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The Eastern Mediterranean is undergoing a geostrategic shift in the aftermath of the October 7
war. Cyprus, Greece, and Israel have started building an Eastern Mediterranean defense archi-
tecture—visible in recent months with major Greek and Cypriot purchases of Israeli air de-
fenses, a major trilateral summit, and Israeli Defense Minister Israel Katz's recent trip to Athens.
This represents a resounding rebuttal to the Iranian axis’s attempt to weaponize the theater
against Israel and a hedge against shared concerns about Turkey’s expansionist intentions. If
sustained, this framework could also serve as a bridge between Washington’s European and
Gulf partners, linking the Eastern Mediterranean to a possible U.S.-aligned security architecture
in the Middle East.

The only thing missing is the United States. Its involvement and support can help accelerate
and expand the nascent Eastern Mediterranean security framework, cementing the partnership
between three of its democratic partners, and creating an anchor for the stability of a region that
is vital and contested, including by Ankara, which presses expansive maritime claims and re-
sumed aerial incursions into Greece shortly after the latest trilateral summit.

Lessons Learned From Two Years of War: The Eastern Mediterranean
as a Crucial Theater

During Israel’s 2023-2025 multifront conflict with Iran and its proxies, the Eastern Mediterra-
nean was not spared. It became an active front as Iran and its proxies exploited it to attack Is-
rael. Ultimately, however, Israel’s resounding success against the Iranian axis underscored an-
other crucial lesson: Israel is a highly capable regional security anchor. All the while, Greece
and Cyprus proved to be steadfast partners for Israel.

Middle East Wars Do Not Stop at the Water’s Edge

Iran and its proxies used the Eastern Mediterranean to strike the Israeli homeland. Hamas
staged a naval invasion of Israel during its October 7 massacre. Throughout 2024, terror opera-
tives from Hezbollah, the Houthis, and Iran’s proxies in Iraq consistently flew attack drones out-
side Israeli airspace, then over the Mediterranean, to avoid detection en route to sites in Israel.
While Israel intercepted most of these drones, some penetrated Israeli defenses and inflicted
casualties. Fortunately, some of the worst Mediterranean-based attack plans did not come to
fruition. These include unfulfilled Hezbollah pledges to strike Israel’s offshore gas rigs, and an
abandoned Hezbollah plan for a major naval invasion as part of a broader attack.
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All these developments sent a clear message to nearby countries: future Middle East wars can,
and will, expand to the Eastern Mediterranean theater.

Israel as a Regional Superpower

Ultimately, Iran and its proxies’ efforts backfired. Instead of turning the Eastern Mediterranean
into a major liability for Israel, Iran-backed aggression spurred greater regional integration, mak-
ing the theater a maturing asset for Israel.

Israel’'s many war successes—including its most ambitious air campaign ever, in which it en-
joyed freedom of action without losing a single manned aircraft, and its strikingly high intercep-
tion rate while facing hundreds of Iranian missiles and drones throughout the war—strength-
ened its regional partnerships. Over the past two years, Israel forged new partnerships with re-
gional countries like Greece’s neighbors Albania—which sits along the Mediterranean—and Bul-
garia, as well as nearby Romania.

For Athens and Nicosia, the message was unmistakable: Israel is a credible security partner ca-
pable of projecting power in their defense.

Durability of Eastern Mediterranean Partnerships

Greece and Cyprus reinforced that assessment through concrete wartime actions. Israel quietly
relocated its civilian air fleet to Greek and Cypriot airports prior to Operation Rising Lion, expos-
ing both governments to political and security risk. Their military infrastructure supported allied
operations, while both capitals served as diplomatic conduits during the conflict. This wartime
coordination demonstrated that a trilateral security framework has enormous operational up-
side—not an abstract alignment but an operational partnership built on mutual trust, shared risk,
and coordinated action.

The Eastern Mediterranean Democratic Bloc Solidifies

On December 22, 2025, Cypriot President Nikos Christodoulides, Greek Prime Minister Kyria-
kos Mitsotakis, and Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu convened in Jerusalem for their
tenth trilateral summit since 2016. Unlike previous meetings, this summit marked a decisive shift
from energy coordination to operational security integration.

Earlier summits centered on natural gas development, pipeline projects, and electricity intercon-
nectivity, which provided the economic logic for cooperation and alternatives to Russian energy
dependence. These pillars remain important but no longer define the partnership’s strategic
core. The joint declaration’s emphasis on “security, defense and military matters,” the military
chiefs’ action plan for joint exercises through 2026, and the establishment of the Maritime Cy-
bersecurity Center of Excellence in Cyprus signaled its maturation from periodic joint military ex-
ercises to a standing security architecture.

The summit and subsequent counter-drone deal between Greece and Israel built on a broader
momentum in the trilateral defense relationship. Recent milestones include Cyprus’s 2024 pur-
chase of Israel's advanced Barak MX air-defense system; Greece’s 2025 acquisition of Israeli-
made LORA missile systems for deployment on Greek islands in the Aegean Sea; and Greece’s
efforts to acquire Israel’s battle-tested technology like the Barak MX system to help form its new
Achilles Shield project—a multi-layered air and drone defense system estimated at $3.5 billion.

