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Executive Summary
Earlier this month Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan boasted, not inaccurately, that his 
country “has become a powerful regional actor at a scale never seen in its recent history.”1 
These words underscore how, amid the COVID-19 pandemic’s shake-up of domestic politics 
and international relations across the globe, Turkey is expanding its influence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and creating challenging new conditions on the ground and offshore that the 
United States and its partners could struggle to address.

As our group laid out in a May 2020 paper on rising instability in the Eastern Mediterranean, 
Turkey has become both increasingly assertive and isolated in recent years.2 Washington’s 
own lack of focus there has helped invite Ankara’s growing aggressiveness, which in turn 
worsens security competition in a region that increasingly resembles the South China Sea – 
with Turkey more and more playing the role of China. 

COVID-19 is exacerbating these problems, but the underlying trends took shape prior to the 
pandemic as the region experienced a deepening standoff between Turkey and most other 
littoral states. This relates in part to Ankara’s interventionist foreign policy in support of the 
Muslim Brotherhood and other Islamist groups in Egypt, Syria and now Libya. But it also stems 
directly from the growing confrontation over exploration for presumably abundant undersea 
natural gas in the Eastern Mediterranean. Indeed, driven largely in reaction to Turkish policy, 
combinations of Egypt, Cyprus, France, Greece, Israel, Italy, Jordan and United Arab Emirates 
(UAE) are developing closer defense and energy ties. At the same time, Ankara also has 
managed to become more confrontational with both the United States and Russia.

Amid this backdrop, the effects of coronavirus are further stressing the heavily tourism-
dependent Eastern Mediterranean economies that already were vulnerable – even though the 
pandemic hit there relatively late, and even though its public health impact has been lower to 
date than many global hotspots. The recession resulting from COVID-19 is hitting the energy 
sector especially hard. This is prompting delays in further regional natural gas exploration by 
Western energy majors, and hurting prospects for the EastMed Pipeline to ultimately deliver 
this natural gas to Europe.

Turkey’s economy, which only began emerging from recession last year, appears especially 
impacted by the pandemic. Moreover, the country’s reported infection and death rates are 
higher than those of many states in the region, and there are real concerns that these numbers 
represent underreporting of the actual levels.

Yet rather than seek help from the International Monetary Fund or mend ties with neighbors 
and important trade partners, Turkey has doubled down on its recent regional aggression 
and looked to its fellow Muslim Brotherhood-supporting ally Qatar for financial relief. In April, 
Ankara announced it would continue provocative exploratory drilling for natural gas in Cyprus’ 
exclusive economic zone (EEZ), under the air and sea protection of the growing Turkish navy. 
Tensions then escalated over the following month as the region joined together to condemn 
Ankara’s increasingly destabilizing behavior.

Given these developments, the pandemic and its economic fallout likely will lead to heightened 
security competition in the Eastern Mediterranean, driven primarily by Turkey, whose ambitions 
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were underscored by Erdoğan’s pronouncement last month that “Turkey will be one of the 
outstanding countries in the world that will be reshaped after the pandemic.”3 Indeed, in the 
wake of COVID-19 Turkish actions seem to follow in the footsteps of China, which has recently 
increased its assertive military behavior in the South China Sea and elsewhere. Like Beijing, 
Ankara may view the situation in Europe and America as an indication that Western powers 
will be preoccupied with domestic affairs for the foreseeable future and may not have the 
wherewithal to counter Turkey’s moves in the region.

Erdoğan may also conclude that the postponement of energy companies’ activities in the 
Eastern Mediterranean will lessen focus on the part of U.S. authorities, providing an opening 
for Turkey to advance its positions at the direct expense of American partners and regional 
stability more generally. Moreover, should the Turkish economy deteriorate further, escalating 
tensions with Greece, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel or others may become an increasingly attractive 
strategy to distract the public from economic problems at home. Libya is another arena for 
heightened Turkish tensions with the rest of the region, and one that is increasingly inseparable 
from the sharpening energy competition offshore.

Despite its own COVID-related challenges, the United States cannot simply continue to ignore 
the pandemic’s effects on Turkish-driven regional instability. As our policy project has laid out 
in multiple reports over the past year, the increasingly high stakes and uncertainty surrounding 
the future of the region means, for the first time since the Cold War, American policymakers 
must make abundantly clear to allies and adversaries alike that the Eastern Mediterranean is 
again a critical area of focus for U.S. national security strategy.4

To this end, the United States should enhance its naval presence in the region writ large – 
including through stronger U.S. defense cooperation with Greece. Washington also should 
appoint a Special Envoy for the Eastern Mediterranean to promote the collaborative exploitation 
of regional energy resources – including by creating a clear counterweight to Turkey’s efforts 
to disrupt peaceful energy development – as well as devise a negotiated solution to the Libya 
conflict and address the growing humanitarian consequences of COVID-19 in the region.
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Before the Pandemic
Turkey became both increasingly assertive and isolated across the region in the years leading 
up to the pandemic.

Its historically good relations with Israel soured after the 2010 Mavi Marmara flotilla incident, 
and have not recovered since. Following the 2011 Arab upheavals, Ankara focused on 
supporting the rise of political Islam, particularly the Muslim Brotherhood, across the region. 
This included direct involvement in internal Egyptian affairs in favor of the Muslim Brotherhood 
presidency of Mohamed Morsi (2012-13), as well as supporting similar groups in the Syrian 
and Libyan civil wars.

