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Introduction 

 

In the framework of its European Governance Programme, the Jean Monnet 

European Centre of Excellence (Centre) of the National and Kapodistrian 

University of Athens (NKUA) expands its activities on the study of European 

Union’s (EU) policies towards its Eastern Mediterranean maritime space, as 

part of the external aspects of the EU’s energy and security policies, two fields 

identified to be particularly underrepresented at present in the academic 

community in Greece. 

In this connection, the Centre submitted a project proposal titled “EU Policies 

Towards its East Med Maritime Space: Energy & Security” (Erasmus+ Jean 

Monnet Activities 2019 Call for proposals), which was selected by the 

Education, Audiovisual and Culture Executive Agency of the European 

Commission (EU-EMES project, reference number 611501-EPP-1-2019-1-

ELEPPJMO-PROJECT) and the respective grant agreement has been signed 

in October 2019. 

The overall aim of EU-EMES is to promote reflections and enhance 

knowledge on the subject matter of the project, by forming and supporting a 

scientific team, comprised of excelling academics, researchers from the 

NKUA and other universities and research institutes in Greece and abroad, as 

well as persons with professional expertise and interest (e.g., policy makers, 

business and civil society representatives) in the study fields of the project. 

In this respect, the Centre has built the key staff of the project mobilising its 

own resources (academic staff and researchers) and involving academics and 

researchers from other departments of the NKUA, other Greek universities, 

universities in Egypt, France and Turkey, as well as the Geneva Centre for 

Security Studies (Athens Hub). Key staff members have been selected based 

on their academic and research excellence in the fields of study relevant to 

the EU-EMES topics of interest, and also based on their record in promoting 

European ideas and values in their respective countries. 

Furthermore, in order to expand the team of experts involved in the 

implementation of the project, the Centre reached out to additional 

universities, institutes and think tanks in Greece and abroad. From these 

contacts, the Centre secured the participation from academics of higher 

education institutions and think tanks from the Republic of Cyprus, Egypt, 

France, Greece, Germany, Israel, Libya, Spain, Turkey, the UAE and the 

USA. The academics, and other researchers who joined the project team at 

the stage of its implementation draw their expertise from various disciplines, 

such as international relations, political science, European studies / 
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Europeanisation, law, environmental studies, political economy, security 

studies, energy, energy security and business, regional studies etc. 

Moreover, throughout the implementation of the project, the Centre held 

consultations with policy makers and prominent journalists in Greece, other 

EU Member States and the USA to collect their views on the issues with 

interest for the project and take them into account in the organisation of the 

two project events. For the same purpose, project key staff members 

consulted with incumbent and former officials of EU Institutions, EU Member 

States and non-EU countries of the East Mediterranean region. The input of 

the policy makers and the analytical community has been extremely valuable, 

in particular, for the preparation of the “Policy Conference on Energy and 

Security in the East Med Maritime Space: The role of the EU”; an important 

number of persons belonging to the above groups accepted the invitation to 

participate as speakers, moderators and discussants in the Conference. 

Thus, for the meaningful preparation of the events envisaged in the project 

and its other outputs, the Centre organized in January and February 2020, in 

Athens, two brainstorming sessions, one on the energy and security policies 

of the EU with focus on the East Mediterranean region and the other on law 

and policy on maritime issues in this sea basin, in particular maritime 

delimitation issues, offshore activities (exploration, drilling, exploitation, 

pipelines) and regulation under international and EU law. In these 

brainstorming sessions, closed to the public, participated, along key staff 

members, selected policy makers, analysts and business representatives. 

During these brainstorming meetings, the participants identified the major 

issues and challenges for the EU and its Member States in the Eastern 

Mediterranean space as well as the implications and impact of the EU on the 

developments in this space through its various policies, in particular in the 

fields of energy and security. A second objective of these sessions was to 

help the Centre to organise the two events of the project, as the detailed 

topics, draft programme, potential speakers and participants in the conference 

and the cross-fertilization workshop were agreed upon at the brainstorming 

sessions. Furthermore, the outcomes of the brainstorming provided valuable 

food-for-thought for further elaboration for the policy conference and the 

present Policy Paper on EU’s Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space - 

Energy & Security Policies and the Policy Report on Perspectives for 

Academic Cooperation in the Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space. 

The two events of the project referred to were the Cross-fertilisation workshop 

on EU Policies on Energy and Security in the East-Med for young researchers 

and the Policy Conference on Energy and Security in the East Med Maritime 

Space. 

Ahead of these events (and also of the brainstorming sessions) the Centre 

prepared and disseminated in November 2019, a concept paper entitled “An 

Outline for the preparation of the Events to be organised for the 
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Implementation of the EU-EMES project” (uploaded to the project webpage on 

the Centre website). 

The Cross-fertilisation workshop took place virtually (between 15/11 and 

6/12/2021) and was addressed to young researchers and doctoral students 

from universities in Greece and abroad. The workshop provided a selection of 

lectures by the key staff and invited experts on EU Governance & Integration, 

EU Foreign Policy and CSDP, European Neighbourhood Policy, EU policies 

addressing Maritime Security and Hyber/Cyber Threats and EU Energy and 

Environmental policies. 

The Policy Conference was a two-day policy-oriented conference which took 

place in Athens (3-4/11/2022) in a hybrid form. It brought together key staff 

and other members of the scientific team of the project along with policy 

makers from Europe, US and other East-Med countries, who discussed 

energy security, hard and soft security issues affecting EU and its Member 

States, and the role of East Mediterranean countries in this context, including 

maritime delimitations as well as the options for EU and the other actors in the 

Eastern Mediterranean space, and the policy tools for the successful 

implementation of EU policies in this region. 

This cross-fertilisation project aimed at boosting existing knowledge on the 

subject, and at analysing recent geopolitical developments in the Eastern 

Mediterranean region. In this context, the implementation activities were 

focused on EU’s actorness in the region (EU as a force of stability in the 

region), implementing multi-disciplinary approaches in relation to political, 

economic, security, migration and institutional cooperation aspects in the 

Eastern Mediterranean region. In this way, the project activities contributed to 

enhancing the EU orientation of the teaching and research activities of the 

academic and research institutions involved in the implementation of the 

project. 

In addition to the academics and other experts, the project has attracted over 

one hundred young researchers from EU Member States and countries of the 

East Mediterranean region, reinforcing the European dimension in their 

research. It has also increased interest in understanding the functioning of the 

European Union. In parallel, it has significantly impacted Greek researchers 

reinforcing their understanding and knowledge or increasing their interest in 

EU’s policies with relevance to/impact on the Eastern Mediterranean region 

and its countries. Moreover, it has supported involved staff, professors, 

researchers and PhD students to carry out research and teaching on the 

subject, increasing opportunities for academic staff in terms of professional 

and career development. Furthermore, the project, by providing an EU micro-

institutional environment, significantly contributed to the (EU) socialization of 

East Mediterranean academics, researchers and experts, which results in a 

long-lasting Europeanisation impact. 
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The project activities addressed Europeanisation mechanisms, in terms of 

establishing (a) a common terminology/ontology amongst participants, (b) 

role-setting (common) comprehension amongst participants, (c) developing of 

EU institutional skill set and understanding to (d) create fertile ground for EU 

governance policies to be realised. 

In these aspects, the project promoted active European citizenship and dealt 

with the role of the EU in its Eastern Mediterranean neighbourhood and the 

challenges ahead, enhancing awareness of the Union and facilitating future 

engagement and people-to-people dialogue across European regions. 

To recap, as a cross-fertilization project, the EU-EMES: 

► Contributed to the understanding, advanced existing knowledge and 

enhanced the dynamic of a multi-disciplinary and international scientific team 

at the Jean Monnet European Centre of Excellence of the NKUA, following a 

specific need in improving Greece’s research in the subject (EU Policies 

towards its Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space in Energy and Security). 

► Facilitated participating institutions in examining the issue of organizing 

further common academic activities and the preparation of tools supporting 

them (including through Erasmus Mundus Joint PhD Degrees, and/or joint 

consortia for other schemes of European funding). 

► Promoted synergies in the Eastern Mediterranean Region, by removing 

artificial and conceptual boundaries through better understanding of existing 

and new aspects of East Mediterranean region dynamics in terms of energy 

security and EU Energy Strategy. 

► Aimed at jointly-developed content and co-teaching for selected doctoral 

students and researchers from the involved universities, in subjects related to 

several aspects of EU Governance, including political, economic, social, 

business, environmental, maritime and energy security. 

The ideas, conclusions and recommendations presented below are the output 

of the cross-fertilizartion Workshop (seven online sessions held from 15 

November to 6 December 2021) and the policy-oriented International Hybrid 

Conference, held Athens on 3 and 4 November 2022. Both activities were 

organized and animated by the Centre in the framework of the EU-EMES 

project. Devoted both to the general theme of EU Policies towards East 

Mediterranean: Energy and Security, the Workshop and the Conference 

brought together dozens of academics, top experts, researchers, 

policymakers, students and civil society from Cyprus, Egypt, France, 

Germany, Greece, Israel, Libya, Spain, Turkey, the UAE, and the US, and 

engaged them in constructive dialogue and exchange of views. 

More particularly, on the first day of the Conference, two study groups, 

comprising academics and top experts (with no audience participation), 

delved into the issues of Energy and Security in the East Mediterranean Sea. 

On the second day, the broad audience participation (either in-person or 
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virtual) made evident the relevance of the topics discussed. The issues were 

first presented by the speakers, and then thoroughly discussed and examined 

in context from various perspectives. After expressing their own views and 

opinions, the speakers concretized them by making specific recommendations 

and policy proposals, suggesting indicated course of action in order for their 

ideas to materialize in tangible solutions. What is more, after discussing and 

debating on certain controversial issues, they converged on some of them, 

while questions from the audience enabled productive interaction to take 

place and nuanced approaches to be expressed. 

The presentation of conclusions and recommendations that follow, originate 

from (and encapsulate) the presentations and debates during the two above 

formal events and their preparatory meetings. They cannot be assigned in 

their totality to one or more of the academics and researchers involved, nor to 

the Jean Monnet European Center of Excellence of the NKUA. 

In addition, the present Policy Paper contains specific papers on concrete 

issues affecting EU policies and actions towards the East Mediterranean 

region. These papers have been elaborated in the framework of the research 

activities of the EU-EMES project and have been presented orally and 

discussed in one of the events organized by the European Centre of 

Excellence of the NKUA for the implementation of the project (cross-

fertilization workshop, policy conference and in the meetings held for the 

preparation of the workshop and the conference). These papers focus on 

particular issues and shed light on challenges EU Institutions and Member 

States are faced with in the crucial neighbouring space of the East 

Mediterranean. 
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PART I: GENERAL CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

  

Executive Summary 

The East Mediterranean region, strategically situated at the crossroads of 

three continents, is rapidly acquiring strategic importance for European 

security. Following the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, the region was 

propelled to the foreground because of its rich confirmed reserves and 

prospective hydrocarbon resources. Being both an energy-producing (and 

prospected energy-producing) as well as a transit area, it can significantly 

contribute to EU’s energy independence and security by providing 

diversification of routes and suppliers, as well as to EU’s low-carbon 

transition. 

All possible gas export options from the region should be examined and those 

that are commercially viable and politically feasible should be identified and 

promoted. Maximizing the development of renewables while exploiting gas 

resources regionally, alongside conflict prevention and dispute resolution are 

key to the region’s future and the EU’s interests. 

Indeed, the Eastern Mediterranean is a region where new (hard and soft) 

security challenges emerge (e.g., increasingly large migration and refugee 

flows), while old ones are far from being resolved -inter alia, the Cyprus 

Question, the Palestinian issue and the Syrian and Libyan conflicts. Most 

importantly, several disputes arise due to conflicting interpretations of 

maritime zones delimitation, as overlapping claims abound, and many states 

claim (potential) own rights to have been infringed upon. Thus, large 

expanses of sea space remain unexplored and undelimited and become 

apples of discord. East Mediterranean states appear reluctant to have 

recourse to international judicial organs or mechanisms for solutions that 

would accelerate exploration and leave no room for future contestations. Lack 

of legal safety, in turn, deters from hydrocarbon exploration and exploitation 

enterprises at a time of acute need. 

Moreover, the conflict potential of the area has increased partly as a result of 

Turkey’s unilateral definition of “its” maritime zones (“Blue Homeland”) in 

contravention of international law of the sea. Combined with revisionist trends 

regarding international borders established by WWI and II Peace Treaties 

(Lausanne 1923, Paris 1947), Ankara’s pursuit of territorial / maritime 

expansion constitutes a threat to neighbouring EU countries’ security, thus 

posing unprecedented challenges to the Union’s external borders, European 

solidarity and overall policies. 

In what follows, a brief overview of the current situation in the East 

Mediterranean will be given, with reference to the EU’s policies related to the 

region. The rise in importance of the region following the Russian invasion of 
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Ukraine is analyzed based on the interplay between the energy and security 

parameters. The unfolding strategic environment poses new security 

challenges to the EU that demand for decisive action, all the more so because 

successful natural resources exploitation and uninterrupted energy inflow 

cannot take place in an unstable or unsafe political environment. 

All in all, developing energy resources requires careful long-term planning and 

the EU should adopt an Eastern Mediterranean strategy and take decisive 

action accordingly. Although commercial considerations tend to drive energy 

development, political and security considerations play a dominant role in 

determining whether a region is stable enough to support the exploitation and 

transport/ use of hydrocarbons. Energy security helps with cooperation when 

the overall geostrategic framework makes energy/delimitation agreements 

possible, rather than the other way around. 

In order for the Union to bring about more tangible results, its voice should be 

more clearly heard and become politically more effective and visible in the 

region in close concertation with the US. It should use its leverage in a 

systematic and coherent way and capitalize on the unique energy situation to 

activate bridge-building diplomacy aiming at averting aggressive behaviour 

and open conflict in the area as a priority. The appointment of a high profile 

Special Envoy for the East Mediterranean would help to identify the best 

possible export options, reduce tensions and produce political space for 

cooperative maritime delimitations (eventually with recourse to international 

judicial organs or mechanisms in specific issues). 

 

1.The EU and the East Mediterranean Space in a New Geostrategic Era 

 

The EU’s overarching aim towards the East Mediterranean is the promotion of 

stability and security in this volatile region through the furtherance of political, 

economic and security cooperation between the EU and Eastern 

Mediterranean non-EU countries. This includes conflict prevention and 

dispute resolution, the promotion of democracy - human rights - rule of law, 

regional cooperation, the facilitation of trade and more recently the creation of 

viable energy ties with the region. Given that there is no specific Eastern 

Mediterranean policy as such, the goals are to be achieved at a minimum 

through the continuation and enrichment of existing policies such as those 

covering the Mediterranean area -especially CFSP, the European 

Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) and the Union for the Mediterranean (UfM) “ring 

of friends''. However mediocre the results are so far, the EU should 

committedly continue the ENP process, because the ENP, apart from being 

an efficient tool towards building regional security (but whose full potential 

remains unexploited), is at present more relevant than ever. 
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A distinct new element in the EU’s approach that has gained importance after 

the invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, is energy security. As the (mostly 

Russian) energy sources that provided for EU needs ceased to deliver as a 

result of the war and the Western sanctions, their substitution in the 

foreseeable future is not ensured. There emerged the imperative need for the 

EU to diversify its energy sources, routes and suppliers as soon as possible. 

In this volatile geopolitical backdrop, the Eastern Mediterranean basin, with its 

large confirmed reserves and prospective resources, reappeared in the 

foreground as a new geostrategic area. Due to its geographic proximity with 

the EU mainland, the existence of working relations with all non-EU -except 

Syria and to a certain degree Libya- coastal states and political entities 

(Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Palestinian Authority and Turkey), as well as due to 

the fact that two of them (the Republic of Cyprus and Greece) are EU 

members, it could potentially become a primary region from which the energy 

mix could flow in uninterrupted, in order for heavy dependence from Russia to 

be significantly reduced. Thus, exploration, drilling and extraction activities 

and signing of concessions could be expedited, while the exchange of letters 

for the maritime delimitation agreement between Israel and Lebanon (and the 

US as a facilitator) for joint exploitation of offshore fields finally took place in 

October 2022, after twelve years of sporadic negotiations. However, 

overlapping claims of maritime zones have become more acute in recent 

years as a result of Turkey’s unilateral militarastic activism aiming at 

monopolizing the hydrocarbon resources of the region. Alternative routes are 

being explored including the somehow dormant EastMed pipeline project, 

possibly in conjunction with other routes, in the light of recent developments. 

In sum, the Eastern Mediterranean littoral states appear more determined in 

exploiting their offshore energy resources, and Europe should display its 

readiness to actively support relevant endeavours that enhance stability in the 

region and energy security for the whole of the EU. The wide array of fields in 

which the Union takes action by adopting and implementing policies and 

instruments in respect of the Eastern Mediterranean will be discussed in the 

following pages. 

 

2. European Energy and the Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space 

 

After many years of international indifference regarding the Eastern 

Mediterranean’s gas potential, some interest appeared in 2015, following the 

discovery and successful development of Egypt’s Zohr gas field, along with 

Israel’s Leviathan field, which was discovered in 2010 and began producing 

gas at the end of 2019. The hydrocarbon findings led to the studying of 

alternative ways to export them without ignoring regional strategic 

parameters. 
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High gas prices as a result of the Ukraine war favor suppliers, but Eastern 

Mediterranean gas projects require long development timelines and could 

therefore face shrinking export prospects, as potential markets, especially 

those in Europe, increasingly shift resources to renewables. Still, according to 

experts, Eastern Mediterranean gas has a lucrative potential, as Europe is 

rapidly decreasing dependence on Russian gas and the world assesses the 

importance of gas in a low-carbon energy mix. 

Undoubtedly, the Eastern Mediterranean’s geopolitical conflicts jeopardize the 

full realization of the region’s potential to develop and export natural gas. 

Additionally, the momentous shocks that the oil and gas industry experienced 

in 2019-2020, combined with the devastating impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic on global energy supply and demand, have impeded gas 

exploitation in the East Med. Lately, most major companies significantly 

reduced their investments in hydrocarbons and aspire to transform 

themselves into energy companies with a strong portfolio in renewable energy 

sources in line with the 2015 launching by the European Commission of its 

Energy Union Strategy and Climate Change Policy. 

The East Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF), established in 2019, is one of 

the most promising developments in recent years, although it suffers, as 

suggested by some participants, by structural problems, such as Turkey’s 

exclusion as a result of its uncooperative behaviour. Over the past 40 years 

global natural gas production has increased by 180% and the trend upwards 

will continue till at least until 2040, experts say. 

One of the most important dimensions of the Energy Union Strategy is energy 

security, solidarity and trust, which in essence mean diversification of 

Europe's sources of energy and making better, more efficient use of energy 

produced within the EU. Decarbonizing the economy and pushing for a global 

deal for climate change has been part and parcel of this policy. EU plans to 

use gas as a transitional fuel for the next 30 years, until 2050, while even in 

the zero-emission scenario for 2050, gas will participate by at least 20%, and 

gas networks and pipelines are the most effective ways to transport green 

hydrogen, the fuel of the future. 

Energy is also part of the ENP thereby exemplifying the EU’s commitment to 

strengthen dialogue and win-win cooperation with countries in the area 

towards a resilient Energy Union, but also towards more efficient, competitive 

and stable economies in the participating neighbouring countries. Key to the 

achievement of the above are energy independence, energy market reforms 

and the promotion of sustainable energy production for both the EU and its 

Eastern Mediterranean neighbours. 

Due to its proximity with EU mainland, the fact that the Eastern Mediterranean 

comprises both energy-producing or prospected energy-producing and transit 

countries, and large natural gas and renewable energy resources, can largely 

contribute to Europe’s energy security and decarbonization plans, while 
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economic and geopolitical gains will be significant for EU’s counterparts as 

well. Participants underlined that cheap Russian hydrocarbons have impeded 

a particular focus on the possible gains from this offshore maritime space. At 

the same time, energy security in Europe was not given enough priority or 

attention, despite US pressure and although its role has been widely 

recognized. Diversification of alternative import sources and routes is now 

widely acknowledged as key to decreasing the region’s import dependency on 

any single supplier, which was Russia. 

Within the West and as a result of Putin’s invasion of Ukraine, energy has 

become a priority issue much less dividing than in past years. European 

consumers are getting natural gas at prices 7 or more times higher than their 

US counterparts. 

Seen from the geopolitical angle, as pointed out by several participants, when 

EU and US energy and security policies toward the Eastern Mediterranean 

are discussed, it is important to appreciate the big picture, i.e. that energy 

policy in the region could be the core of a revitalized European Union 

diplomatic involvement as part of its CFSP. It is not for the United States to 

take the lead, but it should be supportive of Europe as it formulates and 

advances this policy. At the same time, since 2022, Europe and the United 

States can act from experience: Europe’s disastrous dependence upon 

Russia has provided the West with an important lesson: “do not give a non-

EU member (particularly an autocracy) leverage over Europe’s energy and 

economic policies. This applies not only to Russia, but to other powers 

increasingly acknowledged as revisionist, like Iran and Turkey”. 

Increased energy insecurity after February 2022 reaffirmed the relevance of 

the Eastern Mediterranean to the Union and propelled the region among the 

EU’s main potential suppliers of low-carbon hydrogen. Within this framework, 

several participants argued that it is important for the EU (and its transatlantic 

partner) to consider with revitalized interest the EastMed pipeline project.. 

Within the East Mediterranean region, with the exception of Egypt, where 

exploration started in 1954, and which has since 1958 been feeding both its 

domestic and international market with oil following an integrated policy on the 

matter (which at present includes a renewed scheme for the exploitation of its 

Zhor offshore field ), the rest of Eastern Mediterranean countries were lagging 

behind. The first discoveries off the coast of Gaza were made in 1999, 

thereby sparking interest in exploration operations which in turn became the 

driving force behind a series of maritime delimitations in the Eastern 

Mediterranean during the last two decades. 

Greece had a central involvement in the EastMed pipeline project and actively 

sought to contribute to European energy security: the three pipelines -the 

Trans-Adriatic Pipeline (TAP), the EastMed and the Gas Interconnector 

Greece-Bulgaria (IGB)-, with the Alexandroupolis Floating Storage and 

Regasification Unit (FSRU) infrastructure, the upgrade of Revithoussa LNG 
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station, the underground storage of natural gas in Prinos-Kavala, and the 

EuroAsia Interconnector, have all been included since 2013 in the Projects of 

Common Interest (PCIs) for financing. They are potentially useful for national 

and regional energy security, but also of Europe-wide importance. 

The feasibility of the EastMed pipeline was widely discussed among analysts 

with the majority insisting that the current energy crisis should upgrade the 

project among the very first priorities not only of Israel, Cyprus, Greece and 

Italy, but also of the whole European Union since it is the only new route from 

a new source for providing natural gas to the European economies. However, 

the proposed pipeline would be 2,000 km long, able to carry up to 21 billion 

cubic meters and its construction could allegedly be completed within 36 

months with a total investment of at least 5.2 billion euros and a life cycle of 

more than 50 years. It would allow for the transportation of hydrogen, while 

the synergies with renewables would be available along its route. 

Proponents of the project acknowledged that its financing remains a problem, 

as adequate resources are not available for the time being and with the 

existing instruments. One expert therefore proposed an ambitious plan, i.e. a 

modern international treaty, a kind of “Climate Bretton Woods Treaty”. 

Similarly with the respective Bretton Woods agreement after the end of the 

World War II, a global “Climate Bretton Woods Treaty” could be launched and 

coordinated by strong economies, at least by the US and European Union. 

However, the most crucial impediment for the pipeline project has been 

Turkey’s military activism which has curtailed the potential for meaningful 

judicial and negotiation processes and regional cooperation in the 

Mediterranean. The EU and its m-s have been calling on Ankara to abstain 

from provocative threats and unilateral action, to respect International Law 

and the Law of the Sea (LoS), act in a spirit of good neighbourly relations, and 

use peaceful methods of delimitation able to solve issues of overlapping 

claims. 

Energy cooperation should be rules-based to produce stability and security. 

There is no alternative. Peaceful means are a must for offshore boundary 

delimitations, and problem-solving. Upgraded cooperation should be the 

objective of partnerships open to any third neighbour on the prerequisite of 

respect for International Law and the United Nations Convention on the Law 

of the Sea (UNCLOS). Greece has already made agreements with 

neighbouring countries on the delimitation of its Exclusive Economic Zone 

(EEZ) with Italy and Egypt by applying UNCLOS principles while it has agreed 

with Albania to have recourse to the International Court of Justice (ICJ). The 

Republic of Cyprus also concluded similar agreements with Egypt, Israel and 

Lebanon. 

On the contrary, a delimitation MoU between Turkey and the government in 

Tripoli signed in 2019 was considered legally null and void since it is based on 

blatant disrespect for International Law and even geography. 
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In brief, and insofar energy security in Eastern Mediterranean and the 

EastMed pipeline are concerned, the project participants stressed that Europe 

must ensure that all available energy natural resources will be developed so 

as not to pave the path for repeated and possibly even more acute price 

surges in the future. It is in this framework that the East Mediterranean area 

may grow into a new hopeful source of energy supply for the whole European 

Union. The same applies to projects like the EastMed pipeline as a scheme of 

wider European relevance, since it could become a promising solution in 

combination with the two LNG infrastructures in Damietta and Idku in Egypt. 

Azerbaijan and other countries could remain natural gas suppliers, but at the 

same time the EU should start exploiting natural resources in the Eastern 

Mediterranean neighborhood, which together with the Black and North Seas 

are three areas that can contribute to EU needs for natural gas. With the 

addition of LNG from Qatar and the US, the problem of energy security in 

Europe for the next 20 or 30 years could be solved wiping out the Russian 

option which no longer exists at least for the foreseeable future. 

In terms of alternative routes from the Eastern Mediterranean the Commission 

has agreed on the basic routing of the EastMed pipeline and to finance it, 

based on its financial viability. Cyprus, Israel and Greece, on their part, have 

signed the trilateral agreement and have agreed on the basic trajectory of the 

pipeline. Turkey, on the other hand has strongly and militarily opposed the 

project and prefers to explore alternative routes with itself in the centre, 

possibly as a hub for Russian and Caspian hydrocarbons and/or through a 

proposed pipeline to Israel, but its tense relations with most of its neighbours 

have impeded success so far. 

Besides the diplomacy of pipelines, the diplomacy of electricity cables have 

started making another focal point of the energy discussion, as renewables 

and natural gas will go hand-by-hand for the next 30 years. Natural gas is the 

basis for hydrogen, and natural gas infrastructure is the basic means for 

transporting green hydrogen too, while the additional cost for the upgrade of a 

new natural gas pipeline is no more than 20% of the total cost. The Europe-

Asia and Europe-Africa Interconnectors have been portrayed as projects of 

strategic importance. 

Apart from the need for the construction of the EastMed pipeline to be 

expedited, novel proposals and ideas could also provide answers to 

compensate for the lost ground regarding energy security, given that there 

need to be multiple sources of energy security, as reliance on a sole provider 

has proven to be dangerous. 

One such proposal, to which special attention was paid, came from the new 

Head of the Libyan NOC who suggested (at the 2022 Abu Dhabi International 

Petroleum Exhibition and Conference) that Libya could join the East Med Gas 

Forum that involves Greece, Italy, Cyprus and Egypt; he also brought to the 

fore an older project involving the construction of a pipeline connecting Libya 
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northwards to Greece and eastwards to Egypt, Cyprus, Lebanon and Israel. If 

drilling activities in the Gulf of Syrte are fruitful and the pipeline -currently at 

conceptual stage- is constructed, it would ensure energy security for Libyans 

themselves, obviously, but also for Europe, with Greece becoming a crucial 

guarantor of energy security for entire Europe. 

In sum, in the current challenging geopolitical environment, all-new as well as 

old plans should be seriously (re)considered, so as for the diversification of 

sources, routes and suppliers to eventually materialize, leading closer to 

energy independence and security for the whole EU as well as for its Eastern 

Mediterranean neighbours. 

A knowledgeable American analyst underlined the importance of getting 

indigenous European energy resources online and suggested “doubling down 

on investment in Cypriot and Greek gas” and bringing Israeli and Egyptian 

resources online thereby “reducing the power of those seeking to extort 

Europe”.  Developing these fields “will wean both southeast Europe off 

Russian gas and reduce the ability of Turkey to blackmail Europe”. 

Turkey seeks to block Eastern Mediterranean gas developments out of 

narrowly defined self-interest. It understands that independent energy sources 

which bypass its pipeline network will hurt its monopoly and the revenues she 

wants to protect; for example, according to an experienced analyst, transit 

fees for the oil Iraq is shipping from Kirkuk to Ceyhan amount to 360 million 

USD each year. Any energy project circumventing Turkey is therefore bound 

to encounter Ankara’s disrespect of UNCLOS and ultimately its military 

intervention. 

An American commentator insisted that European officials should not treat 

Eastern Mediterranean gas development as just a Greek or Cypriot issue. 

After all, the roots of the European Union lay in the European Steel and Coal 

Community that West European states formed in 1952 and the EU evolves 

constantly. There is therefore “no reason why a European Union 2.0 for the 

21st century should not organize around its own energy security”. 

 

3. Conflicting Interpretations of Maritime Zones: Delimitation Issues 

 

Both energy exploitation and regional security need clearly-cut delimitations of 

respective maritime zones. The East Mediterranean Sea exhibits certain 

geographic and geopolitical particularities, which partly account for -real or 

alleged- overlapping of maritime zones in the region, and subsequent 

delimitation issues. To start with, there are different geographic definitions of 

the Eastern Mediterranean, as regards whether it includes Libya or not. 

Secondly, four of the eight -or nine- states that surround the Eastern 

Mediterranean -that is, Israel, Libya, Syria and Turkey- are not Contracting 
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Parties to the UNCLOS, which in its most part constitutes binding customary 

law nonetheless, thus applicable to all maritime delimitations. The United 

Nations judicial organ -the ICJ- has consistently pronounced upon the 

customary binding nature of UNCLOS provisions relating to maritime 

delimitation, rendering judgements that leave no doubt as to the applicability 

of these provisions to all maritime delimitations, regardless of the concerned 

states being Parties to the UNCLOS or not (Territorial and Maritime Dispute, 

Nicaragua v. Colombia, Judgment, ICJ Reports 2012, para. 139). 

Thirdly, -and according to one standpoint- the Convention, which is also 

referred to as “Ocean Law”, is not designed for enclosed or semi-enclosed 

seas, such as the Mediterranean. However, this standpoint has been flatly 

rejected by international case-law, and with regard not only to the 

Mediterranean, but also to other semi-enclosed seas, like the Black Sea and 

the Caribbean, where the UNCLOS provisions have been fully implemented 

with no exception (Maritime Delimitation in the Black Sea, Romania v. 

Ukraine, Judgment of 3 February 2009, ICJ Reports, 2009; Territorial and 

Maritime Dispute, Nicaragua v. Colombia, Judgment, ICJ Reports 2012). 

Additionally, dented coasts less than 400 nm from one another, the large 

number of islands in a relatively small basin and the abundance of (potential) 

tripoints make conflicting readings of the LoS unavoidable. Last, the current 

energy and security context of the Eastern Mediterranean and in particular 

unilateral actions are another factor that aggravates the demanding 

endeavour of maritime delimitation in the area. 

More specifically, spatial narrowness does not allow for all maritime zones -

even in some cases the Territorial Sea- to be extended to the maximum 

allowable by international law limit. Regarding the legal regime of (natural) 

islands under the 1982 Convention, and regardless being island states or 

parts of continental states, they are all entitled to Territorial Waters, 

Continental Shelf and Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ). They are also given 

effect on delimitation, although the quantitative aspect of such effect (full, half, 

zero) may vary, depending on the geographic realities and circumstances of 

each particular delimitation. The fact that each delimitation case (including 

islands or not) is an uniqum gives rise to divergent viewpoints as to how the 

maritime zones -especially of islands, but also of mainland- should be 

delimited, and to third country contestations to delimitation unilateral acts or 

bilateral agreements. In addition, Eastern Mediterranean states appear 

reluctant to have recourse to international judicial organs -either permanent or 

ad hoc- for solutions that are binding. Despite the high degree of difficulty of 

maritime delimitation in the area, and with the exception of Libya that had 

recourse to the ICJ twice, no judgement or award has been delivered by the 

ICJ, the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), the Permanent 

Court of Arbitration (PCA) or any other arbitral mechanism. The Eastern 

Mediterranean states tend to favour bilateral agreements instead, which are 

often contested by third states claiming own (potential) rights to have been 
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infringed upon. What is more, and as far as tripoints are concerned, there has 

been so far no trilateral delimitation agreement in the area. 

Almost all Eastern Mediterranean countries are signatories to international 

treaties, have signed bilateral agreements with neighbours, participate in 

international and regional fora, and have national legislation in place. 

However, Israel, Syria and Turkey have not signed the UNCLOS and Libya 

has not ratified it. Nonetheless, they are bound by the Convention, as it is in 

its most part customary law, and these countries invoke and implement its 

provisions indeed. 

Another characteristic of the delimitation activity in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

is that all coastal states view EEZs in an energy perspective, based on 

offshore activities. The majority of sea zones in the Eastern Mediterranean 

started being delimited in the 2000s, with the second decade of the century 

also seeing a spike in maritime delimitations. Of course, maritime delimitation 

and offshore discoveries of natural resources are interrelated. in 2003 Cyprus 

and Egypt jointly delimited their EEZs, in 2007 an EEZ delimitation agreement 

was concluded between Cyprus and Lebanon, in 2010 Cyprus and Israel 

delimited their EEZs, in 2020 Egypt and Greece signed a partial EEZ 

delimitation agreement, and in 2022 Israel and Lebanon (with the mediation of 

the US) exchanged letters on the delimitation of their respective EEZs too. 

