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O
n 17 September 2026, a Turkish diplo-

mat told Agence France-Presse about 

Ankara’s new draft memorandum for 

the Black Sea. Türkiye is proposing 

two protected shipping lanes for civilian vessels: a 

western route hugging the Romanian and Bulgarian 

coasts, and an eastern route through the territorial 

waters of the states on the sea’s eastern and south-

ern shores. “We want to use the territorial waters 

of the adjacent states,” he said, “including Türkiye 

— and Georgia, if they are willing to take part.” Ear-

lier, in October 2025, the EU convened a ministerial 

meeting in Luxembourg on cross-regional security 

and connectivity, including security in the Black Sea 

region. Georgia’s foreign minister, Maka Botchorish-

vili, was not invited at all.

It is clear that the Black Sea is being reorganized by 

Türkiye, Romania and Bulgaria, Ukraine’s drones, and 

the European Union’s money, and it is being reor-

ganized without Russia. Georgia has been offered 

a seat at that table because of where it sits, not 

because of what it can do. The question is whether 

Georgia wants the seat and what it should cost.

A War That Changed the  

Black Sea

The Black Sea of September 2026 bears almost no 

resemblance to the Black Sea of February 2022. 

Then, it was a Russian-Turkish lake with a limited 

NATO coastline. Now, as Ukrainian analysts at the 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace argue, 

Russian operational control of the maritime battle 

space has fallen from roughly 90% to around 25%. 

Russia’s Black Sea Fleet lost its flagship in 2022, its 

main base in 2023, and, after Ukraine’s 12 August 

strike on Novorossiysk, saw the frigates Admiral 

Essen and Admiral Makarov disabled — most of what 

remained of its surface combat power this summer. 

It is a fleet that hides in port and is struck there.

Security Without Moscow, and the Price  

of Georgia’s Seat

https://www.turkishminute.com/2026/09/17/turkey-proposes-black-sea-deal-to-protect-civilian-shipping/
https://newsroom.consilium.europa.eu/events/20260615-foreign-affairs-council-june-2026
https://civil.ge/archives/702103/amp
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/04/the-changing-military-balance-in-the-black-sea-a-ukrainian-perspective
https://www.rferl.org/a/russia-moskva-sinking-analysis-ukraine/31805559.html
https://www.rferl.org/a/ukraine-navy-black-sea-russia/32826343.html
https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2026/08/ukrainian-drone-strike-russian-frigates-novorossiysk/
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This illustration draws on Vin Zzep’s ‘”Brilliant Disguise - Goldfish with a Shark Fin” poster.



3

BY SERGI KAPANADZE Issue №34 | September, 2026

And yet Ukraine is losing the export 

war. This paradox defines the current 
moment and must be the starting point 
for any serious Black Sea policy. Sea 
denial is not sea control. Ukraine has 
made the sea unusable for the Russian 
navy, but it cannot make Odesa’s cranes 
and silos safe from missiles and Sha-

heds launched from land.

And yet Ukraine is losing the export war. This par-

adox defines the current moment and must be the 
starting point for any serious Black Sea policy. Sea 

denial is not sea control. Ukraine has made the sea 

unusable for the Russian navy, but it cannot make 

Odesa’s cranes and silos safe from missiles and Sha-

heds launched from land. Russia struck the greater 

Odesa ports more than 180 times in the first half of 
this year and 67 times in July alone. Ukraine’s agri-

culture ministry has cut its grain export forecast; its 

storage will be full by November; the Danube alter-

native is choked by drought.

The Black Sea is therefore no longer a 
Russian–Ukrainian theatre with by-

standers. It has become a shared sea in 
which every littoral state’s ships, plat-

forms and pipelines are vulnerable to 
drone attacks.

The war at sea has also spread to everyone else. Since 

late June, at least 25 Turkish-owned vessels have 

been attacked. Turkish companies operate around 

40% of the ships calling at Ukrainian ports, which 

exposes Turkish crews to being hit, and some have 

already been injured. A drone detonated a kilometer 

from a Trans-Balkan pipeline compressor station 

in Bulgaria on 8 August; Romanian jets destroyed 

another drone near the Neptun Deep gas platform 

on 20 August; Kazakhstan’s oil exports through the 

CPC terminal at Novorossiysk were suspended for 

a week in July after four tankers were hit in four 

days. The Black Sea is therefore no longer a Russian–

Ukrainian theatre with bystanders. It has become a 

shared sea in which every littoral state’s ships, plat-

forms and pipelines are vulnerable to drone attacks.

