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Abstract: The Black Sea has been a site of conflictual relations for centuries, though 
changes since the end of the Cold War have allowed for the emergence of a cooperative 
environment. Because of the region’s strategic location, controlling it represents an 
exceptional geopolitical value, which attracts international attention and interests in the 
region’s future. This paper argues that the increased attention to, and various policies 
toward, the region by the US, the EU, and the Russian Federation have not always attested 
to prosperity; instead, they have at times induced the emergence of conflictual situations, 
threatening regional and international stability. Alternative approaches, based more upon 
a regional outlook than upon global calculations, may have better values to offer.
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he fall of the Soviet Union created an atmosphere in the Black Sea area in which his-
torical sources of tension and grievances became difficult to manage. The disputes over 

Transnistria, Nagorno-Karabakh, Chechnya, Abkhazia, and South Ossetia have prevented 
expansion and the deepening of regional cooperation. The transformation of regional 
politics since the end of the Cold War, on the other hand, has induced the emergence of 
a cooperative environment around the Black Sea. It has enabled the Euro-Atlantic com-
munity to interact with regional countries, prompting a gradual shift in the area toward 
Western political and economic space.1
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Discussion about whether the Black Sea constitutes a region in the post-Cold War 
era still continues. The willingness of regional actors to be considered within a shared 
regional identity was clear at the beginning of 1990s when these states laid the ground-
work for a regional organization and defined its emergence.2 As a growing body of 
literature has attested, it is certainly academically possible to argue in favor of regional 
identity for the Black Sea area.3 This paper accepts its definition as a specific region, 
and refers to an area stretching from southeastern Europe to the western shores of the 
Caspian Sea.

The number of political, economic and military actors who can influence the region’s 
future has multiplied since the end of the Cold War. In terms of regional geopolitics, 
control of the region constitutes a prize of considerable value. This, at times, has led 
to threats to regional and international stability. This paper will argue that the attention 
of larger powers—specifically the US, the EU, and the Russian Federation—can cause 
conflict, and that regional alternatives may offer better prospects for the area’s future. 
Accordingly, the paper will first discuss how the security interests of these larger powers 
have centered on the Black Sea; then, it will focus on one of the regional alternatives to 
the great powers’ conflicting visions of the region’s future.

Great Power Competition in the Wider Black Sea4

In the immediate aftermath of the Cold War, while  the Euro-Atlantic community was 
occupied with conflicts in the former Yugoslavia and the restructuring of Central and 
Eastern European countries, the Black Sea region did not attract much interest. Russia, 
preoccupied with maintaining global influence and an ongoing arms race with the 
US, chose to limit its sphere of influence to its “near abroad”—specifically the South 
Caucasus, Ukraine, and Moldova. After the successful integration of the Central and 
Eastern European countries to transatlantic structures and the pacification of southeastern 
Europe,5 Western attention shifted further east. The Black Sea gained even more strategic 
significance as Euro-Atlantic threat perceptions shifted toward the east and south during 
the early 2000s—particularly in the wake of the September 2001 terrorist atacks in the 
US and the March 2004 attacks in Madrid. The region began to be seen as the backdoor 
to the Broader Middle East and North Africa (BMENA) region.6 This heightened Western 
attention was further strengthened through the admission of Romania and Bulgaria to 
NATO in April 2004. Moreover, a number of former Soviet states along the north and 
east of the Black Sea—Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan—became 
strategically important to the US in securing the east-west energy corridor linking Europe 
to Caspian-area resources and in controlling northern approaches to BMENA. Thus, the 
US decisively moved to extend its influence to the Black Sea area, arguing that it had 
become a stakeholder with vital interests in the region.7

American involvement prompted other interest in the region. Both Russia, which 
perceived the US as an unwelcome guest, and the EU, which had previously resisted 
pressures to develop a regional outlook, became more interested in regional projects. 
Russia felt increasingly surrounded; as the US simultaneously exerted greater military and 
political pressure over the region via NATO enlargement, bilateral defense agreements, 
and encouragements of pro-western elites, Russian President Vladimir Putin revealed his 
discomfort about the “US intrusion” on February 10, 2007 at the Munich Conference on 
Security Policy.8 The Russian response was to pay more attention to regional grievances, 
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tighten its connection with dissatisfied regional minorities, and attempt to prop up groups 
friendly toward Russia within a number of former Soviet countries.