All the above delimitations were based on the median/equidistant line 

principle, in full compliance with the LoS. At this point, mention should be 

made of the 2019 MoU between Libya and Turkey, which -supposedly- 

delimited the above countries’ EEZs, but -in essence- is non-existent, since 

there is no adjacency or opposition relation connecting the Libyan shores with 

the Turkish ones. In this way, the MoU directly contravenes LoS, rendering 

itself null and void, as the LoS provisions referring to maritime zones 

delimitation reflect customary law, by which all states are bound. 

Given the loaded context of the Eastern Mediterranean, offshore discoveries 

may either pave the way to cooperation and delimitation agreements even 

between long-standing enemies (e.g., Israel and Lebanon), or put an extra 

burden on already tense relations (e.g, Cyprus, Greece and Turkey). 

However, what is seen as cooperation by the two parties involved, can be 

seen as provocation by third countries, resulting in conflict. The LoS can offer 

the way out of the afore-described vicious circle, because it can serve as a 

benchmark for assessing claims and settling disputes. On the other hand, it is 

the LoS that leads to jursdictionalization by delimitation agreements which 

may give way to maritime disputes in the first place. All things considered, and 

despite their insufficiency and failure of enforcement in some cases, 

international law and LoS in particular are the indispensable stepping stones 

towards a rules-based, well-regulated sea order, including well-defined 

maritime borders 
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4. The EU and Security Issues in the Eastern Mediterranean 

 

At the crossroads of three continents, the Eastern Mediterranean maritime 

space is of undoubted strategic importance for the EU, other powers and the 

littoral states themselves. It offers multiple alternative sea routes -including 

ones via international straits- and provides entry to two of the world’s most 

important choke points (the Bosporus/ Dardanelles and the Suez Canal). It is 

at the same time a region where numerous military drills and aerial/maritime 

surveillance operations are held, while numerous incidents of seaborne 

irregular migration exemplify the need for the increasing in number Search 

and Rescue (SAR) operations. Maintaining vessel safety is by definition a 

demanding endeavour, as it includes ship protection from various -and 

seemingly unrelated- factors, such as terrorism, smuggling, unauthorized 

fishing and pollution. 

Article 21 of the Treaty on European Union (TEU) provides on the Union’s 

external action, and sets forth the principles that shall guide EU action on the 

international scene, while Article 24 TEU provides on the EU Common 

Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP), explicitly stipulating that Member States 

should achieve an ever-increasing degree of convergence of action. However, 

Member States’ own political and strategic/economic considerations, special 

or difficult relations with third countries or alliances, tradition of neutrality for 

either political or ideological reasons, and fixed stances on certain foreign 

policy matters are among the factors that impede convergence. This is 

particularly true of the Eastern Mediterranean where the EU positions at times 

appear inconclusive, nebulous or even equidistant in cases of disputes 

between member-states and third powers. 

The 2016 Global Strategy for EU’s Foreign and Security Policy is intended to 

be global not only in a geographical sense, but also because its scope is 

wide, comprising policies, guiding principles and instruments for both internal 

and external action: chiefly a stable rules-based global order relying on 

fundamental principles such as the inviolability of international borders, 

commitment to cooperative regional orders and working partnerships; 

collective security with partners (especially North Atlantic Treaty 

Organization/NATO); EU’s military capabilities and an enhanced and more 

structured cooperation in the Common Security and Defence Policy (CSDP) 

framework are intertwined with all aspects of internal and external security, 

always in compliance with EU values and principles. Within this framework, 

the EU strives to establish a European Security Order and aims to forward its 

own and the member-states’ interests, but also make a positive difference in 

the world by capitalizing on its civilian, economic and normative power, that is 

to say, on its unique (chiefly soft) power of attraction. 
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The EU’s external action is shaped by “principled pragmatism” and in terms of 

geographical scope, it takes responsibility foremost in Europe and its 

surrounding regions and seas. Notwithstanding its inherent limitations to 

undertaking common action and using “hard power”, it is now facing 

protracted warfighting and blatant Russian revisionism at its eastern borders, 

with other powers like Turkey and Iran openly advocating a new (anti-

Western) world order. Caught off-guard in Ukraine, Europe cannot ignore the 

lessons learnt from its insufficiently strong deterrence vis-a-vis 21st century 

invaders and use-of-force proponents; it cannot therefore be absent from its 

even more immediate Eastern Mediterranean neighbourhood — an area of 

increasing frictions, a gate/route to Europe for moving populations, but also a 

well-endowed with natural resources region. 

The issue of migration is becoming increasingly intractable, since it is neither 

occasional nor of geographically regional character. Its seriousness has risen 

incrementally but it is yet to be fully understood by the EU. The climate crisis, 

causing the desertification of arable lands in Sahel, droughts and famine in 

combination with rapid demographic increase in those areas and the political 

weaponization of migration, are additional factors for increased human flows 

to Europe through Mediterranean waters. 

The Eastern Mediterranean maritime space is an area where novel security 

risks are generated, and at the same time an area that could provide energy 

security. However, in order for exploration, exploitation, construction of 

infrastructure and transportation of hydrocarbons to take place, a safe, 

conflict-free environment (political, strategic, economic) is a conditio sine qua 

non. 

Up to now, the EU has been pursuing resilient states and economies in the 

Eastern Mediterranean, so as for the security nexus to be amplified in the best 

interest of both the EU and non-EU countries. 

Article 8 TEU provides on the construction of a special relationship with 

neighbours, founded on the values of the Union and characterized by close 

and peaceful relations based on cooperation. However, the institutionalization 

of relations was initiated long before the TEU came into force in 2009. Moving 

from multilateralism with the 1995 Euro-Mediterranean Partnership (EMP - 

Barcelona Process, that superseded earlier schemes, such as the Financial 

Protocols), to bilateralism with the 2003 ENP (last reviewed in 2015) and the -

albeit intergovernmental- 2008 UfM, the above dates mark landmark events in 

the functionalist process of “solidarités de fait” between the EU and its 

neighbours. 

However, from the total of sixteen neighbours enjoying the privileged 

relationship with the EU under the ENP, the East Mediterranean ones have -in 

general- not made significant gains from it, in terms of both economic 

prosperity and democracy, human rights, rule of law advancement, which, 

combined, would lead to stability and security for all. More particularly, the 
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Association Agreements (AAs), despite being in place since long, have had 

but limited effect on trade and the intended creation of a Deep and 

Comprehensive Free Trade Area (DCFTA) has yet to materialize. 

On the other hand, according to several participants, given that economic 

development does not by default generate political reform and democratic 

change, the EU should take a “More for More” approach on the matter, with 

more economic privileges offered to those who live up to EU values. 

Turkey -the only East Mediterranean state with accession prospect, at least 

on paper - has become a unique and very complicated case. By following its 

own political choices and autonomous path, its screening process has been 

halted and it has distanced itself from EU political and economic orientation 

and underpinning. Since the EU-Turkey Customs Union in 1995, Ankara has 

largely benefited from the liberalization of the two-way trade in goods, from 

EU investments and from an increase in trade in services. However, the 

benefits from the partial market integration do not reflect in the country’s 

difficult economic and financial situation at the moment. In addition, there has 

been a rampant deterioration in the triptych democracy - human rights – rule 

of law, and a disregard of EU values -all prerequisites of a Customs Union. 

There seem to exist no working checks and balances, parliamentary 

monitoring and meaningful internal opposition. Instead, signs of authoritarian 

system and non-western orientation are becoming more and more evident. 

Some participants pointed out that this non-abidance by EU values and 

principles could be partly attributed to EU’s own weak and ambiguous stance 

regarding Turkey’s violations of EU and International Law, and the lack of 

sanctions. In this context, they proposed that clearly-stated and strict political 

conditionality could be used to exercise leverage on the country towards 

bringing it closer to Europe -rather than “allowing” it to move to the opposite 

direction. On the other hand, this does not mean that Turkey should be kept in 

the “family” at all costs, as this would trigger an equally detrimental “race to 

the bottom”. In this sense, strict and fair conditionality appears again as the 

best-suited solution, with “fair” applying to both sides of the equation, as 

Turkey should not be allowed to take what the Union offers and abuse it for 

own ends that run counter to the EU. Turkey remains a candidate country and 

an important partner to other partner-countries in the area, as well as an 

important actor in the Eastern Mediterranaean. Europe should work closely 

with Ankara on a number of issues, including migration, mobility and border 

management and not automatically exclude it from regular ENP fora and 

funding. 

In view of the 2023 presidential elections, the continuation of the accession 

process with strict and fair conditionality, the revitalization of the country’s 

democratic institutions and the normalization of Cyprus-Turkey relations will 

remain EU’s main desiderata, together with the respect of UNCLOS, the non-

weaponization of refugees, regional security, the Customs Union and visa 

liberalization. Since the 2016 coup attempt against R.T.Erdogan, Ankara’s 
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stance has changed distinctly in terms of its relation to the EU following and 

Turkey’s increasing distancing from European norms and values and basic 

western principles, including questioning Greece’s territorial integrity. 

The Eastern Mediterranean is also heavily impacted by EU policies vis a vis 

other strategic regions such as the wider Middle East, the Gulf and Africa, 

areas where the EU has heavily invested in terms of security. All in all, the 

East Mediterranean Sea acts both as a bridge and a barrier between Europe 

and these strategic areas. 

The EU is an important actor in terms of maritime safety and security in the 

area with a strong regulatory framework at all levels (national, EU, regional, 

international), that covers all aspects of maritime activity (fishing, ecological 

protection, protection of underwater cultural heritage, scientific research, sea 

commerce, seafaring, military activities, natural resources exploration and 

exploitation etc). The European Maritime Safety Agency’s (EMSA) is providing 

roadmaps, projects, technical assistance, capacity-building support and 

inspection of third countries’ vessels as to standards for seafarers. 

Furthermore, and due to the Common Fisheries Policy’s (CFP) applicability to 

all EU-flagged vessels but also in all waters under EU Member States’ 

jurisdiction, the EU undertakes relevant action in the Eastern Mediterranean 

by means of the European Fisheries Control Agency’s (EFCA). 

To ensure safe marine routes, the sea space needs to be allocated among 

national jurisdictions, within which the concerned state will be competent to 

provide security, and will be held accountable in case of breach. The already 

demanding task of distributing water expanses becomes even more difficult in 

the case of the Eastern Mediterranean, because of its distinct geographic 

morphology, spatial narrowness and the presence of numerous islands. What 

is more, frozen and armed conflicts, heightened tensions, tripoints and 

transboundary oil and gas blocks add up to the complexity of the puzzle. The 

most important framework of global significance does exist, as international 

treaties -and first and foremost the 1982 UNCLOS- bilateral agreements, 

national legislation and legal instruments are in force, while fora and 

international organizations provide the venue for cooperation to be enhanced 

and best practices to be adequately shared. The UNCLOS provides in great 

detail on all zones that make up the sea space (Territorial Sea, Contiguous 

Zone, Continental Shelf, Exclusive Economic Zone/EEZ, High Seas). 

Above all, the war in Ukraine, a dangerously bleeding wound in the heart of 

Europe is likely to lead to a new European security order that will extend to its 

neighbouring seas and the East Mediterranean more specifically. Several 

participants stressed that the instability generated by the Russian invasion is 

already negatively impacting regional cooperation; indeed the involvement of 

uncooperative external actors directly contributes to an unprecedentedly 

tense situation. For multiple reasons it may be the first time that we face a 

convergence of highly negative factors of various kinds -inter alia, civil strife 

and military escalation in many regions -like Syria, Libya, etc., with Russia 
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and Turkey having been main actors in these hotspots. The prospects for 

diplomatic arrangements and cooperation in this maritime space are also 

being negatively impacted by developments in the wider Middle East which 

remains extremely volatile, as well as by destabilization emanating from 

adjacent areas, like the Horn of Africa and the Gulf. 

Two EU Member States, Cyprus and Greece, have a prominent presence in 

the area, in terms of both significant expanses of waters under their 

jurisdiction, extensive length of coasts (Greece is 9th in the world) and 

maritime borders, with the latter making part of the external EU border - hence 

the particular interest the EU is taking in the area. This interest is exemplified -

among other instances- in the high frequency at which European Border and 

Coast Guard Agency (Frontex) operations are conducted in the area. 

Two participants underlined the importance of cyber-security threats as 

exemplified in the December 2020 new EU Cybersecurity Strategy. It covers -

among others- the security of essential services, such as energy facilities and 

recent developments regarding the sabotage of Nord Stream pipelines have 

brought to the fore new vulnerabilities. Moreover, given that most 

cybersecurity attacks are cross-border and that, even if intended against one 

country, they can affect the EU as a whole, the EU has taken a holistic 

approach on the matter by foregrounding the need to enhance third countries’ 

cyber capacity too, especially those in the EU’s immediate neighbourhood. 

The ENP and UfM formats are suitable for promoting cyber resilience for both 

the EU and its Eastern Mediterranean counterparts. 

Furthermore, most participants addressed the issue of Turkey’s new activism. 

Ankara’s bellicose rhetoric is a challenge to the Union’s common external 

borders and, as many participants felt, the EU should display strong deterrent 

solidarity towards its two member states (Greece and RoC) in the region. 

Moreover, an experienced analyst proposed that Europe and the United 

States should reject Turkey’s push for a two-state solution on Cyprus and 

explicitly condition continuing economic relations with Turkey on Turkey’s and 

Turkish-Cypriots’ committing to the parameters of the Cyprus solution as laid 

up by UN Security Council resolutions. It is also essential, he insisted, “to 

differentiate between native Turkish-Cypriots versus the settlers whom Turkey 

imported as they are two very different populations. The biggest loser in 

Turkey’s policies for Cyprus nowadays is the more moderate Turkish-Cypriot 

community that would favor a reconciliation with the rest of Cyprus”. 

Furthermore, Article 42.7 of the Lisbon Treaty, i.e. the European Union’s 

mutual defense clause, foresees that when a state faces “armed aggression 

on its territory,” other member-states have an “obligation of aid and assistance 

by all the means in their power.” As Turkey increasingly insists on a revisionist 

stand, the Union is going “to face a test of their mettle. What both Brussels 

and Washington must recognize is that Ankara will continue its challenges 

until Turkey experiences significant pushback to and cost for its aggression”. 
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Several participants from both the European Union and the US underlined 

“the need to lay out a plan for mutual defense and security guarantees. This 

must happen outside the NATO framework (simply because Turkey has veto 

power within NATO) and make clear it has no tolerance for harassment of any 

shipping in Greece and Cyprus’s Exclusive Economic Zones […]. Had 

Washington made clear how unacceptable [Erdogan’s] statements were and 

how Turkey had crossed a redline, I doubt we would be having such frequent 

overflights in the Aegean Sea, or nearly constant violations of Cyprus’s 

Exclusive Economic Zone. It is time to draw a line in the sand”. 

How can the EU and the US contribute to terminating Turkey’s hyperactivism? 

“The European Union needs to take the lead, but the United States can take a 

proactive supporting role. Washington needs to be an honest broker, not an 

even broker. We should not accept that arguments voiced by each party have 

equal validity. Turkey’s extralegal maritime arrangements with Libya and its 

other fanciful claims, for example, have no legal basis”. 

 

5. Policy Recommendations for the EU : Taking A Leading Role in the 

Eastern Mediterranean 

 

The EU policies’ overarching aim towards the East Mediterranean is the 

promotion of economic and political stability in the region, with energy 

independence and regional security being of utmost importance. The East 

Mediterranean region has gained attention with the discovery of considerable, 

potentially rich, oil and gas fields, and the prospect of more discoveries, but 

was foregrounded after February 2022, as an alternative, affordable and 

reliable energy provider. At the same time, a combination of internal and 

interstate conflicts, political instability, demographic explosion, low 

development rates and large refugee and migration flows in Eastern 

Mediterranean pose security and policy challenges to the EU that demand for 

decisive action, all the more so because successful natural resources 

exploitation and uninterrupted energy inflow cannot take place in an unstable 

or unsafe political environment. 

The ENP is a tool for structural change in the Mediterranean neighbourhood. 

For the tool to be properly used and its potential to be deployed to the fullest 

extent, monitoring mechanisms should be set up, and sanctions imposed on 

those who consistently do not comply with their undertaken obligations. Thus, 

the policies’ impact will be positive and tangible, while monitoring and 

sanctions will serve as preemptive and deterring factors from diverging 

behaviours. 

The core of the problem is a crucial factor aggravating the East Mediterranean 

security context and indirectly threatening the prospect of full exploitation of 

the region’s energy potential at the expense of each and every coastal state. 
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Unaware of the importance of the time factor, the coastal states continue 

holding divergent views as to own and others’ entitlements to maritime zones, 

while appearing reluctant -at least some of them- to have recourse to 

international judicial organs and mechanisms. Manifest disregard of 

International Law and LoS, in some cases, does not allow for smooth natural 

resources exploration and exploitation operations, as a well-defined legal 

status of the sea space is prerequisite for e.g., concession agreements with 

interested national or international companies that are capable to undertake 

such operations. In this sense, maritime delimitation challenges could easily 

result in security challenges and energy complications. 

While EU policies and legal instruments in force are sufficient in number and 

cover a broad spectrum of relevant activities in the area, their impact remains 

marginal. The marked differences between the EU and non-EU states in the 

East Mediterranean have not been bridged -if not widened. Turkey in 

particular makes frequent evidence of a complete disregard of EU values, 

rules and decisions. The Union on its part, has not made evidence of the 

same determination to oppose such breaches of international obligations and 

commonly agreed courses of action. As put by a US participant, “it is 

important to denounce and rebuff Turkish challenges to Greek sovereignty; to 

allow an aggressor to prolong crises not only enables it to change the 

baseline for diplomacy—consider, for example, Turkey’s occupation of 

northern Cyprus—but, in the short-term, also impacts economic development 

by raising insurance for companies operating in waters or on islands Turkey 

chooses to dispute”. 

However, what should be kept in mind at all times, is that the East 

Mediterranean Policies would account only for a small part of the insecurity 

context in the area, as the latter results from a combination of multiple factors 

that make up the precarious security context. The East Mediterranean 

Policies should be reviewed nonetheless, but what is more, they should not 

only be adopted, but also systematically implemented and closely monitored, 

in order for the set objectives to be attained. 

Most participants underlined the need for the EU to take decisive steps to 

actively reinstate its strategic, political and economic presence in the area in 

the best interest of both EU and non-EU states, as well as of the EU as a 

whole. More particularly it should make full use of the ENP and support 

cooperation schemes (including the UfM), engagement in conflict settlement 

(Syria, Libya, Israel-Palestinian Authority), normalization of Cyprus – Turkey 

relations, continuation of Turkey’s Customs Union and accession processes 

but with strict and fair conditionality. 

Pipelines and LNG terminals should also be supported, including in particular 

the EastMed project since it can be considered as one providing for EU needs 

in a stable and affordable manner, largely contributing to energy efficiency 

and energy security. Its implementation does not run contrary to other 

projects, but will supplement them, rendering the EU and its Member States 
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more resilient to energy scarcity or blockade. Novel and eventually cheaper 

alternative pipelines, such as the Greece - Libya – Egypt – Cyprus – Israel 

one, should also be examined, especially in the light of recent developments, 

and the imperative need to diversify routes and suppliers. 

In this context, LoS is an indispensable tool for maritime zones disputes 

settling. If no solution can be reached, the EU should actively use leverage to 

urge candidate countries and partners to have recourse to international 

judicial bodies, as judgements and awards delivered by such bodies leave no 

room for future contestations, leading to legal safety -prerequisite for 

hydrocarbons exploitation.The admittedly much speedier alternative of 

mediation could also be explored. 

What has been established from the above, is that the EU cannot afford to 

abandon the East Mediterranean, especially at this critical juncture. However 

mediocre  the results so far, the area is of crucial importance for the whole of 

the EU. Strategically situated, it is also an energy producing and transit area. 

Any disruption in energy flow takes an immediate impact on the entire EU, 

particularly after February 2022 and the subsequent unstable energy mix 

inflow from Russia. In addition, the destabilization of the area by conflicts and 

large movements of populations heading to the EU, also affects all EU 

countries -and not only those whose borders make part of the EU external 

border. 

In order for challenges to be adequately addressed, all actors concerned 

should be engaged in talks, and urged to participate in cooperation schemes 

clearly based on conditionality. 

All in all, developing energy resources requires careful long-term planning and 

the EU should take decisive action in the Eastern Mediterranean. Although 

commercial considerations tend to drive development, political and security 

considerations play a dominant role in determining whether a region is stable 

enough to support the exploitation and transport/ use of hydrocarbons. Energy 

security helps with cooperation when established geopolitical frameworks 

make energy cooperation possible, rather than the other way around. 

In order for the Union to bring about more tangible results, its voice should be 

more clearly heard and become politically more effective and visible in close 

concertation with the US. The EU should use its leverage in a systematic and 

coherent way and capitalize on the unique energy situation to activate bridge-

building diplomacy aiming at averting aggressive behaviour and open conflict 

in the area as a priority. The appointment of a high profile Special Envoy for 

the East Mediterranean would help reduce tensions and produce political 

space for cooperative maritime delimitations (eventually with recourse to 

international judicial organs or mechanisms in specific issues). 
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PART II: PAPERS ON SPECIFIC ASPECTS AND ISSUES 

 

 

An Introduction to Eastern Mediterranean Security after 2/24: 

The elephant in the room 

Dr Petros Savvides, University of Buckingham Centre for Security and 

Intelligence Studies 

 

Abstract 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine is a consequential moment in world history 

that challenges existing notions of global peace and security, while its 

undetermined end poses a critical threat to international stability. This 

introductory study examines the impact of the ongoing war on the security of 

the Eastern Mediterranean and identifies variables that may spoil the present 

security architecture of cooperation in the region. The initial part investigates 

the contributing role of the West in enhancing Russian strategic 

assertiveness, in the first two decades of the century, that facilitated the 

Kremlin’s hybrid occupation of Crimea in 2014, its unanticipated engagement 

in the Syrian civil war in 2015, and, eventually, its invasion of Ukraine since 24 

February last year. It then examines the redistribution of balance of power in 

the Middle East, after the consolidation of the Russian-Iranian-Turkish axis, 

and the effort of establishing a pro-West geopolitical arc of influence, at first 

through the Greek-Cypriot-Israeli plus US alignment and, recently, with the 

Israeli-Arab normalization of relations. The latter part focuses on the elephant 

in the room, Turkey – lately ‘Turkiye’ – that, under the authoritarian rule of 

president Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has been transformed into a rogue state. 

Analysis interprets Turkish involvement in regional conflicts and Ankara’s 

aggressive foreign policy in the last decade, which aims at expanding its 

hegemonic influence, using military coercion, intimidation, misinformation, and 

threats of military force. It also examines the growth of Turkish animosity 

against Greece over the Aegean and the Easter Mediterranean as well as 

Ankara’s militarization of the Cypriot energy exploration program, in defiance 

of international and customary law.  The concluding remarks assess 

challenges to global stability due to the continuing Russian-Ukrainian conflict 

and potential threats in the Eastern Mediterranean, under the recently 

announced ‘Century of Turkey’ vision. 

 

The prelude to the invasion of Ukraine 

The continuing Russian invasion of Ukraine – since February 24, 2022 – has 

turned into a critical landmark in European history and global geopolitics, with 



Policy Paper on EU’s Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space, Energy & Security Policies  
611501-EPP-1-2019-1-EL-EPPJMO-PROJECT   

29  

worldwide security implications and severe financial repercussions. The post-

2/24 era unfolding today, increased significantly the instability and 

unpredictability characterizing the asymmetric multipolarity of world order, 

which has been evolving since the beginning of the new century. 

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has not been a sudden thunder in geopolitical 

sunshine. While, undoubtedly, the responsibility for the war – ‘special military 

operation’ according to Moscow – lies in the authoritarian regime in the 

Kremlin, the roots of today’s precarious security situation in Europe, may be 

identified in two major factors: the pronounced failures of American strategy in 

the Middle East as well as the European hesitation to acknowledge the 

complexity of contemporary threats and acquire strategic autonomy as a 

global actor, beyond the accommodating shadow of Washington.   

The Bush doctrine of Primacy (Jervis, 2003), which inspired disastrous 

military campaigns in Afghanistan and Iraq, followed by the Obama doctrine of 

Offshore Balancing and the withdrawal of US forces from the Middle East 

(Layne, 2009) and Washington’s rebalancing towards Asia and Pacific (The 

White House, 2015), created, predictably, a security gap in the unstable, 

energy-rich, region that encouraged unforeseen challenges and deadly 

threats. The resulting Middle East mess and the consequent Arab Spring, that 

offered fertile ground for sectarian violence and Islamic fundamentalism 

(Islamic State – IS) – in the context of growing global and regional autocratic 

powers (Russia, China, North Korea, Iran) – created conditions that, 

eventually, facilitated unanticipated actions by Moscow. Initially, the hybrid 

invasion and unobstructed occupation/annexation of Crimea in February-

March 2014 and then its military intervention in the Syrian civil war in 

September 2015.  

The Russian expansion in Crimea and the strategic descent/consolidation in 

the Middle East were an indirect consequence of institutional weaknesses in 

Washington and Brussels. Primarily, the superficiality of US analysis 

regarding the complexity and depth of Middle Eastern affairs and Moscow’s 

ambitions, that, in consequence, led to extraordinary intelligence failures in 

foreseeing the day after in the Middle East and predicting Russian strategic 

planning. Then, the entrapment of the European Union (Ikani and Meyer, 

2022) in the role of a bureaucratic economic giant, rather than a global actor 

capable of projecting the Union’s strategic interests abroad and providing for 

autonomous European security. This critical deficiency, encouraged by the 

European misconception of US/NATO security protection, is reflected in the 

obsoleteness of the European Security Strategy (ESS) of 2003, the 

consequent lack of adequate European forces and the absence of robust 

security determination in Brussels to protect European soil. Similarly, the 

European Union Global Strategy (EUGS) introduced in 2016, after Crimea, 

was another theoretical, non-binding, document emphasizing different 

concepts, such as ‘resilience’, ‘integrated approach’, ‘pre-emptive peace’ and 

‘strategic autonomy’, without a pragmatic analysis of global realities (EEAS, 

2016). Uncoincidentally, this security vagueness in Europe, including the role 
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and commitment of NATO, was reflected in president Trump’s threat for US 

withdrawal from NATO in 2016 and 2019 (New York Times, 2019) as well as 

president Macron’s bold acknowledgment of NATO’s ‘brain death’ and the 

need for Europe to ‘wake up’ (Economist, 2019). It was only the Russian 

invasion of Ukraine that, eventually, opened European eyes regarding the 

severity of global threats and the need to reconsider European defence 

obligations and capabilities. This strategic awakening is reflected in the latest 

strategic document entitled ‘A Strategic Compass for Security and Defence’, 

published after the beginning of the Russian invasion (EEAS, 2022). 

 

Redistribution of power balance in the Middle East 

Exploiting western vulnerabilities, increasingly assertive Moscow succeeded 

in imposing de facto conditions on the ground – Crimea, Donetsk and 

Luhansk in eastern Ukraine, and Syria – that encouraged the direct 

engagement of other rogue states in the Middle East. Iran, a theocratic 

Islamic ‘republic’ possessing significant offensive capabilities that include an 

arsenal of ballistic missiles (Taremi, 2005) and a nuclear program, jumped at 

the opportunity to expand and solidify its influence in the Middle East. Turkey, 

an authoritarian Islamic regime with expansionist, hegemonic, ambitions and 

a strong defence industry – that envisions, as the Iranian and North Korean 

models, the development of a ballistic arsenal and the discreet initiation of a 

nuclear program (Vlassis, 2021; Ophir, 2021) – invaded northern Syria with 

the objective of weakening the Kurdish forces in Syria, fighting the Islamic 

State, and becoming a major stake holder in the conflict. 

Western preoccupation with the destruction of the Islamic caliphate – based 

on the vital contribution of local proxy forces, such as the Kurdish Peshmerga 

in Iraq and the Kurdish YPG and YPJ in Syria – encouraged Russia, Turkey 

and Iran, and their local proxies, to form a strategic alignment, establishing a 

northern geopolitical arc of influence in the Middle East, extending from Iran, 

Iraq, and Syria to Lebanon (Hezbollah), Gaza (Hamas), and Yemen (Houthis). 

Moscow’s deployment of ground, air, and naval forces in Syria, at the request 

of Damascus, led to the formation of a permanent Russian footprint in the 

region, the strengthening of  Iranian-Russian cooperation, and the 

establishment of a strong naval presence in the Eastern Mediterranean, under 

the protection of an aerial and naval Anti-Access/Area Denial (A2/AD) 

umbrella (Altman, 2016). Tehran, taking advantage of the civil war, deployed 

forces in Syria in support of the Syrian regime, causing uneasiness to 

Jerusalem, which perceived the presence of Iranian forces and weapons at its 

northern borders as a severe threat. Ankara, under the pretext of security 

concerns, allegedly the spill of the conflict on its soil, invaded Syria in August 

2016 and, through consecutive military operations, set part of northern Syria 

under military occupation and embarked on a policy of Turkifying the occupied 

area (Al-Hilu, 2021).  



Policy Paper on EU’s Eastern Mediterranean Maritime Space, Energy & Security Policies  
611501-EPP-1-2019-1-EL-EPPJMO-PROJECT   

31  

The restructuring of the security architecture in the Middle East, in favour of 

Russia, Iran and Turkey, caused the concern of the West – in reality, 

Washington – and Jerusalem, which realized that the de facto situation 

established in the Middle East, threatened vital Western and Israeli security 

interests in the region.  

The first opportunity for the formation of a pro-West counter-arc in the Middle 

East appeared with the discovery of significant hydrocarbon resources in the 

Eastern Mediterranean by Egypt, Israel and Cyprus. With the encouragement 

of Nicosia, the delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) between 

the three actors – according to the principles of the 1982 UN Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) – and common interests, gradually cultivated 

close relations among them and with Greece (Ioannides, 2021). Initially, in the 

energy sector – such as the formation of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas 

Forum (EMGF) – that gradually expanded to security cooperation and 

multilateral military exercises, with the participation of forces from energy 

stake holders in the region, such as the US, France and Italy, and other 

friendly nations.  

The strategic alignment between Greece-Cyprus-Israel, with the participation 

of Egypt and Jordan, enjoying the close support of the United States, was 

considered significant for the security of the Eastern Mediterranean, and 

turned into a catalyst for establishing a pro-West, southern arc in the Middle 

East to counter the Russian-Iranian-Turkish axis. Washington, considering 

that the solidification of the tripartite-plus-US axis could become the 

cornerstone for the expansion of strategic alignment in the Middle East, 

encouraged an extraordinary breakthrough in 2020, the Abraham Accords. 

The ensuing Arab-Israeli normalization of relations, initially of Israel with the 

United Arab Emirates and Bahrain and later with Marocco and Soudan, was 

accompanied by the discreet warming of relations between Jerusalem and 

Rhyadh, which, both, face a common adversary, Tehran (Mekay, 2021). Joint 

air exercises in Greek and Middle Eastern air space, between the Hellenic Air 

Force and the Israeli Air Force or with the Royal Saudi and the UAE Air 

Forces, are indicative of the potential depth of the evolving axis, which could 

stretch from the Persian Gulf to the Mediterranean. 

While the tripartite-plus-US partnership is steadily evolving in the Eastern 

Mediterranean – last year Washington lifted the arms embargo to Cyprus – 

and the building of bilateral bonds between Greece, Cyprus and Israel with 

the Arab states is gradually increasing, the recent indications of a shift in 

Saudi foreign and energy policy have caused alarming concerns in the West. 

In the midst of a global emergency in Ukraine, Riyadh’s decision to follow 

OPEC+ in reducing oil production, the strengthening of relations between 

Moscow and Riyadh, reports about Saudi and UAE interest – Turkey is also 

interested – to join BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, South Africa) (Al-

Asoomi, 2021), and the recent visit of Chinese president Xi Jinping in Riyadh, 

signal the possibility of a dramatic shift in global power politics to the 

detriment of Western interests (Fontenrose, 2022). 
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The elephant in the room 

Taking advantage of the security gap in the Middle East, Turkey, under the 

despotic regime of Recep Tayyip Erdogan, embarked on an aggressive 

strategy of expanding its hegemonic influence in the region, by combining 

coercive diplomacy and intimidation with disinformation, and the use of 

military force and the threat for war.  

Since the rise into power of the Islamic Justice and Development Party 

(Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi – AKP) in November 2002, the political conception 

about the Turkish state and its geopolitical role in global affairs, has passed 

through different stages, which range from the doctrine of ‘Strategic Depth’ in 

the early 2000s to the ‘Century of Turkey’ vision today. The methodic 

transition from the pro-West Kemalist era (1923-2002) to the Turco-Islamic 

Erdoganist era of the last two decades (Sullivan, 2018), was founded on two 

pillars. Initially, the systematic cleansing of the secular Kemalist foundations in 

state institutions (armed forces, security forces, intelligence service, judiciary, 

etc.) and their replacement with a conservative Islamic ideology that envisions 

the revival of Ottoman grandiose. Then, the control of the economy and the 

mass media by pro-AKP corporations with the simultaneous oppression of 

social dissent, and the silence of political opposition, under the pretext of state 

security and anti-terrorist legislation.  

During the first decade, AKP, under Erdogan, consolidated itself into power by 

projecting a progressive Western profile, while, at the same time, silently 

sanitized – Islamized– all state institutions and the economy from Kemalist 

influence.  When the Arab Spring emerged in 2011, Ankara projected the 

‘Turkish model’ of a successful, secular, modern state with roots in political 

Islam and a flourishing economy that could serve as an example for the Arab 

World. Soon, though, the concept – to the disappointment of the Americans 

and Europeans that were fond of Turkey’s geopolitical importance – started to 

collapse, when it was rejected by the Arabs themselves, who detested 

Ankara’s neo-Ottoman ambitions for the Middle East, and Erdogan began 

showing publicly the real face of his regime (Ulgen, 2011; Tugal, 2016).  

