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Abstract 

The Russian Ukrainian War is causing 

tremors far beyond the military front 

lines. Major food and supply chain 

disruptions, hybrid aggression against 

democratic countries, continuous 

violation of internationally recognized 

freedoms of navigation, trade and 

development of resources in exclusive 

economic zones, hegemonic 

militarization by Russia of an entire 

Black Sea and tangible risks of 

contagion among neighboring countries, 

are some of the topics that are 

addressed in this paper. Apart from its 

relevance as a gateway to Asia and the 

Middle East, the authors emphasize the 

significant potential that the Black Sea 

region has in terms of supply routes, 

energy and natural resources potential 

that can contribute to progress and 

economic security for the entire 

European continent. The region has 

become the factual expression of the 

clash between autocracies and 

democracies, of aggressive powers 

aspiring to take leadership in a 

multipolar world and a geopolitical 

laboratory of how the “new multipolar 

world” imagined by rising autocracies 

would look like. Being an existential 

threat to European security, aggressive 

conduct in the Black Sea must therefore 

be suppressed at all cost. Strengthening 

the economic and military security 

posture of NATO, EU in the region and 

that of Black Sea riparian states like 

Romania, must be a necessary step 

towards the goal of ending the war and 

assisting in the rebuilding of Ukraine and 

its admission to the Euro Atlantic 

community. The US needs a strategy 

dedicated to the Black Sea, which for 

the first time determines a long-term and 

predictable vision of the United States 

towards this region, so vulnerable, but at 

the same time, so important for global 

connectivity, energy, food security and 

trade. 
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1. Source: Google Maps & New Strategy Center 

Introduction 

The Russian Federation's war of aggression 

against Ukraine has highlighted the 

strategic importance of the Black Sea and 

the fragility of security in the region. Russia 

occupied the coast of the Sea of Azov, the 

port of Kherson and unsuccessfully tried to 

conquer the port of Mykolaiv, then reached 

Odesa and from there the mouth of the 

Danube on the border with Romania. The 

only place where the Russian blitzkrieg was 

successful was here, on the Black Sea and 

the Sea of Azov, with Moscow succeeding in 

creating the land bridge between Donbas 

and Crimea. On the first day of the invasion, 

Russia occupied the Snake Island, an island 

belonging to Ukraine, located very close to 

Romania, in front of the Danube mouth, and 

set up a naval blockade that impeded all 

cargo traffic between Odesa and Istanbul. 

Every day, Ukraine's economy lost $170 

million as a result of this naval blockade1. 

The Black Sea and its littoral are the scene 

of fierce military confrontations. After 

months of intense fighting, Russian troops 

withdrew from Snake Island on June 30, 

after the Ukrainians sank the Moskva ship, 

which was providing anti-aircraft defense 

cover in the area and used long-range 

artillery from the West, drones and Neptune 

and Harpoon anti-ship missiles.  

Intense fighting continues, with massive 

attacks on both sides. The Russians are 

trying to destroy the infrastructure of 

Ukraine's Black Sea and Danube ports to 

prevent it from exporting grain to foreign 

markets, which would severely damage its 

economy and revenues, while Ukraine is 

increasingly attacking the transport 

infrastructure linking Crimea to the Taman 

peninsula via the Kerch bridge and links to 

the mainland in the northwest from 

Armiansk and northeast from Chonhar to 

isolate the peninsula and make it harder to 

supply Russian troops with ammunition and 

fuel. 
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It is not only the transport infrastructure in 

Crimea that the Ukrainians are targeting, 

but also command posts, airfields, depots, 

naval bases, drones and missiles harassing 

Russian anti-aircraft defenses. The 

Ukrainians are also increasingly adept at 

using naval drones, with Russian ships 

having to be constantly vigilant against such 

a threat. 

Freedom of navigation is threatened by 

free-floating mines dislodged by storms 

from Ukrainian or Russian mine dams. At 

the same time, there are suspicions that the 

mines are placed by Russian ships to 

obstruct naval traffic. 

Ukraine is one of the world's major grain 

exporters and products from Ukraine are in 

demand by countries in Africa, the Middle 

East and Asia. Russia is turning food into a 

weapon, the weaponization of food being 

one of the powerful tools in Russia's hybrid 

war arsenal. This is why maintaining 

freedom of navigation in the Black Sea is so 

important, because by preventing Ukraine's 

grain exports, Russia not only wants to 

displace it from commercial markets, but 

also to cause supply turbulence and 

generate instability and social unrest in 

Africa and the Middle East in order to 

generate a new wave of migration to Europe 

and cause new problems for Ukraine's 

allies. 

Freedom of navigation is also important to 

diminish Russia's malign influence in 

another area: energy. Russia is cleverly 

using energy as a factor of pressure and 

blackmail against countries in the Black Sea 

region and beyond. It has demonstrated 

over the years that Gazprom is a decisive 

tool in its hybrid war. All countries in the 

region, except Ukraine and Romania, 

depend on gas imports from Russia. The 

war has forced the European Union to find 

solutions as quickly as possible to decrease 

dependence on Russian gas, so countries 

like Bulgaria, which before 2022 imported 

90% of its annual consumption from 

Russia2, have had to develop 

interconnectors with neighbours to receive 

gas from other sources, i.e. from Azerbaijan, 

or LNG from the US or Qatar sources3. 

Romania is in a privileged position because 

it depends very slightly on imported gas, 

with 80% of its needs provided by domestic 

production. In 2027 Romania will become 

the largest gas producer in the European 

Union, with 7-8 billion cubic metres (bcm) to 

be extracted from the Black Sea from the 

Neptun Deep perimeter, the most prolific, 

and 1 bcm from the Ana perimeter4. The 

Baltic Sea region, while not being a region 

of direct military conflict as is the Black Sea, 

already offers some precedents on grave 

incidents that can affect major energy 

infrastructure, i.e. the Nord Stream pipelines 

sabotage of September 26, 20225 and the 

more recent Baltic-connector incident that 

occurred on October 7, 20236. Evidently, the 

risk of such kind of incidents occurring in the 

Black Sea, which is a stage of direct military 

conflict, once non-Russian energy 

infrastructure is developed, should be 

multiplied several times. The stake of such 

energy infrastructure is not only to ensure 

Romania's energy security, but also to 

support countries such as the Republic of 

Moldova or Bulgaria, which can avoid 

dependence on Russian gas by having 

access to a predictable, reliable and very 

close supply source. Reducing Russia's 

malign influence in energy is an important 

stake, all the more so as not only in 

Romania's offshore area large gas reserves 

have been discovered, but also in 

perimeters in Türkiye's offshore area, such 

as Sakarya, with reserves estimated at 720 

bcm7. Ukraine has a very good potential in 

the offshore area, both in terms of gas 

reserves and wind energy, but foreign 

investments are waiting for the end of the 

conflict.  
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2. Source: New Strategy Center 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A Ukrainian victory will open up the 

possibility of very interesting energy 

developments in the western Black Sea 

basin, including cooperation projects 

between Ukraine and Romania. A frozen 

conflict, including the maintenance of 

Russian control over Crimea, will keep an 

aggressive Russia in the Black Sea, 

primarily because it will have to constantly 

demonstrate its control over an exclusive 

economic zone that it holds illegally, after 

the annexation of Crimea, and which is not 

internationally recognized. 

