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Abstract 

This paper explores the effects of the Mavi Vatan doctrine, a contentious 

maritime policy developed by elements within the Turkish military, and its implications 

for the Eastern Mediterranean. The paper opens with the second chapter, which provides 

a historical background, tracing the evolution of Turkish foreign policy from the 

aftermath of World War I through the rise of President Erdoğan and the AKP. It 

examines the concept of Neo-Ottoman ambitions and its connection to Mavi Vatan, a 

doctrine asserting expansive Turkish maritime claims that challenge those of Greece and 

other regional actors. The second chapter also highlights the role of hydrocarbon 

resources in driving these competing claims. Shifting focus to the legal landscape, the 

third chapter analyzes the framework established by the United Nations Convention on 

the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), particularly the concepts of Exclusive Economic Zones 

(EEZs) and continental shelf claims. It examines the dispute resolution mechanisms 

outlined in UNCLOS and delves into the legality of the controversial maritime agreement 

between Türkiye and Libya. The third chapter contrasts the legal positions of Greece and 

Türkiye regarding their overlapping territorial claims. Building on the legal framework, 

the fourth chapter explores specific cases impacting maritime delimitation in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. It analyzes significant delimitation agreements concluded since 2018, 

including those between Greece and Egypt, and Greece and Italy. This chapter also 

examines the role of the East Mediterranean Gas Forum and the ongoing Israel-Lebanon 

maritime dispute. By examining the historical context, legal framework, and specific 
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cases, this paper sheds light on the complex and contested maritime landscape of the 

Eastern Mediterranean shaped by the Mavi Vatan doctrine. 
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Chapter I. 

Introduction 

Turkey, like every country, has a right to defend its territory... 

—President Barack H. Obama II 

For nearly 80 years, the United States influence on international law has steadily 

grown, especially so when it has come to arbitration.1 As the unipolar post-cold war 

model has continually eroded, partly because of economic conditions, partly because of 

adventures abroad, and partly because of the current zeitgeist; former allies, old rivals, 

and some neutral parties have begun to test the limits of the international rules-based 

order built by the post WWII victors. 

Within the last decade, Türkiye has shifted from being a somewhat stable NATO 

ally and potential member of the European Union to an increasingly aggressive, Islamist, 

anti-democratic state that cannot be relied upon to uphold Western rules based 

international order.2 Sensing a period of discord and weakness amongst and within 

Western nations, Türkiye has positioned itself as a rising power with consistent force 

projection. This can be demonstrated civilly through glamorous mega-projects such as the 

 
1
 Roger P. Alford, The American Influence on International Arbitration, 19 Ohio St. J. on Disp. Resol. 69 

(2003), 80. 
2
 This trend has accelerated in recent years, but a slightly more distant example of this shift can be 

observed during the 2003 United States invasion of Iraq. On March 1, 2003, the Turkish parliament voted 

to not ratify a provision which would have granted the US access to their territory for the purpose of 

invading the northern region of Iraq. 
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Istanbul canal or the Istanbul airport.3 Militarily this can be seen through intervention in 

foreign territory such as Turkish peacekeeping projects in war torn Syria and Libya.4  

Since 2018, the Erdoğan administration has sought confrontational engagements 

with other nations within the Eastern Mediterranean. These confrontations have centered 

on exploration and exploitation rights of natural gas deposits, largely but not exclusively 

off the coastline of Cyprus. The primary issue in the Turkish exploration has been the 

violation of longstanding international law regarding Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) 

for the purpose of hydrocarbon exploitation. Indeed, the “exploitation of hydrocarbons is, 

arguably, a key concern for states in the delimitation of maritime zones beyond the 

territorial sea.”5 Turkish leadership in a multitude of sectors have routinely advocated for 

an irredentist interpretation of nautical boundaries in the region, boundaries that overlap 

with existing EEZ’s. The EEZ’s of these countries are determined by the United Nations 

Law of the Sea (UNCLOS). UNCLOS is an international treaty governing several 

nautical related issues, including the delimitation of nautical boundaries. Türkiye is a 

non-signatory of this treaty, yet selectively includes certain provisions in its own laws as 

customary international law.6 The bulk of these opposing boundary claims violate the 

nautical boundaries of Türkiye's neighbor to the west, Greece. 

 
3
 “A 15bn New Canal for Istanbul,” The Economist, October 9, 2021, 

https://www.economist.com/europe/2021/10/09/a-15bn-new-canal-for-istanbul.;  

Brian Pacus, “A New $11.7 Billion Airport Just Opened in Turkey, and It Could Become One of the 

World's Biggest. Take a Look Inside the Giant Hub.,” Business Insider, November 1, 2018, 

https://www.businessinsider.com/turkey-opens-new-istanbul-airport-pictures-2018-10. 
4
 Center for Preventive Action. "Conflict Between Türkiye and Armed Kurdish Groups | Global Conflict 

Tracker." Council on Foreign Relations, 2024. https://www.cfr.org/global-conflict-tracker/conflict/conflict-

between-Türkiye-and-armed-kurdish-groups. Although there is also a case to be made that in Syria these 

are more likely anti-Kurdish operations. 
5
 Vivek Chandra, and John R. Morss. 2022. “UNCLOS and Maritime Boundary Disputes in Areas of 

Hydrocarbon Potential: Oil Under Troubled Waters?” Ocean Development and International Law 53 (1): 3.  
6
 As are several other nations, most notably the United States. 
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The boundary conflict in the Eastern Mediterranean between Türkiye and Greece 

is driven by their conflicting claims over the extent of their continental shelves and EEZs, 

which are used to delimit maritime boundaries. Importantly, the EEZ’s also determine the 

control of valuable natural resources in the surrounding waters. At times, this dispute has 

led to military standoff, with both countries conducting military exercises and deploying 

naval assets in the area. One side aims to protect their rights under international law, the 

other aims to have its case for why the law is unfairly targeting them accepted 

internationally as they build up strength. Due to the vast wealth to be gained by 

exploiting the natural resources present, Türkiye has aimed at expanding its reach as best 

it can without completely alienating other nations. This seeming contradiction in actions 

presents to the outside world as a nation which oscillates between openly hostile and 

conciliatory. 

Stability, formerly taken for granted within the last two decades within the region, 

is no longer assured. The aggressive stance taken by Türkiye in recent years has opened 

uncomfortable questions about the ability of regional alliances to maintain security and 

peace through non-kinetic enforcement of international norms. Current trends 

surrounding the growth of nationalist politics, policies, and outlook have added new 

layers of complexity to the old feuds between Türkiye and its neighbors. A stubborn 

reluctance to fully participate with Türkiye in its (possibly former) aspirations of 

integrating with the West has led to it looking both East in terms of ideology, but also 

looking to the past for inspiration to guide its strength. Internal Turkish politics is equally 

complex, with contradictions in ideology abounding at every turn. It is yet to be 

understood if this new posture is simply a rehashing of Türkiye’s Ottoman past as some 
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claim, or the opening segue in a new era of multipolar strength.7 Therein remains the 

possibility of nations rushing forward to fill in a power vacuum left by a complacent post 

Second World War internationalist order devoid of any real ability to enforce its 

prerogatives.8 

Succinctly, Türkiye has at times been a friendly neighbor, and at other times has 

been more aggressive to protect what it considers its territorial interests. With multiple 

incidents of nautical boundaries being violated occurring recently, there is an opportunity 

to examine the impact open (and often passive) aggression has on established 

international laws and processes.9 Türkiye in particular presents itself as a compelling 

subject for this type of study. Because of the length of their involvement as an ally of the 

western world and familiarity with western norms, there has been some level of 

expectation that Türkiye would continually integrate itself into the broader west.10 

Instead, continual skirmishes and heated rhetoric between two members of one of the 

west’s more important institutions, NATO, has undermined the ability to present a united 

front against common foreign adversaries. Indeed, some within the Turkish military 

apparatus openly call for Turkish withdrawal from the organization and western 

 
7
 Aaron Stein. 2014. Türkiye's New Foreign Policy : Davutoglu, the AKP and the Pursuit of Regional 

Order. London: Routledge, 22. 
8
 Daniel Flemes. 2007. “Conceptualising Regional Power in International Relations: Lessons from the 

South African Case.” SSRN Electronic Journal. 10. A third possibility being the allowance of regional 

powers to police, a tactic that serves both the dominant nation and the regional power. Daniel Flemes states 

that “Regional powers are expected to play the role of regional peacemakers and police, as well as take on 

the role of a moral authority.... Furthermore, regional powers seem to be expected to support and promote 

acceptable roles and norms in terms of which regional politics and relations are conducted.” 
9
 Council on Foreign Relations, “Timeline: China’s Maritime Disputes,” Council on Foreign Relations, 

2023, https://www.cfr.org/timeline/chinas-maritime-disputes.; Elizabeth Braw, “Russian Warships in 

Ireland’s EEZ Demonstrate the Defender’s ...,” American Enterprise Institute, May 9, 2023, 

https://www.aei.org/foreign-and-defense-policy/russian-warships-in-irelands-eez-demonstrate-the-

defenders-dilemma/. 
10

 Asli Aydintasbas and Jeremy Shapiro, “Erdogan’s Post-Western Turkey,” Foreign Affairs, August 11, 

2023, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/turkey/recep-erdogan-post-western-turkey. 
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orientation in state policy.11 Increased tensions between Turkish and western leadership 

fuels anti-western sentiment, eroding goodwill and potentially furthering the distancing 

of Türkiye from its long held western allies.  

