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Caught Between
Geopolitical Rivals

Security Concerns Entangle Cyprus in

Regional and Global Power Politics

Glinter Seufert




In early March 2026, the Middle East came to Cyprus, as Iranian drones targeted
British military bases there. Greece, France, and the United Kingdom immediately
reinforced their military presence after Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps
threatened the Republic of Cyprus (RoC) with missile attacks. The escalation did not
come entirely out of the blue. Over the past decade, the Republic of Cyprus has
become a military hub for Israel and United States. Through such alliances, the
Republic of Cyprus has sought to secure protection from Turkey, which has
occupied one-third of the island since 1974 and refuses to recognise the Republic of
Cyprus or its maritime boundaries

As the Iranian attacks demonstrate, enhanced security against Turkey is offset by
unpredictable risks arising from Tel Aviv’s strategic use of the island and increased
American and British military activity in the Republic of Cyprus’s territory and
airspace. This shock is leading Nicosia to turn towards European states and the
European Union, which have been almost absent from its security calculations.
What does this mean for an EU that cannot ignore its member’s concerns but also
wants to cooperate more closely with Turkey in matters of global and regional
security?

Glinter Seufert is a free lance author and consultant in Berlin. Between 2019 and 2023 he
was the Founding Director of the Centre for Applied Turkey Studies (CATS) at SWP.
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1.

Introduction

On 1January 2026, the Greek-dominated Republic of Cyprus (RoC) assumed the
rotating presidency of the Council of the European Union, adopting as its motto: “An
autonomous Union, open to the world”.

President Nikos Christodoulides declared that the Republic of Cyprus intends to
strengthen the EU’s capacity to act in the region and foster its stabilising role in North
Africa, the Eastern Mediterranean, and the Middle East.

The EU’s strategic framework is the Pact for the Mediterranean, adopted in October
2025 to structure its cooperation with its Southern Mediterranean partners: Algeria,
Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Tunisia, and Syria. The pact
seeks to strengthen economic ties and sustainable investment, with a focus on job
creation, especially for youth and small businesses. Another goal is advancing the
green and digital transitions, in order to promote clean energy, climate adaptation,
water management, digitalisation and artificial intelligence, and research and
innovation. The heart of the pact is building an integrated, stable, prosperous
“Common Mediterranean Space”?, based on co-ownership, co-creation, and shared
responsibility. In return, Brussels expects closer cooperation on migration through
stricter border management and the readmission of asylum seekers whose
applications have been rejected.

Almost simultaneously with the start of Cyprus’s EU Council presidency, the RoC and
the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) resumed direct talks after a long
pause, in an effort to resolve the Cyprus question. After his election, President
Christodoulides had urged Brussels to become more actively involved, and to pressure
Ankara to resolve the conflict. Ankara dominates the politics of the TRNC, which
depends entirely on Turkey, economically as well as militarily. Yet despite Turkey’s
overriding role, hopes rose on the island, and internationally, when social democrat
Tufan Erhiirman replaced nationalist hardliner Ersin Tatar as President of the TRNC
in October 2025. Unlike his predecessor, the new Turkish Cypriot leader appeared
open to negotiations and a federal solution.

! Branislav Stanicek, The Pact for the Mediterranean: Co-creating a space of peace, prosperity and stability
through a genuine partnership (Brussels: European Parliament [EP], 26 November 2026),
https://epthinktank.eu/2025/11/26/the-pact-for-the-mediterranean-co-creating-a-space-of-
peace-prosperity-and-stability-through-a-genuine-partnership/ (accessed 11 May 2026).
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However, just six months after his election all expectations of rapid progress had
faded. Two direct meetings between the Greek and Turkish Cypriot presidents — one
under the guidance of the United Nations Representative for Cyprus, Khassim Diagne,
the other chaired by Maria Angela Holguin, the Personal Envoy of the UN Secretary -
General — failed to produce results. Christodoulides and Erhiirman were unable even
to agree on new confidence-building measures. Nor did Johannes Hahn, appointed on
14 May 2025 as the EU Special Envoy for Cyprus at the insistence of the Greek
Cypriots, achieve any meaningful outcomes.

The renewed stalemate in the Cyprus question is due not only — as in past decades —
to deep mistrust between the two communities and Greek Cypriot fears of Turkey, nor
simply to conflicts between Ankara and Athens. At a deeper level, it reflects the fact
that the two parts of the island have become military assets of regional and global
actors. Today, Cyprus is a factor in the rivalry between Israel and Turkey, and also
plays a role in Turkey tensions with Egypt, and France. Even distant conflicts — such
as Russia’s war against Ukraine, Sino-American tensions, and the rivalry between
India and Pakistan — reverberate on the island. But it took Iranian drones directed at
Cyprus to draw international attention to the island’s rapid militarisation and the
challenges this poses for Europe.



2.

Long a Garrison for
External Powers

While the island has long served as a garrison for other states, Cypriot forces on both
sides of the divide are virtually negligible in numbers and capability. The RoC’s army,
the Greek Cypriot National Guard, has only 15,000 troops, although 50,000 reservists
can be mobilised as needed. Its combat strength is limited, with only seven military
helicopters at its disposal.? To support the National Guard, 950 troops from the Greek
armed forces are permanently stationed in the south of the island.3

In the Turkish-occupied north, the Security Forces Command of the TRNC has around
15,000 troops available. The breakaway state relies on around 40,000 Turkish troops
permanently deployed on the island.

The United Kingdom, as the former colonial power, has the longest-standing military
presence. The Sovereign Base Areas of Akrotiri and Dhekelia, located within the
territory of the RoC, are home to units of the Royal Air Force, as well as infantry,
signals, and surveillance contingents. Akrotiri hosts the multirole Typhoons of the
Royal Air Force’s No. 903 Expeditionary Air Wing, as well as six advanced F-35 jets
stationed there in February 2026.% During the past decade, the Air Wing was strongly
involved in operations against the Islamic State in Syria. No. 84 Squadron, a
helicopter-equipped search and rescue unit, also operates from Akrotiri. The 1st
Battalion of the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment is also based in Akrotiri. Another
infantry unit, the 1st Battalion (The Rifles), is located in Dhekelia. In 2026, there are at
least 2,500 British military personnel in Cyprus.> From Akrotiri, the US’s U-2 spy
plane carries out surveillance flights across the entire Middle East.

2 “Overview of the Cypriot Armed Forces”, Defense Advancement (DA) (online), 24 December 2024,
https://www.defenseadvancement.com/resources/overview-of-the-cypriot-armed-forces/ (accessed
26 April 2026).

3 “EAAnvua) Avvaig Komtpou EAAYK” [Hellenic Power of Cyprus (ELDYK)], Polignosi (online), n.d.,
https://www.polignosi.com/cgibin/hweb?-A=3551&-V=limmata (accessed 26 April 2026).

4Tom Cleaver, “Starmer confirms use of Cyprus base to shoot down Iranian drones”, Cyprus Mail (online),
06 March 2026, https: rus-mail.com/2026/03/06/starmer-confirms-use-of-cyprus-base-to-
shoot-down-iranian-drones?utm_ source=projectagora&utm_ medium=contentdiscovery (accessed
11 May 2026).