Erdoğan’s embrace of an Islamic-tinged Turkish nationalism also led to a more confrontational 
stance toward Greece and Cyprus, in particular disagreements on offshore natural gas 
exploration. Israel, Egypt, Cyprus and Greece agree on the application of the terms of the 
U.N. Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) in the Mediterranean.5 By contrast, Turkey 
claims a vast exclusive economic zone (EEZ) in the Eastern Mediterranean, based largely on 
its unique contention that islands – in this case, Greek islands – do not have an EEZ. Turkey 
also seems to deny an EEZ even to the southern portion of the Republic of Cyprus, while 
recognizing an EEZ belonging to the “Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,” the northern third 
of the island occupied by Turkish troops and recognized as a sovereign state only by Ankara. 
But, other regional countries have ignored Turkey’s position and pressed ahead with delimiting 
EEZ boundaries among themselves. 

By 2019, a consortium of sorts emerged, uniting almost all regional states in an Eastern 
Mediterranean Gas Forum, with Turkey the notable exception.6 This indicates the emergence 
of a growing alignment among regional governments who all perceive Turkey’s actions as a 
threat to their energy development. Ankara, instead of modifying its behavior, responded by 
unilaterally drilling for natural gas in waters considered part of Cyprus’ EEZ. It also concluded 
a November 2019 deal with the Libyan government to delimit their respective EEZs in energy-
rich waters and claim rights in waters just off the island of Crete (see map). Based on each 
country’s continental shelf, this provocative deal ignores the EEZs that UNCLOS would accord 
to Greece and Cyprus.

This move, in turn, drew considerable international opprobrium – including from the United 
States and European Union (EU), with whom Turkey’s relations have likewise suffered under 
Erdoğan. Though Washington has provided limited rhetorical support for Turkey’s positions 
in Libya and Syria in recent months, relations overall between Ankara and Washington have 
grown more confrontational. This has been true particularly after the 2016 coup attempt in 
Turkey – including Ankara’s imprisonment of an American pastor in the subsequent purges – 
as well as in the wake of Turkey’s policies in northeast Syria and its purchase of the advanced 
S-400 air defense system from Russia last year (which Ankara still has not operationalized). 
Combined, these events led to U.S. sanctions and a trade war that exacerbated Turkey’s 
economic problems, contributing to a sharp drop in its currency in 2018 and a recession 
during the second half of that year. Its economy grew by less than one percent in 2019.7  

But, worsening U.S.-Turkish relations and the S-400 purchase do not mean that Turkey’s 
interests align with Russia’s in Syria, and occasionally the two have clashed. Turkey’s direct 
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intervention in Idlib, in northwest Syria, in early 2020 exacerbated tensions when Russian 
and Syrian jets killed over 30 Turkish troops in an airstrike.8 Similarly, Turkey’s embrace of 
the Islamist-leaning, and U.N.-recognized, Government of National Accord (GNA) of Fayez 
al-Sarraj in Libya puts it at odds with Russia’s support for the opposing Libyan National Army 
(LNA) under General Khalifa Hiftar. Coming atop its recent EEZ agreement with the GNA, 
Turkey’s presence in Libya also has deepened existing tensions with Cyprus, Egypt, France, 
Greece and the United Arab Emirates (UAE), all of whom support the LNA. Most recently, 
Turkey and Russia find themselves supporting opposite sides in recent clashes between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia.9
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COVID-19 in the Eastern Mediterranean
Thus far, COVID-19 does not appear to have hit the Eastern Mediterranean as severely 
as Europe or the United States. These trends could worsen, however, for several reasons. 
The region is part of a broader global hotspot encompassing much of the Middle East, 
including recently some of the world’s highest infection rates throughout the Persian Gulf.10 
Moreover, the pandemic arrived in the region relatively late, and there remains the potential 
for further second-wave outbreaks like those occurring both in Israel and outside the Eastern 
Mediterranean. The reality is that coronavirus is further stressing regional economies that 
already were vulnerable before the pandemic emerged.

Unlike much of the rest of the EU, Greece and Cyprus have been fairly successful in flattening 
the curve, thanks to early preventive measures. As of late July, Greece’s infection (406 per 
million) and death (19 per million) rates have been among the lowest in Europe, with Cyprus’ 
infection (875) and death (16) rates similarly low. In both countries, new cases spiked in April 
and then receded. By contrast, while Egypt’s reported infection rate is nearly equivalent to 
Cyprus and its death rate roughly triple, the number of cases only began rising steadily in 
June. Israel’s prophylactic nationwide lockdown starting in April minimized its initial infection 
and death rates, but an early reopening in May helped drive up the country’s numbers 
throughout late June and early July, to the point its infection and death rates approached 7,000 
and 50, respectively.  