The EU, too, began to show more interest in the region from 2004 onward, following 
the American lead, with various political and eceonomic initiatives. Although regional 
countries had favored the “EU-ization” of Black Sea politics within European security 
and economic architecture since the early 1990s, and Black Sea Economic Cooperation 
Organization (BSEC) members had tried for years to convince EU countries to pay more 
attention to the region, the EU fell short of defining institutional relations with the region 
as a unit of attention until the initiation of Black Sea Synergy in 20079—prompted in part 
by increased US attention. Untill then, while the EU preferred bilateral ties with Black 
Sea countries instead of a multilateral approach, regional countries (with the exception of 
Russia) had supported direct BSEC-EU interaction.10 As the EU’s need to secure energy 
supply lines from the east and prevent emerging security risks affecting Europe’s own 
security come to be pronounced more often, the stability and democratization of former 
Soviet states became more desirable for the security of Europe.11

Regionalization of Great Power Securities and the Black Sea12

The end of the Cold War and the September 11, 2001 attacks had profound effects 
on international relations. These events forced, primarily, global players to be more 
interested in regional developments. Despite the contrary arguments emphasizing the 
role of globalization in world affairs, the focus on regionalization—particularly in the 
security field—has expanded in practice. Although regionalism was seen almost univer-
sally as a positive development during the post-Cold War era,13 whenever the focus on 
regional security affected big power interests it led to increased tension when not man-
aged properly. Although one can identify a number of countries and regions that have 
attracted more than one power, thus setting the stage for confrontation due to overlapping 
peripheries,14 this paper concentrates on the Black Sea, which became the focal point 
for three regional outlooks/projects produced by the bigger players of the world politics: 
the Near Abroad Policy (NAP) of the Russian Federation, the European Neighborhood 
Policy (ENP) of the EU, and the Broader Middle East-North Africa Initiative (BMENA) 
of the US.

The Near Abroad Policy of the Russian Federation refers to the states in the non- 
Russian post-Soviet space that until 1991 were part of the Soviet Union. This implies that 
these countries are not as foreign as others, and therefore may be subject to different rules 
or treatment. Russian leaders from across political and military spectrums have regularly 
asserted that Russia has “special rights” and responsibilities for maintaining security with-
in this area.15 There have been many reasons, ranging from historical claims to economic 
connections, behind the desire for further Russian involvement in the Near Abroad, all of 
which have been explored in the literature in great detail.16

Russia has primarily implemented its Near Abroad Policy through bilateral agree-
ments instead of multilateral arrangements; it has preferred to deal with regional states 
through signing cooperation agreements on a wide range of issues that reflect each 
country’s specific needs and aspirations. Several bilateral agreements have been signed 
by Russia and the newly independent states since the early 1990s. Despite its interest 
in the Near Abroad, however, Russia’s own serious economic problems have hampered 
its efforts to restore regional hegemony. As a result, Russian policies in its near abroad 
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often included open or circumspect threats should the regional countries oppose vital 
Russian interests. 

The birth of the Broader Middle East can be traced back to the US’s enhanced threat 
perception as a result of the September 11 attacks and the understanding that many 
of the threats were emanating from the wider Middle East area in general.17 This led 
to the BMENA initiative, which envelopes the Black Sea area from the south, just as 
the Near Abroad covers the north and east of Black Sea. In time, the BMENA initia-
tive also gave rise to Wider Black Sea Region (WBSR) concept. Though not much 
different from other regional definitions related to Black Sea, the Wider Black Sea 
Region concept represented the transatlantic (more precisely the American) security 
perceptions and plans for the region. As such, it implied the possible future presence of 
American forces in the region and presupposed the existence of democratically elected 
pro-Western governments in most of the regional countries.

To implement various aspects of the BMENA initiative and WBSR concept, the US has 
worked both in multinational environments and with individual partnerships. State-to-state 
connections have ranged from ideological support to financial aid and sending in military 
advisors, as in the case of Georgia.18 Also, various civil society initiatives have been created 
to support and/or implement policies that have led to further integration of the relevant 
regions into transatlantic world. 

