
I. Introduction

This final commentary opens at a turning point for the Black Sea  ᐀漀渀攀  where the focus 
shifts from foundations and operational adjustments to the contested narratives now 
shaping the regions future. Whereas earlier analyses traced the evolution of legal order 
and the ability of littoral actors to innovate amidst hybrid threats, todays environment is 
increasingly defined by the strategic framing advanced by Russia, the West, and China. 
These external visions do not merely compete with interpreting events; they actively seek 
to mold the norms and legitimacy that will determine access, sovereignty, and maritime 
governance.

In this arena of narratives, institutional design, security alignments, and economic 
ambitions intersect with efforts to rewrite legal and normative boundaries. Rather than 
facing solely traditional risks, the Black Sea region must now navigate a shifting 
landscape of alternative models  ᐀攀愀挀栀  recalibrating the stakes for Turkish interests, 
regional balance, and the wider Eurasian order. This analysis thus critically explores how 
these competing discourses reflect and shape strategic realities. It asks what the contest 
over the Black Sea tells us about the persistent centrality of the region, and what future 
pathways—concrete or contested—lie ahead for Türkiye and its neighbors.

 

II. Competing Narratives: Russian, Western, and Chinese Frames 

(A) Russian Geopolitical Perspective: Memory, Status, and Security

The Russian strategic narrative in the Black Sea is grounded in a powerful memory of 
imperial entitlement and the concept of a sphere of privileged interests. Russian state 
media, official documents, and think-tank commentary repeatedly frame the Black Sea as 

Analysis No : 2025 / 23

21.10.2025

AT THE CROSSROADS: TÜRKİYE AND THE BATTLE 
FOR BLACK SEA ORDER 

Teoman Ertuğrul TULUN

Analyst

AVİM Avrasya İncelemeleri Merkezi
Center for Eurasian Studies 1



a vital space for asserting Russian power and resisting what Moscow depicts as unceasing 
Western encroachment. Russia posits itself as the regions legitimate historical 
arbiter  ᐀搀椀爀攀挀琀  heir to Tsarist and Soviet maritime power  ᐀眀栀椀氀攀  casting NATO and EU 
initiatives as destabilizing attempts to rewrite postwar settlement and upend local 
balances. This self-appointed stewardship is leveraged domestically and internationally to 
justify both military and non-military actions, ranging from expanded naval deployments 
(such as Black Sea Fleet activity and mainstreaming of "maritime peacekeeping" roles) to 
intensified hybrid measures including energy leverage, food shipments, and cyber 
activities targeting Georgia, Moldova, and Romania.[1]

One of the fundamental themes of Moscow's relations with Türkiye, particularly in the 
Black Sea region, has been its attempt to present the region as a pragmatic joint sphere 
of  influence and dominance area. While such a shared vision of superiority may not 
please Russia, it seems possible to say that such a transition period is vital for Russia to 
maintain relative stability in its favor at a time when it is engaged in a heated armed 
conflict. In this regard, it is also possible to say that Russia's escalation of conflict while 
simultaneously maintaining a special status relationship with Türkiye, thus trying to limit 
NATO's presence without alienating the region's most important maritime partner, 
indicates a two-pronged approach.

In conjunction  with this dual approach Russian-language outlets and their policy allies 
promote alternative regional security regimes, often portraying littoral-only arrangements 
as a check against Western intervention which, in practice, privilege Moscow's agenda.[2]

 

(B) Western and Chinese Models: Between Stability and Revisionism

Western narratives ᐀搀爀椀瘀攀渀 by the EU, NATO, and the US ᐀栀愀瘀攀 increasingly converged on 
the Black Sea as Europes strategic fulcrum. Recent EU policy, especially the 2025 Black 
Sea Strategy, frames enhanced maritime governance and resilience as essential to 
regional and global security. Policy documents and speeches by officials like European 
Commission Vice-President Kaja Kallas stress the urgency of countering Russian 
aggression, defending open navigation, and securing undersea infrastructure, while 
clearly stating that Black Sea security is inseparable from Europes broader stability. These 
narratives routinely endorse collaboration with littoral states yet wrestle with the hard 
limits of Montreux Convention revealing contradictions between the desire to pre-empt 
Russian action and the structural constraints of alliance-building.[3]

NATO's recognition of the Black Seas centrality ᐀眀栀椀氀攀 significant ᐀爀攀洀愀椀渀猀 hampered by 
the alliances difficulties in formulating a sustained, united Black Sea strategy that protects 
smaller coastal states and tempers the risks of escalation. Western governments also face 
a tactical paradox attempts to reassure Ukraine or Romania can be painted by Moscow as 
direct escalation, while excessive accommodation risks undermining the credibility of 
Western guarantees and exposing fault lines within the alliance itself.[4]