5 Will Hollis, “Cyprus. A geo-political lifeline: What are the Sovereign Base Areas and why are they in
Cyprus?”, BFBS Forces News (online), 20 March 2026,
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While the United States has no military base of its own on Cyprus, it uses the UK’s
facilities there.® In 1974, after the Turkish invasion, the British government
considered closing its Cyprus bases due to budget and manpower constraints.
Washington, concerned about losing the signal intelligence provided by the British,
urged London to keep the bases open, and agreed to cover some of the running costs.”
Officially, the United States operates two air force detachments — from the 9th US Air
Force Wing — at Akrotiri: one operational and one reconnaissance unit.

Those military deployments in Cyprus remained relatively stable until recently.
Change came after the island became entangled in various regional and global
rivalries. The RoC concluded a number of security and defence agreements to
strengthen its position vis-a-vis Turkey, while the TRNC saw no other option than to
throw itself even more firmly into Ankara’s arms.

In early September 2025, Ankara announced plans to increase the number of Turkish
soldiers stationed in Northern Cyprus to 100,000, to upgrade the rank of the
command and introduce “advanced land, air, naval and electronic warfare
elements”.® The Foral Electronic Jammer, produced by the Turkish defence company
ASELSAN and installed in the Pentadaktilos Mountains, is capable of disrupting
military systems within a 500-kilometre radius.? In February 2025, then TRNC
President Ersin Tatar announced that the TRNC was transferring the airfield of
Gecitkale (Lefkoniko) to the Turkish Army as an operating base for Turkish Bayraktar
TB2 surveillance and combat drones.!° Ankara intends to develop the facility into a

https://www.forcesnews.com/operations/cyprus/geo-political -lifeline-why-are-british-bases-
cyprus (accessed 11 May 2026).

% Anna Koukkides-Procopiou, President of the Politis think tank in Cyprus, cited in:

Stefanos Evripidou, “Our Neighbourhood. Drone War Reaches Cyprus’ Shores — Are We Ready?”,
Politis (online), 02 March 2026, https://en.politis.com.cy/globe/globe-our-
neighbourhood/989716/drone-war-reaches-cyprus-shores-are-we-read (accessed 12 February
2026).

7 Ibid,;

Darren Loucaides, “Why are there still British military bases in Cyprus?”, New Internationalist (online),
01 May 2017, https://newint.org/features/2017/05/01/caught-in-the-middle (accessed 12 February
2026);

“Akrotiri and Dhekelia”, Wikipedia (online), n.d.,

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akrotiri and_ Dhekelia (accessed 12 February 2026).

8 “Turkey Doubles Troops in Northern Cyprus: Eastern Mediterranean on the Brink”, Defence Security Asia
(online), 03 September 2025, https://defencesecurityasia.com/en/turkey-doubles-troops-northern-
cyprus-israel-threats-blue-homeland/ (accessed 11 May 2026).

9 Iraqi Institute for Dialogue, Turkey turns northern Cyprus into an advanced military base (Baghdad, 2026),

https://hewarirag.com/en/post/664/turke ing-north-cyprus-to-base-military-advanced

(accessed 12 May 2026).

1o “Purkey Will Use Army Base on Occupied Cyprus Side for Drones”, The National Herald (online), 26
February 2026, https://www.thenationalherald.com/turkey-will-use-army-base-on-occupied-
cyprus-side-for-drones/ (accessed 11 May 2026).
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fully-fledged air base capable of permanently hosting fighter jets." In January 2024,
the Turkish defence company HAVELSAN announced plans to construct additional
maritime and aerial radar systems on the Karpaz (Karpasia) Peninsula.? Turkey has
also resumed work on developing the Turkish military port at Bogaz (Bogazi), close to
Gazimagusa (Famagusta), into a permanent naval base.

Turkey’s political and military elites have always viewed Cyprus primarily through a
strategic lens,' although the parameters have changed over time. During the Cold
War, a discourse about the danger of Greece encircling Turkey coexisted with an
emphasis on Turkey’s role in NATO, which supposedly made it necessary to keep
adversaries of NATO away from the island. Turkey’s current maritime strategy sees
the island as a forward bridgehead that is also indispensable to establishing Turkish
control over extensive maritime territories. Protection of the Turkish Cypriots — as
the basis Turkey’s status as a guarantor power under the 1959 Zurich and London
Agreements — plays only a secondary role. Ahmet Davuoglu, who later became
Turkish foreign and prime minister, argued in his influential book Stratejik Derinlik?*
(Strategic Depth) of 2001: “Even if there were no Muslim Turks in Cyprus, Turkey is
obliged to maintain a Cyprus question. No country can remain indifferent to such an
island, located in the heart of its own vital space.” ¢ During the campaign for the TRNC
presidential elections in October 2025, the candidate backed by the Turkish
government, the incumbent Tatar, emphasised the island’s strategic importance for
Turkey.?7

Turkey’s military build-up on Cyprus is both part of its new maritime strategy and a
response to the growing military presence of other states in the south of the island.
That presence, in turn, is closely linked to a major shift in Turkish policy in the region.

1 Costas Venizelos, “Turkey expands military presence in Cyprus with bases and radar installations”,
en.philenews (online), 28 January 2024, https://in-cyprus.philenews.com/local/turkey-expands-

ili i rus-with-bases-and-radar-installations/ (accessed 11 May 2026).

2 Traqi Institute for Dialogue, 2026.

3 Ibid.

4 Alper Kaliber, “Rearticulation of Turkish Foreign Policy: Its Impacts on Nationalist/State Identity And State
Society Relations in Turkey The Cyprus Case” (Ankara Bilkent University, PhD Thesis, December 2003):

6%%c05%2d540/content (accessed 11 May 2026).

5 Ahmet Davutoglu, Stratejik Derinlik: Tiirkiye’nin Uluslararasi Konumu [Strategic Depth: Turkey’s International
Position] (Istanbul: Kiire Yayinlari, 2001).
For a critical reading of the book see Umit Kivang, Pan-isldmcinin Macera Kilavuzu [A Pan-Islamist’s Guide
to (Political) Adventures] (Istanbul: Birikim Yayinlari, 2015).

16 Euripides L. Evriviadis, “The Two-State Gambit: Decoding Turkey’s Strategic Play in Cyprus”, Cyprus Mail

(online), 30 November 2025, https://cyprus-mail.com/2025/11/30/the-two-state-gambit-decoding-

turkeys-strategic-play-in-cyprus (accessed 11 May 2026).
17 Sedat Ergin, “Kibris sorununda hassas bir donemece giriliyor” [The Cyprus issue is entering a critical

phasel, Oksijen (online), 17 October 2025, https://gazeteoksijen.com/yazarlar/sedat-ergin/kibris-
sorununda-hassas-bir-donemece-giriliyor-254257 (accessed 11 May 2026).
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3.

