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                  Turkey’s policy in the Black Sea region is the result of not only a complex relationship
                     with Russia but also of a difficult relationship with the West. In particular, US
                     policy in the Middle East has a major impact on how Ankara positions itself in the
                     Black Sea region.
                  

               

               	
                  An important feature of the Black Sea region has been and continues to be the shared
                     Turkish and Russian vision of a regional order that excludes external actors. This
                     can be seen in the way Turkey interpreted the Montreux Convention after the outbreak
                     of war in Ukraine and in the way the Black Sea Grain Initiative came about.
                  

               

               	
                  Under the Montreux Convention, Ankara has a decisive role in the limitation of extra-regional
                     fleets in the Black Sea. This is partly due to Turkish control of the straits. On
                     the other hand, there are also treaty-based tonnage restrictions for warships of non-littoral
                     states that are allowed to stay in the Black Sea temporarily.
                  

               

               	
                  Ankara’s manoeuvres are contributing significantly to the West’s uncertainty about
                     Turkey’s foreign policy orientation. However, Ankara is not questioning its security
                     anchorage in NATO.
                  

               

               	
                  As well as securing its leadership role in the Black Sea region, Ankara is also keen
                     to assert its economic interests.
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            Issues and Conclusions

            In June 2022, NATO adopted a new Strategic Concept at its summit in Madrid. It identifies
               Russia as “the most significant and direct threat to Allies’ security and to peace
               and stability in the Euro-Atlantic area.” All NATO members, including Turkey, agreed
               to this. However, in its relations with Russia, Ankara has taken a special path. Since
               Russia launched its war against Ukraine on 24 February 2022, Turkey has continued
               to pursue a parallel approach of deterrence and dialogue in relation to Russia. Turkey’s
               positioning is often compared to that of states in the Global South that do not want
               to choose sides. But this comparison may be misleading, partly because there are two
               levels of conflict for Ankara: The NATO-Russia confrontation and the competitive relationship
               between Russia and itself. This is one of the reasons why Ankara strives to expand
               its military cooperation with Ukraine.
            

            Turkey’s Bayraktar TB2 attack drones are particularly well known. At the start of
               the war, they became a symbol of Ukrainian resistance to Russia’s invasion. Following
               the annexation of Crimea in 2014, Turkey and Ukraine have already stepped up their
               defence cooperation. Ankara’s willingness to contribute to Kyiv’s military build-up
               is not limited to the supply and joint production of combat drones. Under the October
               2020 agreement, Turkey has agreed to build two ADA-class corvettes for Ukraine. According
               to media reports, these were supposed to be equipped with Harpoon anti-ship missiles.
            

            Turkey also condemned Russia’s annexation of Crimea as illegal in 2014. With regard
               to Ukraine’s sovereignty and territorial integrity, Ankara is clearly on Kyiv’s side.
               It continuously votes in favour of Ukraine in the relevant United Nations (UN) General
               Assembly resolutions. However, Turkey abstained in the vote on Russia’s suspension
               from the Council of Europe. And, as in 2014, it did not join the Western sanctions
               against Moscow after 24 February 2022.
            

            Staying in dialogue with Russia has allowed Turkey to make a name for itself as a
               mediator between Moscow and Kyiv. A significant result of this is the Black Sea Grain
               Initiative, which came about in July 2022. It was not a perfect solution, but it has
               made it possible to export Ukrainian grain, albeit on a limited scale. However, what
               is worrying for Ankara’s Western allies is that Turkey is not only helping the Kremlin
               to circumvent the sanctions but also profiting from them.
            

            Thus, Turkey’s policy in the Ukraine war once again raises questions about Ankara’s
               foreign policy course, which is not fully in line with that of its allies. In order
               to understand Ankara’s current positioning in the Ukraine war, it is helpful to look
               back at Turkey’s policy in the Black Sea region since the end of the Cold War. This
               shows that even then, Turkey and its Western allies had significant differences in
               their perception of the geopolitical situation. For Turkey, the collapse of the Soviet
               Union initially called into question its own importance as a strategic anchor on the
               southern flank of the Western alliance. In addition, American policy in the Middle
               East created new security problems for Turkey. As the gap between Ankara’s regional
               interests and threat perceptions and those of the West widened, Turkey’s cooperation
               with Russia increased. This is not limited to joint natural gas projects. Rather,
               the two countries share a common vision of the regional order in the Black Sea region,
               which aims to keep external actors at bay. For Turkey, this means it can secure its
               own leadership role in the region and pursue its economic interests.
            

            One of Ankara’s main concerns in the Black Sea region remains maintaining the double
               balance of power between the littoral and non-littoral states on the one hand and
               between Russia and itself on the other. This is not only due to Turkey’s historical
               and current vulnerability to Russia. Another reason is Ankara’s mistrust of Washington,
               which is increasingly establishing itself as a power in the Black Sea region after
               the end of the Cold War. The war in Ukraine has brought these two interrelated dynamics
               into sharp relief.
            

            Turkey’s special approach to Russia in the Black Sea region within NATO is unlikely
               to change. Nevertheless, no general conclusions should be drawn from Ankara’s regional
               strategy. This applies in particular to Ankara’s security anchorage in NATO.
            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Competing for Regional Leadership

            The end of the Cold War was both a challenge and an opportunity for Turkey. On the
               one hand, its role on NATO’s southern flank became less important after the collapse
               of the Soviet Union.1 In addition, the European Economic Community rejected Turkey’s application for membership
               in 1989, creating uncertainty in Turkey about the future of its relations with the
               West.2 On the other hand, Ankara seized the opportunity to create its own “unipolar moment”
               in the Black Sea region by taking the lead in an integration project. The idea was
               that regional political stability could be achieved through economic cooperation.
               At the same time, Turkey’s then president, Turgut Özal, saw it as a “Plan B” if his
               country’s European Union (EU) membership remained a distant prospect.3

            After the end of the Cold War, Ankara sought economic cooperation in the Black Sea
               region.
            

            A summit initiated by Özal took place in Istanbul in 1992, paving the way for the
               Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC). The BSEC was based on the principle of inclusiveness,
               which is why its charter, adopted in 1999, provides only for voluntary withdrawal
               from the organisation.4 In addition to the countries bordering the Black Sea – Turkey, Bulgaria, Romania,
               Ukraine, Russia, and Georgia – the founding members include Greece, Albania, Armenia,
               Azerbaijan, and Moldova. Together with Serbia and North Macedonia, the BSEC currently
               has 13 members.
            

            Despite the armed conflicts that erupted in the Black Sea region in the early 1990s
               (Karabakh, Abkhazia, South Ossetia, and Transnistria), the BSEC organisation sought
               to expand economic development. Above all, cooperation on energy issues was to serve
               as a driver for integration, drawing inspiration from the role of coal and steel in
               the creation of the EU.5 In its self-presentation, the BSEC emphasises two important factors for the development
               of cooperation: The region’s rich energy resources and its advantageous location as
               a transport corridor for Europe.6

            However, the assumption that the Black Sea is a significant node connecting several
               regions and, therefore, could act as a catalyst for regional cooperation proved to
               be a fallacy.7 The integration potential of the Organisation of BSEC remained limited due to the
               different foreign policy orientations of the participating states.8 This ultimately led to the emergence of various institutional frameworks in the region
               (see Map 1, page 9).
            

