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THE WIDER BLACK SEA AREA: THE ROLE FOR NATO

Великий Чорноморський регіон: роль НАТО
Автор аналізує головні зміни, що відбулися в регіоні Чорно­

го моря у пост-біполярний період. Особливу увагу надано ролі 
НАТО в цих трансформаціях. Висловлюється думка про те, що 
роль Альянсу у регіоні зростає. При цьому НАТО у своїх діях не 
дотримується якоїсь чіткої стратегії регіональної присутності. 
Фокус зроблено на основних викликах для чорноморської безпе­
ки та можливої ролі НАТО в реагуванні на ці виклики. Робиться 
висновок про те, що потенціал Альянсу є досить високим в різних 
безпекових сферах. Розгляду також підлягає еволюція безпекової 
стратегії Туреччини. Водночас робиться припущення про зростан­
ня ролі Росії у взаємодії із НАТО. У завершенні автор зосеред­
жується на перпективах процесу розширення НАТО та можливих 
його наслідках.

With Turkey as a m em b e r  o f  the  N o r th  A tlan t ic  Treaty 
Organization, NATO enjoyed a presence in the Black Sea region 
for many decades o f  the cold war. At the same time it would be fair 
to say that N A TO ’s role in the region was somewhat limited. The 
Black Sea was essentially cut away from its historically traditional 
Mediterranean connection, where NATO dominated. The now often 
discussed Caspian connection  was not on the radar screen during
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the cold war. N either was the link to the Middle East that obvious. 
The Black Sea itself was rather under Soviet domination. However 
the Soviet Navy was pretty much blocked within the Black Sea area, 
so its capacity was effectively restrained. NATO played a certain 
role within cold war confrontation specifically in the Wider Black 
Sea Area (WBSA). Although the two opposing blocks faced each 
other eyeball to eyeball in the region, the Black Sea never occupied 
a significant position in a cold war conflict, remaining rather on 
the periphery.

One significant by-product o f  N A TO ’s presence here was to 
freeze Turkish-Greek hostilities, preventing them  from becoming 
a major conflict. Arguably the fact that both countries were in the 
Alliance avoided escalation and a worse scenario. Despite problems 
that Turkey has faced in its internal development since 1952 and all 
the well-known deviations from the democratic model, the situation 
could have been worse if it had not been in the Alliance. Euro- 
Atlantic integration has played a democratising role for this country, 
which is why the present Turkey is very different from what it was 
decades ago.

What has changed since the end of the cold war?
«Regional pluralism» has replaced two superpower blocs since 

the end o f  the cold war. The six post-Soviet states — Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine — take an active 
part in shaping the landscape of regional security. Romania and 
Bulgaria now make their own substantial contribution in this process 
(as team players in both EU and NATO). In addition to particular 
new states- players we also do see here a num ber of international 
organizations, blocs and alliances, which were not present here 
before (i.e. OSCE), or have been here but with a smaller role (i.e 
NATO), or even has not existed in the cold war times (i.e. EU).

Clearly, NATO is one  o f  those  to be looked  at with extra  
a tten tion . M uch has changed here, as elsewhere, since the end 
o f  the cold war. A N A T O ’s freer access to the WBSA has becom e 
a reality with the d issolution o f  its m ajor adversary from the cold



war times. The NATO-led military exercises are taking place on a 
regular basis. Most o f  o ther  countries in the WBSA have expressed 
an interest in working with NATO, including (but certain ly  not 
l im ited) u n d e r  the  fram ew ork  o f  the  «Par tnersh ip  for Peace» 
program  and some o f  them  did follow with an  intensive agenda 
o f  partnersh ip .