The borders of the European Neighborhood Policy are defined in European Commis-
sion documents. The area was originally intended to include the immediate neighbors of 
the EU: Algeria, Belarus, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Moldova, Morocco, the 
Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia, and Ukraine; it was later extended by the European 
Neighborhood Policy Strategy Paper (in May 2004) to include the Southern Caucasian 
countries of Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Georgia. As such, it envelopes the Black Sea region 
from the west, south, north and east; in a sense, it defines the region. The EU aims at 
improving its long-term security by shaping its near abroad through different tools and 
modalities, resembling the EU model itself.19

This policy was developed in relation to the EU’s enlargement policies to avoid the 
emergence of new dividing lines between the enlarged EU and its neighbors, and aimed 
at strengthening the stability, security, and well-being of its environment. With these 
priorities in mind, the EU offers to its neighbors a privileged relationship in return 
for a commitment to common values, democracy and human rights, rule of law, good 
governance, market economy principles, and sustainable development. Even though 
the policy offers a deeper political relationship and economic integration, it does not 
include enlargement and does not offer an accession perspective.20

None of the three regional security concepts (NAP, BMENA, and ENP) and their 
related competing visions reviewed above has been clearly delimited by the pertinent 
powers, which makes it more difficult for the countries in the related regions to coop-
erate with or reject the policies of big powers. Part of the wider Black Sea area lies 
at the intersection of the three regional security concepts mentioned; for example, the 
South Caucasian countries, since 2004, simultaneously have been part of the European 
Neighborhood Policy, the Near Abroad Policy, the Wider Black Sea Region, and the 
Broader Middle East and North Africa policy (see Figure 1). It is obvious that these 
concepts are not mutually inclusive, and political dynamics make it difficult for the 
regional countries to cooperate or reject the policies of the larger powers.
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Due to its position at the intersection of the interests of the great powers, the Black Sea 
region has become the scene of a great power rivalry between Russia, the EU, and the US, as 
well as within regional countries. Thus, assessment of the wider region’s security challenges 
must encompass an extended regional approach. The developments in this area are closely 
related to the security developments in the Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Middle East. The 
region has become the new frontline in tackling the problems of illegal immigrants, narcot-
ics, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, the trafficking of women, and tran-
snational organized crime. Moreover, the four “frozen conflicts” of Transnistria, Abkhazia, 
South Ossetia, and Nagorno-Karabakh have all affected the region. As a result, the region 
has become the epicenter of the projects to provide stability for wider Europe and BMENA. 
The competing visions of the relevant projects have created difficult policy choices for the 
countries in the region, and elevated them into a high stake power game, especially since 
September 11, 2001. Although tensions emerging from these competing visions have not yet 
led to outbursts of armed conflicts all around (the Russia–Georgia conflict in August 2008 
being an exception to this), this could easily change in future.

 One way to avoid the trappings of, or lessen the possibility of, big power confronta-
tion in the region is to develop regional alternative approaches for its political, economic 

FIGURE 1. The intersection of Russian, European, and American regional interests. 
Source: Aydin and Kaptanoğlu, “Regionalization of Great Power Security Concerns,” 772.
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and security concerns. The Russia–Georgia conflict of August 2008 attested to the grow-
ing need to develop cooperative regional programs to counter tendencies that might lead 
to great power confrontations in the region. One such alternative approach, instigated by 
Turkey, was developed in early 1990s in the form of Black Sea Economic Cooperation 
initiative.21 It may be an opportune time to review this region-based initiative and asses 
whether it could offer an alternative to great power confrontations.

A Regional Alternative to Big Power Politics: The Case of Turkey
The interplay between the regional and global powers’ political and security agendas deter-
mine the future of politico-military issues in any given region. In the Black Sea area, in 
addition to global players, some regional countries have also developed alternative visions. 
Among them is Turkey, which, as mentioned above, initiated the establishment of Black 
Sea Economic Cooperation (later Organization) in the early 1990s and has continuously 
supported various regional cooperation initiatives.

Turkey’s international position during the Cold War was largely determined by its role 
within the Atlantic Alliance and, more narrowly, its place within NATO’s southern flank. 
By the end of the Cold War, the disappearance of the Soviet Union and the emergence 
of new conflict zones around Turkey had changed this perception. The Iran–Iraq War, 
the Gulf War, continuing crises between Israel and the Arab countries of the Middle 
East; wars of Yugoslavia’s dissolution in the Balkans; and the conflicts over Nagorno-
Karabakh, Chechnya and Abkhazia in the Caucasus, all took place within the immediate 
vicinity of the country. As the relevance of NATO in the new world order was opened 
up to discussion, especially within Europe, Turkey found itself in a situation in which 
it was threatened by the uncertainties of its new neighborhood. As Turkey was looking 
for alternative regional connections, the Black Sea gradually emerged as a promising 
region in which it could develop a regional zone of influence and an area in which peace-
ful existence based on economic cooperation might prevail. The decline of the Soviet 
Union and the emergence of newly independent states around the Black Sea presented 
opportunities to Turkey. 

