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THE CONTEXT FOR NAVAL 
DEVELOPMENTS IN      
THE MEDITERRANEAN; DIFFERING 
PATTERNS AND PERSPECTIVES

Geoffrey TILL

The views expressed in this article are the author’s own and should not be 
construed necessarily to reflect official opinion.

Historians are often interested in picking out recurring patterns over time. 
The nature of the Mediterranean, its past, present and possible futures,  pro-
vides some illuminating and arguably important issues, and maybe warnings 
too, about the developing relationship of states and their interests at sea. There 
seem to be three such patterns that are particularly pertinent to the Mediterra-
nean, and inevitably they overlap.  They are all significant for naval develop-
ment.  

First of all there is the Mediterranean as a sea, and as the geo-physical 
centre of a ring of local rimland/coastal countries whose connections with 
each other are inevitably sea-borne. That means that their naval development  
will reflect the nature of those connections, but also help determine them too. 
For centuries the connections have been essentially about trade, and its con-
trol - and so have been exemplified  over the years by shifting  mixtures of 
conflict and cooperation between local states. This pattern, then, is essentially 
about the relationship between insider states over inside issues. If only as a 
consequence of geography, local countries, polities and empires have come 
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into contact, either in conflict  or in cooperation, oscillating over the years 
between the two in long, varying cycles of a social, economic and military 
interconnections, sometimes friendly, sometimes not. No sea anywhere better 
demonstrates that the seawater can both join countries, either close or distant, 
and divide them. Quite often, at the same time.  This then is the insider-inside 
pattern or perspective.

As the second decade of the 21st Century unfolds, this pattern seems set 
in an unusually confrontational mode. The warning of the very experienced 
U.S. Admiral Stavrides that Mediterranean waters have become particularly 
dangerous at the moment seems apposite: 

Whenever I’ve sailed the waters, during the Cold War and afterward, 
there has been intense disagreement about maritime boundaries, conflicting 
claims for natural resources, and other geopolitical pressures stemming from 
the unstable relations among Greece, Turkey, Israel, Cyprus and Syria. Un-
fortunately, I’ve never seen things more volatile in the eastern Mediterranean 
than right now — even in periods when Israel has been in combat against its 
neighbors ashore.1

 But, further to complicate the issue, the Mediterranean is not a 
self-contained lake. It is joined up with the rest of what the Russians aptly call 
the World Ocean. As the British geographer Halford Mackinder reminded us 
early in the last century: ‘The unity of the ocean is the simple physical fact 
underlying the dominant vale of sea power in the modern globe-wide world.’2 
As what is often these days referred to as ‘the world’s greatest manoeuvre 
space,’  this concept of the world ocean  underlines the importance of the sea 
to mankind’s peace and prosperity, but also yields two more recurring patterns 
relevant to the Mediterranean, that join the insider-insider one already identi-
fied.

Of these two extra perspectives, the first is what might be called insid-
er-outside connections, namely the extent to which the naval development of 
Mediterranean states reflects the fact that they have economic and strategic 

1 Stavrides, James, ‘Most Dangerous Waters In The World Are In The Mediterranean’, 
Bloomberg Opinion, 2 Sep 2020. https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-09-02/
greece-turkey-and-oil-raise-fears-of-war-in-the-mediterranean?sref=74Kp0iWR

2 Mackinder, Halford, Britain and the British Seas (London: D. Appleton & Co., Ltd, 1914), p. 12 

https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-09-02/greece-turkey-and-oil-raise-fears-of-war-in-the-mediterranean?sref=74Kp0iWR
https://www.bloomberg.com/opinion/articles/2020-09-02/greece-turkey-and-oil-raise-fears-of-war-in-the-mediterranean?sref=74Kp0iWR
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interests outside the immediate area, together with a aspiration to defend them. 
Both historically and in today’s world, local states and polities have felt bound 
to play a role beyond the  immediate geographic  confines of the Mediterra-
nean.  