            The geopolitically induced discord among the BSEC participating states became apparent
               as early as the mid-1990s. The meeting of delegations from Georgia, Ukraine, Azerbaijan,
               and Moldova in Vienna at the first review conference of the CFE Treaty (Treaty on
               Conventional Armed Forces in Europe) in 1996 led to the creation of the GUAM Organisation
               for Democracy and Economic Development.9 The aim was to establish a “political, economic, and strategic alliance,” to seek
               cooperation with the EU and NATO, and to create the Transport Corridor Europe–Caucasus–Asia
               (TRACECA).10

            Ukraine and Georgia sought greater support from the West on issues of democracy and
               conflict resolution by establishing the Community of Democratic Choice (CDC) together
               with Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Moldova, Romania, Slovenia, and North Macedonia in December
               2005. However, regarding question of how to stabilise the security situation in the
               region, the logic of the CDC was at odds with that of the BSEC. According to the CDC,
               conflicts should first be resolved to promote economic development, while the BSEC
               saw economic cooperation as a step towards political stability.11

            In June 2006, Romania initiated another entity – the Black Sea Forum for Dialogue
               and Partnership (BSF). Romania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, and Ukraine
               have decided to become members, while Turkey and Bulgaria have opted for observer
               status.12 For Ankara, Bucharest’s competing intention to “create coherence between the activities
               of the different formations in the region,” including the BSEC, through a new forum
               was particularly problematic.13

            With the accession of Romania and Bulgaria to the EU in January 2007, the EU finally
               took an active interest in the Black Sea region and published a corresponding guideline
               in April 2007: Black Sea Synergy – A New Regional Cooperation Initiative. The geographical version of the region contained therein largely coincided with
               that of the BSEC.14 In view of the gas crisis between Russia and Ukraine in 2005–2006, energy security
               was an important issue for the EU. Cooperation between the EU and the BSEC has been
               sought but has proved difficult. On the one hand, the EU’s priorities, such as democracy
               promotion, were not at the top of the BSEC’s agenda, and on the other hand, the BSEC
               was concerned that its regional leadership could be challenged.15

            From the US perspective, the accumulation of institutions – BSEC, GUAM, CDC, and BSF
               – prevented Washington from developing a Black Sea strategy.16 For the United States, as for the EU, energy security, conflict resolution, and democracy
               promotion have been the three central themes guiding their engagement in the Black
               Sea region.17
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                           Sources: Organisation of the BSEC, “Member States” (online, accessed 1 September 2023); Jennifer D. P. Moroney and Sergei Konoplyov,
                              “Ukraine, GUUAM, and Western Support for Sub-Regional Cooperation in Europe’s Security
                              Gray Zone,” in Ukrainian Foreign and Security Policy. Theoretical and Comparative Perspectives, ed. Jennifer D. P. Moroney et al. (Westport, CT, and London: Praeger, 2002), 179–95;
                              Jean-Christophe Peuch, “Ukraine: Regional Leaders Set Up Community of Democratic Choice,” Radio Free Europe, 2 December 2005 (online, accessed 5 January 2023); Caterina Preda, “A Comparison
                              of Caribbean and Black Sea Regionalisms,” in New Regionalism or No Regionalism? Emerging Regionalism in the Black Sea Area, ed. Ruxandra Ivan, The International Political Economy of New Regionalisms Series
                              (Abingdon and New York, NY: Routledge, 2016), 205–22.
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

            Today, the challenges posed by Russia, China, and the Middle East dominate Washington’s
               view of the Black Sea. In the words of the former commander-in-chief of US forces
               in Europe, Ben Hodges, “The region is at the centre of four great forces: Democracy
               on its western edge, Russian military aggression to its north, Chinese financial aggression
               to its east, instability in the Middle East to its south.”18 In July 2022, a bill reflecting these interests was introduced in the US Senate,
               the Black Sea Security Act of 2022, which seeks to counter the West’s double challenge from Russia and China by strengthening
               NATO-EU cooperation, promoting democracy in the region, and developing economic ties
               with the region. Turkey is given the role of “a key ally in the Black Sea region and
               a bulwark against Iran.”19 In addition, the American Black Sea Security Act of 2022 provides for support of the Three Seas Initiative (3SI).
            

            The 3SI, launched in August 2016, includes Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, the
               Czech Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia, Austria, Croatia, Romania, and Bulgaria
               as members (see Map 2, page 11).20 The initiative sees itself as “a politically inspired, commercially driven platform
               to improve connectivity between twelve EU Member States located between the Baltic
               Sea, the Adriatic Sea, and the Black Sea.”21 Its main purpose is to cooperate in the fields of transport, energy, and digital
               interconnectivity.22 Particularly important in the founding of the 3SI was the intent to reduce energy
               dependence on Russian gas. In this respect, the interests of the Central European
               EU members converge with those of the United States, which is involved in the 3SI
               both politically and financially.23

            Moreover, Central European security cohesion was also strengthened shortly before
               the establishment of the 3SI – on the initiative of Poland and Romania: in November
               2015, the two countries organised a “mini-summit of NATO members representing the
               Alliance’s eastern flank.”24 The resulting Bucharest Nine (B9), which also includes the Baltic States, the Czech
               Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, and Bulgaria, shaped the outcome of the NATO Summit in
               Warsaw in July 2016 by successfully advocating an enhanced Forward Presence (eFP)
               in the region.25

            Turkey has been conducting a trilateral dialogue with the B9 initiators, Poland and
               Romania, at the foreign minister level since 2016.26 Ankara’s participation in the 3SI is questionable.27 On the one hand, Turkish experts see the 3SI as an opportunity to straighten out
               relations with the United States.28 On 
               
                  

               
the other hand, even before Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan and his Russian
               counterpart Vladimir Putin established their close partnership in 2016, American experts
               expressed the view that Turkey was “not an ideal ally.” The reason for such an assessment
               was the disagreement between Washington and Ankara over the Syria strategy and Ankara’s
               interest in Russian gas.29
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                           Sources: 3SI, “Three Seas Story” (online, accessed 6 February 2023); George Soroka and Tomasz Stępniewski, “The Three
                              Seas Initiative: Geopolitical Determinants and Polish Interests,” Yearbook of the Institute of East-Central Europe 17, no. 3 (2019), 15–29.
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Ankara’s Positioning in Natural Gas Projects

            Ankara’s institutional leadership in the Black Sea region through the Organisation
               of the BSEC was ultimately prevented by the effects of the geopolitical confrontation
               between Russia and the West. Therefore, Turkey tried (and still tries) to use its
               geographical position in the Black Sea region to establish itself as an indispensable
               partner for both Russia and the West in the energy sector.
            

            Ankara is no longer interested in acting as a bridge between East and West.

            Turkey’s position on natural gas pipelines reflects some of the fundamentals of its
               foreign policy that have become increasingly apparent since the end of the Cold War.
               First, Ankara is no longer interested in acting as a bridge between East and West
               but in achieving the status of an equidistant middle power. Second, despite the confrontation
               between Russia and the West, it considers cooperation with both sides possible. Third,
               the driving force behind this balancing act is the country’s own economic priorities.
               Ankara’s energy policy shows that while Turkey cannot escape the influence of other
               actors, it can use its geographical position to set its own rules.
            

