
IDLIR LIKA

THE GREECE-EGYPT  
MARITIME AGREEMENT 

AND ITS IMPLICATIONS  
FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE  
IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

ANALYSIS AUGUST 2020  NO.67





IDLIR LIKA

THE GREECE-EGYPT  
MARITIME AGREEMENT 

AND ITS IMPLICATIONS  
FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE  
IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN



SETA | SİYASET, EKONOMİ VE TOPLUM ARAŞTIRMALARI VAKFI
FOUNDATION FOR POLITICAL, ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RESEARCH
Nenehatun Cd. No: 66 GOP Çankaya 06700 Ankara TÜRKİYE
Tel: +90 312 551 21 00 | Faks: +90 312 551 21 90
www.setav.org | info@setav.org | @setavakfi

SETA | Washington D.C. 
1025 Connecticut Avenue, N.W., Suite 410 
Washington D.C., 20036 USA
Tel: 202-223-9885 | Faks: 202-223-6099
www.setadc.org | info@setadc.org | @setadc

SETA | Istanbul
Defterdar Mh. Savaklar Cd. Ayvansaray Kavşağı No: 41-43
Eyüpsultan İstanbul TÜRKİYE
Tel: +90 212 395 11 00 | Faks: +90 212 395 11 11

COPYRIGHT © 2020 by SETA

All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reprinted or reproduced or 
utilized in any form or by any electronic, mechanical or other 
means, without permission in writing from the publishers.

ISBN: 978-625-7040-85-3

Layout: Erkan Söğüt

SETA | Berlin
Französische Straße 12, 10117 Berlin GERMANY
Tel: +49 30 20188466

SETA | Brussels
Avenue des Arts 27, 1000 Brussels BELGIUM
Tel: +3226520486



5s e t a v . o r g

THE GREECE-EGYPT MARITIME AGREEMENT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

CONTENTS

SUMMARY 7

INTRODUCTION 9

GREECE-EGYPT PARTIAL DELIMITATION AGREEMENT  11

PROSPECTS FOR ESCALATION OF GREEK-TURKISH TENSIONS 13

IMPLICATIONS OF THE GREECE-EGYPT DEAL FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH  
DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN 15

CONCLUSION 17



6

ANALYSIS

s e t a v . o r g

ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Idlir Lika 
Idlir Lika is a scholar of comparative politics of ethnicity and nationalism, with 
a regional focus on Balkan/Southeast European countries. He received a BSc in 
International Relations from the Middle East Technical University in 2013, and an 
MA in International Relations from Bilkent University in 2015. In January 2020, 
he received a PhD in Political Science from Koç University with a dissertation en-
titled “Nationhood Cleavages and Ethnic Conflict: A Comparative Analysis of Post-
communist Bulgaria, Montenegro, and North Macedonia.” His research has been 
published in leading area studies journals such as Mediterranean Politics. He co-
authored the policy report “Bulgaristan Türklerinin Kültürel, Ekonomik, ve Siyasi 
Sorunları, Talepleri, Çözüm Önerileri” (Bulgarian Turks’ Cultural, Economic, and 
Political Problems, Demands, Policy Recommendations, 2020). He contributes 
regularly to SETA think tank and Anadolu Agency with analyses on recent develop-
ments in the Balkans and the Eastern Mediterranean.  



7s e t a v . o r g

THE GREECE-EGYPT MARITIME AGREEMENT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

On August 6, 2020, Greece and Egypt signed an Exclusive Economic Zone 
(EEZ) agreement in Cairo delimiting their maritime boundaries in the East-
ern Mediterranean. This recent move came after Turkey had temporarily sus-
pended the activities of its seismic research vessel Oruç Reis as a de-escalatory 
gesture to open up space for diplomatic negotiations with Greece as part 
of Germany’s mediation efforts. As such, Athens’s recent move undermined 
these efforts and once more bore witness to Greece’s intransigence. 

Greece faced significant limitations in its maritime negotiations with 
Egypt. While Athens succeeded in enshrining the islands’ rights to a con-
tinental shelf of their own (by starting the delimitation of the maritime 
boundary from its two largest islands, Crete and Rhodes), it had to make 
concessions by agreeing to an adjusted median line that favored Egypt. Most 
importantly, Athens could not extend the maritime boundary with Egypt 
east of the coast of Rhodes. This in itself implies that Egypt is still interested 
in a maritime accord with Turkey, and that Greece, despite its aggressive 

SUMMARY

The analysis examines the recent maritime boundary de-
limitation agreement signed between Greece and Egypt, 
and discusses its implications for the Greek-Turkish dis-
pute in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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rhetoric, recognizes Turkey’s commitment to protect its maritime claims and 
as such fears a direct confrontation with Turkey in this conjuncture. 

