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Israel’s Challenges  

in the Eastern Mediterranean 
by Efraim Inbar  

 

bout 90 percent of Israel’s 
foreign trade is carried out 
via the Mediterranean Sea, 

making freedom of navigation in 
this area critical for the Jewish 
state’s economic well-being. 
Moreover, the newly found gas 
fields offshore could transform 
Israel into an energy independent 
country and a significant exporter 
of gas, yet these developments are 
tied to its ability to secure free 
maritime passage and to defend 
the discovered hydrocarbon fields. 
While the recent regional turmoil 
has improved Israel’s strategic 
environment by weakening its 
Arab foes, the East Mediterranean 
has become more problematic due 
to an increased Russian presence, 
Turkish activism, the potential for 
more terrorism and conflict over energy, and the advent of a Cypriot-Greek-Israeli 
axis. The erosion of the state order around the Mediterranean also brings to the fore 
Islamist forces with a clear anti-Western agenda, thus adding a civilizational 
dimension to the discord.1  

                                                 
1 Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” Foreign Affairs, Summer 1993, pp. 22-49. 

A

About 90 percent of Israel’s foreign trade is carried out
via the Mediterranean Sea. The East Mediterranean is also
important in terms of energy transit. Close to 5 percent of
global oil supply and 15 percent of global liquefied natural
gas travels via the Suez Canal while Turkey hosts close to
6 percent of the global oil trade via the Bosporus Straits
and two international pipelines. 
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The East Mediterranean Region 
The East Mediterranean is located 

east of the 20o meridian and includes the 
littoral states of Greece, Turkey, Syria, 
Lebanon, Israel, Gaza (a de facto 
independent political unit), Egypt, Libya, and 
divided Cyprus. The region, which saw 
significant superpower competition during 
the Cold War, still has strategic significance. 
Indeed, the East Mediterranean is an arena 
from which it is possible to project force into 
the Middle East. Important East-West routes 
such as the Silk Road and the Suez Canal 
(the avenue to the Persian Gulf and India) are 
situated there. In addition, the sources for 
important international issues such as radical 
Islam, international terrorism and nuclear 
proliferation are embedded in its regional 
politics.  

The East Mediterranean is also 
important in terms of energy transit. Close to 
5 percent of global oil supply and 15 percent 
of global liquefied natural gas travels via the 
Suez Canal while Turkey hosts close to 6 
percent of the global oil trade via the 
Bosporus Straits and two international 
pipelines. The discovery of new oil and gas 
deposits off the coasts of Israel, Gaza, and 
Cyprus and potential for additional 
discoveries off Syria and Lebanon, is a 
promising energy development. 

Breakdown of the  
U.S. Security Architecture 
The naval presence of the U.S. Sixth 

Fleet was unrivalled in the post-Cold War 
period, and Washington maintained military 
and political dominance in the East Mediter- 

 
 
ranean.2 Washington also managed the 
region through a web of alliances with 
regional powers. Most prominent were two 
trilateral relationships, which had their 
origins in the Cold War: U.S.-Turkey- 
Israel and U.S.-Egypt-Israel.3 This security 
architecture has broken down. 

 

 
 

                                                 
2 For more, see Seth Cropsey, Mayday: The Decline 

of American Naval Supremacy (New York: 
Overlook Duckworth, 2013).  

3 Jon B. Alterman and Haim Malka, “Shifting Eastern 
Mediterranean Geometry,” The Washington 
Quarterly, Summer 2012, pp. 111-25.  

Hamas leader Ismail Haniya (left) meets with Turkish
president Recep Tayyip Erdoğan. With the Islamist
Erdoğan at its helm, Turkey supports Hamas, a Muslim
Brotherhood offshoot; helps Iran evade sanctions;
assists Sunni Islamists moving into Syria; propagates
anti-U.S. and anti-Semitic conspiracies while, at home,
the regime displays increasing authoritarianism. 
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have strengthened the general perception of a 
weak and confused U.S. foreign policy. 