The Black Sea matters not only to the 

riparian states. It is a bridge of 

communication between Europe and Asia, 

between Europe and the Middle East, and 

means access to the Caucasus and the 

Balkans, to the rich fields of Ukraine or to 

the Mediterranean. It means food security 

for many countries in Africa, the Middle East 

and Asia. The Black Sea is the place from 

where Russia has dreamed for 300 years of 

expanding into the warm seas and from 

where it has projected its influence into the 

Middle East and Africa over the last decade. 

The Black Sea region is an area of 

permanent competition and a rift of 

geopolitical interests, a place where China 

and Russia can join hands against US 

interests. An evasive US, NATO and EU 

policy towards the Black Sea has 

encouraged Russia to behave increasingly 

aggressively after the 2008 war in Georgia, 

the annexation of Crimea in 2014 and the 

outbreak of war in Ukraine's Donbas, 

culminating in a full-scale attack on Ukraine 

in February 2022.  

In Europe and the US, many believed they 

could negotiate with Putin, that they could 

reset relations between Washington and 

Moscow, that they were discovering in 

Medvedev a Western-aligned, reasonable 

and communicative leader, that they could 

do good business with the Russians, 

especially on cheap natural gas. We have 



6 

fed the beast with our good will and our 

money and only whetted its appetite for new 

attacks and conquests. Today we are not 

allowed to repeat the same mistake. 

Because the war between Russia and 

Ukraine is first and foremost a war between 

autocracy and democracy, the outcome of 

which will shape the balance of international 

relations and global security. Our 

determination or weakness will lead to 

different behavior not only from Putin, but 

also from China, North Korea or Iran.  And 

the outcome of the war in Ukraine is, to a 

large extent, now being played out in the 

Black Sea and on its shores. 

This is the second joint study conducted by 

the New Strategy Center (Romania) and the 

Yorktown Institute (USA) on security in the 

Black Sea region. The first "Strategic 

Nexus: The Black Sea, Great Power 

Competition, and the Russo-Ukrainian War" 

is a comprehensive monography of 

historical developments, Russia's behavior 

over time, interests and competition 

between global or regional powers and the 

impact of Russia's war of aggression 

against Ukraine. The new study, which we 

present now, focuses on freedom of 

navigation and energy stakes, 

concentrating attention on two themes 

fundamental to the security of the Black Sea 

region, with serious global impact. 

Our approach is addressed to those who 

are aware of or are just discovering the 

realities and stakes in the Black Sea region, 

in the hope that US and NATO policy 

towards this highly contested area will be 

more coherent, predictable and will show a 

constant and firm commitment. 

Geopolitical and military context and challenges 

The challenges in the Black Sea are 

considerable in the context of the war in 

Ukraine, both militarily and economically, 

all the more so as there remains the risk of 

extending Russian control of the Black Sea 

to the mouth of the Danube and the 

Romanian border, if military developments 

on the ground allow Russia to do so, should 

the war continue for the next 2-4 years. 

With the occupation of the Azov littoral and 

part of the Kherson region, the Russian 

Federation has increased its area of control 

in the Black Sea region. Admirable 

resistance from the Ukrainian troops 

stopped Russian forces from advancing 

towards Mykolaiv and Odesa, which would 

have meant cutting off Ukraine's access to 

the Black Sea and Russia's access to the 

Danube and Transnistria, with a fatal 

impact on the security of Republic of 

Moldova's.  

Even if this dark scenario was avoided in 

2022, the political objective of Russian 

aggression remains the same: the 

destruction of Ukraine. Because the 

military reality on the ground does not 

currently allow it to develop offensive 

actions towards Mykolaiv and Odesa, 

Russia is intensively bombing Ukrainian 

port infrastructure on the Black Sea and 

Danube, in order to economically suffocate 

Ukraine and displace it from foreign 

markets in grain exports. Russia dominates 

the Black Sea by controlling Crimea, 

launching drone and missile strikes from 

the peninsula and its vicinity, and harassing 

commercial vessels transporting Ukrainian 

grain8. To see the economic stakes behind 

the massive attacks, it is suggestive the 

statement made by representatives of the 

Russian Grain Producers' Union, who said 

that the July 2022-June 2023 season was 

the best in terms of exports, with a record 

60 million tonnes, but that it will be 

exceeded in the current season. In August, 

Russia reached a record level of grain 

exports of 7.7 million tonnes9. Russia 

expects a record harvest in 2023 of 153-

155 million tonnes of grain, including 85 

million tonnes of wheat, which will increase 

its export capacity to 47.5 million tonnes 
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3. Source: Black Sea Initiative as renewed on November 17, 2022 
(2022). CC BY-SA 4.0 graphic by Randam, Wikimedia Commons 

while Ukraine's wheat production is 

affected by the war and will not exceed 

17.5 million tonnes, the lowest production 

in the last decade10. 

The top 4 countries importing Russian 

grain in July-August 2023 are countries 

with special ties to Russia, where Moscow 

has important interests: Saudi Arabia (1.32 

million tonnes) - an important ally in OPEC 

for maintaining a level of oil production that 

favours Russia's interests, concerned to 

maintain a good level of oil export revenue 

despite Western sanctions; Egypt (1.28 

million tonnes) - a country that imports 

about 60% of wheat from Russia11 and with 

which Russia organised joint naval 

exercises in December 2021 in the Eastern 

Mediterranean12; Türkiye (1.27 million 

tonnes) - NATO state, but a valuable trade 

partner for Russia, including for parallel 

imports of embargoed technological 

components that are useful to Russia for 

arms production; Iran (1.12 million tonnes) 

- a major supplier of ammunition and

drones13.

We see that the impact of the Black Sea 

security on global food security is huge. 

Ukraine was the world's fourth largest grain 

exporter before the Russian invasion while 

the main export route for Ukrainian goods 

was the Black Sea. About 70% of Ukraine's 

trade was carried by sea, with the ports of 

the Odesa region accounting for three-

quarters of it14. With the beginning of the 

war, export volumes fell and trade chains 

suffered, putting global food security at risk. 

The Black Sea Grain Initiative was 

concluded on August 1, 2022, following 

negotiations brokered by the UN and 

Türkiye, which allowed Ukrainian exports 

from Black Sea ports to resume and 

averted a global food crisis, but in July 

2023 Russia decided to withdraw from the 

agreement, thus creating major difficulties 

for Ukraine. Between August 2022 and July 

2023, Ukraine exported almost 33 million 

tonnes of grain and other agricultural 

products worldwide, with China, Türkiye, 

Spain, Italy being the biggest importers and 

i NSC experts' discussion with representatives 

of the Romanian Ministry of Transport; 

over 750,000 tonnes going via the UN to 

countries such as Afghanistan, Yemen, 

Sudan, Ethiopia, Kenya, with Ukraine 

providing more than half of UN World Food 

Programme's wheat grain in 2022, as was 

the case in 202115. 

Romania was the second major route for 

Ukraine's export operations during the 

Black Sea Grain Initiative and it is now the 

main route, traffic through Ukrainian ports 

on the Black Sea being basically blocked. 

