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Abstract: Defining the Cyprus Green Line is a contested issue. Since the accession to the European Union 
of the Republic of Cyprus (RoC) in 2004, the EU has had to balance between two conflicting definitions 
of the Green Line. The first, set by international law and the United Nations (UN) resolutions, is that of a 
peace line that is only a temporary internal discontinuity within the RoC, separating both communities 
until a settlement is agreed. The second, championed by Turkey and the Turkish Cypriots’ pseudo-state, 
is that of an international border between both independent communities. The EU has had to apply both 
definitions at the same time, legally and pragmatically, which has heavily hindered its own peacebuilding 
efforts in Cyprus and reduced its actorness in Eastern Mediterranean geopolitics.
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Introduction

The European Union’s (EU) enlargement of 2004 extended its borders towards the East and in 
the Mediterranean and brought new challenges to its bordering abilities. As Cyprus joined the 
EU a week after the proposed Annan Plan for a reunified island was rejected through referendum 
by the Greek Cypriot Community, the European institutions had to take into account the complex 
legalities surrounding the Cyprus Green Line. Drawn up across the island in 1974 after Turkey’s 
military interventions in Cyprus, the Green Line is a Demilitarized Zone (DMZ) administered by the 
United Nations (UN) that now separates the two communities: Greek Cypriots to the south and 
Turkish Cypriots to the north. The Republic of Cyprus (RoC), established as a bi-communal state 
in 1960 and now predominantly Greek Cypriot, is still the only recognized state on the island with 
its northern part considered illegally occupied by Turkey and the self-proclaimed Turkish Republic 
of Northern Cyprus (TRNC) being recognized by no other country than Turkey. The Green Line 
is neither an international border nor an internal division of the RoC, yet it separates two distinct 
states and populations. This ambiguity remained as the RoC joined the EU on behalf of all Cypri-
ots. The whole island of Cyprus is now EU territory as it is the de jure territory of the RoC, but the 
acquis communautaire has been suspended north of the Green Line by the European Council until 
a settlement is reached.
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This article analyses the two contradictory definitions of the Green Line coexisting within 
the framework of the EU and how this ambiguity impacts the EU’s peacebuilding actions in Cy-
prus. While a lot of focus has been put on international law that considers the Green Line simply 
as a peace line within the RoC (Drevet, 2011), this approach maintained by states and internation-
al organisations tends to disregard the realities of a discontinuity that has greatly evolved since 
it opened in 2003. This is why the first part of this article will show how the Green Line operates 
de facto like an international border which in turn pushed the EU to use elements from its external 
border policy to regulate the Green Line through its Regulation 866/2004 (EUCO, 2004). Because 
the EU still remains attached to the UN’s framework for conflict resolution in Cyprus which de-
fines the Green Line as a temporary DMZ within the RoC and since 2004 within the EU’s territory, 
it perpetuates the ambiguity by applying both definitions at the same time to the Green Line. 
The following part of the article studies how this lack of a single clear definition creates conflict 
between Eastern Mediterranean states who use the definition that best suits their regional ambi-
tions. The 2020 presidential election in the TRNC has shown that even within the Turkish Cypriot 
Community the question hasn’t been set and to what extent Turkish president Erdoğan is willing 
to commit to the Green Line being an international border. Finally, this article will address the par-
adox the EU has adopted by refusing to completely adhere to one definition and the choice it must 
make to bring the island closer to a definite solution.

To do so, it will be based on a qualitative study of the two Regulations that created the EU’s le-
gal framework defining the Green Line, Regulations 866/2004 (EUCO, 2004) and 389/2006 (EUCO, 
2006) as well as the annual reports on the implementation of each Regulation (EC, 2004, 2019), 
written by the Commission for the Council and the European Parliament. This analysis will be ac-
companied by two interviews of civil servants of the Commission conducted in Brussels in January 
2020, one being the EU supervisor of the Financial Instrument of Regulation 389/2006 and the 
other being legal advisor to the Cyprus Settlement Support Unit. To complete the study of these 
European texts, this article is also based on a fieldwork conducted in Cyprus during the first semes-
ter of 2018 for my Master’s thesis on the border effects of the Green Line on Cypriot communities. 
The approach used is that of a geopolitical analysis: studying the conflictual or cooperative interac-
tions between actors to define and control an area and the impact those interactions have on the 
structure of said area (Rosière, 2007).