Crushing violently the Taksim Gezi Park protests, in the summer of 2013, 

Erdogan , who began appearing in European magazine covers as ‘the 

dictator’ (The Economist, 2017; Le Point, 2018), started to impose, internally, 

oppressive measures and, externally, an aggressive foreign policy agenda. 

Already the Mavi Marmara incident in May 2010, which led to the rupture of 

Turkish-Israeli relations, as well as Ankara’s policy of military coercion in 

Cypriot EEZ, following the beginning of the Republic of Cyprus energy 

exploration program in 2011, signaled a clear deviation from foreign 

minister/prime minister Ahmet Davutoglu’s 2001 doctrine of ‘Strategic Depth’ 
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and ‘zero problems with neighbours’ (Davutoglu, 2010), that was eventually 

sacked from office by Erdogan in May 2016. 

The failed military coup of 15 July 2016, broadcasted live on Turkish and 

international television, has been a pivotal moment in Erdogan’s despotic rule 

and Ankara’s revisionist ambitions. Amidst official accusations for a foreign 

(US) involvement and public hatred against the military, peculiarly the Turkish 

armed forces which staged the coup, were ordered, a month later, by the AKP 

government to invade northern Syria. Considering the history of alleged coup 

plans, according to Erdogan by a ‘terrorist parallel state’, against the AKP 

government –Ergenekon (a mythical place in the Altay Mountains) of 2007 

and Bayloz (Sledgehammer) of 2010 – the question remains today: was the 

military coup a real attempt or, according to opposition leader Kemal 

Kilicdaroglu, a ‘controlled coup’ to strengthen the regime of an autocrat 

(Gultsasli and Rettman, 2019)? 

Since the Turkish invasion of Syria in August 2016 (Op. Euphrates Shield), 

Ankara expanded its military control over Syrian soil, through consecutive 

operations in January-March 2018 (Op. Olive Branch), October-November 

2019 (Op. Peace Spring), and February-March 2020 (Op. Spring Shield). 

Amongst reports for nebulous Turkish cooperation with the Islamic State  – oil 

trade, medical treatment of wounded members, transfer of terrorists to Europe 

(Bozkurt, 2022) – and the recruitment of Syrian paramilitaries against the pro-

West Kurdish forces fighting the Islamic State (Sanders and Salameh, 2020), 

the uncomplained and unopposed – by international institutions – Turkish 

invasion and military occupation of Syrian soil, was considered, by 

increasingly assertive Ankara, as a green light for its unilateral engagement, 

and its use of military force, in other regions.  

Taking advantage of the Libyan civil war, Turkey, seeking to expand its 

hegemonic influence in North Africa and the Mediterranean, became actively 

engaged in the conflict (Lund, 2022), by providing weapons, such as 

unmanned combat aerial vehicles (UCAVs) Bayraktar TB2, military equipment 

and advice to the paramilitary forces of the Government of National Accord in 

Tripoli that also enjoyed the support of Qatar. Ankara’s intervention in Libya, 

successfully shifted the balance of power against the Libyan National Army, 

representing the House of Representatives in Benghazi, that benefited the 

active support of Egypt and UAE. Turkish military ambitions in Libya, including 

the deployment of Hawk anti-aircraft missiles that were mysteriously 

destroyed in a strike by an unidentified air force (Guesmi, 2020), and the 

prospect of Turkish air (Al-Watiya) and naval bases (Misrata and Zuwara) on 

Libyan soil, were considered as a security threat by neighbouring Egypt as 

well as Greece and France among others. Ironically, Operation EUNAVFOR 

MED IRINI implemented, since March 2020, by the EU in enforcement of the 

United Nations arms embargo to Libya, was provocatively challenged multiple 

times by Ankara, when Turkish Navy frigates escorting suspicious cargo 

ships, not only refused inspections but often threatened or harassed EU naval 
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vessels participating in the operation, causing embarrassment to Brussels 

(Conley and Ellehuus, 2020)  

Ankara’s next active involvement in a conflict, after its unopposed military 

engagement in northern Syria and western Libya, was the Nagorno Karabakh 

war, between Armenia and Azerbaijan, in the Autumn of 2020. Turkish Air 

Force F-16 jets were secretly deployed in Azerbaijan before and during the 

war (Trevithick, 2020), while Turkish military advice and the use of Bayraktar 

TB2s, operated by the Turkish military, became a battlefield game-changer for 

Baku, while the effectiveness of Turkish UCAVs attracted international 

attention, turning Ankara into ‘a drone power’ (Kinic and Celik, 2021). 

The Russian invasion of Ukraine offered another opportunity for Turkey to 

appear as a global influencer in an international conflict. Re-adopting its 

infamous Second World War role of ‘the evasive neutral’ (Weber, 1985), the 

AKP government sought to exploit the situation. On one hand, by supplying 

UCAVs to Ukraine, closing the Black Sea to incoming Russian warships, and 

facilitating meetings between the adversaries and other actors. On the other 

hand, pompously defying Western sanctions, it deepened its political relations 

and economic ties with Moscow, significantly increased its imports of cheap 

oil and gas from Russia, turning into a safe haven for Russian companies and 

oligarchs (Wall Street Journal, 2022). While the Russian invasion caused the 

mobilization of the West, including the EU and NATO, Turkey – which joined 

the North Atlantic Alliance in 1952 – is the only member that provocatively 

refused to close its airspace to Russian airplanes and implement international 

sanctions against Moscow. While the voices of concern, regarding Turkish 

loyalty and commitment to the Alliance (Cook, 2022; Bandow, 2022), are 

increasing, Ankara is the last member, along with Budapest, that intentionally 

delays the urgent accession of Sweden and Finland to the Alliance, 

demanding the extradition of Turkish citizens, allegedly terrorist suspects, 

from Sweden (Ashford and Kroenig, 2023). 

 

Military coercion and war threats against Greece and Cyprus  

Turkish animosity against Greece over the Aegean Sea began with the Greek 

discovery of offshore oil reserves in the island of Thasos, in the northern 

Aegean, in early 1974 (FRUS, 2007, pp. 126-130). Already, on 1 November 

1973, Ankara issued, unilaterally, irregular exploration licenses for the 

Anonymous Turkish Petroleum Corporation TPAO to the West of the Greek-

Turkish maritime border, within the Greek continental shelf, between the 

islands of Samothace, Limnos, Agios Efstratios, Lesvos, Chios, and Psara. 

Illegitimate Turkish efforts to impose de facto conditions in the Aegean, 

reemerged on 18 July 1974, when new irregular licenses were issued to 

TPAO, based on an alleged median line between the Greek and Turkish 

mainland coasts, ignoring the sovereignty of the Greek islands and Greek 

sovereign rights in Eastern Aegean (Greek MFA, 2022, map 4). Since then, 
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Ankara continues the issuing of irregular exploration licenses and, under 

different pretexts and illegitimate technicalities, various Navigational Telexes 

(NAVTEX) and Notices to Airmen (NOTAM) for the Aegean and the Eastern 

Mediterranean, in an effort to question Greek sovereign rights and distort the 

legally assigned jurisdictions of Greece in the Athens Flight Information 

Region (FIR); both in the air, regarding aviation safety, and the sea, over 

search and rescue (SAR) operations (Greek MFA, map 5).  

Since the Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974, Ankara’s aggressive strategy 

over the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean is consistently founded on 

six pillars of action.                     

1. Invention of ‘bilateral problems’: Turkey’s long-term ambitions are 

founded on the imaginative creation of various ‘issues’ or ‘questions’ against 

the targeted country (Greece or Cyprus) that are gradually manipulated into 

bilateral ‘problems’; such as, the Greek SAR jurisdiction, the supposed non-

entitlement of sovereign rights for Greek islands, alleged gray zones in the 

Aegean, or the suggested demilitarization of Greek islands.                                                        

2. Disinformation: Ankara’s next move is the implementation of high-profile 

media campaigns of disinformation for the promotion of these unsubstantiated 

‘problems’, with the intention of deconstructing, through false claims, the 

legality and rightness of Greek positions, and of conditioning international 

public opinion about alleged Turkish rights. 

3. Legalistic cover: Turkish government’s claims are always accompanied by 

a legalistic effort to legitimize its groundless allegations, by the twisting and 

manipulation of international and customary law, the signing of non-valid 

agreements with other parties (i.e., the non-recognized ‘Turkish Republic on 

North Cyprus’, the Government of National Accord in Libya), the publication of 

maps with the Turkish perspective, as in the case of the ‘Blue Homeland’, and 

the submission of documents with Turkish claims to international bodies, such 

as the UN Security Council, the EU and NATO.  

4. Package negotiations: The use of Anatolian bazar bargaining tactics, by 

the simultaneous projection of multiple ‘problems’ with the targeted state, to 

complicate bilateral relations and exercise pressure to the adversary for 

package negotiations for real bilateral issues or imaginative ‘questions’ 

(Figure 1).        

5. Military coercion: The support of political ‘claims’ with military coercion – 

such as provocative air-naval exercises, military overflights of Greek islands, 

military intimidation in the air and the sea, heavy naval escorts of Turkish 

research vessels in areas of alleged Turkish jurisdiction – that threaten the 

peace and carry the risk of an accidental or intentional ‘hot incident’. This 

tactic is accompanied by direct threats for the use of armed violence as well 

as indirect or open threats of war (casus belli).                                                                          
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6. Avoidance of international arbitration: The constant refusal of Ankara to 

join Greece in seeking a solution to individual problems through the 

jurisdiction of the International Court of Justice at The Haque.  

The evolution of Turkish claims in the Aegean and the East Mediterranean 

may be distinguished in three phases:  

The initial phase between 1973 and 1995, uncoincidentally, unfolded after the 

Turkish invasion of Cyprus in 1974, which encouraged, in the following 

decades, an aggressive posture by Ankara over its claims in the Aegean. 

Greece and Turkey were brought three times to the brink of war, when Ankara 

initiated illegal exploration activities in the Greek continental shelf of the 

Eastern Aegean under heavy naval escorts (Schmitt, 1996). The first crisis 

erupted in May 1974 with the exodus of the Turkish Navy hydrographic ship 

Candarli, followed by a second crisis in August 1976 – during bilateral talks for 

the Aegean – when Ankara send Hora to the Greek continental shelf between 

the islands of Chios, Samos, and Ikaria. In March 1987, the eruption of a new 

crisis over the heavily escorted mission of Sismik, was responded decisively 

by Athens, when the Andreas Papandreou government appeared willing to 

use military force against Turkish provocations (Dimitrakis, 2007).   

An intermediate phase may be identified between 1996 and the 2000s, when 

the two countries were brought to the brink of war, for the fourth time, over the 

sovereignty of the Imia islets in January 1996 (Limberis, 2014). Ankara, 

considering that, after the strong Greek reaction of 1987, a new research 

mission in the Aegean might have led to war, tried to challenge Greece in the 

Aegean, through daily violations of Greek national airspace by Turkish jets, 

the questioning of Greek search and rescue jurisdiction in Athens FIR, 

provocations at sea, and other artificial ‘questions’. The introduction of alleged 

‘grey zones’ in the Aegean by Ankara, regarding the sovereignty of Greek 

islands in the Aegean, was intended to exercise pressure on Athens and to 

impose concessions (Greek MFA, 2022, map 6). 

The present phase, since the early 2010s, is characterized by raw aggression, 

intimidation, and war threats against Greece and Cyprus. Ankara’s 

unopposed militarization of the Cypriot exploration program was not limited to 

the harassment of exploration activities, such as the illegal and provocative 

blocking, by Turkish Navy vessels, of Eni-chartered drillship Saipem 12000 

from drilling in Cypriot block 3 in February 2018 (Maritime Executive, 2018). 

Since the initiation of the Cypriot exploration program in 2011, with the 

blessings of Brussels and Washington, Western reaction to Turkish 

provocations has been pale, confined to theoretical condemnation without 

meaningful action, in the form of political pressure and strong sanctions. This 

posture by the West, encouraged, initially, the conduct of unauthorized 

seismic missions, by Turkish research vessels Barbaros Hayrettin Pasa and 

Oruc Reis, in the Cypriot EEZ, including the 13 blocks of the delimitated zone, 

and, from 2019, illegal drillings by Turkish drilling ships Fatih and Yavuz, in 
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Cypriot block 6 (target ‘Guzelyurt-1’, 7 (target ‘Selcuclu-1’) and 8 (target 

“Lefkosa-1’).  

The absence of any significant reaction to the de facto intrusion of Turkey in 

Cypriot EEZ, opened that way for intimidating action against Athens. Ankara’s 

economic growth and G-20 membership, the manipulation of regional 

conflicts, the substantial development of the Turkish defence industry and the 

strengthening of the Turkish armed forces (especially the Turkish Navy), 

inspired an unprecedented campaign of aggression against Greece. The 

Evros Crisis emerged on 28 February 2020, when the Turkish government 

transferred tens of thousands of irregular migrants to the Greek-Turkish 

border and Erdogan announced the unilateral opening of the borders to 

Greece. During the following two months, repeated waves of irregular 

migrants attacked the Greek border, while thousands were sent in small boats 

from the Turkish coast to the Greek islands of the Eastern Aegean. The next 

crisis began on 21 July 2020, when Ankara suddenly issued a NAVTEX 

regarding exploration activities by research ship Oruc Reis in the Geek 

continental shelf, east of Rhodes and south of Kastellorizo. In the following 

months, the Turkish vessel, under heavy naval escort, carried out seismic 

research in this area, while the Greek armed forces were on full mobilization, 

bringing the two countries on the brink of war for the fifth time. The crisis 

eventually ended with the withdrawal of the Turkish ship and its naval escort 

from the region, in November, under considerable pressure from Washington 

and Berlin, which was holding the presidency of the European Council at the 

time. 

 

Concluding remarks 

The ongoing ‘European war’ in Ukraine, with distinct characteristics of a proxy 

conflict between Russia and the West, is a consequential moment in world 

history. The turn of the Ukrainian battlefield into a slaughterhouse, in the heart 

of Europe, without any decisive interest by the international community for the 

end of bloodshed and destruction, is a dark stain in the third decade of the 

21st Century, with potentially dangerous global consequences.  

The first critical question concerns the undetermined way of ending the 

conflict, taking into consideration that both adversaries are willing to fight to 

the bitter end, for Ukrainian liberty and Russian pride. Kiev, with the support of 

the West, may continue fighting for a long time, with heavy loss of human 

lives and devastating effects on cities and infrastructure. But the indefinite 

continuation of the war for Moscow, which already suffers significantly in the 

battlefield – taking, also, into consideration its political and economic isolation 

as well as indications of internal dissent – may bring the Putin regime into a 

severe test that is questionable whether it can handle. Desperation may lead 

to hazardous decisions for unconventional acts, in order to save Putin’s face 

and Russian national pride. 
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The second critical question pertains to the growing assertiveness of Asian 

powers and the potential evolution of an Eastern axis between China, Russia, 

India, North Korea, Iran, and Turkey, to challenge Western domination of 

global affairs. Notable signs such as, the strengthening of Russian-Chinese 

relations, the Russian turn towards Asian suppliers of arms and ammunition 

for its struggle in Ukraine, increasing interest of Asian powers to join BRICS, 

and the methodic infiltration of Africa by China, Russia, and Turkey, should be 

considered as red flags. In the already complex world of multipolar 

asymmetry, the rise of Asia, and the consequent struggle for global economic 

domination, may endanger a strategic schism between East and West, with 

detrimental consequences for international stability and European security.  

Power re-balancing in the Middle East, after the strategic descent of Russia 

and the formation of a Russian-Iranian-Turkish axis of influence – stretching 

from Iran, Iraq, and Syria to Lebanon, Gaza, and Yemen – has increased the 

geopolitical importance of the Eastern Mediterranean, which became a vital 

component for the establishment of a Western counter-axis in the Middle 

East. 

Under the despotic regime of Erdogan, Turkey has turned into a rogue state, 

where human rights and civil liberties are violated, democratic principles are 

manipulated, free expression is silenced, and dissent is criminalized with the 

excuse of state security and anti-terrorist legislation. Its revisionist foreign 

policy is accompanied by military coercion and the threat of force as well as 

the opportunistic engagement in regional civil wars and conflicts. Turkey’s 

strategic alignment with Russia and Iran, its antagonistic rift with Washington, 

its questionable membership in the North Atlantic Alliance, its arrogance 

towards European partners, and its aggressive threats of war against Greece 

and Cyprus, have turned it into a pariah in the international system.  

Brussels has already frozen Turkey’s accession process and Washington 

kicked Ankara out of the F-35 stealth jet program because of its acquisition of 

the Russian S-400 air defence missile system. Likewise, bipartisan Congress 

has expressed serious concerns regarding the potential procurement of new 

F-16V jets by Turkey due to its aggressive posture against Greece. At the 

same time, Washington, to the detriment of Ankara, enhanced its strategic 

alignment with Greece and Cyprus, which are considered reliable security 

pillars in the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Under the present circumstances, the announcement of the ‘Century of 

Turkey’ vision regarding the upcoming 2023 centennial for the establishment 

of modern Turkey after the collapse of the Ottoman Empire (Daily Sabah, 

2022), must be perceived with extreme caution. Ankara’s proven record of 

infidelity towards democratic principles and human rights, international 

treaties and bilateral agreements, security alliance obligations, international 

and customary law, and good neighborhood practices, cause skepticism and 

great concern over Turkish strategic ambitions. The growing militarization of 

Turkish foreign policy, the revisionist character of Turkish national security 
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strategy, Ankara’s strategic deviation from the West (NATO and EU), and 

increasing Turkish alignment with the adversaries of the West, should be 

considered as red flags for Eastern Mediterranean security and stability.   

The pompous statements of Erdogan regarding Islamic greatness have 

caused more concern about the rationality of Turkish thinking. On 15 

November 2014, the Turkish president confidently claimed that ‘Muslim sailors 

reach the American continent 314 years before Columbus, in 1178’ (The 

Guardian, 2014)! Likewise, on 5 July 2015, he asserted that it was not Neil 

Armstrong that walked first on the Moon in 1969, but a ‘Muslim space explorer 

reached our satellite 334 years before that, in 1635’ after ‘the famous aviator, 

Lagari Hasan Celebi, the “Ottoman Rocket Man”, who made the first 

successful manned rocket flight in 1633’ (World News Daily Report, 2015). 

Erdogan’s intimidating rhetoric against Greece, that ‘one night we [Turkish 

armed forces] will come [invade]’ the Greek islands in the Aegean and his 

recent, open, threats for ballistic strikes against Athens with Turkish Tayfun 

short range ballistic missiles (Politico, 2022), are indicative of Turkish 

tightrope strategy, not only against Greece but also the wider Mediterranean 

and Middle East. Turkish plans for the development of a ballistic program and 

Ankara’s nuclearization ambitions (Vlassis, 2021; Ophir, 2021) pose a major 

threat for Western interests in the Mediterranean and the Middle East, and 

potentially for European security.  

The geographic position of Turkey, in the crossroads of three continents, has 

been a critical factor in the security conception of Western thinking, especially 

during the Cold War, even though, in critical moments, Ankara bargained its 

cooperation in exchange for financial compensation and other benefits. In 

2003, it refused the use of its territory as a staging area for US forces against 

Iraq, despite Washington’s generous offer of $ 6 billion in grants and almost $ 

24 billion in loans (The Washington Post, 2003). Today, despite the ongoing 

Russian invasion in Ukraine, it refuses the urgent accession of Sweden and 

Finland to NATO, unless Sweden submits to its demands. 

For decades Greece and Cyprus – suffering Turkish aggression, invasion and 

occupation, and threats of war – were, further, victimized by the American and 

European security perceptions about Turkey’s geographical position and its 

alleged role in Western collective security. Today, Washington, Brussels, and 

European capitals seemed to have realized the fateful reality. The question, 

though, is not about mere realization but about the wise and timely prediction 

of the future, considering that they have failed to foresee and change the 

strategic path of North Korea and Iran. 
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The end of the Cold War and the emergence of a new global security and 

economic environment (Biscop, 2008: 10), provided a window of opportunity 

for establishing and designing the EU's security institution (Weiss, 2012: 657). 

Thus, what was initially considered farfetched after the 1992 Maastricht Treaty 

(The Maastricht Treaty , 1992), entered a new phase, which included 

perception transformation, to be gradually incorporated into daily discourse. 

Hence, the 2003 "European Security Strategy," the 2010 "Internal Security 

Strategy," and later the 2016 "Global Strategy" reflect Member States' 

perception of transformation and their belief that the EU needs a Common 

Security and Defence Strategy approach. Considering these documents, 

which seem to reflect significant integration and institutional reform, this 

analysis investigates the forces behind the emergence of CSDP while 

shedding light on the dynamics of this institution when it comes to the 

operational phase. More specifically, this analysis examines the EU's "real 

operational dynamics" or capacity to act, given the Eastern Mediterranean 

and Aegean Sea security challenges raised –mainly- by Turkey's revisionist 

militarized foreign policy (ongoing negotiations based on migratory flows and 

claims over Greek and Cypriot islands and sea).  

Considering that Greece's borders are also the EU's external borders, 

Turkey's revisionist policy has a profound impact both at the EU and Member-

State levels. EU's capacity to act and Europe's role is in question, while 

Member States' governments face a significant rise in nationalism due to the 

2015 migratory flows. Solana considered the "incident driven" approach as 

instrumental in terms of revealing high-impact factors, such as availability of 

resources, joint presence with like-minded actors during agenda setting, 

access to top-level political resources on account of their political prestige and 

access to international networks (Dijkstra, 2012: 457,458,467). In this 

prospect, exploratory/next-day scenarios are being examined regarding 

Lisbon Treaty Article 42.7 invoking and concerning similar historical incidents. 
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Introduction 

The end of the Cold War and the emergence of a new global security and 

economic environment (Biscop, 2008: 10) provided a window of opportunity 

for establishing and designing the EU's security institution (Weiss, 2012: 657). 

Already, at that time, European Member States were experiencing a long 

period of peace amongst themselves, which resulted in the 2012 Nobel Peace 

Prize award in recognition of the EU's contribution "to the advancement of 

peace and reconciliation, democracy and human rights in Europe" (Nobel 

Prize Museum, 2012). 

This climate has been facilitated by the "Europeanisation" effect, which could 

be viewed as a significant contributing factor for conflict resolution amongst 

Member States and candidate Member States (e.g., Turkey). However, the 

2015 migratory crisis, the ongoing immigration flows to European territory 

(Greece, Cyprus, Spain, Italy), the provocations in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

and the external interventions in Libya raised questions regarding the 

effectiveness of Europeanisation and EU's actorness as well.  

This analysis objective is to investigate the EU's capacity to act and identify 

the reasons for Turkey's adverse impact on Europeanisation as well as to 

investigate the role of Turkey as a force for divergence in the process of 

Europeanisation (Europeanisation in Reverse Gear / De-Europeanisation) 

(Radaelli, 2004; Radaelli, 2004; Radaelli and Salter, 2019). Furthermore, for 

the needs of this analysis, this paper will investigate the EU's institutional 

responsiveness and the "lessons learned" resulting from EU – Turkey 

negotiations (ongoing negotiations based on migratory flows and claims over 

Greek and Cypriot islands and sea).  

Considering that Greece's borders are also the EU's external borders, 

Turkey's bazaar-type ongoing negotiations have a profound impact both at the 

EU level and at the Member-State level resulting in questioning the EU's 

capacity to act and Europe's role. This question is significant because 

Member States' governments faced a significant rise in nationalism and 

energy issues due to the Russia-Ukraine war.  

In this challenging environment, the EU's coherency and aspiration of having 

a common or joint response are being tested. This struggle is twofold: EU's 

military incapacity due to sharing and pooling of forces and Member States' 

preference for their direct negotiations with other non-EU countries versus 

collective negotiations and gains. This situation reflects the EU reality, which 

constitutes a balance between intergovernmentalism and supranationalism, 

indicating that Radaelli's theoretical approach seems most appropriate for this 

analysis. 
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Europeanisation and Europeanisation in Reverse Gear Theoretical 

Frameworks 

Radaelli's fundamental theoretical framework and Violakis's 2019 approach to 

Europeanisation are considered more appropriate than others because 

although they contain elements of European Integration, they differ from 

European Integration theories as they focus on the common/joint result. 

Europeanisation follows a different path than European integration: European 

integration is related to the political and policy development at the 

supranational level, while Europeanisation is related to the results of this 

process (Bulmer and Lequesne, 2005: 12). Thus, Europeanisation's success 

is based on the fact that it reintroduces domestic politics into the process of 

European integration, "without assuming that the balance of power between 

the state and European institutions is being tilted in one direction or another" 

(Radaelli, 2004: 3,4). This aspect is significant, especially for the Member 

States who face a post-migratory crisis related to the rise of nationalism and 

the energy crisis. 

Member States' belief and support to achieve common or joint results, which 

constitutes Europeanisation, remains a precondition for the EU's continuation. 

According to Radaelli, "Europeanisation consists of processes of construction, 

diffusion, and institutionalization of formal and informal rules, procedures, 

policy paradigms, styles, ways of doing things and shared beliefs and norms 

which are first defined and consolidated in the EU policy process and then 

incorporated in the logic of domestic discourse" (Radaelli, 2004: 3,4). This 

approach seems to be realized at various levels amongst EU Member States, 

per each government's political agenda and priorities. 

Simplifying Radaelli's approach, there are five key steps necessary for 

Europeanisation to take place: (i) decision-making at the EU level; (ii) 

incorporation of domestic political rhetoric; (iii) creation of legal 

framework/laws; (iv) creation of infrastructures; and (v) incorporation into 

domestic discourse (Violakis, 2019: 65). Especially, steps from two to five (ii, 

iii, iv and v), may be viewed as a means to formulate an EU identity related to 

learning, where political rhetoric is a critical factor for all steps realization and 

attribution of gains to EU. On the other hand, the lack of gains attribution for 

EU participation in political rhetoric reflects a different learning process which 

may result in not understanding EU participation benefits, which in turn may 

result in opt-outs and eventually EU-Exit (such as UK Brexit and Turkey's 

distance from EU values). 

Saurugger, based on the work of Knill, Lehmkuhl, and Caparaso, recognizes 

learning as "one of the main mechanisms of Europeanisation" (Saurugger, 

2005: 297). Sabatier and Smith emphasize that external events can 

significantly enhance learning (Sabatier, 1988). Levy argues that 'Simple' 

learning of new information leads to a change in means but not to goals, while 

complex learning leads to a conflict of values and a modification of goals and 

means' (Levy, 1994: 286). These arguments and Radaelli's definition explain 
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why simple European-related learning is weak compared to complex learning 

based on sudden change, fear, anger, and hate speech (migration influx, 

fear/anger about the lives of Muslim brothers everywhere, cultivating an anti-

Western climate - emotions). Bennet and Howlett link the need for change 

and its associated policies with learning by identifying governments as the 

driving force (Bennet and Howlett, 1992: 277). In this light, learning is linked to 

understanding & perception, while understanding enables further learning. 

Hall links the learning process to external changes coming from society 

(social learning) and the political arena (ideas in politics) (Hall, 1993: 

288,289). Accordingly, external political changes and ideas constitute a 

learning process linked to understanding and perception.  

This is also the case in Turkey, where the benefits resulting from EU 

candidacy1 seemed much more critical than the end result of EU full 

Membership. This claim is verified by the fact that Turkey's European identity 

was a priority for only 24.4% of the public (Atlı, 2016), while only a small 

percentage of Turkish opinion (15.3%) believe that the EU treats Turkey's 

candidacy fairly (Atlı, 2016). These figures seem inappropriately low for a 

country wishing to become a member of the EU. Therefore, one may 

conclude that, for Turkey, EU-Turkish relations are mainly based on economic 

grounds and that EU identity building –despite Turkey's candidacy- is not high 

on the agenda of President Erdogan. The 2021-2022 survey indicated an 

increase in trust in the EU (from 40,4% was raised to 47,7%) and in the EU 

Court of Human Rights (from 32% was raised to 39.4%) (Ünlühisarcıklı, 

Tastan and Canbilek, 2022). Regarding Turkey's EU membership, the 

percentage who viewed it as positive for Turkey increased from 55,9% to 

58,6%, with a significant positive impact of 72.8% on the younger population 

aged 18-24 (Ünlühisarcıklı, Tastan and Canbilek, 2022).   

Although the Turkish approach at that time, before the coup, seemed to 

distance itself from Europeanisation and instead focused on building an 

alternative identity from the EU, the latest information indicates opposition to 

Turkey's government approach, which is reflected in the increase of the 

positive percentage for the EU. However, this situation may also result from 

the 2021-2022 soaring inflation and the collapsing Turkish currency (Askew, 

2022). 

Radaelli argues that such cases reflect a situation where Europeanisation and 

de-Europeanisation happen simultaneously (Radaelli and Salter, 2019). Thus, 

while in general International Relations / EU Relations, Turkey seemed 

(initially) to follow a Europeanisation rhetoric approach (despite the inertial 

result), when it comes to the so-called «internal rhetoric» (rhetoric addressing 

Turkish citizens/Muslims in Turkey and all over the world), there seems to be 

an anti-European, anti-Western Rhetoric distancing more and more from EU 

values and normative framework.  

                                                           
1
 EU-Turkey trade relations are based on an Association Agreement from 1963 and a Customs Union 

agreement, which entered into force on 31 December 1995. 
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Although the EU's success is linked to European integration, Europeanisation, 

and other essential factors, under the principle that: "(total) profits must go 

beyond losses" (Ojanen, 2006), this does not give the right to abuse this 

relationship from a candidate Member State who already enjoys some of the 

EU benefits. It is well known that the EC and later the EU was built upon 

economic cooperation foundations (EUROPA, 2022), and in terms of 

promoting a "liberal interdependent" political and economic intergovernmental 

bargaining (Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, 1987: 728-729; Moravcsik, 1993: 

473). Economic incentives are considered equally important as security in 

educating the role of force amongst states (Keohane and Joseph S. Nye, 

1987: 730). In financial terms, these incentives are achieved through 

"economies of scale,2" which result in "gains of scale." EU institutional 

environment aimed to facilitate this kind of cooperation amongst Member 

States, where EU collaboration "gains of scale" prevail over national gains. 

Hence, EU Member States would have closer interdependence.   

However, this hypothesis may prove problematic for small Member States, 

such as Greece, to Turkey. Since its pre-candidacy time, Turkey aimed to 

harvest significant financial opportunities (including economies of scale) when 

applying for EU candidacy. A country that voluntarily sought candidate status 

is expected to acknowledge and accept the EU idea set, the "EU way of doing 

things," and gradually (during the candidacy period) comply with EU values 

and policies. President Tayyip Erdogan's statement (Oxford in May 2004) 

reflected this approach: "the Greek-Turkish rapprochement was based on 

common ground on which common perceptions are generated more 

accurately. This common ground is the EU" (University of Oxford, 2004). This 

good climate between the EU and Turkey was also verified by the 

Eurobarometer (Eurobarometer, 2004: 5) and by the Commission's 2003 

report, which recorded significant progress (Commission of the European 

Communities, 2003). These facts indicated the beginnings of institutional 

reform and political support for and civilian acceptance of such reform. It 

should be noted that Turkey was already in customs union with the EU (Since 

1995) and had significant financial gains. Until then, Europeanisation seemed 

to be a significant contributing factor to the normalization of Greece – Turkey 

relations, two countries with a history of tensions. 

But what prompted Turkey to change its attitude since that time? Even though 

the migration issue was not new for Turkey, the 2015 refugee influx was the 

biggest since the Syrian crisis began in 2011. As a result, by 2015, Turkey 

had already spent approximately $8 billion to host 2.1 million Syrian refugees 

                                                           
2
 Economies of scale are cost advantages companies have when production becomes efficient. This is 

achieved through larger amounts of produced goods. As a result, larger companies will have more cost 

savings and higher production levels. This has a two-fold reading: (a) for the production line and (b) 

for the consumption of goods or services. Meaning that (a) countries with cheaper labour may host 

bigger production lines and therefore be more attractive to larger companies to invest and collaborate 

and (b) countries with a big population are viewed as consumption countries. Hence, the countries that 

combine both of these aspects are more attractive and have higher negotiation impact with EU Member 

States. 
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(Akmehmet, 2015). Thus, the initial anticipation of a positive impact of 

migration labor on growth turned out to be premature; migrant inflows led to 

increased unemployment and suspension of existing wages (Del Carpio and 

Wagner, 2015). Furthermore, the ongoing Syrian war, and Turkey's deeper 

engagement in this war, resulted in the significant 2015 refugee influx, which 

seems to have reversed Turkey's Europeanisation progress in security and 

illegal migration. The situation deteriorated through Erdogan's (initial) 

unwillingness to control migration flows to Europe, with hundreds of 

thousands of immigrants entering Greek territory to reach Germany and other 

northern Member States. 

One central point emerges from Turkey's behavior in the period prior to the 

Joint-Action Plan: Turkey's (initial) unwillingness to control migratory flows 

may be seen as a Turkish negotiations' ploy (Korteweg, 2016) to capture 

benefits (€6 billion to support the refugee camps) and to eliminate Visa 

requirements for the entry of Turkish citizens into the EU. Also, Turkey's 

unwillingness to control migratory flows significantly negatively impacted the 

EU member states' relations. As a result, despite the EU Commission's ten-

point action plan (European Commission, 2015), each Member state acted 

independently (Kingsley, 2015; Scrutton and Pollard, 2015).    

