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PREFACE 

 

The first 6 months of 2021 were marked by the installation of a new 

US administration. A change at the head of the most powerful 

country in the world is an event in itself if you are interested in one 

of the most conflictual areas on the earth, the Mediterranean and 

the Middle East, but Joe Biden’s arrival presents us with a 

particular issue: he has come along in a period of strategic rupture 

that marks the end of a western era in which the United States 

played the major role. Several factors explain this change: the 

development of China of course, but also the loss of prestige that 

has affected both the United States and their European allies due 

to the appalling management of the unipolar moment that 

followed the end of the Cold War: brutal under George W Bush, 

weak under Barack Obama, erratic under Donald Trump. This is 

why the new US president is under the microscope in an attempt 

to anticipate his policies and their consequences: Continued 

marginalisation of the west? Confrontation with China or one of 

the many regional revisionist powers? A reversal of the existing 

trend? 

 

The zone covering the Mediterranean and the Middle East has 

been the main theatre of this change even if China’s role in it is 

currently a secondary one, essentially centred on economics and 

hydrocarbons. The wars in Iraq, in Syria, in Libya, in Yemen or in 

Nagorno-Karabagh serve to mark this growing destabilisation, 

linked to the reconfiguration of the balance of power. Russia has 

profited from American disengagement to regain its lost influence 

in the Middle East, the Red Sea and Africa on the strength of both 

its reliability and its cynicism. Turkey, borne along by a 

reinvigorated nationalism and the wave of political Islam 
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stretching across the Muslim community, is trying to play off US-

Russian antagonisms to consolidate its glacis (Syria, Iraq, 

Azerbaijan and Northern Cyprus), to extend its influence (Libya, 

Sudan and Somalia) and to strengthen the levers through which it 

can apply pressure on Europe (migration, gas and diaspora). 

Taking advantage of this relative power vacuum many states in the 

region have emancipated themselves from the United States in 

order vigorously to defend their own interests. Such is the case with 

Egypt in Libya, Israel in the Red Sea which is becoming a zone of 

direct confrontation with Iran, Qatar and its support for the 

Muslim Brotherhood’s networks in the region but also with the 

United Arab Emirates in Egypt, in Libya and in Greece as it seeks 

to oppose the Qatar-Turkey axis. This rebalance of power is 

fostering a ‘Middle Easternisation’ of the Mediterranean. The 

growing interference of Iran which is increasing support for its 

networks in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and in the Gaza Strip in order to 

counter Israel and secure its access to the Mediterranean, is an 

example of this. Israel’s involvement in Morocco, as well as in the 

Emirates and from Qatar to the Maghreb in the eastern 

Mediterranean provides other examples. 

 

Joe Biden’s arrival was therefore eagerly awaited. His experience 

and his time spent in the area when he was vice-president to Barak 

Obama allowed people to hope for the best. His age, his gaffes and 

the priority given to China led them to fear the worst. It has to be 

said that the new American president has made a fairly successful 

appearance on the world stage, appearing to promote a global 

vision that relies on a subtle mixture of firmness and flexibility. 

 

One of the priorities announced by his administration was to 

restart discussions on the Iranian nuclear situation. This was a 

difficult task in the period leading up to the elections in Iran, 

because the clerics wanted to leverage things to consolidate their 
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power as they pressed ahead with their own agenda in a way that 

was not conducive to compromise, particularly before the vote on 

18 June 2021. Discussions started in April and were geared 

towards a long-term global approach. The Iranian clergy had one 

of their own elected, Ebrahim Raïssi, allowing him to remain at the 

controls in such a way as to keep at a distance both the secular 

technocrats and those pasdarans who had become a little too 

greedy or ambitious. One thing appears certain: the clergy and the 

ultraconservatives now control all the levers of power in Iran. The 

Supreme Leader, Ali Khamenei, can now sleep peacefully and 

calmly contemplate his succession. This is without doubt bad news 

for a population that is vastly in favour of an opening up of society 

and of reforms. It is not necessarily bad news for the region 

because historically it is often the most conservative and the most 

secure states that are able to reach agreements with their rivals or 

their adversaries, since their hands are free and they know they will 

not be accused of selling out the interests of their country. In fact, 

the new Iranian president has announced his desire to reach an 

agreement with the United States on the nuclear question (why not 

in autumn 2021 once the new Iranian government is securely 

installed in power?), to strengthen economic relations with China 

and Europe and to negotiate bilateral agreements with Saudi 

Arabia and the United Arab Emirates. As a matter of fact, the latter 

have congratulated Raïssi on his election, a gesture that would 

have been unthinkable a year ago while the Abraham Accords were 

still being negotiated between Trump and Netanyahu. 

 

In parallel to this, American pressure on the Saudi Crown Prince 

Mohammed bin Salman has prompted him to enter into 

negotiations, in April 2021, with the Iranian authorities to calm the 

growing tensions between the two countries that threatened to 

prove an obstacle to the nuclear agreement. These bilateral 

negotiations, that the United States are ostensibly remaining 
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distant from, appear to be bearing fruit, as three days after his 

election to the Iranian presidency Ebrahim Raïssi gave assurances 

that there is “no obstacle” to a return to diplomatic relations with 

Saudi Arabia, its great regional rival. An agreement between Riyad 

and Teheran that included Yemen, Iraq and Syria and that enabled 

progress on the nuclear agreement would without doubt be an 

indirect success for Biden. There is no doubt either that Iraq will 

be at the heart of direct negotiations between the Iranians and the 

Americans. In this respect Pope Francis’ visit to Iraq (5-8 March 

2021) and his meeting with the Grand Ayatollah Ali al-Sistani 

constituted both a positive signal to eastern Christians and a 

reminder to the Shiite militias as to who still holds the real balance 

of power in Iraq.  

 

Relations with Russia are another priority after 25 years of decline 

stemming from Vladimir Putin’s reaction to the marginalisation of 

Russia by the Clinton and Bush administrations, a marginalisation 

that Obama’s failed attempt to reset relations and Trump’s mixture 

of personal admiration and strong sanctions failed to improve. The 

issue for Joe Biden is to delineate the limits of Russian aggression 

while managing the possibility of a future change in alliance with 

China. The reference to Putin as “a killer”, the maintenance of 

economic sanctions and the clarification of ‘red lines’ in the cyber 

and information wars that the Kremlin is waging are also linked to 

gestures of détente such as the prolongation of the New Start 

agreement, the Geneva summit, the return of ambassadors and the 

acceptance of the North Stream II gas pipeline, crucial for Russia 

and Germany.  

 

Turkey, another troublemaker in the region has not had the same 

considerations.  By becoming the first president of the United 

States to recognise the Armenian genocide, Joe Biden has 

deliberately placed President Erdogan on the defensive. The latter 
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has understood the message and has thrown himself into a charm 

offensive: he immediately softened his statements regarding the 

Mediterranean and the Europeans, proposed military support for 

Ukraine and announced that Turkish troops will remain in 

Afghanistan. That said, Erdogan knows that the strategic interest 

of his country for NATO, particularly in regard to Russia, affords 

him margins of manoeuvre that he will be able to make good use 

of. 

 

Beyond the farce of the election itself, Bashar al-Assad’s re-election 

(27 May 2021) testifies to increasing stability in Syria. As long as 

he retains the unconditional support of Russia and Iran, Bashar al-

Assad will be able to regain control of those pockets of Syria still 

under control of the Kurds or the Turkish army and its Jihadist 

allies, in particular around Idlib. It is not by chance that the Gulf 

monarchies that had turned their backs on the Syrian regime are 

reopening their embassies in Damascus, one after the other.  

 

The US posture vis-à-vis Israel conforms to this duality of 

flexibility and firmness. As such Biden has not questioned his 

predecessor’s decisions on the establishment of the American 

embassy in Jerusalem, he has three times blocked a resolution of 

the UN Security Council calling for a cease-fire in the 

confrontations of May 2021 and has given assurances that his 

administration will quickly resupply the ‘Iron Dome’ anti-missile 

defence system that allowed Israel to intercept and destroy the 

majority of the rockets fired by Hamas. On the other hand, he has 

re-established financial aid for the Palestinian Authority, restarted 

negotiations with the Iranians on the nuclear agreement and 

played the role of an ‘honest broker’ in the crisis, marking a break 

with Donald Trump which could be further increased through 

pressure from the left of the Democratic party. However that may 

be, after more than two years of institutional crisis which gave rise 
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to four elections Israel has elected (14 June 2021) a new 

governmental coalition that brings together the far right and the 

far left. This improbable alliance includes an Arab Islamist party 

for the first time. Although he openly supports the settlers’ lobby, 

the new Prime Minister Naftali Bennett is a hugely pragmatic man 

who will make pledges and give credits to the left and the Arab 

Israeli population. Fundamentally the big losers are the Orthodox 

Jewish parties, but above all Benjamin Netanyahu who is going to 

have to face justice for the cases he is charged with. In many 

respects his removal from the political scene resembles the 

assassination of Julius Caesar with Naftali Bennett, for a long time 

considered to be Netanyahu’s adopted son at the heart of Likud, in 

the role of Brutus. Everything indicates that the new team will 

demonstrate openness and pragmatism and will try to calm 

relations with Washington and Brussels. This coalition will 

probably only last until Netanyahu is sentenced and permanently 

expelled from Likud. Afterwards it is very probable that the 

personalities from the right who form the hard core of the coalition 

will return to Likud and take over the leadership. In the meantime, 

what has just happened could constitute a turning point for an 

Arab Israeli and a Palestinian population caught in a crossfire 

between Hamas and the Arab parties represented in the Knesset, 

with the latter finally proving that they are able to obtain more than 

the doddery leadership of a totally discredited Fatah.  

 

Further south the temporary blocking of the Suez Canal (23-29 

March 2021) by the containership Ever Given reminded everybody 

that the Mediterranean could become a closed sea once again, 

handicapping shipping and sending cold shivers down the backs of 

the Egyptian authorities, who are cruelly lacking currency ten years 

on from the 2011 revolution. A closed Mediterranean would mean 

a redrawing of its strategic paradigms. This is what lends such 

importance to R. T. Erdogan’s opening - with much ceremony - of 
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the project to dig a canal linking the Black Sea to the Sea of 

Marmara, the construction of which puts into doubt the fate of the 

1936 Treaty of Montreux.  

 

To the west of the Mediterranean, in Algeria, the parliamentary 

elections (12 June 2021) gave victory to traditional parties close to 

an FLN generally considered moribund, but also saw a strong surge 

in the Islamist vote for independent candidates. This result, 

marked by a very poor voter turnout (30 %), can only increase the 

frustration of the Hirak movement and the separation between the 

population and the elites. Washington, very concerned not to let 

Algeria fall into the hands of the Russians and the Chinese, has 

none the less congratulated the winners. 

 

It is perhaps vis-à-vis the European Union that the position of the 

new American administration is the least positive. If the principal 

of multilateralism has been reaffirmed, Biden’s European 

programme has above all been a hearts and minds operation aimed 

at convincing his allies to rally round his anti-China policy. This is 

why it seemed important to us to decode the Mediterranean 

strategy of European actors who often remain overlooked, such as 

Greece and Germany.  

 

As for the concept of a European strategic autonomy, the United 

States has skilfully exchanged an opposition based on principle for 

the tactic of the Trojan Horse, asking to be included in European 

projects. There is a high risk that the Europeans will renege on 

taking responsibility for their own security, to rely once again on 

the United States. Given the Americans’ priorities, where they 

would prefer a minimum commitment in the region, the 

consequences of this could be very negative. 
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Joe Biden’s first months would seem then to indicate that the 

United States has no intention of surrendering its world pre-

eminence. In an interconnected fashion, combining persuasion 

and flexibility but also power relations, American diplomacy has 

set itself up to reduce tensions in the Mediterranean and the 

Middle East, and to keep opposition to a minimum in order to 

bring the Europeans together with an eye on confrontation with 

China. The blind spot in this policy lies in the lack of consideration 

of the one factor that will determine regional stability: Europe’s 

strategic vacuum, and the requirement to fill that vacuum it creates 

amongst its rivals for whom envy, resentment and contempt are 

the unifying motivations. 

 

And so, a new American policy for the Mediterranean and the 

Middle East is emerging. Consistent with the priority accorded to 

the Chinese threat, it aims to minimise the need to involve the 

United States in the region by neutralising as much as possible the 

abilities of the three instigators - Russia, Iran and Turkey - to cause 

difficulties, without making too much of European issues. This 

policy is also built around the acknowledgement that the 

democratic model is at risk, faced as it is with (re)emerging powers, 

all of them autocratic. The desire to position America once again as 

‘the leader of the free world’ could be interpreted as an exploitative 

move that aims to enlist the Europeans into a strategy not of their 

own making. Given the dynamics in place and the current balance 

of power, we can however consider that this problem is real and 

that Joe Biden’s convictions are not completely false. The future 

will enlighten us on this point.  
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In the meantime, the FMES Institue, the reference French think 

tank for analysis of the MENA region, is pleased to offer you our 

most recent articles, divided into two sections: the first for global 

actors and the second for regional actors. 

 

Thank you for your interest. 

Please follow us on our internet site: https://fmes-france.org   

 

 Admiral (2s) Pascal AUSSEUR  

Director General of the FMES Institute 
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What can we expect from Joe Biden in the Middle East 

and in North Africa?  

By Pierre RAZOUX, Academic and Research Director of the 
FMES Institute 

 
 
As he becomes the 46th President of the United States of America, 

Joe Biden is inheriting a fragmented and volatile situation not just 

in the Middle East, but also in North Africa. The situation is all the 

more so because his predecessor seemed to have turned his back 

on the region, while at the same time tacitly agreeing with Vladimir 

Putin to divide the Middle East into two zones of influence; one (in 

the north) dominated by Russia and Iran, and the other (in the 

south) by the US and Israel. This implicit division of concerns, 

corresponding to his wish to reduce the United States’ military 

footprint and simplify the regional geopolitical equation (‘You’re 

either for me or against me!’) led him to condemn Iran in extreme 

terms and in doing so to destroy the sole diplomatic achievement 

of the Obama presidency, the nuclear agreement known as the 

JCPOA1 – even though it meant pushing the Iranians into the arms 

of the Russians and the Chinese. As with many Republican 

presidents before him, Donald Trump continued the policy of 

containment with regards to Iran and its allies of convenience 

(Syria yesterday, Iraq, Qatar and Lebanon today) by relying on 

Israel and the monarchies of the Arabian Peninsula.  

Joe Biden and his close team have their work cut out to ease 

tensions, reassure some, restrain the ambitions of others, resume 

a difficult dialogue with Teheran and in doing so reduce the risks 

                                                        
1 Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action, the agreement on the Iranian nuclear programme, 
signed in Vienna on 14th July 2015 between Teheran and the 5 permanent members of the 
UN Security Council, supported by Germany and the European Union and re-establishing 
Iran in the community of nations. 
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of a military escalation that deep down none of the regional actors 

wish to see, leading as it would to a greater fragmentation that 

would play into the hands of the jihadists and religious 

extremists. The main risk lies in an error of calculation. The 

challenge is all the greater because the actors in the Middle East 

have exported their rivalries to the Mediterranean and North 

Africa, whether it be those between Iran and Israel on the one 

hand, Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates and Iran, Qatar 

and Turkey on the other, or again the exacerbated rivalry between 

the pro and anti-Muslim Brotherhood factions. As it is, any 

geopolitical and strategic analysis must henceforth consider the 

two regions of the Middle East and North Africa together, whereas 

once they could be treated separately. 

In addition Biden’s administration comes into office at a pivotal 

time, marked by a move away from the west, a weakening of the 

influence of liberalism and multilateralism, and the rise of 

populism and nationalism. These tidal waves impact the Middle 

East and North Africa, just as the disastrous socio-economic 

consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic have done, isolating the 

countries of these two regions a little more and making them that 

much more vulnerable not only to the expansionist appetites of 

Peking, Moscow and Ankara, but also to jihadists, criminal groups 

and demagogues of every kind. There is however no doubt that the 

arrival of Jo Biden on the scene will have come as a real blow to 

Vladimir Putin, Xi Jinping, Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Bashar al-

Assad. 

A very experienced President, whose software seems 

somewhat out of date 

The 78-year-old Joe Biden has been a member of the Senate for 36 

years, has led the highly influential Committee of Foreign 

Relations in the US Senate and for eight years he was Vice 
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President to Barack Obama. In all of these roles he has 

continuously travelled to the Middle East and North Africa, forging 

personal ties to many leaders of whom several are no longer on the 

scene. He masters his briefs, even though his principal instincts 

were forged in the years between 1980-2000 and are perhaps not 

completely in phase with the rapid changes in these two regions. 

Although pragmatic and realistic he remains very attached to the 

Palestinian cause, as with that of the Kurds, and is clearly counting 

on the current regimes, whatever they may be. Robert Malley, the 

White House Coordinator Middle East and North Africa in the 

Obama administration, and close to the new Secretary of State, 

Anthony Blinken, summarises the priorities for the new Biden 

team as follows: “Control the coronavirus crisis; Contain China 

without jeopardising dialogue and economic cooperation with 

Peking; Put an end to the policy of ‘maximum sanctions’ against 

Iran, in order to return to the nuclear agreement (JCPOA) with 

an assurance that Teheran will comply with the treaty again, 

respect all of its commitments and will adopt a more reassuring 

attitude towards its neighbours; Distance itself from Saudi 

Arabia by stopping the policy of issuing a blank cheque for its 

disastrous intervention in Yemen; Rejoin the Paris Agreement on 

climate change; Reassure the traditional allies of the United 

States, because the loyalty and the credibility of the US are values 

in which he deeply believes.”2  

Robert Malley continues by emphasising that « Joe Biden is not 

easy to pigeonhole in terms of foreign policy; he was in favour of 

the Balkan War, as he was of intervention in Iraq in 2003; but he 

was opposed to intervening in Libya, along with any plan to 

intervene in Iran; […] he doesn’t have his finger resting on the 

trigger; […] Joe Biden is someone who is very realistic and 

pragmatic. He doesn’t share the optimism and ambitious vision 

                                                        
2 Robert Malley, interviewed by Armin Arefi in Le Point, November 13, 2020. 
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of Barack Obama when he started out; he will begin where 

Obama finished. In this respect, his politics will be more like those 

of the end of Obama’s second term; […] At heart, Joe Biden doesn’t 

harbour any great hopes for the Middle East. He doesn’t see any 

probable resolution of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict and will not 

want to devote the main effort of the United States to it.”3 Malley 

reminds us in addition that the members of the former Obama 

administration – who ought to find posts in the Biden 

administration – had, and still have, very different views on the 

issues in the Middle East and North Africa.4  

In his memoirs Barack Obama stressed Joe Biden’s caution, 

recalling the crisis meeting at which he ordered the raid on 

Abbottabad to eliminate Osama Bin Laden: “Joe (Biden) also 

weighed in against the raid, arguing that given the enormous 

consequences of failure, I should defer any decision. […] I also 

knew that Joe, like Gates, had been in Washington during Desert 

One (the fiasco of the American raid in April 1980, designed to 

free US hostages taken in Iran). I imagined he had strong 

memories of the time: the grieving families, the blow to American 

prestige, the recrimination and the portrayal of Jimmy Carter as 

both reckless and weak minded in authorizing the mission.” 5 

As part of the Democratic establishment formed by liberal ideals 

Biden is not opposed to the political Islam of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, as long as it remains compatible with his vision and 

his values especially human rights, and as long as it promotes the 

free-market economy, democratic elections and doesn’t call into 

                                                        
3 Ibid. 
4 Consulting the report “Ten conflicts to watch in 2021” by the International Crisis Group 
(ICG) think tank led by Robert Malley during Trump’s term of office, also sheds an 
interesting light on the priorities for Joe Biden’s term of office, since it cites Afghanistan, 
Ethiopia-Eritrea, the Sahelo-Saharan strip, Venezuela, Libya, Somalia, Yemen, USA-Iran 
relations, Russia-Turkey relationships and tensions due to climate change. 
5 Barack Obama, A Promised Land, Penguin/Viking, 2020, p. 686. 
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question arms contracts agreed with American industry.  If in 

addition he has an aim of returning troops to their barracks, then 

so much the better for a whole generation of Democratic politicians 

marked by the film Midnight Express6. 

A fairly predictable roadmap 

Even if the style will be more welcoming, there is no doubt that Joe 

Biden will be defending American interests first and foremost. In 

the Middle East, if one applies Robert Malley’s diagnosis, 

confirmed by Anthony Blinken’s utterances, it is probable that his 

administration will look to slow down and if possible counter 

Russian and Chinese expansion, to protect trade routes and the 

straits if these were to be threatened, while controlling the 

chokepoints of the flow of hydrocarbons towards China in order to 

convince it that an all-out economic war against the United States 

– a fortiori a direct military confrontation – would be lost from the 

outset. The struggle against Islamic terrorism will continue, 

concentrating on IS and Al Qaeda and no longer on those 

movements close to Iran described as ‘terrorists’ by Mike Pompeo. 

Contrary to Donald Trump, Biden will seek to re-engage with most 

of the regional actors abandoned by his predecessor, so that the US 

can reclaim its role of a legitimate and indispensable actor in both 

the diplomatic and economic fields. Everything indicates that he 

will solidly support the moderate monarchies in the Arabian 

Peninsula, that he will help to stabilise Lebanon to prevent it from 

ending up totally in Iran’s pocket and that he will seek to maintain 

US influence in Iraq. Very attached to form, he will adapt the style 

of his foreign policy by reassuring his traditional allies and by 

reverting to greater multilateralism, giving greater prominence to 

                                                        
6 As related to the author of this article by many American experts. 
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human rights. The Syrian regime can expect little from him during 

his mandate. 

As far as Palestine is concerned, Robert Malley believes that 

“the new American administration will abandon the Trump peace 

plan, will adopt a more critical attitude towards Israeli 

settlements on the West Bank, will restart negotiations with the 

Palestinian Authority and will renew economic support for the 

Palestinians.”7 Nevertheless, it is very unlikely to reverse the 

decisions to transfer the US embassy to Jerusalem, to recognise 

Israel’s annexation of the Golan Heights (which affects Syria and 

not the Palestinians), or decisions on the supply of arms to Israel 

and the presence of American radar stations and anti-missile bases 

on Israeli territory. Joe Biden knows that he has to make goodwill 

gestures to the Israeli government in order for the Israelis to 

swallow the pill of US re-engagement with Iran. His priority will in 

fact remain the issue of Iran, that he links to the security of the Gulf 

and the Levant. He will do everything to ease the restart of bilateral 

negotiations with Iran, all the while encouraging Saudi Arabia and 

the UAE to renew a dialogue with Teheran, all with the aim of 

reducing regional tensions and facilitating the return of the US to 

an improved nuclear agreement (JCPOA). 

With regard to the Kurds, it would appear logical that Biden, who 

never accepted Donald Trump’s abandonment of the Syrian PYD, 

will do the minimum necessary to allow the Syrian Kurds a 

breathing space and allow them to continue resisting both the 

Turkish army and the Syrian regime. This will in no sense provide 

a long-term solution for their future, but it will allow them to gain 

a little time. 

In North Africa, the Biden administration appears to want to re-

engage with the most fragile states to prevent their collapse in the 

                                                        
7 Interview with Robert Malley by Armin Arefi, Le Point, op. cit. 
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face of Jihadist assaults, faced with the incompetence of certain 

leaders, or to prevent them from falling under the influence of 

Moscow or Peking. It would appear probable that the 

administration will put pressure on them to control the variations 

in the price of oil more effectively and if possible to build up a share 

of their energy industries. There seems little desire to become 

involved in Libya, with the same going for any involvement in the 

Sahel-Saharan region, even though the new administration will 

quite certainly continue its logistical support for the international 

forces deployed in the region.8   

Those who welcome Joe Biden’s arrival in power 

Joe Biden knows that a number of the leaders in the Middle East 

and North Africa were fervently hoping for a Donald Trump victory 

and did all that they could to help his campaign as the map and 

table below demonstrate. On the other hand, he also knows that 

other leaders, on whom he will be able to rely, were hoping for his 

victory, for various reasons: some to renew bilateral discussions 

allowing agreement on a new strategic balance of power (Iran); 

others who are looking for American reassurances (Tunisia, 

Lebanon, Jordan, Kuwait, Oman); still others who wish to return 

to the previous state of affairs (Qatar, Iraq, the Palestinian 

Authority). Libya and Yemen which remain firmly fragmented, are 

special cases because their leaders, or those who would aspire to 

become leaders, share different views. The Yemeni leaders agree 

nonetheless that Biden remains the best placed to put the 

necessary pressure on the Saudi leaders to abandon their military 

intervention in Yemen, an intervention that appears daily more 

unpopular in Congress. 

                                                        
8 The intervention in Libya and its disastrous consequences have remained a nightmare for 
many responsible Democrats. 
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The accompanying map and table below demonstrate the very 

different perceptions between the  pro-Biden and the pro-Trump 

camps, but also between those who are favourable to, or hostile to 

the presence of the American military in the region, such that it is 

impossible to simplify things by using criteria such as 

governance  (dictatorships vs more open regimes, monarchies vs 

republics) or the status of privileged allies (Turkey, a NATO 

member, hostile to both Biden and the American military presence 

in its own sphere of interest). There are no clear fault lines. The 

regional organisations, whether it be the Arab League, the Gulf 

Cooperation Council, or the Arab Maghreb Union are themselves 

equally deeply divided on these issues and will be of no help to Arab 

leaders looking to develop a coherent line in regard to the new US 

administration. The recent normalisation of diplomatic relations 

between several states (the UAE, Bahrein, Morocco, Sudan) with 

Israel only reinforce the picture of an Arab world more divided 

than ever. Even if the Arab leaders who recognised Israel at the end 

of 2020 all supported Donald Trump, Joe Biden’s team will rejoice 

in the fact of this normalising of diplomatic relations which, from 

his point of view go in the direction of an easing in regional 

tensions.9  

                                                        
9  Even if these normalisations of relations could ultimately increase the tensions between 
Israel and Iran through proxy wars, whether in the Persian Gulf, the Red Sea; or the 
Western Sahara since King Mohammed VI made it a condition of his acceptance of 
normalising relations with Israel that the US should recognise Western Sahara as part of 
Morocco, thus deciding against the Polisario Front supported by Algeria and Iran.   
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Table of Middle East and North African leaders and their 

attitudes to Joe Biden 

 

The most enthusiastic appear to be the Iranians who are 

interpreting the arrival of the Biden administration as putting an 

end to the risk of direct military confrontation, but especially as 

giving them the chance to conclude a global deal that would allow 

them to consolidate their gains in the Middle East, even if it means 

giving up their long term nuclear military ambitions and 
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normalising diplomatic relations with Saudi Arabia and the UAE 

once the US has returned to the JCPOA and has lifted the sanctions 

that have so heavily handicapped the Iranian economy. This is 

however far from a done deal because Congress, no matter its 

colour, is structurally hostile to the Iranian regime just like a 

majority of the American population, still haunted by successive 

hostage crises and explaining why Barack Obama would have 

preferred not to submit the JCPOA to Capitol Hill. Even with a 

Democratic majority, it is unlikely that Congress will push through 

the Iranian deal at a time when it is focussed on matters of internal 

American politics. Different lobbies (neo-conservative, Israeli, 

Emirate, Saudi, Greek10) are preparing to fight against any 

approach from Washington to Teheran. In Israel, Benjamin 

Netanyahu has declared that he will remain the final authority as 

far as the issue of Iran is concerned, an indication that he will not 

feel restrained by America’s return to the JCPOA and that he will 

retain his freedom of action, including military action, in anything 

to do with Iran.   

As the skilled negotiators that they are, the Iranian authorities are 

blowing hot and cold, allowing their parliament to pass a bill called 

‘A strategic plan of action for lifting sanctions and for the 

protection of the rights of the Iranian nation’ which makes 

conditions for the restart of negotiations with the US considerably 

harder and puts pressure on the White House by fixing 21 February 

2021 as the deadline for allowing the inspectors of the IAEA access 

to certain Iranian nuclear installations, while they are significantly 

increasing the quantity of uranium that can be enriched up to 20% 

purity. Mohammed Javad Zarif, the Iranian minster of Foreign 

Affairs, declared a few days before Joe Biden’s swearing in: “The 

                                                        
10 Traditionally close to Iran, Greece, panicked by Turkey’s aggressivity and its ambitions, 
has recently sought closer relations with Israel and the UAE, not just on economic and 
energy matters but also militarily and strategically. 
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return of the United States to the JCPOA is not enough at this 

present time. The aim of the JCPOA was the lifting of 

sanctions […] If the United States are saying today that they will 

return to the JCPOA, that means nothing to us. Sanctions must be 

lifted before anything else […] our banking relationships must be 

returned to normal and the agreements that we signed put in 

place […] At a later date the matter of compensation will have to 

be discussed.”11  However he has overcalculated the possibility of 

new conditions being presented by the members of the JCPOA on 

the lifting of sanctions: “Nobody has the right to do that. The 

JCPOA is an agreement on nuclear power and has nothing to do 

with ballistic missiles”12: Mohammad Ghalibaf, the Speaker of the 

Iranian parliament and a putative candidate for the presidential 

elections of 2021, repeated that “all the articles of law concerning 

the Strategic Action Plan for lifting sanctions and the protection 

of the rights of the Iranian nation were reversible in the event of 

a complete lifting of sanctions”13 , with the implication that 

everything is reversible if an agreement can be reached.   

Increasing the pressure on Joe Biden but also on President 

Rouhani by indicating that an agreement seems very unlikely in the 

short term, the Supreme Leader Ali Khamenei is serving notice to 

all parties that any possible agreement will not be concluded until 

after the Iranian presidential elections of 18 June 2021. The main 

issue of all this is not to find out if the winner of the election will be 

a reformer or a conservative, because all the indications are that it 

will be a staunch conservative, rather the question is whether he 

will be a former soldier from the Iranian Revolutionary Guard, 

someone from the clergy, or else a ‘civilian’ politician with a 

reputation for sound economic management. For the moment it 

                                                        
11 Official Iranian site Khamenei.ir, January 10, 2021. 
12 Ibid. 
13 Ibid. 
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appears as if all options are on the table and the winner, whoever 

he is, will without doubt have a freer hand to negotiate with 

Washington since the conservative block will trust him and not 

accuse him of trying to sell off Iran’s interests. As so often in history 

it is those leaders who appear the most intransigent who end up by 

concluding a peace deal, because the bottom line is that a deal 

between Washington and Teheran would look as much to finding 

a negotiated solution to the question of the nuclear deal as it would 

to burying the hatchet. We can therefore expect nothing of 

significance before the end of 2021 at the earliest. If push comes to 

shove, the new Iranian team would probably choose to go for a 

nuclear military capacity and to move even closer to Moscow and 

Peking, strengthening Russia and China’s posture in the Middle 

East as Albert Wolf of John Hopkins University notes.14  

In the Persian Gulf, there is no doubt that it is Qatar that will profit 

most from Joe Biden’s election since he does not just wish to see 

an easing of the tensions between the Arab monarchies and Iran, 

but also between the reigning families themselves. The Saudi 

leaders were well aware of this when they agreed a public 

reconciliation with Qatar at the plenary session of the Gulf 

Cooperation Council at Al-Ula on 5 January 2021, to the great 

displeasure of the Emirate Sheikh Mohammed bin Zayed al-

Nahyan who hadn’t made the journey to the meeting.15 The Emir 

of Qatar Tamim al-Thani, who knows he can now count on the 

support of the US as well as that of Iran and Turkey, will be able to 

get on with organising his 2022 World Cup finals with peace of 

mind, whereas the Emirate leaders are in danger of running into 

problems for the rollout of their World Expo 2021 should tensions 

with Iran rise. In the medium-term Qatar will probably have to 

                                                        
14 Albert Wolf, “Why hasn’t anyone attacked Iran’s nuclear sites?”, Perspectives 
Paper n° 1878, BESA Centre, January 11, 2021. 
15 Armin Arefi, “Pourquoi l’Arabie saoudite et le Qatar enterrent la hache de guerre”, Le 
Point, January 5, 2021. 
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choose between Saudi Arabia and Turkey, because it will be 

difficult to manage both in the longer term. For Tamim al-Thani 

the essential thing is to retain the support of the United States and 

that of Iran, which he needs to guarantee the security of his emirate 

and its economic and diplomatic development. He is no doubt 

hoping to play a major role in the negotiations between the 

Americans and the Iranians, in the knowledge that he has 

credibility in both camps.16  

The newly designated leaders of Kuwait and Oman welcomed 

Biden’s victory because like them, he is calling for good relations 

between both sides of the Gulf. Older, and for the moment lacking 

legitimacy, they have internal problems to face and don’t seem in a 

position to make an impact on the international scene.    

In Iraq, if Prime Minister Mustafa al-Kadhimi wants a 

continuation of the American military and diplomatic presence, if 

only to counterbalance the Iranian presence in his country, his 

opponents, as with the Shiite militias orchestrated by Teheran, are 

acting behind the scenes to weaken the credibility of the US and 

force them to leave Iraq. Biden’s arrival might offer some respite to 

the Iraqi Prime Minister who is supported by a part of the Sunni 

political class, but it is highly unlikely that the Democratic 

administration will be able to reverse the disastrous image that the 

United States suffers from in Iraq. In the long term, the fate of the 

American presence in Iraq appears sealed.   

In the Levant, King Abdullah II of Jordan, the president of the 

Palestinian Authority, Mahmoud Abbas, and the Lebanese 

president, Michel Aoun, are all the more openly delighted at the 

election of Joe Biden because they feared that they would be the 

                                                        
16 As reflected in the laudatory message tweeted in English by Mohammed Javad Zarif on 
January 5, 2021: “Congratulations to Qatar for the success of its brave resistance to 
pressure & extortion”. 
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victims of Jared Kushner’s peace plan, the famous ‘deal of the 

century’. Greatly weakened within the Gaza Strip, Mahmoud 

Abbas is hoping for a return to the previous status quo (the two-

state solution and a ‘fair’ mediation from the US) which would 

allow him to hold on a little longer with the backing of his 

supporters, because of the lack of any credible options17, even 

though Iran seems to be strengthening its hold in the Gaza Strip, 

increasing its means of deterrence vis à vis Israel.18  

In North Africa the arrival of a Democratic team openly promoting 

America’s liberal values, in particular the right to self-

determination, development aid, multilateralism and protection of 

the environment and on top of all this, without negative prejudices 

in regard to Political Islam, can only make its aged leaders, stunned 

by Donald Trump’s cynicism, his unpredictability and his brutality, 

heartily rejoice. Their internal difficulties nonetheless limit their 

margins of manoeuvre within the region. Notwithstanding the 

above, the Algerian and Moroccan leaders have reservations 

regarding the Biden team’s goodwill towards the Muslim 

Brotherhood.   

Those who are going to have make goodwill gestures to 

the new American President 

The first to have reacted is the Israeli Premier Benjamin 

Netanyahu who knows he has four difficult years ahead, if he can 

manage to remain in power, because he gave his unconditional 

support to Donald Trump. Like many Israelis he sees the election 

                                                        
17 Thierry Oberlé, “Mohammed Dahlan, un Palestinien dans l’ombre de l’accord Israël-
Emirats”, Le Figaro, August 18, 2020; the Emirate leaders were counting on a second term 
for Donald Trump so that they could place their man – Mohammed Dahlan – at the head 
of the Palestinian Authority; this option now appears excluded. 
18 As demonstrated by the organization of a major exercise in the Gaza Strip on December 
29, 2020 in which members of the Iranian special forces were advising Hamas 
fighters; I24 News, December 31, 2020. 
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of Joe Biden as a step backwards.19 He nonetheless called Biden a 

few hours after the latter had declared victory to congratulate him, 

to emphasise the long-lasting nature of their relationship, and to 

acknowledge him as a friend of Israel’s. Since then, he has kept a 

low profile and concentrated on his own political survival and the 

negotiations to improve relations with other Arab countries. It 

appears as if he has delegated communication with the US to his 

close entourage. Tzachi Hanegbi, Minister of Settlement Affairs, 

speaking in the name of the Israeli government stated on 13 

January 2021: “The most important thing is to convince the new 

American administration not to repeat the errors of the Obama 

administration, which is to say appeasement of the 

Iranians.”20 In parallel, and to remain in the new Democratic 

administration’s good books, Eli Cohen, the Minister of 

Intelligence, leaked a note which envisaged a possible 

normalisation of diplomatic relations with Qatar, stipulating that 

“The importance of Qatar for the Jewish state lies in its capacity 

to build a network of contacts with the Muslim Brotherhood […] 

Good relations with Qatar could be an important factor in 

stabilising the situation in the Gaza Strip and in contributing to 

an easing of existing tensions with Turkey.” 21  

The Saudi and UAE leaders also know that they are also going to 

have to demonstrate goodwill if they do not wish to be completely 

marginalised.  The first signs of this have not been long in coming, 

as discussions in Congress questioning the delivery of F35 stealth 

fighters to the UAE bear witness. Normalising diplomatic relations 

with Qatar is a first step; others will no doubt be needed, probably 

with regard to Yemen, Iran, Pakistan and China if the discontent 

in the White House is to be diminished.   

