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In mid-September, Greece’s Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis announced a new plan to increase 

significantly the national armed forces. This includes the procurement of four frigates, four navy 

helicopters, and most notably the purchase of 18 French Rafale Fighter jets. This last announcement 

took a true geopolitical dimension: not only Greece is the first European country to opt for the French 

fighter aicraft but the sale is occuring in the middle of a major naval crisis in the Mediterranean 

opposing Greece and Turkey with France having deployed its own vessels to shore up the Greek forces. 

In other words, even if the ongoing crisis may not lead to a full-scale confrontation, the arms sale 

indicates Athens’ long-term intention to strengthen its strategic ties with Paris as a way to balance 

against Turkish assertive. 

Indeed, this strategic rapprochement between France and Greece is driven by both countries’ difficult 

relations with Turkey. Since the 1950s, Greece and Turkey have been engaged in a bitter dispute over 

the status of the island of Cyprus. Greek leaders saw the Cypriot Orthodox community as belonging to 

the Greek national identity whereas the Turkish government looked at the island as an extension of 

Anatolia, given the presence of a Turkish minority. Eventually this led to a de facto partition of the island 

into two entities: the international recognized Republic of Cyprus and now a member of the European 

Union and the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus only recognized by Turkey. 

In addition to this historical dispute, Turkey and Greece have increasingly been at odds with regards to 

the delimitation of their economic exclusive zones, the maritime space prescribed by the UN Law of the 

Sea Convention over which a state can exercise its sovereignty. Turkey, which did not sign that specific 

law, considers that these zones should be allocated only to Greece’s mainland and not to all the tiny 

Greek islands that encroach on Turkish own zone. The dispute is not simply for legal purposes: in the last 

decade, the East Mediterannean has become an attractive location for gas exploration. In fact, the 

potential outcome of these offshore reserves led Greece and Cyprus to build a partnership with Israel, a 

move that angered the government in Ankara and triggered the regular deployment of Turkish warships 

in the area as a demonstration of force. 

Meanwhile, French-Turkish tensions have also been brewing for a long time. Since the rise of Recep 

Tayyip Erdoğan in Turkey in 2003, successive French governments have been suspicious about the new 

geopolitical orientation of Ankara. First, French politicians repeatedly opposed Turkey’s desire to join 

the European Union. Although French opposition was perceived as an anti-Muslim reaction, it was 

primarily about international politics: the new Turkey of Erdoğan was getting more authoritarian at 

home and building strategic ties with countries like Iran at the same time that France was putting 

pressure on Tehran to cease its clandestine nuclear activities. As a result, if the tensions started as 

bickering over Turkey’s potential membership of the EU, it grew as a true diplomatic dispute. French 

officials increasingly worried that Turkey, officially a NATO ally, was playing both sides on the Iranian 

nuclear issue.  



 

Most recently, the conflict in Libya crystallized the dispute between Paris and Ankara. Starting in late 

2014, the French got closer to Marshall Khalifa Haftar who was openly defying the government in 

Tripoli. French decision-makers initially saw Haftar as a strongman who could tame the Islamists within 

Libya and who could prevent the flow of fighters southward to the Sahel, where French soldiers were 

deployed in the context of Operation “Barkhane”. The French calculus proved ill-advised as Haftar 

launched a perilous offensive on Tripoli in the spring of 2019 that ultimately failed. But more 

importantly, in the midst of Haftar’s campaign, the government of Fayez Al Sarraj in Tripoli invited 

Turkey to deploy its own military to the country and turned Ankara into the biggest foreign power inside 

Libya. This triggered a new war of words between Presidents Macron and Erdoğan who both 

condemned the other side of playing a dangerous game undermining the fate of Libya.  

This culminated on June 10 when a French frigate was harassed by Turkish warships in the eastern 

Mediterranean. In the context of NATO surveillance mission Sea Guardian, the French Navy was trying to 

stop a cargo ship onward to Libya which was suspected to carry arms in violation of of a UN embargo. 

Turkey denied French claims that the ship was transferring military materials to Libya and even 

demanded an apology from France. As a result, France ceased its contribution to the NATO mission and 

two months later, deployed its naval assets to stand with Greece against Turkey. 

In this perspective, the current arms sales between France and Greece is obviously more than a business 

deal or a temporary reaction to the Turkish-Greek naval standoff. It reflects the new fault lines in the 

East Mediteranean where two camps are gradually facing each other. On the one hand, France, Greece, 

Cyprus and Israel have been strengthening their political and military ties among each other while on 

the other hand, Turkey aims to consolidate its gains in Libya by reaffirming its ambitions in the 

Mediterranean.  

For the moment, this competition is unlikely to lead to war. Although France deployed its naval forces in 

support of Greece, it also officially supports Germany’s ongoing efforts to reach a diplomatic solution. 

But the fundamental issues will hardly be solved by the current dialogue between Europe and Turkey. 

The latest developments evidence two major lessons: first, the reluctance of the US to play a role in the 

European-Turkish dispute which was reflected by the lack of reaction from the Trump administration, 

and second the growing belief in Paris and Athens that Turkey, at least under the rule of Erdoğan, only 

understands power politics. In other words, it is not diplomatic courteous talks but the demonstration of 

military strength and resolve that can change the calculus of the Turkish leader. 
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