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The project was almost 90 
percent finished. Prepa-
rations for the inaugu-

ral festivities were underway. 
But the US was set on putting 
a halt to the Nord Stream 2 gas 
pipeline no matter what. Even 
though the ships belonging to 
the Swiss contractor Allseas 
would most likely have com-
pleted their work within a couple 
of days, Donald Trump abruptly 
threatened sanctions on com-
panies involved in the project. 
And then, early this February, he 
announced additional sanctions. 
The pipeline at the bottom of 
the Baltic Sea was designed to 
ferry gas from the huge fields in 
Russia’s arctic Yamal Peninsula 
to the German coast near Grei-
fswald, where it would be fed 
into European grids. Today, the 
project is on ice.  

The controversy surrounding 
the Baltic pipeline has a long his-
tory. As early as the 1950s, during 
one of the Cold War’s tensest 
periods, West German industrial-
ists spoke with Soviet representa-
tives about a deal that would ben-
efit them both. The young Federal 
Republic’s fast-growing economy 
had its eye on the Soviet Union’s 
comparatively cheap oil and gas. 
In return, pipes imported from 
Germany would help modernize 
the USSR’s gas infrastructure. A 
US trade embargo put an end to 
those plans.   

The sanctions were dropped 
during the détente era. It was the 
economically burgeoning German 
region of Bavaria that restarted 
talks with the Soviets in the late 
1960s. They culminated in 1970 in 

a far-reaching agreement for three 
billion cubic meters of natural gas 
to be delivered annually to Essen-
based Ruhrgas AG for 20 years. 
In return, the West German steel 
industry provided pipes for build-
ing pipelines.   

A series of economic factors 
encouraged the continued expan-
sion of these ties. The 1973 energy 
crisis saw West German industry 
clamoring for more independence 
from the caprices of OPEC states. 
And the Soviets were always open 
to hard currency and a stable rev-
enue source.  

Points of political dispute were 
deliberately excluded. On both 
sides, neutral technology experts 
were tasked with management. It 
was believed that stable trade ties 
would foster reciprocal trust and 
lay the groundwork for develop-
ment cooperation in other sectors 
as well.  

Following the collapse of the 
Soviet Union, plans were drawn 
up to expand available transport 
routes. The goal there, too, was to 
link the Russian Federation more 
closely with the West through 
increased trade. 

Meanwhile, Ukraine became a 
new, independent transit country, 
only too happy to charge transit 
fees and finding itself in a position 
to threaten the flow of gas. As a 
result, in the mid-1990s, much to 
the chagrin of the Ukrainians, the 
idea of building a supplementary 
underwater pipeline through the 
Baltic, with Germany as its termi-
nal, gained currency.   

In July 2004, a memorandum 
of intent was signed regarding 
construction of a 1,224-kilometer 
duct from Vyborg to Lubmin near 
Greifswald. It resulted in a 2005 
agreement in principle among the 

operating consortium made up of 
Russia’s Gazprom and German 
contractors Wintershall and E.On 
Ruhrgas, and was shepherded 
politically by German Chancellor 
Gerhard Schröder and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin. The pro-
prietor and operator of the project 
would be the newly founded com-
pany Nord Stream AG.   

In 2013, it was revealed that 
plans were in the works to aug-
ment the two existing lines with 
two additional, largely parallel 
pipes. From the beginning, this 
new pipeline project, called Nord 

Stream 2, elicited heated inter-
national political reaction. Some 
arguments similar to those wit-
nessed during the earlier project 
evolved due to new geopolitical 
realities.

The current debate is character-
ized by three different yet related 
spheres of argumentation, namely 
economy, security and ecology, 
which are emphasized to varying 
degrees by the parties involved. 

At one end of the spectrum stand 
the clear opponents of the project 
– the US, Ukraine and many East-
ern European states. Washington 
regards Nord Stream 2 as detri-
mental to US interests for several 
reasons. The US sees a geopolitical 
threat in Europe’s energy supply 
becoming even more closely tied 

to Russia, thereby possibly under-
mining the effectiveness of West-
ern sanction regimes in current 
areas of conflict.  