While in March 2022 Ukraine exported 

300,000 tonnes of grain through Romania, 

in September Romania reached 3 million 

tonnes of export capacity for Ukrainian 

grain, which represents more than 60% of 

Ukraine's total exports.i It is a huge effort 

made by Romania to improve the 

infrastructure at border crossings, on the 

railways, in the Danube and Black Sea 

ports, especially in the Port of Constanta, 

to increase transit through the Sulina and 
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Chilia canals, which connects Romanian 

and Ukrainian ports on the Danube with the 

Black Sea, an effort made with funds from 

Romania's national budget and from the 

EU. 

Most of Ukraine's exports now reach 

international markets using the Romanian 

port of Constanta. Between January 1 and 

September 1, through the port of 

Constanta, out of the total volume of 15.62 

million tonnes of cereals and cereal 

products 11.90 million tonnes were from 

Ukraine, with the total volume estimated to 

reach 22.36 million tonnes by 31 December 

2023 of which 17 million tonnes from 

Ukraine. The Sulina canal on the Danube 

brings grain to the Port of Constanta and 

the Port of Sulina, with a transit of 1.214 

million tonnes of grain from Ukraine in 

August.ii Even if the Baltic countries16 or 

Croatia17 have expressed their willingness 

to facilitate the export of Ukrainian grain, 

the main transport route will remain the 

Danube-Black Sea route, as the entire 

infrastructure facilitating the export of 

Ukrainian grain has been developed for the 

southern access corridor to the Black Sea 

ports, now redirected to the Danube ports. 

Ukraine has also been exporting grain to 

the rest of Europe by road and rail, through 

neighboring countries. However, 

transporting grain this way is more 

expensive and time-consuming than doing 

so by sea. Ukraine's railways have a 

different gauge to those of EU countries, so 

every trainload entering the EU has to be 

transferred from one set of wagons to 

another18.  

The Romanian ports of Constanta and 

Sulina are very crowded, with more than 

150 ships waiting to be loaded with grain 

every day.iii  

There is a major risk to navigation from 

drifting sea mines. Since the start of the 

large-scale invasion of Russia in Ukraine, 

over 80 mines have been destroyed, most 

by the Ukrainian Navy, and the rest by the 

naval forces of Türkiye (7 mines), Romania 
 

ii Idem; 
iii NSC experts' discussion with representatives 

of the Romanian Navy; 

(6 mines), Bulgaria (4 mines) and one was 

destroyed in Georgian waters.iv A Togo-

flagged ship hit a mine not far from the port 

of Sulina on September 20, 2023 and ran 

aground on a sandbank, the crew being 

rescued by Romanian salvage teams19. In 

September 2022, during a difficult 

demining operation due to weather 

conditions, the Romanian minesweeper hit 

a mine, about 20 miles from the port of 

Constanta. The ship did not sink and was 

brought into port and the crew was 

unharmed. Romania currently has only 3 

minesweepers in service and will purchase 

2 Sandown class minesweepers from the 

UK, currently in use by the Royal Navy, 

which will be added to the Romanian Navy 

by August 202420. 

 

  

iv Idem; 
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4. Source: Screenshot from MarineTraffic, 01.10.2023 

With the start of the war in Ukraine, Türkiye 

banned the entry into the Black Sea of 

military ships of belligerent and non-Black 

Sea states, in line with its interpretation of 

the wartime restrictions of the Montreux 

Convention21. With the substantial presence 

of the Russian naval fleet in the Black Sea, 

the entire naval arsenal of the riparian 

NATO member states has been outclassed. 

Only Türkiye has significant naval 

capabilities, but prefers not to transfer 

additional ships from the Mediterranean to 

avoid irritating Russia. Romania and 

Bulgaria do not have substantial and 

modern naval capabilities and new 

acquisitions cannot be made in the short 

term22. In addition to mines, the riparian 

countries are also facing electronic warfare 

from Russia, who is constantly scrambling 

the GPS of commercial ships, which makes 

shipping more difficult23. 

After the Russian blockade of Odesa region 

ports was reinstated in July, with Russia's 

exit from the grain deal and the start of the 

Ukrainian counteroffensive this summer, 

Ukraine has intensified its attacks on 

Russian military infrastructure in Crimea. 

The war is present on a large scale in the 

Black Sea and even though Ukraine lacks a 

maritime fleet, air and naval drone and 

missile attacks are partly compensating for 

this and causing significant damage to the 

Russian Black Sea fleet24. In September 

2023, a nighttime Storm Shadow missile 

attack on the Sevastopol shipyard caused 

serious damage to the Minsk amphibious 

Russian landing ship and to the cruise 

missile submarine the Rostov-on-Don25. 

On the other side, Russia regularly 

launches attacks on Ukraine's Danube port 

infrastructure, which borders Romania. 

Even though these attacks target Ukrainian 

territory, Russian drone parts have also 

been found on Romanian territory26, 

indicating a violation of NATO member 

Romania's sovereign airspace. Moreover, 

the kamikaze drone attacks also targeted 

the Ukrainian-Romanian ferry border 

crossing at Orlovka, a few hundred meters 

from Romanian territory27. Russia is thus 

testing not only the effectiveness of 

Ukrainian anti-aircraft defenses, but also 

NATO's response and Romania's 

adaptation to new challenges.  
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5. Source: Oleh Kiper Telegram Channel - https://t.me/odeskaODA/2704?single 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

Russia is currently using only Iranian 

Shahed 136 drones in attacks on the 

Ukrainian ports of Reni, Ismail and Chilia on 

the Danube, but as Ukraine's anti-aircraft 

defenses become more effective, it is likely 

that Russia will also use missiles in the 

future, further increasing the risk of 

mistakes that could lead to accidental 

strikes on Romanian territory near the 

Danube.v 

Russia has an aggressive attitude, trying to 

intimidate NATO and show that it has 

supremacy in the Black Sea. In March 2023 

a Russian fighter SU-27 jet forced down a 

US Air Force drone over the Black Sea after 

damaging the propeller of the American 

MQ-9 Reaper drone28. Also, a Russian Su-

35 fighter jet intercepted in May 2023 a 

Polish L-410 Turbolet flying over the Black 

Sea during a routine EU Frontex patrol 

mission and "the aggressive and dangerous 

maneuvers repeatedly performed by the 

Russian Federation fighter aircraft in the 

vicinity of the Polish aircraft generated a 

high level of turbulence and caused major 

difficulties in controlling the Polish aircraft", 

according to Romania's Defence Ministry29.   

