
THE 2023 NATO SUMMIT AND THE BLACK SEA SECURITY

Turgut Kerem TUNCEL

Analyst

On 11-12 July 2023, the Lithuanian capital Vilnius hosted the 33rd NATO Summit. The 
Russia-Ukraine war was the number one item on Summits agenda. Allies designated 
Russia as one of the top two threats to NATO. Terrorism was labeled as the other. To 
counter these and other threats, NATOs collective commitment to strengthen its 
deterrence and defense capabilities was underlined and several regional plans were 
approved. NATO countries restated their pledge to invest a minimum of 2% of the GDP 
annually on defense. They also endorsed a Defence Production Action Plan to facilitate 
joint procurement, interoperability, and production. Allies agreed upon a multi-year 
assistance program for Ukraine. In addition, the establishment of the NATO-Ukraine 
Council which will be a new joint body where Allies and Ukraine sit as equal members to 
advance political dialogue, engagement, cooperation, and Ukraine's Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations for membership in NATO was announced. As explained in the Summit 
Communique, this council is expected to provide for joint consultations, decision-making, 
and activities, and will also serve as a crisis consultation mechanism between NATO and 
Ukraine. However, to the great disappointment of Kyiv, the Allies did not go any further 
than stating that an invitation to join NATO would be extended to Ukraine when Allies 
agree and conditions are met. As to terrorism, the meeting between President Erdoǧan of 
Türkiye, Prime Minister Kristersson of Sweden, and NATO Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg resulted in an agreement to establish, for the first time at NATO, the post of 
Special Coordinator for Counter-Terrorism.

In Vilnius, China was designated as a challenge against NATO interests, security, and 
values. Inter alia, the participation of the heads of state and government of Australia, 
Japan, New Zealand, and the Republic of Korea in the Summit was an outcome of NATOs 
China perception. Still, NATO declared that it remain[s] open to constructive engagement 
with the PRC, including to build reciprocal transparency, with a view to safeguarding the 
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Alliance's security interests. Lastly, Finland's recent accession to NATO was welcomed and 
President Erdoğan's greenlight to Sweden's membership to the Alliance was highly 
appreciated.

 

The Black Sea Security 

The key decisions of the Summit were summarized in the Summit Communiqué under 90 
articles. Black Sea security was one of the topics that was mentioned in this communique. 
The Communique (article 14) determined Russias increased military presence in the Baltic 
Sea, Black Sea, Mediterranean Sea, and the Arctic region and the High North. The Black 
Sea regions strategic importance, which has been further increased by Russia's war of 
aggression against Ukraine was underlined, as well. Article 79 of the Communique 
expressed Allies commitment to their continued support to Allied regional efforts aimed at 
upholding security, safety, stability and freedom of navigation in the Black Sea region 
including, as appropriate, through the 1936 Montreux Convention (emphasis added). In 
the same Article, it was also stated that Allies will further monitor and assess 
developments in the region and enhance our situational awareness, with a particular 
focus on the threats to our security and potential opportunities for closer cooperation with 
our partners in the region, as appropriate.

 

Affirmation of the Montreaux Convention 

As can be seen, with Article 79 of the Communique, the Allies affirmed the significance of 
the Montreux Convention for NATOs Black Sea strategy. As such, it was seen that Türkiyes 
position on upholding the Convention was shared by the Allies.

This coherence between Türkiye and the other NATO countries is a substantial strength of 
NATO in the Black Sea region. Moreover, given that some Western political and think tank 
circles have been running a tacit campaign to nullify and/or revise the Convention - a 
target that no Turkish government can accept - the concurrence on this issue may have a 
positive effect on the overall relations between Türkiye and its western allies and partners.

Yet, in contrast to this optimistic assessment, some former Turkish diplomats and 
academics whom I talked with expressed their discomfort with the usage of the rather 
ambiguous phrase as appropriate which they perceived as a very delicate and diplomatic 
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way of putting conditionality on the applicability of the Convention. If that is really the 
case, a shadow will be cast on the above-mentioned bright prospect. 

 

The Grain Deal and the Venture to Trespass Montreux Convention 

On 17 July, Russia announced that it would not extend the grain deal that was to expire on 
the same day. As a result, the possibility of the shipment of Ukrainian and Russian grain 
to the world via the Turkish Straits is significantly jeopardized. Unless Russia turns back to 
the deal, global food security will be at peril.

This risky situation created by the Kremlins decision to pull out of the grain deal seems to 
set the above-mentioned circles in motion yet again. On 18 July, for example, the Wall 
Street Journal published an opinion piece under the editorial boards signature titled 
Countering Russia's Grain Deal Extortion with the spot a naval escort operation may be 
required if Putin imposes a blockade. In this opinion piece, the WSJ practically cheered an 
operation to be carried out by the war vessels of non-littoral Western states to help 
sustain the grain shipments from the Ukrainian ports.

This might be signaling a renewed campaign for revising or simply trespassing the 
Montreux Convention. If this is the case, the prospective improvement of the relations 
between Türkiye and its western allies and partners may be significantly injured. Since no 
interested party would wish to assume the responsibility for such a result, everyone would 
be well advised to abstain from attempts to change the status of the Black Sea by playing 
with the Montreux Convention.
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