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Energy supply issues

Security of energy supply was a key factor informing the defence policies of both France and the

United Kingdom and it also shaped their involvement with WEU and NATO. Although both nations

were members of the ‘nuclear club’ and therefore needed guaranteed and safe access to uranium

supplies and enrichment facilities in order to expand nuclear capacities, for the duration of the Cold

War they remained heavily dependent in economic terms on Middle Eastern and North African oil and

enmeshed in the associated strategic competition. In 1955, the British Foreign Secretary produced a

revealing analysis of the energy challenges facing the country, stating that Britain needed to triple its

imports in order to meet petrol demand over the next 20 years and that the Middle East represented

the only possible source of these imports.[1] The Minister also warned that the country was at risk of

‘losing’ the Middle East, or at least forfeiting influence over the region, owing to efforts on the part of

Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Russia to weaken its position.

The Suez Crisis (July 1956 to December 1956) was one of the first to have a major impact on oil

supplies to the United Kingdom, and also affected France. Backing from the Soviet Union meant that

the Egyptian President, Gamal Abdel Nasser, was able to refuse Western offers of assistance,[2] and

the USA and UK made known their displeasure by withdrawing the construction funding they had

offered for a large dam at Aswan. Nasser responded by nationalising the Suez Canal on 26 July 1956.

[3]

Quite aside from the losses suffered by France and the UK as shareholders in the Suez Canal, this

unilateral decision posed an energy security risk to both countries. Oil could no longer be supplied via

the Suez Canal and the Syrian pipeline, and tankers instead had to be rerouted around the Cape,

pushing up the cost of delivering oil to the UK and increasing tanker freight rates. Higher prices also

made it difficult to buy oil imported and resold by other Western nations.[4] Yet despite these security

concerns,  London  was  reluctant  to  let  the  Arab countries  think  that  its  intervention  was  driven

primarily by the need to protect its national oil interests.[5]

France and the UK, together with Israel, invaded Egypt with the aim of regaining control of this

strategic maritime passage,[6] but the military expedition was a diplomatic failure. Under pressure

from the  United  States,  the  Soviet  Union  and  the  United  Nations,  the  two  European  countries

ultimately withdrew, and the last Franco-British military contingents left the Suez region in December

1956.

Their  strategic  failure  in  this  conflict  nevertheless  allowed  Paris  and  London  to  reassert  their

involvement, as can be seen from the grounds they provided to their European counterparts during

WEU Council meetings to justify intervention in the Suez region.[7] The French authorities were

furthermore aware that the two countries would not be able to make any real impact on the global

balance of power without the USA on their side, and noted that there was a pressing ‘need to build

Europe’ while recognising that this was not an immediately feasible solution.[8] Advances by the

communists also meant that it was urgently necessary to achieve better coordination ‘of the leading

oil powers in order to avoid profiteering and counter any attempts at nationalisation’.[9]

Between 1954 and 1982, debates within the WEU Council and the work of its Assembly focused

repeatedly on the oil supply issue and the deeply intertwined matter of stability in the Middle East and

North Africa, and the WEU Assembly issued various recommendations highlighting the importance of

stability in the Mediterranean region and calling for alternative energy solutions.[10] The European

governments were also not shy of using WEU as an arena to publicise their concerns; in 1963, the UK
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Government published a study stating that one third of all Western oil supplies would originate from

the Middle East between then and 1970, with the figure rising to 40 % for the United Kingdom.[11]

London therefore believed that, in order to secure oil sources and prevent any possible interruptions in

the supply chain,  the European governments should do everything in  their  power to  prevent  the

Middle East falling under the influence of hostile powers.[12]

The ‘oil weapon’ had no major impact on supplies during the Six-Day War, despite the embargo

briefly imposed on the UK and the US.[13] By way of contrast, the Yom Kippur War (between 6 and

25 October  1973)  triggered  the first  oil  crisis  and changed the whole  shape of  Europe’s energy

policies. Saudi Arabia and the other Arab members of the Organization of the Petroleum Exporting

Countries (OPEC) chose to demonstrate their solidarity for Egypt and Syria, initially by cutting oil

production by 5 % and subsequently by imposing an embargo on exports of oil to the United States

and other countries backing Israel until the latter agreed to a ceasefire and withdrawal from Egyptian

and Syrian territories;[14] this embargo resulted in a global energy crisis.[15] Although the UK’s

alignment with US positions and the resulting closening of relations between London and Tel Aviv (in

particular after 1956 and the Suez intervention) meant that it was not directly exposed to the oil

embargo, the effects of the oil crisis helped to push inflation in the country up to 20 % per annum.

In  1967,  France  began  shifting  the  focus  of  its  policies  towards  the  Arab  states,  leading  to  a

corresponding deterioration in its relations with Israel. While still keen to maintain a presence in the

region,[16] the French President Charles de Gaulle was aware that France’s capacity to take action

was limited by the country’s negative trade balance with its Arab partners, in particular oil suppliers

such as Algeria, Iraq and Libya. This shift in French foreign policy was therefore predicated by the

need to protect national economic interests.[17] The crisis which broke out in 1970–1971 between

France and Algeria over mining concessions for French companies prompted a decision by the French

President,  Georges  Pompidou,  to  strengthen  the  country’s  energy  independence  by  further

diversifying its supply sources, looking for alternatives to oil and improving coordination between the

Western powers.[18] By choosing a ‘third way’ and refusing to align itself with any of the blocs

during the Yom Kippur War, France also avoided the embargo which was imposed by OPEC in 1973–

1974 and which quadrupled prices per barrel.[19]

In the late 1960s and early 1970s, the countries of Western Europe became keenly aware that Europe’s

defence policy was inextricably linked to the issue of energy supply security. The second oil crisis,

triggered by the deposition of the Shah of Iran and the outbreak of the Iranian Revolution, doubled oil

prices from USD 20 to USD 40.[20] Although the cumulative effect of price rises during the two oil

crises had a corresponding impact on growth rates in France and the United Kingdom, the second

crisis was felt less keenly in the UK than in France and the other Western countries because London

had started to exploit its North Sea reserves, and the country’s exports were equivalent to its imports.

[21] The profound impact of the second oil crisis on France is evident from the fact that its trade

balance, which was positive during the 1960s, turned into a deficit approaching 2 % of GDP after the

second oil shock, or in other words between 1980 and 1982.[22] In response, Paris maintained and

stepped up its strategy of energy mix diversification, relying on the expansion of nuclear energy as an

alternative source.

This  interdependence of  energy  security  and  foreign  policy  and  the  strategic  importance  of  the

shipping routes along which oil was transported from the Middle East was not ignored by the WEU

Assembly, which called for a European energy policy aimed at reducing dependence on oil imports

and for a diversification of energy sources and a shift to renewables, which it regarded as being of key

importance.[23] Nevertheless, the debates within the WEU Council during which the Member States
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discussed the Assembly’s recommendations reveal that cooperation was increasingly taking place

within  other  structures,  in  particular  the  International  Energy  Agency  (IEA)  and  the  European

Economic Community, with the WEU Council serving ‘merely’ as an arena for sharing information.

The lack of any common energy policy meant that the European countries in general, and France and

the United Kingdom in particular, continued to compete against each other in terms of energy supply.

Within WEU, Paris and London called repeatedly for stability in the Persian Gulf and Middle East to

be enhanced and sustained in order to protect European energy interests,[24] but the two nations were

primarily focused on unilateral solutions which would safeguard their own interests and secure energy

supplies.
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