
MAJOR CHALLENGES IN
THE SETTLEMENT OF THE
SECURITY ISSUES IN
THE BLACK SEA REGION 

The Black Sea Region has become a 
security priority of the international 
agenda. The regional actors started to 
understand that a sustainable security 
could be ensured only through coopera-
tion. Nevertheless, the region is still facing 
a series of challenges that make difficult 
the efforts aiming at ensuring stability and 
a long-term economic development. To 
begin with, these factors relate to the 
antagonistic interests of the key actors in 
the region, the cooperation gap which 
emerged after the collapse of the USSR and 
the weak political systems that are still in 
transition.

BACKGROUND

When we refer to the analysis of the 
major challenges in the settlement of the 
security issues in the Black Sea Region, it is 
important to outline a series of regional 
stability and security indicators. These are 
the most important ones: political stability; 
economic development; access to energy 
resources; respect for human rights and 
fundamental freedoms; the capacity to 
settle regional conflicts and the degree of 
cultural/ideological similarity between the 
states in the region.

Theoretically, if these criteria are 
brought together at the regional level, 
then, such priorities set on the regional 
security agenda as the access to energy 

resources, ethnical and social conflicts, 
demarcation lines, peace keeping, fighting 
against human trafficking, drugs and arms 
trafficking, trans-border crime, etc. could 
be settled in a more efficient framework 
and would turn this region into an 
economically developed and stable area.

THE COOPERATION GAP 

One of the challenges relates to the 
major discrepancies between the states in 
the region. It is not only about the cultural 
and political diversity, but also, about the 
different development stages of the coun-
tries in this area. This very systemic differ-
ence leads to a weak cohesion between 
these countries. As a whole, the region is 
still a politically, historically and geographi-
cally divided entity and the inefficient 
cooperation has an impact on the regional 
security context. And as a result, the area 
faces the following challenges induced by 
this factor:

Incapacity to prevent conflicts: in 
absence of a regional cooperation 
structure able to prevent efficiently the 
threats to the security, the Black Sea 
Region represents a zone susceptible 
to military conflicts. To date, there is a 
substantial progress in the develop-
ment of mechanisms to prevent and 
settle the conflicts, the states in the 
region being the key players. However, 
the Russian-Georgian conflict in 
August 2008 showed a low capacity of 
the states for playing such a role.

Lack of a common coherent legal 
framework to fight cross-border orga-
nized crime, illegal migration, arms 
trafficking, money laundering: despite 
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security. Therefore, keeping the sphere 
of influence in the region is viewed as a 
national interest. However, bearing in 
mind the US attempts to exert military 
and political influence in the Black Sea 
Region (through NATO enlargement, 
defence bilateral agreements, and 
support to pro-Western elites that 
stood against the pro-Russian govern-
ments) the Russian Federation 
perceives this as a strategy of its 
encirclement and removal from the 
region. Russia’s outbreak was obvious 
in the 2008 conflict, and the “tough 
message” sent to the US was that Black 
Sea Region would be fiercely 
protected. 

United States’ interests. After the Sep-
tember 11 attacks, the US has changed 
its security paradigm and included 
changes related to its presence in the 
South East Europe and the Black Sea 
Region. The interest, as well as the geo-
strategic position of the region was 
reassessed and the stress was shifted 
to strengthening the role of NATO and 
its enlargement in the region. The US 
reinforced the bilateral relationships 
with the actors in the region, particu-
larly with Georgia, Ukraine, Romania 
and Bulgaria. These latter became 
NATO members, while Georgia 
expressed its will to join the organiza-
tion. Despite Ukraine’s very open posi-
tion during the term of President Victor 
Yushchenko, the openness reduced to 
maintaining a strategic partnership, 
due to domestic tensions.

European Union’s interests. The foreign 
policy of the EU related to the Black Sea 
Region is in the process of completion. 
This entity has recently started show-
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the bilateral agreements between the 
states of the region, there lacks a 
common cooperation agreement of 
the law enforcement bodies at the 
regional level that would allow com-
bating the asymmetric risks and 
threats in the Black Sea Region. The 
region is a corridor for drug trafficking 
and a primary source for human 
trafficking, which sets grounds to put 
an end to this scourge at the initial 
stage. The organized crime and illegal 
migration became more and more 
complex, affecting the states in this 
area. The existence of unrecognized 
countries in the region with financial 
double standards influences the 
increase of number of the doubtful 
financial transactions and money laun-
dering.

CONFLICT INTERESTS
OF THE KEY ACTORS 

Another challenge for the security is 
that the interests of the key actors in this 
region are in contradiction. These diver-
gences ensue from the historical aspect 
and currently, envisage the geostrategic 
interests primarily. The options of the secu-
rity policy in the region are determined by 
three major players: Russia, the USA and 
the EU.