            In parallel with Ankara’s ambitions to gain greater weight in energy issues, its geopolitical
               self-perception also changed in the 2000s.30 Previously, Turkey had seen itself as a transit state for natural gas pipelines,
               consolidating its geopolitical position as a bridge. However, for the then foreign
               minister Ahmet Davutoğlu, who developed a foreign policy doctrine of “strategic depth”
               for Turkey, the term “bridge” was too narrow, as it limited Ankara’s role as an independent
               actor.31 Instead, Davutoğlu promoted for Turkey the role of a geopolitically “central country”
               (merkez ülke). The starting point of this conception is its favourable geographical location: “As
               a major country in the midst of the Afro-Eurasia landmass, Turkey is a central country
               with multiple regional identities that cannot be reduced to one unified category.
               In terms of its sphere of influence, Turkey is a Middle Eastern, Balkan, Caucasian,
               Central Asian, Caspian, Mediterranean, Gulf, and Black Sea country all at the same
               time.”32 In line with this, the aim was formulated for the energy sector to move from being
               a transit country to a gas hub.33

            The fact that both Russia and the EU rely on Turkey as a transit country can be seen
               in the network of natural gas pipelines that run through Turkey (see Map 3, page 13). Ankara has been purchasing Russian natural gas for its own needs via the Blue Stream
               pipeline since 2003 and via TurkStream since 2020. The latter is also used for transit
               and supplies southern and south-eastern Europe. Moreover, as part of the Southern
               Gas Corridor, which connects the Caspian region with Southern Europe, Turkey is a
               key partner for the EU’s energy diversification.34 The Southern Gas Corridor currently consists of the South Caucasus Pipeline (also
               known as the Baku–Tbilisi–Erzurum Pipeline, BTE), the Trans Anatolian Natural Gas
               Pipeline (TANAP) in Turkey, and the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) in Greece, Albania,
               and Italy. The TAP and TurkStream are the results of two competing projects between
               the EU and Russia, namely Nabucco and South Stream, which were not implemented as
               planned and were eventually cancelled.
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                           Sources: Data basis: Global Energy Monitor/Global Gas Infrastructure Tracker data (online, accessed 31 May 2023); Akhmed Gumbatov, “Completing the Southern Gas Corridor. SGC in a Post-pandemic World,” Baku Dialogues 4, no. 1 (2020), 116–27 (online, accessed 15 April 2023); Filippo Maria Margheritini,
                              “The Future of the Trans-Caspian Gas Pipeline,” Global Risk Insights, 15 July 2022 (online, accessed 1 September 2023); IGI Poseidon, “The IGB Pipeline (Greece-Bulgaria Interconnection) Enters Operation,” press release, Athens, 1 October 2022 (online, accessed 1 September 2023); The
                              Economist Intelligence Unit (EIU), “Russia and Turkey Enhance Natural Gas Co-operation,” EIU Viewpoint, 9 November 2022 (online, accessed 15 March 2023).
                           

                        
                     

                  
               

            

            The EU declared the Nabucco pipeline a “priority project” in 2004.35 As a transit country, Turkey was to deliver Caspian gas to Bulgaria, Romania, and
               Hungary and up to the Austrian gas storage facility in Baumgarten. Iran, Turkmenistan,
               and Azerbaijan were originally planned as suppliers, but in the end, only Azerbaijan
               came into question. In response to Nabucco, the Russian Gazprom and the Italian energy
               group Eni proposed the alternative project, South Stream, in 2007. Greece, Bulgaria,
               Serbia and Hungary were also interested in South Stream, although Bulgaria and Hungary
               were already involved in Nabucco.36 Turkey also did not see Nabucco and South Stream as competing projects, but as an
               opportunity to play a greater role on both the East-West and North-South energy routes.37 In August 2009, Erdoğan and Putin signed an agreement in which Turkey granted Russia
               the right to use its territorial waters to construct South Stream.
            

            When positioning itself on natural gas projects, Ankara logically looks after its
               own interests. For example, in the talks with the EU on the Nabucco pipeline, it linked
               European gas needs and its own geographical location to the negotiation process on EU
               accession.38 Turkey insisted on a 15 per cent discount on gas supplies from Azerbaijan, leading
               to a dispute between the otherwise close partners.39 Some experts point out that it was the protracted negotiations between Ankara and
               Baku over the price of gas and transit fees that reduced the chances of the Nabucco
               project coming to fruition rather than the planned cooperation between Turkey and
               Russia on the South Stream project.40 However, Nabucco had to struggle more with fundamental problems such as a lack of
               financing and of suppliers.41

            In December 2014, Russia stopped the South Stream project and decided to build TurkStream
               instead.42 Turkey thus became Russia’s indispensable transit partner. In the 1990s, the only
               transit route for natural gas from Gazprom to Europe was through Ukraine. With the
               completion of the Yamal pipeline via Belarus and Poland to Germany in 1999, Gazprom
               acquired an alternative transit route.43 Russia’s goal of reducing its dependence on transit countries was also at the heart
                  of the construction of Nord Stream 1 and Nord Stream 2 through the Baltic Sea. At present, only Ukraine and Turkey remain as transit corridors for Russian gas.44

            An important cornerstone of Turkish-Russian energy cooperation was laid as early as
               the late 1990s with the Blue Stream pipeline. This natural gas project was initially
               strongly criticised in Turkey. However, from the point of view of the then Prime Minister
               Bulent Ecevit, as well as influential construction companies, it offered a solution
               to meet the growing energy demand within the country.45 At the time, the only alternative to Russian gas was gas deliveries via the Trans-Caspian
               Pipeline. However, the initiative lacked sufficient funding. It was also hampered
               by unresolved disputes in the Caspian Sea between Iran, Turkmenistan, and Azerbaijan.
            

            On the one hand, Blue Stream has considerably improved the bilateral relationship;
               on the other hand, from Ankara’s perspective, it has contributed to Turkey’s dependence
               on Russia.46 Conversely, Russia also needs Turkey, and the war in Ukraine has further intensified
               this need. Putin’s proposal to Erdoğan in October 2022 to build a gas hub in Turkey
               can also be seen in this context, as it addresses a long-held intention of Ankara.
               However, the prospects remain uncertain. Among other things, there are doubts about
               the expansion possibilities of TurkStream and the demand for Russian gas in Europe.47

            Turkey not only wants to play a role as a major transit corridor and energy hub but
               is also pursuing the core objective of diversifying its natural gas imports. The share
               of Russian gas in Turkey’s gas imports has fallen from 44.9 per cent in 2021 to 39.5
               per cent in 2022, but Gazprom remains the leading supplier.48 In addition, Turkey imports natural gas from Azerbaijan and Iran via pipelines, and
               from the United States, Algeria, Egypt, Nigeria, and Qatar in liquefied form (LNG).
            