There are several reasons for this divergence amongst the EU Member 

States, namely: Some Member States decided to confront the issue on their 

own (closed borders); Some Member States had good (Economic/ Trade 

Balance / Large Scale Investments) relations with Turkey - some still do; 

Some Member States were not affected by the migratory flows (were not the 

destination for Migrants); Some Member States wanted migrants; This climate 

was smoothened after the activation of the EU - Turkey the Joint-Action Plan 

until 2019-2020 just to come to the fore (once again) with the migratory flows 

from all over Turkey trying unsuccessfully to pass Evros/Greece, (Greece's 

External land borders with Turkey). These ongoing "weaponizing migration" 

incidents were viewed as hybrid warfare operations against Greece (Hall, 

Fleming and Shotter, 2021; Tsailas, 2020; Bärwaldt, 2020). 

 

Migration-related threats already in the EU Security Strategy 

What seems odd in this case is that this situation was known and captured in 

EU official documents many years earlier: Both in the 2003 European Security 

Strategy and its 2008 review, as well as in the Internal Security (2010), illegal 

migration is associated with: organized crime, terrorism, the collapse of the 

legal order, collapse of society and ultimately collapse of the state (Failed 

State) (EUROPA, 2003: 4,5; European Council, 2008: 32). As noted in the 

2008 review, "Such actions devalue both the rule of law and social cohesion». 

Therefore, as stated by the European Council in 2008, "the main objective 

was to prevent and manage a possible crisis as well as to develop the 

capacity for early diagnosis of the crisis" (European Council, 2008). According 
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to the 2008 revision, the Mediterranean region was highlighted as an area of 

utmost importance due to its complex challenges related to insufficient 

political reformation and illegal migration (European Council, 2008: 18).  

These significant remarks in crucial EU documents verify Solana's argument. 

Solana considered the "incident driven" approach as instrumental in terms of 

revealing high-impact factors, such as availability of resources, joint presence 

with like-minded actors during agenda setting, access to top-level political 

resources on account of their political prestige and access to international 

networks (Dijkstra, 2012: 457,458,467). As a result, although the migratory 

threat was captured in crucial EU documents, the actual 2015 migratory flow 

(the incident) led the EU to take measures and reach an agreement with 

Turkey.  

This case seems significantly downsizes the Europeanisation progress, EU 

Institutionalism, Member States' perception transformation, and their belief 

that the EU needs a Common Security and Defence Strategy approach, as 

reflected in the 2003 "European Security Strategy," the 2010 "Internal Security 

Strategy" and later the 2016 "Global Strategy" (European Commission, 2010; 

European Commission, 2014; European Council, 2008; EUROPA, 2003). All 

these documents, as noted earlier, have put migration-related threats high on 

the EU agenda since 2003.  

 

Post-2015-Migration Turkey 

When it comes to the Turkish objectives and the decision to distance itself 

from the EU normative framework, these may be better comprehended with 

reference to the: (a) 2015 Turkish public opinion (analyzed earlier) and (b) 

Turkey's significant reforms, which initiated before the 2016 coup.  

However, it should be noted that after the activation of the Joint-Action Plan 

(EU Turkey plan for migration control), a majority of the Turkish public (61.8%) 

remained in favor of joining the EU (as compared to the 2015 figure of 

47.5%), mainly due to the prospect of economic benefits (Atlı, 2016). 

According to Europeanisation theoretical framework, EU identity building has 

four steps: Incorporation of domestic political rhetoric; Creation of legal 

framework/laws; Creation of infrastructures; and Incorporation into domestic 

discourse (which are the four out of five Europeanisation steps/ All five steps, 

including decision making at EU level, represent Europeanisation) (Violakis, 

2018). However, instead of EU identity building, Erdogan was building a new-

Ottoman Identity, accompanied by significant reforms, based on Islam and 

hate rhetoric (to the west / EU). This became evident after the June 2016 

failed coup (Cumming, 2016), which seems to have accelerated Erdogan's 

planning. Hence, Erdogan's pre- and post-Coup policy shift, toward a bazaar-

type negotiation, for the handling of regular flows in conjunction with his quest 

for a new political identity based on Ottomanism implies the existence of an 

alternative plan, which does not necessarily include EU values. 
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The construction of an Ottoman-based shared-belief framework constitutes a 

bottom-up approach to Neo-Ottomanism, with the use of Public Diplomacy 

tools, which is facilitated and enhanced by the pursuit of national objectives 

(Turkish National Oath / 1920) (Baykent, 2016). The driving force is the 

Turkish foreign policy and memories (nostalgia) of the Ottoman empire. 

Cambridge dictionary describes anachronism as "a person, thing, or idea that 

exists out of its time in history, especially one that happened or existed later 

than the period being shown, discussed" (Cambridge Dictionary, 2017).  

During the early 2000s, Erdogan built his Neo-Ottoman anachronism through 

the rhetoric of hate and significant structural state reforms to reshape citizens' 

values and beliefs. A significant element in this process here is that Erdogan's 

audience is not limited to Turkey but aims through soft power to reach Turkish 

and Muslim people all over the world (Pan-Turkism) to disseminate the "Great 

Turkey" narrative. This behavior reflects a different reading of history, which 

distances from the Westphalian state and Pax-Romana in an attempt to 

revitalize Turkey's hegemony and re-establish the "Pax – Ottomana" (Violakis 

and Stathakopoulos, 2020).   

In contrast to other Muslim States which embrace openness, Erdogan's 

objectives utilize an Islamic belief framework enhanced through the solution of 

day-to-day problems, which contributed to the learning process of all citizens, 

creating a new state of mind (significantly different from EU/Western way of 

thinking), which includes: Neo-Ottoman identity, the concentration of powers, 

control of press/media, control of Judicial system, Muslim-Polarization 

rhetoric, re-introduction of Ottoman language in high schools and others.  

Erdogan's re-Ottomanization of Turkey may be identified as an incremental 

process re-orienting the direction and shape of politics to the degree that 

Ottomanism political and economic dynamics become part of Turkey's 

organizational logic. This process officially ended Turkey's 

Europeanisation/Westernization process, which started with the 1923 

establishment of the modern Turkish state. It is noteworthy that Turkey's 

westernization efforts go back several years in time. The first signs of Turkey's 

westernization were observed after the defeat of the Ottoman army by the 

Russians in 1792, with the introduction of a series of reforms known as 

Nizam-I Cedid (new order) (Shaw, 1965: 292; Camyar and Tagma, 2010: 37) 

as a means "to restore the purity of old institutions and practices and make 

them operate in the manner which had brought greatness to the empire" in the 

past (Shaw, 1965: 292). The second wave of significant reforms came with 

the Tanzimat movement (1839- 76), aiming to "bring the Ottoman Empire fully 

into the modern world for the first time" (Shaw, 1965: 292). These reforms 

were a means for salvaging the Ottoman Empire either through gaining 

foreign support or through averting foreign intervention (Zurcher, 2004: 56). 

Kemal Ataturk's (3rd wave) reforms derived from his belief that "the formation 

of a solid Turkish nation and state were prerequisites of Westernization" 

(Grigoriadis, 2006: 148). Ataturk viewed the West as the appropriate model 

for Turkey's transformation (Aybey, 2004: 20). Hence, Turkey's application for 
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EU membership in 1987 reflected a "conscious political decision which goes 

back even before the foundation of the Republic of Turkey" (Çakar, 1998). 

However, Turkey's major historical reforms have been introduced to 

strengthen the country's international position and/or preserve the status quo. 

Considering this, the Turkish bid for membership may be viewed as a 

strategic move to counter Greece's accession to the EU in 1981 (Cerami, 

2011: 19; Camyar and Tagma, 2010). This project was perceived as "an 

integral part of the modernization process" of Turkey (Camyar and Tagma, 

2010). Therefore, Turkey's compatibility with EU values and institutions 

appears to be a secondary goal rather than a strategic choice (Aybey, 2004). 

Hence, the policy changes President Erdogan introduced aim to re-establish 

the neo-ottoman identity under a new narrative based on a non-linear 

understanding of history and the Pax-Ottomanica, instead of the "declining" 

Westphalian state (Uzuner, 2014: 139-140). In the same vein, Kalin also 

argued that Turkey should overcome the "Eurocentric notions of history and 

society" and follow a new geographic imagination by producing their own 

concepts and building new vocabulary (Kalin, 2011: 5,6). As is well expected, 

the tools for implementing the neo-Ottoman identity public diplomacy and 

public policy (Kalin, 2011), reach various audiences inside and outside 

Turkey, e.g., the large Turkish community in Germany. Considering all these, 

we may conclude that this policy reflects a Neo-Ottoman learning process in 

relation to other structural changes Erdogan introduced, aiming at restoring 

Ottoman institutions and practices. However, such institutions and behavior 

are incompatible with EU institutions and practices. 

Turkey's different conceptualization of border security and management, the 

country's moderate levels of institutional Europeanisation, and the revisionist 

behavior indicate the existence of institutional incompatibility in security and 

defense between the EU and Turkey. This incompatibility could be related to 

President Erdogan's unwillingness to accept institutional control over his 

powers implicit in the political autonomy of EU institutions (March and Olsen, 

1984: 734). Kramer argues that this incompatibility is attributable (at least in 

part) to the general philosophy of Turkish foreign policy, "according to which 

the territorial boundaries of the republic have been established once and for 

all by the Treaty of Lausanne" (Kramer, 1991: 64). This argument accounts for 

Erdogan's attempt to dispute many clauses of the Lausanne Treaty 

(NOVINITE, 2016; eKathimerini, 2016; ekathimerini, 2016). This became 

evident through a series of sovereignty disputes between Turkey, Greece, 

Cyprus, and, lately, Libya and Egypt (Tanchum, 2022). Turkey's ongoing 

violations of Cyprus EEZ and Greece's airspace, as well as the ongoing war 

threats, are evidence of this attitude (Kokkinidis, 2022; Kouparanis, 2020; 

Stamouli, 2022; The Associated Press, 2022). These disputes and threats 

represent a different interpretation of international law and UNCLOS3 and 

                                                           
3
 Türkiye doesn’t accept the 1982 United Nations Conference on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) result 

for the Aegean Sea. UNCLOS reflects a progressive development of international law, which has been 
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simultaneously reflect Turkey's strategic choice to enforce revisionist policies 

by militarizing foreign policy (Adar and Toygür, 2020).  

The abovementioned reforms, claims, aggressiveness, and presidential 

rhetoric of hate for the West, may be viewed as the means for Turkey to 

become "a great nation, a great power" that dominates the Middle East 

(Fradkin and Libby, 2013). However, Albert Einstein wisely observed: "The 

significant problems we face today cannot be solved at the same level of 

thinking we were at in which we created them" (Renesch and Chawla, 1995: 

229). Reversing Einstein's quote, Erdogan's objectives may seem logical as 

he aims to "create the same level of thinking and circumstances (old Ottoman 

Empire) to re-instate Ottoman Empire's power." However, these 

circumstances, which are needed to realize Erdogan's vision and constitute 

an anachronism, facilitate the re-creation of the cultural-religious collision 

scheme of the 1500s. 

Given the abovementioned information, two critical questions may be raised: 

(a) If and to what extent president Erdogan's political rhetoric could create a 

new conceptional order for Turks, where actions and thinking of (especially 

young) people globally, could be affected enough to result into violent 

reactions. (b) Considering Erdogan's arguments that "freedom and democracy 

have no value in Turkey" (Dearden, 2016) and that "democracy is like a train; 

you get off once you have reached your destination" (Economist, 2016), could 

such rhetoric facilitate perceptional diversification and result to social distance 

instead of cohesion of Turkish minorities to Member States' cultural and 

ethical framework.  

 

European Union Key Reactions 

All these post-2015 migratory flows and revisionist behavior have put into test 

the EU's "real operational dynamics" and limited its capacity to act in relation 

to CSDP establishment and Lisbon Treaty Article 42.7.  

Starting from the 2015 Migratory Crisis, it should be noted that the European 

Committee reacted immediately to the migratory crisis (20 April 2015), before 

the Action Plan (29 November 2015), with the introduction of the "10 Point 

Action Plan on Migration" (20 April 2015) (European Commission, 2015). A 

few years later, in late response to Turkey's revisionist agenda against two 

Member States, the European Parliament Strongly Condemned Turkey's 

offensive behavior through an adopted text on 15 January 2020: For "seeking 

to assert power through a combination of unilateral diplomatic posturing, shifts 

in alliances, destabilizing activities of a primarily hybrid nature and increasing 

military build-ups;" For "overall destabilizing behavior, including its illegal 

activities within Cyprus's exclusive economic zone (EEZ) / continental shelf, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
signed or ratified by 168 parties. Türkiye is between the 16 UN Member and Observer States neither 

signed nor ratified UNCLOS. 
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which violates international law and good unneighborly relations, and 

threatens peace and stability in an already fragile region;" (European 

Parliament, 2020). As Turkey's revisionist agenda and International Law/Law 

of the Sea dispute continued aggressively, the European Parliament 

responded with the 14.9.2020 Resolution, which also Strongly Condemned 

Turkey's dangerous escalation and its role in the Eastern Mediterranean: 

"Strongly condemns Turkey's illegal activities on the continental shelf and in 

the EEZs of Greece and Cyprus, which run counter to EU interests, and calls 

on the Turkish authorities to cease these activities, act in a spirit of good 

unneighborly relations and respect the sovereignty of Cyprus and Greece in 

accordance with international law; Welcomes the invitation from the 

Governments of the Republic of Cyprus and Greece to Turkey to negotiate in 

good faith the maritime delimitation between their respective coasts; notes 

that both governments have proven to remain fully committed to a good faith 

dialogue in accordance with international law and the UNCLOS" (European 

Parliament, 2020). 

In the 2022 report on Turkey's progress, the EU identifies the importance and 

challenging partnership with Turkey as an ally for the US and NATO 

(Directorate-General for Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, 2022: 

126). However, in the same document, the EU highlights Turkey's s unilateral 

foreign policy as being at odds with the EU's Common Foreign and Security 

Policy (CFSP) priorities and criticizes its support for military actions in Libya, 

Syria, Iraq, and non-alignment to Russia sanctions (Directorate-General for 

Neighbourhood and Enlargement Negotiations, 2022: 126). More specifically 

for Libya, Turkey despised the EU by questioning the legitimacy, purpose, and 

impartiality of the EUNAVFOR MED IRINI, which is operating under the EU 

Council's Decision, and the UNSC Resolution, by denying eight times 

inspections of vessels under the Turkish flag heading to Libya (Assad, 2022; 

The Libya Update, 2022; Stribis, 2022). 

This situation is evident in the intensity of the geopolitical competition and 

tension between Turkey and the rest of the Eastern Mediterranean actors. It 

also exposes the EU's role and limitations by showing that the EU, as a 

deterrence power, is limited to institutional and economic sanctions (Council 

of the EU, 2021; Financial Mirror, 2022). This limitation is related mainly to the 

fact that the EU lacks an autonomous military structure from the main western 

defense system, NATO, which also constitutes a delimitation of 

Europeanisation in that the US strategic interests shift to the pacific region 

(Litsas, 2020: 127,134,146, 184). 

 

Conclusion 

At this point, one may question why the Europeans failed to comprehend 

Turkey's policy change on time. There are several ongoing discussions on 

that, but financial interdependence seems to have an important role, which 
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creates political interdependence. Hence, EU Member States' economies that 

rely heavily on the Turkish economy seem much more tolerant when Turkey 

threatens and violates other Member States' sovereignty.  

Given the Neo-Ottoman approach in the international relations of Turkey, 

Europeans need to: re-link ideas and strategy (western/EU) with the actual 

findings – results. At the same time, Europeans should avoid projecting their 

values and beliefs when negotiating with Turkey. Thus, Turkey's strategic 

decision to shift towards 20th-century politics and strategic thinking, where 

hard power prevails over diplomacy, should be considered. The fact that 

European states remain still under the belief that Turkey's regional influence is 

related to its EU perspective (Kaya and Tecmen, 2011: 19; Klinke and Bassin, 

2018), keeps them from seeing the fundamental strategic shifts in Turkey's 

foreign policy. 

Furthermore, it should be strongly highlighted that Turkey despises EU 

warnings and threats because they are not supported with hard power. This 

also accounts for the EU's institutional delays or inaction, which are viewed as 

a weakness and a window of opportunity for Turkey's illegal operations. More 

specifically, the inaction and the insufficient EU policies regarding the 

protection of outer EU borders have resulted in the emergence of Turkey's 

mimics, who believe that they can rip benefits from regulating migratory flows. 

These are the mimic cases of Spain, Italy, and Cyprus, where migration has 

been intensified (Brito and Parra, 2021; The Arab Weekly, 2021; Hadjicostis, 

2021).  

Regarding EU sanctions, more legal measures against Turkish individuals 

and companies should be considered, while special attention must be paid to 

Visas. Abolishing visas for Turkey should be strongly reconsidered 

(downgraded) because of individuals/organizations with Terrorist listing status 

by the EU using Turkish passports (e.g., HAMAS) (Gumrukcu, 2020). 

Considering that strategy is mainly about prioritization and that EU Treaties 

will not change, the EU needs to update strategic priorities and 

implementation plans according to the new threat landscape. In these 

priorities, the EU has to tackle Turkish Public diplomacy and misinformation 

campaigns addressing Turkish citizens within EU territory. A more determinist 

approach is needed, such as "on-hold" sanctions against Turkey, which would 

transmit a message to all candidate members states who abuse EU's 

relations and good neighborhood policies. 

Last but not least, and given the new security environment in the 

Mediterranean, the EU should be able to guarantee Member States' security 

and defense. This can only occur by clarifying Lisbon Treaty Article 42.7 in 

terms of putting a plan which may include the formulation of volunteer military 

coalitions to establish a permanent military assistance mechanism for 

Member States in need. 
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A Leading Role for the EU in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Dr Michael Rubin, Senior Fellow, American Enterprise Institute, Washington 

D.C. 

 

Let me address the issue of policy proposals first directly by stating that, from 

a US perspective, an honest broker is not always an even broker. We should 

not accept that arguments voiced by each party have equal validity. Turkey’s 

extralegal maritime arrangements with Libya and its other fanciful claims, for 

example, have no legal basis.  

As we discuss European Union and U.S. Energy and Security Policies toward 

the Eastern Mediterranean, it is important to appreciate the big picture: 

Energy policy in the region could be the core of a revitalized European Union 

defense and foreign policy. It is not the job of the United States to take the 

lead, but we should be supportive of Europe as European officials formulate 

and advance this policy. 

Both Europe and the United States can now act from experience. The 

European Union’s disastrous experience with dependence upon Russia 

provides an important lesson: Never give a non-European Union member or 

autocracy leverage over Europe’s energy and economic policies. This applies 

not only to Russia, but to other revisionist powers like Turkey and Iran. 

It is therefore crucial to get indigenous European energy resources on line. 

This means doubling down on investment in Cypriot and Greek gas. Bringing 

Israeli and Egyptian resources online will also reduce the power of those 

seeking to extort Europe.  Developing these fields will wean both southeast 

Europe off Russian gas and reduce the ability of Turkey to blackmail Europe. 

Turkey seeks to block Eastern Mediterranean gas developments for a cynical 

reason: Ankara understands that independent energy sources which bypass 

its pipeline network will hurt Turkey’s bottom-line. In effect, Turkey wants to 

protect its monopoly. Let me give an example: In 2015, I met then-Iraqi Oil 

Minister Adil Abdul-Mahdi in Baghdad. At the time, the Islamic State 

insurgency raged cutting off predominantly Kurdish northern Iraq from the rest 

of the country. Abdul-Mahdi said that, according to longstanding agreements 

between Baghdad and Ankara, the Iraqi government paid Turkey $30 million 

per month in transit fees for the oil Iraq shipped from the northern Iraqi city of 

Kirkuk to the Turkish city (and pipeline terminal) of Ceyhan. The context of 

Abdul-Mahdi’s comments was Baghdad’s frustration that they were essentially 

paying fees for the Kurds, in Baghdad’s interpretation, to export illegally oil 

without returning revenue to the central treasury. But, in the broader context, 

just imagine the financial stakes for Turkey if one relatively minor pipeline 

brings in $360 million each year.  
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European officials should not treat Eastern Mediterranean gas development 

as just a Greek or Cypriot issue. After all, the roots of the European Union lay 

in the European Steel and Coal Community that West European states 

formed in 1952. The European Union evolves constantly. There is no reason 

why a European Union 2.0 for the 21st century should not organize around its 

own energy security.  

A few policy prescriptions:  

First, it is important to denounce and rebuff Turkish challenges to Greek 

sovereignty. To allow an aggressor to prolong crises not only enables it to 

change the baseline for diplomacy—consider, for example, Turkey’s 

occupation of northern Cyprus—but, in the short-term, also impacts economic 

development by raising insurance for companies operating in waters or on 

islands Turkey chooses to dispute.  

Europe and the United States should reject Turkey’s push for a two-state 

solution on Cyprus and explicitly condition continuing economic relations with 

Turkey on Turkey’s and Turkish-Cypriots’ committing to the parameters of the 

Cyprus solution as laid up by UN Security Council resolutions. Here, it is also 

essential also to differentiate between native Turkish-Cypriots versus the 

settlers whom Turkey imported are the invasion and occupation; they are two 

very different populations. The biggest loser in Turkey’s policies for Cyprus 

nowadays is the more moderate Turkish-Cypriot community that would favor a 

reconciliation with the rest of Cyprus.  

Article 42.7 of the Treaty of Lisbon is the European Union’s mutual defense 

clause. It states that when a state faces “armed aggression on its territory,” 

other member-states have an “obligation of aid and assistance by all the 

means in their power.” As Turkey continues to establish itself as a revisionist 

state, not only Greece and Cyprus but the broader European Union are going 

to face a test of their mettle. What both Brussels and Washington must 

recognize is that Ankara will continue its challenges until Turkey experiences 

significant pushback to and cost for its aggression.  

Here, both the European Union and the United States need to lay out a plan 

for mutual defense and security guarantees. This must happen outside the 

NATO framework simply because Turkey has veto power within NATO. 

The United States can begin by making it very clear that it has no tolerance 

for harassment of any shipping in Cyprus’s Exclusive Economic Zone. Eleven 

years ago, Egemin Baǧɪş, at the time an advisor to Turkish leader Recep 

Tayyip Erdoǧan but today Turkey’s Ambassador to the Czech Republic, 

threatened American energy sector workers operating in Cypriot waters. 

Baǧɪş demanded they stop lawful work under Cypriot contract. “This is what 

we have the navy for,” he stated. “We have trained our marines for this; we 

have equipped the navy for this. All options are on the table; anything can be 

done.” Had Washington made clear 11 years ago how unacceptable such a 

statement was and how Turkey had crossed a redline, I doubt we would be 
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having such frequent overflights in the Aegean Sea, or nearly constant 

violations of Cyprus’s Exclusive Economic Zone.  

It is time to draw a line in the sand. The European Union needs to take the 

lead, but the United States can take a proactive supporting role. Washington 

needs to be an honest broker, not an even broker. 
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(In)security in the East Mediterranean Sea and the case of 

Turkey 

Cengiz Aktar, Adjunct Professor, University of Athens 

 

The sub-region has been prone to a variety of critical security threats since 

decades. The creation of the State of Israel in 1948, the invasion of northern 

Cyprus by Turkey in 1974, the 1979 Iranian revolution, the invasion of Iraq 

and their consequences being the most prominent ones. Nevertheless, these 

threats have doubled with the division as well as the invasion of Syria and the 

emergence of “New Turkey”, as its sponsors like to name it, as a novel 

security threat affecting several of its neighbors.  

Turkey was, until circa 2013, part of the security architecture of NATO’s 

south-eastern flank as well as of EU’s eastern Mediterranean border. Due to a 

major paradigm shift proclaiming an “independent” foreign policy decoupled 

from the West, opportunistically philandering with whom it may concern and 

opening up to the whole world, Turkey has become more and more visible 

and assertive. 

In 2013 İbrahim Kalın, one of the closest aides to Erdoğan and the deputy 

head of the top decision-making body on foreign affairs and security, located 

at the presidential palace (see infra), has qualified the new foreign policy 

postures as pertaining to an “ethical loneliness”. Over years it turned out that 

the ethical part of the idiom became increasingly unethical, demonstrating 

once again that ethics is none of the international relations’ concern. 

 

Motives, assumptions and modus operandi of the new foreign policy 

Regarding the motives of the new foreign policy, the narrative of the regime 

has changed drastically compared to the old motto “peace at home, peace in 

the world” attributed to Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. Ankara is openly pretending to 

regional -if not world- supremacy through hard power which it doesn’t really 

possess. 

The second set of motives pertains to the prevention of delusional “security 

threats against Turkey” which are incidentally coupled with the appetite for 

fossil fuels. There is frequently a policy mix in there, which is obvious in 

Turkey’s endeavors in towards Cyprus, Greece, Iraq and Libya. 

For instance, regarding the endless provocations and crises concerning the 

seabed exploration, although fossil fuel search and exploitation is usually 

done with leased vessels, Turkey has purchased six vessels: four deep 
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drillships, Fatih, Yavuz, Kanuni and Sultan Abdülhamid Han, as well as two 

seismic research vessels, Barbaros Hayreddin Paşa and MTA Oruç Reis. 

Within the same framework, the official formula “Turkish or grey zone islands 

in the Aegean Sea occupied by Greece” nonsense on the one hand, and the 

uninterrupted strengthening of Ankara’s influence and presence in the 

northern part of Cyprus on the other, seem to fit with the motives. Turkey is 

reportedly building two large naval bases in the northern Cypriot coastal 

towns of Morphou and Iskele.   

In Syria and Iraq when ISIS was conducting a proxy war mainly against 

Kurds, shadow Turkish companies were, as reported in UNSC reports, acting 

as intermediaries between the terrorist organisation and buyers of stolen oil. 

Post-ISIS illegal oil smuggling apparently continues with the complicity of 

Turkey’s top local ally, the Barzani clan.   

In Libya, where the stakes are getting higher by the day, the Defence Minister 

Hulusi Akar who is the de facto Chief of General Staff, keeps repeating that 

Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) aren’t foreign forces. At the same time Turkey 

continues to provide its proxy government of Dbaiba with arms, in breach of 

UN Resolutions, and signs oil and gas deals, however unrealistic.  

The basic assumptions of Ankara’s new foreign policy consist of a series of 

assertions such as “we are at home”, “we are threatened” or “we have 

inalienable rights”. Politics, History, Geography and the Ethnicity are the 

driving forces there. There is a rhetoric mix which applies to all conflicts and 

theatres of operations.  

The most significant example is the so-called “Mavi Vatan” (Γαλάζια Πατρίδα), 

or the Blue Homeland, which now became a national doctrine. 

The doctrine was first uttered in 14 June 2006 by a then active admiral 

Ramazan Cem Gürdeniz, at a symposium held at the Turkish Naval Forces 

Command Center. A typical anti-Western and ultranationalist soldier, 

Gürdeniz, is obsessed with the maritime supremacy of Turkey in its Blue 

Homeland and eventually beyond (triangle formed by “Anadolu Barracks” in 

Somalia, Qatar TAF Base and the aborted Sudanese Suakin Island deal).   

The self-declared maritime jurisdiction areas include, according to him, the 

territorial waters, the continental shelf and the exclusive economic zones in 

the Black Sea, the Mediterranean and the Aegean. “The surface of this 

homeland, its water body, its seabed and the subsoil under the seabed are 

ours. The size of this homeland is equal to half of our landmass”. Indeed, it 

corresponds to 462,000 sq.km. The present status quo is described as a 

second Treaty of Sèevreès, this time on the Blue Homeland, enacted by 

Greece and lately Cyprus since the 1930s.  

Gürdeniz published a 528-pages book entitled “Mavi Vatan Yazıları” (Writings 

about Blue Homeland), prefaced by Bilsay Kuruç, a retired economics 

professor and a radical Kemalist. It is a collection of various articles, all about 
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the crucial importance of sea supremacy. Gürdeniz was a regular columnist in 

ultrafascist Aydınlık newspaper until March 2013, when he was convicted of 

military plot (Balyoz) and put in Silivri jail. He was then offered an opinion 

column to fight against the Gülenists and develop his “revolutionary” ideas 

about Blue Homeland. He also headed a research center at the highly 

respected Koç University (KU) that belongs to the biggest private 

conglomerate, the Koç Group. Created in December 2015, it is called KU 

Maritime Forum (KÜDENFOR). Following his recent fall into disgrace, 

Gürdeniz had to resign from this position but the Forum perdures.  

According to Gürdeniz, there are three security dimensions in Turkish 

geopolitics in the Mediterranean: “Greek/EU challenges over Turkish maritime 

jurisdiction areas, the potentiality of an independent Kurdistan with free 

access to the Mediterranean, and the future of north Cyprus with geopolitical 

implications for Turkey especially on guarantee rights”.  

In late February 2019, Turkish naval forces conducted a first-ever military 

exercise in Eastern Mediterranean tagged ‘Blue Homeland’ and the Minister 

of Defence, Akar, mentioned, for the first time, the doctrine in his address on 

the occasion of 30 August 2019 Victory Day. In September 2019, Erdoğan 

visiting the University of National Defence, created after the masterminded 

coup d’état of July 2016, delivered a speech in front of the Blue Homeland 

map. 

Gürdeniz criticizes the old elite as too generous towards Greece and Cyprus, 

as they failed to respond adequately to what he calls “faits accomplis since 

the 1930s”.   

As for the modus operandi, the most common justification is the “self-defence 

against threats to Turkey”, through an abusive usage of Article 51 of the UN 

Charter that defines the exercise by Member States of the right to self-

defence.  

In practice, gunboat diplomacy, constant threats, accusing the adversary of 

own wrongdoings, faits accomplis, disregard towards the agreed international 

principles, rulelessness if not lawlessness exactly like at home, form the policy 

tools. And this is the power mix.  

Conflicts with partners France, Greece but also Poland/Baltics (blocking until 

2020 Eagle Defender, unless NATO recognises the PYD/PKK as a terrorist 

entity); hybrid threats like unleashing refugees towards Evros; Tripoli-Ankara 

sea border deal bypassing Crete as a landmass; military build-up in the north 

of Cyprus and opening the UN-sealed city of Varosha are all examples of 

rulelessness.  

As for what remains of diplomacy and dialogue, it rather looks like a 

monologue whereby Ankara asserts its point of view. Erdoğan systematically 

utters: “We will not allow moves aimed at usurping the Eastern 

Mediterranean’s natural resources to the exclusion of our country and the 
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Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus. Just as we taught terrorists in Syria a 

lesson [(he has Kurds in mind, not ISIS]), we will not cede ground to the 

bandits in the sea.” Or his scandalous “we may suddenly come one night” 

which threatens whomever is deemed necessary to target, and not only 

Greece. Such foreign policy position is repeated ad nauseam by Foreign 

Minister Mevlut Çavuşoğlu and Akar.  

 

Ankara’s irrational foreign policy and Turkey’s growing isolation  

Knowledgeable diplomats have either been sent on early retirement or 

resigned. The most mediocre ones pledged allegiance to the regime. For 

some time now, final decisions on foreign policy have been -and are currently- 

made by advisers sitting in the Security and Foreign Policy Board located in 

the presidential palace. These are Aygün Attar (of Azeri origin), Mesut Hakkı 

Caşın, İlnur Çevik, Mustafa Çırak, Burhanettin Duran, Çağrı Erhan, Nurşin 

Ateşoğlu Güney, Mehmet Akif Kireçci, İbrahim Kalın, İsmail Safi and Seyit 

Sertçelik. Adnan Tanrıverdi, a retired one-star general, founder of the 

paramilitary group SADAT, had to resign because of his very activities. The 

Board is, of course, headed by Erdoğan.     

Turkish foreign policy makers remain unchecked internally. There is neither 

parliamentary monitoring, nor counterbalancing diplomatic knowhow, nor any 

meaningful internal opposition. Parliamentary Committee on foreign affairs is 

closely controlled by the regime. In any case, the opposition, be it 

parliamentary or public, when it comes to bellicose foreign policy decisions, 

ranks and files. 

Let’s hear what the presidential hopeful Kılıçdaroğlu said recently: “Bahçeli 

also suggested leaving NATO. NATO is necessary for Turkey, but I would like 

to see how sincere they are as a government. The US filled Greece with 

bases. Their goals are clear. Let them bring the closing of the US military 

facilities in Turkey to the Parliament, we will support it with the spirit of kuvayi 

milliye (nationalist forces during the 1920s liberation war).” He continued to 

reiterate his party’s policy in a written answer to Erdoğan’s question: “Our 

stance is very clear. It is imperative that we increase the pressure in the 

Mediterranean and the Aegean. I took the ship, I pulled it back, and I wish 

Biden would call me, this is not the way. If you have a heart, take a step on 

the occupied and armed islands. We will support you”! 

The “independent foreign policy” which is in full swing now, is ambitious and 

overconfident but clumsy, confrontational and doesn’t necessarily have the 

means to fulfil its ambitions. And it can even become counterproductive as 

seen in the collective defensive response created by a “salubrious” belt which 

gathers Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, Israel, Saudi Arabia, the UAE and the 

US.   
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It is quite clear that the more Ankara acts alone and in the ways it does, 

meaning constant muscle-flexing and threats, the more it becomes isolated, 

nervous and one should say, dangerous… as Erdoğan keeps repeating. Its 

isolation is the consequence of its sovereign decision, and no ally is pushing 

Turkey around or out, provided that it plays by the shared principles and 

values. Quite the contrary, NATO’s Western members are ever ready to 

“understand” Ankara’s bellicose moves in Eastern Mediterranean and Syria, 

labelling them -enigmatically so- as “legitimate security concerns”, to keep 

Turkey within the Organization at all costs. But it is Ankara that seems 

pushing itself out. The purchase of S-400 Russian missile systems, upping 

the ante with Greece, double playing Russia and the West on Ukraine 

aggression, blocking the membership of Finland and Sweden for reasons that 

hold no water, are all sovereign choices.  