Türkiye’s Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan called for 

a mutual moratorium on attacks on commercial 

shipping in August, but Russia dismissed it as a 

“half measure.” Türkiye then quietly began with-

holding Dardanelles transit permits for merchant 

vessels bound for Novorossiysk — a step outside 

the Montreux Convention, which, inter alia, governs 

warships, and one of the most consequential things 

any state has done in this war without announcing 

it. Now comes the September memorandum, with its 

two lanes and its conditional invitation to Georgia.

Thirty Years of Black Sea  

Formats

The Black Sea is not short of institutions. It lacks 

institutions that work, and the reasons they do not 

work fall into three recognizable patterns.

The first generation, built between the end of the 

Cold War and the annexation of Crimea, was inclu-

sive by design. The Organization of the Black Sea 

Economic Cooperation (BSEC), founded in Istanbul 

in 1992, gathered eleven states, including Russia, 

around a consensus rule. BLACKSEAFOR, a Turkish 

initiative of 2001, put six navies — Russia’s among 

them — into joint exercises and search-and-rescue; 

it froze after the 2008 war in Georgia and died after 

2014. Operation Black Sea Harmony, Türkiye’s own 

maritime security patrol launched in 2004, invited 

Russia two years later and faded into oblivion after 

2015. The Black Sea Grain Initiative of 2022 was 

the last of this line: a UN- and Turkish-brokered 

arrangement that worked for a year and collapsed 

the day Russia chose to leave it. The lesson of the 

first generation is that every format that included 

Russia functioned only while Russia found it useful, 

and Russia’s usefulness test was, as Luke Coffey and 

Can Kasapoğlu observed, whether it kept NATO out.

https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/turkeysource/turkey-black-sea-maritime-security-strategy/
https://www.thepoultrysite.com/news/2026/08/ukraine-cuts-grain-export-forecast-by-12-on-port-attacks
https://english.nv.ua/business/ukraine-grain-exports-may-halve-this-year-50630920.html
https://www.turkishminute.com/2026/09/17/turkey-proposes-black-sea-deal-to-protect-civilian-shipping/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2026-08-09/bulgaria-says-drone-explodes-in-its-airspace/107013718
https://www.euronews.com/my-europe/2026/08/20/nato-jets-scrambled-as-drone-enters-romanian-airspace
https://www.euronews.com/2026/07/21/four-drone-strikes-in-four-days-hit-tankers-carrying-kazakhstans-oil
https://www.kyivpost.com/post/82000
https://www.turkiyetoday.com/world/turkiye-proposes-russia-ukraine-deal-to-end-black-sea-shipping-attacks-3228347?s=4
https://treaties.un.org/pages/showDetails.aspx?objid=0800000280166981
https://www.bsec-organization.org/
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/blackseafor.en.mfa
https://eurasianet.org/black-sea-naval-cooperation-another-casualty-of-ukraine-war
https://eurasianet.org/black-sea-naval-cooperation-another-casualty-of-ukraine-war
https://eurasianet.org/black-sea-naval-cooperation-another-casualty-of-ukraine-war
http:/https://www.mfa.gov.tr/iv_-european-security-and-defence-identity_policy-_esdi_p_.en.mfa
https://www.un.org/en/black-sea-grain-initiative/faq
https://www.hudson.org/foreign-policy/new-black-sea-strategy-new-black-sea-reality
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The second generation was Western, and almost all 

of its formats were very soft (or toothless). The EU’s 

Black Sea Synergy of 2007 and the Eastern Part-

nership of 2009 were regional-cooperation and 

neighborhood policies with no real security dimen-

sion capable of countering live threats. GUAM, the 

Georgia–Ukraine–Azerbaijan–Moldova grouping, 

was created in 1997 as an alternative to Russian-led 

integration and has never had the resources or the 

members’ attention to be more than a communi-

qué. The Three Seas Initiative of 2016 connected 

the Adriatic, Baltic and Black Seas for EU members 

only, admitting Ukraine and Moldova as partners 

but structurally excluding Türkiye and Georgia — 

the two states whose coastlines matter most. The 

Bucharest Nine, founded in 2015, gave the eastern 

flank a voice inside NATO but spans two seas with 
different threat geometries. NATO itself, after War-

saw in 2016, settled for a “tailored forward presence” 

in Romania — a multinational brigade and more air 

policing — after Romania’s proposal for a standing 

allied Black Sea fleet was cold-shouldered by Bul-
garia, whose prime minister said he wanted to see 

sailboats and tourists in the sea, not warships. And 

the United States, whose Congress introduced a 

Black Sea Security Act in 2023, settled for report 

language obliging the State Department to write a 

five-pillar strategy that its own supporters described 

as loosely defined and unfunded, and that has not 
survived the change of administration in any recog-

nizable form. The lesson of the second generation is 

that formats built in Washington, Brussels, or other 

European capitals either had no ships or had the 

wrong members.