            On 21 August 2020, President Erdoğan announced the discovery of the Sakarya gas field
               in the Black Sea. The discovery was celebrated as a “historic day” in line with Davutoğlu’s
               idea of the “central country” – or as the then Minister of Treasury and Finance, Berat
               Albayrak, put it: Turkey is “neither East nor West” but “the new axis.”49 It is estimated that the use of the field can cover 25 per cent of Turkey’s domestic
               needs for 25 to 28 years.50

         

      

   
      
         
            The Turkish-Russian View of the Regional Order

            Ankara and Moscow are linked in the Black Sea region not only by natural gas pipelines
               but also by a shared understanding of the regional order. The cornerstone of this
               understanding is the conviction that both can best protect their interests without
               the involvement of Western actors. The issue is not the presence of the West as such
               but the impact of the West’s intended promotion of democracy, or more precisely, the
               perceived spread of Western values. In this context, a central line of conflict can
               be observed between Russia and Turkey on the one hand and the West and other Black
               Sea littoral states on the other.
            

            At the heart of the dispute in the Black Sea region is the question of how best to
               achieve stability.
            

            At the heart of the dispute is the question of how best to achieve stability. The
               influence of democracy promotion on regional order and security is particularly controversial.
               Both Moscow and Ankara see democracy promotion by Western actors in the Black Sea
               region as a source of instability. However, the motives for resisting Western influence
               are different. For Russia, it is a question of countering the expansion of transatlantic
               and European institutions into its immediate geographical neighbourhood. For Turkey,
               it is a matter of securing a leadership role in the region without the West, but,
               from Ankara’s perspective, not against the West.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Moscow’s Perspective

               Russia’s opposition to the NATO membership of post-Soviet states is well known, but
                  Ukraine stands out in particular. The Euromaidan revolution in Ukraine in 2013–2014
                  was associated in Moscow with the prospective expansion of a US military presence
                  in the Black Sea.51 For Putin, this would mean a challenge to Russia as a maritime power, its status
                  as a great power, and to the preservation of the Russian state, as all three aspects
                  are closely linked in the Kremlin’s thinking.52

               From Moscow’s perspective, the Black Sea is directly related to the North Caucasus,
                  that is, to Russia’s territorial integrity. As the country’s first president, Boris
                  Yeltsin, stated in 1996: “Russia will not be Russia without the Black Sea ... This
                  is not only a question of history, not only of national feelings and prestige. Russia
                  needs a fleet in the Black Sea to reliably protect its Black Sea lands and the North
                  Caucasus.”53 In this context, the Caspian, Azov, and Black Seas form a unified space in Russia’s
                  strategic thinking, serving not only to project power in the Mediterranean, the Balkans,
                  and the Middle East but also to protect its southern borders.54 The strategic connection that the Kremlin sees between Crimea, the Black Sea, and
                  the North Caucasus is reflected not least in Russian military exercises.55

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ankara’s Perspective

               The increasing involvement of the United States in the Black Sea region in the 2000s,
                  which found expression in its democratic agenda, was also viewed critically in Turkey.56 The effects of the US intervention in Iraq in 2003 played a decisive role in Turkey’s
                  perception. Ankara projected the instability in the Middle East, which emerged as
                  a result of US policy, onto the post-Soviet space and ultimately viewed the war in
                  Iraq as well as the colour revolutions in Georgia (2003), Ukraine (2004), and Kyrgyzstan
                  (2005) as interrelated outcomes of the US policy under the umbrella of democracy promotion.57

               This reading also underlaid the Turkish leadership’s reaction to the war between Georgia
                  and Russia in August 2008. The US intention to send the USNS Mercy and USNS Comfort
                  hospital ships to support Georgia met with resistance in Turkey. In Ankara’s view,
                  this would have led to regional destabilisation similar to that in the Middle East.58 After the August 2008 war, Ankara initiated a “Platform for Stability and Cooperation
                  in the Caucasus” because, as Turkey’s then Foreign Minister Ali Babacan stated, “The Caucasus
                  countries need to develop a working method to find solutions to their problems from
                  within.”59 This approach, according to the logic of “regional solutions for regional problems,”
                  is also shared by Russia.60

               Ankara’s goal was not only to consider Russia’s privileged role in the region.61 Stability in the South Caucasus is equally important for Turkey’s economic interests
                  and its presence in Central Asia.62 The economic aspect, as well as the link between the South Caucasus and Central Asia,
                  is also reflected in Turkey’s support for the Middle Corridor, a trade route initiated
                  by Azerbaijan, Georgia, and Kazakhstan, which, since the war in Ukraine, has gained
                  importance not only for Turkey itself but equally for the EU.63

               In addition to ensuring stability in the Black Sea region, Ankara is also concerned
                  with its own leadership.
               

               In addition to ensuring stability in the Black Sea region, Ankara is also concerned
                  with its own leadership. This relates, above all, to questions of maritime security.
                  In doing so, Ankara acts in the sense of maintaining the status quo in the Black Sea
                  region. In 2001, Turkey initiated a maritime cooperation programme with all littoral
                  states, the BlackSeaFor (Black Sea Naval Force). This was followed in 2004 by another
                  maritime operation, Black Sea Harmony. Turkey was always keen to emphasise that its
                  initiatives did not require a further NATO presence.64 After all, the transatlantic alliance was already represented in the Black Sea region
                  with Turkey as well as Romania and Bulgaria, which have been NATO members since 2004.
               

               In Ankara’s approach to the Black Sea region, collective defence, according to NATO
                  logic, can be observed, but it is mixed with the concept of collective security with
                  Russia. The desire not to provoke Moscow is a recurrent theme in Turkey’s Black Sea
                  policy.65 This has to do not only with its past experiences with Russia but also with its complicated
                  relationship with the West.66 As Ankara sees it, its balancing policy after Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014
                  is connected with the West’s lack of decisive action at the time and Ankara’s anxiety
                  of being abandoned by the West vis-à-vis Russia.67

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Keeping the Double Balance in the Black Sea

            “Ukraine is like a dam that stops further Russian influence and pressure in the region.
               If Ukraine falls, it will have direct implications on Turkey,” said a Turkish official
               in January 2022, as tensions between Russia and the West increased with the deployment
               of Russian troops on the border with Ukraine.68 Thus, after the start of the war in Ukraine on 24 February 2022, one might have expected
               Ankara to take a less ambivalent position. It was hoped that the war would offer an
               opportunity for a rapprochement between Turkey and its Western allies.69

            However, when Ankara implemented the provisions of the Montreux Convention on 28 February
               2022, it signalled that it was continuing its balancing act. Invoking Article 19 on
               the warships of belligerent parties, Ankara has blocked the passage through the straits
               for warships of both littoral and non-littoral states.70 While this was Ankara’s response to Ukraine’s demand that the straits be closed to
               Russian warships, the decision also has a significant impact on the access of warships
               from its Western allies.
            

            Ankara’s moves show that its core interest in the Black Sea is still to maintain the
               balance of power.71 Two aspects must be distinguished here: First, Turkey is concerned with avoiding
               the adverse effects of the confrontation between Russia and the West on its security.
               The Montreux Convention, which Ankara interprets in terms of collective security,
               serves as a central instrument for this. In Ankara’s view, Turkey thereby preserves
               stability, benefitting itself and the other riparian and non-riparian states.72 Second, it is equally about the balance of power between Russia and Turkey itself.
               The strategic partnership with Kyiv plays an important role here, which Ankara built
               up following Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Montreux Convention

               In its strategic thinking towards the Black Sea region, Ankara prioritises the maritime
                  domain over all other security issues.73 Turkey places particular emphasis on control of the straits, which it gained through
                  the Montreux Convention.74 Ankara links this treaty to both the regional security situation as well as its sovereignty,
                  as it is one of the founding documents of the Turkish Republic.75

               Until 1774, when the Ottomans lost control of Crimea, the Black Sea was Ottoman for
                  three hundred years. The 1923 Treaty of Lausanne defined the new borders of the Turkish
                  state but without giving it control over the straits. According to this treaty, an
                  international commission supervised the passage of ships, and the area around the
                  straits was to be demilitarised. It was not until the Montreux Convention of 1936
                  that Turkey was able to reassert its sovereignty over the Bosphorus, the Sea of Marmara,
                  and the Dardanelles.
               

