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 The Russian invasion in Ukraine provides Greece and Turkey with a unique opportunity to resolve 

their longstanding differences. A resolution that is to bring about benefits to the western alliance and 

promote stability in the Aegean and the Mediterranean. It is equally an opportunity for Greece to 

ferret out Turkey’s true willingness for a compromise solution. Turkey in turn, by compromising her 

maximalist position in the Aegean, soothes out further her turbulent relationship with the 

superpower1. 

The negative climate against the use of military force may prompt Turkey to take a step back from her 

maximalist claims in the Aegean and the Eastern Mediterranean. This is an unexpected bestowal for 

Greece, who has limited options to exercise to counter Turkish claims2. Greece’s two extreme policy 

options comprise Israelification, or compromise. Israelification implies militarisation of the Greek 

society to counter the Turkish threat. Militarisation entails creating and sustaining a society in arms. 

A society in arms provides negotiating chips to the political leadership to take a strong stance when 

confronting Turkey’s increasing demands.  

Compromise implies negotiating with Turkey an agreement to co-exploit the vast resources of the 

Aegean and the Mediterranean. Short of an extreme future event that may prompt the Greek society 

to lean towards Israelification, the Greek elite favours adopting a conciliatory policy towards Turkey. 

The usual proclamations of her political leadership about the preponderance of international law in 

the relationship between states defies any serious statistical test. It clarifies, nevertheless, the tunnel 

of its decision-making limitations3. 

According to international law, Greece may extend her territorial waters to 12 miles. Subsequently, 

Greece has the right to align her airspace with her territorial waters and extended it from 10 to 12 

miles. For Turkey, any such (legitimate) act would be a cause to declare war against Greece: a casus 

belli. The Turkish political and military leadership have declared the threat of war in contravention of 

international law and the UN Charter4. 

Facing the threat of war, Greece may choose to seek a political compromise in matters relating to her 

legal rights to extend her territorial waters. This may be deemed a more acceptable option to pursue 

to most of the Greek society than to face the prospect of war. Under the terms of a compromise, a 
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political agreement would entail to co-exploit natural gas reserves in the Mediterranean and the 

Aegean Sea. To work with Turkey to extract the wealth from the depths of the Aegean and the 

Mediterranean also creates the opportunity to share unequal costs and profits. It also creates almost 

unsurpassable challenges. Can Turkey be trusted?5 

Working with Turkey is not an easy task for the Greek leadership. The Turkish leadership is imbued 

with dreams of imperial preponderance. Notwithstanding that NATO, the US, and the EU look the 

other way when Turkey violates established principles of international law6. A behaviour that impels 

the Greek leadership to cognise Turkey as the prodigal child of the West. Thus, for Greece, short of 

Israelification, there are limited policy options between the two extremes, given the history of open 

and secret negotiations between the two countries. 

Foremost Greece needs to resolve the matter of territorial waters and airspace. The Athens FIR 

extends from 1954 to ten miles. Greek territorial waters are set at 6 miles7. Greece could declare the 

expansion of her territorial waters to eight and a half miles, as the expansion to 12 nautical miles is 

proclaimed a casus belli. She may also align her airspace from ten miles back to eight and a half miles. 

This stratagem empowers Greek diplomats with an easy argument to proclaim to their Turkish 

counterparts and to their NATO allies. The argument goes that Turkey’s President, Mr Erdogan, 

accepted in 2003 this delineation as a compromise solution to the differences between the two 

countries8. 

On December 14, 2003, at his apartment in the posh Athenian neighbourhood of Kolonaki Square, 

Greek Prime Minister Simitis met with three of his closest advisors. Their discussion centred on the 

aftermath of the intense but secret negotiations between Greece and Turkey. The three experienced 

interlocutors of the Prime Minister broke him triumphant news. Mr Erdogan signalled he would accept 

the expansion of Greek territorial waters from their current limit of six out to eight and a half miles. 

Just one mile and a half short of the actual Athens FIR that extends to ten (10) miles9. 

That Sunday afternoon, Mr Simitis recognised the implications of his advisers’ jubilant news. The 

upcoming expansion of the territorial waters regulates the delineation of Greece’s EEZ10. In addition, 

Turkey agreed to bring any remaining dispute between the countries up for resolution at the 

International Court in the Hague. This development forged ahead a diplomatic Trojan Horse. The 

second in Greece’s long history. A sophisticated diplomatic ploy embedded the agreement between 

the two countries. That Turkey would raise neither the casus belli nor the ‘grey zones’ during the 

announcement of the expansion of territorial waters to eight and a half miles. Both subjects were to 

be kept mute. They comprised an ace up the sleeve of Greece’s diplomats, to be thrown at the EU 

table during the upcoming 2004 vote in Brussels. The European Council would then declare Turkey 

having fulfilled the criteria to open accession negotiations. Greece would threaten to veto this 

declaration of admission of Turkey as an eligible country for EU membership. Turkey’s only option 

would have been to withdraw both her official policy of the casus belli and her claims over the 

existence of ‘grey zones’. 

