
ISSUE 2, 2021

 ■ Interview with H.E., Ambassador of the 
Hellenic Republic to the Republic of 
Cyprus, Mr Haris Lalacos

 ■ Dr Nicholas A. Ioannides, The Maritime 
Dispute Between Cyprus and Turkey in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea

 ■ Prof. Efraim Inbar, The New Eastern 
Mediterranean Strategic Landscape

Maritime and Political Disputes  
in the Eastern Mediterranean

 ■ Dr Constantinos Yiallourides, Maritime 
Boundary Delimitation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea: Progress and 
Outstanding Legal Issues



About Us

Eastern Mediterranean Affairs (EMA) is a multi-
disciplinary magazine of regional focus and an integral part 
of the Eastern Mediterranean Studies Initiative (EMSI) 
forum of the University of Nicosia (UNIC). Established 
in the Fall of 2020, EMA aims to become a trusted source 
of insight and analysis for East-Med regional leaders from 
government, business, finance, and the academic world, 
with each issue dedicated on a topic concerning the 
Eastern-Mediterranean region. EMA launched with the 
most important global issue of 2020 and 2021, namely 
the Covid-19 Pandemic and how it affected regional and 
international relations. The second issue turns its attention 
to the region and more specifically on the driving force, 
the hydrocarbons discoveries, that led to dynamic regional 
relations and legal disputes.

Future issues will feature a variety of timely and relevant 
topics on the region, including, inter alia, regional energy 
geopolitics, regional cyber-geopolitics, climate change, 
regional security, migration, and issues related to gender 
equality. 

EMA aims to promote new knowledge and is thus 
openly accessible on our website. The magazine regularly 
hosts interviews with experts and high-level decision-makers, 
and features opinion pieces, expert insights, and short 
studies from state and non-state actors from the Eastern 
Mediterranean countries, and great powers alike. 

EMA is relevant and valuable for decision and opinion 
makers as well as for the wider public. For the former, 
the magazine will contribute in enhancing local and 
intraregional transparency and in instigating dialogue 
between the experts – policy-makers, practitioners, 
technocrats, academics – and the wider public. For the  
latter the aim is to offer new, updated and profound 
knowledge on regional issues of current and urgent nature.

The Eastern Mediterranean Studies Initiative (EMSI) is 
a forum for international collaboration among researchers 
and practitioners interested in issues pertaining to energy, 
geopolitics, economics, development and environmental 
aspects of the Eastern Mediterranean. EMSI regularly 
develops and manages a triple helix of stakeholders, 
practitioners and academics. It hosts an annual conference 
on the Eastern Mediterranean, as well as workshops and 
events that bring academics and practitioners together. The 
Initiative also seeks to enhance cooperation in all tiers of 
academia in and about the area by focusing on:
• Regional Geopolitics
• Energy and Environmental Security
• International Relations, Politics, Peace and Conflict
• Regional Economics, Development and Innovation
• The European Union and the Eastern Mediterranean

EMA Magazine Eastern Mediterranean 
Studies Initiative (EMSI)

University of Nicosia

The University of Nicosia (UNIC) established EMSI under 
its School of Law as the definitive forum for all related views, 
ideas, research, developments and dialogue on the Eastern 
Mediterranean. UNIC is the largest research University in 
Southern Europe that teaches in English, with particular 
strengths in International Relations and Eastern Mediterranean 
studies. UNIC welcomes 14,000+ students from over 
100 countries across the globe, by investing in developing 
programmes and building research capabilities in areas relating 
to the 4th industrial revolution, whilst improving the overall 
student experience, both on-campus and online.
Apart from EMSI, the University hosts:
• A leading team of faculty and research centres, with deep 

diplomatic, governmental, academic and research experience
• The Politics and Governance Department, one of the leading 

departments in the world on Eastern Mediterranean issues
• Senior Faculty who frequently collaborate with governmental 

and international institutions on relevant issues;
• The Cyprus Review, the premier English language peer review 

journal on original Cypriot related research
• The Diplomatic Academy, a leading NGO focusing on issues 

of diplomacy, security and international relations
• Cyprus Center for European and International Affairs, one 

of the oldest research centers in Cyprus focusing on affairs 
pertinent to the Cyprus conflict, the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the EU

The University of Nicosia is the 
largest research University in 
Southern Europe that teaches in 
English, with particular strengths in 
International Relations and Eastern 
Mediterranean studies.1
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Editorial Message
Welcome to the second issue of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Affairs (EMA) magazine. EMA takes us forth 
to our path, continuing with an updated issue on our rich, 
unique, and volatile region of the Eastern Mediterranean. 
The exciting, albeit unsettling, developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean revolve, to a large extent on the issue of 
hydrocarbons and maritime disputes over sovereignty, 
exploitation rights and EEZ delimitations. This second issue 
takes a closer view of primarily the legal, and to a lesser 
degree the political, positions of the regional actors.  

This second issue would not have been possible without 
the precious assistance of Dr Nicholas A. Ioannides, who has 
advised the Editorial team and offered his own expert insight 
on the theme of the law of the sea, while also contributing 
a piece for EMA Issue #2. We are very grateful for his 
contribution and guidance. 

This edition hosts eight different articles from experts, 
academics, and diplomats. The first topic by Dr Nicholas 
Ioannides at the University of Nicosia details clearly the 
maritime dispute between the Republic of Cyprus and the 
Republic of Turkey through a legal lens. Professor Efraim 
Inbar, President of the Jerusalem Institute for Strategy 
and Security, takes a strategic take in regional affairs in the 
second piece. 

In this second issue we proudly host His Excellency, 
Ambassador of the Hellenic Republic to the Republic of 
Cyprus, Mr Haris Lalacos for a special interview on the role 
of Greece as a maritime actor in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
We are very grateful for his time and insights. Dr 
Constantinos Yiallourides at the University of Aberdeen also 
paints a legal picture, by looking closely at the maritime 

boundary delimitation agreements and the outstanding 
emerging legal disputes. The fifth piece, focusing on the 
prospects and positions of equitable delimitation in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, is by Yunus Emre Acikgonul, an 
Independent Lawyer and Legal Researcher. Following that 
is an article by Yara Saab at UNEP Mediterranean Action 
Plan, who walks us through the Lebanese southern maritime 
delimitation efforts, providing a balanced technical and 
legal analysis. In the seventh piece, Cristian-Gabriel Louca, 
an Associate Advocate at Montanios & Montanios focuses 
on the variables that fuel the legal disputes in the region. 
Finally, Christina I. Abi Haidar, an Attorney, Legal Expert, 
and PhD Candidate, and Roudi Baroudi, CEO of Energy 
and Environment Holding, both jointly examine the role 
of EU mediation in defining maritime boundaries in the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

With the ongoing tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
it is of paramount importance to examine and deeply assess 
the impact and potential spill-over effects of these maritime 
disputes, from a legal to the political dimension. We hope 
that this second edition of EMA creates the foundations for 
a more comprehensive knowledge on the legal aspects of 
the disputes, while at the same time sheds light over some 
of these political interesting debates, bringing them forth 
to the public sphere. Finally, we are so ever grateful to our 
contributors, supporters, and readers, for encouraging us 
with insightful and constructive feedback in moving forward 
with this project. We hope you enjoy our second issue.

Sincerely,
The Editorial Team
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Dr Nicholas A. Ioannides
International Law Expert, 
Adjunct Lecturer in 
International Law, University 
of Nicosia

The maritime dispute
between Cyprus and
Turkey in the Eastern
Mediterranean Sea

In the wake of the 2003 Egypt-
Cyprus exclusive economic zone (EEZ) 
delimitation agreement, Turkey rejected it 
and endeavoured to forestall any similar 
actions on the part of the Republic of 
Cyprus in the future. Nevertheless, Cyprus 
went on and concluded another two EEZ 
delimitation accords with Lebanon (2007 
– not in force) and Israel (2010). What 
is noteworthy is that all three agreements 
were effected on the basis of the median/
equidistance line contrary to the well-
established Turkish position championing 
equitable principles, which entail that 
a host of relevant circumstances (i.e. 
configuration of coasts, coastal lengths, 
the presence of islands etc) should be 
taken into account in order to reach an 
equitable delimitation. Albeit Turkey 
advocates equitable principles with a view 
to attaining greater maritime space in 
future delimitations, it deserves noting 
that applying equitable principles may 
sometimes lead to a median/equidistance 
line as well. 

Against this backdrop, Turkey’s 
efforts to hinder Cyprus’ maritime policy 
by means of diplomatic notes and official 
statements have in due course been 
corroborated by a gamut of serious acts, 
namely harassment operations, offshore 
seismic surveys and drilling activities 
around the island of Cyprus. Even though 
Cyprus has extended an invitation for 
negotiations to Turkey with a view to 
resolving the maritime dispute between the 
two States, the latter has declined to enter 
into any kind of dialogue. Accordingly, 
leaving aside the illegal occupation of the 
northern part of Cyprus by the Turkish 

Armed Forces, the maritime conundrum is 
another thorny issue exacerbating tension 
between the two neighbouring states.

Diplomatic 
activity

On the cusp of the 21st century, 
important offshore hydrocarbon discoveries 
instilled an unprecedented cooperative 
mentality into the Eastern Mediterranean 
(East Med) states. Hence, in 2003 Egypt 
and Cyprus signed the first ever EEZ 
delimitation agreement in the entire 
Mediterranean Sea according to the median 
line principle. Turkey reacted rigorously 
and initially contested the said agreement 
within the context of the negotiations for 

Turkey commenced 
a vehement 
diplomatic strive 
so as to prevent 
any maritime 
cooperation between 
Cyprus and its 
neighbouring states. 
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the settlement of the Cyprus Problem on the basis of the so-
called ‘Annan Plan’.

Later on, Turkey commenced a vehement diplomatic 
strive so as to prevent any maritime cooperation between 
Cyprus and its neighbouring states. To this end, as of 2004, 
Turkey transmitted several letters to the UN Secretary-General 
arguing that the maritime area to the west of the longitude 
32° 16’ 18”, to wit outside Cyprus’ 12 nm territorial sea, falls 
within the continental shelf of Turkey. Turkey also protested 
against Cyprus’ hydrocarbon licensing rounds, as well as the 
EEZ agreements with Lebanon and Israel because, as the 
Turkish argument runs, the rights of the Turkish Cypriots 
were not taken into account. 

Moreover, Turkey signed a continental shelf delimitation 
‘agreement’ with the ‘Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus’ 
(‘TRNC’), which of course is invalid owing to the illegality 
of the said entity, while it granted concessions around Cyprus 
to the Turkish Anonymous Petroleum Company (TPAO). 
This stance reveals the existence of an ostensibly two-pronged 
maritime dispute between Turkey and Cyprus. On the 
one hand, Turkey asserts the maritime space to the north/
northwest/west of Cyprus as part of its own continental shelf. 
On the other, Turkey has put forward claims for the waters 
laying to the south/southeast/east of Cyprus through the 
Turkish Cypriots and the ‘TRNC’. As can be easily inferred, 
Turkey can have no maritime rights in the south/southeast/
east of Cyprus given that its coasts do not project into those 
waters (‘the land dominates the sea’) and the ‘TRNC’ is an 
illegal entity having no capacity to assert any rights whatsoever 
in the international legal sphere. Therefore, the only maritime 
dispute between Cyprus and Turkey pertains to the waters 
in the north/northwest/west of Cyprus, which remain 
undelimited to date. Notwithstanding the above, Turkey has 
carried out an array of activities in the waters around Cyprus 
contrary to the 1982 UN Law of the Sea Convention (LOSC) 
and customary international law.

Unlawful conduct 
offshore Cyprus

In order to stave off Cyprus’ maritime policy and advance 
its own assertions alike, Turkey has since 2013 regularly 
dispatched survey and drilling vessels in both undelimited and 
areas duly delimited by Cyprus. The survey vessel ‘Barbaros’ 

was deployed for the first time in autumn 2013 and operated 
in a maritime area between the south-eastern coast of Turkey 
and Cyprus, as well as off the eastern coast of Cyprus. Since 
then, a dozen deployments of the ‘Barbaros’ and the ‘Oruç 
Reis’ followed, while on every occasion Turkish warships 
escorted the said survey vessels.

In addition to the aforesaid survey activities, the Turkish 
Navy conducted harassment operations against vessels 
operating on behalf of Cyprus for scientific, fishing and 
hydrocarbon purposes. The most serious interception incident 
occurred in February 2018 off the south-eastern coast of 
Cyprus when the drillship ‘Saipem 12000’ under Italian flag 
attempted to carry out planned exploratory drillings on behalf 
of Cyprus. Turkish warships prevented the Italian vessel twice 
from reaching its drilling target in Block 3 of the Cypriot 
continental shelf/EEZ using verbal threats that could be 
deemed tantamount to threat of force. Due to its seriousness, 
this episode did not go unnoticed by the European Council 
which condemned ‘Turkey’s continued illegal actions in the 
Eastern Mediterranean’, while it also called upon Turkey ‘to 
cease these actions and respect the sovereign rights of Cyprus 
to explore and exploit its natural resources in accordance with 
EU and International Law’. 

Having said the above, the situation escalated even further 
when, on 4 May 2019, the Turkish state-owned drillship 
‘Fatih’ set anchor at a distance of 36.6 nm off the western 
coast of Cyprus and started drilling a few days later. Turkey 
dispatched a second state-owned drillship called ‘Yavuz’ to the 
south of the Karpasia Peninsula on 8 July 2019, at a distance 
of about 11 nm from the coast. It is also worth noting that 
Turkish warships accompanied both drillships. As expected, 
this ignited a strong reaction by Cyprus, which protested 
against those activities to the UN and sought support from 
its EU partners. In a letter sent to the UN Secretary-General, 
Cyprus deplored Turkey’s drilling operations, calling them ‘an 
unacceptable escalation of Turkey’s continued violations’. 

Referring to the ‘Yavuz’, Cyprus maintained that the 
drilling took part in its territorial sea, and thus it is a violation 
of its sovereignty and that any activities performed on 
behalf of the ‘TRNC’ are unlawful, while it stressed that 
Turkey, as an occupying power, ‘cannot exploit the natural 
resources of the area it illegally occupies’. As regards the 
‘Fatih’, the government of the Republic of Cyprus claimed 
that the drillship was located on its continental shelf/EEZ 
and, therefore, averred that Turkey acted in contravention of 

The Decision reaffirms that the particular 
offshore activities conducted by Turkey took 
place in Cyprus’ maritime zones in breach of 
the latter’s sovereignty, sovereign rights and 
jurisdiction.

LOSC and customary rules prohibiting unauthorised drilling 
in another state’s maritime zones. Lastly, Cyprus asserted that 
Turkey’s conduct was unlawful and triggered its international 
responsibility. Additionally, in responding to the deployment 
of the ‘Fatih’, Cyprus deposited with the UN a list of 
geographical coordinates concerning the northern and north-
western claimed outer limits of its continental shelf/EEZ. 

On its part, the EU dealt with the matter at a European 
Council meeting in June 2019 and, apart from condemning 
Turkey’s activities, it also, for the first time, contemplated the 
possibility of adopting targeted measures against Turkey. In a 
meeting on 15 July 2019, the EU Council of Foreign Affairs 
decided to impose measures on Turkey owing to the latter’s 
failure to conform to the European Council’s call to cease 
its illegal activities. In response, Turkey stated that the EU is 
biased towards Turkey but this will not prevent the latter from 
pursuing its energy programme in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

In light of the above, the Council of the European Union 
adopted a Decision within the context of the Common 
Foreign and Security Policy ‘concerning restrictive measures in 
view of Turkey’s unauthorised drilling activities in the Eastern 
Mediterranean’ and a Regulation implementing the Decision. 
These acts paved the way for the imposition of sanctions 
against natural and legal persons involved in Turkey’s illegal 
activities within Cyprus’s maritime zones. This is a landmark 

Decision given that the EU had never hitherto decided to take 
restrictive measures against a candidate member state.