               Ankara’s efforts to change the Lausanne Straits regime met with understanding in Moscow.76 Even during the negotiations on the Treaty of Lausanne, Moscow’s proposals regarding
                  the issue of demilitarisation were “more pro-Turkish” than those of the Turkish delegation,
                  as Moscow supported Ankara’s defence rights.77 During the negotiations on the Treaty of Lausanne and the Montreux Convention, it
                  was a fundamental concern of the Soviet Union to keep the non-littoral states out
                  so that the Black Sea would become a mare clausum.
               

               The fact that Turkey gained control over the straits through the Montreux Convention
                  was unfavourable for the Soviet Union. Kemal Atatürk, however, assured the Soviet
                  side that cooperation in the Black Sea, or more precisely, “Soviet-Turkish friendship,”
                  was more significant than the Montreux Convention.78 Stalin, for his part, believed that joint Soviet-Turkish control was more desirable.
                  Soviet demands in 1945 towards Turkey to change the Montreux Straits regime as well
                  as to return the provinces of Kars and Ardahan to the Soviet Union are considered
                  nowadays as the decisive event that brought about a turning point in Turkish foreign
                  policy – for it was not least because of this that Turkey became a NATO member in
                  1952.79

               The Montreux Convention not only regulates the passage of warships through the straits
                  but also the security situation in the Black Sea.
               

               Today, Ankara and Moscow agree that the Montreux Convention must be preserved, as
                  its importance lies in regulating not only the passage of warships through the straits
                  but also the security situation in the Black Sea. As the preamble states, it is about
                  the security of Turkey and that of the other littoral states of the Black Sea. Therefore,
                  the littoral states enjoy preferential rights, while there are special regulations
                  for warships of non-littoral states.80

               In peacetime, for example, non-littoral states must inform Ankara in advance of the
                  passage of warships, and warships from non-littoral states are allowed to stay in
                  the Black Sea for a maximum of 21 days and the tonnage is limited.81 This benefits Russia in particular, as it enables it to secure its maritime dominance
                  over NATO. Demands from Romania, Bulgaria, and the United States for a stronger NATO
                  presence in the Black Sea regularly meet with resistance from Turkey. From Ankara’s
                  point of view, the Montreux Convention is an indispensable instrument to avoid escalation
                  between great powers in the Black Sea.82

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Turkey’s Strategic Partnership with Ukraine

               From 1–9 September 2016, NATO conducted the “Agile Spirit” military exercise in Georgia,
                  with 1,200 participants from Georgia, Bulgaria, Latvia, Romania, Ukraine, and the
                  United States.83 At the same time, Russia held the “Kavkaz 2016” military exercise with 12,500 soldiers
                  in its southern regions and in the Black and Caspian Seas from 5-10 September 2016.
                  The exercises of both sides took place in close proximity to each other.
               

               After conducting the military exercise, the Chief of the General Staff of the Russian
                  Armed Forces, Army General Valery Gerasimov, said that the Russian Black Sea Fleet
                  was capable of “destroying a potential enemy as soon as it leaves its bases.”84 Russia has the following capabilities for this: “Reconnaissance equipment that can
                  detect targets at a distance of up to 500 kilometres, weapons of destruction. The
                  Bastion-P alone has a range of 350 kilometres. All the way to the Bosphorus.” Gerasimov
                  further added: “A few years ago, the fleet’s combat capabilities were in stark contrast
                  to those of the Turkish navy when it was said that Turkey almost completely dominated
                  the Black Sea. Now everything is different.”85 In the West and in Turkey, Gerasimov’s message was overwhelmingly interpreted as
                  being directed at Ankara.86 Indeed, Gerasimov’s statements of September 2016 are still remembered very clearly
                  in Turkey today.87 
               

               Ankara started to provide military support to Ukraine after the Crimean annexation.

               Accordingly, Ankara attaches great importance to a strategic partnership with Kyiv
                  and started to provide military support to Ukraine after the Crimean annexation to
                  counter its dialogue with Russia.
               

               A look into the past reveals a special bond in Turkish-Ukrainian relations, such as
                  Ankara’s connection with the Crimean Tatars due to their cultural and historical affinity.
                  This was also one reason why the then Turkish President Süleyman Demirel visited Ukraine
                  in 1994 and 1998.88 Already after the end of the Soviet Union, Turkey supported the Crimean Tatars in
                  Ukraine. They had been deported by Stalin in 1944 and returned to Ukraine in the early
                  1990s, and the Turkish Cooperation and Development Agency (TİKA) financed housing
                  and cultural projects for them.
               

               Looking at the present, Ankara’s and Kyiv’s common interest is equally directed towards
                  cooperation in the military and arms industry, as they show a high degree of convergence.
                  Nevertheless, it is, above all, the confrontation between Russia and the West that
                  has the greatest impact on relations between Turkey and Ukraine. On the one hand,
                  it has intensified the partnership between Ankara and Kyiv, but on the other hand,
                  it also sets limits to it.89

               After the collapse of the Soviet Union, Ankara took the first steps to establish relations
                  with Ukraine. However, Kyiv’s priorities changed from 1994 onwards under the then
                  president Leonid Kuchma. Integration with the West was strategically upgraded, while
                  cooperation with Turkey took a back seat.90 Until the annexation of Crimea by Russia in 2014, a strict West-East paradigm prevailed
                  in Ukrainian foreign policy. As a result, the potential of cooperation with Ankara
                  was not fully exploited.91

               In March 2014, Turkey was among the 100 countries that voted in favour of UN General
                  Assembly Resolution 68/262 on the invalidity of the Crimean referendum. Unlike its
                  Western allies, however, Turkey did not join the sanctions against Russia at that
                  time either. Yet in 2015, Ankara began supplying military equipment to Ukraine and
                  sought military cooperation with Kyiv.92 In May 2016, Erdoğan complained that the Black Sea had become “almost a Russian lake.”93 That same month, Ankara and Kyiv signed a military cooperation plan to improve the
                  operational capabilities of the Armed Forces of Ukraine (AFU). As the AFU reports
                  show, the planning of practical measures was aimed at intensifying cooperation with
                  Turkey; it was also intended to ensure that the AFU would be ready to join NATO in
                  2020.94

               In 2019, under the then Ukrainian Head of State Petro Poroshenko, an agreement was
                  concluded on the delivery of Turkish drones to Ukraine. In September 2020, in the
                  new National Security Strategy, the current Ukrainian President Volodymyr Zelenskyy
                  designated Turkey as Kyiv’s “strategic partner” alongside Azerbaijan, Georgia, Lithuania,
                  and Poland.
               