                                                        
19 Alex Joffé, “The Swamp Returns to Washington”, Perspectives Paper n° 1868, BESA 
Centre, January 5, 2021. 
20 I24 News, January 13, 2021. 
21 I24 News, January 13, 2021. 
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There is no doubt that the very pragmatic President Sisi will also 

know that he has to demonstrate goodwill to the new occupant of 

the White House, to remind him of the strategic importance of 

Egypt, guardian of the Suez Canal and a country that is still very 

influential in the Arab world, within the American geopolitical 

equation.  In North Africa the King of Morocco is already regretting 

Donald Trump’s departure, whose administration firmly 

supported Rabat’s position on the Western Sahara while also 

helping with the maintenance of his army’s operational 

capabilities. He remains however one of the guardians of the 

Straits of Gibraltar, the US’s main supplier of phosphates and a 

symbolic actor in the American strategy of normalising diplomatic 

relations with the Arab countries. If he remains cautious, he will 

probably not have to suffer any criticism from the Democratic 

Party, but he knows he will probably have to make moves towards 

those Islamist parties that are close to the movement of the Muslim 

Brotherhood. Which is not necessarily good news for the 

Europeans. 

There is no doubt that the most complicated relationship will be 

that with President Erdogan. There has been no shortage of 

subjects for dispute recently: the conflict in Syria and Turkish 

aggression against the Kurdish PYD, American protection for the 

opposition leader  Fethullah Gülen, the tit for tat imprisonment of 

Pastor Andrew Brunson in Turkey, the Jamal Khashoggi affair 

which has put the United States at odds with Saudi Arabia, the 

Turkish purchase of Russian S-400 antimissile systems leading to 

the freezing of the F-35 contract, the crisis in Libya, and tensions 

in the Aegean Sea and the Eastern Mediterranean. Mike Pompeo 

openly criticised President Erdogan’s disruptive attitude at the 

meeting of NATO Ministers of Foreign Affairs in Brussels on 01 

December 2020. Recep Tayyip Erdogan knows he needs America’s 

support to counter Russia’s growing economic, energy and 
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strategic influence in Turkey. The Turkish President also knows 

that Joe Biden owes a lot to the Greek lobby that has supported 

him throughout his long political career. But he is also aware that 

the new American President remains favourable to the concept of 

a ‘moderate, democratic Islam’, a concept that the AKP knows how 

to sell skilfully to US Democratic elites.  As Robert Malley points 

out, “Joe Biden enjoys good relationships with Erdogan; this goes 

back to his vice-presidency when Obama delegated him to serve 

as the interlocuter with the Turkish president. So he will try to 

show greater solidarity with the Syrian Kurds than Trump did, 

which will complicate his relationship with Turkey,  while at the 

same time he will be looking for an entente with Erdogan (…) 

Turkey’s aggressive regional policy today has given rise to debate 

at the very heart of the Biden team;  on the one hand there are the 

hardliners, very critical of Turkey, and on the other those who 

believe that the US cannot allow itself to become involved in a 

major crisis with this important NATO ally. Both of these instincts 

are to be found in Joe Biden.”22 For American strategists, Turkey 

remains above all else NATO’s southern shield against Russia and 

Iran, and probably against China in the near future. They also 

know that they not only need the radar station at their base at 

Kürecik as part of their anti-ballistic missile defence framework, 

but also the airbase at Incirlik where a stockpile of B-61 nuclear 

bombs is supposed to be, a part of NATO’s nuclear deterrence plan. 

Turkey’s strategic position and its capacity to weaken European 

cohesion are enough reason to justify support for Ankara, even if 

Erdogan regularly questions the long-term existence of the US 

presence at their Incirlik base. This support for Erdogan could 

nonetheless alter if the left wing of the Democratic Party came to 

power.   

                                                        
22 Interview with Armin Arefi, Le Point, op. cit. 
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The importance of understanding Kamala Harris 

Given the equal balance of the parties in the Senate (50-50) which 

gives the vice president the casting vote, but also the age and 

uncertain health of Joe Biden, who pushes her to the front and 

repeatedly states that he will only seek one term of office, Kamala 

Harris is obviously a key piece in the American institutional game.  

This is equally true in the area of foreign policy where she assists 

and supports the President, and in the Senate, where she can 

support or obstruct any agreements negotiated by the 

administration. Her key role would apply all the more so if events 

were to propel her to the presidency of the United States of 

America. It is therefore crucial to understand her position on the 

main issues in the Middle East and the Mediterranean rim.  

To date, and if one refers to her statements during the presidential 

campaign, this brilliant 56 year old attorney has demonstrated 

unequivocal support for Israel23, while at the same time declaring 

that she “believes in the value of each individual Palestinian and 

each individual Israeli”24.  

Up to the present moment Kamala Harris has made very few 

statements of her views on geopolitical matters, emphasising 

instead her progressive nature, her commitment to human rights 

and minorities but also her closeness to Barack Obama. Her 

notable term on the Senate Intelligence Committee gives one to 

understand that she has nonetheless taken a close interest in the 

most sensitive international matters.  

 

                                                        
23 Ali Harb, “Kamala Harris pledges unconditional support for Israel”, Middle East Eye, 
August 27, 2020. 
24 The Arab American News & I24 News, November 6, 2020. 
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If we are to predict the policies of the United States in the medium 

term with regards to the Middle East and North Africa, the most 

sensible course of action consists therefore of understanding Vice 

President Kamala Harris’ real foreign policy agenda. Researchers 

and analysts can start on that immediately, in the hopes that she is 

well protected by the Secret Service. 

 
Published on 22 January 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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Sudan, Russia’s new gateway to Africa and the Indian 

Ocean 

By Arnaud PEYRONNET, FMES associate member of the 
Strategic Observatory of the Mediterranean and the Middle East 

(OS2MO) 
 
 
40 % of the world’s shipping passes through the Bab el-Mandeb 

Strait and the Red Sea, including 4 million barrels of oil a day1. This 

maritime corridor, where there were already acts of piracy in the 

2010s, is now the scene of continuous incidents linked to the 

conflict in Yemen. In November and December 2020, several 

merchant ships moored near Saudi ports in the Red Sea were the 

victims of suspicious explosions2. In January 2018 the political 

leader of the Houthis threatened to cut maritime traffic in the Red 

Sea in order to force the Arab Coalition to lift its blockade of 

Yemeni ports. Already under tension, this region is now seeing 

more and more significant local and international naval 

involvement. The countries of the Arab Coalition are present 

(Saudi Arabia, Egypt and the United Arab Emirates), while the 

Asiatic powers of China and Japan patrol there regularly and 

several countries, such as the United States and France, have bases 

there while others (like Turkey and Ethiopia) are trying to establish 

them. This region is therefore the arena for a renewed and complex 

interplay of regional and international powers. Within this context 

Russia, which also wants to play a leading role in the region, 

announced in November 2020 its intention to open a naval base in 

Sudan in order to provide itself a new base for its armed forces in 

both Africa and the Indian Ocean.   

                                                        
1 Les Echos, 17 November 2020. 
2 Tanker Agrari, 25 November 2020 near the Saudi port of Al Shuqaiq; tanker BW Rhine, 
13 December 2020 at Jeddah. 
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There is no doubt that the Mediterranean played a role as an 

important incubator in this quest for the projection of Russian 

naval power into the Middle East and the Indian Ocean, 

consequently making this Russian bound towards the warmer seas 

of the Indian Ocean easier. In fact the eastern Mediterranean 

presented the Russian navy the chance, particularly with regard to 

the United States, to display its operational abilities and has 

allowed it to station itself in the Mediterranean on a permanent 

basis, from Libya to Syria via Egypt. This Russian plan to install 

itself in the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean, although it may go back 

a long way, now represents yet another disruption3 for the region 

and reflects Moscow’s geopolitical interests in Africa and the 

Middle East. 

What were the conditions that led to a Russian project of this kind 

in the Red Sea? What are Moscow’s ambitions for this part of the 

world? Is it conceivable that the local powers will exploit these 

Russian intentions?  

The Mediterranean, incubator of the projection of 

Russian naval power into the Middle East  

The prolonged crisis in Syria and Russia’s vital support for Bashar 

al-Assad’s regime, led Moscow to conduct a ground and aerial 

intervention in the country in 2015. This has been accompanied by 

an increasingly significant naval presence. Originally planned to 

escort the Russian seaborne logistics bridge to Syria4, the 

projection of Russian power has gradually grown to become a 

permanent fixture in the landscape of the eastern Mediterranean. 

This theatre has given the Russian navy the chance to display its 

                                                        
3 As with the Russian intervention in Syria in 2015. 
4 Logistical resupply of its own troops and Syrian forces using maritime transport (“Syrian 
Express”), using both warships and hired merchant shipping. 
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operational and technical capabilities. Syria has become a veritable 

testing ground for Russian abilities to strike land targets from 

naval platforms (notably through the use of Kalibr missiles)5. The 

deployment of the aircraft carrier Kuznetsov to the coast of Syria 

at the end of 2016 was an additional sign. Beyond that, Russia has 

managed to set in place a strategy of area denial – as in the Black 

Sea – which has manifested itself through the quasi-permanent 

presence of a Russian naval task force off the Syrian coast, the 

deployment of a Bastion-P coastal defence system in Syria (range: 

350 km), but also a capacity to strike ground targets up to 450 km 

away, accompanied by the renovation of advanced Syrian detection 

systems. Since the Russian Duma’s ratification on 21 December 

2017 of a governmental agreement between Damascus and 

Moscow, Russian warships now have a 49-year access to the port 

of Tartus. The port will be modernised to accommodate up to 11 

Russian warships, including aircraft carriers and nuclear propelled 

vessels. Russia has finally managed to close off, sometimes for 

several days, air and sea zones off the coast of Syria on the pretext 

of naval exercises, deterring other countries from free and 

unconditional access to these air/sea zones bordering Syria6. 

At first restricted to the Syrian coast up to 2018, this naval force 

has gradually moved away from its original coastline to extend 

progressively along the whole of the eastern Mediterranean. Naval 

exercises are more regular, and can also be very large, such as the 

one held in September 2018 that involved 25 warships 

simultaneously. In October 2020 the Russian navy began to escort 

Iranian oil tankers heading to Syria as soon as they entered the 

                                                        
5 Frigates, corvettes and submarines (especially those based in the Black Sea and deployed 
in the Eastern Mediterranean) carried out the first operational tests of these missiles in 
2016, and then more regularly since 2017 in support of ground operations. New missile 
launches were carried out in November 2020. 
6 Some of these reserved zones have even extended as far as the north of Israel for the 
largest exercises, such as the one in September 2018. 
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Mediterranean after leaving the Suez Canal7, thus signaling to the 

US its preparedness to prevent any western action8 against the oil 

traffic between Iran and Syria particularly in what has now become 

a priority zone for the Russian navy.   

This force projection has consequently allowed Moscow to increase 

its influence on several countries in the region. Russia first of all 

prioritised a return to Libya through its support of Field Marshal 

Haftar’s9 LNA (Libyan National Army). One of Moscow’s 

objectives seems to have been the creation, unsuccessful so far, of 

a new naval base in Libya, no doubt in Tobruk, in order to then 

develop a strategy of access denial adapting the model developed 

in Syria to local conditions. Moscow has also increased its naval 

pressure on Turkey, a logical consequence of the frictions already 

observed whether in Syria, Lebanon or in the Caucasus. Thus, in 

September 2020 Russian navy ran two naval exercises to the 

south-west of Cyprus, in areas frequently used by Turkish naval 

forces to escort their research ships. In the same manner Moscow 

has made approaches to Egypt, another of Ankara’s regional rivals, 

organising a joint exercise between the Russian and Egyptian 

navies10,  in the Black Sea in November 2020, and by doing so 

illustrating the reality of Russo-Turkish frictions.  

 

 

                                                        
7 USNI 21/10/2020. This type of escort arrangement occurred again in December 2020. 
8 In 2019 an Iranian tanker suspected of trafficking Iranian oil to Syria was seized and then 
impounded for a while in Gibraltar. The affaire prompted Iranian reprisals in the Arabian 
Gulf. In July 2020 the US administration also seized 4 tankers loaded with Iranian oil, this 
time sailing towards Venezuela. 
9 FM Haftar was welcomed on board the aircraft carrier Kuznetsov off the coast of Libya in 
January large 2017. 
10 Previous exercises of this kind, called “Friendship Bridge”, have normally taken place off 
the coast of Egypt. 



43 
 

A base in the Red Sea: an old Russian project 

On 11 November 2020, the Russian government submitted to 

President Vladimir Putin a proposal for a bilateral agreement with 

Khartoum aiming to establish a naval base in Sudan. On 17 

November the Russian president approved the agreement, opening 

the way for the establishment of a logistics base for Russian naval 

forces on the shores of the Red Sea. This agreement provides for 

the creation of a logistics base and naval repair facilities11 able to 

house 300 personnel and accommodate a maximum of 4 warships, 

including nuclear propelled vessels. The Sudanese government 

seems to have agreed to supply the necessary port infrastructure 

for 25 years (and renewable for a further 10 years) free of charge in 

Port Sudan. The agreement would also allow Russia to import and 

export through Sudanese ports and airports the arms, munitions 

and equipment necessary for the functioning of the base and the 

supply of the warships berthed there. If the security of this base is 

to be provided by Sudanese forces on land, it is Russia that will 

ensure it for the maritime approaches and for air defence. In 

addition, the agreement would allow for Russian military support 

for Sudanese forces in rescue at sea, sub-sea engineering and air 

defence of this zone. For this to happen a dedicated protocol is 

supposed to allow for Russian provision of arms, men and 

equipment to help the Sudanese armed forces12. The Kremlin ought 

therefore to have everything it requires to establish an A2/AD 

bubble in the Red Sea that would enable it now and again to cut – 

or to monitor for the rest of the time – all western shipping and 

communications (sub-sea cables) along this strategic maritime 

corridor.   

                                                        
11  Or “technical and equipment support facility”, the standard nomenclature used for 
Russian naval bases abroad.  
12 A Petrushka class patrol vessel was sold to Sudan by Russia in October 2020 (Defense 
web, 12 November 2020). 
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However, the project of a base in the Red Sea is an old one, and 

Russia has been seeking a return to the Indian Ocean for a long 

time.  There was a Soviet military base in Berbera (Somalia) 

between 1964 and 1977, and in 1978, a Russian naval base was 

created in the Dahlak Archipelago (on Nokra Island), then 

belonging Ethiopia, that remained operational until 1990.  

The USSR also had facilities in Yemen, Aden and Socotra, bases 

that served at the time to support the Soviet 8th Squadron 

deployed in the Indian Ocean. Over the last few years the Russians 

have been trying to install a base in Djibouti, then in Somalia, but 

these efforts have ended in failure as much through the fickleness 

of the local governments13 as through the pressure no doubt 

applied by the United States on the countries concerned.  

Now, Sudan was already a country with which Russia had 

important ties and where the support of the private security 

company Wagner had already come to the help of President al-

Bashir in the spring of 2019.  

Negotiations around the creation of this base are assumed to have 

started in November 2017 during a visit to Moscow by the 

Sudanese president. If the project has suffered delays through the 

deposition of al-Bashir, it has not, however, been buried. Russo-

Sudanese cooperation has even accelerated with the creation of a 

Russian military mission in the heart of the Sudanese Ministry of 

Defence, along with the signing of several technical-military 

agreements.14  Thus, as with the delivery of Mig-29 warplanes to 

                                                        
13 Between 2012 and 2014, negotiations were held between Moscow and Djibouti on the 
subject, but the local government only consented to a fraction of what the Russians were 
wanting, and at a prohibitive cost (1 billion dollars, 5 times more than the base in Port 
Sudan ought to have cost). 
14  Al-Monitor, 17 November 2020. An agreement on Russo-Sudanese cooperation was 
signed in May 2019. 
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Sudan in 2008, via Belarus, Russia has supplied Sudan with 

various kinds of arms and munitions types through third countries, 

in exchange for which Khartoum committed to 

deploying Janjaweed militia in Libya alongside Field Marshal 

Haftar’s troops.15 

The symbol of a Russian desire to project power into the 

Indian Ocean and Africa  

According to some Russian commentators the opening of this base 

signifies “Russia’s return to the world’s oceans”, “avoiding long 

transit voyages for the ships of the North and Baltic Fleets”16.  In 

fact, Russian presence along one of the busiest shipping lanes in 

the world allows Russia to promote itself as a naval world power, 

on the same level as the other naval powers that already have 

access to the region17. This setting up of a base in Sudan is a signal 

in particular to Turkey, which under al-Bashir’s regime multiplied 

its attempts to establish bases in the region. At the end of 2017 the 

Sudanese authorities did in the end cede the management of the 

Island of Suakin to Turkey18 for 99 years in exchange for promises 

of investment and military cooperation, which gave rise to great 

concern in Saudi Arabia and Egypt. The change of regime in Sudan 

in 2019 and Khartoum’s rapprochement with Egypt and the UAE 

has made these Turkish projects much more difficult19, and has in 

                                                        
15 Ibidem. 
16 Dmitry Litovkin for TASS taken up by Defense News, 13 November 2020. 
17 As is the case for France, the United States, China and Japan in Djibouti; and in Assab, 
Berbera Périm and Socotra for the United Arab Emirates. 
1818 By the beginning of the 20th century the island was already an outpost for the Ottoman 
Empire.  
19 The Turkish Foreign Ministry has announced that negotiations are continuing with the 
government about this maritime project concerned with “essentially tourist plans” – Al-
Monitor, 19 November 2020. 
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consequence made these Russian announcements all the more 

painful for Ankara. 

Once operational, the Russian base in Port Sudan will serve to 

support Russian naval ships deployed in the Indian Ocean, and 

also not excluding support for private Russian security services 

that could see a new field of operations opening up in the Red Sea 

combatting the piracy that is still present in the region. The 

Russian presence would also allow Moscow’s oil interests in the 

region to be defended20 and allow it to keep a closer eye on the 

conflict in Yemen that opposes Saudi Arabia and Iran. Moscow 

could also try to assert itself, in the long run, as a mediator in the 

conflict and develop its presence in this country which is a veritable 

observation window on the Bab el Mandeb Strait and the Gulf of 

Aden. Such a base would also allow Russian warships to escort 

Iranian oil tankers around the Arabian Peninsula as it has done 

since last October in the Mediterranean, further reinforcing 

Moscow’s regional role21. Finally, to complement the port 

infrastructure, the Russian press has spoken of the installation of 

intelligence capabilities, potentially jamming and electronic 

warfare systems, not to mention the anti-aircraft defence systems 

already talked about. This allows us to predict the possible creation 

of a Russian access denial bubble in the Red Sea which would be 

problematic for the frequent transits of western warships in the 

region.   

The Russian facility in Sudan also constitutes a gateway in for its 

influence in Africa, with Port Sudan serving as a shopwindow for 

Russo-African military cooperation.  In this way, and providing 

                                                        
20 The Sudanese Ministry of Energy did sign contracts in 2018 with Russian companies for 
the modernisation of a refinery in Port Sudan – Al Monitor, 17 November 2020. 
21 The Russian navy has also taken part in exercise Maritime Safety Belt with Iranian naval 
forces in the Gulf of Oman in mid-February 2021. A similar naval exercise had already 
been carried out off the Iranian port of Chah-Bahar in December 2019, with the presence 
of Chinese warships already. 
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Russia offers its help to Sudan in creating coastal defence assets, it 

can’t be excluded that this model would be emulated in the region. 

Russian naval shipyards are capable of offering fast patrol boats 

and launches to regional customers at lower prices than their 

western competitors, thus securing a very real clientele on the 

shores of East Africa.  

This new naval base is above all another sign of Russia’s renewed 

interest in Africa. Moscow has in fact multiplied its investments in 

East Africa (Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Sudan, in particular 

through the groups Rosneft and Rosatom) and organised its first 

Africa-dedicated summit in October 2020. Russia also represents 

almost half of the total arms exports to Africa22, in particular to 

Egypt and Sudan. The increase in Russian intervention in the 

Central African Republican since autumn 202023, supporting the 

government in place through the private military contractors 

of Wagner, is also testament to Russian ambitions in the region24. 

In fact, Russia sees in Africa a key partner in its vision of a 

multipolar world order, less western, centred around the local 

regional powers and with which it could challenge growing Chinese 

influence. The creation of this Russian base in Sudan, more than 5 

years after the one in Tartus in the Mediterranean, therefore 

constitutes a new stage in Russian ambitions, prior to a future 

presence of the Russian navy in other zones nearer to the Arabian 

Gulf (possibly Iran or Pakistan) or the Mozambique Channel, two 

exceptionally strategically important international routes for the 

world’s shipping.  

                                                        
22 Data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) quoted 
by Deutsche Welle, 30 June 2020. 
23 The first Russian mercenaries appeared in the country in 2018. 
24 “To assist Bangui in strengthening the capabilities of the Central African Republic, 
Russia responded swiftly to the CAR government’s request and sent an extra 300 
instructors to train the national army” as announced by the Russian Foreign Ministry; 
in Opex360, 23 December 2020. 
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A message from local governments for the United States 

to reengage?   

Setting up a Russian naval base like this in Sudan ought 

nonetheless to prove more difficult than in Syria. Given the 

distance from Russia, the delivery of the necessary materials (anti-

aircraft defence systems, infrastructure) will be long and 

complicated, certainly requiring the use of the bases in Tartus and 

Khmeimim (in Syria) as intermediate logistics hubs. Beyond that 

the state of the on-site infrastructure, in particular the electricity 

network, make the construction of a modern naval base 

problematic, especially when it comes to berthing nuclear powered 

warships. In point of fact, the opening of such a base will not see 

the light of day before long months, or indeed years, have passed 

which leaves a question of doubt about the real feasibility of this 

enterprise. A playing off of Russo-Turkish and Russo-American 

competition by local powers and above all Khartoum is therefore 

perfectly conceivable. Indeed, the political game of the Sudanese 

which for a time favoured the Turks’ offers now prefers Moscow’s. 

Sudan may have chosen the Russian option in order to allow for, in 

the first place, a convenient eviction of Turkey, conforming to the 

wishes of the Saudis and the UAE, and secondly to foster its 

rapprochement with the United States (by playing on America’s 

perception of a new Russian threat in the Middle East). Sudan 

recently normalised relations with Israel, in line with the Trump 

administration’s wishes, and for doing this it has been removed 

from the US’s list of states supporting terrorism, thus opening the 

country to western investment. The plan to create a Russian naval 

base on the Red Sea, a vital corridor for US naval forces, cannot 

have gone unnoticed and was therefore perhaps also aimed at 

provoking a strong reaction from Washington, or indeed a renewed 

commitment by the United States to security in the Red Sea.   
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If the construction of a Russian naval base in Port Sudan is a long-

term project, it is however probable that the Russian navy will take 

advantage of the dynamism of Moscow and Khartoum’s political 

rapprochement to increase the frequency of its deployments in the 

Indian Ocean, whether along the coast of East Africa, or close to 

the Arabian Gulf as the last Russo-Sino-Iranian exercise in the 

Arabian Sea showed.  The regular or indeed permanent (in the 

longer term) presence of the Russian navy in the Indian Ocean will 

complicate still further the plans of the western navies already 

concerned by a persistent Chinese presence.  The new era of 

serious competition between the great powers in the Indian Ocean 

seems to have well and truly started and the new US 

administration will have to take account of that in its future 

strategic choices.  

 

 

Published on 6 March 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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Russian naval strategy in NATO’s southern flank 

By Pascal Ausseur and Pierre Razoux 
 
 
When the COVID-19 crisis hit Russia in the spring of 2020, the 

Mediterranean coastal states, and NATO member states, Russia’s 

aeromaritime presence in the Mediterranean was still very active. 

In April 2020, several incidents between American P-8 maritime 

patrol aircraft and Russian Su-35 fighters occurred off the coast of 

Syria. Was such Russian activism a consequence of the Arab Spring 

which had created disputed spaces off Syria and Libya? Was this a 

response to the diminishing US Navy presence in the 

Mediterranean after the end of Operation Unified Protector in 

Libya? Was it a consequence of the annexation of Crimea, or do the 

acts respond to the interests of Russian energy groups? Do the 

incidents translate the Kremlin’s desire to defend its partners 

through a revisited form of gunboat diplomacy?  

To answer these questions, and prior to deciphering the objectives 

of the Kremlin’s naval strategy, it is necessary firstly to ask what 

the southern flank and the Mediterranean represent in Russian 

strategic thinking, and secondly, to analyse the strengths and 

weaknesses of the Black Sea Fleet, which constitutes the core of 

Russia’s presence in this closed sea. These responses could reveal 

ways to potentially counter Russian activism in the Mediterranean 

more effectively, so as to protect, if necessary, one of the essential 

maritime communication axes for the Allies.  

The Black Sea Fleet, a major tool of the Kremlin’s 

international policy  

The Russian Navy has been present in the Mediterranean since the 

18th century, as is wellknown by both historians and sailors. Its 

absence during the quarter century after the collapse of the USSR 
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was an anomaly. For Russia, the Mediterranean is the cornerstone 

of its naval strategy. The region ensures access to the warm seas 

and their trade flows, while concurrently supporting its diplomatic 

and military actions towards the South.1 But Russia is not a 

Mediterranean coastal state. To gain access, it must control the 

Black Sea and cross the Turkish Straits.2 To overcome these 

obstacles, the Kremlin relies on its Black Sea Fleet; relatively good 

relations with Turkey; and a network of bases and support points. 

In 2013, the Russian Admiralty even resurrected the famous 

Eskadra (Russian Mediterranean Squadron) from the relics of the 

Cold War, allowing it to symbolically assert its presence in the 

Mediterranean.3 Since then, while the Black Sea Fleet has served 

as a showcase for the rise in power of the Russian Navy, it supports 

Russia’s diplomatic and military actions, including: Crimea and 

Ukraine in 2014, Syria since 2015 (with a brief appearance of the 

cruiser Moskva, followed by the aircraft carrier Kuznetsov in 

2016); the Sea of Azov in 2018; and Libya since 2019.4 As the 

Russian Defense Ministry Spokesman Igor Konashenkov stated, 

“Russia has come in the Mediterranean for a long time”.5  

The Black Sea Fleet, commanded by Vice-Admiral Igor 

Vladimirovich Osipov from his HQ in Sebastopol (in Crimea), is a 

reassurance to Russia’s economic partners, especially Egypt, Libya 

and Algeria, through either arms deliveries or energy contracts (see 

                                                        
1 1 C. Marangé, “Russia Grand Strategy” in T. Balzac and S. Reich (eds.), Comparative 
Grand Strategy in the modern age, Oxford University Press, 2019; I. Delanoë, Russie: les 
enjeux du retour au Moyen-Orient, L’Inventaire, 2016. 20 Russia in NATO’s South: 
Expansionist Strategy or Defensive Posture? 
2 According to the 1936 Montreux Convention’s regulations. 
3 M. Peck, “The Mediterranean: the Russian navy’s new playground? (NATO worried?)”, 
The National Interest, 2 October 2019. 
4 On 25 November 2018, the Black Sea Fleet boarded 3 Ukrainian warships attempting to 
cross the Strait of Kerch separating the Black Sea from the Sea of Azov. 
5 Citation by Y. Karmanan, “Naval base in Syria anchors Russia to Mediterranean”, Navy 
Times-Associated Press, 26 September 2019. 
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Chapter 1 in this Volume). Its deterrent presence is intended to 

keep the neighbouring navies at bay, although it is cautious to be 

perceived as overly threatening in order to preclude a strong 

comeback of the US Navy in the Mediterranean. It would be easy 

to detect the Russian Admiralty’s nervousness as soon as a US 

destroyer armed with cruise missiles approaches the Black Sea or 

a US naval air group enters the Mediterranean. The Russian ships 

then opt to follow them, even if it means reducing surveillance of 

other major NATO vessels located near the Syrian Canal.6  

Figure 1. The Russian Black Sea Fleet’s Permanent Mediterranean 

Task Force  

Source: Institute for the Study of War (ISW)  

                                                        
6 Noticed by one of the authors during operational navigations in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in March 2019 and February 2020. The Syrian Canal runs from Cyprus to 
the Syrian shore. 
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Under its naval rearmament plans for 2011-2020, and especially 

the 2018-2027 plans, Russia uses the Black Sea Fleet as a test bed 

for the transformation of its navy, thereby favouring quality over 

quantity. At the beginning of the 2010s, the situation was clear: the 

naval forces were ageing and suffering from acute problems of 

human resources and maintenance in operational condition. From 

then on, the Admiralty abandoned the idea of modernising its 

oldest ships, even the most prestigious ones such as the Kuznetsov, 

in order to focus on two components: submarines and small 

surface units (frigates and corvettes) that were fast, stealthy, 

relatively inexpensive and armed with Kalibr cruise missiles.7 

These anti-ship missiles are hypersonic and highly manoeuvrable 

in the terminal phase of flight, with a range of 300 to 2,500 

kilometres depending on the version (and therefore capable of 

reaching the central Mediterranean from the Syrian coast). They 

pose a serious threat to NATO fleets. But their number is limited. 

In the Mediterranean, the Black Sea Fleet permanently lines up 

only seven ships (see Table 1) of which only three are armed: two 

Improved Kilo class attack submarines and a Grigorovich class 

frigate carrying at most 20 Kalibr missiles between them. Three 

other ships (a stealthy Bykov class corvette and two venerable 

amphibious Alligator and Ropucha class vessels) provide the noria 

of the “Syria Express” between the Black Sea ports and the ports of 

Tartus, Banyas and Latakia, to supply the Syrian regime with arms 

and ammunition.8 For its part, an ELINT vessel scouts the eastern 

Mediterranean to monitor the opening of the Suez Canal and 

approaches to the Syrian Canal. Based in Tartus in Syria, these 

                                                        
7 According to the World Naval Review (Seaforth Publishing), out of the 82 main 
combatant ships in the Russian Navy in 2019, 48 were submarines (58 percent of the 
Fleet) and 15 were modern light frigates (18 percent); half of the remaining 19 major ships 
(including the aircraft carrier and two out of three cruisers) are permanently out of service. 
8 Russia delivers 2,000 tons of military equipment to Syria every day. See A. Pouvreau, “La 
stratégie de la Russie en Méditerranée”, Revue Défense Nationale No.822, Summer 2019. 
 



54 
 

seven ships are occasionally reinforced by a few submarines and 

surface vessels sent out from the Arctic and Pacific fleets.  

Table 1. Composition of the Russian Black Sea Fleet in 2020 

 

Sources: Flottes de combat 2019 (Alexandre Sheldon-Duplaix), IISS Military Balance 
2020; Russia’s Black Sea Fleet: Towards a Multiregional Force (Igor Delanoë, CNA 

Analyses & Solutions, 2019) 
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The collapse of oil prices since the 2020 OPEC crisis will probably 

reduce the budget of the Black Sea Fleet for several years, which 

would delay its modernisation. Russia will have to optimise its 

limited means to achieve its objectives in the Mediterranean.  

The basics of Russian naval strategy in the 

Mediterranean  

The basics of Russian naval strategy in the Mediterranean can be 

summed up in three objectives. The first aims at isolating Turkey 

from NATO, by offering Russian military equipment (S-400 

ground-to-air missiles most recently, fighter bombers in the near 

future) without calling into question either the Montreux 

Convention or the liberal interpretation of its Article 12, which 

allows Russia to deploy its submarines in the Mediterranean from 

the Black Sea.9 This clause also compels Russia to seek logistical 

partnerships with certain riparian states to justify the on-site 

maintenance of its submarines, and thereby increase the frequency 

of their rotations. In order to achieve this first objective, the 

Kremlin alternates between veiled threats and promises of 

economic, energy and military partnerships. At the same time, it is 

showing Turkey that it is tightening its land, naval and air 

stranglehold, in particular by maintaining a strong military 

presence in Armenia and Syria. In 2020, this delicate balance arose 

against the rivalries between Russia and Turkey in their military 

support for opposing camps in Syria (Idlib pocket), Libya (Tripoli 

pocket) and less so in NagornoKarabakh. This resurgence of 

tensions is also apparent in the eastern Mediterranean since the 

                                                        
9 Article 12 of this convention stipulates that only coastal navies may deploy submarines 
in the Black Sea, and that submarines are only allowed to go to the Mediterranean (or 
beyond) to carry out maintenance tasks. This is why Black Sea Fleet SSKs deployed in the 
Mediterranean systematically call at a Russian or Russian-allied shipyard before 
reaching the Black Sea. 
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Russian “Syria Express” that used to transit through northern 

Cyprus, now transits through southern Cyprus to avoid the Turkish 

navy and air force. The Russian convoys are systematically 

escorted against untimely action from Turkey.10 But both the 

Russian and Turkish authorities know that they share too many 

interests, and cannot afford not to come to an agreement. It is 

therefore likely that the Syrian and Libyan dossiers will be the 

subject of comprehensive negotiations between Moscow and 

Ankara, which incidentally should ease tensions in the Eastern 

Mediterranean.  

The second objective is to establish air and sea bastions in the 

vicinity of Russian territory in order to deter attacks on its 

interests. Russia still considers itself a continental power and seeks 

to protect itself from hostile actions from the sea. This objective is 

clearly stated in official Russian documents.11 The goal manifests 

through the construction of anti-access/area denial (A2/AD) 

bubbles forged in the Black Sea and the Syrian Canal, the latter 

being reinforced by approximately 30 Su-24/Su-34 fighter-

bombers and Su-35 interceptors deployed at the Hmeimim air base 

in Syria. In the near future, new A2/AD bubbles could appear near 

the Strait of Sicily, the Suez Canal, the Red Sea, the Strait of Bab 

el-Mandeb or the Gulf of Aden if the Kremlin manages to gain a 

lasting foothold in Algeria, Libya, Egypt, Saudi Arabia, Sudan, 

Yemen or the island of Socotra: all of which seems a tall order.  

The third objective of Russia’s naval strategy in the South is to 

disturb in peacetime – and cut off in wartime – the logistical flows 

of Russia’s adversaries. Here again, Russia behaves like a 

continental power, seeking to harass its rivals from land or from an 

                                                        
10 As one of the two authors found out during an operational deployment in the area in 
February 2020. 
11 I. Delanoë, “Russia’s Black Sea fleet: towards a multiregional force”, CNA Analyses & 
Solutions, June 2019. 
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island, much more significantly than it does from the sea. It is 

therefore important for Russia to secure footholds around the 

Mediterranean to base reconnaissance aircraft and bombers (in 

particular the ll-38N, MiG-31, Su-30, Su-34, Tu-22M and Tu-

142M); electronic warfare assets (in particular GPS jamming); 

batteries of anti-ship missiles (Bastion-P, Zircon & Bal); and long-

range ground-to-air missiles (S-300 & S-400). In the spring of 

2020, in addition to its bases in Syria, Russia had naval facilities 

on layover in Limassol (Cyprus), Alexandria (Egypt), Tobruk 

(Libya), Valletta (Malta) and Adana (Algeria), from where the 

country has yet to deploy visible military assets.  

How to counter the Russian naval threat in the 

Mediterranean?  

The Mediterranean has once again become a playground for 

Russia, where it deploys its Black Sea Fleet in support of its security 

policy and military operations, all the while flexing its military 

muscle and capacities to its strategic competitors. This manifests 

through deployments though various means (ships, submarines, 

bombers, maritime patrol aircraft) to protect the essential bastions 

for the deployment of its forces far from the Black Sea, and to stand 

as a threat vis-à-vis NATO through its A2/AD bubbles.  

However, the Russian fleet is not scaled to withstand a high-

intensity conflict at sea, particularly in the Mediterranean, an area 

which has shrunk considerably with the elongation of sensors and 

weapons. In the event of a confrontation, all sea and air mobiles 

would be destroyed in a matter of days, and submarines in a matter 

of weeks. The Russian Admiralty is well aware of this and knows 

that it would have to abandon its isolated strongholds, whose sole 

mission would then be to inflict maximum damage on its 

opponents.  
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The question of how to manage the Russian naval threat thus 

remains a question of crisis management. Even as such, Russia is 

aware that it does not have a sufficient number of naval units to act 

decisively in two theatres of operation. It cannot be present off the 

shores of Libya and in the Syrian Canal at the same time. It 

therefore must choose between which of these two fronts is 

afforded priority, allowing NATO forces to regain lost ground 26 

Russia in NATO’s South: Expansionist Strategy or Defensive 

Posture? on the air and sea front, provided it is willing to do so and 

will assume the risks.  

In this context, three priorities should guide NATO’s actions. First, 

it is essential to preserve freedom of navigation. Like other 

continental powers such as China, Turkey and Iran, Russia tends 

to territorialise the sea by trying to prevent access from other 

actors. This posture, which is contrary to international law, is 

unacceptable for maritime powers that rely on the free use of 

communication channels. It is essential to preserve and to defend 

the law of the sea through Freedom of Navigation Operations 

(FONOPS) so that violations do not become the norm, as is now 

the case in the South China Sea and the Sea of Azov.  

The next step is to reverse the denial-of-access pressure.12 Russia’s 

capabilities in this area, reinforced by the possibility of laying 

intelligent mines, pose a real threat to the maritime assets 

deployed in the eastern and central Mediterranean. But who can 

NATO Allies rely on to counter this threat? Given its geographical 

position, Cyprus would be an ideal fulcrum, yet difficult to envisage 

since it is not a member of NATO. Moreover, its government has 

tense relations with Turkey. However, the United Kingdom, the 

United States and France are well placed to undertake bilateral 

                                                        
12 A. Peyronnet, “Les stratégies de déni d’accès en Méditerranée, problème ou solution?”, 
FMES, 28 April 2020. 
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negotiations on the presence or provision of military assets to 

discourage Russian forces based on the Syrian coast.  

Two NATO Allies have operating bases ideally located in the 

central and eastern Mediterranean, enabling them to firmly defend 

the maritime routes along NATO’s southern flank: Greece, with 

Crete, Karpathos and Rhodes; and Italy, with Sicily, Lampedusa 

and Pantelleria. These islands are unsinkable supports that could 

accommodate more sensors, maritime patrol aircraft, anti-ship 

and anti-aircraft missile batteries and electronic countermeasures. 

