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Abstract

While the Balkans have been historically referred to as the “Powder Keg of Europe” in its role
leading to World War I, I argue that this title rightfully belongs to the Eastern Mediterranean in
the 2020s. Since the discovery of hydrocarbon resources in the Eastern Mediterranean, Tiirkiye
has intermittently engaged in hydrocarbon explorations in the region, causing heavy criticism for
its gunboat diplomacy (Gingeras 2020) and display of boundary breaking foreign policy vis-a-vis
the West (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019). Three European Union (EU) Member States — Greece, France,
and Cyprus — established cooperation with the US, Israel, and Egypt to engage in regional
counterbalancing against Tiirkiye.

This new powder keg is markedly more dangerous than the Balkans powder keg in that the tensions
in the Eastern Mediterranean directly involve four North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)
countries — the United States (US), France, Tiirkiye, and Greece, and three EU members —
potentially undermining the cohesion of the transatlantic alliance at a time when the Alliance must
deal with a rising China, increasingly aggressive Russia, and instability in Libya and Syria. These
developments have significant repercussions on EU-NATO relations. None of the existing
scholarly works examine the impact of the developments in the Eastern Mediterranean on EU-
NATO relations, focusing on the implications for transatlantic relations. This paper fills in the gap
in the literature, utilizing over 200 elite interviews conducted with policymakers, foreign policy
officials, journalists, NGO officials, and scholars on the developments in the Eastern
Mediterranean since the summer of 2020, examining the causes behind the tensions from the
perspectives of the EU (with specific attention to France, Greece, and Cyprus) and Tiirkiye. It
concludes by discussing the implications of the tensions for transatlantic relations.

This paper argues that we observe a transition from intra-alliance opposition (Dursun-Ozkanca
2019) to intra-alliance conflict, represented by a transition from soft balancing to hard balancing
in Tiirkiye’s relations with the US, France, and Greece. Security Dilemmas (SDs) are not supposed
to occur in alliances. However, especially since the Summer 2020, there have been alarmingly
frequent iterations of the diplomatic term casus belli (cause for war) on both sides of the Aegean
(in Tirkiye and Greece), representing a serious SD between two NATO allies, indicating a
significant potential for intra-alliance conflict. This paper analyzes the causes of the intra-alliance
conflict by delving into comparative foreign policy analysis of four NATO Allies in the Eastern
Mediterranean and explores the implications for the EU-NATO relations.
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do not cite without permission.
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Introduction

While the Balkans have been historically referred to as the “Powder Keg of Europe” in its
role leading to World War I, I argue that this title rightfully belongs to the Eastern Mediterranean
in the 2020s. This new powder keg is markedly more dangerous than the Balkans powder keg in
that the tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean directly involve four NATO countries — the United
States (US), France, Tiirkiye, and Greece and three EU countries — France, Greece, and Cyprus,
significantly undermining the cohesion of the transatlantic alliance at a time when the Alliance
must deal with a rising China, increasingly aggressive Russia, and the instability in Libya and
Syria.

Security Dilemmas (SDs) are not supposed to occur in alliances. Ever since the discovery
of offshore hydrocarbons in Cyprus in 2011, the Eastern Mediterranean has experienced enhanced
geostrategic competition. Especially since the Summer 2020, there have been alarmingly frequent
iterations of the diplomatic term casus belli (cause for war) on both sides of the Aegean (in Tiirkiye
and Greece), representing a serious SD between two NATO allies, indicating a significant potential
for intra-alliance conflict. Tiirkiye has intermittently engaged in hydrocarbon explorations in the
region, causing heavy criticism for its gunboat diplomacy and display of military power at sea.
Added to this volatile situation are the tensions between Tiirkiye and France as well as between
Tiirkiye and the US in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The history of Tiirkiye-Greece bilateral relations has been fraught with diplomatic tensions
and conflict, interrupted by brief moments of peace and calm. In fact, the bilateral relations
between Tiirkiye and Greece fit very well into Kenneth Waltz’s stereotypical SD creating a cycle
of insecurity (Tang 2009). The unresolved Cyprus problem and the decades-long maritime

delimitation issues in the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean have been at the heart of bilateral



tensions (Erciyes 2020), leading to geostrategic competition between the two NATO allies.
Tiirkiye and Greece have conflicting claims about national coastlines, the Exclusive Economic
Zones (EEZs), and national airspace.

As many Greek islands are close to the Turkish coastline, Tiirkiye risks getting bottled in
and losing almost half of its maritime territory and access to deep water resources in the
Mediterranean. Tiirkiye is not a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea
(UNCLOS) and has serious concerns about its confinement in the Mediterranean, despite the fact
that it has the longest shoreline of all Mediterranean countries. In 1995, the Greek parliament
asserted Greece’s right to implement a twelve-mile territorial waters limit in the Aegean, which
Ankara labeled acasus belli. The Greek government highlighted its “inalienable right to
unilaterally extend its territorial waters to 12 nautical miles” (Antonopoulos 2020) and deemed the
“provocative and aggressive” actions of Tiirkiye in the Eastern Mediterranean as a threat to its
national security (Emmott 2020). Tiirkiye, in return, is concerned with the militarization of the
Greek islands (Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2021a). In line with the concept of SD, there
is lack of trust, uncertainty about intentions, and attempts by both actors to bolster their own
security while decreasing the security of the other.