Turkey’s infection (2,690) and death (67) rates have been higher than many of its neighbors’, 
and there are real concerns that these numbers represent underreporting of the actual levels.11 
Moreover, unlike Greece or Cyprus, the Turkish government’s initial inaction in February and 
March actively contributed to the pandemic’s spread inside the country.12 Erdoğan exhibited a 
strong reluctance to impose measures that might endanger the country’s economic recovery 
from the 2018 recession, and hence Turkey belatedly adopted a middle-of-the-road lockdown 
approach, compelling everyone under age 20 and above 65 to stay home and leaving the 
working-age population free to try to keep the economy functioning.13

Even these reported numbers are relatively low in the global context. Turkey’s reported 
infection and death rates are less than one-quarter and one-sixth, respectively, the rate in the 
United States. Meanwhile, the death rates in Italy, Spain and the United Kingdom, all of which 
are among the hardest-hit in Europe, hover at 30 or more times greater than the death rate in 
Greece.

Beyond the statistics, however, is the stark reality that the tourism-dependent economies of the 
Eastern Mediterranean already were vulnerable and under stress before the pandemic. Greece 
experienced an economic downturn of 25 percent of gross domestic product (GDP) in the past 
decade as a result of its sovereign debt crisis, and had just embarked on a cautious recovery. 
Unemployment remains at roughly 15 percent, and forecasters now predict a contraction of 
4-10 percent of GDP in 2020, in no small part due to tourism being 20 percent of the Greek 
economy.14 Cyprus’ economy, which is equally dependent on tourism, is projected to contract 
seven percent in 2020.15

Egypt underwent a severe economic crisis in 2013-16 following the Arab upheavals and the 
short-lived tenure of the Muslim Brotherhood in power. Terrorist attacks harshly affected the 
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tourist industry, and a currency crisis in 2016 forced a 48 percent devaluation of the Egyptian 
pound. While this enhanced the economy’s resilience and allowed resumed economic growth, 
it also meant skyrocketing commodity prices. Now the country’s economy, which relies heavily 
on tourism – roughly 12 percent of GDP – and the Suez Canal, has been immediately impacted 
by the pandemic-driven slowdown in global travel and trade. Egypt also experienced $16 
billion in capital flight, equivalent to seven percent of GDP, since March. Combined, these 
stresses drove Cairo to seek more than $7 billion in support from the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF) in spring 2020.16

While Turkey began emerging from recession just last year with less than one percent GDP 
growth, it has continued struggling as the pandemic worsens the basic imbalances already 
existing in the Turkish economy, setting up the country for a possible economic freefall in 
the wake of the coronavirus.17 This is true especially in terms of foreign currency reserves 
needed to weather the economic fallout from COVID-19. At the start of 2020 its finance 
minister predicted five percent GDP growth for the year, but now it appears the pandemic will 
exacerbate the multiple headwinds already buffeting the Turkish economy, and could actually 
shrink GDP by five percent this year.18

In trying to rebound from the 2018 recession, Ankara spent billions of dollars of foreign 
exchange reserves to shore up the lira; in May 2019, Turkish credit default swaps climbed 
steeply as markets appeared to “price in a Turkish default” (only Venezuela, Argentina and 
Ukraine were considered more risky emerging markets). Throughout late last year and well into 
early 2020, the lira’s steady fall further underscored Turkey’s unsteady finances, as did the fact 
its industries have over $300 billion in liabilities – much of it in short-term loans.19 As a result, 
Turkey already was on the precipice of a balance-of-payments crisis, and economic instability 
more generally, right before COVID-19.20

Now, like much of the rest of the region, the pandemic is negatively impacting Turkey’s sizable 
tourism industry, at the same time that economic contraction in the EU also diminishes demand 
for Turkish products in its main export market, further drying up much-needed sources of 
foreign currency and adding to the prohibitive cost of borrowing.21 Furthermore, Ankara’s 
strained diplomatic relations with the United States, including U.S. concerns about Erdoğan’s 
politicization of Turkey’s central bank, undermined prospects for a deal to help Turkey’s 
economy by exchanging lira for U.S. dollars.22 Yet rather than impose capital controls or seek 
help from the IMF like Egypt, Erdoğan turned to Qatar for help via a May 2020 agreement, 
worth up to $15 billion, to swap lira for Qatari riyal.23

Much about Libya’s situation remains unknown. Its reported infection (411) and death (9) rates 
are very low, but likely this reflects an inability to collect reliable statistics amid an escalating 
civil war. The years-long conflict has destroyed much of the country’s health and other critical 
infrastructure before coronavirus, worsened by a shortage of medical workers. It also has 
driven internal displacement of civilians which, in combination with mass refugee flows through 
Libya, compounds unsanitary overcrowding and undermines other efforts to contain the 
spread of disease. Additionally, the civil war has stanched Libya’s oil production and exports, 
deepening the country’s economic crisis that further inhibits work to counter the pandemic. 
Finally, warfare throughout history has brought with it the spread of pestilence – all the more so 
in the case of Libya, which increasingly is home to thousands of foreign fighters from at least 
five countries on three continents.24
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Impact on Energy Development
For countries across the Eastern Mediterranean, the economic recession resulting from the 
COVID-19 pandemic is affecting energy more negatively than most other sectors, though this 
has not prevented Turkey from continuing its aggressive posture toward its neighbors’ natural 
gas exploration.

