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v

A plethora of reports have been produced on the  Middle East, on Turkey, on Greece, and on the 

Syrian crisis. But few have brought together  Middle Eastern and Eu ro pean analytical perspectives. 

In this comprehensive report, we aimed to develop a policy framework for the Eastern Mediterra-

nean as a specific region, as a region that represents a geostrategic seam between Eu rope and the 

 Middle East, and one that is vital to U.S. and Eu ro pean national security interests.

It was ambitious and challenging work  because think tanks, like the U.S. government, tend to silo 

their expertise into regional definitions. What made this proj ect so rich and rewarding was that it 

brought together se nior officials, experts, and colleagues with Eu ro pean and  Middle Eastern 

experience, as well as  those who have deep knowledge of energy, migration, and economic 

dynamics in the Eastern Mediterranean. We turned to our historical knowledge of the region to 

reassess old and new po liti cal fault lines. Therefore, the authors would like to sincerely thank many 

colleagues who offered their valuable insights and perspectives, and challenged us to think about 

the Eastern Mediterranean in a new way. During our research, we brought together experts in 

three workshops; the first and third workshops  were held in Washington, DC, in January and 

October 2017, and our second workshop was held in Athens, Greece, in July 2017. Our gathered 

experts contributed enormously to our final report. The report was in a constant pro cess of revi-

sion as we grappled with major events unfolding in the region, which occurred on a near- daily 

basis. We  were determined to be realistic in our assessment of the region, and to make tough calls 

about what was required to restore U.S. influence in the region. It was not easy.

It is always a privilege and an enormous benefit to be able to collaborate across CSIS programs. 

We are grateful for the dedicated and diligent work of the CSIS  Middle East and Eu rope Programs, 

particularly for Eu rope Program deputy director Jeffrey Rathke and Turkey Proj ect director Bulent 

Aliriza for their insights, ideas, and guidance. In the  Middle East Program,  Will Todman and Ben 

Westfall provided valuable support and research. Emily Grunewald did much  behind the scenes to 

ensure this report was published. A complex report always benefits from graphics that break down 

that complexity and translate analytical work into compelling visual form. CSIS is very fortunate to 
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vII

U.S. strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean is long overdue for revision. Policies, priorities, and 

activities girded by U.S.- led alliance structures  were developed to stabilize Eu rope and deter Soviet 

aggression at the dawn of the Cold War. Seventy years  later, they are no longer fit for purpose. 

However, the region remains a linchpin for an array of vital U.S. interests.

In the last de cade alone, regional conflicts and state fragmentation have caused millions of  

mi grants and internally displaced to flee their homes, creating one of the largest migration crises 

since World War II. The arrival of an unpre ce dented number of mi grants has triggered po liti cal 

backlash and polarized domestic politics in Eu rope and in the Eastern Mediterranean. Many of the 

littoral states in the Eastern Mediterranean have faced destabilizing economic crises that have 

created deep po liti cal and strategic vulnerabilities. Significant natu ral gas deposits discovered off 

the coasts of Israel, Cyprus, and Egypt could boost regional economic prospects as a potential 

energy- producing region, but a divided Cyprus, historical animosities, as well as a lack of infra-

structure connectivity hinder this regional economic potential.

Despite  these dramatic changes, U.S. policy  toward the Eastern Mediterranean region  today is 

most often a series of tactical military operations.  These operations focus on narrow tasks, without 

a longer- term view  either of their strategic context or their impact on U.S. influence in the region. 

The diplomatic engagement, economic investment, and security presence of the United States—  

all hallmarks of U.S. policy since the 1940s— have dramatically receded. Other powers— primarily 

Rus sia, China, Turkey, and Iran— have increased their strategic footprint, weakening regional gov-

ernments’ ties with the United States and Eu rope.

The United States needs a holistic and integrated strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean that  will 

stabilize Eu rope and shift the regional balance in the  Middle East back  toward the United States. 

Resolving the Syrian conflict is essential for Eastern Mediterranean stabilization, and developing an 

appropriate policy approach  toward an increasingly antagonistic and antidemo cratic Turkey is the 

key to solving the Syria puzzle and reanchoring the region  toward the Euro- Atlantic community. 

 These policies not only must be linked, but they must be integrated into a unified and distinctly 

Executive Summary
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Executive SummaryvIII

regional approach. This  will not be easy to accomplish, as U.S. bureaucratic silos prevent an inte-

grated regional strategy, and taking a comprehensive approach requires an uncommon amount  

of U.S. interagency and transatlantic cooperation.

With this in mind, we propose the following pillars and tools of U.S. strategy in the region.

SYRIA

The U.S. strategic goals in Syria are to resolve the Syrian conflict on terms acceptable to the 

United States and to maintain U.S. influence in the region. The United States has a keen interest in 

ensuring that Syria does not further destabilize the region and does not serve as a base for further 

Ira nian or Rus sian expansion. The United States should ensure that outcomes deny safe haven to 

jihadi- salafists, support greater Kurdish autonomy within the borders of a unified Syria, and reduce 

the likelihood of Israeli- Iranian conflict or U.S- Turkish conflict within Syria.  These objectives should 

be achieved through a set of interconnected tools:

• Initiate sustained, senior- level U.S. diplomatic engagement to ensure a credible po liti cal 

settlement to the crisis and to influence the post- conflict security order by internationalizing 

the Russian- Iranian- Turkish diplomatic pro cess. This should be done by building a new 

contact group on Syria, in cooperation with Eu ro pean partners, that includes all key regional 

actors and includes international verification of adherence to agreements;

• Maintain the U.S. military footprint in the  Middle Euphrates River Valley in cooperation with 

key Eu ro pean allies, both to serve as leverage against Rus sia and the Assad regime and to 

prevent further Ira nian gains;

• Work with relevant stakeholders, including Rus sia and Turkey, to promote limited Kurdish 

self- administration within a unified Syria;

• Utilize U.S. leverage within the Syrian Demo cratic Forces (SDF) and the Kurdish Demo cratic 

Union Party (PYD) to press for po liti cal and territorial arrangements that Turkey can be per-

suaded to tolerate and that minimize prospects for local unrest or jihadi- salafi resurgence;

• Support reconstruction and stabilization in areas held by U.S. allies, while making national 

reconstruction contingent on a credible international po liti cal settlement.

TURKEY

The U.S. strategic goal for Turkey is to develop a comprehensive U.S. and transatlantic approach 

to the growing policy divergence with Ankara that  will si mul ta neously seek to reanchor Turkey to the 

West while strengthening U.S. bilateral relationships with Eastern Mediterranean littoral states. 

Turkey has been the linchpin of a stable Eastern Mediterranean region and of U.S. strategy for 

de cades, but increasing tensions between the United States and Turkey require that the United 

States identify and enhance regional partnerships in the region (principally with Greece and Cy-

prus).  There is a clear interest in reinvigorating Turkish civil society within and outside Turkey to 
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attempt to forestall further demo cratic backsliding. Transatlantic unity and coordination is vital in 

the face of disruptive Turkish policies, while the United States should keep engaging Turkey to 

positively shape a stable post- conflict Syria. The United States should:

• Reinvigorate U.S.- Turkish diplomacy by initiating a high- level dialogue, establishing a formal 

bilateral working group on Syria, sustaining the military relationship, and appointing a re-

spected U.S. ambassador to Turkey;

• Engage Turkish civil society through a new paradigm of grassroots- level aid that focuses less 

on a top- down approach and more on support for in de pen dent organ izations that defend 

demo cratic standards;

• Work closely with key Eu ro pean allies, such as the United Kingdom, France, and Germany, as 

well as the Eu ro pean Union, to develop a unified policy approach  toward Turkey;

• Identify and strengthen other regional basing and military assets by upgrading ties with 

other regional partners.

NEW REGIONAL OPPORTUNITIES AND  
STRATEGIC ALIGNMENTS

By reinvigorating U.S. strategic alignments in the region, the United States can shape the Eastern 

Mediterranean’s  future development through a series of actions:

• Formulate a strategy to leverage Israel’s assets more effectively to further regional maritime 

security and counterterrorism policies, working with NATO allies to better incorporate Israel’s 

naval assets and capabilities into U.S.- allied naval operations in the Eastern Mediterranean;

• Engage NATO at the upcoming July 2018 NATO Summit to develop a clearer mission and 

priorities in the Eastern Mediterranean, including a more robust naval presence in the region, 

by sharing assets with key partners and expanding multilateral naval exercises;

• Explore greater trilateral (United States, Greece, and Cyprus) and quadrilateral cooperation 

(United States, Greece, Cyprus, and Israel) through an Eastern Mediterranean dialogue 

intended to foster economic cooperation and growth in the region;

• Create an Eastern Mediterranean “Shangri- La”– like security dialogue to bring together 

foreign and defense ministers from the region, and include Eu ro pean and U.S. participants 

to focus on current and  future security trends in the region.

The United States must comprehensively engage in the Eastern Mediterranean region and develop 

an integrative diplomatic, economic, and military strategy. It is not sufficient for Washington to rest 

on a regional policy architecture that is no longer responsive to profound changes in the region. 

The goal of this exercise is not to re- create what once existed, but instead to determine what the 

region’s  future should look like and take proactive steps to restore U.S. influence in the region. The 

stability of Eu rope and the  Middle East is at stake. The security and economic prosperity of the 

United States are also at stake. The task could not be more impor tant.

594-74704_ch00_3P.indd   9 5/18/18   9:47 AM



594-74704_ch00_3P.indd   10 5/18/18   9:47 AM



1

Introduction

The Eastern Mediterranean forms a geostrategic fault line between Eu rope and the  Middle East.1 

Wars, genocidal acts, nationalist movements, and upheavals have scarred the region over centu-

ries and have presented the international system with some of its most vexing strategic challenges. 

As the Cold War began, the United States and its allies invested mightily in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean as a pillar of U.S. and Western security. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, the United States 

has reduced its investment. As a result, the 70- year- old U.S. strategy has frayed, and its ties have 

weakened.

Despite a relative lack of U.S. attention to the Eastern Mediterranean, the U.S. stake in the region 

continues to be  great. U.S. interests include Eu ro pean unity and security, greater stability in the 

 Middle East, and safeguarding state capacity against a myriad of nonstate actors that pose an 

increasing range of strategic challenges to the Eastern Mediterranean. Increasingly, a range of 

complex issues— interstate conflict, terrorism, Ira nian and Rus sian power projection, Chinese 

investments, Turkey’s drift away from the Euro- Atlantic community, rising regional tensions be-

tween secular and religious forces, illegal migration, demographic changes, new economic pat-

terns, and state fragmentation— are interacting to create second-  and third- order effects that harm 

U.S. strategic interests in Eu rope and the  Middle East.

This paper argues that the United States must develop a specific regional strategy for the Eastern 

Mediterranean based on a new strategic environment, in which state and nonstate actors alike 

have sought to fill the void left by waning U.S. influence. This new U.S. strategy must make hard 

choices and embrace realistic goals, however unattractive, to reinvigorate U.S. diplomatic, eco-

nomic, and security engagement in the region. This  will require addressing and reconciling seem-

ingly incompatible U.S. policies  toward Syria and Turkey that can only be bridged through active, 

1.  For the purposes of this report, the geographic scope of the Eastern Mediterranean includes the littoral states— 

Greece, Cyprus, Turkey, Lebanon, Israel, the Palestinian Territories, and Egypt. While Libya shares many of the same 

challenges found in the Eastern Mediterranean, it is beyond the scope of this analy sis. Jordan, however, given its 

connection to the Syrian crisis, should be considered an ancillary part of the region.
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Restoring the Eastern Mediterranean2

creative, and sustained diplomacy backed by ongoing military engagement. Only by taking an 

active stance that confronts the region’s strategic challenges can the United States rebuild its 

regional influence and advance as well as protect U.S. interests.

To formulate this strategy, the United States government must restructure how it thinks about the 

Eastern Mediterranean. The Eastern Mediterranean region falls along bureaucratic seams in the 

State Department, Defense Department, National Security Council, and intelligence community. 

Each draws the bound aries between Eu rope and the  Middle East differently, structurally inhibiting 

the U.S. government from viewing the region holistically. Understanding how the prob lems of 

Eu rope and the  Middle East intersect in the Eastern Mediterranean is a first step  toward a more 

holistic regional policy.

The report is divided into two sections.  After offering a brief history of U.S. strategic involvement in 

the Eastern Mediterranean, Section 1 provides an overview of the current regional environment. It 

concentrates on the power players that have emerged in the region and that—in the absence of 

a focused and engaged United States— are seeking to shape it to their own needs: Rus sia, Iran, 

Turkey, and China. The discussion suggests that while  these players pres ent real challenges to U.S. 

interests, their activity should not be viewed solely through a zero- sum lens. Section 1 then 

 reviews several trends that have transformed the Eastern Mediterranean in recent years, looking in 

turn at the fragmentation of state structures, migration patterns, economic crises, and energy 

discoveries.

Section 2 articulates and discusses in depth the two most impor tant strategic challenges and goals 

for the United States in the Eastern Mediterranean: resolving the Syria conflict so that the region is 

not further destablized, and managing the United States’ growing policy divergence with Turkey. 

The discussion breaks down each overarching strategic goal into several interconnected objectives 

and then identifies policy tools for pursuing  those objectives. For Syria, the objectives are to 

 contain Ira nian and Rus sian power projection, deny jihadi- salafists safe haven, give Syrian Kurds 

a degree of autonomy within a unified Syria, and lessen the chances of Israeli- Iranian and 

U.S.-Turkish conflict in Syria. For Turkey, U.S. efforts should start with trying to recalibrate U.S.- Turkey 

relations by engaging in more sustained dialogue over what divides the two countries. Si mul ta-

neously, the United States should develop military and diplomatic assets that complement Turkey’s 

to hedge against the possibility of a more lasting break in the U.S.- Turkish partnership.

What all of  these efforts have in common is an overarching drive to rebuild U.S. influence through 

a combination of widesread diplomatic and economic engagement backed by military deploy-

ments and a demonstrated willingness to use force. It is time for the United States to abandon its 

tactical and hesitant posture and adopt clear and achievable policies for the region. In this way,  

the paper suggests, the United States  will both be able to help shape the region’s  future and to 

increase its security and economic prosperity.
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01

Background and Current 
Challenges

For nearly four centuries, the Ottoman Empire controlled the Eastern Mediterranean. By the late 

nineteenth  century, however, the Ottomans’ grip was faltering and the British, French, and Rus sian 

empires expanding. The Ottoman Empire became known as “the Sick Man of Eu rope,” and its 

post– World War I collapse drew Eu ro pean powers into the Eastern Mediterranean to secure its 

remains. Eu ro pean leaders drew new borders that united provinces into states, and they estab-

lished governments with varying degrees of legitimacy and capacity.1

World War II weakened the Eu ro pean powers. When the British government announced in 1947 

that it could no longer assist Greece in its  battle against a Communist insurgency, the geostrategic 

implications of Eu rope’s economic insolvency became clear to the United States. The United 

States and the Soviet Union— the world’s two superpowers— squared off in the Eastern Mediterra-

nean, initiating a fundamental strategic realignment in the region.

The United States developed a new strategy with three essential policy ele ments: (1) an overarch-

ing policy framework— the Truman Doctrine— that explic itly and unapologetically sought to curtail 

the spread of Soviet influence in the Eastern Mediterranean;2 (2) a mechanism— the Marshall 

1.  The Sykes- Picot Agreement of 1916 divided the lands of greater Syria and Mesopotamia into zones of British and 

French control; the abortive Sèvres Agreement of 1919 and the Treaty of Lausanne in 1923 ended the Ottoman Empire, 

ceded Arab lands to the Eu ro pean powers, and defined the borders of modern Turkey.

2.  On March 12, 1947, President Harry S. Truman announced that the United States would provide financial, military, 

and technical assistance to Greece and Turkey to create the “conditions in which [the United States] and other nations 

 will be able to work out a way of life  free from coercion.” Known as the Truman Doctrine, U.S. policy supported “ free 

 peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressures” primarily through eco-

nomic and financial aid, and de facto tied U.S. national security interests to peace and security in the world. Harry S. 

Truman, “President Truman’s Message to Congress,” Document 171, 80th Cong., 1st Sess., Rec ords of the United States 

House of Representatives (Rec ord Group 233), National Archives, March 12, 1947.
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Restoring the Eastern Mediterranean4

Plan— that provided U.S. assistance to empower governments to stabilize themselves;3 and (3) an 

emphasis on stabilizing Eu rope in order to avoid regional fragmentation and resist adversarial 

forces inserting themselves into the region. Anchoring Greece and Turkey within the Euro- Atlantic 

community, along with maintaining a robust and per sis tent U.S. regional presence, was seen as 

the antidote to a growing malign Soviet presence within and around Eu rope.

Since 1947, the United States’ strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean has relied on two sets of allies. 

The first was NATO, which incorporated Turkey and Greece shortly  after its inception and was a vital 

bulwark against Soviet expansion. The second was Israel and Egypt, whose 1979 peace treaty was a 

boon to U.S. efforts to promote stability in the Eastern Mediterranean and ended the Cold War 

rivalries that had opened the region to Soviet meddling and contributed to four Arab- Israeli wars in 

25 years.  These relationships have been the foundation of U.S. security posture in the region for 

de cades, but both they and the region have changed dramatically since the end of the Cold War.

For the United States, the importance of the Eastern Mediterranean has persisted even as the Cold 

War ended. The region has grown even more intimately connected to its periphery, creating a web 

of interrelationships and dependencies. The Eastern Mediterranean is no longer a rampart that 

defends the  free world from tyranny. It has become the hub of a  whole system of ties and interests 

3.  On June 5, 1947, U.S. secretary of state George C. Marshall articulated a policy vision that tied U.S. interests to the 

fate of Eu rope’s economic recovery by arguing that without a vibrant Eu ro pean economy, “ there can be no po liti cal 

stability and no assured peace.” The Marshall Plan would go on to provide $13 billion to 17 countries in Europe— 

principally through food, fuel, machinery, and investment in industrial capacity. See George C. Marshall Foundation, 

“Plan Payments in Millions to Eu ro pean Economic Cooperation Countries,” http:// marshallfoundation . org / library / wp 

- content / uploads / sites / 16 / 2014 / 06 / European _ Economic _ Cooperation _ Countries _ Marshall _ Plan _ Payments . pdf.
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vital to U.S. national security. Instability in the region cannot be contained. Rather, when instability 

breaks out, it  ripples into key areas and relationships in Eu rope, the  Middle East, and beyond.

POWER PLAYS IN THE REGION: RUS SIA, IRAN, TURKEY, CHINA

Since the early 1990s, a series of large- scale U.S. military interventions have altered the balance of 

power in the  Middle East, and they have exhausted many Americans’ zeal to invest more in the 

region. The Eu ro pean Union (EU) had hoped to play a role in anchoring and stabilizing the region, 

but has not done so, despite substantial EU economic and development assistance. Egypt has 

been unable to overcome the unrest fostered by the 2011 Arab Spring, and it has proven a less 

effective and less reliable partner for the United States than in the past. The Eastern Mediterranean 

has become a region in which threats have mutated and traditional alliances have weakened, 

which in turn has diminished the U.S. strategic advantage.

Taking advantage of unfocused U.S. policy and dwindling U.S. investments, Rus sia has returned to 

the region, Turkey has reengaged in the  Middle East as it has turned away from Eu rope,4 and Iran 

and China have deepened their regional activism and engagement.  These nations have substan-

tially increased economic investment (particularly China), deepened diplomatic and military ties, 

and in some cases have pursued military interventions (Iran, Turkey, and Rus sia) to advance their 

regional interests. A firm understanding of what  these countries are pursuing in the Eastern Medi-

terranean, and how, is necessary if the United States hopes to regain its strategic advantage in the 

region. Each country is discussed below.

Rus sia’s Return

Rus sia has deep and enduring commercial, military, cultural, and historic ties to the Eastern Medi-

terranean, and its government views the Eastern Mediterranean as a cohesive region encompass-

ing both Eu rope and the  Middle East.5 Rus sia has made substantial investments in commercial 

ventures, sold arms, deployed military forces, and engaged in diverse po liti cal and economic 

activities throughout the region. Over 1 million Rus sian speakers live in Israel; Rus sia is a major 

investor in Cyprus, Greece, and Turkey; and the Rus sian Orthodox Church is increasingly active in 

the western Balkans as a religious, social, and po liti cal force.6

Since the return of Rus sian president Vladimir Putin to the Kremlin in 2012 and growing fears 

of regime change by U.S.- encouraged “color revolutions” and the Arab Spring, Rus sia has 

launched a significant policy return to the Eastern Mediterranean. Rus sia’s growing presence in 

the region challenges the policies of the United States, U.S. allies, and the international commu-

nity. Moreover, President Putin views a U.S.- led international system in Eu rope and the  Middle 

4.  This movement by Turkey is sometimes referred to as “neo- Ottomanism.”

5.  Anna Borshchevskaya and Jeremy Vaughan, “How the Rus sian Military Reestablished Itself in the  Middle East,” 

Washington Institute for Near East Policy, October 17, 2016, http:// www . washingtoninstitute . org / policy - analysis / view 

/ how - the - russian - military - reestablished - itself - in - the - middle - east.

6.  Amanda Borschel- Dan, “25 Years  Later, Rus sian Speakers Still the ‘Other’ in Israel, Says MK,” Times of Israel, Septem-

ber 1, 2016, https:// www . timesofisrael . com / 25 - years - later - russian - speakers - still - the - other - in - israel - says - mk / .
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Restoring the Eastern Mediterranean6

East as a threat to its sovereignty and seeks to minimize U.S. influence and maximize its own 

freedom of maneuver.  These perspectives culminated in Rus sia’s military intervention in Syria in 

September 2015 to protect the Assad regime. Approximately 4,300 Rus sian military personnel are 

deployed in Syria,7 and eight Rus sian warships have operated near Syria’s coast. Moreover, Rus sia 

has secured 49- year leases for two military bases in Syria—the Khmeimim air base near Latakia 

and the Tartous naval base.8  These bases restore Rus sia’s capacity to maintain an enduring pres-

ence in the Mediterranean and enable power- projection capabilities into the Persian Gulf and Red 

Sea. Rus sia’s deployment of S-300 and S-400 missile defense systems in Syria also threatens 

U.S. and allied aircraft within the systems’ range.9 In May 2017, a Rus sian frigate and submarine 

7.  This figure refers to voter turnout from Syria during the Rus sian election. So the  actual deployment is prob ably 

diff er ent— possibly higher. See Vladimir Isachenkov, “Rus sia’s Putin Not Likely to Give Up Involvement in Syria,” Wash-

ington Post, November 21, 2017, https:// www . washingtonpost . com / world / middle _ east / russias - putin - not - likely - to - give 

- up - involvement - in - syria / 2017 / 11 / 21 / 0edc5f3c - cee9 - 11e7 - a87b - 47f14b73162a _ story . html ? utm _ term= . a0a8c477b6f3.

8.  Rod Nordland, “Rus sia Signs Deal for Syria Bases; Turkey Appears to Accept Assad,” New York Times, January 20, 

2017, https:// www . nytimes . com / 2017 / 01 / 20 / world / middleeast / russia - turkey - syria - deal . html.

9.  “Moscow Delivers S-300 Missile System to Syria for Defense of Rus sian Naval Base,” RT International, October 7, 

2016, https:// www . rt . com / news / 361586 - russia - s300 - supplied - syria / . See also Ian Williams, “The Russia- NATO A2AD 

Environment,” Center for Strategic and International Studies, January 3, 2017, https:// missilethreat . csis . org / russia - nato 

- a2ad - environment / .
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Alterman, Conley, Malka, and Ruy 7

launched cruise missile strikes at Islamic State group (ISG) positions near the Syrian city of Palmyra, 

demonstrating a land- sea capability with broader regional implications.10

Rus sia has looked beyond Syria to deepen its military presence in the Eastern Mediterranean. In 

November 2017, Egypt and Rus sia signed a preliminary agreement authorizing the countries to use 

each other’s airspace and military bases, increasing Rus sia’s air power-projection capabilities in the 

Mediterranean region.11 The Kremlin also obtained access to Cypriot ports for its naval vessels in 

2015, purportedly for antipiracy and counterterrorism missions.12 This renewed military posture in 

the region directly challenges U.S. security interests.

Along with its regional military strategy, Rus sia has developed positive working relations with a 

range of interlocutors, including many mutual antagonists with contradictory agendas. For exam-

ple, it maintains a high- level po liti cal and military dialogue with Israel (primarily to deconflict forces 

in Syria) and a strong working relationship with Ira nian leaders. In Syria, Rus sia launched a separate 

negotiating framework from that of the United Nations— the Astana negotiating track— with Iran 

and Turkey. Moscow has built ties with Syrian Kurdish forces that Turkey regards as terrorists (and 

which the United States also supports). Rus sia’s po liti cal strategy is to develop ties with as many 

actors as pos si ble, build leverage over  those actors, and use that leverage when necessary to 

advance Rus sia’s interests and objectives.

Where U.S. regional policy has been tactical, ambivalent, and contradictory, Rus sian policy has 

been strategic, focused on undermining the U.S.- led order in Eu rope and the  Middle East (which is 

perceived as a threat to Rus sian sovereignty) and maximizing Rus sia’s economic and security 

interests.13 In Eu rope, Rus sia seeks to block NATO and EU expansion and undermine transatlantic 

collective defense; in the  Middle East, it seeks to preserve an authoritarian status quo that in its 

view the United States seeks to disrupt— for example, through support for the 2011 Arab uprisings. 

The Rus sians  were especially concerned that the overthrow of Libyan dictator Muammar el-

Qaddafi— led by NATO forces  under UN auspices— set a disturbing pre ce dent for international 

intervention in the domestic affairs of an authoritarian government. Rus sia sees its actions in the 

region as restoring its great- power status, reducing Western threats to Rus sian sovereignty, and 

weakening the Western liberal order in  favor of the sort of balance- of- power politics at which 

Rus sia excels, all in the name of fighting terrorism.14

10.  “Russia Fires Cruise Missiles at IS Targets in Syria,” BBC News, May 31, 2017, http:// www . bbc . com / news / world 

- middle - east - 40104728.