 

West’s futile appeasement policy and the Russian “worst practice” 

The “lonely crusader” is fundamentally unchecked externally. This, does not 

only allows for, but also encourages disregard of its international and regional 

obligations.  The West is, all things considered, quite powerless in the face of 

Turkish unilateralism and double-play. 

It’s been years since we first started witnessing a typical appeasement policy, 

based on four concerns.  

First, to preserve Turkey’s presence within NATO and so to limit its Russian 

temptations, at any cost.  

Second, not to jeopardize especially European economic stakes. Of the 

registered 180 billion euros of foreign direct investment in Turkey, some 75 

percent are of EU origin. EU companies are by far the largest investors in 

Turkey. There are 22,000 foreign companies entirely or partially controlled by 

European capital operating in Turkey -7,000 of which are German, 3,000 

British and 2,800 Dutch. One should add to them the juicy arms deals mainly 

benefitting Germany, Italy and Spain.  

Third, to secure Ankara’s refugee policing task enshrined in the refugee deal 

of March 2016, which consists of keeping the refugees in Turkey.   

Fourth, the fear of an implosion which would lead to colossal disruptions and 

mass movements affecting mainly Europe.  

Yet, the similarities between Russia and Turkey today, as well as between the 

strongmen who have shaped them, draw an obvious and ominous parallel 

that Western leaders should take note of.  

Topping the list of citizen complaints before the European Court of Human 

Rights, the systems Erdoğan and Putin have formed, disregard rule of law 

and supersede it with one-man rule surrounded by oligarchs and yes-men. 

Both countries are undemocratic, and their elections neither free nor fair. Both 
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regimes launch narratives and concretize them into actions that are 

irredentist, revisionist and bellicose.   

In both Russia and Turkey, the opposition - or what remains of it - is 

systematically hounded and repressed, its leaders attacked or jailed, as in the 

cases of Alexei Navalny and Selahattin Demirtaş. And there exist large 

crowds who recklessly support “their beloved” regimes.  

In Europe, Germany has played a central role in appeasing these dictators 

over the years. And while the country’s elite has started some timid soul-

searching about its policy toward Russia in the wake of Ukraine’s invasion, it 

sticks to its typical appeasement and engagement policy towards Turkey.   

  

During her time in office, former Chancellor Angela Merkel developed a 

Faustian pact with Erdoğan, paying 10 visits to Turkey, three times only in 

2016 when the country was politically and morally devastated. That was a 

record among Western leaders. As Merkel continued to visit and welcome 

Erdoğan in Germany, neither the authoritarian drive at home, nor Turkey’s 

aggressive moves in Eastern Mediterranean, Iraq, Libya, Syria, or its UN-

documented sponsorship of jihadi terrorism have lessened - and they haven’t 

deterred Merkel’s unconditional support, including arms sales, either - just as 

her country did with Russia.     

Since 2015 the EU has been following the appeasement policy initiated and 

led by Merkel. Ankara’s pro-Union EU utterances, its empty rhetoric on 

reforms, its tactical retreats from confrontation were systematically taken for 

granted by the pro-Ankara axis.  

 Alas, appeasement is not the adequate answer to none of these angsts, as 

seen in the Russian textbook case! The more the EU and the West in general 

appease, the more brazen and entrenched Erdoğan becomes, and the more 

insolent and dangerous he is for others. Exactly like Putin! 

There are remarkable similarities between Russian arrogance toward 

Ukrainians and Turkish high-handedness toward the Kurds. Ankara targets 

anything that sounds or looks Kurdish - inside or outside the country. Both 

Erdoğan and Putin see it as their historic missions to “civilize” these 

“substandard” and finally “non-existing” nations.  

Politically, the right to self-defence and preventive strike against Nazis (for 

Russia) and terrorists (for Turkey) who otherwise would have attacked 

“peace-lover” Russia or Turkey, is invoked by both dictatorships.  

When it comes to the rules of “war” - a proscribed term in both countries -, 

their armies outdo others in terms of war crimes against civilians. Putin targets 

Ukrainian grain warehouses, energy infrastructure, schools, hospitals, 

Erdoğan bombs indiscriminately, steals the olive oil of Syrian Kurds; both cut 

water supply. Forced relocation and ethnic cleansing have been common 
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practice in both countries since long. In Turkish-occupied northern Syria, the 

Kurdish language is banned and replaced by Turkish, much like in occupied 

Ukrainian lands, where Russia has ousted the Ukrainian and Turkish Tatar 

languages. 

Despite the disastrous consequences of its pre-invasion policy toward Russia, 

the West continues to indulge in illusions about Turkey. For instance, 

Westerners continue to allow open threats by Turkey against its NATO ally, 

Greece, and naively think that if Turkey doesn’t translate its threats into 

action, it is because of its alliance with NATO, whereas the only thing that 

Ankara takes into consideration is the disastrous military and financial 

consequences of such a move. Appeasers refuse to understand that these 

regimes don’t feel bound by Western standards, values and principles which 

these regimes simply regard as obstacles to their “smooth” functioning. 

In another theatre of operations, in Mesopotamia, Ankara remains an open 

security threat contrary to the commonly accepted clichés. A powerful case is 

in connection with Ankara’s association with ISIS. Recently the US forces 

have eliminated Maher al-Agal, ISIS leader in Syria, as well as one of his 

close aides. The operation took place in Syria’s Jinderes town located in the 

since 2018 Turkish-occupied Afrin province, where Al-Agal had obviously 

taken up residence and worked.  

Similarly, Abu Ibrahim al-Hashimi al-Qurashi, branded as the second caliph of 

ISIS, who was living and working in Turkish-occupied Idlib Governorate of 

Syria, blew himself up when his house was surrounded by anti-ISIS coalition 

forces. Following the elimination of al-Qurashi, on 3 February 2022, the UN-

listed (QDi.426) ISIS leader, Amir Muhammad Sa’id Abdal-Rahman al-Salbi, 

was killed in a counter-terrorist operation led by the US in Atmah, Syria, a 

town in the Idlib Governorate that is supervised by Turkey.   

And in 2019 Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the caliph of ISIS, was eliminated at his 

headquarters in the town of Barisha in the Idlib Governorate, a few hundred 

meters away from proper Turkish territory.  

The complaisance of the West towards Ankara’s overt or covert support to 

ISIS and other UN-listed terrorist groups such as Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) 

is not new. Already in 2013 international observers had coined the “jihadi 

highway” to term the facilities provided by Turkey for ISIS fighters who were 

opportunely using it as a rear base thanks to the 877 km-long border with 

Syria. That year it was reported that some 30,000 jihadi fighters used Turkey 

to cross in and out of Syria.  

A report by the UN Secretary General states in paragraph 40: “Migration 

routes remain under scrutiny by relevant European State authorities, as 

illustrated by the arrest in Bulgaria in November 2021 of a Belgian-Moroccan 

foreign terrorist fighter returning from Turkey, who had been an associate of 

Abdelhamid Abaaoud, the ‘mastermind’ of the 2015 Paris attacks directed by 

Da’esh”. Western intelligence services surely have ample information of the 
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kind. Despite well documented evidence, Ankara has never been finger-

pointed by its Allies.  

Another example of Western tolerance towards Turkey, concerns Ankara’s 

belligerence in its neighborhood. Ankara is involved in wars of conquest and 

influence in Syria under the cover of anti-terrorist actions which actually target 

Syrian Kurds who are the driving force in the fight against ISIS in 

Mesopotamia. Ankara holds now big chunks of territory in northeastern Syria 

following its three incursions in 2016, 2018 and 2019, always playing major 

powers Russia and US, present in the field, against each other. The dreadful 

consequences of Ankara’s invasion are duly documented in the reports of the 

Independent Commission submitted to the UN High Commissioner for Human 

Rights. One can add to the above an oftenly omitted fact: Ankara’s actions in 

Syria and Iraq are among the main causes of the lasting refugee situation in 

the sub-region. And presently Ankara is bombarding and again threatening to 

invade Syria’s free towns.  

Ankara’s military ventures also comprise illegal operations in northern Iraq 

where since 2018 Baghdad has recorded 22,700 breaches to its sovereignty 

by Turkey. 

No appeasement tactic works in the long run, and a West who is sowing the 

wind, shall reap the whirlwind. Same goes for Russia! Thus, these countries 

cannot be engaged through values and rules-based approaches, but need to 

be treated exactly as they are: as security threats.  

Finally, a word on Turkey’s nuclear ambitions: Rosatom is building the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant in a certified seismic zone and with a new type of 

untested reactor VVER 1200. In addition to the risks posed by the reactor, 

moreover indeed in a zone prone to seismic activity, there are rumours on 

Ankara’s desire to take an Iranian-style track to become in due course a 

military nuclear power.  

Today we are faced with the following paradox: the more NATO closes its 

eyes to Ankara’s anti-NATO and anti-West drives in order to keep Turkey in 

the Organization, the more it jeopardizes its security. So much so that some 

of the security threats described in NATO’s newly ratified Strategic Concept 

are drafted as though to designate Turkey, without naming it. 
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The Eastern Mediterranean – a success story: what’s next? 

Amb. (ret.) Michael Harari, MITVIM, Tel Aviv 

 

A political-strategic analysis of the developments in the Eastern 

Mediterranean reveals that the last decade has been an impressive regional 

success, and admittedly, surprising too. The discoveries of natural gas in the 

region, combined with the consequences of the dramatic developments in the 

Middle East, with an emphasis on the events of the Arab Spring, led to the 

promotion of regional cooperation in a format we had not seen before. Several 

countries in the region, led by Israel, Greece, Egypt, and Cyprus, have 

recognized, each from their own point of view and interests, the window of 

opportunity facing them. Turkey looked at the dramatic developments in the 

Arab world in a different way and recognized in them an opportunity to 

strengthen its position and its political agenda, political Islam. The results of 

the Arab Spring led in a different direction. This is not the place to analyze 

these results in detail, but from the point of view of many actors in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, the fear of the strengthening of political Islam led to the 

enhancing of cooperation between them, and to a considerable extent, to the 

creation of a kind of front against Turkey. 

After a little more than a decade, we can conclude that the Eastern 

Mediterranean has become a distinct sub-region in the international system, 

and the energy discoveries have become, especially since the war in Ukraine, 

attractive to the West, even if it is not a potential game-breaker. Furthermore, 

the regional fabric has manifested in bilateral and trilateral cooperation 

mechanisms leading to the establishment of the regional gas forum (EMGF) in 

January 2019. The latest fascinating expression, perhaps, is the Israeli - 

Lebanese agreement to determine the maritime border between them. A 

number of unique factors contributed to this in both countries, but it is obvious 

that the new regional map in this part of the Mediterranean played a 

significant role. 

What are the lessons that can be drawn from the situation described above? 

Several main points can be emphasized: 

• Energy potential can be a trigger for agreements or a settlement of ad 

hoc disputes: the gas discoveries in the region increased the tension on the 

one hand and sharpened existing conflicts (the Cyprus problem and the 

Greek-Turkish dispute), but also illustrated on the other hand how they can be 

a trigger for strengthening regional cooperation, which did not exist before. 

Beyond that, they emphasized how it was possible to reach an agreement, 

though concrete and limited, between two countries in a state of war (Israel 
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and Lebanon), with the (active, one should say) participation of a non-state 

actor (Hizballah which is still defined by a large part of the international 

community as a terrorist organization). 

• Mediation: prolonged disputes require, in the vast majority of cases, a 

third party to mediate between the conflicting parties. Usually, a powerful 

player is required like the US, who has influence and the ability to pressure 

both sides, or a relevant multilateral player, such as the European Union in 

our region. The mediating actor within the Israeli Lebanese agreement was 

the US. The main lesson in this matter concerns the necessity for 

effectiveness of the mediator, not necessarily the question of his objectivity in 

the eyes of the parties. Moreover, joint interests between the parties to the 

conflict and the mediator are of importance and essential. 

• The role of International Energy Companies: much has been written 

regarding the global energy market, about the central role, and some have 

even said the political role, of the international companies. The Israeli 

Lebanese agreement illustrated as such, that sometimes, international 

companies can provide a solution to a political minefield, for example, the 

issue of recognition of one side by the other. As a reminder, the agreement 

stipulates that the French energy company "Total" will manage the contacts 

with Israel regarding its possible share in a gas field shared by both countries. 

• The centrality of the political aspect: the enormous importance of the 

political aspect is known and acknowledged. However, in our case and in the 

face of the known conflicts in the region, enormous weight has been given 

over the years to the legal level, to the Convention on the Law of the Sea and 

practices concerning it. It should be emphasized that it should be so. An 

international legal basis is required to resolve disagreements and conflicts. At 

the same time, sometimes we might miss the understanding, that conflicts are 

resolved through political negotiations, which as mentioned, rests on a legal 

basis, but also on meetings of interests, between the parties to the conflict 

and beyond it, relevant actors, and stakeholders. 

• Turkey - the elephant in the room: a prominent and influential regional 

player, absent from the regional action described above, and not without 

reason, is Turkey. We noted above that the regional architecture built in 

recent years in the Eastern Mediterranean "exploited" Ankara's absence from 

these regional moves, and to a significant extent, was even intended to place 

a "firm front" in front of it, which would balance the powers in the region. 

Turkey, it must be admitted, recognized quite belatedly the regional 

mechanisms that have developed. Moreover, its regional policy, which was 

seen as destructive by most of the players in the region, strengthened their 

interest to tighten cooperation between them. Only in the last two years has 

Ankara internalized that the regional system has isolated it to a significant 

extent and is trying to maneuver to find ways to integrate, in one way or 

another, in regional affairs, and mend fences with its adversaries.  
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Where does this lead us? What are the policy conclusions resulting from this? 

First, it must be admitted and recognized that the regional system that has 

been built, although still in progress, should increase the self-confidence of its 

components. The positive changes brought by the "Abraham Accords" should 

be added to the Eastern Mediterranean regional fabric. After all, the main 

players - Israel, Egypt, Greece, and Cyprus - have a close and good 

relationship with most of the Gulf countries, especially those that are parties to 

the agreements. 

Secondly, the regional system was built and deepened to a large extent in 

view of Turkey's absence from it, and even in a kind of creation of a "solid 

front" ahead of Turkey. In this way, they expressed, in one way or another, the 

dissatisfaction and fear of the members of the regional system, with the 

Turkish policy. The latter recognized, but only lately, the regional challenge 

placed before it, and began to address this challenge. Practically speaking, it 

recognizes the isolation in which Ankara finds itself in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. 

Thirdly, the war in Ukraine increased, albeit under tragic circumstances of 

losses of life, the attractiveness of the region in view of the (proven) energy 

potential in its waters. It is true that these are not game-breaker quantities, but 

they are sufficient, it seems, to arouse Western, American-European, interest 

in this region. The window of opportunity for this is limited in time, both 

politically-strategically and energetically. 

The political - strategic conclusion: the countries in the region should take 

advantage of the strategic window of opportunity to launch a necessary 

political move. Its purpose: formulating ways for the integration of Turkey in 

regional action, in a way that will help settle conflicts in the region. It is 

essential to use reason and diplomacy at the current opportunity. A major 

sense of emphasis should be put on the increased self-confidence of the 

players facing Ankara. The new balance of power, that has been developed in 

recent years in the region, could and actually should enable them to take part 

in a new formula for dialogue with Turkey. Ankara should acknowledge that a 

new reality has been established in the region and respond to it with 

constructive diplomacy.  Clearly, this may be initiated only the day after the 

elections that are taking place in the coming few months in Cyprus, Turkey 

and Greece. Still, now is the time to think and circulate new and creative 

ideas. 
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Third-party Involvement in Greek-Turkish Affairs: Germany's evolving 

Role 

Dr Ronald Meinardus, Senior Research Fellow and Head of the 

Mediterranean Program at the Hellenic Foundation for European and Foreign 

Policy (ELIAMEP); fmr Director at the Friedrich Naumann Foundation, 

Istanbul 

 

German governments have traditionally played a hands-on role in Greek-

Turkish affairs due to their privileged relations to both countries. Still, over the 

years, German policies in the crisis-ridden region on the Southeastern edge of 

Europe have been anything but static. 

Developments on various levels determine Berlin’s strategy: The political 

situation in Germany and the composition of the federal government are one 

crucial factor. Regarding policies towards Turkey, more so than policies 

towards Greece, Germany’s major political parties hold differing positions. 

Furthermore, of importance for understanding German policies are 

developments in the region, concretely the ups and down on the "front" of 

Greek-Turkish relations. Finally, German policy is influenced by political 

developments in the wider region and the geostrategic environment. On all 

three levels of analysis, we have seen significant shifts in 2022, the period 

that is the focus of this research brief.  

Russia’s war of aggression against Ukraine has led to a markable strategic 

upgrading of Turkey. This, in turn, has not been without effect on the behavior 

of Ankara toward its neighboring countries.  At the level of Greek-Turkish 

relations, we have observed a “radicalization” of Turkish government 

statements concerning Greece and an upsurge of violations of Greek 

sovereignty, especially in the airspace over the Aegean Sea.  

Meanwhile, Germany has seen a change of government in late 2021. After 16 

years at the helm, Angela Merkel of the right-of-center Christian Democratic 

Union (CDU) handed power to the Social Democrat Olaf Scholz. In the “traffic 

light coalition” (Ampelkoalition), three parties form the government with the 

Green Party holding the position of foreign minister. The quest for a values-

based foreign policy has been a hallmark of Germany’s Greens.  More than 

other parties, the Greens have spoken out in clear terms on issues related to 

the state of human rights and the rule of law in Turkey. This said, policy 

adjustments were to be expected in this field.i  
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Berlin’s interests in the region 

German policies are guided by varying interests not always easy to align. As 

Europe's leading economic power, Germany has considerable economic 

interests in both Greece and Turkey. Berlin’s policy towards Ankara is guided 

by the objective of preventing Turkey from drifting further away from Europe 

and the West. Russia’s aggression against Ukraine has elevated the strategic 

importance of Turkey and, at the same time, increased tensions and the 

alienation between Ankara and her traditional Western partners.  

Not to be overlooked in considerations of German policy toward Turkey is the 

presence of a large Turkish diaspora community in Germany. To my best 

knowledge it has not been systematically researched, to what extent this 

group has played a role as a lobby on foreign policy decision-making in Berlin, 

especially in the context of the Greek-Turkish questionii.   

As a leading power in the European Union (EU), it may be assumed that 

Germany plays a decisive role in the formulation of European policies on 

Greek-Turkish issues. The exact role Berlin plays in the EU’s collective 

decision-making is difficult to determine. We know that Chancellor Merkel, 

who has acted as a mediator between Athens and Ankara on various 

occasions, has favored a conciliatory approach in dealing with Ankara and 

prevented sanctions against Turkey.  

Germany's policy in Greek-Turkish relations is multilayered: In addition to the 

multinational dimension primarily in the EU and NATO (and occasionally the 

United Nations), Berlin pursues a national foreign policy with targeted 

initiatives and interventions of its own. This duality is a constant of Germany's 

foreign policy making coordination in the EU framework a permanent concern.  

 

High-level Diplomacy and Germany’s shift towards Greece 

In mid-March 2022, Chancellor Olaf Scholz made his inaugural visit to 

Ankara. Shortly before, Russian troops had invaded Ukraine. Little wonder 

that Russia’s aggression dominated the German-Turkish summit like no other 

topic. Strengthening the Western alliance and unity against Moscow was the 

main concern of Scholz. In this context, the German Chancellor also praised 

the talks between the Turkish president and the Greek prime ministeriii.  

At that time, trans-Aegean harmony was intact. This ended abruptly when the 

Turkish President suddenly changed tone in April. Ever since hardly a day has 

gone by without polemic rhetoric accompanied by violations of Greek 

sovereign rights in the Aegean.  

Throughout 2022, the German government went on record with a number of 

statements on the Greek-Turkish disputes. A convergence with Greek 

positions cannot be overlooked. Not surprisingly, this has led to irritations in 

Ankara and German-Turkish relations. 
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One cause of Turkish annoyance was the clear position taken by the German 

foreign minister in the dispute over the militarization of East Aegean islands. 

The differences between Athens and Ankara on this issue are not new and go 

back far into the past century. What is new, however, is that Ankara is openly 

questioning Greek sovereignty over the islands in connection with the 

militarization issue. Here, the German government – in tandem with the 

European Union - has clearly sided with Greece: "Greek islands are Greek 

territory and no one has the right to question that," the German foreign 

minister said in Athens before heading on to Turkey.  

Earlier, the Chancellor's spokesman had called on Turkey to show restraint 

toward Greece. The background to this formal appeal from Berlin were a 

series of violations of Greek airspace over the Aegean Sea by Turkish fighter 

jets: "Invading Greek airspace and flying over Greek islands is not okay, it 

seems counterproductive and against the spirit of the alliance,"iv the 

chancellor's spokesman said in early June 2022.  

A third example of an unambiguous German stance has been Berlin's position 

on the Turkish-Libyan memorandum. The agreement between the 

internationally recognized interim government in Tripoli and Ankara on the 

delimitation of the respective Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) violates 

international maritime law and Greek sovereign rights. This is not only the 

official Greek position, but also that of the Berlin government: "It is a principle 

of international law that two states may not conclude an agreement to the 

detriment of a third state," said the Foreign Office spokesman in early 

November.  

A few days earlier, the same official had spoken out against Turkish President 

Erdogan's bellicose threats against Greece: "We always say that we do not 

consider threats and unfriendly statements against neighboring countries the 

proper thing to do," the spokesman said late October. 

 

Turkish radicalization and German solidarity  

The official statements by German government officials attest to Berlin's 

"solidarity" with Athens in the dispute with Turkey. In this frequency and 

clarity, Germany’s backing for Greece on key points of the conflict is 

unprecedented.  

The statements should be viewed as a reaction to the equally unprecedented 

"radicalization" of Turkey's policy toward its neighbor. One could argue that in 

view of the polemic threats against its NATO and EU- partner Greece, the 

German government has hardly a choice but to back Athens politically and 

diplomatically.  

The dynamics of this policy, which I have termed reactive in the sense that 

they are a reaction to the Turkish threats - were summed up by German 

Ambassador to Athens Ernst Reichel as follows: "The more threatening the 
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rhetoric from the East and the more openly the Turkish government questions 

international law and Greek sovereignty, the clearer Berlin's public rejection of 

these positions.”"v 

Throughout 2022, Ankara has on more than one occasion criticized Germany 

- and the European Union - for its statements on Greek-Turkish issues and 

accused the West of being unbalanced. For the Turkish government, which 

had over the years grown accustomed to a relationship of trust with Angela 

Merkel, the harsh words of criticism came as a shock: "Germany acted as an 

honest broker in the past. It had a balanced attitude," said Turkish Foreign 

Minister Mevlut Çavuşoğlu after his meeting with his German counterpart in 

July 2022. "But lately, we see that this balance is unfortunately being lost.”vi  

It would be a simplification to accuse Berlin of non-critical philhellenism. 

During her visit to Athens, the German foreign minister voiced criticism of 

Greece's refugee and asylum policy. Ms. Baerbock also rejected the long-

standing Greek demand for reparations for the crimes of the German 

occupation during World War II. The same goes for the Greek demand to stop 

the delivery of state-of-the-art German submarines to Turkey. This has been a 

time-old concern of the Greeks, who fear for the military balance in the 

Aegean. While Greek Foreign Minister Nikos Dendias raised this point publicly 

with Ms. Baerbock in the summer, the submarine issue played no role in the 

public communications of Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis when he 

met Olaf Scholtz in late October. 

 

Germany mediates behind the scene 

Against the backdrop of the seemingly endless verbal attacks from Turkish 

government officials against Greece, it came as a surprise to many observers 

that Ankara agreed to a - secret - Greek-Turkish meeting initiated by the 

German government in December 2022. "It is a miracle that they sat down in 

the same room," a German diplomatic source in Athens commentedvii. 

Secret diplomacy has always had a firm place in relations between Greece 

and Turkey. In some cases, the public does not learn what is taking place 

behind closed doors, or only many years later from the memoirs of politicians 

and diplomats or historical archives. The situation is similar for the most 

recent German mediation. 

Only very scanty information has leaked to the public about the meeting of 

Prime Minister Mitsotakis' and President Erdogan’s confidants that took place 

before Christmas. We only know that Anna-Maria Boura, the director of the 

Greek Prime Minister's Diplomatic Office, and Ibrahim Kalin, President 

Erdogan's top foreign policy advisor, met in mid-December following the 

European Union summit in Brussels. The meeting took place in the premises 

of the German representation to the EU. It is also known that Jens Plötner, 

the German chancellor's chief foreign policy adviser, was at the table. Plötner 
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served as German ambassador to Athens from 2017 to 2019 and still has 

excellent contacts in the Greek political scene. No group photo was released 

of the meeting in Brussels, nor was an official statement issued. The Greek 

and Turkish press merely stated the meeting had taken place on the initiative 

of the German side with the aim of exploring the possibilities of reviving the 

frozen bilateral communication channels. 

The spokesman of the German government also did not reveal further details: 

"The content of the talks is secret and that is logical," the spokesman said. He 

added the politically significant sentence, "The Greek prime minister and the 

Turkish president reacted very positively to the German inquiry whether such 

a meeting would be useful." The government spokesman also revealed further 

talks would follow, but that everything else was confidential. viii 

German mediation is not limited to bilateral Greek-Turkish relations in the 

narrow sense; importantly, it also involves Cyprus. In 2022, we have seen an 

intensification of diplomatic traffic between Berlin and Nicosia, which is 

unprecedented in this form. In late November, Cypriot President Nikos 

Anastasiadis visited Berlin. A few weeks earlier, German Defense Minister 

Christine Lambrecht was in Cyprus, showing that German-Cypriot relations 

also have a military dimension. In January 2023, Cypriot Foreign Minister 

Ioannis Kasoulidis traveled to Berlin on an official mission.   

"Dividing the island cannot be a solution," the German foreign minister said at 

a joint press conference in Berlinix.  Ms. Baerbock added that Berlin – “will 

continue to "do its utmost for de-escalation." She added that Cyprus could rely 

on German solidarity.  

That these are not empty words was confirmed by no less than Foreign 

Minister Kasoulidis who in unusual frankness elaborated on the mediating role 

of Germany: "Germany is in a position to talk to Turkey on a friendly basis and 

on a give-and-take basis," the minister said in an interview with Deutsche 

Welle. He was not going to go into details, Kasoulidis went on, but in 2022 

Turkey did not enter the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of Cyprus, nor did it 

undertake new actions in Varosha, although the Turkish and Turkish Cypriot 

sides had announced this. That all this did not happen in 2022, the minister 

from Cyprus said verbatim, "is partly due to Germany."x 

The words of the Cypriot minister are extraordinary because they illustrate 

with clarity the concrete results of the secret mediation and diplomatic 

initiatives of the German government towards Turkey.  

It is unlikely the Greek - or the Turkish - government will be similarly 

transparent about their confidential talks, which are taking place behind the 

scenes with the political support from Germany. 

 

______________________________________________________________ 
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Russia’s Strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean: Between 

revisionism and pragmatism 

Andrew N. Liaropoulos, Assistant Professor, Department of International and 

European Studies, University of Piraeus 

 

Introduction 

At the crossroads of three continents, Europe, Asia and Africa, the Eastern 

Mediterranean, has always been an arena of great power politics4. Being the 

birthplace of three major world religions, Christianity, Islam and Judaism, and 

the meeting point between the East and the West, this region has historically 

experienced continuous geopolitical antagonisms between great powers that 

aimed to control it. From the Hellenistic period to the Cold War, Greeks, 

Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Ottoman Turks, and Europeans have largely 

shaped the rich history of this heterogenous area.  

The Eastern Mediterranean presents long-term security dilemmas for many 

regional states, including Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, and Israel. Nevertheless, 

over the last decade, the region has gone through a process of rapid 

transformation. The sociopolitical upheavals that were triggered by the Arab 

Spring, the withdrawal of the US from Iraq and the rise of ISIS, have produced 

regional insecurity and political uncertainty. Adding to that, the refugee crisis 

that affected Greece, the civil wars in Syria and Libya, the new hydrocarbons 

findings of the coasts of Israel, Cyprus and Egypt and the escalation of 

Turkish revisionism, have all created new geopolitical dynamics in the region 

(Litsas and Tziampiris 2019; Tziarras 2019). 

It is in this context that Russia’s Eastern Mediterranean strategy deserves 

closer attention5. Over that past years, Moscow has taken advantage of the 

power vacuum created by the US partial disengagement from the region. 

Russia has emerged as an important military and political force in the region 

and as a competitor of the US and the EU. The purpose of this paper is to 

unfold Moscow’s policy over the last decade and explore the geopolitical 

interests of Russia in the Eastern Mediterranean. In terms of structure, the 

paper will first review the motives behind Russia’s renewed engagement in 

the region and in a latter phase analyze the economic, security and diplomatic 

interests that Moscow has advanced. The goal is to explore Russia’s strategy, 

in a region that is volatile, torn by division, mistrust and external interventions.   

                                                           
4
 For the present analysis, the regional subsystem of the Eastern Mediterranean includes the states of 

Greece, Turkey, Cyprus, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Egypt, and Libya.  
5
 Note that the present analysis refers to developments prior to the 2022 Russia-Ukraine war. 
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1. Explaining Russia’s renewed engagement in the Eastern 

Mediterranean 

Historically, the Eastern Mediterranean has never been one of Russia’s 

strategic priorities, compared to Europe or Central Asia. In sharp contrast to 

other powers, Russia had no colonies in the region and Moscow never 

considered it as a sphere of influence (Kortunov 2018, p. 76). During the Cold 

War, the Eastern Mediterranean was part of the bipolar confrontation between 

the Western and the Eastern blocs. Both parties had a military presence and 

established alliances in the region. After the end of the Cold War, due to 

Russia’s political instability and economic decline, the region was dominated 

by the West, who exercised great influence with initiatives like NATO’s 

Mediterranean Dialogue and the EU’s Euro-Med Partnership (Lutterbeck and 

Engelbrecht 2009, p. 385). In the 1990s, under President Boris Yeltsin, 

Russia war more of a spectator, having no military presence and loose 

diplomatic ties with most of the countries on the southern part of the region. 

Over the last decade though, Russia has reemerged as a significant player in 

the warm waters of the Mediterranean. Russia, under the leadership of 

Vladimir Putin, has demonstrated a growing interest in the region, especially 

in the areas of military and energy cooperation. Regarding natural gas, Russia 

is the single largest supplier of natural gas to the EU, while the EU is Russia’s 

largest gas export market. The oil-and-gas rich countries of the Eastern 

Mediterranean offer to European countries, the potential to reduce 

dependence on Russian energy exports (Lutterbeck and Engelbrecht 2009, p. 

403). Approximately 2.56 trillion cubic meters of natural gas have been 

discovered beneath the waters of the Exclusive Economic Zones of Cyprus, 

Israel and Egypt (Tsakiris 2017, p. 288). Russia on the other hand, aims to 

maintain or even strengthen its position as the main energy supplier of the 

EU. Apart from securing a hegemonic position as a traditional energy supplier, 

Moscow also aspires to become an alternative security provider. The 

enhanced defense cooperation with Egypt and Turkey and the military 

involvement in Syria and Libya vividly illustrate this ambition (Stergiou 2017).  

There is no doubt, that Russia’s growing activism has raised concerns for the 

US and many European countries. As a result, a growing geopolitical 

competition between Russia and the West is taking place in the eastern part 

of the Mediterranean. Before examining in detail Russia’s pivot in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, it is critical to elaborate on the incentives behind Moscow’s 

strategy. One can identify a variety of motives, ranging from the desire to 

great power status, to the promotion of authoritarian stability (Siddi 2020). 

The most common argument for Russia’s renewed interest in the region is the 

aim to restore its status as a great power. Afterall, in March 2014, during the 

Ukraine crisis, President Barack Obama, characterized Russia as a “regional 

power”. The Eastern Mediterranean and the broader Middle East and North 

Africa region offer Moscow the opportunity to increase its influence and 
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promote the idea of a multipolar system. The Syrian crisis enabled Russia to 

project its power outside the post-Soviet space and gain a seat at the table as 

a mediator in the regional context (Blank 2017; Trenin 2018). The 

unwillingness of either NATO or the US to deal with the Syrian crisis in its 

early phase, offered Russia the window of opportunity, to exit its isolation and 

participate in eliminating the ISIS threat (Litsas 2016, p. 59). Adding to that, 

one cannot ignore the fact, that Russia’s involvement followed the gradual 

decline of the US in the region during the Obama administration. The fall of 

the regimes in Tunisia and Egypt after the Arab Spring, raised various 

concerns regarding the (in)actions of Washington in the region. The fact that 

Washington abandoned a long-time ally, President Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, 

sent a clear message to the region, that they could not rely on the support of 

the US (Khlebnikov 2020, p. 231). In sharp contrast, where the US 

abandoned its ally in Egypt, Russia supported President Bashar al-Assad in 

Syria. The prestige of the US suffered a major blow, whereas Russia proved 

to be a reliable partner and increased its credibility (Litsas 2016, pp. 61-62).  

At this point we should stress that Russia’s military presence in the Eastern 

Mediterranean serves two goals. The first and most obvious one, is that due 

to Russia’s involvement in Syria and Libya and the renovation and expansion 

of its naval base in Tartus, Syria, Moscow is in a position to threaten the 

southeastern flank of NATO and thereby global supply lines and trade in the 

broader region. The Russian navy has reinforced its Mediterranean squadron 

over the past years, which is nowadays a sizeable threat. Adding to that, the 

placement of S-400 missile defense systems in Syria, has transformed the 

latter into an A2/AD (anti-access/area denial) area for NATO (Gorenburg 

2019; Capsakis 2022, pp. 7-8). Despite the superiority of the US Sixth Fleet, 

NATO perceives Russia’s naval presence in the area, as a constrain of its 

operational capabilities (Shlykov and Koldunova 2022, pp. 4-5).  