Drained by the wars in Afghanistan 
and Iraq and blessed with new energy finds, 
Washington does not want to get dragged 
into additional conflicts in a Middle East 
that no longer seems central to its 
interests. As it edges toward energy 
independence, Washington is apparently 
losing interest in the East Mediterranean 
and the adjacent Middle East. This parallels 
Obama’s November 2011 announcement of 
the “rebalance to Asia” policy.13 The rise of  

                                                 
13 “Pivot to the Pacific? The Obama Administration’s 

‘Rebalancing’ toward Asia,” Congressional 
Research Service, Washington, D.C., Mar. 28, 2012.  

China is an understandable strategic 
reason for the reinforcement of U.S. 
military presence in Asia. While 
little has been done to implement the 
Asia pivot, cuts in the U.S. defense 
budget clearly indicate that such a 
priority will be at the expense of 
Washington’s presence elsewhere, 
including the East Mediterranean. 
The U.S. naval presence in the 
Mediterranean dwindled after the 
end of the Cold War and the 
mounting needs of the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan.14 At the height of 
the Cold War, the Sixth Fleet 
regularly comprised one or two 
aircraft carrier task forces; today  
it consists of a command ship  
and smaller vessels such as 
destroyers. While the U.S. military 
is still capable of acting in the  
East Mediterranean, the general 
perception in the region is that the 
Obama administration lacks the 

political will and skills to do so.  
The possibility that European allies in 

NATO or the European Union will fill the 
U.S. position in the East Mediterranean is not 
taken seriously. Europe is not a real strategic 
actor since it lacks the necessary military 
assets, a clear strategic vision, as well as the 
political will to take up the U.S. role. Others, 
such as Russia, which has long maintained a 
base in Syria, might.  

 

                                                 
14 Seth Cropsey, “All Options Are Not on the Table: 

A Briefing on the US Mediterranean Fleet,” 
World Affairs Journal, Mar. 16, 2011; Steve 
Cohen, “America’s Incredible Shrinking Navy,” 
The Wall Street Journal, Mar. 20, 2014.  

North of Israel, along the Mediterranean coast, sits
Lebanon, a state dominated by the radical Shiite
Hezbollah. Beirut has already laid claim to some of the
Israeli-found offshore gas fields, shown above.
Moreover, Syria, an enemy of Israel and long-time ally 
of Iran, exerts considerable influence in Lebanon. 
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would likely favor the 
return of Cyprus to 
Turkish (and Muslim) 
rule. This preference 
introduces a civil-
izational aspect to the 
emerging balance of 
power. 

A New Strategic 
Equation 
There is now a 

power vacuum in the 
East Mediterranean and 
an uncertain future. 
Several developments 
are noteworthy: a 
resurgence of Russian 
influence, the potential 
for Turkish aggression, 
the emergence of an 
Israeli-Greek-Cypriot 
axis, an enhanced terrorist threat, greater Iranian 
ability to project power in the region, and the 
potential for wars over gas fields. 

Russia: The power vacuum makes it 
easier for Moscow to recapture some of its 
lost influence after the end of the Cold War. 
While U.S. and European navies in the 
region have steadily declined for years as this 
theater has been considered of diminishing 
importance, Russia has retained its Tartus 
naval base on the Syrian coast and has 
gradually improved its fleet size and stepped 
up patrols in the East Mediterranean, roughly 
coinciding with the escalation of the Syrian 
civil war.16 Moscow’s new military footprint 
in the East Mediterranean has been 
underscored by multiple Russian naval 

                                                 
16 Thomas R. Fedyszyn, “The Russian Navy 

‘Rebalances’ to the Mediterranean,” U.S. Naval 
Institute, Annapolis, Dec. 2013.  

exercises. During his visit to the Black Sea 
Fleet in February 2013, Defense Minister 
Sergei Shoigu stressed that the 
“Mediterranean region was the core of all 
essential dangers to Russia’s national 
interests” and that continued fallout from the 
Arab upheavals increased the importance of 
the region. Shortly after, he announced the 
establishment of a naval task force in the 
Mediterranean “on a permanent basis.”17 

Moscow also gained full access to a 
Cypriot port.18 A member of the European 
Union but not NATO, and painfully aware 
that the West is not likely to offer a  
credible guarantee against potential 
Turkish aggression, Nicosia has come to 