Russian units would feel vulnerable in this region, and would 

realise that a rise in tension would leave them at a disadvantage.  

Thirdly, diplomatic initiatives are needed to bring difficult 

partners on board. The most glaring example is Turkey, which is 

now lured into three-way powerplay with NATO and Russia. Given 

the evolution of Turkish discourse and posture in recent years, the 

situation is becoming increasingly challenging. It is therefore 

crucial that the United States maintain a constructive but firm 

dialogue with Ankara to convince Turkish leaders that turning 

their backs on the Atlantic Alliance is not in their best interest.  

Egypt, Israel and Algeria must also understand that the stability 

provided by NATO and Europe is much more favourable to them 

than the power game in which Russia and China are engaged. 

Algeria would risk sacrificing part of its precious independence by 

trying too hard to get closer to Moscow and Beijing – by giving 

them bases on its territory for example – which would only elevate 

tensions with NATO and neighbouring countries. In the eastern 

Mediterranean, Israel and Egypt have a major interest in 

contributing to free maritime traffic both in the area and through 

the Suez Canal. Both countries have offshore platforms that could 

be armed with vectors capable of keeping all hostile aero maritime 

forces away. 
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The Russian navy, a tool for gesticulation  

Russia’s assertive naval strategy in the Mediterranean since 2014 

is neither the consequence of the Arab Spring, nor an opportunistic 

response to reduced American presence. It is essentially an 

instrument being manipulated by Vladimir Putin for crisis 

management.  

Russia does not have a long-term maritime vision, other than to 

become a key player in the global energy game. Fundamentally, 

Russia remains a continental power that defends itself from the 

land and perceives maritime spaces exclusively through the prism 

of threats, rather than opportunities.  

In the event of a confrontation, the Black Sea Fleet’s air and surface 

assets would not withstand a determined military campaign for 

long. Only its submarines would pose a more lasting threat to 

NATO’s logistics lines. This is why it is crucial to strengthen the 

Alliance’s capabilities to detect, isolate and neutralise Russian 

assets. It is also necessary to enhance cooperation with NATO 

partners and to provide the Mediterranean basin with more 

support points for anti-submarine, anti-surface and anti-air 

operations in order to reverse Russia’s A2/AD bubble strategy. At 

the same time, it is important to maintain an open and constructive 

dialogue with Russia.  

Optimising coordination between the maritime air forces of 

Turkey, Greece, Italy and France, all at the forefront of the security 

challenges in the central and eastern Mediterranean, remains 

essential. To do so, the new US Administration must send clear and 

positive signals to its Allies to ease tensions amongst themselves, 

especially between Paris and Ankara.  



61 
 

China and its cohorts may ultimately seek to establish themselves 

as a major naval player on the Red Sea-Mediterranean continuum. 

If and when that day arrives, NATO Allies will need to show unity 

and determination to counter a challenge far greater than that of 

Russia today. 

 
 

Published in January 2021 in Russia in NATO’s South: 
Expansionist Strategy or Defensive Posture?, NDC Research 

Paper No.16 – January 2021, edited by Chloé Berger and Cynthia 
Salloum  
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Russia-Algeria: a flexible and pragmatic partnership 

By Adlene MOHAMEDDI, strategic research officer for AESMA 
and author of a thesis on the Arab politics of post-Soviet Russia 

 
 
On September 29, 2020, a few days before the visit of the then U.S. 

Secretary of Defence Mark Esper, the director of the Russian 

federal service of technical-military cooperation visited Algiers. 

Dimitri Shugaev was received by the Chief of Staff of the Algerian 

Army, Said Shengriha, and together they discussed the state of 

military cooperation between both countries. If military 

cooperation is central to relations between Moscow and Algiers, 

while economic relations are developing quite discreetly, the two 

countries share common priorities and representations. 

Vladimir Putin slowed down a little to take an interest in the 

Middle East and North Africa after he was elected as President of 

the Russian Federation in 2000. His first term (2000-2004) was 

more focused on the United States and Europe, and he only began 

his diplomatic campaign in the Arab world during his second term 

(2004-2008). He went to Algiers in March 2006, and was replaced 

by his ephemeral successor, Dmitri Medvedev, who visited the 

Algerian capital in October 2010. Even before Russian diplomatic 

efforts towards the Arab world from the second half of the decade 

2000, Abdelaziz Bouteflika – then the new Algerian President – 

went to Moscow to sign a declaration of strategic partnership and 

an agreement between both Ministries of Defence in 2001. 

Vladimir Putin’s visit to Algiers in 2006 is even more significant as 

it takes place some thirty years after the last visit of a Soviet leader1. 

The origins of Russian-Algerian relations stem from the Soviet era, 

                                                        
1 Mansouria Mokhefi, « Alger-Moscou: évolution et limites d’une relation privilégiée 
», Politique étrangère, Autumn, no. 3, 2015, pp. 57-70. 
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even if the Soviet Union first showed caution in the aftermath of 

Algerian independence in 1962. Nikita Khrushchev is said to have 

declared to the first president of independent Algeria Ahmed Ben 

Bella: “We cannot support two Cuba; you have a good partner, 

General de Gaulle, keep him!”2. A decade later, President Houari 

Boumediene (who succeeded Ben Bella following the 1965 coup 

d’état) hosted the 4th summit of the conference of non-aligned 

countries in Algiers (5 September 1973), while maintaining good 

relations with Moscow. 

These good relations are notably reflected in the delivery to Algeria 

of Russian military equipment in a context of tension between 

Algiers and Rabat. At the end of the 1970s, 90% of Algerian military 

equipment was of Russian origin3. Algerian-Soviet relations go 

beyond arms deliveries. Moscow contributes to the development of 

the mining sector in Algeria and opens its training centres and 

universities to young Algerian graduates – among other African 

and Arab graduates. Many executives, engineers and officers of the 

young Algerian republic benefit from Soviet training, which is 

accompanied by matrimonial (mixed marriages) and cultural 

(language learning) connections. 

Today, while the opening of Soviet universities to Arab and African 

students continued until the fall of the USSR, traces of this 

influence – in competition with French and Anglo-Saxon influence 

– are becoming increasingly rare. Moreover, executives trained in 

the Soviet Union are rarely the best-off. If we take the example of 

the energy sector, and more precisely the oil giant Sonatrach 

founded in 1963, its presidency is regularly entrusted to engineers 

trained in the United States (Chakib Khelil, in particular). On the 

                                                        
2 Mohammed Harbi, L’Algérie et son destin : croyants ou citoyens, Paris, Arcantère, 
1992, p. 188. 
3 Nicole Grimaud, La politique extérieure de l’Algérie (1962-1978), Paris, Karthala, 
1984, p. 133. 
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other hand, executives trained in the USSR are well represented in 

the army staff. The current Chief of Staff, Said Chengriha, was 

trained at the Russian academy in Voroshilov during the 1970s. His 

predecessor, Ahmed Gaïd Salah (who died at the end of 2019), the 

strongman of Algerian power after the first months of the popular 

uprising (Hirak) and architect of the ousting of Abdelaziz 

Bouteflika, was also trained in the Soviet Union. Of all the centres 

of Algerian power, the army – which remains the first of them – 

appears to be the one where Russian influence lasts the longest. 

The young generation of generals is, however, less Russophile than 

the previous ones. 

In order to grasp Russian-Algerian relations in their globality and 

complexity, beyond the myths about an unfailing alliance, it is 

necessary to look at three sectors (energy, economic and 

commercial, arms transfers) and two themes: common geopolitical 

representations and the Russian position regarding the Algerian 

popular uprising (Hirak). 

Competition, tensions and cooperation in the energy 

sector 

When it comes to oil, relations between Russia and Algeria are first 

and foremost relations between the Kremlin and OPEC. On this 

point, two contradictory representations coexist: on the one hand, 

a permanent arm wrestling, fuelled by a role attributed to OPEC in 

the fall of the USSR (strong production in the 1980s having 

favoured a fall in prices); on the other, the spectre of Russia’s 

membership in this organisation. Moscow has participated in 

OPEC discussions since 1993 while affirming its independence; but 

the essential trust needed for a genuine partnership is not always 

there. In 2001, divergences were already visible. First, OPEC was 

confronted with an expanding Russian oil sector, with important 

investments. As the increase in production and exports weakened 



65 
 

prices, OPEC hardened its stance with non-member producing 

countries. Russia nevertheless ended up agreeing to a symbolic 

reduction in production. With the rising price of oil, the need for 

cooperation was lessened between 2003 and 2007. At the end of 

2008, the idea of a possible Russian membership arose, at a time 

when the price per barrel had fallen. Even if the discourse may have 

seemed ambiguous as the idea of having quotas imposed has 

always been a major issue from Moscow. Otherwise, OPEC 

considers that Russia’s falls in production are symbolic and that 

the organisation alone bears the burden of stabilizing prices. In 

2009, faced with major budgetary problems, Russia announced a 

drop in production, justified by the situation of its oil industry 

rather than by coordination with OPEC. For Russia, as long as 

prices are considered “normal” (above $80 per barrel), dialogue 

and exchange of information is sufficient. Today, while world 

demand is being squeezed by the health crisis, the price per barrel 

is less than 50 dollars and the terms of tension between Russia and 

OPEC remain the same: OPEC is demanding Moscow’s 

collaboration to stabilize prices. Currently under Algerian 

presidency, OPEC is continuing its negotiations with Russia to 

further reduce  production in order to  keep prices stable4. 

As for gas, here again, the relations are ambiguous. Intuitively, the 

hypothesis of competition between Algiers and Moscow imposes 

itself: in a desire to escape an excessive dependence on Russia, 

European clients are tempted to encourage an increase of imports 

from Algeria. However, the hydrocarbons sector in Algeria is not 

doing very well, as is shown by the waltz of the presidents of 

Sonatrach (four in three years). Beyond the present context, 

between a domestic demand which is increasing and a production 

which remains limited, Algeria seems attracted by shale gas, 

                                                        
4 “OPEC and Russia study deeper oil cuts – two sources”, Reuters, November 3, 2020. 
URL : https://www.reuters.com/article/opec-algeria-idUSKBN27J27X. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/opec-algeria-idUSKBN27J27X
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including within the framework of partnerships with American 

companies. But with a socio-political context already marked by 

the distrust of the Algerian population, the exploitation of shale gas 

could exacerbate the current crisis. Anxious to multiply the 

explorations and exploit new deposits, the Algerian government 

has relaxed its legislation in order to attract foreign investors5 – 

European, American, but also Russian actors. For example, on May 

5, 2020, the Algerian national company Sonatrach signed a 

protocol of agreement  with the Russian company Lukoil6. Nothing 

specific has been planned for the moment. 

Finally, in the field of civil nuclear power, relations are less 

ambiguous. Russia makes no secret of its intention to export its 

expertise in this field throughout the Arab world. In 2014, an 

Algerian-Russian agreement was signed. It provides for the 

assistance of the Russian agency Rosatom to the Algerian Ministry 

of Energy in the development of a civil nuclear industry in Algeria. 

In 2016, Rosatom and the Algerian Atomic Energy Commission 

(COMENA) signed a declaration of intent to build Russian-

designed nuclear power plants in Algeria. This bilateral 

cooperation, which is set to develop, has also been discussed at the 

International Nuclear Energy Forum of Sochi in 2018. The 

construction of these plants is planned for 2025-2030. 

A trade balance largely favourable to Russia 

In order to encourage the development of commercial exchanges 

between Russia and the Arab world, an agreement in 2002 

                                                        
5 « En Algérie, adoption d’un projet de loi controversé sur les hydrocarbures  », Le 
Monde, November 14, 2019. 
URL : https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/11/14/en-algerie-adoption-d-un-
projet-de-loi-controverse-sur-les-hydrocarbures_6019170_3212.html. 
6 “Algeria’s Sonatrach signed a MoU with Russia’s Lukoil”,  Neftegaz, May 5, 2020. 
URL: https://neftegaz.ru/en/news/companies/547017-algeria-s-sonatrach-signed-a-
mou-with-russia-s-lukoil/. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/11/14/en-algerie-adoption-d-un-projet-de-loi-controverse-sur-les-hydrocarbures_6019170_3212.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2019/11/14/en-algerie-adoption-d-un-projet-de-loi-controverse-sur-les-hydrocarbures_6019170_3212.html
https://neftegaz.ru/en/news/companies/547017-algeria-s-sonatrach-signed-a-mou-with-russia-s-lukoil/
https://neftegaz.ru/en/news/companies/547017-algeria-s-sonatrach-signed-a-mou-with-russia-s-lukoil/
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between the Russian Chamber of Commerce and Industry – 

chaired at the time by Yevgeni Primakov7 whose role is central here 

– and the General Union of Arab Chambers gave birth to the 

Russian-Arab Business Council. Since 2003, this Council has 

multiplied initiatives (sessions, forums, business trips) throughout 

the Arab world (from Mauritania to Oman), and Algeria is one of 

the privileged destinations. 

On the occasion of the 15th anniversary of this Council (2018), 

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov recalled his role in the 

development of trade (22 billion dollars in 2018), as well as 

Russia’s main trading partners in the Arab world: Egypt, Algeria, 

Morocco and the United Arab Emirates. While these figures are 

quite modest in comparison with Russia’s other trading partners 

(trade with the European Union is more than ten times higher), 

they are far from negligible in comparison with the 1990s. While 

Vladimir Putin reached power, trade between Russia and the Arab 

world was less than a billion dollars (whereas it was as high as $10 

billion before the fall of the Soviet Union). From Russia, the results 

are therefore rather satisfactory, even more as trade balances are 

often largely favourable to Moscow. 

Regarding Algeria – which remains a very large importer of 

Russian armaments – trade with Russia is particularly unbalanced. 

By collecting some data from UN Comtrade (as reported by the 

Russian authorities in each case), we can see the extent of this 

imbalance by comparing the situation in Algeria with that of its two 

neighbours, Morocco and Tunisia. Beyond trade with Russia, these 

                                                        
7  This former Foreign Minister (1996-1998) and Prime Minister (1998-1999) was an 
Arab orientalist who was familiar with the Arab world and some of its leaders. After 
the election of Vladimir Putin, he made a major contribution to the development of 
Russian-Arab relations. He was one of the most important advisers to the Russian 
President while chairing the Chamber of Commerce and Industry (2001-2011). 
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figures are revealing the weakness of the Algerian economy and its 

extreme dependence on hydrocarbons. 

In 2018, Russian exports to Algeria were more than 450 times 

greater than the imports of Algerian products by Russia. This 

number is far more impressive than for Tunisia (approximately 5 

times more Russian exports) and Morocco (less than twice). 

Furthermore, still in 2018, Tunisian exports to Russia were 13 

times higher than Algerian exports and Moroccan exports more 

than 50 times higher. Not only do Tunisia and Morocco succeed in 

exporting many more products from agriculture (especially fruit) 

than Algeria, but they also export some industrial products. For 

Russia, Algeria is above all a client. It is a very demanding customer 

for military equipment, but not only. Algeria is now preparing to 

import more and more Russian wheat to the detriment of French 

wheat8. 

Russian-Maghreb trade since Vladimir Putin came to power 

 

UN Comtrade Database, data reported by the Russian government. 
In millions of dollars ($) 

 
 

                                                        
8 « L’Algérie se prépare à importer du blé russe », RFI, September 18, 2020. 
URL : https://www.rfi.fr/fr/podcasts/20200918-lalg%C3%A9rie-pr%C3%A9pare-
%C3%A0-importer-bl%C3%A9-russe. 

https://www.rfi.fr/fr/podcasts/20200918-lalg%C3%A9rie-pr%C3%A9pare-%C3%A0-importer-bl%C3%A9-russe
https://www.rfi.fr/fr/podcasts/20200918-lalg%C3%A9rie-pr%C3%A9pare-%C3%A0-importer-bl%C3%A9-russe
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Algeria: a big customer on the armament market 

Looking at data from the Stockholm International Peace Research 

Institute (SIPRI), several comments must be made: 

The world arms market remains dominated by Washington 
and Moscow – who export 57% of the arms – despite the 
French breakthrough between 2015 and 2019. 
With the United Arab Emirates (18th largest exporter in the 
world), the Arab world has a fledgling military industry. 
This industry is above all turned towards the Arab world: 
Egypt (41% of Emirati exports) and Algeria (13%) are the 
main clients of Abu Dhabi. 
The Arab world is over-represented among importing 
countries. Of the ten main arms importing countries, six are 
Arab, with Saudi Arabia in first place (12% of all imports in 
the world, versus 5.6% for the 2010-2014 period). 
 

Algeria is the sixth largest importer in the world. It imports 4.2% 

of the arms on the world market (versus 2.6% for the 2010-2014 

period). If the increase in Saudi imports is explained by the war in 

Yemen and the privileged relations with the Trump administration 

(the Saudis absorbed a quarter of American exports in the period 

2015-2019), that of Algerian imports can be explained by an 

expressed desire to modernise the Algerian army in a context of 

regional tensions. 

As mentioned above, Algeria is a valuable customer of the Russian 

military industry. After India (25% of Russian exports) and China 

(16%), Algeria is Moscow’s third largest customer (14%). Algeria 

alone buys around half of the Russian arms exported to the African 

continent. With 67% of Algerian imports, Russia is by far Algeria’s 

main supplier. 

If Algiers is a historical client of Moscow, and has been since the 

Soviet period, Vladimir Putin’s visit to Algiers in 2006 marked a 
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turning point. On this occasion, the Russian President announced 

the cancellation of the Algerian debt, i.e. 4.7 billion dollars. In the 

wake of this, Algeria undertook to spend 7.5 billion dollars on 

Russian arms9. According to specialised Russian media, between 

2006 and 2018, Algeria would have spent more than 13.5 billion 

dollars on Russian arms. Between 2000 and 2019, Algeria has 

purchased around 200 aircraft10 (from helicopters to fighter 

aircraft, including MiG-29s), 500 tanks, as well as anti-aircraft 

defence systems (from Pantsir to S-300s). In addition, the 

equipment delivered has been modernised, following the example 

of the Su-24 aircraft that were treated in Russia in April 2020.  

                                                        
9 Tatiana Kondratenko, “Russian arms exports to Africa: Moscow’s long-term 
strategy”, Deutsche Welle (DW), May 29, 2020. URL 
: https://www.dw.com/en/russian-arms-exports-to-africa-moscows-long-term-
strategy/a-53596471. 
10  Ibid. 

https://www.dw.com/en/russian-arms-exports-to-africa-moscows-long-term-strategy/a-53596471
https://www.dw.com/en/russian-arms-exports-to-africa-moscows-long-term-strategy/a-53596471
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The main arms exporters and their main customers for the 

period 2015-2019 

 

Data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 
UAE : United Arab Emirates 
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Major arms importers and their main suppliers for the period 

2015-2019 

 
Data from the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI) 

UAE : United Arab Emirates 
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Despite this privileged relationship, it is difficult to speak of an 

alliance between Algiers and Moscow. At most, we can identify 

common priorities and reflexes. More precisely, it seems obvious 

that Russia and Algeria share the same attitude towards the 

geopolitical recompositions in the Middle East and North Africa. 

Common representations 
 
Confronted with the three geopolitical axes which have emerged in 

the Middle East (namely the counter-revolutionary axis led by Abu 

Dhabi, the Islamic-reformist axis led by Ankara and the axis of 

resistance led by Tehran), Russia and Algeria share the same 

flexibility. Russia, which assumes as a foreign policy doctrine the 

refusal of alliances and bloc logics has been able to take advantage 

of its military successes in Syria. After an exacerbation of tensions 

with Damascus’ main adversaries in the early years of the Syrian 

conflict (Saudi Arabia, Turkey, Qatar), who reproached it precisely 

for its decisive support to the Syrian government, Russia ended up 

appearing as an unavoidable partner. 

It maintains excellent relations with the United Arab Emirates 

(one of Russia’s main economic partners in the Arab world), while 

maintaining a dialogue that has become almost systematic with 

Turkey (in Syria, Libya, Nagorno-Karabakh11) and pursuing 

cooperation with Tehran and Damascus. Russia intends to 

multiply mediation12 and maintain good relations with all the 

players while ensuring that no relationship is threatened by 

                                                        
11 Olivier Roy, « L’Arménie a cru au mythe de la Russie chrétienne »,  Le Monde, 
November 18, 2020. URL : https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/11/18/olivier-
roy-l-armenie-a-cru-au-mythe-de-la-russie-chretienne_6060140_3232.html. 
12 Adlene Mohammedi, « La stratégie russe en Libye : entre biais inavoués et 
perspectives de médiation », Fondation méditerranéenne d’Etudes stratégiques 
(FMES), July 17, 2020. URL : https://fmes-france.org/la-strategie-russe-en-libye-
entre-biais-inavoues-et-perspectives-de-mediation-par-adlene-mohammedi/. 

https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/11/18/olivier-roy-l-armenie-a-cru-au-mythe-de-la-russie-chretienne_6060140_3232.html
https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/11/18/olivier-roy-l-armenie-a-cru-au-mythe-de-la-russie-chretienne_6060140_3232.html
https://fmes-france.org/la-strategie-russe-en-libye-entre-biais-inavoues-et-perspectives-de-mediation-par-adlene-mohammedi/
https://fmes-france.org/la-strategie-russe-en-libye-entre-biais-inavoues-et-perspectives-de-mediation-par-adlene-mohammedi/
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another: cooperate with Iran13 while preserving links with Israel; 

dialogue with Turkey while safeguarding links with the Emirates. 

At its level, Algeria follows the Russian example and tries to 

maintain good relations with almost everyone. Beyond the anti-

imperialist propaganda (carefully maintained by a large part of the 

Algerian media), the Algerian government needs to compensate for 

its internal illegitimacy (the Algerian population has massively 

boycotted the last two elections, namely the presidential election 

of December 2019 and the referendum on the constitutional 

revision of November 2020) by a relative stability in its external 

relations. Where Russia considers that flexibility in foreign policy 

(the ability to dialogue with all the players) is an instrument of 

power and a vector of economic opportunities, the Algerian 

authorities see it simply as a protection mechanism. 

Despite occasional tensions that are largely exaggerated, the 

Algerian government maintains good relations with Abu Dhabi. 

From an ideological point of view, the Algerian leaders represent 

everything that the Emirates support in the Arab world (especially 

in Egypt): military power against the instability that democracy 

would bring and against the terrorist threat14. On this precise point, 

Algiers, Moscow, and Abu Dhabi seem to be on the same 

wavelength. Moreover, Algeria is the second largest customer of 

the Emirati military industry, which is constantly looking for 

markets. 

                                                        
13 Adlene Mohammedi, « Russie-Iran : cette rupture qui ne vient pas », Middle East 
Eye, June 4, 2020. URL : https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/decryptages/russie-iran-
diplomatie-guerre-syrie-turquie. 
14 Adlene Mohammedi, « Les Émirats, parrains du parti de l’ordre dans le monde 
arabe », Middle East Eye, April 24, 2019. 
URL : https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/opinion-fr/les-emirats-parrains-du-parti-de-
lordre-dans-le-monde-arabe. 

https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/decryptages/russie-iran-diplomatie-guerre-syrie-turquie
https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/decryptages/russie-iran-diplomatie-guerre-syrie-turquie
https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/opinion-fr/les-emirats-parrains-du-parti-de-lordre-dans-le-monde-arabe
https://www.middleeasteye.net/fr/opinion-fr/les-emirats-parrains-du-parti-de-lordre-dans-le-monde-arabe
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In Libya, Algeria has opted for a balanced position between the 

government of national unity and the army of Khalifa Haftar. In 

February 2020, the latter welcomed the head of Algerian 

diplomacy in Benghazi15. Four months later, President Fayez al-

Sarraj was received in Algiers16. With its main sponsor, Turkey, the 

Algerian government maintains similar relationships to those 

between Russia and Turkey: it considers it as an essential partner 

without necessarily supporting its adventurism and its military 

operations. 

Finally, Algeria has maintained very good relations with Iran since 

2000. Like Russia, it supports the Tehran-Damascus axis (by 

promoting, for example, a return of Syria to the Arab League) with 

a certain caution, because there is no question of it sacrificing good 

bilateral relations with Saudi Arabia. 

Ultimately, Russia and Algeria share many common 

representations and biases: an emphasis on the hallowed stability 

(particularly through the importance given to the fight against 

terrorism), a preference for flexibility in diplomatic relations and a 

willingness to contribute – through mediation – to the resolution 

of conflicts. Moreover, despite its traditional support for the 

Polisario Front and its stormy relations with Rabat, the Algerian 

government favours prudence and restraint in its treatment of the 

current tensions in Western Sahara.17 

                                                        
15  Libye: le chef de la diplomatie algérienne rencontre le maréchal Haftar à 
Benghazi », Le Figaro, February 5, 2020. 
URL : https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/libye-le-chef-de-la-diplomatie-
algerienne-rencontre-le-marechal-haftar-a-benghazi-20200205. 
16 « Crise libyenne : Fayez Al Sarraj à Alger », El Watan, June 21, 2020. 
URL : https://www.elwatan.com/edition/actualite/crise-libyenne-fayez-al-sarraj-a-
alger-21-06-2020. 
17 « Sahara occidental : Alger appelle à la retenue après l’annonce de la fin du cessez-le-
feu de 1991 », Sud Ouest, November 13, 2020. 
URL : https://www.sudouest.fr/2020/11/13/sahara-occidental-alger-appelle-a-la-
retenue-apres-l-annonce-de-la-fin-du-cessez-le-feu-de-1991-8074862-4803.php. 

https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/libye-le-chef-de-la-diplomatie-algerienne-rencontre-le-marechal-haftar-a-benghazi-20200205
https://www.lefigaro.fr/international/libye-le-chef-de-la-diplomatie-algerienne-rencontre-le-marechal-haftar-a-benghazi-20200205
https://www.elwatan.com/edition/actualite/crise-libyenne-fayez-al-sarraj-a-alger-21-06-2020
https://www.elwatan.com/edition/actualite/crise-libyenne-fayez-al-sarraj-a-alger-21-06-2020
https://www.sudouest.fr/2020/11/13/sahara-occidental-alger-appelle-a-la-retenue-apres-l-annonce-de-la-fin-du-cessez-le-feu-de-1991-8074862-4803.php
https://www.sudouest.fr/2020/11/13/sahara-occidental-alger-appelle-a-la-retenue-apres-l-annonce-de-la-fin-du-cessez-le-feu-de-1991-8074862-4803.php
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Russia facing Algerian Hirak: moderate support to the 

government 

To conclude this synthesis on Russian-Algerian relations, a few 

additional words on Moscow’s position in the face of the Algerian 

popular uprising. Since February 2019, the Algerian government 

has been facing an unprecedented protest movement (Hirak). In 

the name of a short-sighted vision of stability (the excesses of 

Algerian power are bound to lead to instability), no external power 

has turned its back on the cryptocratic regime (a civil showcase and 

an elusive military power) that controls Algeria. Contrary to what 

has been seen elsewhere, no opponent of the Algerian regime has 

come forward to call for its downfall. On the contrary, it seems to 

have enjoyed widespread support and the notion of interference 

was only invoked by the demonstrators. The latter criticised Paris 

for its benevolence towards the Algerian authorities and recent 

statements by Emmanuel Macron (in support of Algerian 

President Abdelmadjid Tebboune) did not help matters18. 

Russia’s support for the Algerian leadership was also criticised 

by Hirak protesters. From the first months of the uprising, the 

then Algerian Foreign Minister, Ramtane Lamamra, undertook a 

diplomatic tour to reassure European partners, as well as Russia19. 

A few months later, it was the turn of Abdelkader Bensalah, acting 

president, to visit Moscow. His laborious speech to Vladimir Putin 

was perceived as a humiliation by some Algerians, as the Algerian 

                                                        
18 Adlene Meddi, « Algérie : l’opposition critique les déclarations de Macron sur 
Tebboune », Le Point, November 23, 2020. 
URL : https://www.lepoint.fr/afrique/algerie-l-opposition-critique-les-declarations-
de-macron-sur-tebboune-22-11-2020-2402152_3826.php#. 
19 « Algérie : Ramtane Lamamra mardi en Russie pour informer Moscou “de source 
directe” », Jeune Afrique, March 15, 2019. 
URL : https://www.jeuneafrique.com/749943/politique/algerie-ramtane-lamamra-
mardi-en-russie-pour-informer-moscou-de-source-directe/. 

https://www.lepoint.fr/afrique/algerie-l-opposition-critique-les-declarations-de-macron-sur-tebboune-22-11-2020-2402152_3826.php
https://www.lepoint.fr/afrique/algerie-l-opposition-critique-les-declarations-de-macron-sur-tebboune-22-11-2020-2402152_3826.php
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/749943/politique/algerie-ramtane-lamamra-mardi-en-russie-pour-informer-moscou-de-source-directe/
https://www.jeuneafrique.com/749943/politique/algerie-ramtane-lamamra-mardi-en-russie-pour-informer-moscou-de-source-directe/
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leader gave the impression of being accountable to the Russian 

President20. 

The Russian leadership has in fact been limited to minimal 

support. By suggesting the re-election of a lifeless man (Abdelaziz 

Bouteflika), the Algerian authorities did not make it easy for their 

partners. The Russian leaders, like the others, could hardly 

apologise for a man who had been incapable of making a single 

speech for several years. And even after Bouteflika’s ouster, the 

Russians gave only discreet and moderate support to the Algerian 

government. Some statements by the French president and the 

head of French diplomacy seem much more benevolent towards 

the Algerian regime than those of their Russian counterparts. The 

official Russian television channel RT is moreover one of the 

foreign media which has covered the most demonstrations in 

Algeria. It was not invited by the Kremlin, but nothing was done to 

dissuade it from doing so. 

For Moscow, the overbidding in favour of the Algerian regime was 

therefore useless. There are two reasons for this limited, though 

unquestionable, support. Firstly, because the Russians are 

sufficiently well informed to know that the Algerian Hirak isnot 

actively supported by any external power. Second, because they are 

certain of the dependence of the military structure – itself 

preponderant – on them. A dependence that the heads of the 

Algerian army are trying to alleviate by maintaining very good 

relations with Washington and the Atlantic Alliance, which 

explains the visits that the head of the Pentagon and the head of 

the US Africa Command paid to Algiers during the autumn of 

2020. 

Published on 22 January 2021 by the FMES Institute 

                                                        
20 « Bensalah : la boulette russe », Liberté, 26 octobre 2019. 
URL : https://www.liberte-algerie.com/actualite/bensalah-la-boulette-russe-326728. 

https://www.liberte-algerie.com/actualite/bensalah-la-boulette-russe-326728
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Unlike other European Union member states (EUMS), Germany is 

not traditionally considered a Mediterranean power. This can be 

explained by its geographical location, as the north European 

country has no direct access to the Mediterranean. The concept of 

a unified Mediterranean (La Méditerranée) was coined by imperial 

France at the end of the 18th century and associated with a 

geostrategic vision1. The term 'Mediterranean policy' has hardly 

become common usage in Germany and the term is only gradually 

gaining acceptance in political science as well as in politics. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that there is no official document 

entitled ‘Mediterranean strategy’ of the Federal Government, but 

such a strategy has to be embedded into its Middle East and North 

Africa (MENA) policy and more precisely includes the states of the 

southern Mediterranean, such as Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia and 

Libya, as well as Israel and its Arab neighbours Egypt, Jordan, 

Syria and Lebanon. Despite a few exceptions, such as Edmund 

Ratka’s “Deutschlands Mittelmeerpolitik”2, the absence of a 

‘Mediterranean strategy’ of the Federal Government is also 

reflected in the international and national literature on German 

foreign policy since there is no contribution to such a topic. The 

                                                        
1 Edmund, Ratka. “Deutschlands Mittelmeerpolitik – Selektive Europäieserung von der 
Mittelmeerunion bis zum Arabischen Frühling”, Münchner Beiträge zur europäischen 
Einigung, Werner Weidenfeld, 2014, p. 38. Arabischen Frühling”, Münchner Beiträge zur 
europäischen Einigung, Werner Weidenfeld, 2014, p. 38. 
2 Such as: Ratka, op. cit. 
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‘non-existence’ of such a policy is also evident from the fact that 

Germany does not have a ‘Ministry of the seas’ and the Federal 

Foreign Office (Auswärtiges Amt) does not have a department that 

deals explicitly with the Mediterranean region, simply one for the 

Black Sea3.  

This non-existence of a clear-cut ‘Mediterranean strategy’ of the 

Federal Government is based on a historical process. During both 

the First and Second World Wars, the MENA region was never the 

main theatre of operations for Berlin and only featured marginally 

in German imperial schemes4. With the Berlin-Baghdad Railway 

(1910) the German Empire did not pursue a geostrategic ambition 

either but first and foremost strived for the creation of an economic 

transport route between Europe and India. Even with the end of 

the Second World War, the Mediterranean did not increase in 

geostrategic importance for West Germany. Chancellor Konrad 

Adenauer (CDU, 1949 - 1963), for example, focused his attention 

in the Mediterranean on the reconciliation with Israel 

(Aussöhnung). With the establishment of the European Coal and 

Steel Community (ECSC) and hence the integration of West 

Germany into the European integration process from 1951 

onwards, West Germany subordinated itself to a Europeanisation 

of regional policy. This process was also facilitated by the fact that 

West Germany hardly had a strategic-military culture. At that time, 

Israel's security was one of the few priorities of German foreign 

policy in the MENA region. According to Jelinek, the reconciliation 

with Israel is the consequence of both humanitarian reasons as 

                                                        
3 Federal Foreign Office. “Organisational Chart of the Federal Foreign Office“, 26.11.2019, 
URL: https://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/blob/215272/18ee0b38f331d2b9924373528cbd7b58/organigramm-en-data.pdf 
[Accessed on 22.02.2021]. 
4 Philippe, Hirsch. “The Cold War, the Arab world and West Germany’s ‘Mediterranean 
moment ‘, 1967 - 73“, p. 161 - 178, in: Cold War History, vol. 20, no. 2, 2020. 

https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/215272/18ee0b38f331d2b9924373528cbd7b58/organigramm-en-data.pdf
https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/blob/215272/18ee0b38f331d2b9924373528cbd7b58/organigramm-en-data.pdf
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well as policy calculations5. However, the Aussöhnung revealed the 

dilemma that had emerged: improving relations with Israel always 

carried the risk of deteriorating relations with the Arab states, and 

vice versa6. Ratka argues that (1) the balancing act between the 

obligation to the Jewish state on the one hand and (2) the economic 

and political interests in the Arab world on the other became 

characteristic of German foreign policy in the MENA region from 

then on7. With the expansion of Israel's strategic position after the 

Six-Day War in 1967, however, the policy of reconciliation was 

superseded by a ‘policy of balance’ under Willy Brandt (SPD, 1969 

- 1974), which – in addition to Israel's security – also provided for 

greater solidarity with the Palestinians and thus a rapprochement 

with the Arab states. 

In 1969 chancellor Brandt introduced the Near Eastern Policy 

(Ostpolitik). From then on it became evident that the priority of the 

Mediterranean within Germany’s foreign policy priorities was 

subordinated to East Germany and Eastern Europe. Focused on 

the normalization of relations between the West Germany and 

Eastern Europe, scholars often argued that West Germany 

neglected the Mediterranean region in its foreign policy and the so-

called ‘Southern Threat’ – the accumulation of destabilising factors 

such as environmental pollution, drug trafficking, organised crime, 

Islamist radicalisation and the increase in uncontrolled migration 

– disappeared in the shadow of the prioritized Ostpolitik8. It 

should not be forgotten, however, that the traditional intra-

European division provided for West Germany to continue to 

                                                        
5Yeshayahu, Jelinek. “Zwischen Moral und Realpolitik. Deutsch-israelische Beziehungen 
1945 - 1965”, Bleicher, Gerlingen. p. 15f 
6 Ratka, op. cit., p. 74. 
7 Ibid., p. 75. 
8 Annette, Jünemann. “Deutschland und die europäische Mittelmeerpolitik”, p. 421 - 432, 
in: Katrin Böttger, Mathias Jopp (ed.) “Handbuch zur deutschen Europapolitik”, 2021, p. 
422. 
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devote itself to the European East while France laid its focus on the 

European South9. This tendency of regional policy became 

particularly visible after German reunification in 1990. To end this 

division of competences within the EU, the European Council 

declared Central-Eastern and Southern Europe to be geographical 

areas for joint action under Art. J 3 of the Union Treaty at its 

Lisbon Summit in 1992, thus obliging all EUMS to also deal with 

those regions to which they had previously attached little interest 

due to their geographical distance.  

With the reunification of Germany and thus the emergence of the 

most populous and economically powerful state in Europe, the 

Federal Republic had to prove that it would not relapse into a 

nationalist-hegemonic foreign policy. Unified Germany therefore 

consistently sought to operate strictly within a multilateral 

framework10. Consequently, German interests – economic, 

strategic, and political – were subordinated to the political 

objective of integrating into a European multilateral framework. In 

the last decade, however, the geopolitical environment in the 

southern Mediterranean has changed significantly. The discovery 

of natural gas in the eastern Mediterranean (2009); the Arab 

Spring (2011) and its regional consequences, such as the 

emergence of failing (Syria) and failed states (Libya) ; the influx of 

refugees migrating to the EU (2015); as well as the annexation of 

the Crimea (2014) are both cause and consequence of the 

multiplication and diversification of state and non-state actors in 

the southern Mediterranean. Furthermore, initiated by the ‘Pivot 

to East Asia’ policy under President Barack Obama (2012), the USA 

withdrew politically from the MENA region. Their military assets 

in the region, however, remained unaffected. Despite the unilateral 

efforts of some EUMS, such as Italy and France, the increase in 

                                                        
9Ibid. 
10. Jünemann, op. cit., p. 432. 
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international non-state actors as well as non-European foreign 

policy actors, such as Russia and Turkey, led to a partial ‘De-

Westernisation’ of the region, meaning the marginalisation of 

European powers and a reduction of their margin of influence in 

the region. These recent developments call into question EUMS’ 

overall ability to act (EU’s actorness). In reference to the Astana 

format on the regional conflict in Syria, High Representative of the 

Union for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy (HR/VP), Josep 

Borrell, states that the EU is ‘witnessing a form of ‘Astanisation’ 

(…) which leads to the exclusion of Europe from the settlement of 

regional conflicts in favour of Russia and Turkey”11. Due to the 

increase in international actors and conflicts as well as the EU's 

endeavours to strengthen its actorness, German perceptions of the 

Mediterranean and its geostrategic importance have changed as 

well. Accordingly, the Mediterranean – the ‘Mare Nostrum’ – has 

gained in significance within Germany’s external affairs.  

