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From reset language to legal constraints

Recent discussions of a supposed reset in the Black Sea have tended to frame the region 
as an arena where renewed French ጀ吀甀爀欀椀猀栀 convergence could engineer a fresh strategic 
balance, implicitly suggesting that political will and minilateral formats might override 
existing constraints. In this narrative, the Black Sea appears as an almost vacant stage on 
which external actors can experiment with new security roles and burden-sharing 
arrangements. This commentary instead approaches the issue from the perspective of law 
and institutional practice, arguing that the Black Sea constitutes a legally framed regional 
security space whose core parameters are defined by the Montreux Convention and by 
littoral responsibility, rather than by ad hoc strategic projects.[1]

 

Montreux, littoral responsibility, and regional cooperation

The 1936 Montreux Convention established a special regime for the Turkish Straits that 
combines freedom of passage for merchant vessels with far-reaching rights and 
responsibilities for Türkiye over naval access to and from the Black Sea. In both peace and 
war, it is Türkiye that supervises and implements these rules, including the power to 
restrict or close the Straits under defined conditions, which grounds its gatekeeping role 
legally and makes it non-delegable. As such, the Black Sea Economic Cooperation 
framework was conceived in 1992 as a primarily economic and functional mechanism 
among littoral and neighboring states, aiming at trade, connectivity, and prosperity rather 
than externalized security governance.[2]

 

Misplaced expectations about shared gatekeeping

Building on this treaty-based framework, it is to be underscores that Türkiye neither needs 
nor is legally required to share the implementation of the Straits regime with any other 
state, whether an individual EU member state or a broader coalition. The Convention 
vests authority and responsibility for naval access exclusively in Ankara, so proposals for 
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joint gatekeeping remain political constructs rather than credible legal options. The reset 
narrative advanced in recent discussions implicitly normalizes the idea that new bilateral 
or minilateral formats could recalibrate Montreux's practice without openly addressing 
treaty revision, thereby blurring the line between diplomacy and legal engineering. 
Treating Turkish control as an adjustable variable in this way risks eroding legal 
predictability and incentivizing selective compliance by other actors in future crises.[3]

 

Eurocentric shortcuts and regional marginalization

Building on these legal and institutional premises, it is important to situate contemporary 
reset narratives within the longer trajectory of EU and NATO approaches to the Black Sea. 
Over several decades, European and Euro ᄀ䄀琀氀愀渀琀椀挀 strategies have tended to channel their 
regional engagement primarily through the accession and subsequent integration of 
Romania and Bulgaria, as well as through various sectoral initiatives, while often only 
nominally acknowledging Türkiye as a core stakeholder. In this discourse, European actors 
frequently cast themselves as principal architects of regional order, with Türkiye implicitly 
positioned as an implementer or facilitator rather than as a primary coastal power with its 
own security culture and historical memory. The current reset language risks reproducing 
this hierarchy, which sits uneasily with a more balanced regional outlook that resists one-
sided victimhood narratives and insists on comparative, multi-layered readings of conflicts 
and legal claims across different theatres.[4]

 

Cooperation without dilution 

Against this background, the normative benchmark that emerges is not one of isolation 
but of principled openness. A coherent approach would insist, first, on strict fidelity to the 
Montreux provisions and on the primacy of littoral states in shaping Black Sea security 
arrangements, thereby preserving the clarity of existing legal responsibilities. At the same 
time, it would welcome pragmatic cooperation with France and other European actors in 
areas such as trade, connectivity, energy infrastructure, and confidence-building 
measures, provided these initiatives do not seek to re-engineer the Straits regime by 
stealth. European proposals should therefore align themselves with, rather than upgrade, 
established frameworks: respecting tonnage and passage rules, reinforcing inclusive 
regional formats, and avoiding language that implies any form of shared or delegated 
control over access to the Black Sea.

 

Preserving legal order, avoiding conceptual inflation

Taken together, these considerations suggest that any durable re-framing of Black Sea 
politics must begin with an unambiguous recognition of Türkiyes treaty-based 
responsibilities and of the institutional landscape already binding the region, rather than 
with politically convenient shortcuts or informal reinterpretations. A reset that rests on 
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loosely defined strategic narratives or treats established regimes as flexible instruments 
of day-to-day diplomacy risks eroding both legal concepts and confidence among coastal 
states. By contrast, a law-conscious, region-centered approach that respects existing 
obligations while encouraging calibrated cooperation offers a more credible and 
sustainable path for future European–Turkish engagement in the Black Sea.[5]
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