Finally, the second of these two models with a focus on inside-outside 
way of looking at the geo-strategic significance of the Mediterranean is the re-
verse of the model just discussed. It’s the outsider-inside approach. The Medi-
terranean name means  - the middle sea - and this applies not just to the locals 
but also suggests it is place where far-off peoples come into contact with each 
other and with the locals both cooperatively and competitively; the Mediter-
ranean therefore becomes , a place of economic and strategic importance on a 
global scale. The outside world therefore has to ‘look into’ the Mediterranean. 
Because it was an obvious east-west route to India and the Far East and to the 
north-south axis joining Africa to Europe, the Mediterranean has been at the 
heart, for example,  of Britain’s strategy for several centuries. The strategic  
interests of other outside countries has likewise impelled them to seek access 
to it, and to try to defend those national interests once they have gained it. And 
the reason for that is that what happens here can have  great significance for the 
rest of the world. But this connection goes two ways; what happens in the rest 
of the world has great influence in the Mediterranean  too.

If these are the patterns of the past, to what extent do they have resonance 
today and how much do they explain naval development and activity in the 
area ?

The Outsider- Inside Model

Let us look at how those three permanent characteristics of the Medi-
terranean are playing out today - but in reverse order. First  then, the last of 
the three, the outsider-inside perspective. For some years, and certainly more 
than simply during the Trump administration, the US has been trying  to re-
duce its role here in order to concentrate more on the Asia Pacific. For the 
United States, this is not new - remember the great strategic arguments be-
tween Britain and the US about the priority of the Mediterranean in the Sec-
ond World war. Nor has such disengagement ever proved easy, partly because 
the West Europeans have shown themselves to be incapable  of looking after 
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themselves, partly because of the perceived importance of Israel to American 
values, and if perhaps to a lesser extent American interests, and partly because 
of the strategic success of its main competitors, Russia and China in making 
themselves significant regional players, in the first case through Mr Putin’s 
very successful endeavours in Syria and in China’s through the continuing im-
portance of Middle Eastern oil and its Belt-and-Road aspirations.  The growing 
presence of Chinese and Russian naval forces in the area is a matter of concern 
to the West Europeans too. 

It has not escaped the attention of the West Europeans that most of their 
capitals are now within range of the Kalibr missiles carried and used by small 
Russian corvettes operating out of their new base in Syria. West Europeans are 
also much exercised by the threats to regional stability , reinforced by a sense 
of their vulnerability to  international terrorism, the illicit trade in drugs and 
illegal migration. While obviously, the riparian West European states feel this 
most keenly, it is of major concern to them all. The possibly adverse strategic 
consequence of an enhanced Russian and Chinese presence in the area and 
of the non-traditional threats to maritime security both account for European 
states wish to play a significant role in the Mediterranean even if its waters do 
not wash their shores.

So this raises the issue of the extent of exactly why China and Russia have 
developed such an interest in the Mediterranean and whether the Europeans 
and the Americans are right to be so concerned about it. As far as the Russians 
are concerned,  this geostrategic interest stretches back through the 18th Cen-
tury eras of Peter the Great and Prince Potemkin to the early raids of the Va-
rangians on Constantinople.  The Mediterranean was seen as a place of riches 
to which Russia, geographically hemmed in elsewhere naturally sought access 
and always has. In some ways for them it was  gateway into a better world.  
Since the end of the Cold War this tendency has been reinforced  by Russian 
sensitivity to developments in what they sometimes regard as their southern 
glacis including both a greater Western presence as NATO is seen to roll for-
wards and residual worries about some of the possible security consequences 
for Russia of Islamic fundamentalism. At a minimum, Russia seeks an expand-
ed role in developments in what it sees as a crucial area, and aims to disrupt 
NATO solidarity wherever possible .3   Similarly as a rejuvenated China  ‘steps 

3 US Africa Command Public Affairs, ‘Russia deploys military Fighter Aircraft to Libya’ 26 
May 2020.
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out’ and assumes a greater global role their economic need for markets and 
materials and their political aspirations for a less Western-dominated world 
increases the urge to play a more substantial role in the Mediterranean area. 
Within the Belt and Road Initiative, the Chinese have a particular interest in 
the acquisition of strategic economic assets such as communications networks 
and developing their holdings in ports such as  Piraeus, Haifa and El Hamdania 
in Algeria.   The substantial growth of the Chinese navy and the limited recov-
ery of the Russian one especially in the capacity to operate effectively much 
further from home,  gives both countries extra options for the defence at sea of 
their perceived interests in the region. 