 

 

v NSC experts' discussion with representatives 

of the Romanian Ministry of Defence; 
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7. Source: Screenshot from the Black Sea Maritime

Coordination Element – Bulgarian EEZ naval blockade

6. Source: Facebook, Roata Florin 

On July 18, 2023, the day after Russia left 

the Black Sea Grain Initiative, Russia 

blockaded an important perimeter in 

Bulgaria's Exclusive Economic Zone, a 

huge rectangle, from west to east and 

deployed 3 corvettes to block and harass 

ships allegedly coming from the Odesa 

region. According to Russia's Shipping 

Safety Service, the Russian Navy will be 

conducting missile and artillery firing 

practice30. It is a practice which was often 

used by Russia before the invasion of 

Ukraine in February 2022. As of 2017, 

annually, dozens of perimeters were 

blocked by Russia in the exclusive zones of 

Ukraine, Romania, Bulgaria, Türkiye, 

Georgia. In July-August 2019, Russia 

abused the legal instrument of notifying 

naval exercises in the exclusive economic 

zones of other Black Sea riparian states and 

blocked 1/3 of the entire Black Sea area, 

declaring the closed perimeters as 

dangerous zones for navigation31. 
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8. Blocked pe rimeters by Russia, July-August 2019. Source: Black Sea News, “A ‘Russian Lake’: the Nine Aspects of the Current 
Situation in the Black Sea” (4 August 2019) - https://www.blackseanews.net/en/read/153503

In August 2023, the Russians illegally 

stopped the Palau-flagged but Turkish-

owned Sukru Oka on its way to the 

Ukrainian port of Ismail under the pretext of 

an inspection for prohibited materials. The 

Russian ship fired warning shots to stop the 

commercial vessel and a helicopter 

brought Russian soldiers onto the ship for 

search. A few days later, the Turkish 

Presidency reacted by saying that 

"following the incident with the ship 

counterparts from Russia are warned in an 

appropriate way to avoid these kinds of 

attempts that will escalate tensions in the 

Black Sea."32 

Also in August, Russia’s Defence Ministry 

said that it would deem all ships travelling 

to Ukraine to be potentially carrying military 

cargo on behalf of Kyiv and “the flag 

countries of such ships will be considered 

parties to the Ukrainian conflict”. This 

decision has forced Kyiv to set up a 

temporary shipping route through territorial 

waters of Romania, Bulgaria and Türkiye, 

but up to 1st of October only 9 vessels have 

used this corridor from Odesa to Istanbul 

for grain exports33. In response to threats 

from Moscow, Kyiv has warned that all 

ships calling at Russian-controlled ports in 

the Black Sea “may be considered by 

Ukraine as carrying military cargo with all 

the relevant risks”34. 

This aggressive Russian behavior 

endangers freedom of navigation, trade 

flows and affects global food security, with 

the goal of Ukraine's economic destruction. 

Russia's current course of action also gives 

serious indications that Moscow will most 

likely do the same when Romania starts 

building the energy infrastructure needed 

to exploit its significant natural gas 

reserves in the Black Sea from 2024. The 

stakes are huge, taking into account that 

Romania could become the EU's largest 

gas producer in 2027 as a result of 

exploiting gas from the Neptun Dee 

perimeter, the most prolific in the Romanian 

off shore area of the Black Sea. But the gas 

is exploited far away, 100-120 km from the 

coast, making the entire development 

process vulnerable in case of Russian 

harassments activities.  
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9. Source: OMV Petrom 

This is why the US and NATO should

seriously consider the possibility of tensions 

between Romania and Russia in Romania's 

Exclusive Economic Zone in the period 

2024-2026, which is the estimated duration 

of the construction of the energy 

infrastructure for the exploitation of natural 

gas from the Neptun Deep. Especially 

during peak periods, there will be more than 

12 ships engaged, of various types and 

tonnages and more than 2,500 people will 

be at sea, with various responsibilities. The 

lack of significant naval capabilities of the 

Romanian Navy to deter intimidation by 

Russian ships will increase Russian 

appetite for dangerous decisions. That is 

why we must consider the intensification of 

naval cooperation in trilateral format, 

between the NATO states bordering the 

Black Sea, Romania - Bulgaria - Türkiye, an 

increased US and NATO air presence, the 

strengthening of ISR capabilities to monitor 

Russia's provocative actions, increased 

capabilities to counter Russia's electronic 

warfare actions, the transfer of US/NATO 

anti-ship missile systems to Romania's 

coastline until Romania receives 

Raytheon's Naval Strike Missile anti-ship 

systems contracted in May 2021.35  

An important political signal from the US 

should be the passing this year in the US 

Congress of the Black Sea Security Act, a 

bi-partisan legislative initiative by Senators 

Jeanne Shaheen (D) and Mitt Romney (R), 

which will make it the first time the US has a 

dedicated, predictable and long-term 

strategy for the Black Sea region, to counter 

Russia's destabilizing actions and China's 
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attempts to increase its influence in the 

region. 

Coastal states vs Maritime states. A legal perspective 

In the past decade, the western part of the 

Black Sea has witnessed major 

developments in terms of energy production 

and infrastructure. The prospects of major 

offshore natural gas projects (some of them 

are already mobilized) in Romania, Bulgaria 

and Türkiye and of the offshore wind and 

energy interconnection potential, are 

undermined by the Russan-Ukrainian war 

and the Russian hegemonic and aggressive 

presence in the Black Sea. 

Ever since the annexation of Crimea by the 

Russian Federation in 2014, Romania and 

Bulgaria became de facto neighbors with 

the Russian exclusive economic area, 

hence such countries’energy projects are 

located (or intended to be located) in their 

respective exclusive economic zones (EEZ) 

which are bordering Russia’s EEZ. 

In fact, due to the Russian militarization of 

the Black Sea, the freedom of navigation 

and the coastal states’rights to exercise 

their (limited) sovereignty in their respective 

EEZ’s are materially impaired, thus affecting 

the prospects of relevant offshore energy 

projects of coastal states. The presence of 

naval mines and UAV’s, frequent Russian 

military naval exercises and patrolling in 

areas overlapping the EEZ of other coastal 

states, discretionary establishment by 

Russia of areas “dangerous to navigation”, 

abusive inspections of civilian ships, are 

making the legitimate use of EEZ by coastal 

and third party states a dangerous 

undertaking, thus causing major energy 

projects to stall or to face increased 

mitigation costs. It is also true that Russia is 

not keen of having major offshore energy 

projects developed by coastal countries, as 

an European alternative to Russian energy 

supplies. 
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11. Map: Perimeters of the Black Sea in which the Russian Federation notified in 2019 the conduct of military exercises. Source: 

New Strategy Center

 

Legal and mutual diplomatic resolutionvi of 

this state of facts is unlikely to be at hand, 

considering Russia’s position as a member 

of the UN Security Council (the ultimate 

judge of international disputes), the 

strategically hostile position of Russia 

towards such coastal states and the fact 

that the issue of freedom of military activities 

in EEZ’s vs the coastal states’ jurisdiction 

and sovereignty is still a grey area in 

international law, as we shall explain below. 

Even if the Black Sea coastal states would 

develop new offshore energy projects 

(natural gas, wind power and energy 

transport interconnectors) in their EEZ, a 

second layer of legal uncertainty under 

international law would govern the 

management of such projects, respectively, 

the uncertainty governing the legal status of 

offshore installations (“ship” or 

“installation”?) and the jurisdiction and 

enforcement power of coastal states to 

protect such installations (i.e. no express 

jurisdiction provided under United Nations 

vi Diplomatic resolution of EEZ disputes is 

usually the apanage of maritime super powers in 

times of relative peace, such as was the case of 

the “Black Sea Bumping of 1988 between US 

and Soviet ships, which was settled by an 

agreement stating that: ”All ships, including 

warships, regardless of cargo, armament or 

means of propulsion, enjoy the right of innocent 

Convention on the Law of the Sea -

UNCLOS-; only a statutory limited safety 

zone around installations up to a maximum 

distance of 500 meters). 

According to the UNCLOS, the EEZ of a 

coastal state is a marine area (located 

between one state’s territorial sea and the 

high seas) beyond and adjacent to its 

territorial sea up to a distance of 200 

nautical miles. Within such EEZ, the coastal 

state enjoys certain sovereign rights with 

respect to performing marine scientific 

research, to exploration and development of 

natural resources, its jurisdiction over the 

establishment and use of artificial islands, 

installations and structures and over the 

protection and conservation of the marine 

environment.  