Demand for oil and natural gas collapsed as a result of COVID-related economic inactivity, 
with crude oil prices plummeting from nearly $60 per barrel (bbl) at the beginning of the year 
to near zero in the spring, before rising above $40/bbl in July. While natural gas, unlike oil, is 
typically priced in long-term agreements, importers like China and India have already claimed 
“force majeure” to opt out of contracts as natural gas demand falls. Now, as the prospects for 
a “V-shaped recovery” look more remote, the energy industry is beginning to adapt to what is 
likely to be a long recovery.25

The Eastern Mediterranean is no exception. A three-fold combination of factors – the 
pandemic’s direct impact on regional countries’ tourism-dependent economies, the collapse in 
energy prices and the expensive technical hurdles that already existed to producing offshore 
natural gas there – poses growing challenges to the viability of developing the region’s 
resources.26 In April, Cypriot Energy Minister Giorgos Lakkotrypis confirmed that ExxonMobil 
is pushing back critical appraisal drills in Cypriot waters to September 2021.27 This concerns 
the Glafcos site, whose estimated 5-8 trillion cubic feet of natural gas could make it the largest 
such discovery to date in Cyprus’ EEZ. A second appraisal drill scheduled for late 2020 or 
early 2021 has been pushed to early 2022. ExxonMobil, which is exploring the site, announced 
it is reducing its 2020 capital expenditures by 30 percent, from $33 billion to $23 billion. 
Later in April, Westwood Global Energy Group predicted that exploration well numbers could 
be down 35 percent globally from 2019 numbers, with few high-impact wells in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in 2020.28 In May, Italy’s ENI and France’s Total likewise announced they would 
postpone drilling in Cyprus’ EEZ until at least April 2021.29

Israel also confronts new COVID-related challenges in its recently-burgeoning energy sector. 
The country has committed to developing natural gas both for domestic consumption and 
export since discovering two major offshore fields in 2009-10, but the collapse of the global 
energy market has stranded it with a long-term contract that forces it to pay three times the 
global average for natural gas.30 In July, however, Chevron announced it would buy Israel’s 
Noble Energy – which has stakes in both of Israel’s two largest offshore natural gas fields – in 
the largest U.S. energy deal anywhere in the world since the advent of COVID-19.31 

Meanwhile Israel’s and Cyprus’ hopes for an “umbilical” to Europe, in the form of the $6-7 
billion EastMed Pipeline (EMPL) to export natural gas, also face COVID-related feasibility 
concerns. At the beginning of the year, Israel signed a memorandum of understanding 
with Greece and Cyprus to build the EMPL to connect the three countries with Italy and the 
wider European market, and Israel’s parliament ratified the agreement in July.32 Even prior 
to COVID-19, however, construction already faced serious technical challenges posed by 
underwater trenches, active geological fault lines and the sheer depth and length of the 
pipeline. It also confronts the new geopolitical challenge from Turkey’s November 2019 EEZ 
agreement with the GNA, which intentionally cuts across the EMPL’s planned route. The advent 
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of coronavirus has only added to these hurdles, by hurting European energy demand and 
forcing the EU to focus on stimulus packages to mitigate COVID-induced recession.33

The downturn in exploration, however, has not seemed to impact Turkish activity. On April 19, 
Ankara announced that the drillships Fatih and Yavuz and research vessels Barbaros and 
Oruç Reis would continue their activities in the Eastern Mediterranean under the air and sea 
protection of the Turkish navy. The next day, Cyprus condemned Turkey’s decision to send a 
vessel to drill for oil in Cyprus’ EEZ.34 The Cypriot government stated that “this new illegal ‘act 
of piracy’ constitutes a further severe violation of the sovereign rights and jurisdiction of the 
Republic of Cyprus, contrary to international law.” President Erdoğan responded that "Turkey 
will continue to defend these rights…. It’s this decisiveness that makes Turkey strong."35

The war of words escalated in May, when the foreign ministers of Cyprus, France, Egypt, 
Greece and the UAE issued a joint declaration denouncing “the ongoing Turkish illegal 
activities in the Cypriot Exclusive Economic Zone and its territorial waters,” and condemning 
“the escalation of Turkish violations of Greek national airspace.”36 Ankara’s reaction was swift. 
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The Foreign Ministry decried the five countries as an “axis of malice,” and their statement as 
reflecting “the hypocrisy of a group of countries who are seeking regional chaos and instability 
… and which have fallen into a delirium, as Turkey is disrupting their agendas.”37 In July, 
Turkey announced plans to send Oruç Reis into Greece’s claimed EEZ to explore for oil and 
natural gas, with a sizable portion of its naval fleet nearby, prompting Greece to place its own 
forces on high alert. Tensions were diffused, at least temporarily, when German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel intervened with the leaders of both countries and Oruç Reis remained in Turkish 
waters – though the Turkish government continues disputing the legitimacy of Greece’s EEZ 
claims.38
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Geopolitical Implications
The pandemic and its economic fallout in the Eastern Mediterranean already are heightening 
security competition in the region, driven primarily by Turkey. While Ankara’s growing 
economic woes might logically drive it toward accommodation with its Western partners, to 
regain the confidence of international markets and pave the way for possible IMF financial 
support, its behavior indicates the opposite trajectory.39