The Trilateral Partnership’s Opportunities Ahead

Two trendlines—the deepening of U.S.-Israeli-Arab air and missile architecture, and the tighten-
ing of Cyprus-Greece-Israel defense cooperation—point toward a broader possibility:
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Washington’s Eastern Mediterranean partners and its Gulf partners joining under a U.S.-aligned
security umbrella bridging Europe and the Middle East.

Progress is already underway. Since April 2025, Bahrain and Cyprus signed a major defense

agreement; Greece and the UAE reached a defense innovation agreement; Bahrain and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) participated in Greek-led air force exercises that featured Israel
and the United States; and the leader of the UAE made his first-ever state visit to Cyprus. These
steps build on expanding economic, energy, and infrastructure ties among Cyprus, Greece, Is-
rael, and the UAE.

The Trilateral Partnership’s Challenges Ahead

The consolidation of the Cyprus—Greece—Israel security framework comes amid renewed Turk-
ish assertiveness in the Eastern Mediterranean. Pro-government outlets framed the emerging
framework as hostile to Turkish interests, and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan warned
that Turkey “will not allow violations of its rights or what belongs to it"—referencing Ankara’s ex-
pansive maritime claims under its “Blue Homeland,” or Mavi Vatan, doctrine.

The most immediate friction point is Syria, where Ankara and Jerusalem now operate in overlap-
ping theaters with competing objectives. After Bashar al-Assad’s regime collapsed in December
2024, Turkey moved quickly to consolidate influence, advancing plans to establish air-defense-
supported positions in central Syria, including at the strategic T4 airbase near Palmyra. In April
2025, Israel preemptively struck the sites to block Turkish deployment. Deconfliction talks began
almost immediately and were reportedly formalized by May 2025. Turkey has also sought to de-
ploy radar systems inside Syria that could restrict Israel’s freedom of action over Syrian air-
space and complicate Israeli strike routes toward Iran.

Turkey seeks a centralized Syrian state aligned with its interests and has backed Damascus’s
ongoing assault against Kurdish forces to consolidate control—putting Ankara at odds with Is-
rael, which prefers a weakened, decentralized Syria incapable of threatening its northern fron-
tier. As Turkish military deployments expand and Israeli air operations continue, Syria remains
the primary arena where miscalculation could test the emerging Eastern Mediterranean frame-
work’s durability.

These Syrian frictions rest atop longer-running structural disputes. Israel-Turkey relations have
deteriorated steadily since Erdogan’s rise to power in 2002, and especially after the 2010 Mavi
Marmara disaster, despite intermittent normalization attempts. Turkey’s disputes with Greece
over maritime boundaries and airspace persist. Turkish aircraft violated Greek airspace more
than 11,000 times in 2022 alone. Although incidents declined after the diplomatic rapproche-
ment that began in 2023, they never entirely ceased. Within days of the December 2025 trilat-
eral summit, new incursions were reported, followed by five more in early 2026. Ankara also
continues to reject Cyprus’s sovereignty while maintaining over 100,000 troops in occupied
northern Cyprus.

Ankara is simultaneously pressing Washington to re-enter the F-35 program. During a January 5
phone call, Erdogan urged President Trump to facilitate Turkey’s return to the program after its
removal over the purchase of Russia’s S-400 air and missile defense system. Turkish acquisi-
tion would complicate an already sensitive balance: with Israel operating the aircraft and Greece
set to receive it in 2028, Ankara would gain a platform that significantly expands power-projec-
tion capacity across the basin. The 2024 F-16 sale—followed by renewed pressure on Israel
and coercive signaling toward Greece and Cyprus—suggests expanded capabilities have not
moderated Ankara’s posture.

JINSA Beyond the Water’s Edge: the Eastern Mediterranean’s Strengthening Security Axis