Turkey’s Policy in the
Eastern Mediterranean

Turkey’s foreign policy underwent a number of fundamental shifts in the 2010s. In the
wake of the Arab uprisings of 2011, Turkey transformed from a status-quo power to a
revisionist one. Ankara supported Muslim grassroots movements against secular
nationalist Arab regimes, and was also perceived as a threat by Arab monarchies that
draw their legitimisation from religion. Following the failed coup attempt in 2016 the
Turkish government became increasingly wary of the United States and Europe,
adopting a more confrontational rhetoric towards Washington and moving closer to
Russia in the areas of arms procurement and energy. In Syria, the Caucasus and Libya,
Ankara shifted from soft to hard power. In the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean,
the Turks adopted an assertive maritime policy (“Blue Homeland”) and began to
playing hardball with Greece and Cyprus.

Turkey conceptualised its policy in the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean in its
Blue Homeland doctrine, which claims almost half of the sea east of the 20th meridian
as either Turkey’s Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) or the TRNC’s.*® In line with this,
Turkey rejects any attempt by other coastal states to delimit EEZs that impinge on its
own expansive claims.*?

The RoC thus found itself confronted with a situation where Turkey was denying its
right to exploit natural gas reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean. Contrary to
established interpretations of the International Law of the Sea, Turkey maintains that

18 See the map in Jalaleddin Namini Mianji, The Blue Homeland Doctrine of Turkey (Tehran: Institute for
Political and International Studies [IPIS], 23 November 2020),
https://www.ipis.ir/en/subjectview/619031/the-blue-homeland-doctrine-of-turkey (accessed 11 May
2026);

Gallia Lindenstrauss and Ofir Winter, A Red Line for the Blue Homeland? The Maritime Border
Demarcation Agreement between Greece and Egypt (Tel-Aviv: Institute for National Security Studies
[INSS], 25 August 2020), https://www.inss.org.il/publication/egypt-greece-agreement/ (accessed 11
May 2026).

9 Yiicel Acer, “Turkey’s Legal Approach to Maritime Boundary Delimitation in the Eastern Mediterranean

Sea”, Insight Turkey 23, no. 1 (Winter 2021): 99—114, https://www.insightturkey.com/articles/turkeys-

legal-approach-to-maritime-boundary-delimitation-in-the-eastern-mediterranean-sea (accessed
12 May 2026).
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islands are entitled only to territorial waters and cannot generate EEZs.?° Under
Turkey’s reading, all the RoC’s claims to an exclusive economic zone are invalid,
along with Greece’s island-based EEZ claims.*

After the failed Turkish coup of 2016, the two Hellenic states Greece and the RoC faced
an increasingly militarised Turkish policy. Ankara openly threatened to attack Greece
with new missiles developed by its flourishing defence industry?? and used its navy to
block research vessels operating on behalf of the RoC. The latter occurred in waters
recognised as the RoC’s EEZ by the EU and its member states, as well as by Israel and
Egypt (with which the RoC has agreements on delimitation of EEZs).

20 Christian-Gabriel Louca, “Legal Disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Gas That Fuels It”,
Eastern Mediterranean Affairs Magazine (EMA), no. 2 (2021): 57, https://www.unic.ac.cy/emsi/wp-
content/uploads/sites/14/2021/07/EMA-magazine-Issue-2_ web.pdf (accessed 12 May 2026);

Kaki Bali, “Greece-Cyprus-Israel Subsea Power Link Faces Major Obstacles”, Deutsche Welle (online),
17 September 2025, https://www.dw.com/en/greece-cyprus-israel-subsea-cable-energy-great-sea-
interconnector-graphics/a-74024610 (accessed 12 Mai 2026).

2! Ankara denies the RoC entitlement to an EEZ on the basis of its island status, while concluding
agreements with the TRNC - likewise an island entity — concerning the exploration and subsequent
exploitation of natural gas resources within the EEZ claimed by the latter.

22 “Athens will be targeted unless the Greeks give it a rest”, Turkish President Erdogan quoted in:
“Cumhurbaskani Erdogan'in fiize uyarisi Yunan medyasinda genis yanki uyandirdi1” [President
Erdogan’s missile warning has caused a stir in the Greek media], Yeni Safak (online), 12 December
2022, https:

medyasinda-genis-yanki-uyandirdi-3895138 (accessed 12 May 2026).
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4.

The Reaction of the
Hellenic States

Athens and Nicosia responded by developing a joint strategy of trilateral partnerships
with Israel and Egypt (Athens and Nicosia with Israel, and Athens and Nicosia with
Egypt). In both cases Greece contributed the necessary diplomatic capacity and a
degree of international weight. Cyprus’s geographical position enabled Nicosia to
cooperate directly with Tel Aviv and Cairo on energy, the law of the sea, and
potentially also security.?

Also Egypt had already concluded a bilateral EEZ delimitation agreement with the RoC
in 2003 when large, commercially viable hydrocarbon resources had been
discovered,? political events in the early 2010s clearly demonstrate the significance of
Turkey’s policy shift for the formation of the trilateral partnerships and the
associated emergence of an anti-Turkish camp.?’ The 2010 agreement between Israel
and the RoC delimiting their EEZs came just a few months after the Israeli raid on the
Mavi Marmara, the Turkish flagship of the first Gaza flotilla. 2010 also saw the first
visit to Israel by a Greek prime minister, Giorgos Papandreou. Two years later,
Benjamin Netanyahu reciprocated with the ever visit to Greece by an Israeli prime
minister.

A similar pattern can be observed in the Greek and Greek Cypriot rapprochement with
Egypt. This began after the 2013 coup in Cairo that overthrew the Muslim Brotherhood
president, Mohammed Mursi — which was harshly condemned by the Turkish
leadership.

2 Dimitrios Grekos, “Greece and Tripartite Partnerships in the Eastern Mediterranean: a recommended

policy for Greek strategic interests”, Journal of Liberty and International Affairs 9, no. 3 (2023): 328—-341,

https://www.ssoar.info/ssoar/bitstream/handle/document/92021/ssoar -jlibertyintaff-2023-3-

grekos-Greece_and_ Tripartite_ Partnerships_ in.pdf?sequence=1 (accessed 12 May 2026).

24 Chakouri Abdelkader, “The Discoveries of Gas in the Eastern Mediterranean and their Implications for
Maritime Boundary Delineation”, Pakistan Journal of Life and Social Sciences 22, no. 2 (2024): 12858—
12879 https://www.pjlss.edu.pk/pdf files/2024_2/12858-12879.pdf (accessed 12 May 2026).

25 Zenonas Tziarras, “Revisiting the Foreign Policy of the Republic of Cyprus and Quasi-alliances in the
Eastern Mediterranean”, Cyprus Review 36, no. 2 (2024): 30-33.
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4.1
The Trilateral Partnership with Egypt

Ankara’s support for political grassroots movements connected to the Muslim
Brotherhood was particularly influential in Egypt. Islamist forces posed a domestic
challenge to Cairo, and Egypt was also wary of Turkey’s growing presence in war-torn
Libya, with which it shares a 1,112-kilometre border. In January 2020 Turkey
intervened militarily in the Libyan civil war at the request of the Tripoli-based
Government of National Accord. Using swarms of its domestically produced armed
drones, the Turks lifted the siege of Tripoli by General Khalifa Haftar and the rebel
Libyan National Army (LNA). Haftar had presented himself as fighting the Islamists
and received support from Egypt and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).