The contribution to knowledge of the article is twofold: (1) to 

analyse Germany’s ‘Mediterranean policy’ based on the 

establishment of the Union for the Mediterranean (2007 - 2008), 

the Arab Spring (2010 - 2011) and the international military 

intervention in Libya (2011). The second chapter (2) discusses 

Germany’s ambivalent relation with Turkey and the last chapter 

(3) focuses on current debates in the German parliament 

(Bundestag) regarding three ongoing operations of the German 

Armed Forces (Bundeswehr): UNIFIL, EUNAVFOR MED IRINI 

and Sea Guardian. 

                                                        
11 Josep, Borrel. “Why European strategic autonomy matters”, in: European External 
Action Service (EEAS), 03.12.2020, URL: 
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-
homepage_en/89865/Why%20European%20strategic%20autonomy%20matters 
[Accessed on 18.12.2020]. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/89865/Why%20European%20strategic%20autonomy%20matters
https://eeas.europa.eu/headquarters/headquarters-homepage_en/89865/Why%20European%20strategic%20autonomy%20matters
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Union for the Mediterranean: Impetus for a German 

Mediterranean Policy 

Europe's Neighbourhood Policy (ENP), founded in 2004, became 

the main pillar of European Mediterranean policy, since the Euro-

Mediterranean Partnership (EMP) had been largely blocked by the 

failed Middle East peace process. With its unilateral demand for a 

Union of the Mediterranean (UfM) in 2007, France triggered an 

inner-European debate on the future of Euro-Mediterranean 

relations12. Sarkozy originally planned the UfM as an alternative to 

the ENP and EMP with new intergovernmental institutions and 

further envisioned that only Southern European states were to be 

included. 

The German government, however, wanted to prevent the 

establishment of an organisation outside the European framework, 

both for European policy and regional considerations13. In 

accordance with its traditional objective of integrating into a 

European multilateral framework, Germany argued for a further 

development of the previous EU Mediterranean policy and thus 

contradicted French endeavours to establish an intergovernmental 

organisation. Germany, as well as the European Commission, 

perceived the French initiative as an attack on essential integration 

policy achievements in the EU's external relations. Chancellor 

Angela Merkel (CDU, 2005 - present) identified the question of the 

UfM as a European question from the beginning and France had to 

be convinced to subordinate the planned intergovernmental 

organisation to a European framework. Although German 

interests did not change, Sarkozy's proposal brought a new 

dynamic into the German debate on its Mediterranean policy. The 

UfM was ultimately conceived as a continuation of the Barcelona 

                                                        
12 Ratka, op. cit., p. 128. 
13 Ibid. 
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Process. With its Mediterranean Solar Plan and the ‘Desertec” 

project (2009) – which foresees the generation of green electricity 

at energy-rich locations – a German core issue advanced to become 

a lighthouse project of the UfM. Following France's efforts to ‘show 

the flag’ geopolitically in the southern Mediterranean, Berlin 

pursued the strategy ‘trade instead of flag!’. Eventually Germany’s 

commitment was restricted to the working level of the UfM – 

especially in solar energy – but no new initiatives were taken to 

further develop the UfM.14 

Perhaps also because Germany does not have a long tradition of 

foreign policy in the Mediterranean, issues concerning the 

southern Mediterranean were perceived as European issues from 

the outset. It is important to note, however, that although pan-

European integration was always a top priority of German policy, 

a bilateral agreement with France concerning the UfM was sought 

first and then raised to the European level15. In the end, Germany 

has successfully resisted the renationalisation of Mediterranean 

policy, but not the de facto abandonment of its normative 

dimension, which Germany had previously stood for16. 

Arab Spring: Consolidation of a German Mediterranean 

policy 

Like other European countries, Germany was equally surprised by 

the regime change in North Africa. At the beginning of the 

transformation process in January 2011, the German government 

was still hesitant to drop its long-standing partners in Tunis and 

Cairo. This quickly changed, however, and Germany advocated for 

a democratic transition in North Africa and thus the end of the 

                                                        
14 Ratka, op. cit., 145 - 148 (entire paragraph). 
15 Ratka, op. cit., p. 145. 
16 Jünemann, op. cit., p. 426. 
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‘authoritarian bargain’ whereby state support compensates for a 

lack of political freedom17. At the Munich Security Conference on 

the 5th of February 2011, for example, Chancellor Merkel gave 

‘revolutionary advice’ to the Egyptians18 and Foreign Minister 

Guido Westerwelle (FDP, 2009 - 2013) travelled to Tunisia to 

assure Germany's support in the transformation process19. 

Westerwelle also travelled to Cairo and visited Tahrir Square in late 

February 201120. Following the departure of Ben Ali and Mubarak, 

the Federal Republic took proactive steps to reshape its relations 

with Egypt and Tunisia. In comparison to other ‘traditional’ actors 

in the southern Mediterranean, Germany held a favourable 

position to reshape those relations based on four criteria:  

1. Germany has no colonial past in the MENA region and thus 

incorporates the reputation of being ‘politically neutral’; 

2. German industrial products and the German economy 

enjoy a positive reputation in the Arab world; 

3. In view of its own history, as well as its involvement in the 

transformation processes of the post-Soviet states of 

Central and Eastern Europe, Germany has special expertise 

in the field of transformation;  

4. With Guido Westerwelle as Foreign Minister and Dirk 

Niebel as head of the Federal Ministry for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (BMZ), Germany has pro-

                                                        
17 Ratka, op. cit., p. 151. 
18 Fischer 05.02.2011 cited in ibid., p. 198. 
19NTV. “Wir gratulieren zur Revolution – Westerwelle in Tunesien“, 12.02.2011, URL: 
https://www.n-tv.de/politik/Westerwelle-in-Tunesien-article2597186.html [Accessed on 
10.01.2021]. 
20 Die Welt. “Westerwelles bewegender Besuch auf dem Tahrir-Platz“, 24.02.2011, URL: 
https://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article12636464/Westerwelles-bewegender-Besuch-
auf-dem-Tahrir-Platz.html [Accessed on 10.01.2021]. 

https://www.n-tv.de/politik/Westerwelle-in-Tunesien-article2597186.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article12636464/Westerwelles-bewegender-Besuch-auf-dem-Tahrir-Platz.html
https://www.welt.de/politik/ausland/article12636464/Westerwelles-bewegender-Besuch-auf-dem-Tahrir-Platz.html
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transformation officials in leading positions who regard the 

Arab Spring as a ‘historic moment’.21 

In its involvement in the Arab Spring, Germany relied primarily on 

soft-power elements of development cooperation and foreign 

cultural policy and focused on the transformation processes in 

Tunisia and Egypt22. In the wake of the upheavals in Tunisia on 

January 14, Dirk Niebel gave permission to develop a ‘democracy 

promotion fund’ (3.25 million euros), an ‘education fund’ (8 

million euros) and a third fund intended to finance loans for micro 

and small enterprises in North Africa (20 million euros). In 

addition to those funds for North African countries, a 

‘Transformation Partnership’ with Egypt and Tunisia (100 million 

euros) was set up specifically to strengthen (1) democratic 

structures and political inclusion, (2) the respect for human rights, 

(3) the promotion of civil society and economic and social 

development in those two countries. In addition to the decision to 

place a focus on Egypt and Tunisia, Germany pursued three 

guidelines vis-à-vis the Arab transformation states: 

1. Economic safeguarding of the transformation; 

2. Greater promotion of democratization and civil society; 

3. Application of political conditionality.23 

According to Ratka, this social and economic approach, which 

called for greater consideration of democracy and human rights, 

resonates with the ideal of Germany's value-based foreign policy. 

As in the case of the UfM, Germany defined the EU as an 

appropriate actor in the Arab Spring, but at the same time, judged 

                                                        
21. Ratka, op. cit., p. 171 - 173 (entire paragraph). 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid., p. 222. 
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its capacity to act deficient. For this reason, Germany advanced as 

a central actor that could implement Germany's and the EU's 

value-based foreign policy in the North African transformation 

processes from 2011.24 

In February 2021, the Federal Foreign Office announced its 

continued support for the democratization and reform processes 

in North Africa and the Middle East with the newly aligned ‘Ta’ziz 

Partnership for Democracy’25. Ta’ziz comprises the previous 

funding programs established in 2012 – such as the 

‘Transformation Partnership with the Arab World’ and the ‘Science 

Partnerships in Transition Countries of North Africa/Middle East’ 

– and focuses on projects in Iraq, Lebanon, Tunisia and Sudan. 

Through the awarding of grants, the Federal Foreign Office aims 

amongst others to support reforms that contribute to the 

consolidation of democracy. The focus is on civil society, media and 

the respective governments. Support, however, will be tied to three 

conditions: democratically legitimized institutions, the holding of 

free and fair elections in the foreseeable future and the possibility 

of cooperation with state and civil society actors.26 

These long-term goals of creating stability in the region within the 

framework of an external democratization policy, however, collide 

with short-term security policy strategies27.  

                                                        
24Ibid., p. 222 (entire paragraph). 
25 Auswärtiges Amt. “Ta’ziz-Partnerschaft mit Ländern Nordafrikas und des Nahen und 
Mittleren Ostens“, 16.02.2021, URL: https://www.auswaertiges-
amt.de/de/aussenpolitik/regionaleschwerpunkte/nahermittlererosten/taziz-
partnerschaft/203878 [Accessed on 10.01.2021]. 
26 Ibid (entire paragraph). 
27 Ratka, op. cit., p. 221. 

EUMS dilemma = Germany’s dilemma 
Normative democratisation vs. realpolitik approach 

supporting authoritarianism 
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Therefore, those interests compete with the progressing 

securitization of the region. According to Jünemann, Germany 

faces the same dilemma as other EUMS and the entire EU: the deep 

gap between normative democratization rhetoric and a realpolitik 

approach supporting authoritarianism, which has so far created 

neither democracy nor security, but instead a glaring credibility 

gap28. 

Germany’s non-participation in the military intervention 

in Libya 

Unlike in Tunisia and Egypt, the situation in Libya quickly 

escalated into an armed uprising in early 2011. In addition to 

Germany's efforts to prevent a military intervention and its refusal 

to participate in the NATO-led intervention Operation Unified 

Protector after the adoption of United Nations (UN) Resolution 

1973 on 16 March 2011, German policy during the Libyan revolt 

was characterized by five elements:  

1. Evacuation measures for German and European citizens; 

2. Resignation demand to Gaddafi in connection with an 
appeal to the ICC;  

3. Decisive sanctions policy; 

4. Humanitarian aid; 

5. Support for the opposition and subsequent support for 
‘post-Gaddafi Libya’.29 

The Libyan crisis, however, posed various challenges for ‘civil 

power’ Germany. Ratka argues that Berlin’s Libya policy was 

characterised by (1) a rhetorical support of the protest movements 

                                                        
28 Jünemann, op. cit., p. 423. 
29 Ratka, op. cit., p. 268 (entire paragraph). 
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in combination with a hard political-diplomatic offensive against 

the Gaddafi regime and (2) a refusal to participate in any military 

operation against the regime30. In the end, Berlin helped to ensure 

that the EU did not leverage a Common Security and Defence 

Policy (CSDP) operation. Nonetheless, Germany could not prevent 

France from continuing to campaign bilaterally and internationally 

for a military intervention and a corresponding UN mandate.31 

With the adoption of UN Resolution 1973, European and 

international dynamics changed: from then on it was the German 

government that had to justify its abstention from UN Resolution 

1973 and its non-participation in the military intervention. In an 

effort to remain anchored in the Western anti-Gaddafi coalition, 

Berlin intensified its cooperation with the opposing Libyan 

Transitional Council and once again increased its non-military 

engagement in Libya. Germany furthermore offered to increase its 

presence in Afghanistan in order to relieve the intervening powers. 

Moreover, – a fact which is often overlooked – Berlin did not block 

the EU's pro-intervention statements in the wake of UN Resolution 

1973, nor NATO's assumption of command of the mission.  

On the core issue of military involvement in the Libyan conflict, the 

German government did not change its position. From the 

beginning, Berlin agreed with Paris, London, and Brussels on the 

twin objectives of supporting the protest movement and promoting 

Gadaffi's departure. However, the actors disagreed on the method 

and Germany came under international criticism for its refusal to 

join the Coalition of the Willing to militarily implement UN 

Resolution 1973. Consequently, the military intervention in Libya 

underlined different preferences of EUMS towards the use of 

                                                        
30 Ibid., p. 280. 
31 Ibid., p. 283 (entire paragraph). 
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force32. The different approaches to the common ‘carrot and stick 

policy’ also revealed the limits of the EU’s actorness33: a debate that 

has been going ever since the Treaty establishing the European 

Defence Community in 1952, and that has been gaining 

momentum again since the introduction of the European Defence 

Fund in 2017. In the end, the discrepancy between the EUMS did 

not lead to an alignment of their positions in the sense of a 

European consensus, but instead to the marginalisation of the EU 

in foreign policy34. According to Ratka, France left the EU ‘on the 

side-lines’ and sought other partners to advance its Libya policy, 

while Germany maintained its traditional culture of military 

restraint35.  

Germany's non-participation in Operation Unified Protector in 

2011 is nowadays seen as crucial to Germany's ability to invite 

various stakeholders, such as Prime Minister Sarraj and General 

Haftar, to the Berlin Conference on Libya in January 2020. 

Accordingly, it can be argued that Germany's military restraint in 

2011 evolved into a ‘power of diplomacy’ in 2020. Nevertheless, 

German armed forces (Bundeswehr) are currently deployed in 12 

missions in Europe, Asia and Africa as well as in the Mediterranean 

with 2.708 soldiers. With three of them, Germany is contributing 

to the stabilization of the Mediterranean: (1) UNIFIL, (2) 

EUNAVFOR MED IRINI and (3) Sea Guardian. Before analysing 

Germany’s contribution to these missions, Germany’s ambivalent 

relationship with a prominent actor in the Mediterranean will be 

discussed.  

                                                        
32 Nicole, König. “The EU and the Libyan Crisis : In Quest of Coherence ?”, in: Istituto 
Affari Internazionali, IAI Working Papers 11/19, 07.2011, p. 2. 
33 Ibid., p. 283. 
34 Ibid., p. 284. 
35 Ibid. 
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Germany’s ambivalent relationship with Turkey 

A new and concerning trend in the South is the confluence of 

conventional challenges by state actors36. The ‘return of geopolitics 

in the South”37 is also based on Turkey’s aspirations to 

reappropriate the Mediterranean and to re-establish the Pax 

Ottoman of the 15th century. The geostrategically well-positioned 

country became a ‘big player’ in Mediterranean affairs due to its 

hard power approach: Turkish drones, arms deliveries, and the 

strengthening of its military presence in both Syria and Libya38. 

Turkey’s neo-Ottoman aspirations and the successive shift in 

priorities in Turkish foreign relations is accompanied by a 

declining interest in EU membership or an intensification of its 

involvement in NATO39. To secure advantages from both the 

West/NATO and Russia, Turkey is currently pursuing a ‘seesaw 

policy’ which reflects a less consistent commitment to values40. 

Moreover, Turkey’s power politics mean not only the deterioration 

of EU-Turkish relations but also of German-Turkish relations.  

Germany and Turkey are linked by particularly diverse and close 

relations. About 3 million people of Turkish origin, of whom 1.5 

million have German citizenship, live in Germany41. This provides 

opportunities for Turkish interests to influence the German-

                                                        
36 NATO. “NATO 2030: United for a New Era – Analysis and Recommendations of the 
Reflection Group Appointed by the NATO Secretary General”, 25.11.2020, p. 32, URL: 
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/2020/12/pdf/201201-Reflection-
Group-Final-Report-Uni.pdf [Accessed on 03.05.2021]. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Thomas, Aude. “La montée en puissance de la Turquie sur la base aérienne d’Al-
Watiyah“, in : Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique (FRS), 11.08.2020, p. 4. 
39 Wissenschaftliche Dienste – Deutscher Bundestag. “Sachstand – Aktuelle Außenpolitik 
der Türkei – Einflussnahmen in verschiedenen Regionen”, 04.01.2021, URL: 
https://www.bundestag.de/resource/blob/821376/14d182196f60aa5845bebbad2b802b68
/WD-2-101-20-pdf-data.pdf [Accessed on 03.05.2021]. 
40 Ibid. 
41 Wissenschaftliche Dienste, op. cit., p. 5. 
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Turkish community through Turkish media, transnational 

organisations, high-ranking visits by Turkish politicians – 

especially during pre-election campaigns in Turkey – as well as 

through imams trained in Turkish mosques42. In 2020, the 

bilateral trade volume amounted to 36.6 billion euros, making 

Turkey Germany's 16th most important trading partner43. By 

comparison, the bilateral trade volume with France amounted to 

147 billion euros during the same period44. Furthermore, the 

Bilateral Economic and Trade Commission and the German-

Turkish Energy Forum serve as a platform for dialogue between 

representatives from politics and business in both countries. 

Subject to the travel restrictions imposed by the Covid 19 

pandemic, Turkey is a popular destination for German tourists45.  

Despite these close economic ties, German-Turkish political 

relations have been increasingly deteriorating since the refugee 

agreement between the EU and Turkey was conceived in 2015. The 

settlement of the agreement led to harsh criticism by the German 

media and initiated the further deterioration of Turkey's image in 

Germany. In June 2016, the adoption of the ‘Armenian resolution’ 

resulted in Erdogan denouncing those members of the Bundestag 

of Turkish origin who voted for the resolution as an ‘extended arm 

of the Kurdistan Workers' Party’. In June 2017, Germany withdrew 

                                                        
42 Aydin, Yasar. "AKP als neuer Akteur in der türkeistämmigen transnationalen Diaspora 
in Deutschland: Spielräume und Grenzen ihrer Mobilitätsmöglichkeiten“, p. 379 - 392, in: 
Yoldas, Yunus/Gümüs, Burak/Gieler, Wolfgang (ed). “Die Neue Türkei. Eine 
grundlegende Einführung in die Innen- und Außenpolitik unter Recep Tayyip Erdogan”, 
Frankfurt am Main 2015. 
43 Statistisches Bundesamt (DeStatis). “Außenhandel – Rangfolge der Handelspartner im 
Außenhandel“, Fachserie 7, Reihe 1, p. 2, 21.04.2021, URL: 
https://www.destatis.de/DE/Themen/Wirtschaft/Aussenhandel/Tabellen/rangfolge-
handelspartner.pdf?__blob=publicationFile [Accessed on 07.05.2021]. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Auswärtiges Amt. “Deutschland und die Türkei – Bilaterale Beziehungen“, 24.02.2021, 
URL: https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/de/aussenpolitik/laender/tuerkei-
node/bilateral/201968?openAccordionId=item-201972-0-panel [Accessed on 
03.05.2021]. 
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around 260 Bundeswehr soldiers from Incirlik and transferred 

them to Jordan. Later that year, Erdogan accused German 

authorities and Chancellor Merkel of Nazi methods because 

German municipalities cancelled election campaign events of 

Turkish ministers. This affront is still regarded as a serious breach 

of taboo in German-Turkish relations. With the arrest of German-

Turkish journalists such as Deniz Yücel and Meşale Tolu, the 

German-Turkish conflict plumbed new depths. As a result of these 

events, Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel announced on 20 July 

2017 that he would take a tougher stance towards Turkey and 

reorient Germany’s policy. In the meantime, EU pre-accession aid 

for Turkey was cut by 105 million euros in the 2018 EU budget and 

talks on the expansion of the EU Customs Union (EUCU) to 

include Turkey were blocked, especially by Germany.46The 

‘historic low” in German-Turkish relations at the end of 2017 had 

a lasting effect on the German perspective on Turkey. 

Consequently, any Turkish geostrategic ambitions are viewed with 

great suspicion in Germany and Germany aims to limit Turkish 

expansionism in the Mediterranean, especially since Turkey is not 

committed anymore to European values but is striving to 

implement a Sunni-autocrat vision in the Mediterranean. 

However, it is important to underline that neither the Turkish 

community in Germany, German-Turkish tourism nor the good 

economic relations between the two countries mean that Germany 

is any the less vehement in articulating its interest in the 

Mediterranean vis-à-vis Turkey. On the contrary, the past 

scandalous moments in German-Turkish relations led to great 

suspicion of Turkey’s geostrategic ambitions. Nowadays, Germany 

implements a double strategy of both political pressure and 

                                                        
46 Burak, Çopur. “Deutsch-türkische Beziehungen im Spiegel außenpolitischer 
Paradigmenwandel der Türkei”, (1998 - 2018), Zeitschrift für Außen- und 
Sicherheitspolitik 11, Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden GmbH, 11.04.20218, p. 138 - 147 
(entire paragraph). 
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diplomacy to efficiently limit Turkey's expansionist ambitions. The 

exercise of diplomacy is also reflected in the continuity of economic 

relations despite political differences. Since 2009, the Federal 

Government has approved arms exports worth 780 million euros 

to Turkey (see table 1). Last year, however, the German 

government came under criticism for the planned export of six type 

214 submarines, which are going to be assembled in Turkey with 

the help of ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems. The submarines are 

particularly quiet, more mobile, and harder to locate than other 

submarines47. For these reasons, not only Turkey but also Greece 

ordered four such boats in 2000 and in 2010 the boats ordered by 

Greece were put into service48. According to experts, as soon as the 

construction of the submarines is finished, ‘it will take about two 

years to put them into service. But only if during this time they 

receive the usual and necessary training support from 

ThyssenKrupp Marine Systems’49. The German government had 

already approved the delivery of components to Turkey in 2009 

and secured the export with a guarantee of 2.49 billion euros. Due 

to the revival of the smouldering Greek-Turkish conflict in the 

eastern Mediterranean and Turkey's involvement in the Syrian 

war, the political situation has changed since 2009 and the 

planned delivery of the components has come under criticism.  

After Turkey's invasion of northern Syria in autumn 2019, the 

German government imposed a partial ban on arms exports. 

Military equipment in the ‘maritime sector’, however, were 

excluded. Foreign Minister, Heiko Maas (SPD, 2018 - present), 

                                                        
47 Julien, Reitstein. “Frieden schaffen ohne Unterwasser-Waffen?“, Cicero, 29.01.2021, 
URL: https://www.cicero.de/aussenpolitik/deutsche-uboote-export-tuerkei-frieden-
marine-gruene [Accessed on 10.05.2021]. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Thomas, Pany. “Deutsche U-Boote: Waffenhilfe für Erdogan“, 01.02.2021, Telepolis, 
URL: https://www.heise.de/tp/features/Deutsche-U-Boote-Waffenhilfe-fuer-Erdogan-
5042079.html [Accessed on 10.05.2021]. 

https://www.cicero.de/aussenpolitik/deutsche-uboote-export-tuerkei-frieden-marine-gruene
https://www.cicero.de/aussenpolitik/deutsche-uboote-export-tuerkei-frieden-marine-gruene
https://www.heise.de/tp/features/Deutsche-U-Boote-Waffenhilfe-fuer-Erdogan-5042079.html
https://www.heise.de/tp/features/Deutsche-U-Boote-Waffenhilfe-fuer-Erdogan-5042079.html
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negated a complete arms embargo in December 2020, underlining 

that ‘an arms embargo against Turkey is not strategically correct. 

In the past we have already seen that Turkey will buy weapons from 

Russia when the US refuses to deliver’50. Surprisingly, this time it 

is Germany bringing forward the argument ‘If we don't do it, others 

will’. The Greens, on the other hand, submitted a motion for an 

export ban on Turkey at the end of October 2020, arguing that ‘it 

is irresponsible in terms of security policy and human rights to 

continue to supply submarines to Turkey while President Erdogan 

is militarily threatening other NATO partners and the EU with 

NATO weapons’51.  

Eventually, the motion was rejected in the Bundestag. In the case 

of Kashoggi (2018), we have seen that Germany can decide at short 

notice to implement an export ban on military equipment that has 

already been approved. However, unlike Saudi Arabia, Turkey is a 

NATO ally and for this reason, too, the delivery of the last 

components was not cancelled. When it comes down to arms 

exports, it is important to distinguish between (1) the date of the 

export licence’s granting and (2) the actual export, as military 

equipment is often exported years after it was ordered.  

 

                                                        
50 Merkur. “Maas gegen Stopp der Rüstungsexporte in die Türkei“, 22.12.2020, URL: 
https://www.merkur.de/politik/maas-gegen-stopp-der-ruestungsexporte-in-die-tuerkei-
zr-90148708.html [Accessed on 10.05.2021]. 
51 Deutscher Bundestag. „Antrag der Abgeordneten Katja Keul, Margarete Bause, 
Agnieszka Brugger, Kai Gehring, Uwe Kekeritz, Dr. Tobias Lindner, Cem Özdemir, 
Claudia Roth (Augsburg), Manuel Sarrazin, Dr. Frithjof Schmidt, Jürgen Trittin, Ottmar 
von Holtz, Sven-Christian Kindler, Markus Kurth, Corinna Rüffer, Stefan Schmidt und 
der Fraktion BÜNDNIS 90/DIE GRÜNEN – Die Genehmigung für U-Boote an die Türkei 
widerrufen”, 28.10.2020, 19/23732, URL: 
https://dip21.bundestag.de/dip21/btd/19/237/1923732.pdf [Accessed on 10.05.2021]. 

https://www.merkur.de/politik/maas-gegen-stopp-der-ruestungsexporte-in-die-tuerkei-zr-90148708.html
https://www.merkur.de/politik/maas-gegen-stopp-der-ruestungsexporte-in-die-tuerkei-zr-90148708.html
https://dip21.bundestag.de/dip21/btd/19/237/1923732.pdf
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The following table shows that the number of approved export 

licences for all kinds of military equipment has decreased in both 

amount and value since 2009: 

Table 1: Approved export licences per year: GER-TUR  

 
Source: Author’s own illustration. 
Data from: BMWi. ‘Rüstungsexportberichte’, 2009 - 2019, Anlage 8. 

 

However, the decrease of granted export licences cannot be 

explained by a lower order situation, but rather by the fact that 

Germany is issuing fewer export licences to Turkey. In 2019, the 

Federal Government rejected export licences to Turkey amounting 

to 14.57 million euros52. Consequently, the Federal Republic has 

indeed reduced arms exports to Turkey, but not – as in the case of 

Saudi Arabia – stopped them altogether given that Turkey remains 

a NATO ally, even if an ambivalent one. 

Missions of the Bundeswehr 

The Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany, the 

Grundgesetz (GG), does not specifically refer to either military or 

civil foreign missions. Article 24 (2) GG, however, stipulates that 

‘the Federation may enter into a system of mutual collective 

                                                        
52 Bundesministerium für Wirtschaft und Energie. “Bericht der Bundesregierung über 
ihre Exportpolitik für koventionelle Rüstungsgüter im Jahre 2019“, 20.06.2020, p. 24, 
URL: 
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Aussenwirtschaft/ruestungsexportb
ericht-2019.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=12 [Accessed on 10.05.2021]. 

https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Aussenwirtschaft/ruestungsexportbericht-2019.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=12
https://www.bmwi.de/Redaktion/DE/Publikationen/Aussenwirtschaft/ruestungsexportbericht-2019.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=12
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security”53. The Federal Constitutional Court described in its 

judgment in 1994, the provision of Article 24 (2) GG as an explicit 

authorisation for the deployment of armed forces abroad 

embedded in a system of mutual collective security to preserve 

peace. Therefore, a foreign deployment of the Bundeswehr is only 

permissible within the framework of the UN, NATO and the EU54. 

Furthermore, the deployment of armed forces requires the 

approval of the Bundestag. According to the Parliamentary 

Participation Act from 2005 (ParlBG)55, the Federal Government 

shall send the request for approval of the deployment of the armed 

forces to the Bundestag in good time before the deployment begins. 

The demand of the Federal Government shall contain information 

on the (1) mission, (2) the legal basis for the deployment, (3) the 

maximum number of troops and the (4) planned duration of the 

deployment. The Bundestag may approve or reject the motion; 

amendments cannot be made. However, according to ParlBG § 4 

(1) consent may be granted in a simplified procedure which does 

not require the prior consent of the Bundestag for operations of 

low intensity and – according to ParlBG § 5 (1) – operations that 

cannot be postponed due to imminent danger. 

                                                        
53 Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany in the revised version published in the 
Federal Law Gazette Part III, classification number 100-1, as last amended by Article 1 of 
the Act of 28 March 2019 (Federal Law Gazette I p. 404), in: Bundesministerium der 
Justiz und für Verbraucherschutz, URL: https://www.gesetze-im-
internet.de/englisch_gg/englisch_gg.html#p0136 [Accessed on 10.01.2021]. 
54 Dieter, Weingärtner. “Rechtliche Grundlagen deutscher Verteidigungspolitik“, 
01.05.2015, URL: https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-
verteidigungspolitik/199281/wehrrechthttps://www.gesetze-im-
internet.de/gg/art_24.html [Accessed on 10.01.2021]. 
55 Bundesministerium der Justiz und Verbraucherschutz. “Gesetz über die 
parlamentarische Beteiligung bei der Entscheidung über den Einsatz bewaffneter 
Streitkräfte im Ausland (Parlamentsbeteiligungsgesetz)”, 18.03.2005, URL: 
http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/parlbg/BJNR077500005.html [Accessed on 
10.01.2021]. 

https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg/englisch_gg.html#p0136
https://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/englisch_gg/englisch_gg.html#p0136
https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-verteidigungspolitik/199281/wehrrechthttps:/www.gesetze-im-internet.de/gg/art_24.html
https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-verteidigungspolitik/199281/wehrrechthttps:/www.gesetze-im-internet.de/gg/art_24.html
https://www.bpb.de/politik/grundfragen/deutsche-verteidigungspolitik/199281/wehrrechthttps:/www.gesetze-im-internet.de/gg/art_24.html
http://www.gesetze-im-internet.de/parlbg/BJNR077500005.html
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Graphic 2: Bundeswehr worldwide  

 
Source: Bundeswehr. ‘Aktuelle Einsätze der Bundeswehr’, 04.2021. 
 

The maritime component of the United Nations Interim Forces in 

Lebanon (UNIFIL) aims to prevent arms smuggling into Lebanon 

and to secure Israel's northern maritime border. Germany has 

been continuously involved in the mission since its beginning in 

2006 and currently provides the commander of the UNIFIL 

maritime component, Flotilla Admiral Axel Schulz. The current 

mandate of the Bundestag provides for a contingent of 300 

Bundeswehr soldiers. However, this contingent is not up to 

strength with 130 soldiers participating in the mission (09/2020).  
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Table 3: UNIFIL – Current mandate of the Bundeswehr 

 
 
Source: Author’s own illustration. 
Data from: Bundeswehr. ‘Libanon – UNIFIL’, 15.01.2021. 
 

In June 2020, the Bundestag voted on the extension of the 

Bundeswehr’s participation in the UNIFIL mission.  The election 

results show that 513 MPs voted in favour of continuing the 

mission, 152 against and 5 abstained. Unlike with EUNAVFOR 

MED IRINI and Sea Guardian, only the parties at the extreme 

fringes of the political party landscape, DIE LINKE and the AfD, 

voted against extending Germany's involvement in the UNIFIL 

mission. Before the vote on the extension of the Bundeswehr's 

UNIFIL mission, several MPs from each political party gave a 

speech to state their main pro and contra arguments. These 

arguments are summarised in table 4: 
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Table 4: UNIFIL – Main arguments of representatives of 

the political parties 

 
Source: Author’s own illustration. 

 

On 7 May 2020, the Bundestag approved the Bundeswehr’s 

participation in the EU-led military crisis management operation 

in the Mediterranean Sea: EUNAVFOR MED IRINI. The 

operation’s aim is to monitor the implementation of the arms 

embargo imposed on Libya by the UN. Violations of the embargo 

will be investigated and, if necessary, corresponding control 

measures will be carried out. Operation IRINI replaces the 

previous EU mission Sophia, which was discontinued due to 

disputes among EUMS on the issue of the rescue of refugees from 

distress at sea.  
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Table 5: EUNAVFOR MED IRINI – Current mandate of 

the Bundeswehr 

Source: Author’s own illustration. 
Data from: Bundeswehr. ‘EUNAVFOR MED IRINI’, 15.01.2021. 

 

On the 21st of April 2021, the Bundestag extended the current 

mandate of IRINI: 419 MPs from the CDU/CSU, SPD and FDP 

voted for the introduction of the mission, 142 rejected it (DIE 

LINKE and AfD), 48 abstained (Bündnis 90/Die Grünen) and 72 
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did not vote56. This voting behaviour is also reflected in the vote on 

the first-time participation of the Bundeswehr in Operation IRINI 

in 2020.  

Diagram 6: Vote on the participation of the Bundeswehr 

in EUNAVFOR MED IRINI  

Source: Author’s own illustration. 
Data from: Bundestag. ‘Bundeswehreinsatz EUNAVFOR MED IRINI‘, 21.04.2021. 

 
The pro and contra arguments for an extension of Operation 
IRINI’s mandate:  

                                                        
56 Deutscher Bundestag. “Bundeswehr wird Libyen-Embargo im Mittelmeer länger 
überwachen“, in: Auswärtiger Ausschuss, 21.04.2021, URL: 
https://www.bundestag.de/auswaertiges#url=L2Rva3VtZW50ZS90ZXh0YXJjaGl2LzIwM
jEva3cxNi1kZS1idW5kZXN3ZWhyLW1lZC1pcmluaS04MzQ4MTg=&mod=mod538400 
[Accessed on 21.04.2021]. 
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Table 7: EUNAVFOR MED IRINI – Main arguments of 

representatives of the political parties 

 
Source: Author’s own illustration. 
 

As a successor to the NATO-Operation Active Endeavour, the 

Maritime Security Operation Sea Guardian was created as a 

comprehensive NATO surveillance operation for the 

Mediterranean in 2016, with far-reaching powers including the 

seizure and diversion of ships. The Bundeswehr tasks units on their 

way through the Mediterranean; currently it is the supply vessel 

Werra that is deployed in the Aegean57. 

 

 

                                                        
57 Bundeswehr. “Ägäis: Das Führungsschiff Tender „Werra““, 19.04.2021, URL: 
https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/einsaetze-bundeswehr/anerkannte-missionen/die-
bundeswehr-im-aegaeisches-meer/einsatz-fuehrungsschiff-tender-werra-aegaeis-
5056390 [Accessed on 21.04.2021]. 

https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/einsaetze-bundeswehr/anerkannte-missionen/die-bundeswehr-im-aegaeisches-meer/einsatz-fuehrungsschiff-tender-werra-aegaeis-5056390
https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/einsaetze-bundeswehr/anerkannte-missionen/die-bundeswehr-im-aegaeisches-meer/einsatz-fuehrungsschiff-tender-werra-aegaeis-5056390
https://www.bundeswehr.de/de/einsaetze-bundeswehr/anerkannte-missionen/die-bundeswehr-im-aegaeisches-meer/einsatz-fuehrungsschiff-tender-werra-aegaeis-5056390
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Table 8: Sea Guardian – Current mandate of the 
Bundeswehr 
 

 
Source: Author’s own illustration. Data from: Bundeswehr. ‘Sea Guardian’, 15.01.2021. 

 

On 3 March 2021, the Bundestag voted to continue NATO's Sea 

Guardian mission in the Mediterranean: 437 MPs voted for the 

continuation of the mission, 198 rejected it, 72 did not vote and 2 

abstained58. The governing parties SPD and CDU/CSU as well as 

the opposition party FDP voted in favour while as the opposition 

parties, DIE LINKE and the AfD, as well as Bündnis 90/Die 

Grünen voted against the extension.  

                                                        
58 Deutscher Bundestag. “Bundeswehreinsatz im Mittelmeer um ein Jahr verlängert“, in: 
Auswärtiger Ausschuss, 03.04.2021, URL: 
https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2021/kw09-de--824812 [Accessed on 
21.04.2021]. 

https://www.bundestag.de/dokumente/textarchiv/2021/kw09-de--824812
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Diagram 9: Vote on the extension of Germany's 

engagement in the Sea Guardian mission  

 

Source : Author’s own illustration.  
Data from: Bundestag. ‘Bundeswehreinsatz Sea Guardian‘, 03.03.2021. 

 

The pro and contra arguments for an extension of Operation Sea 
Guardian’s mandate: 
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Table 10: Sea Guardian – Main arguments of 

representatives of the political parties 

Source: Author’s own illustration. 

 

Quo vadis? Germany’s Mediterranean policy in the near 

future 

Unlike other EUMS, Germany is not traditionally considered a 

Mediterranean power. This basic observation outlined in the 

article’s introduction has not fundamentally changed. With the 

beginning of the 21st century, however, Germany’s Mediterranean 

policy has been experiencing a certain dynamization. Ironically, 

Sarkozy’s unilateral aspiration for the creation of an 

intergovernmental institution led to the dynamization of 

Germany's Mediterranean policy. Merkel resolutely opposed a re-

nationalisation of the Southern Mediterranean and prioritised 
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embedding the French aspiration into a European framework. 