This paper advances the existing academic understanding of these issues in 

several ways. First, it takes a historically rooted approach with the understanding that for 

some nations the last hundred (or thousand) years can still be immediately relevant. Next, 

it offers a retrospective look at the rapidly changing policy decisions made by Türkiye 

over the previous five years. Third, it analyzes the dynamic shift in regional alliances that 

is the direct result of these policy decisions within the Eastern Mediterranean.  

The question we then seek to answer is: what are the effects of the pursuit of 

expanded maritime claims and military presence by Türkiye in the Eastern 

Mediterranean? How does this challenge established international norms and laws, and 

what are the implications for regional stability? Or, more succinctly, what are the effects 

of the Blue Homeland doctrine on international boundary disputes as delineated by the 

United Nations Law of the Sea within the Eastern Mediterranean? 

The primary aim of this research is to determine what processes occur when a 

former member of a broader coalition decides to branch off and assert greater force 

regionally. That is to say, what has occurred in recent years in the Eastern Mediterranean 

neighborhood as Türkiye changed its posture, going against longstanding allies regarding 

delimitation and regional alliances.  

My initial hypothesis is that Turkish aggression which lies directly outside 

accepted international legal norms has had a direct impact on the number of delimitation 

 
11

 Admiral Soner Polat and Cem Gurdeniz being two notable examples of this.  
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agreements signed within our studies’ timeframe of 2018–2023. Indeed, the aggressive 

approach taken by Türkiye and others has caused nations, particularly Greece, Egypt, and 

Italy to embrace the rules and regulations outlined in UNCLOS and put weight behind the 

legality of these agreements while admonishing those who would operate outside the 

lines.12 Additionally, international cooperation on the energy situation in the Eastern 

Mediterranean has caused two distinct groups to form. One centered on Turkish interests, 

the other on the broader west’s interests encapsulated by Greece and their EEZ issues. 

My study will begin by briefly exploring the history of Türkiye in the 20th and 

21st centuries. Much can be gained by simply understanding how it is that Türkiye got to 

the point that it has. Like all national histories, there are certain elements which must be 

highlighted to understand the whole. We cannot explore everything, but we will look at 

the early foundations of the modern Turkish state, its emphasis on secularism, and why 

there has been a recent shift towards Islamic fundamentalism and the East geopolitically. 

There is no Neo-Ottoman Türkiye without secular, modernist, pro-western Türkiye.  

Next, we will look at what exactly is meant by “Law of the Sea” and why it is 

important that nations follow the guidelines contained there within. This will be 

accomplished primarily by engaging with the sections of UNCLOS that are particularly 

relevant to the conflict between Türkiye and its neighbors. Important topics to our study 

are those such as the Exclusive Economic Zone, Continental shelves, and what are the 

 
12

 Reuters, “Cyprus Says Willing to Engage on Defining Maritime Zones,” Reuters, August 18, 2020, 

https://www.reuters.com/article/idUSKCN25E25R/. “While not referring to Turkey directly, Cypriot 

Foreign Minister Nikos Christodoulides said the island had maritime deals with Egypt, Israel and Lebanon 

‘and was ready to discuss with other neighboring states on establishing sea zones’. Turkey is Cyprus’s 

closest neighbor and the only country it does not have a deal with, save for war-ravaged Syria. ‘This would 

be on the basis of international law and the 1982 Law of the Sea,’ Christodoulides said, referring to a 

United Nations treaty.” 
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“normal” resolution mechanisms that nations should rely on when they have boundary 

disputes.  

Following this, we will look at the last five years of conflict in the Eastern 

Mediterranean and adjacent areas. The regional dynamics have been shaken by multiple 

incidents such as the agreement Türkiye and the Libyan Government of National Accord 

(GNA) signed, and the exploratory drilling activities of the Turkish vessel Oruç Reis. 

Once all of this has been established, then we can look at the effects of the last five years 

of incidents on EEZ delimitation. Our initial evidence that there was indeed an effect can 

be seen in the rate of delimitation agreements that were signed from 2018–2023. In 

addition, regional political groups were formed such as the Eastern Mediterranean Gas 

Forum acting as a semi-direct alliance of nations with natural resources and fears of 

encroachment by Turkish vessels.13  

This study focuses on Turkish naval actions in the Eastern Mediterranean and 

their impact on regional stability through examination of bilateral delimitation 

agreements. Additionally, the research will examine possibilities for de-escalation and 

promoting regional stability. The role of international law (UNCLOS) and 

intergovernmental organizations, such as the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, will be 

analyzed to understand the legal and diplomatic landscape. Ultimately, the goal is to gain 

a clearer picture of how these actions affect the Eastern Mediterranean's security and the 

international legal framework. Several factors must be analyzed, a) the fundamental 

principles of UNCLOS and how it affects the delineation of maritime boundaries, with 

interest to non-signatories such as Türkiye, b) the origin, implementation, and 

 
13

 Mona Sukkarieh, “The East Mediterranean Gas Forum: Regional Cooperation Amid Conflicting 

Interests.” Natural Resource Governance Institute, 2021. 6. 



 

8 

consequences of the Blue Homeland doctrine, c) the relevancy of natural resources as it 

relates to diplomacy and conflict between nations, and d) the impact aggressive violations 

of international norms and laws have on regional partnerships.  
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Chapter II. 

Historical Background 

Following the post-cold war era, the Eastern Mediterranean has enjoyed a relative 

degree of stability marked by mutually beneficial cooperation.14 Conflicts that had arisen 

between Greece, Cyprus, and Türkiye in the past over the division of the island's 

respective populations had gradually fallen into the background as more pressing 

international issues arose. Rather than continue to squabble, both Cyprus and Türkiye 

would focus their 21st century ambitions around the ascension to the European Union. 

This goal would eventually be achieved by Cyprus after the Helsinki accord (1999) 

which ushered in a promising future of cooperation, and the seemingly attainable dream 

of Türkiye following Cyprus in suit.15 However, this would not occur and the ever-

present stagnation in resolving Greco-Turkish differences would lead to strategic shifts 

by the Turkish state to achieve its aims of maintaining and expanding its influence.  

Although the history of Turkish (and Ottoman) international relations is of great 

relevance to understanding the origins of the conflict in the Eastern Mediterranean, a full 

review is out of the question. For the sake of brevity, we will begin our survey of the 

historical background of the dispute with the formation of Türkiye as a modern nation. 

That said, it would behoove the reader to note that the Republic of Türkiye is the 

 
14

 Filippos Proedrou, “A Geopolitical Account of the Eastern Mediterranean Conundrum: Sovereignty, 

Balance of Power and Energy Security Considerations,” Cambridge Review of International Affairs 36, 

no.5 (2023): 679. 
15

 Proedrou, “A Geopolitical Account of the Eastern Mediterranean Conundrum,” 680. 
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successor state of the Ottoman Empire, a multi-ethnic, Islamic empire that controlled the 

territory of the modern Hellenic Republic. Even today, there exists “public memories” for 

the nations once ruled over that “their peoples suffered for centuries under the ‘Ottoman 

yoke’.”16 Indeed, the Ottomans were themselves the successors of the Eastern half of the 

Roman Empire, also known as the Byzantine Empire; an Empire which was spiritually, 

culturally, linguistically, and to a large degree, ethnically Greek.17 Eventually, the 

modern Greek state would emerge in 1821 after fighting a war of independence against 

the Ottomans. In summary, there is a long history of conflict between these two nations, 

which make up the bulk of tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean.  

The modern Turkish state underwent numerous challenges and developments in 

the 20th century that changed Turkish society dramatically. From the ashes of the 

Ottoman Empire following its defeat in the First World War, the visionary leadership of 

the republic’s first president Mustafa Kemal Atatürk established lasting secular traditions 

to the administrative state.18 The nascent state had shed the auspices of the Islamic 

sultanate and embraced modernism and secularism while navigating the turbulent Cold 

War era. While this period was a boon for Turkish democracy, it was also rife with 

challenges and tensions with their Greek neighbors, foreshadowing the same issues in the 

21st century. The shift in Turkish domestic politics which facilitated the rise of the AKP 

and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in the early 2000s further reshaped the modern Turkish 

 
16

 Maurus Reinkowski and William J. Walsh, “A History of Turkey: Grandeur and Grievance,” (Brookline, 

MA: Academic Studies Press, 2023), 8. 
17

 Ioannis Stouraitis, “Byzantine Romanness: From Geopolitical to Ethnic Conceptions,” in 

Transformations of Romanness: Early Medieval Regions and Identities, ed. Walter Pohl, Clemens Gantner, 

Cinzia Grifoni, and Marianne Pollheimer-Mohaupt (Berlin/Boston De Gruyter, 2018), 129. 
18

 Reinkowski and Walsh, “A History of Turkey: Grandeur and Grievance”, 90. 
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identity. A renewed Islamic component and assertive foreign policy has led the world to 

question the trajectory of a highly contradictory nation.19  

World War One and the Treaty of Sèvres (1914–1921) 

The Ottoman state had been in a long period of stagnation and decline at the onset 

of World War One. A highly bureaucratic and antiquated government that encompassed 

many different peoples, lands, and customs; the empire was held together largely by 

inertia at the beginning of 1914.20 The Ottoman loss of the war was effective following 

the Armistice of Mudros on 30 October 1918, and the imperial capital of Constantinople 

was occupied by the victorious British, French, Italian, and Greek militaries.21 Each 

occupying party had plans for a major partitioning of the lands of the Ottoman Empire, 

the extent of which was laid out in the Treaty of Sèvres (1920).22 This did not sit well 

with the nationalist faction, of which the military was a huge component. Although the 

Treaty of Sèvres had been signed, there remained hope that the military would help form 

an autonomous Turkish state and manage to retain control of large portions of Asia 

Minor.23 This task would be accomplished following an impressive victory by the 

Turkish nationalists in the Turkish War of Independence (1919–1923). 