The third generation of formats is wartime, func-

tional and narrow. Ukraine’s unilateral corridor of 

2023 replaced the Grain Initiative and has moved 

more than two hundred million tons without asking 

anyone’s permission. The Türkiye–Romania–Bul-

garia Mine Countermeasures Task Group (MCM 

Black Sea), established in January 2024, has run ten 

operations under a six-monthly rotating command 

and, in July, amended its mandate to cover critical 

infrastructure. NATO launched Eastern Sentry in 

September 2025 after drones crossed into Polish 

airspace, and Romania has been shooting drones 

down over the Danube delta and the gas fields since. 
These are the formats that actually do things.

What included Russia did not survive 
Russia’s absence. What was broad had 
no ships or teeth. What has ships and 

arms is small. Nothing on the list is 

both wide enough to cover the whole 
non-Russian littoral and hard enough 
to protect what is being built on it and 
counter real threats.

Line the three generations up and the shape of the 

problem is obvious. What included Russia did not 

survive Russia’s absence. What was broad had no 

ships or teeth. What has ships and arms is small. 

Nothing on the list is both wide enough to cover 

the whole non-Russian littoral and hard enough to 

protect what is being built on it and counter real 

threats. That is the gap, and it is why something 

more ambitious than another conference, another 

platform, or another mandate amendment is now 

required.

The Problem Is Not the Absence 

of a Strategy

It is tempting and wrong to say that the EU has no 

strategy. The European Union adopted its first Stra-

tegic Approach to the Black Sea Region in May 2025. 

It published an implementation report in July 2026. 

It launched a Connectivity Agenda Platform in June 

that is expected to mobilize up to two billion euros 

through international financial institutions for the 
Trans-Caspian corridor. It has agreed with Romania 

and Bulgaria to build a Black Sea Maritime Security 

Hub at Constanța and Varna. So, indeed, Brussels has 
a strategy, a budget line and institutional readiness.

https://guam-organization.org/
https://vm.ee/en/international-relations/regional-cooperation/three-seas-initiative-3si
https://www.nato.int/en/about-us/official-texts-and-resources/official-texts/2016/07/09/warsaw-summit-communique
https://eurasianet.org/bulgaria-throws-wrench-works-nato-black-sea-plans
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/senate-bill/804/text
https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/the-biden-administration-finally-has-a-black-sea-security-strategy-its-what-comes-next-that-matters/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2024/1/11/nato-allies-turkey-romania-bulgaria-sign-deal-to-clear-black-sea-mines
https://sofiaglobe.com/2026/07/01/bulgaria-romania-and-turkiye-to-strengthen-protection-of-critical-underwater-infrastructure-in-black-sea/
https://shape.nato.int/operations/operations-and-missions/eastern-sentry
https://kyivindependent.com/romania-shoots-down-third-drone-in-three-days-as-tensions-rise-over-russian-airspace-violations/
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/170d9b3a-d45f-4169-80fa-9adb753c0921_en?filename=EU+Strategic+Approach+Black+Sea+Strategy.pdf
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/06e341ed-8e59-4d3f-b2bd-083b0b5a9027_en?filename=JOIN_2026_15_F1_REPORT_FROM_COMMISSION_EN_V4_P1_4913870.PDF
https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/news/eu-launches-connectivity-agenda-platform-strengthen-links-between-europe-and-central-asia-through-2026-06-23_en
https://timesca.com/eu-launches-platform-to-mobilize-up-to-e2-billion-for-europe-central-asia-connectivity/
https://www.bta.bg/en/news/world/1147650-romania-bulgaria-finalize-black-sea-security-centre-project
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What the non-Russian Black Sea lacks 
is not a strategy but a security instru-

ment that matches it. 

What the non-Russian Black Sea lacks is not a strat-

egy but a security instrument that matches it. Of all 

the frameworks above, exactly one has put ships to 

sea to face live threats — the trilateral, the small-

est, and the one that involves no Brussels institution 

at all. The EU’s own strategy acknowledges this: 

its security flagship is a monitoring hub, and the 

document says it will “coordinate with the existing 

trilateral demining initiative.” The strategy knows 

it needs a security layer it does not itself provide.

