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RÉSUMÉ

Après l'européanisation des relations gréco-turques dans le milieu des années 1990, la
Méditerranée est devenue peu à peu une terre retrouvée d'opportunité pour les décideurs
de la politique grecque, représentant un point de vue établi depuis longtemps que la
Grèce doit atteindre un équilibre entre ses priorités de politique étrangère européennes,
balkaniques et méditerranéennes. Initialement, en s'appuyant sur l'approche régionale de
l'UE et, plus récemment, en soutenant l'initiative française, de nombreuses opportunités
sont apparues pour la Grèce d'améliorer son profil régional, y compris un nouveau
paramètre dans les relations gréco-turques. Cet article examine la participation accrue de
la Grèce afin de changer l'ordre du jour euro-méditerranéen, en évaluant les défis et les
opportunités que cette nouvelle initiative génère pour les intérêts stratégiques et
économiques du pays. Il conlut avec des réflexions sur l'action future dans le cadre
institutionnel, nouvellement institué, tant en ce qui concerne les projets de coopération
de plus grande valeur pour la Grèce et en vue de contribuer davantage au processus plus
large de systématiser les relations régionales. 

ABSTRACT

After the europeanization of Greco-Turkish relations in the mid-1990s, the
Mediterranean has gradually become a rediscovered land of opportunity for Greek
policy-makers, representing an embodiment of a long-standing view that Greece has to
strike a balance between its European, Balkan and Mediterranean foreign policy
priorities. Initially, by building on the European Union's regional approach and, more
recently, by supporting the French Mediterranean initiative, numerous opportunities
have arisen for Greece to upgrade its regional profile, including a new parameter in
Greco-Turkish relations. This article examines Greece's increased involvement in
changing Euro-Mediterranean agenda by assessing both the challenges and the
opportunities that the new initiative generates for the country's strategic and economic
interests. It concludes with thoughts on future action in the newly instituted framework,
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both regarding cooperative projects of higher value for Greece and in view of further
contributing to the wider process of systematizing regional relations. 

Introduction

Since antiquity, the Mediterranean has played a pivotal role in the
development of Greece’s history, politics and society. Since 1981, the country’s
borders are the limits of European Union’s (EU) zone of peace, stability and
prosperity with the clashing military, political, religious, and socio-cultural
entities of the Middle East and the Balkans. Being an integral part of the
Balkan system, sharing a common heritage and culture with Balkan countries
(Albania, Bulgaria, and FYROM) but also those approaching the Middle East
(Turkey and Cyprus) and North Africa (Egypt and Libya), Greece's complex
external relations with these three sets of neighbors typify the difficulties and
challenges involved in seeking cooperation in these areas. 

Greece’s accession in the European Community had a profound impact on
its’ stability, political, societal and economic development. There is no doubt,
however that economic prospects will be significantly increased in the ever-
more globalized financial environment, if a way is found to address regional
disputes and enhance stability. This is why Greece has been supporting all
European policies and regional initiatives promoting peace, stability and
development in the Mediterranean. Since the mid-1990s, it has shown strong
interest in the formation of a vibrant and viable Euro-Mediterranean space,
improving its Mediterranean relations both bilaterally and multilaterally,
within the formal framework of the Barcelona Process and in the context of
the Mediterranean Forum. More recently, Athens has shown almost
unconditional support to Nicola Sarkozy’s Mediterranean initiative. The newly
established Union for the Mediterranean (UfM), except for new economic
opportunities, it also provides for an additional framework to manage relations
with Turkey, as well as, to address controversial issues in the eastern
Mediterranean, including, delimitation, migration and terrorism.

