

America recover. The Tennessee Valley Authority was founded to help the hard-hit Tennessee Valley, where it 

was tasked with improving the quality of life in the region. - See more at: https://www.tva.gov/About-TVA/Our-

History#sthash.fQcNMkYS.dpuf 
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economic issues. “The issue-specific task can determine scope and purpose of a functional 

agency. These agencies can be flexible to give service wherever needed, so it would clearly be 

their duty to deny service where it was not obviously needed, or might be abused” (Mitrany 

1975, 183).  

The way of working that Mitrany proposed was modelled after the examples of 

international organizations and unions, such as the Universal Postal Union (UPU), International 

Telecommunications Unions (ITU) and International Labour Organization (ILO). The UPU is 

one of the best-known examples. It was established in 1875 by twenty European countries, 

Egypt and the USA. Later, its services were extended to other countries as well, which made it 

one of the first global service networks. The UPU still exists and has 192 member-states.17 The 

International Telegraph Union (1865), predecessor of the International Telecommunications 

Union (ITU), developed similarly. The ILO, which also had a strong influence on Mitrany’s 

ideas, had been created in 1919 by the Treaty of Versailles to improve labour rights and living 

and working conditions. It was an agency of the League of Nations and was unique because it 

gave an equal voice to both government representatives and non-state actors such as workers 

and trade unions regarding technical assistance. It survived the Second World War and became 

the first specialized agency of the UN in 1946 (ILO, September 2019). Considering he wrote in 

the early 1950s, these can be said to have been the prime examples for Mitrany at the time. The 

number of specialized organizations has increased, but this has not led to the world peace 

Mitrany expected.   

In their works, Haas and Lindberg decreased the scope of functionalist agency from the 

global to the regional level by discussing the European Commission. Like functionalism, 

neofunctionalism emphasizes the mechanisms of technocratic decision-making, incremental 

design and learning processes. Similar to Mitrany, Haas and Lindberg portrayed the relationship 

between nation-states and a functionalist agency as a win-win endeavour rather than zero-sum 

one. In the ECSC example, Haas and Lindberg described functionalist agencies as one of the 

main kinds of actors strengthening the regional political and economic integration between 

different nation-states. One way of doing this was to bring the different national elites together 

under the ECSC’s umbrella to nullify the differences and emphasize the shared interests. 

Therefore, unlike Mitrany, who indirectly suggested diminishing the future role of nation-

                                                            
17 For detailed information about this organization and its current members see: http://www.upu.int/en/the-upu/the-

upu.html  

http://www.upu.int/en/the-upu/the-upu.html
http://www.upu.int/en/the-upu/the-upu.html
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states, Haas (1958, Ch. 5) and Lindberg (1963) proposed dividing this role between 

functionalist agencies and nation-states.  

In contrast to Mitrany, who prioritized human needs in his approach, Haas (1958, Ch. 5 

and Ch. 6) and Lindberg (1963, 6) emphasized the needs of elite groups in their 

neofunctionalism. In this sense, they emphasized the importance of self-interest and cost-

benefit cooperation among different elite groups. For Haas, the integration between Western 

European states is based on the self-interest of dominant elites and policymakers (Haas 1958, 

Ch. 5 and Ch. 6). He claimed that European integration advanced due to the strong support of 

elites, both in the governmental and private sectors. According to Haas (1958, Ch. 6), “interest 

politics” is a determinative factor for the success of international cooperation among different 

governments rather than a natural harmony of interests. Eliminating their interest in politics 

would complicate interpreting and understanding relations between experts. According to Haas,  

“all political action is purposively linked with individual or group perception 

of interests. Cooperation among groups is thus the result of convergences of 

separate perceptions of interest and not a spontaneous surrender to the myth 

of the common good (1964, 34).”  

Haas (1970, 627) argued that rational and self-interested actors have the capacity to learn and 

to change their preferences and loyalties. Their preferences and loyalties are likely to change 

during the integration process, as actors benefit from regional policies and learn from their 

experiences in cooperative decision-making (Haas 1958, 291). Because of this, interest-driven 

national and supranational elites, recognizing the limitations of national solutions, provide the 

key impetus for international integration.   

For neofunctionalists, the integration process is always supported in the long run by a 

change of attitudes and expectations (Lindberg, 1963). Lindberg (1963) drew attention to the 

proliferation of EEC working groups and sub-committees, which, by bringing thousands of 

national officials into frequent contact with each other and with committee officials, had given 

rise to a complex system of bureaucratic interpenetration. These kinds of interaction patterns, 

Lindberg argued (1963), increase the likelihood of socialization processes occurring amongst 

national civil servants within the “Council framework.” It has further been implied that these 

socialization processes, which foster consensus formation amongst agents of member 

governments, would eventually lead to more integrative outcomes, which is also called 

“engrenage” (Lindberg 1963: Ch. 1 and 4; Lindberg and Scheingold 1970, 119). As opposed to 
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lowest-common-denominator bargaining, which Lindberg saw as inherent in intergovernmental 

decision-making, supranational systems were characterized by “splitting the difference” and 

more significantly a bargaining process of “upgrading common interests.” Common interests 

are advanced to the extent that each participant feels that, by conceding something, they have 

gained something else (Niemann and Schimitter 2009). Engrenage is the process whereby 

national civil servants are encouraged to take integrative decisions through their increasing 

involvement with each other (Lindberg and Scheingold 1970; Niemann 1998).   

While Haas and Lindberg strengthened functionalism by accounting for the needs and 

preferences of elites, they shifted the debate to discussing a cost-benefit logic. Mitrany had, 

however, emphasized that participation is not primarily related to calculating profits or 

preferences, but instead relies on interpretations of reasonability, human need, natural cause 

and moral good. In other words, Mitrany’s original argument includes both cost-benefit logic 

and logic of appropriateness. According to March and Olsen,  

 “actor action is driven by rules of appropriate or exemplary behavior, 

organized into institutions. Actors do what they see as appropriate for 

themselves in a specific type of situation. Within the logic of appropriateness 

perspective, preference or self-interest is seen as one of many possible rules 

that actors may come to believe is exemplary for specific roles in specific 

settings and situations, which means actors combine several modes of action 

in their behavior (2011, 479).” 

Considering this approach, it can be argued that actors broadened the role of the ECSC because 

they saw the given action as right, appropriate and exemplary. For them, sharing in the ECSC 

becomes a way of meeting obligations stemming from their roles, identity and membership of 

their political community.  

 

2.4. The Ramification or Spillover Approach  
 

The idea of ramification is another significant aspect of functionalism. It claims that 

collaboration in one field could result in new cooperation in another area (Mitrany 1966). 

According to the ramification approach, if A and B could cooperate in one shared field or to 

address one shared need, it becomes likely that they will establish cooperation on other issues. 
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In that respect, the ramification approach would contribute to a change of attitude among the 

states in favour of widening and broadening cooperation (Mitrany 1966).  Mitrany explained 

that  

“every function was left to generate others gradually, like the functional 

subdivision of organic cells, and in every case the appropriate authority was 

left to grow and develop out of actual performance (1966, 56).”  

 

In other words, Mitrany argued that it is important to establish cooperation in technical, social 

and economic fields first, increasing trust between parties and decreasing nationalistic feelings, 

after which political cooperation would likely follow. In accordance with the concept of 

ramification, Mitrany argued that the broadening and widening of cooperation would diminish 

the probability of war breaking out and eventually eliminate war through an incremental 

transformation from adversarial to cooperative patterns of behaviour. The transformation of 

behavioural patterns is incremental or gradual because the ramification effect takes time. The 

significant point in that emergency action was that each and every problem was tackled as a 

practical issue in itself. Its character would be the same for certain purposes; only the range 

would be new (Mitrany 1966, 56). Mitrany explained this assumption in a limited manner and 

he left a number of questions unanswered, which have been addressed by Haas, Lindberg and 

others later. This idea was later named “spillover” by neofunctionalists (Haas 1958).  

Similar to Mitrany, Haas (1970) argued that integration at the regional level in one sector 

is only tenable in combination with integration in other sectors, as problems arising from the 

functional integration in one task can only be solved by integrating yet more tasks. At first, the 

term was applied in two distinctive manners: (1) it was used as a sort of shorthand for describing 

the occurrence of (further) integration; and, (2) it was used to identify the driving force and 

inherent logic of integration via increased functional/economic/technical interdependence 

(Petersen 2016, Ch. 1). Haas identified that the integration of coal and steel production placed 

pressure on European transportation networks to deliver the products to markets, which 

encouraged countries to cooperate more closely in secondary sectors. Similar to Mitrany, both 

Lindberg and Haas were optimistic regarding the “automatic” spillover, which has been 

criticized by a number of scholars (see e.g., Niemann 1998, 2009, Rosamond 2003).  

However, Haas and Lindberg put considerable emphasis on the role of economic and 

political elites in supporting the automatic spillover process. National elites were assumed to 

realise that problems of substantial interest cannot be satisfactorily solved at the national level. 

This would lead to a gradual learning process whereby elites shift their expectations, political 
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activities and – according to Haas – even loyalties to a new centre. As a result, national elites 

would promote further integration, thus adding a political stimulus to the process. In this regard, 

it can be argued that unlike Mitrany, Haas and Lindberg emphasized that integration could be 

started and extended from high political level. The result of the pressure emanating from that 

high political level is that political parties, business and professional associations, trade unions 

or other interest groups alter their perception of the proposed integration. Presuming that they 

would perceive integration to have positive benefits, these private organizations should support 

further integration (Haas 1958).    

 

 

3. Critiques of Classical Functionalism   
 

Functionalism is a strongly criticized theory (e.g., Hoffmann 1995; Holland 1980; Milward 

1992; Moravcsik 1993, 2005; Risse-Kappen 1996; Taylor 1983). The theory has been criticized 

from both within the functionalist camp itself by various scholars. While some critiques 

contributed to the further development of the theory, a number of critiques levelled against 

functionalism misrepresented its claims, distorted its arguments or interpreted the theory 

selectively and narrowly. Therefore, only some of the critiques of (neo)functionalist theory are 

entirely justified. 

The first critique concerns the concept of automatic spillover. In the 1990s, some 

scholars argued that the definition of spillover was not specific enough and lacked a 

comprehensive, refined and integrated specification of the conditions under which spillover 

might occur (Groom 1994; Lelieveldt and Princen 2015; Nieman and Schmitter 2009; Schmitter 

2005, 1969; Tranholm-Mikkelsen 1991). In doing so, a series of adjectives have come to be 

considered applicable to the term, such as: functional, political, economic, induced and 

dialectical; and new terms such as “spillback” have been proposed. According to Tranholm-

Mikkelsen (1991), “functional spillover” is a mechanism arising from the inherent technical 

characteristics of the functional tasks themselves. The idea is that some sectors within industrial 

economies are so interdependent that it is impossible to treat them in isolation. In other words, 

“projects of integration engender new problems which, in turn, can only be solved by further 

integration” (Tranholm-Mikkelsen 1991, 4–6). “Political spillover” encompasses the 

integrative pressures exerted by national elites, who realize that problems of substantial interest 
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cannot be satisfactorily solved at the domestic level (Groom 1994; Niemann 1998). As a result, 

national elites promote further integration, having developed the perception that their interests 

are better served by seeking supranational rather than national solutions. “Cultivated spillover” 

is linked to supranational organizations actively fostering further integration with actors seen 

as policy entrepreneurs (Lelieveldt and Princen 2015, 28-36). “Induced spillover” refers to 

“involuntary motives”, such as extra-community demands and unforeseen threats to community 

interests. Sharing preferences with external actors is the unexpected result of this process and 

may be influenced by international interdependence or utility-maximizing outsiders inspired by 

the success of a regional bloc or the ineffectiveness of purely national solutions (Niemann 

1998). Finally, due the deadlock that occurred in the early 1960s, the term “spillback” was 

created to explain a halt to integration (Niemann and Schmitter 2009). It is argued that the 

spillback, or a reverse of spillover, can occur when leaders (such as Charles de Gaulle or 

Margaret Thatcher) or interest groups, lobbies, or opposition parties, or even public opinion, 

are wary of further integration and stall the process (Niemann 2006; Petersen 2016).  

Nevertheless, while recognizing the niche utility of these terms, it can be argued that 

their added value is very limited as some of them give off the impression of being moves in a 

language game among different scholars. Spillover is not limited to being economic, cultivated 

or political, it can also be environmental, legal, social and technical. Thinking of concepts such 

as spillover in such a limited way puts specific requirements and constraints on concepts and 

their operationalization. With such strict standards of verification and proof there is very little 

of significance that can be said about spillover. Spillover was not intended to be a measurable 

concept, but a heuristic one or even just a metaphor to indicate an expectation about the 

consequence of pragmatic cooperation on one issue. For example, if one looks at spillover from 

a constructivist perspective one will encounter certain specific operational demands. From a 

critical theory perspective, one may interpret spillover in light of progressive change — a means 

to sideline the power of the sovereignty discourse. Considering this, it can be argued that the 

classical term spillover is sufficient to indicate a process triggering further cooperation among 

different nations. The classical spillover does not restrict cooperation to any specific form. 

Therefore, there is no problem with ramification in Mitrany’s functionalist approach because 

unlike his critics he did not make assumptions about the relationship between issues. Rather, 

Mitrany (1966, 56) argued that any theory of integration should include an account of the 

transferability of lessons because social, political and economic issues constantly change and 

transferability is therefore desirable.   
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The second critique argues that neofunctionalism exaggerated the power supranational 

institutional have over states. Neofunctionalist scholars argued that supranational entities like 

the European Commission would challenge the power of nation-states. However, in the early 

1960s, neofunctionalism ran into difficulty as European integration stalled for several years due 

to political difficulties in countries like France, undermining the central tenet of the theory. 

After its heyday in the mid-1960s, critiques of neofunctionalism emerged from 

intergovernmentalist scholarship (e.g., Hoffmann 1995, 84) and also increasingly from within 

the neofunctionalist camp itself, not least from its self-critical founding father (Haas 1976, 175). 

This critique is partly a myth since the existing literature exaggerates the failure of theory to 

explain the period of stagnation. Despite the stagnation phase in the 1960s, the integration has 

continued in Europe and even the role and number of functional agencies has increased during 

and since 1960s, most notably the development of European Law.    

The third critique concerns the applicability of the theory outside Europe. In his early 

work Haas observed and studied integration not only in Europe but also in other parts of the 

world, such as Latin America, Africa, the European members of the Soviet bloc, and the Arab 

world. In one of the most important articles on regionalism published in 1961, Haas concluded 

that the conditions required for integration in the EEC area, such as an industrial economy and 

liberal politics, did not apply elsewhere. He concluded that “whatever assurance may be 

warranted in our discussion of European integration is not readily transferable to other regional 

contexts” (Haas 1961, 378). Later, by misinterpreting Haas’ assumption, other scholars argued 

that the theory is not useful or even applicable outside Europe (Jensen 2003; McGowan 2007, 

Risse-Kappen 2005). The reason for this misperception is that when the theory is applied to 

other regions, the scholars often expect European style integration (Blum 2002; Mattli 2005; 

Macmillan 2009; Petersen 2016; Schubert 1978). If the regional developments do not lead to 

the new organization or regional cooperation similar to the EU-style cooperation, they argue 

that functionalism failed. One weakness in previous thought is that too often regions are 

considered desirable and good (Söderbaum 2016). It is indisputable that regionalism can solve 

a variety of collective action dilemmas, but it is equally clear that it may sometimes be 

exploitative, reinforce asymmetric power relations or lead to a range of detrimental outcomes. 

Thus, it should not be assumed beforehand that regionalism is either positive or negative 

(Söderbaum 2016).   

Having said that, Acharya (2012) argues that Haas did not imply that regional 

integration in other parts of the world, driven by different functional pursuits than Western 
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Europe and responding to a different set of converging interests, would not succeed. On the 

contrary, Haas warned that other regions have their own functional objectives and approaches 

to integration or impulses peculiar to them. These differences in purpose and trajectory meant 

that there could be no universal law of integration deduced from the European example (Haas 

1961). While styles of cooperation and integration are different, some regions besides Europe 

are also integrating, economically at least, but not along the European pathway. East Asia has 

pursued a market-led rather than organization-driven integration. Regional institutions in 

Africa, Asia and Latin America have all contributed to peace and security in a way that is 

consistent with their own set goals or objectives. In this regard, Haas’ prescient warning seemed 

to have been ignored by those latter-day advocates of the European example, who tend to judge, 

explicitly or implicitly, the performance of non-European regional institutions on the basis of 

the European benchmark. In this regard one may say that because the theory has been applied 

to explain developments and changes in EU, its applicability outside the field of EU studies has 

come to be restricted.   

In other words, the reason the European example does not translate is because the EU is 

a unique organization. However, classical functionalism does not argue or expect the creation 

of closed regional organizations like the EU and even Mitrany (1965, 125-130) argued that 

there should not be utopian expectations. Originally, Mitrany’s aim was not to develop a theory 

of European integration, but to assemble a generic portfolio of propositions about the dynamics 

of cooperation in any context. The theory possesses certain analytical tools to deal with a certain 

kind of developments, e.g., those related to explaining integration. By looking at these studies 

from a post-colonial perspective, one may ask if non-Western regions can do what the West 

can do, which they cannot. The principles of functionalism as formulated by Mitrany are more 

subtle and much closer to historical practice. Moreover, why should Latin American or African 

states integrate into confederal states? Unlike European integration, the purpose of much of the 

non-EU regionalist interaction was to seek autonomy, secure independence from colonial rule 

and limit the influence of outside powers in regional affairs (Acharya 2016, 6).  The EEC was 

basically conceived as a project to tame nationalism and constrain state sovereignty; non-

Western regionalisms were inspired by exactly the opposite motivations, to advance 

nationalism and preserve sovereignty after centuries of colonial rule. It is obvious that scholars 

in European Studies are normatively strongly influenced by the ideals specific to Europe. In all, 

it is limiting and ethnocentric to use the EU as a benchmark to explain the regional cooperation 

and development in the post-colonial world.  
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The fourth critique centres around the distinction that functionalism makes between 

political and technical issues. Mitrany (1966, 132-135) argued that due to the strong impact of 

state fixation, politicians view every issue, even human needs issues, from the perspective of 

politics, balance of power and rivalry. According to Mitrany (1966, 27-38) however, one should 

detach the functional core of a problem from its political shell, as it is difficult and complex to 

achieve cooperation among political elites because of their differing security needs and political 

agendas. This has been criticized by several scholars (De Wilde 1991, Ch. 7; Hammerlund 

2005, Ch. 2-3; Haas 1958). More specifically, it is argued that it is difficult to find clear 

distinction between political, economic and technical issues.   

However, Mitrany envisions a new way of conducting politics based on service and 

needs, rather than on traditional power-struggle. This does not mean that functionalism really 

sidelines politics (as Mitrany argued), but it changes the rules of the game. The power of 

language is that it structures our conceptualizations of issues to some extent. By separating the 

political from the technical, language is used to divide issues into multiple levels, which creates 

a conceptualization in which different actors’ needs are prioritized at different levels (Diez 

1999). By labelling or framing something political, an actor claims a need and a right to treat it 

by extraordinary means, which raises political management questions such as distribution of 

cost-benefit, sovereignty, autonomy and regime formation. Since politicization enables 

emergency measures outside democratic control, Mitrany argued that the technical should 

generally be preferred over the politicized mode of problem solving, addressing human needs 

and necessities. One of the linguistic functions of the term functionalism is to show the 

irrationality or counter-productiveness of the political mode of reasoning. In this regard, this 

distinction is better understood and seen as a speech-act, where the main point is not to stress 

whether issues are political or not, but the ways in which a certain issue (pipeline construction, 

building a transnational railway; facilitating caviar trade; environmental cooperation) can be 

socially constructed as political (meaning the issue is part of public policy, requiring 

government decision and resource allocation).   

Finally, a number of authors (Hoffmann 1995; Nieman and Philippe 2009; Söderbaum 

2016) have argued that (neo)functionalists failed to take the broader international context into 

account adequately as the theory restricted its scope to regions. This argument is not completely 

sound because classical functionalism adequately considers the broader international 

developments. Therefore, it is clear that the critics who levelled this critique had failed to 

appreciate the assumptions of classical functionalists. Mitrany argued that  
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“the argument about the need of an intermediate step is obviously only valid 

if the regional unions are to be open unions; whereas if they are to be closed 

and exclusive unions, the more fully and effectively they are integrated the 

deeper must in fact be the division they cause in the emergent unity of the 

world (1965, 123).”  

Any (regional) cooperation’s level of embeddedness in a global context depends on whether it 

is meant to promote closed and exclusive regional unions or administrative devolution with a 

universal system. The regional idea would have vastly different consequences if used to set up 

closed political units (Mitrany 1966, 178-185). These new units would then not support but cut 

across the jurisdiction and authority of any international system. While explaining cooperation 

between different actors regional or international, Mitrany highlighted that it is necessary to 

adequately consider the wider issues of interdependency and the global context. More 

concretely, Mitrany explained that “all, the emergence of unforeseen and irreducible global 

issues, with others yet in the making. None of these can be dealt with by regional or continental 

unions” (1975, 244). This is also the reason for Mitrany’s earlier claim that “the League system 

did not fail because it was not regional, but rather because it was regional in effect” (1966, 183).  

Mitrany was against isolated regional cooperation and institutions that draw a border between 

a region and the outside world. Even when criticizing Europe Mitrany mentioned that “as to the 

limits of the union, the search for a true European solution requires more than a solution of little 

Europe” (1965, 127). Nevertheless, the relevant literature has neglected Mitrany’s original 

arguments and blamed functionalism for being a regionalist approach.   

In short, it can be argued that functionalism’s success as a source of inspiration for the 

creation of the European communities, such as the ECSC and the EEC, has killed its success as 

a theory. European integration has become the benchmark for judging functional cooperation 

elsewhere, meaning that other regions’ performance is not viewed in terms of goals set by those 

regions themselves. By using positivist logic, the existing scholarship has tried to test the 

assumptions of functionalism, such as the occurrence of spillover, socialization and technical 

cooperation in different regions. In doing so, scholars expected these regions to follow the 

(West-)European example–which had its own specific spatial and temporal circumstances, 

however. The orthodox, fixed assumptions about problem-solving and having a rationalist focus 

on regional organizations sidelined alternative questions and answers about cooperation outside 

Europe. Considering the historical, political, economic and normative differences, it can be 

argued that the EU model has not and will not travel well in the developing world. Moreover, 
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it can be argued that functionalism has not been applied in the context of the specialized 

agencies of the United Nations (UN). They are clearly based on the logic of issue-specific 

cooperation. Therefore, it can be said that the relevant literature has been remarkably silent on 

the specialized agencies of the UN.     

4. Functionalism Revised via Social Constructivism   
 

To determine exactly what functionalism stands for is no straightforward undertaking, as the 

theory has come to mean different things to different people at different times. Therefore, it has 

become increasingly difficult to distinguish what exactly qualified as functionalist thought 

because the theory underwent a series of reformulations in the late 1960s and early 1970s. As 

discussed, Mitrany’s original functionalism was revised and modified by Ernst Haas and Leon 

Lindberg. Later, neofunctionalism was also revised and modified by a number of writers, such 

as Philippe Schmitter, Stuart Scheingold and Arne Niemann. However, they mainly discussed 

European cases (e.g., Holthaus 2018; Macmillan 2009; Niemann 2009; Schmitter 2005). In 

light of this, this section offers my own interpretation of the existing discussion, which keeps 

the most important original functionalist assumptions, while dropping the positivist attitude 

towards functionalism and adopting one influenced by social constructivism instead.18 The aim 

of this revision of functionalism is to slightly broaden its theoretical scope. This revised 

functionalism is thus the result of the cross-fertilization, on multiple levels, between classical 

functionalist insights and social constructivist insights.   

Any discussion of functionalism should start with establishing an understanding of the 

trends of the time and the significant recent changes in the international system, which many 

critics fail to do. This includes the end of the Cold War, the emergence of the complex and 

interconnected economic, political, environmental, material and cultural issues, macro-

electronic revolution, and the spread of transnational corporations (TNCs) and non-

governmental and international governmental organizations (NGOs and IGOs), which are all 

glossed over in the existing functionalist scholarship. My revised functionalism on the other 

hand recognizes that the role of states relative to that of TNCs, NGOs, and IGOs is changing 

remarkably. In this sense, I take the functionalist discussion further by acknowledging TNCs, 

NGOs and IGOs. My revision also integrates contributions from scholars who do not conceive 

                                                            
18 See the section “Criticism” for an explanation of the positivist attitude. 
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themselves as working in the (neo)functionalist tradition (e.g., Barry 2013a, 2013b; Bijker 

2001; Chandler 2013; Coole 2013; Edward 2016; Latour 2005; Verbeek 2005).   

The five points summarized below are addressed in revised functionalism and will be 

discussed in detail later in this chapter. The first point is that the revised functionalism extends 

the idea of technical cooperation to the construction of material infrastructures such as 

pipelines, railways, ports, fibre-optic cables and roads. This enriches the theoretical tools of 

functionalism and gives the research empirical insight in the transnational movements of things, 

people and ideas that lie at the heart of most projects of the contemporary time. In doing so, 

revised functionalism does not include Mitrany’s misleading admonition about distinguishing 

between the political and the technical. However, drawing insights from social constructivism, 

I argue that when political aspects are perceived as technical, cooperation is easier, which means 

that the distinction is just a matter of framing. The second point is that revised functionalism 

includes TNCs as functionalist agencies since they offer the required resources and instruments 

that most states do not have or cannot afford. Related to this point is the third point; that revised 

functionalism puts more emphasis on the importance of different functionalist agencies, such 

as companies, IGOs, financial institutions and NGOs networking. The fourth point is that while 

considering the importance of spillover, revised functionalism includes stop and go rhythms of 

spillover. The final point is that besides the bureaucratic power of functionalist agencies, 

revised functionalism mainly emphasizes the economic leverage of agencies.  

While dropping some of the assumptions of classical functionalism, such as the expected 

disappearance of nation states and the automaticity of spillover, several of its  assumptions 

remain unchanged: (1) States are not unified actors and certainly not the only actors in the 

international arena. This system is also built up and influenced by multiple and diverse other 

actors, some of them private, some of them state-owned but non-political (like state-owned 

companies) or semi-public (like state-owned or capital-dominated media), some of them sub-

state (like cities) or trans-governmental (networks of civil servants). (2) Preferences are not 

constant or fixed, but likely to change during cooperation processes since actors gain new 

insights all throughout it. Revised functionalism intends to show the irrationality or counter-

productiveness of the political mode of reasoning about fixed preferences. (3) The problems 

faced by the different systems of the world—individual states or blocs of states—are similar to 

some extent, which produces common interests between these systems, which in turn act as 

incentive for seeking common solutions. (4) Functional cooperation tends to be pragmatic, 

technocratic, and flexible. This means that we must try to circumvent the influence of ideologies 
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and national/ethnic identities, since we have not been able to sidestep them entirely, leaving it 

to the growth of new habits and interests to dilute them over time. (5) Each and every problem 

should be tackled as a practical issue in itself.  

 

4.1. Social Constructivist Insights  
 

To establish the groundwork for cross-fertilization, it is necessary to selectively and briefly 

outline three core features of social constructivists that are relevant for this research. The reason 

for this selectiveness is that there are already several excellent works that broadly discuss the 

intellectual history of the constructivist school (e.g., Adler 1997; Barnett and Finnemore 1999; 

Burr 2015; Finnemore and Sikkink 2001; Guzzini 2000; Peltonen 2017). Therefore, it is 

unnecessary to retread the same paths.  

In the 1990s, social constructivism was a new turn in the study of IR, which was 

developed in response to the dominant (neo)realist and (neo)liberal paradigms. The essence of 

social constructivism can be derived from a number of key underlying arguments. A first 

defining feature of social constructivism is its attention to the ways in which the material world 

is socially conceptualized. Constructivists argue that “objects shape and are shaped by human 

action, and interaction depends on dynamic, normative and epistemic interpretations of the 

objects” (Adler 1997, 322). This assumption means that material objects (e.g., a pipe, musical 

instrument or a totem pole) are assigned meaning, significance and value by the social, 

historical and cultural contexts, through which they are defined and interpreted (Checkel 1998; 

Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). For example, railways, roads and infrastructures do not exist in 

nature but once constructed each of them is attributed a special meaning and use by diverse 

social groups. In light of this, the meaning and use of an object can never be said to be singular 

because the different social groups that encounter and use any given object may attribute 

different uses and meanings to it (Bijker 2001). It also means that language and framing 

influence how people think about objects and issues. Framing influences how people perceive 

objects and issues, whether they are technical, (geo)political, economic or social, which 

accordingly influences how people behave. Therefore, unlike Mitrany (1966, 134-135), who 

emphasized the distinction between political and technical dimensions to objects, 

constructivists argue that the meaning of an object is dependent on how it is framed, increasing 

or decreasing any object’s value and role.  
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Conversely, social interaction is also shaped by the particulars of an object or artefact. 

Once a technological artefact (e.g., a railway) is established, it can facilitate or restrict 

interaction, communication and the transportation of people, information or artefacts (Bijker 

2001). This aspect is emphasized by scholars who work on socially constructed elements of 

technology and actor-network theory (see e.g., Barry 2013a, 2013b; Bijker 2001; Sismondo 

2009). The following sections will offer a more detailed description of this point.       

A second defining feature of the constructivist approach is that it, like functionalism, 

does not view states as the only actors in the international arena.  In the constructivist approach, 

“actors” may be individuals, intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental 

organizations, governments within states and international institutions (Keck and Sikkink 

1999). Actors depend on their social environment and its shared systems of meaning (Risse-

Kappen 2009). More concretely, constructivism emphasizes that actors and international 

structures are mutually constituted and they influence each other. For example, Finnemore and 

Sikkink (2001) explain that international organizations frame issues, identify agendas, adjust 

the existing norms and rules or generate and even “teach” states new norms and rules. 

According to Keck and Sikkink (1998), a number of techniques and tools (e.g., economic or 

political leverage, issue framing, strategic use of information and naming and shaming) are 

implemented to construct or promote norms, rules and interests. Besides this, international 

organizations play a key role in promoting socialization between different actors, as Checkel 

(2005) highlights.   

Related to this, the third defining feature of social constructivism is how it perceives the 

construction of relationship among different actors. In contrast to realism, constructivism 

argues that social relations and interests among different actors are not fixed or given. A similar 

argument is suggested by liberal theories. However, what distinguishes the social constructivist 

argument about the interests of actors is that it holds that actors’ interests and identities are 

influenced and constructed by their interaction with others and with their social environment 

(Hurd 2008). In light of this, a relationship of enmity or friendship is seen by social 

constructivist as the result of ongoing socialization between actors in their social context. This 

socialization may reinforce the enmity or friendship. It may also reinforce or change the broader 

social structures in which the actors exist, including norms and other forms of shared meaning 

regarding sovereignty, threats and interests (Adler 1997). By looking at the ways actors 

influence each other and the social context in which they interact, as well as how this context 

influences them, social constructivists seek to understand and explain changes in the 
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relationship between diverse actors, most importantly the change from conflict to cooperation 

or from war to peace. 

This section briefly introduced the constructivist insights that are relevant to this 

research. The following sections will provide in-depth discussion of the abovementioned 

features by incorporating them into classical functionalism. This will help to establish a 

comprehensive theoretical background and give rise to insights of revised functionalism.  

 

 

4.2. Mediating Interfaces: Cross-Border and Transnational Infrastructure  
 

The literature on functionalism views cooperation mostly as a set of intergovernmental treaties, 

institutional agreements, passages of policies, the formation of regional and international 

institutions and organizational frameworks. As a result, it focuses primarily on the bureaucratic 

conceptualization of treaties, norms, agreements and regulations. While the literature 

acknowledges the importance of technical cooperation, it rarely explains or acknowledges the 

its proclivity to bring different societies together and increase their capacity to interact 

(Högselius, Van de Vleuten and Kaijser 2016). The existing literature also fails to consider 

necessary transnational perspectives to adequately analyse the technical networks. Mitrany 

believed that it was on specific technical issues that cooperation would advance primarily and 

most efficiently (Ashworth 1999, 6). According to Mitrany, 

 

“only by guiding material and technical resources into joint international  

activities and services could we possibly hope to meet the social needs and 

claims of the world's surging populations, with fair provision for all (1966, 

19).”  

 

This statement shows that technical cooperation should not be conceived as only consisting of 

international treaties, but rather as being based on the existence or construction of material 

structures. For example, European integration was shaped, carried and flagged by both 

ideational or normative structures and material networks such as infrastructure, technical 

systems and artefacts (Misa and Schot 2006).     

Considering the social constructivist insights (Adler 1997), it can be argued that 

Mitrany’s technical cooperation or technical issues should be viewed from two perspectives, 

https://www.google.nl/search?tbo=p&tbm=bks&q=inauthor:%22Per+H%C3%B6gselius%22
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that is as either non-material or material structures. The non-material perspective looks at 

functional agreements, regulations, and rules, which address and facilitate both needs of 

ordinary people, elites, non-state actors and states. The material perspective looks at 

transnational infrastructure, postal service, telecommunication cables and natural resources, 

which shape society materially, address material issues or needs and encourage state and non-

state actors to cooperate as no single actor has the capacity to solve these issues or provide in 

these needs. The material perspective is helpful in thinking through the significance and the 

role of technical matters and material issues. 

Mitrany admired the TVA, the ITU and the UPU because they addressed human needs 

by dealing directly with the material and non-material aspects of a given problem. The ITU and 

UPU were the first administrative unions based around infrastructures. As one of the world’s 

global service organizations, the UPU sets the rules, regulations and agreements for specific 

material exchanges, including letters, mails and parcels. However, while discussing the UPU 

or the TVA, the existing scholarship concentrates on rules, services and arrangements the UPU 

makes as an actor. In doing so, the literature neglects that the UPU offers global service to 

facilitate and address the material needs of people. In the same vein, the TVA designed the New 

Deal to address both non-material and material problems of the time by ignoring ideology or 

political differences, which existing scholarship does not fully appreciate. Therefore, it is 

necessary to understand the intertwined relationship between material and non-material needs 

and issues to fully appreciate the functioning of these unions.      

Although the place of material need is apparent in classical functionalism, it has 

remained a marginal aspect within the literature. In light of this, the vocabulary of functionalist 

technical cooperation needs to be supplemented and modified via insights from social 

constructivism. It can be argued that the notion of a specific “technical sector” can be 

interpreted as “infrastructure” such as railways, roads, telecommunications, cables and 

pipelines which transcend national boundaries, connect a number of different actors, bring new 

restrictions and affect interaction capacities. Infrastructure is also self-determined, which means 

it fixes its own geographic scope, which actors are involved in it, its organizational structure, 

inherent nature, boundaries, and power. Particular infrastructure can have subtle and enduring 

functional importance for economic development, security, political and societal interaction. 

The reason for this is that infrastructures have efficacy: they make a difference, produce effects 

and alter the course of events through the advantages and disadvantages they offer. 

Infrastructure may facilitate movement, encourage cooperation, authorize new regulations, 

influence relationships, suggest new policies, and so on (Bennett and Patrick 2010). However, 
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the influence infrastructure exerts often exceeds the deliberate intent of those who design it, as 

it can be more flexible and more unpredictable than its designers realize. For example, the way 

infrastructure reshapes landscapes and its capacity to promote or impede ways of living in 

particular places sometimes offers other actors an unforeseen purchase on power by providing 

unexpected means for them to act. Latour (2005) argues that infrastructure becomes “strategic” 

because of the number of connections it makes possible in a highly contingent world. Therefore, 

infrastructure is much more than a power resource; it is the core medium of interaction for 

international actors (Herrera 2006). 

Infrastructure has a number of functional aspects that need to be highlighted. First, 

cross-border infrastructure (e.g., gas or oil pipelines, fibre-optic cables and railroads) forms 

material networks and building those is beyond the economic, technical, political, and social 

capacities of most individual states, which may encourage governments to look for cooperation 

with other interested actors: other governments, companies, individuals, engineering 

communities, banks, and financial IGOs. Even large-scale domestic infrastructure projects 

often require international expertise, as was the case with the Yamal project in Russia. Also, in 

the case of China, whose government and state firms initiate huge infrastructural investments 

in Asia and Africa, one needs to realize that their ability to do so is the result of opening up to 

the world economy. Its grown (perceived) power is not a unilateral achievement, but a result of 

giving up isolation. When the serious financial, political, environmental, and social risks that 

such projects often incur can be shared between multiple actors, the projects become much 

more viable. Meanwhile, these actors implicitly and explicitly decide who to connect to and 

who to bypass and how to design the infrastructure for economic, political and security-related 

purposes (Högselius, Van de Vleuten and Kaijser 2016). As explained by social constructivism, 

international organizations aim to spread, teach, and promote new norms and values (Finnemore 

and Sikkink 2001). Thus, international organizations look for ways and opportunities to do so. 

Facilitating the construction of infrastructure can offer international organizations, such as the 

World Bank, opportunities to spread their norms and values, because they can compel 

governments to comply with certain norms and rules (financial and ecological norms and rules 

for instance) by helping build infrastructure. 

Second, infrastructure is an important component of economic activity. According to 

Nijkamp (1986) infrastructure is one of the tools for economic development. It can affect, 

directly or indirectly, a region’s social-economic activities and other capacities, as well as 

influence its abilities to produce goods and services. According to Kuroda (2006), the president 

of Asian Development Bank, cross-border infrastructure may influence a country’s prospects 
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for economic growth, employment creation, poverty reduction, and social improvement. In the 

same vein, Martinkus and Lukasevicius (2008) consolidate that the infrastructural services and 

physical infrastructure are factors that affect the investment climate at the local level and 

increase the attractiveness of the region. An efficient infrastructure supports economic growth 

and improves the quality of life (Baldwin and Dixon 2009). This is one of the important reasons 

it gets the attention of both state and non-state elites. Clear examples of this are the ECSC and 

Euratom, which played a critical role as the centres at which the regulation of production and 

transport of raw materials across different borders was coordinated. They offered economic 

benefits and prosperity to their member states. In doing so, interest groups gradually promoted 

further cooperation, as they became aware of the benefits of so-called technical cooperation 

(Niemann 2009). However, the downside of infrastructural cooperation is that it is set up to 

exploit specific natural resources or places. In doing so, it may lead to the misuse of a given 

periphery rather than to its development. Infrastructure may unite or divide people and places 

through economic disparity, ecological issues, crises and wars (Herrera 2006). Transport, 

communication and energy infrastructure may supply food, power, health products, and 

unprecedented wealth, but infrastructure capacities can also be utilized for waging war on scales 

hitherto unknown. Therefore, while discussing economic benefits, it is important to consider 

who is connected to whom, who is left out, and why?     