Prime Minister Simitis asked his closest advisors to outline the constitutional steps his government 

should follow to earmark the negotiations with Turkey. The legal experts roughed out that the 

upcoming expansion of Greece’s territory provisioned either the signing of a Presidential Decree or 

required a vote in the Parliament. Both options accorded equal constitutional weight to the resolution. 

The Prime Minister’s advisors sought a ceremonial - unanimous -vote in the Parliament. A unanimous 

vote would stamp the first time after the Second World War that Greece would expand her territory. 

A unanimous vote or a majority vote in the Parliament will provide a stately welcome to the new act 



 

3 
 

when voted into law. As the legal experts explained to the prime minister, a Presidential Decree will 

downgrade the importance of such a rare occasion. This occasion also exalted Greece’s and Turkey’s 

allies, who were aware of the news, the US, France, and the UK. However, it did not receive approval 

from the major Greek opposition party. 

Bringing the matter up for voting is expected to create a crossfire coming not only from the opposition 

parties. They would never concede Greece to readjust her airspace by one and a half miles and they 

can only endorse the maximum expansion international law provisions. A give up (of 1.5 miles of 

airspace) to match coordinates with the continental shelf was to be seen as an act of treason. The 

opposition would seize the moment to create more than a ruckus. 

The Prime Minister also faced the prospect that 15 MPs from his own party would raise maximalist 

demands and refuse to vote in favour of a compromise with Turkey. To mitigate the political risk, the 

PM wished to have at least the major opposition party’s accord. This was a sine qua non condition to 

bring the subject to vote in the Parliament. Mr Simitis directed one participant to contact the 

opposition party’s leader to discuss the resolution details and the prospect of winning the opposition 

party’s support. 

The ultimate act of thespianism took place at the VIP lounge of Athens International Airport. Two 

envoys of the Greek political class met in secret. The opposition leader’s diplomatic adviser relayed 

that Greek-Turkish relations would ‘with no doubt be further softened’ by Turkey’s future entry into 

the EU. There was no rush for any resolution to be brought up for a vote in the Parliament regarding 

the two countries’ relationship. The opposition saw no reason to stir up issues affecting Greece and 

Turkey. The two countries have become resigned to living with each other. 

A short meeting ended in acrimony. If a resolution were brought up for debate in Parliament, the 

opposition would meet it with a negative vote. Mr Simitis faced the prospect of a political defeat, let 

alone the message that will be sent to the Turkish leadership. The political leadership of both the 

majority and the opposition parties put the whole matter to sleep. The elite’s failure to reach a 

consensus on an issue of national importance is a monumental failure to assess the Turkish threat’s 

nature and extent. 

There is a give and take between nations now that the post-Westphalian order is shaping11. The 

Ukrainian war exemplifies the formation of the post-Westphalian world. Greece should be prepared 

for the hour. A solid stance expressed by partaking in the carving of the rising succession of a new 

world order could persuade friends and foes that it be beneficial for Turkey to be coaxed to take a 

step back. A move that will assist the US in the geopolitical chessboard. It will also diffuse tensions 

between the two members of NATO. The timing for such an ‘arrangement’ is ripe now when the 

geopolitical focus falls on Europe and the standoff in Ukraine. 

International law remains ambiguous in describing what we consider legal or illegal under specific 

circumstances. The current unprecedented circumstances in Ukraine allow Greece a window of 

opportunity. Without adopting a conciliatory policy towards Turkey, a Greek proposal to resolve 

peacefully the conundrum will help both countries to transition into the geopolitical reality of the 21st 

century. 

The conflict in Ukraine is a prelude to the upcoming clash of the superpowers. It is to the benefit of 

both Greece and Turkey to partake in the final act of the Eastern Question. To expand the maritime 

zone to 8.5 miles will dry up Turkey’s ‘lebensraum’ argument12. To retreat Greek FIR to 8.5 miles puts 

the Turkish policy of the casus belli in limbo in the eyes of the law. It also rectifies a surreptitious 
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political erratum and propels Greece into the 21st century. Thus, with a compromise, the ‘Eastern 

Question’ reaches its conclusion as long overdue. 

Stable security conditions in the eastern Mediterranean will free the Western alliance of a thorn stuck 

in its back. At the stroke of a pen, Greece will also give a helping hand to faltering institutions of the 

past century. Turkey will bear no legal instruments to back her threats and military adventurism to 

impose her will. Instead, Turkey should be forced to continue serving western interests, no less than 

the prodigal child of the post-Westphalian order. 
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