The Shaping of Greece’s Mediterranean Policy

Greece exhibits a firm European orientation, whilst maintaining a number
of particular Balkan and Mediterranean concerns, some of them aligned with
those of the rest of the EU’s southern members. As Veremis put it, “the



proximity of Portugal, Spain and Italy to North Africa and the common
borders of Greece and Italy with the troubled Balkans, helps explain each
country’s regional line of work”.1 Greek foreign policy has been defined along
the lines, on the one hand, of its Europeaness and, on the other, its affinity to
the Balkans and the Mediterranean, with the latter itself constituting from a
Greek perspective a southern European periphery. Greece has good relations
with most southern Mediterranean countries not least due to the long-
established presence of Greek communities around the Mediterranean basin,
although it maintains relatively little politico-economic relations as compared
to its Balkan neighbours. Due to new security concerns that the disintegration
of the Balkans created at the country’s northern borders, as well as, the
centrality of religion in Greek identity, Greece’s foreign policy has been
focusing more on the Balkans than the Mediterranean. Yet, the challenges and
the course of events in the southern Mediterranean rim should be followed
more closely. A potential rebooting of the conflict in various hotspots of the
Middle East could increase violence and terrorism incidents in the region,
affecting maritime transportation, the tourism industry and other critical
economic activities. 

Greece has often been accused by other members of the EU of maintaining
a fixed preoccupation over the Aegean and the Cyprus issues with Turkey.2

Most analysts agree that since the establishment of the modern Greek state,
there is a deeply rooted sense of threat in the Greek society, which has been
greatly enhanced after the invasion in Cyprus in 1974 and, later, Turkey’s
revisionism in the Aegean.3 The Cyprus issue was also the reason that Greece,
one of the key bulwarks for the American interests in the region, to
temporarily withdraw from the military structure of NATO. Attempting to
decrease dependence on US, and while France appeared to be the most sincere
supporter of its accession in the Community, the popular logo “Greece-
France-Alliance” was not simply a rhetorical scheme, but also reflected the
intention to ally with the politically most powerful country in western
Europe.4 But for a small-medium country with the intense threat from Turkey,
the problem of dependence on the US remained unresolved despite efforts
made by both the “Gaullist” Constantinos Karamanlis in the 1970s and the
“non-aligned” Andreas Papandreou in the 1980s.5 Both administrations did
not exceed the bipolar restrictions in the regional system, neither did they
question - despite their different rhetoric- the stakes of US in the region.6 Both
remained relatively firm in terms of their objectives, and although differently
prioritized they can be summarized as follows:
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• To ensure Arab support regarding the Cyprus issue;7

• To manage the country’s heavy energy dependence on Arab oil;

• To further economic relations with Arab countries;

• To search for regional allies to balance US pressures on sensitive national
issues.

• To try to isolate Turkey from the Arab countries and balance strategic co-
operation developed between Turkey and Israel ;8

• To protect the Greek communities and ensure the privileges of the
Orthodox Patriarchates in Alexandria, Antioch and Jerusalem as well as the
St. Catherine Monastery at Sinai; 

• The safeguarding of the Greek Diaspora communities and their interests, at
least for as long as they were sustained.9

Greek foreign policy has been grosso modo Arab-friendly – despite minor
differentiations depending on the administration, at least until 1990, when
Constantine Mistotakis balanced this deficit normalizing relations with Israel.
Greece's pro-Arab attitude has been shaped by four discourses: a historical,
which emphasizes Greece's special linkage with the region; a geopolitical,
which associates Greece's foreign policy with questions about its broader
international orientation; a security, which constructs the Middle East as
another field where the antagonistic Greek-Turkish relationship evolves; and a
discourse on justice, which highlights the ethical dimension of the Arab-Israel
conflict. The interaction between these four discourses has traditionally led to
a pro-Palestinian inclination, which is still evident, despite the attempts of
Greek governments to pursue a more equidistant approach.10

Although Greek-Arab relations were one of the most important issues of
Andreas Papandreou’s foreign policy at least at the beginning of his mandate,
his unconditional Arab-friendly attitude mistakenly led to treating the Arab
world as a whole, often led to the Greek involvement in the intra-Arab and
Muslim disputes.11 Greek foreign policy has been described as “irrational”,
“parochial”, “aggressive”, even “crazy” underlying the absence of a systemic
institutional framework. The embargo on FYROM and the threatening to
veto the EU-Turkey Customs Union are such examples. Ioakimidis stresses the
role of politicians like Constantinos Karamanlis, Constantinos Mitsotakis and
Andreas Papandreou, talented but often flamboyant and unpredictable,
driving without the brakes because of the virtual absence of a capable and