Despite the fact that Greece hailed the agreement as “historic,” the anal-
ysis points out that in practice it is crucially different from the maritime ac-
cord Turkey signed with Libya in November 2019. Turkey backed the deal it 
signed with military power to ensure that the legitimate Libyan government 
retains power in Tripoli. Greece and its European allies (primarily France), by 
contrast, are either unable or unwilling to back the deal with Egypt with hard 
power. In the current multipolar international system and realist order, in-
ternational agreements, unless backed by hard power, do not have significant 
effect. Under these conditions, the analysis concludes by pointing out that 
Greece should be more willing than ever to come to a negotiated settlement 
with Turkey concerning their dispute in the Eastern Mediterranean.      



9s e t a v . o r g

THE GREECE-EGYPT MARITIME AGREEMENT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

INTRODUCTION
On August 6, 2020, Greece and Egypt signed an 
Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) agreement in 
Cairo delimiting their maritime boundaries in 
the Eastern Mediterranean. This is Greece’s sec-
ond EEZ agreement with its maritime neighbors; 
two months before, on June 9, 2020, Greece 
signed an agreement with Italy delimiting their 
maritime boundaries in the Ionian Sea. While 
the deal with Rome regarding the Ionian does 
not directly concern Turkey, by giving islands 
rights to a continental shelf and an EEZ of their 
own, Athens sought to create a legal precedent 
that can subsequently be used against Ankara 
in the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean.1 
Greece’s agreement with Egypt, by contrast, is di-
rectly in response to the agreement Turkey signed 
with Libya on November 27, 2019, and as such 
seeks to counter Turkish maritime claims in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. This recent move from 

1. Idlir Lika, “Fransa’nın Doğu Akdeniz’deki Tehlikeli Oyunu”, SETA 
Analiz, (August 2020), No. 330, pp. 14-15. 

Athens came after Turkey had temporarily sus-
pended the activities of its seismic research vessel 
Oruç Reis as a de-escalatory gesture to open up 
space for diplomatic negotiations with Greece as 
part of German Chancellor Angela Merkel’s me-
diation efforts. As such, Greece’s actions greatly 
damaged Germany’s confidence-building efforts 
and proved once more that in the maritime dis-
pute in the Eastern Mediterranean it is Athens 
that is acting against the spirit of dialogue and 
of the negotiated settlement of disputes. Inescap-
ably, Turkey had to respond and on August 10, 
2020, it dispatched Oruç Reis under the escort 
of five frigates to the south of the small Greek 
island of Kastellorizo (Meis in Turkish) that lies 
just 2 km off the Turkish coast. 

The bilateral and regional tensions then 
resumed with full vigor as first. A Greek and a 
Turkish frigate got involved in a minor collision 
during a standoff around Kastellorizo on August 
12.  A day later, France deployed a frigate and 
two advanced fighter jets to the region in support 
of Greece, and on August 30, Greece deployed 
soldiers to Kastellorizo, in clear violation of the 
demilitarized status of the island according to the 
provisions of the 1923 Lausanne Peace Treaty.2 
This last move may seriously backfire for Greece 
as openly defying international law at this critical 
regional conjuncture - despite the fact that Greece 
has been doing this for years - may act against 
the country and may weaken the strongest dip-
lomatic tool Greece has traditionally put forward 
against Turkey: the rule of law and solving the 
continental shelf dispute between the two coun-
tries by referring the issue to the adjudication of 
the International Court of Justice (ICJ).3 In this 
respect, it is hard to understand the recent claim 

2. “Yunanistan’dan Doğu Akdeniz’de Yeni Provokasyon! O Bölgeye Asker 
Gönderdiler”, Sabah, August 30, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020).