11.  Paul Iddon, “Rus sia Expanding  Middle East Footprint with Egypt Bases,” The New Arab, December 15, 2017, https:// 

www . alaraby . co . uk / english / indepth / 2017 / 12 / 15 / russia - expanding - middle - east - footprint - with - egypt - bases.

12.  “Cyprus Signs Deal to Allow Rus sian Navy to Use Ports,” BBC News, February 26, 2015, http:// www . bbc . com / news 

/ world - europe - 31632259.

13.  According to Fiona Hill, Putin has tried to “rupture the integrity of NATO and EU collective defense,” and “consis-

tently pushed for a renegotiation of Eu ro pean security structures to downgrade the conventional military and nuclear 

role of the United States and NATO, and give Rus sia military and security parity with Eu ro pean forces.” See U.S. Con-

gress, House Committee on Armed Forces, “Understanding and Deterring Rus sia: U.S. Policies and Strategies,” 

114th Cong., 2nd Sess., February 10, 2016 (Testimony of Dr. Fiona Hill, Brookings Institution).

14.  Ibid.
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Rus sia  will be an unavoidable military and diplomatic  factor for the United States in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. It  will remain militarily deployed in Syria, and it  will seek to expand military ties in 

the region with a range of regional players, including U.S. partners and allies. Some regional actors 

see Rus sia’s growing presence as possibly beneficial, given the opportunities it creates for com-

mercial dealings, arms purchases, and diplomatic support with few ideological conditions. Coop-

eration with Rus sia, or the potential of greater cooperation, is also a tool U.S. partners and allies 

use to gain leverage over the United States. Turkey has increasingly used this tool in Syria.

Many countries in the Eastern Mediterranean, including U.S. allies, have long had deep ties to 

Rus sia, as described below:

• Cyprus is a well- known financial tax haven for Rus sian individuals and businesses.15 Since 

the 2013 financial crisis, Rus sians have poured over $4.33 billion in private investment into 

Cyprus, in part due to a scheme that grants Cypriot citizenship to wealthy Rus sians in ex-

change for investment in the country.16 In a personal message sent to Cypriot president Nicos 

Anastasiades in February 2017, Vladimir Putin himself reaffirmed Rus sia’s wish to further the 

countries’ trade and economic relationship.17 This came  after Rus sia extended Cyprus a $3.3 

billion loan in 2011 to alleviate the burden of the sovereign debt crisis.18 In 2013, Rus sia 

extended the maturity of the loan and lowered the interest rate in recognition of Cyprus’s 

importance as an entry way for Rus sian investments into EU markets19— and, conversely, as a 

way to repatriate Rus sian money  under the guise of foreign investment in Rus sia.

• Turkey has a historic rivalry with Rus sia, which in recent years has fluctuated between confron-

tation and cooperation. Russian- Turkish trade in goods in 2015 was approximately $15.8 billion 

before Turkey shot down a Rus sian military aircraft that crossed into Turkish airspace from its 

base in Syria.20 Following that incident, bilateral trade relations plummeted, and Rus sia imposed 

sanctions on Turkish imports and tourism. In June 2016, President Erdogan wrote an official 

apology to President Putin for the incident, and soon thereafter, Turkey and Rus sia agreed to 

15.  Liz Alderman, “Rus sians Return to Cyprus, a Favorite Tax Haven,” New York Times, February 17, 2014, https:// www 

. nytimes . com / 2014 / 02 / 18 / business / international / russian - business - target - of - cypriot - bailout - still - loves - the - island . html. 

Moody’s estimated in 2013 that  there was $31 billion of Rus sian money in Cypriot banks. See Emily Young, “Rus sian 

Money in Cyprus: Why Is  There So Much?” BBC News, March 18, 2013, http:// www . bbc . com / news / business - 21831943.

16.  David Pegg, “Cyprus ‘Selling’ EU Citizenship to Super Rich of Rus sia and Ukraine,” The Guardian, September 17, 

2017, https:// www . theguardian . com / world / 2017 / sep / 17 / cyprus - selling - eu - citizenship - to - super - rich - of - russia - and 

- ukraine. The cited amount was converted from €4 billion using the 2017 average annual exchange rate of 0.923. See 

Internal Revenue Ser vice, “Yearly Average Currency Exchange Rates,” https:// www . irs . gov / individuals / international 

- taxpayers / yearly - average - currency - exchange - rates.

17.  “Putin Conveys Personal Message to Anastasiades Expressing the  Will to Enhance Trade Cooperation,” Cyprus Mail 

Online, February 14, 2017, http:// cyprus - mail . com / 2017 / 02 / 14 / putin - conveys - personal - message - anastasiades 

- expressing - will - enhance - trade - cooperation / .

18.  The cited amount was converted from €2.5 billion using the 2011 average annual exchange rate of 0.748. See 

Internal Revenue Ser vice, “Yearly Average Currency Exchange Rates.”

19.  “Rus sia Extends Cypriot Loan by 2 Years, Cuts Interest: Troika Document,”  Reuters, May 6, 2013, http:// www . reuters 

. com / article / us - russia - cyprus - idUSBRE9450AK20130506.

20.  The figure for bilateral trade in goods is from DESA/UNSD, United Nations Comtrade database, https:// comtrade 

. un . org / labs / dit - trade - vis /  ? reporter=826&type=C&year=2016&flow=2&commodity.
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take steps to improve bilateral relations “without delay.”21 In December 2017, Turkey announced 

that it had finalized an agreement to buy Rus sian S-400 missile defense systems to protect the 

presidential palace.22 But Turkey’s military offensive in Syria (in par tic u lar the January 2018 

invasion of Afrin) and the growing threat of confrontation between pro- Assad regime and 

Turkish forces threaten Turkish- Russian cooperation in Syria.

• Rus sia’s ties with Egypt  under President al- Sisi have also deepened. From 2012 to 2015, Egypt 

signed arms transfer agreements with Rus sia worth $9.3 billion, which supplemented the $1.3 

billion annual grant in military assistance from the United States.23 In October 2016, Rus sian 

state news announced that Egypt was planning to lease to Rus sia a former Soviet Air Force base 

in western Egypt,24 and by March 2017, a few Rus sian special forces troops had deployed  there 

to support operations in Libya.25 In 2017, Egypt received the S-300VM surface- to- air missile 

system it had reportedly purchased from Rus sia in 2015 for around $1 billion,26 and Rus sia is 

scheduled to deliver 50 MiG-29 fighter jets to Egypt by 2020.27 President Putin visited Cairo in 

December 2017 and announced the resumption of Rus sian civilian flights to Egypt, which had 

stopped in 2015  after Egyptian militants bombed a Rus sian plane in the Sinai Peninsula, killing 

all 224  people aboard. Putin also announced a $21 billion agreement for Rosatom to build a 

nuclear power plant in el- Dabaa, on the Mediterranean coast.28

• Israel and Rus sia have engaged in dialogue on strategic issues to an extent that Washington 

has not fully acknowledged. Bilateral relations have deepened over the past de cade, as 

21.  Andrew Roth and Erin Cunningham, “Turkish President Apologizes for Downing of Rus sian Warplane Last Year,” 

Washington Post, June 27, 2016, https:// www . washingtonpost . com / world / turkey - apologizes - for - shooting - down - russian 

- warplane - last - year / 2016 / 06 / 27 / d969e0ea - 3c6d - 11e6 - 9e16 - 4cf01a41decb _ story . html ? utm _ term= . 758c2cdd2d0e.

22.  Emanuele Scimia, “Angered by Allies, Turkey Buys Rus sian Defense System,” Asia Times, January 2, 2018, http:// 

www . atimes . com / angered - allies - turkey - buys - russian - defense - system / . Some analysts see the announced purchase 

agreement as a gambit to get a better deal on antiaircraft systems from a NATO country. Jeff Daniels, “Turkey’s Plan to 

Acquire Rus sia’s S-400 Air- Defense System May Never Happen, Analysts Say,” CNBC, November 3, 2017, https:// www 

. cnbc . com / 2017 / 11 / 03 / turkeys - purchase - of - russias - air - defense - system - may - never - happen - analysts . html.

23.  Catherine A. Theohary, “Conventional Arms Transfers to Developing Nations, 2008–2015,” Congressional Research 

Ser vice, December 19, 2016, 36, https:// fas . org / sgp / crs / weapons / R44716 . pdf. The United States has given aid to Cairo 

since 1987.

24.  “Press Review: Rus sian Military Base in Egypt, Putin in Turkey and Ira nian Oil in Belarus,” TASS, October 10, 2016, 

http:// tass . com / pressreview / 905225; Andrew Osborn, “Rus sia to Build Permanent Syrian Naval Base, Eyes Other 

Outposts,”  Reuters, October 10, 2016, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - russia - tartus / russia - to 

- build - permanent - syrian - naval - base - eyes - other - outposts - idUSKCN12A0W6 ? il=0.

25.  Phil Stewart, Idrees Ali, and Lin Noueihed, “Exclusive: Rus sia Appears to Deploy Forces in Egypt, Eyes on Libya 

Role— Sources,”  Reuters, March 14, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - usa - russia - libya - exclusive / exclusive 

- russia - appears - to - deploy - forces - in - egypt - eyes - on - libya - role - sources - idUSKBN16K2RY.

26.  “Russia Begins Delivering S-300VM Missiles to Egypt,” defenceWeb, June 7, 2017, http:// www . defenceweb . co . za 

/ index . php ? option=com _ content&view=article&id=48110:russia - begins - delivering - s - 300vm - missiles - to - egypt&catid
=50:Land&Itemid=105.

27.  “Russia to Supply Nearly 50 MiG-29 Fighter Jets to Egypt,” TASS, September 12, 2017, http:// tass . com / defense / 965095.

28.  Patrick Markey and Maria Tsvetkova, “Putin, Egypt’s Sisi Discuss Restart of Flights, Sign Nuclear Deal,”  Reuters, 

December 11, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - egypt - russia / putin - egypts - sisi - discuss - restart - of - flights - sign 

- nuclear - deal - idUSKBN1E51BR.

594-74704_ch01_3P.indd   9 5/18/18   9:48 AM



Restoring the Eastern Mediterranean10

military sales, trade, and people- to- people ties have increased. But Rus sia’s military inter-

vention in Syria has complicated this delicate relationship. Rus sian forces cooperate with Iran 

and Hez bollah, which Israel considers its primary strategic threats. For now, informal Israeli- 

Russian understandings have allowed Israel to strike targets in Syria when it deems neces-

sary. According to former Israeli Air Force chief of staff Amir Eshel, the Israeli and Rus sian air 

forces have frequently communicated to avoid aerial incidents. Yet the presence of Rus sian 

aircraft, radar, and missile systems in Syria potentially constrains Israel’s freedom of opera-

tions and would limit the effects of Israel’s air superiority should Rus sia oppose Israeli op-

erations in Syria. Russian- Israeli understandings  were tested following the April 9 Israeli strike 

on the T-4 (Tiyas) Airbase in Syria, which Rus sian officials publicly condemned. An accidental 

Israeli strike on Rus sian troops, or some other confrontation with Rus sian forces, would 

damage a range of Israeli diplomatic, economic, and strategic interests.29

Moreover, Rus sia’s cooperation with Iran, the Assad regime, and Hez bollah pres ents two 

sets of prob lems for Israel. First,  either intentionally or unintentionally, Rus sia could share 

intelligence on Israel with its enemies, ranging from sensitive information to radar data that 

Russian- installed missile systems have gathered on Israeli aircraft hundreds of miles away. 

Second, Rus sia could supply Israel’s enemies with advanced weapons systems and guided 

missiles that would be difficult for Israel to defend against. While Rus sia’s presence in theory 

provides a check on Ira nian forces deployed in Syria, its support for what it considers Iran’s 

“legitimate” presence in Syria and its unwillingness to seek limits on Ira nian and Hez bollah 

activities raise long- term U.S. and Israeli concerns about Rus sian intentions.30

• Jordan, a stalwart U.S. ally, has also deepened its cooperation with Rus sia. In 2015, it opened 

an intelligence channel to monitor a U.S.- Russian- Jordanian cease- fire agreement in Syria’s 

southern zone, along the Jordanian border.31 Jordan was also brought into the Astana 

pro cess as an observer, and reportedly acts as a bridge between Rus sia and Sunni Arab 

governments.32 Jordan relies on Rus sia to keep Ira nian forces from infiltrating along its 

northern border. Destabilizing Jordan, a strong U.S. military ally and bulwark for Sunni Arab 

states, would be a strategic gain for Iran.

Rus sia’s activities with U.S. allies make Rus sia integral, if not indispensable, to any U.S. Eastern 

Mediterranean policy initiative.

Iran’s Growing Presence

Iran has steadily built its presence in the Eastern Mediterranean for nearly four de cades. Since the 

1979 revolution, Iran has intervened in Palestinian and Lebanese affairs as an outgrowth of its 

29.  See Haim Malka, “When Netanyahu and Trump Meet, Rus sia Should Top the Agenda,” Defense One, February 14, 

2017, http:// www . defenseone . com / ideas / 2017 / 02 / russia - should - top - agenda - when - trump - netanyahu - meet / 135415 / .

30.  “Russia Says  Didn’t Promise Withdrawal of Pro- Iranian Forces from Syria,”  Reuters, November 14, 2017, https:// www 

. reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - russia / russia - says - didnt - promise - withdrawal - of - pro - iranian - forces - from 

- syria - idUSKBN1DE1HK.

31.  Yury Barmin, “Rus sia’s Syria Strategy Hinges on Jordan,” Al- Monitor, May 31, 2017, https:// www . al - monitor . com 

/ pulse / originals / 2017 / 05 / russia - strategy - syria - jordan - mediator - sunni - us - crisis . html.

32.  Ibid.
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conflicts with the Sunni Arab states and Israel. Since the 1980s, Ira nian military and intelligence 

personnel have provided training and expertise, economic support, and weapons for Lebanese 

Shi‘ite militias, most importantly Hez bollah. Iran also became a patron of the Palestinian Islamic 

Jihad organ ization in Gaza and the West Bank and supports Hamas’s military wing.33 The Is-

lamic Republic’s alliance with Syria stretches back to the rule of the late Syrian president Hafez 

al- Assad, who broke ranks with the Arab consensus and supported Iran in the eight- year Iran- Iraq 

War (1980–1988).34

Iran now sees an opportunity to expand its influence substantially in the Eastern Mediterranean by 

building a more intimate relationship with Syria. It seeks to establish permanent naval, land, and air 

bases in Syria, which would give it an unpre ce dented level of power-projection capability. From 

 these bases, Iran could directly infiltrate Israeli and Jordanian territory, threaten Israeli and Egyptian 

offshore gas platforms and infrastructure, threaten access to the Suez Canal, and create a platform 

for sea- and land- based missile attacks against Israel in a  future confrontation. Its anti- access area 

denial (A2/AD) capabilities already pose a direct threat to freedom of operations of the U.S. Sixth 

Fleet in the Eastern Mediterranean. Fi nally, using an estimated 10,000 foreign Shi‘ite militiamen and 

supported by an estimated 60,000 Syrians in popu lar militias known as the National Defense 

Forces, Iran is creating a Hezbollah- type militia that it can control within Syria.35 It could use  these 

forces both as a weapon against Israel and Jordan and as a check on the Assad regime in order to 

protect Ira nian interests. Iran has already made significant pro gress  toward this goal; according to 

the former U.S. national security advisor, H. R. McMaster, approximately 80  percent of pro- regime 

forces in Syria are Ira nian proxies.36 Iran also seeks a “land bridge” through Iraq and Syria to Leba-

non and the Mediterranean Sea. An uninterrupted stretch of friendly territory would have signifi-

cant economic, security, and intelligence benefits for Iran, which would build upon its already 

significant economic interests in Syria. Ira nian construction companies, many of which are linked 

to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps (IRGC), are actively seeking opportunities to rebuild 

Syria’s civilian infrastructure. Tehran also has ambitious military construction plans for Syria:

• Satellite imagery has revealed construction of an Ira nian infantry base southwest of Damas-

cus near the town of al- Kiswah, just 31 miles east of the Israeli border. From January to 

33.  In the early 1990s, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Rabin warned of Ira nian intervention in the region. See Raffaella A. 

Del Sarto, Israel  under Siege: The Politics of Insecurity and the Rise of the Israeli Neo- Revisionist Right (Washington, 

DC: Georgetown University Press, 2017), 67–68.

34.  Hafez al- Assad also harbored Ira nian revolutionaries in the 1970s. See Edward Wastnidge, “Iran and Syria: An 

Enduring Axis,”  Middle East Policy 24, no. 2 (2017): 148–159. See also Nadia Von Maltzahn, The Syria- Iran Axis: Cultural 

Diplomacy and International Relations in the  Middle East (London: I. B. Tauris, 2015).

35.  Iranian- controlled militias include Iraqi, Pakistani, and Afghani Shi‘a groups. According to Israeli intelligence 

assessments, Iran oversees 10,000 Shi‘ite militiamen. See TOI Staff, “Israel’s UN Envoy: ‘Classified Info’ Shows Iran Has 

3,000 Troops in Syria,” Times of Israel, January 25, 2018, https:// www . timesofisrael . com / israels - un - envoy - classified 

- info - shows - iran - has - 3000 - troops - in - syria / .

36.  The White House, “Remarks by LTG H.R. McMaster at the Reagan National Defense Forum: Reclaiming Amer i ca’s 

Strategic Confidence,” December 2, 2017, https:// www . whitehouse . gov / briefings - statements / remarks - ltg - h - r 

- mcmaster - reagan - national - defense - forum - reclaiming - americas - strategic - confidence / . Israeli intelligence estimates 

that Iran controls 82,000 fighters in Syria: 3,000 IRGC forces, 9,000 Hez bollah fighters, 10,000 Shi‘ite militiamen, and 

60,000 Syrians. TOI Staff, “Israel’s UN Envoy.”
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October 2017, three new buildings  were erected at the installation, and at least a dozen 

 others underwent renovation. Before an Israeli air strike leveled several of its buildings, the 

base could  house up to 500 troops and nearly 100 military vehicles.37  There is no evidence 

of large or unconventional weaponry stored at the site, though.38

• Satellite imagery has revealed the construction of a ballistic missile factory near the coastal 

city of Baniyas.39

• Iran has reportedly signed a deal to lease a naval base near Tartous,40 which could poten-

tially host an array of Ira nian naval vessels and weaponry.41 From this base, Iran could deploy 

C801/802 missiles and Khalij Fars antiship ballistic missiles, threatening shipping in the 

Eastern Mediterranean,42 and could also replicate the unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) pro-

gram that it uses to monitor and harass U.S. warships in the Persian Gulf.43

Israel charges that Iran has been operating a drone program out of the T-4 (Tiyas) Airbase— some 

90 miles northwest of al- Tanf, which is home to over 150 U.S.- led co ali tion forces.44 On April 9, 

2018, Israeli jets attacked the base, claiming that Iran had sent an armed drone from the base into 

Israeli airspace. Israel claimed that seven members of the IRGC  were killed.45 Previously, Israel had 

downed at least four Iranian- made drones that encroached in Israeli airspace since the beginning 

37.  “Before and  After: Satellite Photos Reveal Aftermath of Alleged Israeli Strike on Ira nian Military Base in Syria,” 

Haaretz, December 4, 2017, https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news / syria / 1 . 826754.

38.  Gordon Corera, “Iran Building Permanent Military Base in Syria— Claim,” BBC News, November 10, 2017, http:// 

www . bbc . com / news / world - middle - east - 41945189.

39.  According to Israeli press reports, the layout of this fa cil i ty is similar to that of Ira nian missile production facilities. “ISI 

Intelligence Analy sis Confirms: Syria Is Building Missile Factories with Ira nian Inspiration,” ISI, August 15, 2017, http:// bit . ly 

/ 2iq6gV2; “Iran Building Missile Factory in Syria— Report,” Times of Israel, August 15, 2017, http:// bit . ly / 2kfMe0d.

40.  “Press Review: Iran’s Syrian Base Gets Green Light and Ukrainian Ex- PM’s Secret Visit to US,” TASS, March 13, 2017, 

http:// tass . com / pressreview / 935105.

41.  Currently, Iran’s navy boasts three Kilo- class submarines with “blue  water” capabilities, several mid- class subma-

rines, dozens of midget- class submarines, and a fleet of fast- attack craft, some of which could be deployed to the 

Syrian naval base. See James Fargher, “This Presence  Will Continue Forever: An Assessment of Ira nian Naval Capabili-

ties in the Red Sea,” Center for International Maritime Security, April 4, 2017, http:// bit . ly / 2oMjBbf; Institute for the Study 

of War, “Fact Sheet: Iran’s Submarine Force,” July 12, 2012, http:// bit . ly / 2AfpymF; “Surviving the Swarm: Navies Eye New 

 Counters to the FIAC Threat,” Jane’s Navy International, 2014, http:// www . janes360 . com / images / assets / 571 / 36571 

/ Surviving _ the _ swarm _ new . pdf.

42.  Anthony H. Cordesman, “Iran’s Rocket and Missile Forces and Strategic Options,” Center for Strategic and Interna-

tional Studies, October 7, 2014, http:// bit . ly / 2Ai7S9Z; Zachary Keck, “Meet Iran’s ‘Carrier Killer’: The Khalij Fars,” The 

Diplomat, May 11, 2013, http:// bit . ly / 2jyyqKa.

43.  Lolita C. Baldor, “Iran Is Flying Unarmed Drones over U.S. Navy Ships in the Persian Gulf,” Chicago Tribune, Au-

gust 26, 2017, http:// www . chicagotribune . com / news / nationworld / ct - iran - drones - persian - gulf - 20170825 - story . html.

44.  Courtney Kube, “Iran Has Drone Base Near U.S. Troops in Syria,” NBC News, June 20, 2017, http:// nbcnews . to 

/ 2jxVDfe; Mohammad Ersan, “Syrian Rebel Commander: 150 US Troops at al- Tanf base,” Al- Monitor, June 1, 2017, 

http:// bit . ly / 2jzAbXB.

45.  “Israel Admits to Striking Syria: ‘It Was the First Time We Attacked Live Ira nian Targets’,” Haaretz, April 16, 2018, 

https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news / syria / israel - admits - to - syria - strike - in - first - we - hit - live - iranian - targets - 1 

. 6007914.
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of the Syrian war.46 The downing of an IRGC- operated drone that  violated Israeli airspace in Febru-

ary 2018 precipitated an Israeli air strike that destroyed the drone program’s mobile command 

center at T-4 and the downing of an Israeli F-16 by Syrian antiaircraft fire.47 Given the portable 

nature of the program, it is realistic that Iran could reestablish—or already has reestablished— 

drone operations at a diff er ent location. In June 2017, the United States shot down two armed 

Iranian- made Shahed-129 drones “displaying hostile intent” near the American base.48 Rather than 

unconnected activities, Ira nian actions add up to a coherent strategy to expand its military foot-

print in the Levant and Mediterranean Sea.

Turkey’s Domestic Shifts and Foreign Policy Re orientation

Turkey’s policy re orientation away from the Euro- Atlantic alliance and  toward the  Middle East has 

been one of the most dramatic shifts in the Eastern Mediterranean over the last de cade. This shift 

has been driven by a combination of domestic and external  factors.49 While the July 2016 military 

coup attempt accelerated Turkey’s turn away from its demo cratic and Euro- Atlantic orientation, 

this shift has been slowly evolving for nearly two de cades.

Since the end of the Cold War, during which the United States and Turkey shared a common 

adversary in the Soviet Union and a common geographic focus, U.S.- Turkish relations have drift-

ed.50 While NATO military missions in the 1990s and early 2000s in the western Balkans and Af-

ghan i stan involved Turkish interests, Turkey was primarily interested in the  Middle East and Central 

Asia, which coincided with heightened U.S. military intervention in the  Middle East, starting with 

the 1991 Persian Gulf War and the 2003 Iraq War. Increasingly, Turkish and U.S. threat perceptions 

and policies in the region have diverged. The United States and Turkey now differ on a range of 

issues, including Iran (the country’s nuclear program, its missile program, and its regional policies), 

Rus sia, the Armenian Genocide, and Palestine. It is the Kurdish issue, however, and the Turkish 

view that U.S. support of the Syrian Kurds pres ents an existential threat to Turkey, that threatens a 

46.  Amos Harel, Noa Shpigel, and Jack Khoury, “Israel Shoots Down Iranian- Made Hez bollah Drone over Syria Border,” 

Haaretz, September 19, 2017, https:// www . haaretz . com / israel - news / 1 . 813165; “Drone Shot Down by IDF Was Ira nian,” 

Times of Israel, September 2, 2014, http:// bit . ly / 2BnOs0A; “Iran Admits Hez bollah’s Drone over Israel Used Ira nian 

Technology,” Israel Hayom, October 14, 2012, http:// www . israelhayom . com / 2012 / 10 / 14 / iran - admits - hezbollahs - drone 

- over - israel - used - iranian - technology / .

47.  Yaniv Kubovich, “Israel Army: Drone Was Allowed to Cross into Israel to Prove Ira nian Aggression,” Haaretz, Febru-

ary 11, 2018, https:// www . haaretz . com / israel - news / idf - drone - allowed - to - cross - into - israel - to - prove - iranian 

- aggression - 1 . 5807209.

48.   These Shahed-129 UCAVs have a dual- use capability, meaning that they can run reconnaissance missions at a range 

of 186 miles (300 kilo meters) and carry out strikes against ground targets utilizing their four- missile payload. David Axe 

and Kimberley Dozier, “U.S. Guns Down Mystery Drone over Syria,” Daily Beast, June 20, 2017, https:// www . thedailybeast 

. com / us - guns - down - mystery - drone - over - syria; “HESA Shahed 129 (Eye- Witness) Medium- Altitude, Long- Endurance 

(MALE) Reconnaissance/Light Attack Drone,” Military Factory, November 18, 2017, http:// bit . ly / 2iq8mV8.