Turkey’s response was plethora of regional initiatives, starting with Black Sea Eco-
nomic Cooperation in 1992. The primary intention of the then-President Turgut Ozal was 
to cut a leadership role in the region by making it a model for the newly independent states’ 
economic and political transformations. Another of his rumored agendas may have been 
to craft an alternative to the EU should Turkey’s desires for membership did not work out 
as planned.22 Turkey’s call for multilateral economic cooperation in the region resulted in 
signing of the Bosporus Declaration of 1992 by 11 countries (Albania, Armenia, Azer-
baijan, Bulgaria, Greece, Moldova, Romania, Russia, Turkey and Ukraine), which called 
for setting up a regional economic organization.23 This was followed by the creation of 
regional security initiatives, first the Black Sea Naval Co-Operation Task Group (Black-
seafor) and later Black Sea Harmony.24

 With its heterogeneous composition of member states, the BSEC has been an 
interesting regional organization. It was one of the earliest initiatives intended to cre-
ate cooperation between NATO members (Greece and Turkey) and former members 
of the Warsaw Pact. There were ongoing border disputes (e.g. between Armenia and  
Azerbaijan) and historic grievances (as between Turkey and Greece, Greece and Albania,  
Moldova and Russia, Turkey and Armenia, Armenia and Azerbaijan) between the members  
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during the establishment of the organization. Nevertheless, it was an attempt at coopera-
tion in a region divided by power struggles for centuries and separated by one of the main 
fault lines of the Cold War. It was also a locally owned and developed idea, indicating 
the member countries’ willingness toward cooperative regional initiatives and regional 
identity-creation.25

 However, after an enthusiastic start, it became clear that the member countries lacked 
the necessary political will to create a genuine working cooperative political institution. 
Thus, Turkey’s initial vision was never fully realized, though it served as a multinational 
venue for the former Soviet bloc countries to adapt to global trading rules by transferring 
knowhow from the market economies of Greece and Turkey. In the bigger picture, the 
BSEC assumed the task of facilitating the structural transformation of members by con-
tributing to the creation of a market economy led by the private sector. In this sense, the 
former Soviet bloc countries transitioned to more private sector-oriented economies, and 
attracted a considerable amount of foreign direct investment as a result. Although still at an 
unsatisfactory level, the total foreign direct investment inflow toward the BSEC countries 
increased from $8.072 billion to $31.474 billion from 2000 to 2004, and up to $80 billion 
in 2007.26

Another aim of the BSEC has been to increase intra-regional trade with a view to 
achieve steady GDP growth for its members. Despite the initial lack of private sector 
capital accumulation and commercial banking in the former Communist member states, 
as well as the collapsed trade flows caused by the dismantling of the Soviet bloc, the 
BSEC was able to contribute to trade creation within the region. Since 1992, the region 
has been able to export threefold, and its imports have more than doubled.27 Yet it is 
still suffering from a lack of diversification in exported goods, incomplete trade policy 
reforms, and a poor investment climate, which hampers full integration into the global 
value chain.

Although the BSEC was established as an organization aimed at increasing 
regional cooperation mainly in the economic field, armed conflicts and increasing 
political tension from the early 1990s onward have plagued the region. Troubles in  
Transnistria, the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict, the Chechen issue, and the Abkhaz and 
South Ossetian problems emerged one after another, overshadowing regional econom-
ic cooperation. Since the BSEC was, and still is, not entrusted with a political role, let 
alone a peacemaking and/or peacekeeping one, it lacks the necessary institutions for 
proactive diplomacy and cannot enter the picture as a capable regional actor within 
such an overly securitized regional setting. It nevertheless generated a discussion of 
identity both within and outside the region, leading to the emergence of a sort of rudi-
mentary regional identity through political pronouncements and expediency.