A border in all but name

Between 1974 and 2003, the Green Line was a closed off DMZ patrolled by the UN Peacekeeping 
Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP). Highly restrictive travelling conditions were set to insulate both com-
munities from each other. In 2003, in the midst of an economic crisis in northern-Cyprus and under 
the pressure of Turkey, the TRNC authorities unilaterally opened three checkpoints and lifted all 
travelling restrictions. From this moment, it became evident that both sides regarded the Green 
Line quite differently. The TRNC set border checks to regulate Greek Cypriots coming to north-
ern-Cyprus with a free one-day visa delivered by border guards at the checkpoints. The RoC did 
not welcome this unilateral opening as Greek Cypriots had to show their passports and get a visa 
to move within their own state’s legal territory. Nonetheless, the Cypriots were more enthusiastic 
about crossing the border than they were reluctant to tacitly recognize the TRNC by submitting to 
its travel restrictions. Within two weeks of the checkpoints being opened, a quarter of the island’s 
population had already crossed the Green Line (Ker-Lindsay, 2011). The number of Cypriots cross-
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ing the Green Line has only increased, reaching a total of 3.4 million crossings in 2018 (EC, 2019). 
The TRNC considers the Green Line as an international border and treats it as such, conducting 
systematic passport checks, while their Greek Cypriot counterparts often let people pass after 
a glance at their passport without registering the crossing.

Even though only the TRNC and Turkey view the Green Line as an international border, the Turk-
ish Cypriot authorities still have a de facto control over their border policy. The Turkish military 
presence in Northern Cyprus, estimated at 35,000 soldiers for a population of approximately 300 
thousand TRNC citizens, prevents RoC forces from entering Northern Cyprus, thus granting the 
TRNC virtual independence on its claimed territory. This gives the Green Line a second aspect of an 
international border: it is the extent of both countries’ effective sovereignty. The laws are different 
on both sides of the island and two distinct police forces apply the law in their own territory. Both 
territories have state structures – even though the TRNC institutions are not recognized by the 
international community – and can pass laws and exercise power freely in their respective territo-
ries. It is still important to recognize the fact that RoC’s laws technically apply to Northern Cyprus, 
but Cyprus police forces cannot enforce them. In view of this issue, the EU has suspended the 
acquis in Northern Cyprus, described as ‘areas of the Republic of Cyprus in which the Government 
of the Republic of Cyprus does not exercise effective control’ (EUCO, 2004, p. 1).

Even though legally the island of Cyprus is the sovereign territory of the RoC, an EU member 
state, the TRNC functions as a pseudo-State that only lacks recognition (Bryant & Hatay, 2020). 
It has its own functioning institutions, with regular free and fair elections in a semi-presidential 
republic as well as dedicated public services. It can levy taxes and enforce its own laws, even 
though it is heavily reliant on Turkish aid and military presence, making it a quasi-state (Kolstø, 
2006). Moreover, the TRNC’s currency (the Turkish Lira) is distinct from that of the RoC (the Euro) 
and while Euros are accepted in most touristic areas of Northern Nicosia, the Turkish Lira cannot be 
used in the south, further increasing the divide between both sides of the Green Line.

The Green Line is considered as an international border only by Turkey and the TRNC, but 
because of Turkey’s military presence, it functions as such. This definition of the Green Line has 
been reinforced by the EU’s decision to suspend the acquis in Northern Cyprus, emphasizing the 
Green Line’s function as the limit between two distinct legal, economic and political territories 
(Foucher, 1991).