Inevitably this greater presence sparks concern in the US and Western Eu-
rope, even if much of that concern is sparked less by what these two countries 
are actually doing in the region and more by what they are seen to be doing 
elsewhere. In the Mediterranean renewed East-West tensions may not have 
reached the stage they have in the Baltic but that does seem to be the direction 
of travel, even if still largely impelled by tensions elsewhere. If this turns out 
to be the case, it is likely to be manifested by a greater presence of the kind of 
war-fighting capacities most characteristic of great power competition at sea, 
with all the attendant risks that that entails.4 

One recent if minor naval consequence of this has been the very public 
home-basing of the US sea basing ship the USS Harold Williams at Souda Bay 
with the dual purpose of responding  to China’s activities in Africa and Rus-
sia’s in the Mediterranean. Such security cooperation with Greece was amply 
justified said Secretary of State Mike Pompeo, ‘...as Russia continues to desta-
bilize the region, especially in Libya.’5  Another incentive to moderate earlier 
American aspirations to reduce its naval profile in the wider Mediterranean of 
course is Washington’s increasing concerns about Iranian behaviour. Thus ex-
plains the decision in early January 2021 to reverse an earlier decision to bring  
the USS Nimitz back to Bremerton its US home base; instead the carrier which 
has already been deployed in the US Central Command area for ten months 
will spend even more time there as a visible deterrent to Iranian action.6   

4 Walter Russell Mead, ‘This Isnt Obama’s Middle East’ Wall Street Journal, 9 November 
2020.

5 McLeary, Paul, ‘Eye on Africa, Navy’s new ship homeports in Crete’ Breaking Defence.com 
2 Oct 2020.

6 Report 3 Jan 2021,  https://www.rferl.org/a/u-s-- aircraft-car-
rier-nimitz-persian-gulf- iran/31032316.html

https://www.rferl.org/a/u-s--aircraft-carrier-nimitz-persian-gulf-iran/31032316.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/u-s--aircraft-carrier-nimitz-persian-gulf-iran/31032316.html
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The same is true of smaller external players, such as the U.A.E. which in 
its bid to contain Turkish influence in Libya has provided military supplies to 
Khalifa Haftar in his challenge to the internationally recognised government 
in Tripoli. This policy policy has clear naval ramifications since it violated the 
UN arms embargo on the country, which the European Union was enforcing 
with naval patrols.7 A mirror image of this outsider-inside process which un-
derlines the strategic connectivities between the Mediterranean and its ‘near 
abroad’ occurred when the British seizure of the Iranian tanker Adrian Daria I 
in Gibraltar in  pursuit of another UN embargo, led to reciprocal action by Iran 
against a British flagged ship the Stena Impero in the Gulf, and the recreation 
of an international naval system for the defence of shipping in that volatile 
waterway. The need for this was underlined by the Iranian seizure of the South 
Korean chemical tanker MT Hankuk Chemi  in January 2021. 

The Insider- outside model

The importance for some Mediterranean countries of unfolding devel-
opments in the wider region outside is perfectly  encapsulated in the Italian 
concept of the ‘Greater Mediterranean.’ The more events inside the Mediterra-
nean are seen to be influenced by what happens in the Gulf, the Maghreb and 
the Red and Black seas, the more local powers will develop incentives to in-
volve themselves in those wider areas. Indeed in some cases, Egypt and Turkey 
for example, countries whose geography  expands beyond  the Mediterranean 
have no choice in this matter. Hence Turkey’s developing interests and military 
support in the shape of drones and T MILGEM corvettes to Azerbaijan and 
Ukraine respectively. Israel too feels a strategic compulsion to invest energy 
into the Gulf in response to its perception of Iranian actions in the Mediterra-
nean.8  

The implications of this for naval development are already obvious and 
most clearly seen in the build up of capacities to operate effectively a long way 
from home. Italy, France and Spain have maintained serious expeditionary ca-
pabilities for many years and show no sign at all of any intention to pull back 

7 Malsin, Jarod, ‘UAE Evades Arms Ban, UN Says’ Wall Street Journal, 30 Sep 2020.
8 Rasmussen, Sune Engel, ‘Israel -U.A.E. Diplomatic Deal Ratchets up Tension With Iran’ 