Chinas presence is less overt but increasingly influential. The expansion of the Belt and 
Road Initiative (BRI) into Black Sea infrastructure and logistics reinforces Beijings 
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narrative of neutral commerce and long-run connectivity. Chinese commentators and 
policy documents avoid direct security commitments, instead advocating economic 
multipolarity, shared investment, and the stabilization of maritime trade. Yet, Beijings 
tacit coordination with some Russian preferences, particularly in UN forums and selective 
project bidding, occasionally dovetails with Russian assessments of Western assertiveness 
as destabilizing. Chinas flexible alignment signals a latent dilemma: should Chinese 
investment or logistical involvement grow into a demand for security arrangements, the 
region may face a recalibration in both Western and Russian approaches to maritime 
order.[5]

While Western and Chinese narratives overlap significantly in many respects in 
advocating multilateral frameworks and the language of stability, they diverge sharply 
when it comes to intervention and limits to national sovereignty. Both, in different 
contexts, invoke each other to justify restraint or to suggest risks of extremism.[6]

 

III. Sovereignty and the Limits of Accommodation: Turkish, Regional, and 
Normative Stakes

As evolving narratives and shifting power balances shape Black Sea strategy, Türkiye and 
its regional partners have sought to assert foundational priorities such as  leadership, 
legal continuity under the Montreux Convention, and a guarded openness to adaptation 
that resists slipping into a condition of dependency or excessive accommodation. For 
Türkiye, the Convention remains non-negotiable, safeguarding regional order, prohibiting 
permanent non-littoral naval presence, and reinforcing the legitimacy and predictability 
needed by all coastal actors. By actively exercising Montreuxs controls  ᐀猀甀挀栀  as 
restricting Russian warship transit during the Ukraine conflict ᐀吀ئج爀欀椀礀攀 has demonstrated 
the enduring leverage provided by its legal stewardship, even as it balances NATO 
commitments and significant energy ties with Russia.[7]

Yet, these efforts to protect sovereignty unfold in a climate where international partners 
frequently test the boundaries of Turkish flexibility. EU undertakings, notably the 2025 
Black Sea Maritime Security Hub, have made ambitious overtures for multilateral 
coordination and infrastructure protection. However, as several analysts observe, there is 
a persistent risk that these mechanisms overlook or marginalize the treaty-based 
authority and institutional prerogative of Türkiye in regulating access and scope 
weakening both the functional and diplomatic pillar of the regional balance.[8]

At the same time, pragmatic regional alliances  ᐀猀甀挀栀  as joint ventures in energy 
diversification with Azerbaijan, or the trilateral security mechanisms with Romania and 
Bulgaria within NATO  ᐀椀氀氀甀猀琀爀愀琀攀  how Turkish policy has not ossified into rigid exclusion. 
Instead, Türkiyes preference for regional ownership and balancing without band wagoning 
has often led it to craft inclusionary but bounded approaches, which accept cooperation 
contingent upon transparent alignment with sovereign legal frameworks and demonstrate 
notable resilience even amidst external pressures and changing security architecture.[9]

Nonetheless, the sharpest risks remain those posed by the intertwining of external 
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strategic ambitions with ambiguous or revisionist discourses. Russian historicism and 
persistent promotion of an exclusive bilateral axis threaten to undermine multilateral legal 
continuity. Meanwhile, Western and EU rhetoric, if insufficiently attentive to Turkish legal 
sensitivities or operational intent, risks setting precedents that could weaken Montreux in 
the name of adaptation  ᐀瀀漀琀攀渀琀椀愀氀氀礀  destabilizing the security architecture for a 
generation. Measured accommodation, not blanket alignment, remains Türkiyes essential 
safeguard, ensuring both immediate resilience and longer-term influence over the regions 
evolving order.

 

IV. Conclusion

The close of this Black Sea trilogy does not mark an endpoint. Rather, it underlines an 
evolving contest set at the crossroads of Eurasia, where the regions inherent dynamism 
renders finality elusive. As this analysis has shown, the future of Black Sea security hinges 
not on any single initiative or foreign framework, but on the careful anchoring of 
traditional legal principles  ᐀攀洀戀漀搀椀攀搀  by the Montreux Convention  ᐀愀渀搀  steady 
adaptation to operational and narrative challenges, both external and internal. Türkiyes 
role, as the historical and geographic heart of the region, remains indispensable: it acts as 
both a gatekeeper and a balancing actor, navigating between competing pressures while 
defending sovereign boundaries and continuous regional relevance.

Critically, sustaining equilibrium depends on regional actors ability to reinforce the spirit 
of multilateral cooperation, defend legal continuity, and prevent either external overreach 
or revisionist historical claims from upsetting the delicate maritime order. The narrative 
contest that animates the Black Sea  ᐀戀攀琀眀攀攀渀  Russias persistent revisionism, Western 
ambitions for extended order, and Chinas rising commercial stake ᐀渀漀眀 becomes a policy 
arena of its own. What emerges is a pattern in which resilience is forged less by fixed 
architectures than by the ongoing negotiation of sovereignty, strategic autonomy, and 
institutional design.

Ultimately, as the boundaries of influence and ambition shift with each new crisis and 
initiative, the Black Sea remains what it has always been: Eurasias pivotal stage for 
balancing coexistence, competition, and change. Here, Türkiye's leadership is defined by 
its ability to adjust , mediate, and sustain the region's enduring, yet always contested, 
heartland.

 

*Picture: Boell and Vectezzy
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