Third, cross-border infrastructures such as railways or pipelines can enhance the 

regional and global capacity for interaction and connect landlocked countries to global 

networks. Mitrany favoured the ITU because from a material perspective, telecommunication 

infrastructure has provided links between different continents and effected global 

interconnectedness. Badenoch and Fickers (2010, 12) describe infrastructure as mediating 

interface, because it consists of structures “in between” that allow things, people and signs to 

travel across space by means of more or less standardized paths and protocols for conversion 

or translation. It is not enough to simply create regional institutions and coordinate tariffs and 

regulations at a regional level. Countries need to be connected by road, rail, electricity, and 

communications networks. In this sense, regional integration and/or cooperation requires both 

a coordinated set of rules across the region and physical interconnections such as road, rail, and 

electricity transmission lines, energy infrastructures between and within countries (Bond 2016).  

According to social constructivism, there are several ways in which infrastructure can 

facilitate socialization among different actors (Finnemore and Sikkink 1998; Hurd 2008). 

Social constructivist usually relate socialization to international organizations, which will be 

discussed in detail in the next section. However, another way for socialization might take place 
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is the construction of infrastructure, which offers different actors additional incentives to 

engage in joint action. If they wish to build infrastructure, governments need to build a shared 

consensus about bureaucratic regulations and overcome environmental, social, economic, 

political and technical obstacles (Bourguignon and Pleskovic 2008). In other words, to benefit 

from cross-border infrastructure, states need to relax their sovereignty concerns and create 

common rules, management strategies and abide by common regulatory frameworks. To 

achieve this, they need to have regular meetings, joint studies and dialogue among politicians, 

experts, media and citizens, which will help them to learn to appreciate the differences in their 

perspectives, share their risks, and deal with them accordingly. This regular interaction cutting 

across national borders might increase socialization among different state and private 

institutions and might lead to the creation of joint institutions to govern transnational 

infrastructures. Meanwhile, such material cooperation also requires social or institutional 

mediators, the institutions and individuals who work to govern and shape the way the finished 

infrastructure will be used (Badenoch and Fickers 2010, 12).   

Finally, infrastructures can either be conflictual or cooperative. By using traditional 

interdependency theory, Cooper (1999, 37) argues that cross-border infrastructure can increase 

costs of conflict in the region, which would make international conflict less beneficial, less 

popular and ultimately less feasible. Considering the high economic costs of the infrastructure, 

the foreign investment in it and the income it generates, states would think twice before starting 

a war with their neighbours (Oneal et al. 1996). Scholars going back to Adam Smith and 

Immanuel Kant have theorized about the pacifying effects of economic interdependence. 

However, in the 21st century this argument is not fully applicable and too simplistic. As is 

mentioned by De Wilde (1991, 214), interdependency can be troublesome, but only when it is 

ignored. According to De Wilde (1991, Ch. 8), the basis for cooperation should not necessarily 

be the similarity of material resources and material needs or specific relational conditions, but 

rather the awareness of these conditions. In the absence of awareness of interdependency, even 

a high degree of material interdependency would not produce any particular progress toward 

either integration or cooperation (De Wilde 1991, Ch. 8 and Ch. 1). When actors are aware of 

their interdependency, they might coordinate their actions in order to enhance efficiency, or 

collaborate in order to find joint solutions to problems and challenges that are deemed relevant 

and important. When actors are not aware of their interdependency, or when they neglect or 

underestimate their importance, they will be confronted with unexpected crises. Therefore, 

cross-border infrastructures do not necessarily prevent conflict by themselves. Their 

interdependency conditions should also be understood and recognized by the actors involved.    
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4.3. Functionalist Networks  
 

In the previous section I discussed material networks, such as transnational infrastructure. 

However, another point that classical functionalism highlights but that is not explained 

systematically is the network of different agencies it advocates for, the so-called “transnational 

networks.”19  

According to Mitrany, 

“the question will be asked, however, in what manner and to what degree the 

various functional agencies that may thus grow up would have to be linked to 

each other and articulated as parts of a more comprehensive organization. It 

should be clear that each agency could work by itself, but that does not 

exclude the possibility of some of them or all being bound in some way 

together, if it should be found needful or useful to do so. That indeed is the 

test. As the whole sense of this particular method is to let activities be 

organized as the need for joint action arises and is accepted, it would be out 

of place to lay down in advance some formal plan for the co-ordination of 

various functions (1966, 73, 135).”  

This means that the coordination of several groups of functionalist agencies can provide 

different instruments (e.g., technical, administrative, economic) for broader functional 

application. The power of functional agencies rests in a large part on their access to the global 

donor and technical assistance networks that regional actors may not be able to reach (Mitrany 

1966, 140-141). However, recent functionalist literature has paid surprisingly little attention to 

analysing the role and structure of transnational networks. This oversight, however, has been 

addressed by social constructivism.   

                                                            
19There is diverse and growing literature on networking that explains the term from different perspectives such as 

economic, political, social, and technological. In this regard, the term network means different things to different 

scholars. One of these well-known interpretations is the Actor-Network-Theory (ANT) (Barry 2013a, 2013b; 

Chandler 2013; Coole 2013; Edward 2016; Latour 2005; Verbeek 2005). In contrast to ANT, this current work 

seeks to explain social and economic sides of a networking approach. While acknowledging the importance of the 

ANT, the contribution of this theory to this project is limited due to the abstract assumptions ANT is based on. 

Because of this, this work integrates only a few particular complements from the ANT. 
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Social constructivists argue that the interaction of different actors is structured through 

networks (Checkel 1998; Keck and Sikkink 1998; Sikkink 2009). Considering the existing 

interconnected global arena, which has created complex economic, social, political, and 

environmental issues, social constructivists argue that strong transnational networking can play 

a number of roles, economic, political, cultural, and technical (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). 

Networks include diverse actors, such as international organizations, private actors, scientists 

and illicit groups (Keck and Sikkink 1998). Along with nation states, international actors are 

actively involved in addressing specific new technical, political and economic challenges and 

have launched joint projects to bring different stakeholders together (Finnemore 1996; Sikkink 

2009).   

There are important ways in which transnational networks add value that need to be 

highlighted. The first way in which transnational networks add value is their capacity to draw 

the required resources from diverse sets of actors (Keck and Sikkink 1998). Given the 

complexity of modern cross-border or cross-sectorial problems (e.g., problems that have, for 

instance environmental, technical and economic dimensions), no state agency or public actor 

has the wherewithal to address issues single-handedly (Börzel and Heard-Laureote 2009; 

Christopoulos 2017). The result is an increasing reliance upon the cooperation and resources of 

outside private and non-private actors, who can bring to the table either material or non-material 

resources (e.g., information, empirical knowledge, specific technical expertise, financial means 

and political clout and support), or both (Christopoulos 2017, Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). 

By using the networking power actors can facilitate valuable informal relations between private 

and public actors. Adler (1997) explains that they can formulate and shape new norms or rules 

(e.g., human rights and ecological sustainability), which can provide individuals and 

governments with direction and action. They can also balance the loss of some of economic, 

technological and political powers by forging coalitions with other actors. In doing these things, 

networking participants bring different kinds of resources and expertise to the table by creating 

synergies. This coordination can create opportunities for each of those involved to address 

specific needs or issues while working towards a common goal.  

The second way in which transnational networks add value is that they also have a 

socializing function, which is important in relation to the political, economic, and cultural 

diversity arising from organizational enlargement (Börzel and Heard-Laureote 2009; 

Finnemore 1996). In transnational networks, actors are often tied together in multiple ways, 

which is one way of generating continuous interaction because it invokes the image of 

connectedness amongst individuals, between different organizations and between private and 
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public actors. Unlike realists and neoliberal institutionalists, who take identities and interests 

for granted, social constructivists recognize that actors’ behaviour, interests, self-understanding 

and identities are shaped by the social milieu in which they live (Adler 1997; Barnett and 

Finnemore 1999). The social constructivist literature argues that transnational corporations, 

NGOs or IGOs, are not only important for their economic, political and technical contributions, 

but also for their strong international networks, which might create informal interaction, new 

interests, and smooth negotiation among different actors. By using their networks, international 

organizations may link states in a network that allows for direct and indirect transmission of 

information about interests and intentions (Adler 1997; Finnemore 2001). Direct personal or 

organizational contacts may facilitate the creation of shared understanding of policy issues and 

measures to resolve them (Dorussen and Ward 2008; Gan 1993).  

It is worth noting that when speaking of socialization, the literature expects norms, rules, 

interests or cooperation to arise on things that most of us would consider “good”, such as human 

rights and environmental cooperation. There is no reason for this misleading orientation 

because different actors perceive socialization under common issues differently and aim to 

achieve different goals (e.g., strengthening autocratic regime or crime syndicates). In this sense, 

social constructivism includes a set of pragmatic lenses through which it views all socially 

constructed “good” and “bad” reality (Adler 1997).    

The third way in which transnational networks add value is through enhancing 

flexibility and adaptability (Cao 2009; Eilstrup-Sangiovanni 2017; Keck and Sikkink 1998; 

Sikkink 2009). This means the structure and composition of networks can be more easily 

modified to respond to changing needs. “It is necessary to determine those activities which are 

common, where they are common and to the extent that they are common” as is argued by 

Mitrany (1966, 115-116). Flexibility would also mean that different actors would be involved 

in the activities of any proposed cooperation  while there would  be no obligation to participate 

in all of the activities, or to stay out of any of them (Mitrany 1966, 205-210). The task itself can 

never be defined and limited in advance, but must remain continuously variable, reflecting the 

fact that situations may change. In this context, the informal nature of network ties allows 

different actors to collaborate on specific problems according to the nature of the problems 

rather than according to predetermined divisions of responsibility or jurisdiction (Podolny and 

Page 1998). This offers to even the weakest actor, either state or private, the assurance of non-

domination and of equality of opportunity as working benefits of any functional activity in 

which it participates (Mitrany 1966, 205).  

 



78 
 

 

 

 

4.4. Economic Leverage  
 

While explaining the influence different kinds of agencies possess, Mitrany briefly mentions 

the particular leverage wielded by international actors. Mitrany explains this leverage with the 

example of a non-violent functional embargo as a means of restraining an aggressor. Mitrany 

proposed withdrawal of essential services, such as economic, technical and administrative, by 

a number of functional organizations and actors as a deterrent to aggression and a means of 

ensuring compliance within a functional sector (1966, 76-77). According to Mitrany, 

economic technical agencies, by their very nature, could be preventive in a 

way in which military agencies can never be. Just as it would be their function 

to give service wherever it was needed, so it would clearly be their duty to 

deny service where it was not obviously needed and might be abused; and 

they would have the means to do so without using force. A European railway 

authority, for example, would naturally and properly refuse to build railways 

which would have a strategic rather than an economic purpose, just as it could 

prevent the accumulation of rolling stock in a particular place in preparation 

for aggression (1975, 183).”  

Mitrany never offered a detailed explanation for this aspect of transnational networks, 

however. Social constructivists on the other hand did explain how IGOs and NGOs seek to 

create, consolidate or change and reformulate rules, norms, understandings and interests by 

presenting the benefits that working with them would offer to states, such as technical 

assistance, financial grants, being spared from public shaming and set agendas (Adler 1997; 

Finnemore 2001). Having one of these kinds of benefits as leverage over a state plays a crucial 

role in attracting states, because states are no aware that when they join  certain organizations 

they might give them certain rights to function in their territory, which states are inherently 

loath to do (Follesdal, Wessel and Wouters 2008). On the other hand, states are becoming aware 

that they need to comply with certain requirements in order to get help or support from 

international organizations. To do so, a state might need to break some of its old habits or adopt 

certain new habits. However, considering the number and functions of international 

organizations, states have the leeway to join one organization and ignore another. Because of 

this, states want to know what benefits an organization offers in cooperation.  
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One of the benefits that states look for is financial support or gains. According to Prange-

Gstöhl (2009), states accept the requirements, norms and values of international organizations 

because states envisage significant economic gains. For example, non-EU member countries 

like Georgia and Ukraine are willing to accept the EU norms and values because they want to 

access the EU’s market and attract EU investors to their economies (Prange-Gstöhl 2009). 

Similarly, Schulze and Tosun (2013) argue that states are more willing to accept the 

requirements of international organizations if they can receive financial aid and developmental 

assistance from said international organizations. Offering assistance can help international 

organizations spread their norms and it can help states strengthen their institutional capacity 

and cover their certain costs.   

Additionally, Karreth (2017) argues that IGOs with high economic leverage over states 

shape state behaviour during interstate disputes which substantially lowers the risk that such 

political disputes escalate to armed conflicts. Examples include the World Bank, the 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and regional development banks. Their leverage derives 

from their ability to reliably and quickly impose penalties on states they are involved with that 

engage in violent conflict (Karreth 2017). The economic leverage these organizations have over 

states they are involved with includes the short-term or long-term loans they have provided, 

their ability to harmonize currencies and trade, and their ability to enhance market access, 

facilitate foreign investment, assist with and coordinate the production of goods and facilitate 

the extraction, processing and sale of natural resources (Karreth 2017). IGOs with economic 

leverage can also facilitate the splitting of resources under dispute to prevent commitment 

problems arising from bargaining over resources that themselves will substantially alter the 

distribution of power.  

Multilateral development banks lose some of their investments and loans when recipient 

states spend considerable resources on war and when military action causes damage in recipient 

countries. IGOs can convert, and have previously converted, such anticipated negative effects 

into costs for member states engaging in military conflict. When a member state chooses to go 

to war over an issue with another state, that member state can expect some form of negative 

ramification from the institution. This ramification may come in the suspension of benefits, 

direct costs, such as sanctions or exclusion.  

Economic benefits can be suspended on a number of time scales. They may be 

suspended immediately, as is the case when states go to war. Institutions that provide loans, 

projects or information, such as the World Bank, typically “step out during active conflict” 

(Karreth 2017, 8). In the medium term, states at war may be excluded from active institutional 
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cooperation, such as the further liberalization of trade barriers in trade organizations. Similarly, 

IGOs may halt projects until states resume peaceful interactions. In the long term, warring states 

may gain the reputation of being unstable partners that tarnish the reputations of institutions 

they work with, which may then preclude them from extensions of current institutional 

arrangements. Altogether, going to war will create costs for the involved states, either directly 

or indirectly through the costs of the withdrawal of benefits (Karreth 2017).    

 

 

4.5. Transnational Corporations 
 

The contribution of the idea of functional organizations to this research is to provide critical 

assumptions regarding the role of different intergovernmental and nongovernmental agencies. 

However, an oversight in functionalist assumption is the role of transnational corporations 

(TNCs) as functional agencies in international relations, to which very little attention has been 

paid. Although Mitrany worked as a policy adviser for Unilever and Lever Brothers, Ltd. from 

1944 until his retirement in 1960, which  should have been enough to recognize the relevance 

of economic expertise in political enterprises, he paid scant attention to the role of transnational 

firms or corporations in terms of functionalism (De Wilde 1991). While the classical 

functionalists Haas and Lindberg later highlighted the contribution of non-governmental private 

elites to cooperation, recent scholarship on functionalism has overlooked this aspect of 

cooperation. Haas (1958, 312-313) in particular focused on the pressures exerted by non-

governmental elites, such as business and professional associations, trade unions or other 

interest groups. In light of this, it can be argued that the role of TNCs did originate in the 

classical functionalist writings.   

Considering the global economic, political, and technical developments, it can be argued 

that the category of functional actors should not be restricted to intergovernmental and non-

governmental agencies only. Global developments are not fully dominated by states and 

institutions only, but also by private and semi-private firms and companies (Clapp 2005; Hall 

and Bierstekker 2002). Similar to international organizations, TNCs offer the resources, 

networks, and instruments that projects require but most states lack such as professional 

personnel, advanced technology, organizational capacity, access to the world market, support 

from their home countries, and financial power (Forsgren 2008). As a result, TNCs deliver 

specific functional services and products such as energy, security, agriculture, communication, 

financial, education and constriction to different projects (see e.g., Abdelal 2015, 2012; Hall 



81 
 

and Bierstekker 2002; Nye 1974). Some TNCs can access certain regions easier and faster than 

certain international institutions.  

In short, they do many of the things traditionally associated with the state. According to 

Hall and Bierstekker (2002, 6), TNCs can now set agendas, and establish boundaries or limits 

for action, and they offer rescue, guarantee contracts and provide order and security. They act 

both in the domestic and in the international arenas simultaneously. These actors can challenge 

states while negotiating debt rescheduling, organizing external boycotts or choosing new 

locations for production and employment (Hall and Bierstekker 2002; Nye 1974). From an 

economic perspective, they are financial powers to be reckoned with because their decisions to 

investment matter in particular communities and countries. By using their international 

reputation, TNCs can establish trust, socialization and financial connection between different 

actors. For example, certain financial institutions invest in different projects if there are well-

known transnational corporations attached like BP, Huawei or Shell because it decreases project 

risk. It is worth noting that these functions are not only belong to TNCs. However, state firms 

(e.g., China National Petroleum), who internationally functions like TNCs, offer also these 

resources and functions. Their impact on their home governments is as big as the political 

influence of (Western) TNCs.   

Meanwhile, the involvement of certain companies can influence the reputation of certain 

countries as being business-friendly place or not. In light of this, it is important to link the 

principles of functional agencies to the possible role of transnational corporations like Shell, 

BP, Chevron and Gazprom. Another reason this linkage is necessary that international affairs 

are growing more complex than ever and states cannot make decisions without considering 

international companies. Technical and economic challenges introduced by globalization are 

not manageable for institutions and states on their own.    

 

  

4.6. Avoiding Utopic Thinking: the ill-fitting European Benchmark 
 

While discussing classical functionalism (e.g., the spillover assumption), the existing literature 

mostly argues that it is not applicable outside Europe. The reason for this misleading conclusion 

is that the existing scholarship expects to see integration that, although it takes place outside of 

Europe, is nonetheless similar to the integration that took place in Western Europe and produces 

strong organizations like the EU in other regions. More concretely, the relevant literature 
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mainly focuses on endpoint rather than process. By using the EU benchmark, the relevant 

literature ignores that regions are socially constructed through different developments. In 

contrast to this, constructivists understand the relationship, both normative and material, 

between different regional structures. Constructivists argue that the concepts of cooperation, 

competition, norms and interests influence different actors differently (Checkel 2005, 

Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). Actors react differently for different reasons and can be 

influenced by geographical, economic, and social factors, for instance, which is important to 

understand the differences between regions, the most important of which are listed below.  

First, integration by definition implies a giving up of sovereignty rights, either 

voluntarily or through pressure (Acharya 2012; Werner and De Wilde 2001). Therefore, the 

lens of cooperation is better suited to view non-Western regional cooperation through than the 

lens of integration. The reason for this is that, when considering the colonial history of other 

regions (e.g., the Middle East, Central Asia, Caucasus), it can be argued that when these regions 

create or join an organization, their end goal is to prevent external intervention and to preserve 

their autonomy, independence and international recognition. Second, one may argue that the 

EU is a unique development and it is better to look for sector-specific developments rather than 

EU-style integration in other regions. Third, the classical functionalists like Mitrany did not 

claim that the end-point of functional cooperation should be a closed regional union like the 

EU. Instead, Mitrany advocated that regional organizations or unions need to recognize their 

global interdependency.   

Finally, in expecting other regions to form institutions like the EU, the existing 

scholarship neglects one important dimension: time difference. Mitrany and Haas established 

the spillover assumption in the 1950s, which saw the beginning of the Cold War and was a time 

of recovery for most countries. States were experiencing interconnection between different 

areas, which hugely facilitated the spillover process, for the first time. However, in 2019, the 

situation is different as states are aware of spillover and countries outside the EU have seen the 

practice of spillover cooperation, which makes them take further steps more cautiously and 

slowly. Also within the EU this has become manifest with features like the initial no-vote 

against the Maastricht Treaty by Denmark in 1992, the no-vote against the EU Constitution by 

France and the Netherlands in 2005 and most strongly by Brexit- a process that started in 2016. 

Considering this, it is important to explain why the decision-making system only occasionally 

succeeds in producing further cooperation. What is the time lag between spillover occurring 

into the first and into the second spillover area? And why does integration halt in some periods 
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or parts? Functionalists continue to see national obstruction as a simple delay rather than as a 

fundamental variance with the theory that would require reflection. Functionalism leaves the 

question of spillover’s stop-and-go rhythm unanswered. Corbey (1995) proposed “dialectic 

spillover” to address these shortcomings of the theory, but it has been rarely mentioned since.  

Dialectical spillover does not expect the spillover effect to produce integration 

straightforwardly. Instead, the hypothesis is that states protect sovereignty in those policy areas 

that are functionally linked to areas subject to integration. States only agree to integration when 

their mutual policy competition has turned into a lose-lose situation of them intervening in 

costly and dead-end ways. Dialectical spillover facilitates an understanding of the stop-and-go 

in the spillover process by proposing a number of assumptions.  

According to dialectical spillover, each spillover round provokes resistance to further 

integration and decreases willingness to cooperate in adjacent areas. The first reason for this is 

that with each round of spillover states become aware of the ongoing integration process and 

they know that to increase benefits they need to move to other areas and relinquish their 

autonomy over the spillover areas. But they are unwilling to let go of the benefits they had 

hoped to reap from the policies subject to integration. Governments need room to manoeuvre 

and will thus safeguard functionally linked areas against further integration and thus prefer to 

safeguard their adjacent policy areas. The second reason for states’ resistance to spillover is that 

different interest groups are involved. Areas that are accessible to or covered by powerful 

interest groups are more liable objects of intervention than others when spillover into these 

areas becomes likely. These interest groups can include companies and ministries, but this 

increase in intervention can also by caused more indirectly by structural limitations, because a 

country’s economy, its demography, its legal tradition or its administrative structure might also 

block integration. According to Schmitter (2005), governments may be constrained directly by 

agents, such as by lobby groups, opposition parties, the media or public pressure. Governments’ 

restricted autonomy to act may prove disintegrative, especially when countries face strongly 

diverging domestic constraints. This may disrupt emerging integrative outcomes, as domestic 

constraints of governments may lead to national vetoes or prevent policies from moving beyond 

the most easily defined shared interests.   

In time, however, participants come to see this reaction as counterproductive. When 

state intervention (or policy rivalry) in neighbouring areas becomes counterproductive, policy 

preferences converge and further integration is demanded more and more by the member states. 
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Stagnation and progress may thus be understood as regular stages in the process of integration. 

The spillover effect seems to apply—but only much later than expected.  

5. Conclusion  
 

This chapter has argued that, despite what critics argue, classical functionalism still offers 

useful, alternative tools that promise to understand and explain contemporary developments. 

Although classical functionalism has been trapped and marginalized within European Studies, 

certain processes it describes, such as the role of multiple actors, the contribution of technical 

dialogue, spillover and socialization, are nonetheless insightful when analysing the cooperation 

potential in other regions. Benefitting from including the best of Mitrany’s and Haas’ original 

arguments, this chapter presented a revision of functionalism via social constructivism. 

Specifically, this chapter has illustrated that although there has not yet been systematic debate 

between functionalists and social constructivists, there are several promising avenues for cross-

fertilization. This establishes a critical and innovative theoretical tool box as well as new areas 

for empirical investigation, which does not exist for realists and is overlooked by liberals.  

First, by highlighting the importance of framing, the chapter has argued that Mitrany 

was wrong in distinguishing technical aspects from political aspects. In its place, the chapter 

has proposed that when something is framed as technical, cooperation is easier because it 

changes people’s tendency to view something within a power political zero-sum framework. 

By (artificially) moving an issue or specific stakes from a political arena to a technocratic or 

bureaucratic arena there can be changes in the type of actors involved, their power relations and 

interests as well as their logical approaches to and modes of reasoning about the issues and 

stakes. In this sense, it is necessary to understand how the meaning, significance, role and value 

of objects and issues are socially constructed and not fixed within a particular context. This also 

means that framing influences how people think about objects and issues and how people 

perceive and behave towards objects and issues; whether they are technical, (geo)political, 

economic or social minded. 

Second, the chapter has moved the discussion about functionalist cooperation beyond 

shared treaties, regulations, rules and policies by including the role of material artefacts and 

natural resources. Functionalist technical cooperation is argued to include both shared 

regulations and material entities. This is because material objects influence and are influenced 

by actors’ actions and interactions. In doing so, revised functionalism presents the potential 

benefits of completing infrastructural projects as one of the incentives for technical cooperation, 
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which in effect means establishing policy coordination and the formation of administrative and 

regulatory bodies. These bodies do not infringe on sovereignty, but they help to create trans-

governmental influences within the ministries and state-owned companies of the participating 

states. Therefore, it is necessary to understand correlations between technical artefacts and their 

bearing on social situations.     

Third, considering the current global economic, technical and political developments, 

revised functionalism argues that it is necessary to include the contribution of transnational 

corporations in functional agencies, either directly as members, indirectly as powerful lobbying 

groups or as concrete stakeholders in the maintenance of infrastructures. They provide the 

necessary functional economic, technical and administrative instruments that most states do not 

have. Combining the social constructivist insights, this chapter has highlighted that similar to 

NGOs and IGOs, transnational corporations socially construct alternatives, promote 

socialization and help to create social reality. In contrast to neoliberal and realist works, which 

link them to transaction costs and grant limited roles to these actors, this chapter has explained 

that private actors as well as state firms do more than just levy transaction costs and are not just 

empty shells, as they can expand and constrain state interests.    

Fourth, revised functionalism puts less emphasis on integration and more emphasis on 

the role of networking and coordination between different agencies, such as companies, IGOs, 

financial institutions, individuals and NGOs. The interaction between diverse actors is 

structured in networks and aimed at achieving specific goals. Drawing insights from social 

constructivism, this chapter has illustrated that networks of international and regional agencies 

establish, shape, articulate and transmit new norms, responsibilities, interests and rules, which 

influence state practices and identities. They help governments to overcome collective action 

dilemmas. In doing so, network of agencies, specifically regional networks, can become new 

sites for interaction, and they may help states, their elites or societies view themselves as part a 

region. The coordination of different agencies can provide opportunities for wider functional 

ends and access to global investors and technical assistance that national regional actors may 

not be able to reach.  

Related to this, revised functionalism highlights the economic and technical leverages 

of international organizations, which can be used as a means of restraining aggressive policies 

and facilitating cooperation among different states. More specifically, the chapter has argued 

that states are more likely to accept the norms and values of international organizations if they 

can receive economic assistance in the form of grants, loans, credits or access to other financial 

sources. This economic assistance can allow international organizations to influence state 
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behaviours and spread their norms, and it can help states to strengthen their institutional 

capacity and cover certain costs.     

Finally, sidelining the European benchmark, revised functionalism has highlighted that 

regions (both Western and non-Western) are socially constructed and can be redefined. In this 

sense, the ideas of cooperation, competition and conflict influence different regional structures 

differently. By understanding this difference, one can explain how and why complex dynamics 

change over time. By sidelining Eurocentrism, this chapter has emphasized the idea of 

cooperation rather than that of integration. In this regard, revised functionalism does not expect 

Western Europe style cooperation or the establishment of dominant organizations like the EU 

in other regions. Rather, it seeks to understand and explain the process of cooperation. By using 

dialectical functionalism, this chapter has argued that the change necessary for cooperation 

happens in different areas according to perceived necessity and need. Often states only agree to 

cooperate when their mutual policy competition has turned into costly dead-end interventions.    

By using the functional insights, economic leverage, networking and the role of multiple 

actors, chapter 4 will show how shared technical and environmental issues challenged the 

capacity of the Caspian littoral states and encouraged them to seek the assistance of multiple 

intergovernmental organizations, such as the World Bank, the UNEP, the UNDP and the GEF. 

These specialized agencies fulfilled important roles in the managing cooperation on issues in 

the Caspian Sea region and offered the littoral states the comprehensive economic and technical 

support needed to establish the Caspian Environmental Program (CEP).  
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CHAPTER 4: Environmental Issues: Conflict and Cooperation 

Potential for the Caspian Sea20 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Chapter 3 revisited classical functionalism via social constructivist insights to introduce the 

relevant theoretical and conceptual instruments (e.g., common technical issues, interconnection 

between issues, and the role and leverage of multiple actors). This chapter examines the Caspian 

Environmental Program (CEP) using the analytical insights arising from the revised 

functionalism.  

Before a credible process of discussion can begin, it is crucial first to provide a brief 

account of the environmental problems that are being addressed by the CEP. The first of these 

environmental problems is the fluctuation of water levels, because it incurs the risk of flooding. 

According to environmental studies, the fluctuation of sea levels is an important environmental 

issue in the Caspian Sea region (Firoozfar et al. 2012; Glantz and Zonn 1996; Nadim et al. 

2006). Research has shown that sea levels fluctuate depending on changes in the temperature 

and amount of water flowing in from rivers (Chen et al. 2017). The water that flows into the 

Caspian Sea comes from three rivers, the Volga, the Ural, and the Kura, but it is not directly 

connected to the world’s oceans, which makes it the largest landlocked body of water in the 

world (Firoozfar et al. 2012). The quantity and quality of water flowing in from these rivers 

play an important role in the fluctuation of the water level in the Caspian Sea (De Mora and 

Turner 2004). This is especially true of the water from the Volga as it constitutes 80 percent of 

the Caspian Sea’s water inflow (Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010, 28-29). According to the 

Tehran Convention Secretariat (2010, 36) report, the sea’s water level rose by about 24 cm per 

year between October 1992 and June 1995, but later it abruptly dropped. Currently, the water 

level is between 26 and 27 meters below oceanic sea levels (State of the environment of the 

                                                            
20 Some parts of chapter 4 (e.g., Table 1 and Table 2, section 4.1.3) were published in the Caucasus Analytical 

Digest in 2019. 
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Caspian Sea 2010). There is a risk of flooding in urban areas and damage to industrial 

infrastructure on land in Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Dagestan (Chen et al. 2017). 

Land degradation is the second environmental issue facing the littoral states. There are 

several factors that cause severe land degradation in the Caspian Sea, namely, significant 

droughts, salinity, population growth, fluctuation in sea level, and industrial developments 

(Ascher and Mirovitskaya 2000; Villa 2014). Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan face the highest 

risk of desertification due to the high salinity of their soil, their irrigation system and their oil 

and gas industries (Akiner 2004).  

Another environmental problem is the loss of marine biodiversity, which has serious 

economic consequences for the coastal areas, where fishing is the only source of income 

(Shadrina 2007). The loss of marine biodiversity is the result of overfishing and water pollution 

(Van Uhm and Siegel 2016). Due to its isolation and its climatological as well as geographical 

characteristics (such as the salinity of its soil), the Caspian Sea has a unique ecological system, 

which comprises of approximately 400 different species of flora and fauna (Nadim et al. 2006). 

There are about 40 species of fish that are important to the local fishing industry, of which six 

are valuable sturgeon fish that have produced between 80 and 90 percent of the world’s caviar 

in the past (State of the Environment of the Caspian Sea 2010). However, because of water 

pollution and overexploitation, the breeding-stock of Caspian Sea sturgeon  has declined 

significantly since the dissolution of the Soviet Union (Van Uhm and Siegel 2016; Zonn 2001).  

Apart from leading to a loss of biodiversity, water pollution is also an ecological issue 

in itself (Blum 2002). Scholars have argued that there are several causes for water pollution, 

such as industrial development, demographic growth, and coastal cities (Karataeva 2014; Villa 

2014; Yablokov 2010). Furthermore, this pollution has intensified due to the increase of 

extraction and transportation of oil and natural resources, and the accompanying increase in 

industrial incidents, such as oil spills, in the Caspian Sea region (Karataeva 2014). Because of 

the scope and interconnectedness of these ecological issues, they are mostly beyond the 

economic, technical, political, and social capacities of a single state and cannot be addressed 

adequately by individual state efforts.  

In order to address the common ecological issues and to facilitate sustainable 

cooperation, the CEP was established as a regional umbrella program by the governments of 

the littoral states specifically by their Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources and 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs. It was established with support from international agencies (e.g., 

the United Nations Environmental Program, the Global Environment Facility, the United 
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Nations Development Program and the World Bank) in 1998. The program has developed 

common regional and national measures to address the ecological issues and to promote 

environmental agreement among the littoral states. In 2003, the CEP was given more gravity as 

the littoral states signed the first ecological and legally binding agreement: the Tehran 

Convention.  

The Tehran Convention serves as an overarching framework laying down the general 

requirements and the institutional mechanism for the protection of the marine environment of 

the Caspian Sea (The Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010, 8). Through it four concrete 

ecological protocols have been developed, which have all been signed by the littoral 

governments. On 20 July 2018, the governments of the littoral states organized an extraordinary 

meeting in Moscow, which ended with the signing of the fourth protocol (Trend, July 20, 

2018d). One month after this event, the governments of the Caspian littoral states met in Aktau 

for signing the Legal Status Convention, which includes agreements about the legal division, 

naval security and environmental protection of the Caspian Sea, and the division of fishing and 

natural resource extraction and transportation rights among the littoral states.  

Previous scholarship on the CEP has tended to emphasize its scientific aspects and 

environmental effectiveness over the program’s efficacy in addressing implicit non-

environmental issues. By incorporating the scientific aspects of the study in a functionalist 

perspective, this chapter will show that the technical environmental cooperation has helped 

create suitable conditions for finding mutually beneficial interests among the littoral 

governments. In other words, this chapter aims to show that the shared environmental resources 

are one of the starting points for the current cooperation in the Caspian Sea.  

By using the toolbox of revised functionalism (see chapter 3), this chapter highlights 

three aspects of environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea that have so far been omitted 

from research. First, this chapter illustrates the first attempt of the governments at technical, 

pragmatic and issue-specific cooperation. More concretely, it shows how common 

environmental issues challenged the individual littoral states and brought their respective 

governments under the CEP umbrella in 1998. In doing so, the chapter illustrates how issue-

specific and technical environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea has reduced the frequency 

and severity of regional conflicts and has built a feeling of security in the region.  

Second, this chapter shows who is behind this dynamic and what do they discuss. This 

helps to show and highlight the key actors besides states involved in shaping the Caspian Sea 

politics and how their preferences both political and economic, and networks affect the 
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capacity, opportunity and will of governments (e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to 

cooperate. Third, this chapter explains the link between low environmental politics and other 

issues such as the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea. In doing so, the chapter shows that 

the CEP is subject to a spillover effect in that it causes changes beyond its original scope. More 

concretely, it illustrates whether and how issue-specific environmental cooperation has created 

suitable conditions for signing the Legal Status Convention.  

The chapter proceeds as follows. Following the introduction, the second section gives a 

descriptive account of the evolution of the CEP and the Legal Status Convention. The third 

section outlines the New Great Game views on the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea and 

environmental issues in the region. The fourth section analyses the CEP and its relation to the 

Legal Status Convention from the functionalist perspective. The conclusion presents the 

chapter’s findings.  

 

 

2. The Caspian Environmental Program and the Legal Status 

Convention 
 

Before analyzing the CEP from a functionalist perspective, it is necessary to briefly describe 

the history of the CEP and the Legal Status Convention first. The following two sections include 

the necessary details of the processes leading to the inception of the CEP, the Tehran 

Convention, the signing of the environmental protocols and the signing of the Legal Status 

Convention. This will provide background information for a detailed discussion and 

comparison of views on the New Great Game with the functionalist explanations.    
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2.1. Starting Point: Environmental Cooperation  
The early 1990s were not the best times for the newly independent Caspian Sea states because 

aside from having to contend with ecological issues, the littoral states were at varying stages of 

economic hardship, political instability, regional conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh) and socio-

economic transition. The littoral states, in particular Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan 

were limited in their ability to tackle (costly) environmental issues because of the economic 

hardships (The World Bank, August 10, 2019). Figure 1 below illustrates the GDP of the 

Caspian littoral states in the 1990s.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This difficult situation was also reinforced by disagreement over the legal division of the 

Caspian Sea and the exploitation of its undersea natural resources. However, considering the 

high cost of addressing ecological issues, insufficient technical capacities and bureaucratic 

difficulties, the governments (mostly the Ministries of Natural Resources and Environment and 

the Ministries of Foreign Affairs) realized that the ecological problems could not be solved in 

any other way than through joint efforts. In other words, the leaders of the Caspian Sea states 

recognized the necessity of environmental cooperation as a starting point for further regional 

collaboration.  

Iran undertook the first formal initiative in 1992 by proposing a regional organization 

among the Caspian countries for environmental protection (Blum 2002, 166). Several proposed 

frameworks followed from this initiative, but the idea of ecological cooperation did not move 

beyond an abstract discussion phase until 1994 because of two reasons. First, the environmental 

 

Figure 1: The GDP of the Caspian littoral states in the 1990s.  

Source: The World Bank 2019. 



92 
 

discussion was forestalled by the desire to extract oil and natural gas (Blum 2002, 166-167). 

That is to say, accessing oil and natural gas wealth had a higher priority for Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan. Second, the governments of the littoral states did not have the 

financial means, advanced technical equipment, knowledge or institutions necessary for 

addressing ecological issues. Because of this, negotiations were slow, as ecological issues did 

not form the highest priority for the five states. To address these issues, the littoral states sought 

the help of a number of international organizations. By adopting the Almaty Declaration in 

1994, the littoral states expressed their willingness to cooperate on environmental issues and 

sought financial and technical aid from the international community (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16).  

Following this, the struggle for regional environmental cooperation began to decrease 

by a joint response from the UNDP, the UNEP, the World Bank, and the GEF in 1995 (Global 

Environment Facility 1998, 15). The specific role of these actors will be discussed in detailed 

in the following sections. During a joint mission, the international actors and the governments 

of the littoral states agreed upon at the draft of the CEP (Global Environment Facility 1998, 

16). Three years later, in May 1998, the CEP was officially launched in Ramsar, Iran. Table 1 

below details the timeline of the environmental cooperation from 1994 until 2018.  
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Table 1: Timeline of the CEP and the Tehran Convention  

Source: Author’s own compilation. 

The CEP is an issue-specific program, designed to deal with shared ecological issues 

and create the necessary circumstances for environmentally sustainable development. It has 

brought a number of the Caspian Sea governments together under its umbrella, such as the 

Ministries of Ecology and Natural Resources and the Ministries of Foreign Affairs. The CEP 

has received support from the EU’s Technical Assistance for the Commonwealth of 

Independent States (TACIS) program and other organizations such as the International 

Maritime Organization (Blum 2002, 167). Besides these intergovernmental organizations, 

British Petroleum (BP) has supported the CEP as a private actor. An important example of this 

•The Almaty Declaration on Cooperation of the Environmental Protection

May 1994

•The draft version of the CEP, initiated by the World Bank, UNDP, and UNEP, was agreed. 

June 1995

•The official launching of the Caspian Environmental Programme

May 1998

•Tehran Convention was signed by the littoral states

November 2003

•Tehran Convention entered into force

August 2006

•First Conference of Parties Meeting in Baku, Azerbaijan

May 2007

•Second Conference of Parties Meeting in Tehran, Iran

November 2008

•Third Conference of Parties in Aktau, Kazakhstan. The Protocol Concerning Regional 
Preparedness, Response and Coperation in Combating Oil Pollution Incidents was signed.