Wall Street Journal, 16 Aug 2020.
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from these demanding but apparently necessary requirements. In the case of 
France and Turkey, they have resulted in the maintenance or development of 
shore facilities and a greater naval presence in the Gulf. In Egypt’s case the ac-
quisition of the Mistral class LPD, a French built FREMM class ASW frigate 
and now the first Italian built 6700 ton FREMM class multipurpose frigate  is a 
significant indication of that country’s desire to play a wider role than it has be-
fore.9 Originally intended for the Italian Navy, the FREMM class has also been 
selected as the US Navy’s frigate of choice. Although the Egyptian variant will 
not necessarily have equivalent sensors and weaponry as European and Ameri-
can equivalents its acquisition is indicative of a general move to higher quality 
more capable naval forces around the Mediterranean.

Israeli naval development points in the same direction, tempered once 
again by a preoccupation to suit its own particular national needs. Its concerns 
about missile attack have been reflected in its apparently successful trials of 
sea-based missile defences  for its new large German built corvettes, part of the 
country’s ‘Iron Dome’ defences, not least against the prospect of Iranian/proxy 
attack.10 It is also significant that this development  follows on from a long re-
quirement in Israel to build up, particularly in Rafael Advanced Defence Sys-
tems an indigenous defence industrial base that offers both autonomous inte-
gration into wider international  industrial capabilities (especially in the United 
States) but also much sovereign independence in the development and pro-
curement of critical weaponry . Moreover, there are the promises of valuable 
spin-off into the country’s general technological development and the capacity 
to derive influence by becoming an arms exporter.  With the development of its 
MILGEM national ship building project, allied with an ambitious programme 
of general defence acquisitions, and provision of its products elsewhere (to 
include Pakistan, Ukraine and possibly Indonesia amongst others) ,  Turkey 
seems set on following the same path, as do France, Italy, Spain and many oth-
er countries in the region, to a greater or lesser extent. Egypt, for example, has 
recently completed the construction of its first Gowind 2500 class of corvette, 
clearly a first step in building an indigenous defence industrial base.11                     

9 ‘Egypt Confirms Delivery of the First Italian Frigate’ Jane’s Defence Werekly, 5 Jan 2021
10  Kurevlev, Kirill, ‘Israel performs First Succesful tests of Sea-Based missile Defence System’ 

and ‘Hezbollah leader says Group doubled precision missiles able to ‘hit accurately’any tar-
gets’  Sputnik News, 15 and 28 December 2020, respectively. 

11 Gain, Nathan,’ Egyptian Navy Commissions first Locally Built El-Fatah class corvette’ Na-
val News, 7 Jan 2021 
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The Insider-inside model

The trajectory of developments inside the Mediterranean between local 
countries has to be a matter of concern as well, and not just because things  
continues in the way they have been going recently, they seem likely to lead 
to greater levels of competition and even confrontation at sea - and something 
of a return to the Mediterranean of ancient and mediaeval times. In David 
Abulafia’s grand sweeping account of the history of what he calls ‘The Great 
Sea,’ he makes the point that over the past century or so, a new corrosive 
type of nationalism has undermined the internationalism that resulted from 
centuries of shared dependence on local trade and of the necessity for people 
of different religions and ethnic backgrounds to live and work side by side.12  
Specifically he points to the disappearance of the great multicultural port cities 
like Alexandria, Trieste or Smyrna where people of different faiths and ethnic-
ities used to rub along together. Tolerance for such differences seems harder 
to come by now. This was fully demonstrated  by the tensions between France 
and Turkey in the Summer of 2020 over the role of Islam in secular France 
following recent jihadist attacks and tensions between France’s Turkish and 
Armenian communities over Turkish support for Azerbaijan in Nagorno-Kara-
bakh which reached back to the highly sensitive events of 1915.13  Worse yet, a 
greater preparedness to resort to the use of force as a means of managing such 
differences appears to be gaining ground in the region. Emblematically,  Azer-
baijan’s President Ilham Aliyev is quoted as saying  ‘Mediators and leaders of 
some international organizations have stated that there is no military solution 
to the conflict, [but] I have disagreed with the thesis, and I have been right. 
The conflict is now being settled by military means, and political means will 
come next.’ 14 Should such views gain wider currency, strategic stability in the 
Mediterranean would be under increased risk.   