49.  Igor Torbakov, “Neo- Ottomanism versus Neo- Eurasianism? Nationalism and Symbolic Geography in Postimperial 

Turkey and Rus sia,” Mediterranean Quarterly 28, no. 2 (June 2017): 125–145.

50.  Omer Taspinar, “The Rise of Turkish Gaullism: Getting Turkish- American Relations Right,” Insight Turkey 3, no. 1 

(2011): 11–17, https:// www . brookings . edu / wp - content / uploads / 2016 / 06 / 01 _ turkey _ taspinar . pdf.
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rupture in the relationship. Each side doubts the actions and intentions of the other.  These differ-

ences represent fundamental disagreements about strategic and symbolic issues.

Most analy sis points to Turkey’s embrace of conservatism and an Islamic orientation  after nearly a 

 century of imposed secularism as the primary drivers for this shift in policy. In fact, the force driving 

foreign policy is not religion, but Turkish nationalism and regime self- preservation.51  After a de cade 

of economic growth, Turkey’s self- confidence, sense of pride, and drive to defend its interests— 

which it believes the United States seeks to undermine— have created a foreign policy often at 

odds with U.S. interests.

Turkey’s policy re orientation has significant strategic consequences for the United States, Eu rope, 

and the region. Turkey has been a linchpin of stability in the Eastern Mediterranean and a pillar of 

U.S. and NATO defense policy. As a NATO member, Turkey was a bulwark against Soviet expansion, 

fields one of the largest militaries in the alliance, and hosts thousands of U.S. and NATO troops 

and weapons, including nuclear weapons. NATO established its Allied Land Forces Command in 

Izmir, Turkey in 1952. Incirlik Air Base has been a critical hub for the United States and NATO since 

1955, has been used in numerous U.S.- led military operations, and since 2015 has been used by 

the anti- ISIL co ali tion to launch air strikes against ISG.52

51.  Ibid.

52.  Incirlik is only 260 miles away from Raqqa and 450 miles from Mosul. Dion Nissembaum, Emre Peker, and Ayla 

Albayrak, “Turkey to Let U.S. Military Use Its Base to Launch Strikes against Islamic State,” Wall Street Journal, July 23, 

2015, https:// www . wsj . com / articles / turkey - to - let - u - s - military - launch - strikes - against - islamic - state - from - turkish - soil 

- 1437675582.
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Turkey’s international and external re orientation has also affected its relationship with the Eu ro-

pean Union. Trade relations are robust,53 but diplomatic relations have deteriorated over the last 

de cade. Since initiating Turkey’s EU accession pro cess talks in 2005, Turkish institutions have been 

strengthened, but neither the Eu ro pean Union nor Turkey was po liti cally capable of taking the 

necessary steps to realize Turkey’s membership in the Eu ro pean Union. Yet neither side wants to 

be responsible for formally ending the negotiation, though neither supports moving forward.54 

Turkey’s ties with individual EU member states, particularly Germany, Austria, and the Netherlands, 

have suffered  after a series of public spats that have increased calls for reducing EU pre- accession 

funding to Turkey. While Turkey- Greece relations have improved, Turkish jets repeatedly violate 

Greek airspace, and President Erdogan has indicated a wish to renegotiate the 1923 treaty that 

established the borders of modern Turkey. In the background, Cyprus’s ongoing division, Tur-

key’s continued demand to provide security guarantees, and its recent maritime incursions near 

offshore energy exploration efforts around Cyprus are long- standing areas of contention that 

remain deadlocked.

While Turkish ties with the United States and Eu rope have deteriorated, its relations with Iran (and 

Rus sia, as stated above) have improved. Turkey and Iran are historic rivals, but they have enjoyed 

strong trade relations in recent years. Between 2012 and 2016, bilateral trade volume totaled $69.6 

billion.55 In an apparent effort to circumvent U.S. sanctions against Iran over its nuclear pro-

gram, Turkey’s gold exports to Iran went from $54 million in 2011 to $6.5 billion in 2012, at which 

point U.S. sanctions  were imposed and international banks  were barred from pro cessing other 

countries’ payments for shipments of Ira nian oil.56 According to Reza Zarrab, a Turkish- Iranian gold 

trader who was arrested in 2016 for allegedly violating sanctions against Iran, Turkey deposited 

payments (in return for gas and oil imports from Iran) into Ira nian accounts opened at the state- 

owned Turkish bank Halkbank, converted funds to gold through a series of shell companies and 

fictitious trades, and transferred them to Iran  until July 2013, when gold was added to the U.S. 

53.  Total EU- Turkey trade in goods  rose from $48.5 billion in 2002 to $155.9 billion in 2015. See UN Comtrade Data-

base, https:// comtrade . un . org / data / . See also Eu ro pean Commission Directorate General for Trade, “2003 Regular 

Report on Turkey’s Pro gress  towards Accession,” 2003, 8, http:// trade . ec . europa . eu / doclib / docs / 2004 / april / tradoc 

_ 116602 . pdf. See also Eu ro pean Commission Directorate General for Trade, “Eu ro pean Union, Trade in Goods with 

Turkey,” November 16, 2017, 3, http:// trade . ec . europa . eu / doclib / docs / 2006 / september / tradoc _ 113456 . pdf.  Because 

Turkey’s foreign trade represents close to 50  percent of the country’s GDP— and Turkey’s exports to the Eu ro pean 

Union overwhelmingly surpass its exports to other regions— Turkey’s Eu ro pean trade relationship is particularly impor-

tant. Kemal Kirisci and Sinan Ekim, “Turkey and EU Relations in Light of Recent Po liti cal and Economic Developments in 

the Region,” IE Med Mediterranean Yearbook 2016 (Barcelona: IE Med, 2016), 68–75.

54.  “Erdogan: ‘Il n’y a aucun obstacle pour que la Turquie devienne membre de l’UE,’ ” Le Soir, October 1, 2016, http:// plus 

. lesoir . be / 61935 / article / 2016 - 10 - 01 / erdogan - il - ny - aucun - obstacle - pour - que - la - turquie - devienne - membre - de - lue.

55.  Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey, “Turkey- Iran Economic and Commercial Relations,” http:// 

www . mfa . gov . tr / economic - and - commercial - relations - with - iran . en . mfa.

56.  Asli Kandemir, “Exclusive: Turkey- Iran Gold Trade Wiped Out by New U.S. Sanctions,”  Reuters, February 16, 2013, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - iran - turkey - sanctions / exclusive - turkey - iran - gold - trade - wiped - out - by - new - u - s 

- sanctions - idUSBRE91F01F20130216. See also Fehim Tastekin, “Turkey’s ‘Shadowy’ Gold Trade Raises Questions about 

Iran’s Involvement,” Al- Monitor, December 14, 2017, https:// al - monitor . com / pulse / originals / 2017 / 12 / turkey - iran 

- mystery - behind - gold - trade - boom . html.
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sanctions list.57 Zarrab has implicated high- level Turkish officials who allegedly received bribes and 

payments, including the former interior minister, the former economy minister, and even President 

Erdogan, who was prime minister at the time.58

China’s Economic Investment

Since 2012, China has increased its presence in the Eastern Mediterranean, as it views the region as 

an area of strategic economic opportunity through its  Belt and Road Initiative. Its infrastructure 

investments in the region serve as a gateway for Chinese investments in Eu rope, the western 

Balkans, and the  Middle East.

• Greece is a pillar of China’s Eastern Mediterranean strategy, and Beijing has invested more 

than $10 billion in Greece, largely in infrastructure proj ects and utilities.59 In 2016, a Chinese 

com pany acquired a controlling 51  percent stake in Greece’s principal port, Piraeus, and 

invested $650 million in the port’s infrastructure.60 As Greece has experienced a 25  percent 

drop in GDP since 2008 and has received its third financial bailout package from the Eu ro-

pean Union, Greek officials welcome any source of capital investment. However, China’s 

investments may have po liti cal strings attached. Although the Greek government disputes 

this, in July 2017 Greece blocked an EU resolution condemning China’s  human rights rec ord 

and military activities.61

• The Chinese government has begun investing in the Suez Canal,62 a move likely to be 

welcomed by Egypt, which relies on the canal as a significant source of foreign currency. 

The canal is a major pathway for Chinese freight destined for Eu rope. In November 2017, a 

government- owned Chinese com pany won a contract to build logistics infrastructure in the 

canal zone.63

57.  Jessica Michek and Selim Sazak, “The Case of Reza Zarrab,” Bipartisan Policy Center, November 27, 2017, https:// 

bipartisanpolicy . org / blog / the - case - of - reza - zarrab / .

58.  Bill Powell, “Why the Trump Team May Be Worried about a Billion- Dollar Money Laundering Case,” Newsweek, 

December 6, 2017, http:// www . newsweek . com / 2017 / 12 / 15 / trump - worried - money - laundering - case - 735259 . html.

59.  According to David Ignatius, China has invested $13.6 billion in Greece over the last several years. See David 

Ignatius, “China Has a Plan to Rule the World,” Washington Post, November 28, 2017, https:// www . washingtonpost . com 

/ opinions / china - has - a - plan - to - rule - the - world / 2017 / 11 / 28 / 214299aa - d472 - 11e7 - a986 - d0a9770d9a3e _ story . html.

60.  Akihiro Sano, “China’s Greek Investment Is Making Waves in the Aegean,” Nikkei Asian Review, March 16, 2017, 

https:// asia . nikkei . com / magazine / 20170316 / Politics - Economy / China - s - Greek - investment - is - making - waves - in - the 

- Aegean. The cited amount was converted from €600 million using the 2017 average annual exchange rate of 0.923. 

See Internal Revenue Ser vice, “Yearly Average Currency Exchange Rates.”

61.  Jason Horo witz and Liz Alderman, “Chastised by E.U., a Resentful Greece Embraces China’s Cash and Interests,” 

New York Times, August 26, 2017, https:// www . nytimes . com / 2017 / 08 / 26 / world / europe / greece - china - piraeus - alexis 

- tsipras . html.

62.  “China Eyes Heavy Investment in Egypt’s Suez Canal,” New Arab, May 15, 2017, https:// www . alaraby . co . uk / english 

/ news / 2017 / 5 / 15 / china - eyes - heavy - investment - in - egypts - suez - canal.

63.  “Chinese Logistics Park in SCZone  Will Attract $30M in Investment,” Egypt  Today, November 8, 2017, https:// www 

. egypttoday . com / Article / 3 / 31528 / Chinese - Logistics - Park - in - SCZone - will - attract - 30M - in - investment.
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• Cyprus is seeking Chinese investment. In 2015, Cyprus’s president pledged his country’s 

cooperation in implementing the  Belt and Road Initiative and encouraged Chinese investment 

in Cypriot infrastructure.64 In June 2017, Cyprus signed an agreement with a Macau- based firm 

for the construction of a $650 million casino resort, which could be Eu rope’s largest.65

• While Lebanon currently has relatively few economic ties to China, four Chinese trade 

del e ga tions have visited the country within the past two years, primarily out of interest in 

Syrian reconstruction.66

• In 2016, China invested $642 million in Turkey by acquiring stakes in the telecommunica-

tions and banking sectors. Chinese construction firms are poised to build 14,000 kilo meters 

of new railways (including 10,000 kilo meters of high- speed rail) in Turkey by 2023, helping 

to connect trade from the  Middle East to Eu rope.67

• Israel has been an increasingly impor tant economic and high- tech investment target for 

China. In 2015, the state- owned Shanghai International Port Group won a 25- year contract 

to administer a new port in Haifa, beginning in 2021.68 Overall, Chinese investment in Israel 

increased more than tenfold between 2015 and 2016, from around $1.5 billion to $16.5 

billion. Most of this investment is in high- tech fields, including cybersecurity, Internet busi-

ness, and medical devices.69 A recently signed “innovation” partnership agreement allows 

China to more effectively access Israeli technology,70 fueling concerns that China’s strategy 

is to improve its own technology by using and adapting Israel’s, and causing some Israelis to 

worry about the pos si ble long- term strategic costs of Chinese engagement.

Regional economic activity in the Eastern Mediterranean does not necessarily need to be a zero- 

sum game. Rus sian and Chinese investments in ailing economies have boosted fragile states in 

Greece and Cyprus. But  because of Rus sia’s and China’s desire to preserve state authority at all 

64.  “Cyprus Pledges to Cooperate with China on Implementing ‘ Belt and Road Initiative,’ ” Xin hua, November 10, 2015, 

http:// news . xinhuanet . com / english / 2015 - 11 / 10 / c _ 134799181 . htm.

65.  “Cyprus Signs Deal for Eu rope’s Largest Casino: Minister,” Sun Daily, July 1, 2017, http:// www . thesundaily . my / news / 2017 

/ 07 / 01 / cyprus - signs - deal - europes - largest - casino - minister. The cited amount was converted from €600 million using the 

2017 average annual exchange rate of 0.923. See Internal Revenue Ser vice, “Yearly Average Currency Exchange Rates.”

66.  Erika Solomon and Nazih Osseiran, “Lebanon Hopes Syrian Reconstruction  Will Lure Chinese Investment,” Finan-

cial Times, July 26, 2017, https:// www . ft . com / content / 23ad0722 - 7110 - 11e7 - aca6 - c6bd07df1a3c.

67.  George Lerner, “In Turkey, US Loss Is China’s Gain,” The Diplomat, January 31, 2017, https:// thediplomat . com / 2017 

/ 01 / in - turkey - us - loss - is - chinas - gain / .

68.  Avi Bar- Eli, “Chinese Com pany to Run New Haifa Port,” Haaretz, March 24, 2015, https:// www . haaretz . com / israel 

- news / business /  . premium - 1 . 648483.

69.  Some analysts suggest that the increased investment in Israel was due to the withdrawal of Chinese capital from 

the United States following a stronger U.S. regulatory and security stance. See Julie Zhu and Tova Cohen, “China’s Tech 

Money Heads for Israel as U.S. Welcome Wanes,”  Reuters, May 10, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - china 

- investment - israel / chinas - tech - money - heads - for - israel - as - u - s - welcome - wanes - idUSKBN187080.

70.  “China, Israel Announce Innovative Comprehensive Partnership,” Xin hua, March 21, 2017, http:// news . xinhuanet 

. com / english / 2017 - 03 / 21 / c _ 136146441 . htm.
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costs, their lack of interest in promoting transparent, rule of law– based, and resilient systems, and 

their deep distrust of U.S.- led multilateral frameworks that the United States has strug gled to 

strengthen for almost three- quarters of a  century, their increasing investments in the region 

represent a strategic challenge to the United States and the West. While much of what they do 

may appear to be tactically and eco nom ically driven, it has strategic implications that erode the 

princi ples by which the United States has managed global security in the post– World War II era.

REGIONAL TRANSFORMATION: FRAGMENTATION,  
MIGRATION, ECONOMIC CRISES, AND ENERGY

The regional power plays described above are only part of the complex strategic environment that 

the United States confronts in the Eastern Mediterranean. Equally significant are a series of seismic 

forces— state fragmentation, large migration flows, economic crises, and energy discoveries— that 

are currently transforming the region.  These forces are described below; their implications for the 

United States are addressed more fully in Section 2. It is enough to say  here that the U.S. policy 

response to a transformed Eastern Mediterranean  will indicate  whether the United States seeks to 

preserve an increasingly fragile status quo, or views the changes taking place as an opportunity to 

realign the region’s  future in a way more consonant with U.S. strategic interests.

State Fragmentation

In the Eastern Mediterranean, state borders that  were sacrosanct for nearly a  century are increas-

ingly being challenged by internal conflict, ethnic- based separatist movements, weak govern-

ments, and nonstate actors possessing state- like attributes.71 Globalization, cross- border supply 

chains, economic interconnectedness, and unpre ce dented regional population movements are 

further blurring the meaning of terrestrial and maritime borders.

The shattering of unified states that had held together disparate ethnic and religious groups was 

accelerated by the 2003 U.S.- led invasion of Iraq and subsequent 2011 NATO campaign against 

Muammar el- Qaddafi in Libya. The Arab uprisings in 2011 intensified internal conflict in a number 

of previously strong states and created openings for nonstate actors to challenge state authority. 

Nonstate actors such as the ISG are not bound by national borders and are able to exploit ungov-

ernable spaces to emulate the functionality of a nation.  These ungovernable spaces are also 

havens for illicit trafficking in persons, weapons, and drugs, as well as money laundering in the 

ser vice of illicit terrorist activities.

In Syria, by some accounts, the government ceded control of up to 70  percent of the country’s 

territory, including international border crossings.72 The depth of the Assad regime’s losses forced 

71.  The Paris Peace Conference redrew borders following the near- simultaneous collapse of the Ottoman, Rus sian, 

and Austro- Hungarian Empires.

72.  The regime remained in control of 60 to 70  percent of the population at this time, however. See Kenneth M. 

Pollack, “Breaking the Stalemate: The Military Dynamics of the Syrian Civil War and Options for Limited U.S. 
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Iran in 2013 and Rus sia in 2015 to intervene militarily to shore up the regime. Even  after the tide of 

the war shifted in the Assad regime’s  favor with control over main population and economic 

centers of the country, Syria is unlikely to return to the strong centralized and unified state it was 

before 2011. As of March 2018, Kurdish forces controlled about 25  percent of Syria.73 It remains 

unclear to what extent the Syrian Demo cratic Forces (SDF) would be willing to cede significant 

portions of this territory.

Migration and Population Movements

Conflicts in Syria, Iraq, and Af ghan i stan have driven millions of  people to flee their homes, creating 

one of the largest refugee crises since World War II. The majority of refugees reaching Eu rope in 

the past several years traveled to and through Turkey and crossed the Aegean Sea to reach Greece. 

In August 2015, Greece received as many as 12,500 mi grants per day, many of them hoping to 

travel north to reach Germany and Sweden.74 Over 3.9 million refugees applied for asylum in the 

Eu ro pean Union between 2011 and 2016. The flow stemmed in 2017 due to reimposition of inter-

nal border controls and bilateral agreements between receiving countries and source and transit 

countries.75 The Eu ro pean Union as a  whole has also attempted to address the challenges of 

un regu la ted migration by restricting the movement of asylum seekers. In March 2016, Turkey 

agreed to restrict mi grant departures to Eu rope and accept mi grant deportations in return for 

$3.3 billion in EU aid to address the mi grant burden, which has been slowly disbursed.76 As a result, 

Intervention,” Brookings Institution, July 28, 2016, https:// www . brookings . edu / wp - content / uploads / 2016 / 06 / 08 

_ Pollack _ Syria . pdf.

73.  Associated Press, “With Control of 25  Percent of Syria, Kurds Seek to Establish Self- Rule,” Haaretz, January 16, 2018, 

https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news / syria / with - control - of - 25 - percent - of - syria - kurds - seek - self - rule - 1 . 5456246.

74.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Operational Portal: Mediterranean Situation: Greece,” as of November 26, 

2017, http:// data2 . unhcr . org / en / situations / mediterranean / location / 5179.

75.  Of the 3.9 million  people who requested asylum in the Eu ro pean Union from 2011 to 2016, 1.4 million  were initially 

approved and 164,000  were approved on appeal. The 3.9 million figure reflects first- time asylum applicants, rather 

than total asylum applicants (4,286,115),  because individuals can apply for asylum more than once, such as in multiple 

countries. See Statistical Office of the Eu ro pean Communities (EUROSTAT), “Asylum Statistics,” as of April 2017, 

http:// ec . europa . eu / eurostat / statistics - explained / index . php / Asylum _ statistics#Asylum _ applicants .  Since 2014, Ger-

many, known for its relatively migrant- friendly policies, has received over 43  percent of total applications to the 

Eu ro pean Union. See Valentina Romei, Billy Ehrenberg- Shannon, Haluak Maier- Borst, and Guy Chazan, “How Well 

Have Germany’s Refugees Integrated?” Financial Times, September 19, 2017, https:// www . ft . com / content / e1c069e0 

- 872f - 11e7 - bf50 - e1c239b45787 .  Between 2011 and 2017, 987,571 Syrians have applied for asylum in Eu rope. See UN 

High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter- Agency Information Sharing Portal: Eu rope: 

Syrian Asylum Applications,” as of September 2017, http:// data . unhcr . org / syrianrefugees / asylum . php. The migration 

crisis reached a peak moment in 2015, when over 1 million refugees and mi grants fled to Eu rope by sea. See UN High 

Commissioner for Refugees, “Over One Million Sea Arrivals Reach Eu rope in 2015,” December 30, 2015, http:// www 

. unhcr . org / news / latest / 2015 / 12 / 5683d0b56 / million - sea - arrivals - reach - europe - 2015 . html.

76.  The agreement offered aid and reenergized EU membership talks in exchange for mi grant returns to Turkish 

territory. See “Mi grant Crisis: EU- Turkey Deal Comes into Light,” BBC News, March 20, 2016, http:// www . bbc . com / news 

/ world - europe - 35854413.
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mi grant arrivals to Greece have dropped by over 90  percent.77 But growing tensions between EU 

member states and Turkey threaten the arrangement.

The influx of refugees to Eu rope and the Eu ro pean public’s perception that Eu rope is being en-

gulfed by migration have fueled nationalist and xenophobic po liti cal sentiment, weakened co ali tion 

governments, and strengthened ultranationalist po liti cal parties. Moreover, the economic burden of 

providing basic needs for refugees, and the long- term costs of integration, are diverting state funds 

from other priorities at a time when many governments are navigating rising or unmet social safety 

expectations among populations. While migration is not a new phenomenon in Eu rope (during the 

Balkans conflict of the early 1990s, 2.7 million  people  were displaced), the historically high  human 

flows across the Mediterranean since 2011 have amplified the po liti cal pressures.78

The conflict in Syria alone has forced over half of the country’s prewar population— more than 11.5 

million  people—to flee their homes and left Syria’s neighbors straining to absorb large displaced 

populations. For vulnerable  Middle Eastern states, the refugee populations not only create an 

economic burden; they also risk disrupting fragile social- political  orders and could potentially 

trigger internal conflict and instability. More than 5 million Syrians have left the country, while over 

6 million have been internally displaced since the war began.79 Turkey has taken in over 3 million 

Syrian refugees.80 In Jordan, the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) has registered 

655,624 refugees, though the Jordanian government claims  there are over double that number of 

Syrians in the country.81 If the government’s higher estimate is accurate, nearly one in seven 

 people living in Jordan is a Syrian refugee.82 Lebanon, a country that has been pushed into conflict 

in the past when refugee populations disrupted its delicate demographic balance,  today hosts 

77.  Over a year and a half  after the deal went into effect, data from the UNHCR indicate that the daily average for sea 

arrivals in Greece has dropped by 97  percent. As of December 2017, Greece registered 76 arrivals per day. This figure is 

up from the daily average of 54 recorded in December 2016, however. See UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 

“Operational Portal: Mediterranean Situation: Greece,” as of January 31, 2018, http:// data2 . unhcr . org / en / situations 

/ mediterranean / location / 5179.

78.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Donors Pledge More than 300 Million Euros to Help Refugees in Balkans,” 

April 25, 2012, http:// www . unhcr . org / en - us / news / latest / 2012 / 4 / 4f9807ae9 / donors - pledge - 300 - million - euros - help 

- refugees - balkans . html; Philippe Fargues, “Four De cades of Cross- Mediterranean Undocumented Migration to Eu rope: 

A Review of the Evidence,” International Organ ization for Migration, 2017, https:// publications . iom . int / system / files / pdf 

/ four _ decades _ of _ cross _ mediterranean . pdf.

79.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Emergency,” as of December 7, 2017, http:// www . unhcr . org / en - us 

/ syria - emergency . html.

80.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter- Agency Information Sharing Portal: 

Turkey,” as of January 31, 2018, http:// data . unhcr . org / syrianrefugees / country . php ? id=224.

81.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Regional Refugee Response: Inter- Agency Information Sharing Portal: 

Jordan,” as of December 7, 2017, http:// data . unhcr . org / syrianrefugees / country . php ? id=107. The Jordanian government 

on multiple occasions has estimated that over 1.4 million Syrians are living in Jordan. See Sally Hayden, “Forced Back to 

Syria? Jordan’s Unregistered Refugees Fear Deportation,”  Reuters, February 21, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article 

/ us - mideast - crisis - jordan - refugees / forced - back - to - syria - jordans - unregistered - refugees - fear - deportation 

- idUSKBN16100I.

82.  Mohammad Ghazal, “Jordan Hosts 657,000 Registered Syrian Refugees,” Jordan Times, March 21, 2017, http:// 

www . jordantimes . com / news / local / jordan - hosts - 657000 - registered - syrian - refugees.
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nearly 1 million Syrian refugees, according to UNHCR. Lebanon’s government estimates that the 

number is closer to 1.5 million Syrians, accounting for one- quarter of the total population.83

Border restrictions along the Turkey– Aegean Sea– Greece– western Balkans route have led to 

increases in more difficult crossings in the Central Mediterranean, from the Libyan coast to Italy.84 

In July 2017, over 5,000 mi grants (most originating from sub- Saharan Africa) arrived in Italy each 

day.85 Italy (and not the Eu ro pean Union) has made arrangements with the Libyan Government of 

National Accord to prevent mi grants from leaving Libyan territorial  waters. The Eu ro pean Union is 

engaging with North African countries to tighten border patrols and providing aid to source coun-

tries with the intention of limiting migration, including $2 billion in aid pledged to sub- Saharan 

83.  While the UNHCR has calculated a total of 997,552 registered Syrian refugees in Lebanon as of December 31, 2017, 

the Lebanese government estimates that the number is closer to 1.5 million. See UN High Commissioner for Refugees, 

“Syria Regional Refugee Response,” December 31, 2017, http:// data . unhcr . org / syrianrefugees / country . php ? id=122. See 

also Government of Lebanon and UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Lebanon Crisis Response Plan 2017–2020,” 

January 16, 2017, https:// reliefweb . int / report / lebanon / lebanon - crisis - response - plan - 2017 - 2020 - enar; Sylvia Westall, 

“Syria Refugees Set to Exceed a Third of Lebanon’s Population,”  Reuters, July 3, 2014, https:// www . reuters . com / article 

/ us - syria - crisis - lebanon / syria - refugees - set - to - exceed - a - third - of - lebanons - population - idUSKBN0F818T20140703.