Indeed, in the wake of COVID-19 Turkish actions seem to follow in the footsteps of China, 
which has recently increased its assertive military behavior in the South China Sea and 
elsewhere.40 As Turkey’s Vice President Fuat Oktay declared in June, “We are tearing up and 
throwing away the maps of the Eastern Mediterranean that imprison us on the mainland.”41  
Like Beijing, Ankara may view the situation in Europe and America as an indication that 
Western powers will be preoccupied with domestic affairs for the foreseeable future and may 
not have the wherewithal to counter, or meaningfully oppose, Turkish moves in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. To date, certainly, Turkey’s actions have encountered little pushback from 
either Europe or the United States, except minimal EU sanctions.42

Turkish leaders also may conclude that the postponement of energy companies’ activities in 
the region will lessen America’s own focus, enabling Turkey to advance its positions further. 
Meanwhile Turkish companies have amassed a combined nearly $2 billion in debt to Russian 
energy giant Gazprom, posing a national security concern for Turkey and complicating further 
its relationship with Russia.43

  
If energy companies operating in Cypriot waters temporarily cease operations, this may 
provide Turkey with a unique window to move unilaterally and create a fait accompli that 
companies or nations will not be willing or able to challenge. Should the Turkish economy 
deteriorate further, escalating tensions with Greece and Cyprus may become increasingly 
attractive as a nationalist mobilization to distract the public from economic problems at home. 
At the same time, Greek Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis and Turkish President Tayyip 
Erdoğan discussed their coronavirus responses over the phone on June 26, a productive step 
considering there had been little direct communication between both governments for some 
time beforehand.44

Moreover, for Turkey and the region as a whole, recent developments suggest that Eastern 
Mediterranean energy competition can no longer be isolated from the civil war raging in Libya. 
In retrospect, the Turkish-Libyan EEZ agreement of November 2019 may have connected 
these issues at the hip, as indicated by France and the UAE joining in condemning Turkish 
activity in the Eastern Mediterranean. The UAE also plays an increasingly prominent role 
supporting the LNA in Libya.45 So does France, in defiance of the EU’s more balanced 
approach to the conflict and despite France and Turkey being NATO allies.46

  
In fact, in recent years a new geopolitical divide is pitting two rival Sunni blocs against each 
other. On the one hand, there is a conservative bloc led by Saudi Arabia and the UAE. On 
the other lies a radical bloc led by Turkey and Qatar, which includes the transnational Muslim 
Brotherhood. Several years ago they squared off in Egypt, where Turkey and Qatar sought to 
boost the presidency of Muslim Brother Mohamed Morsi. Yet the conservative bloc managed 
to secure Morsi’s ouster, and have instead supported the rule of Abdel Fattah al-Sisi in Cairo. 
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Reeling from this defeat, Ankara and Doha appear to have doubled down on a rematch in 
Libya, where they have boosted the Tripoli-based and Muslim Brotherhood-influenced GNA 
government. 

This conflict is both geopolitical and ideological. The UAE’s goal of rolling back political Islam, 
particularly the Muslim Brotherhood, across the Middle East and North Africa has motivated 
its regional involvement. Both Israel and Greece, building on their concerns of Turkey’s 
aggressive posture, have constructed tighter links to the Saudi- and Emirati-led conservative 
bloc, as has France, another state seeking to roll back Islamism in North Africa and promote 
energy development by Cyprus.
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Whither the United States?
Despite its own COVID-related challenges, the United States cannot simply continue ignoring 
Turkish-driven instability across the Eastern Mediterranean and the compounding geopolitical 
rivalries in its wake. A central part of the solution must be greater clarity in U.S. policy. The 
Trump Administration sided with France in its recent naval dispute with Turkey off the coast 
of Libya, where the two NATO allies back opposing sides in the civil war. Yet it also continues 
supporting the Turkish-backed GNA in Tripoli and criticizing the EU’s singling out of Turkey in 
its naval arms embargo on Libya.47 Meanwhile tensions continue to rise in Libya and around 
the region more generally.

The increasingly high stakes and uncertainty surrounding the future of the region means, for 
the first time since the Cold War, American policymakers must make abundantly clear to allies 
and adversaries alike that the Eastern Mediterranean is a critical focus for U.S. national security 
strategy.

As this group laid out in our May 2020 report on Turkey’s intervention in Libya, enhancing 
the U.S. diplomatic and naval presence in the Eastern Mediterranean would enable the 
United States to demonstrate tangible commitments to regional stability, undergird its claim 
to a leadership role in addressing the Libyan conflict and check destabilizing Turkish power 
projection.48 

The United States should articulate greater, and more concrete, support for Greece’s and 
Cyprus’ warming relationships with Israel and Egypt. Washington also should strengthen 
bilateral military ties with Athens, including by bolstering U.S. forward deployments in Greece 
and viewing that country (and potentially Cyprus) as a viable and reliable alternative for 
relocating U.S. military assets currently deployed in Turkey. 

In tandem with a more robust strategic focus and force posture in the region, the United States 
also should appoint a Special Envoy for the Eastern Mediterranean to devise a negotiated 
solution to the Libya conflict and address related regional security concerns. He or she 
should work with the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum (EMGF) to foster circumstances for 
cooperative development of the region’s major recent energy discoveries and its potential 
for significant additional finds. This has the advantage of working with pro-U.S. countries that 
already share the overarching goal of turning the region into a major energy hub, and that 
have taken concrete steps to coordinate among themselves toward that end. It also would help 
create meaningful opposition to Turkey’s growing efforts, amid the pandemic, to thwart these 
efforts by EMGF countries.