The events o f  911 and the  post-911 era has in f luenced  the 
WBSA to a certain  degree and, one might argue, the N A TO ’s role 
in the region. We now have three NATO m em bers here instead 
o f  one with Bulgaria and Rom ania  jo in ing  the Alliance. This has 
clearly advanced the N A T O ’s reach to the WBSA. The N A T O ’s 
operations in the Balkans and, even more so, in Afghanistan have 
elevated the significance o f  the WBSA for the Alliance. In broader 
sense, the proximity o f  the volatile G reater Middle East, including 
the N ear East with its A rab-Israeli tension, adds up to a strategic 
value o f  the  WBSA. The U k ra in e ’s and G eo rg ia ’s applications 
for the NATO M AP have con tr ibu ted  to the significance o f  the 
WBSA as far as N A T O ’s future is concerned.

The current role for the Aliance
a) a bigger role?
So, the basic question is w hether  the N o r th  A tlantic  Treaty 

Organization now have a bigger presence in the region o f  a Greater 
Black Sea than in the years before? Even this seemingly unambiguous 
question might have very different answers. One line of thought on 
this is that NATO now has grown in its regional role in the recent 
years. It now has three members here instead o f just one, which is by 
itself a growing presence (and this is not just mathematics — addition 
of Bulgaria and Romania have added a lot to the Alliance’ potential). 
Also, the Alliance participates in various military exercises in the 
region, which surely was not possible even some years ago. Finally, 
the WBSA consists o f  either NATO members, or NATO aspirants, or 
NATO partners. This has even led some few years ago to a conclusion 
o f  the Black Sea becoming a sort o f  «NATO lake». This line o f  
thought would lead to an assum ption that  there is no o ther  big
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players in the region but NATO and that there is no alternative but 
for the WBSA to become a part o f  a large expanding zone o f  Euro- 
atlantic security.

A different idea would be that NATO is just one o f  many other 
influential security actors in the region, while some of those actors 
are not necessarily pro-NATO (to put it mildly in case of Russian 
Federation). Indeed, the security vacuum that has emerged in the 
WBSA with the end o f  the cold war and the dissolution of the Soviet 
Union is still very m uch in presence. While we witness a bunch of 
security initiatives (including those initiated by NATO) that suppose 
to contribute to the elimination of the above-mentioned security 
vacuum, it is still here.

b) combination of challenges for NATO
Indeed, it makes a lot of sense to argue that a variety of challenges 

for the regional security has grown in our im m ediate  past. The 
traditional «hard security» problems have not gone away or vanished 
in any way. The issues that have to do with correlation of military 
forces in the region, introduction o f  new weaponry, military basing 
and more — all o f  this is very m uch in the spotlight. At the same 
time, obviously some new (in format and in nature) challenges have 
emerged.

Some o f  these newer challenges in the G reater Black Sea region 
have to do with strictly speaking maritime security. Here the role 
o f  NATO is an awesome one. The Alliance is helping to coordinate 
activities o f  the Black Sea littoral to address this type o f  concerns. 
However, clearly everyone should be involved in this for the process 
for it to be successful: the non-N A TO  countries should be part of it 
and make their own contributions.

It should be noted here that ,  as we know it, the WBSA is very 
m uch a hete rogeneous one w hen it com es to  m any cri ter ia  — 
political m odels, levels o f  econom ic  deve lopm ent, ideological 
differences, m ilitary capabilities, etc. For instance, the spread 
o f  democracy, w hich should be seen as a crit ical p illar o f  real 
security, is, unfortunately, far from being firmly ensured in the
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region. Countries here range from mostly democratic  to imperfect 
dem ocrac ie s  to  some tha t  do n o t  even see th e ir  objective in 
insti tu tionalis ing  a liberal dem ocra t ic  model. In  the  last years 
we have seen a heated  debate on  the future o f  dem ocracy in the 
WBSA, which has, among other things, led to a num ber o f  regional 
initiatives, such as Organization for D em ocracy  and Econom ic 
Development GUAM , Com m unity  for Dem ocratic  Choice, Black 
Sea Forum, etc.

