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Executive Summary

The Three Seas Initiative (3SI), an 2025 - the year in which we mark a decade since the

informal palitical format launched in establishment of the Three Seas Initiative. This policy
2015 at the initiative of the Polish paper looks at the status of the priority projects in the
and Croatian presidents, aims to field of energy, one of the 3 strategic pillars of the

boost connectivity in the Central and Initiative, and proposes ways forward for strengthening

Eastern European (CEE) region. It this political format of the CEE region.
includes 13 states, all members of

the European Union, focusing on three pillars: energy, digitalization, and transport. Over
the last decade, the initiative has expanded to include Greece and extended the invitation
to Ukraine and Republic of Moldova for joining the format as associate members. The
strategic partners of the initiative, U.S., the E.U., Germany and Japan bring added value by
supporting investments in the priority projects for enhancing connectivity in those 3
aforementioned areas. The Initiative fostered engagement from the private sector
through dedicated business summits, and the establishment of a Three Seas Investment
Fund (3SIIF). Other formats within 3SI include forums for the civil society and

parliamentary networks.

Since the first high-level summit, energy has been a priority for the Initiative. Out of the
143 total priority projects submitted under the 3SI framework, 59 have an energy focus,
six of which have been completed. The completed projects include significant LNG
terminals and infrastructure projects in Estonia, Croatia, and Poland. Another six projects
have seen considerable progress, such as the BRUA (Bulgaria-Romania-Hungary-Austria)

gas corridor and the Baltic Pipe.

The strength of the 3SI includes its flexible format, the dynamic 3SIIF, led by market
principles, and growing partnerships. However, weaknesses persist, particularly when it
comes to institutional coherence, funding, and the differing foreign policies of some
member states towards Russia. Although the initiative is committed to reducing
dependence on Russian gas, countries like Austria and Hungary still maintain significant

energy ties with Russia, which threatens regional unity.
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The paper outlines three possible scenarios for 3Sl's future: a positive outlook (3SI
succeeds in achieving closer cooperation, a 3SI council of ministers is proposed for regular
sectoral coordination), transatlantic disengagement (with potential American
disengagement from the Europe, 3SI will become more dependent on its EU partners,
which will affect policy autonomy in the CEE region), and a pessimistic outlook in which
3SI loses relevance altogether, without a unique institutional identity. For mitigating this
risk, the recommendations of the paper emphasize enhancing government cooperation,
strengthening parliamentary diplomacy, fostering connectivity with Ukraine and the
Republic of Moldova, attracting new partners in the Indo-Pacific region, and creating a 3SI

Accelerator for Start-ups, that will drive innovation.
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Introduction

The Three Seas Initiative (3SI), established in 2015 at the initiative of the Croatian and
Polish presidents, represents a political forum for cooperation bringing together 13
European Union Member States in the region between the Adriatic, Baltic and Black Seas.
Its main objective is improving the interconnectivity in the Central and Eastern European
(CEE) region, through partnerships with like-minded countries, and generating both

prosperity and security.

The initiative brings together, in addition to full members, associate members - Ukraine,
Republic of Moldova, and strategic partners with a key role in the finalization and
implementation of priority projects - the European Union, the United States, Germany
and, more recently, Japan. In addition to the annual Summit of the Heads of States and
Governments, forms of participation within this Initiative include the annual business
forum, the Three Seas Investment Fund, and events for civil society leaders and

parliamentarians.

From a political perspective, energy cooperation has been assumed as one of the three
pillars of the Three Seas Initiative, alongside transport and digitalization, since the
inaugural Summit in 2016, hosted by Croatia. Energy as a key priority area is mentioned in

every joint statement released after all Three Seas Initiative Summits so far.

This policy paper looks at the status of the priority projects in the field of energy, and
proposes ways forward for strengthening this political platform, with recommendations

that are grounded on scenarios and interviews with experts in the region.
Methodology

To carry out this work, the strategic documents of the Three Seas Initiative Format were
monitored and analyzed, including all the joint statements at the end of the nine summits,
relevant press releases, project launch announcements, as well as announcements
related to the Three Seas Initiative Investment Fund, which has a separate website.
Member States' energy strategies, in particular the National Energy and Climate Plans
submitted to the European Commission for implementation in the period 2021-2030,
were also analyzed for 3SI references. The priority projects’ database was particularly
useful for assessing the stage in which the initiatives submitted by the states are, but also

how they developed and what are the major players of this 3SI pillar - energy.
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To assess expert opinion, we used content analysis, drawing on opinions regarding the
Three Seas Initiative published online by think tank professionals, and conducted 5
interviews with experts from Austria, Poland, Republic of Moldova, Romania, and the

United States.