August 2011

•Forth Conference of Parties Meeting in Moscow, Russia. The Protocol for the Protection of the 
Caspian Sea against Pollution from land-based sources and activities was signed

December 2012

•Fifth Meeting of the Conference of Parties in Ashgabat,Turkmenistan. The Protocol for the 
Conservation of Biological Diversity was signed. 

May 2014

•Extraordinary Meeting of the Conference of Parties in Moscow, Russia. The Protocol on 
Environmental Impact Assessment was signed.

August 2018
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support is that BP provided a grant of USD 150,000 for the establishment of the Caspian 

Environment Information Centre (CEIC) (Bernstein 2015). Besides financial support, BP and 

other partners shared a range of offshore and near-shore environmental data with the Caspian 

countries helping to establish the CEIC.   

The UNECE Environmental Performance Review (2004, 30) mentions that the policy, 

the legal and institutional framework, and the technical capacities left in place after the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union were not designed to address shared environmental issues. By 

the late 1990s, the governments of the littoral states still had outdated national data centres, 

poor national environmental programs, weak national legislation mechanisms and regulation, 

and old-fashioned monitoring equipment and laboratories according to the Global Environment 

Facility report (1998, 6-7). To address this the CEP assigned particular Thematic Centres to 

each of the littoral states so that each state can tackle specific material and non-material issues 

regarding natural resource protection and determine action plans addressing pollution, data 

management, biodiversity, and water level fluctuations. In 1998, a Program Coordinating Unit 

was established in Baku to oversee communication and policy development among the different 

governments. To show their support, the littoral governments have issued several statements to 

endorse the CEP and complied with its agenda (Blum 2002, 169). Table 2 enumerates the actors 

involved in the program.   

 

Table 2: List of actors involved in the CEP and the Tehran Convention.  

Source: Author’s own compilation. 

To structuralize the cooperation and in order to be able to address the ecological issues 

systematically, the CEP launched three phases. Its first phase was launched in 1998 and lasted 

until 2002. It helped the littoral governments to establish suitable ecological mechanisms. This 

included: (a) developing  a regional coordination mechanism, (b) completing a Transboundary 

•Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, 
Russia, IranStates

•the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF, the World 
Bank, the Thran Convention Secretariat IGOs

•BP
Private 
Actors
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Diagnostic Analysis (TDA) of the priority of environmental issues, (c) formulating and 

endorsing the Strategic Action Programme (SAP) and (d) adopting the National Caspian Action 

Plans (NCAPs) (the UNECE Environmental Performance Review 2004, 102). To implement 

these ecological plans, the CEP launched its second phase in 2003, which finished in 2007. This 

phase aimed to strengthen the governments’ legal and policy-related mechanisms and foster the 

discussions and adaptation of environmental documents of the first phase.  

The second phase thus led to the adaptation of the action plans, which created a clear 

pathway to the first legally binding framework in the CEP. In 2003, the governments of littoral 

states signed the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment of the 

Caspian Sea (referred to as the Tehran Convention) after a complex and politically sensitive 

bargaining process. It entered into force in 2006 after being ratified by the five littoral states. 

The Tehran Convention is an important success because the environmental program became 

the first regional and legally binding agreement between the littoral states. The Convention sets 

out to the basic principles and rules of international environmental law relating to the protection 

of the environment, including provisions concerning prevention, reduction and regulation of 

pollution, as well as protection, preservation and restoration of the marine environment (Janusz-

Pawletta 2015, 2005).     

Besides the general ecological duties, the Tehran Convention includes four concrete 

environmental protocols. These are (1) the Protocol on the Conservation of Biological 

Diversity; (2) the Protocol on the Protection of the Caspian Sea against Pollution from Land 

based Sources and Activities; (3) the Protocol concerning Regional Preparedness, Response 

and Co-operation in Combatting Oil Pollution Incidents and (4) the Protocol on Environmental 

Impact Assessment in a Trans-Boundary Context (Tehran Convention Secretariat 2010). The 

Secretariat and Conference of Parties (COP) were established under the Tehran Convention to 

further the environmental discussions, protocols and national action plans. They have become 

the main supervisory bodies of the Convention. The key purpose of the COPs is to continue 

ordinary meetings at regular intervals. Experts from different governments regularly meet 

outside of COP meetings to discuss the technical aspects, specific issues and find common 

points. In this sense, COP always oversees the final meeting which governments officials attend 

to sign final documents. To implement these ecological plans, the CEP launched its third phase 

in 2008, which concluded in 2012. 
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Since 2006, the CEP has organized six successful COPs (see Table 1), with the seventh 

one to take place in 2019 in Baku, Azerbaijan. Throughout this time, the littoral governments 

have discussed and signed the four protocols of the Tehran Convention as they were required 

to by the IGOs. The last protocol was signed in July 2018 one month earlier than the signing of 

the Legal Status Convention. Currently, the littoral governments and the IGOs are busy with 

the ratification and implementation of the protocols. The following section will describe the 

history of the legal status of the Caspian Sea.  

 

 

2.2. The Long Journey to the Legal Status Convention  
 

During the Cold War, the Caspian Sea was legally divided among two littoral states: the Soviet 

Union and Iran, and this division was based on a series of bilateral agreements. For example, 

Iran and the Soviet Union signed a Treaty of Friendship on 26 February 1921, which guaranteed 

the right to fish and the freedom of navigation in the Caspian Sea for ships flying under the flag 

of either of these states (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). On 25 March 1940, Russia and Iran signed a 

Navigation Agreement, which consolidated their rights and obligations regarding navigation, 

for military purposes as well as for fishing, in the Caspian Sea as it eliminated extra fees and 

offered the equal treatment of all vessels operating under the flag of either state (Zonn 2001).  

Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the newly independent states Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan explicitly reaffirmed the validity of the treaties of 1921 and 

1940 by signing the founding treaty of the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). They 

reiterated their adherence to these treaties on 20 December 1991 by signing the Alma-Ata 

Declaration (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). However, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan also 

questioned their legality because the treaties did not include the rights and interests of the newly 

independent states and they did not provide clear norms to regulate the division and extraction 

of mineral resources. Therefore, they argued that the Caspian Sea needs a new legal agreement 

that divides the rights, including the rights to natural resources, and obligations pertaining to 

the sea among the five littoral states. In light of this, the governments of the littoral states started 

bilateral and multilateral negotiations to decide whether it should be divided as a lake, a sea, or 

a condominium.    
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Azerbaijan supported the idea of treating the Caspian as a border lake (Garibov 2018). 

In this conception, the Caspian Sea would be divided into national sectors along the median 

line principle, which implies that all coastal states would have sovereignty over the biological 

resources, seabed, navigation, water column, and surface of the Caspian Sea (Janusz-Pawletta 

2015). Kazakhstan’s position was similar to Azerbaijan’s position but favored defining the 

Caspian as an enclosed sea detailed in the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 

(UNICLOS). This would mean that only the seabed and its resources would be divided among 

the littoral states along the middle line. However, Russia and Iran held the view that the Caspian 

Sea should be understood as a condominium (Liakopoulou 2018). Turkmenistan initially 

supported this view but its position changed over time due to internal political changes. Under 

the condominium status, a border sea can be under the joint political authority of all coastal 

states, which are equally sovereign in the sea (Janusz-Pawletta 2015, 2005). This means that 

the littoral states would not be able to undertake individual action in managing their own natural 

resources. In other words, the condominium status would enable Russia and Iran to preserve 

their position of dominance in managing and exporting resources from the Caspian Sea.  

In order to end the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea to everyone’s satisfaction, 

the littoral states started negotiations in 1992. From 1992 to 1996 the states held five meetings 

with the deputy foreign ministers of the states, three expert meetings and a number of bilateral 

and trilateral meetings, where they discussed issues specific to the two or three countries in 

attendance (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). As a result of one of the Meeting of Ministers of Foreign 

Affairs of the Littoral States, held in Ashgabat in November 1996, the parties established an ad 

hoc working group tasked with developing the Legal Status Convention (Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26, 2019). The governments of the littoral states organized more 

than 50 meetings of the ad hoc working group. In order to find common position, the Caspian 

states held consultations on a regular basis in various formats. Table 3 shows the timeline of 

legal status discussion from 1992 until 2018 which can be conferred with the outline of the 

negotiation process for the CEP in table 1.  
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Table 3: Timeline of the Convention on the Legal Status  

Source: Author’s own compilation 

As illustrated by table 3, a number of bilateral and trilateral agreements and protocols 

were signed between Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Russia for delimitation of the Northern part 

of the Caspian Sea between 1998 and 2004. It is argued that internal political changes in Russia, 

the firm position held by Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan and the investments of international 

energy companies were the main factors that moved Moscow to change its position in the early 

2000s (Liakopoulou 2018). Because of this, Russia signed bilateral and then trilateral 

agreements both with Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan between 1998 and 2003. However, these 

agreements were protested and not recognized by Iran and Turkmenistan.    

•The first stage of the negotiation was launched 

September/October 1992

•Ad hoc Working Group was established in the Almaty Conference 

May 1995

•Russia and Kazakhstan signed the first bilaterial agreement regarding division of the seabed of the relevant 
sectors of the Caspian Sea.

July 1998

•Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan signed a delimitation agreement.

November 2001

•The first Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Ashgabat.

April 2002

•The North Caspian region was delimited by the signature of a treaty between Azerbaijan and Russia on 
delimitation of adjacent areas on the Caspian seabed. 

September 2002

•Trilaterial agreement between Azerbaijan-Kazakhstan-Russia on the Convergence Point of the delimitation 
lines of the Adjacent Areas of the Caspian Seabed

May 2003

•The second Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Tehran. 

October 2007

•The third Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Baku. The Agreement on Security Cooperation 
in the Caspian Sea was signed. 

November 2010

•The fourth Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Astarkhan.

September 2014

•The agreement between the Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan on Delimitation of the Seabed of the Caspian Sea 
was signed

December 2014

•The fifth Caspian Summit of the littoral states leaders held in Aktau. The Convention on the Legal Status 
of the Caspian Sea was signed. 

August 2018
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The Presidents of the five Caspian littoral states met for the first time in 2002 in 

Ashgabat, Turkmenistan. During this First Caspian Summit, the littoral states agreed not to use 

force to solve the legal issue. However, the meeting ended without a joint communique, and 

the leaders did not make any decision on the regulation of natural resources (Radio Free Europe, 

April 24, 2002). Five years later, the Second Caspian Summit took place in Tehran, Iran, which 

led to the signing of a joint declaration (Pritchin 2019). The declaration acknowledged the 

sovereign rights of the littoral states in relation to the Caspian Sea and natural resources, and it 

asserted that only the littoral states can station their military vessels in the sea (Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26 2019). In 2010, the Caspian Sea leaders met at the 

Third Caspian Summit, which was held in Baku, Azerbaijan. The summit was successful as the 

Presidents signed a joint statement and the Agreement on Security Cooperation in in the 

Caspian Sea (Kremlin, November 18, 2010). It was the second shared agreement that was 

signed after the Tehran Convention. Garibov (2018) argues that the littoral states moved one 

step forward because Iran softened its position to some extent. According to Garibov (2018) 

Iran became inclined to pursue a more amicable  relationship with the other littoral states and 

softened its position due to US sanctions, international isolation and Hasan Rouhani’s election 

as president of Iran in 2013. 

Four years later, the five leaders of the littoral states met in Astrakhan, where they signed 

another joint statement. More specifically, at the Fourth Caspian Summit, the parties also signed 

the Agreement on Conservation and Rational Use of the Aquatic Biological Resources of the 

Caspian Sea, the Agreement on Cooperation in Emergency Prevention and Response in the 

Caspian Sea and the Agreement on Cooperation in the Field of Hydrometeorology of the 

Caspian Sea (Kremlin, September 29, 2014). The five leaders also agreed to the creation of 

exclusive economic zones of 25 square miles, subject to exclusive sovereign rights. In the same 

year, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan signed a bilateral agreement on the delimitation of the 

bottom of the Caspian Sea, which is similar to the previous trilateral agreement between 

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Russia (Ministry of Foreign Affairs Kazakhstan, December 26, 

2019). On May 20 2018, the 52nd meeting of the ad-hoc working group took place in Astana, 

where a draft of the final document was agreed upon. Three months later, the leaders of the 

littoral states signed the Legal Status Convention at the Fifth Caspian Summit in Aktau, 

Kazakhstan, on 12 August 2018 (Kremlin, August 12, 2018). It is the third agreement that has 

been signed by all the littoral states after 22 years of negotiations.   
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The Legal Status Convention includes the previous documents signed by the littoral 

states, such as the Tehran Convention’s protocols and the Agreement on Security Cooperation. 

More concretely, if the littoral states would want to construct an undersea pipeline, they would 

need to meet the requirements of the Tehran Convention (see Article 14). Additionally, no naval 

forces other than those belonging to the littoral states are allowed in the Caspian Sea (see Article 

3). The agreement does not clarify whether it is a sea or lake, however, nor does it include a 

delimitation of the seabed, which still requires additional negotiations between the littoral states 

(see Article 8 of the Convention).21  

 

 

3. The New Great Game Explanation for the Caspian 

Environmental Cooperation and the Legal Status Convention 
 

Chapter 2 introduced the general picture and arguments of a New Great Game. However, to 

make the discussion more concrete and easy-to-follow, it is necessary to introduce specific 

arguments of the New Great Game literature with regard to the uncertain legal status of the sea 

and the ecological issues. This section therefore illustrates whether and how the New Great 

Game literature mentions and explains the above-mentioned environmental issues, the process 

of cooperation and the signing of the Legal Status Convention. This will also help to contrast 

the functionalist perspective with the arguments of the New Great Game literature.  

According to the relevant scholarship, the essence of the competition is the West’s 

attempt to create an uninterrupted flow of natural resources from the Caspian Sea to the Western 

energy markets by eliminating Russian and Iranian monopoly over transportation routes (Alam 

2002; Karasac 2002; Kubicek 2013; Labban 2009; Monshipouri 2016; Uddin 1997). In light of 

this, the literature has depicted both the environmental issues and the uncertain legal status as 

important tools for Russia and Iran to prevent transportation of natural resources.   

The relevant academic works from the early 2000s argued that the uncertain legal status 

of the sea is one of the main reasons for the military advancement in the region and naval 

                                                            
21 This chapter does not provide the legal explanation of the agreement but there are a number of works in 

existence that comprehensively address the legal status of the Caspian Sea (e.g., Janusz-Pawletta 2015; 

Zimnitskaya and Geldern 2011).  
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competition between the littoral states (Alam 2002; Cohen 2002; Haghayeghi 2003; Lelyveld 

2001). In July 2001, for example, an Iranian naval vessel forced two British owned oil 

exploration ships (BP-Amaco), that were jointly run by Azerbaijan, away from a disputed area 

in the Caspian Sea. At the time, local and international experts argued that this dispute between 

Azerbaijan and Iran may reach the point of employing military means (Alam 2002; Cohen 2002; 

Haghayeghi 2003; Lelyveld 2001; Yusin 2005). 

A year later, the littoral states met in Ashgabat for the First Caspian Summit in 2002. 

The relevant scholarship interpreted this summit as a failure since Russia announced military 

exercises in the Caspian Sea after the summit (Cohen 2002). It was argued that the military 

exercises were designed to show Russia’s muscle and to put pressure on Iran (Cohen 2002; 

Torbakov 2002). A few months later, Azerbaijan and Russia signed a bilateral agreement on 

the delimitation of the North Caspian Sea, which was criticized and rejected by Iran (Feifer 

2002). Similarly, Alam (2002, 22) argued that “there are two burning issues in the Caspian Sea 

Basin—the legal status of the Caspian Sea and the ethnic conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh). 

These two sensitive issues can at any time jeopardize the security of the region. Thus, these 

issues should be properly and carefully resolved.” In the same vein, Haghayeghi (2003, 36) 

claimed “Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan have small naval forces but are increasing 

them as the legal status of the Caspian continues to be contested.” Overall, due to these 

geopolitical issues, bilateral and trilateral agreements, the relevant literature has depicted the 

uncertain legal status of the sea as a threat to the regional stability and transportation of natural 

resources in the Caspian Sea region.  

Similar to the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea, it has been argued that ecological 

issues are an important pressure tool for Iran and Russia to obstruct the potential exploration of 

oil and natural gas fields in the Caspian Sea (Anceschi 2019; Garibov 2018; Gurbanov 2018; 

Ismayilov 2019; Ismailzade 2006; Pritchin 2019). For example, Nuriyev (2015) argues that Iran 

and Russia use the existing environmental concerns to block or hinder crude oil shipping and 

the construction of pipelines between Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. 

Although the littoral states signed the Legal Status Convention on 12 August 2018, the 

(neo)realist line of argumentation has not been changed. Considering the recent legal 

agreement, a number of scholars have argued that Russia and Iran have intentionally included 

environmental articles (see Article 3, 11, 14) in the agreement to be able to veto and/or disrupt 

the possible natural gas pipeline connection between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan (Anceschi 
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2019; Garibov 2018; Gurbanov 2018). According to Garibov (2018, 193), Russia and Iran have 

used environmental concerns to halt the construction of the Trans Caspian Pipeline (TCP) for 

about two decades and the wording of the convention seems to leave room for debate about the 

“requirements and standards for the pipeline.” This view is shared by Anceschi (2019) who 

argues that the convention does not satisfy environmental conditions for the construction of the 

TCP project. The convention provides Russia and Iran with extensive environmental 

monitoring powers, which they use to influence the construction of any transport infrastructure 

sidelining Russia or Iran (Anceschi 2019). In the same vein, Ismayilov (2018, 9), claims that 

“Russia and Iran have used environmental requirements in the past and could use them to 

oppose the TCP in the future.”  

As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, caviar has been an important source of 

income for the Caspian Sea states. It has been claimed that “sturgeon of the Caspian Sea produce 

has been the source of most of the caviar in global trade from wild stocks historically” 

(TRAFFIC Report 2018, 13). Russia and Iran are still the largest caviar producers and exporters 

among the Caspian Sea states (Van Uhm and Siegel 2016). Considering the current biodiversity 

issues, it is also claimed that there is a real possibility that popular anger over accumulating 

environmental problems and disasters might turn into a significant channel for the expression 

of political discontent. By exaggerating the ecological issues, it is even claimed that they might 

lead to a Great Caviar Game in the Caspian Sea.  According to Shadrina,  

“we can clearly trace a link between regional security and the exploitation of 

aquatic bio-resources. The struggle over these resources could escalate into a 

conflict between the countries of the Caspian region or could evolve into a 

sturgeon war (2007, 56).”  

Considering these arguments, it can be seen that the relevant literature does not 

recognize the difference between the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea and the signing 

of the legal agreement, because Russia and Iran are depicted as the only ones to profit from 

both situations. Additionally, the relevant literature does not show an awareness of the history 

of environmental protocols leading up to the signing of the legal agreement (see Table 1). There 

are two possible explanations for this ignorance. First, the scholarship is not aware of the CEP 

and the Tehran Convention and does not recognize their added value in high politics. Because 

of this, the role of ecological issues and protocols are underestimated in the relevant debate. 

Second, the environmental issues also include politics because they might affect the exploration 
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of natural resources, therefore the New Great Game literature does not expect environmental 

cooperation and/or their institutionalization. Since the literature does not recognize the 

evolution of the Tehran Convention and the CEP, it fails to explain when, why and how 

Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan agreed with the environmental protocols. It also fails 

to explain if ecology is a tool for Russia and Iran, why the three littoral states have signed the 

legal agreement. As a result, the literature produces a redundant picture of the Caspian Sea. 

 

 

4. Discussion: A Functionalist explanation for Environmental 

Cooperation 
 

 

Drawing on insights from a revised functionalist framework, this section analyses the three core 

aspects of the CEP. First, in contrast to insights derived from a geopolitical literature, this 

section shows that cooperation on environmental issues has functionalist characteristics for 

many of the actors involved (e.g., governments, private actors, intergovernmental, and non-

governmental organizations), which enables them to achieve their diverse and interconnected 

purposes. In this sense, this section explains and highlights the various actors’ significant 

contributions, such as economic leverage, networks and technical expertise, and how these have 

influenced the process of cooperation in detail. Second, this section shows that despite 

geopolitical uncertainty, the environmental cooperation has created suitable conditions for 

finding common interests and for constructing new ways of working together between the 

governments of the littoral states, such as the Ministries of Foreign Affairs and the Ministries 

of Ecology and Natural Resources. Finally, this section illustrates that the CEP has encouraged 

the governments of the littoral states to establish cooperation on other common issues namely, 

the legal status of the Caspian Sea. More concretely, it shows complex interconnection between 

the CEP and the Legal Status Convention.   
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4.1. Economic Leverage, Networking and Technical Expertise 
 

4.1.1. Economic Leverage  

 

The first important point that needs to be highlighted is economic contributions of the UNEP, 

UNDP, GEF and the World Bank made to the governments because of the CEP. As argued in 

revised functionalism, international organizations offer the government of a target states 

positive incentives (e.g., financial support) on the condition that the government accepts and 

complies with their requirements (Delmas and Young 2009; Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). In 

the 1990s, it was not in the interest of the all littoral states to address the shared environmental 

issues because of the uncertain geopolitical situation and internal political and economic 

transitions. However, with the strong financial help of the intergovernmental organizations, it 

was possible to start with solving the technical ecological problems impeding cooperation. 

More specifically, the economic assistance and benefit of participating in the CEP brought the 

governments to the bargaining table. 

As mentioned above the GEF, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank were the key 

actors that accepted the invitation of the littoral states. In June 1995 they presented the draft of 

the CEP, which includes a comprehensive environmental reform package (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16).  In order to receive the financial and technical support, the littoral states 

accepted the reform package and restated their invitation in Tehran (Global Environment 

Facility 1998, 16). Three years later, the CEP was officially established. The GEF, the UNEP, 

the UNDP and the World Bank have invested more than USD20 million over the three phases 

of the CEP (Lenoci 2012). This financial support enabled these actors to put pressure on the 

governments of the littoral states to discuss and sign the regional environmental policies, which 

the governments of the littoral states complied. For example, the Caspian Sea governments 

accepted a new environmental framework, such as the National Environmental Action Plan 

(NEAP) and the Strategic Action Plan (SAP). Later, the NEAP guided institutional changes in 

Azerbaijan, which led to the establishment its new Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources 

in 2001 (Lenoci 2012).   

Another important consequence of the economic support is the Tehran Convention, 

which was signed in November 2003 as a result of a complex and politically sensitive 

bargaining process. It was a remarkable achievement because in July 2001 a dispute had arisen 

between the Iran military vessel and BP Azerbaijan over the exploration of natural resources. 
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A year later, Russia held a military exercise in the Caspian Sea. In May 2003, Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan and Russia signed a trilateral agreement on the Caspian seabed, which was 

protested by Iran and Turkmenistan (Janusz-Pawletta 2015). Despite the complex geopolitical 

obstacles, the five littoral states signed the first legally binding common agreement, namely the 

Tehran Convention. The signing of the Tehran Convention was successful because it created 

conditions for the governments of the littoral states to continue to work together in addressing 

their common problems. According to an expert from the CEP,  

“in the early 2000s it created hope because even Turkmenistan, which is 

known for its isolationist policy and disagreement with Azerbaijan, signed 

one week after the convention. Turkmenistan waited and sent the Minister of 

the Environment a week later to sign the agreement after the four other 

Caspian Sea states signed (Interview, October 16, 2017).”  

To keep the five governments in the negotiations, the international actors have continued to 

finance the environmental projects. By 2006, the Caspian littoral states ratified the Convention 

and it entered into force on the 12th of August 2006, which was the most significant step for the 

CEP (Villa 2014). The fast ratification of the Convention confirmed that there was willingness 

and commitment among the governments of the littoral states to work together and to include 

environmental concerns in their planning of future development. 

By financing the CEP projects, the international community aimed to persuade the 

governments of the littoral states to sign and ratify the four protocols of the Tehran Convention. 

Because of this, the littoral governments have signed the four protocols and ratified one of them 

(the Aktau Protocol) and signed a number of crucial documents, such as the Strategic 

Convention Action Plan (SCAP) since 2003. According to Kvitsinskaia (2009), the approval of 

the SCAP allowed the COP-2 to launch an important tool to help achieve the national and 

regional goals of the Tehran Convention for a period of ten years. According to a former expert 

from the CEP:  

“as long as the money is paid by someone else, they are willing to work 

together to address the ecological issues. Therefore, financial support from 

international organizations was one of the incentives that encouraged the 

governments to talk to each other and cooperate (Interview, October 16, 

2017).”  
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The governments of the Caspian littoral states know that if they stop cooperating, the 

economic support and benefits will likely be suspended (Bernstein 2015). Since the 

governments of the littoral states accepted the financial contributions from the World Bank, the 

UNEP, the UNDP, and the GEF, they are required to comply with environmental reform 

packages, sign environmental protocols, policies, and action plans and need to work together in 

order to receive these contributions (Lenoci 2012). This is the case because if the decision-

making is blocked or suspended by the governments, these organizations will not see any reason 

to keep investing their economic resources for further developments. In this regard, it can be 

argued that the CEP has facilitated suitable conditions for stabilizing the relations among the 

governments because these international organizations have made stable cooperation a 

prerequisite for providing essential services (economic, technical, and administrative). 

By using financial grants international organizations have pushed the governments of 

the littoral states to work together to address their ecological issues. More specifically, these 

actors used their economic leverage to ensure the compliance of the governments with the 

Tehran Convention. For example, while the main discussants are the representatives of the 

governments, these meetings have been organized, monitored and guided through the 

systematic support of the UNEP (Villa 2014). One interviewee said that “if UNEP had not been 

in a position to support the (Interim) Secretariat, the governments would not have come to the 

table. These days it is even difficult to bring together local institutions within a country. But the 

UNEP has managed to bring different governments from five Caspian Sea states together 

(Interview, August 22, 2018).”  

However, following the third phase of the CEP, the IGOs started to decrease their 

financial support as the littoral states had started to generate significant financial income from 

their natural resources (Bernstein 2015). Additionally, two of the Caspian littoral states (Iran 

and Russia) are under constant international sanctions, which also implicitly influenced the 

decision of international financial organizations. An expert from one of the sponsor 

organizations highlighted that “direct sanctions against two of the Caspian Sea states make it 

difficult to find financial sponsors or receive international grants.” Third, there are also 

bureaucratic difficulties. According to an expert from the Ministry of Natural Resources of Iran 

“to increase the budget of this program each government needs to propose this issue to their 

Ministry of Finance and then to their Parliament, which is a long process. Due to this issue, the 

Ministry of the Environment and Natural Resources of the Caspian Sea states are reluctant to 

do this.” This means that when evaluating the CEP and/or the actions of the governments of the 
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Caspian littoral states, it is necessary to include local, global and regional dimensions and their 

interrelatedness in the broader discussion because they mutually influence each other.  

 

4.1.2. Networking and Socialization under the CEP   

 

Besides economic benefits, another contribution of the CEP is the facilitation of international 

and regional networking among diverse interest groups. In doing so, it has created suitable 

conditions for socialization amongst the government officials and experts involved, which 

improved chances of success.  

First, after getting involved in the program, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank 

utilized their strong networks and lobbing capabilities to attract more financial support and 

mitigate economic risks (Global Environment Facility 1998, 1-2). For example, the World Bank 

received start-up funding for the CEP from the Japanese government and the EU/TACIS 

program in 1998 (Blum 2002, 167). Additionally, the UNEP, the UNDP and the World Bank 

have used their privileged international positions, lobbying power and political capacity to gain 

support from different groups, such as Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), International 

Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the private sector (e.g., BP) (Lenoci 2012, 34). In this way, 

the organizations have brought different kinds of necessary resources and expertise to the table. 

Along with the governments of the littoral states, they have been actively involved in addressing 

technical, political and economic problems and they have conducted joint projects to facilitate 

the work of different stakeholders. For example, the CEIC was developed by GRID-Arendal 

with the financial support of BP in 2012 (Bernstein 2015). The CEIC is based on a network of 

collaborating institutions in Caspian littoral states, most importantly governments, ecological 

monitoring stations, actors from the private sector and NGOs. It provides these parties with an 

online collaborative information-sharing tool, making it easier to collaborate on environmental 

issues and to share information. It was recognized as an important collaborative tool by the 

governments of the littoral states at the COP5 meeting Ashgabat in 2014 (Tehran Convention 

Secretariat/COP6 2018a, 1). 

Second, the UNEP has helped the Secretariat to organize the six COPs, regional projects 

(e.g., CASPECO) and the regular meetings of experts from different governmental, non-

governmental and private institutions (Bernstein 2015, 65). The aim of these meetings and 
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projects is to bring a range of experts into frequent contact with each other, facilitate their 

networking and allow for the discussion of the four protocols and national as well as regional 

action plans. A quick glance at the attendance list of the six COPs reveals the systematic 

presence of diverse expert groups from the Ministries of Ecology and Natural Resources, the 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs, BP, scientists, and representatives of the UNEP, the UNDP and 

the World Bank (Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 4 2012). Considering the uncertain 

geopolitical situation of the early 2000s, it can be argued that the CEP has provided the 

governments of the littoral states with a suitable place to learn to share their different 

perspectives, concerns and arrange them accordingly. For example, an expert from the Ministry 

of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan mentioned that  

“in the early 2000s, the first meeting of different experts from the 

governments was very cold and official. The early 2000s was not the best 

time for the governments due to several political, economic and legal 

disagreements. However, due to this program we started to have regular 

meetings, which helped us to establish informal relations, trust and even 

friendship. Now, it is easy to foster consensus formation amongst different 

agents of the Caspian governments (Interview, August 22, 2018).”  

Additionally, the regular meetings have played a socializing function as they have 

facilitated the development of shared meanings and values which evolve through the use of a 

common language to deliberate on particular problems or issue areas. While preserving their 

national governments positions, officials in this program tend to socially construct a sense of 

collective identity and shared meaning due to regular meetings. For example, an expert from 

the Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of Iran mentioned that  

“these regular meetings among the government experts help to build certain 

connections, trust and consensus. I would call us Caspian Family because of 

these meetings. Everyone knows each other, familiar faces and experts attend 

every meeting. Since we meet regularly to discuss the same subject, we also 

prefer same experts rather than outsiders because this makes it easier to 

discuss and find a common point (Interview, August 3, 2018).”  

While checking the attendance list of the COPs and other meetings, one can see that since the 

beginning of the CEP, the same experts have been attending all the meetings and training 

programs. Although the Minister of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan has been 
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changed a few times, the CEP contact person within the Ministry has stayed same. This makes 

it easy to establish and maintain informal relations between experts, which can ease the 

negotiation process. The successful signing of the Tehran Convention, its ratification, and the 

signing of the four environmental protocols and the environmental action plans illustrate the 

success of the regular meetings under the CEP. Considering this, it can be argued that the CEP 

has offered a space of cooperation where the expectations and visions of the governments of 

the littoral states can be freely stated, redefined and exchanged. 

It is worth mentioning that each of actors has their own specific function and purpose 

within the networking meetings. One interviewee from BP mentioned that “BP attends these 

meetings to observe the discussion because environmental decisions directly impact on BP’s 

work (Interview, October 25, 2017).” In the same vein, different experts from the Ministries of 

Foreign Affairs of the littoral states participate in the discussion and decision-making every 

year. An expert from the Ministry of Ecology and Natural resources of Azerbaijan stated that  

“the reason for this is to observe the environmental experts’ discussion and 

prevent them from making wrong political statements by accident. These 

environmental experts do not know too much about the ecological issues, but 

their purpose is to observe our discussion because we are also not expert on 

foreign policy or legal treaties (Interview, October 28, 2017).” 

This aspect of the CEP came to the fore in the interviews I conducted with the employees from 

the different governments. When I asked an employee of the Ministry of Natural Resources and 

Ecology in Azerbaijan questions about foreign policy, the employee said that “they could not 

comment that much on foreign relations or political aspects (Interview, November 28, 2017).” 

In the same vein, when I asked an expert from a Ministry of Foreign Affairs a question 

pertaining to environmental security, that person also said that they could not “comment on 

ecological security.” Another participant from the UNEP mentioned that they “try to keep 

politics and political issues away from the discussion, but [they] also need the experts from 

Ministries of Foreign Affairs because of their internal influence (Interview, October 16, 2017).” 

However, the COPs and other meetings have provided the governments with a non-political 

platform to discuss specific issues. Several experts mentioned that during non-political or 

technical meetings, the representatives of the governments surreptitiously discuss political, 

economic or legal disagreements, which eases their further negotiations.   



110 
 

Overall, these examples illustrate that despite the complex geopolitical developments, 

the CEP succeeded in facilitating a dialogue among the five governments and created a sense 

of Caspian community. Since the early 2000s, the CEP has, with the support of the UNEP and 

under its authority, offered the five governments a functional platform for dialogue and of the 

coordination of solutions to shared ecological issues. By implementing regular, long-term 

training programs (e.g., CASPECO), the CEP has increased the likelihood of socialization 

occurring amongst national civil servants by grouping experts together in specific activities 

according to interests and acceptability.  

 

 

4.1.3. Technical Expertise and Construction of Environmental Protocols 

 

Besides economic incentive and socialization, the CEP has brought advanced technical 

equipment and knowledge to the region, and it has kept the discussion within the technical 

framework by avoiding politics.  

First, with their expertise the World Bank, the UNEP, the UNDP and the GEF have 

assisted the governments of the littoral states in improving their bureaucratic, technical and 

policy making skills, and in establishing a new set of ecological norms and understandings 

(Villa 2014). More specifically, the UNEP and the UNDP have formulated the National, 

Regional and Strategic Environmental Action Plans, the Tehran Convention, its four protocols, 

policy documents, regulations, and creating the concept papers under the CEP on behalf of the 

governments (Bernstein 2015). The World Bank has managed the CEP’s funding and 

investment projects (Bernstein 2015). According to an expert from the CEP, “the governments 

usually check draft version of these documents, give their feedback and then these 

intergovernmental organizations finalize the documents (Interview, September 21, 2018).” This 

is because the governments of the littoral states lacked technical expertise and ecological 

knowledge needed to introduce new regulations and existing regulations were based on Soviet 

regulations, which were not relevant anymore (Global Environment Facility 1998; the UNECE 

Environmental Performance Review 2004, 2011).   

Second, the CEP has sought to highlight the best technical ways of achieving its goals 

without implying a balance of power. The CEP started from scratch and aimed to construct a 



111 
 

new ecological base that the governments of the littoral states needed. When reviewing the 

language of the CEP documents, it can be seen that they emphasize the idea of shared 

environmental issues rather than focusing on environmental issues facing individual states 

because these documents influence the way governments perceive ecological problems and thus 

their solutions. Considering the perspectives of revised functionalism (see chapter 3), it can be 

argued that these environmental norms and rules socially influence or cause governments to do 

the things they do, and they provide the governments with new direction, obligations, 

regulations and goals for action. According to an expert from the UNEP,   

“In the early 1990s, there was a lack of common documents to refer while 

discussing the Caspian Sea ecological issues. Most of the documents were 

signed between the Soviet Union and Iran and did not include the new littoral 

states. In this regard, these environmental protocols and agreements offer 

common base for the governments and they can refer to these documents 

while discussing the Caspian Sea (Interview, October 6, 2017).”  

These protocols and scientific documents facilitate the littoral states’ negotiations with each 

other as there are common documents that they can cite or use as examples (Bernstein 2015). 

After signing four new protocols, the governments can refer to shared documents (Janusz-

Pawletta 2015).  

Third, when reviewing the language of the four protocols, one can also see that they 

were written with an awareness of the interwovenness of ecological issues with other areas 

(e.g., natural resources). This means that these protocols directly influence exploration and 

transportation of natural resources in the Caspian Sea. For example, Aktau includes the 

principle of “the polluter pays”, by virtue of which the polluter bears the costs of the pollution, 

including its prevention, control and reduction (see Article 4 of the Aktau Protocol). The 

governments of the littoral states (Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan) are thereby encouraged to be 

more cautious in their behaviour and to enhance their measures against spilling any fossil fuels.  

In the same vein, the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) protocol explicitly 

regulates the construction of underwater pipelines and the ecological impact they may have on 

the Caspian Sea (see annex I of the protocol). Before the signing of the last protocol, one 

interviewee from the Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources of Azerbaijan mentioned that 

“Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan currently want to change the language of the next protocol because 

it brings restrictions to their natural resource production and transportation (Interview, 
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November 26, 2017).” According the protocol, the littoral states need to inform each other when 

they plan on undertaking any of the activities listed in annex I, which include the construction 

of large diameter pipelines and production of natural resources. When reviewing the documents 

it becomes apparent that Turkmenistan suggested to take out the word “large diameter” and add 

the word “exploration” after “production” (see Annex I, list of activities 9 and 16). Iran and 

Russia supported these suggestions, but Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan were against them because 

the changes would restrict construction of all pipelines, large and small, as well as exploration 

activities. Because of this it took several years to agree upon its principles. When reviewing the 

documents of preparatory meetings (e.g., Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 5 2014), one can 

see that Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan opposed the protocol. To solve this disagreement, the CEP 

sent a letter to the Secretariat of the Espoo Convention, asking whether the protocol 

contradicted the Espoo Convention or limits its scope (see Tehran Convention Secretariat/COP 

6 2015). Per the letter of 15 October 2015, the Secretariat of the Espoo Convention replied that 

the protocol does not limit the bilateral or multilateral activities of the littoral states. However, 

the letter could not solve the issue and in the end Turkmenistan’s suggestions were not accepted 

(Tehran Convention Secretariat/ECOP 2018b).  

In contrast to the New Great Game arguments, the disagreement illustrates that the 

ecological protocols have gone through systematic discussion process and each round of 

cooperation might incur resistance since the governments are now aware of upcoming 

obligations and restrictions. Unlike the geopolitical arguments, it is also good to emphasize that 

it was Turkmenistan, not Iran or Russia, who suggested these changes. In the end, Azerbaijan 

and Kazakhstan were able to reject the changes despite the support of Russia, Iran and 

Turkmenistan. They preferred to safeguard envisioned projects in adjacent areas to keep their 

autonomy and room to maneuver. What this situation also shows is that the language of every 

document is very important and that each country weighs every word because these documents 

can influence the littoral states’ ability to extract natural resources.  

Another important aspect of the CEP is the way in which it side-lines general political 

attitudes during the negotiation process. As mentioned above, in 2003, the GEF, GRID-

Arendal, the UNDP and the World Bank helped to establish the Secretariat under the Tehran 

Convention. However, the governments of the littoral states could not agree on the location of 

the Secretariat and therefore the UNEP has carried out the functions of the Secretariat, such as 

organizing meetings and drawing up documents and treaties (Bernstein 2015). One expert even 

said that “under the arrangement with the UNEP the staff of the interim Secretariat is employed 
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through GRID-Arendal (Interview, July 23, 2018). The organization has provided financial, 

technical and administrative support for the Secretariat.” According to an expert from the 

UNEP,  

“in 2003 the governments offered their own capitals as the place for the 

Secretariat. However, they could not agree on a place because of economic, 

administrative and political reasons. As a result, the UNEP intervened and 

temporarily took the responsibility (Interview, October 6, 2017).”  