trusted bureaucracy to check them, has plagued Greek foreign policy, and on
occasion has led to isolation in the EU and NATO.12 Although his analysis
ends in 1996, he was right to predict that the technocratic administration of
Costas Simitis will provide with a more responsible leadership for the country’s
national interest. The rise of Simitis’ “modernizers” to the leadership of the
country has steered Greece away from its nationalist foreign policy to a truly
modernist-Europeanist direction13 and from the so-called strategy of
“conditional sanctions” to the one of “conditional rewards” in relation to
Turkey’s EU candidacy. The new policy of “conditional rewards” was received
positively by the Turkish elite, who was now prepared to accept a compromise
deal for the resolution of its long-standing conflict with an EU member. L’
‘entente’ between the two countries was exhibited further after the destructive
earthquakes both countries experienced in 2000. But the causes for such an
improvement should be explored in relation to the pressures caused by Europe.

With the drastic change in the logic of the conflict between Greece and
Turkey and the new era in Turkey’s EU relations, new orientations for the
country’s foreign policy emerged, including the Euro-Mediterranean setting.
Although the Greece’s participation in the EU has generally advanced regional
relations, its Mediterranean policy has been generally reactive, thus letting other
actors determine the parameters of the EU’s respective policy. This was changed
in the mid-1990s (Corfu European Council)14 and even more in the framework
of the latest Hellenic Presidency of the European Council. During her more
recent EU Presidency, Greece promoted peace and stability in the region, as part
of the European integration project and its regional security building through
European Security and Defence Policy’s (ESDP) Mediterranean dimension.15

During a particularly difficult era of escalating crisis in the Middle East and the
pending war in Iraq, Greek Presidency set up realistic and substantive objectives
for progress to be made. This is reflected in the successful outcome of the
Intermediary Euro-Med Ministerial Conference held in Crete on May 26-27,
2003, where the Presidency proposals found their way to the Conclusions and
the Declaration of Crete was adopted unanimously by all Ministers.16

Additionally, during the Presidency, a Parliamentary Assembly was also set up,
with the participation of national and European parliamentarians, bestowing
the Partnership with higher levels of legitimacy.17

Building on the EU’s Mediterranean approach, the new regional space has
gradually become a rediscovered land of opportunity for Greek policy-makers,
representing an embodiment of a long-standing view that Greece has to strike
a balance between its European, Balkan and Mediterranean foreign policy
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priorities. Greece intensified its efforts to develop diplomatic links and to
promote economic and cultural ties with southern Mediterranean states. The
Ministry of Foreign Affairs has been active in promoting Greek business
abroad by setting up a department to coordinate between NGOs, private
sector organizations and Greek embassies and consulates in the Mediterranean
to foster economic and commercial ties. Despite the many complex problems,
efforts to foster both multilateral and bilateral links based on historical and
cultural ties and affinities, as well as on common economic and commercial
experience were intensified. More recently, Costas Karamanlis administration’s
strong support to Sarkozy’s plan after the establishing of the Union for the
Mediterranean (UfM), is presenting with new opportunities to upgrade the
country’s regional strategic and economic profile. 

Explaining Greece’s Positive Attitude towards the French Initiative

Greece has supported the French initiative since its early inception, when
only littoral countries were supposed to participate. It kept a positive stance
towards the French initiative having continuously expressed the intention to
contribute actively with its concrete proposals based upon specific principles
(see below). The primary reason for this positive attitude lies at the fact that
every effort which could enhance European interest for the region and
strengthen cooperation ties among Mediterranean states has always been
supported by Greece, especially those initiated from south European countries,
such as the “Olive Group”. Therefore, it was important for Greece to
participate in the French initiative from the beginning, in order to be at the
core of the countries to shape its’ final outcome.

Secondly, that was a French initiative after all. The long-standing bilateral
relations between the two countries have their roots in France’s role during the
Greek dictatorship, when a great number of prominent political figures moved
to Paris, but also in the country’s accession to the Community in 1981.
Another such example is also the Union for the Mediterranean.18 Hence, the
visit of Nicola Sarkozy in Athens in June 2008 –the first visit of a French
president since 1982-, undoubtedly helped to gain Karamanlis’ support to his
Mediterranean project, in addition to the full support he offered at NATO’s
2008 Summit in Bucharest, regarding FYROM’s accession in the Alliance with
its constitutional name.