Economic interests also play an 
important role. It is no secret that 
the US wants to greatly expand 
delivery capacities to Europe for 
its domestic fracking gas in the 
form of LNG tankers. The neces-
sary infrastructure has recently 
undergone a substantial expan-
sion, with Europe now operat-
ing 36 LNG terminals. However, 
because it must be liquefied and 
transported by ship – both of 

which require energy – LNG has 
the disadvantage of still being 
more expensive than the Russian 
pipeline gas.  

Then there’s the general alliance 
policy perspective. US grievances 
over the low military expendi-
tures of many NATO allies, first 
and foremost Germany, did not 
begin when Trump took office. 
The fact that these “freeloader” 
states would then also seek closer 
energy ties to Russia must seem 
especially reprehensible from 
Washington’s perspective, which 
explains the US government’s 
broad bipartisan opposition in to 
the project.

From the vantage point of the 
main Eastern European transit 
states, Ukraine and Poland, the 

matter is likewise clear. Although 
both countries no longer rely 
heavily on Russian gas for their 
own energy supplies, the transit 
fees they collect remain an impor-
tant source of revenue that would 
be jeopardized by the detour 
through the Baltic.    

The project also poses great 
security risks for Ukraine. In the 
country’s ongoing conflict with 
Russia, Nord Stream 2 would 
deprive Ukraine of an important 
advantage against its big neighbor. 
Furthermore, closer ties between 
its important continental partner, 
the EU, and Russia are also not in 
Ukraine’s interests. In sum, the 
economic and security interests 
of Nord Stream 2’s opponents are 
generally congruent.   

From Russia’s perspective, the 
project eases its own vulnerabil-
ity to pressure from neighboring 
states and weakens the West’s 
political unity, yet the economic 
consequences are harder to judge. 
In connection with other pipeline 
projects such as Turkish Stream, 
Nord Stream helps diversify sales 
channels for Russian gas and sta-
bilize revenue over the medium 
term. But it is doubtful that the 
additional income for Gazprom 
will suffice to offset the high con-
struction costs, especially in light 
of the new EU gas directives.    

As the entry point for Nord 
Stream 2, Germany can expect 
savings on transit fees. On the 
ecological level, disputes con-
tinue over the compatibility of the 
project with the long-term goals 
of Germany’s own energy tran-
sition project. On the one hand, 
gas is considered a necessary 
medium-term bridging technol-
ogy for the generation of electric-
ity. With their flexibility and low 

CO2 intensity (in comparison to 
coal), gas-fired power stations are 
an essential backup for absorbing 
natural fluctuations in power gen-
eration from wind and the sun. 

On the other hand, Europe’s 
own gas production will fall 
sharply.  Critics fear that the addi-
tional pipeline will produce lock-
in effects in energy acquisition 
that could turn a bridging tech-
nology into a permanent solution. 

It can be argued, however, that 
under the conditions of the lib-
eralized European gas and elec-
tricity markets, the production 
technology and means of delivery 
that yield the greatest value will 
ultimately prevail regardless of 
infrastructural conditions, so that 
the success of the “green transi-
tion” will be decided in one way 
or another by the market.  

The European Commission has 
become increasingly critical of the 
project. Ever since the Russian-
Ukrainian gas conflict of 2005 
temporarily affected gas supplies 
to Europe, the Commission has 
backed a policy of diversification. 
Yet it is not actively obstruct-
ing the Nord Stream 2 project. 
Nevertheless, initiatives such as 
the recent amendment to the 
EU Gas Directive, which further 
eases ownership unbundling and 
expands third-party access to 
include suppliers from non-EU 
states, can certainly be seen as 
defensive steps – even if excep-
tions are still possible.
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Laying pipe: The Audacia at work on Nord Stream 2 in the Baltic Sea

Getting to nyet
Nord Stream 2 and its myriad stakeholders

From the very beginning,  
the  Nord Stream 2 pipeline 

has elicited heated  
international political reaction
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Knock, knock! Huawei’s there
The EU has settled the dispute over Huawei’s role in its 5G network. Or has it?