Developments since 2019 have renewed Tiirkiye’s concerns regarding its increasing
isolation in the Eastern Mediterranean. To illustrate, in January 2019, the newly created Eastern
Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF) excluded Tiirkiye. Furthermore, the discovery of additional
amounts of natural gas offshore Cyprus in February 2019, as well as the signature of a trilateral
undersea gas pipeline agreement between Greece, the Republic of Cyprus (RoC), and Israel in

January 2020, led Tiirkiye to feel diplomatically isolated and threatened, as can be observed
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through Turkish authorities’ criticism of the emergence of an “axis of malice” in the region (Aksoy
2020).

Against the background of Tiirkiye’s increasingly militarized foreign policy and its “Blue
Homeland” doctrine on maritime claims in the Eastern Mediterranean (Gingeras 2020), and the
increasing defense cooperation between Greece, Cyprus, the US, France, Israel, and Egypt, the
need for scholarly analyses of the regional competition in the Eastern Mediterranean and its
implications for transatlantic security relations has become more evident. Most of what has been
written on the topic comes in the form of newspaper articles and op-eds. Furthermore, none of the
existing works examine the emerging regional alliances or address the implications of increased

strategic competition in the region for transatlantic relations.

Literature Review

The Alliance Security Dilemma hypothesis is based on the assumption that weaker partners
of the alliance face a central dilemma in determining their degree of commitment to the alliance
leader’s policies: If they choose to support the dominant member, they face “entrapment” in its
good decisions as well as in its follies. The tension between the allies is based on the fear of
“abandonment” (the “constant worry of being deserted”) and the fear of “entrapment,” which are
inversely related. Snyder (1997, p.181) posits that the fear of entrapment is due to the possibility
of being dragged into a war or a conflict over the interests of an ally. In abandonment, the ally
“may realign with the opponent, or may merely de-align, abrogating the alliance contract, may fail
to make good on its explicit commitments, or may fail to provide support in contingencies where

support is expected” (Snyder 1984, p. 466).



While hard balancing is exercised through strategies to build and update military
capabilities (internal balancing) as well as through the creation and maintenance of formal
alliances and counteralliances (external balancing), soft balancing strategies involve diplomacy,
international institutions, and economic statecraft (Joffe 2002, Paul et al. 2004, Pape 2005, He and
Feng 2008). In alliances, it is typically not common to observe hard balancing. However, in the
case of the Eastern Mediterranean regional developments since 2020, NATO observed multiple
instances of hard balancing, creating a dangerous case of intra-alliance security dilemma.

This paper fills in a very important gap in the literature, incorporating Neoclassical
Realism, Security Dilemma, and Balance of Threat concepts, providing a thorough, up-to-date,
and theoretically grounded analysis of the foreign policies of Tiirkiye, Greece, Cyprus, France,
and the US in the Eastern Mediterranean — a largely neglected geographic region in IR/foreign
policy analysis literature, focusing on the NATO’s de-confliction mechanism. It asks whether the
NATO de-confliction mechanism erected in 2020 is working to resolve conflict and avoid any
serious cracks in the transatlantic alliance.

It draws on “the framework of intra-alliance opposition,” which categorizes different soft
balancing tools available to secondary powers into three categories of intra-alliance opposition
behavior based on the intensity of soft balancing tools used: “boundary testing, boundary
challenging, and boundary breaking” (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019, p. 16). It argues that there is a
transition from intra-alliance opposition (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019) to intra-alliance conflict,
represented by a transition from soft balancing to hard balancing in Tiirkiye’s relations with the
three NATO allies — US, France, and Greece. This, in turn, has significant repercussions for

NATO-EU relations in a fast-changing international system.



Boundary testing allows the members of an alliance to understand the limits of acceptable
behavior when dealing with other allies (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019). It entails active and entangling
diplomacy, cheap-talk diplomacy, and economic statecraft. In cheap-talk diplomacy, a state sends
costless signals about its intentions to warn its counterpart to change its course of action. Boundary
challenging enables an ally to seek greater independence from the alliance and includes
institutional balancing, cooperative balancing, strategic non-cooperation, costly signaling, and
legitimacy denial. Inclusive institutional balancing is when states constrain the target state’s
behavior by binding it within an international institution and exclusive institutional balancing is
when a target state is excluded from an international institution and that institution pressures the
target state to change its behavior (He 2008). Through strategic non-cooperation, weaker states
seek to enhance their future leverage against a stronger state through rejecting inequitable
cooperation to avoid an asymmetric bargaining relationship (Kelley 2005). Boundary breaking
allows the allies to signal dissatisfaction with the alliance through higher-intensity tools of
statecraft, such as compellent threats, alternative alliances, and blackmail, and indicates their
willingness to transition into hard balancing (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019, pp. 35-36). This paper first
provides an overview of the recent tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean and then examines the
causes behind the SD. It then addresses the track record of NATO’s de-confliction mechanism and

discusses the repercussions for NATO-EU relations.

An Overview of Recent Tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean
In December 2018, the Cyprus-Egypt agreement declared the construction of a pipeline
connecting Egypt’s liquefied natural gas facilities to Cyprus’s Aphrodite field. In January 2019,

Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum was created between Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Egypt, Jordan,



Israel, and the Palestinian Authority to develop a regional natural gas market. In February 2019,
ExxonMobil made an announcement of a new natural gas discovery in offshore Cyprus (Gifford
2020).

In November 2019, Tiirkiye signed a maritime agreement with the UN-backed Libyan
Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli, Libya on maritime delimitation in the Eastern
Mediterranean, undermining the territorial waters and Exclusive Economic Zone of Cyprus and
Greece (Gifford 2020), which significantly changed the balance of power in the Eastern
Mediterranean. Greece, Cyprus, Israel, Egypt, and the US criticized the deal by noting that it
violates international law. Nonetheless, Tiirkiye’s deal with the GNA served as a spoiler for the
hydrocarbon exploration and transportation efforts in the Eastern Mediterranean, as it increased
the risks involved in energy companies’ investments. The presence of the Turkish Navy not only
discouraged those companies from engaging in hydrocarbon explorations in the region, but it also
further impeded on the collaboration between members of the EMGF.