This would also apply to conflicting strategic, rather than ethnic or reli-
gious differences, set off by instabilities ashore. The complex international in-
teractions over chaotic situations in places like Syria or Libya can, and indeed 

12 Abulafia, David, The Great Sea: A Human History of the Mediterranean (Oxford: University 
Press, 2011). 

13 Nussbaum, Ania, ‘Macron’s war on Islamists Comes upo Against Erdogan’s Soft Power’ 
Bloomberg News, 10 Nov 2020. 

14 Quoted in Bulos, Nabih ‘A New Weapon Muddies Old War. Use of drones upsets Arme-
nia-Azerbaijan military balance in the conflict over enclave’, Los Angeles Times, Oct. 15 2020.



189Building Future from Atlantic to Indian Ocean

have,  had very dangerous consequences for wider relationships between Med-
iterranean powers, most obviously in recent times between France and Turkey 
over the enforcement of an arms embargo on the parties in Libya. When the 
contestants at sea go so far as to turn on their fire control radars,  they increase 
the risk of incidents spiralling out of control.15 Disputes over maritime jurisdic-
tion could easily have the same consequence.     

These competitive tendencies have in fact been strengthened by a much 
heightened awareness of the relative importance for riparian countries of the 
‘blue’ elements of their national economies. In turn, this has encouraged ri-
valry and tensions over who owns what at  sea, now that the scale of accrued 
economic advantage in securing access to its marine resources has become 
clearer.16 In every quarter we see rivalries and competition between the coastal 
states, and very often inside them too. What is happening in the Mediterranean 
seems almost a microcosm of the much wider debate in the outside world 
about the sustainability of the kind of sea- and trade- based globalisation that 
so many once thought would inevitably usher in an age of peace and plenty 
for all. 

In consequence greater investment in more capable navies, makes   po-
tentially destabilising local naval arms races far from inconceivable, unless 
compensated for by conscious acts of naval togetherness. While the   mod-
ernisation of Mediterranean navies has not yet reached this stage there have 
been a number of quite significant advances in regional capabilities, such as 
Israel’s acquisition of 2000 ton Sa’ar corvettes from Germany, Algeria’s firing 
of a Kalibr missile from a submarine and so forth. These acquisitions suggest 
aspirations not just for more advanced equipment to replace older platfdorms, 
weapons and sensors, but also for a greater range of naval functions. 

One way forward here is provided by the residual requirements for all 
Mediterranean countries and navies (an indeed for outsiders acting in the re-
gion as well)  to suspend their differences  and to take common action against 
things that threaten them all to a greater or lesser degree, but perhaps especially 

15 Ansari, Usman, ‘Struggle for Libya sees tension at sea and a face-off between NATO allies’ 
Warship, August 2020.  

16 Trofimov, Yaroslav, ‘Gas Finds Trigger a Stand-off in the Mediterranean Between an Isolated 
Turkey and Rivals’ and ‘France Sends Navy to Eastern Mediterranean Amid Turkey-Greece 
Stand-off’ 2 and 13 Aug 2020, respectively.
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to local countries with domestic problems such as high (youth) unemploy-
ment, fragile governmental coalitions, uncontrolled migration and structural 
economic challenges. Such so-called ‘non-traditional threats’ would include 
international terrorism, pollution and environmental degradation, climate 
change and of course the malign activities of illegal and unregulated fishermen 
and drugs, arms and people smugglers. Long considered a subordinate concern 
of serious navies more concerned with war-fighting and deterrence there are 
many reasons to think that such problems are getting worse rather than better, 
both regionally and globally,17 not least because the capacity of the various 
agencies of law enforcement agencies and the willingness of governments to 
take the necessary action, inevitably lags behind developing threats. Evidence 
elsewhere, such as in Southeast Asia, suggests that taking the requirement for 
Maritime Security more seriously would not only address a very real problem 
intrinsic to good order at sea, but also builds trust and more cooperative rela-
tionships between local navies.