An American envoy also should lead diplomatic efforts toward a negotiated settlement to end 
or mitigate the Libyan conflict and establish a non-Islamist regime that serves Libyan national 
interests, as well as address the growing impact of COVID-19 inside Libya and around the 
region more generally.49



Endnotes
1.	 Office of the Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, “Turkey has become a powerful regional actor,” July 4, 2020, 

https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/news/542/120571/-turkey-has-become-a-powerful-regional-actor-
2.	 “Turkey’s Escalation in Libya: Implications and U.S. Policy Options,” Jewish Institute for National Security of 

America, May 27, 2020, https://jinsa.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/Turkey%E2%80%99s-Escalation-in-Libya-
Implications-and-U.S.-Policy-Options.pdf

3.	 Office of the Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, “Turkey will be one of the outstanding countries in the 
post-pandemic world,” June 29, 2020, https://www.tccb.gov.tr/en/news/542/120508/-turkey-will-be-one-of-the-
outstanding-countries-in-the-post-pandemic-world-

4.	 JINSA’s Eastern Mediterranean Policy Project reports available at: https://jinsa.org/policy-projects/eastern-
mediterranean/?tab=reports

5.	 Like Israel and the United States, Turkey has not ratified UNCLOS. Despite not being a signatory, the United 
States traditionally supports application of UNCLOS.

6.	 The EMGF’s membership is Cyprus, Egypt, Greece, Israel, Italy, Jordan and the Palestinian Authority.
7.	 Kevin Breuninger, “Trump halts trade negotiations with Turkey, raises its steel tariffs to 50%,” CNBC, October 

14, 2019, https://www.cnbc.com/2019/10/14/trump-halting-trade-negotiations-with-turkey-raising-its-steel-tariffs-
to-50percent.html; Tuba Sahin, “Turkey’s economy grows 0.9% in 2019,” Anadolu News Agency, February 28, 
2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkeys-economy-grows-09-in-2019/1748063#:~:text=Turkey's%20
economy%20posted%20a%20growth,)%20last%20year%2C%20TurkStat%20said. 

8.	 Metin Gurcan, "Deciphering Turkey’s darkest night in Syria," Al-Monitor, February 28, 2020, https://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/02/turkey-syria-russia-deciphering-attack-on-turkish-troops.html 

9.	 Ayla Jean Yackley, “Caucasus fighting pits Russia against Turkey, straining shaky alliance,” Politico, July 20, 
2020, https://www.politico.com/news/2020/07/20/turkey-russia-azerbaijan-armenia-374878

10.	 All COVID-19 data herein is collected from Johns Hopkins University & Medicine’s Coronavirus Resource 
center, available at https://coronavirus.jhu.edu/map.html (accessed July 27, 2020).

11.	 Carlotta Gall, “Istanbul Death Toll Hints Turkey Is Hiding a Wider Coronavirus Calamity,” New York Times, 
April 20, 2020, https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/20/world/middleeast/coronavirus-turkey-deaths.html; 
Tuvan Gumrukcu, ”Turkey’s contact tracers race to contain coronavirus,” Reuters, May 1, 2020, https://www.
reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-turkey-tracing/turkeys-contact-tracers-race-to-contain-coronavirus-
idUSKBN22D4S8

12.	 Can Dundar, ”In Turkey, political Islam is getting in the way of rational health policy,” Washington Post, March 
26, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/2020/03/26/turkey-political-islam-is-getting-way-rational-
health-policy/; “Opinion: Turkey’s dithering and disinformation in coronavirus outbreak,” Deutsche Welle, April 6, 
2020, https://www.dw.com/en/opinion-coronavirus-in-turkey/a-53039740

13.	 Arwa Damon and Gul Tuysuz, “With weekend lockdowns and age-specific restrictions, Turkey takes a different 
coronavirus approach,” CNN, April 17, 2020, https://www.cnn.com/2020/04/17/europe/turkey-coronavirus-
lockdown-response-intl/index.html

14.	 “Greek economy likely to shrink 4% this year – ECB’s Stournaras,” Reuters, April 21, 2020, https://www.reuters.
com/article/greece-economy-cenbanker/update-1-greek-economy-likely-to-shrink-4-this-year-ecbs-stournaras-
idUSL8N2C93O5; Joanna Kakissis, ”Greece Reopens To Tourists, But Some Coronavirus Restructions Apply,” 
June 15, 2020, https://www.npr.org/sections/coronavirus-live-updates/2020/06/15/874850445/greece-reopens-
to-tourism-but-some-coronavirus-restrictions-apply

15.	 IMF Cyprus data, https://www.imf.org/en/Countries/CYP#countrydata (accessed July 10, 2020). 
16.	 International Monetary Fund, “Egypt Takes Proactive Approach to Limit the Pandemic’s Fallout,” July 9, 2020, 

https://www.imf.org/en/News/Articles/2020/07/09/na070920-egypt-takes-proactive-approach-to-limit-the-
pandemics-fallout