Notably, Preambular paragraph 9 of the Decision stresses 
that:

The above-mentioned drilling activities infringe the 
sovereignty or sovereign rights and jurisdiction of 
the Republic of Cyprus in its territorial sea, exclusive 
economic zone and continental shelf and, when such 
activities are carried out in areas where the exclusive 
economic zone and continental shelf have not been 
delimited under international law with a State having an 
opposite coast, they jeopardise or hamper the reaching of a 
delimitation agreement. These actions are contrary to the 
principles of the United Nations Charter, including the 
peaceful resolution of disputes, and pose a threat to the 
interests and security of the Union.
According to the aforementioned excerpt, the Decision 

reaffirms that the particular offshore activities conducted 
by Turkey took place in Cyprus’ maritime zones in breach 
of the latter’s sovereignty, sovereign rights and jurisdiction. 
Interestingly enough, the Decision considers even 
undelimited areas claimed by Cyprus as falling within the 
latter’s jurisdiction for the purpose of imposing restrictive 
measures (see also Preambular paragraph 10). Importantly, the 
Decision endorses the view that unilateral drilling activities in 
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undelimited maritime areas do actually jeopardise or hamper 
the reaching of a delimitation agreement.

By way of reaction, Turkey stressed that it would continue 
to safeguard its rights, as well as the interests of the so-
called ‘TRNC’. Turkey accused the Republic of Cyprus of 
maximalism and declared that it ‘will not allow the unilateral 
usurpation of [its] rights’, while it noted that the EU has 
lost its credibility. What is more, on the same day the 
aforementioned sanctions regime entered into force, Turkey 
dispatched anew the drillship ‘Fatih’ offshore the Karpasia 
Peninsula just outside the territorial sea of Cyprus. By 
virtue of a navigational warning issued by Turkey, the ‘Fatih’ 
would conduct drilling operations from 13 November 2019 
until 17 March 2020. 

In addition, Turkey announced the carrying out of seismic 
surveys by the survey vessel ‘Oruç Reis’ in a vast maritime 
area off the western coast of Cyprus just outside the latter’s 
territorial sea from 14 November until 14 December 2019. 
Cyprus condemned the foregoing operations as illegal and 
called upon Turkey to cease its wrongful conduct, while it also 
warned any natural and legal persons cooperating with Turkey 
to withdraw in light of the above-mentioned EU sanctions. 
Nonetheless, Turkey’s unlawful behaviour continued unabated 
totalling six unauthorised drilling operations within Cyprus’ 
maritime zones until the end of 2020.

Attempts to resolve  
the dispute

Given the turbulent situation in the region, Cyprus 
embarked upon an attempt to resolve the dispute with 
Turkey over the waters to the north/northwest/west of 
Cyprus. Through a letter to the UN Secretary-General by 
its Permanent Representative to the UN, Cyprus officially 
invited Turkey to negotiations concerning the delimitation 
of their respective maritime zones. Unsurprisingly, Turkey 
expressly rejected Cyprus’ invitation restating that it does 
not recognise the government of the Republic of Cyprus. 

In this respect, on 15 November 2019, Cyprus sent a 
note verbale to the Turkish Embassy in Athens, whereby it 
proposed the conclusion of a special agreement (compromis) 
for joint submission of the two states’ maritime dispute 
to the ICJ, asking the Court to delimit their respective 
maritime zones (it is reminded that Turkey does not 

The most 
noteworthy aspect 
of this letter is that 
Turkey, for the first 
time, submitted 
detailed coordinates 
delineating the outer 
limits of its claimed 
continental shelf in 
the East Med.

recognise the compulsory jurisdiction of the Court). 
Nonetheless, the Embassy of Turkey refused to receive the 
note. Irrespective of the above, Cyprus has announced that 
it will unilaterally have recourse to the ICJ invoking its 
prorogated jurisdiction (forum prorogatum) by virtue of 
Article 38(5) ICJ Rules of the Court. 

and its preference for maritime delimitation effected 
according to equitable principles. The Turkish government 
also rejected the submission of coordinates on the part of 
Cyprus concerning the latter’s claimed northern and north-
western continental shelf/EEZ (May 2019). Interestingly, 
although it is not a party to the LOSC Turkey referred to 
Articles 74(1) and 83(1) LOSC, admitting that they form 
part of customary law so as to point out the importance of 
reaching a delimitation by agreement leading to an equitable 
solution, stressing also that the median line should be used 
only when it does not create distortion. 

Furthermore, Turkey expressed its willingness to strike 
maritime delimitation agreements with its neighbouring 
states, except for Cyprus. The most noteworthy aspect 
of this letter is that Turkey, for the first time, submitted 
detailed coordinates delineating the outer limits of its 
claimed continental shelf in the East Med. The submitted 
coordinates span from longitude 32° 16’ 18” (outside 
Cyprus’ 12-mile territorial sea) up to longitude 28° 00’ 00”. 
What is striking is that the Turkish government reserved 
its right to submit coordinates concerning its continental 
shelf claims beyond the longitude 28° 00’ 00”. What Turkey 
actually had in mind was the delimitation agreement it was 
about to conclude with Libya.

Conclusion
As this brief note illustrates, the maritime dispute 

between Cyprus and Turkey appears to be insurmountable. 
Despite the fact that the majority of states in the East Med 
have decided to collaborate under the aegis of international 
law in order to reap the benefits of natural resources, 
Turkey has kept a different posture. Even though the 
overall long-standing dispute between Cyprus and Turkey is 
multifaceted, the maritime aspect thereof could be resolved 
through negotiations and/or resort to an international 
dispute settlement organ. Alas, this is unlikely to happen on 
account of Turkey’s non-recognition of the government of 
the Republic of Cyprus. 

Indubitably, continuous tension in the region has had 
a negative impact on the aspiration of the regional States 
to avail themselves of the hydrocarbon bonanza. However, 
this stalemate has arguably seriously damaged Turkey’s 
interests and image alike, as Turkey has been consistently 
attempting to impede other States from exercising their 
legitimate rights. Consequently, only a solution in line with 
international law would bring safety and stability in the East 
Med, facilitating the enjoyment of offshore natural resources 
by all the regional States.

 1  For an overview of the exchange of letters between Cyprus and Greece on the one hand and Turkey on the other, as well as the unlawful 
continental shelf ‘agreement’ between Turkey and the ‘TRNC’ see Nicholas A Ioannides, Maritime Claims and Boundary Delimitation: Tensions 
and Trends in the Eastern Mediterranean Sea (Routledge 2020).

 2 European Council Conclusions (22 March 2018) paras 12–13.
 3 Letter dated 11 July 2019 from the Chargé d’affaires a.i. of the Permanent Mission of Cyprus to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-

General, UN Doc A/73/944-S/2019/564.
 4 European Council conclusions (20 June 2019) para 17.
 5 EU Council of Foreign Affairs conclusions (15 July 2019) paras 1–2, 4.
 6 Council Decision (CFSP) 2019/1894 of 11 November 2019 concerning restrictive measures in view of Turkey’s unauthorised drilling activities in 

the Eastern Mediterranean [2019] OJ L 291/47; Council Regulation (EU) 2019/1890 of 11 November 2019 concerning restrictive measures in 
view of Turkey’s unauthorised drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean [2019] OJ L 291/3.

 7 Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Press release (11 November 2019), www.mfa.gov.tr/no_329_-ab-dis-iliskiler-konseyi-nin-aldigi-kararlar-hk.
en.mfa.

 8 Press and Information Office, ‘Announcement by the Presidency of the Republic of Cyprus on the illegal activities of Turkey within Cyprus’ 
Exclusive Economic Zone’ (15 November 2019), www.pio.gov.cy/en/press-releases-article.html?id=10695#flat.

 9 Letter dated 12 December 2018 from the Permanent Representative of Cyprus to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-General, UN 
Doc A/73/651.

 10 Letter dated 18 March 2019 from the Permanent Representative of Turkey to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-General, UN 
Doc A/73/804; Ministry of Foreign Affairs of Turkey, Press Release (16 July 2019), www.mfa.gov.tr/no_206_-ab-disiliskiler-konseyi-nin-aldigi-
kararlar-hk.en.mfa.

 11 Letter dated 13 November 2019 from the Permanent Representative of Turkey to the United Nations addressed to the Secretary-General, UN 
Doc A/74/550.

 12 Turkey recognised the Republic of Cyprus in 1960. In international law there is no such thing as ‘de-recognition’ of States. A State that has 
already recognised the formation and existence of another State cannot withdraw such recognition from the moment the latter has entered the 
international legal order as an independent, sovereign entity. Although Turkey has repeatedly declared that it does not recognise the RoC, this 
is a misnomer according to international law. Thus, in essence, what Turkey is permitted under international law not to recognise is only the 
government of the RoC, not the State as such.

In other words, Cyprus intends to file an application 
and then wait for Turkey to provide its consent in order 
for the case to make it to the Court’s docket. Even though 
this is unlikely to happen owing to Turkey’s reluctance to 
appear before international dispute settlement mechanisms, 
it is still a very interesting development within the context 
of the East Med saga. This unilateral application appears 
to be the culmination of Cyprus’ efforts to delimit its 
maritime boundaries with Turkey following an invitation for 
negotiations and a proposal for the conclusion of a special 
agreement. In any case, given that both States rely on the rules 
of international law so as to put forward their assertions, the 
ICJ would be the most appropriate forum for the resolution 
of their dispute.

On 13 November 2019, Turkey via a letter to the UN 
restated its continental shelf claims to the west of Cyprus 
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Prof. Efraim Inbar
President of the Jerusalem 
Institute for Strategy and 
Security

The New Eastern
Mediterranean
Strategic Landscape 

Since the end of the Cold War, the Eastern 
Mediterranean has benefited from Pax Americana, the 
stabilizing preponderance of American power. However, 
for a series of reasons outlined below, the reigning strategic 
architecture has collapsed and a new landscape has emerged. 
As further analysed below, among the key features of the new 
strategic situation are much more aggressive Turkish action, 
the emergence of a Cyprus-Greece-Israel alignment, and 
forceful Russian interventionism. 

The geographical unit generally known as the ‘Eastern 
Mediterranean’ is located east of 20o meridian and includes 
the littoral states of Greece, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, 
Gaza (which de facto is an independent political unit), Egypt, 
Libya, and the Republic of Cyprus. The region has two choke 
points: the Bosphorus Straits and the Suez Canal. The first 
has traditionally constrained Russian influence, while the 
other controls Europe’s trade route to the Gulf, and South 
and East Asia. 

The Eastern Mediterranean is also important in terms 
of energy transit. About 5% of world’s crude oil, 10% of 
oil products, and 8% of seaborne LNG transits the Suez 
Canal. Turkey hosts just above 6% of global oil trade and 
oil products, which transit the Bosphorus Straits and two 
international pipelines. As the historical meeting place 
between East and West, the Eastern Mediterranean has been 
the focus of significant interstate competition. It remains 
strategically significant.

This ethnically and religiously diverse region is marred 
by many conflicts. All political elites in the region share a 
realpolitik prism of international relations, and they generally 

harbor the perception of a high level of threat. Moreover, 
they believe that force is part of the rules of the international 
game.

Since the end of the Cold War, the Eastern 
Mediterranean has benefited from Pax Americana, the 
stabilizing preponderance of American power. However, 
for a series of reasons outlined below, the reigning strategic 
architecture has collapsed, and a new landscape has emerged. 

American retreat
Declining American influence is evident. Drained by two 

protracted wars (Afghanistan and Iraq) and flush with new 
energy finds, the US has been reluctant to be dragged into 
further conflicts in the Middle East. Because it is war weary 
it plans to remove its military presence in Afghanistan and 
Syria. The US is losing interest in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the broader Middle East. 

The Biden administration’s main agenda is domestic 
(Covid-19 and the economy), while its foreign policy is 
dominated by China and the eagerness to restore the 2015 
JCPOA, leaving little energy for other issues.

This trend was reinforced by the November 2011 strategic 
decision to “rebalance” to Asia, to confront the economic 
and military rise of China. As a result, the previously strong 
and permanent US naval presence in the Mediterranean 
has dwindled, and its military presence in the Middle East 
has been reduced gradually, increasing the doubts about 
American resolve. 

If Turkish ambitions are left 
unchecked, Israel, Egypt and Cyprus 
will be denied access by pipeline or 
cable to Greece and the European 
energy markets
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Indeed, Washington has remained aloof from the 
lingering conflict in Syria and been inactive regarding the 
civil war in Libya. Similarly, the shrinking resonance in 
regional affairs of the Palestinian issue has led to less urgency 
in diplomatic efforts to “solve” the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
This was true of Trump administration policy and is likely to 
be mirrored in Biden administration policy, as well.

The retreat of American power projection in the region 
allows regional actors greater freedom of action. Indeed, 
in recent years a much more aggressive Turkish regional 
policy has developed, alongside the emergence of a Cyprus-
Greece-Israel alignment, and increasingly forceful Russian 
interventionism. 

An assertive Turkey
The rise of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) in 

Turkey since its electoral victory of November 2002 has led to 
a reorientation in Turkish foreign policy. With Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan at its helm, Turkey has distanced itself from the West 
and developed ambitions to lead the Muslim world. Ankara 
has helped Iran and Russia evade Western sanctions. Therefore, 
Turkey’s membership in NATO has become problematic, 

Azerbaijan (a Muslim state) in its war against Christian 
Armenia. Turkey’s burgeoning relations with Qatar 
underscore the Islamist thrust of Turkish foreign policy.

In parallel, Turkey’s strategic relationship with Israel 
has soured. This became particularly evident following the 
May 2010 attempt of a Turkish vessel, the Mavi Marmara, 
to break the Israeli naval blockade of Hamas-ruled Gaza. 
In October 2010, Turkey’s National Security Council (in 
an official document called the Red Book) even identified 
Israel as one of the country’s main threats. Turkey proudly 
has paraded its support for Hamas, and sought to undermine 
Israel’s sovereignty in eastern Jerusalem.

Turkey also has intervened decisively in the Libyan 
civil war (November 2019) on behalf of the “Government 
of National Accord” headed by Fa’iz Sarraj that includes 
Islamist elements. The quid pro quo was an MOU between 
Ankara and Tripoli on delineating the border of the Exclusive 
Economic Zones (EEZ) of states in the Mediterranean, 
which ignores the EEZ of Greek islands such Rhodes and 
Crete – in line with the Turkish “Blue Homeland” doctrine. 
In accordance with this doctrine, Turkey has invested heavily 
in expanding and upgrading its naval capabilities. 

If Turkish ambitions are left unchecked, Israel, Egypt and 
Cyprus will be denied access by pipeline or cable to Greece 
and the European energy markets. Already, Turkish warships 
are harassing vessels prospecting for oil and gas off Cyprus, 
while seeking gas in the EEZ claimed by the Republic of 
Cyprus. Turkish plans for invading Greek islands in the 
Aegean also have surfaced. All this represents a clear bid to 
assert Turkish dominance in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Cyprus-Greek-Israel 
alignment

Turkey’s rhetoric and actions have brought Israel, 
Cyprus, and Greece closer together. They share 
apprehensions about the Eastern Mediterranean becoming 
dominated by the large Turkish navy and thus threatening 
their security. They also share common interests in the areas 
of economy and energy security. 