Thirdly, Athens view largely coincided with that of France on the Barcelona
Process, which after more than twelve years of operation it has neither specified



its identity nor met the expectations it raised in the ‘90s. Indeed, the
expectations and ideals advocated in the text of the preamble of the Barcelona
Declaration such as to turn the Mediterranean basin into “an area of dialogue,
exchange and cooperation guaranteeing peace, stability and prosperity” has yet
to emerge. The whole Barcelona project has been questioned, especially
regarding the lack of contributing in the Middle East peace process, as well as,
for the absence of any tangible achievements, capable to balance its gaps and
failures in offering to the Mediterranean partners a genuine and balanced
framework for co-operation.

Fourthly, Greece’s good relations with Arab countries and the increased
developmental aid that it has generated towards southern Mediterranean
countries have not yet led to a consolidation of Greece’s regional economic
relations, or to increased FDI. Important economic opportunities could arise
from the new initiative for Greece. Aiming to implement projects and create
new economic opportunities across the Mediterranean, it offers the
opportunity for Greece to enlarge it’s economic ties in the traditionally
dominated by the France and Spain markets in western Mediterranean,
parallel to the upgrade of existing frameworks of collaboration in the eastern
shore, especially that with Egypt.19

Fifthly, today the area between northern Africa and southern Europe –the
Mediterranean and Aegean seas– is a major transit route and focal point for
those attempting migration or seeking asylum. In Greece, as in other southern
Mediterranean countries, the chief sources of immigration are overwhelmingly
Muslim, something that cultivates racism and these areas are depicted as zones
of “endemic terrorism”. Associating with Greece’s position on the problem of
illegal immigration, EU Commissioner for Justice, Freedom and Security
Jacques Barrot warned that the influx of immigrants and refugees threatens to
destabilize certain countries, also adding that were their EU partners to leave
them on their own, this problem would probably be exploited by extremists.20

Greek society has been alarmed recently with the issue of increasing illegal
migration. Barely a day goes by without a horrific report of desperate groups
of migrants stranded or drowning in the attempt to reach Europe, and one of
Sarkozy’s main priorities is to ensure tighter immigration and police controls
to prevent migrants leaving their country of origin in the first place.21 Due to
its complex sea-borders, boats full of refugees arrive in Greece from various
Mediterranean places, but mostly departing from Turkey, Libya22 and Egypt23

and often remain (illegally) for years. Greece expects that the UfM will have a
positive effect on this issue of increased internal interest.
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Sixthly, the French initiative provided certain advantages for Greek foreign
policy in the management of Greek-Turkish relations, by presenting a realistic
alternative for Turkey’s stalled prospect of EU full-membership.24 As the
creation of the UfM did not finally obstruct Turkey’s accession negotiations,
then the Greek strategy to “socialize the enemy”25 could continue without any
obstacles. Greece has adopted from the mid 90s’ a comprehensive policy to
support Turkey’s accession process and if this prospect is to be driven away -
either because of increasing opposition in the EU and its member states or due
to internal pressures in Turkey-26, then this strategy would reach its limits. In
such a case, the UfM could be used as an alternative means for Athens in the
management of relations with Turkey. Hence, it was important that Sarkozy’s
initiative (with Chancellor Merkel’s support) opened the discussion for a
different EU-Turkey future without Greece being at the forefront of this idea.
Otherwise, there was the risk of Turkey turning to a different direction,
forming exclusive bilateral relations with US, or closer cooperation with the
Muslim world,27 something which would diminish Athens’ ability to press
Ankara in bilateral negotiations.