                                                 
17 Ibid.  

18 InCyprus.com, Jan. 11, 2014.  

Russian warships arrive at the Syrian port city of Tartus, January 8,
2014. The Russians have retained a naval base at Tartus and have
gradually increased fleet size and stepped up patrols in the East
Mediterranean, roughly coinciding with the escalation of the Syrian
civil war. Moscow also gained full access to a Cypriot port and recently
announced the establishment of a Mediterranean naval task force “on a
permanent basis.” 
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a Turkish desired pipeline taking Levant 
Basin gas to Turkey for export to Europe. 
Ankara might even be tempted to complete 
its conquest of Cyprus, begun when it 
invaded and occupied the northern part of the 
island in 1974. 

Ankara has embarked on military 
modernization and has ambitious 
procurement plans. Turkish naval power 
is the largest in the East Mediterranean.26 In 
March 2012, then-navy commander Admiral 
Murat Bilgel outlined Turkey’s strategic 
objective “to operate not only in the littorals 
but also on the high seas,” with high seas 
referring to the East Mediterranean. The 
December 2013 decision to purchase a large 
27,500-ton landing dock vessel capable of 
transporting multiple tanks, helicopters, and 

                                                 
26 “Turkey,” Institute for National Strategic Studies, 

Washington, D.C., Dec. 24, 2012, pp. 19-25.  

more than a thousand troops, reflects its 
desire to project naval strength in the 
region.27 

Israel, Cyprus, and Greece: Turkey’s 
threats and actions have brought Israel, 
Cyprus, and Greece closer together. Beyond 
blocking a revisionist Turkey and common 
interests in the area of energy security, the 
three states also share apprehensions about 
the East Mediterranean becoming an Islamic 
lake. Athens, Jerusalem, and Nicosia hope  
to coordinate the work of their lobbies  
in Washington to sensitize the U.S. 
administration to their concerns. Battling an 
economic crisis, Greece wants the new ties 
with Israel to boost tourism and investment, 
particularly in the gas industry, while 
deepening its military partnership with a 
powerful country in the region.28 Moreover, 
the emerging informal Israeli-Greek alliance 
has the potential to bring Israel closer to 
Europe and moderate some of the pro-
Palestinian bias occasionally displayed by 
the European Union.  

Following Benjamin Netanyahu’s 
visit to Greece in August 2010, cooperation 
between the two countries has been broad 
and multifaceted, covering culture, tourism, 
and economics. One area of cooperation 
discussed was the possibility of creating a 
gas triangle—Israel-Cyprus-Greece—with 
Greece the hub of Israeli and Cypriot gas 
exports to the rest of Europe.29 Such a 
development could lessen the continent’s 
energy dependence on Russia.30 Another 
project that can further improve the ties 
between the countries is a proposed undersea 

                                                 
27The Jerusalem Post, Feb. 4, 2014.  

28 Bloomberg News Service (New York), Aug. 
2011.  

29 The Jerusalem Post, Sept. 10, 2013.  

30 Ibid., Aug. 2, 2011.  

Greece’s George Papandreou (left) and Benjamin
Netanyahu in Athens, August 2010. Turkey’s 
threats and actions have brought Israel and Greece
closer together. Battling an economic crisis,
Greece wants the new ties with Israel to boost
tourism and investment, particularly in the gas
industry, while deepening its military partnership
with a powerful country in the region. 
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electric power line between Israel, Cyprus, 
and Greece. Currently Israel and Cyprus are 
isolated in terms of electricity and do not 
export or import almost any power. 