84.  Between January and October 2017, FRONTEX, the European Border and Coast Guard Agency, detected over 

three times as many crossings by the Central Mediterranean route,  running predominantly from Libya to Italy, as of the 

Eastern Mediterranean route. See FRONTEX, “Migratory Routes Map,” as of November 3, 2017, http:// frontex . europa . eu 

/ trends - and - routes / migratory - routes - map / .

85.  UN High Commissioner for Refugees, “Operational Portal: Mediterranean Situation: Italy,” as of November 29, 2017, 

http:// data2 . unhcr . org / en / situations / mediterranean / location / 5205.
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African countries through the EU Emergency Trust Fund for Africa.86 Given that Africa’s overall 

population is expected to double in the next generation to over 2.5 billion  people, migration 

pressures and the flow of irregular mi grants  will increase, presenting a long- term strategic chal-

lenge to Eu rope.87

Economic Crises

Many of the littoral states in the Eastern Mediterranean have faced destabilizing economic crises in 

the last de cade that have created deep po liti cal and strategic vulnerabilities. Prolonged economic 

recession, unmanageably high debt burdens, high inflation, and chronically high youth unemploy-

ment have hit Greece, Cyprus, Lebanon, and Egypt particularly hard.  After eight years of recession 

and three financial bailouts, Greece’s GDP has dropped by 25  percent, while it retains a 

180  percent debt- to- GDP ratio, an unemployment rate of over 20  percent, and a rising poverty 

86.  Alastair Macdonald, “EU Launches $2 Billion Emergency Fund for Africa to Combat Migration,”  Reuters, Novem-

ber 12, 2015, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - europe - migrants - africa / eu - launches - 2 - billion - emergency - fund - for 

- africa - to - combat - migration - idUSKCN0T11E820151112.

87.  UN Population Division, “2017 Revision of World Population Prospects,” https:// esa . un . org / unpd / wpp / .
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rate.88 The 2012–2013 Cyprus economic crisis devastated economic activity and the financial 

sector. The country is emerging from the crisis, but with a debt burden (107  percent debt- to- GDP 

ratio) that impedes economic growth and creates overdependence on the financial sector.89 In 

Lebanon, the government has strug gled to restart economic growth and boost revenue to reverse 

its sizable bud get deficit. Po liti cal turmoil in the country has long delayed economic reforms and 

new public investment proj ects.90

In Egypt, once an anchor of stability in the Eastern Mediterranean and the  Middle East, po liti cal 

turmoil has exacerbated economic woes. The Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states believe that 

Egyptian stability is crucial to stability in the Arab world, and in the 18 months  after the 2013 over-

throw of Mohamed Morsi, the United Arab Emirates, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia provided Egypt with 

$23 billion in assistance to help support the country’s economy and finance its imports.91 In 

November 2016, the International Monetary Fund agreed to provide an additional $12 billion in 

loans in exchange for structural economic reforms, including cutting subsidies and floating the 

Egyptian pound.92 While  these mea sures have boosted currency reserves and reduced public debt, 

inflation spiked to more than 30  percent in 2017, in a country where 28  percent of the population 

lives below the poverty line.93

Turkey, another historic anchor of stability in the region, has witnessed a de cade of impressive 

economic growth, but this was fueled largely by external credit. Although recent economic pro-

jections point to remarkable short- term growth (7  percent in the first quarter of 2018), this has 

been fueled primarily by  house hold spending and unsustainable government spending. Inflation 

reached 13  percent in December 2017, the highest in 14 years;94 the youth unemployment rate 

88.  Helena Smith, “Greek Debt Crisis: ‘ People  Can’t See Any Light at the End of Any Tunnel,’ ” The Guardian, July 30, 

2017, https:// www . theguardian . com / world / 2017 / jul / 30 / greek - debt - crisis - people - cant - see - any - light - at - the - end - of 

- any - tunnel; Eurostat, “Government Deficit/Surplus, Debt and Associated Data,” October 24, 2017, http:// ec . europa . eu 

/ eurostat / en / web / products - datasets /  -  / GOV _ 10DD _ EDPT1.

89.  Tasos Kokkinidis, “Eu ro pean Commission: Economic Growth in Cyprus Has Exceeded Expectations,” Greek 

Reporter, November 10, 2017, http:// greece . greekreporter . com / 2017 / 11 / 10 / european - commission - economic - growth 

- in - cyprus - has - exceeded - expectations / .

90.  Lisa Barrington, “Lebanon Gets a New Government, Now It Needs a New Economy,”  Reuters, January 19, 2017, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - lebanon - economy / lebanon - gets - a - new - government - now - it - needs - a - new 

- economy - idUSKBN1530KW.

91.  Khalid Hassan, “How  Will Egypt Spend Its $12B from the IMF?” Al- Monitor, November 27, 2016, https:// www . al 

- monitor . com / pulse / fr / contents / articles / originals / 2016 / 11 / egypt - loan - imf - budget - deficit - gulf - aid - bailout 

- economy . html.

92.  Brendan Meighan, “Challenges Ahead for Egypt’s Economy,” Car ne gie Endowment for International Peace, 

December 5, 2017, http:// carnegieendowment . org / sada / 74920.

93.  Ahmed Fetaha and Alaa Shahine, “IMF Official Says Egypt’s Economy Is Seeing ‘Broad- Based’ Growth,” Bloomberg, 

October 31, 2017, https:// www . bloomberg . com / news / articles / 2017 - 10 - 31 / imf - official - says - egypt - s - economy - is 

- seeing - broad - based - growth. See also World Bank, “Poverty & Equity Data Portal,” http:// povertydata . worldbank . org 

/ poverty / country / EGY.

94.  “Turkish Annual Inflation Hits 14- Year Peak at Nearly 13 Pct,” Hurriyet Daily News, December 4, 2017, http:// www 

. hurriyetdailynews . com / turkeys - annual - inflation - hits - 14 - year - peak - in - november - with - nearly - 13 - pct - 123482.
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(age 15–24) is at 20  percent;95 and the value of the Turkish lira has fallen 10  percent against the 

U.S. dollar, due in part to actions taken by the Turkish government following the July 2016 at-

tempted coup and growing diplomatic tensions.96 Economic growth is expected to slow in 2018, 

as uncertainty about  future Turkish policy and an in de pen dent monetary policy has led to foreign 

capital flight, and public and private debt continues to mount.97

The frequency and depth of economic crises in the Eastern Mediterranean have become a strate-

gic vulnerability for the region. The economic downturns have contributed to mounting domestic 

po liti cal strain or unrest. In the  Middle East, socioeconomic grievances— tied not only to extreme 

poverty but also to the lack of opportunities for an educated  middle class and young  people— were 

among the  drivers of popu lar uprisings beginning in 2011, and they continue to fuel discontent.98 

In Eu rope, financial leaders have expressed concern that per sis tent unemployment risks alienating 

a generation of young  people from public institutions and from governments.99

For China and Rus sia, the region’s economic fragility has provided an opening to accelerate and 

deepen economic ties with the region; this trend was described above. China has been active in 

Greece, Turkey, and Cyprus through its  Belt and Road Initiative, while Rus sia has reenergized 

its economic activities in Cyprus, sought opportunities to boost its investment in Greece’s 

economy,100 and established a $1 billion joint investment fund in Turkey.101 Rus sia’s forays into 

natu ral gas in Lebanon and Egypt are discussed further below.

Energy Prospects

Significant natu ral gas discoveries off the shores of Israel, Cyprus, and Egypt have boosted eco-

nomic prospects in the region and drawn the attention of external actors looking for investment 

opportunities. While the discovery of gas is unlikely to transform the region, it  will provide impor-

tant domestic sources of energy and a potential source for Eu rope, where many leaders are keen 

95.  World Bank, “Unemployment, Youth Total (% of Total  Labor Force Ages 15–24) (Modeled ILO Estimate),” 

March 2017, https:// data . worldbank . org / indicator / SL . UEM . 1524 . ZS.

96.  Akihiro Sano, “Turkish Economy Cooling as Foreign Money Exits,” Nikkei Asian Review, November 28, 2017, 

https:// asia . nikkei . com / Politics - Economy / Economy / Turkish - economy - cooling - as - foreign - money - exits.

97.  Ibid.

98.  World Bank, “MENA Economic Monitor, October 2015: In equality, Uprisings, and Conflict in the Arab World,” 

October 2015, http:// www . worldbank . org / en / region / mena / publication / mena - economic - monitor - october - 2015 

- inequality - uprising - conflict - arab - world.

99.  “Europe’s Youth Unemployment Poses Risk to Democracy: Draghi,”  Reuters, September 22, 2017, https:// www 

. reuters . com / article / us - ecb - policy - draghi / europes - youth - unemployment - poses - risk - to - democracy - draghi 

- idUSKCN1BX13D ? il=0.

100.  Geoff Cutmore and Holly Ellyatt, “Rus sia Is Greece’s Friend, but  Don’t Expect Too Much from Us: Dep Finmin,” 

CNBC, September 23, 2016, https:// www . cnbc . com / 2016 / 09 / 23 / russia - is - greeces - friend - but - dont - expect - too - much 

- from - us - dep - finmin . html.

101.  “Russia, Turkey Create Investment Fund for up $1 Billion,”  Reuters, March 10, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article 

/ us - russia - turkey - funds / russia - turkey - create - investment - fund - for - up - 1 - billion - idUSKBN16H21V. Bilateral trade has 

increased since Rus sia removed trade restrictions following the downing of a Rus sian Air Force jet in Syria. Turkey has 

not participated in the U.S. or EU sanctions imposed against Rus sia  after its annexation of Crimea.
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to identify additional energy sources and lessen dependence on Rus sian and North African energy 

supplies. Developing Eastern Mediterranean gas requires billions of dollars of investment, which 

hinges on securing export markets that can absorb the gas and make it profitable for companies 

producing and supplying it.

The U.S. government has long practiced so- called “pipeline diplomacy,” aimed at cementing ties 

between neighbors through energy infrastructure development and energy interdependence. In 

the Eastern Mediterranean, U.S. policymakers sought to use energy as a tool to improve relations 

between Israel and Turkey and among Greece, Cyprus, and Turkey.102 Building a pipeline through 

Turkey was meant to solve a key export prob lem for Israeli gas. But this approach has not been as 

successful as expected, due to long- standing diplomatic tensions, regulatory uncertainty, high 

infrastructure construction costs, and limited energy expertise within the region. Moreover, while 

the U.S. government can encourage cooperation, ultimately private energy firms’ investment 

decisions are based on commercial calculations and market conditions. Thus far, each country has 

pursued an in de pen dent path for production.

The first major indication that the region possessed significant energy deposits was the 2009 

discovery of Israel’s Tamar gas field by the U.S.- based firm Noble Energy.103 Other discoveries 

followed, including the Leviathan field within Israel’s exclusive economic zone (EEZ), the Aphrodite 

field off Cyprus,104 and the Zohr field off Egypt, which is considered the largest discovery in the 

Eastern Mediterranean.105 Although no proven reserves have yet been discovered in Lebanon, a 

consortium of France’s Total, Italy’s ENI, and Rus sia’s Novatek submitted a bid for five offshore 

exploration blocks within Lebanon’s EEZ in October 2017.106 The consortium has since signed 

agreements covering two of  these blocks, with one in disputed Lebanese- Israeli territory.107

102.  Michael Ratner, “Natu ral Gas Discoveries in the Eastern Mediterranean,” Congressional Research Ser vice, Au-

gust 15, 2016, https:// fas . org / sgp / crs / mideast / R44591 . pdf.

103.  A 2010 survey of the Levant Basin Province by the U.S. Geological Survey confirmed the Eastern Mediterranean’s 

energy potential and presaged subsequent discoveries, estimating that the Levant Basin contained 3,455 billion cubic 

meters (bcm) of gas. U.S. Geological Survey, “Assessment of Undiscovered Oil and Gas Resources of the Levant Basin 

Province, Eastern Mediterranean,” March 2010, https:// www2 . usgs . gov / science / cite - view . php ? cite=2383. Recent 

estimates of the size of the major fields are as follows: 850 bcm in Zohr, 481 bcm in Leviathan, 224 bcm in Tamar, and 

127 bcm in Aphrodite. See Jason Neely and Oleg Vukmanovic, “FACTBOX— How Big Is Egypt’s New Zohr Natu ral Gas 

Find?”  Reuters, September 2, 2015, https:// af . reuters . com / article / commoditiesNews / idAFL5N1161NZ20150902.

104.  “Cyprus Gas Field to Produce 8 bcm a Year with Pipeline to Egypt,”  Reuters, June 7, 2015, https:// www  

. reuters . com / article / delek - noble - cyprus / cyprus - gas - field - to - produce - 8 - bcm - a - year - with - pipeline - to - egypt 

- idUSL5N0YT03C20150607.

105.  ENI, “ENI and BP Complete the Sale of 10% of Shorouk, Offshore Egypt,” February 13, 2017, https:// www . eni . com 

/ en _ IT / media / 2017 / 02 / eni - and - bp - complete - the - sale - of - 10 - of - shorouk - offshore - egypt.

106.  Lisa Barrington, “Update 1— Total- ENI- Novatek Consortium Bids for Lebanon Offshore Blocks,”  Reuters, Octo-

ber 13, 2017, https:// uk . reuters . com / article / lebanon - energy / update - 1 - total - eni - novatek - consortium - bids - for - lebanon 

- offshore - blocks - idUKL8N1MO4TD.

107.  Total, “Total Strengthens Its Position in the Mediterranean Region by Entering Two Exploration Blocks Offshore 

Lebanon,” February 9, 2018, https:// www . total . com / en / media / news / press - releases / total - strengthens - position - in 

- mediterranean - region - by - entering - two - exploration - blocks - offshore - lebanon.
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Much of the initial enthusiasm generated by  these discoveries waned in the face of bureaucratic, 

po liti cal, and diplomatic delays, as well as the continued division of Cyprus. Exclusive economic 

zones claimed by Cyprus are contested by Turkey (which sent warships in July 2017 and in Febru-

ary 2018 to the location where seismic and exploratory drilling activities  were taking place);108 

antitrust regulators in Israel ruled that the Leviathan field was controlled by a mono poly; and an 

800- square- kilometer area off the Israeli- Lebanese border thought to be rich in hydrocarbons is 

claimed by both countries, which have no formal diplomatic ties. In December 2017, Cyprus, Israel, 

Italy, and Greece signed a memorandum of understanding to explore a natu ral gas pipeline linking 

Leviathan to Eu ro pean markets, though the cost and technical requirements raise doubts about 

the feasibility of such an undertaking in the foreseeable  future.109

Unlocking Cyprus’s natu ral gas reserves in the Aphrodite field could potentially bolster its econ-

omy, but  will require two  things: large- scale investment for  either a liquefaction fa cil i ty or export 

pipeline, and resolution of the diplomatic conflict with Turkey over delineation of EEZs, which 

would likely require successfully negotiating the reunification of Cyprus.110 More broadly, Cyprus 

 faces the challenge of securing export markets to make its production eco nom ically  viable. Dis-

cussions with Israel over a pipeline or joint liquefaction fa cil i ty have been ongoing, but show  little 

sign of pro gress.

Meanwhile, the breakdown in diplomatic relations between Israel and Turkey in 2011 has greatly 

diminished prospects of connecting the two countries via a natu ral gas pipeline. Rus sia has also 

reenergized its pipeline diplomacy in the region. Rus sia and Turkey have begun to construct a 

natu ral gas pipeline (known as TurkStream) that begins in Rus sia, traverses the Black Sea, and 

terminates in Turkey, with potential  future gas lines to Greece. For many of  these energy proposals, 

the sufficiency of export markets is in doubt; as markets are currently constructed, companies 

cannot foresee an adequate return on their investments.

Egypt’s natu ral gas infrastructure is the most developed in the Eastern Mediterranean. Egypt, which 

previously supplied natu ral gas to Israel via pipeline, went from a net gas exporter to an importer in 

2015.111 The Zohr field discovery gives Egypt the opportunity to meet growing domestic demand 

and resume exports. With the region’s only liquefied natu ral gas (LNG) plants (located at Idku and 

Damietta), Egypt could position itself as a regional energy hub for Eu ro pean and African markets. 

Rus sia now appears interested in Egyptian (and Lebanese) gas; in October 2017, state- owned 

108.  Daren Butler, Ece Toksabay, and David Dolan, “Turkey Sends Ships and Submarine to Monitor Drilling Vessel Near 

Cyprus,”  Reuters, July 13, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - turkey - cyprus - energy - vessel / turkey - sends - ships 

- and - submarine - to - monitor - drilling - vessel - near - cyprus - idUSKBN19Y1XX.

109.  “Greece, Italy, Israel and Cyprus Back Natgas Pipeline to Eu rope,”  Reuters, December 5, 2017, https:// www . reuters 

. com / article / energy - mediterranean - natgas / greece - italy - israel - and - cyprus - back - natgas - pipeline - to - europe 

- idUSL8N1O537F.

110.  David Wainer, “Turkey Sees No Need for Cyprus to Approve Israel Gas Pipeline,” Bloomberg, April 13, 2017, https:// 

www . bloomberg . com / news / articles / 2017 - 04 - 13 / turkey - sees - no - need - for - cyprus - to - approve - israel - gas - pipeline.

111.  “Egypt Starts Weaning Itself off Foreign Gas as Output Surges,”  Reuters, May 11, 2017, https:// uk . reuters . com / article 

/ egypt - lng / egypt - starts - weaning - itself - off - foreign - gas - as - output - surges - idUKL8N1I58SD. See also Adel Abdel Ghafar, 

“Egypt’s New Gas Discovery: Opportunities and Challenges,” Brookings Institution, July 28, 2016, https:// www 

. brookings . edu / opinions / egypts - new - gas - discovery - opportunities - and - challenges / .
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Rosneft purchased a $1.1 billion, 30  percent stake in Egypt’s offshore Zohr gas field from the Italian 

firm ENI.112 Egypt is already seeking to benefit from  these facilities’ excess capacity by allowing 

private companies to use Egypt’s facilities for importation, distribution, and storage.113

 After several years of regulatory delay and debate over pipeline export plans, Israel’s natu ral gas 

development is improving.114 Previously dependent on imported oil and coal, Israel is likely to 

transform its energy infrastructure and reduce import costs. Signs of this transformation have 

already emerged, as Israel Chemicals Ltd. penned a series of natu ral gas supply deals— worth over 

an estimated $1 billion— with the developers of Israeli fields.115 The Tamar field is now producing 

gas for Israel’s domestic market as well as for Jordan, and Israel is in ongoing discussions with the 

Palestinian Authority for a pipeline connecting the West Bank city of Jenin to Israel’s natu ral gas 

pipeline.116 Production from the larger Leviathan field is expected in 2019.117 Israel’s reserves could 

potentially provide for all of its domestic gas needs, as well as  those of Jordan and the Palestinian 

territories. Jordanian industries are already connected to Israel’s natu ral gas pipeline network.

The development of Egypt’s and Israel’s gas industries provides an opportunity for cooperation that 

would be mutually beneficial and solve a key export conundrum. In February 2018, Israel and 

Egypt signed a $15 billion deal to supply Egypt with gas from Israel’s Leviathan field, most of which 

 will be used for domestic consumption. Further linking Israeli supply with Egypt’s two LNG facilities 

could create an impor tant outlet for Israeli exports and provide Egypt with additional revenue. 

While Eastern Mediterranean energy is unlikely to transform the region and resolve conflict, it 

could boost economic stabilization and growth and significantly lower government import bills.

112.  “Russian Oil Com pany Rosneft Buys 30  Percent Stake in Egypt’s Zohr Gas Field,” Al Bawaba, October 11, 2017, 

https:// www . albawaba . com / business / russian - oil - company - rosneft - buys - 30 - percent - stake - egypts - zohr - gas - field 

- 1032494.

113.  Gerald Butt, “Egypt Lays Gas- Hub Foundations,” Petroleum Economist, August 10, 2017, http:// www . petroleum 

- economist . com / articles / midstream - downstream / lng / 2017 / egypt - lays - gas - hub - foundations.

114.  Israel has contemplated three primary export options: a pipeline to Turkey, a pipeline via Greece to Italy, and a 

pipeline to Egypt for liquefaction. Building  either an onshore LNG fa cil i ty or an offshore floating LNG fa cil i ty has also 

been raised, but each was turned down  because of cost or environmental concerns. An internal foreign ministry 

memo following Israel’s initial discoveries recommended that Israel not export natu ral gas but instead preserve its 

reserves for domestic consumption, which could help transform Israel into a natu ral gas– driven economy in terms of 

utilities and transportation.

115.  “Israel Chemicals Inks Natgas Supply Deals with Tamar, Leviathan,”  Reuters, February 22, 2018, https:// af . reuters 

. com / article / africaTech / idAFL8N1QC2FC.

116.  Eran Azran, “Israel Quietly Begins Exporting Natu ral Gas to Jordan amid Po liti cal Sensitivities,” Haaretz, March 2, 

2017, https:// www . haaretz . com / israel - news / business / 1 . 774758; “Israel Becomes a Gas Exporter with First Delivery to 

Jordan,” Times of Israel, March 2, 2017, https:// www . timesofisrael . com / israel - becomes - a - gas - exporter - with - first 

- delivery - to - jordan / ; Office of the Quartet, “A Palestinian- Israeli Power Purchase Agreement Signed for Energizing 

Al- Jalama Substation,” http:// www . quartetrep . org / page . php ? id=5e7b59y6191961Y5e7b59; Jack Khoury, “West Bank Set 

to Get Its First Power Plant Using Natu ral Gas,” Haaretz, April 13, 2016, https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news /  

. premium - 1 . 714149.

117.  Noble Energy, “Noble Energy Sanctions Leviathan Proj ect Offshore Israel,” February 23, 2017, http:// investors 

. nblenergy . com / releasedetail . cfm ? releaseid=1014140.
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U . S. Goals and Priorities in the 
Eastern Mediterranean

For the United States, all the  factors described in Section 1 heighten the importance of viewing the 

Eastern Mediterranean both as an integrated region and as a vital nexus where Eu rope and the 

 Middle East intersect. An event in one country is quickly felt elsewhere. As the region’s ongoing 

transformation unfolds, external actors are competing to shape its  future to their own needs. The 

United States needs to engage more strategically in the Eastern Mediterranean in order to 

strengthen broader U.S. strategic interests and goals in both the  Middle East and Eu rope. Should it 

now fail to restore U.S. influence within the changing geostrategic contours of the Eastern Medi-

terranean, it may find that its  future ability to do so in the region itself, or even in surrounding 

areas, is greatly diminished.

 There are two pressing priorities to advance U.S. interests within the framework of a distinct policy 

for the Eastern Mediterranean:

• Resolving the Syrian conflict on terms acceptable to the United States, so that Syria does not 

destabilize the region and threaten U.S. interests.

• Managing the growing policy divergence with Turkey by si mul ta neously seeking to recali-

brate U.S.- Turkish ties, while building alternatives to the strategic benefits Turkey provides.

 These two goals, and the specific objectives they seek to achieve, are described in detail below. 

Although some near- term ele ments of a new U.S. Eastern Mediterranean policy  will appear to be 

transactional in nature and may be interpreted as acknowledging declining U.S. influence in the 

region,  these steps must be part of any long- term and sustained effort to rebuild a credible re-

gional policy that restores U.S. influence.

STRATEGIC GOAL 1: RESOLVING THE SYRIAN CONFLICT

The continuation of Syria’s now- seven- year conflict undermines U.S. interests in a number of 

ways. Waves of refugees have destabilized Eu rope, Turkey, Jordan, and Lebanon; jihadi- salafists 
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have used Syria as a base to coordinate attacks in Eu rope and beyond; Rus sia is using conflict in 

Syria to proj ect power and influence in the Eastern Mediterranean; and Iran is using Syria as a 

forward operating base and bridge to the Mediterranean Sea. The United States must engage 

meaningfully in a diplomatic pro cess to end the conflict in Syria so that Syria’s internal prob lems 

and divisions do not continue to threaten U.S. interests or export instability to Syria’s neighbors 

and to Eu rope. The challenge ahead is defining the most effective way to do that, while acknowl-

edging the tremendous  human suffering experienced by— and the atrocities committed against— 

several generations of Syrians.

None of the options the United States  faces are attractive. Conditions  were diff er ent when the 

uprising in Syria started in 2011, but with each successive year of U.S. policy inaction, U.S. influ-

ence has declined, while that of Rus sia, Turkey, and Iran has increased. Rus sia’s military interven-

tion in September 2015 to protect the Assad regime changed the conflict profoundly and 
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constrained U.S. military and policy options. Turkey’s August 2016 intervention in the northern 

province of Aleppo and the January 2018 assault on Afrin (Operation Olive Branch), fueled by its 

alarm over the prospect of an in de pen dent Kurdish entity with ties to Turkey’s Kurdistan Workers’ 

Party (PKK) on its southern border, have further complicated the  battle space and U.S. choices.1 

Meanwhile, Iran’s deepening military presence in Syria strengthens its ability to challenge U.S. 

interests and allies in the region.

Interventions by Rus sia, Turkey, and Iran have reshaped the landscape for a po liti cal resolution to the 

conflict in ways that have sidelined the United States. Even as the United States has committed 

approximately 2,000 troops to fighting the ISG and remains one of the largest donors to refugee and 

humanitarian aid efforts— providing $7.4 billion in assistance since 20112— its influence has not 

matched that of other external actors. The United States has been largely peripheral to the UN- led 

Geneva pro cess (which has produced few tangible results in any case), has been even less engaged 

as an observer to the Russian- Iranian- Turkish– led Astana pro cess, and has played no role in the 

Russian- led Sochi talks. The Astana talks emerged as an impor tant track for addressing local issues 

on the ground, including cease- fires, de- escalation, delivery of humanitarian aid, and troop deploy-

ments, but renewed regime offensives in Idlib and rural Damascus in early 2018 undermined their 

effectiveness. Though the United States expanded military operations in Syria in 2017 to combat the 

ISG and increased diplomatic discussions with Rus sia (particularly focused on deconfliction and 

cease- fire zones), it has less influence than Rus sia, Iran, or Turkey on the terms on which the conflict 

is being resolved. None of this means, however, that the United States has no leverage or options.