               In 2021, Ukraine’s policy towards the Russian-occupied territories changed: The approach
                  “First Donbas, then Crimea” was revised to “First Crimea, then Donbas.”95 Accordingly, Kyiv established the Crimea Platform in August 2021 to attract international
                  attention and end Russia’s occupation of Crimea in the long term.96 This was to be achieved, among other things, by developing a non-recognition strategy
                  for Crimea and effectively enforcing sanctions against Russia. In addition, Ukraine
                  wanted to strengthen its maritime capabilities. In cooperation with the United Kingdom,
                  it planned to build two naval bases in 2021 – in Ochakiv on the Black Sea and in Berdyansk
                  on the Sea of Azov.97 It also negotiated with the United States and the United Kingdom on the delivery
                  of anti-ship missiles. But only Turkey agreed to provide them to Ukraine.98

               Prior to the outbreak of war in February 2022, US experts viewed the Turkish-Ukrainian
                  defence relationship with the concern that it might provide Russia with a pretext
                  for military action rather than strengthening Ukraine’s defence capability.99 In April 2021, the Russian foreign minister openly warned Turkey against “feeding
                  militarist sentiments in Ukraine.” He was referring to the Turkish Bayraktar TB2 combat
                  drones.100 In October 2021, Ukrainian forces reported using a Turkish drone in Donbas.101 Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov spoke of “destabilisation,” while Foreign Minister
                  Sergei Lavrov first questioned the drone deployment, stating: “We are in the process
                  of verifying this information ... It is very difficult to distinguish between truth
                  and fiction.”102

               At the expanded meeting of the Russian Foreign Ministry on 18 November 2021, Putin
                  made it clear that he saw only the United States as the main counterparty and called
                  on the Russian Foreign Ministry to “press for serious long-term guarantees that will
                  ensure Russia’s security.”103 From Moscow’s point of view, a treaty with the United States would have to consolidate
                  these guarantees.104

               For Ukraine, the strategic partnership with Turkey before the war represented “the
                  key to security in the Black Sea.” As Ukrainian Foreign Minister Dmytro Kuleba wrote
                  in October 2021: “As NATO mulls over its strategy in the Black Sea region and seeks
                  to ensure stability and security in what is an increasingly turbulent environment,
                  Ukraine and Turkey are providing a model worth emulating by actively strengthening
                  their strategic partnership via deepening political, military, and technical cooperation.”105 However, the Turkish side wanted to share the “key to security in the Black Sea”
                  with Russia. As early as November 2021, Erdoğan announced his willingness to organise
                  a meeting between Zelenskyy and Putin.
               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            The War in Ukraine and Ankara’s Geostrategic Multitasking

            Turkey’s geographical location, its NATO membership, and President Erdoğan’s activism
               have allowed Ankara to position itself as a key player in the Ukraine war. Thanks
               to its relations with Russia and Ukraine, Turkey has taken the lead in organising
               the Black Sea Grain Initiative to facilitate the export of Ukrainian grain. Moreover,
               Ankara’s Western allies cannot complete NATO’s northern enlargement without Turkey.
               However, Ankara’s indispensable role comes at a price for all parties. 
            

            For Russia and Ukraine, the benefits of a partnership with Turkey outweigh the costs.

            For Russia and Ukraine, the benefits of a partnership with Turkey outweigh the costs.
               In its relations with its Western partners, Ankara also seems to be working on the
               basis of the same expectation.
            

            Ankara’s positioning in the Ukraine war is not only determined by its bilateral relations
               with Russia, Ukraine, and its Western partners but also by the fact that the Black
               Sea region is not its only and main security concern.
            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ankara as Mediator between Russia and Ukraine

               In the first months after the outbreak of the war in February 2022, Turkey successfully
                  established itself as a mediator between Russia and Ukraine against competitors such
                  as Israel and France.106 Ankara has continuously assisted in the exchange of prisoners of war between the
                  parties. On 10 March 2022, it organised the first high-level trilateral meeting on
                  the sidelines of the Antalya Diplomacy Forum, which brought together the foreign ministers
                  of Ukraine and Russia. On 29 March 2022, talks between the Ukrainian and the Russian
                  negotiating delegations on a peace settlement took place in Istanbul, representing
                  a significant momentum at the time. The change of venue from Belarus to Turkey has
                  undoubtedly strengthened Turkey’s role. Ankara has familiarised itself with the positions
                  of Ukraine and Russia and increased its visibility at the international level.
               

               At the peace talks in Istanbul at the end of March 2022, the Ukrainian side made proposals
                  for security guarantees, outlining the conditions under which Ukraine would be a non-aligned
                  and nuclear-weapon-free state. Kyiv also expressed readiness for separate negotiations
                  on Crimea and Sevastopol on a bilateral basis within 15 years.107 There are differing views on why the peace talks broke off after March 2022.108 One important reason was the killing of civilians in Ukrainian towns, particularly
                  in Butsha and Irpin, which was reported in the media in early April 2022. According
                  to another interpretation, it was the visit of the then British Prime Minister Boris
                  Johnson to Kyiv on 9 April 2022, who promised Zelenskyy further military support for
                  Ukraine in the fight against Russia. This is linked to a third interpretation, namely
                  the strong belief of Ukrainians in their ability to defeat Russia.109

               Ankara had hoped to bring about a ceasefire with the talks in Istanbul. It responded
                  to Butsha by calling for an investigation.110 After the NATO foreign ministers’ meeting on 4–5 April 2022, then Turkish Foreign
                  Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu shared his impression that “there are those within the NATO
                  member states that want the war to continue … They want Russia to become weaker.”111

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               The Black Sea Grain Initiative

               One tangible result of Ankara’s mediation efforts is undoubtedly the grain agreement
                  of 22 July 2022, which illustrates the potential of Turkey’s regional leadership in
                  the Black Sea region. As the emergence of the Black Sea Grain Initiative indicates,
                  the agreement is also a result of the Turkish-Russian partnership and their regional
                  conflict management, which can be observed in neighbouring conflict zones in the Middle
                  East and the South Caucasus.112

               As early as May 2022, Ankara had begun negotiations with Moscow and Kyiv on the export
                  of grain.113 The EU was also considering a naval operation in the Black Sea to escort freighters
                  carrying Ukrainian grain.114 Meanwhile, Russia held talks with the United Nations on resolving problems that had
                  arisen in connection with the sanctions imposed on the country. Although the West
                  had not imposed embargoes on Russian fertilisers and grain, the sanctions had (and
                  still have) an impact on logistics, insurance, and bank transfers, preventing the
                  export of these products.
               