Symbolism and bureaucracy, setting barriers to intra-island 
mobility and trade

We have seen how the Green Line functions as a border rather than a discontinuity within the 
RoC’s territory through the TRNC’s ability to impose its unilateral definition thanks to Turkey’s 
military presence. There are also elements from the RoC that tend to define the Green Line as an 
international border. In order to enforce the non-existence of the TRNC, the RoC has to conduct 
border checks and set bureaucratic boundaries to limit access to the south for TRNC residents who 
do not possess valid identification delivered by a recognized state. 

Because the TRNC isn’t recognized, any legal document it delivers is considered void, its cit-
izens who do not possess an ID card or passport delivered by the RoC cannot legally enter any 
country other than Turkey which recognizes the TRNC. Any third-country citizen who enters Cyprus 
through the TRNC is considered as having unlawfully entered into RoC territory and has no right to 
move to the south of the island under the control of the RoC. Those two legal issues, caused by the 
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fact that the TRNC is unrecognized and therefor that the Green Line is simply an internal discon-
tinuity within the RoC, force the RoC to set checks at the Green Line’s crossing points as if it was 
an international border. The same principle applies to goods produced in Northern Cyprus. As no 
recognized institution can create legal documents to certify goods, they cannot cross the Green 
Line into the south, so the RoC controls vehicles to check for any imported goods. Cars with license 
plates from the TRNC cannot legally be used in the RoC so the Cyprus police has to control and 
sometimes prevent north-south mobility as if they were enforcing an international border. These 
bureaucratic obstacles constitute effective barriers to intra-island trade (Hatay, Mullen & Kalimeri, 
2008) which further divides Cyprus along the Green Line. It is important to keep in mind that even 
with such barriers, trade is still conducted between north and south (the Cyprus Customs and Ex-
cise Department has reported a total of 4.9 million Euros worth of trade goods entering the south 
in 2018) and the number of annual crossings of the Green Line exceed the population of both sides 
(1.63 million crossings into the north by Greek Cypriots and 1.75 million by Turkish Cypriots in 2018 
according to the Turkish Cypriot community).

Furthermore, there are elements shared by both the RoC and the TRNC that work together to 
create this impression that the Green Line is a de facto international border. In all three dimensions 
of the border (institutional, material and symbolic; Reitel, 2004; Blondel, 2016) the Green Line can 
easily be defined by both sides as a border between states rather than between communities. 
We’ve seen how the Green Line is institutionalized as a border with the use of border checks, 
customs controls and administrative boundaries to limit crossings. When looking at the materiality 
of the Green Line, the ambiguity remains. Of course, the most obvious aspect of it is the No Man’s 
Land that divides the island and more importantly the capital city of Nicosia. A 47-year-old wall 
that cuts through streets and the countryside with abandoned buildings inside the DMZ serves 
as a constant material reminder of the division between both communities and their respective 
territories. With regard to the border functions that we previously discussed, in order to process 
the crossings, the RoC has built border infrastructures and customs offices to host the Cyprus po-
lice officers who conduct the checks, just as the TRNC has built their own. Both sides have built the 
infrastructures needed to administer conflictual international borders. There remains nevertheless 
a material difference between the northern and southern sides of the Green Line. On the TRNC’s 
side, the wall is built with concrete blocks as a lasting solution, forming fortress-like ramparts that 
cannot be approached by anyone except military personnel. On the RoC’s side, the structures that 
were put up during the 1960s intercommunity conflict are still up. They are still made of drums and 
barbed wire as if ready to be taken away as soon as a solution is found. The southern side of the 
wall is also accessible and street artists have decorated every portion of the wall that have created 
cul-de-sacs in south Nicosia.