In order to develop scenarios and recommendations for achieving the goals of the 3SI, a
SWOT scheme was used, noting a series of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and
threats based on the trends identified in the analysis. From the general SWOT and
overarching recommendations, we have also selected several of them which are energy-

focused.
Political Developments in the Last Decade: How Did the 3SI Evolve?

One of the most significant political developments of the Three Seas Initiative (3SI) format
in the last decade was its enlargement. During its eighth summit, organized in Bucharest
in 2023, the Initiative enlarged its membership, adding Greece, which became the
thirteenth member of the 3SI. This step marked the opening of new opportunities to

increase the format's relevance in Southeast Europe.

At the same Summit in Bucharest, associate membership was also granted for Ukraine
and the Republic of Moldova, with the 3SI leaders declaring that they are "committed to
playing a key role in Ukraine's reconstruction"’. During the latest Summit, the leaders
agreed that "3SI can play an important role in Ukraine's recovery and reconstruction with
due consideration of all the efforts at the EU and international level, especially in close

cooperation through the Multi-Agency Donor Coordination Platform”2,

Since both Ukraine and Moldova are in the process of accession to the European Union,
their participation in the 3SI format opens the opportunity for Kyiv and Chisinau to be
included in a regional conversation on infrastructure development. Both Ukraine and the
Republic of Moldova have started aligning their priority projects in the fields of energy,
transport infrastructure, and digitalization to those already agreed upon at the Initiative
level. However, beyond the political commitment associated with these decisions, there
remains a pressing need to attract investors to secure the necessary financing to realize

these interconnection projects.

The Initiative has also expanded its array of strategic partners, which initially included the

European Commission, United States, and Germany. During the Ninth Summit, held in
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Lithuania in 2024, Japan became the 3SI's fourth strategic partner, which, according to the
joint declaration released after the event, "contributes to achieving the goals of the
Initiative and strengthens its connections to global supply chains and the Indo-Pacific
region in particular"3. In the context of China's growing assertiveness in the region, the
strategic interdependence between the Euro-Atlantic and Indo-Pacific communities is
becoming increasingly important, and this is a welcome development. However, it
remains to be seen exactly which projects Japan will support and how this strategic

partnership will be made truly consistent.

In relation to the United States, the 3SI gained high-level support, which was
demonstrated through the participation of the U.S. President in the second Summit of the
Initiative in 2017, followed by a bipartisan resolution that was passed in 2020 in the
House of Representatives®. In 2022, the Three Seas Investment Fund and the United
States International Development Finance Corporation agreed to a term sheet for up to
300 million USD in financing for energy and infrastructure investments related to energy

and connectivity®.

The same level of engagement is not seen in the case of Germany, which, despite being a
strategic partner of the 3SI, has not yet noted any participation at the highest level of the
Summits. The Chancellor of Germany has not attended the meetings, only the German
President (who has a rather ceremonial role in the state) delivered a message at the 2020
Virtual Summit, and later in 2021, where he stressed the importance of 3SI becoming an
EU-lead Initiative®. The potential of Germany's strategic partnership with 3SI remains
largely untapped, although some projects realized under the aegis of the Initiative, such as
the Central European Hydrogen Corridor registered in 2024, also note the participation of
this state. Given that Germany is one of the most important trading partners for the
region, experts continue to question why the German side has not invested more in the
3sI7.

As an informal cooperation format, the Initiative does not have a permanent secretariat,
which could raise issues of institutional continuity in the long run. Summits are hosted on
a rotating basis by Member States, year by year. However, in addition to these meetings
at the highest level, which are usually attended by heads of state and government, new
adjacent formats have been developed over the almost ten years of activity, with the aim

of strengthening regional identity and stimulating cooperation at several levels of state.
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One of the most popular and long-lived of such formats is the 3SI Business Forum, hosted
at the same time as the annual Summit, which is an opportunity for networking for
companies in the region, as well as for strategic reflections. The Business Forum was first
organized in 2018 in Bucharest and has become an annual event since, gathering 500-
600 officials and business representatives®. At the same summit, a 3SI Network of
Chambers of Commerce was established, and in the same year, Poland hosted a first

forum of regions, aimed at fostering cooperation from the ground up.