Brussels also has money. It can theoretically pay 

for infrastructure that runs across a sea in which 

drones are being shot down over gas platforms. The 

Georgia–Romania electricity cable alone is assessed 

at 3.57 billion euros; it would run 1,100 kilometers, 

700 of them at depths beyond two thousand meters, 

within 150 kilometers of Russian naval bases. This is 

a serious constraint and requires insurance, which 

is very hard to obtain. Nobody will underwrite that 

cable against wartime risk at a price the project is 

currently estimated to cost.

The supply case is also conditional. Georgia was a 

net electricity importer in 2025, and almost all its 

exports were concentrated in May–July, limiting 

the dependable surplus available from its exist-

ing hydro-dominated system. Yes, Azerbaijan has 

begun delivering substantial renewable projects, 

but its 2022 pledge to develop 8 GW of wind and 

solar by 2027, with 80% intended for export, remains 

far ahead of its 2025 wind-and-solar production 

of just 0.77 TWh. The cable’s prospective supply 

therefore depends on additional plants, grid rein-

forcement and export arrangements being delivered 

simultaneously.

The same is true, on a smaller scale, of port 

investment in Georgia and Bulgaria, of war-risk 

premiums on every hull entering Odesa, and of the  

Neptun Deep platform, which is supposed to make 

Romania the EU’s largest gas producer from next 

year.

Europe, therefore, has strategy and 
money. It has no instrument that makes 
the assets it is funding defensible.

Europe, therefore, has strategy and money. It has 

no instrument that makes the assets it is funding 

defensible, and no political framework that binds 

the five non-Russian littoral states to defend them 
together. That instrument could be the Compact.

What a Black Sea Compact  

Is and Is Not

Vagueness is where regional-security proposals go 

to die, so when one is advocating for a Black Sea 

Compact, specifics matter.

The compact should be an agreement among the 

five non-Russian littoral states — Türkiye, Romania, 
Bulgaria, Ukraine and Georgia — with the European 

Union as a partner, to do four things together that 

none of them can do alone.

1) Protect critical infrastructure. Cables, pipelines, 

offshore platforms and port approaches, through 

shared surveillance, seabed monitoring and, where 

a member consents, patrol in its territorial waters. 

This is not a new idea; it is what the three-state Mine 

Countermeasures group agreed to do in July 2026 

when it amended its mandate from mine clearance 

to “surveillance and reconnaissance… to prevent 

deliberate attacks against critical infrastructure.” 

The compact extends that mandate to five states and 
gives it a budget. The difference would be Ukraine’s 

participation, which could bring new technologies, 

capabilities, and a serious anti-Russian dimension 

to this endeavor.

2) Run protected lanes. Civilian shipping corridors 

along members’ territorial waters — the western 

lane along Romania and Bulgaria that already exists 

https://oenergetice.cz/en/quick-news/georgia-romania-submarine-cable-moves-towards-seabed-survey-its-cost-has-risen-by-half-in-four-years
https://www.german-economic-team.com/en/newsletter/the-black-sea-submarine-cable-project-update-from-tbilisi/
https://esco.ge/files/data/Balance/energobalans_2025_eng.pdf
https://president.az/en/articles/view/58221
https://minenergy.gov.az/en/xeberler-arxivi/00714
https://www.omv.com/en/media/press-releases/2026/progress-on-the-neptun-deep-project-the-offshore-production-platform-has-been-installed-in-the-black-sea
https://sofiaglobe.com/2026/07/01/bulgaria-romania-and-turkiye-to-strengthen-protection-of-critical-underwater-infrastructure-in-black-sea/
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in practice, and the eastern lane along Türkiye and 

Georgia that Ankara has just proposed. The Black 

Sea Grain Initiative of 2022 showed that the model 

works; it also showed that a model which depends 

on Russian consent dies when Russia withdraws 

consent. Lanes inside members’ own waters do not. 

This, especially if Ukraine and Georgia are on board, 

would essentially leave Russia out of the Black Sea 

transit discussions. This would, however, require 

new arrangements on the illegal trade with Georgia’s 

occupied regions, which currently mainly happens 

from Türkiye. Several ideas on this were discussed 

about fifteen years ago, and bringing them into the 
Compact’s mandate would reduce Russian economic 

influence in the occupied regions.

