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The outcome of the Russo-Turkish power competition 
in Syria will impact the balance of power in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea. This, in turn, will 
impact the outcome of any peace negotiations with 
Ukraine and its relative position in the Black Sea. The 
future of Syria very much matters for the EU, therefore. 
Because blunting Russia’s attempts at achieving 
dominance over the Black Sea will play an important 
role in Europe’s security. And because the Syrian coast 
is only 300KM from Cyprus, the EU’s southeastern most 
border. Syria is the EU’s neighbour for all intents and 
purposes. In Syria, the Eastern Mediterranean, and 
the Black Sea, Turkey and the EU finally have a key 
strategic objective in common. 

SECURITY GUARANTEES FOR UKRAINE: THE NAVAL 
AND MARITIME DIMENSIONS

Any security guarantees for Ukraine, in a post-war 
arrangement, must include both a maritime and a naval 
component. Such guarantees will be anathema to Russia’s 
strategic aims in the Black Sea. The effectiveness of these 
guarantees will depend to a great degree on how Turkey 
will decide to exercise control over Russia’s access to the 
Eastern Mediterranean under the Montreux Convention 
of 1936, which puts the two straits of the Dardanelles 
and the Bosporus under Turkey’s sovereignty and control, 
notably also in times of war.

In other words, the guarantees will depend on the 
outcome of two negotiations. The first are those currently 
talked about concerning Ukraine and Russia. But secondly, 
there will have to be parallel negotiations between the EU 

and Turkey on how the EU, or the Coalition of the Willing, 
can deploy naval forces from the Eastern Mediterranean 
to the Black Sea to give effect to the naval element of 
the peace guarantees should Russia violate the terms of 
any future agreement.  If these latter negotiations are 
not already under way between Turkey and the EU, they 
should be. The timing is right, and the cause is ripe: there 
is common strategic interest between the two. 

Turkey has historically resisted Russia’s ultimate aim of 
dominating the Black Sea, including by expanding the 
latter’s influence on the Black Sea’s northern coast to 
reach the Romanian borders. The Black Sea is of the 
utmost strategic importance to Russia because it grants 
it naval and maritime access to the warm waters of the 
Eastern Mediterranean and beyond, through the two 
straits. The tension with Turkey arises, in addition to other 
matters (such as natural resources, territorial expansion, 
and Hybrid Threats), because of Turkey’s control of 
maritime connectivity.  This tension is likely to increase 
as Russia’s perception of its relative geopolitical position 
is enhanced following the recent shift in the position of 
the US vis-à-vis its European allies. The EU should seize 
the moment and work for Turkey’s tilt towards Ukraine 
and Europe. 

THE BLACK SEA AND THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN: 
ONE INTEGRATED GEOPOLITICAL ZONE 

The Black Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean are 
interlinked geopolitically as well as geographically.  Turkey, 
strategically, would in all likelihood prefer to see the 
Russian naval base at Tartus on the Syrian Mediterranean 
coast, as well as Hmeimim air base, gone. It would rather 
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dominate Syria’s affairs without Russian influence.  Both 
military bases were established under the past regime 
of the Assad family that sheltered under the Russian 
protective umbrella. Russia played a decisive role in 
defeating the Islamist and other militias during the 
Syrian civil war. Despite this history, the new regime in 
Damascus and Russia are, nonetheless, engaged in the 
process of negotiating the future (i.e., continuation or 
termination) of the Russian military presence in Syria. 
Russia is naturally pushing hard to maintain its only naval 
presence in warm waters. 

Turkey most likely aims to increase the pressure on Russia 
in the Black Sea/Eastern Mediterranean by exercising its 
considerable influence on the new regime in Damascus to 
induce it to terminate Russia’s military presence in Syria. 
Damascus seems to be in two minds, and negotiations with 
Russia on the future of the bases so far are inconclusive. 
Russia has very recently delivered to Damascus Syrian 
currency printed in Russia, a sign that might indicate that 
the ice between the two is thawing. Syria, and the Eastern 
Mediterranean, clearly fit into the broader Russo-Turkish 
chess board that includes the southern Caucasus and the 
Black Sea.  It is a reminder that the EU cannot afford to 
confine its focus on its eastern and continental flank. To 
counter Russia’s expansionism, the EU must also focus 
on its southern and maritime flank. 

