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1. TOPIC AND OBJECTIVE (short information on the thesis, research objective): 

 

The thesis looks into Russian investments in the oil refining industry in a set of European countries. It hopes to 

demonstrate that the Russian ownership of oil refineries is a critical security issue that the EU needs to address. 

The author finds a gap in the research by focusing on refineries rather than the more commonly studied sources 

of natural energy resources. 

 

2. CONTENT (complexity, original approach, argument, structure, theoretical and methodological backing, 

work with sources, appropriateness of annexes etc.): 

 

While the author does demonstrate a good grasp of the policy area, there are significant problems with the 

organization, methods, use of theory and argumentation. The academic grounding of the thesis is weak.   

 

In its organization, many of the standard thesis elements are simply not where a reader would expect them to be. 

The introduction never provides a clear argument, hypothesis, or methodology. The reader is therefore left to 

figure out what the author hopes to achieve on his/her own with fragmented bits popping up here and there as the 

text flows. A hypothesis doesn't appear until page 20. Key terms, particularly 'energy security', are not defined. 

The methodology is not given a separate section but rather appears in different places. There is a mention of 

interviews on page 11, but the details of how many, how long they lasted, what topics were discussed, etc. are 

not given, nor are any quotes (or concrete evidence) from the interviews ever used in text.  

 

The author provides a single sentence on methods "I will choose descriptive research method while examining 

the embedded sub-units, and casual research while finding out what variables motivate Russian companies to 

behave the way they do (p.13)." Description is not usually considered a method and the attempt to determine 

what causes motivation is deeply problematic as, even if it is possible, the author simply does not have access to 

the type of data which would allow him to prove this. This leads to statements in the thesis like: "What was the 

main motivation behind investing in these particular refineries is difficult to estimate (p.37)", "there are no clues 

(p.39)", "we can hardly prove (p.52)", etc. 

 

The theoretical part of the thesis has very little engagement with the actual theories. There are only a handful of 

references in the theory section and overall there are very few academic secondary sources for the entire thesis. 

The bibliography should ideally be split into primary and secondary sources, rather than all lumped together.  

 

There are many unsupported claims, for example: "Holding on to power is much more important for him [Putin] 

than economic development or personal wealth of the ruling nomenclature (p.7)" and "Business oriented 

entrepreneurs and oligarchs struggle to keep their companies in black numbers, and they would like to see a 

more considerate leader such as Dmitri Medvedev to govern the country (p.8)." These may be true; however, 

they need citations. On what basis does the author know these things?  

 

In the cases themselves, one would desire more detail and context. For example in Romania we learn that there 

has been a reduction from 10 to 4 refineries but only one is owned by a Russian concern. There is clearly a 

bigger story here, of which Russia is only a part. The table shows Russia having 20% influence over the sector, 

but by both number of refineries and volume of production, it seems that this should be 25%. How were these 

numbers determined?  

 

3. FORMAL ASPECTS AND LANGUAGE (quality of language, citation style, graphics, formal aspects etc.): 

 



The quality of language is very good. There are issues with articles and prepositions, but overall the writing itself 

is clear and fluent English.  

The citations are properly done. 

The graphics are clear. However, the map on p.51 is missing labels and a key. 

The table of contents has a page numbering issue on the first two lines - for 'bibliograficky zaznam' and 

'prohalseni'. 

 

 

4. SHORT COMMENTS BY THE REVIEWER (overall impression, strengths and weaknesses, originality of 

ideas, achievement of the research objective etc.): 

  

The focus on refineries is an appropriate use of finding a gap in the literature, and the author clearly has a good 

grasp of the field knoweldge-wise, but overall the thesis too often reads like an extended opinion piece rather 

than an academic work grounded in reasoned logical argumentation. There is a tendency to invite speculation. 

Take this statement for example: "...we can draw interesting conclusions about hypothetical coordination of 

interests between Vienna and Moscow in Romania (p.34)". How can one draw a conclusion from a hypothetical? 

 

The lack of a convincing argument is partially a result of the structure and writing, but there are also at least two 

external obstacles: one, some of the material which would be useful to prove the argument is classified top secret 

and therefore unavailable to the author, and two, proving 'motivation' is extremely difficult. This should not be 

an excuse, however, as the author knew of these limitations and needed to find ways to work around them. 

Rather than looking for motivations, the author could have developed a theoretical framework for how to analyze 

investments. This could have examined and classified specific rationale for investment that appear in different 

parts of the thesis (i.e. economic, historical ties, strategic, defence/security, neorealist power gains, etc) and 

would have allowed a more systematic means of dealing with the case material. 

 

5. QUESTIONS AND COMMENTS THAT SHOULD BE ADDRESSED DURING THE DEFENCE (one to 

three):  

 

How can one identify what the motivation of a company is? What evidence would you need to make a claim of 

motivation?  

 

Why did you choose to organize the sub-units of the case study by country? How does examining country units 

help advance your argument? Why not organize the sub-units around the different types of refined fuel? 

 

You give the example on page 46 of Lukoil making an attempt to purchase a British refinery, but write that they 

were not able to present an interesting enough offer (i.e. not enough money was offered). Doesn't this undermine 

your argument that economics are not relevant? That is, if Russia was doing this solely for neorealist aims, 

wouldn't they be sure to make a high enough bid?  

 

6. (NON-)RECOMMENDATION AND SUGGESTED GRADE: good 
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