Sympathy for Muslim political currents was only one of several drivers of Ankara’s
engagement in Libya. Turkey’s expansionist maritime policy left it diplomatically
isolated in the Eastern Mediterranean. It was excluded from the East Mediterranean
Gas Forum (founded in 2019/2020 by Cyprus, Egypt, Greece, Israel, Italy, Jordan, and
the Palestinian Authority), and was not invited to join the forum later either (as
France was). No other involved state shared Turkey’s interpretation of the
international law of the sea and the related jurisprudence on EEZs. Ankara was
therefore seeking a partner to overcome its regional isolation by concluding a
maritime agreement that would support its territorial claims and underwrite its legal
position denying islands the right to establish EEZs.

Libya’s embattled Government of National Accord was ready to play that role. Ankara
began its official military deployment in Libya only after the Tripoli government
signed two memoranda of understanding with Turkey in November 2019: one on
military cooperation and one delimiting the EEZs of Turkey and Libya. Because the
latter disregards Crete’s contribution to Greece’s EEZ, the EU considers it to infringe
the sovereign rights of its member states, to contravene international law, and to have
no legal effect on third states.2¢ The EU, however, did not translate its legal opinion
into concrete security action. That is why the Hellenic states went looking for other
security partners.

In order to strengthen their strategic position vis-a-vis Turkey, Greece and the RoC
deepened their cooperation with Egypt. Egypt’s President Abd al Fattah al Sisi,
Cyprus’s President Nikos Anastasiades, and Greek Prime Minister Antonis Samaras
officially inaugurated the trilateral mechanism with the “Cairo Declaration” issued at

26 European Union External Action Service (EEAS), “Libya/Tiirkiye: Statement by the Spokesperson on a
reported agreement on hydrocarbons”, Press release (Brussels, 03 October 2022),

https://www.eeas.europa.eu/eeas/libyat%C3%BCrkiye-statement-spokesperson-reported-

agreement-hydrocarbons_en (accessed 12 May 2026).
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their meeting there on 8 —9 November 2014. The declaration called on Turkey “to
cease all seismic survey operations underway within the maritime zones of Cyprus
and refrain from similar activity in the future”.?” This partnership has been further
consolidated through annual summits, the tenth and most recent of which was held in
December 2025. The defence ministers of the three states have also met annually
since 2017, and at their fifth meeting in 2022 agreed to further deepen military
cooperation.

Although Egypt and Turkey have moved closer (exchanging ambassadors in 2023) and
Turkish investment in Egypt has been growing in recent years, their relations in the
Eastern Mediterranean remains characterised by rivalry. One manifestation of this is
Egypt’s ongoing dispute with Libya over two countries’ EEZs, currently before the UN.
In this dispute, Cairo is concerned at least as much to counter Turkish military and
energy influence on its western border as it is with the relatively small disputed
maritime areas themselves.?®

4.2
The Trilateral Partnership with Israel

For a long time, Turkish governments managed to juggle their close economic,
military, and intelligence cooperation with Israel with diplomatic advocacy for
Palestinian rights. Over the past two decades, however, national -religious forces have
gained considerable influence over domestic and foreign policy in both countries.??
Domestic polarisation has sharpened and foreign policy has become a tool for
authoritarian governments seeking to preserve their power at home. Today, Tel Aviv
and Ankara regard each other as central national security threats.

Key milestones in the rapid deterioration of Turkish-Israeli relations include Israel’s
Gaza war of 2008—-2009 and the leading role of Turkish NGOs in the Mavi Marmara
flotilla’s attempt to break Israel’s blockade of the Gaza Strip, during which the Israeli
military killed nine Turkish citizens. Hamas’s political leadership found refuge in
Turkey, and after Hamas’ massacre of Israeli civilians on 7 October 2023, and Israeli
massive strikes on Gaza, Ankara became one of Israel’s loudest critics.

27 Ibid.

28 Abdullah Bozkurt, “UN clash on Libya maritime lines reveals persistent tensions between Egypt and
Turkey”, Nordic Monitor (online), https://nordicmonitor.com/2025/12/un-clash-on-libya-maritime-
lines-reveals-persistent-tensions-between-egypt-and-turkey/ (accessed 12 May 2026).

29 Hiircan Aslh Aksoy, Tiirkei-Israel: Riskante Eskalation in einer fragmentierten Regionalordnung, SWP-Aktuell
2026/A 07, (Berlin: Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik [SWP], February 2026), https://www.swp-
berlin.org/publications/products/aktuell/2026A07 Tuerkei-Israel.pdf (accessed 12 May 2026).
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The trilateral partnership between Israel and the two Hellenic states formally began
with a summit of the three heads of government in 2016, and has continued with
annual summits. Military cooperation had begun even earlier. In 2013, the Greek Air
Force took part in Israel’s first international Blue Flag exercise. Even before that, in
2011, the Israeli Air Force is reported to have practiced in-flight refuelling in RoC
airspace and quick touchdown landings in Cyprus. The first reports of a (temporary)
deployment of Israeli jets at the Greek Cypriot air base in Paphos appeared in 2012.3°
In 2016, the president of the TRNC accused the RoC of allowing Israel to use the
military airport in Paphos.

Israel’s 12-day war against Iran in June 2025 revealed just how central cooperation
with Israel is for the two Hellenic states. Athens and Nicosia allowed Israel to park its
entire civilian aircraft fleet at Greek and Cypriot airports (without being fully open
about its reasons) despite the risks this involved. The two Hellenic states also
supported Israel’s war effort directly: “Greek and Cypriot military infrastructure
played a significant enabling role throughout the war,” notes a report authored by a
Greek military historian for Israel’s Moshe Dayan Center.3! The Israeli Air Force had
reportedly been practising aerial refuelling in Greek airspace for more than ten years,
and “Greek and Cypriot territory [...] was utilized to facilitate long range power
projection, although there has still been no official acknowledgment of this kind of
support.”’3?

The RoC also became a long-term customer of the Israeli arms industry. Imports from

Israel began in 2013 with small arms, light weapons3? and unmanned aerial vehicles
(drones). In November 2012, the Israeli manufacturer Elbit Systems sold the RoC a
border surveillance system for the Green Line separating the RoC from the TRNC.34
And in September 2025, the multi-layered Barak MX air defence system produced by
Israel Aerospace Industries reportedly became fully operational in the RoC.35

30 “Israel to statlon military jets in Paphos?”, Cyprus Mail (online), 08 February 2012,

12 May 2026).
3t Spyros Katsoulas, How the Twelve-Days-War with Iran Tested the Strategic Alliance Between Israel, Greece,
and Cyprus (Tel Aviv: Moshe Dayan Center, 2025), https://dayan.org/content/how-twelve-days-war-

iran-tested-strategic-alliance-between-israel-greece-and-cyprus (accessed 12 May 2026).
32 Tbid.

33 “Cyprus—Israel military relations”, Wikipedia (online), n.d.,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cyprus%E2%80%93Israelmilitary_ relations (accessed 15 March
2026).