Israeli-Greek military cooperation has 
already manifested itself in a series of 
multinational—Greek, Israel, and United 
States—joint air and sea exercises under the 
names Noble Dina31 and Blue Flag (which 
included an Italian contingent).32 Greece also 
cooperated with Israel in July 2011 by 
preventing the departure of ships set to sail to 
Gaza.33 

International terrorism: Develop-
ments in the Arab states of the East 
Mediterranean have increased the threat of 

                                                 
31 The Times of Israel (Jerusalem), Mar. 25, 2014.  

32 Arutz Sheva (Beit El and Petah Tikva), Nov. 25, 
2013. 

33Haaretz (Tel Aviv), July 2, 2011.  

international terrorism. As leaders lose their 
grip over state territory and borders become 
more porous, armed groups and terrorists 
gain greater freedom of action. Moreover, 
security services that dealt with terrorism 
have been negatively affected by domestic 
politics and have lost some of their 
efficiency. Sinai has turned into a transit 
route for Iranian weapons to Hamas and a 
base for terrorist attacks against Israel. 
Hamas has even set up rocket production 
lines in Sinai in an effort to protect its assets, 
believing Jerusalem would not strike targets 
inside Egypt for fear of undermining the 
bilateral relations.34 Syria has also become a 
haven for many Islamist groups as result of 

the civil war.  
Furthermore, 

as weakened or 
failed states lose 
control over their 
security apparatus, 
national arsenals  
of conventional  
and nonconven-
tional arms have 
become vulnerable, 
which may result in  
the emergence of 
increasingly well-
armed, politically 
dissatisfied groups 
seeking to harm 
Israel. For example, 
following the fall  
of Qaddafi, Libyan  
SA-7 anti-air missiles 
and anti-tank rocket-
propelled grenades 

reached Hamas in Gaza.35 Similarly, in  
the event of a Syrian regime collapse, 

                                                 
34 The Jerusalem Post, Dec. 11, 2011.  

35 Reuters, Aug. 29, 2011.  

Salafi jihadist groups have reportedly attacked the Suez Canal several
times. In 2013, an Egyptian court sentenced 26 members of an alleged
terrorist group to death over plans to target ships in the canal. In 2014,
Egyptian authorities again tightened security around the canal following
fears that Muslim Brotherhood supporters of Mohamed Morsi might
attack ships in the waterway in protest over his trial.  
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safeguard its dominant position as a natural 
gas supplier to western Europe, which could 
be challenged by new competitors in the 
region. Yet, delays and disruptions in moving 
gas to Europe might further strengthen 
Russia’s role as a major energy supplier to 
Europe and keep prices high, which is 
beneficial for Moscow. Moreover, as the 
Ukraine crisis indicated, geopolitics still is a 
dominant factor in Russian decision-making.  

Conclusion 
Stability in the East Mediterranean 

can no longer be taken for granted as U.S. 
forces are retreating. Europe, an impotent 
international actor, cannot fill the resulting 
political vacuum. Russia under Putin is 
beefing up its naval presence. Growing 
Islamist freedom of action is threatening the 
region. Turkey, no longer a true ally of the 
West, has its own Mediterranean agenda and 
the military capability to project force to 
attain its goals. So far, the growing Russian 
assertiveness has not changed the course of 
Turkish foreign policy. The disruptive 
potential of failed states, the access of Iran to 
Mediterranean waters, and inter-state 
competition for energy resources are also 
destabilizing the region. But it is not clear 
whether the Western powers, particularly the 
United States, are aware of the possibility  
of losing the eastern part of the Medi- 
terranean Sea to Russia or radical Islam, or are  

preparing in any way to forestall such a 
scenario. U.S. naiveté and European 
gullibility could become extremely costly in 
strategic terms. 

The Israeli perspective on the East 
Mediterranean region is colored by its vital 
need to maintain the freedom of maritime 
routes for its foreign trade and to provide 
security for its newly found gas fields. While 
its strategic position has generally improved 
in the Middle East, Jerusalem sees 
deterioration in the environment in the East 
Mediterranean. A growing Russian presence 
and Turkish assertiveness are inimical to 
Israel’s interests. Developments along the 
shores of the East Mediterranean also 
decrease stability and enhance the likelihood 
of more Islamist challenges.  

In civilizational terms, the East 
Mediterranean has served as a point of 
contention in the past between Persia and the 
ancient Greeks and between the Ottomans 
and Venetians. It is the location where the 
struggle between East and West takes place. 
After the Cold War, the borders of the West 
moved eastward. Now, they could easily 
move in the other direction. 
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