The second goal, is that by maintaining a threating presence in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, Moscow is forcing NATO to withhold significant resources in 

the area and thereby have a limited presence in the Black Sea. The latter is 

obviously vital to Russian coastal defence and the fact that the Montreux 

Convention constraints the naval presence of non-Black Sea powers, hinders 

NATO from having a bigger fleet in the Black Sea (Gorenburg 2019; Capsakis 

2022, pp. 7-8). 

In line with the argument of attaining a great power status and challenging the 

US/West in the region, it can be argued that Russia might gain influence by 

acting as a mediator in several regional conflicts. Apart from its military 

involvement in Syria and Libya, Moscow enjoys relatively good relations with 

all local players, Sunnis and Shias, Israelis and Palestinians as well as Turks 

and Kurds. Moscow has also good relations with Fathah, Hamas and 

Hezbollah (Katz 2018, p. 2). In the Russian narrative, this portraits Moscow as 

a legitime actor that aspires to design a new power balance in the region, 

whereas Washington had a destructive role after the 2003 intervention in Iraq 

(Barmin 2018; Stepanova 2020). 



88 
 

Apart from the geopolitical motive that emphasizes on the role of the US/West 

in Russia’s foreign policy, it is also useful to consider other drivers and 

interests that triggered the shift in Moscow’s policy in the Eastern 

Mediterranean (Siddi 2020, p. 166). This will enable us to perceive recent 

developments beyond the mainstream Russia vs the West paradigm. To 

begin with, several scholars have pinpointed the role of the Arab Spring in 

altering the Russian mindset. While the Arab Spring was embraced in the 

West as a sign of democratization, Russia viewed it as the launch of chaos 

and destabilization in the wider area of the Middle East and North Africa. 

Moscow had legitimate concerns regarding a possible spillover effect of the 

Arab Spring in its near abroad. Afterall, the sociopolitical upheavals that swept 

the region, served as a painful reminder of the so-called “colored revolutions” 

that broke out across several post-Soviet states in the first half of the 2000s 

(Barmin 2018). The social protests and regime changes that took place 

resembled the uprisings in Ukraine, Georgia and Kyrgyzstan, which 

overturned pro-Russia regimes in favor of pro-western governments (Roussos 

2019, p. 351).    

Russia did not enthusiastically endorse the Arab uprising, simply because it 

did not interpret it through the prism of western liberalism. There was indeed 

great skepticism in Moscow regarding the democratic potential of the 

revolutions. That skepticism should not be perceived as support for the ruling 

secular Arab regimes. Afterall, these regimes have ruled for far too long, they 

become corrupted and failed to serve the needs of their societies. Russia 

viewed the Arab Spring more as a return to traditional values that 

incorporated an Islamic identity and less as a turn towards Western-style 

democracy. For Moscow, the Arab Spring brought about the Islamization and 

not the democratization of the region (Dannreuther 2015, pp. 80-81). Russian 

suspicion regarding the radical changes in the region, were grounded on the 

belief that the so-called export of liberal democracy would eventually lead to 

conflict, state disintegration and chaos. For Moscow, the Arab Spring offered 

the opportunity to the West to engage, once more, in regime change 

(Dannreuther 2015, p. 82). Russia’s suspicions were confirmed when the 

Muslim Brotherhood came to power in Egypt and when the United Nations 

voted to establish a no-fly zone in Libya and began a bombing campaign that 

lead to the demise of Muammar Gaddafi. 

The West portrayed the Arab Spring as a clash between authoritarianism and 

democracy. Whatever served the latter should be encouraged, whatever 

contributed to the former, should be opposed. Russia on the contrary argued 

that the dilemma between democracy and authoritarianism was irrelevant and 

chose to frame the developments in the region in terms of chaos and order. 

According to Moscow’s narrative, authoritarian regimes, despite their 

shortcomings offered stability and order,6 both domestic and in the wider 

region, whereas the swift and uncontrolled path to democracy resulted in 

                                                           
6
 On the other hand, the absence of political opposition, attempts to limit judicial oversight, a weakened 

civil society and online censorship are signs of authoritarian fragility, rather than stability. 
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uncertainty and chaos (Kortunov 2018, p. 78). An example that confirms this 

point is Russia’s willingness to sell weapons in Syria and Egypt, without 

regard for human rights issues (Katz 2018, p. 2). Although the argument for 

autocratic stability that Russia projects is biased and self-serving, it appealed 

to the conservative regimes in the region, in the aftermath of the revolutionary 

movements7.  

Last, but not least, one can spot domestic factors that have driven up to a 

point Russia’s policy in the region. One factor that has been cited, is the 

presence of Russian-speaking fighters in the ranks of ISIS and the concern 

that these fighters-terrorists might return soon in Russia (Sibbi 2020, p. 167). 

Another factor relates to the protection of Christian communities in the region. 

The notion of “Christianophobia” was mobilized by the Russian Orthodox 

Church who praised the Syrian campaign as a holy duty to protect Christian 

minorities (Roussos 2019, p. 352; Sibbi 2020, p. 168). The popular theme, 

that Vladimir Putin needed another military campaign - after the Second 

Chechen War, the war in Georgia and the annexation of Crimea - in order to 

boost his popularity and divert attention away from the international economic 

situation, has also been cited by scholars (Sibbi 2020, pp. 167-168). Although 

popular, such explanations seem to be of secondary importance, compared to 

the geopolitical motive.  

 

2. Russian policy in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Having established a firm grasp of what drives Moscow’s renewed 

engagement in the region, it is time to reveal how and where Russia has 

advanced its interests in the Eastern Mediterranean, but also identify the 

constraints in its policy.   

 

Exerting influence in the Greece - Turkey - Cyprus triangle 

Greece, Turkey and Cyprus are perceived by Kremlin as fertile grounds for 

Russian political exploitation in order to undermine the cohesion of NATO and 

the EU. They are considered as the most receptive states to Russian 

influence operations. The reasons vary from common cultural and religious 

legacies, to energy independence and opportunistic leaders. Relations 

between Moscow and Ankara are a puzzle, since they are both partners and 

competitors. Indicative of Russian pragmatism is the fact that in 2016, despite 

the strained relationship between the countries after Turkey had shot down a 

Russian military airplane over the Syrian-Turkish border, Moscow offered 

intelligence and diplomatic support to the Turkish government in the aftermath 

                                                           
7
 Two examples that seem to confirm Russia’s thesis on authoritarian stability are Turkey and Egypt. 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan used the attempted coup in July 2016 as an excuse to establish a strict 

authoritarian rule and likewise President Abdel Fattah El Sisi exploited the fight to eradicate extremism 

in the Sinai and rules in an authoritarian manner.  
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of the attempted military coup (Gasimov 2022, p. 474). The two governments 

cooperate in terms of pushing back Western human rights criticism and 

collaborate in energy projects like the Blue Stream and TurkStream gas 

pipelines and the construction of the Akkuyu nuclear power plant by Rosatom 

(Litsas and Tziampiris 2019, p.185; Stronski 2021). Ankara’s decision to 

acquire the S-400 missile defense system, made Turkey the only NATO 

member that operates a Russian high technological arms system (Shlykov 

and Koldunova 2022, p. 5). Turkey’s decision to purchase these air defense 

systems has caused friction within the Alliance. On the other hand, Russia 

and Turkey have conflicting interests in Syria and the South Caucasus and 

operate as competitors in Libya and Ukraine. Their relationship is unstable 

and lacks strategic depth. Moscow and Ankara have little to share when it 

comes to values or culture and the future of their relationship is dependent on 

the two countries’ authoritarian leaders (Shlykov and Koldunova 2022, pp. 6-

7). 

Over the past decade, Greece experienced a financial and migration crisis 

that weakened the political system and boosted populist politicians. The harsh 

austerity measures triggered instability and led to the rise of euroscepticism. 

This was the environment that enabled Russia to exercise its influence 

(Polyakova et.al 2017, pp. 5-10). In Greece, Russian infiltration has taken 

mainly the form of soft power and attempts to establish closer links with the 

mass media and the Greek Orthodox clergy (Litsas and Tziampiris 2019, 

p.184). In 2016, the former prime minister Alexis Tsipras argued that the anti-

Russian sanctions posed by the EU should be lifted (Gasimov 2022, p. 469). 

Nevertheless, the Kremlin’s unwillingness to truly provide financial assistance, 

demonstrated the limits of its approach. Adding to that, Gasprom’s bid for the 

state’s controlled natural gas company DEPA did not materialize. Despite 

Moscow’s attempts to exploit cultural and historical ties and the narratives 

about Orthodox brotherhood, Athens soon turned back to the EU and the 

United States. The Turkish-Russian rapprochement forced Greece to intensify 

its military ties with the US (Shlykov and Koldunova 2022, pp. 10-11). 

For Russia, Cyprus serves as an offshore financial center and potentially a 

logistics center for its naval operations. In 2015 Russia and Cyprus reached 

an agreement allowing limited port calls for Russian naval ships. On the other 

hand, although Cyprus used to be a consistent buyer of Russian arms in the 

1990s, over the past decade, Nicosia decided to diversify its arms suppliers 

and strengthen its military ties with France, Israel and the US. In order to 

boost its economy, Cyprus launched the golden visa program, that provided 

Cypriot and thus EU citizenship to foreigners who invested 2 million euros in 

real estate. Many Russian oligarchs made extensive use of this program, thus 

raising legitimate concerns regarding money laundering. In October 2020 the 

government ended the golden passport program after corruption allegations 

came to light. In common with Greece, despite the fact that Russian 

companies are quite active in the tourism and real estate sectors and the 
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existence of religious ties, Kremlin’s influence is rather limited in the island 

(Shlykov and Koldunova 2022, pp. 11-13). 

 

Military presence in Syria and Libya 

Russia had close ties with Syria and Libya for decades, but it was the western 

apathy to the internal conflicts of both countries, that opened the window of 

opportunity for Moscow to intervene and establish a military presence in the 

region. In Syria, Moscow modernized its support facilities in Tartus and 

transformed it into a self-sufficient naval base that can deploy 11 warships, 

including nuclear powered vessels. Likewise, Russia acquired the Hmeymin 

air base in Latakia, close to the capital of Damascus, that can accommodate 

1000 troops and 50 military aircrafts. The Hmeymin air base has been used 

also for the military raids in Libya (Litsas and Tziampiris 2019, p.183; 

Gasimov 2022, p. 473). Another example of Russia’s flexibility and 

pragmatism, is the fact that Russia managed to cooperative in Syria with both 

Iran and Israel, despite their conflicting interests, but also with Turkey, by 

tolerating its zone of influence in the northern provinces of Syria, along the 

borderline. Libya is not a vital interest for Russia, but then again it offers 

Moscow a secure way to sub-Saharan Africa and an opportunity to project 

power on the southern flank of NATO. Moscow has openly supported with 

money, arms and experienced Wagner Group fighters from Syria, the general 

Khalifa Haftar, leader of the Libyan National Army, in its fight against the 

jihadists. At the same, in another exercise of pragmatism and cynicism, 

Moscow has also established relations with Fayez Al-Sarraj the Libyan Prime 

Minister and the de jure recognized authority of the Libyan state by the United 

Nations (Litsas and Tziampiris 2019, p.183) 

 

Energy cooperation 

Over the past decade, energy projects, like the gas pipeline EastMed and the 

Southern Gas Corridor, both supported by the US and the EU, aimed to 

promote the diversification of Europe’s gas suppliers, and thereby reduce its 

dependency on Russian gas. In terms of energy, the Eastern Meditteranean is 

important for Moscow for two reasons. First, because the region could provide 

to Russia alternative routes for oil and gas transportation to Southern Europe, 

bypassing Ukraine. This is the case with TurkStream gas pipeline, which 

crosses the Black Sea and reaches Turkey. The second involves the 

participation of Russian oil and gas companies in regional energy projects, in 

order to reduce the risks from the EU’s strategy of diversification (Shlykov and 

Koldunova 2022, p. 6). In order to influence the extraction of local raw 

materials, Moscow managed to secure participation in regional energy 

projects. In 2017, Rosneft acquired a 30% stake in the Egyptian Zohr gas field 

and Russian companies have also won land contracts for the extraction and 

exploration of oil and natural gas in Libya and Syria (Legucka 2020, pp. 1-2).  
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In 2017, Egypt also signed a deal with Rosatom to build four reactors. 

Moscow offered a loan of $25 billion with a 3% annual interest rate to finance 

the construction of the El Debaa plant (Nakhle 2018, p. 34; Litsas and 

Tziampiris 2019, p.185). In 2018, Novatek, Russia’s largest non-state gas 

company, joined a consortium with French Total and Eni to carry out 

geological exploration on the Lebanese coastal shelf (Shlykov and Koldunova 

2022, p. 6). 

 

Arms sales and economic constraints 

Over the past decade, Russia increased its arms sales in the region. After all, 

Russian military operations in Syria, conducted since 2015, demonstrated to 

potential customers the capabilities of Russian fighter planes, combat 

helicopters, cruise missiles and means of radio-electronic warfare. During the 

period 2010-2020, Syria bought Russian arms worth USD 2.1 billion and 

Egypt purchases military systems worth USD 4.2 billion. It is noteworthy, that 

by 2021 Russian arms sales to Eastern Mediterranean countries constituted 

more than half its arms export and equaled USD 6 billion annually (Shlykov 

and Koldunova 2022, p. 5). Nevertheless, Russia’s trade and investment in 

the area is restricted in the energy and defense sectors.  Russia’s economic 

presence lags behind both the US and the EU (Stepanova 2018, p. 51). 

Russia though has little to offer to the region’s societies, which need stability, 

political reforms, and economic modernization. Moscow is not offering much 

in terms of enhancing local resilience and stabilizing the region. Military 

interventions and arms sales cannot achieve such ends on their own. In other 

words, even if Russia is on the winning side in the cases of Syria and Libya, it 

cannot win the peace, since it lacks the necessary resources to launch the 

post-conflict reconstruction.  

 

The Christian Orthodox card 

It is no secret, that Russia has utilized religion to win the hearts and minds of 

the local population, exercise influence and thereby advance its geopolitical 

interests. There is a strong link between the Russian Orthodox Church and 

the Russian Ministry of Foreign Affairs. According to the narrative of the 

former, and in accordance with the latter, Russia’s mission in the Eastern 

Mediterranean is to protect Christians, but also to provide a peace settlement 

and build a new regional order (Curanović 2019, p. 259). In the case of Syria, 

the Russian Orthodox Church, sustained domestic support by framing the 

campaign as a holy mission to rescue prosecuted Christians, ensured high-

level morale within the Russian military ranks by resembling Russian soldiers 

to Orthodox peace-makers, and engaged foreign leaders, international 

organizations and Christians worldwide in order to legitimize Moscow’s policy 

(Adamsky 2019). Russian monasteries and churches have been sending 

humanitarian aid to Syrian congregations and the Patriach of Antioch has 
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expressed numerous times his gratitude for saving one of the world’s oldest 

Christian communities (Adamsky 2019, p. 54). 

Apart from exercising ecclesiastical diplomacy in Syria, Moscow via Orthodox 

Christianity “targets the believers” in Greece, Cyprus, Lebanon, Syria and 

Egypt and projects Russia as the protector of the faith in the broader region. 

The end goal is the primacy of World Orthodoxy. Indicative of the above is the 

fact that the Russian Orthodox Church, along with the Patriarchate of Antioch, 

the Church of Bulgaria and the Church of Serbia, abstained from the Pan-

Orthodox Council held in Crete in June 2016. Russia abstained from the most 

historic Synod of the Orthodox Christianity in order to send the message that 

is does not accept that the Ecumenical Patriarchate is the head of the 

Orthodox World (Litsas 2016, p. 67). Finally, the schism between the Russian 

Orthodox Church (ROC) and the Ukrainian Orthodox Church (UOC) revealed 

the limit of the Orthodox brotherhood narrative. Both the Greek and the 

Cypriot Church backed the Constantinople patriarch in recognizing the 

independence of the UOC (Shlykov and Koldunova 2022, pp. 11-13). 

 

Conclusion 

For a quarter-century after the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia was in 

many ways a spectator and not a protagonist in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Over the last decade, the Eastern Mediterranean is once again a terrain of 

great power rivalries. Today, Russia is a key player, with a considerable 

military presence and good relations with many of the state and non-state 

actors in the region. Russia is an active participant in the geopolitical chess 

match that involves the Eastern Mediterranean. The region has borne witness 

to how Russia has raised its status in the international arena. But is Russia’s 

political and military activism enough to consider Moscow as a power broker 

in one of the most complex and unstable regions of the world? The above 

analysis has demonstrated both the advantages and the limitations of 

Russia’s engagement in the region. 

In the military and security field, Russia has actively intervened in the cases of 

Syria and Libya and strengthened it naval presence in the region. Despite the 

geopolitical gains of power projection and increased arms sales, Russia’s 

capabilities in the Eastern Mediterranean are modest. It has been well 

established, that the economic and financial base of its policy in the region, is 

still lacking for a state that aspires to be a great power. Russia’s low record in 

the financial and foreign trade sectors, limits its influence in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Russia’s fragile economy limits its global ambitions and 

thereby its ability to counter western influence in the region.  

For the time being, Russia has enhanced its position in the region and 

demonstrated to all actors that they need to take into consideration Moscow’s 

interest. In the near future, Russia has to plan a long-term strategy about the 

region and its role in it. Such a strategy needs to address among others, the 



94 
 

role of Russia in the final settlement of the conflicts in Syria and Libya, the 

development of strategic partnerships with Turkey, Israel and Egypt and the 

extent to which Moscow wishes to maintain its role in the region, in case the 

US decides to return and reclaim its role as the key player. There is no doubt 

that Russia is back in the region.  But in order to stay relevant in the coming 

years and increase its capabilities, Moscow needs to balance between the 

risks and opportunities and envision a coherent regional policy.  
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The Jurisdictionalization of the East Mediterranean Sea 

Nathalie Ros, Professor at the University of Tours (IRJI), Vice-President and 

Secretary-General of the International Association of the Law of the Sea 

 

From a geopolitical standpoint, the East Mediterranean Sea is a very complex 

and conflicting region; the discovery of offshore resources, and especially 

huge gas fields, in several different geological areas in this part of the 

Mediterranean therefore came to superimpose on the more or less latent 

political and legal conflicts between Greece and Turkey, Israel and Palestine, 

the Cyprus question, the civil war in Syria and more recently in Libya. 

All coastal States in the region would like to take advantage of the 

hydrocarbons bonanza; in order to realize the associated promises of 

economic development and energy independence, they can endeavor to 

cooperate, or on the contrary adopt provocative and conflicting attitudes. The 

cooperation developed between certain actors can even be considered as a 

provocation by others, both in its principle and in its results, whether it is a 

question of sharing maritime spaces and resources, or of organizing the 

processing of hydrocarbons and their transport.  

In that respect, International Law of the Sea is obviously only one parameter, 

however essential because of its dialectical relationship with offshore energy,8 

and because it provides a framework for assessing claims and possibly 

settling disputes. Given the topography of the East Mediterranean Sea, with a 

lot of islands in a relatively small basin, with coasts less than 400 nautical 

miles from one another, the delimitation challenges9 are unavoidable and 

International Law of the Sea is thus even at risk to be effectively challenged in 

the region.10 Progressively realized in order for the coastal States to secure 

their sovereign rights over the offshore resources, the dynamic can be defined 

as a jurisdictionalization initiated by delimitation agreements (I), and 

consequently a jurisdictionalization leading to maritime disputes (II). 

 

 

 

                                                           
8
 Ros, N. (2020) ‘Law of the Sea and Offshore Energy in the East Mediterranean’, Jean Monnet Paper 

N° 10, Athens Jean Monnet European Centre of Excellence, https://jmce.gr/portal/wp-
content/uploads/2021/12/NR-WP-No-12-_Nathalie-Ros.pdf.   
9
 Cf. in this book, Ros, N. ‘Delimitation Challenges in the East Mediterranean Sea: an International Law 

of Sea Perspective’. 
10

 Ros, N. (2021) ‘Le droit international de la mer à l’épreuve en Méditerranée orientale’, Annuaire de 
Droit Maritime et Océanique, Tome XXXIV, pp. 17-53. 
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I - A jurisdictionalization initiated by delimitation agreements 

As regards delimitation agreements in the East Mediterranean, there have 

been first more unsuccessful attempts than successes,11 before energy 

prospects radically changed the situation, with now three agreements signed 

by Cyprus (A), two agreements signed by Turkey (B) and two agreements 

signed by Greece (C). 

 

A – Three agreements signed by Cyprus 

The delimitation agreements signed by Cyprus fall under the same model 

agreement (1) but they also constitute a real set of agreements (2). 

 

1) A model agreement 

Three maritime boundary delimitation agreements have been signed by 

Cyprus, with Egypt in 2003, Lebanon in 2007, and Israel in 2010.12 All are 

bilateral agreements of delimitation of the exclusive economic zone (EEZ), 

negotiated without prior EEZs proclamation. They are based on the same 

model and composed of five articles, plus an annex providing the list of the 

geographical coordinates. The wordings of the Cyprus-Egypt and Cyprus-

Lebanon treaties are exactly the same, while the Cyprus-Israel agreement 

may be considered more precise and includes some differences, mainly 

related to the fact that Israel is not a Party to UNCLOS but accepts customary 

International Law especially as regards EEZ. Corresponding to legally 

comparable situations, i.e. opposite coasts, the three agreements are founded 

on the median line (Article 1), and take into account the rights of third 

interested parties, stopping short to tri-points and/or providing a possible 

modification of the geographical coordinates. In the occurrence of a straddling 

deposit, they call for cooperation between the contracting parties in order to 

conclude a joint exploitation agreement or a framework unitization agreement 

(Article 2).13 A special form of cooperation is established in the case a 

                                                           
11

 Israel and Egypt have rejected Turkish proposals that would have deprived Cyprus of an EEZ. Greece 
has started negotiations with Egypt and Libya, but they later stalled in the new political context of the 
Arab Springs. Before the civil war, Syria and Cyprus have negotiated in order to conclude a maritime 
boundary agreement but it has not been possible, particularly due to Turkish influence on Damascus. 
12

 Dipla, H. (2011) ‘Ressources énergétiques et limites maritimes en Méditerranée orientale’, Annuaire 
du Droit de la Mer, Tome XVI, pp. 63-85, especially pp. 70 and following; Ioannides, N. (2017) 
‘Maritime Boundary Delimitation Agreements in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea’ in Martin, L., 
Salonidis, C. & Chioureas, Chr. (Eds) Natural Resources and the Law of the Sea: Exploration, Allocation, 
Exploitation of Natural Resources in Areas under National Jurisdiction and Beyond. International Law 
Institute Series, pp. 67-89. 
13

 A Framework Agreement Between the Government of the Republic of Cyprus and the Government 
of the Arab Republic of Egypt Concerning the Development of Cross-Median Line Hydrocarbons 
Resources has been adopted in its definitive version signed in December 2013, Republic of Cyprus, 
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contracting party is engaged in negotiations with another State for the 

delimitation of the EEZ; before reaching a final agreement, it “shall notify and 

consult” the other party, if the extreme points of their boundary are concerned 

(Article 3). A dispute settlement clause is provided, through diplomatic means 

or even arbitration (Article 4). The agreements are subject to ratification as 

well as their entry into force (Article 5). 

 

2) A set of agreements 

The first agreement was signed between Cyprus and Egypt on 17 February 

2003 and entered into force on 7 March 2004.14 It was negotiated at the 

initiative of Egypt,15 which could contribute to explain the choice of a 

delimitation of the exclusive economic zone rather than an agreement on the 

continental shelf. Indeed, Egypt was at the same time also in negotiation with 

Saudi Arabia for maritime delimitation in the Red Sea; in order not to 

jeopardize its chances of obtaining a delimitation based on the median line in 

the Red Sea, even though its coast is shorter than that of Saudi Arabia, Egypt 

was in favor of the application of the principle of the median line with Cyprus, 

despite its longer coast in the Mediterranean. This solution would have 

seemed more easily acceptable for the EEZ than for the continental shelf, 

which is considered to be more closely linked to the landmass, and perhaps 

even erroneously to the concept of natural prolongation, which is nevertheless 

no longer relevant up to 200 nautical miles. However, the EEZ option may 

also be considered a way to circumvent the traditional Turkish position relative 

to its continental shelf, disregarding the rights of islands including Cyprus. 

Actually, Egypt has never officially claimed an EEZ; upon its ratification of 

UNCLOS, on 26 August 1983, Egypt had only stated that it will exercise the 

corresponding rights.16 On the other hand, the proclamation of the Cypriot 

EEZ took place after the adoption and entry into force of the delimitation 

agreement, under the law of 5 April 2004, with a retroactive effect to 21 March 

2003. 

The following agreements were based on the same option, delimitating the 

EEZ rather than the continental shelf, what is supposed to be easier and more 

functional in the regional context. The second agreement was signed between 

Cyprus and Lebanon on 17 January 2007, at ministerial level. It was ratified 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Government Gazette No. 4196, 25 July 2014, p. 10703, 
https://www.mof.gov.cy/mof/gpo/gpo.nsf/All/A88D02909DC27F10C2257D20002C1DB5/$file/4196%
2025%207%202014%20PARARTIMA%201o%20MEROS%20III%20.pdf; Cyprus had also entered into 
negotiation with Israel (and Lebanon) to conclude similar agreements without achieving their 
adoption. 
14

 Agreement between the Republic of Cyprus and the Arab Republic of Egypt on the Delimitation of 
the Exclusive Economic Zone, 17 February 2003, 
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/EGY-CYP2003EZ.pdf. 
15

 Doussis, E. (2004) ‘L’Accord du 17 février 2003 entre Chypre et l’Egypte sur la délimitation de leurs 
zones économiques exclusives’, Annuaire du Droit de la Mer, Tome IX, pp. 143-156. 
16

 http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_declarations.htm#Egypt. 

https://www.mof.gov.cy/mof/gpo/gpo.nsf/All/A88D02909DC27F10C2257D20002C1DB5/$file/4196%2025%207%202014%20PARARTIMA%201o%20MEROS%20III%20.pdf
https://www.mof.gov.cy/mof/gpo/gpo.nsf/All/A88D02909DC27F10C2257D20002C1DB5/$file/4196%2025%207%202014%20PARARTIMA%201o%20MEROS%20III%20.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/EGY-CYP2003EZ.pdf
http://www.un.org/Depts/los/convention_agreements/convention_declarations.htm#Egypt
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by Cyprus in November 2007, but it has never been ratified by the Lebanese 

Parliament; thence it is not in force. In August and November 2010, Lebanon, 

that had not claimed an EEZ before, has deposited lists of geographical 

coordinates with the Secretary-General of the United Nations, in order to 

define the limits of its EEZ with Israel. In this context, the third agreement was 

signed between Cyprus and Israel on 17 December 2010 and entered into 

force on 25 February 2011.17 Notwithstanding the adoption of this agreement 

that have legally materialized the dispute between Israel and Lebanon, there 

were several reasons for Lebanon’s refusal to ratify the 2007 agreement: the 

political and governmental instability; the opposition of Turkey, which had 

unsuccessfully tried to prevent the conclusion of the agreement and then did 

everything possible to avoid its entry into force, going so far as to ask 

Lebanon not to give effect to it; but above all the Lebanese awareness 

relating to point 1 of the delimitation line, which was the core element of its 

maritime dispute with Israel.    

 

B - Two agreements signed by Turkey 

Turkey has concluded the 2011 agreement with the TRNC (a) and the 2019 

agreement with Libya (b).  

 

1) The 2011 agreement with the TRNC 

Not unrelated to the previous three agreements, a Continental Shelf 

Delimitation Agreement has been signed on 21 September 2011 between the 

Turkish Government and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), 

established in 1983; it was ratified by Turkey on 29 June 2012. This 

agreement was never published, but the corresponding map makes it clear 

that the delimitation of the continental shelf is actually founded on equitable 

principles, according to Turkey’s traditional legal position. Cyprus, being an 

island, is considered to be able to generate a smallest maritime space than 

Turkey with its longer and continental coast; the delimitation line is thus closer 

to Cyprus with a more extensive continental shelf for Turkey. In 2014, Turkey 

submitted a note verbale to the Secretary-General of the United Nations 

setting out the geographical coordinates of its continental shelf in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, as established by the delimitation agreement, but the 

submission of Turkey was not listed as an official deposit on the website of 

the Department of Oceans and the Law of the Sea (DOALOS). 

 

                                                           
17

 Agreement between the Government of the State of Israel and the Government of the Republic of 
Cyprus on the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone, signed in Nicosia on 17 December 2010 
and entered into force on 25 February 2011, 
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/cyp_isr_eez_2010.pdf
. 

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/cyp_isr_eez_2010.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/cyp_isr_eez_2010.pdf
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2) The 2019 agreement with Libya 

On 27 November 2019, Turkey has signed a maritime delimitation agreement, 

officially titled “Memorandum of Understanding Between Turkey and Libya on 

Delimitation of the Maritime Jurisdiction Areas in the Mediterranean”,18 with 

the internationally recognized Government of National Accord (GNA), based 

in Tripoli but exercising control only over a small portion of the Libyan territory. 

Concluded in order “to determine a precise and equitable delimitation”, the 

agreement sets “the boundaries of the Continental Shelf and the Exclusive 

Economic Zone” (Article 1) in the form of an “equidistance line” (article 1 § 3). 

It is correlated with a political deal on enhanced security and military 

cooperation between the two contracting parties. 

As shown on maps, the agreement considers Libya and Turkey as maritime 

neighbors and traces a corridor between their coasts, according to the 

principle of the so-called “diagonal lines”. Thence, the agreement ignores 

directly the presence of Crete between the coasts of Turkey and Libya, as 

well as the other Greek islands, especially the Dodecanese chain of islands 

(Kastellorizo, Karpathos, Kasos), and indirectly the entitlement of islands, 

including Cyprus, to an EEZ. The agreement actually provides the Greek 

islands only with territorial waters of 6 nautical miles, while the western coast 

of Cyprus is recognised as having a territorial sea of 12 nautical miles, 

following the deposit on 13 November 2019 of the List of geographical 

coordinates concerning the outer limits of Turkey’s continental shelf in the 

Eastern Mediterranean. 

The MoU entered into force on 8 December 2019, after ratification by the 

contracting parties; on 11 December 2019, Turkey addressed a note verbale 

to the Secretary-General of the United Nations setting out the geographical 

coordinates of its continental shelf in the Eastern Mediterranean, as 

established by the delimitation agreement between Turkey and Libya, for 

publication on the website of DOALOS. After ten months of intense diplomatic 

negotiations, the agreement was finally published in early October 2020, but 

with the mention of 11 December 2019 as the registration date. The 

agreement was nevertheless unanimously rejected by the international 

community, not only by Greece, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel and Syria, but also by 

the United States, Russia and the European Union.19 The resulting situation 

has therefore greatly contributed to the revival of the maritime delimitation 

process, during the summer of 2020 

 

 

                                                           
18

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/Turkey_11122019_
%28HC%29_MoU_Libya-Delimitation-areas-Mediterranean.pdf. 
19

 Jiménez García-Carriazo, A. (2021) ‘The Maritime Delimitation between Turkey and the Libya’s 
Government of National Accord: another Concern for the European Union’, Peace & Security / Paix et 
Sécurité Internationales, No 9, https://revistas.uca.es/index.php/paetsei/article/view/8333/8172. 

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/Turkey_11122019_%28HC%29_MoU_Libya-Delimitation-areas-Mediterranean.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/Turkey_11122019_%28HC%29_MoU_Libya-Delimitation-areas-Mediterranean.pdf
https://revistas.uca.es/index.php/paetsei/article/view/8333/8172
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C – Two agreements signed by Greece 

Indeed, Greece adopted a proactive strategy, including outside the Levantine 

Basin, and successively concluded the June 2020 agreement with Italy (a) 

and the August 2020 agreement with Egypt (b). 

 

1) The June 2020 agreement with Italy 

On 9 June 202020, Greece and Italy signed an Agreement on the Delimitation 

of their Respective Maritime Zones.21 As neither of them had proclaimed an 

EEZ in the Ionian Sea, the term is not used and the agreement obviously has 

a prospective dimension;22 it transposes the limits conventionally agreed for 

the continental shelf in 1977,23  in the form of a single line, based on a 

simplified median line, measured from points on both the mainland coast and 

the islands; it is entered into force on 8 November 2021.24  The signing of the 

agreement is in fact part of Greece’s proactive diplomacy developed in order 

to counterbalance the effects of the MoU, by confirming the right of the islands 

to a continental shelf and an EEZ, as well as the principle of taking them into 

account in any maritime delimitation process.  