https://english.alarabiya.net/News/gulf/2025/11/03/bahrain-and-cyprus-sign-historic-security-agreement
https://www.ekathimerini.com/politics/foreign-policy/1271269/greece-uae-aim-to-finalize-apache-helicopter-support-agreement/
https://thecradle.co/articles/arab-states-take-part-in-greek-air-drills-alongside-israel
https://cyprus-mail.com/2025/12/14/cyprus-and-uae-presidents-hold-talks-in-nicosia-during-first-ever-state-visit
https://www.yenisafak.com/gundem/turkiyedeki-butun-kurumlarin-gundeminde-israil-artik-birinci-tehdit-4781323
https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/dunya/ser-ittifakindan-yeni-hamle-turk-sihalarindan-yunanistan-ve-rumlari-israil-koruyacak-43065683
https://www.ynetnews.com/article/sjh7klrxbl
https://warontherocks.com/2020/06/blue-homeland-the-heated-politics-behind-turkeys-new-maritime-strategy/
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-moves-take-control-syrias-strategic-t4-air-base-sources
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israeli-strikes-hit-syrian-airbases-that-turkey-scoped-out-sources/
https://www.timesofisrael.com/israel-and-turkey-hold-syria-deconfliction-talks-to-avoid-military-clash/
https://www.i24news.tv/en/news/middle-east/levant-turkey/artc-israel-turkey-establish-direct-line-to-avoid-syria-tensions
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-881380
https://www.jpost.com/middle-east/article-881380
https://www.rfi.fr/en/podcasts/international-report/20260124-syrian-army-seizes-northeast-as-us-abandons-kurdish-led-forces
https://jinsa.org/jinsa_report/syrias-kurdish-crisis-an-overview-of-escalation/
https://www.bbc.com/news/10203726
https://www.bbc.com/news/10203726
https://greekcitytimes.com/2022/12/28/turkey-violated-greek-airspace-2022/
https://www.ekathimerini.com/politics/foreign-policy/1260683/turkish-airspace-violations-recorded/#:~:text=Turkish%20airspace%20violations,Fullscreen
https://greekcitytimes.com/2025/12/25/turkish-aircraft-violate-greek-airspace-christmas-eve-2025/
https://www.tovima.com/world/five-violations-of-greek-airspace-by-2-pairs-of-turkish-f-16s/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/cyprus-urges-turkey-drop-two-state-demand-advance-eu-bid-2025-11-14/
https://x.com/trhaber_com/status/1963987276301480410?s=20
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2026-01-05/erdogan-says-turkish-return-to-f-35-program-key-to-nato-security
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/turkey-receives-us-draft-letters-approving-f-16-jets-deal-official-2024-02-29/
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/turkey-imposes-export-restrictions-israel-until-gaza-ceasefire-2024-04-09/
https://www.tovima.com/politics/turkey-violates-greeces-airspace-with-f-16/

Policy Recommendations

The Israel-Greece—Cyprus framework directly advances U.S. strategic interests in a contested
region. It anchors three democratic partners, expands operational access for U.S. forces
through Greek and Cypriot basing and logistics, and strengthens Europe’s energy security
through Eastern Mediterranean interconnection projects. It also provides a bridge for deeper en-
gagement between America’s Arab partners and Cyprus and Greece.

This architecture rests on U.S. statutory foundations. The Eastern Mediterranean Security and
Energy Partnership Act of 2019 established U.S. participation in the trilateral dialogue (known as
the 3+1 framework); affirmed that the security of Greece, Cyprus, and Israel is critical to U.S.
and European security; authorized International Military Education and Training (IMET) pro-
grams and arms sales to Cyprus (ending a decades-old embargo); and expressed strong oppo-
sition to actions that would trigger sanctions under the Countering America's Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).

Yet while the trilateral partners have moved rapidly toward operational integration, U.S. engage-
ment has remained episodic rather than institutionalized, leaving Washington under-leveraged
in shaping a framework that already serves core American interests.

Formalize the 3+1 Framework into a Standing Security Architecture

The United States should upgrade the 3+1 format from ad hoc summits into an institutionalized
partnership. Washington should establish a standing 3+1 Coordinating Committee at the assis-
tant-secretary level, regularize Cabinet-level participation, and designate a U.S. Coordinator for
Eastern Mediterranean Security. Integrated working groups should focus on maritime domain
awareness, counter-drone defense, energy infrastructure protection, and emergency response,
giving the trilateral framework the same institutional weight as other U.S. regional security archi-
tectures.

Accelerate Defense Integration Through Interoperability and Co-Production

The United States should support the transformation of national procurements into a basin-wide
defensive grid by facilitating U.S.—Israeli-Greek co-production of air and missile defense com-
ponents, expanding foreign military financing (FMF) for interoperable weapons systems, and in-
stitutionalizing U.S. participation in joint exercises. Cyprus should be designated as a forward
logistics and intelligence hub for U.S. and allied operations. IMET funding authorized under the
EastMed Act should be fully funded and expanded to support trilateral officer exchanges and co-
alition planning.

Impose Hard Conditionality on Turkey’s F-35 Access

Turkey’s return to the F-35 program should remain frozen absent sustained, verifiable changes
in Ankara’s behavior toward Israel, Greece, and Cyprus. Recent precedent demonstrates that
arms concessions have emboldened rather than moderated Turkish conduct.

Before any re-entry, the United States should require Turkey to:
e End political and financial support for Hamas;
o Normalize diplomatic and economic relations with Israel;
e Cease airspace violations and harassment of Cypriot EEZ energy activity; and
e Demonstrate credible steps toward reducing military pressure in northern Cyprus.

These conditions should be formalized in any F-35-related legislative or executive action and
reinforced through broader leverage over future defense transfers. Doing so ensures that ac-
cess to America’s most advanced military systems reinforces—rather than undermines—re-
gional stability and existing partnerships.
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