It appears that the impasse 
relating to Huawei is finally 
coming to an end. Starting 

back in May 2019, a heated discus-
sion had emerged within the EU 
as to whether or not the contro-
versial Chinese tech giant should 
be involved in the expansion of 
the ultra-fast fifth-generation 
(5G) mobile network in Europe.

Ever since, two distinct fronts 
have stood almost irreconcilably 
opposed to one another. On one 
side are the representatives of EU 
security authorities and intelli-
gence services, who fear that 
Huawei could spy on European 
mobile networks and sabotage 
critical infrastructure on behalf 

of the government in Beijing. On 
the other side are industry rep-
resentatives, a majority of whom 
is in favor of using Huawei’s ser-
vices because they see it as the 
only way to avoid lagging behind 
other countries in the high-speed 
digital age.

The European Commission has 
now come up with what looks 
like a way out of this stalemate. 
In late January, after months of 
negotiations with member states, 
it announced that it was explic-
itly opposed to excluding par-
ticular 5G providers per se from 
the European market, arguing 
that the decision as to whether 
a supplier is considered risky or 
not must be made solely on the 
basis of specific security consid-
erations.

At the same time, Brussels pre-
sented a bundle of recommenda-
tions designed to minimize the 
risks involved in setting up 5G 
networks – including an instruc-
tion to keep suppliers that had 
been classified as “high-risk” out 
of critical areas of the network. 
The commission included among 
these risks any influence coming 
from a third country.

In other words, Huawei will 
now be permitted to participate 
in the expansion of the 5G net-
work in the EU, but under strict 
conditions. Does this mean that 
all’s well that ends well? Not at 
all. The US government, in par-
ticular, reacted very angrily to 
the European decision. After 
all, it was US President Donald 
Trump who declared a telecom-

munications emergency in the US 
last May as part of his trade war 
against China. This was the point 
at which the US Department of 
Commerce put Huawei on a kind 
of blacklist, and since then, the 
Trump administration has urged 
all of its international allies to 
similarly refrain from using Chi-
nese mobile phone technology 
for reasons of cybersecurity. An 
extra component of this request 
was a thinly veiled threat that the 
US would restrict intelligence 
cooperation if it felt it had to.

Even if the US government is 
more concerned with China's 
expansive economic policies than 
with actual data security, the sus-
picion that Huawei could carry 
out surveillance on behalf of the 
Chinese government is entirely 

justified. Indeed, Chinese intel-
ligence laws require that private 
sector companies assist state 
intelligence agencies on the col-
lection of information whenever 
requested. However, the US has 
so far been unable to provide any 
evidence to support its allega-
tions.

As long as this evidence is 
unavailable, the German govern-
ment is not eager to automatically 
ban Huawei from participating 
in German networks. As Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel has made 
clear from the very beginning, 
she is in favor of a more moder-
ate approach that would include 
increased security requirements 
and stronger controls.

Merkel’s posture on the issue, 
however, has caused a measure-

able degree of uneasiness, not 
only in Washington, but also in 
Berlin, and even in her own party, 
the CDU, and among her own 
ministers. Foreign Minister Heiko 
Maas (SPD), in particular, is 
intent on ensuring that “political 
trustworthiness” is an essential 
criterion for the approval of any 
5G suppliers. On the other hand, 
Economic Affairs and Energy 
Minister Peter Altmaier (CDU) 
and Interior Minister Horst See-
hofer (CSU), like Merkel, are 
against the complete exclusion of 
Huawei.

The European Commission’s 
decision has now provided 
Huawei supporters with some 
tailwind. All parties involved 
already agree that other provid-
ers should also be involved in the 
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