It also became clear over time that most of the members of the BSEC opposed 
creating a political agenda for the organization with a belief that it would cloud the 
economic cooperation that had been achieved—even though many policymakers have 
readily admitted that political considerations often prevent the furthering of economic 
initiatives. In the meantime, changing security environment after the September 11 

attacks, Turkey’s uneasy relations with the US after the latter invaded Iraq in 2003 and 
growing tensions between Russia and the EU/NATO led Turkey to follow a cautious 
approach regarding Black Sea developments. In such an environment, Turkey’s mari-
time security concerns took over and its further initiatives focused on this area.28
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Turkey’s reservations about US long-term objectives in the Black Sea became apparent 
when a controversy erupted in the first months of 2006 over suggestions to expand the 
activities of NATO’s Operation Active Endeavour to the Black Sea.29 Turkey and Russia 
jointly opposed the idea. Russia’s opposition to Active Endeavour’s entry into the Black 
Sea was clear: Moscow loathed seeing expansion of US influence in its neighborhood. 
Turkey’s opposition was based on its concern to preserve the current legal regime of the 
Turkish Straits established under the Montreux Convention of 1936 and thus, the political 
and military balances that have emerged in the region since the end of the Cold War. This 
convention recognized the sovereignty of Turkey over the Straits, and allowed for free  

passage of commercial ships, but  
limited military ships of the non- 
littoral states to enter and stay in the 
Black Sea.30

The US and NATO favored the agree-
ment during the Cold War because it 
limited the ability of the Soviet navy 
to move its forces to the Mediterranean 
Sea in a short time. However, with the 
changing security dynamics and the 
admission of Bulgaria and Romania 
to NATO and the EU, the possibility 
of relaxing Montreux in order to favor 
a large US navy presence in the Black 

Sea became attractive. These ideas were strongly opposed by Turkey, who feared that a US 
naval presence in the Black Sea might induce Russia to retaliate, thus ending the maritime 
force equilibrium achieved in the region for the first time since the collapse of the Otto-
man Empire. The tension  somewhat subsided during the second half of 2006 when the 
US signaled a change in its Black Sea politics,31 in particular its intention not to raise the 
issue of the possible revision of the Montreux Convention. Yet the same issues emerged 
again during and after the August 2008 crisis between Russia and Georgia. Renewed sug-
gestions from Romania, Ukraine and Georgia to enlarge NATO presence in the Black Sea, 
and Russian objection to Turkey’s allowance of US ships into the region, again increased 
tensions, and put Turkey in an awkward position between the Euro-Atlantic community 
and Russia.

Eight years earlier, in 1998, Turkey had initiated the Black Sea Naval  
Co-Operation Task Group (Blackseafor). It was formally established in April 2001 by the 
signature of all the littoral states to perform search and rescue operations, humanitarian 
assistance, mine counter-measures and environmental protection.32 Due to increased asym-
metric risks after the September 11 attacks, member states extended the area of cooperation 
in 2004 to cover the prevention of terrorist activities, smuggling and the spread of weapons 
of mass destruction, and established a High Level Experts Group to monitor and asses the 
security situation in the region. Later, a “Maritime Risks Assessment in the Black Sea” 
report was prepared by the group and approved by the member countries on December 
15, 2005.33

One disadvantage of Blackseafor operations has been its non-permanent status and 
deployment only for on-call duties. To overcome the difficulties associated with such a 

“Turkey’s reservations about US 
long-term objectives in the Black Sea 
became apparent when a controversy 
erupted in the first months of 2006 over 
suggestions to expand the activities of 
NATO’s Operation Active Endeavour to 
the Black Sea.”
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sporadic mechanism, Turkey also initiated Black Sea Harmony in March 2004, which 
constituted a permanent naval operation established in accordance with the UN Security 
Council Resolutions 1373, 1540 and 1566.34 The aim of the Black Sea Harmony was 
same as NATO’s Operation Active Endeavour in the Mediterranean: to deter terrorism and 
asymmetric threats. On Turkey’s invitation, Russia joined in on December 27, 2006, while 
Ukraine signed a protocol regarding its participation on January 17, 2007 and Romania 
joined on March 31, 2009. Georgia has seemed to be unable to join because of the lack 
of operational ships in the Black Sea, and was understandably reluctant to join after the 
August 2008 debacle with the Russia. Bulgaria, too, has not yet joined the initiative, view-
ing it as Russian–Turkish joint attempt at regional control.