 
19

 Georgios Maris, Floros Flouros, and Ioannis Galariotis. 2022. “The Changing Security Landscape in 

South-Eastern Mediterranean: Assessing Turkey's Strategies as a Rising Power.” Journal of Balkan and 

Near Eastern Studies 24 (5): 796 
20

 McCarthy, J. (2001). The Ottoman Peoples and the End of Empire. Arnold ; Oxford. 32. 
21

 The historical name of Constantinople was only changed to İstanbul in 1930, one of many Kemalist 

reforms. The word İstanbul originates in the Greek phrase “στην Πόλι” (stin poli) meaning “in the city”. 
22

 Bugra Sari, 2022. “Culture of Insecurity and Production of Foreign Policy Crises: Turkey's Sèvres 

Syndrome and Syrian Support for the PKK During the 1998 October Crisis.” Journal of Balkan and Near 

Eastern Studies 24 (1): 142. This fear of foreign powers divvying up land in Anatolia, so prevalent in the 

Turkish intelligentsia’s consciousness, has been aptly coined, “Treaty of Sèvres Syndrome.” 
23

 Republic of Türkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkish Foreign Policy During Ataturk’s Era,” 2022, 

https://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkish-foreign-policy-during-ataturks-era.en.mfa. 
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Mustafa Kemal Atatürk (1921–1938) 

The creation of the modern Turkish state can largely be attributed to the legacy of 

nationalist military leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk. A field marshal and political leader, 

he is credited with having prevented the major breakup of Ottoman Territory following 

the end of the First World War. Additionally, he is hailed as a hero for reneging on the 

provisions forced on Türkiye through the Treaty of Sèvres that were signed by the 

Ottoman sultanate.24 For these accomplishments and more, Atatürk is revered as the 

father of modern Türkiye and the architect of its modern secular institutions. By and 

large, Atatürk’s vision of Türkiye was the antithesis of the old Ottoman state. The path 

forward he and his administration laid out was rife with sweeping reforms designed to 

quickly clear out any vestiges of the past. Notably, as part of these reforms the Ottoman 

sultanate and caliphate were abolished, with the establishment of the Republic of Türkiye 

on 29 October 1923.25 Further reforms in law, education, class structure, and nearly all 

aspects of public life were later enacted. These reforms and their secular, modern 

orientation attracted much of Turkish society. The supporters of these reforms and the 

underlying ideology would later be known as Kemalists. The Kemalists and the 

institutions they inhabited, such as the military, would exercise significant influence on 

society. Indeed, they formed the base of the 20th century Turkish state.26  

 

 

 
24

 Maurus and Walsh, “A History of Turkey: Grandeur and Grievance,” 90 
25

 Maurus and Walsh, “A History of Turkey: Grandeur and Grievance,” 93 
26

 Ege, Aslı 2022. “Foreign Policy as a Means of the AKP's Struggle with Kemalism in Relation to 

Domestic Variables.” Turkish Studies 23 (4): 563.  
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Cold War (1947–1991) 

Although a neutral party during the Second World War, Turkish interests aligned 

with the West in the post-war order.27 Türkiye became a bulwark against Soviet advances 

into Western Europe as part of NATO in 1952. Alongside Türkiye’s neighbor Greece, the 

United States feared the spread of communism in these two countries would lead to the 

Soviet Union gaining more control in Europe.28 Accordingly, the zone of control in the 

Eastern Mediterranean was held by the US, who installed several military bases in the 

region.29 Over the next few decades, additional economic reforms were made with the 

aim of increased modernization of the financial sector and integration with the European 

economic system.30 This effort would be made with increasing hopes that the European 

Union would extend Türkiye membership after having “fully” modernized. Indeed, the 

“Kemalist elite” viewed becoming a “full-fledged democracy as a badge of Western 

modernity” and as a project to be accomplished without delay.31 This hope, which was 

not without precedent, would continue to be an increasing source of frustration for 

generations of Turkish politicians and citizens as it failed to materialize.32  

 

 
27

 Technically, Türkiye would join the war effort on the side of the Allies on 23 February 1945 (3 months 

before the end of the war in Europe) but would never engage in direct combat against the Axis. 

Additionally, it would only do so because of an announcement at the Yalta conference that only those 

nations who joined the Allies by 1 March 1945 would be allowed to join the newly formed United Nations. 
28

 Sotiris Rizas, “Cold War in the Aegean: Managing a conflict between allies: United States policy 

towards Greece and Turkey in relation to the Aegean dispute, 1974–76,” Cold War History 9, no.3 (2009): 

367. 
29

 Such as Souda Bay Naval Base in Greece and Incirlik Air Base in Türkiye. 
30

 Lammers, Konrad. 2006. “The EU and Turkey: Economic Effects of Turkey's Full Membership.” Inter 

Economics 41 (5): 282. 
31

 Maurus and Walsh, “A History of Turkey: Grandeur and Grievance,” 129 
32

 Council of Europe – 1949, NATO – 1952, European Union (Associate Membership) – 1963 
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Political Instability and Demographics 

One possible source of reluctance for the EU in fully admitting Türkiye stems 

from its history of military coups, and periods of political instability. Türkiye underwent 

two major coups in the 20th century and would undergo another in the 21st.33 Despite 

large degrees of modernization, the more conservative elements of the country would 

remain a viable force in Turkish society throughout the second half of the 20th century. 

Much like how the Kemalists had their institutions, so too did the more Islamist factions. 

This can be seen through the promulgation of their ideas at religious schools called “Iman 

Hatips.”34 Primarily rural, poor, and more religious than their urban counterparts, the 

conservative elements were squarely at odds with the more secular Kemalist 

administrative and military institutions. The instigator of these coups, the military, 

viewed itself as the safeguard of the secular Kemalist values of the Turkish Republic.35 

 Growing discontent among the general populace and the maneuverings of a 

particularly forceful AKP party would eventually lead to the Kemalist factions losing 

ground.36 Fearing a loss of traditional Turkish values and riding a wave of nostalgia in the 

wake of a period of intense globalization, the Justice and Development party (AKP) 

found its niche in the new urban poor of Istanbul and Ankara. The Islamist factions began 

to gain more influence at the beginning of the new millennium. 
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Türkiye Under Erdoğan & the AKP 

With the Cold War having ended, and the promise of full EU member status still 

not attained, Türkiye adjusted its foreign policy. At the beginning of the 21st century, 

greater regional influence and independence from the demands of outside forces were the 

primary goals set.37 What was once a cornerstone of Turkish policy, NATO membership, 

has been maintained despite Türkiye asserting its own interests in a more forceful manner 

than what was seen in the decades prior.38 Western allies, while still important to Turkish 

foreign policy, began to take a backseat as Ankara courted expanded strategic 

partnerships with the East.39  

In 2002, the AKP, headed by Erdoğan, won a major victory, and began to 

consolidate power.40 At the time of the AKP victory, there was widespread discontent at 

the economic situation within the country that steadily increased tensions between their 

voting bloc and the nation’s more secular elite. The AKP had managed to successfully 

channel the widespread frustration into an extremely popular populist platform that 

guaranteed votes.41 Erdoğan himself proved to be very adept at getting his message 

across to his demographic. His blend of charismatic leadership and moderate Islamist 

rhetoric, coupled with an aggressive, nostalgic messaging, resonated heavily with Turkish 
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voters eager to shake up the political establishment of Istanbul elites. Despite the wave of 

popular support, it was not entirely smooth sailing. Early in Erdoğan’s tenure, he and the 

AKP had to strike a delicate balance of social conservatism that appealed to his more 

religious base while still ensuring that Kemalist factions were satisfied by the level of 

laicity in Turkish society. Gradually, policies promoting religious education were 

introduced, and the tide carried his politics forward.42  

Increasingly, Turkish citizens found that the secularism and freedom within their 

country were being eroded. The Erdoğan government enacted policies that placed 

restrictions on freedom of speech, press freedoms, the independent judiciary, and targeted 

political enemies.43 The fear of an unstoppable shift towards authoritarianism permeated 

Turkish intellectual life.44 Onlookers raised issue with the increased influence of religious 

institutions in Turkish society, in addition to restrictions on homosexuality and 

limitations on the consumption of alcohol.  