Finally there is the issue of the Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).28 Greece
has not yet claimed an exclusive economic zone in the Aegean, although it is
entitled to do so, as per UNCLOS 1982, as well as customary international
law. The reason for its inaction is related to Greco-Turkish relations.29 As
Kariotis observes, “[f ]or more than thirty years now, Greece has been insisting
that its only dispute is of legal nature and is related to the delimitation of the
continental shelf of the Aegean. This makes particularly happy Turkish policy
makers as Greece does not discuss the issue of EEZ. The main reason for this
great elation is that Greece could gain much from the delimitation of the
Aegean Sea”.30 Kastelorizo, Greece’s south-eastern island is securing contact
with the Cypriot EEZ, something that restricts significantly the Turkish EEZ
expansion in eastern Mediterranean with Egypt. As Cyprus has moved to the
delimitation and now promotes the development of her own EEZ, Turkey is
attempting to create a grey area in the Aegean by starting oil-research project
south of Cyprus and Kastelorizo.31 Greece by no means should harden or
militarize this dispute. Before that there are political pressures that can do the
job, including the friendly framework of the UfM and the alliance with
France, who’s numerous overseas départements and territories scattered on all
oceans of the planet, compose the second-largest EEZ in the world, covering
11,035,000 km.



Dilemmas and Principles 

Before it was emptied to a large degree from its initial inception by inter-
European negotiations in the first quarter of 2008,32 the French initiative has
generated questions for Greek foreign policy, including first of all, the question
of overlapping structures in the Mediterranean. The new Union could
overload the already overhauled framework of European policies in the
Mediterranean, considering its parallel function with other schemes and
regional initiatives. Increased worries were already expressed regarding the
Barcelona Process and the ENP co-function in different domains. There is a
clear distinction between the region-building logic of the Barcelona Process
and the logic of bilateralism and differentiation through conditionality
exemplified by the ENP. Greece has a special interest in the ENP’s further
development, and supports its geographical cohesion to balance between its
already working “eastern” dimension and the one still to be functional in the
South. The UfM actually draws on the ENP’s model: it is an
intergovernmental project, democracy and human rights are out, security and
stability are paramount, a buffer zone is being created.33

A second related question regards the issue of participation. The initial French
proposal would consist of sixteen southern European, Middle Eastern and
North African countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea. That proposal made
the new initiative to resemble an upgraded version of the Five plus Five Initiative
for western Mediterranean. As several European countries insisted that all EU
members should participate and became clear that it was not possible for the
non-Mediterranean states to be excluded, Athens adopted the view of the
voluntary participation.34 However, from the beginning of the initiative Greece
has supported the need of maintaining the Barcelona Process at the heart of
Euro-Mediterranean relations,35 as well as, the need for the EU to pay more
attention to all coastal Mediterranean countries, including those in western
Balkans, for which Greece has pressed to be included in the new framework.

Another question relates to the critical issue of financing the UfM projects
given that most of the appropriate EU funds are already committed until 2013.
France has proposed the establishment of a Mediterranean Investment Bank, as
well as, financing from sources, such as local authorities, international
investment organizations, private investments from the Gulf countries and even
from the creation of a Fund for immigrants from the Mediterranean countries,
or the establishment of a non EU financial body. However, Greece considered
the EU as the only institution that could finance effectively large-scale regional
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projects. The amount of investments for the implementation of different
programs will be enormous and for their management an effective bureaucratic
mechanism would be required. Hence, European Commission did not seem to
agree and made it clear that it is not possible for the budget channeled through
the ENP to be used for the implementation of programs from the UfM. In this
framework Greece proposed the creation of a unit in the framework of the
European Investment Bank (in which mechanisms are already familiar and
there is no risk of further bureaucracy or delays), as well as the creation of three
Mutual Funds in the form of ‘private equities’ financed 80% from the private
sector and 20% from the public sector of the member states.36

Greece’s support to the UfM is based on the following principles:

• The principle of co-ownership. This principle, absent from EU’s Barcelona
project, is meaning equal participation and in the framework of the UfM it
was expected to give new impetus in Euro-Mediterranean relations.
Establishing a co-presidency has maybe increased and improved the balance
of cooperation. However, since the Gaza war in December 2008, “France, in
its capacity as co-president and self-proclaimed leader of the Union, has
allowed the Arab group to kidnap the entire Union”. Moreover, Schumacher
notes that “the decision of the EU’s Swedish presidency to allow France to
continue to co-chair all high-level meetings of the Union for the
Mediterranean on the EU’s behalf, is a situation that puts it at odds with the
EU’s system of representation on foreign policy and with stipulations in the
Lisbon treaty, … increasing [at the same time] the risks of poor management
and empty promises.37

• The principle of complementarity. The UfM should be complementary and
not substitute to the wider Barcelona process. As Prime Minister Karamanlis
told reporters at the end of the EU spring Summit in Brussels, “the specific
proposal should not be a substitute of current forms of cooperation, such as
the Barcelona Process or the Union’s Neighborhood Policy, but function in
a complementary and auxiliary manner”38. Complementarity is of great
importance for regional integration. 