A difficult reckoning is at hand.  After seven years of vio lence, the Assad regime is close to “win-

ning” the civil war with the help of its Rus sian and Ira nian allies, albeit at the cost of the country’s 

unity.  Whether Syrian president Bashar al- Assad enjoys  either legitimacy or the consent of the 

majority of his population  will be left for Syrians to decide.3 But to restore a semblance of stability 

and end the vio lence, the central government must be able to exert some form of control over 

1.  The PKK is a Kurdish group in Turkey that has been engaged in armed strug gle against the government since 1984. 

Turkey, NATO, the United States, and the Eu ro pean Union have all designated the PKK as a terrorist organ ization. The 

Demo cratic Union Party (PYD) is a Syrian Kurdish po liti cal party formed in 2003. Its ideology is based on the socialist 

teachings of Abdullah Ocalan, the founder of the PKK. For this association, Turkey has labeled the PYD and its armed 

wing, the  People’s Protection Units (YPG), as terrorist organ izations. The SDF is a multiethnic military alliance in 

northern Syria that has been the primary partner for the United States in its anti- ISG campaign. The YPG is the pre-

dominant fighting force of the SDF. See “Who Are Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) Rebels?” BBC News, November 4, 

2016, http:// www . bbc . com / news / world - europe - 20971100. See also “US to Stop Arming Anti- IS Syrian Kurdish YPG 

Militia— Turkey,” BBC News, November 25, 2017, http:// www . bbc . com / news / world - middle - east - 42118567. See also 

Aaron Stein and Michelle Foley, “The YPG- PKK Connection,” Atlantic Council, January 26, 2016, http:// www 

. atlanticcouncil . org / blogs / menasource / the - ypg - pkk - connection. See also Aldar Khalil, “Syria’s Kurds Are Not the PKK,” 

Foreign Policy, May 15, 2017, http:// foreignpolicy . com / 2017 / 05 / 15 / syrias - kurds - are - not - the - pkk - erdogan - pyd - ypg / .

2.  U . S. Department of State, “U.S. Humanitarian Assistance in Response to the Syrian Crisis,” September 21, 2017, 

https:// www . state . gov / r / pa / prs / ps / 2017 / 09 / 274360 . htm.

3.  According to the U.S. ambassador to the United Nations, Nikki Haley, “Our priority is no longer to sit  there and focus 

on getting Assad out.” See Michelle Nichols, “U.S. Priority on Syria No Longer Focused on ‘Getting Assad Out’: Haley,” 

 Reuters, March 30, 2017, http:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - usa - haley / u - s - priority - on - syria - no 

- longer - focused - on - getting - assad - out - haley - idUSKBN1712QL.
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Syria’s borders and economic centers. Any outcome that undermines Syria’s territorial integrity 

would ensure ongoing conflict and further destabilize Syria’s neighbors.

To play a role in shaping this post- conflict environment, the United States  will have to redouble its 

diplomatic efforts to effect reconciliation within formerly rebellious areas, and it should encourage 

Kurds and the regime to agree on limited self- administration in the Kurdish region. This  will require 

U.S. government engagement at the highest levels with numerous actors including Rus sia and 

Turkey. The par ameters that former Secretary of State Rex Tillerson outlined on January 17, 2018, 

are a practical starting point.4 The United States should not directly assist the Syrian regime or 

provide reconstruction aid for regime- held territory  until a post- conflict po liti cal agreement is 

negotiated and guarantees of compliance are enforced. A case can also be made (though Secre-

tary Tillerson argued against it) for U.S. reconstruction assistance in areas controlled by U.S.- allied 

forces. An eventual return of government control should reduce the need to deploy external 

forces within Syria, including Rus sian, Turkish, Ira nian, and U.S. forces.

It is painful to support the position that a murderous regime should regain control over Syria. The 

wider policy and moral consequences of this position are not trivial. According to the Syrian 

Network for  Human Rights, by mid-2017 Assad’s forces had killed 192,793 civilians, including 

21,631  children.5 The regime has repeatedly used internationally banned chemical weapons, 

including sarin gas, on civilians. As long as Assad remains in power, the main impetus for the 

uprising in 2011— the desire of many Syrians to escape the authoritarian grip of a brutal regime— 

remains. Though violent opposition might become dormant  after the regime reasserts control, it 

 will not dis appear. In real ity, any practical outcome in the next 12 to 24 months  will likely be char-

acterized by some level of vio lence and conflict.

The United States cannot solve Syria’s deep internal prob lems, nor is it in a position to decide who 

governs Syria. However, the United States must increase its leverage in what seems to be a forth-

coming settlement, and it must set clear objectives that advance U.S. interests and match U.S. 

capabilities. All U.S. actions in Syria should work to maximize U.S. influence in the region as a 

bulwark against the power and actions of other actors— Russia, Iran, Turkey, Syrian Kurds, and the 

Assad regime—so that the United States can influence negotiations for a  future settlement from a 

position of strength. While the war seems to have ebbed in parts of the country,  there are multiple 

challenges and flashpoints ahead that  will draw out negotiations. Agreements  will also need to be 

reached on a number of post- conflict issues, such as reconstruction, the exodus of foreign fighters, 

and the return of refugees and internally displaced. Playing a more active diplomatic role in 

concert with U.S. military deployments would advance and protect U.S. interests and could help 

rebuild some of Amer i ca’s damaged credibility in the region.

The U.S. administration’s approach, first articulated in November 2017, provides a new opportunity 

to reset U.S. strategy in Syria.6 It announced that the United States was working closely with Rus sia 

4.  See Rex W. Tillerson, “Remarks on the Way Forward for the United States Regarding Syria,” U.S. Department of State, 

January 17, 2018, https:// www . state . gov / secretary / remarks / 2018 / 01 / 277493 . htm.

5.  Syrian Network for  Human Rights, “Civilian Deaths,” September 1, 2017, http:// sn4hr . org / .

6.  The November 11 statement is the clearest articulation of U.S. government goals in Syria since the civil war erupted in 

May 2011. It came  after a meeting between President Trump and President Putin on the sidelines of the 2017 
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to solve the Syrian crisis based on three phases: defeat of the Islamic State group; stabilization 

efforts and de- escalation of hostilities, including the removal of non- Syrian foreign forces;7 and a 

po liti cal resolution of the conflict based on the UN- led Geneva pro cess.8 The statement repre-

sents a step forward in clarity on U.S. Syria policy, yet in actuality, the Geneva pro cess is moribund 

and hostilities have continued. And while the territory held by the ISG has greatly diminished, 

jihadi- salafi groups and cells  will be a per sis tent regional and global challenge. To ensure greater 

success, U.S. policy should focus on four primary objectives, described below.

Objective: Prevent Iran from Establishing Syria as a Base for Regional  
Expansion and Power Projection into the Mediterranean Sea

The United States must work to  counter Ira nian military entrenchment in Syria that  will expand 

Tehran’s power-projection capabilities and threaten U.S. interests and assets in the region. Iran’s 

eff ort to turn Syria into a more dependent client state pres ents a complex threat to the United 

States, its allies, and the region. In par tic u lar, the United States must work to prevent the establish-

ment of permanent Ira nian military bases and weapons production facilities in Syria, impede Iran’s 

efforts to establish a land bridge to the Mediterranean Sea, and secure the withdrawal of Ira nian 

troops and Iranian- backed foreign fighters from the country. Given Iran’s strategic partnership with 

the Assad regime, Iran  will maintain some level of military advisory and intelligence presence in 

Syria for the foreseeable  future. The challenge facing the United States is to minimize Iran’s pres-

ence in Syria to the greatest extent pos si ble. If the administration is serious about containing Iran, 

as it claims to be, it must start by denying Iran’s goal of making its forward operating presence in 

Syria permanent. For the United States, any effective Iran policy has to hinge on Syria, and any 

effective Syria policy must hinge on Iran.

Objective: Deny All Jihadi- Salafists Safe Haven

The United States and its allies are primarily responsible for the territorial defeat of ISG in Syria. As 

of late December 2017, ISG had lost about 98  percent of the territory it once held in Iraq and 

Syria.9 Jihadi- salafists, however, remain a threat in several ways that  will affect U.S. interests. First, 

jihadi- salafists remain entrenched in northwestern Syria, specifically in Idlib and Hama Provinces, 

where the al Qaeda– linked Hayat Tahrir al Sham (HTS) and other militant salafist groups operate. 

Many of  these groups have ties with Turkey. As long as al Qaeda or other jihadi- salafists find safe 

haven in Syria, they  will pose a threat to the United States, U.S. interests, and U.S. allies, and  will 

Asia- Pacific Economic Cooperation (APEC) conference in Vietnam, and builds on a previous presidential meeting in 

July 2017, when the two leaders agreed to cooperate  toward a cease- fire in southwest Syria. U.S.- Russian cooperation is 

also based on a memorandum signed in Amman, Jordan, in early November by the United States, Rus sia, and Jordan.

7.  Rus sian government sources denied that the United States and Rus sia had agreed on removing Ira nian forces from 

Syria. See “Rus sia Denies Pledging Purge of ‘Legitimate’ Iran- Backed Forces from Syria,” i24 News, November 14, 2017, 

https:// www . i24news . tv / en / news / international / middle - east / 160210 - 171114 - iranian - presence - in - syria - is - legitimate 

- declares - russian - foreign - minister.

8.  U . S. Department of State, “Background Briefing on the Joint Statement by the President of the United States and the 

President of the Rus sian Federation on Syria,” November 11, 2017, https:// www . state . gov / r / pa / prs / ps / 2017 / 11 / 275463 . htm.

9.  U . S. Department of State, “Update on the D- ISIS Campaign,” December 21, 2017, https:// www . state . gov / r / pa / prs / ps 

/ 2017 / 12 / 276746 . htm.
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ensure that Syria’s conflict persists. Second, ISG forces that  were based in Deir ez- Zor Province 

have fragmented and pose a diff er ent kind of threat as ISG fighters adopt insurgency tactics, 

defect to other militant groups in northern Syria, or seek to cross the border into Turkey.10

U.S. secretary of defense James Mattis acknowledged the ISG’s continued lethality in Novem-

ber 2017, asserting that “ We’ll keep fighting [the ISG] as long as they want to fight.”11 Yet President 

Trump has made no secret of his interest in withdrawing swiftly from Syria. He told an audience in 

Ohio in March 2018, “ We’re knocking the hell out of ISIS.  We’ll be coming out of Syria like very 

soon. Let the other  people take care of it now . . .  We are  going to be coming out of  there real 

soon. We are  going to get back to our country, where we belong, where we want to be.”12 U.S. goals 

are currently clearer than the means that  will be used to achieve them.

Objective: Support Kurdish Autonomy within the Borders of a Unified Syria

The United States should support limited self- administration for Kurds in northern Syria, within the 

structure of a unified Syria. The exact par ameters and level of self- administration are less impor-

tant than establishing some degree of autonomy, which  will need to be negotiated between Syrian 

Kurds and the central government. It is not a strategy without risks, and it  will require diplomatic 

skill to balance competing interests— primarily opposition from Turkey, which launched an assault 

on  People’s Protection Unit (YPG) forces in Afrin in January 2018. Yet the opportunities for much- 

needed leverage cannot be missed. The multiethnic SDF military alliance, dominated by the 

Kurdish YPG, is an impor tant U.S. ally and an effective force against the ISG. Moreover, Kurdish 

governance in areas the SDF controls in northeast Syria have been relatively stable,13 and the SDF 

has seized a number of impor tant economic assets— including some of Syria’s largest oil and gas 

fields.14 Syrian Kurdish gains and  those of the SDF in Manbij offer the United States impor tant 

sources of leverage against Rus sia, Turkey, Iran, and the Assad regime in  future negotiations. 

Strong U.S. backing for Kurdish areas in the north has also served to limit the territory Iran is able 

to exploit in its efforts to build a land bridge across Syria and Iraq to its proxies in Lebanon. Further, 

Kurdish groups remain the most capable force fighting against the ISG and terrorist ele ments, and 

10.  The October 12 edition of the weekly ISG Al Naba newsletter articulates the urgent need to shift to insurgency 

mode by drawing parallels to the 2007–2008 period when the group shifted to an insurgency in Iraq. See Hassan, “ISIL 

2.0: A Terror Group in Full Insurgency Mode,” The National, November 15, 2017, https:// www . thenational . ae / opinion 

/ comment / isil - 2 - 0 - a - terror - group - in - full - insurgency - mode - 1 . 675881.

11.  Phil Stewart, “U.S. to Fight Islamic State in Syria ‘as Long as They Want to Fight’: Mattis,”  Reuters, November 13, 2017, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - usa - syria / u - s - to - fight - islamic - state - in - syria - as - long - as - they - want 

- to - fight - mattis - idUSKBN1DE037.

12.  “Remarks by President Trump on the Infrastructure Initiative,” March 30, 2018, https:// www . whitehouse . gov / briefings 

- statements / remarks - president - trump - infrastructure - initiative/

13.  “Syrian Kurds Face Fresh Test Ruling Arab Regions  after Isis,” Financial Times, November 30, 2017, https:// www . ft 

. com / content / 40dabd50 - d072 - 11e7 - b781 - 794ce08b24dc.

14.  Alessandra Masi, Hashem Osseiran, and Kim Bodi, “Expert Views:  After ISIS, Who Controls Syria’s Natu ral Re-

sources?” Syria Deeply, November 14, 2017, https:// www . newsdeeply . com / syria / community / 2017 / 11 / 14 / expert - views 

- after - isis - who - controls - syrias - natural - resources.
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keeping them in the U.S. camp  will help the United States respond more effectively to any  future 

resurgence of the ISG or successor groups.

Greater self- rule in Kurdish- majority areas of northern Syria may carry additional strategic benefits. 

Kurdish- governed areas,  which also host large numbers of Syrians displaced from other parts of 

the country,  have achieved relative stability and arguably prevented the outflow of additional 

refugees.15 In addition, greater autonomy for local Kurdish actors may allow the United States to 

bypass the central regime in channeling local reconstruction support. Fi nally, being seen to deliver 

for a core ally could help the United States begin to rebuild credibility in Syria, or at least prevent 

further damage to its credibility.

Objective: Reduce the Likelihood of Israeli- Iranian Conflict in Syria

For Israel, which has strug gled for de cades to contain and deter Hez bollah, the Ira nian presence in 

Syria complicates the threat environment. Israel has communicated clearly that it  will use military 

force against Iran, Hez bollah, the Assad regime, or other targets in Syria to prevent any strategic 

shift in the battlefield that would neutralize its military and technological edge.16 The Israeli 

Defense Forces (IDF) must now shift their focus from Hez bollah to contend with a more cohesive 

Iranian- Hezbollah axis operating near Israel’s borders. Israel is most alarmed by the potential of 

permanent Ira nian military bases, Ira nian production facilities that could supply precision muni-

tions directly to Hez bollah, and Iran’s support for a Hezbollah- like proxy in Syria.17

The risk of direct military confrontation between the Iran- Hezbollah axis and Israel is increasing. 

Current IDF assessments do not indicate that  either Iran or Hez bollah seeks escalation,18 but 

accidental or misinterpreted actions could trigger an unintended confrontation, which would have 

negative consequences for U.S. interests and  those of its allies. At a minimum, Israel and Iran are 

locked in a low- intensity ongoing strug gle in Syria, in which unintended triggering events could 

quickly escalate.19 Moreover, as the Assad regime regains its confidence and control, it has re-

sponded more aggressively to Israeli military strikes in Syria. Should a war with Iran or Hez bollah 

15.  While Idlib, Damascus, and parts of Aleppo Province— controlled by Turkish- backed rebels— have the higher 

concentrations of internally displaced persons (IDPs), Kurdish- held areas host significant numbers. See UN Office for 

the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, “2018 Humanitarian Needs Overview: Syrian Arab Republic,” November 21, 

2017, https:// reliefweb . int / report / syrian - arab - republic / 2018 - humanitarian - needs - overview - syrian - arab - republic - enar.

16.  Jonathan Lis, “Netanyahu: Israel  Will Not Allow Iran to Entrench Itself in Syria,” Haaretz, December 2, 2017, https:// 

www . haaretz . com / israel - news / 1 . 826341.

17.  Udi Dekel and Zvi Magen, “Israel’s Red Lines on Iran’s Foothold in Syria,” INSS Insight 993, Institute for National 

Security Studies, November 22, 2017, http:// www . inss . org . il / publication / israels - red - lines - irans - foothold - syria / .

18.  Daniel C. Kurtzer, “Israel and Hez bollah: Deterrence and the Threat of Miscalculation,” Council on Foreign Rela-

tions, September 11, 2017, https:// www . cfr . org / report / israel - and - hezbollah - deterrence - and - threat - miscalculation.

19.  Some Israeli analysts already assert that Israel and Iran are practically at war. See Ben Caspit, “Israel, Iran Duel on 

Syrian Soil,” Al- Monitor, December 4, 2017, https:// al - monitor . com / pulse / originals / 2017 / 12 / israel - iran - russia - syria - us 

- nuclear - agreement - attacks - idf . html.
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break out, it  will likely inflict higher casualties and damage than Israel’s 2006 war with Hez bollah, 

and would potentially cause widespread economic damage in Lebanon and Israel.20

Israel has so far avoided taking a side in Syria’s conflict, though it has used military force more than 

100 times in Syria since 2011 to reinforce its deterrence.21 On December 2, 2017, Israel conducted 

air strikes against a suspected Ira nian military base located just 31 miles east of the Israeli- held 

Golan Heights— destroying a number of newly constructed buildings and reportedly killing 12 

Ira ni ans.22 As noted above, Israel destroyed an Ira nian drone fa cil i ty  after an armed drone strayed 

into Israeli airspace in April 2018; and on February 10, 2018,  after an Ira nian drone infiltrated Israeli 

airspace and a Syrian SA-5 air defense missile downed an Israeli F-16, Israeli air strikes destroyed 

several IRGC positions and half of the Syrian regime’s air defense systems.23 In the past several 

years, Israel has also used military force to deny IRGC attempts to establish outposts near the 

Israeli- Syrian border. On January 18, 2015, Israel carried out an air strike that killed IRGC general 

Mohammad Allahdadi and 10 other operatives in Quneitra, which lies on the Syrian- Israeli border.24

Israeli prime minister Netanyahu has repeatedly appealed to both President Trump and President 

Putin to limit Ira nian and Hez bollah activities in Syria. Netanyahu met several times with President 

Putin in 2017 (and once in January 2018) to discuss Syria, and the two speak by phone frequently. 

Israel’s relationship with Rus sia, which provides the Syrian regime with significant air defense 

capabilities with Russia’s S-400 systems,  will be tested each time Israeli aircraft enter Syrian airspace. 

Israel initially insisted that any cease- fire agreement reached in the southwestern zone ensure that 

Ira nian forces and Iranian- backed militias (including Hez bollah) stay 60 to 80 kilo meters away from 

20.  It is likely that the next war with Hez bollah  will cause greater destruction of lives and property than the 2006 war. 

In the next confrontation, Israeli population centers  will likely be targeted by thousands of missiles, which could cause 

civilian casualties and damage to Israel’s economic infrastructure. Israeli officials have asserted that Israel would hold 

the Lebanese government responsible for Hez bollah’s actions, and that in the next confrontation IDF would consider 

Lebanese infrastructure a fair target.

21.  Former Israeli Air Force chief Amir Eshel said that the number of Israeli military operations in “the northern sector” 

since 2012 was “close to three figures.” See Amos Harel, “ ‘We Prevented Israel from  Going to War’: Out going Air Force 

Chief on Iran, Gaza and the Conflicts Ahead,” Haaretz, November 7, 2017, https:// www . haaretz . com / israel - news  

/ 1 . 808556.

22.  “Arab Media: 12 Ira ni ans Killed in ‘Israeli Strike’ in Syria,” Times of Israel, December 2, 2017, https:// www . timesofisrael 

. com / arab - media - 12 - iranians - killed - in - israeli - strike - in - syria / ; Bassem Mroue, “Syrian State Media: Israeli Missiles Strike 

Near Damascus,” Washington Post, December 2, 2017, https:// www . washingtonpost . com / world / middle _ east / syrian - state 

- media - israeli - missiles - strike - near - damascus / 2017 / 12 / 02 / e17c15c0 - d73d - 11e7 - 9ad9 - ca0619edfa05 _ story . html.

23.  Amos Harel, “Downing of Israeli F-16 Cost Syria Half of Its Air Defenses, Claims the IDF,” Haaretz, February 18, 2018, 

https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news / israel - took - out - half - of - syria - s - air - defenses - military - beliefs - 1 . 5808981.

24.  Israel  later said that the Ira nian general was not the intended target of the attack. See Yasser Okbi, “Report: Ira nian 

General Was Killed in Israeli Strike  Because He  Didn’t Turn off His Phone,” Jerusalem Post, January 24, 2015, http:// 

www . jpost . com / Arab - Israeli - Conflict / Report - Iranian - general - was - killed - in - Israeli - strike - because - he - didnt - turn - off 

- his - phone - 388779. In addition to IRGC general Mohammed Allahdadi, the strike reportedly killed Jihad Mughniyah, 

son of the Hez bollah military mastermind Imad Mughniyah, who was linked to the U.S. Marine Barracks bombing in 

1984 and who was reportedly assassinated in February 2008 by the CIA and Mossad. See Adam Goldman and Ellen 

Nakashima, “CIA and Mossad Killed Se nior Hez bollah Figure in Car Bombing,” Washington Post, January 30, 2015, 

https:// www . washingtonpost . com / world / national - security / cia - and - mossad - killed - senior - hezbollah - figure - in - car 

- bombing / 2015 / 01 / 30 / ebb88682 - 968a - 11e4 - 8005 - 1924ede3e54a _ story . html.
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the Israeli- Syrian border on the Golan Heights (as defined by the 1967 armistice line).25 According 

to Israeli media reports, that request was rebuffed. Instead, Rus sia agreed only to restrict Ira nian 

forces and their allies from approaching closer than five kilo meters from the border.26 Rus sian 

foreign minister Sergey Lavrov told Rus sian state media that U.S.- Russian consultations on de- 

escalation in southwestern Syria did not cover the withdrawal of Ira nian troops or their proxies.27 

More concerning for Israelis was the fact that Iran’s presence in Syria was neglected by the Trump 

administration and was not a part of U.S. understandings reached between President Trump and 

President Putin during their November 2017 meeting.

Tools and Approaches for Advancing U.S. Objectives in Syria

For the United States, the Syrian conflict is moving from a primarily military mission to one that 

requires greater diplomatic engagement to shape outcomes favorable to the United States. 

U.S. military deployments in Syria are still critical, but they should now be used to support diplo-

macy aimed at advancing broader U.S. strategic goals in Syria. All U.S. actions in Syria should seek 

to rebuild U.S. influence and shape a post- conflict security and po liti cal order that protects core 

U.S. interests. To achieve this end, the United States must deploy significant and sustained diplomatic, 

military, and economic tools.

To advance the four objectives aimed at resolving the Syria conflict on acceptable terms, the 

United States should develop and use the following tools and approaches, which are designed as 

interconnected, mutually reinforcing, and sometimes overlapping sets of actions.

1. Strengthen U.S. diplomacy to bring about a credible po liti cal settlement to the crisis and 

influence the post- conflict security order.

o Work with Eu ro pean partners to build a new contact group on Syria to include all 

key regional actors. The United States remains committed to the UN- led Geneva 

talks, which convened for the eighth round in late November and early Decem-

ber 2017. But  these talks are unlikely to produce the po liti cal breakthroughs neces-

sary to end Syria’s conflict if they continue to be undermined by Russian- led 

pro cesses at Astana and Sochi. New offensives in Idlib in late 2017 and eastern 

Ghouta in early 2018 have shown that Rus sia, Iran, and the Syrian regime are quick 

to break agreements made at Astana when expedient to do so. Russian- led talks at 

Sochi also lacked credible representatives, and the main result, a U.N.- led committee 

to alter the Syrian constitution, was swiftly rejected by the Syrian regime.28 The 

United States should support French president Macron’s initiative to launch a “Syria 

25.  Amos Harel, “Israel Demanded 60km Buffer but Rus sia Let Ira nian Forces in Syria Approach the Border,” Haaretz, 

September 15, 2017, https:// www . haaretz . com / middle - east - news / syria / 1 . 812328.

26.  Ibid.

27.  “Russia, US Discuss De- Escalation Zone in Syria’s Southwest— Lavrov,” TASS, November 14, 2017, http:// tass . com 

/ politics / 975575.

