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Turkey and Security in the Eastern Mediterranean Region 

Md. Muddassir Quamar* 

 The question of security in the Eastern 

Mediterranean is interlinked with national, regional 

and international developments with wider 

implications for West Asia, North Africa and Europe. 

Among the important components of security facing the 

region are human security, maritime security, state 

security, climate security and energy security. These 

are challenged by problems generated from boundary 

disputes, localised and regional conflicts and 

competition for resources and influence. 

Geographically, the region falls on the eastern half 

of the Mediterranean Sea, and includes Greece, 

Cyprus, Turkey, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Egypt and 

Libya, as well as the Palestinian conclave of Gaza 

and the autonomous Republic of Northern Cyprus. In a 

geopolitical sense, the Eastern Mediterranean can be 

viewed as a regional security complex with the sea at 

the centre,and surrounded by several sovereign and 

quasi-sovereign political entities whose security and 

stability are interrelated. Viewed in a broader 

fashion, the Balkan region in Southwest Europe, and 

Arab countries namely, Jordan and Iraq (that do not 

have a direct opening in the Mediterranean Sea), form 

part of the regional security complex in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. 

                                                             
* Associate Fellow, Manohar Parrikar Institute for Defence Studies and Analyses. 
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During the Ottoman Empire, the Eastern Mediterranean 

was dominated by Turkey, but in the twentieth 

century, a weakened Republic of Turkey was unable to 

exert much regional influence. In the twenty-first 

century, the Turkish ambition of dominating its 

immediate surrounding was reignited based on the 

economic, political and military transformations 

thatthe Republic experienced over the past 

century.1Turkey’s location, history, size, demography 

and economy accords it certain advantages in its 

ambition to dominate the Eastern Mediterranean. It is 

the largest regional economy with a US$2.3 trillion 

GDP (PPP) as of 2020, possesses the largest military 

in the region and is a member of North Atlantic 

Treaty Organisation (NATO). Further, it has the 

second largest population (after Egypt) and is third 

largest in size (after Libya and Egypt) among 

regional countries. Concurrently, it has certain 

disadvantages that posechallenges to its ambitions. 

Turkey has an acrimonious relation with Greece and 

Cyprus because of the Cyprus conflict and boundary 

disputes in the Aegean Sea.Its relations with Israel 

have frayed over the past decade because of the 

differences over Israeli-Palestinian conflict. It 

shares a complicated relation with the Arab countries 

in the regionmanifested in historical-ethnic 

problems, and aggravated by the Turkish response to 

Arab Spring uprisings in Egypt, Syria and Libya. 
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 Nonetheless, Turkey harbours ambitions to 

dominate the region rooted temporally in neo-Ottoman 

and pan-Islamic ideals, and manifested through 

strategic depth and blue homeland doctrines.2 Before 

dwelling upon the Turkish role and ambitions, the 

regional response and its wider regional and 

international implications, it is important to 

delineate the question of security in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. 

(In)Security in the Eastern Mediterranean 

 The regional security situation in the Eastern 

Mediterranean has witnessed a transformation over the 

two decades of the twenty-first century. There are 

several interlinked issues that have created 

insecurities, and the foremost among them are the 

localised and the regional conflicts and boundary 

disputes. The Israeli-Palestinian conflict is the 

longest and most acrimonious one that has driven a 

wedge between Israel and the Arab countries keeping 

the region tense for most part of the twentieth 

century, and leading to displacement and 

statelessness for Palestinians and being a constant 

security threat for Israel. However, in recent 

decades, the Palestinian issue no longer remains high 

on the regional agenda, especially after the Arab 

Spring uprisings that have paved the way for Arab 

powers taking a reconciliatory approach towards 

Israel, as manifested through the Abraham Accords.3 

This has, however, not prevented Israel and Hamas 
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(that controls the Gaza Strip)from engaging in 

military confrontation and keeping the conflict 

alive. Besides this, are the scars of the Cyprus 

conflict between Greece and Turkey that kept the 

region on tenterhooks in the past. Although in recent 

years this has been described as a frozen conflict, 

the dispute over Republic of Northern Cyprus has not 

been resolved.4 Among other conflicts in the region is 

the localised problem of Kurdish insurgency in Turkey 

which in recent years has manifested in Turkey’s 

increased use of military force in Syria and Iraq to 

defeat the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) which has 

spearheaded Kurdish insurgency in the country since 

the 1980s. 