Following Binyamin Netanyahu’s visit to Greece in 
August 2010 (the first by an Israeli Prime Minister), 
cooperation between the two countries has become broad 
and multifaceted, covering the realms of culture, tourism 

Simply put, 
Europe is not 
a real strategic 
actor because 
it lacks the 
necessary military 
assets, does 
not hold a clear 
strategic vision, 
and does not have 
the political will to 
replace the United 
States. 

(with a 200% rise in Israelis visiting Greece), and economics. 
Among the areas of cooperation being discussed is the 
possibility of creating a gas triangle: Israel-Cyprus-Greece, 
with Greece serving as the hub of Israeli and Cypriot 
gas exports to the rest of Europe. This could lessen the 
continent’s energy dependence on Russia. 

Another project that would further tighten the ties 
between the countries is a proposed undersea electric power 
line between Israel, Cyprus, and Greece. Currently, Israel 
and Cyprus are isolated in terms of electricity and do not 
export or import almost any power. The plan, which will 
increase energy security for each of the involved parties, is 
also aligned with the EU’s plan for an interconnected energy 
market. An initial agreement to advance the power line was 
signed in March 2012. While these transnational energy 
projects have gained considerable attention, little actual 
progress has been made.

The membership 
of France and 
Italy in the EMGF 
is significant. 
They are NATO 
members 
with serious 
reservations about 
Turkey’s behavior.

particularly after its purchase of Russian S-400 missiles. 
This policy, fueled by a mixture of Turkish nationalism, 

and neo-Ottoman and Islamist impulses, has led to an 
activist Turkish approach towards the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the Middle East. Turkey has supported Hamas, a Muslim 
Brotherhood offshoot; assisted armed Sunni radical elements 
in Syria; and conquered parts of Syria to forestall the 
establishment of a Kurdish state (Rojava), while the Turkish 
military operates regularly against armed Kurds in northern 
Iraq. Turkey also has flexed its military muscles by supporting 
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Nevertheless, Cyprus, Egypt, Greece, and Israel 
decided in 2019 to establish an international organization 
to promote their energy interests, known as the Eastern 
Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF, or the EastMed Gas 
Forum). Its headquarters are located in Egypt; its charter 
entered into effect in March 2021. By then it was joined by 
two beneficiaries of Israeli gas, Jordan and the Palestinian 
Authority (PA), as well as by Italy and France. UAE 
membership was vetoed by the PA, a sign of the latter’s 
displeasure with the Abraham Accords. 

The membership of France and Italy in the EMGF 
is significant. They are NATO members with serious 
reservations about Turkey’s behavior. Paris even confronted 
Turkish ships suspected of violating the arms embargo on 
Libya, and sent combat aircraft to Cyprus to demonstrate its 
disagreement with Ankara’s disregard of Cypriot EEZ claims. 

Even so, the combined political and military weight of 
France and Italy is limited and cannot substitute for the role 
traditionally played by the US in the eastern Mediterranean. 
Simply put, Europe is not a real strategic actor because it 
lacks the necessary military assets, does not hold a clear 
strategic vision, and does not have the political will to replace 
the United States. While France and Italy are Mediterranean 
powers, they are unlikely to become security providers for the 
eastern East Mediterranean. 

Despite repeated statements that the Forum is not a 
closed club, its political aim is basically to contain Turkey. 
Turkey clearly wants to direct eastern Mediterranean 
energy resources through its pipelines in order to 
strengthen its role as an energy bridge to Europe.

In addition, relations among Cyprus, Greece, and 
Israel at all levels have intensified – economic, political, and 
military. The prime ministers of the three countries (and 
their cabinets) regularly hold trilateral meetings. Israeli-Greek 
military cooperation already has manifested itself in a series 
of multinational (Greek, Israel and US) joint air and sea 
exercises, under the names Noble Dina and Blue Flag (with 
the latter also including an Italian contingent). In recent 
years, Cyprus also has warmed up to the idea of military 
cooperation with Israel. Israeli special commando forces have 
trained in the mountains of Cyprus. Israel is also providing 
military technology and intelligence to Cyprus.

Greece, Israel, and Cyprus all hope to coordinate their 
lobbying efforts in Washington to sensitize the US to their 

concerns. They feel that the US has given Turkey too much 
leeway, and needs to pay more critical attention to Erdogan’s 
mischief. Moreover, the emerging informal Cypriot-Greek-
Israeli alliance has the potential to bring Israel closer to 
Europe and to moderate some of the pro-Palestinian bias 
periodically displayed by European Union organs. 

Russian presence
Russia has capitalized on the vacuum created by the 

US absence in the Mediterranean. It retains its Tartus naval 
base on the coast of war-torn Syria, gradually has improved 
its fleet size, and has stepped up patrols in the eastern 
Mediterranean, roughly coinciding with the escalation of 
tensions in Syria. Russia’s newfound military footprint in 
the eastern Mediterranean is underscored by multiple naval 
exercises. Since 2015, it has built and secured for its exclusive 
use the Hmeimim airbase in the Latakia region of Syria. This 
gives Russia the ability to project power across the Eastern 
Mediterranean.

Russia’s 2015 military intervention on behalf of the Assad 
dynasty in Syria signaled that, in contrast to Washington 
which deserted Mubarak in Egypt, Moscow is a reliable ally. 
Indeed, its air support for the military campaigns of the 
Assad regime have turned the fortunes of the civil war into 
his favor.

and its proxies in Syria.  
Moreover, Russia has shown interest in the newly 

discovered Mediterranean offshore energy fields. In July 
2012 President Vladimir Putin visited Israel to discuss, 
inter alia, the gas fields. Russia also has engaged Cyprus to 
help develop and monetize their gas finds. In December 
2013, Russia signed a 25-year energy deal with Syria that 
opens the way for Moscow’s eventual move into the gas-rich 
eastern Mediterranean. The deal gives the Russians, one of 
the world’s leading energy producers, their first real foothold 
in the Levant Basin. In 2021, it started exploring in Syrian 
waters. With a financial stake in the energy future of virtually 
every relevant regional actor, Russia clearly is trying to 
regain its Soviet-era foothold in the eastern Mediterranean. 
To several regional actors, Russia seems a more secure and 
consistent ally than the retreating Americans and Europeans.

Conclusion
As the US role in the region declines, Turkey has become 

the main regional power challenging the status quo in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. This development has led to the 
emergence of a Cyprus-Greece-Israel bloc. Egypt, a historical 
rival to Turkey’s regional ambitions, has joined the bloc, 
augmented by the Italian and French membership in the 
EMGF. The political vacuum has been exploited by Russia 
to reenter the Eastern Mediterranean, engaging in “frenemy” 
relations with Turkey.

The erosion in the statist order along the shores of the 
Mediterranean also has brought to the forefront Islamic forces 
such as Hizballah, Hamas, Islamists in Libya, the Islamic state 
in Syria and in Sinai – which add a civilizational dimension 
to the discord in the region. This dimension is accentuated by 
the Islamist colors of the Turkish leader and its ruling party, 
as well as by the Iranian attempts to build a Shiite corridor 
to the eastern Mediterranean through its militias in Iraq and 
Syria. The Iranian presence is much felt already in Lebanon 
and Gaza. 

In civilizational terms, the eastern Mediterranean has 
served as a bone of contention in the past between Persia and 
the ancient Greeks, and between the Ottomans and Venetians. 
It has been a focal point for the struggle between East and 
West. After the Cold War, the borders of the West shifted 
eastward. Now, they could move in the other direction.

With a financial 
stake in the 
energy future of 
virtually every 
relevant regional 
actor, Russia 
clearly is trying to 
regain its Soviet-
era foothold 
in the eastern 
Mediterranean. 

Russia also has increased its presence in Egypt, the most 
important Arab state, after the military coup and after 
American-Egyptian tensions that resulted in a partial aid 
freeze. In 2017 the two states signed an agreement to build 
a nuclear power plant. Three more nuclear power plants are 
planned. This means Egyptian dependency upon Russian 
nuclear fuel for six decades! 

Russia has also decided to intervene in the Libyan civil 
war in favor of the rulers of eastern Libya supported by 
Egypt and the UAE. Russian mercenaries have participated 
in the fighting.

Russia continues to nurture good relations with other 
actors in the Eastern Mediterranean. Despite its problems 
with Muslim radicals at home, and despite that most of 
the international community regards Hamas as a terrorist 
organization, Moscow has maintained good ties with this 
organization. Similarly, it is conducting an ongoing dialogue 
with Hizballah. At the same time, Moscow maintains close 
working ties with Israel. Coordination with Moscow is 
critical to Israel’s low-profile war against the presence of Iran 

Greece, Israel, and 
Cyprus all hope to 
coordinate their 
lobbying efforts 
in Washington to 
sensitize the US to 
their concerns. 
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Interview
With H.E. Ambassador Haris Lalacos 

Because of its geography and strategic importance, the 
Eastern Mediterranean has traditionally been a tumultuous 
part of the world. Chances are that it will continue to be 
so. Having said that, one can observe oscillations in the 
intensity of friction, confrontation, or even conflict. It 

seems to me that the last couple of years were a period of 
heightened tension. In addition to the situation in Syria 
and Libya, during 2019 and 2020 we witnessed a sharp 
escalation of the illegal behavior of a regional actor in 
the seas, which affected primarily the sovereign rights of 

How do you evaluate the overall developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the role of Greece?

Cyprus and Greece. The relative calm of the last six months 
or so is a positive development, but the overall situation is 
precarious and will continue to be so, as long as, there is no 
change in Ankara’s behavior, no fair solution to the Cyprus 
problem and no full normalization in the relations between 
Turkey and all its neighbors, including Greece.

In the midst of this instability, the role of the few 
local providers of security and stability has become more 
crucial than ever. Greece has been a proactive champion 

of regional cooperation between stable democracies with a 
reliable pro-European orientation. Our cooperation with 
like-minded countries, notably the Republic of Cyprus, 
has become visible and has attracted a wider interest from 
an ever-growing number of countries, who share our 
security and stability concerns. It has also been appreciated 
by an array of international actors and has helped us gain 
recognition for our efforts and results. 

In the midst of 
this instability, 
the role of the few 
local providers 
of security and 
stability has 
become more 
crucial than ever.
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The development manifested that, with good faith 
among friends and a sound bilateral agreement in place, any 
temporary slip can be jointly addressed and corrected in time. 
When it comes to the exploitation of the continental shelf 
and the exclusive economic zone, it is important to adhere 
to the provisions of the Law of the Sea, both conventional 
(UNCLOS) and customary. In maritime areas not covered by 

a valid delimitation agreement between the coastal states, it is 
essential not to conduct exploration or drilling activities. The 
reaffirmation of this guiding principle by Greece and Egypt 
sends a clear message to other actors in our region with a 
tendency for unilateral actions that fall outside the boundaries 
of international law. 

The most recent agreement between Greece and Egypt with regards 
to the EGY-MED-18 Plot and the understanding that Egypt will not 
extend the said Block to the East of the 28th meridian has attracted 
significant attention. Why is this development so important?

The so-called MOU 
between Turkey 
and the GNA is null 
and void. This is 
the position not 
only of Greece, 
but also of the 
European Council 
and countries of 
the region, such as 
Cyprus and Egypt.

Why has it taken so long for such an agreement between Greece and 
Egypt to be concluded?

For more than ten years, an agreement with Egypt 
for the demarcation of the boundaries of our respective 
continental shelf / exclusive economic zone has been a 
priority for Greece. Such negotiations typically take a long 
time, especially when additional considerations are taken 
into consideration by either party. This is not surprising in 
the volatile region in which we live. It would not be proper 
for me to talk on behalf of our friendly neighbor Egypt. 
What I can say is that we are happy that we were able to 

conclude an agreement last year. It is important to bear in 
mind that our agreement with Egypt stipulates that the 
completion of the delimitation of our maritime boundary, 
at a suitable point in the future, shall be conducted in 
accordance with International Law. Furthermore, each party 
will notify the other if it engages in maritime boundary talks 
with a third country in the vicinity and will consult with the 
other party before it concludes a final agreement.

Does the agreement between Greece and Egypt “cancel” the Turkish-
Libyan MOU on maritime boundaries? 

The so-called MOU between Turkey and the GNA is null 
and void. This is the position not only of Greece, but also of the 
European Council and countries of the region, such as Cyprus 
and Egypt. Therefore, there is no legal need to cancel it. On 
the other hand, the delimitation agreement between Greece 
and Egypt complies fully with international legal standards and 

enjoys full international support. In contrast to the MOU, our 
agreement with Egypt serves as a model for similar delimitations 
between countries who respect international norms and the 
provision of the Law of the Sea. May I also add that, unlike the 
MOU, it conforms with common sense, as a quick glance at 
the map will portray.

Is Greece ready to submit its disputes with Turkey over maritime 
delimitation before an international court? 

The position of Greece on the matter is very clear. We 
are ready – in fact, we have been ready for many years – to 
discuss the issue with Turkey. If we cannot reach an agreement 
bilaterally, then our view is that the two countries should 
refer the issue to the International Court of Justice. As your 

readers no doubt know, this is trickier than it sounds, as the 
two parties need to agree on the terms of reference for the 
adjudication to be jointly submitted to the Court. We are not 
there yet.
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Our cooperation is inclusive. It is happily 
extended to all those countries who share our 
values and respect for international law. 

Turkey has been attempting to downgrade and even ‘spoil’ the 
bilateral and trilateral agreements in the Eastern Mediterranean. In 
addition to the direct Turkish threats, Turkey tries to alter its relations 
with both Egypt and Israel in a way that would create a negative 
outcome for the relations between the latter and Greece and Cyprus. 
To what extent do you believe this is a threat for Greece and Cyprus? 

When Greece cooperates bilaterally or, together with 
Cyprus, trilaterally with countries of the region, it does so in 
a positive, forward-looking way. Bilateral or trilateral joint 
projects and agreements are not aimed against Turkey, or any 
other state for that matter. Moreover, we have seen that our 
friends and partners in the Eastern Mediterranean do not see 

their stronger ties with Greece and Cyprus as an antidote to 
Turkey. Our cooperation is inclusive. It is happily extended 
to all those countries who share our values and respect for 
international law. Nothing would give us more joy than a 
Turkey who has proven willing to meet these standards and 
join the club.

Turkish hostile activity extends beyond the bilateral and trilateral 
agreements. What are the Greek foreign policy priorities with 
regards to Turkish activity in Libya and Syria and how important 
are those conflicts for addressing conflict and EEZ disputes in the 
region?

Again, Greece conducts its foreign policy in a proactive 
way, not through a Turkey lens. Syria and Libya are 
important countries, with strong links to Greece. Their 
stability is of direct concern to Greece for reasons related 
to security, counter-terrorism, migration flows, energy, etc. 
This stability is undermined by overt foreign interference 
and, especially in the case of Libya, a blatant disrespect by 

Turkey of UN resolutions calling for no foreign troops, 
proxies or arms sales. Greece is geographically very close to 
Libya and feels that it can have a meaningful contribution 
to international efforts with respect to that country. Recent 
high-level meetings – in Tripoli, Benghazi and Athens – 
underscored the willingness and potential of Greece to have 
an enhanced role there.

Turkey is absent from all the regional agreements and the East 
Mediterranean Gas Forum. Do you believe that there can be 
stability in the Eastern Mediterranean without certain players 
who are unwilling to compromise, such as Turkey or Lebanon? 
Furthermore, is there a possibility for Turkey to join and how 
would Greece react to this prospect?