The rights of the coastal states in their EEZ 

must, however, co-exist in a subtle balance, 

with the rights of third countries, such as the 

right to freedom of navigation, over-flight, 

laying of submarine cables and pipelines. 

passage through territorial sea in accordance 

with international law, for which neither prior 

notification nor authorization is required.”, 

available at US Department of State, 

https://2009-

2017.state.gov/documents/organization/58381.

pdf, last visited: 16 September 2023. 

https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/58381.pdf
https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/58381.pdf
https://2009-2017.state.gov/documents/organization/58381.pdf
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While there is no prohibition under UNCLOS 

for a state to perform military 

activities/navigation in the EEZ of other 

states, the general practice is that such 

activities are tolerated by coastal states for 

as long as they do not pose a threat to the 

concerned coastal state.  

It can thus be concluded that the legal 

status of an EEZ is the expression of the 

rapport between the principles of peace and 

sovereignty that are governing international 

relationships and the principle of freedom of 

navigation and military activity in the high 

seas. In actual geopolitical terms, this legal 

rapport can be translated as an area of 

tension between coastal states and 

maritime powers. 

Military activity of maritime states in the EEZ 

of coastal states is a common fact of 

international practice, which, however, often 

leads to serious political tensions and 

disputes. Some coastal states have chosen 

the path of unilateral action in responding to 

military activities in their EEZ, by extending 

their sovereignty and jurisdiction by means 

of domestic laws beyond the UNCLOS 

regulation and customary laws. Countries 

like China, India, Malaysia, Brazil, North 

Korea, Peru, Pakistan and Iran36 have taken 

unilateral action to extend their sovereignty 

in their EEZ (e.g. military activity in EEZ by 

third countries would require prior 

notification or approval of coastal state or is 

prohibited per se).  

Black Sea riparian states resorting to such 

unilateral actions, when confronted with 

Russian military activity in their EEZ which 

is impeding the peaceful development of 

energy projects or of any other activity 

allowed under international laws, might not 

be the proper solution. Such unilateral 

actions of coastal states would have to face 

Russian military power, its aggressive stand 

and well-known “legalist” argumentation 

and tomcatting in international law disputes. 

Most probably, the very first legal argument 

Russia would use as a precedent in a 

diplomatic dispute of such kind would rely 

on several incidents involving the US naval 

forces activity in EEZ’s of other countries 

(e.g. US disputes with China37, Iran, the 

Black Sea Bumping, etc.), while ignoring the 

proper arguments and nuances which 

fundament the US position in such disputes. 

Such unilateral actions of coastal states 

might therefore trigger an escalation of the 

dispute and a higher military risk exposure. 

Needless to say that, submitting such a 

dispute to a resolution mechanism “based 

on equity”, as provided under UNCLOS, 

seems to be rather pointless.  

A proper regulation of the issue under an 

international collective instrument/treaty 

seems also unrealistic under the current 

geopolitical circumstances. 

A rather better approach would be the 

strengthening of the economic, military 

posture and resilience of riparian states, at 

such a level which is necessary to deter any 

unlawful or threatening military activities of 

Russia in their EEZ, combined, to a certain 

reasonable level, with some domestic 

regulation sharpening the jurisdiction and 

enforcement authority of coastal states in 

their EEZ.

Energy Hub and Gateway to the World 

While being long term neglected by western 

strategists, one must agree that the Black 

Sea region is Europe’s Gateway to Eurasia, 

“a meeting point of four great forces: 

democracy in the West, Russian military 

aggression to the north, growing Chinese 

financial influence to the east, and Middle 

Eastern instability in the south”38. While it 

may constitute a source of cooperation, 

democracy, prosperity and resilience, the 

Black Sea region, if left at the discretion of 

strategic competitors, may become the 

“patient zero” of the entire European 

continent. 

With very few exceptions, the Black Sea 

and Central-South Eastern regions are 

traditionally highly dependent on Russian 
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12. Source: New Strategy Center

natural gasvii, Romania (24%) and Georgia 

(6%) being the notable exceptions. 

Such high reliance on Russian natural gas 

and gas transport systems (Turkish Stream 

and Blue Stream pipelines) was speculated 

by Russia in geopolitical terms, leaving 

deep marks in NATO and EU solidarity, 

perceivable even during the war in Ukraine 

and the sanctioning of Russian gas exports. 

Meanwhile, Black Sea coastal states are 

preparing to tap, according to estimates, 

huge reserves of offshore natural gas 

located in their EEZ’s: Romania between 

150-200 bcm, Bulgaria 100 bcm, Türkiye

405 bcm, Georgia 266 bcm and Ukraine

(provided it recovers its occupied coastal

territories and may peacefully enjoy them

and the relevant EEZ), roughly, two trillion 

bcm39.  

In terms of gas interconnectors, the Trans 

Balkan Pipeline (former transit corridor for 

Russian gas exports to the Balkans and 

Türkiye via Ukraine, Moldova and 

Romania), the South Caucasus Pipeline, as 

well as plans to develop LNG sea transport 

infrastructure (shipping Azeri gas via 

Georgia to Romania) offer a comprehensive 

network that can share the benefit of 

regional gas reserves to coastal states and 

Central-Eastern Europe. Moreover, 

Türkiye’s position as the most important 

natural gas transit hub for the entire 

European continent remains obviously 

critical. 

vii Bosnia-Herzegovina (100%), Moldova 

(100%), North Macedonia (100%), Serbia 

(89%), Austria (86%), Bulgaria (79%), Greece 

(64%), Hungary (61%), Türkiye (44%); Share of 
gas supply from Russia in Europe in 2021, by 

selected country, available at: 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1201743/rus

sian-gas-dependence-in-europe-by-country/, 

last visited 16 September 2023 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/1201743/russian-gas-dependence-in-europe-by-country/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1201743/russian-gas-dependence-in-europe-by-country/
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14. Source: World Bank

13. Source: World Bank

The Black Sea offshore wind potential 

should also not be neglected. According to 

World Bank estimates, the Black Sea has a 

technical potential of 435GW of power 

(269GW fixed & 166GW floating)40. 

Romania alone would rely on a potential 

natural capacity of 76 GW (fixed 22 GW, 

floating 54 GW)41 with estimated annual 

energy production of 239TWh42 . Ukraine 

has an impressive potential natural capacity 

of 251 GW, in the Black Sea and Azov (fixed 

183 GW, floating 68 GW)43. 

Furthermore, there are plans to develop 

additional nuclear energy capacities in 

Romania (SMR’s and two more 

conventional nuclear reactors), as well as 

regional electric power transport networks 

(HVDC submarine cables between Georgia 

and Romania and, potentially, between 

Romania and Türkiye).  