The regional security issue was aggravated by the 

Arab Spring uprisings which erupted in December 2010 

in Tunisia, and engulfed the entire West Asia North 

Africa (WANA) region in no time.It seriously affected 

three countries in the Eastern Mediterranean. Egypt, 

Syria and Libya witnessed widespread demonstrations, 

youth discontent and political uncertainty. In Egypt, 

the situation gradually stabilised after the Egyptian 

Armed Forces took control of the state dismissing the 

electedgovernment of Mohammed Morsi in July 2013, and 

the Chief of Armed Forces, Abdel Fattah El-

Sisi,assumed presidency. Nonetheless, the country has 

been troubled by Islamist militancy in the vast 

desert in the Sinai Peninsula threatening internal 

security in Egypt and regional security in its 
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surroundings.5 Unlike Egypt, the protests and 

demonstrations in Syria and Libya devolved into a 

civil war, and gradually into a wider conflict 

involving even major regional and international 

powers. The two conflicts have heightened insecurity 

in the Eastern Mediterranean, creating one of the 

worst humanitarian disasters seen in recent times, 

and causing death, destruction and displacement on an 

industrial scale.6 

 In Syria, the estimates of casualty range from 

350,000 to 500,000, and the number of displaced is 

estimated at 12 million, including 5 million refugees 

in neighbouring countries.7The country has been 

devastated but Bashar al-Assad has refused to leave, 

and has gradually been able to restore control over 

most of the territory with support of Iran, Russia 

and Hezbollah. The involvement of Iran and Russia in 

the Syrian conflict was a result of regional and 

international geopolitics wherein they were concerned 

about the attempt by United States (US), Turkey and 

Arab regional powers to overthrow the Assad regime. 

Iran was the first country that moved militarily in 

support of Assad, and gradually brought Russia on 

board. Tehran was motivated to protect an ally, 

secure access to Lebanon, and expand its military 

presence in the region.8Moscow’s ambitions emanated 

from reviving its presence in the Mediterranean and 

countering the US.9Ankara on the other hand was 

working under a grand regional ambition, and Arab 
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regional powers were motivated by undermining growing 

Iranian influence in the West Asia. The US proved to 

be a reluctant global power that was unsure of making 

any military commitment in Syria (as well as in Libya 

and Iraq) after the disastrous military campaigns in 

Afghanistan and Iraq,10 and moved-in hesitantly with 

limited resources and a narrow objective of defeating 

the Islamic State (ISIS). 

 The cost of war in Libya was no less with large-

scale death and destruction. Estimates of casualties 

vary from 25,000 to 50,000, and nearly 250,000 were 

internally displaced, and tens of thousands forced to 

flee and seek refuge in neighbouring countries. Many 

fleeing the conflict in Libya sought to cross the 

Mediterranean Sea to seek asylum in Europe creating a 

major refugee crisis on that continent.11 The NATO 

intervention in Libya in March 2011 led to overthrow, 

and brutal assassination, of Muammar Qaddafi pushing 

Libya into one-after-another political crises that 

continue to generate hostilities and armed 

confrontation. The civil war that started in 2014 

among various Libyan factions has subsided with a 

ceasefire in place since October 2020,but political 

contestation remains a serious challenge. The 

conflict has also attracted regional and 

international powers including Egypt, Turkey, the US, 

Russia, France, Italy, and United Arab Emirates 

(UAE). While the US-led NATO aim of bringing down 

Qaddafi and quickly stabilising the country under a 
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pro-US government proved disastrous, the EU, Russia, 

Turkey, Egypt and UAE were motivated by strategic and 

geopolitical interests ranging from security threats 

from terrorism, to establishing naval presence, 

preventing refugee influx, and claiming a share in 

the vast energy resources in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. 

The conflict in Libya and Syria created the problem 

of human security in the Eastern Mediterranean with 

illegal migrants and refugees thronging Turkey, 

Greece and Cyprus while trying to seek eventual 

asylum in Western Europe. Many lost their lives in 

the sea while attempting to cross it on small and 

crowded boats. The situation also resulted in 

increased human and child trafficking, exploitation, 

and abuse by organised criminal gangs.12The conflicts 

generated regional and international tensions and 

rivalries between various regional and international 

powers attempting to advance their political, 

economic and security agenda. Maritime build ups and 

contestations ensued with US, Russia, China, France, 

Turkey, Greece, Egypt and Israel competing to protect 

their maritime domains and strengthen naval presence. 

Besides, the lure of exploiting the energy and other 

marine resources has caused confrontation among 

regional and international powers, further 

exacerbating regional insecurity.13 
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Energy Geopolitics 

 Over the past two decades, the Eastern 

Mediterranean has witnessed the discovery of a number 

of oil and gas fields in the Egyptian and Israeli 

Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ), and this has led to 

proliferating exploration activities in the Eastern 

Mediterranean waters by other regional countries. In 

2010, two reports prepared by the United States 

Geological Survey identified vast energy reserves in 

the Nile Delta and Levant basins in the region. 