In 2012, the governments finally decided to move the place of the Secretariat from Geneva to 

Baku and to change it every four years, but this has not yet been done due to political and 

economic disagreements.  An expert from the Ministry of Natural Resources of Azerbaijan said 

that “the UNEP did its best to prevent this delay and these political issues, and decided to 

continue the secretariat responsibilities (Interview, October 6, 2017).” As a result of this, 

sensitive questions have been deconstructed into acceptable piecemeal agreements during the 

CEP discussions, which has paved the way for broadly supported solutions. This example 

therefore shows that within the CEP, the preferable mode of problem solving is to find a way 

around general political attitudes of animosity and distrust between the governments.  

Overall, the CEP encompasses a vast and far-reaching network of actors, all of whom 

have their own motivation, policy goals, professional staff and preferences. Since the early 

1990s, these actors have served to initiate, acquire funding for, facilitate and extend the smooth 

communication, cooperation and information exchange among the governments of the five 

Caspian Sea states, and have tried to prevent direct regional competition between the state and 

misunderstanding while discussing protocols. In this regard, this environmental cooperation 

would never have been possible without systematic support of the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF 

and the World Bank. Additionally, despite serious geopolitical issues and disagreements among 

the littoral states, the environmental cooperation has continued and become institutionalised 

under the CEP umbrella, which has produced politically relevant treaties, norms and 

regulations.  
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4.2. Room for Ramification and Transferability: from environmental 

cooperation to the Legal Status 
 

When considering the dialogue, environmental cooperation, and socialization that took place as 

part of the CEP, one may ask whether these experiences have created suitable conditions for 

cooperating in other areas, such as on political, economic, legal and security related issues. 

What is the transferability of lessons learned in environmental cooperation to solving the legal 

status of the Caspian Sea? 

The Legal Status Convention is a comprehensive agreement, which covers diverse, 

interconnected areas, namely security, the environment, navigation, fishing rights and the 

construction of pipelines. In order to achieve this comprehensive legal agreement, the 

governments of the littoral states started to negotiate each issue step-by-step. In this sense, the 

CEP was the first step, which facilitated suitable conditions for the five governments of the 

littoral states to sign the first shared legal agreement among the five littoral states, namely the 

Tehran Convention. When one reviews Table 3 above, it becomes clear that the governments 

of the littoral states gradually moved from discussing ecological issues to discussing issues in 

the field of regional security, which is another component of the Legal Status Convention. In 

2010, the littoral states signed the Caspian Security Agreement in Baku, Azerbaijan (Kremlin 

November 18, 2010). It is the second agreement among all the littoral states, which brought the 

Legal Status Convention one step closer. The Legal Status Convention itself was finally signed 

in 2018. In this sense, the cooperation has gradually moved forward despite the geopolitical 

developments complicating it. However, while discussing the Legal Status Convention, the 

literature on the Caspian Sea region focusing on geopolitical influences neglects the complex 

interconnection between the three agreements.    

Although it is not explicitly mentioned in the CEP’s aims, the program offers an 

institutional framework for the negotiation of shared interests, mutual gains and common issues. 

While discussing the legal status, the governments of the littoral states highlighted the example 

of the Tehran Convention to show that they might pursue a similar line of agreement. More 

specifically, the CEP has been proposed by the governments of the littoral states as an important 

example of mutual cooperation (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, January 25, 2017). 

Several interviewees highlighted that unlike the environmental meetings, the legal status 

discussions are closed meetings. Because of this, it is difficult to say anything about how the 
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legal status discussions are carried out but these environmental agreements play an indirect 

facilitative role.   

In 2010, at the Third Caspian Summit in Baku, the heads of the Caspian Sea states issued 

several statements to endorse the CEP and reiterate the urgency to sign and ratify the four 

environmental protocols (Kremlin, November 18, 2010). During this summit, the heads of state 

highlighted the importance of the environmental protocols as part of the legal status discussion. 

In the press statement, President Medvedev of Russia highlighted that they “agreed 

on the Protocols to the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment 

of the Caspian Sea, and soon they all will be signed by our colleagues” (Kremlin, November 

18, 2010). Following the Third Summit, the CEP organized three COP meetings between 2011 

and 2014, during which it achieved the signing of the three environmental protocols. One of the 

signed protocols (Aktau protocol) was ratified by the governments of the littoral states in 2012. 

The fifth COP took place in May 2014, as can be seen in tables 1 and 3 and it led to the signing 

of the Ashgabat Protocol. A few months later in September, the fourth summit of the heads of 

the Caspian states took place in Astrakhan. During the summit, the ratification and 

implementation of the two other protocols (those of Moscow and Ashgabat) were emphasized 

by the littoral states’ presidents (Kremlin, September 29, 2014; President, September 29, 2014). 

A similar parallel development occurred in 2018 as the last protocol of the Tehran Convention 

was signed one month before the Legal Status Convention was signed.  

These developments illustrate the explicit interconnection between the environmental 

cooperation and legal discussion. Because of this interconnection, environmental cooperation 

is not just standalone cooperation but it is one of the driving forces and conditions. Several 

interviewees mentioned that sometimes during the discussion of legal status, government 

officials mentioned minor issues that need to be agreed upon. On occasion, these minor issues 

are also related to the CEP and then the experts of the littoral states would work together to find 

a common solution and/or agreement. According to an expert from the Ministry of Natural 

Resources of Iran, “cannot say that the last protocol is directly linked to the legal status 

discussion, but the heads of the littoral states mentioned this protocol at their previous meetings 

and it can therefore be said that this protocol has indirectly helped the discussion of the Caspian 

leaders in August along (Interview, August 3, 2018).”  

When reviewing the Legal Status Convention document, one finds that article 1, article 

3, article 14 and article 15, explicitly refer to ecological concerns and article 3 refers directly to 
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the four environmental protocols of the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine 

Environment and highlights their importance. It states that  

“the parties may lay trunk submarine pipelines on the bed of the Caspian Sea, 

on the condition that their projects comply with environmental standards and 

requirements embodied in the international agreements to which they are 

parties, including the Framework Convention for the Protection of the Marine 

Environment of the Caspian Sea and its relevant protocols” (as cited in the 

Convention on the Legal Status of the Caspian Sea, 2018).  

This shows first, the (legal) importance of the environmental protocols as the governments need 

to consider them when they want to build a pipeline. This also shows the interdependent 

relationship between environmental protocols and pipelines. The Legal Status Convention 

should be seen as a comprehensive agreement and the Tehran Convention should be seen as 

one of the parts of the big picture that comprehensive agreement paints. Contrary to the 

conclusions in the realist line of literature, this shows that the CEP is not just a standalone or 

unrelated cooperation. Rather, it has strong cooperative autonomy in the face of geopolitics 

because if this environmental cooperation had failed, that would have meant that one of the 

requirements in the Legal Status Convention would not have been fulfilled. These protocols set 

boundaries and limitations for future pipeline construction. In this regard, it is necessary to 

consider the low environmental cooperation in order to understand the complex dynamics of 

the Caspian Sea. However, while discussing this program, a UNEP expert mentioned that  

“it is important to be realistic because one should not compare this 

environmental cooperation with the EU or European style integration. This 

program will not lead to a new EU or the UN. However, it can be also argued 

that if there was no environmental program, the situation in the Caspian Sea 

could never have been as good as this. This environmental program is not 

perfect but it provides the place to talk, socialize, negotiate and increase trust 

(Interview, October 16, 2017).”  

This is a remarkable point because there is a tendency among the relevant scholars to mistakenly 

expect European style integration in the Caspian Sea region (Blum 2002, 171-172; Petersen 

2016, 151). In doing so, these scholars ignore the fact that regional cooperation in other parts 

of the world is driven by different functional pursuits than it is in Western Europe and that these 

other parts of the world have their own functional objectives and approaches to cooperation or 
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impulses peculiar to them. As argued in revised functionalism, international norms (e.g., 

solving ecological issues) influence different actors and regions differently, but this is either 

misunderstood or ignored in the relevant literature (Finnemore and Sikkink 2001). Considering 

this, it can be argued that the CEP should be seen and interpreted through the lens of cooperation 

rather than integration. As it is also put forth in revised functionalism, integration by definition 

implies loss of sovereignty, voluntarily or through pressure (Acharya 2016). Taking into 

account the colonial history of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan, it can be argued that 

environmental cooperation is functional for them because it helps to preserve their autonomy 

and independence while establishing dialogue, trust, and a habit of cooperation.   

 

 

5. Conclusion   
 

Drawing on insights from the revised functionalist framework, I have analysed the CEP and its 

relation with the Legal Status Convention in this chapter. In doing so, I have identified three 

core aspects, which reveal a comprehensive picture of the Caspian Sea and distort the erroneous 

explanations of the New Great Game literature. 

 The first core aspect of the CEP is that it acts issue-specific and on the basis of technical 

cooperation. Because the environmental problems in the region had (geo)political dimensions, 

as the legal issue on the uncertain status of the seabed did, the New Great Game literature did 

not expect environmental cooperation to be easily reached, institutionalized and effective. 

However, the relevant ecological issues have been framed as issue-specific and technical under 

the CEP umbrella. Despite the complex geopolitical developments, the technical formulation 

has made the ecological issues relatively easy to cooperate on in the Caspian Sea region. 

Through these measures the CEP has created suitable conditions for the governments of the 

littoral states to sign the first common agreement (the Tehran Convention), construct new 

norms, draw up regulations, form regional identities and interests and to operationalize routine 

communication. In contrast to the New Great Game literature, which has depicted the ecological 

protocols of the recent legal agreement as a political tool used by Russia and Iran, this chapter 

has showed that the governments of the littoral states have been working on the four 

environmental protocols and other regulations freely and autonomously since the late 1990s. 



118 
 

By addressing shared technical and ecological issues, the CEP has offered the governments of 

the littoral states an indirect and apolitical starting point for establishing the habit of 

cooperation, a regional dialogue, socialization and for building trust. Additionally, it has created 

a channel for regular communication between the governments of the littoral states. In doing 

so, it has managed to mobilize respective actors successfully by avoiding power politics, 

nationalism and ideological differences. 

The second aspect of the CEP highlighted in this chapter is a catalytic advantage; lessons 

learned from environmental cooperation have spilled over into the discussion on the uncertain 

legal status of the Caspian seabed. In contrast to the conclusion offered in the New Great Game 

literature, this chapter has showed that there is a parallel and complex interconnection between 

the agreement reached on the environmental protocols and the agreement reached on the legal 

status of the seabed. The agreement is very comprehensive, as it includes consensus on security, 

navigation, fishing rights and ecological rules. To reach such a comprehensive agreement, the 

governments of the littoral states first started negotiating the ecological norms under the CEP 

umbrella. This culminated in the signing of the Tehran Convention, its four environmental 

protocols and additional regulations. Later, the successful cooperation on ecological issues 

spilled over into cooperation on regional security. More specifically, the governments of the 

littoral states took the ecological cooperation one step further by signing the Caspian Security 

Agreement in November 2010, which is the second document signed by all five littoral states. 

In this regard, the governments of the littoral states have built the legal agreement step by step. 

The signing of ecological and security agreements has created suitable conditions for enhancing 

cooperation by signing the Legal Status Convention. In this regard, the Legal Status Convention 

cannot be explained without reference to how the environmental interests of the Caspian Sea 

governments were expressed and worked on under the CEP and later the Tehran Convention 

during the early 2000s.   

However, it is important to note that the relevant studies should not expect European 

style cooperation in the Caspian Sea. Unlike European integration, the purpose of the Caspian 

Sea cooperation is to ensure autonomy and independence from colonial rule and limit the 

intervention of outside powers in regional affairs. In relation to this, this chapter has showed 

that the Caspian Sea has its own peculiar impulses, which should be considered by the existing 

scholars.    
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The third salient aspect of the CEP is that, despite the diplomatic role of the 

governments, the ecological cooperation among them is orchestrated by multiple international 

agencies like the UNDP, the UNEP, the World Bank and the GEF, which have offered the 

required resources and instruments that the governments did not have or could not afford. By 

using their economic, technical and networking advantages, these actors have kept the 

governments of the littoral states in the negotiations and pushed them to comply with the CEP 

requirements. More concretely, the economic leverage these actors possess is one of the key 

reasons that pushed the governments of the littoral states, in particular the Ministries of Foreign 

Affairs and the Ministries of Environment and Natural Resources towards trans-boundary 

cooperation. Environmental cooperation has brought them direct and indirect economic profit 

and development. This shows that unlike what is assumed in the New Great Game literature, 

states are not the only actors in the Caspian Sea region, but there are a number of private, non-

governmental, intergovernmental and semi-governmental actors, who play key facilitating 

roles. Therefore, when one discusses the recent political achievements of the governments of 

the Caspian littoral states, one has to consider the complex network of international actors 

around them.  

These three aspects also illustrate that the New Great Game literature not only presents 

an inaccurate but a false picture of the Caspian Sea region. While the CEP does include low 

politics, it is necessary to understand and explain the environmental cooperation of the 

governments of the littoral states in order to understand the complex picture of the Caspian Sea 

region.   

The next chapter will move from discussing the preservation of natural resources to their 

transportation as it will discuss transnational infrastructure. Chapter 5 illustrates that the phase 

in which cooperative habits formed under the CEP umbrella continued and strengthened 

through the process of realizing BTC pipeline. By using insights from revised functionalism, 

chapter 5 will outline the three phases (planning, construction and post-construction) of the 

process of realizing BTC pipeline. This will allow showing how, why and when transnational 

(pipeline) infrastructure influences the interaction of multiple actors within the three phases of 

its construction. More concretely, chapter 5 highlights and emphasizes the material power of 

the BTC oil pipeline in the broader picture.  
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CHAPTER 5: Cooperation around post-Soviet Transnational 

Infrastructure projects in the Caspian Sea 
 

1. Introduction  
 

Chapter 2 illustrated that in addressing the infrastructure developments in the Caspian Sea 

region, the New Great Game literature frames every topic it discusses (e.g., environmental, 

technical, economic and social) as a mainly geopolitical issue. According to this literature, if 

there are natural resources there will also be conflict and rivalry. However, this is only one 

possible way of interpreting the region and its development; another is the opposite outcome, 

because cooperation might, in fact, also emerge due to natural resources. In other words, the 

pollution produced by the exploitation of natural resources encouraged the governments of the 

Caspian Sea littoral states to cooperate, which, instead of causing conflict, brought them under 

the CEP umbrella, as the previous chapter showed by using the theoretical insights described 

in chapter 3. This current chapter will take the discussion one step further by showing how the 

positive effect of the transportation of natural resources on regional cooperation has been 

neglected by the New Great Game scholarship.22 Moreover, this chapter will illustrate that 

cooperation among the Caspian littoral states is not limited to environmental issues. The 

development of cooperation habits, which was started in the CEP, continued and reinforced 

through the BTC pipeline. 

To propose an alternative reading of the developments surrounding the natural resources 

in the area, this chapter uses insights from my revised functionalism to analyze the three phases 

of the BTC project: planning of the pipeline, construction of the pipeline, and the use of the 

pipeline, none of which have been adequately addressed yet. Although the relevant literature 

recognizes the pivotal importance of the BTC oil pipeline, it fails to analyze its entanglement 

with wider regional processes and the material networking of the Caspian Sea region. 

Therefore, scant scholarship has been devoted to the effects of transnational infrastructure 

projects on the strategies of regional cooperation and exchange in the Caspian Sea region. 

Taking this into account, the core argument of this chapter is that the BTC is much more than 

a piece of energy infrastructure as it is the main impulse for interaction between international 

                                                            
22 This chapter was published in East European Politics Journal in 2019 except for the Introduction, section 3 

and subsection 4.4.2. It also includes subsection 3.2 from Introduction chapter. The link for the article: 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2019.1612372  

https://doi.org/10.1080/21599165.2019.1612372
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and regional actors which has facilitated numerous connections in a highly contingent world. 

This chapter aims to situate the technical and material networks needed for cooperation in this 

broader political, economic and social analysis of the Caspian Sea region.  It aims to make 

visible a hidden material cooperation in the Caspian Sea region.      

This chapter contains four parts. The first part provides background information about 

the BTC pipeline, the three phases of the BTC project and its timeline. The second part outlines 

the New Great Game views on three phases of the BTC project. The third and main part of the 

chapter discusses the three identified phases of the BTC project in light of the insights derived 

from my revised functionalism. More specifically, this part of the chapter illustrates that during 

the planning phase, there was great uncertainty about the amount of extractable natural 

resources and how this would impact the foreign policies of the states in the region, which led 

New Great Game scholars to make to one-sided assumptions and exaggerations. However, 

financial, technical, and social issues, not geopolitical challenges, prevented the project from 

going forward and led to significant delays during the construction phase. The third part of this 

chapter argues that without the network of multiple actors, (companies, NGOs and IGOs), for 

example, it would have been impossible to overcome these obstacles. In the fourth part, the role 

of the pipeline after its construction is revealed by answering the question of how the 

transnational pipeline infrastructure influences the interaction of different actors, state as well 

as non-state, and how it connects the landlocked countries of the Caspian Sea to global 

networks. More concretely, it shows that the BTC pipeline encouraged specific forms of 

cooperation rather than rivalry among the Caspian littoral states. Following the construction of 

the pipeline, the relevant literature has mainly explained the potential benefits and influence of 

the BTC pipeline in terms of the relationship between Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey, but 

these are not the only states that benefit from the BTC pipeline. The Caspian littoral states, 

namely Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and even Russia also use this transnational infrastructure to 

transport their natural resources. This chapter shows the benefits of the BTC pipeline for these 

littoral states.  
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2. Background of the BTC pipeline  
 

On 20 September, 1994, after three and a half years of extensive negotiations, Azerbaijan and 

a consortium of foreign oil companies (mainly Western) signed a Production Sharing Contract 

(PSC) in order to develop Azerbaijan's Azeri-Chirag-Gunashli Deepwater (ACG) oil reserves. 

This would later come to be known as the “contract of the century” (BP Azerbaijan 2018a). 

Following this, a number of pipeline routes were initially explored to transport the oil to 

international energy markets, including one going east from the Caspian Sea to China, another 

heading south to Iran, and a further one extending the existing pipeline connections of Baku-

Novorossiysk 23 (Sovacool and Cooper 2013).  

 

Map 1: Green color is the BTC pipeline, yellow color Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline and blue color is the 

Baku Novorossiysk pipeline.  

Source: SOCAR 2018 

However, the economic sanctions imposed on Iran by the US, the poor state of the 

existing Baku-Novorossiysk pipeline, and the fact that other routes tended to terminate at the 

Black Sea, requiring oil to be transferred along the Bosporus (which was already congested 

with tanker traffic), together resulted in all parties preferring a route leading from Baku through 

Tbilisi to Ceyhan. This pipeline links the Sangachal Terminal, situated on the shores of the 

Caspian Sea, to the marine terminal in Ceyhan, on Turkey’s Mediterranean coast. On 29 

October 1998, the presidents of Azerbaijan, Turkey, Georgia and Kazakhstan, signed the 

Ankara Declaration in support of the BTC pipeline (Baran 2005). In a similar show of support, 

the US Secretary of Energy Bill Richardson attended the signing ceremony. A year later, an 

intergovernmental agreement was signed by the presidents of Azerbaijan, Turkey, Georgia, 

                                                            
23 The Baku–Novorossiysk pipeline is a 1,330-kilometre long oil pipeline, running from Sangachal Terminal in 

Azerbaijan to Novorossiysk Terminal on the Black Sea coast, in Russia. The pipeline first became operational in 

1997. 
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Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan in Istanbul on 18 November 1999 (Sovacool and Cooper 2013). 

US president Bill Clinton attended this signing ceremony so as to reaffirm the West’s political 

and economic support for the BTC project, as well as that of the Western companies involved 

in the pipeline’s planning and construction (Baran 2005).  

The Azerbaijani and Georgian sections of the pipeline were completed in 2005. The 

pipeline finally became operational in June 2006 and was operated by BP (BP Azerbaijan 

2016b). The timeline for the project from 1994 to 2006 is presented below. 

 

Table 4: Timeline of the BTC pipeline 

Source: Sovacool and Cooper (2013, 111). 

•Production sharing agreement (PSA) signed between  BP, co-venturers, and the Azeri government to develop 
the Azeri-Chirag-Gunehli (ACG) oil and gas fields in the Caspian Sea

September 1994

•PSA endorsed by the Azerbaijan Parliament through the passage of the "Contract of the Century

December 1994

• First oil production from the Chirag field, working group established to consider the construction of export 
pipelines

November 1997

•The governments of the United States, Azerbaijan, Turkey, Georgia and Kazakhstan sign the "Ankara 
Declaration" underlying their support for the BTC pipeline as the preferred export route

October 1998

•Turkish and Azerbaijani governments draft a construction plan for the BTC and approach BP about leading a 
consortium of investors, BP agrees in October of that year

April 1999

•President Clinton meets with the leaders of Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan at a 
summit and signs an accord setting the terms of investment for the BTC

November 1999

•BP signs agreement with the State Oil Company of the Azerbaijan Republic (SOCAR), Unocal, Statoil, Turkish 
Petroleum, Itochu, Ramco, and Delta Hess to build the BTC

October 2000

•BP approves final route of BTC pipeline, receives support from a collection of multilateral develooment banks 
and development agencies

January 2001 

•Construction of the BTC pipeline begins after final approval from Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Turkey

April 2003

•Azerbaijani section of BTC inaugurated

May 2005

•ACG oil priiducliin exeeed 500,000 barrele per day, Georgian section of the BTC operational

June 2006

• Inaguration of the Turkish section of the BTC , the Ceyhan Terminal and the BTC pipeline export system 

July 2006

•BTC pipeline reaches peak capacity of milllon barrels of oil per day

April 2008
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3. The New Great Game Views on the BTC Pipeline 
 

This section introduces the arguments of the New Great Game literature specific to the BTC 

pipeline in order to make the discussion more concrete. To do so, it shows whether and how the 

New Great Game literature mentions and explains the BTC project.  

From the very first day of the BTC project’s existence, the weak rivalry in the Caspian 

Sea has been described as a new geographical site of the New Great Game (Bahgat 2003; 

Karasac 2002; Kober 2000; Jaffe and Manning 1998). By using 19th century geopolitical 

thinking, the literature describes Russia, Armenia and Iran as the main rivals to the development 

of any pipeline in the Caspian Sea because it is viewed as a way to avoid Russian infrastructural 

imperialism and its monopoly on infrastructure. The US, Turkey and the EU are described as 

saviours of local actors on the other hand, because they are taken to be the alternative to Russian 

and Iranian imperial plans.  

During the planning phase of the BTC, the relevant literature was mainly pessimistic 

and sceptical about the potential for a successful construction of the pipeline because of 

conflicts in Chechnya, Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh and the uncertain legal status of the 

Caspian Sea (Alam 2002; Cohen 2002; Karasac 2002; Kober 2000). According to Kober (2000, 

2-4), Washington’s support for the BTC increased the existing tensions in the Caspian Sea 

region as the pipeline would bypass Russia and Iran. Additionally, a number of warfare 

scenarios were predicted in the early 2000s. For instance, the relevant literature argued that by 

supporting Armenia, Iran could disrupt or sabotage the pipeline. According to Cohen,  

“Iran also is carefully expanding defence ties with Armenia, a country 

technically at war with Azerbaijan. With Iranian instigation, Armenia would 

be capable of disrupting and threatening the Baku– Tbilisi–Supsa and future 

Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan pipelines, since a part of their route is located less than 

30 miles from the Armenian–Azerbaijani ceasefire lines (2002, 5).”  

Due to the uncertain legal status of the sea and the presence of potentially vast oil fields, 

Haghayeghi (2003) argued that the legal dispute between the littoral states might eventually 

reach the point of military means being used. In the early 2000s, some scholars even claimed 

that there was a large chance that Azerbaijan would begin a war with Armenia following the 
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construction of the BTC pipeline (Bayulgen 2009; Kim and Eom 2008). Kim and Eom claim 

that  

 “at present Azerbaijan is exercising self-restraint in conflicts with Armenia 

for the stabilization of the BTC enterprise, but once Azerbaijani oil begins to 

be exported to world markets in a stable manner through the BTC there is a 

large chance that Azerbaijan will begin a war with Armenia through its 

augmented military (2008, 102).”  

During the construction phase, Russia, Iran and Armenia were again argued to be among 

the main causes of almost every technical, economic and political issue. For example, 

Ismailzade (2006, 22) argued that Russia actively utilized and provoked various environmental 

NGOs to lobby against the construction of the BTC pipeline. According to Ismailzade (2006) 

these groups staged numerous demonstrations outside the Caspian Sea region and tried to draw 

the attention of donor agencies to environmental concerns reportedly associated with the 

construction of the pipeline.  In the early years of the new millennium, Russian energy company 

Lukoil became one of the BTC pipeline’s shareholders; it was thus claimed that Lukoil became 

part of this project due to Russian political pressure. However, Lukoil quit the project in 2002 

for economic reasons. Ironically, it was again argued that Lukoil wanted to sabotage the project 

by selling its shares (Ismailzade 2006).   

The pipeline became operational in 2006 and the relevant literature argued that Russia 

and Iran lost the long-term battle for the BTC pipeline (Kubicek 2013). In doing so, the New 

Great Game scholarship moved on to discuss the next transnational project, namely the 

Southern Gas Corridor. However, there are still several unanswered questions such as: Has 

Azerbaijan started a conflict with Armenia due to oil money? And how did Azerbaijan, Georgia 

and Turkey solve technical, economic and social challenges? During the planning phase the 

literature argued that Russia and Iran were against this project but it is not clear whether they 

changed their position or not after its construction. Although the pipeline has already been in 

use for more than a decade, the literature has not answered these questions.  
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4. Discussion: The Planning, Construction and Post-Construction 

Phases in the Functionalist Framework 
 

Drawing on insights from revised functionalism, this section offers a different interpretation of 

the geopolitical uncertainties in the Caspian Sea region. More specifically, it explains why the 

New Great Game scholarship exaggerates the geopolitical uncertainties in the planning phase 

and therefore it overlooks economic, technical and social challenges in the construction phase. 

In doing so, it illustrates that these issues made cooperation between multiple actors necessary 

and feasible.      

 

4.1. Planning the BTC Pipeline: Geopolitical Uncertainty  
 

First, in the early 1990s as well as first years of the new century a number of political events 

played a key role in creating the grounds for geopolitical uncertainty. For example, because of 

the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia, the pipeline route was not 

sufficiently secure. Furthermore, the legal status of the Caspian Sea was not clear, and the 

littoral states were struggling to come to an agreement on it. Due to this uncertain legal status 

of the sea, it was also difficult to determine the ownership of several oil fields at sea – namely, 

Araz, Alov and Sharg. In this regard, there was ongoing disagreement between Azerbaijan, Iran 

and Turkmenistan as claimants (Lelyveld 2001). Nevertheless, the BTC pipeline was not the 

main reason for these political disagreements because it was a social process in which the newly 

independent states were trying to identify certain legal, economic and political borders. These 

countries lived under the Soviet Union and its political, economic and legal rules several 

decades. In the same vein, following the 1990s Iran had to deal with the four new Caspian Sea 

neighbours. Naturally, during this transition period it was more likely to have disagreements. 

However, these political events provided the academic literature with a suitable ground for 

using their realist line of perspectives, thus the BTC become a scapegoat for these events.     

 Second, when reviewing the academic literature, newspapers and official speeches 

published throughout the 1990s, one realises that large amounts of scholarship were devoted to 

predicting the Caspian Sea’s energy reserves and tended to cite reserve figures that ranged from 

the optimistic to unrealistic. This scholarship includes Alam 2002; Bahgat 2003; Kim and Blank 

2016; Kleveman 2003; Jaffe and Manning 1998; Ruseckas 1998. The most commonly used 

estimate for the region’s oil reserves was 200 billion barrels, with no distinction made between 

“proven” and “possible” reserves in the late 1990s. In this sense, both academics and politicians 
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fell into this trap and exaggerated the amount of natural resources without checking facts and 

figures. For example, in July 1997 US Deputy Secretary of State Strobe Talbott described the 

Caspian Sea oil reserves as being “as much as two hundred billion barrels of oil” (Kleveman 

2003, 7). Later, US secretary of state James Baker would go even further: “Caspian oil may 

eventually be as important to the industrialized world as Middle East oil is today” (New York 

Times, July 21, 1997). In the late 1990s, a number of academic works used these statements of 

politicians to strengthen their New Great Game assumptions (see e.g., Kleveman 2003) For 

example, Pipes argued that the Caspian region holds “oil reserves estimated to be at least as 

large as those of Iraq and perhaps equal to those of Saudi Arabia” (1997, 73). These 

exaggerations may seem unimportant. But in some cases, particularly when the overly 

optimistic figure of 200 billion barrels is wrongly compared to total global reserves of about 

one trillion, it can enhance international attention paid to the region in the short term and 

unwittingly cause subsequent conflicting understandings, deep suspicion about motives and 

information struggles (Conca 2001).   

Considering the Russian’s oil production, Moscow should not have taken any notice of 

relatively marginal amounts of oil being produced by Azerbaijan. Russia’s overall production 

of the commodity is significantly greater in volume generating some 11.16 million barrels per 

day (Henderson and Grushevenko 2017). Current BTC production does not even amount to 5 

percent of this output level. According to BP Azerbaijan (July 16, 2018c), the BTC has the 

throughput capacity 1.2 million barrels of oil a day and to-date the highest daily flow-rate of 

1.06 million barrels was achieved on 21 July 2010. For example, from 2006 until 2018 the BTC 

pipeline carried just 3 billion barrels of oil to the Ceyhan marine terminal in Turkey (BP 

Azerbaijan, July 16, 2018c). Because of this, one may argue that neither Russia nor the other 

great powers should worry about the amounts of oil produced in Azerbaijan. 

Considering this, it can be concluded that the planning phase of the pipeline faced political 

and economic uncertainties in the early 1990s due to a number of weak and strong forms of 

geopolitical events and inaccurate statements of politicians. However, the relevant literature 

also had a tendency to present every development through the lens of geopolitics and great 

power maneuvering in the early 1990s. More specifically, while the first phase of the pipeline 

project faced a number of natural political and economic events, the academic literature over-

interpreted these challenges. In using inaccurate information, much of the analysis that has been 

conducted is of dubious standard with facts being accepted without question, and used without 

being subjected to any semblance of academic rigor. Therefore, a false and misleading image 
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of the BTC pipeline has been created in the relevant literature. Such outdated 19th century 

geopolitical thinking is likely inevitable because of natural resources, the uncertain legal status 

of the Caspian Sea, and the regional conflicts, but awareness about it needs to be raised as this 

awareness leads to new insights regarding the shortcomings of dominant academic and political 

practices. The geopolitical scholarship does not tell the full story about Caspian Sea pipeline 

politics because this scholarship is remarkably silent on challenges that energy projects face 

after the planning phase.  

 

4.2. Construction the BTC Pipeline: Challenges besides Geopolitics  
 

Throughout the construction phase, the pipeline faced a number of technical, environmental 

and economic challenges, namely engineering failures, unstable oil prices, and social protests. 

These challenges should be considered as important elements of the pipeline politics since they 

have the capacity to affect security, geography and economy of any infrastructure. More 

specifically, these challenges are among the main issues that can halt the pipeline construction 

and affect its future. Considering their economic, social, and technical scopes, they are beyond 

the capacity of single actor to solve and therefore they require and push multiple actors to 

cooperate and coordinate their functional capacities. Considering a number of technical 

challenges, the following sections illustrate that it was not Russia, Iran or Armenia but the issues 

themselves that led to significant delays during the construction process and meanwhile 

increased the overall cost of the BTC project. 

 

4.2.1. Technical Challenges 

 

The first technical challenge faced was unexpected engineering failures. In 2004 a number of 

consultant engineering companies reported problems with cracking in the pipeline caused by 

the SP 2888 coatings used in the Azerbaijani and Georgian sections of it (The Guardian, 

November 17, 2004). More specifically, the Azerbaijani and Georgian sections of the pipeline 

had been found to be defective because the coating used on joints between sections of the BTC 

turned out to be insufficient. This defect could have led to an oil leak and thus to environmental 

pollution (The Guardian, November 17, 2004). As a result, these sections had to be repaired, 
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which meant the project took more time, attracted unnecessary international attention and cost 

more money. WorleyParsons, the lead independent consultant engineering firm involved in the 

project, criticized the inaction of the BTC project management team, which had allowed the 

problems to become greater than necessary. This issue increased the concerns of international 

investors backing the pipeline. Among them, the Banca Intesa (Italian Bank) had expressed 

apprehension about the technical problems and later dropped the BTC project completely for 

this very reason (Financial Times, December 1, 2004).  

Similarly, the dispute over the significance of SP 2888 coating24 became particularly 

intense during the course of an enquiry by the United Kingdom Parliament’s House of 

Commons on Trade and Industry into the activities of the UK government’s Export Credit 

Guarantee Department (ECGD). It was found that SP 2888 is not a high-quality material, as 

was shown by the technical issue of its cracking. The UK Parliament devoted considerable time 

to the use of this material, and it also questioned the involvement of BP and the ECGD in this 

project (Barry 2013a, 143). In other words, the coating issue garnered transnational political 

significance and it was the primary issue that was discussed in the House of Commons 

regarding this. The underestimated technical issue led to unnecessary risk because the political 

discussion occurred before the decision of the ECGD to finance the BTC pipeline (Barry 

2013a). This means that this technical issue put the involvement of the ECGD and the UK 

government at risk. Considering their international reputation, their EU membership, and their 

networking capabilities, it can be argued that if the ECGD and the UK withdrew their support 

for the BTC, it would increase the financial risk to investors because it would show that the UK 

government does not have any interest in the completion of the project.   

Additionally, harsh weather conditions and unexpected archeological findings created 

further technical challenges. The BTC pipeline corridor climbs gradients as high as 3,000 

meters steep in some places, and is almost two thousand kilometers long, with increased 

pressure being required to move oil up and down inclinations and slopes (Pipeline and Gas 

Journal, August 26, 2006). It was argued that unexpected snowstorms and harsh weather 

conditions made some parts of the pipeline inaccessible for up to four months, which accounted 

for delays at an extra cost of USD 270 million (Pipeline and Gas Journal, August 26, 2006). 

                                                            
24Used for coating of girth welds, as well as valves, fittings, pipe, ballast tanks, ships and marine structures. Ideally 

suited for coating of pipe to be used for slip bore/directional drilling due to its superior abrasion, impact and gouge 

resistance properties. Also used for exterior coatings of pipelines in buried or immersed services. Advantage: 

excellent adhesion to grit blasted steel surfaces, Fusion Bond Epoxy and Fiber Reinforced Plastic.  
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Originally, it was estimated that the project would cost USD 2.1 billion but the technical issues 

changed this estimation (Sovacool and Cooper 2013). Finally, once construction began, 

contractors encountered more archaeological sites and unexplored places along the pipeline 

route than the planners had anticipated, which also led to delays and extra technical work and 

financial costs.  

 

4.2.2. Economic Challenges 

 

The pipeline project additionally faced a multitude of economic hurdles. During the planning 

phase, project sponsors assured the governments of Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey that the 

BTC pipeline would cost approx. USD 2.1 billion; then it was increased to USD 3.6 billion, 

while in the end it came to cost approximately USD 4 billion to build (BP Report 2012). 

Sovacool and Cooper (2013) argue that much of the cost overruns resulted from 

underestimating the expense of environmental and social impact assessments. In the year 2000 

three members of the consortium – Lukoil, ExxonMobil and Penzoil – withdrew from the 

project for economic reasons. As mentioned earlier, Italian investor Banca Intesa also pulled 

out of the consortium in 2004, which led to construction delays and extra financial outlays. 

Following this event, the head of SOCAR said delays to construction work on the project could 

increase its costs by about USD 400 million. It is important to note that every day of delay cost 

BP potential oil revenues (see Pipeline and Gas Journal, August 26, 2006). Additionally, in 

2004 the price of oil was less than USD 40 per barrel, creating pressure to complete the project 

before the commodity’s value bottomed out entirely (OECD Data 2018).   

Another economic challenge was the land acquisition and compensation process for the 

BTC pipeline. To address this process and its impacts, the BTC project needed a comprehensive 

and well-structured programme. However, according to an International Finance Cooperation 

(IFC) report “BTC contractors underestimated the scale and complexity of the land acquisition 

process and how much lead time and resources this would require in countries where land 

registration systems and land records were weak or non-existent” (2006, 19). Hence in many 

cases the BTC project had to start from scratch, initiating land survey work and identifying 

thousands of rights holders which ultimately took considerably longer than originally 

anticipated and therefore induced additional spending requirements and construction delays. 

Because of these economic issues, the BTC pipeline ended up costing, as noted, USD 4 billion.  
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Considering Azerbaijan’s and Georgia’s weak economy at the start of the new century, 

it can be argued that these extra economic costs created significant financial losses for them. 

Initially, BP aimed to transport the first oil from Baku to Ceyhan in late 2004 but this plan was 

postponed multiple times due to the technical delays. The daily cost of the delays has been 

estimated to be approximately USD 4 million, so every day the completion of the project was 

delayed was quite costly (Ismailova 2004). This was especially unwelcome since Azerbaijan’s 

and Georgia’s economic growth contracted by almost 60 percent between 1990 and 1995, 

because of economic troubles related to the collapse of the Soviet Union. According to the 

World Bank report (September, 2002), following the dissolution of the Soviet Union, the 

Azerbaijani economy declined more sharply than that of the average CIS country and this 

decline was accompanied by significant inflation. Both Azerbaijan and Georgia had a low GDP, 

which was less than USD 5 billion in the early 2000s (Luecke and Trofimenko 2008). In this 

regard, every day of delay hit extra hard as Azerbaijan and Georgia had come to depend on the 

potential oil revenues for their economic development. Other international partners questioned 

the profitability of the project due to these issues. To attract new investors was not easy as 

Azerbaijan and Georgia were considered too risky to invest in due to their own regional 

conflicts and internal issues (Sovacool and Cooper 2013). 