In our  opin ion , the  N o r th  A tlantic  Treaty Organization has 
a trem endous potential, as it used it before, to serve as an active 
agent in democracy promotion. With this we can surely refer to the 
notorious criteria for membership, which has even more to do with 
certain assignments in political, legal and socio-economic aspects 
than  with purely military issues. With two current aspirants for the 
MAP in the region — Georgia and Ukraine — the NATO has already 
played a role o f  a democratic watchdog. We could remind here that 
when president Saakishvili has allegedly used an excessive force 
against the opposition in his country, it was NATO that was the 
first to state that this behavior does not stand in line with the Euro- 
atlantic values. The Alliance has not missed m any opportunities 
to criticise U kra in ian  leadership for some o f  its undem ocratic  
moves. We also rem ember o f the insistence by NATO that the very 
decision o f  Ukraine to apply for the membership in the Alliance 
should be preceded by and based on the broad discussion within 
the country.

The argument goes that the Black Sea flank o f NATO is far from 
being finalised. As o f  right now it is definitely not up to its ideal 
shape. Supposedly this particular remains as a weakest one of those 
regional dimensions in N A TO ’s posture. N um erous factors have 
contributed to this: the scope and nature o f challenges that Alliance 
faces here, internal discussion within NATO on what it should do 
here, specific nature o f  the Alliance’ regional partners (weakness 
o f  institutions, level of com m itm ent to Euro-atlantic  choice, etc), 
and also a growing opposition o f  Russia in the WBSA. Bulgaria and 
Romania have taken their part in security building in the region,
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but clearly they are not capable o f  having a determining influence 
on the outcome of this process.

A factor of Turkey
In looking at the N A T O ’s role in the region one should pay 

primary attention to the role of certain countries (some within and 
some outside o f  the Alliance). Turkey is naturally one of them. A 
NA TO’s forpost in the region for decades Turkey continues to play 
a vital role. However, it is impossible not to notice that Turkey is 
presently undergoing a process o f  having a strategic reassessment 
o f  its regional priorities, interests and objectives. Turkey looks into 
its role in the WBSA. It looks like Turkish security identity might 
shift somewhat.

It m ust be stressed ou t th a t  n o th in g  p resu p p o ses  Turkey 
«leaving» NATO in any way. There  appears to be a consensus on 
this in the country. At the same tim e, Turks are taking a second 
look at the ir  place in the E u ro -a t lan t ic  coopera tion  and more 
concretely — at what this membership gives to Turkey. Specifically, 
A nkara  is assessing its re la tions  with N A T O ’s grea tes t  power 
— the U nited  States o f  America. There  were several significant 
considerations  and developm ents that have con tr ibu ted  to  this 
ongoing debate.

Turkey is becoming stronger player economically and militarily 
turning in to  a «regional superpower». It also does have some 
ambitions with regard to the Turkish-speaking nations in the region. 
The Kurdish separatists and the positions taken on this issue by 
various powers is o f  significance to Ankara. The growing energy 
cooperation with Russia is a critical factor here as well. Questions 
remain as to the nature o f  the Russian-Turkish rapprochem ent (its 
basis, its format, whether it will be a strategic one). Assuming that 
this cooperation will flourish and NATO-Russia relations will stay 
at their current low point or even deteriorate, this would create a 
certain dilemma for Turkey (and for NATO for that matter).

The Turkey has been kept at the doorstep of the EU for decades 
(way too long as far as Turks are concerned). Significantly, neither
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US, nor NATO (for obvious reasons, perhaps) were being able to help 
Turks in achieving their priority task of becoming an EU member. 
The Turks begin to th ink about unthinkable  — what happens if 
Turkey will not be allowed to enter EU ever. This might lead to 
a serious correction o f  some previous attitudes. And there is no 
doubt that this rethinking would have an impact of the Euro-atlantic 
dimension o f  Turkish policies.