3. Hasan Basri Yalçın, “Yunanistan Bindiği Dalı Keserken”, Sabah, Au-
gust 31, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020). 
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by Tom Ellis, the editor in chief of the English 
edition of Kathimerini, the mainstream Athenian 
newspaper affiliated with the ruling conservative 
New Democracy party, who stated,

As Greeks, we always choose the path of peace. 
The rule of law has been and will continue to 
be our compass … All serious Greek politi-
cians, as well as opinion makers who influ-
ence views on Greek issues both at home and 
abroad, essentially support dialogue and the 
peaceful settlement of disputes with Turkey.4

However, the actions of Greece do not sub-
stantiate Ellis’s claims. Otherwise, why would a 
country that is committed to dialogue and the 
peaceful settlement of disputes sign an agree-
ment against its maritime rival amidst the me-
diation and confidence-building efforts of a third 
party (i.e. Germany)? Likewise, the day after the 
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas visited 
both Athens and Ankara (August 25, 2020) call-
ing for a resumption of the dialogue and easing 
of the tensions, Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos 
Mitsotakis declared in the parliament that his 
government would soon submit a bill that plans 
the extension of Greek territorial waters in the 
Ionian Sea from 6 to 12 nautical miles.5 This is 
an implicit reference to an EEZ agreement that 
Greece seeks to impose on Albania in the Ionian, 
and again, while it does not directly concern 
Turkey, Greece clearly aims to use a prospec-
tive agreement with Albania as a legal precedent 
against Turkey in their long-standing dispute in 
the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean.6 

Thus, Mitsotakis’s declaration in the im-
mediate aftermath of Maas’s mediation efforts 
once again proved that Greece does not seem 

4. Tom Ellis, “Seeking Peace, with Strong Armed Forces”, Kathimerini, 
August 20, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020). 

5. “Greece to Extend Territorial Waters in Ionian Sea to 12 Miles, Says 
PM”, Kathimerini, August 26, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020). 

6. Lika, “Fransa’nın Doğu Akdeniz’deki Tehlikeli Oyunu”, p. 15. 

to be particularly interested in dialogue and a 
negotiated settlement of its dispute with Turkey. 
Finally, it was again Greece which pulled out of 
the NATO-backed technical talks with Turkey, 
under the usual pretext that it cannot negotiate 
under “duress” and “Turkish military threat.”7 
Currently, Athens is on the offensive to get Ger-
many and the EU to agree on another round 
of fresh sanctions against Turkey, as evidenced 
by the Berlin meeting of EU foreign ministers 
(August 28, 2020), and by the 7th South EU 
Summit, a meeting of the EU’s southern mem-
ber countries, hosted by France in Ajaccio, Cor-
sica on September 11, 2020.8 Ankara’s response 
to all these moves and to the renewed threat of 
sanctions has been consistent throughout, as ev-
idenced by the recent response of Turkish Vice 
President Fuat Oktay.

It is insincere for the EU to call for dialogue 
on the one hand and make other plans on the 
other, regarding the activities we carry out 
in our own continental shelf in the Eastern 
Mediterranean … We [Turkey] are well aware 
of peace and diplomatic language, but we will 
not hesitate to do what is necessary when it 
comes to protecting the rights and interests of 
Turkey. France and Greece are among those 
who know this best … If Athens’ attempts 
to expand its territorial waters isn’t a cause of 
war, then what is it?9

In what follows, I start by examining the re-
cent maritime boundary delimitation agreement 
between Greece and Egypt, and then discuss its 
implications for the Greek-Turkish dispute in 
the Eastern Mediterranean.

7. “Greece Pulls Out of NATO-Backed Talks with Turkey”, Middle East 
Monitor, September 4, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020). 

8. “Dışişleri Bakanlığı Sözcüsü Aksoy: Med7 Zirvesi Ortak Bildirisi 
Taraflı ve Gerçeklerden Kopuk”, Anadolu Agency, September 11, 2020 
(Access date: September 13, 2020).

9. “Cumhurbaşkanı Yardımcısı Oktay’dan AB’ye Çağrı: Hakkaniyetli 
Olun, Türkiye Geri Adım Atmayacak”, Anadolu Agency, August 29, 2020 
(Access date: September 13, 2020). 



11s e t a v . o r g

THE GREECE-EGYPT MARITIME AGREEMENT AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN MEDITERRANEAN

Map 1: The Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement and the overlapping maritime claims in the Eastern Mediterranean Source: Constantinos Yiallourides, 
“Part I: Some Observations on the Agreement between Greece and Egypt on the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone”, Blog of the Euro-
pean Journal of International Law, August 25, 2020. https://www.ejiltalk.org/18969-2/ (Access date: September 14, 2020).