Accordingly, it was estimated that the Levant Basin 

has 1.7 billion barrels of recoverable oil and 122 

trillion cubic feet of recoverable gas.14 Likewise, in 

the Nile Delta Basin, 1.8 billion barrels of 

recoverable oil, 223 trillion cubic feet of 

recoverable gas, and 6 billion barrels of natural gas 

liquids were projected to be available.15Additional 

energy resources are estimated to be available in the 

Aegean and Ionian Sea close to the Eastern 

Mediterranean. The findings and quest for exploration 

has generated a regional squabbling for claiming 

territorial waters, EEZs and sections of the 

continental shelf leading to serious tensions that 

have brought regional countries close to maritime 

conflict on several occasions. Moreover, Greece, 

Cyprus, Northern Cyprus and Turkey too have 

overlapping EEZ claims that have aggravated the 

regional security situation.16 
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Among the regional countries, Egypt and Israel have 

made a head start and began commercial drilling and 

supplies through pipeline. Israel has invested in 

Mari-B, Noa, Tamar and Leviathan gas fields while 

Egypt has invested in the Zohr and Noor gas fields. 

In recent years, Syria, Lebanon, Greece, Cyprus and 

Turkey too have invested heavily in exploration 

activities. While this has generated disputes and 

confrontation, it has also led to greater discussions 

among regional countries to develop the Eastern 

Mediterranean as a global gas production and export 

hub with negotiations on establishing joint 

infrastructure, and an under-sea pipeline network 

connecting regional countries to Europe. In the 

process, an informal bloc has formed among Egypt, 

Israel, Greece and Cyprus, to explore cooperation 

between themselves in energy production and export, 

and, in 2019 took formal shape by way of the Eastern 

Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF), headquartered in 

Cairo with Egypt, Israel, Greece, Cyprus, Italy, 

Jordan and Palestine as founding members while France 

joined the grouping later.17But the exclusion of 

Turkey, Lebanon, Syria and Libya from the EMGF has 

raised eyebrows andcaused serious churn with Ankara 

vowing to not let go of its claim over marine 

resources in Eastern Mediterranean.18 In response, 

Turkey signed an agreement with Libya’s Government of 

National Accord (GNA) on maritime boundariesand 
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sharingtheir EEZs in November 2019 to the alarm of 

its regional rivals. 

 The maritime claims and disputes over energy 

resources and EEZs have not only heightened the 

regional tensions but have also raised concern over 

climate security, pollution and overexploitation of 

marine resources. The region already suffers due to 

volatile climatic conditions due to extreme aridity 

and water shortages. Political instabilities and 

regional conflicts have put the brakes on any serious 

measures to fight these problems threatening human 

security and marine biodiversity in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Naval and military activities too have 

increased due to tensions, rivalries and competition 

over energy resources. 

Turkey and Eastern Mediterranean 

 Turkey has an almost 1,600 kilometre long coast 

in the Mediterranean Sea. In addition, it controls 

the Republic of Northern Cyprus. It is an ambitious 

regional power which wants to develop a sphere of 

influence in the Black Sea, the Mediterranean, the 

Middle East and Caspian regionsthat it feels is 

matching with its historical status and geographic 

location. Accordingly, in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

it has emerged as a principal actor in the ongoing 

power politics. One of the primary concerns for 

Turkey is its inability to claim an Exclusive 

Economic Zone, which it feels it rightly deserves. 

The EEZs are governed by the United Nations 
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Convention on the Law of Sea (UNCLOS), 198219 which 

underlines that countries can claim an EEZ between 12 

and 200 nautical miles into the sea waters from their 

coast. Greece which is a signatory to UNCLOS has an 

advantage because of the numerous islands that are 

part of its territory in the Aegean Sea. Accordingly, 

it claims nearly 195,202 square miles of EEZ in 

Eastern Mediterranean in accordance with the UNCLOS 

provisions. However, Turkey does not recognise Greek 

EEZ claims as this runs contrary to Turkish EEZ 

claims. The Turkish contention is that if Greek 

claims are to be accepted, Turkey will be left with 

almost no EEZ in the Mediterranean Sea despite having 

a long coastline.20 Hence, Turkey and Greece have for 

long clashed over respective claims over determining 

their territorial waters, EEZs and their sections of 

the continental shelf in the Aegean Sea, leading to 

tensions and clashes. Turkey and Cyprus too have 

maritime boundary disputes because of Turkey’s 

contentions over its rights to sea waters and marine 

resources surrounding Northern Cyprus. 