While high-level summits are important to send clear political signals of the Initiative's
unity and relevance, meetings with ministers are needed to advance the sectoral
objectives. So far, these have not been organized on a regular basis, with the first
ministerial being organized in 2019 in Warsaw and the first meeting of foreign ministers

being hosted in 2020, in virtual format, by Estonia®.

Other forms of cooperation within the Initiative include a civil society forum (hosted in
2022 for the first time by Latvia, which resulted in a series of policy recommendations)
and a parliamentary forum (organized virtually in 2021, attended by speakers of national
Parliaments). However, these formats, like the ministerial meetings, are not regular and

do not have as firmly defined objectives as high-level summits.
Energy Projects: Status Overview

The commitment to the energy pillar was reaffirmed at the Warsaw Summit, the
communique of which explicitly prioritized the 3SI to pursue the implementation of the EU

energy policy™.

A year later, in Bucharest, the Initiative's leaders agreed to contribute to the development
of strategic projects, including energy-related initiatives, that would increase economic

relations and enhance energy security along the North-South axis™.

In the fourth communique, produced in the context of the summit in Slovenia, we note
how energy is perceived as an important element to ensure the sustainable development
of the Initiative's member states™. The statement from the fifth summit, held in Tallinn in
the first year of the pandemic, notes the importance of the Smart Connectivity Report
tool, created under the 3SI umbrella, to unite energy and transport infrastructures with

reliable digital platforms and services™.
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One new element that the sixth summit, hosted in Bulgaria, brought to the Initiative's
energy policy conversation was the explicit reference to the importance of hydrogen ("we
support the development of hydrogen, particularly from renewable sources in the Three
Seas region"™), and the importance of countries in the CEE region doing more to develop

climate-neutral energy systems.

The 3SI Summit communique from 2022 continued mentioning the importance of
improving energy efficiency and assuring the transition to a climate-neutral energy sector
as "paramount priorities"", while also highlighting the importance of extending EU energy

into the Western Balkans to bring the region closer to the Euro-Atlantic community.

In 2023, when the Summit was held in Bucharest for the second time, we can observe
even more references to the importance of energy cooperation in the region. The
communique shows concerns over Russia's illegal war of aggression against Ukraine, that
provokes "disruptive effects"'® that affect the energy coherence. On the other hand, it
notes the importance of the financial involvement and support of the United States in
enabling energy diversification, and the dynamic evolution of the Three Seas Initiative
Investment Fund, which contributes to the "increase of renewable capacity in the regional
energy mix, enhances the security and independence of energy supply"". In the most
recent joint statement released after the ninth summit, the leaders have reaffirmed their
commitment towards the Trans-European Transport, Energy and Digital Networks and

the need to develop energy links with Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova™.

Of the 143 projects on the Three Seas Interconnection Priority Projects list, 59 are
energy initiatives', making it the second richest sector where states have registered
projects, after transportation (connectivity-related projects account for 51% of the total

list).
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3SI ENERGY 2024
PROJECTS

Just started Finalized Finalized
5% 10%

Progress

10% Substantial

progress

Registered

Just started

Registered
75%

Figure 1: Status of the energy projects of the 3Sl, according to the data made available on the 3SI website's
database

However, out of the 59 energy projects, only six are currently finalized:

e Commissioning of the regional LNG terminal reception readiness in Paldiski,

proposed by Estonia in partnership with Latvia and Finland?;
e Compressor station 1 at the Croatian gas transmission system?";

e The GIPL project, aimed at connecting the gas transmission systems between
Poland and Lithuania. This project was proposed by Poland and supported by the
Baltic States and Finland, leading to a better integration of their gas markets with
the Polish market. We note that the GIPL project has been flagged twice in the

progress report, once by Lithuania and once by Poland??;
e Installation of electricity storage facilities (200 MW) in Lithuania?3;

e Creation of a new LNG terminal on the island of Krk with an evacuation pipeline in