No longer content with waiting patiently to join the EU, which was increasingly 

viewed with distrust, Erdoğan pursued a more assertive and independent foreign policy 

than previous Turkish leaders. In turn, this was viewed with skepticism by Western 

nations, who declared the Erdoğan administration as having moved into more 
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authoritarian waters than they were comfortable with.45 Tensions between Türkiye and 

the EU grew, as Türkiye sought rapprochement with Russia, and greater nuclear energy 

ambitions. Türkiye would also grow critical towards European nations and their handling 

of human rights issues surrounding the various migrant crises.46 All the while, closer ties 

with the near east and Muslim majority nations were developed, challenging established 

regional dynamics. This would mirror Türkiye’s own embrace of Islam in public life, 

coupled with its Ottoman past.  

Neo-Ottoman Ambitions 

From roughly 2012 to the present, the Erdoğan administration has flirted with 

what has widely been called “Neo-Ottoman” rhetoric.47 The examples range from 

displays of Turkish soldiers next to costumed versions of Ottoman janissaries, to maps of 

formerly Ottoman territory being shown as Turkish. Neo-Ottomanism is more than 

nostalgia, however. It is a vehicle by which a troubled Turkish state can channel strength, 

a repository of glory and power to be called upon during troubled times. Some more 

foreign policy centered examples of Turkish displays of Neo-Ottomanism include the 

Turkish government’s attempts to mediate conflicts in the region, such as in Syria or 
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Qatar. The most impactful product of Neo-Ottoman thought is doubtless the doctrine of 

Mavi Vatan.48 

Mavi Vatan (Blue Homeland) 

Mavi Vatan, which means “Blue Homeland” in Turkish, is a revanchist doctrine 

developed by elements within the Turkish military and adopted by leaders within the 

Turkish government to assert Turkish interests within the Eastern Mediterranean and 

more.49 The doctrine is notable for the wide range of its maritime claims, the extent of 

which encompasses the Turkish continental shelf, EEZ and territorial waters but also 

extends out beyond Greek islands just at the point of the island of Crete.50 Although not a 

signatory to the United Nations Law of the Sea, Turkish justifications for such a large 

territorial claim rely heavily on the treaty and the dispute resolution mechanisms it 

provides.  

Mavi Vatan is largely the brainchild of Turkish admirals Cem Gürdeniz and Cihat 

Yaycı (among others), with a decidedly non-Islamist origin.51 Coinciding with the rise of 

president Erdoğan in 2004, Mavi Vatan as an idea would come to be coopted by the 

AKP. Early on in Erdoğan’s presidency, nationalist elements within the Turkish navy 

held concerns that Turkish national interests (such as in Cyprus) would be relinquished as 
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part of an ascension agreement between Türkiye and the EU.52 This seemed possible at 

the time, as Erdoğan and the AKP maintained a pro-EU policy, largely a continuation of 

the policies of their predecessors. While this much anticipated ascension agreement never 

came to fruition, the Mavi Vatan idea stuck a chord across political lines with even the 

AKP’s main opposition party, the “Good Party” (İyi Party, or İYİ) adopting the policy.53 

On multiple occasions, the policy has been espoused by high-ranking members of 

a wide variety of Turkish government and society. Academics, military leaders, members 

of the administrative state, and politicians have advocated for the Blue Homeland to one 

degree or another.54 Despite its widespread domestic backing, Mavi Vatan has obviously 

created significant friction with neighboring countries, particularly Greece. The extent of 

the maritime claims directly disputes Greek territorial rights in the Aegean Sea and the 

Eastern Mediterranean.55 This disagreement has led to increased tensions and 

militarization in the region, with both Greece and Turkey conducting naval exercises to 

assert their respective claims.56 The incongruence between Mavi Vatan and the UNCLOS 

(Law of the Sea) further complicates the issue, as Greece and other regional actors rely 

on the treaty framework for resolving maritime disputes, such as for the exploitation of 

natural resources. 
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Figure 1. Areas of Control According to Türkiye's “Blue Homeland” Doctrine. 

Map of the EEZ asserted by Türkiye under Blue Homeland (Mavi Vatan). 

Hydrocarbons 

The current state of conflict in the Eastern Mediterranean between Türkiye and 

Greece (among others) over hydrocarbon exploration has its roots in long-standing 

territorial and maritime disputes between the two countries. In particular, the dispute 

centers on the delimitation of maritime boundaries and the control of natural resources, 

specifically oil and gas reserves near the coastline of Türkiye and Cyprus. The dispute is 

exacerbated by the revanchist claims made through the lens of Mavi Vatan. Both Türkiye 

and Greece claim protective ownership over the Aegean Sea, and thus its hydrocarbon 

reserves, and both countries have been expanding their military capabilities and presence 
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in the region in recent years to enforce their claims.57 This conflict escalated in 2020 

when Türkiye sent a research vessel, the Oruç Reis, accompanied by warships to explore 

the area that Greece (and Cyprus respectively) claim as its continental shelf.58 This move 

sparked a series of military exercises and naval deployments by both countries, raising 

concerns of a military confrontation.59 The situation has also been complicated by the 

involvement of other regional actors, such as Egypt, which have overlapping claims to 

the oil and gas reserves in the region. In addition, the issue of immigration and refugees 

stemming from the Syrian conflict has added another layer of complexity to the conflict 

as both nations are major transit hubs for migration, including migrant ships.60 

2018–2023 

Around 2018 and onwards, Türkiye began acting in a much more aggressive 

manner towards its neighbors in the Eastern Mediterranean. Tensions between Türkiye, 

Greece, Cyprus, and Egypt in particular, were heightened over disputes related to EEZs. 

Research vessels flying the Turkish flag began explorations in the contested areas, 

leading to naval confrontations from Greece and Cyprus and diplomatic crises for 

Türkiye. The Turkish military underwent a notable modernization program during this 

period. Defense spending increased, with new generation weaponry such as drones 
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having been acquired. Despite the initial period of 2018–2021 being incredibly tense, 

towards the end of 2023 relations had gradually improved. A sign of improved relations 

even appeared in the form of Greece offering to aid Türkiye in the aftermath of its 

earthquake. 

On the 27th of November 2019, Türkiye and the Libyan Government of National 

Accord signed a highly contentious maritime boundary treaty establishing an EEZ 

between the two nations. From the onset, the treaty was condemned as “illegal,” and that 

it “infringed upon the sovereign rights of third States, did not comply with the United 

Nations Law of the Sea, and could not produce any legal consequences for third states.”61 

The signing of this treaty was not unusual when one observes the fear of “encirclement” 

prevalent in Turkish defense thought. Türkiye aimed to prevent its perceived 

encirclement by Greek aligned powers in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean. The 

AKP, which had backed elements of the Muslim brotherhood and were seeking allies, 

were also backing the government in Tripoli. The opponents of the Tripoli government 

were the Tobruk government, defensively led by Field Marshall Haftar.62 Egypt, led by 

President El-Sisi, who had expelled the Muslim Brotherhood from Egypt, was also 

backing the Tobruk government. Thus, backing the Tripoli government could accomplish 

two principal goals of the Erdoğan administration. First, backing the Tripoli government 

could be presented as standing up for Turkish interests abroad. Second, signing a deal 
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would lend an air of legitimacy to the Mavi Vatan inspired deal.63 Thus, “Mavi Vatan 

became the AKP’s instrument for supporting the Muslim Brotherhood in the face of 

Marshal Haftar.”64 Turkish troops would eventually land in Libya, under the familiar 

“peacekeeping” mission banner, in January 2020. The goal of this mission was to prevent 

the collapse of the Tripoli government and consequently the EEZ delimitation agreement, 

and to engage with Egypt backed forces with varying degrees of success.  

Several months later, in August 2020, Türkiye’s usage of the Oruç Reis research 

ship for “conducting seismic surveys” off the coast of Cyprus caused significant issues 

for the region.65 This event marked a turning point in Greco-Turkish relations, with 

escalating tensions throughout the latter half of 2020. With the rhetoric and actions of the 

mid-Erdoğan years ascertained as hostile, Greece and Cyprus held concerns that the 

Turkish vessel was conducting exploratory activities for natural resources inside their 

EEZs. The direct effects of the Türkiye-Libya deal and subsequent Oruç Reis incident on 

Greek EEZ delimitation has been substantial. As a direct response to the brazen Turkish 

aggression and violation of boundaries, Greece leaned heavily on the diplomatic front.66 

As a member of the European Union, and the broader western backed rules-based order, 

the Hellenic government had little recourse but to uphold the rule of law in following 

UNCLOS protocol when settling its maritime boundary disagreements. Three 
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delimitation agreements were put forward by Greece towards its neighbors, Italy, Egypt, 

and Albania.67 The first two were passed, with the final agreement between Greece and 

Albania having to head to the ICJ for judgement.68 

Turkey’s deployment of the Oruç Reis can be interpreted in two ways. On the 

surface, it could be seen as a legitimate attempt to gather scientific data about potential 

hydrocarbon reserves off the Anatolian coast. However, the timing and location of the 

surveys, coupled with Turkey’s rejection of UNCLOS rulings on EEZs, suggest a more 

strategic motive. This move can be seen as an attempt to pressure Greece and Cyprus, 

challenge international law, and ultimately secure a larger share of potential maritime 

resources in the Eastern Mediterranean through setting norms that benefit Turkish 

interpretations of EEZ’s. Resources that Türkiye does not have a widely accepted legal 

claim to exploit. 