 The discovery of gas fields in the Eastern 

Mediterranean over the past two decades has led to a 

squabbling among countries about exploration 

activities. In 2017, Greece granted a licence to a 

consortium of three international petroleum 

corporations – Total, Eni and Novatek – to explore 

gas in Aegean Sea. This prompted Turkey to enhance 

exploration activities in the Eastern Mediterranean 



Backgrounder for Lok Sabha Secretariat  Quamar, M. M. 

12 
 

waters leading to growing tensions between Greece and 

Cyprus. Tensions flared in 2019 when Turkey signed a 

maritime agreement with the Libya’s GNA that ran 

counter to Greek and Cypriot EEZ claims, and also 

alarmed Egypt and Israel whose plans to lay an 

undersea pipeline to Europe will be affected if the 

Turkey-Libya deal is implemented.21 Tensions again 

rose in 2020 when Turkey sent its marine research 

ship Oruc Reis to undertake seismic research 

activities close to a Greek island. However, Turkey 

claimed that the research activity was being carried 

out in its own EEZ, and in accordance with the 

maritime agreement with Libya that is based on UNCLOS 

provisions. The Turkish activities led Greece and 

Cyprus to seek cooperation with Egypt and Israel, 

both having acrimonious relations with Turkey at the 

time. Cyprus has already signed a bilateral 

delimitation agreement with Egypt (2003), Lebanon 

(2007) and Israel (2010). The Turkey-GNA agreement 

prompted Egypt and Greece to sign a bilateral 

delimitation agreement in 2020, and a pipeline 

agreement among Greece, Cyprus, Israel and Egypt. 

 Turkey has objected to both Greek and Cyprus EEZ 

claims, and the pipeline agreement among the four 

countries underlining that it goes through EEZ under 

Turkish jurisdiction. Attempts to resolve the Turkish 

and Greek dispute with US mediation have not 

materialised. Mistrust between the two countries runs 

deep and both have refused to compromise on their 
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claims, thuslessening any possibility of early 

resolution, and keeping the Eastern Mediterranean 

security complex in churn.22 Turkey, in the meantime, 

has been building up its naval capacity. It already 

has the largest military and navy among countries of 

the region, and tensions over EEZ, energy exploration 

and boundary disputes have led Ankara to invest 

further in strengthening its naval capacity by 

acquiring submarines from Germany. Turkey has also 

invested in building an amphibious assault ship and 

an aircraft carrier. Moreover, in 2013, it adopted 

the “blue homeland” (Mavi Vatan) doctrine outlining 

its ambition to create a Turkish maritime sphere of 

influence across the Black Sea, Aegean Sea and 

Eastern Mediterranean.23 In 2019, it conducted the 

largest ever such maritime exercise by the Turkish 

navy, alsocalled Blue Homeland,to project power and 

signal its intentions of dominating the seas around 

Turkey. 

 In addition to the maritime claims, Turkey is 

directly involved in at least three of the regional 

conflicts – Cyprus, Libya and Syria. This has 

accorded Ankara significant sway over the migrant and 

refugee issue since it is used as a major corridor 

for migrants from Syria and Iraq trying to reach 

Western Europe. Turkish involvement in the Cyprus 

conflict goes back to 1950s when it opposed 

unification of the island with Greece which led to 

negotiations among Britain, Greece and Turkey and 
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ending up with Cyprus gaining independence in 1960. 

In 1974, Turkey militarily intervened in Cyprus, in 

response to Greek nationalist attempts to end the 

autonomy of the Turkish Cypriots in the north, 

carving out the conclave of Northern Cyprus in 

1983that is recognised only by Turkey.  

 Turkey has intervened militarily in the Libyan 

and Syrian conflicts on behalf of the opposition and 

militant groups leaning towards political Islam. In 

Syria it supports the Syria National Army (SNA), a 

group of Syrian opposition movements mostly 

comprising of Sunni Arabs and Turkmens, who control 

the north-western conclave of Idlib together with the 

Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), and a Salafist militant 

group. Beginning in August 2016, Ankara has 

undertaken four major military operations in northern 

Syria to carve out a buffer zone of 30 kilometres 

inside Syria along the Turkish-Syrian border to 

prevent the PKK from taking shelter in the Kurdish 

autonomous conclave (Rojava) in northern Syria 

controlled by the Syrian Democratic Party (PYD) and 

its military wing the People’s Protection Unit 

(YPG).24 Although, thus far, Turkey has not achieved 

the stated objective of carving a buffer of 30 

kilometres inside Syria, it controls close to 8,300 

square kilometre of area along north and north-west 

Syria including the towns of Afrin, Bab, Jarablus, 

Tal Abyad and Ras al-Ain, and since May 2022, Turkey 

is planning to undertake a fifth military operation 
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focusing on extending the buffer zone and taking 