Croatia®.
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Six other projects have made significant progress since they were launched, also marking
the participation of countries not included in the projects above, such as Austria, Bulgaria,
Hungary, and Romania. The BRUA (Bulgaria — Romania — Hungary — Austria) project®, for
example, was submitted in 2018 on Romania's initiative and aims to develop a National
Gas Transmission System on the Bulgaria-Romania-Hungary-Austria corridor in the early
phases, respectively enhancement of the bidirectional gas transmission corridor between
these countries. Another project, initiated by Poland and supported by Slovakia with the
concurrence of non-initiative countries (Denmark, Norway and Ukraine) aimed at creating
the Baltic Pipe connecting Poland to the Norwegian Continental Shelf via Denmark, which
has been accomplished since 2022. Currently, work is in progress on a gas interconnection
between Poland and Ukraine. Purchasing and expanding of the LNG carrier FSRU
Independence® to enable access to the global LNG markets by Lithuania, a project
financed from its own national resources, is another example of an energy project that

has registered substantial progress.

SINCRO.GRID, a smart grid project aimed to enhance links between the electricity grids of
Croatia and Slovenia, thus promoting the use of renewable energy in the region, is a
project financed by the Connecting Europe Facility (half of the funds come from the
European Union). It was recently announced as the 2024 national winner of the Energy

Globe Award of Advantage Austria?’.

In addition to the 12 energy projects completed or in progress, 47 other energy projects
are in the incipient phase or have not yet started, representing 79.6% of all energy-area
initiatives. By analyzing the projects that have not yet been finalized, we could observe
that with the participation of Ukraine and the Republic of Moldova as invited members of
the Initiative, as of 2023, their projects in the energy sector have been added to the initial
list of priority projects. Seven such projects in the energy sector have been submitted by
the Republic of Moldova, including one aiming at interconnection with Ukraine through the
second circuit of the 330 Kv Overhead Power Line (OPL) Balti-Dnestrovsk, energy storage

systems, and hydrogen infrastructure development.

Ukraine is included in several energy projects of the Initiative. Some of them include the
creation of a Central European hydrogen corridor (a project supported by 3SI countries and

Germany, submitted in 2024, currently in its pre-feasibility study phase)?, the expansion
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of the Poland-Ukraine interconnector, the expansion of the Trans-Balkan Pipeline

capacity and the construction of interstate lines linking Ukraine with Poland and Romania.

When it comes to funding priority projects, national budgets and European funds are
primary sources. However, since 2019, another instrument has come into play for
improving energy projects with a regional value. The Three Seas Investment Fund
(3SIIF), established in 2019 by Polish Bank Gospodarstwa Krajowego (BGK) and Romanian
EximBank?®, brought new opportunities for the region’s economic development. The Fund
made its first investment in the green energy area for Energy Development GmbH, a
company focused on the development of PV (solar photovoltaic) technology, in 20213°.
The company has its portfolio assets in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania. A
year later, the Fund signed a roadmap agreement with Transgaz, the Romanian National
Natural Gas Transmission System operator, to build greenfield gas infrastructure in
Romania. In 2023, the Fund decided to invest 150 million EUR in the Polish company
R.POWER, active in the creation of solar PV and battery storage technology, with

operations across Europe?'.
Old and new challenges in regional energy cooperation

From the perspective of energy security, although the leaders of the 3SI have affirmed
their determination to end dependence on Russian gas and affirmed their support for
Ukraine throughout the latest joint statements following the full-scale invasion in
February 2022, we still have countries within this format that import significant quantities
of Russian gas, such as Austria and Hungary. This continued dependency can have
destabilizing effects on the 3SI, as Livia Benko from the Austrian Institute for European
and Security Policy highlights: “Austria's coalition has promised to end Russian gas
imports by 2027, if not successful, Austria's bridgebuilding role within the 3SI can be
endangered by the fact that the country will tend to prioritize good relations with Russia
supported by the energy dependency. For Austria cutting of Russia’s gas is not that much
of a political interest rather than an economic necessity. When it comes to the 3SI and
Austria, this Initiative does not enjoy great popularity in the country”32. Moreover, despite
sanctions agreed at the EU level, a controversial agreement was signed in September
2024 that will allow Hungary and Slovakia to import Russian oil*3, which proves the

existing disunity on eliminating dependencies on Russia within the 3SI community.
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In addition to ensuring energy security, supporting countries in the region to have easy
access to make the transition to green energy should be a new priority, which has not yet
been so strongly emphasized within the Initiative. A particular case are the countries in
the region for which combining security and energy transition is a real challenge, such as
the Republic of Moldova. This country, which joined the Initiative in 2023 as an associate
member, has submitted the development of hydrogen infrastructure as one of their
priority projects. However, according to Catdlina Novac, Secretary of State within the
Moldovan Energy Ministry, “the access of smaller countries in the region to climate
finance remains a challenge”**, which should be tackled in cooperation with the strategic

partners and the financial institutions.

