
China is increasing engagement with international energy gov-
ernance institutions as it mulls a departure from its usual practice 
of relying on bilateral agreements with supplier and transit coun-
tries in favor of a multilateral approach.

Steivan Defilla, director of the Brussels-based Energy Charter 
Secretariat, told International Oil Daily in an interview last week 
that China was starting to recognize what signing the Energy Char-
ter Treaty — a legally binding framework for energy cooperation 
among 54 signatories in Europe and Asia — could do for its ener-
gy security. This was particularly true for projects complementing 
Beijing's "One Belt, One Road" trade initiative, in which the Secre-
tariat has taken a keen interest, he said.

"I think China is at a stage now where it has very much real-
ized how important it is to open itself up," Defilla said on the 
sidelines of a meeting on reliable and stable energy transit in 
Beijing. China's National Energy Administration (NEA) in May 
this year signed the International Energy Charter, demonstrat-
ing a political — albeit nonbinding — commitment to improv-
ing energy cooperation with fellow signatories but has not 
signed the Energy Charter Treaty.

China has experienced very little supply disruption since it 
started importing oil and gas via pipelines from Central Asia in 
2009, and has so far preferred to handle energy relations with its 
neighbors bilaterally, resorting to diplomacy in the event of a dis-
pute. China's consideration of a more multilateral approach comes 
as it emerges as the world's biggest crude oil importer and opens 
up new transit routes via Myanmar and potentially Pakistan, by-
passing the congested Malacca Strait, as well as building a pipeline 
to import Russian gas from East Siberia.

A past dispute over the price of Russian oil shipments to China 
was cited in last week's meeting as an example of where having a 

clear multilateral legal framework would have been beneficial 
(IOD Aug.5'11). But Han Baojun, director of the NEA's oil and gas 
department, claimed that in China's experience bilateral agree-
ments had sometimes proved more effective. He said Kazakhstan 
taking China-bound gas from the Central Asia-China gas pipeline 
system was an example of contract flexibility rather than supply 
risk. Multilateral agreements are sometimes incompatible with 
needs on the ground, he noted, stressing that some situations can-
not wait for consensus decisions among many parties or for inter-
national arbitration to take place.

Even so, China is uneasy with a reliance on transit states, 
having duly noted Ukraine's role in the frequent disruptions to 
Russian gas supplies to Europe. "Even for Central Asia we 
should not be complacent about bilateral cooperation," one 
Chinese delegate said, suggesting a multilateral approach was 
the way to go. Wang Han, deputy adviser to the NEA, con-
curred that a stable multilateral frame would "depoliticize" re-
lations and remove the need to sweeten bilateral ties any time a 
dispute arose. Turkmenistan, China's biggest gas supplier, is a 
signatory of the Energy Charter Treaty, along with Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan, Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan. Russia also signed the 
treaty, but withdrew in 2009.

Defilla said an Energy Charter early warning mechanism for 
pipeline supplies had been conceived in response to the gas dis-
pute between Russia and Ukraine in 2009 but accepted Chinese 
concerns that it was not legally binding. It needs to be developed 
further, perhaps taking in operational factors that could help in the 
event of an emergency, he added.

The Secretariat hopes to have a multilateral legal framework 
agreement for energy transit in place by the end of 2017. 

Tom Daly, Singapore
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