The U.S. war in Iraq, as it is widely known, has had a profound 
impact on the Am erican-Turkish relations. Turks were not fond 
o f  this Washington initiative anticipating (correctly for the most 
part) quite few negative consequences of the U.S. intervention. The 
very unwillingness o f  some NATO allies to comm it to defending 
Turkey in case it would come under attack because of the American 
intervention in Iraq was very unheartening for Ankara. The freedom 
enjoyed by Iraqi Kurds has worried Turkish government. These 
and some other considerations have affected the relations between 
Turkey and the leader o f  the Euro-atlantic community — the United 
States.

Most finally, one could not help but notice a gradual growth of 
Islamism in Turkey in the recent years. This manifests itself in both 
party politics and public sentiments. It is way too early to even try to 
predict the results of this process o f  Islamization, which will develop 
over the years to come. But we are seeing some first outcomes, one of 
them  being that Euro-atlantic  set o f values might not get well along 
with Islamic values. Surely this would create some dilemmas for 
Turkey in its regional policies; primarily in its southern dimension, 
but also in the WBSA.

All o f  this contribu tes to a different position  o f  Turkey with 
regard to N A TO ’s presence in the WBSA. Perhaps, it would be an 
exaggeration to tell that Turkey is up to preventing NATO (US) 
from more actively entering the Black Sea region (after all Turkey 
is a m em ber of NATO). However, we might say that some Turkish 
claims that it (along with other countries in the Black Sea region) is 
fully capable o f  securing this area, first, could be seen as opposing 
broader NATO participation and, second, simply do not m atch the
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reality. It is our view that the WBSA does need an outside help in 
solving its security problems, and there is m uch that entire NATO 
could and should do to address those problems.

Indeed, there has been quite a few regional security initiatives in 
the WBSA in the recent years. This includes the Turkey’s favourites — 
The BlackSeaFor and «Black Sea Harmony». Both of them, though, 
are far from being efficient and viable tools for enhancing regional 
security and addressing the existing and emerging challenges. This 
has been obvious in the recent years and, from our point of view, 
will become even more evident in the coming years. The BSEC, 
GUAM and others are not as active as we would like them to be and, 
in any case, being poorly equipped to address the broader security 
concerns in the region. OSCE barely deserves to be mentioned with 
this regard. This leaves NATO with its resources and potential as an 
only viable collective security mechanism for the WBSA. (EU might 
eventually emerge as a powerful force in securing the area, but it will 
take a long time before this actually happens, while the numerous 
security concerns are very real and call for immediate action).

The Russian factor
Along with Turkey Russia deserves to be mentioned as another 

individual state whose position is having a strategic influence on the 
future role of NATO in the WBSA. The Russian federation is having 
rather ambivalent relations with NATO. For a num ber o f  years one 
was to call this M oscow’s position a schizophrenic one: formally 
stated cooperation, but underneath  was barely hidden hate. On the 
one hand, the Russian Federation was involved in the unprecedented 
am ount of jo in t activities with NATO. It still enjoys a very special 
status o f  a privileged special partner of NATO. Russia has a huge 
mission in NATO HQ. At the Bucharest 2008 summit the Russian 
then president V. Putin was there as a very special guest.

On the other hand, the Russian political elite, its military and 
public are deeply suspicious of NATO. They do not see NATO as a 
partner, let alone ally or friend. Moscow has objected to all recent 
waves o f  N A T O ’s eastward enlargem ent and rem ain  even m ore
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staunch opponent of Ukraine and Georgia joining the Alliance. The 
Russian ruling class has initiated a wide-scale and well organized 
anti-NATO campaign in Russia itself and in what it calls «a near 
abroad». At the same time, there never were any coherent and clear 
explanations on the Russian side as to why they see NATO as a threat 
and specifically how they see its future enlargement as a menace to 
the interests o f  Russia.