17.	 Burak Bekdil, “Turkey: Post-Coronavirus Challenges Are Likely to Hurt,” in Efraim Karsh, ed., The COVID-19 
Crisis: Impact and Implications, Began-Sadat Center for Strategic Studies and Bar-Ilan University, July 2020, p. 
250, https://besacenter.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/MSPS176web.pdf

18.	 “Turkish economy to post growth in 2019: Albayrak,” Hürriyet (Istanbul), January 20, 2020, https://www.
hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-to-attract-15-billion-of-fdi-says-albayrak-151231

19.	 Aykan Erdemir and John A. Lechner, ”The Coronavius Will Destroy Turkey’s Economy,” Foreign Policy, April 8, 
2020; Akin Nazli, “Turkey Insight: Not weak at the knees yet: Credit default swaps just hit 520,” BNE Intellinews 
(Berlin), May 24, 2019, https://www.intellinews.com/turkey-insight-not-weak-at-the-knees-yet-credit-default-
swaps-just-hit-520-161773/

20.	 Natasha Turak, “Turkey’s economy is in trouble as experts worry it could become a new coronavirus hotspot,” 
CNBC, April 15, 2020, https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/15/coronavirus-in-turkey-economy-in-trouble-as-case-



numbers-shoot-up.html
21.	 David Gauthier-Villars, ”Turkey Strains to Ward Off Currency Crisis as Pandemic Weighs on Economy,” Wall 

Street Journal, May 12, 2020, https://www.wsj.com/articles/turkey-strains-to-ward-off-currency-crisis-as-
pandemic-weighs-on-economy-11589292609

22.	 Jonathan Spicer, “Turkey faces high bar to U.S. funding, for NY Fed chief says,” Reuters, May 13, 2020, https://
www.reuters.com/article/turkey-economy-funding-fed/update-1-turkey-faces-high-bar-to-u-s-funding-former-ny-
fed-chief-says-idUSL8N2CV1YS; Natasha Turak, “Turkish central bank triples Qatar currency swap line to $15 
billion as economy flounders,” CNBC, May 20, 2020, https://www.cnbc.com/2020/05/20/turkish-central-bank-
triples-currency-swap-line-with-qatar.html

23.	 Laura Pitel, Robin Harding and Laura Hughes, ”Turkey secure sought-after currency swap with expanded Qatar 
deal,” Financial Times, May 20, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/125f0760-16db-475f-be18-ee13ccd39fb0; 
”Currency swap deal with Turkey extended,” ViewsWire (Economist Intelligence Unit), May 25, 2020. 

24.	 United Nations Office of the High Commissioner on Human Rights, “Libya: Health-Care Under Attack,” May 
22, 2018, https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Countries/LY/21052018_Attacks_on_Health_Care_EN.pdf; Sacha 
Petiot, “Libya may have escaped the pandemic but for its thousands of refugees the suffering continues,” 
Telegraph, June 8, 2020, https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/libya-may-have-
escaped-pandemic-thousands-refugees-suffering/

25.	 Chen Aizhu, “Exclusive: China’s top gas importer PetroChina declares force majeure on imports,” Business 
Insider, March 5, 2020, https://www.businessinsider.com/exclusive-chinas-top-gas-importer-petrochina-
declares-force-majeure-on-imports-sources-2020-3?r=US&IR=T; Nidhi Verma and Jessica Jaganathan, 
“Indian LNG imports issue force majeure notices as gas demand slumps,” Reuters, March 25, 2020, https://
www.reuters.com/article/india-lng-imports/update-3-indian-lng-importers-issue-force-majeure-notices-as-gas-
demand-slumps-sources-idUSL4N2BI2YF 

26.	 Simon Henderson, “East Mediterranean Energy Rivalries Face Harsh Economic Realities,” Washington 
Institute for Near East Policy, July 17, 2020, https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/east-
mediterranean-energy-rivalries-face-harsh-economic-realities

27.	 Elias Hazou, “Coronavirus: Minister confirms long delay in Cyprus’ gas drilling,” Cyprus Mail, April 13, 2020, 
https://cyprus-mail.com/2020/04/13/coronavirus-minister-confirms-long-delay-in-cyprus-gas-drilling/

28.	 “Exploration drilling falling back to post-2014 levels,” Offshore, April 21, 2020, https://www.offshore-mag.com/
drilling-completion/article/14174487/exploration-drilling-falling-back-to-post2014-levels

29.	 “COVID19: Cyprus to extend Eni-Total energy exploration contract,” FinancialMirror, May 6, 2020, https://www.
financialmirror.com/2020/05/06/covid19-cyprus-to-extend-eni-total-energy-exploration-contract/

30.	 Gabriel Mitchell, “COVID-109 Puts the Eastern Mediterranean’s Hydrocarbon Dreams on Hold,” War on 
the Rocks, June 15, 2020, https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/covid-19-put-the-eastern-mediterraneans-
hydrocarbon-dreams-on-hold/

31.	 Rina Bassist, “Major US energy deal could shake up Israeli gas fields,” al-Monitor, July 20, 2020, https://www.
al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/07/israel-us-arab-chevron-noble-energy-leviathan-tamar-gas.html