GREECE-EGYPT PARTIAL 
DELIMITATION AGREEMENT 
While the Egyptian Foreign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry was rather vague, perhaps deliberately, 
in his assessment of the Greece-Egypt EEZ agree-
ment, stating that “[t]his agreement allows both 
countries to move forward in maximizing the 
utilization of the resources available in the exclu-
sive economic zone, especially promising oil and 
gas reserves,” his Greek counterpart Nikos Den-
dias was very explicit in calling the agreement “a 
historic day” enshrining the effect and the right 
of islands to their own territorial waters.10 Den-

10. “Egypt and Greece Sign Agreement on Exclusive Economic Zone”, 
Reuters, August 6, 2020 (Access date: September 13, 2020). 

dias furthermore emphasized that this agreement 
was in retaliation for the one Ankara had signed 
with Tripoli in November 2019.

The agreement with Egypt is within the 
framework of international law. It is the ab-
solute opposite of the illegal, void and legally 
unfounded memorandum of understanding 
that was signed between Turkey and Tripoli. 
Following the signing of this agreement, the 
non-existent Turkish-Libyan memorandum 
has ended up where it belonged from the be-
ginning: in the trash can.11 

On the other hand, in the aftermath of the 
agreement, the Turkish Foreign Ministry stated 
that the Greece-Egypt accord paradoxically sup-

11. Ibid. 



12

ANALYSIS

s e t a v . o r g

ports the Turkish thesis in the Aegean and the 
Eastern Mediterranean that islands do not have 
continental shelves of their own.12 Indeed, Turk-
ish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu himself 
claimed, “We must first see the map, but it’s a 
big probability that Greece has not started its 
continental shelf from Crete and other islands in 
the Mediterranean. It seems they have made con-
cessions over the sovereign rights of the islands’ 
continental shelves.”13 However, this does not 
seem to be the case. Maps of the EEZ agreement 
between Greece and Egypt are published in dif-
ferent formats in only a limited number of Greek 
sources and in some international ones featuring 
Greek maritime analysts. 

As clearly shown in Map 1 above, the Greek 
islands have been considered in the delimitation 

12. “Turkey Says Greek-Egypt Deal Endorses Turkish Thesis over Mari-
time Rights”, Hürriyet Daily News, August 10, 2020 (Access date: Sep-
tember 13, 2020). 

13. Ibid. 

of maritime boundaries with Egypt. The long-
standing Greek position is that islands should 
be taken as base points for drawing the mari-
time boundary, and indeed, the boundary on 
the Greek side has been based exclusively on 
two of its islands’ coasts – the southeastern cor-
ner of Crete and the southwestern corner of 
Rhodes. Hence, in contrast to what the Turk-
ish Ministry of Foreign Affairs initially claimed, 
Greece did start its continental shelf from Crete 
(and Rhodes) in the agreement with Egypt, and 
this counters the Turkish thesis. Map 1 clearly 
shows how the agreed-upon Greece-Egypt 
maritime zone partially cuts across the mari-
time zone agreed upon by Turkey and Libya in 
November 2019.  

Second, according to another long-standing 
Greek position, the maritime boundary between 
two countries (in case of a bilateral agreement) 
should be a “median line,” every point of which 
is equidistant from the nearest point on the base-

Map 2: The “median line”/maritime boundary agreed upon in the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement. Source: The Greek newspaper To Vima, https://
www.tovima.gr/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/07/Symfwnia-el.pdf (Access date: September 14, 2020). 
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line of the two countries.14 In this specific issue 
however, unlike the first one discussed above, 
Greece did not hold firm to its position and 
made concessions to Egypt.

As clearly shown in Map 2, published by the 
center left-affiliated, influential Greek newspaper 
To Vima, the agreed-upon maritime boundary 
is not a strict median line, as Greece holds, but 
rather an adjusted median that favors Egypt at a 
ratio of about 9:11.15 

Third and finally, the Greece-Egypt EEZ 
agreement is partial and geographically limited. 
As can be discerned from the two maps above, 
this agreement takes into account only a part 
of the full length of the maritime boundary be-
tween Greece and Egypt that Greece claims as its 
own. Specifically, maritime areas east of the coast 
of Rhodes, including notably also the current 
“hotspot” island of Kastellorizo, have not been 
considered in the delimitation of the Greece-
Egypt maritime boundary. This is quite signifi-
cant and might be indicative of two points. First, 
Greece feared a direct confrontation with Turkey 
and at this point refrained from extending the 
maritime boundary in the areas east of the coast 
of Rhodes. Second, Egypt also opposed the inclu-
sion of those maritime areas in the agreement so 
as to keep the door open for a future negotiated 
settlement for those areas with Turkey. Indeed, 
Article 1(e) of the agreement explicitly states that 
any subsequent delimitation beyond the agreed-
upon boundary (i.e. east of Rhodes or southwest 
of Crete) shall be completed “in consultation with 
the neighboring states concerned.”16 This refers to 
future arrangements both Greece and Egypt may 
reach with third countries, namely Turkey, Libya, 
and the Greek Cypriot Administration. 