Russia’s interests. This state is still the 
most powerful and biggest actor in the 
Black Sea Region. When having to 
define the regional stability and secu-
rity, often, the position of the Russian 
Federation is taken into account. 
Historically, Russia has considered the 
Black Sea Region as an essential com-
ponent element to ensure the national 
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ing its interest in the region. In 2003, 
the European Security Strategy was the 
first official document that clearly 
provided for the need to join efforts to 
strengthen the security in the South-
ern Caucasus. Following this docu-
ment, the Common Security and 
Defence Policy has been paying a 
greater attention to the Black Sea 
Region. Romania and Bulgaria joined 
the EU in 2007, bringing the EU to the 
Black Sea border. As a result, the EU 
Neighbourhood Policy increased the 
EU presence in the region, however, 
only at the soft level.

The Black Sea Synergy was the first 
European comprehensive document relat-
ing to security aspects and outlining the 
primary priorities for the area. The Black 
Sea Synergy could be seen as a 
transition/provisional document, which 
creates the foundation for an EU strategic 
vision for the Black Sea Region. On one 
side, the document identified the key areas 
where the regional cooperation could be 
put in place; on the other side this initiative 
launched a reforming process envisaging 
several domains (a soft power approach 
that became classical for the EU). 

In March 2009, the EU embarked on 
another complex initiative regarding the 
Black Sea Region - the Eastern Partnership. 
The initiative focuses on deepening the 
bilateral cooperation with the states in the 
region and implies a higher degree of com-
pliance to the EU standards and require-
ments.

POLITICAL SYSTEMS IN TRANSITION

The Black Sea Region has a weak cohe-
sion and is prone to security threats, one of 

the reasons being the political systems in 
transition. After the collapse of the USSR 
and of the communist regimes, the states 
in this region have started building new 
political, economic and social, etc. systems. 
Certain countries completed this process, 
while in the majority of states in this zone 
the process in ongoing, painstaking and 
strenuous.

Going through a transition period 
influences the capacity of the Black Sea 
Region countries to develop regional coop-
eration systems. The public institutions of 
these states are not strong enough and 
depend to a great extent on technical and 
financial assistance provided by interna-
tional organisations. Additionally, as it is 
shown in Figure 1, the political stability 
index of the countries is below the global 
average and there is a high risk of conflict 
outbreak.

Figure 1. Political stability index and absence of 
violence in the countries of the Black Sea Region  
(IADB, 2009)

From the political viewpoint, the Black 
Sea Region is still unstable, fact that influ-
ences the relationships between the states 
and the quality of the regional coopera-
tion. The institutions in the countries of the 
region that joined the EU have better 
capacities and the stability of the govern-
ments allows those countries to ensure a 
continuous cooperation with other states.
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RECOMMENDATIONS  

The Black Sea Region has to shift from a 
competitive security milieu to an envi-
ronment fostering and strengthening 
the regional cooperation. It is essential 
that the cooperation encloses all the 
states in the region, thus reducing the 
current ideological polarization.

The initiatives of the Black Sea Region 
shall reinforce the relationships 
between the states. Russia should be 
involved into all these initiatives, 
despite being perceived by some 
actors as a threat to the national secu-
rity. 

Military cooperation initiatives and the 
initiatives to secure the Black Sea Basin 
in the view of fighting against asym-
metric threats and terrorism, launched 
by Turkey (Black Sea Harmony and 
Black Sea Force), shall be extended and 
supported by all countries in the 
region.

There is a need to internationally moni-
tor the situation in the conflict zones. 
This will allow developing mechanisms 
to prevent new military conflicts and 
coming over those in place.

It is necessary to develop policies that 
will provide preconditions to combat 
asymmetric security challenges and 
that will comprise all the states in the 
region. Furthermore, this cooperation 
shall be extended to other macro 
regions.

The role and the capacities of the inter-
national organisations (UN, OSCE) 
involved in conflict settlements shall 
be improved. The recommendation is 
to increase the finances to these enti-

ties for a multi-sector involvement in 
conflict settlements and building the 
confidence between the states.

The countries in the region shall carry 
on the reforming process. Upon the 
completion of the transition period, 
the states shall benefit from a sound 
political stability which will definitely 
boost the development processes in 
the area.

ANALYSIS OF THE MILITARY 
CAPACITY IN THE BLACK SEA 
REGION 

The present study is a quantitative 
analysis of the trends in the military expen-
diture and capacity of the Black Sea 
Economic Cooperation Member States 
(Albania, Armenia, Azerbaijan, Bulgaria, 
Georgia, Greece, Republic of Moldova, 
Romania, Russia, Serbia, Turkey and 
Ukraine). The total of military expenditure 
and the percent of GDP were taken as 
methodological basis. Additionally, the 
military manpower and the military reserve 
of the 12 countries were taken into 
account. Such an analysis is necessary, 
since it outlines the major trends in the 
military domain in the Black Sea Region.