 

4.2.3. Social and Environmental Challenges  

 

Throughout the construction phase of the BTC, active protests by a number of environmental 

NGOs and grassroots movements were another core challenge that the BTC project 

stakeholders had to confront. Organisations such as Friends of the Earth, Kurdish Human Rights 

Project and Bankwatch Network staunchly opposed the pipeline project. They sent letters to 

high-profile members of the World Bank and BP, and organised protests at the offices of the 

European Bank for Construction and Development (EBRD) (Carroll 2009). In August 2002, a 

coalition of NGOs released a series of fact-finding reports based on investigative missions to 

Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia, excoriating the project for the threat that the pipeline’s 

construction and operation posed to the environment (e.g., risks of oil spill and loss of 

biodiversity) (Carroll 2011; Molchanov 2011). In 2004, Tamar Libanidze, Georgian minister 

of the environment, halted the construction of the Borzhomi section in that country due to these 

environmental risks (Burton 2004).  In contrast to the New Great Game literature, this example 
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shows that it was not Russia, Armenia or Iran but one of the BTC pipeline’s key stakeholders, 

Georgia, who blocked the pipeline’s construction because of environmental issues. 

Another barrier was social protests. The BTC venture was hit by worker discontent in 

2004. Laborers in both Azerbaijan and Georgia argued that the companies involved in the laying 

of the pipeline were engaging in unfair workplace practices (Ismailova 2004). On 28 February, 

2004, about 400 workers employed by the Greek-based Consolidated Contractors International 

Co. went on strike in the Kurdamir Districts of Azerbaijan, due to perceived social injustice and 

discrimination both in terms of wages and ethnicity (Appelbaum 2004). Similarly, inhabitants 

of the Krtsanisi village in Georgia went on strike because of the flawed the land acquisition and 

compensation process (Ismailova 2004). These protests did not stop the project but they played 

a significant role in slowing down the project, increasing international political attention and 

raising expenditure on it (Sovacool 2010). 

Above all, these examples illustrate the central role of technical, economic and 

environmental issues – which increased the costs of the project, led to delays, gave rise to 

investigations and, indeed, almost put an end to it entirely. These neglected material and non-

material issues created obstacles for the BTC project, threatened the success of it and increased 

the overall cost from USD 2.1 billion to USD 4 billion. From a functionalist perspective, these 

examples also indicate that political agreement is not the only decisive condition for the 

realisation of complex infrastructure. Rather, non-political requirements also need to be 

fulfilled.    

 

4.3. Network of Actors  
 

Because of the scope and complexities of these technical, economic and social challenges, it 

can be argued that they are beyond the capacities of any single state to solve. Therefore, these 

issues have produced an environment where Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey must now rely on 

the involvement and coordination of multiple actors, namely IGOs, NGOs, financial institutions 

and TNCs. The reason for this is that they offer the required resources that most states lack, 

such as professional personnel, technology, organizational capacity, access to the world market, 

support from their home countries and financial power. As is explained in revised 

functionalism, the cooperation of two or more outside actors in transnational infrastructure 
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project can reduce serious financial, political, and security risks, which such projects often 

encounter (see chapter 3). This section illustrates, therefore, exactly how a network of actors 

with varying interests provided systematic and functional coordination for the BTC pipeline 

project.  

 

4.3.1. Energy Companies  
 

One of the key actors in coordination are multinational oil companies, such as BP, Chevron, 

SOCAR, Inpex and Statoil Hydro, who between them offered a number of the required 

resources to transport landlocked oil to international markets. The first important point that 

needs to be highlighted is the economic leverage that multinational energy companies have. 

The BTC is owned and operated by a consortium of 11 international oil companies, being 

managed overall by BP. The figure 2 below illustrates the BTC’s shareholders.  

 

Figure 2: The BTC private shareholders.  

Source: BP 2018a. 

Considering the high cost of the project (USD 3.6 billion) and low GDP of Azerbaijan (approx. 

USD 5billion), it can be argued that their involvement decreased the cost of the pipeline in the 

early 2000s. Additionally, these companies are key players not only their economic resources 

but also their critical position in national economies. Due to their economic power, oil 

companies’ investments are a strategic source of revenue and a key input to the budgets of the 

countries of the region. According to the World Bank (September 2002), the Azerbaijani 

economy started to recover after 1995 because the signing of Production Sharing Agreements 

(PSAs) with foreign oil companies brought USD 7.5 billion worth of investments to its 
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economy. The PSAs also ensured hard currency revenues for the Azerbaijani economy in the 

long term (Petersen 2016). In the same vein, the EBRD report (2004, 131) highlights that in 

Georgia the BTC project contributed to growth in the construction and communications sectors, 

where output increased by almost 21 percent and 38 percent respectively in 2004. The Azeri 

and Georgian governments were therefore intrigued by the idea of constructing a pipeline and 

the potential of earning substantial transit revenues, so they were willing to do their best to 

attract the participation of international oil companies (Kalyuzhnova 2008). For example, BP 

has invested more than USD 36 billion in development of the ACG oil field since the 1994 

agreement (the Wall Street Journal, April 19, 2019). The BTC transports the oil extracted from 

this oil field. In light of this, it can be argued that the involvement of these companies 

contributed to economic growth in Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey by providing a substantial 

new revenue stream.  

Besides their economic leverage, the involvement of Western energy giants comes with 

political and security advantages too. According to one interviewee in Baku, “in the 1990s, 

Azerbaijan was willing to accept a ceasefire with Armenia to create a safe investment 

environment for international oil companies. In light of this, Azerbaijan was able to attract 

crucial energy companies to the pipeline project (Interview, May 11, 2018).” Additionally, in 

the early 1990s, one of the key issues was whether and if so how to include Russian energy 

companies. Nevertheless, Western energy companies were aware that the financing, resources 

and political realities in the Caspian Sea region required working together. Therefore, they 

sought to accommodate Russia by giving Lukoil a 10 percent stake – as the success of their 

project depended on good relations with Russia (Edwards 2003). Moreover, the active 

involvement of TNCs put Azerbaijan and Georgia on the map in terms of attracting foreign 

direct investment and gaining Western support for their sovereignty, resolving territorial 

conflicts and for ensuring security. For example, according to a local expert in Baku, “due to 

the involvement of international oil companies, some Western countries (for example, the UK 

and the US) have paid more attention to the region’s conflicts (Interview, May 11, 2018).” This 

attention was very important for Azerbaijan and Georgia, as it could help them to keep up 

diplomatic negotiations and prevent further violent clashes. Additionally, one interviewee in 

Baku mentioned that the “active involvement of TNCs offers extra security to the BTC because 

it is the property of both Azerbaijan and the West (Interview, May 11, 2018).”  

In addition, BP has implemented significant security measures along the energy route, 

mainly in the form of patrolling and monitoring. An expert from the company said that 

“although protection of the pipeline is ultimately the responsibility of the relevant governments, 
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BP is involved in addressing this security matter with its own measures too, such as providing 

advanced technology, training guards, implementing social projects, and offering financial 

support (Interview, October 26, 2017).” In Azerbaijan, BP has implemented facility protection 

and security guard services through its private security provider, Titan D, while closely 

cooperating with the Export Pipeline Protection Department, the Azeri government agency 

appointed for infrastructure security. Besides these measures, BP has also launched several 

social programs (e.g., repairing roads, supporting agriculture, educational initiatives etc.) along 

the pipeline’s route to support local villages and gain their support. According to a 

representative of the company, in this way BP can cooperate with local people and they inform 

government officials in advance about any terrorist or sabotage plans.  

Finally, the exploitation and transportation of oil from the Caspian Sea would never 

have been possible without modern technology, which the regional states lack. The technical 

expertise that remained after the dissolution of the Soviet Union was not sufficient to address 

geological challenges and exploit offshore reserves. According to Bayulgen (2009, 165), 

Azerbaijan’s oil output decreased by approximately 30 percent between 1990 and 1996 because 

of the limitations of outdated technology. To combat this, BP has brought in advanced 

equipment from its research and development centers in the UK and US (BP Azerbaijan 2018a). 

In doing so, BP, together with the other consortium companies, has built several of the ACG’s 

oil production platforms, such as West Azeri, East Azeri, Deepwater Gunashli and West Chirag 

(BP Azerbaijan 2018a). These platforms have significantly increased the oil production of 

Azerbaijan. For example, the ACG produced 584,000 barrels per day in 2018 (BP Azerbaijan 

2018a). Additionally, the consortium companies revitalized the technical capacities of 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey by facilitating the construction of advanced oil and gas 

processing plants and fabrication facilities (Sovacool 2010).They contributed to the upgrading 

of local experts’ knowledge by offering a number of educational and capacity building training 

programs (BP Azerbaijan 2018b). In line with the theoretical proposition of this research, BP’s 

contribution to the BTC project illustrates, therefore, that it offers many of the things that 

regional states lack and were not otherwise able to attain. It is, however, important to note that 

by involving themselves in the project, these companies have also benefitted significantly from 

it – by adding new reserves to their resource bases, by exploiting vast natural resources for 

significant profit and by diversifying their portfolios away from reliance on fields in Alaska, 

the North Sea and South America (Sovacool and Cooper 2013). According to the EIA (January 

7, 2019) Azerbaijan’s proven oil reserves were approximately 7 billion barrels at the end of 

2017. In contrast, the UK North Sea’s proven oil reserves were approximately 5.6 billion barrels 
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at the end of 2017 (Offshore Energy Today, November 8, 2018). In light of this, it can be argued 

that the BTC is valuable for BP and the other energy companies because they make a profit on 

it and it increases their resource diversity. 

 

 

4.3.2. Private and Public Lenders  

 

Despite the heavy investment of BP and other energy companies, covering all of the costs for 

this massive project has still required funding also by international banks and financial IGOs – 

such as the World Bank, the IFC, and the ECGD as well as the EBRD. Ensuring sound 

coordination between them was decisive to securing sustainable funding and reducing attendant 

political risks. Nevertheless, in the years from the end of the Cold War into the new century the 

regional countries lacked crucial lobbying and networking experience. Furthermore, countries 

like Azerbaijan and Georgia were – as noted earlier – considered too risky for international 

banks and financial institutions to invest in. As such, one interviewee noted that:  

By using their access to global donor networks, the consortium companies – particularly 

BP – facilitated relations between Azerbaijan and financial institutions: the World Bank, 

EBRD, ECGD, EXIM Bank and IFC. BP has played a key role in all phases of the BTC project 

since the 1990s. It is one of the strong and popular European energy companies, and its 

involvement attracts other Western financial institutions and gives them more security and 

reliability. 

 

Table 5: List of actors involved in the BTC pipeline. 

Source: Authors own compilation. 

These global financial institutions invested in the BTC pipeline as a way of helping 

Azerbaijan, Georgia and Turkey graduate to the global economy (Petersen 2016; Sovacool and 

Cooper 2013). For example, EXIM Bank was only one of seven countries’ export credit 

•BP,  SOCAR, Chevron, Statoil (new name, Equinor), Turkish 
Petroleum, ENI, Total,  ITOCHU,  Conoco Philipps,  Hess Corporation, 
Inpex  

Companies

•Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey, the US, the UK, Kazakhstan (transport oil 
since 2006), Turkmenistan (transport oil since 2010), RussiaStates

•IFC, EBRD, Société Générale Bank, ABN Amro, Citibank, Mizuho.

•Exim Bank, Hermes, Coface, JBIC, ECGD, OPIC, Nexi

Private and Public 
Lenders
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agencies involved in financing the project. From 2003 to 2005, EXIM Bank had to approve 

financing of up to USD 160 million to help complete the project (Bashir 2017). The IFC 

provided an overall investment expenditure of USD 250 million for the development of the 

BTC pipeline. Additionally, in 2003 the EBRD approved a 12-year loan of up to USD 125 

million for the BTC project itself and syndicated a 10-year USD 125 million loan to commercial 

lenders (Pyrkalo 2016). In December 2003, the ECGD approved a line of credit for the project 

of USD 450 million (GBP 81,703,893). According to Barry (2013a), the involvement of the 

ECGD in the project was intended to reduce the financial risk to investors – but also helped to 

ensure that the UK government in particular would have a direct interest in the eventual 

completion of the project.    

Additionally, governments that received loans from the World Bank and other financial 

institutions are obliged to implement a package of reforms (relating to environmental, technical 

and economic standards). Considering the pressure coming from different NGOs, these 

organisations worked with the BTC consortium companies and three governments to help with 

land resettlements, fostering local businesses and ensuring environmental compliance. To 

optimise Azerbaijan’s management of its resource wealth, the World Bank Group advised the 

Azerbaijani government on the creation of the State Oil Fund of Azerbaijan (SOFAZ). To 

promote transparency, the Group facilitated the country’s participation in the Extractive 

Industry Transparency Initiative (EITI); Azerbaijan would, however, leave this institution in 

2017, due to its human rights demands. International oil companies and financial institutions 

together helped Azerbaijani and Georgian energy companies to transform from Soviet-era 

entities into more transparent, modern state-owned enterprises (Petersen 2016).        

After becoming involved in the BTC, these actors offered their strong networks to help 

attract further financial support (in terms of private banks) and mitigate political risks. 

Nevertheless, as pointed out earlier, it has been argued that “the private capital markets were 

not willing to loan to countries like Azerbaijan and Georgia because they are too risky” 

(Sovacool and Cooper 2013, 118). However, this situation changed thanks to the strong 

networks of the EBRD and IFC – who were able to guarantee the cheap lending of financial 

products to Azerbaijan and Georgia.  

The two countries utilised these organisations’ vast network of financial, social and 

environmental experts to ensure the minimisation of costs and maximisation of assets. They 

played the much-underappreciated role of risk mitigators in the process of opening up the 

Caspian Sea’s riches and assisted in attracting the private leaders of the financial world – 

including Citibank, ABN Amro and Societe Generale – to help finance the remaining (minor) 



138 
 

outstanding amounts (Carroll 2011). In line with the theoretical proposition of this thesis, this 

example illustrates that the power of actors rests in large part on their access to global donor 

and technical assistance networks that regional actors may not be able to otherwise reach (see 

Chapter 3). The export credit agencies and bilateral financial institutions of the US, the UK, 

Japan and others teamed up with the EBRD and IFC to lend more than just a hand. In total, the 

funding model proposed put up USD 1.7 billion of public money for the project in a 70/30 

debt/equity structure (Carroll and Jarvis 2014). It has been claimed that 70 percent of the project 

costs were funded by a group of lenders that included the World Bank Group’s IFC, EBRD and 

the export credit agencies of seven countries as well as a syndicate of 15 commercial banks 

(IFC September 2006).  

These empirical findings reinforce the functional proposition that technical issues are 

beyond the political, economic and physical capacities of any individual actor to solve – thus 

requiring the involvement of multiple players. In line with this, it can be argued that the BTC 

project would not have been completed in a timely manner, if a number of actors had not been 

part of the project. They pooled their resources to deal with specific issues. In many cases, they 

are highly appreciated because the legitimacy and supervision provided by IGOs like the World 

Bank Group and by private companies were critical to securing public recognition and support 

from the US and EU governments for the project (Petersen 2016). Although the regional 

countries still have a weak rule of law, endemic corruption and limited institutional capacities 

as well as transparency, these actors around them ensured that ultimately the BTC pipeline was 

successfully built according to certain Western standards.  

 

 

4.4. Operating the BTC Pipeline 
 

The previous section illustrated the role of technical, economic and social challenges in the 

planning and construction of the BTC. In doing so, it also explained in which ways different 

actors were involved in the BTC project during construction phase. The following section 

explains the BTC’s entanglement with wider regional processes after its construction. When 

addressing the BTC project’s socio-economic impact after its construction, the existing 

scholarship focusses mainly on the trilateral relationship between Azerbaijan, Georgia and 

Turkey or, alternatively, competition between the littoral states (see e.g., Bayulgen 2009; 
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Dikkaya 2008; Frappi and Valigi 2015; Star and Cornell 2005). However, from a functionalist 

perspective, the question is how the BTC as a material power has influenced the relationship 

between the Caspian littoral states since it become operational and whether the BTC has led to 

cooperation or enhanced the existing regional rivalry since its construction.  

 

4.4.1. Pragmatic Cooperation 

 

Unlike the geopolitical assumptions, which predicted naval conflict and rivalry, the Caspian 

Sea countries actually started to show keen interest in the BTC route following the successful 

completion of the project. In line with the insights formulated in revised functionalism, the BTC 

has offered the Caspian littoral states an issue-specific opportunity to cooperate. More 

concretely, the BTC has offered the littoral states material integration opportunity as an 

alternative to naïve political integration path and regional conflict. While this material 

integration avoids nationalism, political differences, and sovereignty issues, it proposes profits 

and mutual dependency in the long term.   

 The first such example of cooperation is Kazakhstan. On 16 June 2006 Kazakhstan 

officially joined the BTC project – for which an agreement was signed in Almaty by the 

presidents of Kazakhstan and Azerbaijan (Radio Free Europe, June 16, 2006). Due to the 

absence of an existing pipeline between the two countries, Kazakh crude oil is shipped to Baku 

across the Caspian Sea and then pumped through the 1,770-kilometre-long BTC one to 

Turkey’s Mediterranean port of Ceyhan. After this, in November 2008 the national energy 

companies of Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan reached an agreement with respect to the 

development of a Trans-Caspian oil transport system to help get Kazakhstani oil to international 

markets (The Moscow Times, November 17, 2008). The network would be initially able to ship 

500,000 barrels of oil daily (23 million tons a year), eventually increasing to 750,000–1.2 

million barrels per day (35–56 million tons annually). The new Trans-Caspian oil transport 

system agreement and the commodity’s shipment via the BTC pipeline indicate that despite 

some disagreements over transit tariffs and the use of Black Sea terminals, Azerbaijan and 

Kazakhstan are willing to cooperate on moving the latter’s oil – and that, moreover, Kazakhstan 

is keen to improve its export capacities and is looking for options vis-à-vis diversifying export 

routes (Guliyev and Akhrarkhodjaeva 2009).  
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Kazakhstan has still managed to restore the pumping of hydrocarbon resources via the 

BTC pipeline, but not the KCTS project. Deliveries were resumed in November 2013 in 

accordance with the agreement between the Aktau Seaport and Tengizchevroil company that 

provides an annual exportation of four million tons of oil via Azerbaijan, of which three million 

are to be transported specifically via the BTC pipeline (Parkhomchik 2016, 143). According to 

the Azerbaijani State Statistics Committee, over 6.5 million tons of transit oil (from 

Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan) were pumped through the BTC pipeline in 2017, and 1.5 million 

transit oil were pumped in the first quarter of this year (Caspian Barrel, April 27, 2018). 

As a second example, in 2008 Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan signed a bilateral agreement 

suspending all previous exploration agreements concerning the disputed Kepez (Serdar) field 

until they solve all issues surrounding the field (Eurasianet, July 11, 2012). In the same year, 

Azerbaijan paid off USD 44.8 million of debt owed to Turkmenistan (Valiyev 2009). From July 

2010 onwards Turkmenistan started to transfer its oil through the BTC pipeline. Despite the 

Azeri–Chirag–Kepez oil fields – which the great powers literature argued would eventually 

lead to (naval) warfare between the two countries – the BTC pipeline has, in fact, provided 

these two countries with the opportunity to enhance their cooperation. According to BP 

Azerbaijan, the pipeline is capable of handling some 800,000 barrels per day and Turkmen oil 

accounts for 4–5 percent of this flow volume (Radio Free Europe, August 12, 2010).  For 

example, 371,206 tons of Turkmen oil was transported via the BTC pipeline in June 2016 alone 

(Ismailova 2016). This number increased to 4.2 million tons in 2018 (Trend, March 23, 2019b). 

Since there is no pipeline connection between Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan, oil is brought to 

Baku aboard tankers. The BTC pipeline is functional for Turkmenistan because by joining the 

pipeline, Turkmenistan has diversified its oil export options to include one that does not pass 

through Russia and has also secured access to international energy markets through an 

alternative route. These days, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan are furthermore in the process of 

discussing the transportation also of Turkmen gas to Europe through the “Southern Gas 

Corridor.”25  

Additionally, the bilateral relations between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan intensified in 

2018. For example, Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan’s presidents met in Ashgabat and Baku in 

2018 (Trend, November 22, 2018c). These visits were very remarkable because the last such 

visit took place in 2008. In 2018, the leaders signed a number of agreements to facilitate further 

                                                            
25 The Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) is a term used to describe planned infrastructure projects aimed at improving 

the security and diversity of the EU’s energy supply by bringing natural gas from the Caspian region to Europe. 
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cooperation such as increasing shipping between trade ports, visa facilitation, avoiding double 

income and property taxation, and establishing a joint committee for transport as well as 

logistics (the Ministry of Foreign Affairs Azerbaijan, November 22, 2018). These examples 

illustrate that the cooperative practices, which were started during the CEP, continued and 

facilitated collaboration in other areas. However, it is important to note that Azerbaijan and 

Turkmenistan have done little to develop their non-oil sectors, which represent only a limited 

share of their total exports, less than approximately 5 percent in terms of gross gains (ADB, 

January 28, 2019). This means that cooperation between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan is 

mainly dominated by hydrocarbon sectors. In other words, since there is a lack of production 

and development in non-oil sectors, there is limited room for expanding cooperation into 

different sectors.  

Furthermore, a week before Kazakhstan officially committed to the pipeline an Iranian 

official said Tehran wanted to explore the BTC export option too. According to Mahmoud 

Khagani, the chief of the Caspian Sea Department of the Iranian Oil Ministry “we are currently 

exploring for oil in the southern Caspian Sea. Our relations with Azerbaijan have been 

developing so successfully that, if we get positive results in the southern Caspian, we could 

discuss possible cooperation” (Eurasianet, July 18, 2006). Although this aim was not fulfilled 

due to reasons of it being commercially unprofitable and of limited natural resources in the 

southern section of the Caspian Sea, this political statement illustrates that Iran was also keen 

to seek new options regarding reaching Western energy markets. In 2018 Tehran and Baku 

discussed the possibility of establishing a joint oil company for the exploration of natural 

resources in the Caspian Sea (Trend, May 15, 2018a).  

Finally, in 2009 Russia’s largest oil producer, Rosneft, became interested in options to 

export oil through the BTC pipeline. Rosneft’s president, Sergei Bogdanchikov, told the press: 

“if the project meets the economic interests of both sides, naturally we will be able to export 

our oil through the BTC” (Azernews, September 23, 2009). In response to this, Rovnag 

Abdullayev, president of SOCAR, said: “if an appeal is received, it may be considered, and 

even its realization in the future is possible” (Azernews, September 23, 2009). However, this 

idea has, to date, ultimately not moved beyond abstract statements, because it is argued that the 

BTC pipeline is economically less appealing for Russia (Azernews, September 23, 2009). 

Despite this, negotiations have continued between SOCAR and Rosneft from time to time. 

Moreover, in 2014 Lukoil showed interest in transporting its oil via the BTC pipeline (Daly 

May, 30, 2014). Then that company announced, on 16 May 2014, that its oil would soon be 
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delivered to Europe via the BTC pipeline (Daly, May 30, 2014). In the same month, Lukoil 

delivered a trial batch of 30,000 tons of oil via the pipeline. According to BP Sustainability 

Report (2018, 10), the BTC pipeline carried volumes of crude oil and condensate from Russia 

in 2018. Since it constitutes a commercial secret, uncovering the exact amount of transported 

Russian oil is not possible. During my fieldwork interviews, a local expert from Azerbaijan 

posited that Lukoil intends to transport approximately 500,000 tons of oil this way (Interview, 

October 27, 2017). In light of this, it can be argued that the BTC is even functional for Russia 

because it provides its energy companies an alternative route to transport their natural resources. 

The amount of cooperation among the littoral states could still increase in the future for 

three main reasons. First, as mentioned above, the BTC pipeline transports oil from the ACG 

field, but that field’s oil production has modestly decreased since 2012 (EIA, January 7, 2019). 

If this decline continues, there will be more capacity for the other littoral states to transport their 

natural resources through BTC pipeline. Coincidentally, oil production at the Kazakhstan’s oil 

fields might increase in the future, which would entail an increased demand for export routes 

(Reuters, June 5, 2019). The BTC can offer the additional functional route needed to transport 

Kazakh oil. Second, the Legal Status Convention was signed in August 2018, which ensures 

the application of binding legal norms to shipping across the Caspian Sea and provides for a 

clearer picture of the movement of oil tankers and construction of submarine pipelines. More 

concretely, the Legal Status Convention (see Article 14) provides clarity about the necessary 

requirements for constructing submarine cables and pipelines between the littoral states 

(Kremlin, June 20, 2019). Considering the increase in Kazakh oil production, Azerbaijan and 

Kazakhstan might decide to extend the BTC pipeline and construct additional submarine 

pipeline to transport Kazakh oil. Finally, although the Legal Status Convention does not 

explicitly mention oil fields the ownership of which is disputed between Iran and Azerbaijan 

(e.g., the Alov-Sharg-Araz oil field) or between Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan (e.g., the Azeri-

Chirag-Kepez oil field), the agreement and its articles can be used as a starting point for finding 

common ground in these disputes. For example, Azerbaijan and Iran signed a memorandum of 

understanding on joint development of offshore hydrocarbon fields in the Caspian Sea in 2018 

(President, February 15, 2018).  

As explained in chapter 4, the littoral states came together in the CEP in the 1990s. The 

empirical findings in the case study of the BTC illustrate that despite geopolitical challenges, 

cooperation among the littoral states has spread from cooperation on environmental concerns 

to cooperation on transnational infrastructure projects. Of course, this does not mean that the 
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CEP has explicitly encouraged the littoral states to join the BTC project. However, the CEP is 

the first place where the littoral states started to experience and establish the practice of 

cooperation, interaction, negotiation and trust. Therefore, the CEP can be construed as the 

icebreaker among the littoral states in the 1990s. In this regard, the above-mentioned examples 

illustrate that the stage for cooperative habits, which was set by the CEP, continued and became 

even more compelling throughout the BTC project. 

Additionally, these empirical findings reinforce the theoretical proposition that post-

construction the transnational BTC infrastructure has changed the dynamics of the New Great 

Game in the region, by offering a functional system for pragmatic cooperation. More 

specifically, once a technological artifact (e.g., pipeline) is constructed, it can practically 

facilitate or restrict interaction, communication and transportation of people, social life or other 

goods and services (Bijker 2001). In contrast to the New Great Game literature, these empirical 

findings also illustrate that the social relations among and the interests of the Caspian littoral 

states are not fixed or given. The BTC pipeline should be viewed as a way of bringing different 

actors together and increasing their interaction capacities. It is indeed true that infrastructure 

becomes “strategic” because of the number of connections that it makes possible in a highly 

contingent world (Latour 2005). In this regard, transnational infrastructures (like the BTC) 

should be considered as an important transformative element of the Caspian Sea. 

 The BTC is a material power as it affects security, economy, politics, geography, 

diplomacy and state-society relations in the region. The completion of the BTC pipeline has 

changed the positions of the littoral states, enhanced regional interaction capacities and 

connected landlocked countries to both global and regional networks. Existing uncertainty and 

hostility have decreased to some extent, which has furthermore enhanced the interest of the 

littoral states in the project. Cooperation between them is occurring because they stand to 

benefit greatly from it, as each possesses a resource that the other two lack. Both energy and 

transport are valuable enterprises that promise to bring financial reward. It is a pragmatic, 

flexible and technocratic cooperation unfolding, as the littoral states can be part of these 

activities with respect to their interests and resources while there is no requirement either to 

contribute to the project or to stay out of it. Therefore, it is necessary to determine those 

activities which are common, where they are common and to what extent they are common.   
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4.4.2. Regional Conflicts  

 

In the early 1990s, the regional conflicts were one of the main concerns for both local and 

international actors due to their potential security threats. It is understandable as the regional 

wars had ended recently and naturally, both external and local actors were cautious about this 

situation. Due to these conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh) it is argued that the infrastructure is 

under serious threat as Russia can use Armenia to sabotage the BTC or Azerbaijan can use oil 

money to restart the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict (Ceccorulli et al. 2017; German 2012; Petersen 

2016; Siddi 2017). As mentioned before the BTC became operational in 2006, which is more 

than a decade ago, but the relevant literature grew remarkably silent after 2006. The regional 

conflicts are still there and they have not been solved yet. Despite these persistent threats, the 

regional countries have continued their projects and international actors have invested billions 

in the regional projects. According to Richard Morningstar (2003), Bill Clinton's chief BTC 

pipeline negotiator and the former US Ambassador to Azerbaijan, operating in these areas is an 

adventure. But there are resources in the region that companies want to get out and they will 

deal with the current difficulties to get them out. Considering this, it is necessary to ask in what 

way and how the BTC has influenced the regional conflicts and has shaped them and whether 

it has escalated the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict or not?  

First, the literature neglects that the BTC project has a mitigating impact on regional 

conflicts especially when prices are high. Azerbaijan’s economy is overdependent on natural 

resource income and as such is not diversified. According to the ADB evaluation (January 28, 

2019), natural resources account for 75 percent of Azerbaijan’s gross domestic product and 90 

percent of the country’s exports. The Azerbaijani economy faced a variety of challenges, such 

as the devaluation of the national currency, following the fall of oil prices in 2014 (Deloitte 

2018). Despite the existing dispute, Azerbaijan is aware of the fact that any conflict between 

Armenia would first damage the existing cross-border infrastructures, increase its reputation as 

an unstable business partner and suspend essential services (economic loans, technical, and 

administrative), which are the main source of income. Therefore, the BTC should be seen as 

one of the silently deterring factors. The BTC has made the regional conflicts less beneficial, 

less popular and ultimately less feasible. However, the BTC isolates Armenia. This is partially 

in line with the functionalist framework because Mitrany argued that full cooperation will only 

be achieved if two nations work together rather than stay separate.   

Second, the BTC is one of the tools of Azerbaijan to get more attention from the Western 

media and politicians. By using the BTC, Azerbaijan tries to influence the Western security 
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discourse and get more attention for the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict. In this sense, Baku 

constantly depicts Nagorno-Karabakh as a serious threat that can damage the Western energy 

investments like the BTC in the region. Therefore, it urges the Western countries to pay more 

attention and do not let it to explode. But in reality, it is a silent conflict and from time to time 

some Western countries pay attention to it because of the BTC. Considering this, it can be 

argued that in the planning phase the regional conflicts may have influenced the BTC pipeline, 

but after its construction the BTC pipeline has changed this game by de-escalating the regional 

conflicts and introducing new constraints.   

However, one may ask why there was a war between Russia and Georgia in 2008 despite 

the BTC, which was also a serious threat to the BTC. While this is true, the conflict has nothing 

do with the BTC pipeline. According to one interviewee from Baku, “during that time Russia 

did not hit the BTC pipeline because Moscow sent a message to West and Azerbaijan that it 

does not have any problem with their business interests in the region (Interview, May 11, 

2018).” In the same vein, Tsereteli (2009, 11), mentions “the war caused no critical damage to 

the physical infrastructure of the Georgian energy sector, nor was there any damage to the 

pipeline sector.” Additionally, Moscow knew that the BTC is not just an Azerbaijani or 

Georgian pipeline, but it also belongs to the West. According to Allison (2008, 1166), “Russian 

attacks on the BTC pipeline would have hugely damaging Russia’s worldwide image as a 

reliable energy exporter and would have placed the country squarely in the sights of NATO’s 

increasing focus on pipeline security.” In August 2008, Richard Morningstar, Bill Clinton's 

chief BTC pipeline negotiator, mentioned that “it is unlikely that the Russians will directly 

interfere with the pipeline. That would strain their relationship with the US even more” (Spiegel 

Online, August 12, 2008). While the BTC could not prevent the war between Russia and 

Georgia Russia did not target the BTC pipeline, so as not harm the interests of its international 

stakeholders (Spiegel Online, August 12, 2008). Moreover, if decommissioning (parts of) the 

pipeline was Russia’s intention, it would target one of the pumping stations that were clearly 

visible from the air, rather than the pipeline itself, which was not visible. Additionally, Russian 

military forces did not try to seize the BTC pipeline and Moscow did not highlight the pipeline 

as a matter in the war (as cited in BBC, November 11, 2008). However, the war created 

uncomfortable and nervous situation for the operator companies.   
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5. Conclusion 
 

The transnational infrastructure of the BTC pipeline should not be viewed in isolation, rather 

its complexity and sophistication must be taken into full consideration. This is because, first 

and foremost, the BTC project is not just made up of metal pipes and black gold, but also of the 

extensive legislation, logistics, and state and non-state authorities that also all help support it. 

By using insights from revised functionalism, the chapter has revisited the three phases of the 

BTC pipeline project: planning of the pipeline; construction of the pipeline; and use of the 

pipeline. This chapter, first, illustrated that the planning phase was dominated by geopolitical 

assumptions due to the exaggeration of the amount of natural resource reserves as well as to 

political, economic and technical uncertainties. More specifically, both academics and 

politicians overestimated the extent of the Caspian Sea oil and gas reserves. This enhanced the 

international attention paid to the region in the short term, and also unwittingly caused 

subsequent conflicting understandings of it, deep suspicion about motives and information 

struggles. Thus, a false image of the region has been created.  

Second, it has been illustrated in this chapter that the New Great Game literature 

presents an incorrect picture when it comes the BTC, as the relevant scholarship overlooks and 

underestimates the actual technical, economic and social challenges of cross-national 

infrastructure projects. This chapter has shown there were other conditions for and challenges 

to the realization of the complex BTC project besides purely political ones that were more 

influential to the kind and extent of cooperation between the littoral states. What this chapter 

has highlighted, which the hitherto dominant state-centric narrative neglected, are the technical, 

social, environmental and economic issues that created unanticipated obstacles for the BTC 

project and led to lengthy delays (which increased the project’s cost), the launching of 

investigations and almost, indeed, halting the project entirely. During the construction phase, 

one of the BTC pipeline’s key stakeholders, Georgia, temporarily blocked the project because 

of environmental issues, for example. The UK Parliament investigated and questioned the 

involvement of BP and ECGD in the project vis-à-vis technical and material failures. Finally, 

the project was delayed due to massive protests by workers, NGO pressures and land acquisition 

disputes. Contrary to the state-centric New Great Game assumptions, this chapter has illustrated 

that these were the issues which made cooperation of multiple actors necessary and feasible 

during the construction phase. More specifically, these challenges were only resolved due to 

the systematic support and networking of multiple players namely, transnational energy 

companies, intergovernmental organisations and international banks. In line with revised 
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functionalism’s insights, this chapter illustrated that without the strong financial, political, 

technical and lobbying support these actors gave the BTC, it would never have been completed. 

 Finally, this chapter has shown that the New Great Game literature has neglected the role 

of the BTC pipeline after its construction. More specifically, it has illustrated that cooperation 

among the Caspian littoral states was not limited to the CEP. The formation of cooperation 

habits, which was begun in the CEP, continued and grew stronger through the BTC project. 

The successful construction of the pipeline has done more than just enable the Caspian Sea to 

gain international prominence and power. It has transformed the region and the states in it. 

While the pipeline already became operational in 2006, this aspect has so far been ignored by 

the relevant literature. Since its construction the pipeline has changed the dynamics of the Great 

Game in the region by offering a functional system for pragmatic cooperation despite a number 

of geopolitical disputes and uncertainties. The BTC pipeline came to be regarded as “strategic” 

because of the number of connections it makes possible in a highly contingent world. Previously 

existing uncertainty and hostility between the littoral states have decreased somewhat, which 

has increased their stake in this project. In this regard, the BTC pipeline has been successful in 

creating pragmatic, flexible and technocratic cooperation as any littoral state can be part of 

these activities with respect to their preferences and resources while there is no requirement to 

either to join the project or be excluded from it. There are long-standing issues between the 

littoral states, such as the uncertain legal status of the sea and the contested nature of its 

resources, but the BTC pipeline has created room to circumvent these restrictions while still 

addressing issue-specific needs. Considering this, it can be argued that, when analyzing the 

region, it is necessary to determine which activities are communal, where they are communal 

and the extent to which they are communal.  

In contrast to the New Great Game assumptions, the BTC pipeline did not lead to a war 

between Armenia and Azerbaijan after its construction. Although the regional conflicts are still 

there, the BTC pipeline has de-escalated some of them by introducing new economic, political 

and material constraints, which discouraged Azerbaijan to start a full-scaled war. Therefore, the 

BTC pipeline is one of the salient reasons in the current “no peace, no war” situation between 

Armenia and Azerbaijan.  

All in all, the BTC pipeline is functional for multiple actors as it addresses shared and 

different interests. It is functional for social interests because it provides people with jobs and 

because of the pipeline, companies have launched several social projects. The BTC is functional 
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for the ruling elite of several states because it enhances their power position, economic income, 

legitimization, connects them to the international arena and provides them an alternative route 

for transporting their natural resources. It serves the ruling elite because the BTC provides the 

international market with energy resources and the elite might use this for their own benefit 

during diplomatic discussion. The BTC is also functional for TNC because BP and other energy 

companies make profit, increase their resource diversity, and it is a functional way for them to 

enter the Caspian Sea. The BTC is also functional because it has brought new constrains. More 

specifically, it increased the cost of regional conflicts or aggressiveness, which serves the 

interests of international organizations. Of course, the BTC has several negative functional 

effects as well. Because of this infrastructure, human rights are neglected or ignored by the 

international community.  

The next Chapter will change the topic of debate from the oil pipeline to the mega gas 

project, namely the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC). By using the similar line of discussion (one 

centering on the existence of three distinct phases), chapter 6 will show that the SGC project 

has strengthened the current environment for regional cooperation and exchange in the Caspian 

Sea. Chapter 6 will also illustrate complex interconnection between different issues namely, the 

CEP, the Legal Status Convention and the BTC, which established suitable conditions for 

further development of the SGC project.      
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CHAPTER 6: A New Round in the Caspian Pipeline Game: the 

Southern Gas Corridor 
 

 

1. Introduction 
 

Chapter 5 discussed the three phases of the BTC oil pipeline through the analytical lens of 

revised functionalism. It showed that it was not only geopolitics but economic, technical, 

environmental and social challenges which led to delays and investigations and almost stopped 

the pipeline project. By using insights from revised functionalism, the previous chapter showed 

that transnational infrastructure like the BTC is a mediating interface as it creates functional 

challenges, which lead cooperation between multiple actors (state, non-state and semi-state)  

because their connection and interaction help to meet the functional challenges in the Caspian 

Sea. Overall, findings of chapters 4 and 5 illustrated that the past of the Caspian Sea region has 

not been as miserable as the New Great Game literature paints the picture. By using similar 

lines of argument, this chapter moves the discussion to a transnational gas pipeline namely, the 

Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) project. This chapter aims to show whether and in what way 

cooperation on the BTC pipeline has spilled over into the SGC project. With the help of revised 

functionalism, this chapter unpacks the effects of the SGC on cooperation and exchange in the 

Caspian Sea. Chapter 4 illustrated that environmental cooperation created conditions for 

signing the Legal Status Convention. This chapter asks how this convention has affected the 

SGC project and whether cooperation on the CEP and the BTC pipeline has spilled over to the 

SGC project.  

