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"There are neither eternal allies nor eternal enemies. Only interests are
eternal... "

Lord Palmerston

The dictum of Lord Palmerston, as expressed in the House of
Commons in 1848, includes the rapprochement between Israel and
Greece in the recent past. Because in international relations interests
are what matters and every "player" in the international arena has a duty
to pursue them.
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Jewish state came
at a very critical time
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will be deprived of
many privileges,
such as the use of
Turkish airspace for
the exercises of its
Air Forces.

Greece-Israel: the new strategy

Greece seems to be turning a new leaf in its –until recent-

ly- stable relations with the Middle East. This is made clear

by the reciprocal visits of Prime Ministers George

Papandreou and Benjamin Netanyahu in Israel and Greece

respectively, during the summer of 2010.

On its part, Israel redefines its strategic relations by turn-

ing to Greece and the Balkans in general, after the rupture of

relations with Turkey. The traditional enemies of the Turkish

state can prove valuable allies for Israel.

Turkey’s change of attitude towards the Jewish state came

at a very critical time for the latter. Israel will be deprived of

many privileges, such as the use of Turkish airspace for the

exercises of its Air Forces. Moreover, it will lose billions of

dollars which it used to gain annually from the provision of

weapons to Turkey, now that the latter has turned to the

European and Russian markets1.

Therefore, Tel Aviv is required to compensate for its loss-

es. It is in this framework that the military cooperation

between Greece and Israel, carried out in two parts, takes

place. The first one concerns the conduct of joint exercises

in the Greek airspace and the second one concerns the

cooperation in the defence sector: the defence industry and

the joint development of defensive programs2.

Israel needs Athens FIR for the training of its pilots, since

it is a small country with no area to conduct flights that

require covering long distances. However, Israeli exercises

take another dimension given the Iranian threat and the pro-

nounced scenarios about Israel bombing Iran.

Up to date, the Greek-Israeli military relations were limited

to the 'Glorious Spartan’ exercise, in 2008, and ‘Minoas’, in

2010. The first one became internationally known when The

New York Times revealed the flight of Israeli fighter aircrafts

in the Greek airspace which triggered the scenarios for it

being a rehearsal for the bombing of Iran's nuclear facilities.

The Israeli aircrafts flew to the firing range of Kranea in

Thessaly, which is the same distance as between Israel and

the Iranian uranium enrichment plant in Natanz.

The second exercise, "Minoas", which took place in May

2010 in the Aegean Sea, was halted by Athens due to the

Israeli attack on the convoy to Gaza. Nevertheless, the first

part had already been completed. Following discussions

between the two parties, the second part of the exercises

took place in mid-October 20103.

Apart from Greece, Bulgaria and Romania have conceded

their airspace for the training of Israeli pilots while the inten-

tion to cooperate in this field has been expressed by Serbia,
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natural gas deposits
detected in the
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Mediterranean.
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Montenegro, FYROM and Croatia4. However, the Greek-

Israeli approach takes yet another dimension. Tel Aviv aims

at the natural gas deposits detected in the Eastern

Mediterranean. The time of the Israeli Prime Minister’s visit

to Athens was not random, since in August, just before

Netanyahu's visit, the “Leviathan” deposit had been discov-

ered in the sea area between Cyprus and Israel that is

believed to contain 453 billion cubic meters of natural gas.

"Leviathan" is much larger than the cluster of the Tamar

deposits, discovered in January 2009, 35 km south of the

Lebanese territorial waters in the disputed zone between

Lebanon and Israel, which reportedly extends to Cypriot

waters.

Here is where Greece comes in, since Israel has pro-

posed to the Greek government to act as a hub for the trans-

port of gas to Europe5. After this discovery began the scenar-

ios for the replacement of Russian natural gas by the

Israelis. These scenarios run in the realm of fantasy, as there

is no comparison in the volume of gas reserves of the two

countries6. The mining of “Leviathan’s” deposits will begin in

2011, with the investigations and the licensing being handled

by the American Noble Group, in association with Israeli

companies. It is certain that such a project would significant-

ly boost Israel which falls short of energy sources. 

Furthermore, in December 2010, Cyprus and Israel signed

an agreement demarcating their maritime borders and delin-

eating an Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) between them in

order to facilitate gas exploration. Cyprus has signed similar

agreements with Lebanon7 and Egypt. The Israel- Cyprus

agreement opens the road to search for energy sources in

the Eastern Mediterranean8 and enforces Israel to secure a

large share of the 'Eastern Mediterranean pie'.

Meanwhile, the prime ministers of the two countries

agreed to form a joint ministerial council in order to boost

Greek- Israeli cooperation in specific sectors such as

tourism, energy, security, technological research and agricul-

ture. The first meeting will be held within the next two months

at the latest. On account of this decision Israeli Foreign

Minister Avigdor Lieberman visited Greece in mid January.

This is the first time in 15 years that an Israeli Foreign

Minister has visited Greece. Lieberman met the political

leadership of Greece in order to discuss ways of broadening

cooperation between the two countries9 as well as the

Exclusive Economic Zone delimitation issue.    

For its part, Greece aims at financial aid from Israel

through the influx of Israeli tourists. In 2010, 250,000 Israeli

tourists visited Greece; 200% more than last year, a number

that the Israeli side intends to double next year. Finally,



Greece, on the other
hand, is in good
terms with Iran. The
latter is an important
trading partner of
the former since it is
its main supplier of
oil with 65% of the
imported oil coming
from Iran. 