Untapped or unexplored rare earth metals 

reserves in coastal states could provide the 

basis for a sustainable boost for the energy 

transition process to a low carbon economy 

and reducing their dependence on Russian 

viii Ibid 6 

hydrocarbons and the dominance of 

Chinese renewable energy technologies 

and related critical raw materials. Ukraine is 

among the most richly endowed European 

countries when it comes to rare earth metals 

and lithium reserves, with estimates of the 

value of these deposits ranging from $3 

trillion-$11.5 trillion44. Romania also reports 

untapped/unexplored reserves of critical 

minerals (approximately 90 million tons45), 

while Türkiye claims to have discovered the 

world’s second-largest reserves of rare 

earth metals (up to 694 million tons).viii 

If such energy potential materializes, it 

could turn the Black Sea Region into a real 

energy hub, thus further enhancing energy 

security among coastal states through 

supply abundance, energy market 

balancing, export of power through 

interconnectors (land and subsea cables), 

potential for green hydrogen production and 

energy storage and causing a domino effect 

in various other economic sectors, thus, 

further sustaining regional market 

integration. The rest of the EU could also be 

a prime beneficiary of such development. 
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Russia’s interest in subduing such potential 

and maintaining its energy monopole is, 

accordingly, proportionate. 

Even though there is true self reliant energy 

potential in the Black Sea region, progress 

is hindered by competition and hostile 

actions from strategic rivals and by certain 

(at least) historical, economic and 

geopolitical factors.   

One first major threat is the militarization 

and hostile military and hybrid actions of 

Russia in the region, which are jeopardizing 

the coastal states energy assets and hinder 

free navigation and peaceful use of the sea. 

A second factor would be that while only two 

riparian states are EU members (Romania 

and Bulgaria) and thus subject to mandatory 

EU energy market integration and energy 

transition policies, the rest of countries are 

either members (Ukraine, Georgia, 

Moldova, as full EU membership aspiring 

nations) or observers (Türkiye) of (just) the 

Energy Community and therefore subject to 

lax and unbinding rules of implementation of 

the EU energy acquis. Consequently, such 

non-EU states will not have any pressure or 

incentive in engaging, with determination, in 

the European energy transition and market 

integration, hence they will continue to 

mostly rely on conventional energy 

resources, but, for this time, in a much more 

competitive market. Such a handicapped 

energy status quo of non-EU riparian states 

can provide leverage to strategic 

competitors. 

Another factor that may contribute to 

differentiated levels of energy security and 

energy transition coupling among riparian 

states will be their poor levels of acceptance 

towards fundamental changes, like scaling 

of circular economies. Energy transition 

involves structural changes (energy 

efficiency) and ruptures (coal exit), systemic 

shifts (hydrogen, electricity), new business 

and financial models, actually, a completely 

new energy order and a true and profound 

industrial revolution. It is still a big question 

whether Black Sea riparian states, were 

traditionalism and conservative politics, 

economic and social security 

backwardness, bureaucratic and 

conceptual blockages and, frequently, 

mimic democracy are prevailing, are truly 

prepared for such challenges.  

On top of conventional energy 

vulnerabilities, coastal states will also have 

to confront the strategic competition for 

technological advancement in alternative 

energy, such as solar power, offshore wind, 

energy storage, production of hydrogen. 

The rise of alternative energy will have its 

own geopolitics and will add new supply 

dependencies, on top of the traditional 

ones. In this new context, another potential 

challenge for the region’s energy and 

geopolitical security will be the possible 

involvement of China and/or of an energy 

partnership between Russia and China. 

Another challenge to the coastal states 

might be posed by the Carbon Border 

Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) that shall 

enter into force in 2024 and which shall 

impose carbon emission tariffs for 

companies exporting carbon intensive 

products to the EU. It might be expected 

that CBAM shall backfire and cause trade 

imbalances and unequal levels of economic 

development among Black Sea non-EU 

riparian states which might reduce the 

"appetite” of the respective states in 

following the energy transition process, 

might extend their dependency on 

conventional energy resources from Russia 

and offer terrain for strategic shifts in their 

alliances. 

Last but not least, the impact of the Covid 

19 pandemic on energy markets and supply 

chains of coastal states, has led some of 

these countries to the brink of energy 

poverty and forced governments to 

subsidize energy prices, having long term 

negative effects as regards their energy 

resilience and investment appetite. 

The high vulnerability of the Black Sea 

region states in terms of energy security 

may not only affect the implementation of 

EU energy market integration and energy 

transition policies in the region, but might, 

eventually, also affect NATO solidarity itself. 

The engagement of coastal states in 

regional collective arrangements (e.g. 
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NATO, EU, Three Seas Initiative - each with 

different scopes, different geography and 

levels of integration), alone, does not suffice 

to overcome such vulnerabilities and to 

speed up the process of regional integration 

and better resilience.  

Black Sea coastal states alone may not 

efficiently and timely cope with such 

challenges by themselves. It is therefore 

necessary for such energy assets and 

potential to be protected, sustained, 

integrated and exploited to their full 

potential. The United States, along with the 

EU and NATO, are the only partners that 

can play the main sustaining role for this 

purpose. The strategic action plan outlined 

in the US draft law Black Sea Security Act of 

2023 must be backed by concrete and 

coordinated incentives for public and private 

actors of Western partners in strengthening 

their presence in the region, mitigating 

strategic risks and challenges, promoting 

sustainable investments in the energy, 

economy, infrastructure and defense 

sectors, strengthening of democracy and 

regional cooperation and securing a 

stronger military presence. 

Obviously, if materialized, such energy 

potential might counter Russian hostile 

influence and provide a strong basis for the 

reconstruction of Ukraine, the emancipation 

of the R. of Moldova and, furthermore, 

encourage rapprochement of such 

countries, including Georgia and Türkiye, to 

a Black Sea security architecture that 

promotes sustainable prosperity and 

resilience. Given its membership to the EU 

and NATO, its fast growing emerging 

economy, its energy potential and its 

proximity to Ukraine, Romania stands out to 

be a prime and reliable investment 

facilitation hub for Ukraine and Moldova. 

Romania’s offshore natural gas project 

(production estimated to start in 2026), its 

offshore wind (draft law pending) and 

implicit green hydrogen potential, as well as 

the major concentration of renewable power 

(nuclear, solar and wind) in its coastal area, 

combined with existing and planned energy 

transport infrastructure, represent energy 

assets that can be integrated and used, with 

the proper strategic support from allies, in 

the process of the Ukrainian renaissance. 

 

Conclusions & Recommendations - A US and NATO Strategy in the 

Black Sea 

As of late September, tremors from the 

Russian War on Ukraine have begun to 

spread beyond the Black Sea.  This 

reinforces the need for a coherent US and 

NATO Black Sea strategy. 

Azerbaijan, after months of probing, took 

advantage of Russian distraction and 

 

ix Naturally, estimates of both Russian and 

Ukrainian casualties vary.  Below are a number 

of sources that identify the range. It is 

reasonable to assume between a 1:1 and 1:3  

KIA-WIA depending upon the quality of Russian 

combat medicine at the time, along with public 

ranges from all available sources. There is, of 

course, an enormous potential variation in the 

damage Russia has taken.  But the baseline fact 

is, Russia has suffered casualties severe 

enough to destroy the Russian Ground Forces 

as a combat entity, and compel their complete 

launched a rapid, decisive offensive against 

Armenian-aligned forces in Nagorno-

Karabakh.  Moscow was in no shape to 

respond – the Russian military has taken 

anywhere between 300,000 and 500,000 

casualties, with between 150,000 and 

250,000 of those being deaths.ix  By 

reconstitution.  Helene Cooper, Thomas 

Gibbons-Neff, Eric Schmitt and Julian E. Barnes, 

“Troop Deaths and Injuries in Ukraine War Near 

500,000, U.S. Officials Say”, New York Times, 

18 August 2023, accessed via: 

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/18/us/politics

/ukraine-russia-war-casualties.html.  Andrew 

Roth, “Battlefield deaths in Ukraine have risen 

sharply this year, say US officials”, The 

Guardian, 18 August 2023, accessed via: 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/1

8/ukraine-russia-war-battlefield-deaths-rise.  

https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/18/us/politics/ukraine-russia-war-casualties.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/18/us/politics/ukraine-russia-war-casualties.html
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/18/ukraine-russia-war-battlefield-deaths-rise
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2023/aug/18/ukraine-russia-war-battlefield-deaths-rise


21 

comparison, Russia invaded Ukraine with 

around 200,000 men, primarily professional 

soldiers or Special Operations Forces. 