Encouragingly there is a lot more multinational naval and coastguard co-
operation in the Mediterranean as elsewhere than we have ever seen before his-
torically. Indeed for NATO, maritime capability building, not least in maritime 
domain awareness is a burgeoning focus of interest as a means of enhancing 
regional security and stability. The Alliance’s efforts with countries such as 
Tunisia are aimed at aligning regional navies with NATO standards in order to 
improve prospects for future maritime security cooperation as well as for the 
development of a range of other local capabilities.18 Until recently many would 
argue that this kind of thing points to a much more cooperative maritime future 
in which navies join together against common threats rather than target each 
other. The trouble is that definitions of who is an international terrorist and who 
is not, about security priorities and about jurisdictional borders at sea have all 
become problems here, as elsewhere. They complicate the full implementation 
of such a cooperative inclinations.  

An additional problem for local navies is that in some ways, technol-
ogy seems to be narrowing the gap between them and the various non-state 
actors who threaten good order at sea. While  technology, say in the form of 
surveillance drones may well provide the means for enhanced maritime do-
main awareness, it threatens stability as well. The capacity of the Houthi rebels 

17 Urbina, Ian, The Outlaw Ocean (London: The Bodley Head, 2018).
18 Interview with R-Adm Paolo Fantoni, Commander of SNMG2, Warships, May 2020  
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in the Yemen, and Hamas to engage with some success merchant ships and 
sometimes sophisticated combatants at sea and in places like Saudi Arabia’s 
Jeddah port with missiles, fast attack craft  and sea-mines, implies a significant 
challenge to the international order. This reinforces the need for local navies to 
keep ahead by investing  in technological and procedural innovation as well as 
in the familiar disciplines of naval warfare 

But, for them this raises the issue of naval sustainability. Many of these 
technological challenges to a navy’s capacity to keep the sea, especially an 
inland sea like the Mediterranean, cost serious money and require serious in-
vestment in supplying defence industries. Given the grave economic problems 
facing the countries of the region, and more widely too, especially in the wake 
of the devastating Covid pandemic, this is going to be difficult. The problem is 
that wherever you go, navies feel they need to do more and more with less and 
less, and just at a time when the blue parts of many national economies have 
assumed much greater importance. 

This applies to superpower navies with a presence in the Mediterranean 
as much as it does to local ones. As part of its strategic effort to pivot its naval 
effort in response to rising Chinese naval assertiveness in the Asia-Pacific, the 
US Navy has sought to reduce its presence, especially in the form of carrier 
battle-groups both in the Mediterranean and the Gulf. Now concluding after 
a period of relatively low re-capitalisation of the fleet that this shift in policy 
was not sustainable, it has had to resort to some quite unwelcome expedients 
to beef up its presence once more.19 

Like many other navies around the world, the US Navy has clearly con-
cluded that increased naval cooperation with other countries both in acquisi-
tion and in the conduct of operations must be part of the solution to the sus-
tainability problem. But for this to work, greater investment in collaborative 
production and multinational naval exercises will be required Accordingly a 
more active naval presence and higher levels of defence engagement is the 
likely, if at first sight paradoxical, consequence of this widening gap between 
resources and commitment, not just for the Americans but for all navies with 
aspirations beyond the merely coastal. 

19 Larter, David B., ‘After a Gruelling Deployment, the Carrier Eisenhower Gets set for a dubi-
ous ‘Double-pump’ Defence News, 20 Sep 2020. 
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Confronted by the challenge of striking a balance between ‘hard/com-
petitive’ and soft/cooperative ‘ conceptions of their function, many navies, in-
cluding local ones  seem to be moving away from Maritime Security concerns 
just at a time when those concerns are rising. Illustrating the point, in 2007, the 
US Navy produced the first version of its ‘Cooperative Strategy  for Twenty 
First Century Seapower’. Its emphasis was on naval cooperation against com-
mon threats and a global maritime partnership. The second refreshed edition 
came out in 2015. It was much more muscular in tone seemingly concerned 
with assuring access and the requirements of great power competition, with a 
consequent drop in relative priority for Maritime Security and humanitarian 
operations. This also seems the current trajectory of many other of the world’s 
navies, including those based or operating in this region. But perhaps this is 
just a passing phase in one of those grand cycles of events through history that 
have always characterised the Mediterranean. In these volatile times predic-
tions about the future course of events at sea are particularly difficult. As mere 
observers, academics can afford merely to wait and see. Naval planners on the 
other hand have no such luxury and their assessments will do much to deter-
mine the future peace and prosperity of the Mediterranean region.