Greece’s success in securing delimitation agreements with its neighbors was a 

positive step towards asserting its EEZ. However, the ongoing dispute with Turkey casts 

a shadow over these agreements. The effectiveness of these agreements’ hinges on the 

international recognition of UNCLOS principles as valid, which is currently the case. 

However, the introduction of alternative interpretations and the use of force intended to 

back such claims could potentially change this if the underlying international legal 

structure loses credibility. As for the methods used, the referral of the Greece-Albania 

agreement to the ICJ highlights the effectiveness of the UNCLOS principles for dispute 
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resolution. Naysayers might point out that it also indicates the potential for protracted 

legal battles, further delaying the resolution of these disputes. However, this is more a 

feature of a system based on the rule of law than a flaw.  

In Fall 2020, tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean flared again as the Turkish 

research vessel Oruç Reis returned near Kastellorizo, a Greek island at the center of past 

disputes.69 This triggered a major standoff between Greece and Turkey, with both 

deploying naval forces. The European Union responded by imposing sanctions on 

Turkish officials involved in hydrocarbon exploration activities in disputed waters. This, 

coupled with increasingly aggressive rhetoric from both sides, widened the existing rift 

that had been growing since 2018. The United States attempted to mediate and de-

escalate the situation later in the year to moderate success. The Eastern Mediterranean 

Gas Forum, formed a month prior in September 2020, reflected the regional efforts to 

address the economic potential of natural gas and hydrocarbon resources, but was also a 

response to the uncertainties created by these ongoing disputes. 

In response to Turkey’s actions, the European Union imposed targeted sanctions 

on certain Turkish officials involved in hydrocarbon exploration activities.70 While this 

move signaled the EU’s growing frustration with Turkey’s assertiveness, its effectiveness 

remained debatable. The sanctions were limited in scope, and Turkey’s defiance raised 

questions about the EU’s ability to enforce its decisions. The United States’ attempt at 

mediation was ongoing during this period. However, these efforts ultimately proved 
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unsuccessful, highlighting the limitations of US influence in the region. The growing 

strategic rivalry between the US and Russia, coupled with Turkey’s increasingly 

independent foreign policy, complicated mediation efforts. 

Following the concerning tensions of 2020, both Greece and Türkiye had decided 

to engage in exploratory discussion aimed at resolving their longstanding disputes in 

2021.71 This was viewed optimistically by some, contrasting with the standoff of the 

previous year. The East Med gas pipeline also began steps towards construction, which 

did not help soothe regional tensions.72 The project is designed to bypass Türkiye and 

their control of the flow of gas through Anatolia into Europe, which Türkiye is not 

particularly pleased about given the potential financial losses.73 

The invasion of Ukraine by Russian forces in 2022 significantly changed the 

geopolitical landscape in the Eastern Mediterranean and for much of Eastern Europe as 

well.74 Greece strengthened its ties with both the EU and United States through continued 

diplomatic efforts, including extending the United States’ lease of the naval base at Souda 

Bay with talks for future potential military partnerships ongoing.75 Curiously, Türkiye did 

not revert to its formerly positive EU relationships but rather attempted to play a more 

balanced role, seeking relations with both Russia and the West. While the underlying 
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issues surrounding EEZs remained unsolved, by summer of 2022 priorities had clearly 

shifted. Direct communication channels were established between the two nations and 

coordinated military exercises to decrease the chances of miscommunications leading to 

unwanted escalation.76 This led to some tensions dissipating, at least temporarily, until 

both Türkiye and Cyprus would engage in further hydrocarbon exploration activities in 

the disputed areas, sparking concerns about a renewal of confrontations. Greece and 

Egypt, the so called “Hellenic-Egyptian axis,” expressed their opposition to further 

exploration while there remained a lack of progress towards solving the delimitation 

issue.77  

Miraculously, in 2023, the tensions of previous years had shrunk. The 

disagreements over the extent of the Greek islands EEZs and the possibility of 

hydrocarbon exploration by Turkish vessels, especially in the northern waters of Cyprus, 

remain unresolved but with a serious glimmer of hope appearing in the form of 

reconciliation between the two nations.78 Domestic political shifts in Greece and Türkiye 

have influenced the ability to negotiate and resolve major differences positively. The 

Mitsotakis administration has continued to rely on its partners within the EU to form a 

unified diplomatic front against Turkish incursions on its EEZ. A strong diplomacy, 

coupled with an openly expressed willingness to militarily confront Türkiye, has so far 
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been a successful strategy for the Greek government.79 In addition, while maintaining a 

strong front with a willingness to defend territory has worked, the so-called “earthquake 

diplomacy” following a disastrous earthquake in Türkiye has paid dividends for the 

Mitsotakis administration in establishing a cordial relationship. Bilateral meetings 

astounded many, with Mitsotakis issuing the statement that he and “dear Tayyip” would 

like the Aegean and Mediterranean to turn “into a sea of peace.”80 Additionally, the 

ministers claimed that “through the joint steps we will take as Turkey and Greece, we 

want to be an example to the world” in an almost complete reversal of the last several 

years of dialog.81 
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Chapter III. 

Legal Background 

The concept of closed off areas of the sea under the direct control of a coastal 

nation stems from a legal text called Mare Clausam written by the Englishman John 

Selden in 1635.82 Selden had written the work to aid the English King, James I’s claim of 

sovereignty over the 3 nautical miles extending from the coastline, not coincidently the 

same range maintained by cannons of the era.83 Gradually, the idea of extending a ruler’s 

territory out to sea began to take hold, particularly in coastal nations eager to assert 

greater control over nearby waters. Additionally, protecting economic assets such as 

fishing waters was used as justification for such expansion. 

The Origins and Scope of United Nations Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) 

Prior to the implementation of UNCLOS, the acceptable nautical mile boundary 

line varied nation to nation. Many nations had extended the line to 200 nautical miles off 

their coasts for much of the same reasons as King James, to protect their valuable fishing 

industries from exploitation by foreign nationals. The different interpretations of what 

was a standard nautical boundary led to a highly fragmented law of the sea. Without one 

standard code of law, nations with differing ideas as to which areas of their adjacent body 

of water were legally theirs were often in conflict amongst each other. 
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UNCLOS aimed to solve this issue by establishing a common legal framework. 

The major aims of this framework were to promote peaceful uses of the oceans and seas 

and ensure equitable distribution of ocean resources.84 Currently, there are 157 

signatories to UNCLOS, and 169 parties.85 Notably, the United States and Türkiye are 

not signatories to the Treaty, although they do incorporate parts of it into their own legal 

codes as customary international law. Regarding the disputes in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, there are three major topics covered in UNCLOS that are particularly 

relevant. These are Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs), Continental Shelves, and Dispute 

Resolution Mechanisms.  

Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZs) 

An Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) is effectively the area where coastal nations 

have sole jurisdiction over natural resources found within a 200 nautical mile zone that 

extends from their baseline.86 Naturally, control over these resources is of great 

importance to coastal states because it allows them the lucrative exploitation and 

development of these resources, thereby benefiting their economies. For states that share 

borders with other states, either along their coastline or by sharing common waters, the 

EEZ’s of each state are determined through a process called delimitating. The process of 

EEZ delimitation follows several possible principles, which were outlined at the Law of 

 
84

 In addition, UNCLOS aimed to protect the marine environment. 
85

 United Nations. Office for Ocean Affairs the Law of the Sea. 1997. The Law of the Sea. Official Texts of 

the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 1982 and of the Agreement Relating 

to the Implementation of Part XI of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea of 10 December 

1982 with Index and Excerpts from the Final Act of the Third United Nations Conference on the Law of the 

Sea. New York (USA): United Nations. 
86

 These include fisheries, natural gas, oil, and mineral deposits among other potential resources.  



 

31 

the Sea Conference of 30 April 1982.87 The exact process by which EEZ’s are 

delimitated was kept intentionally vague to account for the multitude of possible 

scenarios between states in which a standard procedure might prove challenging.  

Equidistance originally held a privileged place among methods used for 

delimitation and was defined in the 1958 Geneva conventions as “the line every point of 

which is equidistance from the nearest points of the baselines from which the breadth of 

the territorial sea of each of the Two States is measured.”88 Its former role as the default 

method of delimitation diminished over time and by the 1982 LOS Convention it 

remained only in Article 15, as one of many tools and not a part of customary 

international law.89 

Continental Shelf Claims and Challenges 

UNCLOS grants coastal states jurisdiction over the seabed and subsoil beyond 

their EEZs where the continental shelf extends. Geologically, a continental shelf is the 

submerged extension of a continent’s landmass, usually with shallow waters which 

gradually slope deeper. Legally, UNCLOS defines the continental shelf as extending 

beyond a nation’s EEZ to the outer edge of the continental margin to a maximum 

possible distance of 200 nautical miles from the baseline.90 Türkiye argues that its own 
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continental shelf shares much overlap with its neighbors Greece and Cyprus.91 These 

broad continental shelf claims have significantly tested the principles of EEZ 

delimitation, being a primary point of contention. Asserting this claim would potentially 

give Türkiye access to resources within the claimed EEZ, as it has attempted resource 

exploration within the same zone. As Greece and Cyprus both base their EEZ boundaries 

on their landmasses only as opposed to the baseline of the continental body, the 

competing claims are fundamentally incompatible.92  

The main point of contention is that the Turkish claim extends further south and 

east than is recognized by Greece and Cyprus. The Turkish claim relies on complex 

geological arguments and non-standard interpretations of UNCLOS articles.93 Further 

complicating the matter is the fact that Türkiye is not a signatory to UNCLOS, even 

though it does generally adhere to the Treaty as a part of customary international law. 