The symbolism that permeates the Green Line also serves the purpose of emphasizing the 
differences between both sides. Nicosia, being the only densely populated area of Cyprus cut 
by the Green Line, is the most affected area in which symbols are used on both sides to materialize 
how each community views the Green Line. By doing so, those symbols create a more evident rift 
between northern and southern Nicosia. Each side of the border hosts numerous flags, always 
by pairs. On the northern side the TRNC flag is always next to a Turkish flag while on the other 
side RoC flags are always with a Greek flag. The fact that both side mirrors each other by always 
accompanying their state flag with that of the ’motherland’ has a strong impact on the way both 
communities view the issue. Greek Cypriot nationalists consider the northern part to be their own, 
but by refusing to show their passport which would tacitly mean recognizing the existence of the 
TRNC, they actively maintain the wall that prevents them from seeing the other community, thus 
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reinforcing the Green Line’s borderity (Newman, 2003). On the other hand, the TRNC uses a satu-
ration of flags in public spaces to materialize their legitimacy and underpin the idea it is equivalent 
to that of the RoC.

Through those aspects, the Green Line more closely resembles an international border rath-
er than a simple internal discontinuity. Even if the RoC and Greek Cypriot nationalists only view 
Northern Cyprus as being their territory that is occupied by Turkey, they still have to apply some 
elements of border control in order to enforce their refusal to recognize the TRNC as a State.

Defining the Green Line through European legal instruments

In face of this lack of a functional definition to the Green Line, the EU had to react quickly in 2004. 
The Annan Plan, that was set to establish a new federal RoC that could access the EU, was rejected 
by the Greek Cypriot community on the 24th of April 2004 as the RoC was set to officially enter the 
EU on the 1st of May of the same year (Palley, 2005; Hadjidemetriou, 2008). On the 27th of April, 
the European Council issued a statement recognizing the Turkish Cypriot vote in favor of the Annan 
Plan and of joining the EU Council, 2004). With these conclusions, the European Council had to 
accept that the Turkish Cypriot community would remain outside of the EU under international 
law, which in turn lead to the EU suspending the acquis in Northern Cyprus in their Regulation 
866/2004, also called Green Line Regulation that created a legal framework for the Green Line. 
Again, we see here the ambiguity as the EU considers the whole island of Cyprus as EU territory 
but has suspended all EU laws in the areas north of the Green Line to take into account the reali-
ties of the situation in Cyprus. In the preambulatory articles of the Green Line Regulation, the EU 
expresses clearly that the Green Line ‘does not constitute an external border of the EU’ (EUCO, 
2004, p. 2). Because Northern Cyprus is de jure outside of the EU Single Market, the Green Line 
becomes an unofficial external border of the EU as goods that cross from north to south have to be 
checked and customs applied. The first step in setting up the Green Line Regulation was to forbid 
the crossing of any goods into the Single Market from the TRNC, thus reinforcing again the Green 
Line as a border instead of an internal discontinuity within the EU’s territory.

The EU’s approach to the Green Line is twofold. The legal basis set by the Green Line Regulation 
is heavily influenced by the EU’s external borders framework, even though the Commission strictly 
adheres to international law by considering Northern Cyprus as the legal territory of the RoC and 
of the EU. Regulation 866/2004 establishes conditions for the crossings of goods into the south, 
dependent on their respect of EU norms, which necessitates border controls to be undertaken 
by the RoC as if it was an international border (Ersözer, 2019). Such checks also need an institu-
tion that can deliver the official papers set by the Green Line Regulation. Because the EU cannot 
discuss with the TRNC, even though they exert effective control over the bureaucracy in Northern 
Cyprus, they had to find an institution created before the conflict that was still operational in the 
TRNC. The Turkish Cypriot Chamber of Commerce, established in 1954, was chosen as the only 
organization who can deliver the official documentation regarding EU norms for goods produced 
in Northern Cyprus (EC, 2004). As the years passed, more and more goods were authorized into 
the south through modifications to the Green Line Regulation. While the RoC isn’t part of the 
Schengen Agreement because of the Cyprus issue, the EU regularly asks the RoC to increase its 
control over the Green Line to prevent illegal immigration into the EU. Even if the EU can set rules 
for goods and even for persons (in 2014 the TRNC removed the need for a visa to enter into the 
north for EU citizens), it cannot enforce them and is entirely reliant on the RoC who remains sover-
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eign over its territory. In the annual reports on the implementation of the Green Line Regulation, 
the Commission repeatedly asks the RoC to increase its use of border guards to patrol the Green 
Line but the RoC refuses as it would mean giving credit to the idea that the Green Line functions 
as an international border.