In January 2020, Greece, Cyprus, and Israel signed a trilateral undersea gas pipeline deal,
bypassing Tiirkiye, which in turn increased the stakes for Tiirkiye’s maritime policies in the region.
Tensions in the region have been on the rise since then, due to a number of developments, such as
the naval incident between Tiirkiye and France off the coast of Libya, skirmishes between Turkish
and Greek militaries over the Greek islands, the naval involvement of France to support Greece,
illuminating the deep divisions among the NATO allies Tiirkiye, Greece, and France.

In the words of an interviewee, the summer of 2020 was “the most serious incident” we
have observed in Tiirkiye-Greece relations since Tiirkiye’s occupation of Cyprus in 1974. NATO
allies came very close to a hot conflict. Tiirkiye’s increased drilling activities in the Eastern

Mediterranean in Summer 2020 caused arguably one of the most serious crises between Tiirkiye



on the one hand and several EU member states — Greece, Cyprus, and France — on the other. There
were skirmishes between Turkish and Greek militaries over maritime delimitation around the
Greek islands (International Crisis Group 2021), and the naval involvement of France to support
Greece.

The fact that Greece is an EU member and Tiirkiye’s EU accession prospects are narrowing
add to the complexity of bilateral relations between these NATO allies. The emerging regional
alliances in the Eastern Mediterranean add to Tiirkiye’s vulnerability and run the risk of cornering
Tiirkiye into acting regrettably. The show of force by Tiirkiye aggravates the security concerns of
Greece. The French support for Greece on the other hand emboldened the Greek behavior. It was
therefore of utmost importance that Tiirkiye and Greece resolve their bilateral issues through
diplomacy rather than resorting to the use or threats of force.

Greece used inter-institutional balancing through the EU to more effectively defend its
interests against Tiirkiye. The Turkish authorities frequently criticize the inclusion of the
“inconsistent and biased Greek and Greek Cypriot arguments” (Turkish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs 2021b) in EU declarations and add that it damages “the EU’s image as an honest broker”
(Kalin interview with Leonard 2020). The nature of the EU-Tiirkiye relationship has taken a
predominantly negative tone in the post-2016 period, adding to the crisis of trust.

In response to Tiirkiye’s drilling in the Eastern Mediterranean, the EU supported the Greek
position. The Union has adopted a ““sanctions regime” consisting of “a travel ban to the EU and an
asset freeze for persons and an asset freeze for entities” (European Council 2019). In November
2023, it renewed those restrictions until 30 November 2024 (European Council 2023). These are
effective illustrations of the emphasis placed on hard power tools of statecraft employed on the

part of both the EU, Greece, and Tiirkiye.



Tiirkiye’s involvement in Libya has frequently put Tiirkiye at odds with EU member states
The EU launched Operation IRINI in March 2020 to enforce the UN sanctions against weapons
smuggling to Libya. In June 2020, Tiirkiye committed to helping the GNA in its advance to Sirte
against rebel forces. It further expressed skepticism about IRINI’s objectivity, criticizing the lack
of scrutiny of shipments to forces fighting the GNA (Blanchard 2020). In early June 2020, the
Greek frigate Spetsai, operating under IRINI, was prevented from inspecting a Tanzania-flagged
freighter escorted by the Turkish navy (Petrangeli 2020). On June 10, 2020, Turkish warships
allegedly flashed their radar lights at the French warship Courbet, operating in the NATO Sea
Guardian Operation, following its attempts to inspect a suspected Turkish cargo ship Cirkin for a
suspected violation of the UN-imposed arms embargo (Ogunkeye 2020). Turkish authorities
denied the allegations and insisted that the vessel was carrying humanitarian aid. NATO’s
investigation on the incident was “inconclusive,” and its findings were not made public (Cook
2020). France withdrew from NATO’s Sea Guardian following the incident and started working
under IRINI (Irish 2020).

While temporary de-escalation was observed afterward, the signing of an agreement
between Greece and Egypt in August 2020 on setting up an EEZ renewed tensions. Tiirkiye
declared the agreement void. France used hard balancing against Turkey. In August 2020, French
President Emmanuel Macron ordered two Rafale fighter jets and the La Fayette frigate into the
Eastern Mediterranean and tweeted, “I have decided to strengthen the French military presence
temporarily in the Mediterranean, in co-operation with Greece and other European partners”
(Ogunkeye 2020). Germany intervened in the situation in order to de-escalate the renewed tensions

and managed to convince Tiirkiye and Greece to engage in diplomatic talks.



As another illustration of hard balancing, in September and October 2021, Greece engaged
in two significant defense agreements — the Defense Pact with France and the 5-year extension of
the US Mutual Defense Cooperation Agreement, which both serve as “major game-changers” in
the region, adding to the intensifying SD between the two NATO allies, Greece and Tiirkiye. As
the Greek Prime Minister puts it, “For the first time, an explicit and unequivocal military assistance
clause is provided [in the Greece-France Defence Pact] in the case of a third-party [ Turkish] attack
on one of the two states” (Becatoros and Gatopoulos 2021). The Turkish authorities described this
as “provocative and aggressive” (Becatoros and Gatopoulos 2021) and noted that it is in violation

of Article V of the NATO treaty.