Consequently, the creation of the UfM in 2008 put the Southern 

Mediterranean on the political agenda of the Federal Republic. For 

this reason, too, it is not surprising that the political upheavals of 

the Arab Spring in 2011 were closely followed and moreover 

perceived as a momentum of democratic transformation in North 

Africa. After a brief hesitation, the long-standing partnerships with 

autocratic rulers in Tunis and Cairo were abandoned and the 

historic transformation processes were supported with various soft 

power instruments. The non-participation in Operation Unified 

Protector in 2011, however, dramatically revealed the non-

negotiable core of the ‘German character’ since 1945: a culture of 

military restraint. This non-participation in Operation Unified 

Protector inevitably led to the questioning of EU’s actorness within 

its CSDP. Though with the successful organisation of the Berlin 

Conference on Libya in 2020, it can be argued that Germany's 

military restraint in 2011 evolved into a ‘power of diplomacy’ in 

2020. With regard to the questioning of the EU’s actorness in 2011, 

it should not be forgotten that the ‘soft power of diplomacy’ 

simultaneously mirrors EU’s value-based foreign policy.  

The dynamization of Germany’s Mediterranean policy can also be 

seen in the altered relevance of the argument of Israel's security. 

With the end of the Second World War, Israel's security has long 

been considered as the decisive interest of the Federal Republic in 

the MENA region. The present in-depth analysis of current debates 

in the Bundestag on ongoing Bundeswehr missions in the 

Mediterranean, however, shows that the argument of Israel's 

security is increasingly taking a back seat – even if Israel’s security 

continues to be a ‘raison d’Etat” for Germany. The argument is 

nowadays overshadowed by other interests, such as (1) Germany’s 

responsibility towards the international community and thus the 

strengthening of multilateralism, (2) the fight against terrorism 
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and the illicit trade of arms and humans, (3) the freedom of trade 

routes, (4) the prevention of further streams of refugees to Europe, 

(5) the overall geopolitical importance of the Mediterranean as well 

as (6) the operational support to CSDP missions and hence the 

consolidation of the EU’s actorness. 

Today, as in the past, Germany’s Mediterranean policy – like 

almost all fields of German foreign policy59 – continues to be 

embedded in a multilateral European framework. This also seems 

likely to be continued with any future change of government after 

the Bundestag elections in September 2021. As of now, the next 

German Chancellor may be Armin Laschet (CDU, Minister-

President of North Rhine-Westphalia) or Annalena Baerbock 

(Chairwoman of Bündnis 90/Die Grünen)60. Both candidates focus 

on the EU’s integration. Laschet, for example, particularly calls for 

greater integration between EUMS in foreign and security policy. 

According to him, ‘Europe must act together, the Permanent 

Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and other European projects 

must be strengthened”61. Laschet furthermore argues that 

achieving NATO's 2% target is ‘not an American imposition, but in 

our interest’62. Nonetheless, political scientists do not expect 

anything completely different from Merkel’s foreign policy. This 

continuity, however, may be jeopardised due to a new coalition 

partner: Bündnis 90/Die Grünen; commonly referred to as ‘the 

Greens’.  

                                                        
59 Jünemann, op. cit., p. 421. 
60 Due to the SPD's current low poll ratings, it is assumed that Olaf Scholz (SPD, Federal 
Minister of Finance) cannot become Chancellor. 
61 Armin, Laschet cited in: Andres, Rinke. “Ich bin Realpolitiker”, in: Internationale 
Politik – Das Magazin für globales Denken, 08.02.2021, URL: 
https://internationalepolitik.de/de/ich-bin-realpolitiker [Accessed on 12.02.2021]. 
62 Ibid. 

https://internationalepolitik.de/de/ich-bin-realpolitiker
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Looking ahead to the federal elections in September 2021 and 

according to the latest polls (16.05.2021), the Greens could record 

the strongest growth of all political parties in Germany: they could 

gain 11.9 percentage points since the last federal election in 2017 

and thus reach 20.3 % in total63. Accordingly, the Greens could 

become the second strongest party after the CDU/CSU with 

currently 28.2 %, followed by the social democratic governing SPD 

with 15.9 %, the liberal FDP with 12.6 %, the right-wing populist 

party AfD with 9.7 % and the left-wing party DIE LINKE with 7.2%. 

Diagram 11: Current polls for the Bundestag elections in 

September 2021 (as of 22.06.2021) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: Bundestagswahl 2021. ‘Bundestagswahl 2021: Umfragen, Prognosen und 
Projektionen‘, 22.06.2021. 
 

 

                                                        
63 Bundestagswahl 2021. “Bundestagswahl 2021: Umfragen, Prognosen und 
Projektionen”, 25.04.2021, URL: https://www.bundestagswahl-2021.de/umfragen/ 
[Accessed on 12.02.2021]. 

https://www.bundestagswahl-2021.de/umfragen/
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As of now, five coalition options are conceivable: (1) CDU/CSU-

SPD-Greens, (2) CDU/CSU-FDP-Greens, (3) CDU/CSU-SPD-

FDP, (4) SPD-FDP-Greens, (5) CDU/CSU-Greens (descending 

probability). In four of these coalition possibilities, the Greens 

would be a ruling party64. In view of the probability that the Greens 

will no longer be an opposition party but a governing party from 

September 2021 onwards, we must ask ourselves what a ‘green’ 

foreign and security policy could look like? Erlanger argues that  

‘these are not the Greens of the Cold War, a radical party 
appalled by the nuclear standoff between the Soviet Union 
and the United States over a divided Europe. The Greens are 
now centrist, eager for power, with a surprisingly gimlet-
eyed view of international affairs (…). If the Greens surge in 
Europe's largest and richest country, it would be a 
watershed not only for the party but for all of Europe (…). 
It would (…) potentially herald a shift toward a more 
assertive foreign policy in Germany, especially toward 
China and Russia, as global politics is becoming a 
competition between authoritarian and democratic 
ideals’65. 
 

In line with Erlanger’s presumption that a green foreign policy may 

be more assertive, the Greens stated in their election programme 

(19.03.2021) that they are aiming for a ‘thrust for global 

transformation”66. Amongst others, the Greens demand (1) an 

ambitious, sustainable and human rights-compliant foreign 

climate policy, (2) binding mechanisms for the protection of 

                                                        
64 Bundestagswahl 2021. “Mögliche Koalitionen nach der Bundestagswahl 2021”, 
25.04.2021, URL: https://www.bundestagswahl-2021.de/koalitionen/ [Accessed on 
12.02.2021]. 
65 Steven, Erlanger. “Post-Merkel Germany May Be Shaded Green“, in: New York Times, 
17.04.2021, URL: https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/17/world/europe/germany-green-
party-merkel.html [Accessed on 19.04.2021]. 
66 Bündnis 90/Die Grünen. “Deutschland. Alles ist drin. Programmentwurf zur 
Bundestagswahl 2021“, 19.03.2021, p. 117, URL: 
https://cms.gruene.de/uploads/documents/2021_Wahlprogrammentwurf.pdf [Accessed 
on 21.04.2021]. 

https://www.bundestagswahl-2021.de/koalitionen/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/17/world/europe/germany-green-party-merkel.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/04/17/world/europe/germany-green-party-merkel.html
https://cms.gruene.de/uploads/documents/2021_Wahlprogrammentwurf.pdf
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human rights, (3) a reform of the UN Security Council, (4) a foreign 

policy guided by UN’s Responsibility to Prepare, Protect and 

Rebuild, (5) a representation of 50 % of women in international 

negotiations, (6) an active European neighbourhood policy, (7) a 

prohibition of arms exports to war zones and regimes that despise 

human rights, (8) to securely equip the Bundeswehr with 

personnel and materiel in accordance with its mission and tasks 

and (9) to establish an ‘EU Security Union’ which foresees an 

‘increased cooperation of the armed forces and a pooling of 

military capabilities”67. It is interesting to note that out of a total of 

seven geographical regions mentioned by the Greens in their 

election programme, the European neighbourhood and thus 

explicitly the southern Mediterranean are also addressed68. 

As we have seen from the votes in the Bundestag on the missions 

UNIFIL (2020), EUNAVFOR MED IRINI (2021) and Sea 

Guardian (2021), the Greens were unanimous on the extension of 

UNIFIL and Sea Guardian, but disagreed on Operation IRINI, with 

46 of 67 MPs abstaining from the vote in April 2021. With regard 

to the Mediterranean, the Greens, however, strive for a ‘new 

Mediterranean policy” which ‘jointly realises development 

potentials for the region and (…) faces the enormous challenges: 

Terrorism, authoritarian regimes, state collapse”69. They 

furthermore state that they ‘want to make the Mediterranean a plus 

energy region within the framework of ambitious energy 

partnerships”70. 

Nonetheless, with presumably the CDU/CSU and the Greens as 

governing political parties and Laschet or Baerbock as chancellor, 

a continuation of the Franco-German foreign policy approach in 

                                                        
67 Ibid., p. p. 117 - 130. 
68 Ibid., p. 120 - 123. 
69 Ibid., p. 120. 
70 Ibid. 
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the Mediterranean seems likely. Regarding the Franco-German 

cooperation in the East Mediterranean and thus the handling of 

the conflict between Turkey and Greece, France’s first and 

foremost military approach and Germany’s diplomatic approach 

complemented each other. During the joint press conference of 

Chancellor Angela Merkel and President Emmanuel Macron on 20 

August 2020, Merkel stated that 

‘[t]here are different ways of acting. One is to make clear 
that we support our European partners. (…), we can do 
what France did by sending a ship there and promising 
support. On the other hand, we [the Germans] have worked 
to get the dialogue between Turkey and Greece back on 
track. (…) [D]espite all the [Franco-German] cooperation, 
we also have very different characters [and] our reactions 
are (…) shaped by our respective characteristics’71. 
 

With ‘German character”, Merkel refers primarily to the 75-year 

tradition of military restraint. Both CDU/CSU and the Greens as 

well as the other political parties – some more and some less – have 

internalised this character and moreover place a focus on 

development cooperation. Therefore, the above-mentioned 

German foreign policy in the Mediterranean seems likely to 

continue after the longstanding ‘Merkel era’. However, if Baerbock 

becomes chancellor, a more assertive foreign policy which focuses 

(1) on the implementation of human rights, (2) the development of 

ambitious energy partnerships and (3) the establishment of a ‘new 

Mediterranean policy’ can be expected. 

 
Published on 23 June 2021 by the FMES Institute  

                                                        
71 Angela, Merkel cited in: ibid. 
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 Turkey in the search for new partners: New 

strategic priorities in the Eastern Mediterranean 

By Arnaud PEYRONNET, FMES associate member of the 
Strategic Observatory of the Mediterranean and the Middle East 

(OS2MO) 
 
 
The Eastern Mediterranean, caught in the midst of a growing 

geopolitical confrontation between Turkey and Greece but also one 

between Turkey and Russia, has become the stage for new strategic 

agreements that open the door to new actors. Turkey, which is 

seeking to find a counterbalance to Russia on its northern flank, is 

therefore approaching Ukraine, automatically invoking the 

support of the most Atlanticist European countries, in particular 

the United Kingdom, whose outlooks are heavily influenced by the 

Russian threat. For Ankara, this agreement with Kyiv, and possibly 

later with Great Britain, could allow it to access both resources and 

opportunities for its defence industries. This particularly applies to 

its UAV strike force which has proved to be one of the keys for the 

projection of Turkish power while at the same time being a 

significant agent for industrial integration with foreign partners.   

On the opposite hand, Greece and Cyprus have strengthened their 

association with an anti-Turkish, pro-American axis. Both 

countries have signed major collaborations with the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) and Israel, doubtless also with the intention of 

gaining favour with the United States, taking advantage of a period 

of palpable tension between the US and Turkey, and thus putting a 

brake on any attempts by Ankara to make moves towards the new 

Biden administration. For Greece, these recently signed 

agreements allow it to tie the UAE, and to a lesser extent Israel, 

into the defence of Greek territory which has been challenged in 
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recent years by Turkish claims in the Aegean and the 

Mediterranean. 

A fast developing Turkish-Ukrainian cooperation 
 
Turkey has been subject to an increasing isolation, as much with 

regard to the EU as to the US, while Ankara has entered into a 

struggle for regional influence with Russia that encompasses Syria, 

Libya and the Caucasus. It seems to have come to the firm decision 

to draw closer to Ukraine thus allowing it to counter Russia, this 

time in the Black Sea, an area Moscow considers to be its own. In 

February 2020 the first approaches were made between the two 

governments and the following August a memorandum of 

cooperation was concluded between the Ukrainian ministry for 

strategic industries and Turkey’s national defence industries 

agency, which was then signed by the Ukrainian president on 16 

October 2020 during an official visit to Turkey. This memorandum 

of cooperation was aimed at the exchange of resources and of 

technological know-how1 between the two countries. Ukraine has 

also agreed to an exchange of space technology with the Turkish 

company Roketsan2. The agreement was announced by the head of 

the Turkish space agency on 4 December 2020, stipulating that 

this cooperation concerned the common development of new 

technologies, the manufacture of satellites and space launch 

vehicles3. 

Ankara is also looking to purchase AN-178 transport aircraft from 

Ukraine and would like to develop common programmes for long 

range UAVs and cruise missiles with Kyiv. In exchange Turkey is 

                                                        
1 Ukraine could become Turkey’s principal partner in a number of technologies such as 
turboprops, motors, avionics, UAVs, missiles, radar systems, robot systems and 
armour plating. 
2 Turkey has formally reiterated its wish to develop a joint intelligence satellite with 
Ukraine. 
3 Defense News, 14 December 2020. 



116 
 

understood to have sold Atmaca anti-ship missiles to Ukraine, and 

also communications and surveillance systems manufactured by 

the company Aselsan. On the naval front, Turkey is selling Ukraine 

4 Ada classcorvettes (a contract worth $1 billion), along with 

Bayraktar unmanned combat aerial vehicles (UCAV) according to 

a bilateral agreement reached on 15 December 2020 by the 

Ukrainian defence minister and the Turkish national arms agency4. 

This rapprochement also has an economic dimension, even more 

important during this period of crisis5, with the leaders of both 

countries hoping to progress the value of trade between them from 

$5 billion in 2019 to 20 billion over the next few years. On top of 

all this, Turkey remains an important tourist destination for 

Ukrainian citizens (1.5 million tourists in 2019). The negotiations 

to conclude a free-trade agreement, started in 2012, are also to be 

accelerated. 

On the political level, the Ukrainian president, Volodymyr 

Zelensky, welcomed the Turkish president to the Ukrainian capital 

in February 2020, before himself travelling to Turkey in August 

and again in October 2020. Turkey is supporting the Ukrainian 

army in its dispute with Russia over the Donbass and Crimea, 

becoming as such a very important partner for Ukraine. During a 

trip to Turkey on 2 December 2020, the Ukrainian foreign minister 

declared that “his country expected that Turkey would have a 

major role to play in the settlement of the conflict in Crimea”6. This 

situation is in keeping with NATO’s view, which wishes to increase 

its presence in the Black Sea. It also allows Ankara to exercise a 

                                                        
4 Defense News, 21 December 2020. 
5 The Turkish lira dropped by 35% in 2020; 2nd recession (-4%) in 2 years; 12% 
inflation (Les Echos, 19 November 2020). 
6 Al Monitor, 11 December 2020. Crimea used to be part of the Ottoman Empire until 
the 17th century and as such still maintains a symbolic importance in Turkish eyes. 
Ankara has therefore maintained its support for a return of Crimea to Ukrainian 
sovereignty, having strongly criticised its annexation by Russia in 2014. 
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certain pressure on Moscow, replying to Russian anti-Turk 

agitation, be that in Syria, Libya or in the Caucasus. 

Turkish UAVs as a tool for regional integration 

The full importance of the Turkish-Ukrainian partnership is to be 

seen in the field of drone warfare. In fact, a first agreement had 

already been signed by Ukraine back in 2018 for the purchase of 12 

Turkish Bayraktar TB2 strike drones7 and around 200 associated 

munitions for the system (a contract of $69 million). In October 

2020, the director of the Ukrainian state-owned arms trading 

company Ukrspecexportannounced its intention to buy a new 

batch of 12 Bayraktar TB2 drones in 2021, with the potential to 

produce 36 more units under licence in Ukraine8. 

The UAV sector would therefore become an area of major effort 

and cooperation between the two countries, with Ankara 

estimating that the projects undertaken in common between the 

Turkish drone manufacturer, Bayraktar Baykar Makina, and the 

Ukrainian company Ukrspecexport, would be able to resolve some 

of the problems the Turkish defence industry has with the 

production of propulsion systems9. Turkey had already imported a 

dozen Ivchenko-Progress AI-450C motors from Ukraine for the 

future Akinci drone10, confirming that Ankara needs Kyiv to 

successfully continue its future UAV programmes. The role of this 

new type of armed drone, high endurance (24 hours, with a range 

of 600-800 km [320-500 miles]) and able to operate at high 

altitude (more than 12,000 metres [39,000 feet]) is to make up for 

                                                        
7 The first examples entered service in 2019. 
8 Opex360, 11 October 2020. 
9 As attested by the Turkish decision in February 2020 to agree a deal of $40 million 
with Ukraine to support research and development into propulsion systems. Ukraine 
has also sold a quarter of the Ukrainian engine manufacturer Motor Sich to Turkish 
companies (Atalayar, 23 October 2020). 
10 Turkey intends to put 6 into service in 2021, having ordered 12. Ukraine, Qatar, 
Malaysia and Azerbaijan are also interested in the programme. 
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Turkey’s non-participation in the F-35 programme, indeed, even to 

suggest alternative solutions to the Turkish defence industry’s 

clients. If Turkish UAVs, used in huge quantities in Syria, Libya, 

Iraq and in the Caucasus, demonstrated their great effectiveness in 

support of ground operations, so the partnership with Ukrainian 

manufacturers of propulsion systems has become essential for 

Turkey. Indeed, for want of other industrial alternatives regarding 

the production of propulsion systems, this collaboration with 

Ukrainian aviation companies is vital for Ankara if it is to continue 

its ambitious drone programme in the long term. 

A Turkish-Ukrainian collaboration that allows Turkey to 

move closer to the West 

Ankara could, via Ukraine, take advantage of some interesting 

opportunities for its arms industry, currently suffering from 

sanctions. Since Ukraine is expecting a more substantial American 

support from the new US administration, Turkey hopes to obtain 

the same advantages through its timely support for Kyiv against 

Russia, and thus to attract President Joe Biden’s good graces in 

raising the sanctions that are so problematic for the Turkish armed 

forces. In 2019 the United States decided to exclude Turkey from 

the F-35 programme because of its purchase of the Russian S-400 

air defence system (penalising Ankara under CAATSA11). On 14 

December 2020, the head of the American diplomatic service put 

sanctions in place against the agency responsible for the 

acquisition of arms for the Turkish armed forces; Washington 

henceforth prohibited all export permits to Turkish defence 

industry companies, a stance rapidly copied by Canada (which 

supplies components for UAVs). These sanctions affect the Turkish 

air force in particular, essentially composed as it is of aging 

American aircraft (F-16 and F-4 fighters, Bell UH-1 and Sikorski S-

                                                        
11 Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act, enacted in August 2017.  
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70 helicopters) whose maintenance in consequence now risks 

becoming difficult. The Turkish navy, composed in large part of old 

US ships (including 8 Oliver Hazard Perry class frigates) 

themselves equipped with US weapons, could be hurt by these 

sanctions. Some components of the ground forces (above all, 

artillery and tanks) also risk being affected in the long term, 

considering that these are already suffering from restrictions 

imposed by certain European countries, Germany amongst them12. 

Through this Turkish-Ukrainian rapprochement Turkey could also 

look to win favour with the European countries of NATO’s eastern 

flank who perceive Russia’s threat as being much more important 

than Turkish activism in the Mediterranean13. In this concern, 

Turkey could find opportunities for a rapprochement with the 

United Kingdom which is closely involved with Kyiv. 

The British and Ukrainian defence ministers in fact signed a letter 

of intent in October 2020 that dealt with the delivery of British 

military equipment to Ukraine, the joint production of certain 

equipment and the construction of infrastructure for the Ukrainian 

navy, amounting to an estimated $1.6 billion14. Eight missile patrol 

boats could also be developed jointly, of which 6 would be 

constructed in Ukraine. In October 2020 both countries had 

already signed a political and economic cooperation agreement 

that reaffirmed their desire to “work together to counter Russia’s 

hostile influence” in eastern Europe15. 

The United Kingdom, in its post-Brexit strategy, is aiming to 

accelerate the conclusion of commercial and industrial agreements 

                                                        
12 Since Turkey’s operations in Syria, Germany no longer delivers spare parts for 
Turkey’s Leopard MBTs.   
13 The division between NATO and the EU could become one of Ankara’s indirect 
objectives. 
14 Naval News, 05 January 2021. 
15 AFP, 8 October 2020. 
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with non-member countries of the EU. After Ukraine, Turkey could 

be a long-term objective for London. In any case, both countries 

announced the signing of a customs agreement at the end of 

December 2020, in the hope reaching a comprehensive bilateral 

free trade agreement in the longer term. President Recep Tayyip 

Erdogan described the agreement as “The most important since 

the agreement for a customs union with the EU” signed in 199516. 

Turkey would like to extend these links with the United Kingdom 

even further, particularly in the area of drone technology with a 

view to potential exports to the British Isles. On top of this, Turkey 

has approached the United Kingdom about acquiring a second-

hand aircraft carrier and for technical support in the construction 

of modern ships of this kind17. Finally, the United Kingdom has the 

advantage, from Ankara’s point of view, of having left the EU and 

above all of being one of the powerful ‘guarantors’18 of the 

constitutional order in Cyprus. London, through both its presence 

and its influence on the island of Cyprus19, could thus represent a 

major political counterbalance to the EU and Athens in regard to 

the Cypriot question. In the best-case scenario Turkey would gain 

an ally, in the worst case a partisan of the status quo, which could 

favour the Turkish narrative and, de facto, marginalise European 

influence on the island. The current Turkish-British 

rapprochement is therefore, when seen through Ankara’s eyes, 

                                                        
16 Le Figaro, 29 December 2020. 
17 Middle Eye & Daily Sabah, in Opex 360, 3 February 2021. 
18 Under the Treaty of Establishment signed by the United Kingdom, Turkey and 
Greece on 16 August 1960 in Nicosia, which formalised the island’s independence. 
Ankara is consistently seeking to impose a two-state solution, which would affirm the 
Turkish military intervention of 1974. 
19 The UK has two sovereign military bases (Akrotiri and Dhekelia) and contributes to 
the UN forces on the island. More than 50,000 British ex-patriots are on the island, of 
which around 3,500 are civil servants. On top of that, British tourists represent around 
40% of the island’s annual visitors. The Cypriot diaspora to the United Kingdom is 
equally great, running into the tens of thousands. 
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without doubt linked to the Cypriot question and to tensions with 

the EU. 

 

Geopolitical rapprochement between Greece and the 

UAE 

Greece hasn’t remained inactive on its side of the fence20. Sharing 

a common opposition to Turkey’s neo-Ottoman policies, even if for 

different reasons21, Athens and Abu Dhabi have over the last few 

months increased their signs of rapprochement. Over the summer 

of 2020, at the height of the maritime crisis between Athens and 

Ankara, the UAE deployed four F-16 fighters to the Souda air base 

in Crete, on the pretext of joint air exercise with the Hellenic Air 

Force. The Emirati air force had already trained in Greece in 

previous years as part of multi-national exercises such 

as Inochios, which also involved Israel. On this occasion the 

deployment was on a strictly bi-lateral basis, a clear signal of 

support from Abu Dhabi for Greece in its conflict with Turkey. This 

rapprochement was sealed by the signing in November 2020 of a 

bilateral agreement strengthening military cooperation between 

the two countries, in tandem with a strategic partnership that 

includes the foreign policy of both states. In a joint declaration 

published as the partnership was signed the leaders of both 

countries condemned “Turkey’s violation of Greece and Cyprus’ 

sovereignty and their sovereign rights, as well as its overall 

aggressive behaviour in the Middle East, in the Eastern 

Mediterranean and the South Caucasus, in flagrant violation of 

international law”22. In addition, a “clause of mutual assistance in 

                                                        
20 As indicated in Aris Marghelis’ article ‘Greece’s New Regional Strategy’ published by 
FMES in March 2021. 
21 The United Arab Emirates are opposed to the Muslim Brotherhood’s politicised 
Islam represented by, amongst others, the current Turkish government, while Greece 
is concentrated on territorial contentions with Turkey. 
22 Greek daily newspaper I Kathimeriní quoted in Opex360, 23 November 2020. 
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defence” could be “activated in the event of a threat to the 

territorial integrity of either of the two countries”23, just as 

provision was made for the temporary stationing, if necessary, of 

troops in both countries24 along with an exchange of intelligence25. 

The two countries wish to set up a training centre at the Greek air 

base of Avlona, linked with a maintenance centre for F-16s26. 

Lastly, at the start of December 2020,10 days after the alliance was 

concluded the UAE took part with Greece, Cyprus, Egypt and 

France in the naval exercise Médusa-10 off the coast of Alexandria, 

reinforcing once again the consolidation of this new alliance in the 

Mediterranean. 

On 12 Janvier 2021, it was Cyprus’ turn to sign an agreement of 

military cooperation with the UAE27, Nicosia already having 

undertakings of this kind with Egypt and Israel, not to mention 

those with Greece. This agreement provides for military exercises 

and training programmes, confirming Abu Dhabi’s wish to ally 

itself in the Mediterranean with states who are opposed to Turkey’s 

neo-Ottoman policies. These agreements could in addition reflect 

the UAE’s wish to project its presence regularly beside its allies in 

the Mediterranean. 

A Greek desire to move closer to the Israeli-US axis 

Greece has also strengthened its ties with Israel28 after the 

conclusion on 4 January 2021 of an agreement for $1.68 billion 

over 20 years with the Israeli company Elbit for the creation and 

development of a pilot training school at the Greek airbase of 

                                                        
23 Ibid. 
24 Al-Monitor, 2 December 2020, quoting Antonia Dimou, Middle East director of the 
Institute for Security and Defence Analysis in Athens. 
25 Al Monitor, 13 January 2021. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Defense News, 12 January 2021. 
28 Tel-Aviv having drawn nearer to the UAE in September 2020 following the Abraham 
Accords. 
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Kalamata. Under the agreement, the Israeli company will equip 10 

Italian M-346 trainers and supply simulators to ensure that initial 

pilot training for Greek fighter pilots will be similar to that of their 

Israeli counterparts. Both countries had already moved 

significantly closer in 2020 with the purchase by Greece of two 

Israeli Heron maritime surveillance drones and their joint 

commitment to the construction of a new class of corvettes that 

answers the needs of both countries29. 

Greece has also multiplied its attempts at a rapprochement with 

Washington, taking advantage of America’s desire to counter 

Russian influence in the region. The Pentagon has thus announced 

its renewed interest in several Greek bases, such as the one in 

Souda Bay which is already used by the US navy, but which is due 

to have an American Expeditionary Sea Base ship permanently 

stationed there30, and the air base at Larissa which could 

accommodate MALE drones31. The Stefanovikeio air base and the 

port of Alexandroupolis, near the Dardanelles straits, would also 

be attractive to Washington32. To complement this, Athens has 

dangled the prospect of arms contracts in front of Washington, 

particularly for aircraft (20 F-35s) and ships (4 Multi-Mission 

Surface Combatant frigates, the upgrading of the 4 Meko class 

frigates and the purchase of 4 MH-60R anti-submarine warfare 

helicopters. Most of all Greece would like to purchase the F-35 

stealth fighter as Israel has already done, and perhaps the UAE will 

soon also do33, thus improving interoperability with its new allies 

                                                        
29 Opex 360, 27 June 2020. 
30 New York Times, 29 September 2020. 
31 MALE: Medium Altitude Long Endurance 
32 With the Pentagon trying to counter Russia in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea, 
Greece is an excellent support centre for the whole of the central and eastern 
Mediterranean. 
33 An agreement between the US and the UAE was reached on 19 January 2021 for 50 
F-35s, a few hours before the change in American administrations; it has been recently 
confirmed by the new Biden administration. 
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in “Club F-35” and aligning itself closely with Washington, even as 

Turkey has been excluded from the programme. 

The strengthening of military cooperation between the United 

States and Cyprus was announced by Washington at the start of 

July 2020, confirming the raising of the American embargo that 

had been in place since 198734. This cooperation is aimed above all 

at the training of personnel, before any possible delivery of US 

arms to the Nicosia government. This American support, based 

around the Athens-Nicosia-Jerusalem axis, is not aiming at Turkey 

per se but has a goal, as the Americans see it, of countering Russian 

and Chinese influence in the region, and encouraging stability in 

the Eastern Mediterranean35, in particular in relation to the 

EastMed pipeline project. 

Some of the United States’ allies believe that Turkey’s excessive 

ambitions represent the principal factor liable to lead to a crisis in 

the region. This topic is not going to go away, as proved once again 

in March 2021 when Turkey warned Greece, Israel and the EU that 

they would need its authorisation for any work carried out on the 

continental shelf claimed by Ankara in the Eastern 

Mediterranean36. 

                                                        
34 The United States imposed the embargo on the whole island in 1987 hoping to 
encourage a reunification of Cyprus, the northern part of which has been occupied by 
Turkey since 1974. 
35 American Secretary of State, quoted in Le Figaro, 8 July 2020. 
36 This diplomatic step was taken by Ankara after an agreement signed on 8 March 
2021 between Cyprus, Greece and Israel for the implementation of a sub-sea electric 
cable that aims to connect the electricity networks of all three countries; Capital 15 
March 2021. 
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New geopolitical axes in the Eastern Mediterranean 

Turkey seems, for the moment, to be in a favourable place with 

promising economic alliances with Ukraine and the United 

Kingdom, even as Ankara, in great economic difficulty, seeks to 

renew its links with both the EU and the new US administration. 

For this reason, it is probable that over the next few months Turkey 

will look to put the Mediterranean on the back burner and promote 

itself as a ‘model’ NATO ally, even if it means resetting its efforts in 

Syria, Iraq or the Caucasus, claimed by those who are close to 

President Erdogan as belonging to ‘Greater Turkey’. As for Greece, 

the year 2021 will certainly provide the chance to consolidate 

alliances formed in 2020 as at the same time it seeks a lasting 

rapprochement with Washington. 

 
Published on 27 April 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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Greece’s new Regional Strategy 

By Aris MARGHELIS, Research fellow at the Centre for 

Maritime and Oceanic Law (Centre de Droit Maritime et 

Océanique), University of Nantes 

 
From the moment when Turkey ‘crossed the Rubicon’ by signing a 

delimitation agreement on 27 November 20191 that infringed upon 

Greek maritime rights, Athens moved ahead swiftly with two 

delimitations of its own, one with Italy in June 20202 and one with 

Egypt the following August3, aiming to counter the Turkish-Libyan 

accord. In October 2020, Greece came to an agreement with 

Albania, one of Turkey’s strategic partners, that the settlement of 

their maritime borders should be left to international arbitration. 

Finally, in January 2021 it extended its territorial waters in the 

Ionian Sea to 12 nautical miles, reiterating its discretionary right to 

do the same along the whole of its coastline if need be, knowing 

that an extension beyond 6 nautical miles in the Aegean Sea would 

be a casus belli4 for Turkey. So many measures coming after 

decades of a status quo. 

 

                                                        
1 Full text of Turkey-Libya maritime agreement revealed”, The Nordic Monitor, 5 
December 2019 (https://nordicmonitor.com/2019/12/the-full-text-of-turkey-libya-
maritime-agreement-revealed/). 
2 Aris Marghelis: “The maritime delimitation agreement between Greece and Italy of 9 
June 2020: An analysis in the light of International Law, national interest and regional 
politics”, Marine Policy, vol. 126, April 2021 
3 Aris Marghelis : « Le mémorandum d’accord entre la Turquie et le gouvernement 
d’entente national libyen et l’accord de délimitation entre la Grèce et l’Égypte dans leur 
contexte régional », Annuaire de Droit Maritime et Océanique (ADMO), to be 
published. 
4 “Turkey says Greece’s decision to extend its territorial waters in the Aegean is cause 
of war”, Hurriyet Daily News, 30 August 2020 
(https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-says-greeces-decision-to-extend-its-
territorial-waters-in-aegean-is-cause-of-war-157805). 

https://nordicmonitor.com/2019/12/the-full-text-of-turkey-libya-maritime-agreement-revealed/
https://nordicmonitor.com/2019/12/the-full-text-of-turkey-libya-maritime-agreement-revealed/
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-says-greeces-decision-to-extend-its-territorial-waters-in-aegean-is-cause-of-war-157805
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-says-greeces-decision-to-extend-its-territorial-waters-in-aegean-is-cause-of-war-157805
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The traditional vectors of foreign policy have proved to be 

insufficient 

Faced with the danger of a military escalation with Turkey in 2020, 

Greece took cognisance of both its need, which is undeniable, but 

also of the limits of its links with the European Union and NATO. 

The EU remains Greece’s principal asset but is hampered by its 

internal divisions on foreign policy. States like Spain, Italy, 

Germany, Hungary and Malta have shown themselves to be very 

reluctant to adopt a firm approach towards Turkey. On the other 

hand, France, Austria and even Slovenia are championing a robust 

attitude combined with substantial support for Greece and Cyprus. 

For its part, concerned to preserve its cohesion, NATO has 

remained true to its traditional equidistance between Greece and 

Turkey. This is a position that Greece has taken badly; considering 

itself to the be the wronged party and then to be treated equally 

with its aggressor is, from the Greek point of view, simply playing 

the aggressor’s game. It is not by chance that Turkey greatly prefers 

to work within a NATO context to that of the EU and that it has 

increased pressure on allies and structures within the alliance, 

conferring a ‘quasi political commissionaires’ role5 on its diplomats 

working in these areas. The setting up of the ‘deconfliction 

mechanism’ right at the heart of the Atlantic Alliance is in fact quite 

typical of the way in which the NATO-Greece-Turkey trio works. 

After it was announced at the start of September 2020 by Secretary 

General Stoltenberg and the Turkish government, Greece 

immediately made it understood that the only way to lower the 

tension was to remove the cause, demanding that the Turkish 

seismic research ship Oruç Reis and its escort leave the Greek 

continental shelf. It was quite unacceptable for the Greek 

authorities to accept any ‘lowering of the tension’ under NATO’s 

                                                        
5 Interview with Pierre Razoux, expert on NATO structures, 15 March 2021. 
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aegis without the prior departure of this flotilla. The deconfliction 

mechanism was finally set up in October once the Turkish ships 

had returned to port, and Greece has ensured that it is limited to 

strictly operational concerns with no impact on political matters. 

Athens has therefore taken note of the inherent limitations of these 

two structures which are in any case interconnected, and this has 

led it to create alternatives to check Turkey’s aggressive policy: 

military and diplomatic partnerships that are both bilateral and 

regional and that are combined with a significant rearmament 

programme. 

New military and diplomatic partnerships 

France 

Leaving the United States to one side, of all Greece’s European 

partners France is without doubt the most important and the most 

powerful as far as Athens is concerned. It demonstrated unfailing 

support during the crisis of 2020 which undoubtedly made the 

difference in the way in which the crisis evolved and in its outcome. 

Beyond the increase in joint military exercises6, Athens and Paris 

have also increased their cooperation where arms supplies are 

concerned, as will be discussed later. This valuable support, linked 

to traditional relationships between the two countries, is clearly 

not unconnected with Turkey’s policies in North Africa and the 

Sahel which have led France to give her support to Greece and 

Egypt in the eastern Mediterranean, to act both as regional 

outposts and a means of readjusting the balance of power.  

                                                        
6 “Greece, France ‘hold joint drills’ amid tensions with Turkey”,  China Daily, 13 August 
2020 (https://www.chinadailyasia.com/article/139944) ; “France joins military 
exercises in east Mediterranean”, Reuters, 26 August 2020 
(https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-greece-france-idUSKBN25M0UF) ; 
« Skyros: la grande tournée des Rafale », L’Opinion, 8 February 2021 
(https://www.lopinion.fr/blog/secret-defense/skyros-grande-tournee-rafale-235949) 

https://www.chinadailyasia.com/article/139944
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-greece-france-idUSKBN25M0UF
https://www.lopinion.fr/blog/secret-defense/skyros-grande-tournee-rafale-235949
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The Gulf States  

After several years of apparent disinterest vis à vis the Arab world, 

Greece seems to be operating an energetic return to the Arabo-

Muslim states. It has concluded a number of cooperation 

agreements with the United Arab Emirates (UAE)7, and also a 

strategic partnership that includes a mutual defence agreement8 

signed on 18 November 2020, a first for Greece outside NATO. 

Theoretically this would mean that in the case of any aggression it 

could count on the support of the sizable Emirati air force. As a sign 

of the new dynamic of military cooperation between the two 

countries, four Emirati F-16s were stationed in Crete throughout 

August, right in the middle of the crisis with Turkey. In addition, 

this partnership could prove very beneficial to the Greek air force 

in the long term given the similar equipment used by both air 

forces, which both want to acquire the F-35 stealth multi-role 

combat aircraft, and which already have the modernised F-16. 

As far as Saudi Arabia is concerned, relations are more discreet but 

are developing on the back of the rivalry between Saudi Arabia and 

Turkey. This affects the space sector9 but above all the military. 