• The principle of horizontal action. Projects should not only benefit specific
states but should also be of added value for the wider geographical area. It
would be worthless for example for an infrastructure project in the southern
shore to take place without considering the relevant infrastructures in the
north. As southern partners have often expressed their disappointment for
the inherent asymmetry, existing infrastructures in the North should be



expanded in the South, establishing a real network of cooperation between
the two shores of the Mediterranean. Finding and connecting the missing
links between the two shores of the Mediterranean could boost the
utilization of regional developmental programs.39

• The principle of balanced development in both sectors of the
Mediterranean. As the opportunities for economic development and
cooperation are more in the western part, a balanced distribution of
opportunities is required. Therefore UfM projects should be jointly agreed
on a fair basis and the financial instrument to be established should only
function effectively but also with high levels of transparency.

• The principle of unanimity in the decisions regarding the UfM projects.
These should be implemented according to the principle of variable
geometry, as to prevent blocking from other stakeholders. Variable geometry
also means that three or more states can implement projects under the
existing institutions, without any further political approval. Projects should
involve partners both from shores of the Mediterranean and have realistic
budgets and explicit timetables. Regarding their financing, they should aim
to mobilize additional resources, beyond those already planned in the
framework of the European Neighborhood and Partnership Instrument.
The idea is to attract more resources from international and financial
organizations and the private sector.

After the Summit in Paris, Foreign Minister Dora Bakoyannis noted that “it
has really been an impressive meeting that marked the peak of the French
President Mr. Sarkozy’s initiative” but she mainly referred to existing and
anticipated project proposals, pointing out the new economic opportunities
for the country.40 Indeed, the UfM is expected to have an added value by
implementing specific projects with immediate and tangible benefits for
Mediterranean peoples, as well as, by contributing positively to the region’s
overall economic and societal development. The definition of priority sectors
was greatly appreciated as Greece has shown special interest for implementing
projects on “sea corridors” to improve connections between Mediterranean
ports, in developing renewable energy sources, boosting cooperation for illegal
immigration, a cleanup of the Mediterranean’s waters and coastal areas and
greater cooperation in civil protection and response to natural disasters, such
as fires and earthquakes.41

Greece, beyond its political commitment, is also expected to play an
important role in the implementation of projects due to its institutional role
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as an under-secretary for the UfM.42 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs has
shown increased interest in coordinating the preparation of proposals in
different domains and launched a Public Consultation process for projects to
be implemented within the UfM framework.43 All priority areas of the UfM
are important for Greece but, given the magnitude of the country’s merchant
marine and the extreme length of its’ sea frontiers, it naturally places special
emphasis on those related to Sea. More specifically, Greece has prepared to
submit programs in three areas: the so called “Motorways of the Sea”44, the
solar air conditioning45 and the water pro-active management 46. Moreover,
Athens has actively supported the framework for the Euro-Mediterranean
University (EMUNI). To that end, an Academic Consortium and a Research
Centre on the Eastern Mediterranean were established at the University of the
Aegean (Rhodes) to promote research in the areas of conservation and
enhancement of cultural heritage, environment, local and regional security
and migration and make proposals on the political and economic dimension
of Euro-Mediterranean relations.47 The Ministry of Foreign Affairs also
promotes a proposal for the construction of a shipyard in Egypt, as well as,
the proposal of the University of Piraeus (Department of Maritime Studies)
to establish a centre for the study of transportation in the eastern
Mediterranean. 