34 Sharon Wrobel, “Israel to Build Electronic Land Surveillance System to Monitor Cyprus ‘Green Line’”,

The Algemeiner (online), 04 November 2021, https: waw algemeiner.com/2021/11/04/israel-to-

35 Kostis Konstantinou, “Cyprus’s procurement of Israeli air defense angers Turkey”, The Jerusalem Post
(online), 19 September 2025, https://www.jpost.com/defense-and-tech/article-868091 (accessed 12
May 2026).
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While the initiative for the trilateral partnership came from Athens and Nicosia,
Israel’s door was wide open.3¢ Towards the two Hellenic states, Tel Aviv presented the
developing security cooperation as a lasting endeavour. Prior to the US/Israeli war on
Iran in February 2026, Israeli strategists cast Turkey as Israel’s new central threat.3?
Only a few weeks before the attack on Iran, Israeli commentators were arguing that
Tehran had been decisively weakened and that Turkey and the “new jihadist”
government in Syria, which is influenced by Ankara, now represented the greatest
danger. Israel’s focus on Turkey as its main security challenge made its engagement
in the trilateral partnership appear strategic — and therefore long term and
dependable — to the two Hellenic states. In the case of the RoC, this was explicitly
confirmed by Israeli officials.?® On 19 January 2026, the Israeli Minister for Diaspora
Affairs, Amchai Chikli, told the Greek daily Kathimerini: “The alliance between Israel,
Cyprus, and Greece is extremely important. It is a strategic alliance, and we must do
everything we can to walk together to face the threats coming from the jihadists in
Ankara and Syria.”3? He said that Israel was working to establish a new security
structure, with trilateral cooperation with the RoC and Greece at its core. The Israeli
press even gave prominent space to immoderate statements describing the Turkish
occupation of Northern Cyprus as a security threat to Israel. “Israel, in coordination
with Greece and Cyprus, must prepare a contingency operation for liberating the
island’s north,” reads one such example.4°

36 Orna Mizrahi, Israel’s Policy in its Triangular Relations with Greece and Cyprus (Tel Aviv: The Institute for
National Security Studies [INSS], 2020), https://www.inss.org.il/strategic_assessment/israels-
policy-in-its-triangular-relations-with-greece-and-cyprus/ (accessed 12 May 2026).

37 Gallia Lindenstrauss, Turkey Is Not Iran, But It Is a Threat (Tel Aviv: The Institute for National Security
Studies [INSS], 2025), https://www.inss.org.il/publication/turkish-threat/ (accessed 12 May 2026).

38 Robert Singer, “Israel, Cyprus Partnership Paves Path Towards Prosperity — Opinion”, Jerusalem Post
(online), 20 September 2025, https://www.jpost.com/opinion/article-868013 (accessed 12 May 2026).

39 See, in particular, the interview’s revealing title:

Athanasios Katsikidis, “Amichai Chikli, Israeli Minister for Diaspora Affairs: Erdogan is ISIS at heart
and a jihadist at soul”, ekathimerini.com (online), 19 January 2026,https://www.ekathimerini.com/in-
depth/interviews-in-depth/129265/4/erdogan-is-isis-at-heart-and-a-jihadist-at-soul/ (accessed 12

May 2026).

40 Shay Gal, “Northern Cyprus Is also an Israeli Problem”, Israel HaYom (online), 29 July 2025,
https://www.israelhayom.com/opinions/northern-cyprus-is-also-an-israeli-problem/ (Accessed 12
May 2026).

Former US Pentagon adviser Michael Rubin, writing in the National Security Journal, called for the UN

mission in Cyprus to end, and proposed that the Green Line instead be guarded by Israeli troops:

Michael Rubin, “Send Israeli Peacekeepers To Cyprus”, National Security Journal (online), 01 November

2025, https://nationalsecurityjournal.org/send-israeli-peacekeepers-to-cyprus/ (accessed 12 May
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The Key Role of the
United States

On 20 March 2019, US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo took part in the annual
trilateral summit of the RoC, Greece, and Israel, signalling Washington’s support for
the new format (now referred to as 3+1). Washington had come to the conclusion that
it could no longer rely exclusively on Ankara, in view of the latter’s pursuit of strategic
autonomy. In the preceding period, Turkish and American threat perceptions had
evolved in almost opposite directions. Key points of friction included Ankara’s
purchase of the Russian S-400 air defence system, mutually incompatible goals in
Syria, US cooperation with Syrian Kurdish forces, Turkey’s circumvention of US
sanctions on Iran and later Russia, and tensions in Turkish Israeli relations.
Washington viewed Greece and the RoC — now both closely aligned with Israel — at
least as leverage to persuade Turkey to be more cooperative, and potentially as a
security and energy alternative to Turkey. After 2019, Washington deepened its
cooperation with Greece and the RoC, in close coordination with Israel.

Ankara’s finalisation of its acquisition of the Russian S 400 system was a central
trigger for Washington to step up cooperation with the Hellenic states. Turkish
threats to prevent the exploration of gas fields in the RoC’s EEZ and to obstruct
regional energy cooperation that excluded Turkey represented a second reason for
unease in Washington, as they affected Israel’s energy interests. Thirdly, Washington
already was looking for ways to increase exports of US Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) to
Europe, and was therefore interested in limiting the freedom of movement of Russian
warships in the Eastern Mediterranean.* Washington succeeded in persuading
Nicosia to stop allowing Russian warships to call at Greek Cypriot ports. In return, the
United States partially and temporarily lifted its 1987 arms embargo on the RoC,
enabling the delivery of non-lethal equipment. This also opened the door for US
training of the Cypriot National Guard and visits by US warships to Greek Cypriot
ports. This marks the point where Turkey lost its privileged place in US energy policy
thinking.

“* Reasoning for the US Eastern Mediterranean Security and Energy Partnership Act of 2019:
U.S. Government Publishing Office, H.R. 2913 To promote security and energy partnerships in the Eastern
Mediterranean, and for other purposes (Washington D.C., 2019),

https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/BILLS-116hr2913ih/html/BILLS-116hr2913ih.htm (accessed 15
March 2026).
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These developments were followed by a deepening and institutionalisation of US
involvement in the military dimension of the trilateral partnership. The US base at
Souda Bay on Crete was further expanded and hosted numerous joint military training
programmes involving the four participating states.*?

Russia’s war against Ukraine added a new dimension to the military/security
cooperation between Greece and the United States. In October 2021, before the
invasion, Washington and Athens renewed their 1990 Mutual Defence Cooperation
Agreement, and Greece allowed the United States to expand its military bases in
Larissa, Stefanovikio, and other locations in central Greece. The previously sleepy port
of Alexandroupolis in northern Greece, near the Turkish border, became a key landing
and transhipment hub for military supplies destined for NATO’s eastern flank.4

This creation of a US-led security structure that did not involve Turkey or use Turkish
territory relativised Turkey’s formerly unchallenged significance for US security
politics. The Turkish government reacted with statements asserting that Turkey was
being encircled.44

Current US policy recognises “the strategic importance of countries like Greece,
Israel, and Cyprus, and seeks to enhance diplomatic, energy, and defense
cooperation’, as well as interconnectivity”.4> Here “interconnectivity” refers to
enhancing the four states’ coordination on trade, security, energy, and research
within the India—Middle East—Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC).