This chapter is made up of four parts. The first part provides background information 

about the SGC project, the three phases of the SGC project, and its timeline. The second part 

outlines the New Great Game views on the SGC project. It shows that the relevant literature 

portrays the SGC project as the second round of the New Great Game in the Caspian Sea. In 

doing so, it again only presents Russia, Gazprom, Iran, and the regional conflicts as the main 

geopolitical and security challenges for the SGC project. The third and main part of the chapter 

discusses the three identified phases of the SGC project in light of the insights derived from my 

revised functionalism. This part of the chapter illustrates that during the planning phase, the 

SGC project faced challenges beyond and besides those posed by Russia, Gazprom, and Iran. 

It shows that there was great uncertainty about the direction of gas pipelines and how this would 
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impact the financial support Western energy companies were willing to provide. More 

specifically, it shows that there was significant internal competition among the European energy 

companies and the SGC had to compete with other European pipeline projects rather than 

Russia or Gazprom’s natural gas pipeline. Furthermore, this part of the chapter shows that the 

relationship between Azerbaijan, the US, and Turkey grew cold during the planning phase of 

the SGC because of Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. This cold relationship put the direction 

of the SGC project under question during the planning phase.  

Additionally, the third part of this chapter illustrates how an Italian city halted the SGC 

project rather than Russia, Iran or other geopolitical powers during the construction phase. 

Chapter 5 explained that transnational infrastructure does not only connect A point to B point 

but also it engages with social, technical, and environmental challenges. This chapter develops 

this argument by showing why, where, and when social, technical, and environmental 

challenges led to remarkable political and economic consequences in the SGC project. In doing 

so, it argues that without the network of multiple actors, companies, NGOs and IGOs for 

example, it would have been impossible to overcome these obstacles during the construction 

phase. Finally, this chapter illustrates that cooperation among the Caspian littoral states is not 

limited to the CEP and the BTC pipeline. The formation of cooperation habits, which was begun 

in the CEP and the BTC, continued and grew stronger through the SGC project. Chapter 5 

illustrated that the BTC pipeline has a mitigating influence on the regional conflicts because it 

created de-escalating conditions. In the same vein, this chapter shows that the SGC project has 

added another mitigating layer to the regional conflicts. In doing so, the SGC project has 

strengthened the “no war, no peace” situation in the region. 

 

2. Background of the SCG Project 
 

The SCG pipeline also has the more poetic name “Nabucco”. It was named after the opera that 

a group of energy executives saw one night while discussing the idea for the pipeline. More 

specifically, “one evening in 2002 in Vienna, a small group of Austrian energy executives took 

their colleagues from Turkish, Hungarian, Bulgarian, and Romanian firms to see a rarely 

performed Verdi opera. It recounted the plight of Jews expelled from Mesopotamia by King 

Nebuchadnezzar. Before the event, the officials spent the day sketching out a plan for a pipeline 

that could transport natural gas every year across their countries and into European markets. 
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The sources of this gas would not be Russia, but Azerbaijan, maybe Iran one day, and with a 

US-led war against Saddam Hussein looking increasingly likely, possibly the gas fields of 

northern Iraq. Following this fascinating music concert, the energy executives continued their 

discussion at dinner. The opera they attended that night was called Nabucco, and that is the 

name they gave their new pipeline project during the dinner” (as cited in Freifeld, August 22, 

2009). The Nabucco project was designed as a 3,900 km pipeline from Turkey to Austria via 

Bulgaria and Hungary that would carry up to 31bcm of gas to Europe, with an estimated 

construction cost of over USD 8 billion (Skalamera 2016). The picture 1 below illustrates the 

Nabucco route. 

 

 

The main suppliers were expected to be Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, Iraq and Iran. The 

original project was also backed by several EU member states and the US. While the Nabucco 

project had already been in planning since 2002, it gained strong political momentum in 2009–

2010, when – against the background of a March 2009 surge in oil prices and the second Russo–

Ukrainian “gas war” – the EU allocated USD 200 million from its own budget to Nabucco (De 

Micco 2015). The European Commission also appointed a European Coordinator, Jozias Van 

Aarsten, to facilitate the project’s realisation and to promote dialogue among member states 

and energy companies. However, despite the strong support of the EU, the Nabucco project was 

abandoned in 2013. A number of factors led to the project's failure: a lack of support from main 

EU companies, EU clients' limited demands for gas, the high price of construction and 

competition from rival projects (De Micco 2015). These points will be discussed in detail later 

in this chapter. 

Map 2: Nabucco pipeline 

Source: Bankwatch 2015 
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Following the official cancelation of the Nabucco project, the South Caucasus Pipeline 

(SCP), the Trans-Anatolian-Gas Pipeline (TANAP) and the Trans-Adriatic-Pipeline (TAP) 

became the new pipelines of the SGC project, which will bridge a distance of 3,500 kilometres 

from the Caspian Sea into Europe, cover elevation differences of over 2,500 metres, and run 

over 800 metres below sea level. It will deliver 16bcm gas from Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz 2 

field to Europe. The SGC project is a complex challenge involving many different stakeholders 

– including six governments, eleven energy companies and more than five private as well as 

public lenders. In the same vein, during the construction phase 24,000 people work on the 

project in Azerbaijan and Georgia, more than 6,000 in Turkey and over 2,000 already work on 

the territory of Greece, Italy and Albania (see BP 2018b). Map 3 shows the route of the SGC 

project.     

 

Map 3: The SGC project. 

Source: TAP Official Website 2017a.  

The SCP (the first leg of the SGC) runs through Azerbaijan to Georgia, which has been 

in operation since late 2006. It is also known as the Baku–Tbilisi–Erzurum (BTE) pipeline, 

which runs parallel to the BTC oil pipeline for 429 miles through Azerbaijan and Georgia before 

ending in Erzurum, Turkey. The TANAP (the second leg of the SGC) runs through Turkey and 

was completed in 2018 (Report, June 12, 2018). The TAP (the third leg of the SGC) runs 

through Greece, Albania, and Italy but is still under construction and expected to be completed 

in 2020. According to BP (2016a), the project is intended to deliver 16bcm of Shah Deniz 

natural gas, of which 6bcm will be delivered to Turkey and 10 bcm will be transported to the 

European energy market. Besides this, several scholars argue that the SGC pipeline capacity 

could be scaled up to more than 50bcm if Turkmenistan joins the project (Grigas 2017; Rzayeva 

2015).  
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Because the SCP and the TANAP have been constructed and the TAP has been 85 

percent completed (Trend July 20, 2018b), the EU seeks to attract Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan to the SGC project. Therefore, future plans include a potential fourth leg to the 

project – a Trans-Caspian Pipeline (TCP) to bring additional gas from Turkmenistan and 

Kazakhstan to Azerbaijan and satiate the SGC project with additional resources. For example, 

after the Fourth Ministerial Meeting of the SGC Advisory Council, in Baku in February 2018, 

it was suggested that Turkmenistan was ready to actively engage with the project and Maros 

Sefcovic, the European Commission vice president of energy, confirmed that discussions were 

continuing with the Turkmen government (Pirani 2018, 2).  

 

3. The New Great Game: The Second Round  
 

This section introduces the claims of the New Great Game literature specific to the SGC project 

in order to make the discussion more concrete. To do so, it shows whether and how the New 

Great Game literature mentions and explains the SGC project.  

During the planning phase of the SGC, the relevant literature argued that the New Great 

Game has entered a second round in the Caspian Sea, which is again a competition between 

two blocks: Russia, China and Iran contra the EU, Turkey, the US and Azerbaijan (Kamrava 

2016; Kim and Blank 2016; Kusznir 2013; Siddi 2017; Stegen and Kusznir 2015). A notable 

development in this second round is that besides Russia and Iran, China has become one of the 

key players in the Caspian Sea region with the opening of an oil pipeline from Kazakhstan and 

a gas pipeline from Turkmenistan (Kiernan 2012). In light of this, the relevant scholarship 

argues that the main aim of the second round of the New Great Game is controlling the 

transnational natural gas pipelines of the Caspian Sea region (Kamrava 2016; Kusznir 2013).  

During the planning phase of the SGC project, the relevant literature argued that two 

gas pipelines, namely the South Stream from Russia and the SGC from the Caspian Sea, would 

compete with each other for the European energy market (Kiernan 2012; Kim and Blank 2016). 

Kim and Blank (2016) argue that the South Stream aims to isolate Ukraine from Europe and 

increase Central and Southeast European gas dependency. This would help strengthen Russia’s 

political position in the Balkans. In this regard, the SGC project is construed as the rival to 

Russian gas as it provides an alternative to the South Stream pipeline (Kim and Blank 2016, 



154 
 

40; Kusznir 2013). In the same vein, Kiernan (2012, 35) argues that the South Stream pipeline’s 

main purpose is to decrease the SGC’s economic and political impact on Europe. According to 

Kusznir (2013), the EU’s (energy) interests conflict with those of Russia and China. In this 

regard, “the future of the SGC project will depend on the EU’s ability to deal with Russia and 

China in the region (2013, 5).” Similar to the EU, China seeks to diversify its sources of 

imported natural gas supplies. In doing so, China seeks to persuade Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan to export their gas resources to the Chinese market (Kubicek 2013; Stegen and 

Kusznir 2015). Yenikeyeff (2011, 61) argues that “Russia prefers the active involvement of 

China, rather than that of the EU and the US, because Russia views China as a partner against 

EU–US bloc.”  

However, the South Stream did not receive enough support from the EU because it did 

not meet the EU diversification of supply strategy. In response to this, Russia decided to change 

the pipeline direction to Turkey, and called it the Turkish Stream. It is argued that Russia did 

this in order to increase Turkey’s natural gas dependency and minimize the SGC’s influence 

(Kim and Blank 2016; Siddi 2017). According to Kim and Blank “Moscow could exploit that 

reliance to place enormous pressure on Turkey to downgrade the TANAP–TAP line and to 

block the SGC’s intentions to connect Caspian-area gas producers directly to European 

markets” (2016, 37-38). In the same vein, Kusznir (2013, 5) claims that “when the transport of 

Shah-Deniz gas via TANAP will start, Moscow will end its support to Turkey in tackling the 

country’s growing gas demand, potentially leading to gas shortage.” During the planning phase 

of the SGC, the relevant literature argued that the failure to realize the SGC would marginalize 

Azerbaijan, restrict its access to key European customers, frustrate its ability to move toward 

Europe and entail the decrease of its sovereignty, which would also be a serious defeat for the 

EU.  

Similar to the BTC pipeline, the SGC project has faced a number of economic, 

environmental and technical challenges during the construction phase. For example, the 

inhabitants of the Puglia region in Italy protested against the last phase of the SGC because the 

SGC might damage the region’s environment and tourism (La Republicca, November 29, 

2013). A number of environmental NGOs sent an open letter to the EIB to halt the financing 

for the SGC project (Bankwatch Network, April 13, 2017). Considering this, the relevant 

literature again depicted Russia as the main cause of the environmental protests because of 

Russia’s strong presence in Italian energy market. Gurbanov (2017a) argued that Russia is 

behind these environmental protests, as it wants to stop the SGC. According to Gurbanov 

(2017a), “the gambit was part of a long-running coordinated campaign, involving various 
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NGOs and European political parties, to put pressure on the EU to slow down the 

implementation of the SGC and undermine its ability to attract funding from international 

financial institutions.” As a result, the relevant literature claimed that Russia finances and 

encourages the local government and population against the SGC pipeline during the 

construction phase.  

Like the BTC pipeline, the New Great Game literature describes the Nagorno-Karabakh 

and the South Ossetia conflicts as one of the main security threats to the SGC project in the 

region (Kucera 2012; Siddi 2017). More specifically, it is argued that it is an insecure gas 

transport route as Russia can support its military ally Armenia in the South Caucasus to 

sabotage the SGC project. According to Siddi,  

“Russia has considerable influence in the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict as Armenia’s 

military ally and arms supplier to both Armenia and Azerbaijan. Russia’s sales of 

modern military equipment to both sides contribute to volatility in the region. Thus, 

the security situation in the area casts serious doubts on the appropriateness and 

reliability of projects such as the SGC (2017, 7).” 

As mentioned above, the SGC project is almost ready because the SCP and the TANAP 

pipelines have been constructed and the TAP is 85 percent complete. The EU seeks to expand 

the SGC project and the TCP pipeline, which would stretch between Turkmenbashi 

(Turkmenistan) and Baku (Azerbaijan) and may also include a connection between the Tengiz 

field in Kazakhstan and Turkmenbashi, might therefore become the fourth leg of the SGC 

project. Since the SGC project has almost been completed, the New Great Game literature 

argues that Iran and Russia will not allow the expansion of the SGC project through the 

construction of the TCP. The TCP project is still at the planning stage and like other pipeline 

projects, there are still a number of financial, political and technical uncertainties that have to 

be dealt with. By using the familiar lines of argumentation, the New Great Game literature, 

first, argued that Russia and Iran intentionally postponed the Legal Status Convention to prevent 

the TCP project (Kusznir 2013; Siddi 2017; Stegen and Kusznir 2015; Verda 2016). For 

example, Nuriyev (2015) argues that Iran and Russia used the existing environmental concerns 

to block or hinder crude oil shipping and the construction of pipelines between Azerbaijan, 

Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan. In the same vein, Siddi argued that for “the import of Turkmen 

gas, an offshore pipeline crossing the Caspian Sea would have to be built, an endeavour that is 

complicated by the uncertain legal status of the sea and the opposition of Russia and Iran (both 

are riparian states and can veto the legal process) (2017, 132).”   
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As mentioned in chapter 4, the Legal Status Convention was signed in August 2018. 

Ironically, following the signing of this legal agreement, the relevant literature claimed that the 

Legal Status Convention includes environmental articles (e.g., 1, 11, 14, 15) which Russia and 

Iran could use to block the TCP project (Anceschi 2019; Garibov 2018; Gurbanov 2018; 

Ismayilov 2019). According to the Anceschi (2019), the Legal Status Convention provides 

Russia and Iran with extensive environmental monitoring powers, which they use to influence 

the construction of any transport infrastructure sidelining Russia or Iran.  

As it did in the discussion about the BTC pipeline, the scholarship comes from a fixed 

mindset revolving around power, rivalry and insecurity to explain all developments in the 

planning, construction and post-construction phases of the SGC project. In doing so, it fails to 

view the political and economic changes since the BTC pipeline, and it assumes that everything 

in the Caspian Sea region is also fixed. It can be seen that the relevant literature does not 

recognize the difference between different infrastructure projects, namely the BTC pipeline, the 

SGC project and the TCP. It also does not see the difference between uncertain legal status of 

the Caspian Sea and the signing of the Legal Status Convention since Russia and Iran are 

portrayed as the only ones to benefit from both situations. This is because the literature does 

not take note of the CEP and the Tehran Convention (see chapter 4). It therefore does not 

discuss the four ecological protocols of the Tehran Convention, of which three protocols had 

been discussed and signed by the littoral states by 2018. The fourth ecological protocol, called 

the EIA, was signed in July 2018. Since the relevant literature is not aware of the Tehran 

Convention and its four protocols, it assumes that the EIA was included by Russia and Iran to 

block the future pipeline projects in the Caspian Sea. Due to this ignorance, the New Great 

Game literature fails to explain or even see the complex interconnection between the ecological 

articles, the Legal Status Convention and the infrastructural projects and it therefore offers an 

incorrect explanation. Due to this ignorance, the New Great Game literature fails to explain or 

even see the complex interconnection between the ecological articles, the Legal Status 

Convention and the infrastructural projects and it therefore offers an incorrect explanation.  
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4. Discussion: The Planning, Construction and Post-Construction 

Phases in the Functionalist Framework  
 

If one reads only the New Great Game literature, one will assume that the SGC project competes 

only with the Russian gas pipeline projects, namely the South Stream for the European gas 

market. To dismantle the narrow explanation of the New Great Game literature, this section 

analyses the three phases of the SGC project through revised functionalism. More specifically, 

this section illustrates that the SGC project has faced challenges beyond and besides Russia, 

Iran and China during the three phases. These challenges demand for functional services of 

multiple actors, namely energy companies and public as well as private lenders. 

 

 

4.1. Planning the SGC Project 
 

The following sections illustrate that during the planning phase the SGC project faced three 

main uncertainties which negatively influenced the feasibility of the project.  First, unlike the 

BTC pipeline, the SGC project lacked the support of the US because the US increased its 

political and economic interests in other energy projects, such as the pipeline from 

Turkmenistan to Afghanistan. The second issue is that there was a cold relationship between 

Azerbaijan and Turkey during the planning phase due to the Turkish–Armenian rapprochement, 

which pushed Azerbaijan towards Russia. The third issue is that the SGC faced strong 

competition from other European pipeline projects and due to this, it was lacking in European 

support during the planning phase as well. These points are important because as explained in 

other chapters, any infrastructure project needs to have resourceful external actors in order to 

strengthen its feasibility in the planning phase. The main argument of this section is that, as it 

did in the case of the BTC pipeline, the New Great Game literature exaggerates the role of 

Russia and Gazprom and misses the actual nature of the challenges faces in the planning phase. 

The following sections show that the SGC project was challenged by states that were supporters 

of the BTC, such as the US and Turkey, energy companies, and internal European pipelines 

rather than just by Russia during the planning phase. The following sections also show that the 

New Great Game literature does not only miss new changes and developments, but it also fails 

to see changes that are important for geopolitics.  
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4.1.1 Decline of US interests in the Caspian Sea 

 

Similar to the BTC pipeline, the SGC struggled with a number of uncertainties. One of them 

was the US government’s and energy companies’ support for other regional energy projects. 

As explained in chapter 4, both the US government and its energy companies played a key role 

in development of the BTC oil pipeline, but its energy companies (e.g., Chevron and Exxon) 

are not actively engaged with the SGC. While reviewing the SGC shareholders, it can be seen 

that the US companies are not part of this project (see SGC Partners). Instead Russian and 

Iranian energy companies (NIOC and Lukoil) are major stakeholders in the project at 10 percent 

each. It is a remarkable difference, because these companies were not part of the BTC pipeline. 

Unlike the New Great Game literature, this also means that Russia and Iran are (in)directly part 

of the SGC project. However, during the planning phase, the involvement of NIOC and Lukoil 

created uncertainty because of the economic sanctions imposed on Iran and Russia by the US 

(Gutterman and Grojec, September 19, 2018; Paraskova, August 8, 2018). The other project 

shareholders feared that the SGC could also be target of the US economic sanctions. 

Additionally, during the planning phase, it was argued that the administration of 

President Barack Obama was not as forthright in promoting a direct gas link to Europe as the 

previous Democratic administration of Bill Clinton, which promoted the BTC oil pipeline in 

the 1990s (Kiernan 2012; Shiriyev and Davies 2013). Instead, the Obama administration 

showed active support for the Turkmenistan–Afghanistan–Pakistan–Indian (TAPI) pipeline. In 

January 2013, for example, the US assistant secretary for South and Central Asian affairs stated 

that “the TAPI project is one of the most important regional integration projects, because it will 

provide Turkmen gas for the growing Indian market, but it will also provide very substantial 

transit revenue for Afghanistan and Pakistan” (Kiernan 2012, 37). The US promotion of the 

TAPI pipeline is not intended to exclude American support for the SGC, but ensuring 

Afghanistan’s stability following the withdrawal of NATO troops in 2014 was the highest 

priority for the Obama administration.   

Finally, the Turkish–Armenian rapprochement between 2009 and 2011 had caused a 

cold relationship between Azerbaijan and the US. In light of this, Washington did not appoint 

a US ambassador to Azerbaijan until late 2010 (Shiriyev and Davies 2013). Washington’s 

behaviour during this period irritated some Azerbaijani officials (Eurasianet, May 21, 2010). 

The rapprochement is discussed in detail in the following section. Later, the Obama 
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administration nominated Matthew Bryza as the next US ambassador to Azerbaijan. However, 

the US Senate did not support Bryza’s appointment because the Armenian–American lobby had 

successfully opposed his appointment and several senators accused Bryza of having a pro-

Azerbaijani bias (Radio Free Europe, December 29, 2011). In response to this, the Obama 

administration bypassed the usual Senate confirmation processes and sent Bryza to Azerbaijan 

on an interim basis (Radio Free Europe, December 30, 2010). However, Bryza did not receive 

sufficient support from the Senate, and he was replaced by Richard Morningstar, who served 

as the State Department’s special envoy for Eurasian energy. Only after that did the SGC project 

start to receive strong support from the US, as Morningstar frequently iterated the US’s support 

for the regional energy projects. Considering this, it can be argued that unlike the BTC pipeline, 

the SGC project did not received strong support from the US until late in its planning phase.   

 

4.1.2. Turkish–Azerbaijani Energy Ties 

 

Similar to the BTC pipeline, TANAP is an important part of the SGC project as it connects 

Azerbaijan to Europe through Turkey. The New Great Game literature takes Turkey’s support 

for granted. However, this section shows that Azerbaijan and Turkey had a cold relationship 

between 2009 and 2010 because of Turkish foreign policy towards Armenia. Due to the cold 

relationship between Ankara and Baku, the SGC transit negotiations between two countries 

took two years and Azerbaijan even considered a route through Russia as an alternative transit 

route.  

The relationship between Turkey and Azerbaijan grew cold due to the possibility of 

normalised relationships between Turkey and Armenia becoming ever more likely in 2009. 

According to Shiriyev and Davies (2013), the US was pressing Turkey to normalise relations 

with Armenia without emphasizing the Nagorno-Karabakh dispute. This approach alarmed 

Baku in 2008. There were reports in the Azerbaijani press that Azeri President Ilham Aliyev 

had considered suspending gas deliveries to Turkey in response to the normalisation process 

(Azernews, November 20, 2009). Also, President Aliyev boycotted the Summit meeting of the 

Unsponsored Alliance of Civilisations Initiative which assembled in Istanbul in April 2009. 

Shortly after the summit, Aliyev publicly condemned the rapprochement initiative, calling it “a 

mistake” (Shiriyev and Davies 2013, 191).  
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Baku started to use its energy card in order to discourage the Turkish-Armenian 

rapprochement. For example, at official meetings and conference across the EU, Azerbaijani 

officials suggested that Azerbaijan might consider shifting the direction of its energy 

cooperation towards Russia, which would decrease Turkey’s energy hub policy (Whitmore 

2009). In the same vein, on 14 October 2009, the SOCAR signed an agreement to sell 500 

million cubic meters of gas to Russia’s Gazprom starting in 2010, at a price of USD 350 per 

1000 cm (Gazprom, June 29, 2009). In the same vein, Russia proposed to increase the amount 

of gas purchases in the future. This meant Azerbaijan sent the message that Turkey should 

include Azerbaijan’s demands in its negotiations with Armenia, because otherwise Azerbaijan 

would consider transiting its natural resources through Russia, which would decrease Turkey’s 

transit role in European energy security. The deal also led to uncertainty over Azerbaijan’s 

desire to transit its natural gas through the SGC project. During the crisis in Turkish-Azerbaijani 

relations, Ankara feared that by signing energy contracts with Russia’s Gazprom, Baku was 

distancing itself from Turkey, which could damage Turkey’s ambitions to become a regional 

energy hub. This also means that the cold relations created an opportunity for Russia to 

influence Azerbaijan’s gas transition. There has been speculation that the problems in relations 

between Ankara and Baku could result in Azerbaijan accepting Russia’s offer to purchase all 

the gas that will be produced in the second phase of the Shah Deniz project (Eurasianet, 

September 3, 2010).  

However, the rapprochement between Armenia and Turkey was halted and following 

this, strategic relations between Turkey and Azerbaijan have intensified, particularly in the 

energy sector. This was followed by the starting the cooperation on the TANAP gas pipeline in 

2012. Considering this, one may argue that the cold relationship between Baku and Ankara 

could have blocked the SGC project, which would have forced Baku to choose the alternative 

Russian route to export its oil. Unlike the New Great Game arguments, it was not Russia but it 

was the US, who pushed the rapprochement process and created the cold relationship between 

Baku and Ankara. Seen through the lens of revised functionalism, these developments illustrate 

that the regional dynamics are not fixed or constant, but tend to change. The changing dynamics 

and complex interconnection between different developments should be explained in order to 

understand the full picture in the Caspian Sea region. This section has also illustrated that the 

New Great Game picture is again wrong because the relevant literature misses crucial 

developments that are important for its geopolitical arguments.  
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4.1.3. Internal Competition: Nabucco/Nabucco West versus TAP 

 

This section outlines the constructive competition between different European pipelines and 

energy companies. More specifically, it shows that the SGC project had to compete with 

different energy pipelines and energy companies besides the Russian South Stream and 

Gazprom during the planning phase. In contrast to the New Great Game literature, this section 

argues that the main barrier for the SGC project was its competition with other European 

projects rather than the South Stream pipeline. Drawing insights from revised functionalism, 

this section illustrates that meaning, value and importance of the SGC project had to change 

during the planning phase. It is necessary to view and explain these changes, because they 

influenced how actors like Russia and Gazprom perceive the SGC, which accordingly 

influenced how they behaved in the construction phase. 

As explained above, the SGC consists of three pipeline networks. The third pipeline is 

called the TAP, which connects Turkey to Greece and Italy. While discussing the TAP, the New 

Great Game literature describes the EU as the main supporter of the project. In other words, it 

takes the EU support of this pipeline for granted. In doing so, the literature illustrates the 

Russian South Stream project as the TAP’s only competitor. However, the relevant literature 

neglects that the TAP project faced resistance within the EU because it had its own pipeline 

preferences, such as the Nabucco, Nabucco West and Interconnector Turkey-Greece-Italy 

(ITGI) projects. Therefore, the EU was not always supporting the TAP project and to gain its 

support the TAP and the consortia behind it had to compete with other internal projects and 

energy companies (European Commission, March 4, 2010).  Figure 3 illustrates the three rounds 

of internal competition between the projects. 

 

Figure 3: Three rounds of internal competition  

Source: Author’s own compilation  
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Initially the Nabucco and ITGI projects were officially recognized as a project of 

European interest by the EU and represented the EC’s tactical option to deliver Caspian supplies 

to Europe through Greece and Italy (European Commission, March 4, 2010). By contrast, the 

TAP project was supported neither by an institutional ceremony, nor by a special endorsement 

of President Barroso (Meister and Vietor 2011). Despite the general support for all projects, the 

European Commission attached political priority to the Nabucco pipeline (Grewlich 2011). The 

reason is that the Nabucco project was intended to bring 31 bcm of gas from the Caspian Sea to 

Europe. It was expected that the TAP project, which was not yet supported by Italy and Greece, 

would be very difficult to realise as it could not compete with that amount (Reuters, February 

20, 2012b).  

The first round of competition was between the TAP and the ITIGI shareholders. The 

ITIGI shareholders were Edison (Italy) and DEPA/DESFA (Greece). The initial shareholders 

of the TAP were Statoil (Norway), EGL (Switzerland) and E.ON (Germany). According to 

Prontera (2017), the ITIGI project was quite feeble compared to the TAP because both pipelines 

would follow similar routes, but Greece was struggling with economic crisis. Due to this 

economic crisis, Greece decided to privatize its energy company DEPA, but it failed to find 

investors because of company’s financial position. This put Greece and DEPA’s economic 

power under question, which increased TAP’s feasibility as it has more shareholders with strong 

economic power. As a result, in 2012, the Shah–Deniz consortium dropped the ITGI project 

(Azertac, February 22, 2012). While the reason for this decision remains unknown, Greece’s 

economic vulnerability is consistently proposed as one of the reasons for choosing the TAP 

project.  

After the ITGI project had been dropped, the TAP company lobbied intensively to gain 

support from Italy and Greece because they had been supporting the ITGI (Prontera 2017, 

2015). After their initial hesitation, both Rome and Athens demonstrated their political and 

diplomatic support for the TAP because of its similarity to the ITGI project (Hurriyet Daily 

News, August 9, 2012). Additionally, the TAP would create significant economic benefits 

Greece and Italian energy and construction companies. Considering the economic situation in 

these countries, it can be argued that it increased the attractiveness of the TAP’s position. 

Because of this, both Rome and Athens took action to facilitate its realisation in different ways. 

Italy and Greece (and Albania) signed agreements to support the project and granted the TAP 

a 25-year exemption from Third Party Access for its complete initial capacity of 10 bcm (a 

decision confirmed by the European Commission), for example. They also (especially Italy) 
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worked to create a wider inter-state coalition to increase EU support for this pipeline (De Micco 

2015). Both governments strengthened their bilateral diplomatic engagement with Azerbaijan 

to facilitate its completion (Prontera 2017). Following this, two competitor projects remained 

in the game, namely Nabucco and the TAP.   

The second round of competition was between the TAP and the Nabucco project. 

However, in this round the TAP’s position was more difficult as the European Commission, 

besides supporting it politically and diplomatically, funded the Nabucco consortium with a 

grant covering 50 percent of the cost of its feasibility study and decided to grant the project a 

25-year-long 50 percent exemption from Third Party Access requirements (Baev and Øverland 

2010). However, in 2012 the original Nabucco project (31 bcm) downscaled to Nabucco West 

(16bcm) (European Commission, June 28, 2012). There were multiple reasons for this, the first 

being that Azerbaijan and Turkey announced the construction of the TANAP which overlapped 

with the Nabucco’s eastern section in Turkey. The TANAP was intended to serve fewer 

countries than the original Nabucco project, as its capacity was only16 bcm, but it was expected 

to be less expensive than the EU project (Reuters, June 26, 2012a). Second, the Nabucco 

pipeline could not find sufficient gas to feed the pipeline other than Azerbaijani gas (Skalamera 

2016). Due to this, the major European companies (e.g., EDF, GDF-Suez, Eni, E.ON, and 

RWE) would not commit to the project (Wiesmann 2012). As a result, it had to be revamped as 

Nabucco West. 

However, the EC supported Nabucco West project diplomatically and politically as well 

(European Commission, June 28, 2012). Nabucco West was intended to compete for the 

Azerbaijani Shah–Deniz 2 gas field; it would run from the Greek–Turkish border to Austria 

through Bulgaria, Romania, and Hungary. However, in 2012 one of the shareholders 

(Germany’s RWE company) of the Nabucco West project dropped its support, which negatively 

influenced the project (Wiesmann 2012). Following this, the Nabucco West project also broke 

down due to its commercial disadvantages, technical infeasibility, and complex and untimely 

decision–making procedures. It was argued that Nabucco West was more expensive than the 

TAP (Skalamera 2016). Finally, on 28 June 2013 the TAP project was selected over the 

Nabucco West by the Shah–Deniz consortium (European Commission, June 28, 2013). 

Drawing insights from revised functionalism, it can be argued that the planning phase 

of the SGC project has been more complex, difficult, and complicated than the purely 

geopolitical description makes it out have been. More specifically, if one zooms out, one can 
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only see Russia as the main obstacle for cooperation. But if one zooms in, one sees that the 

SGC project has faced three rounds of competition between different energy pipelines, states, 

and energy companies besides and beyond Russia and Gazprom. In contrast to the New Great 

Game arguments, the value, meaning, and importance of the SGC was not fixed but changed at 

each round of competition. Accordingly, this change influence how the EU, Russia, and the 

assorted energy companies perceived the SGC project. In this regard, it is necessary to consider 

state, corporate, and material competitions while discussing the planning stage of the SGC.    

 

 

4.2. Constructing the SGC Project 
 

The following section analyses the construction phase of the SGC project, particularly the TAP, 

its third leg. The reason for choosing the TAP pipeline is that the SCP, the first leg of the SGC, 

is already operational and the TANAP, the second leg of the SGC, did not face severe protests 

within Turkey because of the authoritarianism of the Turkish regime. However, among the SGC 

pipelines, the TAP has faced a wealth of resistance from Albanian, Greek, and Italian cities. 

More specifically, throughout the construction phase, the TAP faced several intertwined 

technical, environmental, social, and economic challenges. By not discussing these challenges, 

the New Great Game literature falls in the common trap of geopolitical studies and figures that 

Russia, Gazprom or some other state has to be behind them. However, this section illustrates 

that the relevant literature paints a reductive picture again because it does not explain why, 

where, and when social, technical, and environmental challenges acquire unexpected political 

and economic consequences. The relevant literature does not see how and why these challenges 

lead functional cooperation between multiple actors (state, non-state and semi-state).  Drawing 

insights from revised functionalism, this section explores these challenges, their causes, and 

their actual influence on the development of the TAP project during the construction phase. 
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4.2.1 Technical Challenges  

 

The first technical challenge was the incomplete geographical facilities the project had to work 

with. In order to construct and transport the pipelines and technical equipment, the TAP 

companies needed to repair or even build roads, facilities and bridges. For example, in Albania 

an access bridge was refurbished, in service of the TAP project, using a structural strengthening 

method that allowed keeping the bridge open for road traffic (TAP, August 20, 2017a). The 

bridge, 92m long and 7m wide, is located in Mbrostar, at the entrance to the town of Fier, and 

serves as the main access point along the route from Durrës to the south of Albania. The location 

and the volume of daily traffic did not allow the bridge to be closed for a complete replacement 

of the deck, so another non-intrusive technique was needed. At the end of 2016, TAP completed 

the upgrade of approximately 58km of access roads, the construction of two new bridges, and 

refurbishment of 40 bridges in Albania (TAP, April 20, 2017b).  

The second technical challenge was the unexpected discovery of historical settlements. 

While clearing the pipeline route for the Albanian section, construction workers brought to light 

an ancient settlement, which had been inhabited for an extensive period of time from the early 

Iron Age to the 10th century, in Korça, south-eastern Albania (Tirana Times, May 10, 2017). 

Due to this discovery, construction was suspended at least for a month (Azertac, May 10 2017).  

The third challenge was the transportation of olive trees in Italy. The TAP’s route passes 

through ancient olive groves and over pristine beaches in the Italian region of Puglia, which 

relies on these idyllic landscapes for its major industry, tourism. That caused a standoff between 

global energy interests and local business interests. The most contentious issue is that of a grove 

of 1,900 olive trees that the consortium planned to move while the pipeline is being constructed 

and then move back when it is done (Kucera and Shiriyev 2017). However, transplanting the 

trees – some of which are more than 1,000 years old – is a delicate operation as they had to be 

transported during certain months, and the construction had to wait until the right time. 

However, this process costed extra effort, money and time because both local authority and the 

inhabitants of the Puglia region objected to the process. . It was argued that even if TAP could 

safely move and replant the olive trees, the project had to meet a checklist of more than 30 other 

conditions, which led to fresh delays (Natural Gas World, April 21, 2017). These include 

measures to preserve the natural environment and wildlife habitats – on land and at sea. The 

TAP developers had hoped to begin moving the first of roughly 10,000 trees sometime in 2018, 



166 
 

but local opposition to moving them slowed the process, shortening the construction timetable 

and jeopardising the TAP developer’s goal to deliver first gas into Italy in 2020 (Reuters, March 

7, 2017b). Although the TAP developers secured government clearance for the pipeline, Renzi's 

government attached 66 demands – some of which could only be fulfilled with the cooperation 

of local authorities (Reuters, October 4, 2016). Due to these circumstances, the EIB has 

announced that its financial support depends on environmental and social conditions. More 

specifically, if any TAP company wants to receive financial support, it needs to help settle the 

local issues in Italy first (European Investment Bank, February 6, 2018).  

 

 

4.2.2. Social and Environmental Challenges  

 

The SGC project has faced several social and environmental obstacles since the first day of the 

construction phase, just like the BTC pipeline, such as active protests by a number of NGOs 

and environmental grassroots movements. Environmental and human rights NGOs, as well as 

representatives of local population, have sent letters to the World Bank, the European 

Parliament, the EBRD, the IFC, and BP to stop the SGC (Counter-Balance, January 28, 2016). 

While the three pipelines have faced several challenges the TAP, the final leg of the pipeline 

running into Europe, represents the biggest chance protesters have of disrupting the project as 

the TAP has faced opposition movements in Greece, Albania, and Italy.  

The TAP project has previously been contested in the Puglia region in Italy. The Puglia 

Regional Committee on the Environmental Impact Assessment rejected the TAP proposal in 

2012, questioning the environmental compatibility of the project in relation to its intended 

landing place on the Puglia mainland (Prontera 2017). After the selection of the TAP route by 

the Shah–Deniz 2 consortium, a new proposal from TAP identified a point of arrival on the 

mainland near San Foca, in the municipality of Melendugno (near Lecce), but the local protests, 

as well as opposition from the Puglia region, increased (La Republicca November 29, 2013). 

Following this, the Puglia Regional Committee on the Environmental Impact Assessment 

rejected the TAP proposal again in January 2014 (Colluto 2014). This second negative 

judgement from the regional committee, along with the opposition of local communities, 

severely complicated the TAP’s attempts to realise the plans. The TAP company started a 
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campaign at the local level to “win friends” by offering sponsorship to local events in the 

communities affected by the pipeline’s route. However, this promotional campaign did not 

appease local protests (Papadimitrious 2014). On the contrary, it prompted stronger debate at 

the local and the national levels. This debate did not lessen, although the Italian Ministry of the 

Environment voiced positive opinions regarding the realisation of the TAP at the end of August 

2014 (Prontera 2017). 

TAP’s website has pointed out the so-called benefits that “the pipeline is 

environmentally friendly and compatible with the area and will have no impact on tourism” 

(TAP, January 12, 2017a). Some believe the investment will breathe new life into the area, 

others fear it will threaten the region's tourism in Melendugno. Local concern is that the pipeline 

will make landfall at the popular Puglia beach of San Foca famous for its sparkling blue waters 

(Squires 2017). This is an area where young people especially are highly dependent on tourism 

for their daily sustenance. Therefore, if any kind of accident were to happen the region might 

lose its touristic attraction. 

Throughout these protests, the Five Star Movement, Bankwatch Network, local Italian 

environmental groups, and even local Italian governors have been constantly opposing the TAP. 

For example, one of the opposition leaders, Beppo Grillo, expressed that “if they come to build 

a pipeline in any part of Puglia, even if they bring their army, we will line up our army” 

(Reuters, September 21, 2014). These groups constantly organized protests in order to stop the 

construction of the TAP project. During one of the business events, a dozen mayors, who fear 

that the pipeline will destroy the environment and the safety of their communities, staged a 

protest against the government’s support for the project. They were demanding that, instead of 

supporting it, the Italian government and the EU drop the project (Counter-Balance, September 

22, 2015). In the same vein, Puglia governor Michele Emiliano has been lobbying Rome to shift 

the pipeline's landing point. He publicly denounced the removal of the first 211 olive trees (out 

of the 1900 to be moved in total) in a post on Facebook and called moving the trees illegal, and 

this statement rapidly spread in the news (Bankwatch Network, April 13, 2017). Eventually, 

the Lazio Regional Administrative Court (TAR) suspended a permit from the Ministry for the 

Environment for the removal of the olive trees on the TAP gas pipeline site in Melendugno, 

Puglia, because of these systematic protests (the Italian Insider, April 7, 2017).  