               On 4 June 2022, the then advisor to the Turkish president, Ibrahim Kalın, announced
                  that grain export by sea would be possible “at least 3–5 weeks later.”115 According to media reports, Turkey and Russia had worked out a plan for securing
                  the transport routes, not including Ukraine.116 It foresaw that the Turkish side would help clear the mines around the port of Odesa
                  and accompany the grain ships, which would have to be controlled according to Russia’s
                  demand. A centre was to be set up in Istanbul for coordination.117

               However, the Turkish-Russian plan was problematic for Ukraine. Kyiv’s main concern
                  was that Russia would attack the port of Odesa after the demining. The clarification
                  of the security situation was a prerequisite for Kyiv to export the grain. Moreover,
                  Kyiv had expected NATO to get involved. Specifically, in the view of one Ukrainian
                  expert, the following conditions had to be met for Ukraine: “The presence of sufficient
                  anti-ship missiles in Ukraine; the presence of warships not only from Turkey but also
                  from other NATO countries that Ukraine can trust (Romania, Bulgaria); the demilitarisation
                  of Snake Island; the withdrawal of Russian ships to their bases, and the cessation
                  of hostilities.”118

               Meanwhile, Ukraine used two alternative transport routes for grain exports via Poland
                  and Romania, respectively (EU-Ukraine solidarity lanes); it was also planned to create
                  a third route via the Baltic States.119 However, in terms of volume, duration, and cost the sea route via the Black Sea is
                  the most efficient. Before the war, 90 per cent of Ukrainian grain went through Black
                  Sea ports.
               

               On 22 July 2022, delegations from Turkey, Russia, Ukraine, and the United Nations
                  met in Istanbul to finalise the deal, which consists of two parts: The first is the
                  Black Sea Grain Initiative (Initiative for the Safe Transport of Grains and Foodstuffs from Ukrainian Ports), which names Turkey, Russia, and Ukraine as parties. It was signed by Ukraine’s Infrastructure
                  Minister Oleksandr Kubrakov and Turkey’s then Defence Minister Hulusi Akar, with UN
                  Secretary-General António Guterres as a witness. The Black Sea Grain Initiative was
                  valid for 120 days at a time, with automatic renewal if there is no objection. A Joint
                  Coordination Centre (JCC) in Istanbul, consisting of representatives from the UN,
                  Turkey, Russia, and Ukraine, had the oversight and coordination function. Joint inspection
                  teams inspected the Ukrainian vessels. The initiative covered three Ukrainian ports
                  – Odesa, Chornomorsk, and Yuzhne.
               

               The second part is the Memorandum of Understanding between the Russian Federation and the United Nations
                        Secretariat to promote access to world markets for Russian food and fertiliser products. It is valid for a period of three years and was signed by UN Secretary-General Guterres
                  and the First Deputy Prime Minister of the Russian Government, Andrei Beloussov.
               

               The Black Sea Grain Initiative was recognised internationally as a major contribution
                  to alleviating the global food crisis.120 Turkey hoped this initiative could also be a step towards a ceasefire. Moreover,
                  it was important for the country’s image in the Middle East and Africa to present
                  Ankara as a leading player in the Global South, which was severely affected by the
                  food crisis.121 But there are also economic reasons for Ankara’s actions: 70 per cent of Turkey’s
                  wheat imports come from Russia, and 17 per cent from Ukraine. At the same time, Turkey
                  ranks as the world’s second-largest pasta exporter.122 According to media reports, Ukraine has granted Turkey a 25 per cent discount on
                  Ukrainian grain in the context of the agreement.123

               From Moscow’s point of view, participation in the grain agreement was, on the one
                  hand, disadvantageous for Russia.124 On the other hand, it was linked to the expectation of a direct quid pro quo from
                  Ankara with regard to its positioning in the Ukraine war. This mainly concerns the
                  economic sphere, such as possibilities for parallel trade and Ankara’s stance on secondary
                  sanctions.125 The war in Ukraine has undoubtedly increased Turkey’s value for Russia, especially
                  in terms of trade and energy relations. The reverse is similar: Since Russia suspended
                  its participation in the Black Sea Grain Initiative in July 2023, the Turkish side
                  has been trying to get it to rejoin. Ankara thus also needs Moscow. Instead of receiving
                  the Russian president in Turkey, as previously announced, Erdoğan travelled to Sochi
                  to meet Putin on 4 September 2023. Turkey still has a lot at stake in this deal. Ankara
                  needs the revival of the deal for its own economy, for its positioning in the Middle
                  East and Africa, for the stability in the Black Sea, and for its mediation role between
                  Russia and Ukraine.
               

               For Ukraine, Ankara’s cooperation with Moscow and, thus, the lack of exclusivity in
                  its relations with Turkey is a problem politically. Officially and namely at the presidential
                  level, Turkey is not criticised in Ukraine; however, in the Ukrainian expert community,
                  there are some issues of contention and reservations about Ankara. For example, its
                  efforts to achieve a ceasefire are considered “counterproductive” for Ukraine and
                  it is postulated that a defeat of Russia on the battlefield is a precondition for
                  negotiations with Moscow.126 Moreover, Turkey’s ambivalent relationship with Russia casts a large shadow over
                  Ukraine’s perception of Ankara. As a result of Ankara’s balancing acts, Turkey’s importance
                  as a “strategic ally” for Ukraine is increasingly questioned. Nevertheless, it remains
                  an “indispensable mediator” for Ukraine.127

            

         

      

   
      
         
            
               Ankara’s Security Priorities

               For Ankara’s Western allies, the Ukraine war has brought to mind an image of Turkey
                  that characterises it as an “indispensable even when unreliable” partner.128 The expectation that 24 February 2022 would mean a new Cold War and thus leave no
                  room for particular interests did not materialise. Instead, NATO had to deal with
                  Turkey’s (and Hungary’s) lack of consent to the Alliance’s northern enlargement.
               

               This is not the first time that Turkey has drawn the Alliance’s attention to its own
                  threat perceptions.129 Ankara had already tried to block NATO’s defence plan for Poland and the Baltic states
                  by demanding that the Kurdish YPG militia in northern Syria be classified as a terrorist
                  organisation beforehand.130 In addition, as early as March 2022, the then Turkish Defence Minister Akar formulated
                  the expectation at a meeting with his NATO counterparts that the Allies would have
                  to work together to “combat terrorist organisations such as PKK/YPG, ISIS, and FETÖ.”131

               It was to be expected that the Turkish side would use its geostrategic indispensability
                  as a power-political lever in NATO’s northern enlargement. In his first telephone
                  conversation with US President Joe Biden after the outbreak of the war in Ukraine,
                  Erdoğan stated on 10 March 2022 that the restrictions against the Turkish arms industry
                  should be lifted.132 At issue are the sanctions imposed on Turkey by the United States in 2020 after Ankara
                  bought the Russian S‑400 air defence system in 2017. From Ankara’s perspective, the
                  acquisition of the S‑400 is a consequence of the close cooperation between the United
                  States and the Kurdish militia YPG in Syria.133 The dispute between Washington and Ankara over the causal link between the S‑400
                  purchase and the YPG issue, which has been going on for several years, remains a “dialogue
                  of the deaf.”134

               The purchase of 40 new F16 fighter jets and 79 modernisation packages for existing
                  systems is also on Ankara’s agenda vis-à-vis the United States. According to media
                  reports, the sale of F16 fighter jets to Turkey is related to its approval of NATO’s
                  northern enlargement.135 For the Biden administration, such a sale would be in line with both US and NATO
                  security interests.136 However, the now former chairman of the US Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Bob
                  Menendez, was strictly against it.137 The reasons for his opposition were manifold: Erdoğan’s authoritarian turn and his
                  close relations with Putin; Turkish military operations in northern Syria; Ankara’s
                  support for Baku in the 2020 war between Azerbaijan and Armenia over Karabakh and
                  seven regions surrounding it that Armenia occupied since the First Karabakh War of
                  the 1990s; disputes in the Aegean with Greece; and Turkey’s policy towards Cyprus.138 Following felony bribery charges, Menendez had to step down in September 2023. The
                  question at this stage (October 2023) is to what extent his stance on Turkey is a
                  widely held view in Washington, DC. On the one hand, his departure does provide a
                  convenient moment for the F16 deal; on the other hand, the sale is still tied to issues
                  such as Turkey-Greece relations, Turkey’s policy in Syria, and Sweden’s accession
                  to NATO.139

               For Turkey, the Black Sea is currently less important in terms of security than other
                  conflict zones in its neighbourhood.
               