Particularly when it comes to green energy, one area that needs to be resolved, and in
which 3SI has room for improvement, refers to energy transport infrastructure. According
to Andrei Covatariu from Centre on Regulation in Europe, “strengthening cross-frontier
energy transportation routes should be a priority for the Initiative”*. The main challenge
in tackling this obstacle is the poor coordination between neighboring countries when it
comes to needs and expectations, but also the level of redundancy that arises when it

comes to the Three Seas Initiative in relation to EU-financed instruments and programs.

The 3SI countries need to identify mechanisms through which they can link the
reconstruction of Ukraine to regional objectives. Andrew Bochman, a Nonresident Senior
Fellow at the Atlantic Council, believes that the rebuilding of Ukraine will bring forward
distributed energy projects, that are based on more "decentralized" and agile models and
less about big generation plants®. The rationale behind this new model is that smaller
plants would produce less damage if attacked by hostile actors, such as Russia. Mitigating
the cybersecurity risks of energy grids is another area of concern that 3SI countries should

tackle through specific projects.

The main strength of the Three Seas Initiative is the opportunity to promote regional
characteristics, and the distinct strategic interests that the CEE region has in relation to its
partners, in the same voice. However, when it comes to energy projects, political will is
not enough: there needs to be a business case to justify the significant funds needed to
build the priority energy projects for interconnecting the region. The fact that some
countries within the Initiative do not see the same business case (e.g. they do not want to

commit to import additional gas, a commitment needed to buy additional infrastructure)
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remains a relevant obstacle to regional cooperation®’, that can be partially resolved by

empowering the Three Seas Investment Fund.

What's Next? 3 Scenarios for 3SI

STRENGTHS

e Adynamic investment fund, found on
market principles (3SIIF)
e Growing membership
e Adiverse array of strategic partners (EU,
Germany, U.S., Japan)
e High-level buy-in from Heads of
State/Heads of Government that
participated in 9 summits so far, even
during the pandemic
e Aflexible format, that allows
cooperation to happen at various levels
(business sector, civil society, local
authorities, regions)
e Access to EU funds
e Decision makers across the
transatlantic partnership have
acknowledged the eastern flank’s

importance and need for investment

WEAKNESSES

e lack of a coherent institutional identity
e Some 3SI members (Hungary, Slovakia,
Austria) pursue a different, conciliatory
foreign and security policy approach
towards Russia, and continue to be
dependent on Russian gas
e Strategic partners that seem less
engaged financially in the priority
projects (i.e. Germany)
e Unwillingness from governments to
explore other funding options, which
makes 3SI rather dependent on the EU
& the United States
e Difficulty to make a business case for
strategically relevant projects, especially
in the field of energy
e Private investors less likely to invest
given region's security challenges
e A possibleisolationist U.S. government
as of 2025
e No united front facing China's complex
geoeconomic toolbox in the region
e Deteriorating security environment will
prompt governments to reallocate

investment funds to arm themselves
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OPPORTUNITIES

CEE is becoming an area of strategic
competition between U.S. and China,
which will invigorate its transatlantic
partners to step in with more funds for
investment and reconstruction

CEE becomes a policy entrepreneur
within the European Union, for example
when it comes to clean energy
transition

A regional dimension towards Ukraine's
reconstruction

Ukraine and Republic of Moldova joining
the European Union

Multilateral priority projects aimed at
increasing connectivity in the region,
also with non-EU states

EU's geopolitical awakening, prompting
its leadership to invest more in
strategically relevant areas

Strategic partners investing in green
energy (hydrogen, renewables, and even
nuclear)

Consistent partnerships with like-
minded countries in the Asia-Pacific
region, especially in the fields of

digitalization and renewable energy

THREATS

Russia’'s malign operations might
succeed in shifting certain government’s
approach to regional cooperation and
helping Ukraine thrive

Countries within the 3SI (Austria,
Hungary, Slovakia) maintain a relevant
degree on dependency on Russian gas
Russia’s influence in the Black Sea and
Turkey’s ambivalence, which may result
in less cooperation in the region and put
the freedom of navigation in danger

An unjust peace in Ukraine, resulting in a
frozen war

A troubled neighborhood, the Western
Balkans could become a playground for
Russian and Chinese interests

China diversifies its geoeconomic
footprint in the region through Belt and
Road tools (Western Balkans, Black Sea

region)

Scenario 1: More than Status Quo

In a positive scenario, this minilateral cooperation format will succeed in achieving its
objectives despite threats and weaknesses. It will include closer cooperation with the
United States and bipartisan support for sustained investment in the fulfillment of priority

projects already registered.
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Ukraine's reconstruction will include a regional approach, and donors will invest in
connecting the country with its regional partners through energy and transportation

infrastructure.

