














At the end of World War I, the Paris Peace Conference mandated the internationalization of
the Danube River from Ulm to the Black Sea (art. 349), allowing for unrestricted traffic over
the whole navigable river, including the principal tributaries of the Danube. Nonetheless, the
river's rule was split between two river commissions: the International Commission of the
Danube, which had control over the whole navigable portion of the Danube (except the
Maritime Danube), and the Commission, which had power over the Maritime Danube, the
direct waterway into the Black Sea. The International Commission of the Danube was
intended to have representatives from all nations that border the river, as well as the three
European powers (France, Great Britain, and Italy) that were not directly next to it but
emerged as winners in the war7.

By involving non-riparian states, it became evident that exerting control over the Danube
meant controlling a vital pathway for European trade, socio-economic development, and
consequently, a determinant of political influence in Europe. This marked the first time when
the Danube River became politically vested – a political route, as its navigation regulations
ceased to solely pertain to technical matters and cooperation among riparian states, but
also to political interests that went beyond the specifics of having the river open to free
navigation.

In 1936, the signing of the Montreux Convention Regarding the Regime of the Straits vested
the Danube River with further (geo)political importance. On one hand, it guaranteed its
position as a vital link to the planetary ocean via the Black Sea and the straits, on the other
hand making it the only entry point for riparian military vessels to the Black Sea in the case
of an armed conflict.

During World War II Danube riparian governments pledged to maintain the river's neutrality.
The frontline developments of 1938-1940 significantly impacted the European
Danube Commission and the International Commission of the Danube. After the battlefield
successes of 1940, Germany proposed the dissolution of the International Commission of
the Danube, which it had already left. The Danubian Conference in Vienna in September
1940 included Germany, Hungary, Italy, Romania, Slovakia, and Yugoslavia. German
hydro-hegemony was formalized along the internationalized Danube between Bratislava
and Brăila. The portion between Ulm and Bratislava remained under German
administration8. Although the Commission remained in existence in name, the prevailing
political and military conditions in Europe transformed the whole Danube, including its lower
portion, into another theater of German operations.

8 Focas, “The Lower Danube River in the Southeastern European Political and Economic Complex from
Antiquity to the Conference of Belgrade of 1948”, 542.

7 Ardeleanu, “Between Experimentalism and Anachronism – the Road to the Abolishment of the European
Commission of the Danube. In: The European Commission of the Danube, 1856-1948”

4



https://worldinmaps.com/rivers/danube


https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/03/22/romania-fears-that-whatever-happens-in-ukraine-it-will-end-up-more-vulnerable
https://www.economist.com/europe/2022/03/22/romania-fears-that-whatever-happens-in-ukraine-it-will-end-up-more-vulnerable


https://www.outquesting.com/how-to-visit-the-danube-delta-in-romania/




https://www.bbc.com/news/world-61759692






https://lloydslist.com/LL1141204/Ukraines-Danube-ports-increase-activity-to-boost-grain-trade


https://history.iowa.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/transportation-rural-and-urban-spaces/compare-cargo
https://history.iowa.gov/history/education/educator-resources/primary-source-sets/transportation-rural-and-urban-spaces/compare-cargo
https://projects.3seas.eu/projects/fairway-danube






the potential actions of the Russian military were they to control the mouth of the Danube.
The area would offer a rich canvas for undermining the very foundations of international law,
especially through its changing terrain which would act as pretenses for redrawing current
borders between Romania and Ukraine. Such claims would then be corroborated with
similar ones in the maritime realm, aimed at reversing decisions of international tribunals,
such as the 2009 Hague ICJ decision which awarded approximately 80% of the waters
around the Snake Island to Romania.

The Turkish side activated the provisions of the 1936 Montreux Convention on the 27th of
February 2022, preventing warships of non-littoral states from reaching the waters of the
Black Sea. The result was, and still is, that the only other entry for maritime military
hardware into the Black Sea is the Danube River. Ukraine has made great strides in
pushing the Russian Black Sea Fleet away from the North-Western Black Sea, partially
restoring freedom of navigation by making use of the protection conferred by Romania’s
territorial waters.

Romania has the largest riverine fleet in Europe but the Danube’s military potential does not
lie only within its own banks. With appropriate dredging, the river’s cargo capacity can be
vastly increased and used for the transport of ammunition, fuel and other supplies crucial
for military operations. NATO’s Ulm logistical commandment sits right next to the Danube, a
suggestive geographical association encapsulating its logistical potential. In the light of the
logistical lessons learned during the conflict in Ukraine, allied nations could take concrete
steps to ensure the functionality of a reliable heavy-duty East-West connection.

While Ukraine’s mosquito fleet tactics have proven useful in the asymmetric warfare it
wages against the aggressor, the danger posed by drifting mines remains pervasive and
requires military resources of a different nature. In early January, Türkiye refused to allow
two minesweepers which the UK donated to Ukraine to cross the straits, according to its
interpretation of the Montreux conventions. As of now, there are approximately 400-600
drifting mines in the Black Sea30, which will continue to pose a danger for the freedom of
navigation for decades to come. In the case of cargo ships with chemical loads, drifting
mines can lead to large scale environmental disasters. The legal framework governing the
Danube allows for creative thinking in this respect. According to the current statute, riverine
countries have the right to send military ships on the Danube, meaning that Ukraine could
potentially supplied with minesweepers via this route. Germany has two Ensdorf-class
minesweeper (2.84 m draft) and eight Frakenthal-class minehunters (2.6m draft) which could
travel via the Danube to the Black Sea. Most of the mainstream coverage focuses on the
process of neutralizing the mines but locating them is often the hardest part. The combined
capabilities of the Ensdorf-class minesweepers and the Frakenthal-class minehunters can
play a decisive role in restoring freedom of navigation in the Black Sea. Article 30 of the
1948 Danube Convention stipulates that military ships of riparian states cannot travel on the
Danube outside said state’s borders, in absence of a prior understanding among the
riparian states which waters it will cross. With sound diplomatic coordination, this can
translate through a second entry into the Black Sea, bypassing the Turkish Straits and the
provisions of the Montreux Convention. The average bridge height remains the biggest
obstacle in the face of such a plan. Any such transfer would entail measures such as
temporarily removing the mast or taking the vessels apart into transportable segments
which can then be reassembled at destination. There has been an instance in the past when

30 December 2023 private briefing by the Romanian Ministry for National Defence, Naval Forces.
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