BACKGROUND

In the Cold War era, the military 
balance in the Black Sea Region was 
inclined in favour of the USSR and of the 
states under its sphere of influence (to the 
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East, West and North of the Black Sea - 
USSR, Romania and Bulgaria – Member 
States of the Warsaw Pact, and to the South 
– Turkey, as a NATO Member State). Due to 
its relatively closed geographical specific-
ity, as well as the Montreux Convention, 
limiting the access of foreign vessels to the 
Black Sea, the region enjoyed a period of 
stability, despite the obvious superiority of 
the soviet maritime force.

Nevertheless, after the collapse of the 
USSR, the soviet military power balance 
inclined against the Russia’s interests, 
particularly in the ‘90, as a consequence of 
economic difficulties and losing the influ-
ence over other riparian states (Ukraine, for 
instance). Thus, Russia’s military superiority 
has decreased in the next decades. How-
ever, even if the Russian military capacity 
weakened compared to the Cold War 
epoch, from the military power perspec-
tive, this state is still the key actor of the 
region.

ANALYSIS OF MATERIAL CAPACITY

One method to compare the states’ 
power related to the security and military 
aspects is to measure the material capacity 
based on the National Capacity Index. This 
index represents a quantitative indicator 
measuring the hard power of a state based 
on a calculation formula taking into 
account the following elements: the total 
number of population, the total number of 
urban population, the quantity of iron and 
steel produced by the state, the quantity of 
consumed energy, the military expendi-
ture and the number of soldiers. It is neces-
sary to emphasize that the material capac-
ity is not equal to the military power factor. 

The National Capacity Index is relative and 
is mostly useful in marking out the hard 
power. In order to determine the military 
power in a comprehensive manner, it is 
necessary to consider other factors relating 
to qualitative aspects, like for instance, the 
morale of the soldiers, military training, 
combat experience, doctrine, the structure 
of the military force, etc. 

ANALYSIS OF MILITARY
EXPENDITURE 

Another way to analyse the military 
capacity and the power balance in the 
region is to study the trends in the military 
expenditure. As a rule, the sudden military 
expenditures of the states can serve as an 
early indicator of potential confrontations. 
In some cases, the slow, but constant 
growth of military expenditures in two or 
more countries represents a similar warn-
ing.

A good illustration of this hypothesis is 
the case of Georgia. The events from 
August 2008 serve as an example of the 
report between large military expenditures 
and an imminent military conflict. The 
military expenditure of the state increased 
from 82.3 mln US dollars in 2002 to 1.201 
bln US dollars in 2007 (SIPRI). This signifi-
cant increase took place in a short period of 
five years. Moreover, in 2008, Georgia spent 
almost 1.14 bln US dollars, which is a figure 
25 times higher compared to the military 
expenditure of the state in 2000 (45.3 mln 
US dollars). Therefore, the analysis of 
military expenditures of the regional 
powers can help preventing potential 
conflicts. 
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As one could see from Table 1, region-
ally, Russia definitely leads as a matter of 
military expenditures, allocating over 90 
bln US dollars. Turkey and Greece follow in 
the ranking. This shows an important 
aspect of the military balance in the region: 
Russia and Turkey have the tendency to 
maintain the largest military capacities. 

An interesting trend in Table 1 is the 
fact that Russia’s military allocations have 
constantly increased in the last decade. 
Nevertheless, compared to the Cold War 
era, Russia’s expenditure is relatively 
reduced, namely compared to the size of its 
military manpower. However, the constant 
growth of military expenditure demon-
strates Russia’s aspiration of becoming a 
strong military power. Moreover, judging 
from the perspective of the hypothesis that 
the growing military expenditure leads to 
an imminent military conflict, then one 
might assume Russia prepares for a poten-
tial conflict in the nearest future.

The military expenditure of the GDP in 
the Black Sea Region is revealed in Table 2. 

This indicator shows the percentage from 
the national income that the decision-
making factors can allocate for defence. In 
less militarized countries, this index varies 
between 2% to 4%. Russia, Turkey and 
Greece spent almost 4-5 % of their GDPs in 
the military domain. The analysis of these 
indicators shows relatively stable indexes 
for the last decade, which suggests there is 
no arms race in the region.

However, two exceptions can be 
revealed – there is a major growth in the 
Georgian and Azeri military spending. In 
2002, Georgia allocated approximately 1% 
of the GDP for defence. There has been a 
constant growth since then and an abrupt 
bound after 2004. In 2005, the military 
expenditures in Georgia have grown from 
1.4% to 3.3 % of GDP, while in 2006, the 
record was set - 5.2 %. 