Further, the unique geography of the Northern Aegean with the multitude of islands and 

narrow continental shelf raises issues that have also been large sources of contention. 
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Figure 2. Overlapping EEZ Claims in the Eastern Mediterranean. 

Map of relevant EEZ claims, including both the Türkiye-Libya deal line, and Greece-

Egypt deal line. 

The longstanding opinion of the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs regarding the 

status of the Aegean continental shelf is primarily that without a delimitation agreement 

between Türkiye and Greece, the area will remain in dispute. Citing multiple supra-

national institutions and relevant cases such as the UN Security Council Resolution 295, 

and the International Court of Justice, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs highlights that the 

court found the “the Aegean continental shelf beyond the territorial waters of the two 

littoral states as ‘areas in dispute.’”94 Under the auspices of these rulings, Türkiye and 
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Greece agreed to refrain from “any initiative or act concerning the Aegean continental 

shelf.” From the Turkish point of view, this and other agreements, notably the Bern 

Agreement of 1976, were terminated by the Greek government when in 1981 Hellenic 

“seismic and related activities and planned drilling operations” in the disputed area were 

undertaken.95 Although greater conflict was averted through the “Davos Process” and 

meetings between Foreign and Prime Ministers, the Turkish view has remained that the 

Hellenic government has continually acted in bad faith and broken agreements.  

Dispute Resolution Mechanisms 

Article 287 of UNCLOS offers four mechanisms for dispute resolution but leaves 

them intentionally vague to account for the open-ended nature of historical conflicts, 

which may not have just one straight forward solution.96 Additionally, the non-specific 
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prescription allows nations to decide which course of action works best for resolving 

their conflicts. There are multiple levels of resolution methods offered that progressively 

increase adherence requirements. These are negotiation, mediation, arbitration, and 

utilizing ITLOS. 

Negotiation is the principal method of dispute resolution and is inherently present 

in almost all subsequent measures due to the nature of bilateral disagreement. This 

method is the least binding and requires nothing more than two nations coming together 

to discuss their respective points of view on a particular subject to try and reach a 

mutually satisfactory conclusion to the disagreement. Similarly, mediation is a 

negotiation that is facilitated by a third party. In intense conflicts with marked hostility, 

mediation may become necessary when there is lack of base levels of trust on either side.  

A more binding category of dispute resolution mechanism, arbitration, is a 

process by which an independent committee of legal experts review a particular situation 

and then issue a verdict. Both parties will have preemptively agreed to respect and 

comply with the decision. While certainly more binding than negotiation or mediation, 

arbitration remains a relatively flexible option for resolving disputes. Finally, there is the 

International Tribunal for the Law of the Sea (ITLOS). ITLOS is the judicial body 

established by UNCLOS to provide for an international framework for all ocean space-

related disputes. Judgements by ITLOS are legally binding and carry weight within 

international law. The importance of these mechanisms remaining in use as the primary 
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methods of peacefully resolving maritime disputes cannot be overlooked. The natural 

resources, both known and unknown, that exist within the world’s waters hold 

immeasurable wealth. Those within the Eastern Mediterranean are estimated at $460 

billion dollars.97 

The Türkiye-Libya Agreement and its Legality 

On November 27, 2019, Türkiye and the Libyan Government of National Accord 

(GNA) signed a highly controversial maritime boundary agreement. This agreement 

established EEZs for Türkiye and Libya that did not account for the EEZs claimed by 

Greece and Cyprus. In addition, the agreement allowed for joint exploration and resource 

sharing between Türkiye and Libya within the agreed EEZ.98 While Türkiye almost 

certainly would know that this agreement would be contentious due to the encroachment 

of Greece and Cypriot EEZs, it proceeded for several reasons. First, this agreement, if 

legitimized, would strengthen the Turkish position in the Eastern Mediterranean 

challenging Greek and Cypriot claims and preventing Turkish fears of a “Helleno-

Egyptian territorial axis.”99 An extended EEZ would naturally grant access to potential 

hydrocarbon energy resources which were formerly outside legitimized Turkish range. 

Additionally, the agreement was signed partially as a way for the GNA to strengthen its 

own position against rival factions as it sought out Turkish military support.100 Second, a 
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legitimized Turkish-Libyan alliance allows for Erdoğan to continue his support of the 

Muslim Brotherhood backed ”autonomous government in Tripoli” while simultaneously 

causing problems to the Egyptian government of El-Sisi.101 

The legality of the agreement was brought into question from its onset, with many 

criticisms and lack of support internationally.102 While not a UNCLOS signatory, the 

Turkish government has argued that its agreement with the GNA adheres to customary 

international law for EEZ delimitation, with the principles of equidistance being 

highlighted. This claim has been countered by the Greek and Cypriot governments, who 

maintain that relevant UNCLOS provisions surrounding overlapping continental shelves 

should apply, thereby negating equidistance as a factor. Indeed, although the agreement 

was signed by the GNA the lack of governmental stability in Libya has called the 

agreement into question. The Libyan House of Representatives has even challenged the 

agreements' legality under Libyan law.103 

Türkiye nominally is open to varied methods of dispute resolution present in 

UNCLOS. Yet, its openness has often contained elements of bad faith. Usually, the calls 

for cooperation and usage of international legal third parties of dispute resolution are 

positioned in such a way that the fundamental issue of ownership is called into question, 

when it is primarily the Turkish government that disagrees with international consensus 

on EEZ delimitation through islands.104 In addition, the threat of war on the table 
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highlights the large degree of bad faith and lack of trust the Turkish government has had 

in international dispute mechanisms for settling its issue, something its neighbors manage 

to accomplish successfully.  

The probability and costs of open conflict between Türkiye and Greece remain 

open to debate, with varying levels of possibility for either option. Given the recent 

rapprochement between Athens and Ankara, the possibility for war as of 2024 appears 

quite low.105 That said, a key reason that Türkiye will not risk war with Greece in general 

is their continued NATO membership. Despite recent shifts in policy and attitudes 

towards western institutions, Türkiye remains a NATO member for the time being.106 

Any war between two members of NATO will likely lead to international intervention. 

Given the widespread consensus on the portions of UNCLOS, which are a root cause for 

the conflict, favor Greece’s position, finding allies would be difficult for Türkiye. 

Noticeably, prior hostile rhetoric from Türkiye has often been linked to the lead up to 

election season.107 With a large base hungry for “Neo-Ottoman” aggression, Erdoğan 

(whose numbers had not been doing well circa 2022) had to “consolidate nationalist and 

Islamist groups in Turkey,” and facilitate “a different level of tensions with Greece” to 

win a continued mandate.108  

Despite the potential for international ramifications, elements within Türkiye 

would not consider wider political and economic fall out to be a valid deterrent from 

engaging in a conflict with Greece. Those who desire conflict come in the form of 
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Erdoğan’s political enemies, ultranationalists, and war hawks who claim that a real leader 

of Türkiye would seize the territory it wants.109 The territory Türkiye would want 

(Ottoman maximalists aside), would be those islands in the Aegean that sit closest to the 

Anatolian coast. Of course, seizing these islands would be incredibly costly in terms of 

manpower and international political capital. Some would claim that this would prevent 

rational actors from making this decision. The evidence to the contrary is the 1974 

Turkish invasion of Cyprus.110 Many of these same reasons for not invading Cyprus also 

apply to the Aegean islands, but this did not prevent the invasion. Indeed, the Cyprus 

invasion is often invoked as justification or proof for greater aggression in the region by 

Turkish hawks.111  

The optimal strategy then for Türkiye is to remain within the confines of the rules 

based international order, while occasionally opting for aggressive rhetoric and action. 

The aggressive side of Turkish foreign relations usually comes in the form of official 

communications and political speech. Turkish communication regarding its actions or the 

actions of its neighbors in official communiqués will often take on a threatening, 

paternalistic tone.112 Its actions include the aforementioned use of research vessels to 

violate EEZ’s, the use of other vessels to play games of chicken with Greek vessels, and 

frequent violations of Greek airspace. Türkiye has justified its actions as in accordance 
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with international law, despite clear examples to the contrary and in the face of 

widespread international condemnation.113 Despite this there is a consistent framing of 

Türkiye as a victim of unfair prejudices and upholder of justice by the Turkish 

government and media. Often, Türkiye will cite “national security” for its antagonistic 

actions. This includes the previously mentioned calls for outright invasion of Greek 

territory.114  

Türkiye, because of its ongoing realignment, is no longer a fully trusted member 

of NATO. This realignment manifests as a balancing act in Türkiye’s relationship with 

the West.115 Türkiye is partially reliant on Russian energy itself, and so must not lose its 

relationship with Moscow.116 Yet, given the war in Ukraine and the extreme unpopularity 

of anything Russian, it must also lightly support Ukraine to maintain its relationship with 

the EU. Diplomatically, Türkiye has lost much in the way of cooperation, as bilateral 

agreements signed by its neighbors among each other have the validity of international 

law while its own agreements have failed to garner support.117 It remains to be seen if the 
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recent turn towards cooperation with Greece and calls for a permanent resolution to the 

EEZ issue will be lasting and successful given the stark difference in legal positions. 