In addition to the three existing pillars (energy, digitization, transport), another pillar that
could be developed within the Initiative is the military innovation pillar. Under this new
strand, public-private partnerships could be developed to meet the region's security
needs and ensure the competitiveness of defense industries. A politically assumed
military innovation pillar would also mean steps forward for a more consistent regional

security architecture.

For a coherent institutional identity, this scenario will also follow the realization of a 3SI
Council of Ministers, which will meet annually before the Summit to discuss sectoral

priorities and identify solutions to bottlenecks in priority projects.

While 3SI leaders’ stance regarding Russia’s illegal war of aggression against Ukraine is
clear, the same cannot be said in relation with China, even though its geoeconomic
footprint in the region is worrisome. The leaders and foreign ministers shall reflect and
agree on a common position regarding China’s investments in the region and pledge on

critical infrastructure protection mechanisms.

Cooperation with partners in the Western Balkans and the Eastern Partnership countries
will be intensified, including by capitalizing on the success stories of the 3SI member
states on their accession journeys to the European Union. As an informal political
platform, the Initiative could also become an enlargement hub within the EU, hosting
sessions to promote best practices and continuing to involve like-minded acceding

countries in strategic projects.
Scenario 2: U.S. out, Middle Powers in

In the run-up to the November 2024 elections, the scenario of a more isolationist and
disengaged American presidency in relation to Europe is becoming increasingly likely if
Donald Trump is elected®®. Even in the absence of a Trump 2.0 mandate, disengagement
remains likely, especially in the context of rising tensions in other parts of the globe, such
as the Middle East or East Asia. Faced with a mosaic of uncertainties regarding how the
transatlantic partnership will look in 2025, Europe will have to learn to make do with less

American engagement, and the same goes for the Three Seas Initiative format.
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In this scenario, searching for alternative partners is crucial. The most natural further
action is enhancing cooperation with Germany, which could be a leading partner in linking
Ukraine's reconstruction and Moldova and Western Balkans' path to the European Union
with the regional connectivity projects that are part of the 3SI. Germany is already a
leading voice regarding Ukraine's reconstruction conversation at the European level and

has chaired, along with France and Romania, a supporting platform for Moldova.

France could also become a strategic partner of the Three Seas Initiative, especially in the
context of a new French engagement with the region as highlighted during Macron’s
Bratislava speech in 2023%°. New tools could be designed within the 3SI especially to
make it more appealing to their interests, such as a military innovation pillar, and more

projects banking on nuclear energy as an accelerator for the green transition.

Within the digitalization pillar, 3SI shall expand its array of strategic partners including
emergent economies, such as India, and partners from the Asia-Pacific region, such as
South Korea. Another incentive for deepening relations with South Korea is the purchase
of modern military equipment - in Poland, South Korea already is a relevant source for

such modern capabilities“.

Relaxing the membership conditions for 3SI partners could be another step in the
direction of bolstering representation within this minilateral format and piling up new
resources. For example, Turkey, as a leading NATO member in the Black Sea region, and a
powerful economy, could be invited to join as a full member, not just a guest. Turkey could
also act as a bridge between the Three Seas Initiative and the Middle Corridor, an
alternative energy transport route connecting Europe and Asia that will unlock the

potential for fossil and renewable energy in Central Asia and South Caucasus*’.
Scenario 3: 3SI - yet another EU fan club?

The latter scenario, the most pessimistic, could occur if the 3SI would lose its relevance
for both its members and strategic partners such as the US and Germany, becoming only
a format for mini-lateral cooperation within the European Union, with projects that are
primarily implemented through funds from European institutions (European Bank for
Reconstruction and Development - EBRD, European Investment Bank - EIB), national

funding or public-private partnerships. The format will continue to operate in an informal
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manner, with no clear institutional identity and with no meaningful cooperation

frameworks at the government level.

