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STRATEGIC ENGAGEMENT IN A NEW ERA 
BBC International 
By John Sitilides 

Washington, D.C. - After thirty years of concerted American interest in helping Greece and Turkey resolve acute differences over sovereignty in the Aegean Sea and the division of Cyprus, U.S. policy and military planners have already begun to recast the strategic agenda in the eastern Mediterranean region in a new geopolitical era marked by militant Islamist terrorism and the states that sponsor them, WMD proliferation, transnational criminal enterprises, and other unconventional challenges and asymmetrical threats to Western interests. 

In fact, Washington’s priorities in its relations with Athens and Ankara have undergone considerable shifts in the past decade, due not only to sweeping changes in the regional and global security environments since the terror attacks against the United States and the war in Iraq, but also because of genuine efforts by the two NATO allies to genuinely improve their bilateral relations. 

Within a year after the 1996 Imia-Kardak crisis that nearly brought the two countries to full-scale war, a crisis averted after President Clinton urged both prime ministers to disengage their forces, the Greek and Turkish navies devised a communications system for information-sharing and naval exercise observation that served to build mutual confidence and reduce the opportunity for miscalculation by either side in the Aegean Sea. 

By the end of 1997, the two allies also agreed to establish a NATO joint sub-regional command that stationed generals and other senior military officers on each other’s territory, to strengthen alliance operations in the southern flank and foster greater trust on regional security issues. 

After the 1999 Ocalan fiasco, a diplomatic abyss that many in Ankara considered an act of war by Greece against Turkey, officials in both countries embarked on a public process of rapprochement that is still supported by leading parties on both sides of the Aegean. 

Over the past several years, joint committees of Greek and Turkish lawyers and technical experts have intensively discussed mutually acceptable mechanisms for resolving a lengthy series of differences over Aegean air, maritime, and seabed issues. They have met more than two dozen times, without a single substantive leak to Greek or Turkish media – a first sign that one side or the other felt its back against the wall. 

Turkey was effectively instructed at the 1999 EU summit that granted it candidacy status that it would need to resolve these Aegean differences with Greece by the end of 2004, or the process would be transferred to the International Court of Justice for adjudication. As that deadline was no longer deemed feasible, Greek Prime Minister Costas Karamanlis stated that the bilateral talks could extend into 2005 and beyond, an expression of confidence that the process had been successful to date and should continue as long as progress was maintained. 

In this context, despite ongoing Greek protestations of repeated Turkish incursions into Aegean airspace, the likelihood of a Greek-Turkish conflict that would rip apart the NATO alliance, as the Imia-Kardak crisis nearly did, has substantially diminished. So has the urgency for Washington to intervene in resolving Aegean issues. 

As for Cyprus, Greece and Turkey have agreed to decouple the core issues that have defined the island’s division since 1974 from their bilateral relations. Greek Cypriots rejected the Annan plan to reunite the island under what they considered onerous, undemocratic provisions. But Cyprus is not expected to veto the launching of EU accession talks with Turkey, even though Turkey does not recognize the Cyprus government. Greece has not blocked efforts to provide substantial EU economic assistance pledged – though not yet delivered – to the Turkish Cypriot community. The division of Cyprus seems to be headed for prolonged irresolution, perhaps to be viewed within the EU as another Northern Ireland-type problem – undesirable but utterly manageable. 

If NATO allies Greece and Turkey are no longer riven by differences in the Aegean or Cyprus, Washington is freed to focus on other pressing concerns in the eastern Mediterranean area and in countries throughout its periphery, in the Balkan, Black Sea, Caucasus, Levant, and northern African regions. 

In the Balkans, Greece and Turkey will be sought by the United States as partners in securing euro-Atlantic objectives to prevent further violence in Kosovo, encourage political cohesion in Skopje, and advance Serbia's transition towards European and international integration. From a security perspective, Greece, with its fresh Olympics-based expertise, and Turkey, again the target of militant Islamists, will be tasked to help surveil and destroy regional terrorist infrastructures and networks. They will also be critical in hunting and shutting down regional criminal operations in drug, arms, and human trafficking, as well as in fostering military reform in newly allied Bulgaria and Romania 

In the Black Sea and Caucasus regions, Ukraine faces greater political instability and continued territorial disputes with Russia, which itself confronts prolonged wars conducted by Chechnyan and Ingushetian secessionists in league with Wahhabist militants. Relations between Armenia and Azerbaijan remain tense over the disputed Nagorno-Karabakh region, even as Azerbaijan links with Georgia and Turkey to deliver new energy supplies to Western markets. 

In the Levant and northern Africa, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict thrives alongside the increasing Islamist militancy of formerly secular terrorist groups, Syria facilitates the funding and passage for jihadists and terrorists in Iraq, and Egypt is again confronted with domestic terror attacks as it plans to contain a Hamas-ruled Gaza on the Mediterranean coast next to the Sinai peninsula. 

In Iraq, Greece generally follows established EU policies, but withholds deployment of any troops, unlike a number of EU member countries that are also active members of the U.S.-led coalition. Turkey provides essential truck traffic to move goods in and out of Iraq, while Washington leans on Ankara to remove itself from Kurdish developments in the north. 

These are just some of the myriad, complex priorities that define Washington’s agenda in the eastern Mediterranean and its periphery, in stark contrast to the generally positive developments in relations between Greece and Turkey, whose mutual enmity and mistrust often dominated U.S. planning and responses in the region. Greece and Turkey are now working jointly to resolve their Aegean differences, Cyprus reunification efforts will likely remain suspended for several years, and the EU and U.N. seek to provide economic assistance and political support to the Turkish Cypriot community – after which the process of seeking reunification can be restarted. 

Strategic engagement in the eastern Mediterranean remains a high-level priority for the United States, but the underpinnings of American policy are no longer rooted in July 1974, but in September 2001. 