As stated before, Greece is open to Turkey’s 
participation to all regional initiatives, including the East 
Mediterranean Gas Forum, provided Ankara accepts 
to play by the rules. In particular, it will have to accept 
the participation of the Republic of Cyprus, which is 
an internationally recognized country and already a 

participant to all such initiatives. Our feeling is that this 
position of ours regarding Turkey’s inclusion is shared 
by all other participants. For stability in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, we need to have commonality of values 
and a solid framework of rules. 
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Countries like the UAE, France and the US are more actively involved 
in the region through closer relations with Greece. Are these 
temporary relations to counter Turkey’s aggression or do you foresee 
more sustainable and strategic developments that could potentially 
alter the security dynamics in the Eastern Mediterranean?

The dynamics in the Eastern Mediterranean are 
changing and one reason for that is the vision of 
countries like Greece and Cyprus. This vision is 
based on the premise that long-lasting teamwork is 
preferable to ephemeral arrangements. One American 
policy maker said that Greece, Cyprus and Israel 
form a “natural alignment” in the region. As we saw, the 
United States eventually opted to associate itself with 
this alignment. Similar arguments can be made for our 
cooperation with other countries of the region, as for 
instance with Egypt, which in turn explains why more and 
more non-regional actors express a desire to be associated 
with what they see as a very promising nexus of regional 
partnership projects, plans and ideas.

In the press we frequently read that there is lack of 
coordination between the Greek and Cypriot governments 
and that the interests of the two states are not necessarily 
aligned. How valid are these concerns, especially vis-a-vis 
the Cyprus Problem?

Very recently (April 21, 2021), President Anastasiades 
was in Greece for yet another coordination meeting with 
Prime Minister Mitsotakis, in view of the informal 5+1 
meeting in Geneva, on April 27-29. The two Foreign 
Ministers were also present. A few days before, Foreign 
Minister Dendias was in Paphos for the ministerial meeting 
between Cyprus – Greece – Israel and the United Arab 
Emirates, and he had the opportunity to have a bilateral 
meeting with his counterpart Nikos Christodoulides. The 
day before, both had met in Athens, in the margins of the 
trilateral ministerial with Lebanon. The frequency of high-
level coordination meetings is truly impressive, as is their 
usefulness, in light of a rapidly ever-changing landscape in 
our neighborhood.

The cooperation and coordination between the Hellenic 
Republic and the Republic of Cyprus extends in all fields 

of government: foreign policy, defense, migration, energy, 
trade and commerce, innovation and technology, diaspora 
issues, education and culture.

Naturally, our first and foremost subject of 
coordination is the Cyprus problem. Greece firmly 
supports the steadfast and principled position of President 
Anastasiades, based on the respect of UNSC Resolutions, 
the UN framework for a solution and the existing body 
of work. We adhere to the vision for a just and functional 
solution for a Cyprus free of occupation troops and 
obsolete third-country guarantees. A Cyprus which 
will continue to be a vibrant member of the European 
Union, at peace with all its neighbors, and with its entire 
population enjoying the feeling of security that all Cypriots 
deserve.

The cooperation and coordination 
between the Hellenic Republic and 
the Republic of Cyprus extends in 
all fields of government: foreign 
policy, defense, migration, energy, 
trade and commerce, innovation 
and technology, diaspora issues, 
education and culture.

The dynamics 
in the Eastern 
Mediterranean 
are changing and 
one reason for 
that is the vision 
of countries like 
Greece and Cyprus. 
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Introduction 
The Eastern Mediterranean Sea is a narrow, semi-

enclosed gulf at the crossroads of Africa, Asia, and Europe. 
It has an overall maritime frontier area of 464,637 square 
kilometres and has been a strategic area and a trade and 
transport hotspot since ancient times. This semi-enclosed 
sea is surrounded by eight States or entities: Turkey in the 
north; Cyprus in the northeast; Syria, Lebanon, Israel and 
the State of Palestine in the east; Egypt and Libya in the 
south. The Aegean Sea lies in the northwest. Its western 
geographic borders are defined as a virtual line from the 
cape Ra’s al-Hilal in Libya to the Greek island of Gavdos, 
south of Crete. 

The offshore areas of the Eastern Mediterranean Sea 
have received renewed attention with recent discoveries 
of large volumes of hydrocarbon resources, particularly of 
natural gas, which confirmed earlier prospects. The Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea remains one of the most geographically 
and geopolitically complex seas in the world. It features 
multiple, longstanding and competing territorial and 
maritime jurisdictional claims among regional States. 

Of the 15 maritime boundaries required to 
delimit coastal States’ maritime jurisdictions 
in the region, only five have been agreed on 
through bilateral treaties. 

Despite its notorious reputation as an arena for conflict, 
diplomatic efforts have been ongoing. The majority of 
the Eastern Mediterranean States have made considerable 
progress in recent years to resolve their outstanding 
disputes and forge regional cooperative arrangements, 
notably over seabed energy resources. 

This paper provides a brief overview of the maritime 
boundary delimitation disputes in the Eastern 

Mediterranean Sea. The present contribution cannot 
exhaustively describe the many multifaceted aspects of the 
Eastern Mediterranean Sea disputes, which have a long 
history and complex political and economic dimensions.1 
Rather, this short entry explores, first, how the majority 
of the Eastern Mediterranean States have endeavoured to 
resolve their maritime delimitation disputes in accordance 
with international law and, second, their efforts to deepen 
cooperation over seabed energy resources in the region. 

Claims to maritime 
jurisdiction 
Legal context

The United Nations Convention on the Law of 
the Sea (hereafter, UNCLOS) provides the generally 
accepted international legal framework governing States’ 
maritime jurisdiction.2 The majority of UNCLOS’ 

substantive provisions have become part of the corpus 
of customary international law.3 They are thus relevant 
‘to the increasingly small number of States which are not 
bound by it as a matter of treaty law’.4 Under UNCLOS 
and customary international law, States with sovereignty 
over land territory, be it continental or island territory, 
can claim maritime zones from such land territory.5 These 
maritime zones are measured from baselines, typically the 
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low-water mark line along the coast.6

Among the States bordering the Eastern Mediterranean 
Sea, Greece, Cyprus, Lebanon and Egypt have signed and 
ratified UNCLOS. Turkey, Libya and Syria meanwhile 
have expressed maritime claims broadly consistent with the 
maritime jurisdictional regime of UNCLOS: a territorial 
sea of up to 12 nautical miles, exclusive economic zones 
(hereafter, EEZs) up to 200 nautical miles, and associated 
continental shelf rights. Within such zones, the States 
concerned have claimed sovereign rights for the purpose of 
exploring, exploiting, conserving and managing the living 
and non-living resources of the seabed, subsoil and the 
superjacent waters. 

Given the semi-enclosed nature of the Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea, the existence of several states with 
coastal fronts and the overall coastal geography of the 
region, the maritime claims of those states tend to converge 
and overlap. Disputes concerning overlapping maritime 
claims and maritime delimitation are distinct from 
territorial disputes, which include issues of sovereignty 

over land territory, such as the situation of the ‘Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus’ (hereafter, “TRNC”)7 , the 
statehood of Palestine,8 and the disputes between Greece 
and Turkey in the Aegean.9 These are major sources of 
political instability and add complexity to maritime 
boundary delimitation in the region.

The presence or prospect of rich seabed energy 
resources has become a significant source of dispute and 
latent tensions between Eastern Mediterranean States. 
Neighbouring countries seek to safeguard their access to 
seabed resources. Conversely, the presence or prospect of 
such resources has also underpinned regional diplomatic 
efforts to conclude boundary delimitation agreements, 
to determine respective areas of maritime jurisdiction. 
Maritime boundary delimitation is arguably an important 
mechanism to establish a stable and secure environment 
conducive to the conduct of seabed energy activities.10 

Maritime boundary delimitation follows the rules and 
principles of UNCLOS and customary international law, 
pursuant to which States may freely decide how to delimit their boundaries where their maritime zones overlap.11 

Article 15 of UNCLOS sets out the rules for territorial 
sea delimitation: absent agreement between opposite or 
adjacent States to the contrary, the boundary should be a 
median line, every point of which should be equidistant 
from the nearest points on the baseline. Articles 74 and 
83 govern, respectively, the delimitation of the EEZ and 
continental shelf boundaries between opposite and adjacent 
coastal States. Both articles provide that delimitation must 
be effected by agreement, based on international law, to 
achieve an ‘equitable solution’. 

Of note, Articles 74 and 83 were among the last agreed 
in the negotiations that led to UNCLOS. States disagreed 
on the preferred rule of delimitation: whether based on 
equidistance-special circumstances (including Greece, 
Cyprus and Israel) or on ‘principles of equity’ (including 
Turkey and Syria). The result was a compromise, which 
did not contain the language preferred by either group. 
The articles do not provide a single delimitation method or 
combination of methods to be applied. They only provide 
for the desirable delimitation result: an ‘equitable solution’ 
in accordance with international law. 

Since UNCLOS’s adoption, international courts and 
tribunals have concluded that the delimitation provisions 
in Articles 74 and 83 are identical to the rules of customary 
international law.13 They have taken steps to articulate 
specific delimitation methods and approaches. These 

include, most prominently, the three-stage delimitation 
approach, articulated by the International Court of Justice 
(hereafter, ICJ) in the Black Sea Case.14 This has now 
become the ‘standard approach’.15 It involves a provisional 
equidistance line drawn from the nearest base points of 
two adjacent or opposite States, adjusted for equity in 
light of the relevant circumstances and proportionality 
requirements. A verification stage ensures that the adjusted 
line does not lead to an inequitable result because of any 
marked disproportion between the ratio of the respective 
coastal lengths and the ratio between the relevant maritime 
area of each State. This approach has since been followed 
the International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS), 
and several arbitral tribunals exercising jurisdiction under 
UNCLOS.16 Cases involving islands in the delimitation 
area, where the applicable law was customary international 
law and not UNCLOS, have also followed this approach, 
such as in the Nicaragua v Colombia ICJ case.17 

Outstanding maritime 
boundary issues

Despite developments in international jurisprudence 
and State practice on maritime delimitation, the 
delimitation of maritime zones in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea remains incomplete. Of the 15 
maritime boundaries required to delimit coastal States’ 
maritime jurisdictions in the region,18 only five have 
been agreed on through bilateral treaties. These are the 
Cyprus-Egypt Delimitation Agreement,19 the Cyprus-
Lebanon Delimitation Agreement,20 the Cyprus-Israel 
Delimitation Agreement,21 the Turkey-Libya Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) on Maritime Delimitation,22 and 
the Greece-Egypt Delimitation Agreement.23 

The delimitations involving Cyprus and Turkey are 
made more complex due to the ongoing division of Cyprus 
and the presence of the “TRNC” following Turkey’s 
military intervention of / in 1974.24 The “TRNC” is 
not recognised by any State besides Turkey. Turkey has 
protested any effort by the Republic of Cyprus to engage in 
exploration or exploitation of resources within the Cypriot 
EEZ; to conclude maritime delimitation agreements 
with Egypt, Lebanon, and Israel; to license hydrocarbon 
blocks; and to enter into agreements for development. 

UNCLOS and 
customary law do 
not specifically 
address the 
effect of islands 
in boundary 
delimitation.
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These protestations are allegedly made ‘on behalf of ’ the 
“TRNC”, which Turkey considers to own jointly any 
hydrocarbons in Cyprus. Turkey views as illegal any actions 
taken by the Republic of Cyprus without “TRNC’s” 
consent.25

The delimitation between Greece and Turkey is 
particularly complex because of the peculiar geographical 
configuration of the Aegean Sea and the presence of 
numerous Greek islands spreading across its whole 
extension, from the Greek mainland to the Turkish 
coasts. Delimitation efforts have been shaped by tides 
in bilateral relations between the two States.26 A key 
point of contention is the role of the Greek islands in 
the delimitation exercise, which has direct implications 
on the boundary negotiations between Greece and 
Turkey (and arguably between Greece and Libya). The 
exact course of the final boundary may completely differ 
depending on the effect accorded to the Greek islands in 
the delimitation process. Greece’s position is that islands 
generate full maritime areas of their own and thus should 
be taken as base points. Greece advocates for a median line 
of delimitation to be drawn between its islands and the 
Turkish mainland coasts. Turkey relies on the ‘equitable 
character’ of any delimitation solution: no delimitation 
method, including equidistance, has priority as equity can 
only be defined in light of the specific circumstances of the 
area to be delimited. Turkey contends that granting full 
maritime zones to various islands would be ‘inequitable’ 
and that its long coastline should entitle it to a sizable 
maritime space in the region. 

UNCLOS and customary law do not specifically 
address the effect of islands in boundary delimitation. 
In the Bangladesh/Myanmar case, ITLOS held that the 
treatment of islands in relation to delimitation is ‘so diverse 
that any generalization as to their effect will be hazardous’.27 
In 1976 Greece applied to the International Court of 
Justice (ICJ) for the delimitation of its continental shelf 
in the Aegean Sea with Turkey. It also requested interim 
measures to prevent Turkish seismic surveys in parts of the 
Aegean Sea.28 The ICJ found it lacked the jurisdiction to 
examine the case, due to Turkey’s objection to the Court’s 
jurisdiction.29 

The delimitation between Israel and Lebanon does 
not present particularly difficult geographical issues, but 
is rendered more complicated by the political situation.30 

Indirect talks between the two sides to resolve the issue 
have been ongoing for a number of years but without 
success.31 Finally, the capacity of the State of Palestine to 
have maritime zones, may have a bearing in determining 
maritime boundaries between Israel and Egypt.32 

Despite the many outstanding boundary issues, all 
Eastern Mediterranean Sea States have taken steps to 
regulate seabed activities within their claimed maritime 
zones by designating offshore areas for hydrocarbon 
exploration and by issuing hydrocarbon licences in these 

Resolving 
outstanding Eastern 
Mediterranean 
maritime boundary 
disputes is not a 
panacea for using 
the region’s seabed 
energy resources. 

Union (EU) has stressed the importance of establishing 
maritime zones in the Mediterranean Sea to facilitate 
peace and stability in the region and to address ‘overall 
governance problems’, including energy exploration, 
shipping, fishing, pollution prevention, marine scientific 
research and offshore renewable energy development.35 
The United Nations (UN) Security Council, the EU, and 
third States, such as the United States, have repeatedly 
called upon Eastern Mediterranean States to resolve their 
maritime disputes peacefully and to pursue their maritime 
claims only in accordance with international law, including 
UNCLOS. 

Resolving outstanding Eastern Mediterranean maritime 
boundary disputes is not a panacea for using the region’s 
seabed energy resources. Hydrocarbon deposits do not 
conform to property lines, licensing demarcations, or 
international maritime boundaries.36 Even after boundary 
delimitation, States may have to agree to cooperative 
arrangements to maximize economic benefits accruing 
from seabed resources which straddle their maritime 
jurisdiction.37 If straddling or transboundary hydrocarbon 
deposits are discovered after delimitation, States agreeing 
to the applicable rules would be crucial to determine 
the regime most suited to develop the resources in an 
economically efficient and ecologically sound manner, 

areas. As of December 2019, 231 oil and gas blocks had 
been designated in the Eastern Mediterranean, covering 
a total maritime area of 314,600 square kilometres. 40 
per cent of these blocks can be classified as “contentious” 
due to uncertainties regarding the precise locations of the 
relevant maritime boundaries.33

Long-running territorial and maritime issues, often 
paired with inter-State frictions and recurring military 
escalations, are described as the most important feature of 
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea area today.34 The European 

according to best industry 
practice.38 The terms ‘straddling’ 
or ‘transboundary’ hydrocarbon 
resources are used to refer 
to pools or reservoirs, which 
extend across international 
maritime boundaries and can 
be exploited, wholly or in part, 
from either side of the boundary 
line.