The Greek Position 

Currently, the Greek territorial sea extends 6 nautical miles, and its claimed 

airspace extends 10 nautical miles, half the territorial sea distance it is allowed to claim 

under UNCLOS, which it is a signatory of.118 Greece has consistently asserted its 

unrestricted right to extend its territorial sea out to the full 12 nautical miles, the 

customary practice of most coastal states.119 Indeed, Türkiye itself extends its own 

territorial sea EEZ to the full 12 nautical miles in the Black Sea. Greece views its own 

maritime boundaries as clearly defined through various agreements, and in those without 

agreements through the equidistance line principle. Due to the nature of Turkish 

aggression and a hesitation to trigger war, courtesy of Türkiye’s “casus belli” Greece has 

not asserted its full rights. It does however clarify that it reserves this right, which is not 

subject to deadlines and has not been lost through inaction. In essence, Greece asserts that 

it may extend its territorial sea at a time of its own choosing, and that Türkiye violates the 

“fundamental principles of the UN charter on refraining from the threat or use of force” 

against neighbors.120 Regarding islands as a point of debate, UNCLOS states that they 

have the full entitlement to maritime zones in the same manner as mainland territory. 
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This means that all Islands, even those near the Turkish coastline, can generate their own 

maritime zones.  

The Turkish Position 

The Turkish response to Greece has been strong opposition to it extending its 

territorial sea in the Aegean beyond the current 6 nautical miles. Türkiye claims that the 

extension of 12 nautical miles found in Article 3 of UNCLOS is not customary law and 

that their refusal of its acceptance is entirely valid.121 The Turkish view is that any semi-

enclosed area, such as the Aegean demand mutual agreement between coastal states, in 

this case Greece and Türkiye.122 UNCLOS does not recognize any type of semi-closed 

area exception, nor did any of its proposal gain widespread international acceptance. The 

position held is that any extension past the current 6 nautical miles is labeled as an abuse 

of right, and would give Greece an unfair, excessive control of the Aegean. This, they 

claim, would harm Turkish access to natural resources and the high seas.123 The Turkish 

claim is something the Greek government denies, as they maintain that any extension 

would not deprive Turkish access to the high seas and innocent passage, which remain 

rights under international law.124 The Turkish government has been consistent in their 

refusal to accept any extension past 6 nautical miles, with a resolution appearing in 1995 

authorizing force if such action was taken. The crux of the Turkish position is that they 

claim the Aegean as a “special case” because of the large number of islands near its 

coastline. Türkiye does accept that islands can generate their own maritime zones but 
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insist that their impact should be reduced for islands on the “wrong side” of the 

delimitation line, and islands with minimal coastlines as compared to the Turkish 

mainland.125
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Chapter IV. 

Cases 

Regarding the laws surrounding maritime boundary delimitation Greece has long 

held to the standard maintained within UNCLOS.126 On the matter of the territorial sea, 

Greece maintains that there is in fact no confusion as to the proper delimitation of the 

zones between Greece and Türkiye.127 There already exists several maritime boundary 

agreements that have been delimitated according to established international law. These 

include the “adjoining maritime region extending south from Evros to Samos and Ikaria,” 

and “south of Samos, between the Dodecanese and Türkiye” which were delimitated 

through various protocols and agreements.128 Additionally, those agreements which were 

not signed with Türkiye directly are still in effect based on the principle of the median 

line/equidistance “in accordance with customary international law.”129 Beginning in 

2018, there has been an increase in maritime boundary delimitation agreements being 

made bilaterally, coinciding with the uptick in incidents surrounding the dispute.  
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Since 2018, there have been six maritime boundary delimitation agreements 

involving two or more nations, passed by their respective governments. Of these six 

agreements, three involve nations in the Mediterranean Sea, two involve nations in the 

South China Sea, and one involves nations in the Baltic Sea. While this timeframe is 

limited, there are several trends one can point out from the data. The first trend is the 

regional focus. Most of these delimitation agreements occurred in the Mediterranean Sea, 

the focus of our investigation. The other three delimitation agreements come from 

regions with known aggressors, Russia, and China. This may suggest that ongoing 

tensions in these three regions are pushing countries towards seeking arrangements and 

agreements to mitigate any potential conflicts.  

In the case of the delimitation agreements signed between Greece, Italy, and 

Egypt, these represent the “shoring up” of support for the pro-western rule of law 

accepted interpretation of the law of the sea. Greece, in playing the diplomatic game, has 

managed to successfully create multiple incidences where it can point to a former 

boundary dispute that was successfully resolved using the resolution principles outlined 

in UNCLOS. This is in contrast to one delimitation agreement signed by Türkiye with a 

Libyan splinter government operating during a civil war, with widespread condemnation 

for ignoring accepted EEZ’s of neighboring nations.  
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Table 1. Completed Boundary Delimitation Agreements Since 2018 

 

Greece – Italy 

The Greece-Italy delimitation agreement serves the purpose of safely testing the 

delimitation waters. With Türkiye’s long held position of using any instance of Greek 

EEZ expansion to the full length allowed under UNCLOS as a casus belli, signing an 
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agreement delimiting the Ionian boundary reflects Greece’s position in the Eastern 

Mediterranean without triggering an outright conflict.136 The agreement was signed on 

June 9th, 2020, and aimed at “resolving longstanding issues over fishing rights in the 

Ionian Sea” as well as issues relating to maritime zones of Greek islands in the Ionian.137 

The agreement itself is largely an extension of the previous 1977 agreement and can be 

considered a relatively easy way to shore up support for the Greek camp on boundary 

issues because of the close diplomatic ties between Greece and Italy.  

While the Ionian Sea is less contentious than other areas in the Eastern 

Mediterranean, successfully reaching a deal with a friendly nation like Italy doesn't 

guarantee similar success with Türkiye. Türkiye’s strong stance against any perceived 

Greek expansion in the Aegean could still lead to conflict, despite the Ionian agreement 

being outside that specific region. Furthermore, focusing solely on bilateral agreements 

might not be the most sustainable solution in the long run. A broader, multilateral 

framework involving all Eastern Mediterranean countries, potentially facilitated by the 

European Union, could offer a more comprehensive and stable approach to managing 

resource exploration and resolving territorial disputes. This multilateral framework was 

in some ways formed by the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, which offers a 

cooperative approach to developing the region’s natural resources. The Greece-Italy 

delimitation agreement thus served as a kind of cautious step forward. It allowed Greece 

to test the waters of EEZ delimitation, demonstrating its commitment to UNCLOS 

principles without provoking an immediate escalation with Türkiye. As previously 
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mentioned, UNCLOS outlines various methods for conflict resolution, including 

negotiation, mediation, and arbitration. The Greece-Italy agreement exemplifies 

successful negotiation, a core UNCLOS principle, to reach a mutually agreeable solution 

to the EEZ problem. While the agreement’s success hinges on the less-tense Ionian 

region and Greece's strong ties with Italy, it underscores the limitations of bilateral 

solutions.  

 

Figure 3. Map of Greece-Italy Boundary Delimitation Agreement. 
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This map contains the EEZ boundary agreements concluded in 1977 & 2020. 

Greece – Egypt 

The Greco-Egyptian delimitation agreement is “a direct response of the Turkish-

Libyan treaty.”138 The area that was demarcated by Greece and Egypt is anticipated to 

contain significant reserves of natural gas, the exploration of which was one aim of the 

Libya-Türkiye agreement. While the agreement was accepted by most of the international 

community, there were protests from the party this agreement benefits least. Initially, 

Turkish politicians, such as Erdoğan, were quick to decry the deal as “worthless.”139 

Notably, the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs considered the Greece-Egypt agreement 

to be non-existent based on its continental shelf claims. Further, the Ministry stated in a 

press release concerning the Greco-Egyptian agreement that:  

A maritime boundary between Greece and Egypt does not exist. With 

respect to Turkey, the so-called maritime delimitation agreement signed 

today is null and void. This understanding will reflect on the ground and at 

the table. 

The supposedly-delimited area lies within the Turkish continental shelf as 

declared to the United Nations. 

Egypt, who surrendered an area of 11.500 km2 with the so-called 

agreement it signed with the Greek Cypriot Administration in 2003, once 

again suffers losses at the expense of the Egyptian people with this move. 

This so-called agreement also attempts to usurp the rights of Libya. 