28.  “Syrian Government Rejects U.N.- led Committee to Alter Constitution,”  Reuters, February 13, 2018, https:// www 

. reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - constitution / syrian - government - rejects - u - n - led - committee - to - alter 

- constitution - idUSKBN1FX1EO.
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contact group” that would include key actors and extend to Turkey, Jordan, Saudi 

Arabia, and Iran.29 Appointing a new special envoy for Syria, a post which was vacant 

as of April 2018, would signal U.S. seriousness. Coordinating closely with Eu ro pean 

allies  toward common objectives, including on issues like Ira nian bases and troop 

deployments,  will enhance the United States’ position within the pro cess. The United 

Kingdom, France, and Germany have assumed forward- leaning supporting roles in 

the anti- ISG operations in Syria. German, British, and French air forces have all 

participated in anti- ISG bombing campaigns. The German parliament approved the 

deployment of 1,200 soldiers in northern Iraq in support of Syrian operations in 2015 

and has recently extended its deployments to the region; and both the United 

Kingdom and France have dispatched special forces to train opposition forces,30 and 

both countries joined the United States attacking Syrian regime targets on April 13, 

2018  after the Syrian government reportedly used chemical weapons in Douma a 

week prior. Likewise, the Eu ro pean Union is an impor tant aid donor and has signaled 

willingness to tie pledges for early recovery in Syria to engagement in po liti cal 

negotiations which  will enhance its leverage over the Syrian regime and Rus sia.31

o Work with relevant stakeholders including Rus sia and Turkey to promote limited 

Kurdish self- administration within a unified Syria. It is critical that Syrian Kurds main-

tain a minimal level of autonomy that satisfies their own requirements and that 

neither the Assad regime nor Turkey views as an existential threat. A regime- Kurdish 

29.  Julien Barnes- Dacey, “To End a War: Eu rope’s Role in Bringing Peace to Syria,” Eu ro pean Council on Foreign 

Relations, September, 2017, http:// www . ecfr . eu / page /  -  / ECFR229 _ EUROPES _ ROLE _ IN _ BRINGING _ PEACE _ TO _ SYRIA 

. pdf; John Irish, “ After Criticism, France’s Macron Seeks to Reassure Syria Opposition,”  Reuters, July 5, 2017, https:// 

www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - france / after - criticism - frances - macron - seeks - to - reassure - syria 

- opposition - idUSKBN19Q17J; John Irish, “France Says Powers Must Impose Transition on Syrians, No Role for Assad,” 

 Reuters, September 1, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - france / france - says - powers - must 

- impose - transition - on - syrians - no - role - for - assad - idUSKCN1BC4I4; “France’s Macron Says New Syria Contact Group to 

Meet at UN Next Month,”  Reuters, August 29, 2017, https:// af . reuters . com / article / commoditiesNews / idAFP6N1KX00E; 

“US Cool on French Call for Syria ‘Contact Group,’ ” AFP, September 19, 2017, https:// www . msn . com / en - us / news / world 

/ us - cool - on - french - call - for - syria - contact - group / ar - AAscBty; Marc Semo, “Le projet français de ‘groupe de contact’ 

sur la Syrie s’esquisse à New York,” Le Monde, September 22, 2017, http:// www . lemonde . fr / proche - orient / article / 2017 

/ 09 / 22 / le - projet - francais - de - groupe - de - contact - sur - la - syrie - s - esquisse - a - new - york _ 5189519 _ 3218 . html.

30.  “Germany Involved in Deadly Syria Airstrike,” Deutsche Welle, March 29, 2017, http:// www . dw . com / en / reports 

- germany - involved - in - deadly - syria - airstrike / a - 38200203; État- Major Armées, Twitter post, October 29, 2017, https:// 

twitter . com / EtatMajorFR / status / 924723784086470656; “How Many Bombs Has Britain Dropped in 2017?” BBC News, 

April 15, 2017, http:// www . bbc . com / news / uk - 39598979; Press and Information Office of the Federal Government, 

“Bundestag Approves Mandate for Syria Mission,” December 4, 2015, https:// www . bundesregierung . de / Content / EN 

/ Artikel / 2015 / 12 _ en / 2015 - 12 - 01 - syrien - mandat - bundeswehr . html; Quentin Sommerville, “UK Special Forces Pictured 

on the Ground in Syria,” BBC News, August 8, 2016, http:// www . bbc . com / news / uk - 37015915; “Paris reconnaît la 

présence de forces spéciales françaises en Syrie,” RFI, June 9, 2016, http:// www . rfi . fr / moyen - orient / 20160609 - syrie 

- france - defense - terrorisme - ei - forces - speciales - francaises.

31.  “Promising Money, EU Tries to Woo Assad into Syria Peace Talks”  Reuters, February 16, 2018, https:// www . reuters 

. com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - eu / promising - money - eu - tries - to - woo - assad - into - syria - peace - talks 

- idUSKCN1G01MY.
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accommodation would help rebuild stability in Syria and is in the U.S. interest. This 

pro cess should allow for a slow, transparent, and confidence- building pro cess in 

which Assad regime forces gradually retake control over Syria’s external borders 

without leading to clashes between regime forces and both U.S.- backed forces and 

Turkish troops. A cease- fire agreement in Deir ez- Zor may help form a base for 

SDF- regime security dialogue on which  future talks could be developed, but Turkey’s 

military operation near Afrin complicates this task greatly.

2. Maintain troop numbers and military assets deployed in Syria, with a focus on taking actions 

that increase U.S. influence. Although the official U.S. force limit has remained at 503 since 

before Barack Obama left office, the Pentagon reported a presence of 2,000 troops in 

December 2017.32 U.S. deployments are an impor tant signal of U.S. commitment and a 

deterrent against hostile forces. Deploying even modest numbers of U.S. troops in areas 

controlled by allied forces can deter attacks by Turkish, Ira nian, Rus sian, and regime forces. 

Rus sia and the regime have begun to test this assumption, however. On February 7, 2018, a 

force of approximately 550 Rus sian mercenaries and pro- regime militiamen assaulted an 

SDF position, where U.S. forces  were known to be embedded. Responding co ali tion aircraft 

reportedly killed or injured over 300, though Moscow has been slow to acknowledge the 

Rus sian presence.33  These forces may have been testing U.S. and co ali tion resolve. While 

forays by irregular forces may continue, it is unlikely that any of  these actors seek to provoke 

a direct military confrontation with the United States. For instance, U.S. military presence in 

Kurdish- held areas remains the most impor tant asset in preventing a regime or Turkish 

assault on Syrian Kurds in Manbij and eastward. Thus, deploying troops both gives the 

United States greater negotiating power and gives negotiators time to work out complicated 

po liti cal issues. The continued deployment of U.S. forces also ensures that the fight against 

ISG remnants  will continue and could grow more necessary should YPG forces dissipate to 

confront Turkish forces.

o Continue supporting the SDF, while discussing the umbrella group’s  future in a 

post- conflict Syria. The SDF, the coalition- backed umbrella organ ization led by the 

YPG, is among the most effective and competent U.S. allies in Syria. Keeping the SDF 

in the U.S. camp creates leverage for the United States and maintains an impor tant 

policy tool. Unfortunately, U.S. military support for the SDF has further damaged U.S. 

relations with Turkey, which views the YPG as a “terrorist” group linked to the PKK. A 

series of misunderstandings has fueled additional tension. In November 2017, se nior 

Turkish officials announced a promise by President Trump to cease supplying 

32.  This is despite the announcement that 400 troops  were withdrawn in November. John Ismay, “U.S. Says 2,000 

Troops Are in Syria, a Fourfold Increase,” New York Times, December 6, 2017, https:// www . nytimes . com / 2017 / 12 / 06 

/ world / middleeast / us - troops - syria . html. U.S. forces are positioned on a constellation of bases in Syria, of which the 

locations of 10  were leaked by Turkish media in mid-2017. See Roy Gutman, “Turkey Leaks Secret Locations of U.S. Troops 

in Syria,” Daily Beast, July 19, 2017, https:// www . thedailybeast . com / turkey - leaks - secret - locations - of - us - troops - in - syria.

33.  Maria Tsvetkova, “Rus sian Toll in Syria  Battle Was 300 Killed and Wounded: Sources,”  Reuters, February 16, 2018, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - russia - casualtie / russian - toll - in - syria - battle - was - 300 - killed 

- and - wounded - sources - idUSKCN1FZ2DZ.
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Kurdish forces with arms. Defense Secretary James Mattis responded by clarifying 

that the Pentagon would “move away from” providing offensive military capabilities 

to the SDF and YPG and move  toward improving their policing and territory- holding 

capabilities.34 In January 2018, Turkish sources again announced that the United 

States had agreed to stop arming the YPG,35 though  there has been no U.S. confir-

mation or shift in policy. Despite the obvious tension with Turkey, support for the 

SDF is one of the few leverage points the United States has in Syria.

o Maintain the U.S. military footprint in the  Middle Euphrates River Valley in coopera-

tion with key Eu ro pean allies, both to serve as leverage against Rus sia and the Assad 

regime and to prevent further Ira nian gains. Currently the United States has a limited 

physical presence in what is typically referred to as the  Middle Euphrates River 

Valley (mainly Deir ez- Zor Province)— a primary arena through which Iran is  

attempting to build its land bridge to Lebanon. As of February 2018, U.S.- backed 

SDF forces  were positioned on the eastern bank of the river, while pro- regime 

forces, including Ira nian proxies, lined the western bank. Without deconfliction and 

a strong show of U.S. commitment to SDF forces deployed  there, chances of 

confrontation are high.36 The Assad regime views the Conoco gas field and al Omar 

oil field,  which the SDF captured in November 2017, as integral to reasserting con-

trol over the country.37

Given the SDF’s overextension into the region, the U.S.- led co ali tion should provide 

the umbrella group with sufficient military and logistic support to prevent an expan-

sion of regime and pro- Iranian forces east of the Euphrates. The co ali tion should 

also expand deconfliction mea sures with the Assad regime in the east vis- à- vis 

Rus sia. Although lines of deconfliction have been negotiated between the SDF and 

regime forces,38 they have already withstood several significant tests, such as the 

February 2018 attack.

34.  Suzan Fraser and Josh Lederman, “US Cutting Off Its Supply of Arms to Kurds Fighting in Syria,” Associated Press, 

November 25, 2017, https:// www . apnews . com / 945405f808f04d3a898c0b826bbabcc1.

35.  Tuvan Gumrukcu and Angus McDowell, “Turkey Says U.S. Has Promised to Stop Arming YPG, Warns Washington on 

Manbij,”  Reuters, January 28, 2018, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - turkey / turkey - says - u - s - has 

- promised - to - stop - arming - ypg - warns - washington - on - manbij - idUSKBN1FG0P4 ? il=0.

36.  Donna Abu- Nasr, “Final Islamic State Defeat Brings Syria’s War to a Crossroad,” Bloomberg, November 9, 2017, 

https:// www . bloomberg . com / news / articles / 2017 - 11 - 09 / final - islamic - state - defeat - brings - syria - s - war - to - key 

- crossroads.

37.  Tom Perry, Ellen Francis, and Laila Bassam, “Assad Sets Sights on Kurdish Areas, Risking New Syria Conflict,” 

 Reuters, October 31, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - kurds - analysis / assad - sets - sights 

- on - kurdish - areas - risking - new - syria - conflict - idUSKBN1D02CN.

38.  Karen DeYoung and Liz Sly, “U.S. Moves  toward Open- Ended Presence in Syria  after Islamic State Is Routed,” 

Washington Post, November 22, 2017, https:// www . washingtonpost . com / world / national - security / us - moves - toward 

- open - ended - presence - in - syria - after - islamic - state - is - routed / 2017 / 11 / 22 / 1cd36c92 - ce13 - 11e7 - a1a3 - 0d1e45a6de3d 

_ story . html ? utm _ term= . 7484899d662c.
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3. Internationalize Discussions with Rus sia over Syria. The United States and Rus sia share 

overarching interests in restoring stability to and combating the ISG in Syria. The challenge is 

that Rus sia is unreliable and  will exploit opportunities for its own agenda even in situations 

where U.S. and Rus sian objectives appear to overlap. The commander of U.S. military’s 

Central Command, General Joseph Votel, explained this dilemma, claiming that the Rus-

sians “play the role of both arsonist and fireman— fueling tensions and then trying to resolve 

them in their  favor.”39 Cooperation with Rus sia  will require highly skilled diplomacy that 

keeps in mind that, first and foremost, Rus sia is an adversary and that Syria has become a 

proxy for the Kremlin’s policy of displacing U.S. presence in the region, breaking traditional 

U.S. alliances, reasserting Rus sian presence, and reestablishing Rus sia’s traditional (i.e., Cold 

War) military alliances. Moscow characterizes all negative policy outcomes as prob lems 

caused by the United States and as a threat to its interests.40 As Rus sian foreign minister 

Sergey Lavrov has described Syria, “if one looks at who poses the biggest threat, it is the 

United States’ charges, specifically, vari ous foreign terrorists and militants, who cling to 

 those armed opposition groups backed by the U.S.”41 Moreover, Rus sian intentions and 

policy announcements related to Syria cannot be trusted and must be in de pen dently veri-

fied. Despite repeated declarations of military drawdown, Rus sia is in fact constructing an 

enduring military presence in Syria. In November 2017, the Rus sian government claimed that 

it had developed a common strategy for Syria with the United States, but Rus sian sources 

then denied that the government had agreed to a withdrawal of Ira nian forces and called 

Iran’s presence in Syria “legitimate.”42

Fi nally, in a highly polarized American domestic po liti cal environment partly stemming from 

Rus sian interference in the 2016 presidential election, U.S.- Russian cooperation in any mani-

festation  will be extremely difficult, requiring that Rus sia be brought fully into a Syrian 

Contact Group format rather than provide what the Kremlin seeks—a bilateral U.S.- Russian 

agreement that attempts to return the international system to a Cold War—bipolar construct.

o Widen and seek international monitoring and verification of cease- fire and decon-

fliction agreements. In mid- September 2015, Rus sia began a military buildup in Syria 

ahead of its full- scale intervention  later that month. Both the United States and 

Rus sia understood the risks of their forces and assets operating in the same arena, 

so Ash Car ter, the secretary of defense at the time, and Rus sian minister of defense 

39.  Robert Burns, “US General: Rus sia Is Both Arsonist and Fireman in Syria,” ABC News, February 27, 2018, http:// 

abcnews . go . com / Politics / wireStory / us - general - russia - arsonist - fireman - syria - 53390106.

40.  Office of the Director of National Intelligence, “Intelligence Community Assessment: Assessing Rus sian Activities 

and Intentions in Recent US Elections,” ICA 2017-01D, January 6, 2017, https:// www . dni . gov / files / documents / ICA _ 2017 

_ 01 . pdf.

41.  “Russia, US Discuss De- Escalation Zone in Syria’s Southwest— Lavrov,” TASS, November 14, 2017, http:// tass . com 

/ politics / 975575.

42.  The quotation is from Rus sian foreign minister Lavrov. “Rus sia Says  Didn’t Promise Withdrawal of Pro- Iranian 

Forces from Syria,”  Reuters, November 14, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - russia / russia 

- says - didnt - promise - withdrawal - of - pro - iranian - forces - from - syria - idUSKBN1DE1HK.
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Shoygu reopened the military- military dialogue, which had been suspended since 

March 2014.43  After Rus sia commenced its bombing campaign on September 30, 

the two militaries signed a memorandum of understanding and opened a 24- hour 

“deconfliction hotline.”44

For the United States, the hotline has been operated out of al- Udeid Air Base in 

Qatar, the CENTCOM forward headquarters. From  there, the U.S. military relays 

aircraft coordinates and other flight data to Rus sian operators on the ground in Syria, 

and vice versa, to avoid midair incidents.45 But as U.S. and Rus sian engagement in 

Syria has deepened, so have  these deconfliction mea sures. With U.S. and allied 

forces now operating on the ground in close proximity to Rus sian and regime- 

backed forces, the hotline facilitates regular contact between all assets— both air and 

ground. The coalition- backed SDF umbrella maintains a separate hotline with Syrian 

regime forces.46

Such communication helped establish a physical line of deconfliction between the 

SDF umbrella and regime- backed forces, as they converged along the Euphrates 

River in the summer of 2017. This line stretches south along the river from al- Tabqa 

to Iraq, and has largely prevented clashes between the opposing forces— keeping the 

focus on the parallel counter- ISG campaigns.47 Co ali tion forces have similarly cre-

ated a deconfliction zone surrounding al- Tanf base near the convergence of the 

Jordanian and Iraqi borders.48

The incidents in which the hotlines have failed and the physical lines have been 

breached highlight the very importance of maintaining deconfliction procedures. In 

43.  Jamie Crawford, “U.S. Warns Rus sia on Military Buildup in Syria,” CNN, September 10, 2015, https:// www . cnn . com 

/ 2015 / 09 / 09 / politics / russia - syria - military - buildup - kerry - lavrov / index . html. Peter Cook, “Readout of Secretary Car ter’s 

Call with Rus sian Minister of Defense Sergei Shoygu,” U.S. Department of Defense, September 18, 2015, https:// www 

. defense . gov / News / News - Releases / News - Release - View / Article / 617775 / readout - of - secretary - carters - call - with - russian 

- minister - of - defense - sergei - shoygu / . Andrew Tilghman, “U.S., Rus sia Resume Military Relations to ‘Deconflict’ in Syria,” 

Military Times, August 8, 2017, https:// www . militarytimes . com / 2015 / 09 / 18 / u - s - russia - resume - military - relations - to 

- deconflict - in - syria / .

44.  Maria Kiselyova, Phil Stewart, and Warren Strobel, “Rus sia Says Agrees with U.S. to Implement Syria Air Agreement,” 

 Reuters, May 6, 2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - russia - usa / russia - says - agrees - with - u - s 

- to - implement - syria - air - agreement - agencies - idUSKBN1820GR.

45.  Jon Gambrell, “AP Explains: What Is the US/Rus sia Deconfliction Line?” AP News, April 7, 2017, https:// apnews . com  

/ 9147aa068855466386cf19ddab5bc827.

46.  U . S. Department of Defense, “Department of Defense Press Briefing by Col o nel Dillon via Teleconference from 

Baghdad, Iraq,” September 14, 2017, https:// www . defense . gov / News / Transcripts / Transcript - View / Article / 1311792 

/ department - of - defense - press - briefing - by - colonel - dillon - via - teleconference - from / .

47.  Phil Stewart, “As Syria War Tightens, U.S. and Rus sia Military Hotlines Humming,”  Reuters, August 24, 2017, https:// 

www . reuters . com / article / us - usa - russia - syria - military / as - syria - war - tightens - u - s - and - russia - military - hotlines 

- humming - idUSKCN1B32SU.

48.  U . S. Central Command, “Co ali tion Statement on Actions Near At Tanf, Syria,” June 6, 2017, http:// www . centcom . mil 

/ MEDIA / PRESS - RELEASES / Press - Release - View / Article / 1204884 / coalition - statement - on - actions - near - at - tanf - syria / .
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September 2017, Syrian forces, backed by Rus sian airpower, pursued ISG militants 

east across the Euphrates River, breaching the deconfliction line. Rus sian aircraft hit 

several SDF positions, which  were in close proximity to U.S. special forces.49 In 

February 2018, pro- regime forces again advanced east of the Euphrates and en-

gaged an SDF position, where U.S. special forces  were embedded. Responding 

co ali tion aircraft killed or injured over 300 Rus sian contractors, who themselves 

 were among pro- regime forces.50

 These incidents demonstrate the importance of deconfliction to the safety of op-

posing troops. However, they also highlight the likelihood that Rus sia and the regime 

 will not always be willing to abide by the established deconfliction mea sures if other 

priorities supersede. U.S. forces had been monitoring the build-up of pro- regime 

forces in advance of the February 2018 assault, and repeatedly warned Rus sia via the 

hotline of the presence of co ali tion troops in the vicinity.51 Yet the attack still oc-

curred, and Rus sian nationals  were among the aggressing forces. As the war pro-

gresses, and the regime consolidates its grip on areas west of the Euphrates, such 

forays across the river  will become more likely. The regime and its Rus sian/Ira nian 

benefactors want to seize the lucrative oil and gas fields captured by the SDF. The 

United States must clearly establish the par ameters of the deconfliction line, and the 

consequences of breaching it. The deconfliction hotline  will prove useful to this end.

Further cease- fire agreements with Rus sia as part of the Syrian Contact Group 

should aim to facilitate the return of displaced populations, prevent further displace-

ment and vio lence, encourage economic revival, and lay the groundwork for a 

po liti cal settlement. While the cease- fire in the southern zone along the Jordanian 

border has been relatively successful, repeated clashes and cease- fire violations have 

undermined deconfliction in other zones. In eastern Ghouta, for example, intensified 

shelling from Rus sian and regime aircraft killed more than 500  people in just a week 

in mid- February 2018.52 The challenge  will be to ensure Rus sian and regime compli-

ance with cease- fires and deconfliction.

49.  Thomas Gibbons- Neff, “In Wake of Airstrike, U.S. Military Moves to Establish Closer Communication with Rus sian 

Forces in Syria,” Washington Post, September 17, 2017, https:// www . washingtonpost . com / news / checkpoint / wp / 2017 

/ 09 / 17 / following - airstrike - u - s - military - moves - to - establish - closer - communication - with - russian - forces - in - syria /  ? utm 

_ term= . 05f8b8b9c465. Andrew Tabler, “Why the Euphrates Crossing has Deep Implications for the U.S. in Syria,” Syria 

Deeply, September 20, 2017, https:// www . newsdeeply . com / syria / community / 2017 / 09 / 20 / why - the - euphrates - crossing 

- has - deep - implications - for - the - u - s - in - syria.

50.  Tsvetkova, “Rus sian Toll in Syria  Battle was 300 Killed and Wounded.”

51.  Lolita C. Baldor, “US Launches Rare Strike on Syrian Government- Backed Troops,” AP News, February 8, 2018, 

https:// www . apnews . com / 59978755b3f2435f9ef63323392c3006 / US - launches - rare - strike - on - Syrian - government 

- backed - troops.

52.  Syrian Observatory for  Human Rights, “The Besieged Eastern Ghouta Has Been Witnessing since  Today Morning 

Targeting by 107 Airstrikes . . . ,” February 27, 2018, http:// www . syriahr . com / en /  ? p=85800.
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The United States should work with Rus sia to declare Kurdish- majority areas in the 

north a cease- fire zone. The regime and Kurdish forces agreed to a cease- fire in the 

northern city of Hasaka in August 2016, but it did not last.53 Some deconfliction 

mechanisms are in place, but they should be formalized. Getting Turkish agreement 

 will be challenging, but critical.

Moreover, the United States should work with Rus sia to uphold the cease- fire in 

southwestern Syria that it negotiated with Rus sia and Jordan. Deir ez- Zor, where 

U.S.- backed forces and regime- backed forces are competing to entrench them-

selves as they fight the ISG, is a potential flashpoint that the United States should 

seek to freeze through a cease- fire. Ensuring that cease- fires hold  will require 

greater U.S. support for allies deployed in  those zones as well as U.S.- Russian coor-

dination. A verification and enforcement mechanism that keeps parties accountable 

is critical for ensuring that cease- fires are respected.

o Pursue a formal transparency and verification mechanism for Syria and the region. 

The United States in partnership with its Eu ro pean allies should develop a transpar-

ent, confidence- building mechanism—one similar to the Vienna Document of the 

Organ ization for Security and Cooperation in Eu rope (OSCE); its purpose would be 

to limit the deployment of Ira nian and Iranian- allied forces (including Hez bollah) to 

an agreed- upon distance from the Israeli and Jordanian borders and to prevent 

deployment of any permanent Ira nian or Iranian- linked militias in Syria.  Under this 

mechanism, Iran should be unable to lease, control, or construct military bases and 

weapon- producing facilities. The objective is to ensure that Syrian government 

forces redeploy and replace the Iranian- backed forces and Hez bollah forces cur-

rently along the Syrian- Israeli border. The mechanism could be extended to include 

Rus sian, Turkish, and U.S. forces and could develop consistency with military decon-

fliction efforts while respecting Syria’s international borders and state structure.

o Promote Kurdish autonomy. Rus sia has engaged with Syrian Kurds, encouraged 

reconciliation efforts between Kurds and the Syrian regime, and championed limited 

decentralization as a solution to the conflict in constitutional drafts put forward in 

May 2016 and January 2017.54 Moscow has also reported providing air support to 

Kurds in their post- Raqqa fight to clear Deir ez- Zor from the ISG in late 2017.55 How-

ever, it remains to be seen  whether Rus sia views greater self- administration for Kurds 

53.  Paul Davis, “How  Will the US/Rus sian Ceasefire Affect the Syrian Kurds?” Rudaw, November 7, 2017, http:// www 

. rudaw . net / english / analysis / 11072017; Ralph Ellis, “Syrian Military, Kurdish Fighters Reach Ceasefire in Hasaka,” CNN, 

August 23, 2016, http:// www . cnn . com / 2016 / 08 / 23 / middleeast / ceasefire - syria - kurds - hasaka / index . html.

54.  Samer Abboud, “Rus sia’s Draft Constitution: End of Syria’s Baath Era?” Al Jazeera, May 29, 2016, http:// www 

. aljazeera . com / news / 2016 / 05 / russia - draft - constitution - syria - baath - era - 160529064231915 . html; Maxim A. Suchov, 

“Rus sia Offers Outline for Syrian Constitution,” Al- Monitor, January 27, 2017, https:// www . al - monitor . com / pulse 

/ originals / 2017 / 01 / russia - meeting - syria - opposition - moscow - constitution . html.

55.  See Ellen Francis, “Syrian Kurdish YPG Says Seized Eastern Region from Islamic State,”  Reuters, December 3, 2017, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - ypg / syrian - kurdish - ypg - says - seized - eastern - region - from 

- islamic - state - idUSKBN1DX0GB.
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as a policy solution or a tactic to generate leverage against Turkey and the Assad 

regime or to split an impor tant ally from the U.S. camp. Rus sia has played the “Kurd-

ish card” in the region for over a  century but is also reluctant to ignite deeper ten-

sions with regional powers, including not only Turkey but also Iran. The United States 

should seek to outline with Rus sia and other Eu ro pean partners a common policy 

for Kurdish self- administration in northern Syria that re spects Syria’s international 

borders and state structure. A policy which is supported by both the United States, 

Eu ro pean partners, and Rus sia could strengthen leverage over Turkey on the issue.

o Narrowly and clearly define the par ameters of cooperation within the Syrian Contact 

Group to contain jihadi- salafists. The United States should pursue an exploratory 

dialogue within the Contact Group to address the prob lem of jihadi- salafists in Idlib 

and northwest Syria. The number of  people fleeing their homes  toward the Turkish 

border has increased since November 2017,56 and Turkey  will be directly affected by 

any operation in the area. The dialogue should in part focus on ensuring that civil-

ians are not targeted in the Assad regime’s effort to retake the area and on providing 

aid for the civilian population. The United States should not agree to provide any 

assistance or intelligence in fighting jihadi- salafists without verifiable guarantees that 

such information would be used to target al Qaeda affiliates and not other groups.