14. Yiallourides, “Some Observations on the Agreement between Greece 
and Egypt on the Delimitation of the Exclusive Economic Zone”.

15. Ibid. 

16. Ibid. 

Altogether, from the above analysis we 
can infer that Greece faced significant limita-
tions in its maritime negotiations with Egypt. 
While Athens succeeded in enshrining the is-
lands’ rights to a continental shelf of their own 
(by starting the delimitation of the maritime 
boundary from its two largest islands, Crete and 
Rhodes), it had to make concessions by agreeing 
to an adjusted median line that favored Egypt. 
Most importantly, Athens could not extend the 
maritime boundary with Egypt east of the coast 
of Rhodes. This in itself implies that Egypt is still 
interested in a maritime accord with Turkey, and 
that Greece, despite its aggressive rhetoric, ac-
knowledges Turkey’s military superiority and its 
commitment to protect its maritime claims, and 
as such fears a direct confrontation with Turkey. 
Indeed, former Greek socialist Foreign Minister 
Evangelos Venizelos (2013-2015) explained that 
the reason behind the partial EEZ agreement 
with Egypt is that Greece took into account the 
sensitivities of Egypt, and Egypt, in turn, took 
into account the sensitivities of Turkish claims, 
and in the end it was agreed that the delimita-
tion of the maritime boundary east of Rhodes 
shall be done with third interested parties.17 

PROSPECTS FOR 
ESCALATION OF  
GREEK-TURKISH TENSIONS
The developments in the Eastern Mediterranean 
in the last two years have brought the Greek-
Turkish relations to a boiling point after nearly 
two decades of an uneasy détente ushered in by 
the 1996 Imia/Kardak Crisis in the Aegean. To 
be sure, the danger of an escalation of tensions is 

17. “Ex-FM Evangelos Venizelos Warns against ‘Nervous Actions with-
out Strategy’”, Kathimerini, September 1, 2020 (Access date: September 
14, 2020). 
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nothing new for Greece and Turkey. The bilateral 
relations between the two neighboring countries 
have come dangerously close to war three times in 
the past (August 1976, March 1987, and January 
1996) over oil exploration rights and over other 
maritime rights in the Aegean, but each time it 
was Greece which first opted for rapprochement 
and subsequently paved the way for a period of 
détente.18 What about the current tensions and 
brinkmanship in the Eastern Mediterranean? Can 
it escalate to a military confrontation this time, or 
again will a period of détente follow? Clearly, the 
two neighboring countries, the EU, and NATO 
have much to lose if a war erupts between Greece 
and Turkey, since their détente is the cornerstone 
of the geopolitical stability in EU/NATO’s south-
ern flank. So, all the main concerned actors have 
many reasons to show self-restraint. However, the 
current situation is significantly different from 
the previous ones in two main aspects.

First, the structure of the international sys-
tem is crucially different than in the past. For the 
first time, Greek-Turkish tensions are taking place 
under a multipolar international system, where 
three great powers (the U.S., China, and Rus-
sia) are competing globally. The 1976 and 1987 
crises, by contrast, occurred under the Cold War 
bipolar international system where both Greece 
and Turkey were key parts of the U.S. security 
architecture to contain the Soviet Union. As a 
result, in both those crises, Washington had pres-
sured Greece to opt for rapprochement. Likewise, 
the 1996 Imia/Kardak Crisis occurred under a 
unipolar international system that featured the 
U.S. as the only uncontested great power. Hence, 
in the 1996 crisis too, it was the U.S. diplomatic 
intervention/mediation that essentially diffused 
the crisis and pulled both countries back from the 

18. Idlir Lika, “Greece’s Emerging Security Challenges and the Future of 
Greek-Turkish Relations”, SETA Analysis, (April 2020), No. 62, pp. 15-17. 

brink.19 However, in the current Greek-Turkish 
tensions, it is unlikely that the U.S. will show the 
same degree of commitment to intervene as in 
the past. Essentially, the U.S. lacks the will to act 
as the global policeman anymore as is clearly evi-
dent by the Syrian and Libyan crises. That is also 
the main reason why Russia has been so assertive 
in both crises. 