Russian deaths alone are therefore 

somewhere near the number of soldiers in 

the initial invasion force, indicating that the 

Ukraine War has destroyed the Russian 

army as it was understood before February 

2022.  Hence Armenian-aligned units, and 

the Armenian-backed government of 

Nagorno-Karabakh, capitulated in just over 

24 hours. 

Azerbaijan’s actions do not necessarily 

undermine US and NATO interests.  Indeed, 

they arguably advance them.  Armenia 

maintained its partnership with Russia well 

past its sell-by date and has served as a 

crucial conduit for Russian sanctions 

evasion since the Ukraine War’s earliest 

days.  Azerbaijan, a staunch Turkish ally, is 

directly opposed to both Russia’s war in 

Ukraine and sees Iran – Russia’s most 

prominent ally in Ukraine, a central supplier 

of weapons to Russia for its bombardment 

of Ukrainian civilians and national 

infrastructure, Russia’s most important 

export pipeline, and an actor with inimical 

hostility towards Europe and the US – as a 

mortal threat.  Hence the growth of 

Azerbaijan’s power, and Turkish influence in 

the Caucasus, may well be used for the US, 

allied, and Ukrainian strategic benefit.  Yet 

the Nagorno-Karabakh offensive does 

demonstrate the degree to which strategic 

adventurism is now far more acceptable 

than it would have been even six months 

ago.  As the great powers pour resources 

into the Ukraine War, other actors will exploit 

the opportunities this creates in the broader 

Eurasian balance. 

Subsequently, in early October, Hamas 

launched an attack of unspeakable horror 

against Israel.  Hamas operatives caught 

the IDF completely by surprise, overran the 

checkpoints around Gaza, and took and 

held territory in Israel, an achievement not 

seen since 1948.  Hamas commandos killed 

“Russian casualties in Ukraine. Mediazona 

count, updated”, Mediazone, last updated 6 

October, accessed via: 

https://en.zona.media/article/2022/05/11/casual

over 1,000 Israeli civilians, and 

systematically raped and abducted Israeli 

women.  As of this writing, the IDF has fully 

mobilized, and war looms.  Hamas’ attack, 

now a full-fledged member of the Axis of 

Resistance – Iran’s term for its proxy 

alliance across the Middle East – is likely 

the start of a much broader conflict.  Iran’s 

strategic objective is to draw Israel into a 

grinding, costly fight in Gaza reminiscent of 

the Iraqi battle against ISIS in Mosul, where 

Israel must commit around a third of its 

ground forces to taking the terrorist enclave 

house-by-house.  Concurrently, terrorist 

activity is probable in the West Bank, while 

Hezbollah, Iran’s most capable proxy 

partner, is poised to unleash another rocket 

and missile barrage on Israeli infrastructure. 

It remains to be seen whether the IDF 

strikes first in Lebanon to regain the 

operational initiative or engages in a ground 

fight in Gaza.  Regardless, a prolonged 

period of tension, if not outright large-scale 

war, is probable for the next six months. 

The coming Middle Eastern conflagration is 

the indirect result of the Ukraine War, insofar 

as it indicates Iran feels sufficiently 

emboldened to press directly the US’ most 

prominent, capable regional ally.  It also 

implies the erosion of American power and 

strategic attention, fixated as the US has 

been upon escalation management in 

Ukraine.  Combined with the ongoing war in 

Europe, the strategic situation on the 

Eurasian rimland has suddenly become far 

more volatile. 

The US and NATO must conduct a 

geographically integrated response to this 

crisis that centers on the Black Sea.  For the 

root of this volatility is within the Black Sea, 

since Russia’s war on Ukraine was the 

trigger for a much broader series of events.  

Five policy steps are necessary. 

First, the United States must modify 
Türkiye’s stance towards Russia, driving it 
away from nominal neutrality. 

ties_eng. Ministry of Defence of Ukraine 

estimates accessed via: 

https://index.minfin.com.ua/en/russian-

invading/casualties/. 

https://en.zona.media/article/2022/05/11/casualties_eng
https://en.zona.media/article/2022/05/11/casualties_eng
https://index.minfin.com.ua/en/russian-invading/casualties/
https://index.minfin.com.ua/en/russian-invading/casualties/
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Türkiye is the greatest strategic prize that 

Russia seeks at this point.  Even if the West 

were to cut off all aid to Ukraine tomorrow, 

the Russian military is too battered to 

execute a full occupation and sustain it. 

Unlike in February 2022, the Ukrainian 

population is armed, motivated, and has 

extensive combat experience that will 

transform an occupied Ukrainian state into 

something that resembles Iraq with far more 

insurgent cohesion and legitimacy. 

However, if Russia can hold its gains in 

Ukraine’s south and east and maintain 

control of Crimea, then it can in the long-

term pry Türkiye away from the Atlantic 

Alliance. 

Russia’s Black Sea position, as it stands, is 

extremely precarious.  While the Ukrainian 

offensive this summer could not break the 

land bridge to Crimea, it derailed Russian 

logistics and supply in the south and placed 

enormous stress on the Russian Black Sea 

Fleet, ultimately compelling it to evacuate 

Sevastopol.  Russia maintains a workable 

Black Sea position only because the West 

has not provided Ukraine with the long-

range weapons it would need to destroy the 

rest of the Black Sea Fleet’s potential 

bases.  But there is an obvious seam that 

the US and NATO can exploit.  Russia 

maintains its blockade of Ukraine almost 

exclusively and overwhelmingly because of 

fear – Washington remains terrified that 

Russia will engage in direct confrontation 

with the US or NATO, leading to a spiraling 

crisis and all-out war.  But a naval mission 

that established an escort screen in the 

Black Sea would provide a visible check 

against any potential Russian escalation, 

while making its position in Crimea 

increasingly untenable by the simple reality 

of naval presence. 