Such inter-State cooperative 
regimes could seek to develop 
the straddling or transboundary 
resource in an integrated 
manner, as a single unit, to 
ensure its safe and efficient 
exploitation. This practice 
is commonly known as 
transboundary unitization. 
Transboundary unitization is 
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notionally identical to the basic concept of unitization, 
which is widely used domestically by industry. At the 
domestic level, unitization is a type of joint venture 
between two or more petroleum licence holders with 
respect to parts of a single and continuous hydrocarbon 
reservoir that extends beyond the boundaries of their 
respective licence areas.39 

There are, ‘technical, conservationist, and 
environmental’ reasons for pursuing joint, unitized, 
operations over straddling hydrocarbon deposits, regardless 
of established boundaries.40 Uncoordinated, or worse, 
competitive drilling pose significant risks.41 Unregulated, 
non-cooperative, development and exploitation may lead 
to costly ‘defensive or competing drilling’, that is, drilling 
that is motivated by the wish to prevent hydrocarbons 
from migrating from one side of the boundary to the 
other.42 Unregulated exploitation may also give rise to 
environmental hazards and disputes over property rights in 
hydrocarbons recovered from a straddling reservoir.43 This 
is especially true in semi-enclosed maritime environments. 
Past catastrophic offshore hydrocarbon incidents include 
Australia’s Varanus and Montara blowouts and BP’s 
Deepwater Horizon uncontrolled hydrocarbon release in 
the Gulf of Mexico.44

Under Article 123 of UNCLOS and customary 
international law, States bordering an enclosed or semi-
enclosed sea should co-operate in the exercise of their 
rights and the performance of their duties.45 This provision 
applies to the semi-enclosed Eastern Mediterranean 
Sea as it is a sea ‘consisting entirely or primarily of the 
territorial seas and exclusive economic zones of two or 

more coastal States’. States are legally obliged to make 
every effort to coordinate their activities in three areas: 
a) the management, conservation, exploration and 
exploitation of living resources; b) the protection and 
preservation of the marine environment, and c) marine 
scientific research. Article 123 does not expressly refer to 
cooperation on the exploitation of non-living resources, 
such as hydrocarbons. Yet, good faith cooperation over all 
activities, including seabed activities across boundaries, 
is arguably indispensable to environmental protection in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea. The opposite scenario, 
namely uncoordinated and competitive maritime activities, 
would risk harming the fragile ecosystems of Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea.46 

All five delimitation agreements concluded to date in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Sea (Cyprus-Egypt, Cyprus-
Lebanon, Cyprus-Israel, Turkey-Libya, and Greece-Egypt) 
emphasise the importance of international law and the law 
of the sea to achieve stability and enhance cooperation. 
On cooperative seabed activities, all five agreements 
importantly provide a procedure to be followed in the 
event of a discovery of a single geological deposit extending 
from the maritime jurisdictional zones of one Party to the 
maritime jurisdictional zones of the other. 

The standard straddling deposit clause, contained in 
these agreements, reads as follows:

In case there are natural resources [including 
hydrocarbons reservoirs] extending from the exclusive 
economic zone of one Party to the exclusive economic zone 
of the other, the two Parties shall cooperate in order to 
reach an agreement on the modalities of the exploitation of 

There are, ‘technical, conservationist, 
and environmental’ reasons for pursuing 
joint, unitized, operations over straddling 
hydrocarbon deposits, regardless of 
established boundaries.
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such resources [in order to reach a framework unitization 
agreement on the modalities of the joint development and 
exploitation of such resources].47 

This clause mandates on to each contracting party an 
obligation to cooperate to reach additional agreements in 
the event of discovery of straddling resources, including 
hydrocarbons, which stretch from the continental shelf 
or EEZ of one party to the continental shelf or EEZ of 
the other. This clause mirrors the requirement under 
international law to seek collaboration on the development 
of seabed resources among neighbouring States. Such 
provisions can be found in the majority of maritime 
boundary delimitation agreements worldwide.

Conclusion 
This contribution has highlighted progress, particularly 

in recent years, towards delimitation of maritime boundaries 
and cooperative management of seabed resources in the 
Eastern Mediterranean Sea. Yet, many maritime boundary 
issues in the region are outstanding. Thus, much remains 
to be done to bring about the certainty necessary for the 
stability and economic prosperity of many neighbouring 
Eastern Mediterranean States. Pending resolution of 
outstanding boundary issues, any unilateral action to alter 
the situation on the ground will contravene both Articles 
74(3) and 83(3) UNCLOS. 

Unilateral actions would also contravene the 
fundamental legal obligations under the UN Charter to 
refrain from any action likely to aggravate existing disputes 
and render their resolution more difficult, particularly if they 
pose risks to peace and security; to refrain from interference 
in other States’ internal affairs; to negotiate in good faith; 
and to have recourse to peaceful means of dispute resolution. 
These obligations only cease when the negotiations lead to 
an amicable agreement or, where the parties cannot agree, 
when the dispute is resolved by a court or tribunal. 

Thus, regional State practice in the Eastern 
Mediterranean Sea suggests that transboundary unitization 
constitutes the optimum course of action to bring about 
an equitable solution when seabed resources straddle the 
maritime areas of two States. The presence of ‘straddling 
deposit’ provisions within all existing delimitation 
treaties in the region arguably indicates a strong regional 
determination that there should be no ‘race to the bottom’ 
when such deposits are discovered. Contracting parties 
have assumed a duty to conduct negotiations in good faith 
to facilitate the unitization of any straddling resources 
which may be discovered in the future.
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Maritime delimitation law is a relatively young and 
emerging branch of international law, mainly developed in the 
second half of the 20th century. Since then, there have been 
many efforts to codify the rules of customary law of maritime 
boundary delimitation. However, almost all attempts to bring 
precise rules to delimitation have failed. 

The constitution of the Oceans, the 1982 United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the Sea (“UNCLOS”), does not 
provide any clear guidance or precise rule on how to draw 
a boundary line on a map , but only refers to it with an 
ambiguous language. The vague delimitation language of 
UNCLOS often led to confusion and disagreement between 
states, rather than bringing a meaningful resolution to 
maritime boundary disputes. The Greek-Turkish maritime 
disputes stand as a remarkable example where both parties 
claim to rest on international law in their claims, but their 
positions are significantly apart from each other. 

The massive difference between Turkish and Greek claims 
mainly emanates from different interpretations of the role 
played by islands in maritime boundary delimitation. More 
specifically, Greece claims to accord full effect to its islands 
and Cyprus, while Turkey attempts to restrict them with a 
territorial sea zone, but nothing more.

Greek position
Greece has traditionally advocated the idea that islands 

should be treated as any other land territory for the purpose of 
continental shelf and EEZ delimitation. During the third Law 
of the Sea Conference, Greece was a strong proponent of the 
article 121 of UNCLOS, which confirms islands’ entitlement 
to EEZ and continental shelf as in other land territories. 
Accordingly, in Greece’s opinion, islands generate maritime 
zones of their own, and that Greek islands should be given full 
effect in a delimitation process with Turkey, unless there are 
strong reasons requiring otherwise.

Greece also believes that the equidistance method 
(median line) is the most practical and fair maritime 
delimitation method. In fact, the majority of the resolved 
maritime disputes in the world have been resolved with the 
implementation of equidistance line method. Therefore, as 
Greece argues, the delimitation between Turkey and Greece 
and Cyprus shall start with a strict equidistance line.

According to Greece’s longstanding position, Greek islands 
are closely-knit and form groups that represent a geographical 

The massive 
difference between 
Turkish and 
Greek claims 
mainly emanates 
from different 
interpretations 
of the role played 
by islands in 
maritime boundary 
delimitation. 

unity, and not detached from each other. Any delimitation 
process should consider Greek islands as base points for the 
maritime boundary, this being a median line between the 
Greek islands and the opposite Turkish mainland coasts. 
This idea has been illustrated in the well-known Sevilla Map, 
also referred to as the Greek desired delimitation line in the 
Eastern Mediterranean Sea (Map 1) 

However, the recent maritime delimitation agreement 
between Greece and Egypt on August 2020 has cast some 
doubt on Greece’s aforementioned traditional stance. Greece 
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agreed to reduce the effect of Crete by 10%, an island with 
over 250 km of coastline and 630,000 inhabitants, compared 
to the Egyptian mainland, and ignored some uninhabited 
Greek insular features in the delimitation (Map 2) Even 
though this reduction sounds fair and equitable in the light of 
case law, it suggests that Greece would consider even further 
reduction on islands smaller than Crete, namely Rhodes, 
Karpathos and Kastellorizo.

efforts in Cairo. The new map adjusted the previously issued 
exploration map by removing the controversial area extending 
beyond the 28th meridian. If the 28th Meridian had not 
been removed, Egypt would have otherwise confirmed the 
Turkey claimed “Turkey-Egypt median line boundary”, and 
rejected Greece’s claim that Kastellorizo has full entitlement 
to continental shelf and EEZ. For now, Egypt seems to be 
refraining from arriving at a conclusion on this controversial 
topic, and abstaining from prejudicing any future delimitation 
to the east of the 28th meridian (Map 3). 

 

Turkish position
Turkey’s longstanding position has been that the maritime 

boundary between Turkey and Greece/Cyprus shall be effected 
according to equitable principles. Turkey further argues 
that the continental shelf delimitation line should be drawn 
between Greek mainland and Turkish mainland, while giving 
no effect to those Greek islands situated on the “wrong side” 
(closer to Turkey than Greece). Since Turkey is not a party to 
UNCLOS, Turkey’s position often resides in the decisions of 
international courts and arbitral awards.

The illustration of the Turkish position has not been 
as simple as the Greek one as depicted in the Sevilla Map. 
There has been a consistent expansion of the claimed Turkish 
continental areas since the Diplomatic Note on March 2, 
2004, which, for the first time, declared Turkey’s continental 
shelf areas in the west of meridian 32°16’18”E, but with no 
hints on the eastern and western terminus of the boundary.

In and around 2010, the 28th Meridian became the de 
facto western boundary of the Turkish continental shelf. 

Turkey’s western boundary was introduced with a map 
attached to a Government Decree dated April 27, 2012. 
Since then, we have seen numerous drilling licences 
issued between meridians 32°16’18”E and 28E. We have 
also seen the 34th parallel being the southern boundary in 
some maps, but this position was abandoned quickly. 

Turkey finally defined its western boundary as the 28th 
meridian with an official letter to the UN on 18 March 
2019, but hinting at a potential extension beyond this line. 
Finally, on November 27, 2019, the Turkey-Libya MoU was 
signed, making it Turkey’s officially declared western maritime 
boundary as of today. 

The proponents of Blue Homeland doctrine argue of 
further expansion of the Turkish maritime boundary on the 
eastern section with maritime agreements with Israel and 
Lebanon, but it has yet to become an official position.

Equitable solution based 
on international law

In the light of wide differences in the parties’ 
interpretation of the rules of maritime delimitation law, both 
Turkey and Greece seem to have maximalist claims. The fair 
and equitable solution is likely to be a compromise between 
these two extreme positions, and resides in international law, 
particularly the case law (precedent). In fact, in the absence 
of clear guidance in treaty law, rules of maritime boundary 
delimitation law have substantially evolved from customary 
law and have been further developed by international courts 
and arbitral tribunals. 

The interpretation of legal norms regarding the role of 
islands remains the most controversial question in Turkish-
Greek maritime disputes. In fact, the role of islands has been a 
very controversial topic throughout the historical development 
of maritime boundary delimitation law. There is no simple 
answer as to whether islands should be accorded full weight 
or partial effect. The characteristics of the island (size, status, 
location, population, etc.) and its distorting effects on the 
delimitation line are generally taken into account when 
deciding its effect on the delimitation line. Therefore, each 
island and its potential effects should be assessed case by case 
with reference to its own merits.

The island of Crete should be given almost full weight, 
namely a 9/10 effect, against Turkish mainland based on its 

location, size and massive population. Its effect should be only 
reduced in the southern part in order not to cut-off a Turkish 
projection towards the south. In fact, islands with similar 
characteristics, including Sardinia, Shetland, Mallorca and 
Corsica, are given considerable weight in state practice, if not 
full effect. Similarly, the Greece-Egypt maritime agreement 
has accorded a similar weight to Crete against Egyptian 
mainland (9 vs 11).

Other big islands of the Dodecanese, such as Rhodes and 
Karpathos, should be given 2/3 effect to find an equitable 
solution. These islands are relatively big, and have quite large 
populations, but located in close proximity to Turkey (“wrong 
side”) and posing cut-off and distorting effects. In fact, 
decisions in Nicaragua v. Colombia and France/Canada cases 
arrived at similar conclusions for islands with comparable 

The proponents 
of Blue Homeland 
doctrine argue 
of further 
expansion of the 
Turkish maritime 
boundary on the 
eastern section 
with maritime 
agreements with 
Israel and Lebanon, 
but it has yet to 
become an official 
position.

It is noteworthy that the Greece-Egypt maritime 
boundary did not extend beyond the 28th meridian. The 
rationale behind keeping the terminus as the 28th meridian is 
to leave space for future arrangements by the two sides with 
third countries (Turkey-Greece & Turkey-Egypt). Ceasing the 
delimitation line on the 28th meridian indicates that parties 
refrained from deciding whether there is a Greece-Cyprus 
maritime boundary, or whether the Turkey-Cyprus boundary 
has a connection to the Greece-Egypt boundary. 

Another significant development was the announcement 
of a new EEZ exploration map by Egypt on March 9, 
2021, during Greek Foreign Minister Dendias’ diplomatic 
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characteristics. 
Kastellorizo has a distinct characteristic compared to the 

bigger Dodecanese islands. It is a typical small island, situated 
on the “wrong side” of the boundary, most severely cutting-
off Turkey’s southern projection, and having a significant 
distorting effect on the delimitation line. International courts 
tend to ignore these islands for the purpose of exclusive 
economic zone delimitation, as is the case for instance of St 
Martin’s Island and English Channel Islands. Based on the 
state practice and case law, Kastellorizo should be entitled 
to an enclaved territorial sea and given no entitlement to a 
continental shelf and EEZ.

For the purpose of maritime boundary delimitation 
techniques, Cyprus should be considered a sovereign island 
state , not a dependent island situated on the “wrong side” 
of the border. The International Court of Justice treats 
independent island states more favourably, as emphasized 
in the Libya/Malta case . Therefore, any argument granting 
only territorial sea to Cyprus will receive no credit from 
international courts.

In the northern section, where the coastal relationship 
is opposite, the delimitation line should be a median 
line. The difference in the length of relevant coastlines 
between Turkey and Cyprus is not so significant as to call 
an adjustment. The coastal relationship between Turkey and 
Cyprus in this section is more comparable to Cyprus’ coastal 
relationship with Syria, Lebanon, Israel on the east, and with 
Egypt in the south.

However, in the western section, where the coastal 
relationship becomes adjacent, there are a couple of 
circumstances calling for adjustment of the equidistance 
line in favour of Turkey. A strict equidistance line would 
disproportionately distort the geographical balance to the 
detriment of Turkey, despite its dominant coastline. Turkish 
coastal opening and seaward projection seem to be squeezed 
in between Dodecanese islands on the west and Cyprus on the 
east, creating a concave coast effect. 

Turkey’s relevant coastline is six times longer than Cyprus’ 
relevant coastline on the western section. The cut-off effect 
becomes more severe on Turkey’s southern projection due 
to the location of Cyprus as well as the broader geographical 
configuration of the region.  Accordingly, Cyprus should 

be given a 2/3 or 3/4 effect on the western side. Similar 
adjustments are made in cases with comparable length ratios, 
such as Jan Mayen, Nicaragua v. Colombia and Libya/
Malta cases. The final delimitation line based on equity and 
international law is illustrated in Map 5.