Given that some members already manifest more conciliatory approaches towards Russia
(i.e. Hungary, Slovakia), this foreign policy dispute could further alter the 3SI regional

cooperation framework.

Germany, through the voice of its president, has already proposed that the EU take the
lead of the 3SI, and in that case we should consider the possibility that this format will
only duplicate the existing efforts of the EU in the region. Thus, this scenario rules out the
possibility of having a more robust and independent CEE coalition that could shift the

balance of power in the European Union.
Policy Recommendations. Taking the 3SI Forward

For taking this Initiative forward and assuring that it will be a resilient framework for
regional cooperation, including the cooperation for energy security and prosperity, the

following policy recommendations could be explored:

e Ensuring more robust and frequent cooperation at government level. Ministers
as well as administrative departments in ministries need to meet more frequently
to keep track of priority projects and identify bottlenecks early based on national
consultations. Annual summits with the Heads of State are important to signal
political will, but technical coordination must be ensured throughout the year to
prevent this Initiative, which has no permanent Secretariat and therefore remains
informal, from becoming redundant.

e Strengthening parliamentary diplomacy. Especially given the uncertainties that lie
ahead on the solidity of the transatlantic partnership after the elections in
November 2024, dialogues with the United States’ Congress will be necessary for
securing political buy-in for the implementation of the strategic priorities. Annual
parliamentary diplomacy forums, in which MPs from the CEE region discuss how to
advance the strategic areas of cooperation from a legislative standpoint will not
only signal political will, but also guarantees that this Initiative will withstand
potential changes of national governments, generating a supplemental level of

cohesion and political coordination.
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e Charging more national funding for projects of strategic importance, i.e. the
ones regarding energy connectivity, and attracting new funding through the
establishment of the 3SI Chamber of Commerce. This will ensure the feasibility of
project implementation and signal the determination of participating countries to
improve regional connectivity, even where other sources of funding are not
possible (such as European funds or funds from private investors).

e Connecting the security — green transition nexus: continue to work for a political
consensus on ending dependency on Russian gas for countries that are part of this
initiative, such as Austria and Hungary, and develop alternative solutions along
with 3SlI's strategic partners. In addition to that, countries that have the potential
to develop clean energy (like Ukraine and Republic of Moldova — that have the
potential to develop hydrogen) should have better access to climate finance, and
that can be facilitated through the 3SI Business Forums.

e Connecting the energy-focused priority projects with the reconstruction of
Ukraine, for a robust regional dimension, in which the energy needs and potential
of Republic of Moldova are also tapped into. This coordination may include more
applied meetings between officials from the 3SI countries and these two associate
members, and thematic sessions within the 3SI Business Forum.

e Establishing a Three Seas Initiative Accelerator for start-ups. Such a project
could generate more cohesive business communities in the region and signal the
innovation potential of the 3SI. It could also generate innovative solutions to
address the region's existing energy challenges, such as interconnectivity and the
transition to green energy. These start-ups will receive training and administrative
support, but also funds for implementing their ideas and scaling up their
businesses, through the 3SI Investment Fund.

e Widening the array of strategic partnerships with middle powers, emergent and
advanced economies. This step has already started to be implemented, with the
addition of Japan as a strategic partner of the Initiative. In addition, partnerships
may be sought with economies such as India and South Korea in the energy and
digital fields.

e Adopting a common position regarding China, after a strategic dialogue. Given
China's geo-economic influence in Europe, its increasing investments in both the
Western Balkans and the Black Sea region (Georgia just signed a strategic

partnership with China in 2023), a common position of the 3SI states is necessary.
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It comes as a logical step given the European conversations on de-risking, but also
in the context that China is, according to the latest statement of NATO leaders, the
decisive enabler* of Russia's illegal war of aggression in Ukraine.

e Exchanging best practices for critical infrastructure protection. Especially given
the strategic importance of the priority domains, it is highly important to assure
that these priority projects are resilient and free from the influence of both Russia
and China.

e Bringing the Western Balkans on board through energy communities and
empowering them through 3SI success stories as EU member states. This
connectivity priority has a geopolitical value, given the strategic importance of the
Western Balkans and the malign operations conducted by hostile actors (from
China and Russia) in this region, and an ideational value, highlighting that 3SI can
foster a mentorship relation with aspiring EU candidates.
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