The Intra-Alliance Security Dilemma

I argue that neoclassical realism along with balance of threat and transitional soft balancing
provide the most nuanced explanation of the changing regional balance of power in the Eastern
Mediterranean. The lack of trust between Tiirkiye, Greece, France and the US, uncertainty about
each other’s intentions, and attempts by actors to bolster their own security while decreasing the
security of the other all contribute to the intra-alliance SD. Since the solidarity and the cohesion
of the transatlantic alliance as well as the peace and stability in the region are at stake, the findings
of this research have significant policy implications. Enhanced geostrategic competition and
aggressive military posturing by a variety of NATO allies have increased the volatility of the
situation in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Besides the long-lasting Cyprus problem, the challenges of maritime delimitation and the
discovery of new energy sources in the Eastern Mediterranean, the Syrian conflict and the Libyan

quagmire add to the already difficult relationship between Tiirkiye, France, Greece, and the US.
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To illustrate, the Syrian War and the rapprochement in security affairs between Tiirkiye and Russia
since 2017 pitted Tiirkiye and the US against each other. Tiirkiye’s purchase of the S-400 air
defense missile systems from Russia represented a major breaking point in Turkey’s relations with
the US, and led to its removal from the F-35 consortium (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019). Furthermore, in
the fight against the Islamic State terrorist organization, the US relied on the Democratic Union
Party (Partiya Yekitiya Demokrat, PYD) and its military wing the YPG. However, the Turkish
officials consistently make a case that the PYD and YPG are extensions of the PKK terrorist
organization (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019, pp. 127-128). This further contributes to a significant rift
between the US and Tiirkiye (McLeary 2017). In October 2023, for example, an incident occurred
where an American fighter jet shot down an armed Turkish drone as the unmanned aircraft
approached US troops in northern Syria (Lamothe 2023).

The EU accession stalemate, the unresolved Cyprus problem, the EU support for Syrian
Kurds at the expense of Tiirkiye’s key interests in the Middle East, differences on Libya, and the
sanctions regime against Turkish actors are often presented as evidence of an anti-Turkish bias in
the EU. This creates a feeling of resentment, a perception of Western hypocrisy and “double
standards” (Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2020) and intensifies the lack of trust Tiirkiye has
towards the EU. Tiirkiye has utilized strategic noncooperation, alternative alliances, cheap talk
diplomacy, and blackmail to boost its leverage against Greece, France, and the US.

Walt (1990)’s modification of the traditional balance of power theory emphasizing balancing
against threats, is especially relevant in the Eastern Mediterranean regional balancing. Balancing
against the Turkish threat has defined the actions of the three NATO allies as well as Cyprus in
the region. Greece signed renewed defense agreements and purchased arms from the US and

France in response to the perceived Turkish threat. Additionally, Greece (alongside Cyprus)
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entered into alternative alliances with US, France, Israel, and Egypt and engaged in inter-
institutional balancing with the EU against Tiirkiye, using its EU membership to put pressure on
Tiirkiye via threats, statements, and sanctions.

France’s alliance with Greece, signed in September of 2021, is an embedded alliance (Perot
2023). Embedded alliances are a special case of alternative alliances that are formed when the
countries involved do not feel that the institutions to which they belong provide collective security
or defense (Perot 2023). In this case, France and Greece do not feel that NATO is providing
security or the EU is providing defense against Tiirkiye. Thus, the embedded/alternative alliance
serves as a soft balancing measure against Tiirkiye that is categorized as boundary breaking
(Dursun-Ozkanca 2019).

Tiirkiye’s foreign policy reflects the country’s fears of abandonment and entrapment within
NATO, resulting in an intra-alliance security dilemma. Tiirkiye in return has sought a closer
relationship with Russia and China, voicing intent to join BRICS and the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization in a move that signified moving away from NATO and Western institutions. Its most
notable example of strategic noncooperation, a type of boundary challenging, was seen in its veto
on Finland and Sweden’s NATO accession. Tiirkiye used its NATO veto power as bargaining chip
for the country to get the F-16 sale approved by the US. Refusing to ratify Finland and Sweden’s
NATO membership allowed Tiirkiye to exert significant leverage over the US in order to get
approval on the F-16 deal (Waterfield 2022). This is a clear instance of strategic noncooperation
and boundary challenging on the part of Tiirkiye.

Tiirkiye had been attempting to buy F-16s and modernization kits for years and the Biden
administration was willing to sell in exchange for Tiirkiye approving Sweden’s NATO bid (Malsin

2022). The Hellenic Caucus was primarily responsible for stalling the sale, but they were amenable
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to the deal if Greece received superior F-35 jets at the same time as Tiirkiye received the F-16s
(DeYoung and Fahim 2023; Malsin 2022).

The recent US-Greece cooperation is yet another source of conflict with Tiirkiye. During
a February 2024 US-Greece dialogue, the countries discussed the approval of an F-35 sale, the
3+1 tripartite consisting of Greece, Israel, Cyprus, and the US, and concluded with Greece signing
onto the Artemis Accords (US Department of State 2024). By leveraging ties within the US
Congress, Greece managed to gain a commitment that the US would sell them 40 F-35s
(Michalopoulos 2024).

The US agreed to Tiirkiye’s $23 billion purchase of 40 F-16 fighter jets and 79 upgrade
kits for its existing aircraft fleet (DeYoung & Fahim 2023) following Tiirkiye’s approval of
Sweden’s NATO candidacy. However, this was not necessarily a strategic victory for Tiirkiye, as
Greece was also approved to receive the more advanced F-35s, thus allowing Greece to maintain
a slight edge in defense superiority in the region. In March 2024, the US-Tiirkiye Strategic
Mechanism meeting took place, where the countries discussed pressing issues such as Ukraine,
Syria, the East Mediterranean, terrorism, NATO security, and bilateral trade (US Department of
State 2024). But despite their rapprochement efforts, there are still several issues that continue to

plague US-Tiirkiye relations, such as the S-400 missile defense systems and Syria.