               The war in Ukraine has not only underlined Turkey’s geostrategic indispensability
                  but also revealed the gap between Ankara’s threat perceptions and those of its allies.
                  On the one hand, the Turkish definition of terrorism differs from that of the West.140 On the other hand, the Ukraine war is also weighted differently: For Turkey, the
                  Black Sea is currently less important in terms of security than other conflict zones
                  in its neighbourhood.
               

               Ankara’s first concern is in Syria and Iraq, where it sees its own security threatened.
                  Syria remains Ankara’s top priority, where it is fighting against Kurdish autonomy;
                  in addition, there are about 4 million refugees from Syria living in Turkey.141 Importantly, regarding Syria, Turkey remains dependent on cooperation with Russia.142

               Secondly, the Eastern Mediterranean takes precedence over the Black Sea for Ankara.
                  Complex aspects of the unresolved Cyprus issue, the Turkish-Greek dispute over the
                  islands, and the Libyan conflict all conflate in the Eastern Mediterranean. Although
                  the Cyprus problem and the disputes between Turkey and Greece in the Aegean have a
                  long history, the situation has recently become much more problematic, not least because
                  the EU has lost influence in shaping Turkish foreign policy.143 Moreover, the existing conflicts are related to natural gas deposits in the Eastern
                  Mediterranean, which is also reflected in Turkey’s “Blue Homeland” doctrine.144

               The war in Ukraine is Turkey’s third security priority after Syria and the Eastern
                  Mediterranean. For Ankara, it falls into the category of “a regional conflict.”145

               

            

         

      

   
      
         
            Conclusions and Recommendations

            For over a decade, Turkey’s political leadership has perceived the global political
               situation as multipolar.146 This perception is also reflected in public opinion in Turkey. In a survey published
               by the European Council on Foreign Relations in February 2023, respondents were asked
               which country they think is a necessary strategic partner with whom Turkey needs to
               cooperate strategically, and 55 per cent of respondents stated Russia, 53 per cent
               the EU, 51 per cent the United States and 47 per cent China.147 However, Turkey is not necessarily accorded the same strategic importance in the
               perception of its partners. For example, only 31 per cent of respondents in nine EU
               countries and 29 per cent in the United States consider Turkey a necessary partner.
               At the same time, 44 per cent in the United States and 41 per cent in the nine EU
               countries have no answer to the question of how their relations with Turkey should
               be classified.148

            Erdoğan’s rhetoric has certainly contributed much to the confusion in the West about
               Turkey’s strategic goals. Ankara’s growing interest in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
               (SCO) is a prime example.149 Since 2012, Turkey has been a dialogue partner of the SCO, which is below observer
               status. In September 2022, after the SCO summit in Uzbekistan, Erdoğan said Turkey
               might want to become a member. Erdoğan presents his interest in the SCO as an alternative
               to the EU, as he already made clear in 2013 when he declared: “If we join the SCO,
               we will say goodbye to the EU.”150 In the West, however, the SCO is also seen as a “NATO competitor,” and Ankara’s sought-after
               rapprochement with it is consequently interpreted as a “break with the West.”151

            However, this portrayal of the SCO in Western discourse as an alliance directed against
               the West is misleading. On the one hand, such an understanding of the SCO overlooks
               the diversity of its members and their interests, which do not fit into the bloc paradigm.152 On the other hand, the SCO can hardly be compared to NATO because it is not a military
               alliance with collective defence responsibilities. Thirdly, the debate about Turkey’s
               interest in the SCO as an “alternative to the West” is problematic insofar as it links
               the EU and NATO. The relationship between Turkey and the West is undoubtedly ambivalent,
               not least because of this, a special role has developed in Turkey’s self-perception
               of being “neither West nor East.”153

            Still, this does not apply to Ankara’s security anchoring. For Turkey, NATO is difficult
               to replace. Conversely, Turkey’s membership is also important for NATO. Ankara’s withdrawal
               would not only have grave symbolic and operational consequences for the Alliance but
               would equally complicate nuclear deterrence.154 As in Belgium, the Netherlands, Italy, and Germany, nuclear weapons of the United
               States are also stationed in Turkey. Ankara does not have nuclear weapons of its own.
               According to security expert Sinan Ülgen, this will remain the case as long as Ankara’s
               security relations with the United States and NATO do not collapse.155

            The Turkish-American relationship is thus central to Turkey’s security anchoring in
               NATO.156 The problem, however, is that both Ankara and Washington see each other’s regional
               policies as a challenge to their own interests, whether in the Middle East, the Eastern
               Mediterranean, or the Black Sea region.157 These tensions are likely to continue but should be manageable. If there is one lesson
               to be learned from the geopolitical divergences between Ankara and its Western partners,
               it is that Turkey, unlike Russia, does not seek a fundamental confrontation with the
               West.158 Accordingly, there are considerable differences between anti-Western discourse in
               Turkey and in Russia, the latter being systemic and the former regionally specific.159 Especially in the field of security policy, Turkey’s strategic orientation remains
               limited to NATO.
            

            With regard to the Black Sea region, Ankara’s Western partners should recognise Turkey’s
               special role resulting from its NATO membership and its relations with Russia. There
               are at least two reasons for this: First, bilateral relations between Turkey and the
               Soviet Union already existed during the Cold War. And regardless of the further course
               of the war in Ukraine, Turkey is not likely to change its relations with Russia.160 Secondly, Ankara’s dialogue with Moscow is not without its benefits for the West.
               It was not only Turkey’s geographical location that gave Ankara the lead in the Black
               Sea Grain Initiative – its relationship with Moscow was not unimportant either. Moreover,
               it is not only about the grain deal. In addition to the negotiations between Russia
               and Ukraine in March 2022, Turkey also hosted talks between the intelligence chiefs
               of Russia and the United States in November 2022.161

            Recognising Turkey’s special role in the Black Sea region would mean thinking beyond
               the NATO and EU frameworks. With regard to maritime security, it could be helpful
               to explore the potential of Ankara-led initiatives such as BlackSeaFor and Black Sea
               Harmony and to consider them as a framework in which issues such as sea rescue, the
               fight against organised crime, the consequences of pollution, and the protection of
               fisheries can be addressed.162

            Since the war in Ukraine also has supra-regional implications, Germany should consider
               establishing a dialogue platform with Turkey that is not overlaid by Turkey’s EU accession
               process. There are various models that could be considered, for example, the format
               of the High Level Cooperation Councils that Turkey has with more than 20 countries
               or the Strategic Mechanism launched by Ankara and Washington in April 2022.163 Such a platform would give Turkey and Germany the possibility to address bilateral
               issues and explore cooperation opportunities in regions of common interest.
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