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Turkey: a confrontational policy in the Mediterranean Sea

Mateusz Chudziak

Turkey has become increasingly assertive in foreign policy over the past few weeks, while
facing the serious risk of economic collapse at home. This is especially visible in the
eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea basin, where the dispute over the delimitation of the
marine areas between Athens and Nicosia is escalating (Ankara does not recognise the
latter as a party to the dispute). Turkey has for many months been engaged in natural gas
and crude oil exploration in the waters that belong to the exclusive economic zones of two
EU member states: Greece and Cyprus. Turkey, which is not a signatory to the United
Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) refuses to recognize these zones. Over
the past week, Ankara broke off its negotiations with Athens and sent an exploration unit to
the waters located between Rhodes and Cyprus on 10 August.

These moves fit in with the broader context of Turkey’s foreign policy which has seen
Ankara confront its close and more distant neighbours on many platforms: political and
military (participation in joint military exercises with Azerbaijan that were held close to the
Armenian border in response to the escalation of the conflict over Nagorno-Karabakh) and
as economic and symbolic (one example of this was the reconversion of the Hagia Sophia
museum into a mosque). These events provoke the European Union’s engagement since on
the one hand it is protecting the interests of its two member states (Greece and Cyprus)
and, on the other, it must consider potential losses resulting from a possible further
deterioration of relations with Turkey. As a result, the future of migration co-operation would
become uncertain and a collapse of the Turkish economy would become more likely, since it
is closely linked to the European economy.

 

Commentary

Turkey’s activity in the Mediterranean Sea needs to be seen as the implementation of the
‘Blue Homeland’ (Mavi Vatan) doctrine. The doctrine defines any attempts of international
co-operation in the region that do not take Ankara’s interests into account as hostile.
According to this, defence operations should begin far away from the state borders (for
this reason Ankara is presenting its recent activity as defensive). Turkish troops are
present not only in Syria, Iraq and Libya, but also in the Horn of Africa and Qatar.
Furthermore, their recent joint exercises with the Azerbaijani army were accompanied by
anti-Russian declarations, which is a notable novelty. The doctrine states that Turkey
must take such action in the Mediterranean region that will help it secure its own
interests and develop its dominant position. Examples of this policy include: its objection
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to the co-operation between Israel, Cyprus and Greece aimed at extracting and
transporting natural gas to Europe bypassing Turkey; Ankara’s support for the
government in Tripoli and military engagement in Libya; and conducting exploration work
on its own in disputed waters. All these moves are intended to force its neighbours to
commence negotiations and take Turkish expectations into account.

Turkey has for decades been engaged in a bitter dispute over the delineation of the
continental shelf with Greece. Since it is not a signatory to UNCLOS, it wants the waters
to be delineated through the signing of bilateral agreements. So far it has only signed
agreements of this kind with Northern Cyprus (Turkey is the only country in the world
which has recognised it as a state) and Libya (since November 2019). According to the
Turkish interpretation, Greece has no right to introduce an exclusive economic zone
around its islands – hence the deal on the delineation of waters with Libya and the
declaration that the Turkish zone intersects the waters around Crete. Ankara’s expansive
policy brought the intended effect towards the end of July. Germany became engaged in
the mediation, Turkish troops returned to the port in Antalya, and negotiations
commenced between Turkey and Greece. However, the negotiations were broken off
after Athens announced it had struck a deal on the delineation of the continental shelf
with Egypt, disregarding the zones previously delimited by Turkey and Libya. Therefore,
Ankara resumed its previous policy and is sending exploration vessels to the disputed
waters escorted by the navy.

Turkey’s moves in the Mediterranean Sea have been strongly affected by the domestic
situation. Ankara’s activity is intensifying as the domestic situation is worsening. Two
years after the currency crisis and first recession in a decade, the Turkish economy has
once again found itself on the verge of a serious crisis. Total foreign debt (public and
private) is US$430 billion, and the private sector’s short-term debt reached US$123.5
billion towards the end of May. The Turkish currency has lost around 20% of its value
since the beginning of the year, and the central bank has spent US$60 billion from its
reserves to maintain the exchange rate below 7 liras per one US$ (and the latter has also
been losing value recently). However, this limit was exceeded recently (7.34 liras per one
US$ on 10 August), which is bringing Turkey dangerously close to another currency crisis
and declaring the banking system insolvent. The economic problems escalated by the
COVID-19 pandemic make the internal situation in the country more complicated. The
intensifying confrontational tendencies in Turkey’s foreign policy are intended at
mobilising the public and also as a hint to the European Union that Brussels should adopt
a stance that is more favourable for Turkey as its problems are piling up.

The government in Ankara is aware of the fact that it is vital for the EU that Turkey remain
internally stable. This is dictated by both the need to continue migration co-operation and
the fact that Turkey’s main creditors are Italian, French and Spanish banks. Therefore, a
financial meltdown in this country would come as a shock to the eurozone and also bring
political consequences for the EU that are difficult to predict. Nevertheless, the
escalation of tension alone provoked by Turkey in the Mediterranean Sea is aggravating
the internal disagreements inside the Euro-Atlantic structures. France became engaged
in the dispute between Turkey and Greece (which are formally NATO allies), taking
Athens’ side. As a result of Turkey’s intensified activity in the Mediterranean Sea basin
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(especially since intervention in Libya) and for some time also in the Sahel, France views
Turkey as its key opponent in these regions. Since the incident in mid-June, when the
commanders of the Turkish warships escorting a ship heading to Libya refused to be
searched by a French unit, the case has been discussed at the EU forum, where Paris
insisted on imposing sanctions on Ankara. However, regardless of the intensifying
tension, Brussels and Berlin have consistently opted for a de-escalation of the conflict
and negotiations. Turkey is capitalising on this situation and will most likely uphold its
demands and do its best to attain the EU’s support.
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