Additional initiatives on maritime security—such as joint naval exercises, establish-
ment of a coordination unit between national coastguards and border polices in 2003, and 
periodic Black Sea Defense Ministerial meetings—were developed with Turkey’s initia-
tion. Turkey has also supported confidence-building measures on the Black Sea maritime 
domain (suggested by Ukraine in 2004) and the trilateral consultations mechanism estab-
lished between Turkey, Bulgaria and Romania.35 

However, aftereffects of the August 2008 crisis affected Turkish Black Sea policies in 
multiple ways. While the Caucasus has always attracted proportionally higher interest in Tur-
key within Black Sea due to its strategic importance, the crisis between Russia and Georgia 
(as well as American and European policies during it) confirmed that the so-called frozen 
conflicts in the Caucasus could easily destabilize the region. Although Turkey’s bilateral 
economic and political relations with Azerbaijan and Georgia continued to improve during 
much of the 2000s,36 its overall Caucasian policies became convoluted by developments that 
lay beyond its control. Even though Turkey continued to support the territorial integrity of 
Georgia, the unresolved Abkhazia dispute colored relations as Turkey pushed for a peace-
ful resolution. While Turkey tried to bring the two sides together to discuss alternatives, the 
existence of Georgian and North Caucasian Turkish citizens complicated its stance, creating 
suspicion on both sides. Thus, Turkey faced an increasingly volatile home ground—the Cau-
casian diaspora has become more vocal within the country, demanding successive govern-
ments to take action that benefit their kin across the border.37

The August 2008 crisis showed the weaknesses and limitations of Turkey with regard 
to regional problems. When Georgia and Russia began exchanging fire, Turkey found its 
policy options limited on three grounds. First, the Turkish government was lobbied by 
Turkish citizens of Georgian and North Caucasian origins wishing to sway the administra-
tion toward their supported causes. Second, Turkey was pressed between its strategically 
important partner Georgia and its economically and politically important neighbor Russia. 
Territorial integrity of Georgia has been important to, and was propped up by, Turkey for 
various political, strategic, and historical reasons, while Russia has been an important trade 
and political partner to Turkey since the 2000s.38 Third, Turkey was squeezed between 
the demands of its newly emerging partner, the Russian Federation, and its long-term 
allies, the US and NATO countries. Faced with these pressures, Turkey’s initial reaction 
to the crisis was quite mute, though it became active later with the Caucasus Stability and 
Cooperation Platform idea.39 Though the idea did not make much headway, it prepared the 
ground for Turkish–Armenian reconnection. 

Armenia has been the only Caucasian country with which Turkey’s bilateral rela-
tions have not shown serious improvement. While in the early 1990s there was an  
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understanding on both sides to develop relations, this had been replaced by the mid-1990s 
with a suspicion and distrust as a result of regional and domestic developments on both 
sides and the historical baggage that the two countries brought into the agenda. As a 
result, their land border remains closed and diplomatic relations have not yet been estab-
lished—although air connections have been set up and dialogue on the civil society level 
has developed. Also, worsening economic conditions in Armenia prompted as many as 
40,000 Armenians to search for employment in neighboring Turkey.40 By the end of 2007, 
Turkish officials regularly cited that 70,000 Armenian citizens were working illegally in 
Turkey; beyond providing jobs for the families of these workers, this illegal immigration 
has further created opportunities for contact between ordinary Armenians and Turks. 

Political relations also took an interesting turn when newly elected Armenian Presi-
dent Serzh Sarkisyan invited Turkish President Abdullah Gul to watch the football game 
between their nations’ teams, played in Yerevan on September 6, 2008.41 President Gul’s 
travel to Yerevan—the first-ever visit by a Turkish head of state—was a watershed moment 
in Turkish–Armenian relations, supplying the necessary political push for the long- 
secretive talks between the two countries. This event paved the way for a Turkish– 
Armenian framework agreement to normalize the nations’ relationship on April 22, 
2009.42

Conversely, the Azerbaijani reaction toward opening the Turkish-Armenian border 
before solving the Nagorno-Karabakh problem created a backlash in Turkey, forcing  
Turkish Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan to announce that Turkey would not proceed to 
open its land border with Armenia unless the latter ended its occupation of Azerbaijani ter-
ritory.43 Although the two countries later agreed on two protocols and Turkey signed them 
on October 11, 2009,44 it was made clear within the country that the government would not 
try to force ratification unless positive moves toward the solution of the Nagorno-Karabakh 
dispute were observed. Thus far, no changes have occurred. 