NATO’s De-Confliction Mechanism and EU-NATO Relations

Intra alliance conflicts and SDs are difficult to address due to differences in approaches to
global and regional geopolitical tensions, as well as the differing views between governments and
the public opinion (Alkin 2024). Nevertheless, through its de-confliction mechanism, NATO

proved that it has the capacity to diffuse the escalations between Tiirkiye and Greece in the East
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Mediterranean. It was not the first time NATO had to intervene in the region: it helped establish a
similar mechanism in the 1990s to reduce tensions and promote diplomacy between the two
countries (Perot 2021). This most recent de-confliction mechanism came after a series of technical
meetings in September 2020 between the Military Representatives of Greece and Tiirkiye at the
NATO Headquarters in Brussels; it was established on 1 October 2020 (NATO 2020).

Tensions between Tiirkiye and Greece have somewhat eased when they have committed
to a de-confliction mechanism under the auspices of NATO. The de-confliction mechanism was
designed to reduce the risk of “incidents and accidents at sea or in the air” in the Eastern
Mediterranean, featuring the establishment of a hotline between Greece and Tiirkiye to help
facilitate dialogue (NATO 2020).

A good indication of the success of the de-confliction mechanism was the cancellation of
two “provocative” military exercises that were scheduled “to take place on the dates of their
respective national holidays” (Perot 2021, p. 6). NATO’s de-confliction mechanism was designed
to help with trust building between the two NATO allies and facilitate diplomatic resolution of
their disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean. It was especially welcome during a time when the US
did not play its traditionally active mediator role between Tiirkiye and Greece.

When Imia/Kardak crisis between the two NATO allies occurred in 1995-1996, bringing
Tiirkiye and Greece to the brink of a hot conflict, the US was heavily involved to mediate the
conflict. However, the nature of the US-Tiirkiye relationship has changed drastically over the last
decade (Dursun-Ozkanca 2019), making it difficult for the US to be observed as a mediator.

Furthermore, the developments in US-Greece relations, such as the 2018 Strategic
Dialogue, the updated US-Greece Mutual Defense Cooperation Agreement in January 2020, the

high-level US diplomatic visits to Greece and RoC, and joint US-Greek military exercises all
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indicated the US support for Greece over Tiirkiye. The lifting of a 30-year US arms embargo
against the RoC in September 2020 further increased Tiirkiye’s insecurities and bolstered the
perception that the US is more supportive of the Greek and Cypriot foreign policies in the region.

It is against this background that NATO’s de-confliction mechanism helped build trust.
NATO Secretary General Stoltenberg emphasized, “I welcome the establishment of a military
deconfliction mechanism, achieved through the constructive engagement of Greece and Tiirkiye,
both valued NATO Allies. This safety mechanism can help to create the space for diplomatic
efforts to address the underlying dispute, and we stand ready to develop it further. I will remain in
close contact with both Allies” (NATO 2020).

NATO was put in a precarious position of maintaining the alliance’s integrity in the face
of severe intra-alliance opposition. The status of Article V in the case of military conflict between
two NATO members was unknown, particularly when the US and France had obviously taken
Greece’s side against Tiirkiye. As a consensus-based organization, the hotline was the most direct
option that the alliance itself could take in addressing the conflict and Turkish aggression.

It is possible to conclude that NATO’s de-confliction mechanism was a partial success.
Tiirkiye continued its hydrocarbon explorations near Cyprus until 2022, despite the mechanism’s
implementation. It issued a NAVTEX to Cyprus for halting its hydrocarbon explorations in July
2020 (Ekathimerini 2020). Moreover, in May 2022, Tiirkiye and Greece were set to hold a
Strategic Cooperation Council Meeting facilitated by NATO, but due to disagreement between
Erdogan and Mitsotakis, it did not take place. Therefore, the diplomatic efforts yielded partial
success.

It is only when the domestic political conditions were ripe, the parties started taking more

positive approach in the conflict. More specifically, the end of election season in 2023 ushered in
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a cooling of tensions. As neoclassical realism postulates, leaders will use diversionary foreign
policy to draw attention away from domestic problems, in this case provocations between Greece
and Tiirkiye. Once the election cycles were over, the leaders engaged in rapprochement.

Furthermore, in 2023, major natural disasters that took place in Greece and Tiirkiye,
reminded the two parties that they are neighbors and suffer from similar faiths. France and the US
too utilized earthquake diplomacy to make inroads with Tiirkiye. Since 2023, Greece has been
announcing that it would be willing to admit Tiirkiye to the EMGF (Carassava 2023).

During the annual NATO summit in July 2023, Erdogan had productive bilateral meetings
with Biden, Macron, and Mitsotakis, and expressed confidence that these meetings resulted in
productive dialogue among the allies. Several months later, on 7 December 2023, Erdogan visited
Athens, and Tiirkiye and Greece announced a non-legally binding friendship declaration, referred
to as the Athens Declaration, signifying a commitment to closer ties and good neighborly relations.
The dialogue continued in 2024, with Mitsotakis visiting Ankara on 13 May to discuss pertinent
issues in Tiirkiye-Greece relations, and the two leaders holding additional bilateral talks on 9 July
on the sidelines of a NATO summit in the US. All in all, despite the volatile tensions that marked
2020, the NATO alliance was able to overcome crisis that emanated from intra-alliance tensions.
With the second Trump administration, a thawing of relations between Tiirkiye and the US is
expected. This might change the dynamics in the Eastern Mediterranean to Tiirkiye’s favor. In
light of the recent tensions in transatlantic relations, there are many uncertainties that plague the
Eastern Mediterranean. In the aftermath of the US administration’s growing unwillingness and
impatience to support Ukraine, European countries, including France, the United Kingdom, and
Tiirkiye are involved in the coalition of the willing in support of Ukraine. Only time will show

how the EU and NATO will navigate these uncertain times.
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Conclusion