 

2) The August 2020 agreement with Egypt 

This strategy, based on International Law of the Sea, is correlative with the 

relaunch of negotiations with Albania25 and culminates in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, with the agreement Egypt and Greece signed on 6 august 

202026 for the partial delimitation of their EEZ.27 Entered into force on 2 

                                                           
20

https://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GreeceItalyTreaty.pd
f.  
21

 Marghélis, A. (2021) ‘The maritime delimitation agreement between Greece and Italy of June 9th, 
2020: a preliminary analysis under the light of International Law, national interest and regional 
politics’, Marine Policy, Volume 126, Article 104403. 
22

 Since then, Italy adopted the Law 14 June 2021, n. 91 Institution of an exclusive economic zone 
beyond the external limit of the  territorial sea, 
https://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/law9114jun21eez.pdf; cf. 
Scovazzi, T. (2022) ‘The Italian exclusive economic zone’, Questions of International Law, Zoom-out 
88, pp. 39-56, http://www.qil-qdi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/04_Scovazzi-EEZ-Algeria-2022-
FIN.pdf. 
23

 Agreement between the Hellenic Republic and the Italian Republic on the Delimitation of the 
Respective Continental Shelf Areas of the two States, 24 May 1977, 
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GRC-ITA1977CS.PDF.   
24

 It has been ratified by Greece on 26 August 2020 and by Italy on 28 May 2021. 
25

 The Agreement on the delimitation of their respective continental shelf areas and other maritime 
zones to which they are entitled under International Law, signed by Albania and Greece on 27 April 
2009, has been declared unconstitutional by the Albanian Constitutional Court in its decision of 15 
April 2010. The two States resumed negotiations, first unsuccessfully in 2018, and again in the 
summer of 2020; they finally reached a political agreement, signed in Tirana on 20 October 2020, 
which aims to negotiate a future referral to the International Court of Justice. 
26

 Agreement between the Government of the Hellenic Republic And the Government of the Arab 
Republic of Egypt On the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone between the two countries 

https://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GreeceItalyTreaty.pdf
https://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GreeceItalyTreaty.pdf
https://www.un.org/depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/law9114jun21eez.pdf
http://www.qil-qdi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/04_Scovazzi-EEZ-Algeria-2022-FIN.pdf
http://www.qil-qdi.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/04_Scovazzi-EEZ-Algeria-2022-FIN.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/TREATIES/GRC-ITA1977CS.PDF
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September 2020,28 this agreement expressly refers to UNCLOS and 

International Law as the basis for the maritime delimitation between the two 

parties; in line with the three treaties signed by Cyprus, of which it uses most 

of the standard clauses, it delimits only the EEZ, notwithstanding the fact that 

neither of the two States has so far proclaimed one, and its purpose is clearly 

the exploitation of offshore resources. The delimitation, between opposite 

States, is based on the median line, even if it appears to be adjusted; the 

Greek islands located in the delimited zone, from Crete to Rhodes, were 

taken into account, but Kastellorizo and a portion of the eastern coast of 

Rhodes were not included in the partial delimitation, which was deliberately 

calculated to leave the way open for further negotiations with Cyprus, Libya 

and Turkey. The agreement nevertheless reinforces the Greek position by 

enshrining the right of the islands to an EEZ, with an effect in the maritime 

delimitation depending on the circumstances, and by confirming that their 

presence in the zone to be delimited cannot in any case be purely and simply 

ignored.  

All these agreements, partially contradictory and based on a different and 

even divergent interpretation of International Law of the Sea, obviously 

contribute to a jurisdictionalization leading to maritime disputes. 

   

II – A jurisdictionalization leading to maritime disputes 

The East Mediterranean is a conflicting sea; maritime disputes are acute and 

sometimes seem impossible to resolve, both along the coasts of the Levant 

(A) and in the heart of the Eastern Mediterranean (B). 

 

A - Along the coasts of the Levant 

In this part of the East Mediterranean, the dispute between Palestine and its 

neighbors (1) has recently crystallized, while the dispute between Israel and 

Lebanon (2) has just been settled. 

 

1) The dispute between Palestine and its neighbors 

The dispute between Palestine and its neighbors, obviously Israel but also 

Egypt, results from Palestine’s claims to the maritime areas off its coast, 

according to UNCLOS. Under the 1995 Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement 

                                                                                                                                                                      
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/EGY.htm or  
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/GRC.htm. 
27

 Marghélis, A. (2021) ‘Les délimitations maritimes Turquie-Gouvernement d’entente nationale 
libyen et Grèce-Egypte dans leur contexte régional’, Annuaire de droit maritime et océanique, Tome 
XXXIX, pp. 67-100 or Neptunus, Volume 27, https://cdmo.univ-nantes.fr/fr/neptunus-e-revue/annee-
2020. 
28

 It has been ratified by Egypt on 17 August 2020 and by Greece on 27 August 2020. 

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/EGY.htm
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/GRC.htm
https://cdmo.univ-nantes.fr/fr/neptunus-e-revue/annee-2020
https://cdmo.univ-nantes.fr/fr/neptunus-e-revue/annee-2020
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on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip,29 the Palestinian Territories only have 

jurisdiction over the waters lying off the Gaza Strip up to a breadth of 20 

nautical miles, including the soil and subsoil, and divided into three Maritime 

Activity Zones;30 however, since 2015, following its accession to UNCLOS,31 

and especially according to the recent Declaration of the State of Palestine 

regarding its Maritime Boundaries in accordance with the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea,32 transmitted to the United Nations on 24 

September 2019,33 there is a new dispute due to the fact that Palestine claims 

for a territorial sea, a contiguous zone, an exclusive economic zone and a 

continental shelf. Egypt (31 December 2019)34 and Israel (20 January 2020)35 

have reacted quickly; although for different reasons,36 both consider the 

Palestinian declaration to be contrary to International Law, and do not 

recognize it to have any legal effect. For Israel in particular, “the Palestinian 

entity” is not a sovereign State and therefore cannot possess or delimit 

maritime areas. Israel warns that it will not allow any non-consensual or 

unauthorized activity, including involving third parties, in its maritime spaces 

and such a warning, addressed ultimately to companies in the offshore 

industry wishing to respond to tenders, perfectly places the dispute in its 

energy context. 

 

2) The dispute between Israel and Lebanon  

The maritime dispute between Israel and Lebanon followed exactly the same 

logic. It had its origin in a combination of elements: Lebanon’s non-ratification 

of the 2007 agreement, Lebanon’s submission of geographical coordinates in 

2010 in order to define its EEZ with Israel, the conclusion of the 2010 

agreement between Cyprus and Israel, its official contestation by Lebanon in 

2011, the lists of coordinates communicated to the UN by Israel, and the new 

list deposited in reaction by Lebanon in 2011.  

The combination of these elements defined an overlapping area between the 

EEZs claimed by Lebanon and Israel, and thereby a maritime delimitation 

dispute resulting from divergent points of view relating both to the starting 

point of the maritime boundary, i.e. the end point of the land boundary, and 

                                                           
29

 Israeli-Palestinian Interim Agreement on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip, Washington, D.C., 
September 28, 1995, Article XVII and Article XIV of Annex I.  
30

 Goy, R. (2005) ‘La Palestine et la mer’, Annuaire du Droit de la Mer, Tome X, pp. 193-208; Bockel, A. 
(2008) ‘Le statut des espaces maritimes au large de la Bande de Gaza’, Annuaire du Droit de la Mer, 
Tome XIII, pp. 97-110. 
31

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/PSE_2015_Declaration.pdf. 
32

 Ioannides, N. A. (2019) ‘Palestine Takes to the Sea: a Commentary on Palestine’s Declaration 
concerning its Maritime Claims’, NCLOS Blog, https://site.uit.no/nclos/2019/11/20/palestine-takes-to-
the-sea-a-commentary-on-palestines-declaration-concerning-its-maritime-claims/. 
33

 https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/PSE_Deposit_09-2019.pdf. 
34

 https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/2000145E.pdf. 
35

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/communications/ISR_PSE.pdf. 
36

 Egypt disagrees less on the principle than on the location of the maritime boundary claimed by 
Palestine.  

https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/PSE_2015_Declaration.pdf
https://site.uit.no/nclos/2019/11/20/palestine-takes-to-the-sea-a-commentary-on-palestines-declaration-concerning-its-maritime-claims/
https://site.uit.no/nclos/2019/11/20/palestine-takes-to-the-sea-a-commentary-on-palestines-declaration-concerning-its-maritime-claims/
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/PSE_Deposit_09-2019.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/2000145E.pdf
https://www.un.org/Depts/los/LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/communications/ISR_PSE.pdf
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the end point of the maritime boundary. Offshore, Lebanon refuted the 

relevance of the last point included in the 2010 Cyprus-Israel agreement and 

initially in the 2007 Cyprus-Lebanon agreement (point 1), and used first in 

2011 a point located 9 nautical miles to the south-west, presented as the 

equidistant point for the three States concerned (point 23), and then in 2020 a 

new point more southward (point 29). 

Since recently, this maritime dispute between Israel and Lebanon was 

considered to be difficult, if not impossible, to resolve especially by legal 

means, as it was exacerbated by the political problems and conditioned, not 

to say poisoned, by the geopolitical and energy context in the East 

Mediterranean. The overlapping area was characterized by the presence of 

hydrocarbon deposits, and the line contested by Lebanon leaved on the 

Israeli side most of the resources discovered in the region. In the context 

renewed by the signing of the Turkish-Libyan and Greek-Egyptian 

agreements, and after three years of American diplomatic efforts, Israel and 

Lebanon announced on 1st October 2020 the signing of an agreement for 

talks to be held under the mediation of the United Nations, in order to resolve 

the dispute between them over their land and maritime borders. Indirect 

negotiations, via United States and United Nations officials, did begin on 14 

October 2020, regarding the maritime dispute, but they quickly stalled before 

resuming, in the new context resulting from the energy crisis linked to the war 

in Ukraine, with the announcement of an imminent agreement on 1st October 

2022.  

US-brokered, the final agreement, referred to as a maritime border deal, was 

signed separately on 27 October 2022, in the legal form of an exchange of 

letters, but both Parties recalled it could not be considered as an act of mutual 

recognition.37  Section 1 of the text establishes the “maritime boundary line” 

defined via a list of geographical coordinates. Concluded “without prejudice to 

the status of the land boundary”, the agreement does not contain any 

reference to International Law of the Sea principles; it does not refer to 

equidistance, although it may be assumed it is based on the equidistance 

method, and is only defined as “a permanent and equitable resolution of [the] 

maritime dispute”. First maritime delimitation between adjacent States in the 

East Mediterranean, the deal clearly appears to be concluded in order to 

divide gas-rich offshore waters; under Section 2, Israel keeps control of the 

Karish gas field, as Lebanon will get the right to develop the Qana gas field, 

which straddles the line, with Israel receiving proportionate dividend payments 

for gas withdrawn from the part of the reservoir that sits on its side, directly 

from the Qana future operator, TotalEnergies.38 

                                                           
37

 https://www.timesofisrael.com/full-text-of-the-maritime-border-deal-agreed-between-israel-and-
lebanon/. 
38

 Yiallourides, C., Ioannides, N. A. & Partain, R. A. (2022) ‘Some Observations on the Agreement 
between Lebanon and Israel on the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone’, ejiltalk.org, October 
26, https://www.ejiltalk.org/some-observations-on-the-agreement-between-lebanon-and-israel-on-
the-delimitation-of-the-exclusive-economic-zone/. 

https://www.timesofisrael.com/full-text-of-the-maritime-border-deal-agreed-between-israel-and-lebanon/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/full-text-of-the-maritime-border-deal-agreed-between-israel-and-lebanon/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/some-observations-on-the-agreement-between-lebanon-and-israel-on-the-delimitation-of-the-exclusive-economic-zone/
https://www.ejiltalk.org/some-observations-on-the-agreement-between-lebanon-and-israel-on-the-delimitation-of-the-exclusive-economic-zone/
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A day after the signing of this agreement, Lebanon and Cyprus agreed to 

move forward on maritime border talks in order to finalize the delimitation, but 

Lebanon must before reach an agreement with Syria. Although the two 

adjacent neighbors have announced a common desire to negotiate their 

maritime border, the first meeting was nevertheless almost immediately 

canceled by the Syrian government.   

   

B - In the heart of the Eastern Mediterranean  

 

Beyond the traditional dispute between Turkey and Greece in the Aegean 

Sea, maritime disputes appear really protean and multifaceted in this part of 

the East Mediterranean Sea. They stem from Turkey’s contestation of the 

agreements signed by Cyprus (1), as well as from the legal consequences of 

the agreements signed by Turkey, especially the reactions of the other States 

after the signing of the MoU (2).  

 

1) Turkey’s opposition to the agreements signed by Cyprus 

Turkey had first done everything possible to prevent the conclusion of the 

agreements signed by Cyprus and then their entry into force. In the case of 

Egypt, a Turkish influence is evident to explain the adoption, in March 2013, 

by the Legislative Committee of the Egyptian Upper House, of a bill annulling 

the 2003 agreement between Cyprus and Egypt and calling for a new 

delimitation in the presence of Turkey as a third party; the request was based 

on the argument that the agreement signed by Cyprus and Israel invalidated 

the 2003 agreement, because Egypt had the right to be present when it was 

signed, but it was not acted upon. In the case of Lebanon, Turkey openly 

lobbied to prevent the agreement and then “it has also been requested that 

the said agreement was not given effect in any case” as reported by the 

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs itself;39 this must be seen as one of the 

reasons for the non-ratification, all the more so as there were ongoing 

negotiations between Turkey and Lebanon, which led to the conclusion of a 

free trade agreement in 2010. Relations with Israel deteriorated sharply in 

2010, as a result of events off the Gaza Strip but also in the context of the 

adoption of the delimitation agreement.  

From a legal standpoint, Turkey objects to the application of the median line, 

in each of the three agreements, as a matter of principle, since it is the only 

                                                           
39

 30 January 2007, Press Release Regarding the efforts of the Greek Cypriot Administration of 
Southern Cyprus to sign bilateral agreements concerning maritime jurisdiction areas with the 
countries in the Eastern Mediterranean, http://www.mfa.gov.tr/_p_30-january-2007_-press-release-
regarding-the-efforts-of-the-greek-cypriot-administration-of-southern-cyprus-to-sign-bilateral-
agreements-concerning-maritime-jurisdiction-areas-with-the-countries-in-the-eastern-
mediterranean_br___p_.en.mfa. 
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State in the region, together with Palestine, to be a priori in favor of equitable 

principles, but a fortiori because of the insularity of Cyprus. Although 

formalized in legal terms, most of Turkey’s arguments are, however, political; 

they are related to the partition of Cyprus and Ankara’s official position that 

the Republic of Cyprus is not legitimate to conclude agreements on behalf of 

Cyprus as a whole, because it does not represent the two communities. 

Obviously, the conclusion of the 2011 Continental Shelf Delimitation 

Agreement between Turkey and TRNC also participates in this approach, as 

well as the subsequent Turkish pretentions in the Cyprus EEZ,40 the 

overlapping and competing allocations of hydrocarbon concessions, the 

incursions of Turkish military vessels and drilling attempts in Cypriot waters.41 

 

2) The reactions of the other States after the signing of the MoU 

In addition to the deposit of the List of geographical coordinates concerning 

the outer limits of Turkey’s continental shelf in the Eastern Mediterranean on 

13 November 2019, the MoU signed between Turkey and Libya, on 27 

November 2019, is a new source of disputes in the East Mediterranean, not 

only directly with Greece, but also indirectly with the other States of the 

region, especially Cyprus and Egypt, but also Syria. Although the arguments 

used are thus different, general as regards Syria, more focused on the 

domestic political situation of Libya in the case of Egypt and on the Law of the 

Sea for Cyprus and Greece, the four States called on the UN Secretariat to 

reject the Turkish and Libyan requests to have the MoU registered under 

Article 102 of the Charter of the United Nations, and the corresponding 

geographical coordinates published by DOALOS. They declared the MoU is 

null and void, and should therefore have no legal effect. Actually, Cyprus is 

more affected by the legal consequences of the List of coordinates than by 

the MoU. As regards Law of the Sea arguments, Cyprus reaffirms its 

sovereign rights to an EEZ and a continental shelf, such as determined on the 

basis of the median line, and in relation with the exploration and exploitation 

of natural resources; it also highlights and condemns the development of 

illegal drilling operations by Turkey within maritime spaces under its 

jurisdiction. Greece is, of course, the State most directly affected by the 

conclusion of the 2019 MoU, losing its sovereign rights in the maritime region 

concerned by the delimitation; thence, Greece’s position is by far the most 

developed under the Law of the Sea, in support of the view that the 

“agreement blatantly violates the rules of the international law of the sea on 

maritime delimitation”.42 
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Beyond the letters and notes verbales addressed to the United Nations 

Secretary-General, the main reaction of the neighboring States remains the 

conclusion of the EEZ delimitation agreement between Greece and Egypt. 

The conclusion of the MoU was intended to deprive these two States of the 

right to conclude such an agreement, and the August 2020 agreement is 

therefore a logical and direct response. It is a major political act, but also a 

confirmation of the Greek position founded on UNCLOS as well as on 

customary law, since the delimitation line is based on the median line and the 

islands have been directly taken into account in the delimitation, which thus 

recognizes their right to an EEZ and ultimately to a continental shelf.  

The publication of the MoU, and the coordinates of the maritime spaces it 

defines, on the DOALOS site, at the beginning of October 2020, was very bad 

news for the States of the region, which had deployed intense diplomatic and 

legal activity to avoid it. But this publication must undoubtedly be understood 

in the new context created by the signing of the agreement between Greece 

and Egypt, itself quickly published on the site, since Turkey also develops the 

argument that it “does not recognize” this agreement, “strongly protests the 

signing of the said agreement and deems it null and void”.43 It is therefore 

likely that DOALOS preferred to adopt a purely formalistic reading of these 

agreements, considering the instrumentum and not the negotium, since the 

situation was objectively different from the case of the agreement signed in 

2011 between Turkey and TRNC, where the non-publication was justified 

because one of the signatories was not recognized at the international level.    

The set of arguments developed by Turkey, on the one hand, and by Cyprus, 

Greece and Egypt, on the other, illustrates the intertwining of maritime 

delimitation disputes and the complexity of the situation in the region. The 

Turkish-Libyan agreement is considered by the other States concerned as re-

drawing the geography of maritime boundaries within the East Mediterranean 

Sea. It theoretically deprives Egypt and Greece of the right to conclude a 

maritime boundary delimitation agreement, and the Greek islands, 

Kastellorizo, Karpathos, Kasos and Crete, as well as indirectly the western 

part of Cyprus of an EEZ and a continental shelf. For its part, Turkey 

considers that the Greek-Egyptian agreement does not respect the limits of its 

continental shelf in the East Mediterranean, partly defined in the 2019 MoU, 

and thus infringes on the rights of Turkey, as well as Libya, by contravening 

the principles on which Turkey bases its maritime delimitation, particularly with 

regard to islands. 

As evidenced by the Memorandum of Understanding on exploration for 

hydrocarbons, signed by Libya and Turkey on 3 October 2022,44 it is obvious 

                                                                                                                                                                      
from the Permanent Representative of Greece to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-
General.   
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that the jurisdictionalization of the Eastern Mediterranean is closely linked to 

the energy issue and actually originates in the question of the drilling rights, 

given the lucrative prospects of hydrocarbon and especially gas resources in 

this part of the Mediterranean Sea. 
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Delimitation Challenges in the East Mediterranean Sea: an 

International Law of the Sea Perspective 

Nathalie Ros, Professor at the University of Tours (IRJI), Vice-President and 

Secretary-General of the International Association of the Law of the Sea 

 

From an International Law of the Sea perspective, the situation in the East 

Mediterranean Sea is very particular.[1] The first element is the variable 

geometry definitions of the region, understood as the eastern part of the 

Mediterranean Sea, in other words the Levantine Basin, also known as the 

Levant, the Eastern or East Mediterranean. With respect to coastal States, the 

East Mediterranean Sea includes more often than not Cyprus, Egypt, Greece, 

Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, and Palestine, and much more rarely Libya, 

which recent events have de facto integrated into the regional collective of 

States. The second parameter is related to the fact that of the eight or nine 

States in the region, including Libya, four are not Parties to the United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Sea adopted on 10 December 1982 (UNCLOS): 

Israel and Turkey, which are among the four States that have voted against 

the 1982 Convention; Syria, which has neither signed nor ratified; and Libya, 

which has signed on 3 December 1984 but has never ratified. 

Furthermore, International Law of the Sea, as defined in UNCLOS, is often 

referred to as Ocean Law insofar as it has not been designed for enclosed 

and semi-enclosed seas, to which the Convention devotes its Part IX. This 

partly explains why there have always been Mediterranean readings of 

UNCLOS, and a regional interpretation of the Law of the Sea, which is all the 

more necessary given the geographical and geopolitical features of this 

exceptional sea.[2] Inseparable from the International Law of the Sea 

framework (I), delimitation challenges are nevertheless not unrelated to the 

energy and security context, which necessarily refers to Eastern 

Mediterranean specificities (II). 

  

I – From the International Law of the Sea framework  

Even if the Mediterranean is a semi-enclosed sea, with a lot of geographic 

and geopolitical particularities, International Law of the Sea as defined by 

UNCLOS and customary law serves as a global framework. As legal title is 

the basis for maritime delimitation, the importance of applicable legal regimes 

(A) and the relevance of maritime delimitation law (B) are closely interrelated 
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and appear essential in order to better understand Eastern Mediterranean 

challenges. 

  

A – The importance of applicable legal regimes  

In the Levantine Basin, as in the Mediterranean Sea as a whole, the legal 

regime of maritime areas is a central issue in delimitation challenges, 

especially with regard to the region’s offshore resources and the associated 

promises of economic development and energy independence: the dialectic 

continental shelf/exclusive economic zone (1) and of course the legal regime 

of islands (2). 

  

1) The dialectic continental shelf/exclusive economic zone  

From an International Law of the Sea standpoint, the strategy of the 

Mediterranean States, especially in the East Mediterranean, appears founded 

on an opportunistic confusion and/or assimilation of two distinct maritime 

areas, the continental shelf and the exclusive economic zone (EEZ). 

The corresponding dialectic is an issue on which the coastal States were in 

confrontation during the Third Conference on the Law of the Sea, according to 

their relationship to the sea,[3] and the final wording of Article 76 is an integral 

part of the global compromise realized by the Convention. It guarantees the 

legal autonomy of the continental shelf vis-à-vis the exclusive economic zone, 

even if the spatial and legal dissociation does not effectively and fully 

materialize until beyond 200 nautical miles.[4] As such the Mediterranean is 

not concerned because the coasts are nowhere distant of more than 400 

nautical miles, with a specific configuration, a fortiori in the Eastern Basin, 

implying that there is neither Area nor extended continental shelf, but a wholly 

appropriated and shared space. Obviously, the fact that there is no 

continental shelf that does not correspond to the seabed and subsoil of the 

exclusive economic zone,[5] even potentially, is an essential element to justify 

that the traditional dialectic results in an opportunistic confusion and even a 

conceptual assimilation. 

 UNCLOS addresses the Exclusive economic zone (Part V) and the 

Continental shelf (Part VI) in two separate parts with different, though 

complementary, legal regimes. According to the International Law of the Sea, 

a coastal State does not have to proclaim an EEZ to exercise jurisdiction over 

the soil and subsoil of the sea beyond 12 nautical miles (Article 76); the legal 

regime of the continental shelf governs the exploration and exploitation of its 

natural resources (Article 77),[6] while the EEZ is essentially dedicated to 

fishing activities, and subsidiarily integrates environmental protection and 

marine scientific research (Articles 56, 61 to 73). However, the proclamation 

of an exclusive economic zone provides the coastal State with additional 

competences as regards offshore energy activities; this is especially the case 
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for the organization of resource exploitation, the extraction of hydrocarbons, 

the transport of oil and gas, the joint management of transboundary deposits, 

or the authorization, construction and use of platforms. With regard to 

platforms, the division of competences is extremely ambiguous, between EEZ 

and continental shelf, according to Articles 56 § 1 (b) (i), 60 Artificial islands, 

installations and structures in the exclusive economic zone and 80 Artificial 

islands, installations and structures on the continental shelf, since the 

implementation of sovereign rights under the continental shelf ultimately 

appears to depend on the competences relating to the superjacent waters and 

the EEZ. 

Not without relation, one of the major delimitation challenges in the East 

Mediterranean Sea is related to the legal regime of islands. 

  

2) The legal regime of islands  

One of the essential current International Law of the Sea problems in the 

Mediterranean, and especially in the Levantine Basin, is the legal regime of 

islands lato sensu,[7] i. e. including three main issues to be distinguished 

though they are closely connected: the definition of islands and their legal 

regime stricto sensu,[8] as stated in Part VIII and Article 121 Regime of 

islands, with a status of customary International Law,[9] and the rights of 

islands in a maritime delimitation, as “developed through the case-law of the 

Court and arbitral jurisprudence”.[10] 

A combined reading of Article 121 § 1 and § 3 establishes the definition of the 

island in International Law, by distinguishing clearly between an island, i.e. a 

natural island, defined as a “naturally formed area of land, surrounded by 

water, which is above water at high tide” (§ 1), an artificial island[11] 

according to Articles 60 and 80 Artificial islands, installations and structures in 

the exclusive economic zone/on the continental shelf, and “rocks which 

cannot sustain human habitation or economic life of their own” (§ 3).[12] 

These rocks, have to be considered in their “natural capacity”[13] and cannot 

be regarded as islands; thence they “shall have no exclusive economic zone 

or continental shelf” (§ 3), as confirmed[14] by the Arbitral Award of 12 July 

2016 in the South China Sea Arbitration.[15] 

The consequence is a distinct legal regime for islands. Article 121 § 2 only 

applies to natural islands: “Except as provided for in paragraph 3, the 

territorial sea, the contiguous zone, the exclusive economic zone and the 

continental shelf of an island are determined in accordance with the 

provisions of this Convention applicable to other land territory”. This is 

obviously confirmed a contrario by Article 60 § 8: “Artificial islands, 

installations and structures do not possess the status of islands. They have no 

territorial sea of their own, and their presence does not affect the delimitation 

of the territorial sea, the exclusive economic zone or the continental shelf”. 
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Since islands are entitled to a territorial sea, but also to an EEZ and a 

continental shelf, an island cannot in any way be ignored in a maritime 

delimitation process, whether it is an island State, such as Malta[16] or 

Cyprus, or an island that is part of a continental State, such as Crete or the 

other Greek islands, and whether it intervenes on a principal or accessory 

basis. An island must be taken into account in a delimitation process,[17] but 

“the effect to be given to an island in the delimitation of the maritime boundary 

in the exclusive economic zone and the continental shelf depends on the 

geographic realities and the circumstances of the specific case. There is no 

general rule in this respect. Each case is unique and requires specific 

treatment, the ultimate goal being to reach a solution that is equitable”.[18] As 

the importance of islands in Mediterranean maritime delimitations is 

crucial,[19] this rule must be kept in mind in the Levant, and also refers to the 

relevance of maritime delimitation law. 

  

B – The relevance of maritime delimitation law  

Maritime delimitation law is the result of a threefold normative process, with a 

conventional dimension naturally correlative to the codification of the Law of 

the Sea, and a customary development “in”[20] and “through the case-law of 

the Court and arbitral jurisprudence”;[21] it has to be apprehended from 

conventional law (1) to jurisprudential custom (2). 

  

1) From conventional law  

The first text relating to maritime delimitation, Article 6 of the Geneva 

Convention on the Continental Shelf of 1958 refers to “the median line” (§ 1) 

or “the principle of equidistance” (§ 2) unless “special circumstances”, 

understood in a very restrictive manner, justify another delimitation.[22] But 

this rule, which is relatively easy to implement over short distances, for 

example in the case of the territorial sea,[23] proved to be unfair for delimiting 

the continental shelf and was therefore rejected by many States. This was the 

case of Germany (FRG), which had refused to ratify the 1958 Convention 

precisely because it was disadvantaged by the application of equidistance 

insofar as its coastline was concave and located between two convex coasts 

(Netherlands and Denmark). It is therefore not accidental that this was the 

starting point of the jurisprudential process, with the North Sea Continental 

Shelf Judgment delivered on 20 February 1969.[24] 

Logically the equidistance principle was not reproduced in UNCLOS, which 

integrated the acquis of the case-law, but above all had to resort to a 

constructive ambiguity in order to allow the adoption of Articles 74 and 83, 

respectively dedicated to EEZ and continental shelf. Drafted on the same 

model,[25] these dispositions only required that “the delimitation […] shall be 

effected […] in order to achieve an equitable solution”.[26] Characterized by a 
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very low normative density, this conventional rule belongs to the material soft 

law and the development of the so-called fundamental norm of maritime 

delimitation[27] has been referred to jurisprudential custom.[28] 

                      

2) To jurisprudential custom  

 After more than 50 years, the jurisprudential law of maritime delimitation[29] 

is now theoretically well established at least up to 200 nautical miles,[30] even 

if the implementation of the jurisprudential and customary rule is in practice 

not so easy, in particular in a semi-enclosed sea, with a lot of islands, such as 

the Mediterranean, and especially its Eastern basin. 

On 3 February 2009, in the Maritime Delimitation in the Black Sea case, the 

International Court of Justice generalized its three-step method by not only 

transposing the methodology based on the equidistance of first step from the 

case of opposite to adjacent coasts, but also by theorizing the legal process of 

delimitation.[31] The first stage is to establish a provisional equidistance line, 

the second to consider whether there are factors calling for the adjustment or 

shifting of this line in order to achieve an equitable result, and the third stage 

to proceed to a formal proportionality test.[32]  

In practice, it is generally the disparity of coastal lengths which justifies a 

correction, whereas the considerations which condition the exact location of 

the line and its equitable character are, on the contrary, elements specific to 

each case; as for the correction, it most often takes the form of a translation or 

a displacement of the line, or even, more rarely, of a sharing of the 

overlapping zone. 

All these elements incline to apply the International Law of the Sea framework 

to Eastern Mediterranean specificities. 

  

II – To Eastern Mediterranean specificities  

The current development of EEZs in the Mediterranean Sea[33] was initiated 

with the emergence of the East Mediterranean EEZs (A), but the coastal 

States of the region have joined the global movement in an original way, and 

once again specific insofar as they have developed EEZs as an energy 

strategy (b). 

  

A – The East Mediterranean EEZs  

The evolution from a Mediterranean exception (1) to a Mediterranean 

implementation (2) originated in the East Mediterranean Sea, before being 

later adopted in the western basin. 
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1) From a Mediterranean exception  

For a long time, there has been a Mediterranean exception with regard to the 

exclusive economic zone.[34] Whereas all over the world coastal States made 

widespread proclamations on the oceans, even in other semi-enclosed seas, 

Mediterranean States have long adopted a reserved attitude towards EEZs in 

particular, and jurisdictionalization of the maritime spaces in general; not 

unrelated, the Mediterranean is one of the regions of the world where the 

process of maritime delimitation remains least advanced. [35] 

The original reluctance of the Mediterranean States can be described as 

collective, since it was the result of their joint, almost intuitive but 

uncoordinated attitude. However, gradual evolutions, justified by the needs of 

the protection of the marine resources and environment, have nevertheless 

led to individual strategies of appropriation of the superjacent waters.[36] The 

first initiatives were based on the exclusive economic zone, but have 

remained at the stage of formal proclamations, in the southern and eastern 

parts of the Mediterranean (Morocco in 1981, Syria in 2003, Tunisia in 2005, 

Libya in 2009). Then, in the western part of the Mediterranean, Member 

States or future Member States of the European Union, have developed 

unconventional forms of jurisdictionalization of the waters superjacent to their 

continental shelf, proclaiming functional and fragmentary zones under national 

jurisdiction, which are dismemberments of the EEZ of which they mobilize 

only part of the competences:[37] fishing protection zone (Spain in 1997), 

ecological protection zone (France in 2003-2004, Slovenia in 2005, Italy in 

2006), or mixed zone (Croatia in 2003-2004). 

But a third and subsequent step led to a Mediterranean implementation of the 

EEZ concept. 

  

2) To a Mediterranean implementation  

Indeed, the current situation corresponds to a new evolution, with the 

implementation of effective but original EEZs.[38] While it has developed also 

in the Western Mediterranean, especially in the Gulf of Lions, with the 

proclamation of exclusive economic zones by France (2012) and Spain 

(2013), and more recently by Algeria (2018),[39] this conventional movement 

was initiated first in the East Mediterranean at the instigation of Cyprus, and 

particularly in its conventional relations with Egypt, Lebanon and Israel. 

Posterior developments in the basin obviously participate of the same logic, 

partially in the case of the Memorandum of Understanding Between Turkey 

and Libya signed in 2019 in order to determine the boundaries of the 

Continental Shelf and the Exclusive Economic Zone, or totally with the 

Agreement concluded in 2020 between Greece and Egypt on the Delimitation 

of the Exclusive Economic Zone. 
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In the geopolitical context of Eastern Mediterranean, in particular as regards 

energy, and as well as in fact in Western Mediterranean,[40] the coastal 

States do not intend to manage fishing resources, develop marine renewable 

energies, or even protect and preserve the marine environment, according to 

Article 56 of UNCLOS. They all favor EEZs as an energy strategy, based on 

offshore activities. 

  

B – EEZ as an energy strategy  

Unlike the EEZ, a continental shelf does not need to be proclaimed and 

endorses the coastal State with sovereign rights providing all the necessary 

competences and powers to develop offshore energy activities. 

Notwithstanding, the Eastern Mediterranean coastal States have initiated a 

strategy based on EEZ rather than continental shelf (1) and delimitation 

agreements rather than proclamations (2). 