WILL SYRIA BE A BORDER OR A BUFFER STATE 
BETWEEN ISRAEL AND TURKEY? 

Turkey’s quest in Syria, however, is also being resisted 
by Israel. Israel does not wish to have a de facto military 
border with Turkey. It would rather maintain Syria as 
a buffer state. Moreover, for Israel, Russia’s continued 
military presence in Syria will mean that it will, at least 
partially, balance Turkey’s deepening influence in Syria. 

In a strategic sense, it is Turkey, rather than Iran, that is 
arguably Israel’s longer-term rival.   Whereas Iran has been 
a nuclear and kinetic threat to Israel, the latest blows that 
Israel dealt to its military capabilities, as well as to its 
main instrument of deterrence, Hizballah, have blunted 
those threats. Iran’s air defences were reportedly severely 

damaged in the major air raid that Israel conducted on 
26 October 2024, making Iranian military facilities very 
vulnerable to future direct strikes. The election of US 
President Donald Trump, who terminated the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) in his first term, 
has further narrowed Iran’s choices regionally. 

Turkey’s focus on Syria (and Iraq) has long historic roots 
but it was only in the last quarter of a century or so that 
it acquired an Islamist and regionalist character, with 
tremendous soft power attributes, augmented by Turkey’s 
military and industrial prowess. These strategic moves 
have brought Turkey in direct competition with Israel 
in the region, over Gaza for example. Turkey supported 
the Muslim Brotherhood regime in Egypt (after the fall 
of President Hosni Mubarak), a movement with which 
Hamas has had very close links.  Turkey’s dominance in 
Syria will bring it into physical and influence proximity to 
Israel, an uncomfortable position for the latter. 

Russo-Israeli relations, whilst not particularly close, 
have nonetheless been stable, including in Syria. There 
was continuous military coordination between the two 
whilst their air forces conducted raids in Syrian air space 
during the Assad years: the Russians against the rebels; 
the Israelis against Hezbollah convoys arriving from Iran 
through the Iraq land bridge. Moreover, Israel did not 
immediately condemn Russia after its illegal invasion of 
Ukraine. In addition, a significant demographic cohort of 
Israeli society has ex-Soviet or Russian roots. The Israeli 
posture with regards to the evolution of Turkey’s position 
in Syria is favourable to Russia’s maritime strategy vis-à-
vis Turkey.

TURKEY’S SUPPORT FOR UKRAINE IS ABOUT THE 
BLACK SEA 

Turkey’s recent wholehearted expressions of support for 
Ukraine and its territorial integrity recalibrates its posture 
vis-à-vis Russia after the seismic shifts in the American 
position. The US position is perceived by Turkey as being 
more favourable to Russia’s interests, thus potentially 
impacting the balance of power in the Black Sea. In this, 
the EU and Turkey share two common interests. The first 
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is to prevent Russia’s dominance of the Black Sea. The 
second is to contain its naval presence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean centred around the Tartus naval Base on 
the Syrian coast. These objectives, however, have not 
been translated yet into a “grand dialogue” between the 
EU and Turkey.  

Turkey has had a transactional approach, geopolitically 
speaking, to Russia over the last three decades or so, and 
its support for Ukraine fits into this modus operandi.  They 
were already on two opposing sides during the Syrian 
civil war, and in Libya. Whilst it is true that Turkey has 
not adopted sanctions against Russia or recognised the 
annexation of Crimea, it has nonetheless been quite 
firm in implementing the provisions of the Montreux 
Convention of 1936 on the passage of naval vessels in 
times of war from the Eastern Mediterranean into the 
Black Sea.  Now that Turkey has adopted a firm position in 
support of Ukraine and its territorial integrity, the timing 
for an EU-Turkey strategic dialogue seems right. Both wish 
Ukraine not to lose for their own strategic reasons, and 
both wish to keep Russia’s Black Sea dominance at bay, 
and to contain its presence in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

A FEDERATED SYRIA WILL POTENTIALLY BE IN 
RUSSIA’S INTEREST

There is still a long way to go in Syria before central control 
is restored. It may be that a de facto federated structure 
will emerge. If the latter scenario does come to pass, 
then the Alawite coast will likely become self-governing. 
Such a development will mean that the Alawites may 
unilaterally (and without the explicit consent of the 
central government) agree to allow the Russian bases to 
continue to exist. 