As Greece has shown increased interest for the development of “Land and
Sea Highways” it will also be important to implement projects relating to
increase maritime security in the eastern Mediterranean. Today, all the warning
signs indicate the highest states of alert for terrorist attacks against the
maritime sector worldwide. The October 2002 suicide bombing of the French
tanker Limburg in the Gulf of Aden serves as a stark reminder that military and
economic vessels, as well as, cruise ships represent targets to terrorist groups.
In the Rand report entitled “Maritime and Terrorism: Risk and Liability”48,
maritime terrorism risk includes cruise ships and ferries. International
terrorism is the greatest danger to the maritime sector, both against military
and commercial ships of varying sizes navigating Mediterranean waterways, or
against ports and related facilities. Ports, indeed, are threatened either as actual
targets for attack or as entry points for smuggled weapons, including those of
mass destruction. Another potential component in this concept is for terrorist
groups to lease ships and boats to transport weapons from a multiplicity of
suppliers to their intended recipients in and around the Mediterranean. Acts
of sea piracy, the smuggling of narcotics, arms and humans via sea routes, and
the use of waterways by terrorist groups are interconnected. Due to its complex



sea-geography, Greece should explore projects enhancing co-operation in this
strategic area of contemporary international affairs.

Additionally, one more parameter could be added regarding “sea corridors”
securitarization that could also link the issue of illegal migration. Following
tougher restrictions on legal entry in many European countries, the maritime
route has become the best chance to enter Europe for many would-be
immigrants and refugees. While European countries try to come up with
adequate solutions to illegal immigration, the situation is pressing and
collaboration with countries of origin and transit is crucial.49 Greece and
southern European countries should utilize their co-operation in the
framework of the UfM to arrive at a common policy and means to address
effectively this critical issue, including the active collaboration of its
neighbours to take illegal refugees back (readmission agreements), as well as,
technical/financial assistance and equipment for a more thorough control of
southern partners borders. In parallel, FRONTEX should be substantially
strengthened, able to deploy a sufficient number of coast guard control boats
to intercept refugees on the high seas and return them to their ports of origin.
This will require a friendly and active cooperation from its neighbour
governments.50 In the short term, the reinforcement of the “Poseidon
operation” at the Greek-Bulgarian-Turkish borders (one of the important
routes of illegal migration to the EU) and the engagement of FRONTEX is
expected to provide an added value to the national border-management system
is a good case in point.51 Ideally however, one should immediately investigate
the feasibility of establishing the FRONTEX operation in the Mediterranean
into a permanent Euro-Mediterranean Coastguard Agency (EMCA) that
would be mandated to co-ordinate the co-operative security network with a
mission statement and plan of action similar to those carried out by a
coastguard. The EMCA should initially carry out stop and search exercises in
two principal areas, maritime safety and maritime pollution, while at a later
stage it should be enhanced by monitoring other aspects of security, including
trafficking of narcotics and illegal migrants.52

Final Remarks

For many years Greek foreign and security policy makers maintained
particular concerns regarding cooperation in Mediterranean, mainly restricted
by the overarching framework of tense Greco-Turkish relations.53 With its
accession in the European Community in the early 1980s, Greece has
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enhanced further the strategic significance of the Mediterranean for Europe,
not least because its’ borders constitute a crucial fault-line with the Muslim
world and an important shipping route for the transportation of energy from
the oil-rich surrounding areas to Europe. Since the mid-90s’, initially through
EU’s multilateral approach and more recently through the more traditional
patterns of international relations that the UfM has brought in Euro-
Mediterranean politics, new opportunities for Greece in the Mediterranean
have arisen in order: 

• To enhance its strategic importance in the Mediterranean by maintaining
strong bilateral relations with the most powerful maritime actor in the
region, namely the US. Greece and its seas are of great strategic and
economic value, as its numerous islands have been one of the major
maritime routes throughout history. While the post-Cold War shifts in
international relations have downgraded the strategic importance of Greece,
crises and operations in the Middle East and the Gulf have had the opposite
effect with reference to the strategic importance of Crete. Due to its
geographic location, Crete is an ideal base to control and access the Aegean
and the eastern Mediterranean, as well as North Africa and the Suez Canal.