This hardly gives us an opportun ity  to see a rosy scenario in 
the  future N A TO -Russia  relations. Am ong o ther  things, Russia 
rem ains absolutely de te rm ined  to prevent NATO from playing a 
more active role in the WBSA. In o ther  words, there  will be no 
m ore ambivalence there  in R ussia’s position: one o f  the earlier 
expressed (existed) a t t i tudes  towards NATO has p re tty  m uch 
evaporated now. Certainly, the chance o f  NATO working together 
with Russia for the sake o f  having m ore security in the WBSA 
should not be ruled out com ple te ly  at the  m om ent. However, 
unfortunately, this chance  does look as very m uch a slim one. Too 
m any differences remain: ideological am ong them , but even the 
views as to the  very natu re  o f  the  threa ts  to the regional security 
differ dramatically.

Big questions for NATO and the region
In the meanwhile, there is m uch that NATO could do to address 

the immediate security concerns o f  the WBSA. It should be noted 
that NATO is in position to provide the right type o f  security, the 
one of higher quality and that corresponds to the most challenges of 
today, including the «soft security» threats. This happens as NATO 
is based on its Euro-atlantic  values and standards. This means that 
NATO-led security will bring not only physical safety that is based on 
num ber of tanks and war planes, but also a broader sort o f  security, 
which would allow also for protection of hum an rights, free and 
fair elections, free press, econom ic growth, social development, 
etc. It would allow to address the grave environmental and energy 
challenges, problems o f  illegal trafficking o f  hum ans, drugs and 
weapons — all being faced by the WBSA. Also, as it was mentioned
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above, there is a reason to believe that NATO will continue to be 
an active agent for a democracy promotion, which would be highly 
welcome in the region.

There are several critical, existential questions the answers to 
which will be in position to influence the NA TO’s role in the WBSA 
in the years to come. First, it should be noted that the process o f  the 
transform ation o f  NATO, its adapta tion  to the security situation, 
which was generated by the end o f  the cold war, is now still far 
from being over. The Alliance takes time to define its new mission, 
functions and ways to achieve its objectives. We are witnessing both 
the conceptual search and the institutional evolution as well. The 
discussion within the Alliance is often very heated, which is very 
natural for each o f  the m em ber has its own interests and agenda. 
At the same time, it should be noted that with all challenges and 
difficulties the NATO is facing today, it is not in crisis. In fact, 
in our op in ion , these cu rren t problem s should  lead to an even 
stronger NATO. As it stands now the Alliance is the one and only 
effective and reliable m echanism  o f  securing the E uro-a tlan tic  
space.

Second, the future o f  NATO, and its role in the WBSA, will 
be determ ined  to a large extent by the outcom e o f  the ongoing 
discussion on the enlargement o f the Alliance, which could proceed 
in two major areas — the Balkans and the WBSA. As it appears 
now, the NATO members are far from having a consensus on this 
matter. But the consensus should better be found relatively soon, 
for its lack is blocking N A TO ’s potential in the Black Sea region, 
not to m ention  that is putting on halt the security aspirations of 
the candidate-countries (and somewhat jeopardizing their present 
security standing).

T h ird ,  the  debates on  the  N A T O ’s activ ities  outside o f  its 
traditional area o f  responsibility is o f  u tm ost significance. The 
result o f  NA TO’s mission in Afghanistan is a substantial issue. The 
discussion on the so-called «caveats» will be the one to watch. The 
very basic understanding as to where NATO operates and how the 
members should contribute  must be based on com m on position.
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One should unders tand  tha t  the  p roper  lessons o f  Afghanistan 
should be drawn. Depending o f  what sort o f  lessons there will be 
for the Alliance its future role in the WBSA will emerge. Assuming 
the «isolationist», retreatis t  a tt itude  to prevail this will lead to 
a more limited, restrained stance o f  NATO and not only in the 
WBSA. On the contrary, if NATO to conclude that it should stay the 
course o f  reaching outside of that  once traditional area, becoming 
a more assertive global player and, among other things, remaining a 
security player in the Wider Middle East, South Caucasus, Central 
Asia, this would call for a more active role for the Alliance in the 
WBSA.