Because of these protests, the TAP shareholders and the EU had already become 

concerned about the prospect of delays. According to EU official Elena Gerebizza; “time is 
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running out and the landing point in Italy is still an issue. The project is not moving ahead, the 

resistance is well-grounded in expert analysis, technical issues have not been solved, and 

political consensus is lacking” (as cited in Kucera and Shiriyev 2017). In the same vein, 

SOCAR’s vice president, Vitaly Baylarbayov, voiced his concern that local Italian opposition 

“creates a risk for the realization of the project (Bankwatch Network, April 13, 2017). Another 

Azerbaijani official mentioned “it is all about (local) politics. One would hardly believe that a 

few hundred olive trees could outweigh the huge benefits the country could get” (as cited in 

Kucera and Shiriyev 2017). Several officials and academics are arguing, without proof, as they 

did in the case of the BTC pipeline, that Russia is behind these environmental protests, because 

it wants to stop the TAP from being realized (Gurbanov 2017b). The protests even got attention 

of Anders Fogh Rasmussen, secretary-general of the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation 

(NATO), and former prime minister of Denmark, who argued that  

“Russia, as part of their sophisticated information and disinformation 

operations, engaged actively with so-called non-governmental organisations 

- environmental organisations working against shale gas - to maintain 

European dependence on imported Russian gas” (The Guardian, June 19, 

2014).  

However, Rasmussen acknowledged that he has no proof and mentioned that “it is my 

interpretation” (The Guardian, June 19, 2014). Using unfounded statements like this one, the 

existing literature proposed Russia as the main target. Russia finances and encourages the local 

government and population against the TAP.   

However, to depict Russia as the sole reason behind the controversy over the pipeline’s 

construction in Italy is too reductive as it is not a single dispute, but rather collection of local 

and global disputes that led to unanticipated consequences. These disputes include internal 

political struggle in Italy, difference in economic development between Italian regions, 

international opposition to the activities of transnational energy companies, and global protests 

for preserving the environment (Barry and Gambino 2019). These global and local 

systematically intertwined issues have blocked the short route the TAP could have taken in 

Italy. For example, an expert from BP mentioned that  

“I am sceptical about the involvement of Russia in this issue because in Italy 

local and main government bodies do not like each other, therefore it is an 
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internal issue. This makes it difficult to get a permit for construction 

(Interview, October 26, 2017).”  

During an informal meeting an expert from TANAP pipeline shared his very similar view that  

“it is a local politics that caused the delay, because political parties want to play every 

card they can to get support from local people. Additionally, the government structure 

of Italy is very different that of Turkey, Georgia and Azerbaijan because municipalities 

or provinces have more decision-making power (Interview, June 18, 2019).”  

Although the Five Star Movement party won the election and came to power in 2018, it did not 

halt the TAP. More specifically, Luigi Di Maio, the Italian Deputy Prime Minister and member 

of the Five Star Movement, mentioned that he gave green light for the TAP in 2018 (Euractiv, 

October 30, 2018).   

Additionally, it can be seen that Russian energy companies promoted and supported the 

SGC project. For example, Lukoil is part of the SGC, which owns a 10 percent stake of the 

Shah–Deniz field, and got USD 1 billon credit from international finance institutions for this 

project (Lukoil Press Release, August 7, 2015). This also means that the Russian company, and 

indirectly Russia, even own 10 percent of a gas project that was devised by Europe as an 

alternative to Russian gas. Moreover, Gazprom has publicly announced its interest in 

transporting its guess through the future expansion of the TAP (Reuters, February 14, 2017a). 

Additionally, despite close relations between Rome and Moscow, Rome had already 

condemned Russia’s annexation of Crimea and agreed to several rounds of EU sanctions 

targeting Moscow (Bloomberg, March 14, 2014). These examples illustrate that to depict 

Russia as the sole reason for these local protests in Italy is too reductive as there are issues 

beyond and beside those clearly caused by Russia in Italy.  

 

 

4.2.3. Economic Challenges 

 

Similar to that of the BTC pipeline, the estimated cost of the SGC project has changed over 

time due to the technical, social, and environmental challenges that had to be overcome. 

Initially, it was estimated that the project would cost approximately USD 35 billion and this 
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estimate was later increased to USD 45 billion (Farchy 2015). However, the cost estimation 

was recently decreased again to USD 41.5 billion (Azernews, October 13, 2017b). Azerbaijan's 

share in the USD 40 billion SGC project is around USD 11.5 billion, half of which will have 

been borrowed from international financial institutions and commercial banks (Azernews, 

October 13, 2017b). However, due to low oil prices, Azerbaijan economy has faced severe 

economic devaluations which have diminished the financial support for the countries part in the 

realization of the SGC (Deloitte 2018). Amidst volatile oil prices, securing financing is of 

primary importance for the timely implementation of this strategic energy transit corridor. 

Speaking in autumn of 2016, the deputy vice president of Azerbaijan’s State Oil Company 

(SOCAR), Vitaly Baylarbayov, argued that the changing market situation, marked by volatile 

oil prices, has made strategic planning more difficult and impacted negatively on SOCAR’s 

investment portfolio (Euractiv, October 4, 2016).  

While Azerbaijan has managed to raise USD1.05 billion in eurobonds on the 

international financial markets to fund the SGC’s segments, additional external financing was 

still needed to cover the remaining funding (Financial Times, March 10, 2016). Azerbaijan’s 

former  minister of energy Natig Aliyev confirmed that “the timely realization of the project 

depends on financial support” (Gurbanov 2015). According to Afgan Isayev, the director 

general of the SGC Closed Joint Stock Company (SGC-CJSC), the total cost of the SGC’s 

realization for Azerbaijan amount to some USD11.5 billion. The company has already fulfilled 

half of its financial commitments by raising around USD 6 billion of the required sum for its 

shares (Azernews, December 23, 2016).  

Overall, the social, technical, and environmental challenges have led to significant 

delays, political attention, and extra financial costs as they did in the realization of the BTC 

project. Initially, the TAP was expected to be finished in January 2019, but currently the project 

is expected to be completed by December 2020 (European Commission, March 17, 2015a). 

One may argue that every project involves extra costs and delays, and the cost inflation and 

delays in this project should therefore not be exaggerated. With this in mind, there are three 

distinguishing points that need to be highlighted. First, one of the supporters of the SGC project, 

Italy, halted the last leg of the SGC project, which is not an expected or calculated delay. This 

is an important point because this issue could put the feasibility of the project under question. 

The EC had granted the TAP an exemption from Third Party Access requirements but this 

exemption could lose its effects or expire if the pipeline would not start operating. In return, 
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this could put the project’s entire financial feasibility under question (Barry and Gambino 

2019). 

Second and related to this, the power, resistance, and the role of the Italian city councils 

should be considered. The above-mentioned examples show that despite the strong support of 

the Italian government, the local municipality can stop, postpone, or delay the USD 40 billion 

project because of olive trees. This means that the relevant literature needs to consider actors 

beside states and different government structures while discussing the transnational projects. If 

the project is agreed upon at the state level, it does not mean that the deliberations are over, 

because there likely to be further requirements that need to be fulfilled, as outlined above. Third, 

these delays and extra economic costs happened while the oil price was below USD 40 per 

barrel and Azerbaijan was struggling with internal economic and political turmoil. This means 

the technical issues came to be combined with unexpected issues and that led to extra costs, 

risks, and frustration. As a result, this delay has increased the economic challenges to the project 

because Azerbaijan needs to pay its credits and every day of delay cost Azerbaijan potential 

energy revenue. Additionally, these issues made it difficult to get extra loans as the project was 

becoming too risky to finance. While these findings do not deny that geopolitics play a role in 

the project, geopolitics nevertheless do not represent the whole picture.  

Considering the technical, political, and economic scope of these issues, it can be argued 

that these problems can only be solved on both a national and regional level at very high costs, 

and they thus require the involvement of actors above and beyond just states to be financed and 

solved. More specifically, the SGC project created functional challenges, which led multiple 

actors (state, non-state and semi-state) to cooperate because their connections and interaction 

helped to deal with the functional challenges in this project.  

 

 

4.3. Network of Actors 
 

According to Skalamera (2016), political agreement is only one instrumental, but not the 

decisive condition, for the realization of complex infrastructure projects. Thus, it is too simple 

to assume that just because the strategic rationale for a certain energy infrastructure project is 

strong, gas will flow. For the SGC, the first hurdle is addressing the above-mentioned 
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challenges. Second, the investors must ascertain that the SGC is economically viable and 

superior to alternative transport routes. Because of this, there has to be a transnational energy 

company or consortium of transnational energy companies willing to commit to leading the 

SGC project. More specifically, facing these challenges also demands the functional services 

of multiple actors, namely energy companies and public as well as private lenders. These actors 

are likely to offer the required services, however, because they are looking to make a profit, 

diversify their energy sources, and address human needs. These motives induce international 

technical and political cooperation because multiple actors have to pool their sources for the 

common goal, namely transporting gas through the SGC. The following section explains who 

the key actors, besides states, involved in shaping and constructing the SGC project are and 

how their preferences (political and economic) and networks affect the capacity, opportunity, 

and will of governments (e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to cooperate. 

 

4.3.1. Energy Companies  

 

The key actors in the SGC project are multinational energy companies, such as BP, SNAM, 

Enagas, Lukoil and Petronas who offered a number of the required resources to transport 

landlocked natural gas to the European markets, as was the case with the BTC pipeline project. 

These resources include financial investment, political influence, security personnel and 

material, and advanced technology. The first important point that needs to be highlighted is the 

economic leverage that multinational energy companies have. Although the SGC involves six 

states (Azerbaijan, Turkey, Georgia, Albania, Greece, and Italy), its economic cost is beyond 

their financial capacities. Because oil prices have dropped, these countries (particularly 

Azerbaijan) desperately need international economic support. As mentioned above, 

Azerbaijan’s investment share in the SGC project is approximately USD 11billion, which 

means the rest of the project needs to be financed by different actors. In light of this, the Shah 

Deniz (the main supplier field of the SGC) is shared by seven co-ventures among which BP 

owns the biggest percentage at 28.8 percent and is leading the Shah Deniz II project. The second 

largest stakeholder in this project is Turkish Petroleum (TP) with 19 percent, then comes 

Petronas with 15.5 percent, SOCAR with 10 percent, Lukoil with 10 percent, NIOC 10 percent, 

and SCC 6.7 percent (BP 2016a). In the same vein, ownership of the three pipelines (SCP, 
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TANAP and TAP) is also divided among several multinational energy companies. Table 6 

below shows the actors involved in the SGC project. 

Table 6: List of actors involved in the SGC project.  

Source: Author’s own compilation.  

This means the USD 40 billion economic cost of the SGC project has been divided 

among these companies. The strong financial contribution of the consortium companies 

increased the feasibility of the SGC project because these companies divided the economic 

risks. To do so, they have also applied for loans from private and public lenders in order to 

finance the project. For example, according to the Enagas’s report of 2016, the company 

invested 84.8 million euros in the TAP project in the first half of 2017 (Enagas 2016). In the 

same vein, Lukoil got USD 1 billion of credit from the EBRD for the SGC project (Antidze 

2014). This example illustrates, in contrast to what the New Great Game literature concludes, 

that Lukoil is not one of the geopolitical tools Russia uses to implement its foreign policy goals. 

It is, however, important to note that these companies benefit significantly from involving 

themselves in the SGC project, because the SGC adds new reserves to their resource bases and 

diversifies their energy portfolios. These benefits induce energy companies to offer functional 

services and facilitate international technical cooperation.   

 The second important point that needs to be mentioned is the internal and external 

political power of BP, SNAM, Enagas and SOCAR. The international energy companies have 

strong relationships with their home governments, who provide them with the ability to strongly 

influence the decisions of local governments (see chapter 3). In this sense, having BP, SNAM, 

•Companies: BP (28,83%), TPAO (19%), Petronas 
(15,5 %), SOCAR (10%), Lukoil (10%), NIOC (10%), 
SGC (6,67 %).

•States: Azerbaijan, Georgia, Turkey.

•Public & Private Lenders: ADB, EBRD. 

SCP

•Companies: SOCAR (58%), BOTAS (30%), BP (12%)

•States: Azerbaijan, Turkey

•Public & Private Lenders:World Bank, AIIB, EBRD, 
BSTDP

TANAP

•Companies: AXPO (5%), BP (20%), SOCAR (20%), 
SNAM (20%), Fluxys (19%), Enagas (16%).

•States: Azerbaijan, Albania, Greece, Italy. 

•Public & Private Lenders: EBRD, EIB, Bank of 
China, UniCredit, BNP Paribas, Socete Generale, 
ING Bank. 

TAP

SGC 
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Fluxys, and Enagas on board with the SGC project has secured the support of several European 

capitals. For example, one of the shareholders of SNAM is the Italian government, and the 

involvement of SNAM in the SGC makes the Italian government part of that project. 

Additionally, although BP only has a small share in the TAP project, it played an important role 

in solving the Italian olive tree problem. An expert from BP mentioned that during this time, 

BP helped coordinate the discussion between local and central government to work towards a 

solution and continue construction. Another example that has mostly been kept from the 

relevant discussion is that of the US’s sanctions against Russia. As mentioned above, the 

Russian and Iranian energy companies Lukoil and NIOC own 10 percent of the Shah Deniz 

field. This meant that the US sanctions against Russia and Iran could also influence the Shah 

Deniz II project. In order to alleviate the impending US sanctions, BP, together with Azerbaijani 

government, used its strong lobbying network in the US senate to get exceptions for Lukoil and 

NIOC in the sanctions (Paraskova, August 10, 2018). As a result, both got this exception. If 

they had not the SGC project would have faced difficulties. In terms of networking, BP, being 

a European company, helps SOCAR implement systematic coordination and cooperation with 

other European companies. BP has great expertise and a strong network in the European market, 

but SOCAR is new at this and therefore BP shares its expertise with SOCAR to facilitate 

coordination among the TAP companies.    

The third important point is security. The companies involved play a key role for the 

security of the SGC project, as the companies involved in the BTC pipeline did for that project. 

Remarkably, this aspect has been neglected by both geopolitical and geo-economic literature. 

According to an expert from TANAP, there several security measures are needed to ensure the 

safe operation of the pipeline, such as physical, procedural, and electronic measures. Physical 

security includes building fences, lighting the perimeter, and creating clear zones, gates, doors, 

and locks. Procedural security includes drawing up and implementing risk management plans 

as well as emergency response procedures by defining and assigning the roles and actions and 

coordinating with the public security providers involved.” Electronic security measures include 

CCTV systems, access control systems, intrusion detection systems, and warning systems. 

These security measures are provided by the relevant energy companies. For example, BP sets 

out certain security standards for the pipeline countries to implement and follow. If BP realizes 

that the suggested security measures are not enough, it gets involved and asks the relevant 

governments to expand the requirements for the security measures. When doing so, BP offers 

financial and technological support, such as drones. BP and SOCAR have implemented social 
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support programs at six countries to gain the public’s support, as they did in the BTC pipeline 

project. According to an expert from BP, “these social programs are important for the security 

of pipeline because the project gains the support of local people through them, which means 

local people grow willing to inform the government of threats that arise”.  

Finally, the exploitation and transportation of natural gas from the Caspian Sea would 

never have been possible without advanced technology, which the states in this region lack. 

This has led the consortium companies to revitalize the technical capacities of the states in this 

region by offering modern gas processing plants and fabrication facilities. They supported local 

experts by offering several educational and capacity-building training programs. These 

examples show that these companies do many of the things traditionally, sometimes 

exclusively, associated with the state. However, it is also worth reiterating that these companies 

exploit the natural resources of the Caspian Sea to gain extra revenue from it. In doing so, only 

a few cities, mainly those on the pipeline’s route, benefit from these companies’ financial 

contributions, while others are neglected. Additionally, these companies prefer to sideline 

human rights issues within certain countries (e.g., Azerbaijan and Turkey) and focus mainly on 

economic benefits.    

 

 

4.3.2. Private and Public Lenders 

 

Although quite a number of TNCs and states are already involved, the realization of the SGC 

project requires the involvement of more actors, as the currently involved TNCs and states 

cannot cover all the cost of the project. To construct the 3500 km SGC pipeline, which crosses 

seven countries and represents a total investment of approximately USD 40 billion, systematic 

financial support from a number of financial institutions, such as the EBRD, ADB, BSTDB, 

ING Bank, and the World Bank has proven necessary. Because of this, both companies and 

states have used their strong lobbying and networking power to gain support from these 

financial institutions. For example, an expert from BP mentioned that  

“by using its strong reputation, BP has played an important role in attracting 

international financial organizations and banks to the SGC project. BP is a 

European company; it has strong risk management and environmental and technical 
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standards. Therefore, banks and financial institutions trust BP and its opinion 

(Interview, October 26, 2017).” 

Another example of companies using their stature to gain private and public lenders’ support is 

Lukoil. In 2015, Lukoil signed a 12-year credit-facility agreement with a consortium of banks 

to borrow USD 1 billion, of which the EBRD, the ADB and the BSTDB would provide USD 

560 million. The remaining amount, USD 440 million, is provided for a period of 10 years by 

a commercial banking syndicate comprising of the ING Bank, Bank of China, UniCredit AG 

and Société Générale via the B Loan programs of the EBRD and ADB (Lukoil Press Release, 

August 7, 2015).  

Table 7 below shows international loans from different public banks.  

 

Table 7: Amount of loans from public lenders.  

Source: Bankwatch Network (2018).  

The total cost of the TANAP project is USD 8.6 billion. On 20 December 2016 the 

World Bank approved two USD 400 million loans to Turkey and Azerbaijan for the TANAP 

project (World Bank, December 20, 2016). One day later, on 21 December 2016 the Asian 

Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) allocated USD 600 million to a loan for the TANAP 

project (AIIB, December 21, 2016). In the same year, the EBRD had declared its intention to 

grant a loan of up to USD 1.59 billion for the TAP project and another large loan for the TANAP 

project (Trend, July 27, 2016). The total TAP project cost is more than USD 4.5 billion of which 

the EBRD supplied approximately USD 1.5 billion in loans. Finally, in 2016 additional modest 

financial support (just over USD 14 million) has come from the European Commission (EC) 

under the European Union’s special Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) funding instrument. The 

money will be directed toward archaeological investigations and excavation studies for the TAP 

project, within the framework of the EU’s priority energy projects (European Commission, 

• European Investment Bank (EIB)USD2.8 Billion

• World Bank GroupUSD 1.8 Billion
• European Bank for Reconstruction and 

Development (EBRD)USD 1.7 Billion

• Asian Development Bank (ADB)USD 1.3 Billion

• Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB)USD 0.6 Billion
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February 17, 2016). After becoming involved in the SGC project, these institutions have used 

their network and lobbying power to attract several private and governmental banks. However, 

when investing in this project, these institutions require certain environmental and social 

standards and measurements from the energy companies and countries. By using their economic 

leverage, these institutions push energy companies and countries to follow these requirements 

in order to secure the funding for the project. For example, EBRD has yet to decide to confirm 

one of the loans for the project due to environmental protests and complaints. However, it is 

also important to mention that these institutions have closed their eyes to the human rights 

abuses in Azerbaijan. They have not really used their economic leverage to put pressure on the 

Azerbaijani government. 

These examples highlight two important factors that have been overlooked to some 

extent. First, the SGC is indeed a mediating interface as it manages to bind multiple actors 

together, which creates mutual interdependency and alliances among them. More concretely, 

the infrastructure project has brought several actors and their network together on economic, 

social, and technical issues on the pipeline’s route. Contrary to conclusions drawn from state-

centric assumptions, these actors not only include states but also companies, financial 

institutions, NGOs, and IGOs. Second, and related, each actor offers specific and functional 

contribution (e.g., economic, political, social, technical and security) to deal with certain 

challenges. After recognizing their mutual dependency, these actors pooled their resources 

which was needed to complete this infrastructure project. The multiple networking ties between 

these actors generated continuous interaction by invoking the image of connectedness between 

individuals and organizations on the one hand and private and public actors on the other. The 

guidance and governance of the projects would have been unreliable without their involvement. 

 

 

4.4. Operating the SGC: Expectations versus Reality  
 

The case of the BTC pipeline has illustrated that it is possible to find room for more pragmatic 

cooperation among the littoral states after the successful completion of an oil infrastructure 

project. As discussed in chapter 5, the Caspian littoral states have started to use the BTC oil 

pipeline as an alternative to their old oil transport routes. Additionally, chapter 4 explained that 
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the Legal Status Convention, which was signed in August 2018, created suitable conditions for 

building undersea pipelines in the Caspian Sea. Drawing insights from revised functionalism, 

this section shows whether and how cooperation on the CEP and the BTC pipeline has spilled 

over to the SGC project. The following section explains the ways in which the SGC became 

entangled with wider regional processes after its construction. More specifically, this section 

explains how the recently signed Legal Status Convention can affect the SGC project and 

whether and how the SGC project affects the possibility, likelihood, and severity of regional 

conflicts.   

 

4.4.1. Pragmatic Cooperation: the TCP  

 

Similar to the BTC project, the SGC project has offered the Caspian littoral states and external 

powers an issue-specific opportunity to cooperate. The relevant literature focuses on the states 

in the region and on external states, namely Russia, Iran, and China while discussing the SGC 

project. This means that the scholarship neglects other actors, such as Iranian and Russian 

energy companies (Lukoil and NIOC) and China’s financial institution (the AIIB), even though 

Lukoil and NIOC are already part of the Shah Deniz Consortium and hold a 10 percent share 

each. As explained above, Lukoil even got a loan of USD 1 billion from the EBRD for the SGC 

project (Antidze 2014). Additionally, the NIOC got an exception from Western sanctions due 

to its involvement in the SGC project. In the same vein, Mahmoud Vaezi, Chief of Staff for the 

President of Iran, mentioned that Iran was considering transporting its gas to Europe by means 

of the TANAP gas pipeline (SNAM, August 8, 2014). Finally, China is part of the SGC 

indirectly through the AIIB, which was initiated and launched by China and granted a USD 600 

million loan to support the SGC project in 2016 (AIIB, December 21, 2018). Considering this, 

one may ask why Iran and Russia’s national energy companies are part of the SGC project if 

the states themselves are against this project? Are they trying to sabotage the SGC project? If 

so, then why did Lukoil borrow USD 1 billion? Of course, the New Great Game scholars would 

find answer to these questions in line with their Great Game explanation, but in reality, their 

involvement means that China, Iran, and Russia are part of this project indirectly and will 

benefit from it. These examples also show that even if there is a “Great Game”, it is about 

constructive cooperation rather than destructive rivalry.   
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Additionally, Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan have expressed their interest to join the 

SGC project, like they did with the BTC pipeline, as it would offer them an alternative route to 

reach the European energy market. For example, gas accounts for nearly two-thirds of Turkmen 

exports and it is almost exclusively sold to Russia, Iran and China (Natural Gas World, 6 

December 2015). Ever since the completion of the Central Asia–China Pipeline, Turkmenistan 

has supplied a substantial portion of China’s gas demand through the infrastructure in 

Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan (Socor 2012). The SGC project would offer Turkmenistan an 

opportunity to diversify its pipeline routes and establish relations with the West, allowing it to 

drive up the price of its oil by making China and the West outbid each other. In this sense, this 

is the significance of the opportunity to diversify the export routes. One of the ways to connect 

Central Asia to the SGC project is to build the fourth leg of the project, the so-called TCP. This 

new underwater pipeline is expected to transport 30 bcm of Turkmen gas from Turkmenbashy 

to the Sangachal Gas Terminal in Azerbaijan, from where it would be transported to Europe 

(Cason 2015). When this pipeline idea was initially presented, both Kazakhstan and 

Turkmenistan supported the TCP option (European Commission, September 12, 2011). For 

example, the Turkmen President expressed its support for the project when he met with the top 

EU officials in 2011. Following this, on 1 May 2015, Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and the EU 

signed the Ashgabat Declaration to develop energy cooperation between the parties (European 

Commission, May 1, 2015a). Turkmenistan even considered the possibility of shipping 

compressed natural gas (CNG) to Azerbaijan by tankers, decompressing it there, and 

transporting it onward through the SCG to Europe. This development is very remarkable 

because it shows that practice of cooperation between the littoral countries has not been limited 

to the CEP and the BTC, but has moved into other areas.  

To show its interest in the project, Turkmenistan sent a delegation to the Fourth 

Ministerial Meeting of the SGC, which was held in Baku in 2018. During his opening speech, 

President Aliyev of Azerbaijan explicitly stated 

“I am glad that representatives of friendly countries, Romania and Turkmenistan, are 

also attending this meeting for the first time. Their participation in this meeting also 

demonstrates that they attach great importance to our project” (as cited in President, 

February 15, 2018).  

In the same vein, Parviz Shahbazov, Azerbaijan’s Energy Minister, noted that  
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“the volume of Azerbaijani gas transported along the SGC may be increased at the 

expense of gas from Turkmenistan. The participation and statements of representatives 

of Turkmenistan and Romania at the fourth Ministerial Meeting of the SGC Advisory 

Council also confirm that interest in the project is gradually increasing (Trend, May 8, 

2018b).”  

Additionally, as explained in chapter 4, the Legal Status Convention, provides clarity about the 

requirements for constructing the TCP and was agreed on by Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and 

Kazakhstan. More specifically, Article 14 of the Legal Status Convention states that the littoral 

states may construct submarine pipelines on the bed of the Caspian Sea if they are compliant 

with environmental standards and requirements of the Tehran Convention (Convention on the 

Legal Status of the Caspian Sea, 2018). In doing so, “submarine cable and pipeline routes shall 

be determined by agreement with all the parties the seabed sector of which is to be crossed by 

the cable or pipeline (Kremlin, August 12, 2018).” This means that one of the points of 

uncertainty between Azerbaijan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan has been resolved. This also 

illustrates the interconnection between environmental, legal, and infrastructural cooperation in 

the Caspian Sea region. More concretely, the Legal Status Convention, the Tehran Convention, 

and the environmental documents of the CEP offer common base for the governments of the 

littoral states, and they can refer to these documents while discussing the TCP project. In light 

of revised functionalism, it can be argued that these examples illustrate that the cooperative 

practices, which were started during the CEP and the BTC pipeline project, continued and 

facilitated collaboration between the littoral states in other areas. 

It is worth noting that there are other issues that still need to be resolved in order to 

construct the fourth leg of the SGC project. First, Turkmenistan’s policy of gas transport 

requires the buyer to assume all risks from the Turkmen border onward (Cason 2015). This 

means those who want Turkmen gas must build the pipeline to Turkmenistan to receive it. 

Azerbaijan does not have enough money to build this pipeline and it is still  engaged in covering 

the SGC’s costs (Azernews, May 19, 2017a). Second, as mentioned above, any transnational 

infrastructure project requires the strong financial support of actors besides states. Because of 

this, it is still not officially confirmed whether the TCP project can secure sufficient financing 

from European companies and public as well as private lenders to match its political 

endorsement. Considering the current low oil prices, many European companies are hesitant 

when it comes to the risks of financing complex pipeline projects. Third, Azerbaijan wants to 

deliver its own natural gas to Europe first because Azerbaijan has enough natural gas capacity 
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to supply the promised 16 bcm. Therefore, Baku will only greenlight the TCP pipeline if it turns 

out its natural gas capacity is not enough to fulfil the promise of supplying 16 bcm of natural 

gas. In 2019, BP announced that there might be another giant gas field in the Caspian Sea, 

which would increase the capacity of the SGC project (Bloomberg, January 10, 2019). As 

mentioned above, Baku also got a Third Party Access Exception from the EU, which means 

Azerbaijan can have a monopoly over the transport of natural gas through the SGC and can 

reject the transportation of natural gas from third parties.  

However, there are cooperation initiatives besides the TCP project in other areas, such 

as the development of seaports. The littoral states have started modernizing their ports in the 

Caspian Sea to facilitate more transportation options and to improve regional and global 

connectivity by establishing free trade zones. Meanwhile, the boards of the littoral states’ 

seaports have organized regular meetings to exchange ideas and sign cooperation 

memorandums (Port of Baku, November 23, 2018). An expert from an Azerbaijani port 

mentioned that “although each Caspian state has its own port, the main aim of these ports is to 

cooperate rather than compete. The reason for this is that there is strong interdependency and 

networking between the five ports. They aid each other in terms of capacity, transportation, 

bureaucracy, customs service, and regional and global connectivity (Interview, June 1, 2018).” 

To strengthen the regional and global economic connectivity, Turkmenistan organized the First 

Caspian Economic Forum in 2019 (Trend, August 19, 2019a). During the forum, the littoral 

states signed a number of documents related to transport, industry, agriculture, infrastructure, 

and diplomacy (Trend, August 19, 2019a).   

Overall, it can be argued that the habit of coming together that took shape in the CEP 

and the BTC pipeline project continued to flourish in the Caspian Sea region, and the SGC 

project created a new interest and pride in continuing cooperation among the littoral states. Of 

course, this does not mean that the CEP and the BTC pipeline have explicitly encouraged the 

littoral states to join the SGC project. However, as is illustrated in chapters 4 and 5, the CEP 

and the BTC project are the initial places where the littoral states started to experience and 

establish the practice of environmental and infrastructure cooperation, interaction, negotiation, 

and trust. However, it is worth noting that the littoral states mainly produce and export natural 

resources, meaning that non-energy-related industry sectors represent only a limited share of 

their total exports (ADB, January 28, 2019). This in turn means that, since there is a lack of 

production and development in non-energy-related industry sectors, there is limited room and 

thus need for expanding cooperation beyond transportation of oil and gas. As mentioned in 
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revised functionalism, spillover between different sectors or issue areas only occurs if there is 

a need or necessity. In this sense, if the littoral states do not establish competitive industry sector 

outside the energy industry, economic and political agreements, documents or treaties will only 

play an important role on paper.  

 

4.4.2. Regional Conflicts  

 

Since the 1990s, the existing literature has described the regional conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-

Karabakh) as being among the main security threats to every project in the region (Ceccorulli 

et al. 2017; German 2012; Siddi 2017), as mentioned in section 3. In the early 1990s this was 

understandable because the Cold War had just ended and it was uncertain how the situation 

would develop. However, while reading this literature, one may say yes there is a threat in the 

region but so what? And what is the suggested solution to this threat? Should no project be done 

or implemented until the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict is solved? Or should transnational projects 

perhaps be implemented to mitigate the regional conflicts? Unfortunately, the relevant literature 

does not answer to these questions and just mentions that the Nagorno-Karabakh is the main 

security threat. Despite this alarm in the literature, the countries in the region have continued 

their projects and international actors have invested billions in these regional projects. It has 

been almost 30 years and this threat still exists in the region, but within those 30 years several 

international mega projects have been completed. More specifically, life continues in the region 

in spite of the existing security risk. Considering this, it is necessary to ask why, despite the 

existing threat, regional and international actors invest in transnational projects and in what way 

these projects influence the regional conflicts or have shaped them?  

 Similar to the BTC pipeline, the SGC project is one of the salient factors in the current 

“no peace, no war” situation because it has made regional conflict less beneficial and less 

feasible. As mentioned above, Azerbaijan’s economy is under-diversified as it is overdependent 

on natural resource income. The BTC pipeline has partly created this overdependence, and the 

SGC project has added to it with an extra layer. As mentioned in sections 4.2 and 4.3, 

Azerbaijan has received financial loans and credit from several international institutions to 

complete the SGC and it needs to return them following the construction of the project. Because 

of this, Azerbaijan is aware that any conflict between Armenia would be very likely to result in 

damage to the existing pipelines, which would cost the international consortium approximately 

USD 50 billion. For example, low oil prices in 2015 and 2016 led to devaluation of Azerbaijan’s 



183 
 

currency and high inflation, which led to protests in several cities and challenged the internal 

stability (Radio Free Europe, January 14, 2016). This shows that for the Azerbaijani 

government any temporary or permanent disruption of its energy flow is a direct threat to its 

economy and internal stability. Such a disruption would also increase Azerbaijan’s reputation 

as an unstable business partner and suspend essential services (economic loans, technical, and 

administrative), which are its main source of income. Therefore, transnational infrastructures 

should be seen as a factor that silently deters conflict.  

 

Map 4 below shows the Caspian Sea region without and with its pipelines. It can be used 

to compare the region and its changing strategic importance before and after the infrastructure 

projects. Map 4a shows only the geographical borders of the region, which does not say too 

much about the strategic, economic, or political importance or connections in the region. On 

the other hand, the map 4b shows the region with the existing pipelines, which have changed 

strategic, economic, and political value of the places that the pipelines pass.  

 

 

Because the New Great Game literature fails to see the difference between map 4a and 4b, it 

also fails to explain developments that are important for geopolitics. Considering map 4b, one 

may argue that it is apparently possible to construct transnational pipeline projects despite the 

existing conflicts, because the regional conflicts apparently do not influence the involvement 

and decision of international actors. Several local experts (both Armenian and Azerbaijani) 

mentioned that the West and its financial institutions are aware of the threat of armed conflict 

Map 4a:Without the 
Pipelines

Map 4b: With the Pipelines

Map 4: The Caspian Sea region with and without pipelines. 

Source: SOCAR 2018 and Google Map 
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and Azerbaijan’s dependency on energy infrastructure projects, but they view Nagorno-

Karabakh as a manageable threat. It is true that these institutions do assume risk, but the return 

is worth assuming this risk because high risk means high financial reward.  

Considering map 4b, one may argue that if there was no SGC and/or BTC infrastructure, 

regional conflicts would not get much attention from the West either, because some Western 

countries and energy companies are part of the projects. The literature neglects that six states 

and more than ten international energy companies, financial institutions, and intergovernmental 

organizations are involved in the SGC. All the potential beneficiaries of the SGC are ultimately 

interested in safeguarding their sizeable investments. In this regard, the SGC is a piece of 

international property and Azerbaijan is not its sole owner. This also makes Armenia think 

twice before targeting transnational infrastructure. An Armenian expert mentioned that  

 

“targeting infrastructure is not a viable option, it is a last resort if there is no other option. 

If Armenia does not have a choice, then this infrastructure will become a target, but first 

Armenia intends to avoid harming international investments (Interview, September 26, 

2018).” 

 

In the same vein, several local experts from Azerbaijan, Armenia and Georgia mentioned that 

in the worst-case scenario, these countries will not hesitate to hit this infrastructure. However, 

it is worth mentioning that both Armenia and Azerbaijan use the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict to 

justify their bad behaviours (human rights violations, corruption, and weak elections). 

Considering this, it can be argued that Azerbaijan and Armenia are two scorpions in a bottle, 

each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life (De Wilde 1991).  

 

 

5. Conclusion 
 

By using insights from revised functionalism, this chapter has analysed the planning, 

construction, and post-construction phases of the SGC project. First, the chapter has illustrated 

that Western support and interests are not granted or fixed but that they change according to the 

size, value, and meaning of the project takes on. In contrast to the way it acted in the BTC 

pipeline project, the US government increased the amount of attention it paid to Afghanistan 

and to alternative energy projects in the region. In the same vein, its energy companies did not 
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involve themselves in the SGC. This absence was counteracted by the Russia and Iran’s energy 

companies, namely Lukoil and NIOC. Additionally, Azerbaijan had cold relations with one of 

the key transit countries, namely Turkey, because it sought to normalize relations with Armenia, 

Azerbaijan’s enemy. This situation called Turkey’s role as a transit country into question and 

created room for Russia as an alternative transit country. During the planning phase of the 

project, the SGC also had to compete with EU’s internal energy pipelines in order to gain 

financial and political support from European energy companies as well as private and public 

lenders. These uncertainties influenced the feasibility, value, and important of the SGC project 

during the planning phase.  

Second, the chapter has highlighted that political agreement was only one of the 

instruments not the decisive condition needed to complete the SGC project. This chapter has 

shown that the SGC faced technical, environmental, and economic challenges during its 

construction phase, which necessitated the cooperation of multiple actors (state, non-state and 

semi-state) because their connection and interaction were needed to help deal with these 

challenges. As shown, a local Italian municipality stopped construction on a USD 40 billion 

project because of olive trees and environmental pollution, despite the Italian government’s 

strong support of the project. A local municipality’s actions led to frustration, delays, extra 

costs, and political difficulties during the construction phase of the project. These construction 

challenges were resolved due to the systematic support and networking of multiple players, 

namely transnational energy companies (BP) and private and public lenders (the World Bank 

Group), as was the case with the BTC pipeline. In line with revised functionalism’s insights, 

this chapter illustrated that the interaction and cooperation of these actors increased the political 

and economic feasibility of the SGC project because they pooled their political, technical, and 

economic resources to deal with the shared construction challenges.  

Third, the SGC project has added a mitigating layer to regional conflicts (e.g., the 

Nagorno-Karabakh), just like the BTC pipeline project did, by increasing the regional 

interdependency and price of conflict. The economic, political, and technical value, scope, and 

importance of the SGC project further entrenched the current “no peace, no war” situation in 

the region. Although the SGC project has not brought Armenia and Azerbaijan together, it is 

one of the reasons discouraged Azerbaijan and Armenia from starting a full-scale war. 

Additionally, the active involvement of different international and local shareholders and their 

large investments made it possible to keep the current status quo.  
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Finally, this chapter has illustrated that cooperation among the Caspian littoral states 

was not limited to the BTC project and the CEP. The practice of cooperation, which was 

established by the CEP and strengthened by the BTC, has continued and spilled over to the 

SGC project. Turkmenistan and Kazakhstan have expressed their interest in joining the SGC 

project, as they did with the BTC project, and constructing the fourth pipeline, the TCP. 

Because the BTC pipeline has already been constructed, the littoral states have experienced 

options for transporting natural resources from Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan to Azerbaijan. In 

light of this, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and Turkmenistan have increased the frequency of their 

official meetings in order to thoroughly discuss the possibility of the latter two joining the SGC 

project. Although Russia and Iran are not transporting their natural resources through the SGC, 

their respective energy companies are among the shareholders of the project and are working 

together with other actors to complete the SGC in 2020. As explain in revised functionalism, 

the littoral states are part of the SGC project with respect to their interests, capacities, and 

resources.   

To prevent Euro-centric expectations, this chapter has argued that the habit of 

cooperation among the littoral states is mainly focused on the Caspian Sea’s natural resources 

because the littoral states have done little to develop the non-energy-related sectors of their 

industry, which represent only a limited share of their total exports. Although the littoral states 

have signed a number of documents, agreements, and treaties with regard to agriculture, 

tourism, technology, and customs, one can observe a very limited cooperation in these fields, 

because these sectors are not nearly as developed and advanced as the energy sector in the 

Caspian Sea region. This means that the current cooperation can spillover into different areas 

only if they diversify their non-energy industry. Otherwise, the above-mentioned non-energy-

related agreements are unlikely to move beyond words on paper.  
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CHAPTER 7: Conclusion  
 

 

The starting point of this doctoral dissertation was the notion that the New Great Game literature 

reflects the extended version of the James Bond movie The World is Not Enough because the 

misconceptions and stereotypes that fuelled the plot of the movie are also fuelling the relevant 

academic and media discussions. In the final scene of the movie, Bond defeats the Russian 

villains with help of an American nuclear expert named Jones. In doing so they help Electra 

achieve her family’s dream of constructing an 800-mile pipeline from Azerbaijan to the 

Mediterranean. For this narrative, the movie draws upon long-standing Western stereotypes 

about the Caspian Sea region’s reputation for rivalry, instability, and richness in natural 

resources. The movie’s core ideological message about the Caspian Sea region is predominantly 

negative and hopeless, as is the relevant literature’s core message. Because the Western agent 

saved the Caspian Sea region from the Russian villains in a “winner takes all” fashion, we may 

conclude the movie even promotes the notion that geopolitics is a zero-sum game. One can 

observe this type of ending in many movies, but in the real world it works differently. 