control of the towns of Tal Rifaat and Manbij.25 

 In Libya, Turkey intervened in January 2020 on 

behalf of the GNA, which is the UN-recognised 

government in Libya. The Turkish military 

intervention came on the heels of Turkey and the GNA 

singing a maritime cooperation agreement which 

emanated from Turkish EEZ claims and power politics 

in the Eastern Mediterranean. Notwithstanding, the 

Turkish support led to a quick turnaround in the 

fortunes of GNA which was facing serious reversals 

against its rival Libyan National Army (LNA) led by 

Khlaifa Hifter.26 The deployment of Turkish Bayraktar 

TB2 drones led to the LNA-HoR being pushed back from 

their attempt to take over Tripoli, and extending 

their control over whole of Libya.27 Subsequently, the 

Libyan fighting factions signed a UN-brokered 

ceasefire in October 2020, but the political 

instability has continued unabated. Besides, Turkey 

extends solidarity for Palestinians fighting Israeli 

occupation in West Bank, Gaza and East Jerusalem, and 

this has led to deterioration of Turkey-Israel ties 

since 2008-09. It also extends military support to 

Azerbaijan which resulted in Baku retaking control of 

key towns that it had lost to Armenia in the 1990s 

during the latest round of fighting in Nagorno-

Karabakh in 2020. 

 Turkish claims in the Mediterranean Sea, military 

interventions in the regional conflicts, and its 
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maritime power projection, emanate from its ambition 

to emerge as a regional power in Eurasia traversing 

the three regional security complexes in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, Black Sea and Caspian regions. This is 

part of the Turkish foreign policy doctrine of 

“strategic depth” that envisages revival of Turkey’s 

global power status that it enjoyed during the 

Ottoman Empire. This has led to differences and 

disputes with regional countries in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, especially Greece, Israel and Egypt 

that view Turkish ambitions as a regional security 

threat. It has prompted greater coordination among 

them to counter Turkey and safeguard their claims 

over marine and energy resources in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Nonetheless, since 2021, Turkey has 

taken a series of steps to initiate reconciliation 

with regional counterparts including the three 

Eastern Mediterranean rivals though this is yet to 

result in any tangible outcomes.28 

 In addition to creating regional friction, 

Turkish moves have led to differences with European 

and global powers that have interests in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Accordingly, tensions with France ran 

high during 2019-20 due to differences over the 

Libyan conflict and jurisdictional claims over the 

Eastern Mediterranean whenthe French navy came out in 

support of Greece. Turkish moves in Syria have 

generated tensions with Russia, although both have 

managed to keep their differences apart to steer the 
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Astana Peace Process, along with Iran, for 

stabilising Syria. Russia also sees Turkish naval 

activity as a source of friction for its own military 

and naval ambitions in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

which it has gradually enhanced since intervening in 

Syria in September 2015. Besides, Turkish manoeuvres 

and power projections have also ruffled feathers in 

the US which has dominated the region since the end 

of Cold War. The US has been encouraging Turkey, 

Greece, Israel and Egypt to work out their 

differences through talks but this has not led to any 

breakthroughs. 

Conclusion 

 There are several interlinked issues that pose a 

challenge to security in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

These include protracted regional conflicts, maritime 

boundary disputes, discovery of gas deposits and 

unilateral actions by regional countries that run 

contrary to the interests of other countries. In 

addition to security and stability of the regional 

countries and the wider Eurasia region, insecurity in 

the Eastern Mediterranean is linked to human 

security, climate security, energy security and 

maritime security with wider implications for Europe, 

West Asia, North Africa and the Black Sea region. 

Turkey has the potential to emerge as a stabilising 

force in the Eastern Mediterranean given its size, 

and economic, political and military strengths, but 

for this to materialise, Ankara will have to set its 
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differences with regional countries aside and work 

with them to resolve bilateral and regional disputes. 

Unilateral actions by Turkey are likely to create 

distrust, and aggravate regional insecurity, which 

will create serious challenges and leave the region 

wide open for external interventions. Notably, the 

Eastern Mediterranean is a vital part of global 

maritime trade route, and any serious escalation in 

the region is bound to have ripple effect on the 

global economy, and the trade route between Asia and 

Europe. 
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