The IMEC project was first unveiled at the G20 summit in New Delhi in September
2023. The proposed corridor runs from the Indian ports of Mumbai and Kandla to
Fujairah in the United Arab Emirates. From there, goods are to be transported by rail
through Saudi Arabia and Jordan to the Israeli port of Haifa, and from there to
Piraeus, Messina, or Marseille.4® India, Saudi Arabia, the UAE, the United States,

42 The American Hellenic Institute, “Congress Introduces The American-Hellenic-Israeli Security Act

Initiated By AHI”, Press release (Washington D.C., 07 April 2025),

https://americanhellenicinstitute.org/press-releases/congress-introduces-31-east-med-security-
bill-initiated-by-ahi (accessed 12 May 2025).

43 For detailed information on the number of shipped airplanes, tanks and munition, see:
John Sitlides, “How the War in Ukraine Transformed a Quiet Greek Port into a Geopolitical Center”,
The National Interest (online), 01 August 2023, https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-war-ukraine-
transformed-quiet-greek-port-geopolitical-center-206677 (accessed 12 May 2026).

44 “Greece Has Turned into a US Military Base: Erdogan”, Daily Sabah (online), 11 November 2021,

erdogan (accessed 12 May 2026).
45 Charles Ellinas, “How American Energy Interests Play in Our Neighbourhood”, Cyprus Mail (online), 24
August 2025, https:

neighbourhood (accessed 12 May 2026).
46 “About the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC)”, India-Middle East-Europe Economic
Corridor (IMEC) (online), n.d., https://www.imec.international/ (accessed 18 March 2026).


https://americanhellenicinstitute.org/press-releases/congress-introduces-31-east-med-security-bill-initiated-by-ahi
https://americanhellenicinstitute.org/press-releases/congress-introduces-31-east-med-security-bill-initiated-by-ahi
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-war-ukraine-transformed-quiet-greek-port-geopolitical-center-206677
https://nationalinterest.org/feature/how-war-ukraine-transformed-quiet-greek-port-geopolitical-center-206677
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/greece-has-turned-into-a-us-military-base-erdogan
https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/diplomacy/greece-has-turned-into-a-us-military-base-erdogan
https://cyprus-mail.com/2025/08/24/how-american-energy-interests-play-in-our-neighbourhood
https://cyprus-mail.com/2025/08/24/how-american-energy-interests-play-in-our-neighbourhood
https://www.imec.international/

France, Italy, Germany, and the European Union are official stakeholders. Washington
sees the project as an alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative.4?

While Greece and Cyprus have given the initiative an enthusiastic welcome, Turkey
views it with considerable scepticism. Turkey feels bypassed yet again, even though it
has a more developed transport network than the Gulf states and Jordan and working
with the Iraqi government to advance the Iraq—Europe Development Road. This
project is developing a 1,200-kilometre road and rail connection from the Iraqi port of
Basra to the Iraqi-Turkish border, and on to the Turkish Mediterranean port of
Mersin or to Europe via Istanbul.*® “We say that there is no corridor without Turkey,”
was the Turkish president's immediate response to the IMEC announcement in
September 2023.49

US energy policy in the region is also shaped by strategic considerations and rivalry
with China. In order to strengthen its own economy and bind its allies more closely,
the United States has successfully pressed its partners to import more American LNG.
As aresult, US LNG exports to Europe rose by 141 percent between 2021 and 2022.5°
Greece is key to further expansion of exports — now to south-eastern Europe and later
also to Ukraine — both as a landing point and as the starting point of a “vertical
corridor” through Bulgaria and Romania to Poland and eventually also Ukraine.

Doug Burgum, Interior Secretary in Donald Trump’s second administration and chair
of Trump’s White House National Energy Dominance Council (NEDC), summed up
this part of US energy strategy in an interview with the Greek daily Kathimerini in
February 2026:

“The creation of international energy corridors allows the United States to
strengthen its allies and limit adversarial influence globally. [...] We’ve
displaced about two thirds of Russian gas in Europe. [...] But a lot of the
infrastructure, the pipelines, go Russia, they go east and west. So, one of the
concepts that the NEDC is working on is the North South Prosperity Corridor.
We are working toward making sure that we can get gas from Poland down and
get it from Greece up.”>!

47U.S. Congress, H.R.3307 - Eastern Mediterranean Gateway Act (Washington D.C., 2025),
https://www.congress.gov/bill/119th-congress/house-bill/3307/text (accessed 12 May 2026).

48 Derya Gocer and Meliha Altunisik, The Evolving Middle Eastern Regional Order: Tiirkiye-Iraq Relations in
Context (Washington D.C., 2026), https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/02/the-evolving-
middle-eastern-regional-order-turkiye-irag-relations-in-context (accessed 12 May 2026).

49 Ragip Soylu, “Turkey's Erdogan opposes India-Middle East transport project”, Middle East Eye (online),
11 September 2023, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-erdogan-opposes-india-middle-
east-corridor (accessed 12 May 2026).

50 U.S. Energy Information Administration (eia), Europe was the main destination for U.S. LNG exports in 2022
(Washington D.C., 22 March 2023), https://www.eia.gov/todayinenergy/detail.php?id=55920
(accessed 12 May 2026).
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For the Trump administration, however, the goal is not simply to increase exports. As
the name of the new council indicates, the aim is to dominate energy markets and
secure abundant energy supplies. To achieve this goal, energy flows must be
controlled (“to bring gas up and down”) and the global energy supply must be
expanded.

Against the backdrop of global competition with China, Washington sees energy as a
central aspect of its technology and economic policy. Securing American dominance in
artificial intelligence, as the Trump administration seeks to do, means ensuring
sufficient energy for the new data centres. Washington currently regards Al as the
decisive factor for a major economic leap forward. Alluding to the historical advantage
gained by countries that industrialised most successfully, Washington expects Al to
produce a “great divergence” between the United States and the rest of the world.5>
The projections of future electricity demand published by tech giants, energy
producers, and power generators in the United States are staggering. For example,
grid operator PJM Interconnection forecasts that annual electricity demand in the
United States will rise by almost 500,000 GWh over the next ten years>? — roughly
equivalent to Germany'’s entire current annual electricity consumption.

In order to meet that demand, approval procedures for fossil fuel power plants and
transmission infrastructure are being fast-tracked, the operating lives of nuclear
power plants are being extended, and construction of new nuclear plants is planned.>*
At the same time, the Trump administration is encouraging US oil and gas companies
to step up fossil fuel production outside the country too. In February 2026 a Chevron-
led consortium including Helleniq Energy signed an exclusive agreement with Greece
for the exploration of gas fields south of the Peloponnese and south of Crete.5>
Turkish and Greek claims to Exclusive Economic Zones overlap in the latter region, so
Athens sees the agreement as strengthening its position. A month earlier, ExxonMobil
formally submitted the declaration of commerciality for the gas field in Block 10 in the
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EEZ south of the island, thus reinforcing Nicosia’s position vis-a-vis Ankara.> For the
RoC too, the usefulness of its territory for US interests appeared to guarantee its
security vis-a-vis Turkey.