Graeco-Saudi air exercises are to take place in the next few weeks 

in the Mediterranean10. At the Americans’ request an agreement on 

the deployment of Greek Patriot missiles is about to be signed, 

aimed at protecting the Saudi oil producing infrastructure that has 

                                                        
7 “Greece & UAE sign four memoranda”, Greek City Times, 24 July 2020 
(https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/07/24/greece-uae-sign-four-memoranda/). 
8 “Greece, UAE commit to mutual defense assistance”,  Kathimerini, 23 November 
2020 (https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/259450/greece-uae-commit-to-mutual-
defense-assistance/). 
9 “Saudi Arabia Signs MoU with Greece in the Field of Space”, Saudi Press Agency, 5 
February 2020 
(https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=en&newsid=2030738). 
10 “Saudi and Greek air forces begin joint exercise in Greece”, Arab News, 18 March 
2021 (https://www.arabnews.com/node/1826716/saudi-arabia). 

https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/07/24/greece-uae-sign-four-memoranda/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/259450/greece-uae-commit-to-mutual-defense-assistance/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/259450/greece-uae-commit-to-mutual-defense-assistance/
https://www.spa.gov.sa/viewfullstory.php?lang=en&newsid=2030738
https://www.arabnews.com/node/1826716/saudi-arabia
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regularly been targeted since 2019. In return Riyadh will update 

the missile systems at its own expense. Greece pointedly comments 

however that these are defensive weapons and that it has no desire 

to be associated with any active support for the war in Yemen11. 

On the other hand, this opening of the door to the Gulf, eased by 

the recent normalisation of relations between Israel and several 

Arab states under the preceding US administration, seems to have 

been done at the expense of Greek-Iranian relationships that had 

been cordial for a long time12. In fact, the pro-Greek lobby in 

Washington seems to have moved closer to those favourable to 

Israel, Saudi Arabia and the UEA, all of them hostile to Tehran. 

The Levant  

Close to the Arab world until 1990 (when Athens officially 

recognised Israel), Greece strengthened its links with Tel Aviv from 

2010 within a context of deteriorating Turkish Israeli relations. 

Greek Israeli cooperation, which involves Cyprus in the majority of 

its planning, rests on the double dimension of energy and the 

military. With regards to energy, the three states are planning to 

install the longest undersea electric cable in the world (1200 

km/750 miles), aiming to link Israel with Europe in order to ensure 

the Hebrew state’s supply in case of emergency13. But their flagship 

project is of course the East Med gas pipeline14. Nevertheless, the 

                                                        
11 “Greek FM to discuss military ties with Saudi Arabia”,  Saudi Press Agency, 20 
February 2021 (https://www.arabnews.com/node/1812761/saudi-arabia). 
12 “Iran threatens retaliation against Greece for US use of military bases”,  The 
Jerusalem Post, 15 January 2020 (https://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Iran-
threatens-retaliation-against-Greece-for-US-use-of-military-bases-614185). 
13 “Israel inks deal to link electricity grid with Cyprus, Greece via undersea cable”, The 
Times of Israel, 8 March 2021 (https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-inks-deal-to-
link-electricity-grid-with-cyprus-greece-via-undersea-
cable/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-
08&utm_medium=email). 
14 “Greece, Israel, Cyprus sign deal for EastMed gas pipeline”, Israel Hayom, 3 January 

https://www.arabnews.com/node/1812761/saudi-arabia
https://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Iran-threatens-retaliation-against-Greece-for-US-use-of-military-bases-614185
https://www.jpost.com/Middle-East/Iran-threatens-retaliation-against-Greece-for-US-use-of-military-bases-614185
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-inks-deal-to-link-electricity-grid-with-cyprus-greece-via-undersea-cable/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-08&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-inks-deal-to-link-electricity-grid-with-cyprus-greece-via-undersea-cable/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-08&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-inks-deal-to-link-electricity-grid-with-cyprus-greece-via-undersea-cable/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-08&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-inks-deal-to-link-electricity-grid-with-cyprus-greece-via-undersea-cable/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-08&utm_medium=email
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regional architecture it would involve and above all its technical 

feasibility and profitability, raise doubts as to any real chance of its 

fulfilment. Until work on the project has truly started nothing is 

certain and it appears to be more of a geopolitical tool. As well as 

the question of energy, Greece has just announced that it will open 

its doors to Israeli tourists in spite of the Covid pandemic15. On the 

military level, the cooperation between Greece and Israel which 

started in the 2010s16, is now seeing an upturn and is concentrated 

on joint training, intelligence sharing and cybersecurity17. Israel 

offers Greece and Cyprus an east-west axis to complement the 

north-south axis established with Egypt, thus allowing coverage of 

the eastern Mediterranean. For their part these two European 

states provide Israel with a direct connection to Europe as well as 

training areas and a regional strategic depth which has been 

lacking particularly since the ‘loss’ of Turkey, a valued military 

partner of previous years18. What is more, the regional policy of the 

                                                        
2020 (https://www.israelhayom.com/2020/01/03/greece-israel-cyprus-sign-deal-for-
eastmed-gas-pipeline/) 
15 “Greece might allow in Israeli tourists as early as April”,  The Jerusalem Post, 10 
March 2021 (https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/greece-might-allow-in-israeli-
tourists-as-early-as-april-661575). 
16 “Turkey Out – Greece In. As Turkey rattles its saber at Israel, the Jewish state signs a 
security deal with its neighbor, Greece”,  Israel national News, 4 September 2011 
(https://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/147529). 
17 “Israel, Greece sign status of forces agreement”, The Jerusalem Post, 19 July 2015 
(https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Israel-Greece-sign-status-of-forces-agreement-
409492) ; “Israel, Greece and Cyprus agree to boost defense cooperation”,  The Times 
of Israel, 13 November 2020 (https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-greece-and-
cyprus-agree-to-boost-defense-cooperation/) ; “Israel pivotal in Greece’s defense 
plans”, Kathimerini, 15 February 2021 
(https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/262372/israel-pivotal-in-greeces-defense-
plans/) ; “Israel leads naval drill with Greece, Cyprus as countries  deepen ties”, The 
Times of Israel, 12 March 2021 (https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-leads-naval-
drill-with-greece-cyprus-as-countries-deepen-
ties/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-
12&utm_medium=email). 
18 “Israeli Air Force Trains in Turkey”, Jewish Telegraphic Agency, 16 April 1996 
(https://www.jta.org/1996/04/16/archive/israeli-air-force-trains-in-turkey ) ; Michael 
Eisenstadt: “Turkish-Israeli Military Cooperation: An Assessment”, The Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, 24 July 1997 

https://www.israelhayom.com/2020/01/03/greece-israel-cyprus-sign-deal-for-eastmed-gas-pipeline/
https://www.israelhayom.com/2020/01/03/greece-israel-cyprus-sign-deal-for-eastmed-gas-pipeline/
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/greece-might-allow-in-israeli-tourists-as-early-as-april-661575
https://www.jpost.com/israel-news/greece-might-allow-in-israeli-tourists-as-early-as-april-661575
https://www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/147529
https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Israel-Greece-sign-status-of-forces-agreement-409492
https://www.jpost.com/Israel-News/Israel-Greece-sign-status-of-forces-agreement-409492
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-greece-and-cyprus-agree-to-boost-defense-cooperation/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-greece-and-cyprus-agree-to-boost-defense-cooperation/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/262372/israel-pivotal-in-greeces-defense-plans/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/news/262372/israel-pivotal-in-greeces-defense-plans/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-leads-naval-drill-with-greece-cyprus-as-countries-deepen-ties/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-12&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-leads-naval-drill-with-greece-cyprus-as-countries-deepen-ties/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-12&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-leads-naval-drill-with-greece-cyprus-as-countries-deepen-ties/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-12&utm_medium=email
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-leads-naval-drill-with-greece-cyprus-as-countries-deepen-ties/?utm_source=The+Daily+Edition&utm_campaign=daily-edition-2021-03-12&utm_medium=email
https://www.jta.org/1996/04/16/archive/israeli-air-force-trains-in-turkey
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previous US administration made it clear that it is now possible to 

develop links with the Hebrew state without automatically 

damaging relations with the Arab world, while at the same time 

curbing the Turkish strategy of creating a Sunni alliance against 

Israel. The Palestinian Authority and Israel even took part in the 

Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, established in February 2020, 

and which in September became a regional intergovernmental 

organisation with its headquarters in Cairo19. 

With Egypt, Greece has developed deeper strategic relations since 

President al-Sisi came to power in 2013 and has intensified 

military cooperation, a cooperation that regularly involves France 

and the UAE20. This has been all the more so because the al-Sisi 

regime, with very close ties to Riyadh and Abu-Dhabi, is on very 

bad terms with Ankara with regards to Libyan and Turkish support 

for the Egyptian Muslim Brotherhood. Despite everything Egypt 

remains cautious and does not wish to antagonise Turkey any more 

than necessary, taking for example a neutral stance on the subject 

of maritime delimitations east of the 28th meridian, where Greece 

is claiming maritime zones around the Kastellorizo archipelago, a 

claim that is fervently denied by Turkey. An agreement by Egypt of 

a maritime boundary delimitation agreement with Greece east of 

the 28th meridian would be a resounding taking of sides against 

Turkey, but without benefitting any of Egypt’s vital interests. 

                                                        
(https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/turkish-israeli-military-
cooperation-assessment ). 
19 “Signing the EMGF Statute to become a Regional Intergovernmental 
Organization”, Ministry of Petroleum and Mineral Resources, Arab Republic of Egypt, 
22 September 2020 (https://www.petroleum.gov.eg/en/media-center/news/news-
pages/Pages/mop_22092020_01.aspx). 
20 “Egyptian, Greek naval forces conduct joint drills”,  State Information Service, Arab 
Republic of Egypt, 29 January 2021 (https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/154008/Egyptian,-
Greek-naval-forces-conduct-joint-drills/?lang=en-us  ; « Méditerranée orientale : Fin 
d’exercice MEDUSA-10 pour l’Aconit », Ministère des Armées, 10 December 2020 
(https://www.defense.gouv.fr/actualites/international/mediterranee-orientale-fin-d-
exercice-medusa-10-pour-l-aconit). 

https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/turkish-israeli-military-cooperation-assessment
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/turkish-israeli-military-cooperation-assessment
https://www.petroleum.gov.eg/en/media-center/news/news-pages/Pages/mop_22092020_01.aspx
https://www.petroleum.gov.eg/en/media-center/news/news-pages/Pages/mop_22092020_01.aspx
https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/154008/Egyptian,-Greek-naval-forces-conduct-joint-drills/?lang=en-us
https://www.sis.gov.eg/Story/154008/Egyptian,-Greek-naval-forces-conduct-joint-drills/?lang=en-us
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/actualites/international/mediterranee-orientale-fin-d-exercice-medusa-10-pour-l-aconit
https://www.defense.gouv.fr/actualites/international/mediterranee-orientale-fin-d-exercice-medusa-10-pour-l-aconit
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Egypt undeniably remains the key state for Greece in the eastern 

Mediterranean, for its decisions determine any number of 

developments; it is quite clear that the regional situation would 

have been radically different and in any event much more 

complicated for Greece had the Muslim Brotherhood come to 

power in Egypt. 

A sustainable strategy?  

Greece’s new regional strategy has developed in response to 

Turkey’s aggressive foreign policy, even if its elements had been in 

embryo for several years. To be able to counter Turkey’s ambitions 

in the long-term, Greece has to provide a consistency to its 

synergies by promoting a credible and federal regional 

architecture. This rests on three principal axes: economic, 

diplomatic and military. 

Economically, apart from the issue of gas, one of the great 

challenges is to ensure control of the connective corridors between 
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the Middle East and North Africa on the one hand, and Europe on 

the other, but above all to be the junction that connects the Middle 

East and North Africa to the rest of Europe. From this there 

emerges a certain rivalry between on the one hand Italy and Malta, 

who because of their preferential economic, commercial and 

political relations with Turkey hope to manage the latter’s presence 

in the eastern Mediterranean in order to maintain their network of 

trans-Mediterranean connections21, and on the other hand 

Greece22 and Egypt, supported by France. In this context the 

Chinese factor is decisive. Piraeus, now controlled by the shipping 

giant COSCO, became the Mediterranean’s premier port for 

container shipping in 2019 (ahead of Valencia)23. In combination 

with Greece’s inclusion by China in its policy of cooperation with 

the countries of central and eastern Europe in 201924, this all 

reinforces Greece’s regional strategy of attracting maritime trade 

flows. In this respect cooperation with Egypt, which controls the 

Suez Canal25, but also with Saudi Arabia which borders the Red 

Sea, is clearly essential. As regards this new strategy Greece cannot 

neglect the Chinese factor, even though Beijing’s ability to pressure 

                                                        
21 Michaël Tanchum, “Italy and Turkey’s Europe-to-Africa Commercial Corridor: Rome 
and Ankara’s Geopolitical Symbiosis Is Creating a New Mediterranean Strategic 
Paradigm”, Austria Institut für Europa und Sicherheitspolitik (AIES), 10/2020 
(https://www.aies.at/download/2020/AIES-Fokus-2020-10.pdf). 
22 Michaël Tanchum, “Greece’s Rise as a Trans-Mediterranean Power: Greece’s Eastern 
Mediterranean strategic shift to Europe-to-Africa and Europe-to-Middle East 
connectivity”, Hellenic Foundation for European & Foreign Policy (ELIAMEP), 
56/2021 (https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Policy-paper-56-
Tanchum-final.pdf). 
23 « Le Pirée a pris la tête en Méditerranée en 2019 », Le Journal de la Marine 
Marchande, 26 May 2020 
(https://www.journalmarinemarchande.eu/actualite/portuaire/le-piree-a-pris-la-tete-
en-mediterranee-en-2019). 
24 “Xi Jinping welcomes Greece to join China-CEEC cooperation”, China Global 
Television Network (CGTN), 5 November 2019 (https://news.cgtn.com/news/2019-11-
04/President-Xi-meets-with-Greek-PM-Mitsotakis-LlMofUYGk0/index.html). 
25 “Egypt, Greece sign MoU to cooperate in maritime transport”,  Egypt Today, 4 
February 2021 (https://www.egypttoday.com/Article/3/97236/Egypt-Greece-sign-
MoU-to-cooperate-in-maritime-transport). 
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https://www.eliamep.gr/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Policy-paper-56-Tanchum-final.pdf
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Athens must not be overestimated because the American 

authorities maintain several important bases in Greece and keep a 

close eye on any new Chinese infrastructure in the Aegean. 

On the diplomatic level the Greek foreign minister, Nikos Dendias, 

has taken on the very complex task of establishing, from North 

Africa to the Middle East, a group of states favourable to the 

regional architecture Greece seeks to promote while at the same 

time denouncing Turkish expansionism. The recent ‘Philia’ forum 

(meaning ‘friendship in Greek)26, which brought together Cyprus, 

the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Egypt, Bahrein and France (but not Italy) 

characterises Greece’s efforts to operate as the junction between 

the Gulf and the Mediterranean and to position itself as the entry 

point to Europe in a way that will more effectively counter Turkey’s 

aggressive strategy of occupying the eastern Mediterranean space. 

Beyond all this, Athens’ decision to re-establish a representative 

office in Damascus27, to open an embassy in Senegal and to argue 

for an increase in European presence – including Greek – in the 

Sahel28 demonstrates that Greece has clearly understood that the 

eastern Mediterranean, Sahelian and Middle Eastern questions are 

interconnected. 

Militarily, Greece is spending more on defence than at any time in 

its history, with the air force being the main beneficiary. France 

will supply 18 Rafale multirole fighters to Greece at a cost of 2.8 

                                                        
26 “Philia Forum a ‘bridge’ between Europe, Mideast: Greek official”, Arab News, 19 
February 2021 (https://www.arabnews.com/node/1811096/middle-east). 
27 Ministry of Foreign Affairs announcement on the appointment of a Special Envoy for 
Syria”, Ministère grec des Affaires étrangères, 5 May 2020 
(https://www.mfa.gr/en/current-affairs/statements-speeches/ministry-of-foreign-
affairs-announcement-on-the-appointment-of-special-envoy-for-syria.html). 
28 “Written statement of the Minister of Foreign Affairs, Nikos Dendias, following the 
videoconference of the first Ministerial Meeting of the International Coalition for the 
Sahel (12 June 2020)”, Greek foreign office (https://www.mfa.gr/en/current-
affairs/statements-speeches/written-statement-of-the-minister-of-foreign-affairs-
nikos-dendias-following-the-videoconference-of-the-first-ministerial-meeting-of-the-
international-coalition-for-the-sahel-12-june-2020.html). 
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billion euros, the first of which are expected in summer 2021. 

Greece has also come to an agreement with the United States for 

the upgrading of 84 F-16 fighters and the purchase of seven MH-

60R helicopters, a decisive acquisition for its military capacities in 

the Aegean and the eastern Mediterranean. Besides this, Athens 

has submitted an official purchase request for 18 to 24 F-35 stealth 

multirole combat aircraft. Finally, it has reached an agreement 

with Israel to hire Heron drones, as well as establishing an 

international fighter pilot training centre at a cost of 1.4 billion 

euros over a period of 20 years, accompanied by the sale and 

modernisation of training aircraft. The centre will be situated at 

Kalamata in the south-west of the Peloponnese and will be run by 

the Israeli company Elbit Systems. These new measures should 

significantly increase the deterrent value of the Royal Hellenic Air 

Force, whose pilots have a very impressive reputation29, whereas 

their Turkish opposite numbers have been notoriously under-

trained since the purges that affected the Turkish air force. 

Significant spending has been made on the navy too, with Greece 

looking to acquire four frigates. Despite needing to balance 

relations with the US, hugely influential within the top levels of the 

Greek military, the Franco Greek Belharra project appears to be 

favourite.  With a cost of 5 billion euros, the French proposition 

fulfils all the criteria set by Greece: the modernisation of the four 

frigates that the Royal Hellenic Navy currently has the acquisition 

of two modernised frigates as an interim solution and the  

construction of two of the four new frigates in Greek shipyards. 

These ‘Frigates for Defence and Intervention’ (4,500 t) are of a 

general-purpose type: anti-submarine and anti-aircraft. The Dutch 

                                                        
29 As was underlined by Pierre Razoux who was recently able to interview several 
French and American pilots who had been training with their Greek counterparts  in 
the last few months. 
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and the British are also submitting bids30. As for the army, the 

Hellenic Vehicle Industry (ELVO), which has been struggling for a 

long time, has been bought over by a consortium of Israeli 

companies and over the next few years will be renewing the army’s 

transport fleet and other vehicles. On top of this Greece has 

decided to extend the period of compulsory military service to 12 

months again, after it fell to 9 months in 2009, but introducing at 

the same time the opportunity of a shorter – and therefore more 

attractive – national service if the whole period is spent in a border 

area, thus ensuring the supply of personnel to those units deployed 

there. In addition, an extra 15,000 soldiers will be recruited over 

the next three years. These initiatives are taking place after more 

than ten years of underinvestment and within the context of an 

aging cadre of regular personnel and aging equipment. There is no 

doubt that these changes have been accelerated by the very 

militarised nature of Turkey’s regional policy, even if they were in 

any case already necessary. 

The unknown factors  

The Cypriot question  

2021 could mark a turning point for Cyprus. Turkey has made it 

clear31 that it now rejects the UN solution for the Cypriot question 

– that of a bizonal, bi-communal federation – in favour of a two-

state solution. This constitutes an important change in Turkish 

                                                        
30 For details of all the proposals: “The frigate candidates for the Hellenic Navy’s new 
frigate program”, Navales Analyses, 8 March 2021 
(https://www.navalanalyses.com/2021/03/infographics-46-frigate-candidates-
for.html?fbclid=IwAR3Wzd_6cJmZzX3pm_bDHrODVsR6i5xBFWlpBOdoDCtCcmU6-
rKJlQqO67o). 
31 « Erdogan: “Il n’y a plus d’issue à Cyprus, sauf pour la solution à deux états. Que 
vous l’acceptiez ou pas.” », Agence Anadolu, 10 February 2021 
(https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/turquie/erdogan-il-ny-a-plus-dissue-%C3%A0-Cyprus-
sauf-pour-la-solution-%C3%A0-deux-%C3%A9tats-que-vous-lacceptiez-ou-pas-
/2139991). 

https://www.navalanalyses.com/2021/03/infographics-46-frigate-candidates-for.html?fbclid=IwAR3Wzd_6cJmZzX3pm_bDHrODVsR6i5xBFWlpBOdoDCtCcmU6-rKJlQqO67o
https://www.navalanalyses.com/2021/03/infographics-46-frigate-candidates-for.html?fbclid=IwAR3Wzd_6cJmZzX3pm_bDHrODVsR6i5xBFWlpBOdoDCtCcmU6-rKJlQqO67o
https://www.navalanalyses.com/2021/03/infographics-46-frigate-candidates-for.html?fbclid=IwAR3Wzd_6cJmZzX3pm_bDHrODVsR6i5xBFWlpBOdoDCtCcmU6-rKJlQqO67o
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/turquie/erdogan-il-ny-a-plus-dissue-%C3%A0-chypre-sauf-pour-la-solution-%C3%A0-deux-%C3%A9tats-que-vous-lacceptiez-ou-pas-/2139991
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/turquie/erdogan-il-ny-a-plus-dissue-%C3%A0-chypre-sauf-pour-la-solution-%C3%A0-deux-%C3%A9tats-que-vous-lacceptiez-ou-pas-/2139991
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/turquie/erdogan-il-ny-a-plus-dissue-%C3%A0-chypre-sauf-pour-la-solution-%C3%A0-deux-%C3%A9tats-que-vous-lacceptiez-ou-pas-/2139991
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claims and is a form of pressure that is clearly not unrelated to 

regional developments. In this respect an informal meeting that 

has been arranged for April 2021 in Geneva between Greece, the 

UK and Turkey, as guarantor powers, along with the Republic of 

Cyprus and representatives of the Turkish Cypriot community, 

could turn out to be crucial for the future of not just the island, but 

also the region and the apportioning of maritime boundaries. 

Greece’s aim remains the maintenance of the UN structure that 

was put in place to resolve this conflict dating back nearly 50 years.  

Joe Biden’s policy 

If Donald Trump was regularly portrayed as being too compliant 

vis à vis the Turkish president, it was nonetheless under his 

administration that Greek American relations flourished. The 

American military presence on Greek soil reached new levels32 and 

for the first time the US adopted an attitude that deviated from 

their strict policy of even handedness between Greece and Turkey. 

Thus, Secretary of State Mike Pompeo visited Cyprus without 

meeting the Turkish Cypriot leader (a first) and while there he 

signed a series of agreements relating to security33, including – to 

Ankara’s great displeasure – raising the US embargo on non-lethal 

defence articles and services. Pompeo also visited the Orthodox 

Ecumenical Patriarch in Turkey but without meeting any Turkish 

officials. If this was seen in Greece as a clear demonstration of US 

support, the development of cooperation with Athens and Nicosia 

is aimed above all at punishing Ankara for its too close relationship 

                                                        
32 “Greece ratifies major military expansion with US”, Greek City Times, 31 January 
2020 (https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/01/31/greece-ratifies-major-military-
expansion-with-us/). 
33 “Secretary Michael R. Pompeo At the Cyprus Center for Land, Open-seas, and Port 
Security Memorandum of Understanding Signing Ceremony”,  US embassy in Cyprus, 
12 September 2020 (https://cy.usembassy.gov/secretary-michael-r-pompeo-at-the-
cyprus-center-for-land-open-seas-and-port-security-memorandum-of-understanding-
signing-ceremony/). 

https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/01/31/greece-ratifies-major-military-expansion-with-us/
https://greekcitytimes.com/2020/01/31/greece-ratifies-major-military-expansion-with-us/
https://cy.usembassy.gov/secretary-michael-r-pompeo-at-the-cyprus-center-for-land-open-seas-and-port-security-memorandum-of-understanding-signing-ceremony/
https://cy.usembassy.gov/secretary-michael-r-pompeo-at-the-cyprus-center-for-land-open-seas-and-port-security-memorandum-of-understanding-signing-ceremony/
https://cy.usembassy.gov/secretary-michael-r-pompeo-at-the-cyprus-center-for-land-open-seas-and-port-security-memorandum-of-understanding-signing-ceremony/
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with Moscow, while also loosening Cyprus’ traditional links with 

the Kremlin. The background to this relative American volte face is 

of course Russia; as proof, the only sanctions taken by Washington 

against Ankara at the present moment concern Turkey’s 

acquisition of Russian S-400 missiles and have nothing to do with 

Turkish behaviour in the eastern Mediterranean. Besides, the 

vocabulary used by US officials is careful not to close the door on 

Turkey in the eastern Mediterranean, as the recent joint naval 

exercise between the nuclear aircraft-carrier USS Eisenhower and 

the Turkish frigate Gemlik, at the beginning of March 2021 bears 

witness; even if the US ambassador in Athens underlined the 

excellent nature of the US-Greek military exercises that had taken 

place just a few days before, declaring that “Defence relationships 

between the United States and Greece have reached a historic high 

point and they continue to grow stronger each day”34. 

In this context, Joe Biden’s arrival could change the situation. 

Indeed, two of Greece’s close partners have suddenly found 

themselves in the White House’s sights on account of human 

rights: Egypt and Saudi Arabia. While on the other hand Turkey 

has not yet been seriously concerned. The Turkish president has 

been careful to take the initiative in order to reduce the risk of this 

happening35, in the knowledge that several members of the Senate 

and of Congress have asked Joe Biden to take up the question of 

human rights in Turkey. But it looks as if any severity with regards 

to President Erdogan will above all have to do with Russo-Turkish 

relations. It’s worth noting that the vision of the eastern 

Mediterranean36 shared by the new head of the European 

                                                        
34 Laurent Lagneau, « Le porte-avions Eisenhower fait le service minimum lors d’un 
exercice avec la marine turque », blog Zone militaire Opex 360, 20 March 2021. 
35 “’New human rights plan for the people’: Turkish leader”,  Anadolu Agency, 2 March 
2021 (https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/new-human-rights-plan-for-the-people-
turkish-leader/2162111). 
36 “Stronger Together: A Strategy to Revitalize Transatlantic Power”,  Belfer Center for 

https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/new-human-rights-plan-for-the-people-turkish-leader/2162111
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/politics/new-human-rights-plan-for-the-people-turkish-leader/2162111
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department of Joe Biden’s National Security Council, Amanda 

Sloat, coincides remarkably well with that of the Turks. The United 

States are presented as being a much more legitimate body to 

intervene than the EU, whose necessarily biased approach would 

remove any credibility in resolving the Greek-Turkish conflict. 

That corresponds perfectly with Turkey’s vision and its desire to 

disengage Greece from the EU. Turkey also wants to be associated 

‘without conditions’ – a term very dear to Ankara – with regional 

energy synergies, without however the slightest reference to 

international law, the very precondition in question. At the end of 

the day, it is Turkey’s agenda that has become the definition of the 

‘Greek-Turkish disagreement’, (territorial waters, air space, 

sovereignty of islets, maritime areas) whereas the Greek position 

remains that the only real disagreement lies in the delimitation of 

maritime areas, everything else constituting unilateral and 

illegitimate Turkish claims that are non-negotiable because they 

are subject to Greek jurisdiction. 

Russia  

Having played a crucial role in the creation of the modern Greek 

state, but also that of the Turkish Republic a century earlier, Russia 

is in a certain manner an unavoidable element in the Greek-

Turkish equation. It is not by chance that the development of 

Russo-Turkish relations took place in parallel to that of Greek 

American relations, removing it should be noted, any possibility of 

friendly dialogue between Athens and Moscow. Historical relations 

between the two states reached their lowest point in 201837, when 

Greece and its neighbour to the north, the former Yugoslav 

                                                        
Science and International Affairs, December 2020 
(https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/stronger-together-strategy-revitalize-
transatlantic-power). 
37 “Greece ‘orders expulsion of two Russian diplomats’”, BBC, 11 July 2018 
(https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-44792714). 

https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/stronger-together-strategy-revitalize-transatlantic-power
https://www.belfercenter.org/publication/stronger-together-strategy-revitalize-transatlantic-power
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-44792714
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Republic of Macedonia, settled the disagreement over the name of 

the small Balkan republic that had brought them into conflict since 

1992, in order that the latter could join NATO, to Moscow’s 

displeasure. But despite everything, since summer 2019 and the 

election of the current Greek government, contact appears to have 

been re-established which is not unconnected to the growing 

dissensions between Russia and Turkey. On the other hand, any 

prospects of a long-lasting and profitable partnership are not 

realistic. As things stand, the degree of cooperation between 

Greece and the US, and the leanings of the Biden administration, 

can only allow a return to cordial relations between Athens and 

Moscow at best. Nevertheless, a new factor in the eastern 

Mediterranean could readjust Russian policy in the region, 

something Athens will follow closely especially as far as Libya is 

concerned, currently seen as the barometer of regional tensions 

and which is now part of the Greek-Turkish equation.  

Libya 

Appalled by the Turkish-Libyan agreement, but lacking influence 

on developments in Libya, Greece urgently tried to put together a 

basic policy on Libya by cutting contact with al-Sarraj’s Tripoli 

based government and increasing its contacts with the military and 

civil authorities in Cyrenaica. However, the new government set up 

in Tripoli in February 2021 has been recognised by the fiercest 

competitors on Libyan soil (Turkey on one hand, the UAE and 

Egypt on the other), which appears to indicate the start of a process 

of reallocation of influence. In this context Greece immediately 

decided to reopen its embassy in Tripoli and to establish a 

consulate in Benghazi. Greece has no wish to lose Libya from sight 

again after the shock of the Turkish-Libyan accord that abruptly 

brought the country into the Greek-Turkish equation and 

reminded Athens of the geographical realities of its regional 

environment (Crete is equidistant from Tobruk and Piraeus). 
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* * * 

 

In conclusion, this recent flurry of expansionist Turkish regional 

policies, combined with Donald Trump’s policies, has had a 

catalysing effect: that of shaking Greek-Turkish relations out of 

their traditional bilateral structure – arbitrated by a US careful to 

maintain NATO’s cohesion at all costs – and of pushing them into 

a wider regional framework, one that needs a radically different 

approach, namely new diplomatic and military partnerships. In 

this arrangement Greece has several assets. If Turkey retains 

undeniable advantages such as the importance of its market and 

an important regional status, Greece, like Cyprus, is a member of 

the EU. This membership increases its diplomatic weight, its 

capacity for action and its appeal in a region without any other 

European countries. On top of that it has a savoir-faire and a solid 

presence in the maritime world, essential in its strategy to use 

space, and which increase its global credibility. Finally, its 

relatively small size compared to Turkey is not necessarily a 

disadvantage: it eliminates any suspicion of an undercover agenda 

of local hegemony which could otherwise lead to distrust amongst 

its partners.   

On the other hand, Greece has genuine challenges to confront. 

Quite apart from the special case that is Syria, it and Cyprus alone 

are threatened by Turkey in their territorial substance and the 

exercise of their sovereign rights, and this constitutes a 

fundamental difference between them and their European and 

regional partners. Therefore, a normalisation, even relatively 

minor, of Turkey’s relations with other countries in the region 

could lead to an undoing of the partnerships that Greece has 

struggled to establish, to a ‘re-bilateralisation’ of Greek-Turkish 

relations and a new isolation of Greece. 
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It is therefore essential that Greece cultivates its appeal as a 

partner, while at the same time promoting its regional plan 

independent of the Turkish factor, in order that this new strategy 

can survive a possible and long-term change in Turkey’s attitude. 

This is a tricky gamble, especially in light of European divisions 

and uncertainty as to the new regional picture, which will in fine 

be that of the new Biden administration. 

Published on 6 April 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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What future for Libya? 

By Benoît DE LA RUELLE, associate member of the 

Mediterranean and Middle East Strategic Monitoring Centre 

(OS2MO) 

 
10 years after NATO’s Operation Unified Protector, is Libya 

engaged in a virtuous political process that will finally be able to 

put an end to violence and instability? As for the political and 

military dialogue carried on in Libya under the aegis of UNSMIL 

(United Nations Support Mission in Libya), that started at the 

beginning of 2020 and led at the start of February 2021 to the 

approval of a new Presidential Council, will it be able to change 

things given the upcoming legislative and presidential elections in 

December 2021?  Will the Libyan people finally be able to enjoy 

peace and the riches of their country? Will foreign enterprises now 

be able to plan for a return to the country to pick up, or develop, 

their affairs? Will Libya cease to be the stage for confrontations 

between the different foreign influences? Will the foreign 

mercenaries who have arrived since 2019 leave the country?  So 

many questions which will influence the future of both Libya and 

the Libyans, and the answers to which remain uncertain. The past 

inclines us to be cautious because of the many episodes of violence 

that have taken place over the last decade. Even if the positive signs 

are increasing and lead to optimism, some ambiguities that have 

not yet been clarified persist, harbouring a potential for instability. 

Good cause for optimism must not go without a healthy dose of 

realism. 

A decade of permanent confrontation 

A decade of instability has caused deep and severe internal 

wounds. To revise the principal episodes of repeated violence: 
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revolution and foreign intervention in 2011; confrontations 

between Zintani and Misrati militias in Tripoli in 2014; the 

struggle of the Misrati coalition Bunyan al Marsous against Islamic 

State (IS) in Sirte, Derna and Sabratha (2014-2016); the LNA’s 

(Marshal Haftar’s Libyan National Army) Operation Karama, with 

Egyptian and Emirati support, against the Islamists of the Shura 

Council of Benghazi and Derna revolutionaries in Cyrenaica (2014-

2019); confrontations for control of the Oil Crescent (2017-2018); 

fighting in Tripoli between Tripoli and Tarhouna militias 

(September 2018); interethnic violence (Arabs against Toubous) 

on several occasions in the south; Marshal Haftar’s offensive to 

take control of Fezzan (January 2019); continuous Islamist 

terrorist attacks throughout the decade. 

These confrontations came to a head in 2019 when Marshal Haftar 

launched his offensive to seize the capital from the “militias who 

are stealing the Libyan state” and from “terrorists”, even while 

Antonio Guterres, secretary general of the United Nations was in 

Libya. As to why the offensive was launched with such a swift 

timetable, it appears that on one hand Marshal Haftar was certain 

of winning a swift military victory, and on the other hand he had 

no confidence in the national conference being prepared by 

UNSMIL because it was bringing his enemies (Gaddafi loyalists 

and Islamists) into the political arena, and he would have had to 

come to terms with them. 

Within a few days of the start of the offensive, the LNA came to a 

halt at the suburbs of Tripoli because the Tripoli militias had made 

common cause and stopped his advance. The confrontations also 

took place in the skies because the LNA and the army of the 

Government of National Accord (GNA) of Tripoli were each able to 

deploy some aircraft that were used in a ground support role. The 

LNA suffered its first important setback after a local militia 
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changed sides following the loss of the town of Gharyan, the site of 

a command centre situated 80 km (50 miles) south of Tripoli. 
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A Libyan crisis becomes a Mediterranean crisis 

Between spring 2019 and winter 2019-2020 the conflict acquired 

a Mediterranean dimension due to the increasing, and ever less 

discreet, involvement of regional actors: for the LNA support came 

from the Emirates (UAVs and surface-to-air Pantsir missiles), 

Jordan (armoured vehicles and training), Egypt (tactical 

intelligence), Russia (logistics and mercenaries), Assad’s Syria 

(mercenaries), and Sudan (mercenaries); for its part the GNA had 

support from the Qataris (financial),  but their support on the 

ground came essentially from Turkey, from May 2019 onwards 

(drones, armoured vehicles, special forces, advisors), but this 

support acquired a massive dimension when at the end of 

November 2019 two Memoranda of Understanding (defence 

cooperation and delimitation of maritime frontiers)  were signed 

between Turkey and the GNA in Tripoli (leading to naval 

deployments, an increase in the number of advisors, the 

transporting of Syrian mercenaries from the Idlib pocket in Syria 

into Libya, and the training of Libyan soldiers in Turkey). 

In the middle of December 2019, the LNA’s progress towards the 

centre of Tripoli halted because Turkish support for the GNA had 

become decisive and had reversed the balance of power locally. The 

LNA relaunched its offensive at the start of January 2020 in the 

region of Sirte, that it succeeded in capturing in the space of a few 

hours, once again because of a local alliance’s change of sides.  It 

then continued the offensive along the coastal road in the direction 

of Misrata. The front finally stabilised about 100 km (65 miles) 

south of the city. 

The spring of 2020 was marked by the advance of pro-GNA forces 

on several fronts: they took control of the west of Tripolitania, 

notably the airbase of Al Watiya, cleared the south of Tripoli, 

capturing the strongpoint of Tarhuna in a few hours and pressed 
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home their advantage, pushing south in the direction of Shwayrif; 

in the east the front stabilised west of Sirte. The GNA was not able 

to retake control of the Sirte-Jufra line as it had initially counted 

on doing. Nor was it able to take control of the oil crescent, held by 

the LNA, because of the help of Russian mercenaries of the Wagner 

group who enjoyed dedicated air support (unmarked Russian MiG-

29 and Su-24 fighter-bombers, stationed in Sirte and Jufra). 

At the end of March 2020, the EU started Operation Irini, the 

successor to Operation Sophia. While the main thrust 

of Sophia was the training of Libyan coast guards, to combat 

human trafficking at sea, Irini is firmly focused on compliance with 

the arms embargo established by different resolutions of the UN 

Security Council, in line with Resolution1973 (2011). After a 

difficult start, Irini was fully operational in summer 2020 but the 

regular reports from UNSMIL calling on the international 

community to comply with the embargo show that it continues to 

be violated. 