Greece wants to approach the Jewish lobby, aiming at its

help on issues of national interest (Cyprus), as the latter

strongly influences the decisions of the United States.

Iran 

The Middle East has dominated the international political

scene for decades. The Palestinian problem, the Gulf War,

the civil war in Iraq, and the nuclear program of Iran are only

some of the conflicts in the region which constantly bring it to

the foreground of global events.  

Nowadays, Iran is more than ever the centre of interest,

both at a regional and an international level. In the summit of

the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC), held from December

3rd-5th in Abu Dhabi, the Arab countries stressed that they

are looking at the nuclear ambitions of Iran with great con-

cern. 

Meanwhile, on December 6th in Geneva, the discussions

between the permanent members of the Security Council of

the UN and between Germany and Iranian officials concern-

ing Iran’s nuclear program were completed. However,

President Ahmadinejad’s policy stands firm as long as the

sanctions imposed on his country are not lifted. The discus-

sions were completed without any tangible results; finally,

both sides decided to meet again in late January in Istanbul.

The UN Security Council has imposed strict sanctions on

Iran for its controversial nuclear program with a series of

decisions, which totally number four since 2006 (1737/2006,

1747/2007, 1803/2008, 1929/2010)10, while the EU’s trade

with the country is restricted. 

Lately, Iran seems to follow a policy of isolation while its

stance raises concern among its neighbours. The majority of

the Gulf countries fear the creation of a nuclear Shiite regime

in Teheran that will support Hezbollah in Lebanon, Hamas’ in

the Palestinian territories and the Shiite communities in the

Gulf countries. On the other hand, the fear of Iran has been

present in Israel from the past. Israel’s greatest concern was

and will always be its safety; thus the formation of a Muslim

state with a nuclear program in its neighbourhood is, by def-

inition, a major threat.

Greece, on the other hand, is in good terms with Iran. The

latter is an important trading partner of the former since it is

its main supplier of oil with 65% of the imported oil coming

from Iran. As an EU member, Greece has been asked to take

action against the Islamic Republic of Iran in the context of

the sanctions imposed on it. Nevertheless, in February 2008,

Greece was among the countries that declined the proposal
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Turkey tried to play a
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troubled Middle East
by taking careful steps
which include the
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of Great Britain, France and the Netherlands for the imposi-

tion of even stiffer penalties on Iran. Moreover, Greece along

with Cyprus and Malta refused to expand UN sanctions

against Iran’s shipping lines, fearing that such an action

would influence the revenue of Greek ports. However, the

stricter sanctions adopted by the EU on July 26, 2010, had

the full consent of Athens, a fact that currently brings Greece

and Israel closer together.

The new alliances in the Middle East11

Recently, what we have witnessed in the Middle East is an

approach between Iran-Turkey and Syria. The new dynamic

formation in the region is of great concern to Israel and the

West, since a new pole is being formed; one with remarkable

strategic force that can greatly influence developments in the

region. 

The new scene began to form after the rise to power of the

Justice and Development Party, led by Recep Tayyip

Erdogan. Turkey tried to play a leading role in the troubled

Middle East by taking careful steps which include the desire

to undertake a mediatory role between Syria and Israel on

one side, and Iran and the West on the other. In the process,

however, relations between Turkey and Israel deteriorated.

This began after the Israeli attack against Gaza, which hap-

pened without prior notification towards Turkey in December

2008.

The Israeli Prime Minister, Ehud Olmert, during his visit to

Ankara (shortly before the conference in Davos) did not

reveal to the Turkish Prime Minister the hit that the Israelis

were preparing against Hamas in Gaza. During this visit,

Erdogan mediated talks between the Israeli Prime Minister

and the Syrian President, Bashar al-Assad12. But a week

after Turkish mediation, the Israeli operations in Gaza began.

Therefore, Turkey considered the Israeli action to undermine

its mediation efforts. Under no circumstances could the

Assad regime negotiate with Israel while Gaza was being

bombed, since such an action would rouse the Arab world.

Meanwhile, Turkey took a stand against Israel with its

famous attack to Shimon Peres during the Davos

Conference and by expressing its opposition to Israel's

attack on Gaza, thereby earning the respect of its allies.

However, the final blow for the two countries’ relations was

the Israeli attack to the "Freedom Flotilla" bound for Gaza

and sailing under a Turkish flag in international waters. The

attack cost the lives of nine Turkish citizens aboard the ship

“Mavi Marmara”. Since then, the relations between the two
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countries remain cold.

Therefore Turkey, by turning towards the East, is now

seeking to upgrade its role in the Middle East and serve as a

link between the Arab world and the US (or the West in gen-

eral). So, Greece, at this point, is taking advantage of

Turkey’s turn to approach Israel. It seeks after the economic

gains provided by the influx of Israeli tourists, the strengthen-

ing of its position on issues of national interest via the Jewish

lobby, as well as the access to high technology which Israel

holds. But so far, those are only expectations. This is the rea-

son why Greece should not forget that it also depends large-

ly on Iran for energy. Any challenge towards Tehran’s regime

will have financial consequences for Greece and it will also

cause the reaction of Turkey. In any case, Greece should

pursue its interests by avoiding tensions with the warring par-

ties. It must keep safe distances, maintain the balance and

probably adopt a more neutral stance.

6      w w w . c e m  m i s . e d u . g r
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