It is without a doubt that Turkey will not allow any activity at the area in 

question and will resolutely continue to defend its legitimate rights and 
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interests as well as those of the Turkish Cypriots in the Eastern 

Mediterranean.140 

In the Turkish Ministry’s press release, the rights of multiple nations are both 

defended and attacked. The response is somewhat typical of Turkish press releases, with 

a stern lecturing tone declaring that the agreement signed is “null and void” and framing 

any future negotiations “at the table” or action “on the ground” from this basis. There is 

also a claim that the Greece-Egypt deal “lies within the Turkish continental shelf as 

declared to the United Nations” The Turkish claim is considered to significantly deviate 

from international law, as it refuses to include Greek islands off of the Anatolian 

coastline as having valid EEZ boundaries.141 With an unwillingness to recognize the 

legally delimitated boundaries of Greece and Egypt, and backing the original agreement 

with the GNA the Turkish Ministry continued its pattern of selectively recognizing 

international law. The Greek Minister for Foreign Affairs, Nicholas Dendias reiterated 

this view by stating that: 

It [the Greece-Egypt agreement] is the absolute opposite of the illegal, 

void and legally unfounded memorandum of understanding that was 

signed between Turkey and Tripoli. Following the signing of this 

agreement, the non-existent Turkish-Libyan memorandum has ended up 

where it belonged from the beginning: in the trash can.142 

Turkish strategy in the region has hinged on preventing what it believed was a nascent 

“Helleno-Egyptian territorial axis” in the region.143 Turkish support for the GNA was not 
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an act of charity. Rather, the GNA has historically been a problem for the post-Arab 

Spring Egyptian government under Abdel Fattah El-Sisi. In supporting the GNA, the 

Turkish administration could project power within the Egyptian sphere of influence while 

also pressing its claims characterized in Mavi Vatan. Ultimately, since the agreement 

between Greece and Egypt was signed, relations between the two countries have 

remained stable. The same cannot be said for Turkish relations with Egypt.144 Although 

initially hostile towards the El-Sisi government, gradually the Erdoğan administration has 

reached out on several occasions to build back relations.145 Those who had advocated for 

Mavi Vatan backed reconciliation with Egypt, insisting that Egypt has more to gain by 

siding with the Turkish axis. Relations between the two nations are currently stable, but 

the shadow of Turkish actions remains present in all those who were affected by it. Fears 

of alienating Egypt entirely surfaced in the aftermath of the Greece-Egypt deal. Türkiye 

made statements announcing its intentions to sign a similar deal with Egypt in March 

2021.146 
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Figure 4. Map of Greece-Egypt Boundary Delimitation Agreement. 

This map shows the EEZ boundary line determined in the Greece-Egypt agreement. 

East Mediterranean Gas Forum 

The East Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF) is an international organization 

headquartered in Cairo, Egypt. Its membership includes Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece, 

Israel, Italy, Jordan, and Palestine.147 It was informally established in 2019, but its charter 

was signed on 22 September 2020, and only came into force on 9 March 2021.148 The 

organization was created nominally to protect the energy resources in the Mediterranean. 
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Noticeably absent from the ranks of the EMGF is Türkiye. Although founding members 

“have said the forum is open to any country that would adhere to its charter” the 

substantial problems surrounding Turkish action in Cyprus and its position on EEZ 

delimitation hamper its ascension to membership.149 

The formation of the group not coincidentally coincides with the increase in 

tensions caused by Turkish aggression in the region. This includes the attempt by Türkiye 

to sidestep UNCLOS protocols in its delimitation agreement with the GNA. A Turkish 

alliance with Libya was enticing to elements within the military as a counter to the 

perceived “Athens-Cairo axis.”150 By some accounts, “Libya is the key to convergence 

between the admirals supporting Mavi Vatan and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.”151 

Those states who fear the loss of access to their natural gas resources, or increased 

conflict caused by overlapping claims, clearly stand to benefit from forming an 

association to protect their interests for several reasons. First, in the creation of the forum 

itself, the founding members established their authority on the subject and have a greater 

possibility of controlling any narrative surrounding gas issues in the region that may 

arise.152 A parallel example of how effective narrative control is can be seen in the 

diplomatic efforts of the Hellenic Republic during and after the Oruç Reis incident. Next, 

by underwriting a platform through which negotiations occur on the leasing and 
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development of energy resources, the EMGF and its constituent members foster 

cooperation among each other. Cooperation on gas exploration and development would 

potentially lead to cost reductions individually because of the shared expense. Greater 

collaboration in the region would help to stabilize the local market, ensuring reliable 

sources of income for members and attracting greater investment. Finally, the 

geopolitical benefits of the EMGF amount to increased regional stability and EU energy 

security.153 With a robust membership opposed to Turkish ambitions of becoming an 

energy broker in the region, dialogue and cooperation on energy will promote further 

stability. Reliable gas from the regions producing membership would diversify energy 

supplies and lessen the need to acquire gas originating from or flowing through Türkiye.  

This focus on joint development and a rules-based approach aligns with the Israel-

Lebanon maritime agreement. While not a member of the EMGF, Lebanon’s deal with 

Israel signifies a potential shift towards regional cooperation in exploiting these 

resources. The agreement paves the way for both countries to tap into the potentially 

lucrative Qana-Sidon gas field, demonstrating a willingness to prioritize economic 

benefits over conflict.154 The success of the Israel-Lebanon agreement could serve as one 

additional model for future disputes in the region. If other countries in the region, 

including Türkiye, can embrace similar cooperative frameworks, the EMGF’s vision of a 

stable and prosperous Eastern Mediterranean based on shared resources could become a 

reality. Highlighting the potential for such cooperative spirit, the Turkish Ministry of 
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Foreign Affairs released a press release on 27 October 2022 on the Delimitation 

Agreement signed between Lebanon and Israel. The release offered congratulations on 

the successful signing and hopes that “this agreement will contribute to peace and 

stability in the Eastern Mediterranean.”155 Notably, the release mentioned that the 

“Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” had offered a “cooperation proposal to the Greek 

Cypriot side” on the development of a revenue sharing scheme for developing 

hydrocarbon resources.156 The “Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” is the Turkish-

occupied area of the northern half of Cyprus. Much like their EEZ delimitation 

framework, the “Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus” is only recognized by Türkiye. 

As it stands, Türkiye has no method to gain access to the valuable natural 

resources within the Eastern Mediterranean outside of force or negotiation for 

exploitation rights. Diplomatically, Türkiye has been outmaneuvered by the Greek state 

and the force of the rules-based order reigning down on its illegal activities. Its 

interpretation of the legal nuances of UNCLOS are backed by no state. Calls for 

mediation or arbitration occasionally come, but considering the widespread interpretation 

of UNCLOS, Greece has little reason to take the case to court. There are relatively recent 

announcements given by Erdoğan and Mitsotakis that suggest the potential for a future 

agreement that has yet to materialize. Negotiation for the rights of exploitation is a 

possible outcome, given the recent trend towards peaceful settlement of the issue. There 

is a potential fear that once access is granted, the risk of loss of control to Turkish 
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interests is a possibility. A state that has shown how little it values the rule of 

international law on territorial possession is not an ideal candidate for a lessee.  

Given the recent announcement that this election will be Erdoğan’s last, perhaps 

the policies favored by the AKP, and his administration have ceased to be popular 

internally as claimed.157 The possibility that new political forces will come into power in 

Türkiye, forces that are less enthralled with antagonizing neighbors than their 

predecessors, is present for the first time in nearly a decade. Indeed, even with the recent 

retirement announcement, the recent trend towards peaceful cooperation by Türkiye has 

yet to produce any concrete results. There remains much in the way of building back trust 

as a partner if this strategy remains in place.  
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Chapter V. 

Conclusion 

The recent escalation of Turkish maritime claims and forceful military maneuvers 

in the Eastern Mediterranean disrupts the existing legal framework, jeopardizes regional 

stability, and compels the formation of countervailing international partnerships. Greece 

and Türkiye present fundamentally different legal stances on maritime delimitation in the 

Mediterranean and Aegean seas, which has had significant political and economic 

implications. Their historical animosity towards each other, coupled with competing 

economic interests, has led to tense standoffs and sabre rattling. The results of this 

standoff have been an increase in bilateral delimitation agreements between Greece and 

its neighbors, the resolution of several longstanding issues of regional dispute, and the 

formation of an intergovernmental agency to deal with hydrocarbon exploration among 

neighboring nations in the Mediterranean. While the debate continues and many issues 

remain to be solved, there is at least a slight glimmer of resolution with recent 

cooperation between rival nations Greece and Türkiye. The expansive period of bilateral 

agreement signing allowed old grievances to be put to rest, and confidence in the treaty 

backed resolution methods to grow. 

This study has focused on the Eastern Mediterranean and the challenges posed by 

Türkiye's assertive maritime claims. For future research, a comparative analysis with 

China's actions in the Indo-Pacific could offer valuable insights. Both cases share striking 

similarities in unilateral actions and disregard for neighbors. Both Türkiye and China 
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engage in unilateral activities like exploratory drilling and military exercises within 

disputed zones. They often dismiss concerns from neighboring countries and accusations 

of violating international law. Additionally, these unilateral actions take place in 

resource-rich disputed zones. The Eastern Mediterranean and the Indo-Pacific are both 

rich in natural resources, particularly hydrocarbons, which are often the center of 

disputes. These resources lie within disputed maritime zones, leading to a recent surge in 

tensions between China and the Philippines (as of March 2024). By examining the 

similarities and potential differences between these cases, a comparative study could shed 

further light on the motivations behind such assertive behavior by rising powers. Such a 

study could delve further into the effectiveness of international law and diplomacy in 

managing these disputes and the potential for broader geopolitical alignments in response 

to these challenges. This comparative approach could contribute to a more 

comprehensive understanding of the challenges posed by unilateral maritime claims and 

their impact on regional stability. 
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