One might counter this line of thinking and 
argue that the election of Joe Biden in the White 
House in November might bring things back to 
the way they were. Indeed, influential voices affil-
iated with the ruling conservative government in 
Greece expect that a switch from Donald Trump 
to Joe Biden may help “rein Turkey in.”20 They 
argue that “[i]f Biden is elected, the U.S. will be 
a predictable country. The Greek prime minister 
will know, in an hour of need, who to call and 
– roughly – what he will hear.”21 The election of 
Biden, however, is unlikely to rein Turkey in, and 
one of the reasons, as already stated, is that the 
U.S. unipolar moment has passed. Indeed, cur-
rent Greek-Turkish tensions in the Eastern Medi-
terranean, unlike in the past, “affect a far wider 
region with multiple flashpoints and actors”22 
and this is mainly a result of the U.S. abdication 
of its global primacy. Unlike the long-standing 
tensions in the Aegean and in Cyprus, compet-
ing for the valuable offshore energy resources in 
the Eastern Mediterranean has necessitated in-
volvement in other countries’ civil wars and as 
a result has linked Greece and Turkey with other 
countries which have no links whatsoever to the 
Eastern Mediterranean. The clearest example of 

19. Hasan Basri Yalçın, “Doğu Akdeniz’de Taşlar Yerinden Oynayabilir”, 
Sabah, August 11, 2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 

20. Kevin Featherstone, “Erdogan Should Bring Out the Best in Us”, 
Kathimerini, August 26, 2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 

21. Alexis Papachelas, “Joe Biden and Greece”, Kathimerini, August 23, 
2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020).  

22. Ian Lesser, “The Fire This Time, in the Eastern Mediterranean”, 
Kathimerini, August 24, 2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 
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this is Turkey’s involvement in Libya and its cur-
rent tensions with France, Russia, and the United 
Arab Emirates. To sum up, Greece can no longer 
count on U.S. intervention/mediation to the ex-
tent that it did in the past. The EU, on the other 
hand, is too internally divided and, in any case, 
lacks the necessary hard power to back Greece in 
the event of a military confrontation with Turkey. 
What the EU can do at most is to help Greece 
sanction Turkey, but this tactic has failed numer-
ous times in the past two years and as such is un-
likely to deter Turkey.23 In brief, in the current 
tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean, Greece is 
on its own against Turkey, and this fact should 
push Athens harder than in the past to seek a ne-
gotiated settlement with Turkey.

In addition to the multipolar structure of 
the international system, the current situation 
is crucially different than the previous ones in 
another respect: present-day Turkey is no longer 
the Turkey of the Cold War era or the Turkey 
of the 1990s.24 Present-day Turkey is a country 
that has broken the tutelage of the military, ju-
diciary, and bureaucracy over civilian politics, 
and has invested enormously in the defense in-
dustry. Consequently, Turkey has transformed 
itself into a formidable regional military power 
as the four trans-border military operations in 
northern Syria and the intervention in Libya 
have shown.25 Turkey is arguably going through 
tough times economically, but this is more a gen-
eral empirical pattern in international politics, 
where countries that espouse an independent 
and assertive foreign policy sooner or later face 
economic problems. Indeed, there is a price to 

23. Burhanettin Duran, “‘Havuç-Sopa’ Yaklaşımı Neden Çalışmaz”, Sa-
bah, September 8, 2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 

24. Hasan Basri Yalçın, “Yunanistan Savaş mı İstiyor?”, Sabah, August 27, 
2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 

25. Idlir Lika, “A Vortex of Conflict: The Evolving Dynamics of Turkey’s 
Involvement in Libya”, SETA Analysis, (August 2020), No. 66, p. 19. 

pay for having an independent security policy as 
there is always a trade-off between wealth and 
security.26 However, as President Erdoğan clearly 
stated very recently, “Turkey has the political, 
economic, and military power to tear down all 
the illegal maps and documents that are being 
imposed on it.”27 In brief, seen in conjunction 
with the point raised above, Greece should be 
more willing to come to a negotiated settlement 
this time given Turkey’s quantitative and qualita-
tive military superiority.

Then, what are the implications of the par-
tial Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement for the Greek-
Turkish dispute in the Eastern Mediterranean?