Apparently, a discourse critical of Turkey’s policy and intentions created common
political ground for the members of the 3+1 format and helped to facilitate their
cooperation in the realms of energy and security. The launch of the “Eastern
Mediterranean Knesset Caucus” on 11 February 2026, just over two weeks before the
Israeli-US attack on Iran, is illustrative in this regard. Members of parliament from
Greece, the RoC, and Israel, and lawmakers from both parties in the US Congress
participated in the event, which ran under the motto “building the Eastern
Mediterranean 3+1 partnership and containing Turkey, the region’s chief geopolitical
adversary” .57

In the briefing, Israeli security expert Jonathan Adiri presented what he called the
“diamond architecture” of Israel’s new security strategy, in which the Hellenic states
had a central role to play:

“To the east: India. To the north: Azerbaijan. To the west: Greece and Cyprus.
To the south: Ethiopia and Somaliland in the Horn of Africa. This is not
accidental. It represents an extraordinary level of strategic coordination that
has emerged over recent years. At the centre of this architecture sits the UAE —
Israel’s core partner on the route to New Delhi. Within this framework, the 3+1
partnership is absolutely critical. It is not transactional. It is not temporary.
And it is not contingent on Turkey ‘coming back.’ It is a structural component
of a much larger regional design.”>®
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6.

The War: A Shock to
Strategic Calculations

Think tanks in Greece were convinced that the greater the significance of the Hellenic
states for US and Israeli military, security and energy strategies, the more secure they
would be.> The official discourse in Athens and Nicosia was likewise based on the
assumption that their own security vis-a-vis Turkey increased in direct proportion to
their importance to the United States and Israel. As the Greek Environment and
Energy Minister Stavros Papastavrou put it, the involvement of US firms creates a
“shield of energy protection”.°

Before the Iran war, only a handful of sceptics challenged that assessment, warning
that Cyprus was being transformed into a military hub and would suffer in the event
of a regional war. Some Greek and Turkish Cypriots also expressed concern that an
expansive Israeli policy that could provoke conflict on the island and in the region.5* In
Greece, which had long pursued a pro-Palestinian policy, fears about Turkey
overshadowed any criticism of excessively close cooperation with Israel. Only
occasionally was it noted that if Greece insists on international law in its dispute with
Turkey, it could be counterproductive® to condone its selective application by failing
to condemn Israel’s actions in Gaza — which are being probed as possible genocide by
the UN Independent International Commission of Inquiry on the Occupied Palestinian
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Territory.® Objections of this kind have dissipated, however, and the Greek
government has likewise avoided any public criticism of Tel Avivand Washington
over the current war against Iran.%

The war in Iran, and especially the Iranian drone attacks on Cyprus, have for the first
time seriously shaken the RoC government’s belief that deeper military integration
with powerful states such as the United States and Israel would automatically boost its
security. Although the direct military threat is nowhere near that faced by the Gulf
states, Nicosia’s economic model is being severely impacted by the war. With the
world’s 23th-largest merchant fleet (ownership, and the 11th-largest in Europe), the
RoC is directly affected by the severe disruption to shipping. Cyprus also depends
heavily on tourism, and three Iranian projectiles aimed at the island were enough to
put a big dent in bookings for the summer season.® The island is a popular financial
centre, but remains almost entirely dependent on fossil fuel imports for its energy
supply. For these reasons, the RoC has a fundamental interest in in peace and
prosperity in the region. All these considerations apply to Greece to.

In addition, the war in Iran is likely to expand rather than diminish Turkey’s role and
influence in the region. Israel and the Gulf states will undoubtedly emerge from the
war economically weakened, and it is far from certain that the region will quickly
return to stability once the fighting ends. That will set back the ambitious plans for
the India—Middle East—Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC) and give new momentum
to the Middle Corridor, or Trans Caspian International Transport Route (TITR),
favoured by Turkey. As a transit country, Ankara is already benefiting from
Azerbaijan’s increased gas exports to Europe, and in the long-term Turkey may play
an even more important role in trade between Europe and the Far East.%¢
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Any weakening or even disintegration of the Iranian state would definitely make
Turkey the strongest military power in the Middle East. The Turkish press has already
begun speculating that expanding Ankara’s existing hegemony in Kurdish northern
Iraq and northern Syria to encompass Iranian Azerbaijan could align with
Washington’s interests.57

A discussion has even begun in Israel about the unintended security consequences of
the war against Iran. “For years, Israel has dreamed of an Arab NATO of sorts”,
Haaretz commented in March 2026.% But what is emerging is not a military alliance
of Arab states willing to cooperate with Israel. Instead, Saudi Arabia is moving toward
closer cooperation with the nuclear power Pakistan, launching joint initiatives with
Egypt and Turkey, and expanding arms industry cooperation with Ankara. Another
Haaretz piece described the emerging trend in the Gulf as: “Less America, more
Turkey”.%® The Gulf monarchies have realised that they cannot rely solely on the
United States for their security, that security partners must be diversified, and that
they need to avoid appearing to be an indirect ally of Israel. Turkey offers an
alternative, with Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan advising the Gulf states to settle their
disputes and act in a more coordinated manner — otherwise external actors will shape
the region according to their own interests. More radical voices in Israel also
recognise that Turkey could emerge stronger from the war. “Tactical successes
against Iranian missile arrays and naval vessels are necessary, but they are
insufficient if the ideological vacuum is filled by an emboldened Turkish Islamism,”
the Jerusalem Post concludes: Turkey, the new peril “is intent on preventing a
genuine Pax Israeliana — a situation where Israel’s strength keeps the region
stable,”.7°

In Cyprus, too, doubts about whether the war against Iran will strengthen its own
regional position are surfacing. “If Iran’s influence declines significantly, Turkey
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could expand its role as a central organizing power in a reconfigured Middle Eastern
order,” notes the Nicosia-based consultancy firm Strategy International, concluding:

“An empowered Turkey could assert more in the Eastern Mediterranean,
intensifying geopolitical competition over maritime zones, energy
exploration, and regional alliances, especially if Ankara emerges from the
crisis with strengthened strategic partnerships and enhanced military
capabilities.””