• To secure the continuity of the Greek defence space with that of Turkey’s in
the Middle East. The recent upgrade of Turkey’s strategic role in the Middle
East and the Muslim world should be balanced with the advancement of
Greece’s strategic value for both the US and European powers, firstly
through the use of its FIR for strategic operations in the Mediterranean; and
secondly, through enhancing its image as a maritime power able to
contribute in the regional crises, as shown in the 2006 crisis in Lebanon.

• To enhance its regional profile by participating in both the Middle East
Peace Process and the new Euro-Mediterranean structure. Taking advantage
of its geopolitical location in the eastern hub of the Mediterranean, but also
of the good neighborhood relations with both Arab countries and Israel,
today Greece is called upon to play an important role in regional affairs. 

These would require the significant upgrade of its foreign policy’s
Mediterranean dimension by devoting more resources in policy oriented
research and in advancing its Mediterranean diplomatic team. Greece, as a
credible regional actor, should continue to contribute to its full capacity in the
dynamics of Euro-Mediterranean order-building and the gradual systemic
convergence of southern countries with new initiatives to balance the over-
enlarged EU and new strategic partnerships in the project-oriented UfM.54



Athens has actively participated in the establishment of the UfM, convinced
that it shall bring about an essential upgrading in the quality of cooperation
between the EU and its Mediterranean countries, primarily through the
implementation of specific projects. These projects should have a regional and
sub-regional dimension, as well as a strong developmental, environmental,
social and human character, resulting in direct and tangible benefits for the
Mediterranean peoples. This is precisely where the added value of the “Union
of Projects” lies for Greece and the southern EU members. Perhaps even more
so in the framework of the current economic recession Greek and other
southern European Leaders hope that the slowly emerging southern
Mediterranean markets is what they need to catch up with the northern EU
economies, and that Morocco, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt and Lebanon will do for
them what eastern Europe has done for Germany and Britan.

The function of the UfM and the implementation of the envisaged projects
will depend heavily, as did during the wearisome decade of the Barcelona
Process, on the situation in the Middle East. Only a year since its founding, it
has become evident that the idea the UfM was established not in spite of the
Israel-Palestine conflict, but because of it, is proving to be too simplistic.55 As
the Summits of the Heads of States and governments are established in the
framework of the UfM, all controversial issues should be in agenda of
discussions, regardless of the fact that some would prefer to abstain from such
discussions to avoid political stalemate. Greece supports the view that political
challenges in the region should not be left outside the UfM. It is argued that
the UfM would only be successful if there could be found ways of submitting
proposals and taking decisions not withstanding relations among
Mediterranean countries. Hence, issues such as illegal immigration and
counter-terrorism should find their way in discussions. This is particularly
important regarding Turkey’s EU membership, because, as the EU’s frontiers
expand, drawing in countries that used to be buffers between First World
prosperity and Third World poverty, the lines of demarcation between
affluence and misery, democracy and extremism, become crucial security
frontiers. If Turkey eventually accedes, Europe will border Syria, Iran, Iraq,
Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan, and illegal immigration will become a real
security issue for Europe. 

The UfM though primarily of economic drive, if it remains limited to a
narrow framework of additional developmental programs for the South -
although they are indeed necessary-, for sure, southern Mediterranean partners
do not only expect additional EU aid for their economic development, but
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also deeper cooperation leading to a community capable to deal with the
political and socio-cultural challenges they face. The focus on the
implementation of projects should not set aside critical region-wide issues,
such as democracy-promotion, political reform and the strengthening of civil
society, not to mention the prevention of another major outbreak of violence.
No doubt, pressures for the resolution of the Arab-Israeli conflict should be
increased, but perhaps more important from a Greek perspective is that the
chances for regional co-operation would dramatically increase if a viable
solution for the Cyprus question is found and Greek-Turkish relations could
further normalize, so that both countries can take advantage of the benefits
stemming from their position at the regional crossroads. Greek and Turkish
Cypriots are in talks that, over the next year, will decide whether the two
divided sides of the Mediterranean island will reunite, or whether, after three
decades of failed attempts, they will continue the slide to full partition.
Considering that Barcelona Process’ political and security pillar experienced
the greatest difficulties, it is rather paradoxical for the ambitious UfM to avoid
discussions on major regional questions, instead of facing up to the challenges
they generate through a commonly formulated agenda.
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