IMPLICATIONS OF THE 
GREECE-EGYPT DEAL 
FOR THE GREEK-TURKISH 
DISPUTE IN THE EASTERN 
MEDITERRANEAN
The partial EEZ agreement Greece recently 
signed with Egypt should be seen in light of the 
two crucial points raised in the previous sec-
tion: the multipolar international system and 
the independent/assertive Turkish foreign policy. 
From a realist IR perspective, the transition from 
a unipolar to a multipolar system (in or around 
2016) also denoted the demise of the liberal in-
ternational order that the U.S. and its European 
allies had so vigorously built since the end of the 
Cold War in 1990. Now, under a multipolar 
system only realist orders can arise and prevail.28 

26. Hasan Basri Yalçın, “Güç ve Zenginlik”, Sabah, September 8, 2020 
(Access date: September 14, 2020). 

27. “Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan: Türkiye’nin Kendisine Dayatılan Haritaları 
Yırtıp Atacak Güce Sahip Olduğunu Anlayacaklar”, Anadolu Agency, Sep-
tember 5, 2020 (Access date: September 14, 2020). 

28. John J. Mearsheimer, “Bound to Fail: The Rise and Fall of the Lib-
eral International Order”, International Security, Vol. 43, No. 4 (Spring 
2019), pp. 8-9.
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The relevance of all this to our discussion is that 
international agreements do not have a signifi-
cant effect in a realist international order unless 
they are backed by military power. International 
agreements can carry water only in a liberal order, 
but that order, as leading realist thinkers argue, is 
now defunct. That is precisely the crucial differ-
ence between the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement 
and the one Turkey signed with Libya in No-
vember 2019. Turkey backed the deal it signed 
with military power since for the agreement to 
be functional it was indispensable for the UN-
recognized Government of National Accord 
(GNA), the legitimate Libyan government, to re-
tain power in Tripoli. And Turkey’s intervention 
in Libya until now has paid off handsomely as 
in a period of six months (January-June 2020), 
its military support for the Libyan government 
stunningly turned the tide in Libya’s civil war by 
rolling back and effectively ending Khalifa Haf-
tar’s Tripoli offensive. In turn, Ankara’s military 
achievements on the ground leverage its hand 
diplomatically to secure a political settlement 

that protects its geostrategic interests in Libya 
and in the Eastern Mediterranean – essentially, 
ensuring that the maritime delimitation deal it 
signed with Tripoli remains intact.29

However, the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement 
is different. Athens on its own lacks the neces-
sary hard power to back its maritime claims en-
shrined in this agreement which recognizes the 
islands’ rights to territorial waters of their own. 
Neither French frigates nor French fighter jets 
can benefit Greece much in this respect. Nor 
is the United States willing any longer to take 
a leading role in the regional developments. In 
brief, as long as Greece and its European allies 
(primarily France) are either unable or unwill-
ing to back the deal with Egypt with hard power, 
this agreement will not have any significant ef-
fect. International agreements can be effective 
in liberal orders, but with the end of the liberal 
hegemon’s (i.e. the U.S.) unipolar moment, this 
order is now defunct.

29. Lika, “A Vortex of Conflict: The Evolving Dynamics of Turkey’s In-
volvement in Libya”, pp. 13-15. 

Map 3: Operation areas of Turkey’s seismic research vessel Oruç Reis in the Eastern Mediterranean. Source: “Dışişleri Bakanlığı, Oruç Reis’in 
Faaliyet Sahasını Gösteren Haritayı Paylaştı”, Anadolu Agency, August 11, 2020 (Access date: September 15, 2020).
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In brief, the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement 
cannot be considered to have advanced Greek 
maritime claims in the Eastern Mediterranean. If 
anything, with this deal Greece only undermined 
third parties’ mediation/confidence-building ef-
forts and once more proved its intransigence. 
Equally important, with this deal Greece further 
increased Turkey’s commitment to protect its vi-
tal interests in the region. Indeed, only four days 
after the signing of the Greece-Egypt agreement, 
the Turkish seismic research vessel Oruç Reis, un-
der the escort of five Turkish frigates, resumed its 
activities south of Kastellorizo and one day later 
(August 11, 2020), the Turkish Foreign Minis-
try issued a map that showed the planned opera-
tions of Oruç Reis, and Ankara’s and other coun-
tries’ overlapping claims including “the so-called 
Egypt-Greece Boundary Agreement.” (Map 3)