2004 2010

2012 2012

2019 2012-2019

2020 Future?

The fair and 
equitable solution 
is likely to be 
a compromise 
between these 
two extreme 
positions, 
and resides in 
international 
law, particularly 
the case law 
(precedent). 

Editorial Note: The maps on the left page were included in presentations made by Ambassador Erciyes and the Turkish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs. These maps represent the official Turkish perspective regarding the Exclusive Economic Zone of the Republic of Turkey and the Republic 
of Cyprus in the Eastern Mediterranean region.
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1 T. Scovazzi, “The evolution of international law of the sea: New issues, new challenges,” Recueil des Cours de 
l’Académie de Droit International, vol. 286 (2000): 39–243, p. 196; Y. Tanaka, The International Law of the Sea 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), p. 186.

2 The relevant articles of UNCLOS vis-à-vis the delimitation of the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) and continental 
shelf note that: [t]he delimitation of the exclusive economic zone/continental shelf with the opposite or adjacent 
coasts shall be effected by agreement on the basis of international law, as referred to in Article 38 of the Statute of 
the International Court of Justice, in order to achieve an equitable solution.

3 The specific paragraph reads as: “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.”

4 See Map 1. This map is based on the strict equidistance method and gives full effect to islands. The author of this 
article defines this map as “desired Greek delimitation”, rather than the final and official Greek position. Source: 
https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/08/07/turkey-reacts-violently-but-it-is-time-for-a-greece-cyprus-eez-deal/ (last 
accessed on May 15, 2021)

5 The text of the Greece-Egypt agreement can be found at (last accessed on May 15, 2021): https://www.tovima.gr/
wp-content/uploads/2020/08/07/Symfwnia-el.pdf

6 See Map 2. Source: https://www.dw.com/en/egypts-leadership-feels-markedly-threatened-by-turkey/a-54533478 
(non-essential adjustment made, last accessed on May 15, 2021)

7 See Map 3. The map on the left is the initial map issued by Egypt. During Dendias’ visit to Cairo, 
the map was replaced with a new version (on the right). Source: https://twitter.com/AydinSezer06/
status/1369235186676826112?s=20 (last accessed on May 15, 2021) and https://www.ekathimerini.com/
news/1156698/egypt-issues-new-map-of-eez/?utm_source=dlvr.it&utm_medium=twitter (last accessed on May 
15, 2021).

8 The text of the Memorandum of Understanding can be found here: https://nordicmonitor.com/2019/12/the-full-
text-of-turkey-libya-maritime-agreement-revealed/ (last accessed on May 15, 2021).

9 Y. Tanaka, The International Law of the Sea (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2012), pp. 13, 187, 192 and 
213. Principles of general international law derive from resolutions of international organizations, treaties and 
other declarations that contain normative rules. However, the jurisprudence of international courts and arbitral 
tribunals has been of critical importance in maritime boundary delimitation law. Although judicial decisions are 
“subsidiary” sources of international law, they can gain the status of legally binding rules of general application 
when it proves the existence of primary rules in customary law. Furthermore, decisions of courts and arbitral 
tribunals may be used as persuasive authority by other courts in subsequent disputes.

10 St. Pierre & Miquelon islands were semi-enclaved (St. Pierre & Miquelon: 6000 population & 242 km2 size - 
Karpathos: 6500 population & 323 km2 size) and major Colombian islands were given ⅓ effect (San Andres: 
67,000 population & 26 km2 size - Rhodes: 115,000 population & 1400 km2 size).

11 The author refrains from taking a position regarding the long term resolution of the broader Cyprus dispute, but 
only refers to the fact that current or future political status of Cyprus is not decisive on the maritime boundary 
delimitation technique. In any scenario, whether a bi-communal and bi-zonal federation or a two state solution, 
the maritime delimitation line should result in the same.

12 Case Concerning the Continental Shelf (Libyan Arab Jamahiriya/Malta), Judgement of 3 June 1985, [1985] ICJ 
Reports.

13 1985 Guinea v Guinea-Bissau decision (para 104) clarified the potential distorting effect of the application of 
strict equidistance line in concave coast with the following finding: “When in fact…there are three adjacent States 
along a concave coastline, the equidistance method has the other drawback of resulting in the middle country 
being enclaved by the other two and thus prevented from extending its maritime territory as far seaward as 
international law permits” Other decisions where concave coasts required departure from strict equidistance line 
includes 1 969 North Sea Continental Shelf Case, 2014 Bangladesh v India Case, 2017 Croatia v Slovenia Case.

14 As a matter of fact, the strict equidistance line is less likely to bring equitable results in areas where the coastal 
relationship between states is an adjacent one.

15 Similar cases requiring adjustment based on disparity of coastal lengths are as follows: Jan Mayen Case (1/9); 
Libya/Malta (1/8), Nicaragua v Colombia Case (1/8).

16 Even during escalation periods, Turkish oil and gas exploration practices remained on the east of the 28th 
meridian. See the map shared by the representative of the International Crises Group on the matter at https://
twitter.com/BerkayMANDIRACI/status/1331546386773512192?s=20 (last accessed on May 22, 2021) 

17 Greek state practice has refrained from crossing beyond the 28th meridian on controversial matters, including 
Greece-Egypt maritime agreement.

Practical steps towards  
a peaceful resolution

The Turkish-Greek maritime disputes are often fuelled 
by historical and nationalist rhetoric complicating the 
achievement of a resolution to the conflict. Domestic 
considerations of political leaders tend to prevail over the 
willingness to compromise and find a peaceful resolution 
to the dispute. Parties are not making meaningful efforts to 
resolve the issue amicably through bilateral diplomacy, and 
are very sceptical about each other’s intentions. Both parties 
often concentrate on negating the other side’s extreme claims, 
rather than explaining how their own maximalist positions are 
justified by international law. 

The differences between parties’ claims have only grown 
during the last 60 rounds of exploratory talks between 2002 
and 2016. The recent resumption of exploratory talks does 

The Turkish-Greek maritime 
disputes are often fuelled by 
historical and nationalist rhetoric 
complicating the achievement of a 
resolution to the conflict. 

controversial areas where both parties have potential claims. 
Third, parties should show their willingness to step back from 
their maximalist positions. On one hand, Turkey should 
indicate its willingness to rescind the Libya agreement and 
recognize Crete’s EEZ rights. On the other hand, Greece 
should give up its claim that Kastellorizo has an EEZ of its 
own, and recognize Turkey’s long coastline and attached 
seaward projection. 

Once a mutual agreement has been reached on these two 
extreme points, achieving an equitable delimitation will be 
more likely to be achieved. Since the early 2000s, the 28th 
meridian has become a de facto boundary between Turkey 
and Greece and has been respected by state practice. Until the 
Turkey-Libya maritime agreement it is still unclear who and 
how this was decided, as are the relevant considerations that 
led to this decision. Nevertheless, an equitable delimitation 
line between the parties will not be far from the dividing line 
of 28th meridian.

not seem to be leading to a conducive atmosphere for now. 
There is still no consensus on what parties disagree on, let 
alone arriving at a reconciliation of the broader dispute. 
Hardliners and nationalists are not happy about ongoing talks, 
as they consider it a bargain on their “sovereign land”. 

Despite the odds, certain steps could narrow parties’ 
differences and pave the way to a peaceful resolution in the 
East Med. First, nationalist and militarist rhetoric should 
be abandoned from the bilateral negotiations. Second, 
parties should refrain from unilateral actions particularly in 

Having said that, maritime delimitation talks generally 
take long. It took 40 years for Russia and Norway to get to 
their maritime boundary agreement. Parties must be patient, 
and responsibly manage the negotiation process and domestic 
audience. If a reconciliation through bilateral diplomacy is not 
possible parties should consider a third party adjudication, 
whether by arbitration or through the International Court of 
Justice, as an alternative resolution method.
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Lebanon’s Southern
Maritime Delimitation

Efforts:
A Lost Decade 

The prospects of 
(indirect) negotiations 

1st October 2020 was hoped to be an important 
milestone in the decade-long saga of delimitation of 
Lebanon´s southern maritime border. On that day, then US 
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo announced that Lebanon 
and Israel, parties formally in a state of war, had agreed to 
a “common framework for maritime discussions”, with a 
view to negotiating a possible agreement to their maritime 
boundary dispute. The US-mediated talks would be held in 
the border town of Naqoura, Lebanon, at the Headquarters 
of the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon (UNIFIL), 
under the auspices of the Office of the United Nations 
Special Coordinator for Lebanon. 

This process was intended to establish the maritime 
border between the parties, which would be provisional but 
legally binding. The objective would be the provision of the 
legal and security certainty required to encourage oil and 
gas exploration and exploitation activities, in what seems 
to be a promising corner of the Mediterranean in terms of 
hydrocarbon deposits. In this sense, according to an estimate 
of the US Geological Survey dating back to 2010, potential 
reserves in the Levant Basin could amount to 1.7 billion 
barrels of oil and 122 trillion cubic feet of gas, constituting 
one of the most important finds of recoverable oil and gas 
made since. 

Only three rounds of negotiations later, however, the 
exchanges were interrupted, as Israel accused Lebanon of 
“inconsistency”. The talks were said to be “postponed to 
further find common points of understanding between 
the parties”. The negotiations were suspended, only to be 
resumed once again a few weeks before this publication went 
to print, although with little hope of a convergence of views, 
as indicated below. 

In order to better understand the impasse, one needs 
to look back to 2007 as the beginning of the protracted 
process, so as to give context to the contentious points 
between the Parties and to better understand the Lebanese 
stance. 

Background
During that year, Lebanon and Cyprus signed a bilateral 

delimitation agreement, by which they adopted the median 
line between points referred to as 1 to 6 (See Figure 1). In it, 
the opposite coastal States underlined the provisional nature 
of points 1 (southernmost) and 6 (northernmost) in order 
to take into account further negotiations with neighbouring 
countries, in reference to Israel and Syria. Unlike Cyprus, 
Lebanon signed but did not ratify the agreement, which 
therefore did not enter into force. 

In the same vein, Cyprus and Israel signed in 2010 
and later ratified an Agreement on the Delimitation of 
the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ), in which they also 
adopted the median line, starting from the same point 1 
as defined in the Lebanon-Cyprus Agreement and running 
until point 12. Article 1(e) of the Agreement further 
stipulates that “[t]aking into consideration the principles 
of customary international law relating to the delimitation 
of the Exclusive Economic Zone between States, the 
geographical coordinates of points 1 or 12 could be reviewed 
and/or modified as necessary in light of a future agreement 
regarding the delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone 
to be reached by the three States concerned with respect to 
each of the said points.” In as far as it relates to point 1, this 
of course refers to Lebanon, Cyprus and Israel. 

Crucially though, in 2008, in the period between the 
signature of Cyprus´ treaty with Lebanon on the one hand 
and Israel on the other, Lebanon´s government formed an 
inter-ministerial Commission which demarcated a new 
land post number 18 which it considered as the starting 
point for its maritime boundary with Israel and which ends 
at a point 23 laying further south of point 1, therefore 
overlapping with the maritime space claimed by Israel (See 
figure 2 below). Those new points were unilaterally adopted 
by the Lebanese Government, and deposited by the Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and Migrants before the UN Secretary-
General in July of 2010, five months prior to the ratification 
of the Cyprus-Israel treaty. 

Lebanon objected to the terms of the Cyprus-Israel 

The views expressed in this piece are exclusively the author´s in her personal capacity.
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treaty. In his letter dated 20th June 2011, the then Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and Migrants stated that Point 1 “is 
not a terminal point and therefore may not be taken as 
a starting point between Cyprus and any other country, 
particularly given the fact that it is just one point like any 
of the others on this line”, and requested the Secretary-
General of the United Nations to “take all measures that 
he deems appropriate, with a view to avoiding conflict and 
safeguarding international peace and security.”

On 1st October 2011 an ex-post facto Presidential 
Decree number 6433 on Delineation of the boundaries of its 
EEZ was issued, by which points 18 (land) and 23 (sea) were 
established. The Decree reserved Lebanon´s right to “refine 
and improve” the borders of its EEZ “[a]s needed, and in the 

light of negotiations with the relevant neighbouring States 
… if more precise data becomes available”. The Presidential 
Decree and the charts and relevant geographical coordinates 
of points were submitted to the UN Secretary-General a 
month later, in which it indicated that the charts and points 
lodged in 2010 were now superseded.

In parallel, Lebanon had requested John Brown, then 
head of the Law of the Sea Group at the UK Hydrographic 
Office, to advise it on its options on the basis of best 
available cartographic evidence. In his report of 17th August 
2011, Brown proposed two options which would result with 
a more favourable outcome than the one espoused by the 
country at that time: the first being a bisector line, and the 
second an equidistance line giving no effect to what he refers 

In 2012, US Ambassador Frederic Hof 
proposed a new point H equidistant to 
points 1 and 23 as a compromise between the 
neighbouring countries, which would lead to 
the redistribution of the controversial 860 Km2 
area, ascribing 490 Km2 to Lebanon, and 370 
Km2 to Israel. 

to as a small island, in probable reference to Tekhelet rock. 
This second equidistance line is key, as it would be the one 
terminating at point 29 which would ultimately be adopted 
by the Lebanese delegation at the 2020 talks, as will be 
described below. 

 

Waves and currents 
At this stage, therefore, the result is an overlapping 

claim between Lebanon and Israel of around 860 Km2. In 
2012, US Ambassador Frederic Hof proposed a new point 
H equidistant to points 1 and 23 as a compromise between 
the neighbouring countries, which would lead to the 
redistribution of the controversial 860 Km2 area, ascribing 
490 Km2 to Lebanon, and 370 Km2 to Israel. According 
to a recent article by Hof, in 2012 both Parties were ready 
to accept his proposal, but “violence and instability in 
Lebanon imploded a government preparing to say ´yes´ to 
compromise” while Israel had “already, subject to positive 
action by Lebanon, agreed to the US formula.” The line 
proposed by Hof would follow the strict equidistance line, 
assuming that both Parties agree to the starting point. 
However, according to reports, it would have given full effect 
to a feature called Tekhelet and falling in territorial waters 
claimed by Israel. 

While the Hof proposal remained on the table, little 
progress was made in settling the dispute. Dispute settlement 
mechanisms under international law were considered, but 
in the absence of recognition of the Statehood of Israel by 
Lebanon, no avenue seemed possible. This did not prevent 

Figure 1: Chart of maritime border 
annexed to the Agreement between 
Israel and Cyprus on the Delimitation 
of the Exclusive Economic Zone, 
signed in Nicosia on 17th December 
2010 (entry into force: 25 February 
2011; registration date: 9 March 2011) 
Source: https://www.un.org/Depts/los/
LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/PDFFILES/
TREATIES/cyp_isr_eez_2010annex.jpg

Figure 2: chart M.Z.N.85.2011.LOS of 14th 
November 2011 deposited by Lebanon 
showing geographical coordinates of 
points defining the Western, Northern 
and Southern limits of Lebanon’s EEZ, 
accompanied by Decree No. 6433 - 
Delineation of the boundaries of the EEZ 
of Lebanon, 1st October 2011. The Chart 
shows points 1 to 6 as agreed in the 2007 
unratified Cyprus-Lebanon Treaty, as well 
as the maritime border with Israel running 
from land point 18 to point 23. Lebanon 
also unilaterally drew its northern 
maritime border with Syria ending at point 
9. Source: https://www.un.org/Depts/los/
LEGISLATIONANDTREATIES/STATEFILES/
LBN.htm

Figure 3: Map as presented by John Brown to the Lebanese 
Government in 2011 – Reproduced and sourced from L’Orient 
Le Jour newspaper, 24 February 2021. The “Equidistance 
line disregarding small island” would end with what would 
become new point 29. Source: https://www.lorientlejour.com/
article/1253045/negociations-maritimes-la-delegation-libanaise-
attend-les-mesures-officielles-et-le-consensus-politique.html 

Figure 4: illustration of the Hof Line, represented in orange, as 
a compromise solution between the Parties. Screenshot from 
a presentation made on the occasion of the webinar “Maritime 
Boundary Delimitation: The Legal and Technical Aspects of the 
Negotiations”, organised by the Issam Fares Institute for Public 
Policy and International Affairs (IFI) of the American University 
of Beirut (AUB) on 16 March 2021. 