3) Share maritime domain awareness. This would 

effectively mean the Constanța–Varna Hub, fused 
with Turkish coastal radar and Ukrainian battlefield 
intelligence. Türkiye supplies up to 67% of situation-

al-awareness information to NATO and Ukraine in 

the Black Sea, while Ukraine brings extensive combat 

experience with maritime drones, electronic inter-

ference, and threats to commercial navigation. The 

hub should turn these complementary inputs into 

a continuously updated picture: identifying ships 

that disappear from tracking systems, checking sus-

picious movements near cables and gas platforms, 

and circulating verified warnings about drifting 
mines and unmanned craft. Permanent Turkish 

and Ukrainian liaison officers, a round-the-clock 
watch, and agreed rules for releasing sensitive 

information would connect detection to action, 

with each alert assigned to the national authority 

responsible for investigating or responding. Existing 

cooperation provides a foundation. The European 

Maritime Safety Agency has already demonstrated 

integrated maritime monitoring off Constanța, and 
Ukraine contributes combat lessons through NATO 

exercises. The next step is to make those exchanges 

routine and fast enough to protect shipping and 

infrastructure.

4) Underwrite the risk. On 16 September, the London 

insurance market’s Joint War Committee extended 

its listed area to almost the whole Black Sea, carving 

out only the territorial waters of Türkiye, Bulgaria, 

Romania and Georgia — so that every hull entering 

the open sea now needs separate war-risk cover at 

an additional premium, while every hull that stays 

inside those four countries’ waters does not. Basi-

cally, the underwriters have priced the compact 

before anyone has signed it: the littoral lanes are 

the only part of the sea the market still treats as 

insurable, and the eastern lane through Georgian 

waters exists on the JWC map before it exists in any 

agreement. Building on that pricing, an EU-backed 

war-risk reinsurance facility should give private 

insurers a defined public guarantee against losses on 
Black Sea shipping and infrastructure, with separate 

terms for individual voyages and for long-lived assets 

such as ports, cables and offshore energy installa-

tions. Existing mechanisms offer a starting point. 

The European Bank for Reconstruction and Devel-

opment’s EUR 110 million guarantee facility supports 

war-risk insurance in Ukraine, and the Unity facility 

covers ships carrying non-military cargo to and from 

Ukrainian ports, but both are Ukraine-specific and 
voyage-based, and neither touches a cable, a plat-

form or a Georgian port. A broader facility would 

need explicit coverage limits, deductibles, claims 

deadlines and cancellation provisions, so that lend-

ers and operators can assess what happens after 

an attack rather than after a lawsuit. Alongside it, 

Brussels should broker a single corridor-gover-

nance agreement for the Middle Corridor’s Black 

Sea leg: interoperable electronic customs documents 

submitted once and reused by every participating 

authority; published through-rates covering rail, 

port handling and the sea crossing; coordinated 

schedules; and a designated operator responsible 

for resolving delays and disputes across the jour-

ney — the fragmented coordination and border 

procedures that the World Bank identified in 2024 

as the corridor’s binding constraints. Brussels cannot 

deliver any of this alone, but it can tie guarantees and 

infrastructure funding to common service standards 

and transparent charges, and that gives investors 

https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-trade-with-abkhazia-an-apple-of-discord-for-georgia-76148
https://ecfr.eu/publication/bridging-the-bosphorus-how-europe-and-turkey-can-turn-tiffs-into-tactics-in-the-black-sea/
https://www.emsa.europa.eu/newsroom/latest-news/item/5811-emsa-supports-multipurpose-maritime-exercise-tomis-2026-in-the-western-black-sea.html
https://en.usm.media/almost-the-entire-black-sea-has-been-included-in-the-zone-of-increased-military-risk-flight-insurance-may-become-more-expensive/
https://www.ebrd.com/home/news-and-events/news/2024/ebrd-and-aon-launch-innovative-war-risk-insurance-facility-for-u.html
https://www.marsh.com/en-gb/about/media/unity-insurance-facility-expanded-to-cover-all-shipping-to-and-from-ukrainian-ports.html
https://www.worldbank.org/en/brief/2024/04/17/10-priority-actions-that-can-triple-trade-in-the-middle-corridor-by-2030
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and shippers what they currently lack in the Black 

Sea: an identifiable price, an accountable counter-

part and an agreed allocation of risk — the three 

things the JWC has just told them they cannot get 

anywhere outside four countries’ territorial waters.