CONCLUSION
On August 6, 2020, Greece and Egypt signed 
an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) agreement 
in Cairo delimiting their maritime boundaries 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. This is Greece’s 
second EEZ agreement with its maritime neigh-
bors; two months before, on June 9, 2020, 
Greece signed an agreement with Italy delimit-
ing their maritime boundaries in the Ionian Sea. 
While the deal with Egypt was signed in retalia-
tion for the maritime accord Turkey signed with 
Libya in November 2019, the deal with Rome 
in the Ionian does not directly concern Turkey. 
However, by giving islands in the Ionian rights 
to a continental shelf and an EEZ of their own, 
Athens sought to create a legal precedent that 
can subsequently be used against Ankara in the 
Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean.

Greece faced significant limitations in its 
maritime negotiations with Egypt. While Athens 
succeeded in enshrining the islands’ rights to a con-

tinental shelf of their own (by starting the delimita-
tion of the maritime boundary from its two largest 
islands, Crete and Rhodes), it had to make conces-
sions by agreeing to an adjusted median line that 
favored Egypt. Most importantly, Athens could 
not extend the maritime boundary with Egypt east 
of the coast of Rhodes. This in itself implies that 
Egypt is still interested in a maritime accord with 
Turkey, and that Greece, despite its aggressive rhet-
oric, recognizes Turkey’s commitment to protect its 
maritime claims and as such fears a direct confron-
tation with Turkey in this conjuncture.

The current analysis then pointed out that 
the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement crucially dif-
fers from the maritime accord Turkey signed 
with Libya in November 2019. Turkey backed 
the deal it signed with military power to ensure 
that the legitimate Libyan government retains 
power in Tripoli. Greece and its European allies 
(primarily France), by contrast, are either unable 
or unwilling to back the deal with Egypt with 
hard power. In the current multipolar interna-
tional system and the realist order, international 
agreements, unless backed by hard power, do not 
have significant effect. International agreements 
can be effective in liberal orders, but with the 
end of the liberal hegemon’s (i.e. the U.S.) uni-
polar moment this order is now defunct 

All in all, the Greece-Egypt EEZ agreement 
cannot be considered to have advanced Greek mari-
time claims in the Eastern Mediterranean. If any-
thing, with this deal Greece only undermined third 
parties’ mediation/confidence-building efforts and 
further increased Turkey’s commitment to protect 
its vital interests in the region. In light of the struc-
turally different international system under which 
current Greek-Turkish tensions are occurring, and 
in light of Turkey’s transformed regional role, it is 
in Greece’s and EU’s best interests to come to a ne-
gotiated settlement with Turkey concerning their 
disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
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On August 6, 2020, Greece and Egypt signed an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) 
agreement in Cairo delimiting their maritime boundaries in the Eastern Medi-
terranean. This recent move came after Turkey had temporarily suspended the 
activities of its seismic research vessel Oruç Reis as a de-escalatory gesture 
to open up space for diplomatic negotiations with Greece as part of Germany’s 
mediation efforts. As such, Athens’s recent move undermined these efforts and 
once more bore witness to Greece’s intransigence. 

Greece faced significant limitations in its maritime negotiations with Egypt. 
While Athens succeeded in enshrining the islands’ rights to a continental shelf 
of their own (by starting the delimitation of the maritime boundary from its two 
largest islands, Crete and Rhodes), it had to make concessions by agreeing to 
an adjusted median line that favored Egypt. Most importantly, Athens could not 
extend the maritime boundary with Egypt east of the coast of Rhodes. This in 
itself implies that Egypt is still interested in a maritime accord with Turkey, and 
that Greece, despite its aggressive rhetoric, recognizes Turkey’s commitment 
to protect its maritime claims and as such fears a direct confrontation with 
Turkey in this conjuncture. 

Despite the fact that Greece hailed the agreement as “historic,” the analysis 
points out that in practice it is crucially different from the maritime accord Tur-
key signed with Libya in November 2019. Turkey backed the deal it signed with 
military power to ensure that the legitimate Libyan government retains power 
in Tripoli. Greece and its European allies (primarily France), by contrast, are 
either unable or unwilling to back the deal with Egypt with hard power. In the 
current multipolar international system and realist order, international agree-
ments, unless backed by hard power, do not have significant effect. Under these 
conditions, the analysis concludes by pointing out that Greece should be more 
willing than ever to come to a negotiated settlement with Turkey concerning 
their dispute in the Eastern Mediterranean.
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