This dissertation argued that the assumptions that the New Great Game literature is 

based on, promote less systematic and shallow discussion as these assumptions ignore and 

misunderstand historical, material, political, economic, and normative differences in the 

Caspian Sea region. This dissertation argued that because of this, the New Great Game literature 

does not only overlook developments, changes, and actors that are not identified in traditional 

geopolitics, but also fails to see developments in the region that are very important to traditional 

geopolitics. This doctoral dissertation aimed to shift away from the restrictive understanding 

that the New Great Game literature offers through its reliance on realist doctrines and it aimed 

to shift towards more cautious, synthetic, and analytical ways of discussing the Caspian Sea 

region. I revisited and revised classical functionalist theory via social constructivism in order to 

offer an alternative and more nuanced reading of the developments in the Caspian Sea region 

and in order to demonstrate that there is much more going on in the Caspian Sea than is often 

assumed by geopolitics.  

This thesis asked the question: which new insights in cooperation and conflict are 

provided by revised functionalism in comparison with the New Great Game narrative? Should 

these new insights lead to a re-evaluation of the regional dynamics? More specifically, this 

thesis asked: How did issue-specific and technical cooperation on environmental issues in the 
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Caspian Sea region reduce the likelihood and severity of regional conflicts and reduce 

perception of insecurity? How have the Caspian littoral states’ perceptions of the regional 

cooperation been socially shaped and redefined by working together on transnational 

infrastructure projects? Have the BTC and the SGC projects changed the value and role of the 

regional conflicts and, if so, how?  Who are the key actors besides states that are involved in 

shaping and constructing the Caspian Sea region’s politics and how do their preferences 

(political and economic) and networks affect the capacity, opportunity, and will of governments 

(e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to cooperate?  

Drawing on insights from my revised functionalist framework (chapter 3), I studied 

three interrelated cases, all of which unfolded in the last decade, namely the Caspian 

Environmental Program (CEP), the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) pipeline project and the 

Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) project. I aimed to show and explain the as-yet-undiscussed and 

neglected aspects of the recent developments in the Caspian Sea region. By using these 

interlinked cases, this thesis mainly aimed to analyse the Caspian Sea region per se, rather than 

discussing conflict and cooperation either in the South Caucasus or in Central Asia as that has 

already been described quite thoroughly. This enabled me to dig deeper and offer a more 

systematic, comprehensive, and critical analysis of the Caspian Sea. Although the regional 

conflicts (e.g., Nagorno-Karabakh) did not take place between the Caspian littoral states, I 

included them in my discussion because they took place on the edge of the region and because 

the BTC and SGC projects pass near the conflict areas.   

 

An Alternative Image of the Caspian Sea Region 

 

By discussing the current state of the region, chapter 2 showed that the New Great Game 

literature does not help us understand cooperative competition and destructive conflict in the 

Caspian Sea region. The relevant literature repeats a political and academic debate that goes 

back to the 19th century, which argues that the essence of relations is still struggle for power 

and dominance. More specifically, chapter 2 illustrated that in addressing Caspian Sea region’s 

natural resources developments (infrastructure projects and ecological issues), the relevant 

literature lacks knowledge of the Caspian Sea region and its specific circumstances; instead it 

knows the rules to a certain game and applies those rules to the situation in the region. Within 

this discussion, interests, identities, social contexts, and principles are taken to be fixed, i.e. not 
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prone to change or to any sort of adjustment. Ecological issues are depicted as either a tool used 

by states to block infrastructure projects or as a reason for conflict. In the same vein, both states 

in the region and external states (Russia, Iran, Armenia, and China) have been identified as the 

main players behind every single issue or threat in the planning and construction phases of 

transnational infrastructures in this discussion. The relevant literature also predicted 

transnational projects would trigger rivalry and even war in the region following their 

construction (e.g., in Nagorno-Karabakh). The relevant scholarship assumes and pretends that 

it sufficiently covers three phases (planning, construction, and post-construction) of 

transnational infrastructure projects. In reality, the relevant literature constantly repeats fixed 

arguments about developments in each of these three phases. It does not recognize or explain 

the specific changes, processes, and developments that occur in each phase and that are 

geopolitically important. Chapter 2 showed that this understanding of the natural resources 

offered up the misleading conclusion that if there are natural resources, there will always be 

conflict and rivalry. In doing so, this chapter showed that the state-centric assumptions of the 

New Great Game literature have offered explanations that are too simplistic to be helpful in 

trying to understand the complexity of the contemporary Caspian Sea region. Against this 

established backdrop, this dissertation posited that it is not sufficient to think about and 

scrutinise natural resources only in terms of rivalry and inter-state war. Viewing the Caspian 

Sea region as a geopolitical battleground obscures important layers of a more complex reality, 

as well as the underlying dynamics of material and non-material interdependency.  

In order to dismantle the simplistic and dominant New Great Game literature conception 

of the contemporary Caspian Sea region and unpack its complexities, chapter 3 established 

revised functionalism as an alternative and eye-opening approach to understanding the region. 

In order to formulate a less ambitious and better applicable theoretical framework, chapter 3 

started by reiterating the crucial insights of classical functionalism, which challenge the 

outdated realist assumptions. These insights include the role of actors besides and beyond states, 

socialization, spillover, the role of shared issues, changing preferences, and the importance of 

having a technocratic starting point. By using social constructivist lens, chapter 3 has advanced 

and slightly broadened these insights. This cross-fertilization between functionalism and social 

constructivism has offered more comprehensive and inclusive reference points for explaining 

the complex, interlinked dynamics and salient issues between the Caspian Sea littoral states, 

such as the specific form their cooperation takes and the types of interdependent relations 

between them. Additionally, this cross-fertilization between functionalism and constructivism 
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has formed a critical and innovative challenge to pessimistic traditional thinkers, stuck in an 

ontological swamp of the 19th century.  

Through using this social constructivist lens, six main features of revised functionalism 

were formulated. First, revised functionalism defines the scope of technical cooperation as 

broader than just common agreements and regulations. It highlights that technical cooperation 

and dialogue are not limited to international agreements, administrative bodies, policy 

regulations, or common rules and norms but also deal with the realization of (transnational) 

infrastructure, which is one of the incentives for technical cooperation in the non-Western 

regions. Building on insights from social constructivism, this thesis has highlighted how the 

material, subjective, and intersubjective worlds interact in the social construction of reality, and 

construe the identities, interests, and boundaries of actors. This applies to transnational 

infrastructure as that is a material body that helps implement transnational agreements and 

common regulations because they facilitate movements of people and goods. Similar liberal 

lines of theory lack inclusion of this technical part because these theories (regime theory, 

institutionalism, and multilevel governance, for instance) constantly emphasize transnational 

agreements and/or governmental documents.  

Second, by highlighting technical cooperation, revised functionalism argued that 

Mitrany was wrong in distinguishing technical aspects from political aspects. But when they 

are perceived as technical, cooperation is easier (e.g. issues become framed as technical rather 

than political, enacting a separation of politics and conflicts). By (artificially) eliminating an 

issue or specific stakes from a political ground to a technocratic or bureaucratic ground there 

can be changes in the type of actors involved, in their power relations and interests as well as 

their logical approaches and modes of reasoning about issues and stakes.  

Third, by considering the current global economic, technical and political developments, 

revised functionalism included the role of private actors (TNCs) as functional agencies (either 

directly as members, indirectly as powerful lobbying groups or as concrete stakeholders in the 

maintenance of infrastructure). In practice they are included because private actors provide the 

functional instruments (economic, technical, and administrative) that most states in the region 

do not have, and their involvement thus has to be described in any theoretical analysis of the 

region. In contrast to neoliberal and realist literature, which grant a limited role to private actors, 

this thesis has emphasized that they do more than just create/pay/lower transaction costs and 

they are not “empty actors” as they can arouse and constrain state interests. States, of course, 



191 
 

have diplomacy as their functional instrument, but diplomacy is blurred by traditional thinking 

(sovereignty discourse). In light of this, private actors can be said to offer more creative 

instruments while sidelining sovereignty discourse.  

Fourth, and related to this, revised functionalism highlighted the role of coordination 

and networking between different functional organizations, such as TNCs, IGOs, and NGOs. 

Coordinating them effectively can provide opportunities for dealing with economic, political, 

and technical challenges and can grant access to global donors that most states in the region 

may not be able to reach by themselves.  

Fifth, revised functionalism highlighted the economic and technical leverage of 

international organizations, which can be used as a means of restraining the aggressive 

behaviour of states or facilitate cooperation among different states. It was argued that states are 

more likely to accept the norms and values of international organizations if they can receive 

economic and technical assistance in the form of grants, loans, credits, or access to other 

financial sources.   

Finally, this thesis has illustrated that revised functionalism offers valuable tools to 

explain specific types of cooperation, competition and conflict in the non-Western regions and 

countries through sidelining the European benchmark of expecting cooperation anywhere in the 

world to rigidly follow the EU’s example. More specifically, revised functionalism and its 

insights should not be confined to specific conditions and geographic areas (e.g., Europe). 

Drawing insights from social constructivism, chapter 3 has emphasized that regions (Western 

or non-Western) are socially constructed and can be redefined. By understanding this, one can 

explain how and why the interests, identities, and principles change over time. The three case 

studies illustrated that the Caspian Sea countries are cooperating, but are not following the 

European pathway. This is because the Caspian littoral states react differently to the similar 

type of issues, and the issue-specific cooperation influences them differently. However, while 

using the functionalist insights, scholars always need to specify for whom cooperation is 

functional and to what purpose. Therefore, functionalism should not just be equated to 

“servicing human needs”, as it necessarily includes servicing ruling elites and specific 

organizations. This does not mean that human needs are ever disregarded, but it means that 

hierarchy of needs should be considered.   

Drawing insights from revised functionalism, I addressed five main empirical points, 

which are missing from the relevant scholarship. The first key point is the increasing role of 

actors beyond and besides states, such as TNCs, NGOs, and IGOs in the Caspian Sea. The aim 

of this work was not to show whether they matter or play a role because the literature on this 
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topic has already sufficiently established this. The main point of this work was instead to show 

how and in what way these actors play a role in constructing a framework for interaction and 

articulating new interests and norms in the Caspian Sea region as their roles have previously 

been too narrowly understood and described. In this sense, the main aim of this thesis was to 

unpack the tools and techniques they used in the socially constructive aspects of their 

functioning. In the 1990s, external and regional great powers (the US, China, the EU, Turkey, 

Iran, and Russia) were depicted as the main actors in the Caspian Sea region. Later the newly 

independent littoral states (Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and Turkmenistan) were also included 

within the existing discussion. By showing and explaining the role and significance of other 

actors, I moved one-step further by deemphasizing, if not undermining, but at the very least 

nuancing, the Great Game framework. 

The three case studies showed that BP, the UNEP, the UNDP, the EBRD, the GEF, the 

AIIB, and the World Bank are the main players in the Caspian Sea region who offer technical, 

political, economic, social, and security assistance. They frame issues, help set agendas, and 

mobilize financial support. Although states are depicted as the leading actors in the Caspian 

Sea region, the three case studies showed that these non-state and intergovernmental actors are 

indeed the drivers behind every project. More specifically, by using their leverage in 

international political and economic networks, these actors contribute to the transnational 

infrastructure projects (the BTC and the SGC); offer solutions for shared problems (e.g., 

environmental pollution); and facilitate discussion, creating a habit of cooperation and dialogue 

among the governments of the Caspian littoral states.    

Chapter 4 showed that the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF, and the World Bank are the main 

technocratic actors who initiated, facilitated, and funded the environmental cooperation among 

the governments of the Caspian littoral states. Chapter 4 illustrated that by using their technical, 

economic, and political leverage these actors brought the littoral states under the common 

umbrella of the CEP which is an issue-specific program. Chapter 4 illustrated that the common 

environmental issues could be framed as an apolitical and functional opportunity for the 

Caspian littoral states’ governments to work together. The governments’ main goal is not to 

address environmental issues per se, but to improve the interactive atmosphere and practice the 

habit of dialogue under an apolitical umbrella. Therefore, the CEP has more effects than its 

environmental policy outcomes. The littoral states’ preferences and interests have thus changed 

as the result of environmental cooperation and joint projects. In the same vein, chapter 5 and 6 

showed that without the systematic support of energy companies and international financial 



193 
 

institutions, transnational infrastructure projects (the BTC and the SGC) would never have been 

completed successfully. These actors have all made their contributions to cooperation and 

security, in line with their own distinctive set of goals and objectives. Therefore, the collapse 

of the Soviet Union did not only lead to the independence of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, and 

Turkmenistan but also facilitated the involvement and emergence of TNCs, NGOs, and IGOs 

in the Caspian Sea. This means that the Caspian Sea region is no longer the exclusive 

playground of states, either those in the region or external powers, but that inter-governmental 

and non-governmental actors have also started playing significant roles in the different fields 

of cooperation. Therefore, the cooperation in the Caspian Sea region should be placed in a 

global, non-exclusively-governmental context.    

The second main empirical point is the importance of shared technical issues, namely 

the pollution of the Caspian Sea damaging its ecology and the construction of the transnational 

infrastructure projects. The three case studies illustrated that these functional challenges 

encouraged multiple actors (state, non-state, and semi-state) to cooperate because their 

connection and interaction were needed to face the functional challenges in the Caspian Sea 

region. Environmental cooperation on the issue of pollution was functional for states, private 

companies, and intergovernmental actors because it created vested interests, and it was a useful 

entry point into the regional dynamics and promised shared future gains. It was functional for 

the governments because it allowed them to work towards solutions for a common problem and 

learn how to deal with it. The environmental cooperation was also functional because the 

governments receive money from other actors to deal with these issues, which keeps them at 

the bargaining table. It was functional also for environmental IGOs because they got a foothold 

in the Caspian Sea region and could start to address the issue of protecting its ecology. This 

cooperation eventually fostered further cooperation and spilled over to other issue areas such 

as the discussion of the legal status of the sea. Chapter 4 illustrated that the CEP was not an 

isolated case of low politics or a niche area compared to traditional geopolitics but had an 

interdependent relationship with other issue areas, such as the discussion of the sea’s legal status 

and pipeline construction. In contrast to the outcomes predicted on the basis of geopolitical 

assumptions, chapter 4 illustrated that the environmental requirements within the Legal Status 

Convention cannot be explained without reference to how the environmental interests of the 

governments of the littoral states were redefined and constructed under the CEP and later the 

Tehran Convention during the early 2000s. Drawing insights from revised functionalism, 

chapter 4 illustrated that understanding how the interests and preferences of the Caspian Sea 
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governments were established is the key to explaining a broad range of developments in the 

region, which the relevant (neo)realist literature has either misunderstood or neglected to do. 

While discussing the CEP program however, this thesis had to focus on non-environmental 

influence of the program only. In this regard, further research should consider the possible 

environmental influence of the program, such as the change in pollution level, fish stocks, the 

rise of the sea level, and biodiversity.  

Another functional issue that brought multiple actors together is the construction of 

transnational infrastructure projects. This thesis has argued that the complexities and value of 

infrastructures are only narrowly understood by the relevant realist scholarship. By discussing 

three phases of the BTC and the SGC infrastructure projects, chapters 5 and 6 showed 

challenges and restrictions that arose beyond and besides those stemming from geopolitics. This 

thesis conceptualized the transnational infrastructure projects as consisting of three intertwined 

phases firstly because they are complex undertakings. I used the three phases as a heuristic tool 

to comprehensively analyse the pipelines a material artefacts. Secondly, each phase has its 

unique challenges, changes, actors and game results, which affect the other phases and the 

infrastructure development. Unlike the realist literature, chapters 5 and 6 illustrated and 

explained the unique role of different actors, challenges, and developments in each phase. The 

geopolitical literature argues and assumes that it covers these phases but, in reality, it constantly 

reproduces the same arguments and explanations in the three phases.   

While the geopolitical challenge faced by actors cooperating in the Caspian Sea region 

is one of the pieces of the puzzle, it does not represent the full picture. In this regard, I showed 

that it is necessary to address interconnected construction challenges. These challenges include 

environmental issues, workers’ protests, extra financial costs, low energy prices, NGO protests, 

and technical difficulties, which increased the cost of the projects and halted them from time to 

time. Despite their diversity, they have common features. These issues respect no national or 

international boundaries and cannot be resolved through unilateral national action. They created 

a strong functional need for collective action because the cooperation of multiple actors was 

necessary to address and manage these challenges. On the one hand, these challenges showed 

that simply signing energy contracts does not mean that natural gas or oil will flow. Rather 

energy will flow only when these neglected technical issues have been properly addressed. On 

the other hand, these complex difficulties brought multiple actors together (state, private, 

intergovernmental, non-governmental). The New Great Game literature misses that the SGC 

and the BTC are not just state properties. There are also non-state shareholders, who deal with 
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technical and non-technical challenges during the construction phase. Therefore, it is necessary 

to consider the developments in the three phases of transnational infrastructure to attain the full 

picture. However, it is worth noting that the BTC and SGC projects are specific cases, ones in 

which pragmatic and issue-specific cooperation can be observed. When using the same 

analytical structure (planning, construction, and eventual use of infrastructure) scholars should 

now consider regional differences and characteristics as well. 

The third key point, in line with the previous one, is that the BTC and the SGC have 

created constructive competition in the region because they influenced, changed and shaped the 

relationship between the Caspian littoral states after their construction. As explained above, the 

littoral states started to experience and establish the practice of cooperation and interaction 

under the CEP as it function as icebreaker between the governments of the littoral states in the 

1990s and led to two agreements signed by the Caspian littoral states; the Tehran Convention 

and the Legal Status Convention. Chapters 5 and 6 have shown that the stage for cooperative 

habits was not limited to environmental and legal agreement but it continued and became more 

compelling throughout the BTC and the SGC projects. More specifically, these pipelines led to 

non-calculative cooperation behaviour and offered the littoral states a functional way to interact. 

It was non-calculative because in the planning phase Kazakhstan, Russia, and Turkmenistan 

were not part of the project, but following the construction of the BTC, these countries have 

started to use the pipeline to transport their resources since it offers them an alternative transport 

opportunity for their natural resources. This infrastructure is functional because it offers the 

possibility of contractual and material cooperation as well as adherence to international 

standards. It is also an alternative to the unrealistic goal of political integration which helps the 

littoral states bypass the thorny issues of nationalism and political difference while still creating 

material interdependence in the long run.   

The fourth key point is that these infrastructure projects impact on the regional conflicts, 

which are at the margin of the Caspian Sea region. The New Great Game literature sees only 

the negative effects of infrastructure projects, and it therefore focuses on the regional conflicts’ 

possible influence on infrastructure projects instead of the positive effects these projects might 

have on the conflicts. However, chapters 5 and 6 illustrated that the New Great Game literature 

fails to see some of the developments that are important for geopolitics. In contrast to the 

outcome that the New Great Game scholars predicted, the BTC pipeline’s construction did not 

lead to a war between Armenia and Azerbaijan. On the contrary, the BTC project has influenced 

and changed political and economic value of the regional conflicts as it has introduced new 
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economic and political restrictions. Later, these political and economic restrictions were 

intensified by the SGC project. Due to their economic, political and technical costs, the projects 

have made the regional conflicts less beneficial and ultimately less feasible. Additionally, 

chapters 5 and 6 illustrated that if there were not the SGC and the BTC pipelines, regional 

conflicts would not have gotten much attention from the West. Some of the Western countries 

pay more attention to the regional conflicts because their companies or financial institutions are 

part of the SGC and the BTC pipelines. This means the BTC and the SGC projects have changed 

the value and recognition of the regional conflicts in the international arena. Additionally, since 

the BTC and the SGC are owned both by regional and international actors, any conflict would 

also threaten business interests of the West in the region. The parties in most conflicts (e.g., 

Armenia and Azerbaijan) are aware of this situation, which makes these parties reluctant to use 

violence in the region. Therefore, the pipelines are one of the salient reasons why the current 

“no peace, no war” situation in the region took shape.    

The fifth key point is that the Caspian Sea region is driven by different functional 

pursuits than in Western Europe was in the 1950s and the governments of the littoral states are 

responding to a different set of converging interests. As mentioned in my introduction chapter, 

two studies (Blum 2002, Petersen 2016) used classical functionalism to explain developments 

in the Caspian Sea region. In contrast to Blum and Petersen’s conclusions, I found that 

functionalism is capable of explaining constructive cooperation among the Caspian littoral 

states. Unlike Blum and Petersen, I did not analyse and judge the performance of cooperation 

in the Caspian Sea against the benchmark set by Europe in the 1950s. Rather, my revised 

functionalism offers a less ambitious and more realistic framework to explain developments in 

the Caspian Sea region. In turn, the three case studies illustrated that the habit of cooperation 

was developed by dealing with the shared environmental issues and it continued and spilled 

over into the signing of the Legal Status Convention. This functionalist cooperation continued 

and grew stronger through the BTC and the SGC projects. Although the governments of the 

littoral states have signed a number of documents, regulations, and agreements to expand their 

cooperation in other areas, such as in technology, agriculture, and industry, the habit 

cooperation has not spilled over to anything beyond the transportation of natural resources. This 

is because non-oil and -gas industry only represents a small share of their total exports. Since 

there is a lack of production and development in non-oil and -gas industries, there is limited 

room for expanding cooperation to different sectors or issue areas. In this regard, economic and 

political agreements, document signings, or treaties would only start to play an actual role if the 

littoral states develop their non-oil and -gas industry sectors.  
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The Caspian littoral states aim to strengthen their sovereignty, regime survival, and the 

position of their rulers and prevent the intervention of other actors by cooperating on specific 

issues, creating specific organizations, or interacting with other actors, unlike Western Europe 

did in the 1950s. Their governments aim to address the needs of the authorities rather than 

addressing the needs and rights of citizens. Therefore, functionalism is mainly in service of 

ruling elites in the Caspian Sea region. These findings also show that the Caspian Sea region 

has its own functional objectives and approaches to cooperation and impulses. In contrast to 

Western Europe, the Caspian littoral states do not aim for integration per se, because the littoral 

states view integration loss of their sovereignty and freedom of decision making. The littoral 

states rather aim for functional cooperation because cooperation means working together for 

shared issues without losing autonomy. However, due to the scope of the thesis, I could not 

discuss how and in what way transnational infrastructure project strengthened the elites in 

authoritarian states and helped them establish and maintain a neo-feudalist government 

structure in the Caspian Sea region (Fails 2019; Guliyev 2012; Heinrich and Pleines 2012). 

Further research should shed light on these aspects.   

All these points together illustrate that the Caspian Sea region is not a hopeless or 

desperate place, full of conflicts and rivalry. More concretely, the three case studies showed 

that interests, identities, the practice of cooperation, conflict, and competition are not fixed but 

they emerge and then change over time. While these findings create a less pessimistic view, 

they do not mean that the Caspian Sea region is an ideal place or a paradise for cooperation and 

interaction. Rather these findings mean that it is necessary to understand the complexity, 

interdependent nature and interconnected dynamism in the region. The three case study chapters 

illustrated that despite the existing conflicts, competition, and geopolitics, the Caspian littoral 

states have been cooperating on shared issues since the end of the Cold War. This cooperation 

is not a standalone or isolated area but it has autonomy in the face of geopolitics and conflict. 

When one zooms out, one can see that there are several unsolved issues and barriers, but when 

one zooms in one can see that cooperation and dialogue are ongoing and intended to solve and 

manage the shared issues in a way that is tailored to the region. Whether this way is right or 

wrong is another question, but it is necessary analyse it for its own sake rather than depicting 

the Caspian Sea region from a black and white perspective.   
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English Summary  
 

The Caspian Sea region has hitherto largely been investigated from a New Great Game 

perspective that depicts the region as a geopolitical battleground between regional and external 

great powers because of its rich natural resources, strategic location, environmental issues and 

the legal disagreement. This dissertation, by contrast, looks at the Caspian Sea region through 

the lens of classical functionalism, which still acknowledges the difficulties and problematic 

starting situation of power politics in the region. This dissertation, however, seeks to show that 

there are ways forward by identifying mechanisms and means to transform the New Great Game 

into functional cooperation. The core aim of this thesis is to portray an alternative image of the 

Caspian Sea region. 

Chapter 2 sketches the New Great Game image of the Caspian Sea region and the 

assumptions, concepts, and mechanisms (revolving around actors, aims, and motivation) this 

image is based on. It also introduces the existing criticism of the New Great Game concept and 

alternatives to it that have already been put forward. More precisely, the chapter identifies the 

gaps and limits of the mainstream academic literature, which provides this research with new 

avenues for alternative theoretical and empirical interpretations.  

Chapter 3 revisits and revises classical functionalism via social constructivist insights 

to formulate an alternative framework to the dominant New Great Game line of assumptions. 

The first part discusses the most important concepts in classical formalism: the role of actors 

besides and beyond states, socialization, spillover, the role of shared issues, changing 

preferences, and technocratic starting point. This part also discusses the existing critiques of 

functionalism and responds to them. The second part offers my revised functionalism, which 

takes into account the social constructivist turn in International Relations. It puts emphasis on 

six core points: adding the role of economic and technical leverages, eliminating the European 

benchmark for cooperation, sidelining the division Mitrany made between political and 

technical cooperation, broadening technical cooperation by including the function of 

infrastructure, considering the role of transnational corporations (TNCs), and including the role 

of networking between functional agencies.  

Chapters 4 through 6 apply the (revised) functionalist insights to three intertwined case 

studies, namely the Caspian Environmental Program (CEP), the Baku–Tbilisi–Ceyhan (BTC) 

pipeline and the Southern Gas Corridor (SGC) project. Chapter 4 addresses three aspects of 
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environmental cooperation in the Caspian Sea region that have so far been omitted from 

research. First, it shows how shared environmental issues challenged the individual littoral 

states and brought their respective governments under the CEP umbrella in 1998. Second, this 

chapter shows how key actors (the UNEP, the UNDP, the GEF, and the World Bank) besides 

states are involved in shaping the politics of the Caspian Sea region and how their preferences, 

both political and economic, and networks affect the capacity, opportunity, and will of 

governments (e.g., ministries, parliaments, presidents etc.) to cooperate. Third, it explains the 

link between low environmental politics and the uncertain legal status of the Caspian Sea. It 

shows that lessons learned from environmental cooperation have spilled over into the discussion 

on the uncertain legal status of the sea, which culminated in the signing of the Legal Status 

Convention.  

Chapter 5 revisits the BTC pipeline. This chapter illustrates that cooperation among the 

Caspian littoral states is not limited to environmental issues. The development of cooperative 

habits, which started in the CEP, continued and strengthened throughout the BTC project. More 

specifically, the chapter analyses the three phases of the BTC project: its planning, construction, 

and use. First, the chapter shows that during the planning phase, there was great uncertainty 

about the amount of extractable natural resources and how this would impact the foreign 

policies of the states in the region. This encouraged New Great Game scholars to make one-

sided assumptions and exaggerations. Second, chapter 5 examines how economic, technical, 

environmental, and social challenges led to delays and investigations which almost stopped the 

pipeline project. However, these functional challenges also led to cooperation between multiple 

actors (state, non-state, and semi-state); their connections and interaction helped to meet the 

challenges in the Caspian Sea. Third, the chapter shows how the BTC pipeline has influenced 

the relationship between the Caspian littoral states since its construction. Finally, it argues that 

although the regional conflicts are still there, the BTC pipeline has de-escalated them by 

introducing new economic, political, and material constraints.   

By using a similar line of argument, chapter 6 moves the discussion onto the SGC 

project. In doing so, it shows how cooperation on the CEP, the Legal Status Convention and the 

BTC pipeline have spilled over to the SGC project. It argues that the formation of cooperative 

habits continued and grew stronger through the SGC project. First, the chapter illustrates that 

during the planning phase, there was significant internal competition among the European 

energy companies and the SGC had to compete with other European pipeline projects rather 

than Russia or Gazprom’s natural gas pipeline. Furthermore, this part of the chapter shows that 
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the relationship between Azerbaijan, the US, and Turkey grew cold during the planning phase 

because of Turkish-Armenian rapprochement. This cold relationship put the direction of the 

SGC project under question during the planning phase. Second, the chapter illustrates the 

neglected role of that Italian region, which halted the SGC project for a time, incurring 

considerable political and economic costs, during the construction phase. However, it is argued 

that the networks of and interactions between multiple actors (BP and World Bank Group) 

helped to face these challenges in the project. Third, this chapter illustrates that the Legal Status 

Convention has created an opportunity to connect other littoral states to the project by 

constructing the Trans–Caspian–Pipeline. Finally, this chapter shows that similar to the BTC 

project, the SGC project has changed the dynamics of the regional conflicts by adding another 

mitigating layer, which has strengthened the “no peace, no war” situation in the region. 

The conclusion, chapter 7, presents the new and better image of the Caspian Sea region 

on the basis of the preceding chapters’ findings. It also indicates some avenues for expanding 

the theoretical and empirical arguments developed in this dissertation. It argues that viewing 

the Caspian Sea region as a geopolitical battleground obscures important layers of a more 

complex reality, as well as the underlying dynamics of interdependency between different 

issues. The chapter illustrates that functionalism is capable of explaining constructive 

cooperation among the Caspian littoral states, but this occurs in service of a ruling elite in the 

Caspian Sea region.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



247 
 

Nederlandse Samenvatting 

 

Tot dusver is de Kaspische Zee regio voornamelijk onderzocht vanuit een ‘New Great Game’ 

perspectief waar de regio wordt weergegeven als een geopolitiek slagveld tussen de regionale 

en externe grootmachten vanwege de rijke natuurlijke hulpbronnen, de strategische ligging, de 

milieuproblematiek en de juridische onenigheid. Dit proefschrift, daarentegen, kijkt naar de 

Kaspische Zee regio door de lens van het klassiek functionalisme, dat nog steeds de 

moeilijkheden en problematische uitgangssituatie van de machtspolitiek in de regio erkent. 

Echter geeft dit proefschrift een nieuwe kijk op ‘The New Great Game’ door het identificeren 

van mechanismen en middelen om ’The New Great Game’ te transformeren in functionele 

samenwerking. Het hoofddoel van dit proefschrift is om een alternatief beeld te schetsen van 

de Kaspische Zee regio. 

Hoofdstuk 2 schetst het beeld van ‘The New Great Game’ van de Kaspische Zee regio 

en de aannames, concepten en mechanismen (inclusief de actoren, doelen en motivatie) waarop 

dit beeld is gebaseerd. Het introduceert ook de bestaande kritiek op het ‘New Great Game-

concept’ en de alternatieven die al naar voren zijn gebracht. Meer in het bijzonder identificeert 

het hoofdstuk de hiaten en grenzen binnen de academische literatuur. Dit biedt de mogelijkheid 

voor alternatieve theoretische en empirische interpretaties van ‘The New Great Game’.  

Hoofdstuk 3 herziet klassiek functionalisme door de lens van het sociaal constructivisme 

om een alternatief kader te formuleren voor de dominante ‘New Great Game’-lijn van 

veronderstellingen. Het eerste deel bespreekt de belangrijkste concepten in het klassiek 

functionalisme: de rol van actoren naast en buiten staten, socialisatie, ‘spillovers’, de rol van 

gedeelde kwesties en veranderende voorkeuren. Dit deel bespreekt de bestaande kritieken op 

het functionalisme en reageert daarop. Het tweede deel biedt mijn herziene visie op het 

functionalisme, dat rekening houdt met de sociaal-constructivistische wending binnen 

internationale betrekkingen. Het legt de nadruk op zes kernpunten: de rol van economische en 

technische invloeden, het elimineren van de Europese criteria voor samenwerking, het onnodig 

maken van Mitrany’s scheiding tussen politieke en technische samenwerking, technische 

samenwerking verbreden door de functie van infrastructuur op te nemen, rekening houden met 

de rol van transnationale bedrijven (TNC's) en rekening houden met de rol van netwerken tussen 

actoren.  

De hoofdstukken 4 tot en met 6 past de herziene functionalistische inzichten toe op drie 

met elkaar verweven casestudies, namelijk ‘The Caspian Environmental Program’ (CEP), de 



248 
 

Baku – Tbilisi – Ceyhan (BTC)-pijplijn en het ‘Southern Gas Corridor’ (SGC) -project. 

Hoofdstuk 4 behandelt drie aspecten van samenwerking op milieugebied in de Kaspische Zee 

regio die tot nu toe zijn onderbelicht in onderzoek. Ten eerste laat het zien hoe gedeelde 

milieuproblemen de afzonderlijke kuststaten uitdaagden en hun respectievelijke regeringen in 

1998 onder de CEP-paraplu brachten. Ten tweede laat dit hoofdstuk zien hoe belangrijke 

actoren (het UNEP, het UNDP, de GEF en de Wereldbank) naast de kuststaten betrokken zijn 

bij het vormgeven van de politiek binnen de Kaspische Zee en hoe hun voorkeuren, zowel 

politiek als economisch, en hun netwerken van invloed zijn op de capaciteit, kansen en wil van 

de regeringen (bijvoorbeeld ministeries, parlementen, presidenten enz.) om samen te werken. 

Ten derde verklaart dit hoofdstuk het verband tussen lage milieupolitiek en de onzekere 

juridische status van de Kaspische Zee. Het laat zien dat de lessen die zijn getrokken uit 

samenwerking op milieugebied de discussie over de onzekere juridische status van de zee 

beïnvloeden. Dit heeft uiteindelijk geleid tot de ondertekening van het Verdrag betreffende de 

juridische status van de Kaspische zee.  

Hoofdstuk 5 geeft een vernieuwde blik op de BTC-pijplijn. Dit hoofdstuk illustreert dat 

de samenwerking tussen de Kaspische kuststaten niet beperkt is tot milieukwesties. De 

ontwikkeling van samenwerkingsgewoonten, die begon in de CEP, werd gedurende het hele 

BTC-project voortgezet en versterkt. Meer specifiek analyseert het hoofdstuk de drie fasen van 

het BTC-project: de planning, constructie en het gebruik. Ten eerste laat het hoofdstuk zien dat 

er tijdens de planningsfase grote onzekerheid bestond over de hoeveelheid winbare natuurlijke 

hulpbronnen en hoe dit het buitenlands beleid van de staten in de regio zou beïnvloeden. Dit 

moedigde ‘New Great Game’-wetenschappers aan tot eenzijdige veronderstellingen en 

grootspraak. Ten tweede illustreert hoofdstuk 5 hoe economische, technische, ecologische en 

sociale uitdagingen hebben geleid tot vertragingen en hoe verscheidende onderzoeken het 

pijplijnproject bijna hebben onderbroken. Deze functionele uitdagingen leidden echter ook tot 

samenwerking tussen meerdere actoren (staat, niet-staat en semi-staat); bevordering van de 

verbindingen en interactie tussen de actoren wat hielp om de uitdagingen in de Kaspische Zee 

te ontwarren. Ten derde laat het hoofdstuk zien hoe de aanleg van de BTC-pijpleiding de relatie 

tussen de Kaspische kuststaten heeft beïnvloed. Ten slotte wordt in dit hoofdstuk uitgelegd dat, 

hoewel de regionale conflicten er nog steeds zijn, de BTC-pijplijn deze heeft gede-escaleerd 

door nieuwe economische, politieke en materiële beperkingen te introduceren. 

Door een soortgelijke redenering te gebruiken, verplaatst hoofdstuk 6 de discussie naar 

het SGC-project. Daarbij wordt beschreven hoe de samenwerking op het gebied van de CEP, 
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de ‘Legal Status Convention’ en de BTC-pijplijn zich heeft verspreid naar het SGC-project, wat 

heeft gezorgd voor een versterking van de samenwerkingsgewoonten. Het eerste punt dat in dit 

hoofdstuk geïllustreerd wordt is dat de planningsfase van de SGC leidde tot aanzienlijke interne 

concurrentie tussen de Europese energiebedrijven en dat de SGC moest concurreren met andere 

Europese pijplijnprojecten in plaats van alleen te concurreren met Rusland of de 

aardgaspijpleiding van Gazprom. Verder laat dit deel van het hoofdstuk zien dat de relatie 

tussen Azerbeidzjan, de VS en Turkije tijdens de planningsfase was bekoeld vanwege 

toenadering tot Turkije en Armenië. Deze afstandelijke relatie bracht twijfel in het doel van het 

SGC-project tijdens de planningsfase. Ten tweede illustreert het hoofdstuk de verwaarloosde 

rol van de Italiaanse regio, die het SGC-project tijdens de bouwfase een tijd onderbrak met 

aanzienlijke politieke en economische kosten. Er wordt echter betoogd dat de netwerken van 

én interacties tussen meerdere actoren (BP en Wereldbank Groep) hebben geholpen om deze 

uitdagingen in het project aan te gaan. Ten derde illustreert dit hoofdstuk dat het Verdrag 

betreffende de juridische status van de Kaspische kuststaten een mogelijkheid heeft gecreëerd 

om andere kuststaten aan het project te verbinden middels het aanleggen van de Trans-

Kaspische Pijpleiding. Ten slotte laat dit hoofdstuk zien dat het SGC-project, net als het BTC-

project, de dynamiek van de regionale conflicten heeft veranderd door een extra verzachtende 

laag toe te voegen. Dit heeft de situatie "geen vrede, geen oorlog" in de regio doen versterken.  

De conclusie, hoofdstuk 7, presenteert een nieuw en een vollediger beeld van het 

Kaspische Zeegebied op basis van de opgedane bevindingen van de voorgaande hoofdstukken. 

Het presenteert ook enkele mogelijkheden voor het uitbreiden van de theoretische en empirische 

argumenten die in dit proefschrift zijn ontwikkeld. Het stelt dat het analyseren van het 

Kaspische Zeegebied als een geopolitiek slagveld de belangrijke lagen van een meer complexe 

realiteit, evenals de onderliggende dynamiek van onderlinge afhankelijkheid tussen 

verschillende kwesties, verdoezelt. Het hoofdstuk illustreert dat dit kan worden verklaard door 

functionalisme en constructieve samenwerking tussen de Kaspische kuststaten, maar dit gebeurt 

in dienst van een heersende elite in het Kaspische Zeegebied.  

 


