
EU settles seven-year Gazprom
dispute without imposing fine

The EU has settled a seven-year dispute with Gazprom after the
Russian state-controlled energy giant agreed to change its
operations in central and eastern Europe.

The  deal,  announced  on  Thursday  by  the  EU’s  competition
commissioner, Margrethe Vestager, comes at a time of tensions
between  Russia  and  Europe  over  Ukraine,  Syria  and  the
poisoning  of  the  Skripals  in  Salisbury,  which  has  taken
British-Russian relations to a new low. Meanwhile there is
division  within  the  EU  over  the  construction  of  the  Nord
Stream 2 pipeline between Russia and Germany.

Vestager  sought  to  isolate  the  case  from  the  political
turmoil. “This case is not about Russia, this case is about
European  consumers  and  European  businesses  and  making  the
market serve them,” she said. “This is about what rules to
play by, no matter your flag, no matter your ownership.”
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Under the terms of the deal, Gazprom will be banned from
imposing restrictions on how its customers in central and
eastern Europe use gas. Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Estonia,
Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovakia will no longer
be banned from exporting gas to another country.

The  deal  aims  to  answer  concerns  that  customers  in  five
countries were being over-charged for their gas. From now on,
customers in Bulgaria, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Poland
have the right to demand a price in line with those in Germany
and the Netherlands.

If Gazprom fails to respond, these customers can take their
complaint to an arbitration body in the EU, which is empowered
to impose a lower price.

Some governments are unhappy about the commission’s decision
not to fine Gazprom for its past behaviour. Lithuania’s prime
minister,  Saulius  Skvernelis,  described  the  proposed
settlement  as  “strange”,  Reuters  reported.

Acknowledging that some would have liked to have seen Gazprom
fined, Vestager said that option was not in the best interests
of European consumers.

“With today’s decision, Gazprom has accepted that it has to
play by our common European rules, at least if it wants to
sell its gas in Europe. It has accepted to play by a rulebook
that is tailor-made to ensure that European customers can
benefit from the free flow of gas this very day.”

She said failure to comply could lead to a fine of up to 10%
of global turnover, a step that can be taken without another
lengthy legal investigation.

“This  is  not  empty  theory,”  she  said.  “In  2013  we  fined
Microsoft over half a billion euros when the company broke its
obligation. In other words, the case doesn’t stop with today’s
decision.  Rather,  it  is  the  enforcement  of  the  Gazprom



obligations that starts today.”

Gazprom’s deputy chief executive, Alexander Medvedev, said he
was satisfied with the settlement, describing it as “the most
reasonable  outcome  for  the  well-functioning  of  the  entire
European gas market”.