The conflict is also generating serious collateral damage: on the 

ground there has been the destruction of entire districts, large 

population movements south of Tripoli and the laying of 

landmines (to the south of Tripoli and around Sirte).  In early July 

2019, around a hundred migrants being held in a warehouse in 

Tajourah (the eastern suburb of Tripoli) were victims of a pro-LNA 

airstrike that was probably aimed at a GNA army maintenance 

centre. At sea, illegal immigration had been falling continually 

since 2016, thanks in particular to the Libyan coast guards trained 

by the EU; but from January 2020 it began to rise again. Finally, 

in the skies, desirous of having an independent appreciation of the 

situation, both Italy and the United States each lost a MALE UAV 

at the end of November 2019, shot down (in error?) by pro-LNA 

anti-aircraft fire, most likely by Russian speaking operators 

manning Emirati supplied Pantsir missile systems. 
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The dialogue initiated and led by UNSMIL in Geneva in 

spring 2020 seems to be producing results 

Since 2020 and with the support of the international community, 

UNSMIL has sponsored many talks that have led to things moving 

forward in the areas of politics, security and the economy. 

In politics, the various talks in Libya and abroad (Morocco, Tunisia 

and Switzerland) led to the election at the start of February 2021 of 

a new Presidential Council, consisting of one member from each of 

the three regions (Tripolitania, Cyrenaica and Fezzan), and a prime 

minister assisted by two vice-premiers, with each of these from a 

different region. The missions of the new Presidential Council 

consist of unifying the country’s institutions and preparing for new 

elections planned for 24 December 2021, but also improving the 

living conditions of ordinary Libyans, particularly in regards to 

electricity supply and access to financial assets.  Since its election 

in February the new Presidential Council has formed a new 

inclusive government of 33 members, approved by parliament on 

10 March at a symbolic meeting in the city of Sirte. The formal 

transfers of power to the new council were made by the current 

prime ministers, Mr Al Sarraj in Tripoli on 16 March and Mr Al 

Thinni in Benghazi on 24 March 2021. 

As far as the military is concerned, the discussions in Geneva of a 

group containing five military representatives from each side led 

on 23 October 2020 to the signing of a cease-fire, whereas only a 

simple truce had been in operation since the end of spring. As the 

discussions wore on over several months the claims of each side 

reduced considerably. 

Economically the greatest progress was made in the ending of the 

blockade of the oil installations by Marshal Haftar’s forces, a 

blockade that had caused a loss of $10 billion from Tripoli’s budget 
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according to the UN (at least double that according to the NOC – 

(Libyan National Oil Company)) over the whole of 2020. By the 

end of December 2020 oil production had nevertheless risen back 

to 1.2 million barrels per day, a level equivalent to that before the 

blockade. The lifting of the blockade by the LNA was only obtained 

thanks to guarantees on the use of the oil revenues and the creation 

of an account ring-fenced to the NOC, whereas beforehand the oil 

revenues had been used by Tripoli in less than transparent ways, 

especially as regards the financing of its war effort. Another 

advance economically was the agreement in December of common 

exchange rates between the central banks of Tripoli and Benghazi. 

As a consequence of all this progress, encouraging signs are 

multiplying: embassies and consulates are reopening, even if only 

symbolically, airlines have announced the restart of flights and 

there is a marked economic interest in the country. 

Ambiguities still exist 

These high-profile successes remain fragile nonetheless, because 

two basic questions have not been dealt with. Firstly, the 

contradictory designs that regional powers have on Libya, and 

secondly the control of legitimate violence in the country. Despite 

the optimism it displays, UNSMIL is very aware of this. In its 

regular reports it never fails to remind all parties of the necessity 

for all foreign mercenaries and fighters to leave the country, and 

for the continued enforcement of the arms embargo. 

Foreign fighters still present 

Although the cease-fire may have been signed on 23 October 2020, 

the military forces available to both Tripoli and the LNA can still 

be mobilised at very short notice. Since June 2020, the Wagner 

Group’s Russian mercenaries have improved the defences of the 
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terrain between Sirte and Jufra over dozens of kilometres (bunds, 

anti-tank ditches and mines) and more recently have done the 

same north of Fezzan to prevent any sudden attack by Tripoli’s 

forces. 

Beyond this, there is the difficulty in being able to establish 

whether a group of foreign fighters is a group of mercenaries, or a 

foreign contingent invited by an official authority to help set up the 

Libyan army. If it seems simple enough to designate the African or 

Syrian contingents as mercenaries (several hundred of whom have 

already returned to Syria), it is easy to see that for Tripoli the 

Turkish contingent (which amounts to around 4,000 men) is a 

completely different matter, because according to the statements 

of both Tripoli and Ankara, the contingent is working to set up the 

regular Libyan army. On the other hand, it is perfectly legitimate 

to ask just how much control the authorities in Benghazi have over 

the Russian contingent. The most substantial contingents, the 

Turkish and Russian as a matter of fact, are therefore clearly 

present to provide leverage for their countries of origin and to help 

establish privileged relationships with the Libyan authorities. Seen 

from this point of view, Turkey has an undeniable head start on 

Russia because the GNA’s legitimacy is currently much more solid 

than that of Marshal Haftar. 

But there are also other military contingents present in Libya: the 

Italians who never left the port of Tripoli or Misrata all through the 

war of 2019-2020, and who have recently strengthened their 

cooperation with Tripoli; similarly the British returned to Misrata 

a short time ago in the shape of contractors. 

This question of foreign fighters and mercenaries risks becoming 

‘weaponised’ and of not being addressed in the near future. And 

some of these contingents could become involved in a restart of 

hostilities. 
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The difficulty of controlling the militias 

There is another difficulty facing the Libyan armed forces: in the 

west the militias remain very powerful, enhanced by the prestige of 

their victory against the LNA, strengthened not just by the 

equipment that has come in from outside, despite the embargo, but 

also that seized from the LNA’s depots when it retreated from the 

south of Tripoli in June 2020. Treated financially very generously 

by the authorities in Tripoli until the departure of the ex-prime 

minister Al Sarraj, they are theoretically under the control of the 

new government’s ministries of Defence and the Interior, but in 

reality they only obey their own local chiefs, all the more so because 

the new leader of the Presidential Council and minister of defence, 

Abdul Hamid Dbeibah, is from Misrata and not Tripoli. The rivalry 

between these two Tripolitanian cities is still intense and a national 

authority that originates from Misrata but sits in Tripoli is living 

on borrowed time, reliant on the goodwill of the capital’s powerful 

militias. 

To the east, the LNA has continued to receive enormous amounts 

of equipment since spring 2020, but the ones to benefit from it are 

above all those units most faithful to Marshal Haftar, including his 

son, Saddam’s, 106th brigade. This powerful unit regularly 

conducts air-land exercises with live ammunition, as if to deliver a 

message of resolution and independence to the provisional 

authorities in Tripoli. 

Haftar losing legitimacy in Cyrenaica 

Stable for a long time and in a position of strength, the political-

military duo Haftar-Saleh (president of the House of 

Representatives and a native of Tobruk) has been losing ground for 

a year, since the failure of the military offensive that had aimed to 

take control of Tripoli. The Saleh-Bashagha (former minister of the 
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interior in Tripoli) ticket has not succeeded since the beginning of 

March 2021in establishing itself as the new provisional executive. 

As for Marshal Haftar, he appears to be the big political loser. His 

support from the tribes in Cyrenaica is eroding and his only 

strength now resides in the control of his military apparatus. 

Politically side-lined from the structure being put together in 

Tripoli, with almost no chance of a role in a unified military, he 

could yet be tempted to use his armed forces from his position in 

the centre of the country to launch an offensive once more against 

Tripolitania, aiming for limited wins and to install himself as ‘king 

maker’. 

The contradictory objectives of the foreign powers 

The ambitions of the foreign countries can be resumed as follows: 

to capitalise on the risks and investments made by some (Turkey, 

Russia, the United Arab Emirates), or to obtain the departure of 

the Turkish and Russian contingents, stabilise the country and 

develop fruitful strategic and economic partnerships for others 

(EU, the United States and neighbouring Arab countries). 

Turkey has shown itself capable of realising a large-scale 

projection of power and of reversing the course of the war, while 

from time to time paying a price in lives in the course of its military 

operations. It is counting on seizing a number of economic 

opportunities, primarily in energy (off-shore, in particular in the 

Gulf of Sirte), but also linked with reconstruction and the use of 

Libya as the entry point to the immense African market, into which 

it has successfully been advancing its pawns since the start of the 

2000s. To this end it is working on the construction of a modern 

north-south logistics axis linking the Sahel to the Mediterranean. 

Its bridgehead in Libya will additionally allow it to project its 

Islamist ideology in the direction of Sahelian Africa.  
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Egypt has mourned Marshal Haftar’s capacities. Above all it is 

looking for stability in a country that is not led by Islamists, 

security along its western border, and hopes that the Libyan 

economy will recover its attractiveness for an Egyptian workforce 

in search of opportunities. Pragmatically, it renewed dialogue with 

the Tripoli authorities several months ago and is planning the 

symbolic reopening of its consulate in Tripoli. 

The United States seems to have abandoned the studied neutrality 

that prevailed during the mandate of the Trump administration 

and is making the departure of Russian mercenaries from Libyan 

soil a priority. For the US this is about making sure that the 

maritime route from Gibraltar to Suez is not at the mercy of any 

kind of Russian naval base in Libya. In the event of hostilities 

restarting, it cannot be excluded that Tripoli’s forces (and thereby, 

Turkey’s) will benefit from American support. 

The United Arab Emirates, having invested enormously in Marshal 

Haftar and having continued to violate the embargo throughout 

2020, might encourage him to go on the offensive again, in order 

to obtain a larger and faster return on their investment than a 

possibly painfully pragmatic reconfiguration that would end up 

benefitting the Tripoli authorities. 

Russia seeks to become an essential element in the new Libyan 

landscape. The presence of the Wagner Group remains a trump 

card in its power game, but even during the intra-Libyan 

confrontations of 2019-2020, in which it was involved, it was 

always careful to maintain dialogue with Tripoli1. The building of a 

naval base in Tobruk on the model of the one in Tartous in Syria 

remains wishful thinking for the moment. 

                                                        
1 Adlene Mohammedi, “La stratégie russe en Libye”, FMES, 17 July 2020. 
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The EU sometimes united, sometimes divided, is looking for 

stability in its southern neighbourhood: control of the flow of 

migrants, of the terrorist threat and of economic activities form the 

triptych of its attention. Libya remains Italy’s priority when it 

comes to foreign policy because Rome has bright prospects in the 

country, as the president of the provisional Presidential Council, 

Abdul Hamid Dbeibah, recently emphasised. 

What scenarios are there for the months to come? 

The first, optimistic, option. If the worst can never be certain, the 

hypothesis that the virtuous circle in motion for several months 

will continue cannot therefore be excluded.  In this context, the 

elections will indeed take place on 24 December 2021 and the 

results will be accepted by everybody. The new authorities will be 

able to achieve the unification of institutions, will share 

harmoniously the benefits of the exercise of power amongst the 

different regions, towns and communities. Libya will rebuild itself 

while balancing its external relations, controlling its borders and 

hunting down traffickers and terrorists looking for refuge on its 

territory. This is without doubt the wish of the vast majority of 

Libyans. Is it feasible? The answer to that comes back to finding 

the person, or persons, capable of unifying the Libyans. And that is 

where things become complicated, because in the current political 

landscape it is difficult for such a personality to emerge. The least 

badly placed could be Seif al-Islam Gaddafi (the son of the former 

dictator) who cannot be held to blame for the last decade of 

instability. He would nonetheless have to appear in public, as the 

alternative to a new period of chaos and disunity. If he were unable 

to present himself for election (because of a warrant for his arrest 

from the ICC), he could nominate a candidate. Not all Libyans have 

a positive view of the Gaddafi era, but a decade of chaos has caused 

their view of that period to evolve, and if they could retain the 

benefits of the revolution of 2011 (access to a certain style of life, 
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the opportunity to travel etc.) and they could reconcile them with 

the positive aspects of the Gaddafi regime (internal security, a 

balance between regions and cities), it is possible they might turn 

towards that candidate. 

Second, pessimistic, hypothesis. Unfortunately, a restart of 

hostilities cannot be excluded, with failure or slowness of the 

political process lending fresh credibility to a new military 

campaign. This would be the result of the frustrations of some that 

they stand to lose everything, foremost amongst them Marshal 

Haftar. He has several challenges to face. He already faces 

discontent from his Salafist Madkhalist partisans who have taken 

refuge in Cyrenaica since their expulsion from the west of 

Tripolitania, in particular from the cities of Sorman, Sabratha and 

Tarhuna, following the GNA’s offensive in the region during the 

spring of 2020. These combatants now want to return to their 

homelands, but the tribal agreements that would allow this to 

happen exclude fighters of their religious persuasion. These 

fighters, in their hundreds, want to seize guarantees by force in 

order to negotiate their return.   

Elsewhere, Abdul Hamid Dbeibah’s interim executive is under 

pressure from the Americans to reopen the coast road east of Sirte 

as well as the road from Misrata to Jufra.  However, the control of 

this zone which includes the oil crescent, is Marshal Haftar’s last 

card of any value. He is therefore confronted with the dilemma of 

having to cede everything without opposition, or to put up armed 

resistance to avoid losing control of territory under his jurisdiction. 

This hypothesis would derail the process of dialogue that UNSMIL 

has been engaged in for months. It could give Turkey the pretext to 

try to seize the oil crescent at the base of the Gulf of Sirte. That 

would probably lead to a more or less direct confrontation between 

Turkish forces and Russian mercenaries (as at the start of 2020). 
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It could provide Seif el Islam with the opportunity to appear 

publicly as the solution of last resort. 

Third, necessarily intermediate, hypothesis. The interim 

authorities (Presidential Council, government) exercise a façade of 

power, but their decisions come up against several obstacles. The 

electoral calendar is delayed due to local resistance in the shape of 

political personalities, tribal antagonism or the militias. Local 

baronies put their personal, local and community interests first 

and cannot manage to reconcile them with the higher interests of 

the country. The presence of foreign fighters is extended at the 

request of different local actors and the executive has to deal with 

pockets of resistance and phases of instability. Trafficking 

continues, mainly from the Sahel and emerges at the 

Mediterranean having put money into many Libyan actors’ hands 

on the way. Economic opportunities exist, but they remain 

complicated, opaque and below what had been hoped for. Scores 

continue to be settled and are not pursued by the justice system. In 

the end life continues on its ‘acceptable in Libya’ way as it seems to 

have done for the last 10 years. 

 
Published on 3 May 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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Egypt: between failed revolution and radical 

transformation 

By Chloé BERGER, Middle East researcher, NATO Defense 

College. (The views expressed in this article do not reflect 

NATO’s position or that of the NATO Defense College and are the 

sole responsibility of the author.) 

 
The blocking of the Suez Canal for almost a week by the container 

ship Ever Given is, according to the Suez Canal Authority, 

supposed to have cost Egypt no less than US$916 million in losses 

and damages1. Paralysing the world’s maritime traffic for nearly a 

week, the incident serves as a reminder of the crucial role Egypt 

plays in international trade between Europe, Africa and Asia. This 

strategic position is at the heart of Egypt’s Vision 20302, drawn up 

by the regime in February 2016 with the aim of promoting 

economic, social, and environmental development in Egypt. 

Conditioned to a large degree by the requirements of the IMF and 

other providers of international funding, the strategy of Egypt’s 

Vision 2030 prioritises territorial development and building 

(enhancement of?) on the country’s natural, tourist and heritage 

resources. At the start of April 2021, the removal in great pomp and 

ceremony of 22 mummies from the heart of the city to the brand-

new National Museum of Egyptian Civilisation finally turned the 

page on the country’s period of European colonisation. The official 

opening of the country’s new administrative capital at the end of 

2021, located 45 km (27 miles) east of Cairo, also represents “the 

proclamation of a new republic and the birth of a new country”3. 

                                                        
1 For the economic consequences of the incident, see Amira Fekki and Rory 
Jones, Egypt Seizes Ever Given Ship in Suez Canal, Demands Compensation , The Wall 
Street Journal, 13 April 2021. 
2 See Egypt’s Vision 2030, mped.gov.eg. 
3 See Mounir Bennour, El-Sisi : l’inauguration de la capitale administrative, la 
“déclaration d’une nouvelle République”, aa.com.tr, 9 mars 2021. 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/egypt-seizes-ever-given-ship-in-suez-canal-demands-compensation-11618321419
https://mped.gov.eg/EgyptVision?lang=en#:~:text=Egypt%20Vision%202030%20focuses%20on,life%2C%20in%20conjunction%20with%20high%2C
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/monde/al-sissi-l-inauguration-de-la-capitale-administrative-la-d%C3%A9claration-dune-nouvelle-r%C3%A9publique/2170019
https://www.aa.com.tr/fr/monde/al-sissi-l-inauguration-de-la-capitale-administrative-la-d%C3%A9claration-dune-nouvelle-r%C3%A9publique/2170019
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With its aim of returning Egypt to its status as a regional power, 

the Vision 2030 strategy is also designed to end the period opened 

by the revolution of 25 January 2011 through a muscular (tough?) 

restoration of internal order and a diversification of Egypt’s foreign 

policy, one that is more and more turned towards Africa. 

Changes in the deep state 

The deteriorating security situation and the instability generated 

by the uprising of 25 January 2011 came as a shock for the Egyptian 

military establishment. The democratic election of an executive of 

Muslim Brotherhood denomination marked the point at which the 

security and military apparatus of the country decided to take the 

country in hand. The ‘reactionary’ politics that President Abdel 

Fattah el-Sisi has initiated since 2014 do not nevertheless mark a 

return to a pre-revolution status quo; rather they reflect a 

transformation in the balance of power within the regime – often 

called the ‘deep state’ – in favour of the presidency and the security 

forces. 

The constitutional amendments ratified by the referendum of April 

20194 led to a process of deinstitutionalisation and a concentration 

of power around the person of the Raʾīs, who is guaranteed to 

remain in power until 2024, or even until 2030. This movement 

has been accompanied by a legalisation of the growing hold the 

security services have over the economy and the public sphere, in 

particular the media, and by a drastic reduction in the 

independence of the civilian judiciary (by opposition to the military 

judiciary). The State Council has been deprived of any right to 

inspect contracts signed by state institutions. Constitutionally 

recognised as a guarantor of the State, by nature secular and 

                                                        
4 The constitutional reforms had an 88.83% vote in favour in a referendum, with a 
voter turnout of less than 45%. See Maged Mandour, Generalissimo Sisi, Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 14 February 2019. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/78363
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democratic, the military institution is de facto authorised to 

intervene in any electoral process that potentially threatens the 

integrity of the state. The minister of defence’s nomination is now 

subject to approval by the Supreme Council of the Armed Forces. 

Enjoying complete autonomy in the management of its own affairs, 

the military is nonetheless strictly subordinated to the president as 

it was demonstrated by the arrest of the former Chief of the 

Defence Staff, Sami Anan, who had put forward his candidature for 

the presidential elections of 2018. 

The military, which had provided the spine of the regime since the 

days of President Nasser, is suffering a relative drop in status in 

comparison to the security service. Even though the military 

security services had played a determining role in al-Sisi’s 

accession to power, notably through the Tamarod movement, 

since 2017-2018 it has been relegated to monitoring the officers’ 

corps and to operations in the Sinai and the west of the country. 

Since then, it has been the security services and the Ministry of the 

Interior who have been on the move to co-opt the political and 

media support necessary for the regime (electoral campaigns, 

referendum on the amendment of the Constitution etc.) and to 

strengthen control over civil society and the political opposition. 

From a rentier state to predating on public 

revenues/incomes 

This rebalancing has been reflected in the economic landscape5 by 

the creation of new holdings, such as the Falcon, Eagle Capital 

or al-Qala’a groups, linked to the security services and 

guarantying  bonuses and lucrative redeployment opportunities to 

the officers of the Egyptian security services. The development of 

these ‘public-state partnerships’ allows the state’s new bourgeoisie, 

                                                        
5 See Robert Springborg, « Sisi’s Egypt Moves from Military Economy to Family 
Firm », ISPI, 6 December 2020. 

https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/sisis-egypt-moves-military-economy-family-firm-28504
https://www.ispionline.it/en/pubblicazione/sisis-egypt-moves-military-economy-family-firm-28504
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composed of former senior members of the security services, to 

capture public funds and control the most active sectors of the 

Egyptian economy (energy, tourism, telecommunications, 

building and infrastructure projects). The arrival of these new 

actors in sectors that were traditionally run by organisations linked 

to the Armed Forces (National Service Projects Organisation, Arab 

Organisation for Industrialisation, Army Engineering Authority, 

etc.) has pushed the Army to invest in new markets6: media, 

exploration and production in mining, steel production, religious 

tourism, etc. The policy of large building projects initiated by 

President el-Sisi illustrates the need to diversify opportunities as 

the number of different actors increases, as much as it underlines 

the limits of a policy of economic predation that fuels competition 

between the different elements of the security services on the one 

hand and the Armed Forces on the other. These developments have 

tended to fragment the regime’s base and they put in doubt the 

resilience of a military-security apparatus in case of emerging 

dissident tendencies, or even in face of an attempted coup that 

foreign elements might try to use to their own advantage. 

The hold that the military-security apparatus has on the economy 

is such that it currently largely dictates the regime’s investment 

policy, without any consideration of its impact on public finances, 

the productivity of the Egyptian economy or the development of 

private enterprise. In a few years Egypt has become the principal 

destination for direct foreign investment in Africa, in particular in 

energy; an attraction that lies for a large part in the financial 

benefits accruing to companies linked to the security apparatus 

and the Armed Forces. Finally, on average the government has 

                                                        
6 For the role played by the military and security apparatus in the economy, see Yezid 
Sayigh, Owners of the Republic: An Anatomy of Egypt’s Military Economy, Carnegie 
Middle East Center – Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 18 November 
2019. 

https://carnegie-mec.org/2019/11/18/owners-of-republic-anatomy-of-egypt-s-military-economy-pub-80325
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spent no less than US$3.8 billion a year since 2014 in modernising 

and training its security forces and its military and was the third 

largest importer of military equipment and technology in the 

region between 2015 and 20197. 

Significant socio-economic challenges 

The policy of large construction works, such as the building of a 

second channel for the Suez Canal or the construction of the new 

administrative capital, is struggling for the moment to generate the 

hoped-for financial spin-offs, while the national debt is in the 

region of 90% of GDP and servicing the interest of the national 

debt accounts for nearly a third of the state’s budget. Structurally 

dependant on imports for supplies of manufactured goods and 

foodstuffs, the Egyptian economy is therefore particularly 

vulnerable to external shocks. Growth is essentially supported by 

remittances from migrant workers, the export of hydrocarbons, the 

Suez Canal and finally the tourism sector: none of these areas have 

been spared by the Covid-19 crisis8. 

The structural adjustments recommended by the IMF have 

allowed for a partial cleaning up of state finances, but the situation 

is still very fragile9. The floating of the Egyptian pound (LE), the 

restructuring of subsidies, pension reform, along with the general 

application of VAT have succeeded in halting the inflationary 

                                                        
7 For Egyptian defence and security expenditure, see Alexandra 
Kuimova, Understanding Egyptian Military Expenditure, SIPRI Background Paper, 
October 2020. 
8 In 2020 tourist numbers dropped by 70%. The government expects an uptake in the 
tourism sector to 60% of its 2019 level. That said, these forecasts remain very largely 
dependent on the pandemic and the progress of the vaccination campaign in the West 
and in Russia. 
9 For the structural weaknesses of the Egyptian economy, see Égypte – Indicateurs et 
conjoncture, Direction générale du Trésor, Ministère de l’Économie, des Finances et de 
la Relance, 30 December 2020. 

https://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2020-10/bp_2010_egyptian_military_spending.pdf
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spiral10. Unemployment is going down but remains particularly 

high amongst the young (at around 30%) while the informal sector 

still accounts for 50% of the Egyptian economy. The 

impoverishment of the middle and working classes has accelerated 

and the growing demographic has largely constrained the real 

impact of the Takaful and Karama programme, aimed at 

supporting the most disadvantaged11: 0.05% of the population hold 

most of the country’s wealth, whereas 70% of Egyptians live on less 

than US$6 a day; this does not include the more than 

250,000 refugees and asylum seekers12 left out of the count. 

The emergency assistance granted by the IMF in 2020/202113 and 

a partial lockdown allowed positive growth to be maintained in 

2020 (3.6 % of GDP14) despite the health crisis. Fiscally 

constrained, the government has paid for the increased expenses 

occasioned by the crisis through deductions from civil servants’ 

salaries and pensions and the sale of some of the country’s 

                                                        
10 For the Egyptian economy’s performance, see Omar Auf, A Visualization of Egypt’s 
Economic Performance During COVID-19 , The Cairo Review of Global Affairs, winter 
2021. 
11 The programme supports some 11 million people across 27 governorates. See Takaful 
and Karama: A Social Safety Net project that Promotes Egyptian Women 
Empowerment and Human Capital, The World Bank, 17 November 2020. 
12 This population, composed of more than 30% of children, comes for the most part 
from Syria, the two Sudans and other countries from the Horn of Africa. See Égypte – 
Protection civile et opérations d’aide humanitaire européennes, European 
Commission, 6 January 2021. 
13 The emergency ‘COVID’ aid of US$5.8 billion granted to Egypt by the IMF in June 
2020  is added to a loan of US$12 billion allocated to Egypt  in tranches since 2016, 
along with an assistance package of US$3 billion from the World Bank and of US$1.5 
billion from the African Development Bank Group; this is without counting bilateral 
aid packages, the €482 million of European aid and more than €6 billion of loans from 
European financial institutions (Egypt – European Neighbourhood Policy And 
Enlargement Negotiations, European Commission). See also Bessma Momani, Egypt’s 
IMF  program: Assessing the political economy challenges , Brookings, 30 January 
2018. 
14 Growth should drop to 2.7% of GDP in 2021. See Middle East and North Africa, 
Global Economic Prospects, January 2021, World bank. 

https://www.thecairoreview.com/midan/a-visualization-of-egypts-economic-performance-during-covid-19/
https://www.thecairoreview.com/midan/a-visualization-of-egypts-economic-performance-during-covid-19/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2020/11/17/takaful-and-karama-a-social-safety-net-project-that-promotes-egyptian-women-empowerment-and-human-capital
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2020/11/17/takaful-and-karama-a-social-safety-net-project-that-promotes-egyptian-women-empowerment-and-human-capital
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2020/11/17/takaful-and-karama-a-social-safety-net-project-that-promotes-egyptian-women-empowerment-and-human-capital
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/egypt_fr
https://ec.europa.eu/echo/where/middle-east/egypt_fr
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/egypt_en
https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/neighbourhood/countries/egypt_en
https://www.brookings.edu/research/egypts-imf-program-assessing-the-political-economy-challenges/#:~:text=On%20November%2011%2C%202016%2C%20the,overvalued%20exchange%20rate%20(and%20the
https://www.brookings.edu/research/egypts-imf-program-assessing-the-political-economy-challenges/#:~:text=On%20November%2011%2C%202016%2C%20the,overvalued%20exchange%20rate%20(and%20the
https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/356361599838768642/Global-Economic-Prospects-January-2021-Analysis-MENA.pdf
https://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/356361599838768642/Global-Economic-Prospects-January-2021-Analysis-MENA.pdf
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vaccines15. Nonetheless, questions have to be asked about the 

government’s ability to handle the consequences of the crisis in the 

medium term. The rising population (around 2% per year) is 

exerting significant pressure on natural resources and the 

country’s infrastructure particularly as a reduction in the 

productivity of arable ground16, due as much to global warming as 

it is to increasing urbanisation, is encouraging the exodus of farm 

workers to the country’s great urban centres. The share of the Nile’s 

water17 therefore constitutes a crucial issue for the country’s 

economic development and its food self-sufficiency. 

The mirage of the strong state 

The implementation since 2016 of a part of the reforms conditional 

on the provision of aid from the IMF and the World Bank has 

allowed the regime to consolidate its credibility with the 

international community and international fund 

providers18 despite the general deterioration in living conditions in 

Egypt, whether socio-economically or in the area of civil liberties19. 

Questions about the role of the state, redistribution of wealth and 

the reform of the social contract remain highly problematic, as 

                                                        
15 See Maged Mandour, Playing Politics with Poverty: Sisi’s COVID-19 Vaccine 
Strategy, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 25 February 2021.  
16 Arable ground is concentrated on 5.5% of the country (Delta and the Valley of the 
Nile) where more than 90% of the population lives. In 1965, 2.6% of Egypt was 
agricultural land (pop. 30,433,022) as compared with 3.854% of the country in 2018 
(pop. 98,423,595). See Égypte (République arabe d’), The World Bank. 
17 Egypt’s claims rest on its “historic rights”, enshrined in the agreement signed 
between Egypt and Sudan in 1929 (revised in 1959) which allowed 75.7% of the annual 
flow to Egypt compared to 24.3% to Sudan, and furthermore considered that states 
further upstream (Ethiopia, Kenya, Uganda, Burundi, Rwanda, Tanzania, and DRC), 
signatories of the Entebbe Agreement on the use of the waters of the Nile, are able to 
take advantage of equatorial rains. See Diomande Dro Hyacinthe,  La politique hydro-
hégémonique des États riverains du Nil : une révolution des rapports de force en 
Afrique ?, IUCN, 13 November 2020. 
18 See Baudoin Loos, Union européenne-Égypte. Un partenariat qui piétine les valeurs 
fondamentales, Orient XXI, 19 November 2020. 
19 See Tout ce qu’il faut savoir sur les droits humains en Égypte , Amnesty 
International, 2021. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83933
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/83933
https://donnees.banquemondiale.org/pays/egypte-republique-arabe-d?view=chart
https://www.iucn.org/news/world-commission-environmental-law/202011/la-politique-hydro-hegemonique-des-etats-riverains-du-nil-une-revolution-des-rapport-de-force-en-afrique#:~:text=IUCN-,La%20politique%20hydro%2Dh%C3%A9g%C3%A9monique%20des%20Etats%20riverains%20du%20Nil%3A%20une,rapport%20de%20force%20en%20Afrique%3F&text=Cependant%2C%20cette%20strat%C3%A9gie%20d%27affirmation,%2C%20qu%27est%20le%20Nil.
https://www.iucn.org/news/world-commission-environmental-law/202011/la-politique-hydro-hegemonique-des-etats-riverains-du-nil-une-revolution-des-rapport-de-force-en-afrique#:~:text=IUCN-,La%20politique%20hydro%2Dh%C3%A9g%C3%A9monique%20des%20Etats%20riverains%20du%20Nil%3A%20une,rapport%20de%20force%20en%20Afrique%3F&text=Cependant%2C%20cette%20strat%C3%A9gie%20d%27affirmation,%2C%20qu%27est%20le%20Nil.
https://www.iucn.org/news/world-commission-environmental-law/202011/la-politique-hydro-hegemonique-des-etats-riverains-du-nil-une-revolution-des-rapport-de-force-en-afrique#:~:text=IUCN-,La%20politique%20hydro%2Dh%C3%A9g%C3%A9monique%20des%20Etats%20riverains%20du%20Nil%3A%20une,rapport%20de%20force%20en%20Afrique%3F&text=Cependant%2C%20cette%20strat%C3%A9gie%20d%27affirmation,%2C%20qu%27est%20le%20Nil.
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/union-europeenne-egypte-un-partenariat-qui-pietine-les-valeurs-fondamentales,4284
https://orientxxi.info/magazine/union-europeenne-egypte-un-partenariat-qui-pietine-les-valeurs-fondamentales,4284
https://www.amnesty.org/fr/countries/middle-east-and-north-africa/egypt/report-egypt/
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illustrated by the reappearance of protest movements against the 

high cost of living, and the corruption and nepotism of the ruling 

classes. The government has chosen to reply by force and has 

engaged in a systematic repression of any form of opposition or 

dissidence, even moderate, which is dangerously isolating it. The 

systematic elimination of Islamic organisations or platforms has 

deprived the regime of any means of dialogue with this 

part/component of the population, and that repression is 

contributing to its radicalisation or is forcing it to go underground. 

The situation is all the more preoccupying when one observes a 

resurgence in attacks from the group Wilayat al Sinai (affiliated 

to Daesh) in the north-east of Sinai (around Bir al-Abed) since the 

spring of 202020. Despite the presence of the 2nd and 3rd armies 

in the area, the energy infrastructure and construction projects 

managed by the Army constitute attractive targets. In 

consequence, security coordination with Israel in the area, and 

along the Gaza Strip, has continued to increase21 whereas 

negotiations between Israel and the Palestinians have been 

deadlocked for several years. The recent visit by an Israeli 

delegation to Sharm el-Sheikh suggests a move towards more 

friendly relations22, stimulated in particular by the exploitation of 

the eastern Mediterranean’s rich energy resources. 

Turkey’s growing military activities in Libya, its manoeuvring in 

the Mediterranean and also in the Horn of Africa, have riled the 

                                                        
20 See Allison McManus, The Egyptian Military’s Terrorism Containment Campaign in 
North Sinai, Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, 30 June 2020. 
21 See David D. Kirkpatrick, Secret Alliance: Israel Carries Out Airstrikes in Egypt, 
With Cairo’s O.K., The New York Times, 3 February 2018 
22 The first official visit by an Israeli delegation to Egypt in almost a decade (preceded 
by the Egyptian Minister of Energy’s visit to Israel in February 2021), the meeting of 
9 March 2021 signalled the end of a ‘cold peace’ between the 2  countries which now 
looks forward, beyond security aspects to the establishment of business relations and 
programmes of technical cooperation in the realms of irrigation, water treatment and 
desalination, and of course, energy. See Gabriel Mitchell,  Lessons from Israel and 
Egypt’s lukewarm peace, Atlantic Council, 20 April 2021. 

https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/82218
https://carnegieendowment.org/sada/82218
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/03/world/middleeast/israel-airstrikes-sinai-egypt.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/03/world/middleeast/israel-airstrikes-sinai-egypt.html
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/lessons-from-israel-and-egypts-lukewarm-peace/
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/menasource/lessons-from-israel-and-egypts-lukewarm-peace/


166 
 

Egyptian regime, as witnessed by the formation of an international 

coalition against Turkey in May 2020 (France, the Emirates, 

Greece and Cyprus). In response to the deployment of Turkish 

troops and advisors in support of the Sarraj government in Libya, 

Egypt has carried out large scale exercises (ground, air, and naval 

forces) in the border zone (Qadir 2020) and reorganised its forces 

in the area. The security situation in Libya continues to encourage 

human trafficking and illegal migration in the Mediterranean, 

potentially threatening the safety of oil producing activities in the 

area and of Mediterranean resorts. A preoccupation that the Italian 

authorities seem to share, with their creation of the Eastern Gas 

Forum23 that includes Egypt, and which hopes to become a major 

player in the provision of liquefied natural gas (LNG) to Europe24, 

a market that is equally coveted by Turkey. The Italian company 

ENI produces 40% of Egyptian oil and in spite of the pressures 

linked to the Regeni affair25, the Egyptian navy will soon take 

delivery of two Italian FREMM frigates26. Italy is in the process of 

becoming one of Egypt’s main suppliers of military hardware, 

alongside the United States, Russia and France. 

                                                        
23 Created in 2019 with the aim of coordinating the exploitation of hydrocarbons in the 
eastern Mediterranean (gas pipeline EastMed), the Forum, in which Egypt, Cyprus, 
Greece, Israel, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority participate, is a manifest reply to 
Turkish manoeuvrings in the area (the signing of a maritime delimitation agreement 
with the Sarraj government in November 2019). See Mona Sukkarieh, The east 
mediterranean gas forum regional cooperation amid conflicting interests, Natural 
Resource Governance Institute, 20 February 2021. 
24 The production of Egyptian LNG reached a record high in 2020 (7.2 Bcf/d). In 
addition to offshore resources in the Mediterranean, Egypt signed no less than 22 gas 
and oil exploitation agreements in 2020 and restarted its exports of LNG from the port 
of Damietta at the start of 2021. See Dania Saadi, Egypt launches international oil and 
gas bidding round on new digital platform, S&P Global Platts, 18 February 2021. 
25 Giulio Regeni, an Italian PhD student working on labour movements in Egypt was 
found dead at the start of February 2016 in Cairo. Agents from Egyptian state security 
are suspected of having kidnapped and tortured him. Despite severe pressure from 
Italy and Europe, Egypt still refuses to open criminal proceedings. 
26 See Egypt, Italy to ink major arms deal despite human rights concerns, Al Monitor, 8 
June 2020. 

https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/the_east_mediterranean_gas_forum_regional_cooperation_amid_conflicting_interests_0.pdf
https://resourcegovernance.org/sites/default/files/documents/the_east_mediterranean_gas_forum_regional_cooperation_amid_conflicting_interests_0.pdf
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/pt/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/021821-egypt-launches-international-oil-and-gas-bidding-round-on-new-digital-platform
https://www.spglobal.com/platts/pt/market-insights/latest-news/natural-gas/021821-egypt-launches-international-oil-and-gas-bidding-round-on-new-digital-platform
https://www.al-monitor.com/originals/2020/06/egypt-italy-weapons-sale-deal-student-murder-opposition.html


167 
 

The departure of President Mubarak marked a turning point in US 

– Egyptian relations, hitherto considered a pillar of the American 

presence in the region. The removal of President Morsi and the 

continued deterioration of human rights that followed have 

continued to poison relations between the two countries. Yet, 

despite threats of a freeze, American aid has continued. As such, 

since 2016 Egypt has received more than US$1 billion of help a year 

to allow it to acquire American military equipment27; in reality, the 

rescheduling of payments has only affected development aid. 