Finally, m uch will depend on N A TO ’s relations with outside 
powers, o ther  actors in the region. Naturally, it is going to be 
crucial to see if NATO is joined by friendly partners in the region 
or, alternatively, by those opposing the Alliance. With this regard 
surely one should watch closely the NATO — Russia relations.

Unfortunately, at the m om ent NATO does not have a clearly 
set strategy or vision for the WBSA. One might speculate as to the 
reasons for this: internal ongoing debate on N A TO ’s mission in 
today’s world, preoccupation with recent waves of enlargement and 
current mission in Afghanistan, willingness not to irritate Russia, 
which considers WBSA its own back yard, etc. However, this strategy 
should emerge and better sooner than  later. Without it NATO is 
doomed to be acting here blind. The time has come for the Alliance 
to come to a conclusion as to what does WBSA m ean for the Euro- 
atlantic security, what sort of challenges exist (or might emerge) 
here and what methods should be used to counter those challenges 
and to bring more security to the region.

Potential members?
As Turkey is th ink ing  about its regional role and Russia is 

turning into the antagonist for the Alliance, the newest members 
— Bulgaria and Rom ania  — are only learning to be part o f  the 
working security arrangement. Moreover, bo th  of them  are clearly 
lacking resources to prom ote  the E uro-a tlan tic  presence in the
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region. With this being said, as NATO goes on in working with and 
through its three existing mem bers in the WBSA, it should also 
th ink about o ther potentia l members here, who would enable the 
Alliance to play a m ore active role in the strategically im portan t 
WBSA.

With current three member-states in the region the regional flank 
for NATO is not completed. The ex-Soviet space is not included in 
the process of enhancing regional security. Some cooperation does 
take place, but full membership is needed for a num ber o f  aspirant- 
countries. This list should not be limited to Georgia and Ukraine, 
but must be open also for countries like Armenia, Azerbaijan and 
Moldova. The current state of affairs (leaving the above m entioned 
post-Soviet states outside o f NATO) does underm ine decisively the 
ability o f  the Alliance to play a more sound role in providing more 
security and prosperity for the WBSA.

Clearly the recent escalation o f  violence in South  Caucasus 
instigated by the conflict over South Ossetia would have an impact 
with this regard. The a ttem pt o f  military solution for the South 
Ossetian problem  (whatever motivation was behind it) does not 
put Tbilisi in a positive light for the Alliance. However, the Russian 
aggression, which followed, had put this G eorgia’s operation in a 
shadow. The accent has shifted. NATO members do feel that they 
need to support Georgian sovereignty and territorial integrity. At 
the same time, the instruments to do this are very limited. So, what 
this means in terms o f  chance for Georgia to jo in  NATO? In our 
view, this chance is very low now. A num ber o f  NATO m em ber 
states would only reiterate their position that Georgia should not 
be let in due to the danger o f  damaging the A lliance’s relations 
with Russia even more and further sliding into the full scale cold 
war with Kremlin.

Paradoxically, the violence over South Ossetia does not change 
m uch for U kraine’s prospect o f  becoming NATO m em ber either. 
Those in Alliance who thought that Ukraine should be protected 
from Russia have only received more evidence. However, the others 
would firmly stick to their stance of relations with Russia being a
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priority comparing to the faith o f  Ukraine. At the same time, the 
dividing lines within Ukrainian society with regard to the potential 
membership have not changed either. In what Russia did towards 
Georgia some saw exactly the reason for Ukraine to run to NATO 
as soon as it can, and others — just the opposite. Having said this, 
a pity it is but the strategic interests of the country have once again 
appeared to be a token in the domestic infightings. To further isolate 
the president and to appeal to a predominantly anti-NATO electorate 
Yulia Timoshenko has dropped her support for the membership and 
moved closer to the Party of Regions. However, these positions by 
both above m entioned political forces are very opportunistic and 
might change as situation changes. The prospect for Ukraine to join 
the N orth  Atlantic Treaty Organization remains alive and still, in 
our opinion, as needful as it always was.