At the same time, the Compact cannot be every-

thing; for instance, it cannot be a collective defense 

treaty; nobody should promise to go to war for 

anybody; however, its members could defend each 

other strictly at sea. It should not be a substitute for 

NATO or a rival to it. It should not deploy non-littoral 

warships, and it should not touch, revise, reinter-

pret, or reopen the Montreux Convention, even if 

many believe that it is now obsolete. The Compact 

should operate inside the sea, among the states 

that own its shores, on the principle of regional 

ownership. It should become, if you will, the tri-

lateral mine-countermeasures group grown to five 

members, a wider mandate, European money, and a 

political charter. This would make it very similar to 

the security architecture that currently exists over 

the Baltic Sea.

Everyone Should Bring  

Something

Regional formats usually fail because they are talking 

shops. The remedy is a format in which each mem-

ber’s contribution is specific, and the others need it.

Türkiye brings the only real navy in the basin, control 

of the Straits, the largest coastline, the strongest 

maritime industry, and the diplomatic standing to 

talk to Moscow and Kyiv at once. Without Türkiye, 

the compact cannot exist. In fact, Türkiye has every 

reason to spearhead such a Compact. It will reas-

sert its leading role in Black Sea security, backed 

by European finance, without reopening Montreux 

or sharing authority over the Straits. Coastal states 

would provide the ships and conduct operations; 

the EU would help finance infrastructure, insure 

commercial risk, fund the Maritime Security Hub, 

and simplify corridor trade. This closely follows the 

division of labor proposed by Mustafa Aydın and Aslı 

Aydıntaşbaş, who argued for practical partnerships 

among coastal allies, coordination that respects 

Montreux, and European engagement through con-

nectivity and investment.

Romania brings Constanța, the largest port on the 

sea and the EU’s Black Sea gateway; the Constanța 

half of the Maritime Security Hub; the expanding 

NATO base at Mihail Kogălniceanu, set to become 

the alliance’s largest in Europe; and, from 2027, 

Neptun Deep — an offshore asset large enough 

to make protecting it a European interest rather 

than a Romanian one. Romania also brings political 

entrepreneurship: the Security Hub was a Roma-

nian proposal, pushed by Foreign Minister Oana Toiu 

from October 2025 until the Commission endorsed 

it in January.

Bulgaria brings continuity along the western shore 

and the capacity to make the compact less depen-

dent on any single port or country. Its coastline 

lies between Romania and Türkiye: surveillance, 

mine clearance and incident response in Bulgar-

ian waters are therefore part of the same coastal 

security problem. Sofia has already demonstrated a 

practical contribution, assuming command of MCM 

Black Sea in July 2026 and agreeing to acquire seven 

additional mine-countermeasure vessels from Bel-

gium and the Netherlands. Varna’s half of the Hub 

could connect that expertise to shared surveillance, 

hydrographic information and maritime training. 

Commercially, Varna and Burgas offer additional 

gateways for grain, containers, industrial cargo and 

energy supplies, while Burgas’s refinery and termi-

nals create their own protection requirements. Their 

value is not unlimited spare capacity: the EIB found 

that insufficient infrastructure prevented Varna 

from absorbing cargo when Constanța became con-

gested, and backed a EUR 50 million grain-terminal 

investment to address that weakness. Bulgaria also 

connects the sea to alternative overland routes. The 

December 2025 Bulgaria–Greece–Romania corridor 

agreement envisages an eastern axis from Alexan-

https://ecfr.eu/publication/bridging-the-bosphorus-how-europe-and-turkey-can-turn-tiffs-into-tactics-in-the-black-sea/
https://agerpres.ro/english/2025/10/21/formin-toiu-conveys-romania-s-offer-to-host-eu-s-maritime-security-hub--1495507
https://energyindustryreview.com/power/strategic-decision-in-brussels-constanta-to-become-a-european-security-hub-at-the-black-sea/
https://www.mod.bg/news9438
https://www.bta.bg/en/news/1163227-bulgaria-to-receive-seven-mine-countermeasure-vessels-from-belgium-netherlands
https://www.eib.org/files/publications/20240079_eib_group_activity_in_eu_cohesion_regions_2023_en.pdf
https://www.mtc.government.bg/en/category/1/bulgaria-greece-and-romania-accelerate-development-transport-axis-between-aegean-and-black-seas
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droupolis through Burgas and Varna to Constanța, 
offering a basis for commercial diversification and 
military mobility. The compact should give Sofia spe-

cific, funded responsibilities, such as mine clearance, 
port resilience, repair support, and interoperable 

border procedures, whose delivery can survive 

changes of government. Bulgaria’s importance is 

the continuity of these services across the western 

coast.