49 50Eastern Mediterranean Affairs Magazine



Lebanon from adopting a set of measures to indicate to 
international markets that it is nevertheless open for business 
in the oil and gas sector, and to generate some sort of 
fait accompli on the ground vis-à-vis Israel. In this sense, 
Lebanon decreed in 2012 the establishment of the Lebanese 
Petroleum Authority, with a mandate to “plan, supervise and 
manage the upstream petroleum sector in Lebanon’s offshore 
across the petroleum activities’ value chain as described in 
the Offshore Petroleum Resources Law and its application 
decrees”. Additionally, in 2014, a hydrographic office was 
created within the Lebanese Armed Forces, which four years 
later submitted new data.

The Lebanese Armed Forces tried to push for the 
modification of Presidential Decree 6433 and the 
introduction of new point 29 (see figure 5 below), on the 
basis of its hydrographic findings and the Brown report, 
which would give Lebanon an additional 1430 km2. 
However, amidst changes of government and desperate 
discoordination between relevant Ministries, the file would 
finally only land at the Presidential palace in 2020, and has 
since been touring the different corridors of power. So far, 
therefore, Presidential Decree 6433 remains unmodified. 

Latest discrepancies
This leads full circle back to the October 2020 talks 

under the auspices of the United Nations and the US, on 
the occasion of which Lebanon seems to have abandoned 
the Hof line. It is worth mentioning that the Lebanese 
delegation was headed by representatives of the Lebanese 
Armed Forces – in the absence of participation from the 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs and Migrants. The line as 
proposed by the Lebanese delegation is not the one reflected 
in Decree 6433, but rather runs until new point 29 which 
would go straight through the Karish gas field under 
development in the EEZ claimed by Israel. Negotiations 
would be interrupted on the 11th of November 2020 by 
Israel´s rejection of the new point 29 as a basis of discussion. 

In this regard, the 2020 Lebanese delegation expressed 
its regret in light of the “lost opportunity” for Lebanon, 
since its negotiations of its treaty with Cyprus in 2007, to 
have pushed point 1 further down southwest facing the 
coast of Israel. In its view, this would have avoided the 
position Lebanon is currently in to have to compensate for 
unrecognised maritime space on the basis of provisional 

point 1. The delegation´s view is that Israel exploited 
Lebanon´s 2007 “error” in representing point 1 further 
north-east, while negotiating with Cyprus a starting point 
which Lebanon understands as falling within its jurisdiction. 
It also laments that, due to internal discoordination, the 
most advantageous line as proposed in the John Brown 
report did not make its way into Presidential Decree 6433. 

What is evident from this storyline is the profoundly 
political nature of this process. Maritime delimitation 
methodology as established by international jurisprudence 
has been of little relevance. Although Israel is not a party 
to the United Nations Convention on the Law of the 

Sea (ratified by both Lebanon and Cyprus), the rules 
on maritime delimitation are nonetheless binding on all 
States as reflecting customary international law. Obviously, 
international law assigns no value to unilateral declarations 
of coordinates. 

Where overlapping claims exist between States with 
adjacent or opposite coasts in respect of the EEZ and 
the Continental Shelf, delimitation is to be effected by 
agreement on the basis of international law in order to 
achieve an equitable solution. Failing agreement, the 
applicable rules are those reflected in case law developed 
by international courts and tribunals which have reduced 
the elements of subjectivity and uncertainty in the 
determination of maritime boundaries and in the choice of 
methods employed to that end. As recalled by the Tribunal, 
the method adopted in international jurisprudence has 
favoured the equidistance/relevant circumstances method.

An important question which would need to be resolved 
is whether the Tekhelet feature is a rock or an island, and 
what effect it should be given, if any, in the delimitation of 
territorial waters and the EEZ. If a boundary is to be agreed, 
a further challenge in case of straddling reserves would be 
the reaching of benefit-sharing unitisation agreements. Two 
blocks 4 and 9 have so far been awarded by Lebanon, and 
an international consortium composed of Total, ENI, and 
Novatek signed two exploration and Production Agreements 
in 2019 for the exploration, development, production and 

decommissioning activities in the said blocks. The first well 
was drilled by Total in 2020 with little results. But if future 
prospecting proves more fruitful, bordering blocks and fields 
will likely require agreement on unitisation. 

The road ahead
It was unclear whether the UN-sponsored talks would 

resume, especially in light of the new Biden administration 
and the unknown approach Anthony Blinken would favour. 
Talks resumed a few weeks ago, but as this storyline shows, 
cautious optimism is advised. 

Lebanon has everything to win from the de-escalation 
of tensions at its border, as well as the improving climate for 
international companies, consortia and insurers to operate 
in an environment of security, certainty and stability. This is 
now more than ever of paramount interest, as Lebanon goes 
through its worst crisis since the end of its civil war in 1990. 
A galloping devaluation of its currency, inflation, capital 
controls, and a crippling health crisis in light of the Covid-19 
pandemic, as well as the inability of its traditional politicians 
to form a government, has provoked ever-mounting calls by 
civil society for a tabula rasa of the country´s political class, 
which it considers as corrupt, incompetent, and responsible 
for the country´s insurmountable socio-economic catastrophe.

Commercialising its hydrocarbon reserves means Lebanon 
will no longer rely exclusively on imports and will therefore 
lift the pressure off its skyrocketing energy bill and improve 
its cost of its credit. Revenues from oil and gas exports would 
also help balance its budget. A legally binding agreement on 
the maritime border, however provisional, would also have a 
knock-on effect on other industries far beyond hydrocarbons. 
Of course, the appropriate conditions should first be met: 
sturdy institutions, a functional public administration 
with the capacity to coordinate various entities, and 
professionalised public procurement on the basis legislation 
and policies which promote good governance, free and fair 
competition, best technical and environmental standards and 
practices, transparency and efficiency. This will prove to be a 
colossal undertaking. 

Figure 5: illustration of the new line ending at point 29, 
represented in green, as advocated by the Delegation to the 2020 
UN/US sponsored negotiations. The green line would go through 
the Karish Field, and has been rejected by Israel as a basis for 
negotiation. Screenshot from the 16th March 2021 presentation. 
Source: Same as Figure 4. 

Figure 6: What could have been point 1 in the Cyprus-Lebanon 
2007 Treaty according to the Lebanese Delegation to the 2020 
talks – Screenshot from the 16th March 2021 presentation. 
Source: Same as Figure 4 and Figure 5.

Figure 7: 10 blocks as issued by the Lebanese Petroleum 
Authority. The illustration shows block 4 where the first well has 
been drilled, and blocks 8, 9, and 10 which fall partially in waters 
contested by Israel. The border between Lebanon and Cyprus 
reflects the Agreement between the two States signed in 2007. 
Source: https://www.lpa.gov.lb/english/resource--center/map-
library#gallery-6
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Legal Disputes
in the Eastern
Mediterranean 
and the Gas that 
Fuels Them 

Introduction
The discovery of major hydrocarbon 

deposits in the Eastern Mediterranean 
over the past decade has sparked various 
disputes over exploitation rights within 
the Eastern Mediterranean and Aegean 
areas between Turkey on one hand and 
Cyprus, Israel, Egypt and Greece on the 
other. This article provides an overview 
of the legal disputes in the Eastern 
Mediterranean concerning the exclusive 
economic zone (EEZ) delimitations of 
Cyprus with Israel, Egypt and Lebanon 
and the claims of Turkey in relation to the 
same. 

Until around 2009, the known energy 
resources in the Eastern Mediterranean 

area were comprised of small gas fields 
predominantly outside the Nile Delta in 
Egypt. In 2009 and 2010, the discovery 
of the “Tamar” and “Leviathan” deposits, 
with reserves estimated at 280 and 620 
billion cubic meters (BCM) respectively 
within the EEZ of Israel began to change 
scene. The largest discovery in the area 
was made in 2015 when the Italian energy 
company ENI discovered the large Zohr 
deposit in the Egyptian EEZ with reserves 
around 845 BCM. The first discovery of 
a hydrocarbon field in the Cypriot EEZ 
was Aphrodite, with estimated reserves 
of around 128 BCM discovered in 2011, 
followed by Kalypso, in 2018, estimated, 
at around 85-100 BCM and Glafkos in 
2019 with rough estimates of 140-225 
BCM.

 Source: Website of the Ministry of Energy Commerce and Industry of the Republic of Cyprus 

(Hydrocarbons Service – www.meci.gov.cy/en/departments-services/hydrocarbons-service)

53 54Eastern Mediterranean Affairs Magazine



set out below and are examined in 
the light of international law. Such 
law includes, apart from UNCLOS, 
customary public international law 
and International Court of Justice 
(ICJ) jurisprudence. It should be stated 
from the start that each state has the 
sovereign right to sign a delimitation 
agreement with another state as regards 
the EEZ of each, provided that they 
have a coastal front on the areas to be 
delimited. The relevant UN agency 
needs to be informed about such 
agreement. Turkey is not a signatory to 
UNCLOS. However, UNCLOS enjoys 
near-universal participation and largely 
reflects customary law which is binding 
on non-parties as well.

The main arguments put 
forward by Turkey for not signing 
the UNCLOS are:
• Establishing and applying the 

customary rule of 12 nautical 
miles as the outer limit of territorial 
waters in the Aegean would greatly 
limit the EEZ of Turkey and would 
transform the Aegean Sea into a 
“Greek lake”.

UNCLOS enjoys 
near-universal 
participation and 
largely reflects 
customary law.

Indirect negotiations through US 
mediation between Israel and 
Lebanon on this issue are set to 
resume after a 6-month stall. 

The EEZ delimitation 
agreements signed by 
Cyprus

The Republic of Cyprus is a signatory of the 1982 
United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea 
(“UNCLOS”), which came into force in 1994, and shares 
maritime borders with Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel 
and Egypt. Cyprus has signed three delimitation of EEZ 
agreements, with Egypt in 2003, with Lebanon in 2007 and 
with Israel in 2010. Talks with Syria, which had commenced 
in 2001, bore no fruit due to Turkish opposition.

The said delimitation agreements have three main 
common characteristics, namely: (a) UNCLOS was 
accepted as the legal framework for delimitation (even 
by Israel which is not a signatory to UNCLOS), (b) the 
median line was adopted as the method of delimitation 
and (c) the demarcation covered the entire length of 
the sea delimited between the respective states, with 
the exception of the furthest points stopping a few 
nautical miles before points of intersection with a third 
jurisdiction.

The delimitation agreement with Egypt came into force 
on 7 March 2004 and with Israel on 25 February 2011. 
The delimitation agreement with Lebanon has been ratified 
only by Cyprus, but not Lebanon. Lebanon has asserted, 
in objecting to the Israeli-Cyprus delimitation agreement, 
that the northern point of Israel’s EEZ on the western point 
of Lebanon’s proposed border with Cyprus pushes its EEZ 

boundaries with Lebanon 17 km north. This created a sliver 
of at least 860 km2 in dispute. At the time of writing this 
article, indirect negotiations through US mediation between 
Israel and Lebanon on this issue are set to resume after a 
6-month stall. It is hoped that after this issue is resolved, 
Lebanon will proceed and ratify the delimitation agreement 
with Cyprus.

Turkish positions
Following the signing of each of the aforementioned 

delimitation agreements, Turkey submitted a note verbale 
to the UN, declaring that it does not recognize them, 
denying their legitimacy and treating them as non-
binding. The Turkish positions concerning the Cypriot 
EEZ and delimitation agreements with other states are 

Turkey maintains that its 
rights to its continental 
shelf have been violated.

maintains that its rights to its continental shelf have been 
violated. Turkey claims that its continental shelf west of 
Cyprus extends from Meridian 32o 16 18 westwards to 
Meridian 28o  and southwards to the median line between 
Turkey and Egypt, excluding only an area of twelve nautical 
miles from the west coast of Cyprus, thus, in essence 
recognising only territorial sea and no continental shelf/
EEZ for Cyprus. Such delimitation overlaps the rest of 
the continental shelf of Cyprus to its west and southwest, 
including parts of the offshore exploration blocks 1, 4, 5, 6 
and 7. In respect to blocks 6 and 7 Cyprus has already issued 
offshore exploration and exploitation licences to the energy 
companies Eni and Total. Such delimitation would also 
mean that parts of exploration blocks 4, 5, 6, 7, 10 and 11 
of the EEZ of Cyprus would belong to the continental shelf 
of Egypt. In respect to the greatest part of blocks 10 and 
11 Cyprus has issued offshore exploration and exploitation 

Source: Cyprus Ministry of Foreign Affairs website (https://mfa.gov.cy/)

• Article 121 provides that the territorial sea, contiguous 
zone, the exclusive economic zone, and the continental 
shelf of an island (excluding uninhabited lands and rocks) 
are determined in accordance with the provisions of the 
Convention applicable to other land territory. This is contrary 
to the Turkish position that islands have rights only to the 
territorial sea and that their other maritime jurisdictions 
should be determined by other criteria such as the size of the 
state, population and geomorphology. However, UNCLOS 
prohibits any reservations or exceptions, unless expressly 
provided for in a specific Article.

The agreement of Cyprus  
with Egypt

Regarding the agreement of Cyprus with Egypt, Turkey 
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licences to energy companies Exon Mobil and to Total and 
Eni respectively. Turkey tries to tempt Egypt to its position 
by pointing out that the delimitation which it proposes 
would benefit Egypt as mentioned above. Turkey also argues 
that according to international law, Cyprus, as all islands, 
are “special cases” with delimitation rights limited to the 
respective territorial seas.

However, while there exists ICJ case law supporting the 
notion that the maritime area which an island can claim 
may be diminished, the position that Turkey has rights to 
the continental shelf extending to the west and southwest 
of Cyprus has no legal backing. Turkey has no coastal front 
towards these areas and as already mentioned, islands, 
and especially island states, enjoy the same rights as land 
territories as regards the maritime zones around them .

Turkish Petroleum Corporation (TPAO).
According to international law, sovereign rights over 

the continental shelf and the EEZ can be exercised only by 
internationally recognised states. It further follows from the 
above that the so-called “TRNC” cannot legally claim any 
part of EEZ of the Republic of Cyprus.

Further Turkish positions 
relating to all three agreements

Turkey further claims that the Eastern Mediterranean is 
an “enclosed” or “semi-enclosed” sea, according to Articles 
122-123 of UNCLOS, and, for this reason, it maintains that 
there is an obligation of the coastal states to cooperate and 

The position that Turkey has rights to the 
continental shelf extending to the west and 
southwest of Cyprus has no legal backing. 

delimitation areas involves three stages; 
(1) the drawing up of a provisional 
median line boundary between the two 
states (2) an assessment of the “relevant 
circumstances” and (3) the application 
of a “proportionality test”. Arguably 
the length of Turkey’s coastline could 
be taken into consideration during the 
final stage of the assessment. However, 
this should not create rights for Turkey 
as claimed.