For Azerbaijan, the growth of expendi-
tures of the GDP is less rapid. Nonetheless, 
it is necessary to take into account that its 
GDP has grown since the price for oil went 
up. Thus, the GDP of the state has increased 

Table 1. Military Expenditure – percent of GDP (SIPRI, 2002 – 2012)
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from 27 to 40 bln US dollars from 2007 to 
2008 (SIPRI). Accordingly, it is necessary to 
pay attention to these figures and trends, 

as they can serve as an early warning of a 
potential military confrontation between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia.

Table 3. Military Reserve in some BSEC Member States (SIPRI, 2009)

Table 2. Military Expenditure – percent of GDP (SIPRI, 2002 – 2012)

ANALYSIS OF THE
MILITARY RESERVE 

Finally, we shall present a short com-
parison between the military reserves of 
the regional actors. Similarly to other 
aspects, Russia, leads the ranking with a 
huge military reserve of almost 20 million. 
This is one of the causes determining the 
smaller countries in the region to compen-

sate Russia’s effect with the US – NATO 
presence. Turkey holds the second position 
in the ranking, with almost half a million of 
active military personnel and 378 700 in 
reserve. Ukraine and Greece are other two 
important military powers in the region, 
but are far behind the first two countries. 

Taking into account all these aspects, 
the key security providers in the Black Sea 
Region are first of all Russia and Turkey, 
followed by Ukraine and Greece. Therefore, 
the potential accession of Georgia and 

Ukraine to NATO in absence of Russia’s 
approval could direct to serious conse-
quences, because of a potential reaction of 
the latter. Additionally, the hereby paper 
proved that for certain countries in the 
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region the military argument is still com-
pulsory. Subsequently, a huge attention 
shall be paid to monitoring region’s milita-
rization degree.

CONCLUSIONS AND
RECOMMENDATIONS 

After two decades of political and 
economic transition, the Black Sea Region 
is still an unstable zone. The so-called 
"frozen conflicts" proved "they are actually 
not frozen" and present the risk of chang-
ing into interstate armed conflicts. The 
collision of the big powers’ interests, i.e. US 
and EU, to integrate the states in the region 
into transatlantic initiatives and Russia’s 
strong resistance and the efforts to attract 
the states in the region into Euro-Asian 
initiatives, transformed this region into a 
geopolitical battle field. The principle of 
cooperation between the states in the 
region is dominated by a geostrategic 
interest, which averts the cohesion 
between these countries. 

Additionally, the Black Sea Region is 
home to unsettled conflicts that were 
prematurely considered “frozen”. Under 
such circumstances, there is a risk of new 
interstate military clashes, which, most 
probably will be more violent than in the 
past. These unsolved conflicts maintain 
tensions between the states of the region 
and have a negative impact on the region’s 
prosperity. 

The weak willingness of the regional 
actors to accept reasonable compromises, 
the limited efficiency of the international 
organizations to settle the conflicts in the 
region, imposes some states to choose war 
to settle interstate divergences (a tool 
which proved to be rather inefficient and 

destructive). 

Russia, as a key military actor, makes 
the progress related to the settlement of 
any conflict directly dependant on its geo-
political interests. The military balance in 
the region clearly favours Russia, despite a 
qualitative decline of its military forces. The 
conclusion is that keeping the conflicts 
unsolved is Russia’s geopolitical stratagem. 

The analysis of the military balance in 
the Black Sea Region outlines a series of 
recommendations for the decision-making 
factors. 

The military expenditures and activities 
should be carefully monitored, namely 
the ones envisaging actors involved in 
unsolved conflicts. The constant 
growth of the military expenditure can 
point to some intentions to trigger 
military conflicts.

Any incident in the conflict zones, even 
minor clashes, shall be watched out and 
handled precautiously. Otherwise, 
these could rapidly grow into major 
military conflicts. A special attention 
shall be paid to the situation in Azer-
baijan, Armenia, Georgia and the 
Republic of Moldova, where there are 
secessionist military regions.

Russia shall not be antagonized, because 
its response might be unexpected. This 
state is involved in every unsolved 
conflict in the region and protects its 
interests more ambitiously than it used 
to, one decade ago. 

It is necessary to identify new ways to 
involve the international organizations 
in region’s unsolved conflicts from the 
region. This is absolutely necessary, 
since the models previously used for 
their settlement did not show 
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expected results.

It is recommended to strengthen the 
financial and human capacities of the 
international organizations active in the 
Black Sea Region in order to settle and 
prevent the conflicts. Also, there is a 
need to reinforce such NGOs as the 
think-tankers, which could develop 
analytical studies, monitor the situa-
tion and issue recommendations to the 
governments on the stabilisation in the 
region.

Furthermore, the efforts of building and 
preserving a culture of regional coopera-
tion shall be increased. The economic 
and commercial cooperation within 
BSEC shall be enlarged and deepened. 
This approach should contribute to 
surmounting the current tensions in 
the long term.
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