Ukraine’s participation can be a game-changer. It is 

Ukraine’s naval drones, not any NATO deployment, 

that removed the Russian fleet from the equation. 
Ukraine brings operational expertise in a kind of 

warfare that no member navy has practiced; it brings 

the western corridor, which has moved more than 

two hundred million tons since 2023; and it brings, 

in the Sea Baby and Magura programs, an indus-

trial base for exactly the unmanned systems that 

infrastructure protection now requires. Ukrainian 

defense analysts have argued that their country’s 

experience should be written into allied doctrine 

rather than admired from a distance. The compact 

could make that happen.

And Georgia? Georgia brings the eastern shore. That 

is the whole of it — and, as we will argue below, it is 

nonetheless enough. At least for now.

Georgia: A Consumer,  

Not a Provider

Georgia is not a Black Sea security provider. It has 

no navy, no mine-countermeasures capability, no 

integrated air defense, and no maritime surveil-

lance beyond a coast guard. Russia occupies much 

of its coastline, and it is building a naval base at  

Ochamchire on that stretch. Georgia has not fought 

at sea, has not contributed to the trilateral, and — 

for two years — has not been invited to the Black 

Sea-related initiatives. Whatever Georgia brings to 

a Black Sea Compact, it is not force.

It brings territory, and three facts make that terri-

tory indispensable right now.

First, the Georgia–Romania electricity cable, the 

EU’s flagship connectivity project in the sea, lands 

at Anaklia. There is no Georgian-free version of it; 

the whole point is to connect Caspian and Caucasian 

power to the European grid through the Black Sea, 

and Georgia is the shore.

Second, the Middle Corridor has one Black Sea entry 

with rail behind it, and it is Georgia — Poti, Batumi 

and, if it is ever built, Anaklia. Kazakhstan’s president 

said in June that corridor volumes had risen fivefold 

to over four million tons, with a ten-million-ton tar-

get. Every one of those tons bound for the Black Sea 

must cross Georgia.

Third, and most immediately, Türkiye’s eastern lane 

runs through Georgian territorial waters. The alter-

native is a route that hugs the Turkish coast alone 

and stops short of the corridor’s ports — a route to 

nowhere.

But what if Georgia refuses? In fact, Georgia has 

refused to enter any arrangement that goes against 

Russia’s security interests. Does the whole edifice 

fall in such a case?

The answer is – no. The reason is that the Compact’s 

security core is on the western and southern shores, 

where the war is, where the ships are, where the 

MCM Black Sea already operates. If Georgia stays 

out, the western lane runs, the Hub opens, the tri-

lateral becomes a quadrilateral with Ukraine, and 

Neptun Deep is defended. What fails is the eastern 

connectivity layer: the cable, the corridor’s Black 

Sea leg, the eastern lane. And the party that loses 

most from that failure is not Brussels or Ankara, but 

Georgia.

In fact, Georgia’s longer-term indispensability is 

real but is currently wasted by the Georgian Dream, 

which prefers to blackmail the West, arguing that 

“you need us more than we need you.” Friedrich 

Conradi argued at Carnegie in April that the Middle 

Corridor may prove “a dead end” because of Geor-

gia’s political paralysis. If the West, and in this case 

https://maritime-executive.com/article/ukraine-marks-milestone-as-exports-on-sea-corridor-top-200-million-tons
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2026/04/the-changing-military-balance-in-the-black-sea-a-ukrainian-perspective
https://www.bellingcat.com/news/uk-and-europe/2024/07/30/construction-accelerates-at-planned-russian-navy-base-in-disputed-abkhazia/
https://timesca.com/eu-launches-platform-to-mobilize-up-to-e2-billion-for-europe-central-asia-connectivity/
https://carnegieendowment.org/russia-eurasia/politika/2026/04/middle-corridor-transport-prospect
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the EU, plays its cards correctly, it could get Geor-

gia on board and even unwind some undemocratic 

trends of recent years.

Why Conditions for Georgia,  

and Not for Baku or Astana

If the compact is vital and Georgia is needed, the 

obvious course would seem to be to drop the pol-

itics. The European Union does not condition its 

energy partnership with Azerbaijan on the state 

of Azerbaijani democracy, nor its corridor invest-

ments in Kazakhstan on Kazakh elections. It deals 

with both transactionally, and both sides understand 

the terms. Many ask: why should Georgia be treated 

differently — because it holds candidate status, or 

because it is small enough to be pushed around?