The recent massacre of Alawites by the militias, leading 
to the indiscriminate killing of more than a thousand men, 
women and children, will most certainly lead to renewed 
aspirations among the Alawites for self-government, 
using self-protection as a justification. Israel has been 
very supportive of the Syrian minorities, including the 
Kurdish region, essentially also to maintain pressure on 
Turkey and to blunt Turkish dominance in Syria.  

It is not difficult to see how Israel may support a de facto 
federated Syria that will enable the Russian military 
presence to continue weakening the Turkish position. 
Turkey will most certainly resist any federated structures, 
more so because it will open the door in the north of Syria 
to a possible Kurdish self-governing enclave. 

This is another point of fundamental tension between 
Russia and Turkey. The possible return to civil war in 
Syria, this time between the different militias egged 
on by outside powers (in particular, Iran), will create 
additional fault lines that will be exploited by all regional 
protagonists. 

CONCLUSION

It is crucially important for the EU to consider the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Black Sea as an integrated vital 
interest, with immediate bearing on the outcome of 
any peace negotiations with Russia, as well as on the 
effectiveness of any resulting security guarantees.  

The emerging Turkish-Israeli confrontation in Syria is a 
strategic development that will become more pronounced 
over time.  The EU in effect will have to continuously 
balance its interests between the two states as their 
strategic interests and aims are not only diametrically 
opposed to each other, but are also likely to clash. This 
specific geopolitical tension has a direct impact on 
Russia’s strategic position in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea. 

In the immediate future, the Russian role in Syria, and 
Turkey’s and Israel’s respective positions, will be a factor 
in the peace negotiations when Black Sea issues will be 
discussed and contested. This will be further complicated 
by the observation that Russia is enhancing its presence 
on the Libyan coast as an alternative to Tartus should they 
have to abandon their Syrian port. Turkey has an extensive 
maritime agreement with the Libyan government. Russia 
has been supporting the opposing parties. Thus, a new-
old confrontation over Libya in the mediterranean will 
likely also cast its clouds over the black sea tensions.
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Therefore, the EU must urgently look into alternative 
arrangements to bolster allied as well as EU non-riparian 
naval presence in the Black Sea in coordination with 
Turkey. The naval capabilities of Romania and Bulgaria, 
for example naval and air drones and submarines, must 
be urgently bolstered.  

Unlike in the Eastern Mediterranean, Turkey’s Black Sea 
strategy has always been based on two pillars: regional 
arrangements made exclusively among all the riparian 
states on the one hand, and the prevention of Russian 
dominance, on the other. The recent tripartite Romanian-
Bulgarian-Turkish Black Sea de-mining agreement is 
significant as Russia is not party to the agreement, and 
thus the agreement is only partially regional. Such partial 
regional agreements may become a template for future 
arrangements in which not all riparian states would 
participate. They can potentially cover areas such as 
power and energy, Hybrid Threats, and natural resources.  
The EU must seize the moment to explore avenues of 
coordination with Turkey on the basis of mutual strategic 
interests. Such coordination will be a practical form of 
strong support for Ukraine in its negotiations, and will give 
the EU and Turkey a concrete role in the negotiations as 
Black Sea issues cannot be overlooked. They will either 
form a united front, or risk being in weaker negotiating 
positions, being picked on separately.  

A “grand bargain” between the EU and Turkey, BASED ON 
SHARED INTERESTS, beckons either by choice, or by being 
forced in the cause of supporting Ukraine (and potentially 
Georgia, another riparian state). The EU must see itself 
as an interested riparian party. Doing nothing is not only 
not an option, it will lead to serious loss of influence in 
the Black Sea, weakening Ukraine’s strategic maritime 
position. 

Only then can the EU be taken seriously as a geopolitical 
player in this region that is vital to its security and defence; 
and only then will the coming negotiations with Turkey 
on access to the Black Sea, in order to operationalise 
the security guarantees, produce real on the ground and 
effective outcomes. 

The most important of these outcomes will be to prevent 
Russian expansion, if not domination, of the Black Sea, 
with all its consequences for the Eastern Mediterranean 
and Europe’s southern flank. If this is not a core European 
strategic interest, then what is? 
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