32.	 Nicholas Paphitis and Menelaos Hadjicostis, “Greece, Israel, Cyprus sign deal for EastMed gas pipeline,” 
Navy Times, January 3, 2020, https://www.navytimes.com/news/your-navy/2020/01/03/greece-israel-cyprus-
sign-deal-for-eastmed-gas-pipeline/; Rina Bassist, “East-Med undersea pipeline project now ratified by Israel,” 
al-Monitor, July 20, 2020, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/07/israel-turkey-greece-cyprus-
benjamin-netanyahu-erdogan-gas.html

33.	 Gerald Butt, “East Med gas going nowhere,” Petroleum Economist, May 13, 2020, https://www.petroleum-
economist.com/articles/upstream/exploration-production/2020/east-med-gas-going-nowhere

34.	 Menelaos Hadjicostis, “Cyprus: Turkey's Latest Gas Drilling Proof of 'Expansionism',” Associated Press, April 
20, 2020, https://www.washingtontimes.com/news/2020/apr/20/cyprus-turkeys-latest-gas-drilling-proof-of-
expans/

35.	 Anthee Carassava, “Greece, Cyprus Lash Out at Turkey for ‘Illegal’ Drilling in Eastern Mediterranean,” Voice 
of America, April 22, 2020, https://www.voanews.com/europe/greece-cyprus-lash-out-turkey-illegal-drilling-
eastern-mediterranean

36.	 Hellenic Republic Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Joint Declaration adopted by the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of 
Cyprus, Egypt, France, Greece and the United Arab Emirates (11.05.2020),” May 11, 2020, https://www.mfa.gr/
en/current-affairs/statements-speeches/joint-declaration-adopted-by-the-ministers-of-foreign-affairs-of-cyprus-
egypt-france-greece-and-the-united-arab-emirates-11052020.html

37.	 Statement by Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs, May 11, 2020, http://www.mfa.gov.tr/sc_-33_-gkry-
ortak-bildiri-hk-sc.en.mfa

38.	 “Turkish Navtex: Signs of de-escalation, but Greece on alert until Aug 2,” Ekathimerini, July 26, 2020, https://
www.ekathimerini.com/255133/article/ekathimerini/news/turkish-navtex-signs-of-de-escalation-but-greece-on-
alert-until-aug-2; “Greece says tension easing in East Med dispute with Turkey,” Associated Press, July 27, 
2020, https://www.startribune.com/greece-says-tension-easing-in-east-med-dispute-with-turkey/571917722/



39.	 Luigi Scazzieri, “Gas Heats Up the Eastern Mediterranean,” Centre for European Reform, April 23, 2020, https://
www.cer.eu/insights/gas-heats-eastern-mediterranean

40.	 Rebecca Perring, “World on alert: Satellite images catch China in major military move,” Express, May 15, 2020, 
https://www.express.co.uk/news/world/1282072/china-south-china-sea-fiery-cross-reef-world-war-3-south-
china-sea-news-war

41.	 Laura Pitel and David Sheppard, “Turkey fuels regional power game over Mediterranean gas reserves,” 
Financial Times, July 19, 2020, https://www.ft.com/content/69a222d4-b37c-4e7e-86dc-4f96b226416d

42.	 Heather Conley and Rachel Ellehuus, “How NATO Can Avoid a Strategic Decoupling in the Eastern 
Mediterranean,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, July 17, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/
how-nato-can-avoid-strategic-decoupling-eastern-mediterranean

43.	 David Gauthier-Villars, “As Turkey Shunned Russian Gas, Its Companies Amassed Debt,” Wall Street Journal, 
June 15, 2020, https://www.wsj.com/articles/as-turkey-shunned-russian-gas-its-companies-amassed-
debt-11592216429 

44.	 “Leaders of Turkey and Greece discuss COVID fallout in rare call,” Reuters, June 26, 2020, https://www.reuters.
com/article/us-health-coronavirus-greece-turkey/leaders-of-turkey-and-greece-discuss-covid-fallout-in-rare-call-
idUSKBN23X21S

45.	 Emadeddin Badi, “Russia Isn’t the Only One Getting Its Hands Dirty in Libya,” Foreign Policy, April 21, 2020, 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/21/libyan-civil-war-france-uae-khalifa-haftar/

46.	 Paul Taylor, “France’s double game in Libya,” Politico, April 17, 2019, https://www.politico.eu/article/frances-
double-game-in-libya-nato-un-khalifa-haftar/

47.	 “US Backs France in Standoff With Turkey Over Warships,” Associated Press, July 15,2020, https://www.
nytimes.com/aponline/2020/07/15/world/europe/ap-us-nato.html; Heather Conley and Rachel Ellehuus, “How 
NATO Can Avoid a Strategic Decoupling in the Eastern Mediterranean,” Center for Strategic and International 
Studies, July 17, 2020, https://www.csis.org/analysis/how-nato-can-avoid-strategic-decoupling-eastern-
mediterranean

48.	 JINSA’s Eastern Mediterranean Policy Project reports available at: https://jinsa.org/policy-projects/eastern-
mediterranean/?tab=reports

49.	 Eric Edelman and Charles Wald, “America Must Act In Libya Against Turkey, Russia,” Breaking Defense, June 
9, 2020, https://breakingdefense.com/2020/06/america-must-act-in-libya-against-turkey-russia/







1101 14th Street, NW | Suite 1030 | Washington, DC 20005 | www.jinsa.org


