‘ J AVRASYA INCELEMELERI MERKEZI
CENTER FOR EURASIAN STUDIES

BLACK SEA ECONOMIC COOPERATION AND
SECURITY IN THE BLACK SEA: IN VIEW OF THE
DRONE CONFLICT BETWEEN RUSSIA AND THE US -
24.03.2023

Deniz UNVER

Blog No: 14
24.03.2023

Deniz UNVER

Independent Researcher

On March 14, the US Department of Defense (Pentagon) accused the Russian Federation
of downing a drone of the US in the Black Sea, while Russian officers denied those
accusations since it would lead to a confrontation between the US and Russia[ll]
. The incident happened when a Russian SU-27 jet skirmished with a US MQ-9 Reaper in
international airspace, resulting in the drone falling into the Black Sea.

The responses and comments on the incident were not widespread. The first comments
came from the Pentagon. On March 14, the Pentagon accused Moscow for an unsafe
intercept of a US MQ-9 Reaper above the Black Sea and the downing of the US Aircraft, as
a result[2]. The day after the incident, US Defense Secretary Lloyd Austin stated that the
US aircraft would continue to fly and operate in wherever region the international law
permits[3]. Also, he included that, This hazardous episode is part of a pattern of

aggressive and risky, and unsafe actions in international airspace during the meeting of
the Ukraine Defense Contact Group[4]. It needs special emphasis that US Defense

Secretary Austin was the first voice who directly reacted to the drone incident in the Black
Sea from the US Joe Biden Administration.[5]. However, the White House appeared to
keep its cool. This led to the comments claiming that the US is trying to avoid further
escalation.

On the opposite side, Anatoly Antonov, the Russian Ambassador to the US, suggested that
an unmanned US aerial vehicle (UAV) was collecting exploration and transmitting data to
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straightly and provocatively moving in the direction of the Russian territory and violated
the boundaries of the temporary restricted area established to conduct the special
military operation[7]. Furthermore, it was stated by the Russian Ambassador Antonov that
Russias jets did not use weapons and attack the US aircraft, and the Russian fighter jets
did not get into contact with the US aircraft[8]. He further declared, We expect the US to
refrain from further speculations in the media and end flights near the Russian
boundaries. We perceive any actions involving the use of American weapons and
equipment as openly hostile[9]. Lastly, it was implied by Ambassador Antonov that

Moscow is not after seeking confrontation but rather building pragmatic relations[10].

It is important to note that the downing of the US drone was the first time that the Russian
and the US aircraft have confronted since the beginning of the war in Ukraine[11]
. This situation was also conveyed to NATO allies by NATOs Supreme Allied Commander
Europe, US Army General Christopher Cavali[12]. However, both sides do not aim to seek
further escalation, as can be understood from the officials' words

Nevertheless, the Black Sea region has become vulnerable as a secure and stable region
when the recent drone incident and the war in Ukraine are considered. The stability and
security of the Black Sea region will continue to be tested as long as the war in Ukraine
continues. However, the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC) and its vision is an
answer to the continuing security and stability threats to the region. In this sense, the
BSEC, a regional economic cooperation project, needs further analysis.

After the end of the Cold War, the BSEC was established on June 25, 1991, in istanbul[13]
, upon the initiative of Ankara. The members of the BSEC, which gained international
status on May 1, 1999[14], are Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, Georgia, Moldova,
Romania, Serbia, Ukraine, Russia and Turkiye. It can be seen that a number of the BSEC
member countries are former USSR countries, and these countries were faced with severe
economic, political and social issues during their transition to market economy[15].

Indeed, the establishment aims of the BSEC can be summarized as encouraging
interaction among members, creating harmony and ensuring peace, stability and good
neighbourhood prospects in the region[16]. In this sense, those former USSR countries
were able to make successful transition to a market economy. Ankara aimed to form
economic cooperation between the member states to prevent future conflicts in the Black
Sea region. Furthermore, benefitting from the human, financial and natural resources of
the BSEC member countries was defined as another aim of the BSEC[17].

The main cooperation areas of the Organization can be summarized as agriculture,
banking and finance, combatting crime, culture, customs matters, education, emergency
assistance, energy, environmental protection, exchange of statistical data and economic
information, healthcare and pharmaceutics, information and communication technologies,
institutional renewal and good governance, science and technology, SMEs, tourism, trade
and economic development and transport areas[18]. The Organization tries to develop
ties between the member countries in those areas.

It has to be noted that there are four pillars of the Organization, which are the legislative,
the executive, the private sector and the Black Sea Trade and Development Bank[19]
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making body of the BSEC. The Parliamentary Assembly of Black Sea Economic
Cooperation (BSEC), Black Sea Trade and Development Bank (BSTDB), International
Center for Black Sea Studies (ICBSS) and BSEC Business Council (BC), meanwhile, are the
affiliated institutions within the Organization[20].

BSEC has also introduced a military initiative for the common security in the Black Sea,
The Black Sea Naval Co-operation Task Group, or BLACKSEAFOR, established upon the
initiative of Turkiye in 2011. The members of the naval program are Turkiye, Bulgaria,
Romania, Ukraine, Russia and Georgia[21]. Although not functioning at present, the
member countries realized joint exercises in the past. BLACKSEAFOR was activated four
times in its history. In 2001, it was first activated under the Turkish command[22]
. Then, it was activated under the Ukranian command in 2022, under the Georgian
Command in 2004 and 2005[23]. If the BLACKSEAFOR can be activated again, it should
contribute to the peace and stability in the region.

In conclusion, it can be said that the Black Sea Region has to reestablish security and
stability. The recent drone conflict between Russia and the US is a point of concernin this
context. Nevertheless, it must be emphasized that the BSEC vision need to be able to
solve the current conflicts in the Black Sea region.

*Picture: https://www.energycharter.org/media/news/article/energy-charter-secretariat-
strengthens-dialogue-with-bsec/
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