Türkiye’s role is crucial in this situation.  The 

US and EU and NATO allies must continue 

the effort to involve Türkiye as much as 

possible in the defence of NATO interests in 

the Black Sea. For Türkiye, the Montreux 

Convention is sacrosanct and we do not 

expect Türkiye's position to change in the 

sense that it would agree to open the straits 

to NATO ships as long as the war between 

Russia and Ukraine continues. Since we are 

already in the middle of a war of attrition that 

will last longer, we have to take into account 

that the straits will be closed, which will not 

allow NATO to send ships to the Black Sea, 

but Türkiye should also increase its 

presence in the Black Sea, which at the 

moment is not very extensive, the main 

argument being the desire not to generate 

tensions with Russia. If Türkiye remains as 

inflexible in its own interpretation of the 

Montreux Convention, it should take more 

responsibility for Black Sea security. At the 

same time, NATO should consider 

increasing its ISR and anti-missile and anti-

ship capabilities to create an A2/AD bubble 

on the West coast of the Black Sea for 

Romania and Bulgaria. This approach is all 

the more necessary as from 2024 Romania 

will start building critical energy 

infrastructure in the offshore area for the 

exploitation of the Neptun Deep perimeter 

which will make Romania the largest gas 

producer in the EU in 2027. Türkiye is giving 

some signals that it would like to take more 

regional responsibility, in this respect, 

Türkiye's proposal for a joint demining 

mission for Romanian, Bulgarian and 

Turkish ships should be mentioned46. 

Türkiye's interest in wider cooperation with 

the other two NATO states on the Black 

Sea, and especially with Romania, may also 

be prompted by the fact that Türkiye, in turn, 

will start building the critical infrastructure 

for the exploration of the Sakarya perimeter, 

the distance to Neptun Deep being only 100 

miles. Joint patrols between the two 

perimeters Neptun Deep and Sakarya by 

Turkish and Romanian vessels may inhibit 

Russian intentions to block perimeters in the 

EEZs of the NATO Black Sea states or to 

undertake other actions of harassment. The 

US and NATO should encourage such an 

approach, which could compensate for the 

lack of NATO naval capabilities outside the 

Black Sea.  

Second, the US and NATO must revise their 
Caucasus policy and attempt to integrate 
Armenia into a new strategic system, while 
exploring a long-term settlement between 
Armenia, Azerbaijan and Türkiye. 

Although Armenia and Azerbaijan remain 

rivals, the primary visible source of 
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antagonism between them, Nagorno-

Karabakh, has been resolved in 

Azerbaijan’s favor.  The emotional and 

psychological sting from this loss will linger, 

particularly if Azerbaijan pursues a heavy-

handed policy towards the region’s 

remaining ethnically Armenian residents in 

a misguided attempt at retribution against 

Armenia’s victory in 1994.  Yet there is no 

longer a clear territorial antagonism that 

should serve as a constant spoiler between 

Baku and Yerevan – Azerbaijan’s exclave of 

Nakhchivan can cause issues, but the 

ethnic complications in that area are not the 

same as in Nagorno-Karabakh.  Hence a 

settlement is possible that might finally peel 

Armenia off from Russia and Iran’s orbit, 

stabilize the south Caucasus, and resurrect 

a Northern Tier regional barrier between 

Russia and Iran.  Moreover, with stability 

between Armenia, Azerbaijan, and Türkiye, 

energy exports to Europe can accelerate, 

alleviating another potential energy 

shortage for Bulgaria, providing revenue 

flows from transshipment through Romania, 

and improving European energy security 

vis-a-vis Russia. 

The US should cooperate with EU and 

Türkiye to decrease tensions in the 

Caucasus and improve relations between 

Armenia and Azerbaijan. In this process 

countries like Romania and Bulgaria can be 

more involved in the new security 

architecture in the Caucasus and in 

diminishing Russia's influence in the region. 

By satisfying Turkish security interests, the 

US can build leverage to induce a Turkish 

reorientation in the Black Sea. 

Third, the US should leverage allied basing 
and increase its presence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, with obvious implications for 
the Black Sea and Middle East. 

The US Navy has maintained a Carrier 

Strike Group in the Mediterranean since the 

start of the Ukraine War, which has 

exercised a restraining influence over 

potential Russian operations beyond the 

Black Sea.  This must be reinforced with air 

assets deployed to RAF Akrotiri – whether 

these are RAF or USAF is a question to be 

unpacked in bilateral negotiation.  The US 

should, moreover, formally forward-deploy a 

CSG to the Mediterranean, likely placing it 

in a Western Mediterranean port for some 

insulation against unanticipated Russian 

escalation. 

Formalizing the US Navy’s Mediterranean 

presence would ensure that the US and 

NATO could counter any Russian escalation 

attempts beyond the Black Sea, while 

providing some degree of support for a 

future naval operation in the Black Sea if it 

were to be authorized.  Moreover, a 

permanent Mediterranean task group—i.e. 

half of the two-carrier strike groups that the 

US maintained in the Med during the Cold 

War—would make it far more difficult for 

Iran and Russia to disrupt the Levantine 

Basin, with attendant implications for Black 

Sea stability. 

Fourth, the US and NATO should consider 
an air task force over the western Black Sea 
with a heavy UAS element. 

The Montreux Convention, which still 

governs the legal access regime to the 

Black Sea, restricts the ability of non-Black 

Sea warships to transit the Straits, and 

gives Türkiye the ability to determine 

whether the Straits remain open, or 

accessible during wartime.  Although 

reorienting Turkish policy is the long-term 

objective, the US and NATO need to think 

creatively if there is increased pressure on 

Romanian and Bulgarian EEZs. 

Air assets can provide part of the solution. 

The US has already established, through 

NATO and independently, a robust UAS-ISR 

system that transits Romanian airspace and 

support ZSU combat operations.  There is 

no reason that this might not be expanded 

to provide responsive intelligence on 

Russian naval activity in the Western Black 

Sea.  A small fighter contingent, together 

with a consistent number of P-8s for 

maritime surveillance, along with more 

aggressive UAS probing and satellite 

surveillance of Russian naval bases, can 

provide the US and NATO with a much 

better picture of Russian submarine and 

surface ship operations, and thereby 

facilitate an aerial escort mission, should 

one be needed. 



24 

Fifth, Romania should – quietly – accelerate 
defense industrial cooperation with Ukraine. 

Whatever the resolution to this war, Russia 

will remain a threat.  Timelines vary, but it is 

probable that Russia will rebuild its strength 

by the mid-2030s, and possibly it will do so 

within this decade.  The US’ attention will 

inevitably shift to the Indo-Pacific as China 

increases its pressure on Taiwan.  Europe 

will need to carry some of the load for its 

defense, more accurately, European 

powers will need to think strategically for the 

first time in a generation. 

Romania can leverage this situation to the 

advantage of the NATO alliance and its 

Black Sea neighbors if it engages in an 

intense defense industrial collaboration 

framework with Ukraine. The 10 October 

2023 joint statement of Romanian President 

Klaus Iohannis and Ukrainian President 

Volodymyr Zelensky is an important step in 

this direction with the potential for positive 

strategic results. Some of this has already 

begun – Romania and Bulgaria have been 

essential to sustaining Ukrainian forces with 

Soviet-standard ammunition since the 

middle of last summer.  But the post-

February 2022 world requires a 

fundamental reassessment of doctrine, 

operational thought, and military power for 

the strategically crucial Black Sea states.  

Romania would do well to lay the 

groundwork for co-production with Ukraine 

of a variety of critical systems, including 

NATO-standard artillery and armored 

vehicles, UAS, and ideally cruise missiles. 

Ukraine can develop a national centre of 

excellence for naval unmanned systems 

based on its experience in the effective use 

of these tools against Russian fleets. 

Romania and the USA can be the first NATO 

states to get involved in the development of 

this centre of excellence, which would be 

very useful for all allied states.
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