Faced with an American administration becoming ever more 

particular about human rights and clearly signalling its intention 

to maintain Israel’s technological superiority, Russia offers 

interesting alternatives in arms systems technology as proven by 

the numerous military28 but also civil contracts29, signed with 

Russia since 2014. This rapprochement with the Kremlin is also 

explained by the closeness of both countries’ views on a number of 

regional issues, first and foremost on Syria and Libya. 

After the tensions linked with the future of Bashar al-Assad, 

support for Marshal Haftar’s forces opened the way for a growing 

political and military cooperation between Saudi Arabia, the 

Emirates and Egypt. This alignment is justified by common 

opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood30 as well as the generous 

                                                        
27 See the figures supplied by the US Congress, Egypt: Background and U.S. Relations , 
Congressional Research Service, 27 May 2020, p. 28. 
28 Despite the threat of American sanctions (Countering America’s Adversaries 
Through Sanctions Act), Egypt has acquired  5 Sukhoi Su-35s, over and above the  Ka-
52 40 helicopters received in November 2019 and the S-300 SAMs and 46 Mig29-Ms 
bought between 2015 and 2017 with Saudi help. See Lazar Berman, Egypt’s Strategic 
Balancing Act between the US and Russia, JISS, 5 April 2020. 
29 Rostom will build 4 VVER 1200 reactors for the Egyptian nuclear power station of 
El-Debaa, designed in particular to power a desalination plant. The Russian railway 
equipment manufacturer Transmashholding has won a contract of US$1.13 billion 
(1,300 carriages). Rosneft has also acquired 30% of the Zohr oilfield.  
30 Mohammad Ben Salman’s arrival in power in Saudi Arabia has favoured an ‘alliance 

https://fas.org/sgp/crs/mideast/RL33003.pdf
https://jiss.org.il/en/berman-albo-egypts-strategic-balancing-act-between-the-us-and-russia/
https://jiss.org.il/en/berman-albo-egypts-strategic-balancing-act-between-the-us-and-russia/
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financial aid packages coming from the Gulf neighbours (between 

US$30 and 40 billion since 2014). In return, Egypt has taken part 

in the coalition in Yemen and agreed to ceding the islands of Tiran 

and Sanafir to Saudi Arabia. The rapid expansion of military 

cooperation between the three countries31 has been accompanied 

by the development of economic activities in the Red Sea and the 

Mediterranean (NEOM projects, Red Sea Initiative, a maritime 

agreement with Greece) through which most of the Gulf’s 

hydrocarbons transit. 

Egypt’s new African strategy  

In order to realise its objectives of sustainable development as 

announced in Vision 2030, Cairo aims to emphasise its position as 

a stepping-stone towards the African market; a strategy that 

benefits from both Russian and Chinese support. In this context, 

the strong-arm tactics employed with Ethiopia constitute a serious 

threat to the country’s resources, but at the same time provide the 

regime with the chance to renew relations with its African 

neighbours and above all with the African Union. 

Despite the threats of Egyptian military intervention, since 2011 

Ethiopia has continued with the construction of its Grand 

Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD). Cairo has gradually 

abandoned the military option in favour of diplomacy, in order to 

win support not just on the continent but also amongst the great 

powers, particularly the United States and China. The latter 

occupies a crucial place in Egypt’s economic development; Egypt 

                                                        
of the moderates’ (Egypt, Saudi Arabia, the Emirates, Bahrein and Oman) against an  
‘axis of evil’ constituted by Iran, the Islamic Brotherhood and extremist Sunni groups. 
Egypt’s position vis-à-vis Iran nevertheless remains more moderate than its Gulf 
neighbours. 
31 The Egyptian armed forces took part in several joint exercises with Saudi and 
Emirati forces (Tabuk 3, Morgan-14 and 15 in the Red Sea, Faisal-2017 in Egypt, Saif al 
Arab 2020 in Egypt). 
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offering, beyond the opportunities linked to a domestic market of 

more than 100 million inhabitants, a strategic springboard to the 

rest of the African continent. Despite a recent rapprochement with 

Addis-Ababa, Egypt remains Beijing’s preferred option to take 

front of stage in the development of interconnecting networks in 

East Africa (electricity, telecommunications and transport)32. The 

considerable investments made by Egypt in electricity production 

over the last few years have allowed it to provide a surplus as such 

that it can now envisage supplying Iraq and Saudi Arabia in 

addition to its traditional clients (Libya, Jordan, and Sudan). This 

position as an ‘energy hub’, is one to which Ethiopia also aspires. 

Cairo’s African strategy is based on the strengthening of regional 

integration and the development of free trade areas (Common 

Market for Eastern and Southern Africa, African Continental Free 

Trade Area) in order to facilitate its exports to the rest of the 

continent. Important works to develop Egyptian port installations 

on the Red Sea and in the Mediterranean (Alexandria, El Dakhlia, 

Ain Sokhna, Safaga, even Damietta), the development of the 

Egyptian merchant fleet and the modernisation of its naval 

forces33 should allow Egypt to consolidate its place in international 

maritime traffic. These investments should finally allow the 

                                                        
32 See John Calabrese, Towering Ambitions: Egypt and China Building for the Future, 
Middle East Institute, 6 October 2020. 
33 Over the last 5 years Egypt has considerably modernised its naval forces through the 
acquisition of Mistral amphibious assault ships and Gowind-2500 corvettes, French 
and Italian FREMM frigates and 4 German attack submarines, not to mention the 
weapons systems that equip these assets. Egypt has also modernised its naval 
infrastructure (for example the Berenice Military Base on the Red Sea), its doctrine 
and the training of its forces. The Egyptian armed forces have taken part in many 
multinational and bilateral exercises in 2020 and 2021 (France, Spain, UK, Bahrein, 
Saudi Arabia, Russia and the United States). See Reem Mohamed, The Growing Naval 
Power of Egypt, New Defence Order Strategy, 2020. Egypt  has event taken part in a 
joint naval exercise in the Black Sea (2021, see Ridvan Bari Urcosta,  Egyptian-Russian 
Naval Exercises in the Black Sea: Strategic Balancing against Turkey?, The Jamestown 
Foundation, 21 January 2021). 

https://www.mei.edu/publications/towering-ambitions-egypt-and-china-building-future
https://dfnc.ru/en/expert-opinion/growaing-naval-power-of-egypt/
https://dfnc.ru/en/expert-opinion/growaing-naval-power-of-egypt/
https://jamestown.org/program/egyptian-russian-naval-exercises-in-the-black-sea-strategic-balancing-against-turkey/
https://jamestown.org/program/egyptian-russian-naval-exercises-in-the-black-sea-strategic-balancing-against-turkey/
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valuation of the enlargement of the Suez Canal, all the more so as 

the stabilisation of the Sinai opens up interesting economic 

opportunities34. 

The transformation of the port infrastructures of Safaga and 

Hamrawin should also permit the energising of economic activity 

in Upper Egypt through the export of Egypt’s Golden Triangle’s 

natural resources to Asia and the Gulf, while at the same time 

developing tourism. The Egyptian authorities fear the influence 

that local Salafist movements could have on the young in this 

region. The construction of a railway line linking Sudan and a route 

towards Tchad should also allow for the supply of Egyptian 

products to its African neighbours deprived of access to the sea 

(Central Africa, South-Sudan, Uganda, Ethiopia and Tchad). 

The temptation of military adventure 

These developments are nevertheless extremely dependent on 

regional stability and Cairo’s ability to find a modus vivendi with 

its African neighbours. In this context, the failure of the African 

Union’s mediation at the start of April 2021 in Kinshasa between 

Ethiopia and its northern neighbours does not augur well. All the 

more so in that Exercise Nile Eagles 2, conducted by Sudanese and 

Egyptian air forces at the end of March 2021, appear to indicate 

both Cairo and Khartoum’s determination not to accept Addis-

Ababa’s policy of fait accompli. The question of the sharing of the 

Nile’s waters is highly symbolic for the Egyptian regime and would 

be a huge test for the credibility of an omnipotent military security 

                                                        
34 In 2018, Egypt and Saudi Arabia signed a contract for the construction of a joint 
megaproject, NEOM, including the setting up of a sovereign fund of US$10 billion for 
the implementation in particular of the Red Sea Project. These joint projects are 
accompanied by a policy of territorial development in the Sinai, the modernisation of 
the port of El Arish and its cement works. See Stephan Kalin, Egypt commits 1,000 sq 
km in south Sinai to Saudi mega-city: official, Reuters, 5 March 2018 ; see also Le 
président El-Sisi se réunit avec le PM et certains ministres et responsables, La 
République arabe d’Égypte – Présidence, 26 April 2021. 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-egypt-investments-idUSKBN1GH02G
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-saudi-egypt-investments-idUSKBN1GH02G
https://www.presidency.eg/fr/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%B1%D8%A6%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%B3%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B9-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%88%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%AF-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%A6%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%86-2642021/
https://www.presidency.eg/fr/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%B1%D8%A6%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A9/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B1%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D8%B9%D8%A8%D8%AF-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%81%D8%AA%D8%A7%D8%AD-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%B3%D9%8A-%D9%8A%D8%AC%D8%AA%D9%85%D8%B9-%D8%A8%D8%B1%D8%A6%D9%8A%D8%B3-%D9%85%D8%AC%D9%84%D8%B3-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%88%D8%B9%D8%AF%D8%AF-%D9%85%D9%86-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%88%D8%B2%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%A1-%D9%88%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%85%D8%B3%D8%A6%D9%88%D9%84%D9%8A%D9%86-2642021/


171 
 

apparatus. Hugely restricted internally by the socio-economic 

consequences of the Covid-19 crisis and widely criticised for its 

repressive policies, the regime could be tempted into a risky 

military adventure. The manner in which Egyptian forces got 

bogged down in Yemen during the 1960s nevertheless 

demonstrated the risks of an adventurism led by the 

eulogist/figurehead of an Arab nationalism that was losing 

momentum. 

Despite international pressure, Ethiopia is clearly set on 

proceeding to the second phase of filling the Renaissance dam 

during the next rainy season. Although the threat of direct 

Sudanese-Egyptian military intervention against Ethiopian 

interests remains unlikely, given the limited capacity for military 

projection of the two states, indirect support to the insurrection the 

Ethiopian regime is facing cannot be excluded. The announcement 

that the Egyptian armed forces have taken delivery of 30 Rafale 

fighter jets gives rise to considerations that Cairo could be studying 

the possibility of launching strikes against its Ethiopian neighbour. 

Regional destabilisation would ruin Egypt’s prospects of economic 

development, vital if it is to confront the considerable socio-

economic issues that await the Egyptian regime over the next few 

years (state indebtedness, poverty, inequality and a demographic 

explosion). 

* * * 

 

Since his arrival in power, President el-Sisi has skilfully 

demonstrated to the great powers and international financial 

institutions his ability to preserve the country from the region’s 

disorder in the medium term. Presented as a ‘pillar of stability’, 

endowed with a key position in controlling the flow (maritime, 
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energy and communication) between Europe and Asia, this 

country that is ‘too large to fail’ enjoys a special status. 

Nevertheless, the regime’s drift towards authoritarianism and the 

significant deterioration of human rights in the country, the 

reorientation of power around the person of the president and the 

capturing of public funds and dynamic sectors of the economy by 

the military security apparatus, are all factors that weaken the 

survival of the regime in the longer term. Without necessarily 

talking of regime collapse, the risk of persistent political and social 

instability does exist and could lead some, even amongst the 

regime’s most fervent supporters, to diversify their investments 

and look for other alternatives. The rapprochement between Israel 

and some of its Arab neighbours allows a glimpse of new prospects 

in the areas of security, the economy and industry that Egypt 

should not underestimate. 

 
Published on 9 June 2021 by the FMES Institute 
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The United Arab Emirates in search of strategic 

autonomy 

Jean-Loup Samaan, associate researcher at the French 

Institute of International Relations (Institut Français de 

Relations Internationales), formerly associate professor in 

strategic studies at the United Arab Emirates National Defence 

College from 2016 to 2021, based in Abu Dhabi. 

 

Last April the United Arab Emirates (UAE) sent Anwar Gargash, 

special advisor to the president, to Cyprus to represent the country 

at a summit of the Greek, Cypriot and Israeli foreign ministers1. 

Shortly beforehand Dubai had hosted negotiations between India 

and Pakistan,  aimed at re-establishing dialogue between the two 

south Asian countries2. Only a few weeks apart these two events 

symbolised the growing ambitions of a young country, the UAE, 

which this year celebrates its fiftieth birthday and whose citizens 

number barely one million people. 

Endowed with the seventh largest oil reserves in the world this 

federation of seven principalities has long been known for the 

exuberance of Dubai and its architectural projects. However since 

2011 its federal capital, Abu Dhabi, led by its crown prince 

Mohammed bin Zayed Al Nahyan (known as MBZ), has developed 

an unalloyed system of power politics that has taken precedence 

over Dubai’s mercantilist approach. During the last decade the 

UAE has therefore become an key actor, not just in the heart of the 

Arabian Peninsula, but beyond it from the African continent to the 

shores of Asia:  through its key role in the peace process between 

                                                        
1 Herb Keinon, ‘Israel, UAE, Greece, Cyprus summit sends message to Turkey’, Jerusalem 
Post, 18 April 2021. 
2 Umer Karim, ‘The United Arab Emirates and a South Asian Peace Process’, Arab Gulf 
States Institute in Washington, 1 April 2021. 
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Eritrea and Ethiopia in 2018, its close relationship with the 

transitional military council in Sudan, or again in its continued 

convergence with China, the country has expanded the scope of its 

international agenda. 

At the same time Abu Dhabi has projected internationally its model 

of governance, that is to say an absolute monarchy that prevents 

any expression of dissidence, in particular that emanating from the 

promoters of political Islam. This dissemination of the Emirati 

model has been done in a robust manner, through the use of 

economic pressure or the deployment of the country’s military 

assets. In consequence this use of power politics has led the 

country to find itself in the forefront of affairs like the conflict in 

Yemen, the civil war in Libya or the regional competition with Iran. 

That said, this Emirati activism – remarkable given the modest size 

of the country – recently seems to have reached its peak. More 

precisely since the summer of  2019 Abu Dhabi appears not so 

much to have abandoned its ambitions, but rather to have 

demonstrated a pragmatism which in certain cases has been 

imposed upon it by the realities on the ground. That is the 

perspective that this essay uses to study the development of the 

UAE’s development of its power politics, in order to understand 

not just the motivations but also the outcomes. In consequence it 

should be possible to arrive at a better understanding of the current 

issues affecting a deep-rooted review of Emirati policies. 

The regional rise of ‘Little Sparta’ 

In November 2014 the Washington Post published an elegiac 

article on the UAE describing the country not just as a solid ally of 

the United States in its war against terrorism, but also as a veritable 

“little Sparta”, an expression attributed to James Mattis, who at the 
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time of the comment was head of the US Central Command3. The 

reference to Sparta was meant to underline the conclusion of the 

huge reforms that the Emirati military had undergone since the 

middle of the 1990s and that were without any equivalent in the 

Arabian peninsula.   

The incorporation of the Dubai Defence Forces into the federal 

army in 1996 completed the process of centralisation that was at 

the heart of the federation under the aegis of Abu Dhabi, and now 

allowed it to put its military project for the UAE into place. Since 

then Emirati forces have been deployed in Kosovo, in Somalia, and 

Afghanistan. Over and above that they have benefitted from a 

modernisation of their capacities, particularly in regards to combat 

aircraft. Since 2009, the creation of a Presidential Guard based on 

a US Marine Corps training programme has allowed it to rely upon 

special forces that are judged to be amongst the most effective in 

the region. 

This growth in power of the Emirati military relies to a large extent 

on its links with the western allies, starting with the United States. 

Relations with Washington are based on a defence cooperation 

agreement, renewed for 15 years in 2017, which includes the 

presence of 3,500 American soldiers as well as the  delivery of 

massive arms contracts. 

Alongside the United States there is also France, with whom the 

Federation has had close links since its inception in 1971. Its 

closeness to Paris was increased under Nicolas Sarkozy’s 

presidency, with the opening of a military base in Abu Dhabi 

housing the HQ of the French commander of the Indian Ocean 

maritime zone ‘Alindien’, as well as a contingent of around 650 

men. In terms of arms deals France remained the UAE’s second 

                                                        
3 Rajiv Chandrasekaran, ‘In the UAE, the United States has a quiet potent ally nicknamed 
Little Sparta‘, Washington Post, 9 November 2014. 
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largest supplier for the period 2000-2020, although data gathered 

by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute disclose a 

net reduction in real terms compared to the United States4. 

 

 

This reform of its military is the fruit of MBZ, son of the late emir 

and founder of the UAE, Sheikh Zayed bin Sultan Al Nahyan. 

Trained at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst and having risen 

through the ranks of the military hierarchy, MBZ saw the 

modernisation of the Emirati defence forces not just as a means of 

consolidating his power internally but also as a way to turn his 

country into a player on the strategic stage. For MBZ, the UAE 

must in fine be able to deploy its military assets, in external 

interventions if need be, not just in order to affect regional issues 

but also to prevent growing menaces from outside that could target 

the federation. 

                                                        
4 Cf.  SIPRI’s database on arms exports: 
https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php.  

https://armstrade.sipri.org/armstrade/html/export_values.php
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This interventionist vision reflects Emirati aspirations for strategic 

autonomy. It also contrasts with the vision of Qatar, the 

neighbouring and rival country where the previous emir, Hamad 

bin Khalifa, preferred to gain influence during the same period by 

concentrating on foreign investment and Qatari soft power. 

From the start of the Arab uprisings in 2011 the Emirati military 

reforms matched Abu Dhabi’s political agenda. The UAE perceived 

the unrest in the region less as an expression of popular rejection 

of authoritarian leaderships and more as attempts at coups d’états 

led by adherents of political Islam, and more particularly the 

Muslim Brotherhood. 

The Emirates themselves have a complicated relationship with the 

organisation and its local branch, Al Islah. For a long time 

influential in Emirati society, in particular in the poorest emirates 

(Fujairah, Ras Al Khaimah, or Umm al Quwain), the brotherhood 

even controlled school textbooks in the UAE for a time. Its 

relationship with power in Abu Dhabi deteriorated constantly 

during the 2000s and the events of 2011 only served to accelerate 

a rupture which ended up with the banning of Al Islah and the 

arrest of dozens of its leaders5. 

If these tensions are the result of the power struggles between the 

reigning family and Al Islah within the Emirates, Abu Dhabi is 

convinced that on a wider basis they reflect the desire of Islamist 

groups to seize power in the Middle East. In consequence, the 

escalation of internal tensions has manifested itself internationally 

in Abu Dhabi’s desire to prevent Islamist movements from coming 

to power anywhere at all. It is within this context that the UAE has 

steadily moved closer to Saudi Arabia to form a counter-

                                                        
5 Courtney Freer, Rentier Islamism: The Role of the Muslim Brotherhood in the Gulf 
Monarchies, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2018. 
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revolutionary camp that will come to the aid of Arab leaders 

threatened by revolts. 

Abu Dhabi’s posture has become more and more opposed to that 

of Qatar which for its own part made the opposite decision, to 

invest politically, even financially, in political Islam6. During the 

years following the uprisings of 2011 Emir Hamad, then after his 

abdication in 2013 his son Tamim, supported groups viewed as 

enemies by their Emirati neighbours. In Egypt the removal of 

President Morsi, who had been supported by Qatar, in the summer 

of 2013 at the hands of a coup conducted by the military and 

supported by Abu Dhabi and Riyad is a reflection of the increasing 

division within the Gulf. 

From 2014, Qataris and Emiratis also confronted each other 

indirectly in Libya where a new civil war opposed the forces of 

Marshal Haftar and the Government of National Accord. In 

Marshal Haftar Abu Dhabi saw a strong man, a professional 

soldier, someone with a nationalist rhetoric facing up to Islamist 

movements seeking to control the levers of power in Tripoli – 

movements which benefitted from Qatari support. 

This proxy war between Abu Dhabi and Doha resulted in a first 

diplomatic crisis in the Arabian Peninsula in 2014, when the 

Emiratis, alongside the Saudis and Bahrainis, recalled their 

ambassadors from Qatar. The crisis lasted for six months before a 

road map that was supposed (in vain) to restore confidence 

between the two sides was put in place. The crisis foreshadowed 

the blockade imposed on Doha by the same countries from June 

2017 to January 2021. 

                                                        
6 David Roberts, ‘Qatar and the UAE: Exploring Divergent Responses to the Arab Spring’, 
Middle East Journal, Vol. 71, No.4, Autumn 2017, pp.544-562. 
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If political Islam and the Muslim Brotherhood constitute a primary 

threat for Abu Dhabi, Iran’s regional policy continues to inform the 

UAE’s foreign and defence policy. Iran’s nuclear programme is 

clearly a subject that fuels Emirati perceptions of an imminent 

threat, but it is linked to even older contentions such as Iran’s 

occupation of three islands (Abu Musa, and the Greater and Lesser 

Tunbs). This occupation is a longstanding element of the UAE’s 

diplomatic discourse which regularly calls for a relaunch of 

negotiations at UN level, efforts that have never had any effect. In 

addition, Iran’s ballistic arsenal and the logistical or financial 

support provided by the Guardians of the Islamic Revolution to 

non-state actors in Iraq or Yemen heighten Abu Dhabi’s fears. 

This Emirati reading of Iranian politics lead Abu Dhabi to be 

sceptical about the attempts at dialogue made towards Teheran by 

Barack Obama’s US administration, and then immediately to 

support Donald Trump when in 2018 he withdrew from the 

nuclear agreement signed in 20157. Beyond that the UAE’s arms 

policy reflects the priority that Abu Dhabi places on reinforcing its 

capacity to dissuade any Iranian aggression, notably through the 

massive purchase of American anti-missile defence systems 

(Patriot batteries and the THAAD missile system) and combat 

aircraft (three squadrons equipped with F-16s; three others 

equipped with Mirage 2000s, and potentially with American F-35s 

in the immediate future). In view of these acquisitions, the former 

head of US Central Command, David Petraeus, declared in 2009 

that the Emirati Air Force could defeat the Iranians just by using 

its own resources8. 

                                                        
7 Reuters, ‘UAE supports US withdrawal from Iran nuclear deal’, 8 May 2018. 
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-iran-nuclear-emirates-idUSKBN1I92Z1 
8 Josh Rogin, ‘Petraeus: The UAE’s Air Force could take out Iran’s’, Foreign Policy, 17 
December 2009. https://foreignpolicy.com/2009/12/17/petraeus-the-uaes-air-force-
could-take-out-irans/ 
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In other words, Abu Dhabi’s security assessment of its 

environment led it during the 2010s to put in place policies aiming 

at one and the same time to contain regional advances by Islamist 

movements and those of the Iranian regime. In doing so the UAE 

did not hesitate to use force, contributing to air strikes against 

Islamic State between 2014 and 2015 and deploying nearly 4,000 

soldiers to Yemen from 2015. This relaxed deployment of force 

naturally fed the narrative of a ‘little Sparta’. Nevertheless, as with 

so many expeditionary forces before it, the federation is today 

understanding the limits of the deployment of military force. 

A scaled down strategy 

In autumn 2016 the UAE’s regional strategy was giving rise to 

approbation at least, if not actual admiration, on the part of many 

western observers. US and French military personnel in Abu Dhabi 

emphasised the technical prowess of this young army that in a few 

months had led amphibious assaults on the port cities of Yemen, 

Aden (May 2015) and Mukalla (April 2016). If the performance of 

the Saudi army was being judged very critically at that point in 

time, that of the Emiratis was perceived positively, vindicating the 

efforts to modernise it over the preceding two decades. 

Furthermore, while the US and France were making a priority out 

of the fight against Islamism, Abu Dhabi with its intransigent 

rhetoric seemed to be an objective ally in this regional campaign. 

 Nevertheless, the Emirate’s posture gradually underwent several 

setbacks. Militarily it soon became clear that its retaking of the 

territory in Yemen that had been captured by the Houthis, or in 

certain areas by the local branch of Al Qaeda, had not resulted in 

genuine stability in these regions. Not only were the Emiratis 

forced to make local agreements with some extremist factions so 
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that they could deploy these very factions’ forces9 but the fighting 

with the Houthis began to bog down and from the end of 2016 took 

on all the appearances of a static war. 

This stagnation affected relations between Abu Dhabi and Riyad, 

with the Emiratis considering that the Saudis’ local partner, the 

Yemeni president in exile Abdrabbuh Mansur Hadi, had neither 

the legitimacy nor the capacity to see an end to the Houthi 

insurrection. Out of pragmatism, Abu Dhabi found itself 

supporting South Yemeni fighters who seemed much more 

experienced on the ground to defeat the Houthis. However the 

southern militia fighters saw the war as an opportunity to redirect 

the spotlight onto their secessionist agenda. If the UAE did not 

officially support these secessionist ambitions, neither was it 

wholly opposed to them and its military support contributed to the 

strengthening of these groups. This posture of Abu Dhabi’s, 

ambivalent at best, ended up annoying not just Hadi’s legal 

government but also its Saudi allies. 

Adding to these tensions at the heart of the coalition, the presence 

of the Emirates’ military in Yemen exposed the country to 

accusations of neo-colonialism. While the international 

community became more and more exercised by the humanitarian 

crisis the country was undergoing, the deployment of Emirati 

forces on the islands of Socotra and Mayun also fed speculation 

about Abu Dhabi’s wish for a long term presence in Yemen. 

Meanwhile in Libya, Marshal Haftar, galvanised by the support he 

thought he could count on from the Emiratis and from 

neighbouring Egypt, launched a military offensive towards Tripoli 

in spring 2019. The operation publicly put into doubt the  efforts at 

reconciliation led by the UN’s special envoy Ghassan Salamé. If the 

                                                        
9 'Maggie Michael, ‘Details of deals between US-backed coalition, Yemen al-Qaida’, 
Associated Press, 6 August 2018. 



182 
 

first weeks seemed to go well for Haftar’s initiative, his forces soon 

came up against those of Tripoli.  Above all, Haftar’s offensive led 

Turkey to come to the aid of Fayez al-Sarraj’s government, 

deploying a military contingent in January 2020.  The Turkish 

intervention definitively sealed the fate of Haftar’s ambitions and 

challenged the Emirates’ indirect strategy in Libya. 

Finally, Abu Dhabi’s support for Donald Trump’s strategy of 

‘maximum pressure’ on Iran also landed the UAE in difficulty. At 

the start of May 2019, four tankers off the coast of Fujairah – the 

Emirati port on the Gulf of Oman – were attacked. While the US 

Secretary of State Mike Pompeo immediately accused Iran of being 

behind the attack, Emirati diplomats talked of an action carried out 

by a “state actor”, but pointed the finger at nobody10.  

This series of multiple setbacks seems to have caused a review of 

the UAE’s regional strategy. This change manifested itself in 

several ways. First of all in the summer of 2019, Abu Dhabi 

announced a gradual withdrawal of its forces from Yemen. Emirati 

diplomats presented the withdrawal as an opportunity for local 

actors to take their destiny into their own hands11. While the 

Yemeni theatre had hardly indicated any imminent end to the 

crisis, the announcement surprised foreign observers. The Emirati 

decision to redeploy its troops was guided by several factors and in 

particular the desire to find a way out of a conflict which was having 

a persistently negative reputational cost on its principal 

participants, starting with the coalition’s leader Saudi Arabia. It 

appears Abu Dhabi also wanted to prevent the tactical divergences 

with Riyad from harming its alliance with the Saudi kingdom any 

more seriously, a partnership that remains essential for the UAE. 

                                                        
10 'BBC, ‘UAE tanker attacks blamed on 'state actor'‘, 7 June 2019. 
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-48551125 
11 Anwar Gargash, ‘We're proud of the UAE's military role in Yemen. But it's time to seek a 
political solution’, Washington Post, 23 July 2019. 
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During the same timeframe, Abu Dhabi decided to re-open 

dialogue with the Iranian regime, one that had been broken off 

since 2013. While tensions grew between the Guardians of the 

Islamic Revolution and the American armed forces after the attack 

on the tankers off Fujairah, the Emiratis made the choice not only 

to reopen channels of communication with Teheran particularly 

with respect to maritime safety, but to make this initiative public. 

Here again the change of position could appear surprising given 

the previous inflexibility of the UAE’s position vis-à-vis Iran. 

Nevertheless, it also revealed internal fragilities within the UAE: if 

the capital, Abu Dhabi, was capable of robust discourse, it was in 

the interests of the merchant city of Dubai to avoid any escalation 

in the waters of the Gulf. Dubai feared that precipitate action could 

compromise its image as a hub for finance and international 

tourism. Besides that, the city has historically accommodated a 

large Iranian diaspora and is still looked upon at this time of 

sanctions against Iran as the latter’s gateway to the global 

economy12. 

The Emiratis’ volte-face regarding the question of Iran can also be 

read as a distancing from the rhetoric of Donald Trump’s 

administration. The UAE, like Saudi Arabia, at first displayed a 

strong convergence of views with the former president, whose 

Middle East policies seemed to consolidate their 

interests.  However, the absence of any reaction from the US after 

the attacks by Iran first of all on an American drone on 20 June 

2019 and then on a Saudi oil-field on 14 September in the same 

year gave rise to unease in the Gulf, where the decision-makers 

                                                        
12 Thierry Coville, ‘Point sur les relations commerciales entre UAE/Iran et Qatar/Iran’, 
Fondation pour la Recherche Stratégique, March 2019. 
https://www.frstrategie.org/sites/default/files/documents/programmes/observatoire-du-
monde-arabo-musulman-et-du-sahel/publications/201915.pdf' 

https://www.frstrategie.org/sites/default/files/documents/programmes/observatoire-du-monde-arabo-musulman-et-du-sahel/publications/201915.pdf
https://www.frstrategie.org/sites/default/files/documents/programmes/observatoire-du-monde-arabo-musulman-et-du-sahel/publications/201915.pdf
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began to doubt Trump’s genuine desire to follow through with his 

policy of ‘maximum pressure’. 

This review of the Emirates’ foreign policy continued over the 

following months and the outbreak of the Covid 19 pandemic did 

nothing to change its direction. The rhetoric of ‘little Sparta’ was 

done with, and Abu Dhabi now seemed to want to position itself in 

the role of a regional mediator. 

In August 2020 the country caused some surprise when it signed 

the Abraham Accords recognising Israel and not long afterwards it 

announced the opening of an embassy in Tel Aviv. The existence of 

Israeli-Emirati relations had been an open secret for a decade but 

nothing had suggested an imminent normalisation between the 

two states. In the wake of these events Emirati diplomats tried to 

promote the idea that the accords would prevent an annexation of 

the West Bank by Benjamin Netanyahu’s government – a 

statement that was difficult to prove and that hid the fact that the 

Palestinian question was absent from the deal. In reality the 

Abraham Accords are not so much a road map towards peace as 

simply an agreement on economic and defence cooperation. 

Elsewhere too Abu Dhabi has been actively trying to prove itself a 

key player diplomatically. When tensions were mounting between 

Egypt, Sudan and Ethiopia around the contentious issue of the 

sharing of the waters of the Nile, revived by Addis Ababa’s 

construction of a dam, the UAE offered itself as a mediator13. The 

Emirates enjoy close relations with all three countries: they remain 

one of the main political and financial supporters of President 

Sisi’s regime in Cairo as well as the Transitional Military Council 

in Khartoum,  while their links with the Ethiopian government 

                                                        
13 Khalid Hassan, ‘Egypt weighs UAE mediation initiative in Nile dam crisis’, Al Monitor, 30 
March 2021. 
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have been strengthened as a result of the UAE’s mediation role in 

the peace deal between Ethiopia and Eritrea in 2018. 

The UAE has adopted the same approach in South Asia, with 

meetings organised in Dubai in spring 2021 between Indian and 

Pakistani leaders. The Emiratis were able to use their closeness to 

the two governments: while historically Pakistan, and in particular 

its military, had enjoyed close relations with the UAE, Abu Dhabi 

has also strengthened its economic and military links with India 

since Narendra Modi’s arrival in power in New Delhi. 

This diversification of partnerships, notably towards Asia, has also 

allowed the Emiratis to reduce their dependence on the western 

powers. This is in part behind the UAE’s 2009 decision to choose 

South Korea rather than the United States or France to develop its 

first nuclear power centre in Barakah14. 

Following the same logic, Abu Dhabi has taken the gamble of 

allying itself with China in its vaccine diplomacy against Covid-19, 

to consolidate its image as a player in regional cooperation. Not 

stopping there, the Emirates have entered into a partnership with 

the Chinese company Sinopharm for the clinical trials of its 

vaccine, and went on to announce in March 2021 the signing of a 

partnership with Beijing to set up a vaccine production site in 

the  emirate of Abu Dhabi which in the long term will allow for the 

distribution of vaccine doses to developing countries, particularly 

in Africa15. In other words, the UAE doesn’t only intend to play a 

key role in vaccine diplomacy but it has calculated that its best 

partner in this field is China. 

                                                        
14 The Barakah nuclear power plant became operational in August 2020, with the long term 
aim of meeting 25% of the Emirates’ electricity needs. 
15 Reuters, ‘UAE launches COVID-19 vaccine production with China's Sinopharm’, 29 March 
2021. https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/new-abu-dhabi-plant-manufacture-
covid-19-vaccine-chinas-sinopharm-2021-03-29/ 
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This Emirati cooperation with China on vaccine development is 

part of a larger and continuous rapprochement between the two 

countries that has existed since President Xi Jinping’s visit to the 

UAE in 2018. The partnership touches on ever more sensitive 

issues that haven’t gone unnoticed in Washington, and more 

particularly in the Pentagon. As examples, the Chinese company 

Cosco now holds 90% of the container terminal in the port of Abu 

Dhabi, Huawei is in charge of the rollout and the management of 

the 5G network on Emirati territory and the Emirati army is 

equipping itself with Chinese Wing Loong-2 UAVs. 

What is the future path for the UAE's regional srategy ? 

Since 2019, the UAE has reduced the scale of its military 

commitments abroad. It is also concentrating on a more pragmatic, 

even modest, diplomatic posture. For all that, this revision of 

Emirati politics is less about the abandonment of Abu Dhabi’s 

vision of the Middle East than its adapting to the setbacks it has 

undergone. The UAE may indeed have started to withdraw its 

forces from Yemen, but it remains influential on the ground through 

its direct support of southern secessionist groups. 

Similarly, in January 2021 the Emiratis signed a reconciliation 

agreement with the Gulf Cooperation Council, putting an end to the 

blockade imposed on Qatar. The Emiratis seem to have been 

resigned to lifting the blockade in the face of ever growing pressure 

from Washington. Nevertheless, tensions between Abu Dhabi and 

Doha remain prominent in the local press and Qatari media, such 

as Al Jazeera, remain forbidden in the UAE. 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Turkey also constitutes a rival in a range 

of areas. Not only does the AKP embody the political Islam that 

Abu Dhabi rejects, but the deployment of Turkish troops in Qatar 

or Ankara’s military support for the Libyan government in Tripoli 
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against Marshal Haftar’s forces continue to feed the climate of 

hostility between Turkey and the UAE. 

In the longer term the major determinant in any reorientation of 

Abu Dhabi’s policies will be the path of its ever more complicated 

relations with Washington. The UAE’s regional politics over the 

last decade reflect the federation’s aspirations for a form of 

strategic autonomy. The western narrative around a ‘little Sparta’ 

tended to suggest a growth in the UAE’s military power as a 

regional ally able to contribute to operations in the area. However 

if Abu Dhabi’s interventions, direct or indirect, from Yemen to 

Libya are evidence of its leaders’ desire to defend their own 

interests on their own, they have also demonstrated that those 

interests are not always convergent with those of their western 

partners. Moreover, the gamble of the blockade imposed on Qatar 

may have weakened relations with Paris or Washington, who have 

both maintained a strict neutrality on the issue. 

Emirati emancipation from western protection, and in particular 

from that of the United States, has its limits as the arrival of 

President Biden’s administration has brought to mind. The sale of 

F- 35 combat aircraft promised in the last days of the Trump 

administration remains uncertain. Suspended for a time, the 

contract is being assessed once again but the  rapprochement 

between the UAE and China is arousing concern amongst US 

decision makers about the transfer of the flower of American 

military aviation to Abu Dhabi16. 

In the long term Chinese expansion in the country and its critical 

infrastructures raises the question of compromising strategic 

exchanges between Abu Dhabi and the United States, and also 

France. At this point in time there is properly speaking no red line 

                                                        
16 Warren Strobel, Nancy Youssef, ‘F-35 Sale to U.A.E. Imperiled Over U.S. Concerns About 
Ties to China’, Wall Street Journal, 25 May 2021. 



188 
 

that has been publicly made clear to the Emirati authorities by 

Washington and the Emiratis still appear to be expectant, hoping to 

simultaneously gain the benefits of the American military presence 

and Chinese investments. 

More generally the publicly displayed intention of the democratic 

team in Washington to reorient its military resources from the 

Middle East towards Asia asks a question of the viability of the 

Emirates’ posture without American protection. If the abilities of 

the Emirati armed forces are undeniable, they remain incomplete: 

their difficulties in controlling the ground in Yemen or in securing 

their own maritime area during the attacks on the tankers in spring 

2019 were harsh reminders of this. As a result the years to come 

will be crucial in determining the direction of the Emirates’ current 

review of their regional policies. 

The adoption of a more cautious approach to military 

interventionism and the strengthening of Abu Dhabi’s capacities 

for mediation in South Asia or in Africa have to be seen as positive. 

But a possible American withdrawal from the Gulf might also 

convince the UAE of the need to strengthen its links with rival 

powers, China or Russia, and this would carry the risk of seeing the 

country diverge more and more from its American and European 

partners in dealing with regional issues. 
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