4. Engage with Turkey to deconflict on Kurdish autonomy and address shared security con-

cerns, but impede Turkish actions that undermine U.S. objectives and interests. Turkey’s 

ongoing Operation Olive Branch in northern Syria is drawing Turkish and coalition- backed 

forces into direct conflict. Turkey has stated that it wishes to expand its military operation to 

Manbij, where U.S. forces are embedded with their SDF counter parts. In August 2017, the 

United States and Turkey successfully deconflicted a situation in which Turkish- backed FSA 

forces fired upon an SDF position in Manbij, threatening U.S. forces.57 Deconfliction should 

remain a priority on this front as well.

Equally impor tant is persuading Turkey that Kurdish self- administration in northern Syria 

does not pose a direct threat.  Doing so  will be difficult and  will depend on several intercon-

nected efforts. First, the United States must promote transparency and confidence- building 

mea sures to address Turkish national security concerns, border security, and antiterrorism 

efforts and thereby minimize direct confrontation between Turkey and Syrian Kurdish popu-

lations. This step may require a specific bilateral forum or channel dedicated to discussing 

Syrian policy. Second, the United States should encourage Turkey to play a constructive 

economic role in northern Syria through trade and reconstruction activities, similar to its ap-

proach to the Iraqi Kurdish Regional Government. Third, as part of a coordinated U.S. military 

transition plan for Syria, U.S. officials should encourage Ankara to redeploy Turkish troops 

56.  Kareem Shaheen, “Assad Crackdown on Idlib Could Trigger a Refugee ‘Catastrophe,’ ” The Guardian, January 13, 

2018, https:// www . theguardian . com / world / 2018 / jan / 13 / syria - idlib - refugees - assad - migration - rebels.

57.  U . S. Department of Defense, “Department of Defense Press Briefing by General Townsend via Teleconference 

from Baghdad, Iraq,” August 31, 2017, https:// www . defense . gov / News / Transcripts / Transcript - View / Article / 1297228 
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back into Turkish territory. This effort should include assistance in reinforcing Turkey’s 

border to regulate refugee flows and prevent the infiltration of jihadi- salafists.

5. Utilize U.S. leverage within the SDF and the PYD to press for po liti cal and territorial arrange-

ments that Turkey can be persuaded to tolerate and that minimize prospects for local unrest 

or jihadi- salafi resurgence. The United States and Eu ro pean allies should use a combination 

of aid conditionality, dialogue, and capacity building to limit the PYD’s po liti cal and territorial 

ambitions and to promote an autonomy arrangement that is mutually acceptable to the 

Syrian Kurds, the Syrian regime, and Turkey. The United States should continue to press the 

PYD to verifiably disengage from the PKK and eventually withdraw from non- Kurdish terri-

tory that it helped liberate. Improving the accountability and inclusivity of local governance 

arrangements, which remain dominated by the PYD at the expense of other Kurdish parties 

and non- Kurdish populations, is also critical to avoid internecine fighting.58 The United 

States should press the SDF to address sources of mistrust by Arab populations in territories 

they have captured; specifically, the SDF should end the forcible conscription of Arab residents, 

more precisely target arrests of ISG suspects in post- ISG territory, and accelerate the 

demining and rehabilitation of population centers to allow the timely return of populations 

displaced by fighting.

6. Reaffirm and revitalize U.S. and Eu ro pean cooperation with key regional allies, most impor-

tantly Israel and Jordan. In addition to working multilaterally, the United States should coor-

dinate closely with Jordan and Israel, two allies directly affected by developments in Syria. 

The United States maintains strategic dialogues with a number of impor tant allies, including 

Israel, yet the U.S.- Israel dialogue often follows a routine set of issues and avoids the com-

plicated strategic questions dividing Israeli and U.S. officials, particularly related to Rus sia. As 

a result, friction over Syria and Ira nian deployments in Syria have caused tension between 

Israel and the Trump administration, which some Israeli security officials believe has ignored 

Israeli security concerns in Syria. The United States should work to define with Israel what an 

acceptable Ira nian presence in Syria would look like.59

7. Support reconstruction and stabilization in areas held by U.S. allies, while making national 

reconstruction contingent on a credible international po liti cal settlement. The United Na-

tions estimates Syria’s reconstruction needs to be at least $250 billion.60 International sup-

port for rebuilding Syria  will be vital to the restoration of stability and return of displaced 

populations but must be contingent on implementation of negotiated agreements and 

re spect for international law and  human rights.  Because national reconstruction  will be a 

58.  The United States should heed the example of Iraqi Kurdistan, where de facto autonomy guaranteed by a U.S.- led 

co ali tion  after the Gulf War was followed by years of internecine fighting among the main Kurdish parties. Denise 

Natali, The Kurdish Quasi- State: Development and De pen dency in Post- Gulf War Iraq (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse Univer-

sity Press, 2010).

59.  This should be given priority in bilateral relations at the current juncture,  because the level of Ira nian military engage-

ment in Syria over the long term could require a rethinking of Israeli military strategy. Israeli security officials  will be 

hesitant to articulate their bottom- line position, however, out of concern that it  will be interpreted as an opening position.

60.  UN Department of Po liti cal Affairs, “Security Council Briefing on the Situation in Syria, Special Envoy Staffan de 

Mistura,” November 27, 2017, http:// www . un . org / undpa / en / speeches - statements / 27112017 / syria.
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strategically fraught endeavor  under the Assad regime, which has demonstrated a pattern of 

corruption and a lack of interest in needs- based rebuilding, the United States should for the 

time being support both stabilization and reconstruction in areas held by U.S. allies, allowing 

displaced populations to return home. Coordinating stabilization and reconstruction with 

Eu ro pean allies  will help avoid redundancy and focus aid more efficiently. It  will also be vital 

to enlist the financial support of U.S. partners in GCC states for rebuilding devastated areas. 

GCC support for vari ous rebel groups since 2011 helped destroy Syria; Gulf states should 

now be willing to support its rebuilding. U.S. efforts at reconstruction should proceed 

through multilateral channels, ensuring a credible po liti cal pro cess and including robust 

accountability mechanisms. The U.S. willingness to contribute resources and marshal the 

resources of allies should be an incentive to the Syrian and Rus sian governments to strike a 

po liti cal settlement with formerly rebellious areas.

STRATEGIC GOAL 2: MANAGING GROWING POLICY  
DIVERGENCE WITH TURKEY

Growing and deepening policy differences between the United States and Turkey have reached a 

point where they threaten a deeper rupture in relations, with operations in Syria bringing the two 

sides closer to conflict. The direction of U.S.- Turkish relations  will be  shaped in large mea sure by 

 whether the two NATO members can reach basic understandings on Syria’s and Turkey’s  future. 

Having facilitated the Islamic State group’s rise in Syria to fight the Assad regime, Turkey now 

prioritizes waging war against Syrian Kurds instead of fighting the ISG and coordinates more 

closely with Rus sia and Iran over Syria than with fellow NATO members.

Turkey’s antidemo cratic slide also affects relations with the United States and Eu rope. It has di-

rectly accused the United States of supporting the July 2016 military coup attempt as the United 

States harbors Fethullah Gülen, the exiled social- religious leader blamed by President Erdogan for 

organ izing the coup attempt. Through constant purges, prolonged detentions, and arrests, Turkey 

not only undermines  human rights and demo cratic institutions; it also threatens its own  future 

po liti cal and economic stability— all while se nior Turkish government officials openly fan and 

inflame anti- American public sentiment in Turkey.61 It is difficult to see how the United States and 

Turkey can reconcile their conflicting policy interests and objectives in such a highly charged 

domestic atmosphere.

The Turkish po liti cal leadership has accused se nior Turkish military officials of intricate conspiracies 

for more than 15 years— starting with the so- called “Sledgehammer” case in 2003 and continuing 

through the supposed Ergenekon plot starting in 2007 and the 2016 coup attempt. Throughout, 

purges— first of secularists, then of suspected Gülenists, and now opposition figures— has weak-

ened the country’s NATO repre sen ta tion and hollowed out se nior Turkish General Staff leadership. 

61.  Jim Zanotti and Clayton Thomas, “Turkey: Background and U.S. Relations in Brief,” Congressional Research Ser vice, 

November 9, 2017, 12, https:// fas . org / sgp / crs / mideast / R44000 . pdf; Zia Weise, “ ‘Hostages’ in Erdogan’s New Turkey,” 

Politico, October 9, 2017, https:// www . politico . eu / article / turkey - erdogan - hostages / .
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In 2012, 322 serving and retired Turkish military officers  were sentenced to prison,62 and following 

the 2016 coup attempt, nearly one- third of Turkish generals  were fired.63 By December 2016, 

another 150 military envoys and officers had been recalled from NATO posts in Eu rope.64 Some 

sources claim the number is much higher, approaching 400.65 Many of their replacements are 

considered “Eurasianists” who are distrustful of the United States and NATO and are more strategi-

cally aligned with Rus sia and Iran.66

 Whether President Erdogan believes that the United States supported the coup attempt or is 

exploiting the episode to increase anti- American sentiment, mistrust and animosity have deep-

ened on both sides and have further complicated bilateral ties between Turkey and a number of 

NATO members. In July 2016, the Turkish government temporarily closed the airspace over Incirlik 

and cut electricity to the air base following the failed coup, and it publicly accused senior- ranking 

U.S. military officials of involvement in the coup.67 In 2017 Turkey also blocked a visit by German 

parliamentarians to visit German troops stationed at Incirlik and Konya bases. The dispute was 

resolved only  after NATO’s secretary general publicly intervened. In response, Germany reportedly 

moved some of its air assets to the Muwaffaq Salti air base in Jordan.68 Turkey has also an-

nounced that it intends to purchase Rus sia’s S-400 missile defense system, which is incompatible 

with NATO systems, jeopardizes NATO’s missile defense capabilities, and whose purchase likely 

violates U.S. sanctions against Rus sia.69 This close cooperation with Rus sia is especially concerning 

given Turkey’s participation in the F-35 Joint Strike Fighter program; the risk is that sophisticated 

F-35 technology could leak to Rus sia.

62.  Ece Toksabay, “Turkish Court Sentences 322 Military Officers to Jail,”  Reuters, September 21, 2012, “https://  

www . reuters . com / article / us - turkey - military - trial - verdict / turkish - court - sentences - 322 - military - officers - to - jail 

- idUSBRE88K0Y220120921.

63.  “Turkey and NATO Are Growing Apart,” The Economist, February 1, 2018, https:// www . economist . com / news 

/ europe / 21736190 - they - will - probably - have - stick - together - turkey - and - nato - are - growing - apart.

64.  Julian Barnes, “Turkey’s Post- Coup Crackdown Includes Officers at NATO,” Wall Street Journal, December 7, 2016, 

https:// www . wsj . com / articles / turkeys - post - coup - crackdown - includes - officers - at - nato - 1481133957

65.  Robin Emmott, “Exclusive: Turkey Purges NATO Military Envoys  after Failed Coup,”  Reuters, October 12, 2016, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - turkey - nato - exclusive / exclusive - turkey - purges - nato - military - envoys - after - failed 

- coup - idUSKCN12C16Q. Teri Schultz, “Turkey’s Purged Military Officers Stuck in Limbo One Year  after Failed Coup,” 

Deutsche Welle, July 14, 2017, http:// www . dw . com / en / turkeys - purged - military - officers - stuck - in - limbo - one - year - after 

- failed - coup / a - 39693127.

66.  Gonul Tol and Omer Taspinar, “Erdogan’s Turn to the Kemalists,” Foreign Affairs, October 27, 2016, https://  

www . foreignaffairs . com / articles / turkey / 2016 - 10 - 27 / erdogans - turn - kemalists.

67.  F. Brinley Bruton, Abigail Williams, and Courtney Kube, “Incirlik Air Base: Post- Coup Power Cut Remains at U.S. 

Site,” NBC News, July 21, 2016, https:// www . nbcnews . com / storyline / turkey - military - coup / incirlik - air - base - post - coup 

- power - cut - remains - u - s - n613086.

68.  “Transfer of German Troops from Incirlik to Jordan to Start in July,” Deutsche Welle, June 18, 2017, http:// www . dw 

. com / en / transfer - of - german - troops - from - incirlik - to - jordan - to - start - in - july / a - 39297471.

69.  “Turkey’s $2bn Arms Deal with Rus sia  Faces Hurdles, and Pos si ble Sanctions,” The Economist, November 30, 2017, 

https:// www . economist . com / news / europe / 21731832 - vladimir - putin - wants - create - rift - within - nato - does - he - really 

- want - hand - russian.
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 These actions and events have eroded trust and worn down the partnership, but a more funda-

mental U.S.- Turkish confrontation could ensue from Turkey’s offensive against Kurdish forces in 

January 2018. Turkey’s president threatens that Turkish troops  will move into areas where U.S. 

forces are deployed.70 Although se nior U.S. officials have made repeated visits to Turkey and 

issued public statements about recognizing Turkey’s security interests, they have resisted any 

changes to U.S. military policy of working closely with the SDF and PYG.  These visits and state-

ments have had  little impact on Turkey’s policy or actions.

The immediate impact of Turkey’s Operation Olive Branch/Afrin campaign in Northwest Syria is 

that it draws Kurdish forces away from battling the ISG to defend territory from Turkish and Turkish- 

allied forces. The other threat is that Turkish or Turkish- backed forces could clash with U.S. forces 

unintentionally  because of a lack of communication or deconfliction over troop positions. Even 

one casualty on  either side could do damage to bilateral ties that would be difficult to repair in 

such a combustible environment.

Turkey and the United States are at a policy standstill in Syria. Turkey is neither an adversary in the 

conventional sense, nor an ally.71 A formal break in the relationship would have strategic conse-

quences for the United States, Turkey, and NATO, as well as for the security and stability of Eu rope 

and the Eastern Mediterranean. It would affect U.S. military operations against ISG in the  Middle 

East, U.S. and NATO military basing in the region, maritime security, Eu ro pean security (particularly 

as it relates to migration issues), and the U.S. nuclear posture. It would have a host of other unin-

tended consequences related to migration, energy flows, and transatlantic trade, and would be an 

impor tant strategic gain for Rus sia, which has tried to divide NATO for de cades.

Faced with a Turkey radically diff er ent from the one that joined NATO 66 years ago, the United 

States and the Alliance must come to terms with having a less reliable NATO partner.  Because 

U.S.- Turkish relations are stuck in an antagonistic and competitive cycle, the United States must 

find new ways to stabilize and improve relations with Turkey by acknowledging that bilateral 

relations remain impor tant but not bound by the old shared assumptions. Ties are unlikely ever to 

return to the intimacy of the Cold War, and Turkey is not irreplaceable as a strategic partner, 

though it remains a highly desirable one. The United States must find a manageable equilibrium 

where Turkish hostility and actions do not undermine U.S. interests and policy.

The United States must make a concerted effort to manage and mitigate  these downward trends to 

effectively develop a strategy for the Eastern Mediterranean. It must reframe the U.S.- Turkey 

bilateral relationship within this new regional policy approach. Attempts to reframe the relationship 

have been delayed by the United States in the hope that the situation with Turkey would somehow 

70.  Tuvan Gumrukcu, “Erdogan Says to Extend Syria Operation Despite Risk of U.S. . . . ,”  Reuters, January 25, 2018, 

https:// www . reuters . com / article / us - mideast - crisis - syria - turkey / erdogan - says - to - extend - syria - operation - despite - risk 

- of - u - s - confrontation - idUSKBN1FD1YD.

71.  Turkey’s leadership seems to have a similar view. In discussing U.S. support for Syrian Kurds, President Erdogan has 

asked, “How can a strategic partner do this to a partner?” See Ece Toksabay and Lisa Barrington, “Turkey’s Erdogan Says 

Military Operation to Make Big Sweep East across Syria,”  Reuters, January 26, 2018, https:// www . reuters . com / article / us 

- mideast - crisis - turkey - syria / turkeys - erdogan - says - military - operation - to - make - big - sweep - east - across - syria 

- idUSKBN1FF1R0.
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resolve itself. But President Erdogan’s tenure has now lasted 14 years and could continue for the 

next ten years (two five- year terms) following the next election, extending his presidency  until 

2028. The past several years in par tic u lar have been marked by efforts to consolidate power (most 

recently  under the April 2017 constitutional reform), authoritarianism, and calls to renegotiate 

Turkey’s borders.

For its part, Ankara views U.S. and Eu ro pean policies  toward Turkey and the Eastern Mediterranean 

region as hypocritical, supportive of Turkey’s enemies, and harmful to the development of a “new 

Turkey” and its president’s vision. President Erdogan viewed the 2013 Gezi Park antigovernment 

demonstrations as the work of foreign powers and extremists, and the protests marked the begin-

ning of a fierce crackdown on antigovernment dissent that has deeply divided Turkey internally.72

Distrust of the United States has been reinforced by the continued U.S. refusal to extradite Turkish 

cleric Fethullah Gülen, whom President Erdogan views as an existential threat to Turkey; by 

U.S. support for the YPG in Syria; and by the U.S. Zarrab trial that implicates President Erdogan, 

along with members of his cabinet and  family, in a scheme to help Iran evade sanctions.73 Many in 

Turkey also resent what they saw as the United States and Western countries’ delayed and tepid 

condemnation of the 2016 attempted coup, and the lectures on the rule of law that accompanied 

it. In addition, when Eu ro pean governments refused to let Turkish officials campaign in their 

countries for an April 2017 referendum on Turkish constitutional changes due to fears of sparking 

domestic unrest (which concentrated power within the presidency and diminished checks and 

balances), President Erdogan took this as a diplomatic affront, claiming that the changes  were 

necessary to fight enemies of Turkey. On the other hand, although Turkey is increasingly critical of 

its NATO allies, it acknowledges its impor tant economic ties with Eu rope and has recently initiated 

efforts to soften its rhe toric while at the same time recognizing the leverage it possesses over 

Eu rope’s security (related to migration flows and foreign fighters from Syria) and the value to the 

United States of its strategic location in the Eastern Mediterranean.

The United States must pursue a two- pronged strategy that attempts to reinvest in the Euro- 

Atlantic- Turkish relationship while si mul ta neously developing complementary or, if necessary, 

alternative assets and partnerships with other regional actors to provide strategic benefits and 

military assets similar to  those Turkey provides. To navigate this complex situation and ensure that 

growing differences with Turkey do not undermine U.S. strategy in the Eastern Mediterranean, 

U.S. policy should focus on four primary objectives, described below.

Objective: Reanchor Turkey to the West

President Erdogan’s dramatic policy decisions appear designed to rupture Turkey’s relationship 

with the West, but he assumes that Eu ro pean and U.S. policymakers  will not risk a complete 

rupture; in his view, the West needs Turkey more than Turkey needs the West. But Turkey is also 

72.  Ian Traynor and Constanze Letsch, “Turkey Divided More Than Ever by Erdogan’s Gezi Park Crackdown,” The 

Guardian, June 20, 2013, https:// www . theguardian . com / world / 2013 / jun / 20 / turkey - divided - erdogan - protests 

- crackdown.

73.  “Reza Zarrab Case: Turkey Seizes Assets of Trader in US Trial,” BBC News, December 1, 2017, http:// www . bbc . com 

/ news / world - europe - 42203274.
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vulnerable. An economic downturn sparked by greater tension with Eu rope and the United States 

would undermine President Erdogan, who has governed during a period of heightened economic 

growth. Some observers believe Turkey’s economy is overheating, with double- digit inflation and a 

fast- growing current account deficit. In March 2018, Moody’s downgraded Turkey’s sovereign debt 

further into junk status, judging it two levels below investment grade.74

Distancing itself from the Euro- Atlantic alliance would also leave Turkey vulnerable to Rus sian 

designs and meddling. Turkey and Rus sia cooperate on a range of common interests, but as 

historic rivals they are deeply mistrustful of each other. Having said this, it is pos si ble that Turkey 

has changed too dramatically and that the gap between U.S. and Turkish strategic interests has 

grown too wide to bridge. But before reaching that conclusion, the United States must attempt a 

broader effort to recalibrate the relationship, in part by looking beyond President Erdogan.

Objective: Actively Engage Turkey to Positively Shape a Stable Post- Conflict Syria

It is essential for Turkey to be pulled away from the narrow Russian- Iranian dialogue on resolving 

the Syrian conflict and  toward a broader Syrian Contact Group with U.S. and Eu ro pean allies, as 

described above. Transparency, military deconfliction, and confidence- building mea sures must be 

components of an active engagement of Turkey. The threat to Turkey of jihadi- salafist fighters 

reentering Turkey and the possibility of a protracted military deployment in Syria create some 

incentives for the United States and Turkey to discuss Syria’s  future more directly.

Objective: Hedge against Further Decline in U.S.- Turkey Ties by Building  
Complementary Military Basing Rights and Assets

Given the Eastern Mediterranean’s importance to U.S. global posture and interests, it is imperative 

that the United States and NATO identify and build up complementary strategic assets to hedge 

against a further rupture with Turkey. At a certain point the strategic benefits that Turkey provides 

to NATO and the Euro- Atlantic alliance may be so constrained as to be no longer available. In this 

scenario, alternative basing arrangements would need to supplement Turkish bases and assets. 

This change  will not be an easy one. The United States has relied on Turkish air bases and facilities 

to fight wars in the  Middle East since the 1991 Gulf War. While U.S. forces should remain engaged 

in Turkey for as long as conditions permit, the United States must develop contingency plans and 

devote resources to a more regionally distributive strategic posture throughout the Eastern Medi-

terranean region.

Objective: Support Turkish Civil Society Within and Outside of Turkey

President Erdogan’s increasingly authoritarian path has polarized the country and threatens  

Turkey’s economic and po liti cal stability.75 Given the country’s size and regional economic 

74.  Justin Villamil and Taylan Bilgic, “Turkey Cut by Moody’s on Geopo liti cal, External Shock Risks,” Bloomberg, 

March 8, 2018, https:// www . bloomberg . com / news / articles / 2018 - 03 - 07 / turkey - lowered - by - moody - s - as - geopolitical 

- risk - rises - lira - falls.

75.  The U . S. democracy watchdog organ ization Freedom House recently downgraded its rating of Turkey from “partly 

 free” to “not  free.” Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2018: Turkey,” https:// freedomhouse . org / report / freedom 

- world / 2018 / turkey.
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importance, instability in Turkey  will reverberate throughout Eu rope, the  Middle East, and Central 

Asia. Commitment to “democracy, individual liberty and the rule of law” is a clear premise of the 

Washington Treaty of 1949 (NATO’s founding document). U.S. and Eu ro pean assistance to civil 

society should aim to mitigate repression of  free speech, a  free press, and civil society. In the 

run-up to the June 2018 elections, when a constitutionally strengthened Turkish presidency  will 

go into force  under perpetual national state of emergency laws, it is impor tant that the United 

States make  every attempt to reach out to Turkish civil society in and outside of Turkey to help 

ensure that the foundations of Turkey’s democracy remain in place despite the assault on basic 

demo cratic princi ples.

Tools and Approaches for Advancing U.S. Objectives in Turkey

U.S. interests are best served by trying to bridge the strategic gaps between the United States and 

Turkey. This attempt  will require an intensive diplomatic effort coordinated between the White 

House, Defense Department, State Department, director of national intelligence, and Congress. 

Unfortunately,  there is no guarantee that diverging strategic interests and objectives can be fully 

repaired.

The United States should develop and use the following tools and approaches, which are inter-

connected, mutually reinforcing, and sometimes overlapping, to advance the four objectives aimed 

at managing growing policy divergence with Turkey.

1. Initiate a high- level U.S.- Turkish strategic dialogue to address U.S.- Turkish policy differences, 

including differences on Syria. Turkey and the United States need a formal mechanism to 

discuss bilateral differences and issues of mutual concern rather than a series of ad hoc 

meetings. A 4 + 4 dialogue format led by the national security advisor that includes the 

secretaries of defense and state and the director of national intelligence, would help unify 

the U.S. position and proj ect a coherent and consistent U.S. policy message to Turkey. It 

would seek to put all outstanding issues on the  table at once to determine where the United 

States can cooperate more effectively and where differences are irreconcilable, and why. 

Before such a dialogue can begin, however, the U.S. government must formulate a coherent 

set of policy objectives vis- à- vis Turkey covering the full spectrum of bilateral issues, includ-

ing (but not limited to) U.S. deployment of nuclear missiles on Turkish soil; U.S. sanctions 

against Iran and implications for Turkey of noncompliance; U.S. judicial pro cesses and 

Turkish efforts to bypass them; the war in Syria; as well as relations with Iran, Rus sia, and 

Israel. A broader dialogue should include a congressional component, and specifically 

should entail both dialogue between the White House and key congressional committees 

and a greater dialogue between congressional leaders and their Turkish counter parts.76 A 

comprehensive U.S.- Turkish strategic dialogue could  either find common ground on which 

to recalibrate the partnership or conclude that the partnership is not reparable. In  either 

case, it could help clarify options ahead for how to manage a relationship in which Turkey is 

not necessarily an  enemy but is also not an ally.

76.  The bipartisan Caucus on U.S.- Turkey Relations and Turkish Americans comprises 138 current members of Congress.
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o Establish a formal U.S.- Turkish working group on Syria as a component of the 

broader U.S.- Turkish strategic dialogue. The United States must be transparent 

about its military cooperation with the SDF, and Turkey must in turn be transparent 

about the nature of its deconfliction agreements with Rus sia as well as the  

prolonged nature of Operation Olive Branch in northwest Syria. In addition, Turkey, 

NATO, and the United States should work constructively to strengthen the 

Turkish- Syrian border in the northwest to prevent ISG and jihadi fighters from 

moving from Syria through Turkey and into Eu rope. The United States should also 

actively engage Turkey to positively shape diplomatic outcomes in an expanded 

Astana- Sochi diplomatic pro cess, with the United States and its Eu ro pean allies 

through a Syrian Contact Group mechanism that would include a Syrian Kurdish 

autonomous zone.