 Although relations with Azerbaijan seemed to sour with Turkey’s interaction with 
Armenia, the overall relationship can still be classified as strategic partnership. It has 
developed not only in terms of shared strategic, economic, and military interests, but also 
as a result of cultural and social connections between the two societies. The Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan and Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum pipelines and the prospective Kars-Tbilisi-Baku rail-
road connects the two countries strategically, and trade between the countries has boomed, 
recording an average yearly increase of 40 percent since 2003 and making Turkey the big-
gest trade partner for Azerbaijan.45 Turkey also became the biggest investor in Azerbaijan 
in non-energy fields, while the total Turkish investment in Azerbaijan reached $5 billion 
by the end of 2008.46 However, the relationship has increasingly come under stress since 
April 2009—as Turkey’s overture toward Armenia has taken shape—revealing once again 
that Turkey’s options in the Caucasus are limited and that its geopolitical prospects are 
usually interrelated.

Conclusion
Since the end of the Cold War, the Black Sea region has witnessed the creation of a multitude 
of intergovernmental and non-governmental organizations and cooperative schemes. The EU 
and NATO have expanded onto the shores of the Black Sea, and must now interact with a 
region rife with problems. The BSEC, bringing together 350 million people and covering 
20 million square kilometers, has remained the most comprehensive and institutionalized  
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structure within the region. Since its initiation in 1992, it has succeeded in creating an 
extensive cooperative structure in one of the most conflict-prone regions in the post-Cold 
War world. It has been able to install among the member countries a certain sense of joint 
ownership and belonging to a region in which no common identity had existed.

 At this juncture, developments surrounding the August 2008 conflict between  
Russia and Georgia have highlighted the weaknesses of the regional institutions and halted 
regional cooperation initiatives. The crisis has also revealed the negative effects of big-
power confrontation on the smaller regional countries. Furthermore, the regional initiatives 
do not have the possibility of success if they are not openly and clearly inclusive in their 
coverage, neo-functionalist in their approach, and regionally owned and supported. These 
principles have been observed in regional initiatives promoted by Turkey in the Black Sea 
since the end of the Cold War. At the same time, although Turkey had reservations in the 
past few years regarding some of the proposed Euro-Atlantic strategies toward the region, 
it has also advocated the region’s integration into Euro-Atlantic structures and into the 
global economy since the early 1990s. However, to prevent the existing initiatives (e.g. the 
BSEC, Blackseafor and Black Sea Harmony) from being harmed by the rivalry between 
competing agendas, Turkey chose to defend the status quo in the region—a position that 
has led to disagreements with the US.

Turkey has undergone a dramatic shift away from its traditional policy of isolationism 
since the end of the Cold War and has increasingly focused on its surrounding regions. Even 
if Turkey’s initial optimism proved somewhat unrealistic, it has become one of the important 
players in the Black Sea rim, in which it had only a marginal influence throughout the 20th 
century. Although economic and political conditions in the region are unlikely to stabilize 
for some years, it is without doubt that Turkish policymakers will continue with their efforts 
to create new networks of interdependency between Ankara and the regional capitals. 

There are number of challenges that need to be tackled before any country, including 
Turkey, can operate fruitfully in the region. In view of the continued potential for conflicts 
and overarching difficulties, Turkey has tried to follow a multilayered and multidimension-
al policy to further regional stability and connectivity. Whether Turkey will be successful  
is still an open question, and will depend on various regional and international develop-
ments that are largely beyond Turkey’s control. In this limited-opportunity environment, 
Turkey’s initiatives—brought about by creating innovative solutions to regional problems 
and by putting the region into a wider context—can contribute to the creation of a larger 
geography wherein stable countries cooperate with one another in multilateral conventions 
and in bilateral relationships. Positive results will have multiplying affects all around, just 
as negative results will have repercussions within a much wider area.
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As the Arab Spring unfolded, debates erupted among progressives over the best 
course of action. The arguments laid bare an uncomfortable truth: In the realm 
of foreign policy, progressive first principles are still being contested. We know 
what conservatives stand for and why their ideas have failed us. But what does a 
progressive foreign policy look like? 

In our Winter Issue, we invite Charles Kupchan, Bruce Jentleson, Tom Perriello, 
Rosa Brooks, and Rachel Kleinfeld to present their vision for America’s role in the 
world. You’ll also find Jared Bernstein on rethinking the deficit, Jedediah Purdy 
on the radical Roberts Court, Mark Schmitt on libertarianism, Christopher Byrd 
on Alfred Kazin, and more.

 “One way to guess what Obama might do.”
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