Enhanced geostrategic competition and aggressive military posturing have increased the
volatility of the situation in the eastern Mediterranean. The frequency and intensity of Tiirkiye’s
disagreements with the NATO counterparts in the Eastern Mediterranean have sharply increased
over time and led to major trust issues. The suspension of the EU accession negotiations, the lack
of progress in its visa liberalization and the Customs Union Agreement modernization talks, and
the conflicting interests of the EU and Tiirkiye on a number of foreign policy issues that Tiirkiye
deems central to its national security and sovereignty have further contributed to the crisis of trust
between Tiirkiye and the EU and its members (especially France, Greece, and Cyprus) and led
Tiirkiye to pursue an increasingly independent foreign policy, eventually playing a spoiler role in
its immediate neighborhood. How these disputes are resolved will have significant implications
for European and transatlantic security and EU-NATO coordination.

Any hot conflict between the NATO allies would severely damage and undermine the 70-
year successful history of the NATO alliance on solidarity and cohesion at a time when Russian
aggression is on the rise. For Europe, it would also mean an increased flow of migrants and
refugees to Europe at a time of rising anti-immigration sentiments. Tiirkiye is cognizant of the fact
that any hot conflict would risk its further alienation from the West.

The de-confliction mechanism presented an important window of opportunity to find a
common ground between Tiirkiye and Greece and to engage in constructive dialogue between the
two NATO allies. It is in the interest of all parties to work toward de-escalating the situation, as
any hot conflict between Tiirkiye and Greece would undermine regional stability, serve Russia’s

hand, and undercut the effectiveness of NATO. To mend the relationship, the two sides should
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refrain from further escalation of inflammatory rhetoric. Rekindling trust is central to navigating
the ups and downs of bilateral relations.

Since the summer of 2020, the situation in NATO and the Eastern Mediterranean has
calmed significantly. In response to the 2020 escalations, the alliance implemented a de-confliction
mechanism between Greece and Tiirkiye with the purpose of reducing military conflict in the
region and enabling communication between the two countries. This mechanism, in concert with
individual NATO member’s diplomatic efforts, prevented further escalation in 2020.

Despite various instances of cooperation with Greece, such as earthquake diplomacy, joint
military drills in July 2023, and Greek willingness to invite Tiirkiye to EMGF (Carassava 2023),
the two countries are still far from resolving their differences. The Cyprus issue in particular
remains the countries’ main point of contention, and without its resolution, other conflicts in the

region will likely not be resolved.

Bibliography

Aksoy, Hami. 2020. “Statement of the Spokesperson of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in
Response to a Question Regarding the Joint Declaration Adopted by the Ministers of
Foreign Affairs of Egypt, Greece, GCA, France and the United Arab Emirates,” QA-33,

11 May. Available at: https://www.mfa.gov.tr/sc_-33_-gkry-ortak-bildiri-hk-sc.en.mfa.

Alkin, Kerem. 2024. “Intense debates on the Western front,” Daily Sabah, 25 June. Available at:

https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/intense-debates-on-the-western-front.

Antonopoulos, Paul. 2020. “Athens says 12 mile maritime extension is Greece’s right but refuses
to indicate when it will happen,” Greek City Times, 26 October. Available at:

https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/10/26/athens-greece-12-mile/.

18


https://www.mfa.gov.tr/sc_-33_-gkry-ortak-bildiri-hk-sc.en.mfa
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/columns/intense-debates-on-the-western-front
https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/10/26/athens-greece-12-mile/

Becatoros, Elena and Derek Gatopoulos. 2021. “Greek lawmakers ratify major defense pact with
France,” The Associated Press, 7 October. Available at:

https://apnews.com/article/business-paris-athens-middle-east-turkey-

a23fe5cd41f4182aebfa25161d7252a7f.

Blanchard, Christopher M. 2020. “Libya: Conflict, Transition, and US Policy,” Congressional
Research Service RL33142, 26 June. Available at:

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33142.pdf.

Carassava, Anthee. 2023. “Greece Welcomes Renewed Talks with Turkey,” Voice of America

News, 14 April. Available at: https://www.voanews.com/a/greece-welcomes-renewed-

talks-with-turkey-/7050639.html.

Cook, Lorne. 2020. “EU Sanctions Turkish Firm over Libya Arms Embargo Violations,” The
Washington Post, 21 September.

DeYoung, Karen and Fahim, Kareem. 2023. “Greece request for U.S. fighter jets sticking point
for Turkey’s F-16 deal,” The Washington Post, 13 July.

Dursun-Ozkanca, Oya. 2019. Turkey—West Relations: The Politics of Intra-alliance Opposition.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Ekathimerini. 2020. “Turkey issues new Navtex to send Barbaros in Cypriot EEZ,” 28 July.

Available at: https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/255199/turkey-issues-new-navtex-to-

send-barbaros-in-cypriot-eez/.

Emmott, Robin. 2020. “Greece, Cyprus told to wait for EU action on 'provocative' Turkey,”

Reuters, 16 October. Available at: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-summit-

turkey/ereece-cyprus-told-to-wait-for-eu-action-on-provocative-turkey-

idUSKBN271173/.