There are three reasons. The first is about what 

Georgians chose. Azerbaijan and Kazakhstan never 

asked to join the European Union. Georgia did. It 

negotiated an Association Agreement and a free 

trade area; it obtained visa-free travel based on spe-

cific rule-of-law commitments; it wrote European 

integration into Article 78 of its constitution; and in 

December 2023 it asked for and received candidate 

status, a relationship defined by conditionality. The 

conditions attached to Georgia are not a moral tax 

on a weak state. They are the content of the rela-

tionship Georgia itself demanded. Brussels does not 

apply them to Baku because Baku never signed up 

to them. To drop them for Georgia would not be 

treating Georgia like Azerbaijan; it would be treating 

Georgia’s own constitutional choice as a fiction.

The second is about Europe’s own interest. Deep-

ening transit and infrastructure cooperation with 

Georgia at the price of dropping democratic demands 

might bring the European Union a short-term  

geoeconomic benefit. But Georgia’s drift towards the 

EU’s competitors, and their growing influence over 

the country’s strategic infrastructure, cast doubt 

on the long-term value of that benefit. In such con-

ditions, European investment risks strengthening 

the position of the EU’s own rivals in the region. 

Upholding democratic principles and institutional 

requirements in relations with Georgia is therefore 

not a distraction from the EU’s economic and stra-

tegic interests. It is part of defending them.

A European Union that pays for a cable 
landing at Anaklia without conditions 
is not buying influence in Georgia, but 
buying a power line for a Chinese port.

Look at the evidence. The government that has 

spent two years dismantling the institutions Brus-

sels asked it to build is the same government that 

handed the Anaklia concession to a consortium led 

by a U.S.-sanctioned Chinese state company, that 

upgraded its “strategic partnership” with Beijing this 

spring, and that has restored a working relationship 

with Moscow while shouting at Brussels. Democratic 

backsliding and the capture of strategic infrastruc-

ture by the EU’s competitors are not two problems. 

They are one problem seen from two sides. A Euro-

pean Union that pays for a cable landing at Anaklia 

without conditions is not buying influence in Geor-

gia, but buying a power line for a Chinese port.

Conditionality on connectivity should 
be chosen because, for the first time 
since 2022, Brussels holds something 
Tbilisi cannot get elsewhere.

The third reason is that Georgia, under the Geor-

gian Dream government, is not, in fact, easily pushed 

around — and the record proves it. This regime has 

ignored every European condition for two years, at 

the cost of frozen candidate status, visa-free travel 

suspended for its officials in March, the whole popu-

lation warned in December that theirs is next, and its 

election unrecognized by the European Parliament 

by 444 votes to 72 in 2024. None of it moved Bidzina 

Ivanishvili. What is different about connectivity is 

that it is the one European good the Georgian Dream 

government actually wants — the ports, the cable, 

https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2023/12/14/european-council-conclusions-on-ukraine-enlargement-and-reforms/
https://thediplomat.com/2026/06/georgias-upgraded-partnership-with-china-a-louder-signal-an-empty-promise/
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/ip_26_564
https://oc-media.org/eu-says-georgias-entire-population-at-risk-of-losing-visa-free-travel/
https://oeil.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/en/document-summary?id=1797584
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the corridor money, the investment that keeps the 

economy afloat and the patronage flowing. Condi-
tionality on connectivity should be chosen because, 

for the first time since 2022, Brussels holds some-

thing Tbilisi cannot get elsewhere.

As for the conditions, they are well known, and 

we have covered them at length in this journal. In 

a nutshell, they include releasing political prison-

ers, refusing to ban political parties, rescinding 

non-democratic legislation, and reforming the elec-

toral framework to allow disenfranchised citizens of 

Georgia to choose their governments in a normal 

competitive process.

None of these require a monitoring mission or 

a decade. Each is a decision the Georgian Dream 

could take next Monday, and Brussels could verify 

by Friday. That is what makes them appropriate as 

compact conditions and distinguishes them from 

the accession benchmarks. It is also what makes 

them honest: a government that refuses to take 

four reversible decisions cannot claim it is being 

asked for too much. It is telling everyone what kind 

of governance model it prefers for the Black Sea ■

https://politicsgeo.com/georgia-disenfranchised/