In a situation where other states have been able to use RoC territory for actions over
which Cyprus itself has no meaningful influence, attitudes towards the British bases
are shifting.” RoC politicians and media expressed scepticism over the British
government’s claim that Iranian missiles intercepted over Lebanon had actually not
aimed at the island.” The same applies to London’s assurances that the British bases
on the island are used exclusively for defensive operations and that US forces would
not launch attacks on Iran from Cyprus.74 As for trust in the current leadership in
Washington, even voices within the Greek Cypriot lobby in the United States now
criticise the Trump administration for acting unilaterally without consulting or
informing allies, and for failing to mitigate the increased risks this creates for them.”>

The experience of being affected by the strategic and military decisions of powers
whose actions lies entirely outside one’s own influence has undoubtedly contributed
to the Greek Cypriot government’s turn back towards the EU and its member states,
after years of trilateral security diplomacy with Egypt and Israel and bilateral security
agreements with the United States. Public criticism of US and Israeli policies is
growing, as is understanding for the Europeans’ reluctance to act as auxiliaries of the
United States.”¢

After the British bases were targeted by Iranian drones, the Greek Cypriot government
enthusiastically welcomed gestures of military solidarity from EU member states.
Greece, Italy, Spain, France, and the Netherlands, all dispatched warships to help
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protect the island.”” Statements by French President Emmanuel Macron and European
Commission President Ursula von der Leyen, who said that the threat to the island
was a threat to Europe, were saluted. “Article 42.7 [of the Treaty on European Union,
GS] was not formally invoked,” writes E. L. Evriviades, former RoC ambassador to the
United States, “Yet the political message was unmistakeable.””® RoC President Nikos
Christodoulides clearly wants to strike while the iron is hot. During his visit to
Thessaloniki on 5 April, he said: “I have agreed with the President of the Council and
the President of the Commission that we will discuss Article 42.7 of the EU Treaty and
what exactly the EU does in case of its activation by a member state during the
Informal Council in Nicosia.”7? Greece’s Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis took
exactly the same line.8°

The EU has also gone out on a limb for the RoC on the issue of the British bases. For
the first time, the European Council acknowledged Greek Cypriot resentment that the
United Kingdom, having left the EU, can use its bases in Cyprus — on EU territory —
without consulting the RoC government. In its conclusions of 19 March 2026, the
European Council stated: “The European Council acknowledges the intention of
Cyprus to initiate a discussion with the UK on the UK bases in Cyprus and stands ready
to provide assistance as needed.”®
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7.

Motto versus Reality

The Cypriot Council presidency in the first half of 2026 adopted the motto “An
autonomous Union, open to the world”, placing regional cooperation at the heart of
its agenda. Yet the RoC’s response to Turkey’s expansionism and militarism set a
course in almost the opposite direction, towards bloc formation against Turkey.

In security policy, it has cooperated closely with states that have various forms of
conflict with Turkey, such as Israel and the United States, as well as Egypt and France,
and has also maintained close military cooperation with the UAE, a close partner of
Israel’s. As a result, Nicosia became drawn into now and then confrontational policies
of its new security partners. Nicosia understandably welcomed their anti-Turkish
orientation. But neither Cyprus nor Greece, as they pursued a kind of tandem
diplomacy, were able to exert any influence on the regional policies of their new
security partners. Things came to a head when Tel Aviv and Washington chose to
attack Iran. Both Hellenic states are now suffering the economic consequences and
political repercussions of the conflict.

In a conversation with journalists in April 2026, Panayiotis Hadjipavlis, senior official
at the Cyprus Ministry of Defence, criticised the EU for its “strategic blind spots” in
the Eastern Mediterranean. “Of course we support Ukraine”, he said, “it’s one of the
priorities of our presidency”, but the EU can no longer think and act in a
“monothematic” manner.®2 Here, he was alluding to his government’s long-standing
policy of drawing parallels between Russia’s war in Ukraine and Turkey’s
expansionist policy in the Eastern Mediterranean, and urging greater EU solidarity
with the RoC against Turkey.

The chances of this happening are poor, however, and even more so after the war in
Iran. Europe’s loss of trust in the United States, the uncertain future of NATO, and the
relative strengthening of Russia as a consequence of the war can only increase
Turkey’s relevance for European security. The danger of continuing war in the Middle
East, the possibility of state collapse in Iran, and the potential consequences for
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energy supplies and migration all underline the need for the EU to engage with
Ankara. It would also be in Europe’s interest if Turkey and the Gulf states were to
cooperate more closely on security and thus contribute to stabilising energy supplies.
For all these reasons, the EU is unlikely to take a harder line on against Turkey any
time soon.

The question that arises for the RoC is whether there is any other way to deal with its
central challenge, the threat posed by Turkey. In other words, is there any way to
negotiate with Ankara, to meet half way, to find compromise? It goes almost without
saying that any form of de-escalation between Ankara and Nicosia would also be very
much in the EU’s interest. What policy options are available to the EU to support de-
escalation? Four points spring to mind:

First, the EU and especially the leaders of EU member states should become much
more engaged, both in relations between the two peoples on the island and in
relations between Turkey and the RoC. Brussels should work to assuage expected
Turkish objections to greater EU involvement by pointing to its ultimate goal, which is
to overcome Cypriot and Greek resistance to a larger Turkish contribution to
European security.

Second, the EU should embrace the Greek Cypriot demand and commit itself to
spelling out what Article 42.7 of the EU Treaty means for Cyprus. In an age of
transactional politics, that would not exclude closer cooperation with Ankara; rather,
would clarify the situation and make the EU’s position more predictable.

Third, Brussels needs to be creative and take the initiative on the deadlocked Cyprus
problem. Twenty-two years after the Republic of Cyprus joined the EU, it is clear that
EU membership alone has not given the RoC any leverage against Turkey and has not
helped to overcome the division. Brussels should therefore try to convince the RoC to
permit direct trade between Northern Cyprus and the EU. Lifting the embargo would
reduce the Turkish Cypriots’ economic and political dependence on Turkey, revive
their trust in the EU, and increase their willingness to think about a shared future on
the island. In return, Turkey should enable RoC ships to dock in Turkish ports. After
all, it was only in 1987 that Turkey began refusing entry to ships flying the RoC flag
and/or arriving from Greek Cypriot ports. In 1997, Ankara extended the embargo to
ships flying other flags if they were operated by companies based in the RoC.# The
inconsistency of Turkey’s posture is illustrated by the exemption for cruise ships.
Fourth, Brussels should urge both sides in Cyprus to pursue confidence-building
measures. The current TRNC government would be well advised to suspend its policy
of pursuing a two-state solution, which — as the presidential election results showed
— finds no majority among its population. Turkey itself should refrain from further
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escalation and provocations such as the partial opening of the sealed -off
neighbourhood of Varosha. Ankara should also stop denying Turkish Cypriot
opposition figures entry into Turkey. The RoC, for its part, should finally grant RoC
citizenship to children born to Turkish Cypriot women, but whose fathers possess
Turkish nationality. Nicosia should also end its resistance to cooperation between
Greek Cypriot and Turkish Cypriot universities and should actively encourage — rather
than grudgingly tolerate — sporting encounters between the two sides of the island.
Turkey might well respond positively to stronger European engagement. Like the RoC,
Turkey is again looking towards Europe. It has no interest in further strengthening
Russia or seeing NATO disintegrate. The Turkish president may enjoy the esteem of
his US counterpart, but he cannot more rely on him any more than European leaders
can, and his friendship with Trump is becoming a domestic liability.

28



Abbreviations

EEZ
IMEC
LNA
LNG
NEDC
RoC
TITR
TRNC
UAE

Turkey’s Exclusive Economic Zone
India—Middle East—Europe Economic Corridor
Libyan National Army

Liquefied Natural Gas

National Energy Dominance Council

Republic of Cyprus

Trans Caspian International Transport Route
Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus

United Arab Emirates
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