19


https://apnews.com/article/business-paris-athens-middle-east-turkey-a23fe5cd4f4f82aebfa25161d7252a7f
https://apnews.com/article/business-paris-athens-middle-east-turkey-a23fe5cd4f4f82aebfa25161d7252a7f
https://fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL33142.pdf
https://www.voanews.com/a/greece-welcomes-renewed-talks-with-turkey-/7050639.html
https://www.voanews.com/a/greece-welcomes-renewed-talks-with-turkey-/7050639.html
https://www.proquest.com/usnews/docview/2800981692/citation/C910008BD3184C78PQ/120
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/255199/turkey-issues-new-navtex-to-send-barbaros-in-cypriot-eez/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/255199/turkey-issues-new-navtex-to-send-barbaros-in-cypriot-eez/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-summit-turkey/greece-cyprus-told-to-wait-for-eu-action-on-provocative-turkey-idUSKBN271173/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-summit-turkey/greece-cyprus-told-to-wait-for-eu-action-on-provocative-turkey-idUSKBN271173/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-eu-summit-turkey/greece-cyprus-told-to-wait-for-eu-action-on-provocative-turkey-idUSKBN271173/

Erciyes, Cagatay. 2020. “Outstanding Issues in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Aegean Sea:
Turkey’s Views and Policies,” Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 13 February. Available

at: https://www.mfa.gov.tr/site_media/html/Outstanding-Issues-in-the-Eastern-

Mediterranean-and-the-Aegean-Sea-Turkey-s-Views-and-Policies.pdf.

European Council. 2019. “Turkey’s illegal drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean: Council
adopts framework for sanctions,” 11 November. Available at:

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/1 1/turkey-s-illegal -

drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-adopts-framework-for-sanctions/.

European Council. 2023. “Unauthorised drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean: Council
prolongs restrictive measures,” 9 November. Available at:

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/11/09/unauthorised-

drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-prolongs-restrictive-measures/.

Gifford, Charlotte. 2020. “Will the Eastern Mediterranean Pipeline Deal Create a Regional Energy
Hub?” EuropeanCEO, 15 May, https://www.europeanceo.com/home/featured/will-the-
eastern-mediterranean-pipeline-deal-create-a-regional-energy-hub/.

Gingeras, Ryan. 2020. “Blue Homeland: The Heated Politics behind Turkey’s New Maritime
Strategy.” War on the Rocks, 2 June. Available at:

https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-

new-maritime-strategy/.

He, Kai. 2008. “Institutional balancing and international relations theory: economic
interdependence and balance of power strategies in Southeast Asia,” European Journal of

International Relations 14(3): 489-518.

20


https://www.mfa.gov.tr/site_media/html/Outstanding-Issues-in-the-Eastern-Mediterranean-and-the-Aegean-Sea-Turkey-s-Views-and-Policies.pdf
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/site_media/html/Outstanding-Issues-in-the-Eastern-Mediterranean-and-the-Aegean-Sea-Turkey-s-Views-and-Policies.pdf
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/11/turkey-s-illegal-drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-adopts-framework-for-sanctions/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2019/11/11/turkey-s-illegal-drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-adopts-framework-for-sanctions/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/11/09/unauthorised-drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-prolongs-restrictive-measures/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/11/09/unauthorised-drilling-activities-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-council-prolongs-restrictive-measures/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/

He, Kai, and Huiyun Feng. 2008. “If Not Soft Balancing, Then What?: Reconsidering Soft

Balancing and US Policy towards China,” Security Studies 17(2): 363-395.

International Crisis Group. 2021. “Turkey-Greece: From Maritime Brinkmanship to Dialogue,”

Europe Report No. 263, 31 May. Available at:

https://www.crisisgroup.org/sites/default/files/263-turkey-greece-maritime.pdf.

Irish, John. “After Turkish Incident, France Suspends Role in NATO Naval Mission,” Reuters, 1

July 2020. Available at: https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-libya-security-france-nato-

idUKKBN2425FD.

Joffe, Josef. 2002. “Defying History and Theory: The United States as the Last Remaining

Superpower.” In G. John Ikenberry (Ed.), America Unrivaled: The Future of Balance of

Power. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press

Kalin, Ibrahim. 2020. Interview with Mark Leonard, “Turkey’s role in the Eastern Mediterranean:
Threats of Conflict and Prospects for Dialogue,” 17 September, European Council on

Foreign Relations. Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P16Y93p2sHs.

Kelley, Judith. 2005. “Strategic non-cooperation as soft balancing: Why Iraq was not just about

Iraq,” International Politics 42(2): 153—173.

Lamothe, Dan. 2023. “U.S. jet shoots down armed Turkish drone approaching troops in Syria,”

The Washington Post, 5 October. Available at: https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-

security/2023/10/05/us-downs-turkish-drone-syria/.

Malsin, Jared. 2022. “F-16 Sale Could Mend U.S., Turkey Ties, but Tension With Russia

Intrudes,”  The Wall  Street  Journal, 22  January.  Available at:

https://www.wsj.com/articles/f-16-sale-could-mend-u-s-turkey-ties-but-tension-with-

russia-intrudes-11642847406.