Finding a solution to the Kurdish conundrum that Ankara  will tolerate  will be the 

greatest challenge. In Ankara’s view, the PYD’s and YPG’s links to the Kurdistan 

Workers’ Party (PKK), along with the prospect of an autonomous Syrian Kurdish 

entity on Turkey’s border, pose an existential threat to national security. Turkey’s 

alarm at the growing power of the PYD—in the context of a breakdown in peace 

talks with the Turkish PKK and tumultuous internal po liti cal dynamics surrounding 

the July 2016 coup attempt— helped fuel a transformation of its broader Syria policy; 

Ankara abandoned its earlier aim of overthrowing the Assad regime to keep the 

Kurds from consolidating their gains. Turkey’s deployment of troops across the 

Syrian border in August 2016 in Operation Euphrates Shield, designed to thwart the 

connection of Kurdish- held areas into a single contiguous territory, marked an 

increasingly confrontational approach to the Syrian Kurds. However, in the context of 

a broader divergence with Turkey, the United States can pres ent its stronger engage-

ment with an actor Turkey considers an  enemy as a policy of Syrian Kurdish restraint 

and as a positive contribution to pos si ble  future efforts to resolve PKK- Turkey dis-

putes. The U.S. efforts should demonstrate the potential benefit of U.S. engagement 

with Syrian Kurds. This approach becomes more difficult in the aftermath of the 

Kurdistan Regional Government’s ill- timed referendum on in de pen dence from Iraq 

in September 2017, which further inflamed Turkey’s fears of Kurdish in de pen dence 

coming at its expense.

o Create a U.S.- Turkish deconfliction mechanism in Syria. The United States should 

open a specific channel with Turkey to avoid military confrontation in conjunction 

with a U.S.- Russian deconfliction hotline.

o Immediately appoint a qualified and respected U.S. ambassador to Turkey. The 

lack of strong diplomatic repre sen ta tion in Turkey has limited diplomatic effec-

tiveness and signaled the administration’s lack of an overall policy  toward Turkey. 

Appointing a se nior person respected by Washington and Turkey’s leadership 

could help improve dialogue between the countries and proj ect greater U.S. 

interest in Turkey policy.
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2. Work closely with key Eu ro pean allies bilaterally (such as the United Kingdom, France, and 

Germany) and with the Eu ro pean Union to develop a more unified policy approach  toward 

Turkey. This effort should take into account Turkey’s importance to Eu ro pean interests— 

including migration and counterterrorism— while supporting an ongoing dialogue on trade 

relations, the rule of law, freedom of speech, and a  free press in Turkey. A more coherent 

and unified U.S.- European approach can help reanchor Turkey to the West.

o Hold Turkey- specific talks through EU- U.S. joint ministerial meetings with foreign 

affairs ministers, as well as at the technical level between the Department of State, 

the Eu ro pean External Action Ser vice, and the Eu ro pean Commission’s Enlargement 

Policy team. Encourage the Eu ro pean Union and Turkey to continue discussions over 

status questions (such as accession or visa liberalization) by focusing on the most 

productive areas of cooperation (trade and humanitarian support to refugees), while 

highlighting the benefits of the EU- Turkey Customs Union and the value of Turkey’s 

integration into Eu ro pean production chains.

o Support the Eu ro pean Union in developing a contingency plan should Turkey re-

open the Eastern Mediterranean migration route. This step should include identifying 

resources that could provide additional financial, humanitarian, and security aid to 

Greece, the western Balkans, and southeastern Eu ro pean transit countries to address 

any renewed migration flows.

3. Identify and strengthen alternatives to Turkish basing and military assets by upgrading ties 

with other regional partners.

o Take advantage of improvements in U.S.- Greek relations to support the Greek econ-

omy. Although U.S. policy has historically viewed Greek stability as a geostrategic 
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imperative, the bilateral relationship has ebbed and flowed. From the advent of the 

1967 Greek military junta, to the restoration of democracy in 1974, to the assassi-

nation of a CIA station chief in 1975,77 the U.S.- Greek relationship has weathered 

 bitter bilateral differences over conflict in the western Balkans, particularly the 

NATO bombing of Yugo slavia in 1999 and the recognition of Kosovo’s in de pen-

dence (Greece is one of five EU members that do not recognize Kosovo).78 The 

United States has repeatedly engaged bilaterally to prevent conflict between 

Greece and Turkey over opposing claims to uninhabited islands in the Aegean  

Sea, narrowly averting conflict in 1996. Recent Turkish military maritime deploy-

ments near Cyprus as well as the recent capture of two Greek soldiers by Turkey 

both underscore the fragility of Turkish- Greek relations and demonstrate the lack 

of previous senior- level U.S. engagement to resolve  these bilateral crises.  

Despite  these tensions, Greece continues to be a consistent proponent in the 

Eu ro pean Union of Turkey’s Euro- Atlantic orientation. U.S.- Greek relations should 

be considerably strengthened.

The United States should develop a strategic bilateral defense dialogue with Greece 

while si mul ta neously pursuing greater U.S. trade and investment opportunities in 

Greece. U.S. energy companies have realized Greece’s hydrocarbon potential, and in 

June 2017 ExxonMobil became part of a consortium that was granted the right to 

explore and drill for oil and gas off the island of Crete.79 The swift pro gress in the 

construction of the Trans- Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) is another area of common interest: 

TAP has created many jobs, and is the first new energy infrastructure built in Eu rope 

specifically to carry non- Russian gas; as such, it has the potential to break Gazprom’s 

energy mono poly. Greece is also a potential importer of U.S. LNG and has plans to 

build an LNG storage terminal in northern Greece.80 The United States should en-

courage capital flows to Greece and support its economic recovery (the country 

returned to capital markets in mid-2017). Inflows of foreign investment from the 

United States and other allies could provide a welcome boost and balance increasing 

Chinese and Rus sian investments in the country.

o Explore expansion of basing rights as alternatives to Turkish facilities. The Navy 

Support Activity (NSA) Souda Bay, a naval base that the Hellenic Navy provided to the 

77.  Central Intelligence Agency, “Remembering CIA’s Heroes: Richard S. Welch,” June 29, 2011, https:// www . cia . gov 

/ news - information / featured - story - archive / 2011 - featured - story - archive / heroes - richard - s - welch . html.

78.  Alessandra Stanley, “Crisis in the Balkans: Athens; NATO Bombing Tears at Greek Loyalties, Reawakening Anti- 

Americanism,” New York Times, April 25, 1999, http:// www . nytimes . com / 1999 / 04 / 25 / world / crisis - balkans - athens - nato 

- bombing - tears - greek - loyalties - reawakening - anti . html; see also “EU Enlargement: The Next Seven,” BBC News, 

September 2, 2014, http:// www . bbc . com / news / world - europe - 11283616.

79.  “Greece Approves Applications by Total- ExxonMobil, Energean for Offshore Oil Exploration,”  Reuters, June 23, 

2017, https:// www . reuters . com / article / greece - energy - hydrocarbons / greece - approves - applications - by - total 

- exxonmobil - energean - for - offshore - oil - exploration - idUSL8N1JK2LP.

80.  Lori Ioannou, “Trump’s Message to Tsipras: US May Boost Investments in Greece, a Key NATO Ally,” CNBC, October 17, 

2017, https:// www . cnbc . com / 2017 / 10 / 17 / trumps - message - to - tsipras - us - may - up - investment - in - nato - ally - greece . html.
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United States in 1980, provides forward deployment opportunities for the Sixth Fleet 

and supports joint U.S. Navy/Air Force reconnaissance missions as well as air refuel-

ing. The base can host a permanently based aircraft carrier, destroyers, and amphibi-

ous ships.81 Additional options are investigating shifting resources to Naval Air Station 

Sigonella in Sicily and expanding the U.S. presence at the Bezmer Air Base in Bulgaria.

4. Identify and strengthen alternatives to Turkish basing and military assets by upgrading ties 

with Cyprus. Cyprus’s proximity to conflict areas in the Levant and North Africa makes it a 

vulnerable yet strategic U.S. ally. The U.S. relationship with Cyprus is not particularly well- 

developed but holds potential. In 1997, Greek Cypriots purchased a Rus sian S-300 surface- 

to- air missile system, which was subsequently transferred to Crete  after strong objections 

from Turkey and pressure from the United Kingdom and NATO.82 But in 2014, the Cypriot 

Navy was invited for the first time to participate in search- and- rescue exercises with the U.S., 

Greek, and Israeli navies. Since its in de pen dence, the island has hosted the British Royal Air 

Force base of Akrotiri. Approximately 650 miles from Baghdad and only 350 miles from 

Raqqa, the base has provided support to air, land, and sea operations for both British and 

allied forces,83 and British planes launched strikes from Akrotiri against ISG. The most 

significant obstacle to a Cyprus more firmly anchored to the Euro- Atlantic community is 

that it has remained a divided island since 1974, with the presence of around 30,000 Turkish 

forces in its northern part.84 The United States should explore the redeployment of military 

assets to the United Kingdom’s Sovereign Base Areas of Akrotiri and Dhekelia.85

o Support Cyprus’s security position in the region. Cyprus is not equipped to ensure its 

own security, having only a  little over 10,000 Greek Cypriot troops in the National 

Guard, around 100 maritime forces, and a dozen coastal patrol vessels.86 The United 

States in cooperation with the Eu ro pean Union should explore how its Permanent 

Structured Cooperation (PESCO) and Defense Investment Fund can be targeted to 

strengthen Cypriot border and maritime security.

o Strengthen diplomatic and economic engagement with Cyprus. The United States 

should work with the Eu ro pean Union to enhance the institutional transparency of 

Cyprus’s financial sector and to promote greater transparency in infrastructure 

81.  David Gouré, “Souda Bay: NATO’s Military Gem in the Eastern Mediterranean,” Lexington Institute, March 21, 2016, 

http:// www . lexingtoninstitute . org / souda - bay - natos - military - gem - in - the - eastern - mediterranean / .

82.  Dan Williams and Karolina Tagaris, “Cyprus Missile Crisis Weapons ‘Tested’ by Israel in Greece,” CyprusMail Online, 

December 4, 2015, http:// cyprus - mail . com / 2015 / 12 / 04 / cyprus - missilerael - in - greece / .

83.  Royal Air Force, “RAF Akrotiri,” https:// www . raf . mod . uk / rafakrotiri / stationinformation / index . cfm.

84.  “Cyprus Talks: Erdogan Dismisses Full Turkish Troop Withdrawal,” BBC News, January 13, 2017, http:// www . bbc 

. com / news / world - europe - 38609828.

85.  It should be understood that long- term plans for  these bases  will be limited by stipulations of any  future peace 

agreement on the island. In January 2017, the United Kingdom promised to hand over half of its territory in Cyprus as 

part of the peace deal. Patrick Wintour, “Cyprus Peace Talks— All You Need to Know,” The Guardian, January 9, 2017, 

https:// www . theguardian . com / news / 2017 / jan / 09 / cyprus - peace - talks - all - you - need - to - know.

86.  European Defence Information, “Cyprus,” ArmedForces . co . uk, http:// www . armedforces . co . uk / Europeandefence 

/ edcountries / countrycyprus . htm.
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proj ects. Offshore energy finds in par tic u lar create an opportunity for Cyprus to 

improve its economic position, and the United States should support Cyprus’s en-

ergy development in a way that creates deeper linkages with Eu ro pean energy 

markets. This approach  will reinforce Cyprus’s Euro- Atlantic orientation and help 

counterbalance growing Rus sian and Chinese influence.87 Should Turkey implement 

substantial policy changes (such as proactively working against reunification or 

encouraging mi grants to cross into the Eu ro pean Union), a strengthened transatlan-

tic policy framework for Cyprus  will be impor tant. Specifically, the United States 

should fund and encourage greater business- to- business and civil society linkages 

to encourage Cypriot parties to continue their reunification dialogue, but should 

refrain from high- level diplomacy  until the parties demonstrate concrete benefits of 

reunification to citizens. With its Eu ro pean partners, it should remain engaged in 

quiet negotiations, seek to strengthen local leaders in their search for compromise, 

and encourage bi- community economic activities as a broader confidence- building 

mea sure. Discussions related to  future security arrangements and guarantees should 

emanate from the parties in cooperation with the United Kingdom, Greece, and 

Turkey (based on the 1960 treaties).

5. Explore the potential for trilateral cooperation with Greece and Cyprus. Although both are 

solidly anchored in the Euro- Atlantic sphere,  these two countries are now caught in a balanc-

ing act as China’s and Rus sia’s influence expands and tensions with Turkey mount. The United 

States should engage more directly with Greece and Cyprus on a trilateral basis to reaffirm the 

benefits of partnering with the United States and give  those countries a  viable alternative to 

Rus sian and Chinese capital and investment. The trilateral dialogue should prioritize financial 

stability and transparency, energy infrastructure and production, and maritime security. 

Greece, Cyprus, and Israel have held annual trilateral dialogue meetings since 2014, in part to 

build a potential alliance against Turkey. The United States should encourage greater coopera-

tion between the three countries and explore  whether  there is the potential for a more formal 

U.S. role that could develop into an “Eastern Mediterranean Quad.”

6. Formulate a strategy to leverage Israel’s assets more effectively to further regional maritime 

security and stability. The United States should work with Eu ro pean allies to better incorpo-

rate Israel’s naval assets and capabilities into U.S.- allied naval operations in the Eastern Medi-

terranean. Israel, which had an early history of seamanship through its national shipping 

com pany, increasingly sees the Eastern Mediterranean as an impor tant area of strategic 

depth and is reshaping its navy from a coast guard– style force to a strategic arm of its mili-

tary.88 This change could play an impor tant role in broader Eastern Mediterranean maritime 

security. Given the importance of offshore energy infrastructure to a number of countries, 

maritime space could become increasingly contested (as it is around Cyprus, Lebanon, and 

87.  An estimated 60  percent of net foreign direct investment inflows in 2014 came from the Rus sian Federation. See 

“Cyprus— Foreign Direct Investment Statistics,” Export . gov, https:// www . export . gov / article ? id=Cyprus - Foreign - Direct 

- Investment - Statistics.

88.  New academic and policy centers are working on the Eastern Mediterranean, including the University of Haifa’s 

School of Maritime Studies, which issues an annual survey of Eastern Mediterranean maritime activity.
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Israel) and a potential flashpoint for military conflict. In the 2006 Israel- Hezbollah war, Israeli 

naval assets  were attacked by Hez bollah, and the growth of unmanned naval and aerial 

vehicles ensures that the maritime arena  will be a front in  future conflicts.89 Israel can play a 

complementary role in enhancing specific maritime security missions with Eu ro pean and 

other countries. As part of the effort, specific Israeli capabilities should be developed, includ-

ing search and rescue and disaster relief, that can be used for broader regional purposes.

o Encourage Egyptian- Israeli energy cooperation. The United States should encourage 

Egypt and Israel to cooperate more closely on energy. The two sides continue to 

disagree about Israeli claims of damages when Egyptian gas supplies  were inter-

rupted in 2012.90 Resolution of  these claims would allow advanced discussions on 

Israeli access to Egyptian liquefaction facilities, which is a logical synergy and would 

be mutually beneficial. In par tic u lar, a pipeline from Israel’s Leviathan field could link 

to Egypt’s liquefaction plants for export purposes and provide Egypt with additional 

revenue. For Israel, this would be less costly than a pipeline to  either Turkey or 

Cyprus and would help cement Israeli- Egyptian ties beyond security. Israel seemed 

to signal its intentions to prioritize this route when the operators of the Tamar and 

Leviathan fields signed a $15 billion deal on February 19, 2018, to provide an Egyptian 

com pany with natu ral gas.91 Part of a broader energy cooperation plan should help 

encourage the completion of a pipeline linking Israel with the West Bank and inte-

grating the energy infrastructures of Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinian Authority.

o Support a Gaza development plan. The Gaza Strip represents an ongoing security 

liability for Israel and Egypt, given its precarious economic and humanitarian situa-

tion. Supporting a Gaza infrastructure development plan, including connecting Gaza 

to regular energy supply, would give Gaza’s 1.8 million  people a chance for relatively 

greater economic and po liti cal stability. Inter- Palestinian reconciliation provides an 

opportunity for the West Bank– based Palestinian Authority to resume administration 

of Gaza and creates chances for normalizing economic activity  there. Supporting 

Gaza reconstruction would allow the United States to play a positive role in the 

Palestinian arena and potentially sideline Turkey’s and Iran’s efforts to use conflict in 

Gaza for their own advantage.

7. Develop a more robust naval presence in the region by sharing assets with key Eu ro pean 

partners, while expanding multilateral naval exercises. The U.S. Navy should increase ship 

visits to Eastern Mediterranean ports to demonstrate U.S. presence, and seek to synchronize 

89.  See Anna Ahronheim, “Hez bollah May Use Suicide Ships in Next War, Former Naval Officer Warns,” Jerusalem Post, 

January 28, 2018, http:// www . jpost . com / Middle - East / Hezbollah - may - bring - suicide - ships - to - next - war - former - naval 

- officer - warns - 540046.

90.  Ora Cohen, “Egypt Signals That  Giant Gas Deal  Will Hinge on Israeli Concessions,” Haaretz, February 26, 2018, 

https:// www . haaretz . com / israel - news / egypt - signals - that - giant - gas - deal - will - hinge - on - israeli - concessions - 1 . 5848582.

91.  Rory Jones and Jared Malsin, “Noble Energy, Israel’s Delek to Supply Gas to Egypt in $15 Billion Deal,” Wall Street 

Journal, February 19, 2018, https:// www . wsj . com / articles / noble - energy - israels - delek - to - supply - gas - to - egypt - in - 15 

- billion - deal - 1519070941.
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naval deployments with the United Kingdom, France, Italy, and Germany.92 Synchronization 

optimizes assets that are thinly stretched, improves interoperability with allies, and can send 

a message of U.S.- European resolve. The port in Haifa should be more strategically utilized 

as a hub for U.S. naval operations in the region. In addition, multilateral naval exercises 

should be expanded in order to demonstrate U.S. presence and help build capacity and 

interoperability among allies.

o Diversify U.S. military deployments in the Eastern Mediterranean. Widening the 

geographic scope of U.S. and NATO assets would provide broader U.S. strategic 

reach and stability in the Eastern Mediterranean and limit the United States’ over-

reliance on any one country in the region. In addition to Israel, Jordan, Greece, and 

Cyprus, the United States should consider a combination of asset- sharing and in-

creasing deployments in the Eastern Mediterranean.

o Enhance the capabilities of the Sixth Fleet. This step is needed to account for the 

significant security changes that have occurred not just in the Eastern Mediterranean 

but in the Mediterranean Sea more broadly. The United States should consider an 

enhanced naval posture in the Eastern Mediterranean (to include Souda Bay) and 

should recognize that the Rota naval base in the Western Mediterranean may be 

insufficient for growing security requirements in the Eastern Mediterranean.

8. Encourage NATO to identify and develop a clearer mission and priorities in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. The Eastern Mediterranean and  Middle East are once again on the security 

agenda for Eu rope and the United States. As early as 2005, NATO officials recognized that 

“in the years to come, the evolution of the  Middle East  will affect Euro- Atlantic security more 

than the development of any other region.”93 NATO must now clarify— and give weight 

to— its role in enhancing security in the region.

o Evaluate and adapt NATO’s role in the Global Co ali tion against ISIS  after the fall of 

Mosul and Raqqa. This effort should include assessing the need for increased coun-

terterrorism operations at the Turkish border, and training and reconstruction efforts. 

Recommendations should be discussed at the July 2018 NATO Summit.

o Have NATO task its Military Committee with assessing operational limitations and 

vulnerabilities related to enhanced Rus sian air and maritime presence in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. Such an assessment of Rus sian A2/AD capabilities should include 

Rus sia’s military buildup in the Black Sea and Eastern Mediterranean region and 

vulnerabilities to U.S. and NATO assets in the region. The very close military (aircraft 

and maritime) vessel contacts between U.S. and Rus sian forces in and around the 

Black Sea heighten the need for such an assessment.

92.  See Jon B. Alterman and Kathleen Hicks, “Federated Defense in the  Middle East,” Center for Strategic and Inter-

national Studies, September 2015, 58, https:// csis - prod . s3 . amazonaws . com / s3fs - public / legacy _ files / files / publication 

/ 150909 _ Alterman _ FederatedDefMiddleEast _ Web . pdf.

93.  Gunther Altenburg, “An Opportunity We Cannot Miss,”  Middle East Round  Table 6, no. 3 (February 17, 2005), 

http:// www . bitterlemons - international . org / previous . php ? opt=1&id=72#298. Dr. Altenburg was NATO assistant secre-

tary general for po liti cal affairs and security policy.
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o Reaffirm the importance of burden- sharing and common threats in the geographic 

focus of NATO missions, particularly to strike a balance between the Eastern Flank 

and the Southern Flank. Ensure a rotation of assets from all NATO members be-

tween the multiple fronts.

9. Create an Eastern Mediterranean security dialogue. The Eastern Mediterranean would ben-

efit from a small but high- level annual conference to address the region’s most pressing 

security issues. This conference, like the “Shangri- La” dialogue or ga nized by the Interna-

tional Institute for Strategic Studies, would assem ble defense and foreign ministers and 

intelligence officials from the region as well as participants from Eu rope and the United 

States. The purpose would be to foster discussions about a regional security framework and 

advance new thinking on regional security trends.

o Include specific Eastern Mediterranean working groups in bilateral strategic dia-

logues. The United States should devote time and space to specific bilateral discus-

sions with its partners in the Eastern Mediterranean, including with Eu ro pean allies. 

Governments in the region see a need for  these kinds of specific discussions with 

the U.S. government. To ensure a comprehensive approach to the discussions, the 

U.S. component should include officials from diff er ent agencies that work on both 

the  Middle East and Eu rope. The dialogue should articulate the assessments, priori-

ties, and goals of the U.S. government and its partners. For  those partners who do 

not hold annual strategic dialogues, the U.S. government should initiate specific 

discussions.

LOOKING FORWARD

The Eastern Mediterranean is now in flux. What was once a predictable region enjoying strong U.S. 

and Eu ro pean influence and engagement has begun to fragment. It is increasingly consumed by 

global power competition that threatens a wide range of U.S. and transatlantic interests. While the 

region has witnessed significant change since the end of the Cold War, the seven- year war in Syria 

has accelerated the region’s transformation. Conflict has created safe havens for jihadi- salafists, 

triggered the largest refugee crisis since World War II, and eroded state cohesion and control. 

 These developments have combined with economic crises and opportunity to encourage Turkey, 

Rus sia, China, and Iran to think about the region more strategically and incorporate their engage-

ment in the Eastern Mediterranean as part of their broader foreign and defense strategies. Each 

employs a range of economic, diplomatic, and military tools in the region to build influence that 

can more effectively advance their respective strategic objectives.

Meanwhile, the United States has been militarily tactical and its policy has been unfocused and 

largely reactive. U.S. hesitation has created a vacuum that has both been exploited by competitor 

states and raised doubts among allies about U.S. commitment to the region.  These trends rein-

force each other and shake the regional alignments and assumptions that have guided U.S. policy 

for more than a half  century. Rather than look to the United States for diplomatic leadership and 

vision, regional states are turning to alternative structures.
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 After nearly two de cades of war- fighting in the  Middle East and South Asia, the United States has 

grown averse to intervening and attempting to solve regional conflicts. But U.S. policy indecision 

also stems from a lack of vision of what the region could evolve  toward, combined with a failure to 

recognize how the region has changed since the end of the Cold War. At the heart of the prob lem 

are two quandaries that have vexed U.S. policymakers: how to address Syria’s seven- year conflict 

and how to manage Turkey’s drift away from the Euro- Atlantic alliance.

The U.S. interest in Syria is to ensure that Syria does not continue destabilizing the region. This 

requires sober U.S. acknowl edgment that despite the Assad regime’s brutality, its control over a 

unified state  will prevent  future destabilization. Closer cooperation with Eu ro pean allies and a 

more active U.S. diplomatic role backed by U.S. military deployments  will be essential to achieving 

U.S. aims, denying jihadi- salafists safe haven, containing Ira nian and Rus sian power projection, and 

giving Syrian Kurds a degree of autonomy within a unified Syria.

For the sake of NATO’s  future cohesion and U.S. interests, the United States has an obligation to 

recalibrate its relationship with Turkey to narrow the gap between U.S. and Turkish objectives and 

interests in the region. Turkey is a partner of the United States and, while all efforts must be made 

to ensure the continuation of this partnership, the United States must begin to develop alternatives 

to the strategic benefits and assets Turkey provides. By setting out clear objectives vis- à- vis Turkey, 

the United States must balance and manage competing interests while understanding that Turkish 

policy and decisionmaking  will have a major effect on the relationship’s  future.

How the United States addresses  these two interconnected prob lems  will shape the region’s  future 

and the United States’ role in that  future.  There is no easy formula, but the United States can begin 

to formulate a strategy based on practical and achievable objectives that clearly communicate 

U.S. intentions to allies and adversaries alike and strengthen U.S. and Eu ro pean influence in the 

region, which would ultimately allow the United States to play a greater role in influencing how the 

region evolves. The key is a greater diplomatic presence in the region. The United States has 

demonstrated that it can use tactical military tools to successfully degrade the ISG. The region 

wants to see a more committed, sustained, and focused U.S. diplomatic, economic, and military 

posture in the region. The current conflict and crises provide a new opportunity to reengage and 

demonstrate U.S. leadership. But the region  will not wait for the United States.

The challenge ahead is to reconceive the Eastern Mediterranean as a vitally strategic seam con-

necting Eu rope and the  Middle East and an imperative for U.S. strategic interests. The United States 

has to make difficult decisions that carry moral and strategic consequences. Continuing on the 

tactical path or a narrow focus on military operations against jihadi- salafists without a broader 

regional vision and without diplomatic and economic engagement  will further diminish  

U.S. influence in the region and make the United States increasingly irrelevant in the Eastern 

Mediterranean. It  will allow U.S. rivals to shape the region in a way that ultimately undermines 

U.S. interests and threatens our allies. The United States has to look forward now, not to rest on 

what once existed but to determine what the  future should look like. The stability of Eu rope and 

the  Middle East is at stake.
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