Practical 
Turkish 
challenges to  
the sovereign 
rights of Cyprus 

Following the delimitation 
agreements with Egypt, Israel and 
Lebanon the Republic of Cyprus 
divided the areas in the south 
and southeast of the island into 
13 blocks. It then proceeded and 
granted exploration and exploitation 
licenses for most of the said blocks to 
numerous international companies.

Turkey, which as mentioned before, 
issued notes verbales and tried to 
challenge the rights of the Republic 
of Cyprus in various practical ways. 
The most severe Turkish violations of 
the sovereign rights of the Republic of 
Cyprus were:
• preventing research vessels from 

conducting surveys within the  
Cypriot EEZ,

• dispatching Turkish research vessels  
to conduct seismic surveys in the 
Cypriot EEZ, and 

• carrying out exploratory drilling  
within the Cyprus EEZ.

The agreement of Cyprus with 
Israel and Lebanon

Regarding the delimitation agreement of Cyprus 
with Israel and Lebanon, Turkey maintains that the said 
agreements infringe the rights of the so-called “Turkish 
Republic of Northern Cyprus” (“TRNC”), on whose 
behalf Turkey protests. Turkey itself signed, in 2011, a 
“delimitation agreement” with the so-called “TRNC” 
delimiting the sea between Turkey and the north of Cyprus 
running clockwise to the south of the island and covering 
most parts of exploration blocks 1, 2, 3, 8, 9, 12 and 13 of 
the Republic of Cyprus. The result of such an “agreement” 
would be a smaller continental shelf of Cyprus to the benefit 
of Egypt, Israel, Lebanon and Syria. The so-called “TRNC” 
then proceeded and divided the “delimited” area into blocks 
and “granted exploration licenses” to the state-owned 

collectively agree on maritime delimitation. 
While the ICJ has stated that the Mediterranean is a 

“semi-enclosed sea”, the aforementioned Article 123 of 
UNCLOS does not mention the delimitation of maritime 
zones, but exhaustively provides that states bordering an 
enclosed or semi-enclosed sea should collectively collaborate 
in matters limited to the management of living resources 
of the sea, the protection and preservation of the marine 
environment and the coordination of marine scientific 
research.

Another position promulgated by Turkey in support 
of its arguments has been by invocation of the principle of 
equity . Turkey maintains that, given the length of its coast 
in the Eastern Mediterranean, its EEZ should not be limited 
by the median line/equidistance principle. However, when 
equity is invoked in the context of an EEZ delimitation, 
it operates in conjunction with international law and 
not irrespective of it. Summarily, the process of assessing 
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1 UNCLOS, Art. 15: Where the coasts of two States are opposite or adjacent to each other, neither of the two 
States is entitled, failing agreement between them to the contrary, to extend its territorial sea beyond the median 
line every point of which is equidistant from the nearest points on the baselines from which the breadth of the 
territorial seas of each of the two States is measured.

2 A formal note used in diplomatic correspondence. 
3 UNCLOS, Art. 3.
4 UNCLOS, Art. 309
5 UNCLOS, Art. 76 provides that “The continental shelf of a coastal State comprises the seabed and subsoil of the 

submarine areas that extend beyond its territorial sea throughout the natural prolongation of its land territory to 
the outer edge of the continental margin, or to a distance of 200 nautical miles from the baselines from which the 
breadth of the territorial sea is measured where the outer edge of the continental margin does not extend up to 
that distance”. 

6 UN Convention on the Continental Shelf, 1958 Art. 6.2 provides that where the same continental shelf is 
adjacent to the territories of two adjacent States, the boundary of the continental shelf shall be determined by 
agreement between them. In the absence of agreement, and unless another boundary line is justified by special 
circumstances, the boundary shall be determined by application of the principle of equidistance from the nearest 
points of the baselines from which the breadth of the territorial sea of each State is measured.

7 (Romania v. Ukraine) Judgment, I.C.J. Reports 2009, p. 61. Continental Shelf (Libyan Arab Jarnahiriya/Malta) 
Judgment, I.C.J. Reports 1985, p. 13.

8 UNCLOS, Art. 121.
9 Very broadly speaking, equity is a legal principle through which a court may decide on an issue based on what is 

“fair” and “reasonable” given the particular circumstances.
10 St. Pierre & Miquelon islands were semi-enclaved (St. Pierre & Miquelon: 6000 population & 242 km2 size - 

Karpathos: 6500 population & 323 km2 size) and major Colombian islands were given ⅓ effect (San Andres: 
67,000 population & 26 km2 size - Rhodes: 115,000 population & 1400 km2 size).

11 The author refrains from taking a position regarding the long term resolution of the broader Cyprus dispute, but 
only refers to the fact that current or future political status of Cyprus is not decisive on the maritime boundary 
delimitation technique. In any scenario, whether a bi-communal and bi-zonal federation or a two state solution, 
the maritime delimitation line should result in the same.

12 Case Concerning the Continental Shelf (Libyan Arab Jamahiriya/Malta), Judgement of 3 June 1985, [1985] ICJ 
Reports.

13 1985 Guinea v Guinea-Bissau decision (para 104) clarified the potential distorting effect of the application of 
strict equidistance line in concave coast with the following finding: “When in fact…there are three adjacent States 
along a concave coastline, the equidistance method has the other drawback of resulting in the middle country 
being enclaved by the other two and thus prevented from extending its maritime territory as far seaward as 
international law permits” Other decisions where concave coasts required departure from strict equidistance line 
includes 1 969 North Sea Continental Shelf Case, 2014 Bangladesh v India Case, 2017 Croatia v Slovenia Case.

14 As a matter of fact, the strict equidistance line is less likely to bring equitable results in areas where the coastal 
relationship between states is an adjacent one.

15 Similar cases requiring adjustment based on disparity of coastal lengths are as follows: Jan Mayen Case (1/9); 
Libya/Malta (1/8), Nicaragua v Colombia Case (1/8).

16 Even during escalation periods, Turkish oil and gas exploration practices remained on the east of the 28th 
meridian. See the map shared by the representative of the International Crises Group on the matter at https://
twitter.com/BerkayMANDIRACI/status/1331546386773512192?s=20 (last accessed on May 22, 2021) 

17 Greek state practice has refrained from crossing beyond the 28th meridian on controversial matters, including 
Greece-Egypt maritime agreement.

Yaycı, C . (2012). Doğu Akdeniz’de Yetki Alanlarının Paylaşılması Sorunu Ve 
Türkiye . Bilge Strateji , 4 (6) , 1-70 . Retrieved from https://dergipark.org.tr/en/
pub/bs/issue/3804/51021

Maps of Turkish 
proposals for 
delimitations

A few years ago, maps were 
presented by Cihat Yayci, a Turkish 
Admiral, featuring proposals for 
Turkish delimitations of EEZ with 
Egypt, Lebanon and Israel. This was 
seen as an effort to tempt its proposed 
counterparties to retract from the 
delimitation agreements they had 
made with Cyprus by showing that 
they stood to gain substantial maritime 
areas in comparison to those secured 
in their agreements with Cyprus. The 
maps were endorsed by the President 
of Turkey, Recep Tayyip Erdogan. The 
said maps speak for themselves and 
clearly run contrary to international 
law.

Conclusion
For the reasons analysed above, 

the Turkish claims in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in relation to the EEZ 
of the Republic of Cyprus are not, in 
any way, supported by international 
law. The European Council, for one, 
has clearly supported the rights of the 
Republic of Cyprus to its maritime 
zones against the challenges of Turkey.

For a genuine dispute to arise it 
is necessary that the opposing party 
puts forward a plausible legal ground 
supporting its opposition. In the case 
of the Turkish claims against the rights 
of the Republic of Cyprus to its EEZ 
there can be no mention of “legal 
disputes”. 
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Disputed maritime borders contribute to tensions 
and instability across, and even beyond, the Eastern 
Mediterranean region. Players like the United Nations, 
the United States, and individual EU member-states, 
have made recurring efforts to mediate many of the 
ongoing disputes. However, no party has more incentives 
to champion and foster diplomatic solutions than the 
European Union. The EU has every reason to both support 
these processes and complement them by mounting its 
own large-scale initiative. In fact, any rational definition of 
enlightened self-interest demands greater EU engagement 
in efforts to keep the peace on its southeastern flank. 

The most obvious “selfish” motivator for deeper EU 
involvement is the potential for unfettered access to a 
new and plentiful source of natural gas. World-class gas 
fields have been discovered off the coasts of several East 
Med countries in recent years, including Cyprus, Egypt, 
and Israel. Although the fields in question cannot replace 
Russia’s vast reserves as Europe’s most important energy 
source, their location means that the region’s usefulness 

In fact, any rational definition of 
enlightened self-interest demands 
greater EU engagement in efforts to 
keep the peace on its southeastern flank. 

as a complementary source would be unmatched. Like 
other alternative suppliers, the East Med would diversify 
Europe’s sources of supply and lessen the dependency on 
Russia. This would also offer practical benefits, particularly 
at a time when European manufacturers and other sectors 
of the economy in need of cheaper energy to regain their 
competitiveness.

Alternative options always improve the security of 
energy supply, but in this instance – because a significant 
portion of the gas would be extracted from, processed 

on, and/or transported via EU territory – the security 
advantages would be multiplied several times over. The 
possibility of political interruptions (or threats thereof ) 
would be virtually zero, and the application of EU 
construction and maintenance standards would likewise 
reduce the risk of shutdowns due to accidents, compared to 
pipelines from, for example, Central Asia. 

In addition to these considerations, the post-Fukushima 
phasing out of the German nuclear industry has removed 
a significant portion of Europe’s capacity to generate 
electricity. Germany and other EU countries have moved 
aggressively to install new renewable facilities. However, 
these cannot fill the gap overnight, especially when demand 
continues to rise, and is expected to keep doing so for 
at least the next two decades. Europe (like much of the 
world) is therefore in need of a transitional fuel that can 
bridge such gaps until wind, solar, and advances in battery 
technologies are sufficient to meet its ever-increasing needs. 
In addition, since it burns cleaner than either coal or oil, 
emitting less carbon and other drivers of climate change, 

natural gas is that fuel.
Nor are harmful emissions the only factor providing 

cause for environmental concern. Extracting hydrocarbons 
from beneath the seabed is a complex and difficult 
undertaking, as is their transport via undersea pipelines. 
Moreover, the Mediterranean is a relatively confined space, 
so any oil and/or gas spilled in an accident could foul the 
waters and coastlines of several EU countries. Given the 
inherent risks involved, basic self-preservation demands 
that Brussels seek a central role, one that allows European 
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regulatory agencies to oversee as much of the emerging 
regional energy industry as possible.

Both the economy and the environment also are 
subject to still another potential threat: that of mounting 
instability on Europe’s periphery. The EU has a vested 
interest in reducing tensions and preventing armed conflict 
on or near its borders, in keeping sea lanes open for 
international trade, and in helping neighboring countries 
to generate opportunities for their own citizens. This 
would lend a measure of badly needed stability to places 
like Libya, Lebanon, and Syria, and possibly lead to 
reunification – or at least reconciliation – on the divided 
island of Cyprus. All of this would also contribute to a 
reduction in the numbers of desperate migrants making the 
dangerous journey across the Mediterranean in search of 
better lives for themselves and their children.

Regional and 
international agreements

Another reason to seek a new era of peaceful 
partnership in the East Med is that it would protect 
a major European investment. The Barcelona 
Declaration of 1995 touched off a hopeful process 
that evolved into the Euro-Mediterranean Partnership 
and, subsequently, the Union for the Mediterranean. 
Under these rubrics, EU member-states have provided 
financial and technical assistance to other countries in 
the region, helping them to develop their healthcare, 
education, and other social services, as well as to modernize 
their systems of taxation. Having made substantial 
investments in the governance of these countries, it only 
makes sense to help minimize any external threats to their 
stability by defusing tensions over maritime boundaries and 
opening the way for them to build out their economies.

Of necessity, the substance, pace, and purpose of EU 
intervention will vary from case to case, especially since 
other parties are already closely engaged in some of the 
disputes at issue, and because some of the relationships 
contain interlocking obstacles. The United States, for 
example, has for several years actively worked to promote 
various levels of maritime boundary dialogue between 
Israel and Lebanon. Its efforts have made progress, 
most recently in the form of face-to-face talks; but in all 
likelihood, this progress has been possible only because 

Syria’s government has been preoccupied with its own 
survival, trying to put down a rebellion supported by 
thousands of foreign fighters and a variety of outside 
powers. The Cypriot question cannot even be asked, 
let alone answered, however, without reference to the 
Turkish troops occupying the northern third of the island. 
By extension, Turkey’s willingness to be flexible about 
Cyprus may well depend on its obtaining maritime border 
concessions from Greece. 

Given these and other facets of the disputes in question, 
the EU’s roles in helping to resolve them will largely depend 
on how and when its good offices can dock with existing 
diplomatic processes. Depending on the circumstances, 
these roles will range from moral supporter and technical 
facilitator to primary mediator and financial inducer. 

For all disputes involving maritime boundaries, the 
UN Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) is 
the logical starting point, containing as it does all of 
the necessary legal and scientific standards, applicable 
to signatories and non-signatories alike, for the fair and 
equitable drawing of such borders. EU diplomats need to 
get creative in order to break up the inevitable logjams. 

In the meantime, many benefits might be achieved long 
before a single maritime boundary has been agreed. 
Consider not just the trust-building potential, but also 
the cost, performance, and other long-term advantages of 
having regional countries expand cooperation and pool 
resources for purposes such as weather forecasting, search 
and rescue, managing fish stocks, and the regulation of 
seabed mining. Likewise, even the proceeds from sales of 
natural gas could be shared under unitization agreements 
before boundaries are officially settled, and nothing 
prevents the design and declaration of similar mechanisms 
in the future.    

Concluding remarks
Above and beyond these direct and tangible benefits, 

a more peaceful East Med would send a series of powerful 
diplomatic messages around the globe. First and foremost, 
it would set a shining example to the effect that even 
the most intractable border disputes can be satisfactorily 
resolved. A significant percentage of the world’s maritime 
boundaries are yet to be determined to the satisfaction of 
the relevant parties. The East med is no exception; on the 
contrary it might even be above the average dispute rate as 
several of them are in tapering section of an enclosed sea, 

so if diplomacy can settle borders here, the same should be 
possible anywhere. 

Second, a successful initiative to pacify the East Med 
through diplomatic and legal means would constitute 
irrefutable evidence that multilateralism works. Given 
the sustained use of military threats in recent years, a 
settlement through diplomatic means would be a useful 
reminder of why the international community needs 
organisations like the EU in the first place.        

Third, and perhaps most importantly for Europe, a 
combined foreign/domestic policy achievement of this 
scope – and degree of difficulty – would bolster both 
the confidence and the credibility of the EU at a critical 
juncture in its history. Britain’s decision to leave the EU 
has damaged both parties; creeping authoritarianism 
in Hungary and Poland has raised question about the 
Union’s ability to police its own house; and intra-EU 
feuds over COVID vaccines have led to some decidedly 
ugly displays of old-style nationalism. A decisive success 
on its southeastern flank, especially with so many internal 
payoffs, would put the lie to Euro-skeptic claims of EU 
impotence and help establish Brussels as a geostrategic 
force to be reckoned with.

Depending on the 
circumstances, 
these roles will 
range from 
moral supporter 
and technical 
facilitator to 
primary mediator 
and financial 
inducer. 

A successful 
initiative to pacify 
the East Med 
through diplomatic 
and legal means 
would constitute 
irrefutable evidence 
that multilateralism 
works 
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