21


https://www.crisisgroup.org/sites/default/files/263-turkey-greece-maritime.pdf
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-libya-security-france-nato-idUKKBN2425FD
https://uk.reuters.com/article/uk-libya-security-france-nato-idUKKBN2425FD
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P16Y93p2sHs
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/10/05/us-downs-turkish-drone-syria/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/2023/10/05/us-downs-turkish-drone-syria/
https://openurl-ebsco-com.proxy-etown.klnpa.org/contentitem/nfh:wapo.97efd974-63e5-11ee-aac9-a1444d1b21f4?sid=ebsco:plink:crawler&id=ebsco:nfh:wapo.97efd974-63e5-11ee-aac9-a1444d1b21f4&crl=c
https://www.wsj.com/articles/f-16-sale-could-mend-u-s-turkey-ties-but-tension-with-russia-intrudes-11642847406
https://www.wsj.com/articles/f-16-sale-could-mend-u-s-turkey-ties-but-tension-with-russia-intrudes-11642847406

McLeary, Paul. 2017. “Turkey Threatens US Forces in Syria, as Putin Presses for Safe Zones.”
Foreign Policy, May 3.

Michalopoulos, Sarantis. 2024. “Greece to get 40 F-35 fighter jets from US, opposition asks for
clarifications,” EurActiv.com, 29 January. Available at:

https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/greece-to-get-40-f-35-fighter-jets-from-

us-opposition-asks-for-clarifications/.

NATO. 2020. Military de-confliction mechanism between Greece and Turkey established at

NATO, October 1. Available at:_https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohg/mews 178523 .htm.

Ogunkeye, Erin. 2020. “France Suspends Role in NATO Naval Mission over Tensions with

Turkey,” France24, 1 July. Available at: https://www.france24.com/en/20200701-france-

suspends-role-in-nato-naval-mission-over-turkish-warship-incident.

Pape, Robert A. 2005. “Soft Balancing against the United States.” International Security 30(1): 7—
45.

Paul, T.V., James J. Wirtz, and Michel Fortmann (Eds.). 2004. Balance of Power: Theory and
Practice in the 21*' Century. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

Perot, Elie. 2021. “Solidarity and deterrence in the Eastern Mediterranean: An analysis of the
delicate question of collective defence between EU member states vis-a-vis
Turkey,” Fondation pour la recherche stratégique, Recherches & documents No. 13.

Perot, Elie. 2023. “A new alliance in Europe: The September 2021 defence agreement between
Greece and France as a case of embedded alliance formation,” European Security, 32(4):
583-606.

Petrangeli, Federico. 2020. “Operation IRINI: Can a ‘No Longer Naive’ EU Tame the Libyan

Conflict?” Italian Institute for International Political Studies (ISPI), 31 July. Available at:

22


https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/greece-to-get-40-f-35-fighter-jets-from-us-opposition-asks-for-clarifications/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/politics/news/greece-to-get-40-f-35-fighter-jets-from-us-opposition-asks-for-clarifications/
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_178523.htm
https://www.france24.com/en/20200701-france-suspends-role-in-nato-naval-mission-over-turkish-warship-incident
https://www.france24.com/en/20200701-france-suspends-role-in-nato-naval-mission-over-turkish-warship-incident

https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/operation-irini-can-no-longer-naive-eu-tame-

libyan-conflict-27128.

Snyder, Glenn H. 1984. “The Security Dilemma in Alliance Politics.” World Politics 36(4): 461—
495.

Snyder, Glenn H. 1997. Alliance Politics. Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press.

Tang, Shiping. 2009. “The security dilemma: A conceptual analysis,” Security Studies 18(3): 587-
623.

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 2020. “Press Release Regarding the 2020 Country Report on
Turkey by the European Commission,” No. 236, 6 October. Available at: https://wto-

pr.mfa.gov.tr/Mission/ShowAnnouncement/377680.

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 2021a. “Press Release Regarding the Escalatory Activities of
Greece and the Greek Cypriot Administration in the Eastern Mediterranean,” No. 321, 2

October. Available at: https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-321 -yunanistan-ve-gkry-nin-dogu-

akdeniz-de-gerginligi-arttiran-faalivetleri-hk.en.mfa.

Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. 2021b. “Press Release Regarding the 2021 Country Report
on Turkey by the European Commission,” No. 351, 19 October. Available at:

https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-251_-avrupa-komisyonu-2021-turkiye-raporu-hk.en.mfa.

US Department of State. 2024. “Joint Statement on the U.S.-Greece Strategic Dialogue,” 9

February. Available at:_https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-the-u-s-greece-strategic-

dialogue-2/.

Walt, Stephen M. 1990. The origins of alliances (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press).

23


https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/operation-irini-can-no-longer-naive-eu-tame-libyan-conflict-27128
https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/operation-irini-can-no-longer-naive-eu-tame-libyan-conflict-27128
https://wto-pr.mfa.gov.tr/Mission/ShowAnnouncement/377680
https://wto-pr.mfa.gov.tr/Mission/ShowAnnouncement/377680
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-321_-yunanistan-ve-gkry-nin-dogu-akdeniz-de-gerginligi-arttiran-faaliyetleri-hk.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-321_-yunanistan-ve-gkry-nin-dogu-akdeniz-de-gerginligi-arttiran-faaliyetleri-hk.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-251_-avrupa-komisyonu-2021-turkiye-raporu-hk.en.mfa
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-the-u-s-greece-strategic-dialogue-2/
https://www.state.gov/joint-statement-on-the-u-s-greece-strategic-dialogue-2/

Waterfield, Bruno. 2022. “Turkey splinters NATO unity with veto against Finland and Sweden,”

The Times, 19 May. Available at: https://www.thetimes.com/world/europe/article/turkey-

splinters-nato-unity-with-veto-against-finland-and-sweden-dtmI3b&pt.

24


https://www.thetimes.com/world/europe/article/turkey-splinters-nato-unity-with-veto-against-finland-and-sweden-dtml3b8pt
https://www.thetimes.com/world/europe/article/turkey-splinters-nato-unity-with-veto-against-finland-and-sweden-dtml3b8pt