  

1) EEZ rather than continental shelf  

According to Article 77 § 1 of UNCLOS, “the coastal State exercises over the 

continental shelf sovereign rights for the purpose of exploring it and exploiting 

its natural resources”. Furthermore, it has also the exclusive right to construct 

and to authorize and regulate the construction, operation and use of Artificial 

islands, installations and structures on the continental shelf (Article 80), as 

well as “to authorize and regulate drilling on the continental shelf for all 

purposes” (Article 81). Thus, from the standpoint of International Law of the 

Sea, a coastal State does not need to claim an EEZ to exercise jurisdiction 

over the resources of the seabed and subsoil; its sovereign rights over the 

continental shelf provide it with all the necessary competences and powers to 

develop offshore energy activities.[41] 

However, in the East Mediterranean, coastal States have initiated a strategy 

based on the legal concept of exclusive economic zone, but diverting it from 

its conventional objectives, not to establish fisheries management or 

environmental protection but to define and enhance the legal framework for 

the exploration and exploitation of the resources of the continental shelf. The 

reasons behind such a strategic choice are manifold and difficult to determine 

precisely. They are due to the political situation in the Levantine Basin, but 

also to the existence of sovereignty and delimitation conflicts. The legal 

position of Turkey, as regards the concept of continental shelf and the regime 

of islands, is obviously relevant a contrario, but it seems that some related 

elements are more circumstantial and specific to the first agreement, signed 

between Cyprus and Egypt, in order to justify a median line by reference to 

the distance inherent in the definition of the EEZ. Maybe other reasons are 

related to the additional competences offered by the EEZ in order to organize 

the exploitation, for example the transport of gas or oil, or a joint management 
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of the transboundary resources. Actually, the offshore strategy based on the 

EEZ is also a way to affirm, or reaffirm, sovereign rights that are not only 

exclusive but also inherent to the concept of continental shelf.[42] 

In this perspective, Eastern Mediterranean States have also opted for 

delimitations agreements rather than proclamations. 

  

2) Delimitation agreements rather than proclamations  

In concrete terms, this appropriative approach was developed in the aftermath 

of the discovery of the first offshore oil and gas deposits in the region. The 

claims for EEZs therefore logically seem to be part of an economic 

sovereignty strategy, focused on offshore energy, and dedicated to the 

exploration and exploitation of the continental shelf resources.[43] As long as it 

is not legally necessary to proclaim an EEZ in order to claim rights and 

jurisdiction over the resources of the seabed and subsoil beyond 12 nautical 

miles, the strategy initiated by Cyprus must be understood and analyzed by 

reference to the desire of the coastal States to secure rights over areas 

subject to calls for tenders as well as over their potential resources, a strategy 

likely to reassure oil companies in a region whose stability is uncertain. By 

ensuring the sharing of offshore resources, and even their joint exploitation, 

between neighboring States, delimitation agreements fulfil this vital function 

better than individual proclamations, the legal scope of which could be 

potentially conflicting, even if two States in the region have at least 

theoretically subscribed to this logic, namely Syria with its legal act of 

November 2003 establishing a 200 nautical miles EEZ[44] and Greece with its 

law of August 2011 proclaiming the right to a potential EEZ.[45] 

Even if the jurisdictionalization does not necessarily presuppose the 

delimitation, a fortiori in the Mediterranean,[46] the process is therefore 

carried out in a totally atypical legal form; taking into consideration that some 

of the delimitation agreements are contested by the other States of the region, 

and are even contradictory and incompatible, this is an essential component 

of the delimitation challenges in the East Mediterranean Sea and obviously 

supposes a case by case approach.[47] 
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Abstract 
 
Political instability, territorial tensions and maritime activities with a global 
strategic scope are concentrated in the Eastern Mediterranean basin. All of 
them have a cross-border dimension for whose governance cooperation is 
essential. This has a strong impact on marine spatial planning, the viability of 
which is questioned by the scale of the geopolitical challenges. The proposed 
recommendations aim primarily at capitalizing on existing institutional and 
policy resources to assist the development of marine spatial planning.   
 
Introduction 
 
In the Eastern Mediterranean circumstances exist that make it necessary to 
promote cross-border cooperation, including the development of marine 
spatial plans, while at the same time situations with such a degree of conflict 
arise that they constitute powerful barriers that prevent the activation of the 
various actions and instruments designed to govern and manage a regional 
maritime area of considerable complexity. 
 
The transboundary factor in this part of the basin has an outstanding weight, 
not only because of the geographical morphology itself -already complex due 
to the importance of insularity- but also, and in particular, because of the 
existence of a territorial puzzle associated with an accentuated political 
conflict. 
 
The process of jurisdictional expansion that has been taking place in the basin 
in recent years (following a change in strategy by most of the coastal 
countries that refrained at the outset from declaring exclusive rights) has 
exacerbated existing territorial conflicts, hindering and deteriorating the 
already fragile regional marine governance as a result of instability in a large 
part of the basin. 
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Source: Author. 

 

Figure 1. Eastern Mediterranean. Typology of cross-border contacts  

 

 

Based on a structured presentation of information and indicators that 
characterize the geographical scope and marine governance, this document 
explores possible guidelines aimed at boosting cooperation for the 
development of marine spatial planning (MSP). 
 
This paper has a synoptic structure with synthetic statements and concise 
analyses. A brief presentation of data and a set of simplified observations that 
aim to describe the Eastern Mediterranean maritime scenario, point out the 
relevant conflicts, and set out possible orientations that can support the plans. 
 
The Maritime Scenario 
 
The Eastern Mediterranean basin covers an area of around 1.5 million km2, 
with eight coastal states plus the territory of Palestine. Considering the 
criterion of median lines for the distribution of maritime jurisdictions, there are 
14 border contacts with a total border length of 6,246 km. Similarly, based on 
the median lines, the distribution of spaces under national jurisdiction is led by 
three States: Greece, Libya and Egypt, which would cover almost 80%. Of the 
remaining five, none reaches 10%  
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 Source: Author based on DOALOS. 

 

 Figure 2. Maritime jurisdictions by country. 

 (Calculations are approximate values only). 

 

 
   Source: Author based on DOALOS. 

 

  Figure 3. Eastern Mediterranean basin 
  (Calculations are approximate values only). 
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 **** Borders measured using the median lines 

  Source: Author. 

 

 Box 1. Borders. Median line. 
 (Calculations are approximate values only). 

 

 

The high seas are significantly present in the northern half of the Eastern 
Mediterranean (waters adjacent to the coasts of Greece and Turkey) as 
neither of these two States has declared exclusive economic zone, fisheries 
protection zone or ecological protection zone with the result that they form a 
marine area in which the water column is freely accessible with an underlying 
bed and subsoil under national jurisdiction (continental shelf).  

 

Source: Author based on DOALOS. 

 

Figure 4. Distribution of maritime jurisdictions in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
(Calculations are approximate values only). 
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Politically, five of the eight states have a fragile state index (The Fund for 
Peace) above 80: High Warning (3), Alert (1), Very High Alert (1). 
Economically (World Bank), three states have a High income level; three 
Upper middle; one Lower; one Low. Demographically (United Nations), two 
countries (Egypt and Turkey) represent almost 80% of the total population 
(231 million), none of the remaining six reaching 10%.   
 
Hot spots and choque points are also important elements in the region. At this 
end of the Mediterranean basin are located two of the eight global range 
choke points related to the global energy system (the so-called Turkish Straits 
and the Suez Canal), with Suez in fourth place (5.5 million barrels/day) and 
the Turkish Straits in seventh place (2.4 million barrels day) [US Energy 
Information Administration, 2017; Emerson and Stevens, 2012].  
 
The Middle East in general and some of the Mediterranean coastal states in 
particular (MENA region) tend to rank among the areas with the highest level 
of instability on a global scale, with a relatively small area of the Eastern Basin 
being concentrated in the conflicts of the Palestinian-Israeli entity, Syria war 
and Lybia State failure. This level of conflict makes inter-State relations 
permanent challenge: Libya does not recognise Israel; Palestine has the 
status of a non-member observer State with its only coastal territory (Gaza 
Strip) occupied by Israel; Turkey considers the state of Cyprus as the Greek 
Cypriot Administration and Cyprus does not recognise the so-called Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus (not recognised by the United Nations). 
 
From a maritime perspective, the coastal arc between Turkey and Libya with 
the island state of Cyprus in the centre contains a number of territorial 
conflicts of considerable complexity and maritime dimension, most notably: 
the dispute over the delimitation of the continental shelf between Greece and 
Turkey; the Turkish occupation of northern Cyprus with its effects on the 
determination of maritime jurisdictions; the definition of Turkey's continental 
shelf and its relationship with the occupied territory of Cyprus and Libya, and 
collaterally the effects on Greece. This sub-basin also contains part of the 
external border of the European Union generated by two of its Member States 
(Greece and Cyprus). 
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  Source: Author based on DOALOS. 

 

Figure 5. EU external border. 
(Calculations are approximate values only). 

 

Associated with this complex jurisdictional puzzle are the initiatives taken by 
Turkey and Cyprus regarding hydrocarbon exploration and exploitation 
licenses, with the squares defined by the two administrations overlapping 
around the island of Cyprus.  Overall, the claims and agreements whose main 
players are Turkey and Cyprus also involve three other states: Libya, Egypt 
and Israel; in total five of the eight coastal states (not counting Lebanon 
whose 2007 delimitation agreement with Cyprus has not been ratified). 
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Source: Author based on DOALOS. 

 

Figure 6. Turkey’s jurisdictional claims. 
(Calculations are approximate values only). 
 

From the perspective of marine governance, the Mediterranean Sea is 
characterized by the existence of a sufficient legal-institutional structure that 
coexists with weak political integration and marked economic differences. 
More than 50 international, general and regional treaties can be applied in the 
Mediterranean Sea, although not all countries are signatories or have ratified 
them (Suárez and Rodríguez, 2015). These treaties cover a wide range of 
issues: from fisheries to pollution, biological diversity or different aspects of 
navigation and transport, to waste disposal (European Commission, 2009). Of 
the eight coastal states, three are not signatories to UNCLOS (Israel, Syria 
and Turkey) and one is a signatory but has not ratified (Libya).   
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Key issues on MSP and cross-border/transboundary cooperation  
 

Maritime activities with a global strategic dimension dependent on exogenous 

decisions (energy and trade flows, exploration and exploitation of hydrocarbons, 

naval strategy). 

 

Maritime borders conditioned by a combination of intricate territorial disputes and 

marked geopolitical instability. 

Traditionally based local maritime economies. 

 

Environmental impacts that are difficult for coastal States to control in a marine area 

with 35 % of the high seas. 

 

Comprehensive multilateral regulatory framework (MAP/BARCON and protocols) 

with insufficient implementation capacity 

 

Supranational MSP regulatory framework (two EU states) and significant 

jurisdictional presence (Greek continental shelf and Cyprus EEZ). 

 

Lack of a North-South regional alliance for economic and socio-political integration. 

 

 

Box 2. Key issues on MSP and cross-border/transboundary cooperation. 

 

Recommendations 
 
The Mediterranean area already has a long history of regional initiatives that 
have sought to promote coordinated maritime governance in the face of 
conflicts and issues of a supranational nature. At the same time, the region as 
a whole, and in particular the eastern sub-basin, has been suffering from 
constant and permanent crises of extreme seriousness that hinder relations 
between national actors and international institutions and prevent the 
development of cooperative actions. 
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Previous Questions    

 

- Is there a 'Mediterranean way' for MSP and cross-border cooperation? The Eastern 

Mediterranean has some unusual characteristics which may require differentiated 

treatment.  

 

- How can progress be made on MSP and cross-border cooperation in a context of 

regional failure? Instability and planning are difficult to reconcile, although a plan 

contributes to the construction of a common objective.  

 

- How far can the existing instruments and institutions (UNCLOS, MAP/BARCON) 

advance? Both have been shown to constitute consistent regulatory structures and can 

therefore be considered a support point to facilitate the development of MSP. 

 

 

Box 3. Previous questions. 

 

In this context, marine spatial planning, a novel tool, must make way for the 
use of the experience accumulated in recent decades and the resources 
already available, which have contributed to marine governance in one way or 
another. There is hardly room for actions with short-term results and 
unexpected turns. Similarly, the adoption of guidelines for cooperation in the 
field of MSP applied in regions with a different geopolitical profile is 
inadvisable. That is why the following specific guidelines are proposed for this 
sub-basin, not reiterating general guidelines on participation and data 
management that are already formulated in documents such as 'Conceptual 
Framework for Marine Spatial Planning in the Mediterranean': 
 
Specific recommendations 
 
-The marine space plan has limited regulatory capabilities, which do not 
include dispute resolution. However, the plan can be a temporary formula to 
cover economic developments during periods of transition to dispute 
resolution.  
 
-Review existing regulatory instruments from a spatial marine planning 
perspective. The United Nations Convention provides mechanisms for the 
resolution of disputes and useful normative principles to be inserted in 
planning initiatives with a transboundary dimension and semi-enclosed 
basins. 
 
-Assume in the plan the complexity of the border event and adapt it to the 
conditions and limitations of the jurisdictions and typology of the maritime 
borders. In the Eastern Mediterranean, different legal regimes coexist and 
overlap in a relatively limited area.  
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-Provision of a financial fund by States that undertake campaigns for the 
exploration and exploitation of energy resources in marine areas where 
hydrocarbon deposits are located. This initiative can be framed within existing 
cooperation structures such as the revised European Neighbourhood Policy 
(ENP). 
 
-The eastern end of the basin and around Cyprus are located six triple points 
of the existing seven (in the configuration of median lines). This corresponds 
to the provision of Article 12 of the MSP Directive (Cooperation with third 
countries) and therefore action with the participation of the EU should be 
promoted for the drafting of the plan with the inclusion of all the parties 
concerned. 
 
-Under the conditions of political conflict and territorial tensions, the 
development of maritime policies that strengthen the regulatory framework of 
maritime spatial plans appears to be a priority. Substantive issues relating to 
the uses of maritime space can be more appropriately addressed in the 
framework of the respective national maritime policies. 
 
-Create a Regional Centre for MSP within the framework of the Mediterranean 
Action Plan, or assign it to one of the Centres within the existing institutional 
structure. This would be a way of reinforcing the initiative taken with the 
document 'Conceptual Framework for Marine Spatial Planning in the 
Mediterranean'. 
 
Coda 
 
The exceptional nature of the Eastern Mediterranean basin does not mean 
that no guidelines or general recommendations can be given for observing it 
in various regional settings. The range of prescriptive actions is limited 
although the ways in which they are combined can be very diverse and, 
consequently, ways must be found to adapt them to the place and the 
historical moment. The case of the Eastern Mediterranean is perhaps one of 
the most pronounced challenges for marine governance. 
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Legal Regulation of Offshore Energy Activities in the East 
Mediterranean Sea 
 
Nathalie Ros, Professor at the University of Tours (IRJI), Vice-President and 
Secretary-General of the International Association of the Law of the Sea 
 
In the East Mediterranean Sea, four of the nine States of the region (Israel, 
Turkey, Syria and Libya) are not Parties to the United Nations Convention on 
the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) even if most of the relevant dispositions, a 
fortiori in a semi-enclosed sea, are customary International Law. Furthermore, 
while all the coastal States are Parties to the Barcelona Convention, but of 
course not to all of its protocols, with only three Parties to the Mediterranean 
Offshore Protocol (Cyprus, Libya, Syria plus the European Union), two are 
also European Union Member States (Cyprus and Greece). 
International Law and European Union Law are nevertheless useful 
frameworks for the regulation of offshore energy, and the Mediterranean is 
undoubtedly the region of the world where these industrial activities are, at 
least in theory, the best regulated.45 Aware that offshore operations can be 
considered dangerous, a fortiori in a semi-enclosed sea, and are thus likely to 
damage the vulnerable marine environment of the region, especially in the 
East Mediterranean Sea, coastal States have intended to establish a 
Mediterranean governance of these activities46 even before the exploitation 
became a reality, first within the framework of Mediterranean International 
Law (I), and then with the support of European Union Law (II).  
 
I – Within the framework of Mediterranean International Law 
 
Notwithstanding effectiveness challenges (B), and together with the ROPME 
(Regional Organization for the Protection of the Marine Environment) Sea 
Area, which includes the Persian (or Arabian) Gulf and the Gulf of Oman, and 
the West, Central and Southern African Region, the Mediterranean is one of 

                                                           
45
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the three regional seas with a conventional act dedicated to offshore energy 
activities: the Offshore Protocol to the Barcelona Convention (A). 
   
A - The Offshore Protocol to the Barcelona Convention 
 
The Barcelona System is the first and most developed of the regional seas 
systems of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP). As regards 
offshore energy activities, it is considered a vanguard regional system (a) with 
a pioneering dedicated convention (b). 
 
1) A vanguard regional system 
 
One year after the adoption of the Mediterranean Action Plan, the Convention 
for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against Pollution was signed in 
Barcelona, on 16 February 1976, and entered into force on 12 February 1978. 
But in the aftermath of the Rio Conference, an amended version was 
negotiated; the Convention for the Protection of the Marine Environment and 
the Coastal Region of the Mediterranean was adopted on 10 June 1995 and 
entered into force on 9 July 2004. The current Mediterranean System has 22 
Contracting Parties, including all the coastal States and the European Union; 
as it is not a political but environmental forum, the Barcelona System provides 
opportunities for East Mediterranean States to meet and discuss, in a broader 
regional context. From a legal point of view, it consists of the umbrella-treaty, 
the Barcelona Convention, and its seven additional and thematic protocols, 
developing and implementing the objectives and principles of the Convention. 
The Barcelona Convention now integrates all the Rio outcomes and 
addresses the different forms of marine pollution, intending to set up 
environmental and sustainable governance of the Mediterranean Sea. It refers 
to “the precautionary principle” (Article 4 § 3 (a)), “the polluter pays principle” 
(Article 4 § 3 (b)), and to “environmental impact assessment” (Article 4 § 3 (c) 
and (d)), “integrated management of the coastal zones” (Article 4 § 3 (e)), 
“best available techniques” and “best environmental practices” (Article 4 § 4 
(b)), and integrates the new requirements in the field of Public Information and 
Participation (Article 15). Its Article 7 is specifically dedicated to Pollution 
resulting from exploration and exploitation of the continental shelf and the 
seabed and its subsoil and provides that “the Contracting Parties shall take all 
appropriate measures to prevent, abate, combat and to the fullest possible 
extent eliminate pollution of the Mediterranean Sea Area resulting from 
exploration and exploitation of the continental shelf and the seabed and its 
subsoil”. As is common in International Environmental Law, this provision 
appears very general and flexible from a normative vantage point; 
nevertheless, the 1995 Convention being an umbrella-treaty, it is supposed to 
be supplemented and detailed by the additional protocols, several of which 
are applicable to offshore energy activities, such as the 2002 Protocol 
Concerning Cooperation in Preventing Pollution from Ships and, in Cases of 
Emergency, Combating Pollution of the Mediterranean Sea, and the 1995 
Protocol Concerning Specially Protected Areas and Biological Diversity in the 
Mediterranean. But the specificity of the Mediterranean System is the Protocol 
for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against Pollution Resulting from 
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Exploration and Exploitation of the Continental Shelf and the Seabed and its 
Subsoil, a pioneering dedicated convention. 
   
2) A pioneering dedicated convention 
Nearly thirty years after its adoption, the Offshore Protocol still appears 
pioneering and ambitious. There is nothing comparable, neither universally 
nor regionally, where the two other existing treaties do not provide the same 
level of requirements for States and operators. 
The future Offshore Protocol has been actually conceived in a prospective 
way, as early as 1985,47 before the development of oil and gas operations in 
the region; aware of the problems specific to semi-enclosed seas, as well as 
of the extreme vulnerability of the Mediterranean Sea, due to the configuration 
of the basin but above all to the very low rate of water renewal, the States 
Parties to the Barcelona Convention wanted precisely to anticipate future 
industrial developments and their inevitable environmental consequences. 
Adopted on 14 October 1994, it has been finalized in order to be fully 
integrated into the future regional system, in accordance with the 
environmental principles resulting from the Rio Summit, and given the 
increase in offshore exploration and exploitation activities of the 
Mediterranean seabed and its subsoil.48  
The Protocol comprises 32 articles and 7 annexes, and is perfectly integrated 
into the conventional system. From an institutional point of view, it gives a real 
operational mission to the Regional Marine Pollution Emergency Response 
Centre for the Mediterranean Sea (REMPEC), established in 1976 in order to 
be the “Regional Centre” of the Prevention and Emergency Protocol, 
especially as regards Mutual assistance in case of emergency (Article 18) and 
Transboundary pollution (Article 26 § 3). The Protocol adopts a broad and 
holistic approach to the exploration and exploitation of the continental shelf, its 
seabed and its subsoil, and is characterized by its global scope. Spatially, it 
applies to all areas of the Mediterranean likely to be affected by the 
consequences of offshore pollution, i.e. the entire Mediterranean Sea (Article 
2). All the mineral resources of the continental shelf are taken into account, 
“whether solid, liquid or gaseous” (Article 1 (c)), and the Protocol is therefore 
potentially applicable beyond conventional oil and gas activities, especially if 
methane hydrates and rare earths are actually present in the Mediterranean 
subsoil. As regards the activities (Article 1 (d)), the Protocol regulates the 
whole industrial process of exploration and exploitation, including scientific 
research and the removal of installations (Article 20); the concept of 
installation is also broadly defined so that not only drilling and production, but 
also storage and transport are taken into account (Article 1 (f)).  
The 1994 Protocol inevitably includes provisions of material soft law and does 
not directly incorporate the latest legal and technological innovations, which 
are nevertheless generally applicable mutatis mutandis under the Barcelona 
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Convention.49 However, and notwithstanding effectiveness challenges, it is 
still characterized by its high level of requirements as well as by its global 
normative ambition. 
  
B - Notwithstanding effectiveness challenges 
 
The pioneering dimension of the 1994 Offshore Protocol is still evident, 
although it cannot be fully effective in the Mediterranean due to late entry into 
force (a) in 2011, and due to low ratification rate (b) especially by EU Member 
States. 
 
1) Due to late entry into force 
 
The legal ambition of the Protocol is still to be underlined, especially in 
comparison with more recent texts, and first and foremost with Directive 
2013/30/EU on safety of offshore oil and gas operations.50 It provides means 
for the regulation of offshore energy activities, for example: written 
authorization for exploration and exploitation (Articles 4, 5 and 6); sanctions 
for breaches of conventional obligations (Article 7); use of the best available 
techniques and standards to minimize the risk of pollution (Article 8); 
environmental impact assessments (Article 5 § 1 (a), and Annex IV); mutual 
assistance in cases of emergency (Article 18); removal of installations (Article 
20); insurance and other financial security to cover liability (Articles 5 § 1 (i), 
and 27).  
The most emblematic provision is the obligation of insurance or other financial 
security to cover the operator’s liability, established by Articles 5 § 1 (i)51 and 
27 § 2;52 this avant-garde obligation, unique in Public International Law, is 
generally the provision most criticized by States reluctant to commit 
themselves, because they do not want to impose such financial obligations on 
their offshore national industry. This explains eventually the delay in the entry 
into force of the Protocol, seventeen years after its adoption, on 24 March 
2011. 
According to Article 32 § 4, “this Protocol shall enter into force on the thirtieth 
day following the date of deposit of at least six instruments of ratification, 
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acceptance or approval of, or accession to, the Protocol”. The first six 
ratifications allowing the entry into force were, in chronological order, those of 
Tunisia in 1998, Morocco in 1999, Albania in 2001, Libya in 2005, Cyprus in 
2006, and Syria in 2011.  
Until 2011, hence, the Protocol has been considered dormant, a very 
frustrating situation from a legal and environmental point of view, while some 
exploration and then exploitation activities were beginning. In the East 
Mediterranean, the only Contracting Parties to the Protocol are Cyprus, which 
ratified on 16 May 2006, being a European Union Member State since 1st May 
2004, Libya and Syria; Greece and Israel have signed on the day the text was 
adopted in 1994, but Egypt, Lebanon and Turkey have not even signed the 
Protocol. Since 2011, the problem is now due to low ratification rate in a 
context renewed53 not only by the development of offshore energy activities in 
the Mediterranean, but also by the disaster occurred on 20 April 2010 on the 
Deepwater Horizon platform, operating the Macondo well in the Gulf of 
Mexico.54 
 
2) Due to low ratification rate 
 
Since the entry into force of the 1994 Protocol, on 24 March 2011, there were 
only two additional Contracting Parties, with the accession of the European 
Union on 29 March 2013, entered into force the same day,55 and the 
ratification of Croatia on 8 February 2018, entered into force on 10 March 
2018. However, European Union Member States remain the most fervent 
opponents of the Protocol. 
The European Commission had proposed to the Council to sign the Protocol 
as early as 1992, i.e. before its adoption, but it had so far been neither signed 
nor ratified, and the accident on the Deepwater Horizon platform in April 2010 
is therefore undoubtedly the real cause of the change in the European Union’s 
attitude. A reflection process was launched in May 2010,56 but the accession 
of the EU to the Offshore Protocol was in fact only formalized by the Council 
Decision of 17 December 2012.57 The accession automatically implies the 
integration of the Protocol into the legal order of the European Union; 
according to Article 216 § 2 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European 
Union, the obligations relating to the implementation and application of the 
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Protocol are not only incumbent on the EU, but also on Mediterranean EU 
Member States, including most of them which have not yet acceded to it. 
Obviously, the integration of the Protocol into EU Law does not exempt the 
Mediterranean Member States from ratifying it, but in practice they continue to 
be its most fervent opponents and the legal situation remains unchanged, with 
the exception of the Croatian ratification: Greece, Italy, Malta, Slovenia and 
Spain have signed the Protocol but without ratifying it; France has neither 
signed nor ratified. Outside the European Union, the situation is not much 
more encouraging: Israel and Monaco have signed the text, but Algeria, 
Bosnia and Herzegovina, Egypt, Lebanon, Montenegro and Turkey have 
neither signed nor ratified. In the East Mediterranean Sea, where offshore 
energy activities are already underway, or under development, in waters 
under the sovereignty or jurisdiction of several of them, Cyprus, Libya and 
Syria remain the only Contracting Parties to the Protocol, while Greece has a 
legal obligation, according to EU Law, to transpose the provisions and 
requirements of the Protocol into its domestic legislation. The regulation of 
Mediterranean offshore energy activities is thus operated with the support of 
European Union Law.   
 
II – With the support of European Union Law 
 
In addition to the Mediterranean acquis, the applicability of the European 
Union acquis (1) establishes a legal framework for offshore activities,58 in the 
context of the Integrated Maritime Policy,59 such as supplemented by the 
contribution of Directive 2013/30/EU (2). 
 
A – The applicability of the European Union acquis 
 
Of course, EU acquis is only binding for Member States; in the specific area 
concerned with energy and oil and gas industrial operations, it obviously 
includes both international conventions (a) and European Union texts (b). 
 
1) The international conventions 
 
In addition to the Protocol for the Protection of the Mediterranean Sea against 
Pollution Resulting from Exploration and Exploitation of the Continental Shelf 
and the Seabed and its Subsoil, three other international agreements can 
prima facie be considered particularly relevant to the exploration and 
exploitation of the continental shelf and its resources. 
Of course, the most important is the United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea of 10 December 1982. Indeed, UNCLOS devotes its Part VI to the 
Continental Shelf, and defines it as well as its legal regime articulated 
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between rights and obligations of the coastal State.60 The coastal State has 
sovereign rights over the continental shelf and its resources, but these rights 
can only be balanced by the respect of certain obligations, and Part VI should 
be read in conjunction with Part XII Protection and preservation of the marine 
environment, in particular Articles 208 Pollution from seabed activities subject 
to national jurisdiction and 214 Enforcement with respect to pollution from 
seabed activities. In the absence of any other universal agreement applicable 
to these activities,61 the provisions of the Montego Bay Convention are 
essential, even if they remain very general and may sometimes appear 
insufficient, especially from an environmental vantage point.62 
The other relevant conventions under the acquis are precisely more directly 
related to the environmental legal order; both have not only a sectoral but also 
a regional scope, being two agreements first adopted under the auspices of 
the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe: the Espoo Convention 
on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context of 25 
February 1991; and the Aarhus Convention on Access to Information, Public 
Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental 
Matters of 25 June 1998. 
However, the principle of the acquis refers above all to European Union texts. 
 
2) The European Union texts 
 
The relevant corpus juris is relatively large and includes more than twenty 
European legal acts, directives, regulations and decisions, corresponding to 
four sectoral areas and two institutions. 
The four sectoral areas involved are: environment,63 including marine issues 
and of course Directive 2008/56/EC of the European Parliament and of the 
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Council of 17 June 2008 establishing a framework for community action in the 
field of marine environmental policy (Marine Strategy Framework Directive); 
safety and health of workers and civil protection;64 industrial safety;65 oil 
industry.66 
The two texts developing an institutional dimension are: the Commission 
Decision of 19 January 2012 creating the European Union Offshore Oil and 
Gas Authorities Group (EUOAG),67 a group of experts set up with the mission 
of promoting effective collaboration between the Commission and national 
representatives, in particular by disseminating best practices and operational 
intelligence, by setting priorities for strengthening standards, and advising the 
Commission on any regulatory reform; and Regulation (EU) N° 100/2013 of 
the European Parliament and of the Council of 15 January 2013 amending 
Regulation (EC) N° 1406/2002 establishing a European Maritime Safety 
Agency68 that gives a more important role to the European Maritime Safety 
Agency (EMSA), by enlarging doubly its competences. From a material point 
of view, the 2013 Regulation is precisely in line with the new context of EU 
action in the field of offshore operations; whereas EMSA was initially created 
to work on maritime safety and prevention of pollution by ships,69 the new text 
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thus provides an additional mission of the Agency in the field of response to 
marine pollution caused by oil and gas installations. Potentially most important 
for the East Mediterranean Sea, the Agency’s field of competence is also 
extended from a geographical point of view, since its services can now benefit 
not only the Member States of the Union, but also “States applying for 
accession to the Union, and, where applicable, to European Neighbourhood 
partner countries and to countries taking part in the Paris MoU” (Article 2 § 5, 
Regulation (EU) N° 100/2013). From a Mediterranean and East 
Mediterranean perspective, this evolution explains why EMSA therefore 
appears potentially able to become involved in the implementation of certain 
aspects of the Offshore Protocol, in collaboration with REMPEC. 
However, all these achievements70 have to be analyzed, taking into account 
the contribution of Directive 2013/30/EU.71 
 
B – The Contribution of Directive 2013/30/EU 
 
The Directive on safety of offshore oil and gas operations adopted on 12 June 
2013 is the core element of the European Union strategy developed in the 
aftermath of the Deepwater Horizon disaster.72 However, it is characterized by 
a limited normative framework (a) and a relative legal applicability (b), a 
fortiori in a Mediterranean and Levantine perspective. 
 
1) A limited normative framework 
 
The initial choice of the Commission was to adopt a regulation as to establish 
a harmonized European regime, automatically incorporated into the domestic 
law of all EU Member States. However, this initial strategy naturally had to 
face opposition from States already involved in offshore operations, and the 
final agreement reached by the Parliament and the Council led to the adoption 
of a directive, a much disappointing solution because it only establishes the 
objectives, i.e. an obligation of result, but leaves the States completely free as 
regards the means to implement them, during the process of the necessary 
transposition. 
Therefore, the final result appears far below initial expectations. Indeed, the 
oil and gas lobbies and the States with a very active offshore industry, such 
as Denmark, the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, have not only 
succeeded in transforming the regulation into a directive but also in reducing 
the normative scope and legal quality of the text. Too many norms are soft 
law, suffer from a lack of precision or clarity due to an intentionally complex 
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drafting, and provide partial solutions to global problems. Furthermore, no 
independent supervision for authorization, evaluation and control has been 
established, especially within the tasks of the European Maritime Safety 
Agency (article 10). Actually, the margin of appreciation left to Member States 
does not promote the effective safety of offshore oil and gas operations, but 
allows for a mere industrial self-regulation, because the sector is considered 
to be economically promising. This is all the more so because the Directive is 
also characterized by a relative legal applicability. 
 
2) A relative legal applicability 
 
Although its legal basis is Environment (Part XX), the protection of the marine 
environment appears actually subsidiary, especially because the Directive is 
developed from an economic perspective; it is essentially centered on 
industrial safety, and is limited to oil and gas exploration and exploitation 
activities, with the express exclusion of transport operations (Article 2 § 3). 
The purpose is the establishment of minimum requirements applicable in the 
event of major accidents. Indeed, the accidental dimension of the offshore 
activity is the only one taken into account; operational pollution and its effects 
remain outside the scope of the Directive, while the improvement of workers’ 
environmental and health conditions is just implicitly considered. Furthermore, 
the definition of “major accident” (Article 2 § 1) and especially of “major 
environmental accident” (Article 2 § 1 (d)) appears extremely reductive, 
including necessarily the human element, apprehended by reference to 
“fatalities or serious personal injury”. This deliberately has a limiting effect, of 
such a nature as to undermine the applicability of the Directive: assessed in 
the light of that criterion, accidents such as those of the Erika or Prestige 
could not have been regarded as major accidents… 
However, the relatively limited applicability of the Directive is above all patent 
due to the variable geometry of the obligations of transposition (Articles 41 
and 42), especially ratione personae, i.e. only coastal Member States of the 
Union, under whose jurisdiction offshore operations are carried out, are 
required to transpose the entire Directive,73 and ratione loci. As an act of 
European Union Law, the Directive only applies in marine waters under the 
sovereignty or jurisdiction of the Member States, i.e. in the territorial sea, but 
in principle not in internal waters, and in the exclusive economic zone as well 
as on the continental shelf (Article 2 § 2). In other words, it cannot apply 
outside EU marine waters, on the high seas or in the waters of non-EU 
Member States, including when operators and owners are registered in the 
territory of a Member State.  
This approach falls far short of what exists in other sectors of the maritime 
economy, especially fisheries. It also appears paradoxical with regard to the 
objective of the Directive, due to the transboundary dimension of marine 
pollution, and because a major accident occurring in an EU Marine Region, 
but outside EU waters, can of course have serious consequences in the 
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waters of Member States as well as on land. Such a situation could, for 
example, occur in the Mediterranean Sea, and especially in the Levantine 
Basin. 
 
                                                           
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