Since the Council’s conclusions of April 27th 2004, the official goal set by the EU with regards 
to the Green Line is to work towards opening it as much as possible, in order to reduce the Turk-
ish Cypriot community’s isolation after their vote in favor of the Annan Plan, but also in order to 
change the Green Line into a de facto internal discontinuity within EU territory. In order to do so, 
the EU has had to set a clear legal framework that used elements from its external border policy 
from which to work towards a fully opened Green Line.

The second part of the EU’s strategy towards the Green Line is to strengthen its ties with the 
Turkish Cypriot community and develop their rights to gradually get to a complete application 
of the acquis once the Cyprus issue is solved and the whole island (with the exception of the 
British Sovereign Base Areas) becomes effectively EU territory. Because of the lack of recognition 
for the TRNC, the EU is limited in potential official Turkish Cypriots partners and has to ask per-
mission from the RoC for any projects conducted in Northern Cyprus. The EU has a specific budget 
to develop Northern Cyprus that was set aside to help reduce the economic differences between 
the Turkish Cypriot community and the Greek Cypriot community after the joint accession under 
a federal RoC. As the Annan Plan was rejected, the EU decided to continue this financial aid and 
set it officially as a financial instrument established through Regulation 389/2006 (EUCO, 2006). 
In the 2014-2020 EU Budget, approximately 30 to 35 million Euros were allocated to this financial 
instrument that mainly targeted projects in education, water treatment and improving standards 
of production in Northern Cyprus. This last point is the main goal as it serves to increase products 
that meet EU norms on goods and that can therefor enter the south by respecting the Green Line 
Regulation. A civil servant of the EU Commission working on the application of the Green Line 
Regulation explains how in 2019, the Commission increased its efforts in helping Turkish Cypriot 
fishers get refrigeration machinery that met EU standards in order for them to expand their pro-
duction and increase their trade with the south as fresh fish products are allowed by the Green 
Line Regulation. To operate the financial instrument and the Green Line Regulation, the Commis-
sion established the Cyprus Settlement Support Unit (CSSU) that has changed hands within the 
Commission. At first it operated under Directorate General ENLARGEMENT 1 as the Financial Instru-
ment was planned before the accession of Cyprus to the EU as any other financial aid distributed 
to candidate countries. However, once the RoC entered the EU, it refused to consider Northern 
Cyprus as a territory outside of the EU working towards joining it, so the unit was attached to DG 
REGIO working on regional integration to emphasize the fact that Northern Cyprus is a region like 
any other of the EU according to another civil servant from the CSSU. It is now part of DG REFORM 
2 as a specific mission outside the usual responsibilities of the DG, but this change of hands serves 
to show the RoC that any efforts undertaken towards the Turkish Cypriot community in Northern 
Cyprus are considered as tools to develop communities within the territory of the EU. It should 
also be added that with regards to the Financial Instrument to the Turkish Cypriot community, 
the budget has to be agreed to unanimously in the Council of the European Union, giving the RoC 
final say in how the money is spent in Northern Cyprus.

1 It is now called DG NEAR for Neighborhood and Enlargement Negotiations.
2 Structural Reform Support since January 2020.
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Even though the EU has developed a specific European framework for the Green Line, using 
elements from its external border policy, it remains reliant on the RoC’s application of this regula-
tion. In order to implement as effectively as possible this framework, the EU set a specific budget 
for the Turkish Cypriot community that end up reinforcing the Green Line as a simple discontinuity 
within the EU as the RoC has the last word on the budget of this financial instrument which has 
been moved from DG ENLARGEMENT to DG REFORM. Those two regulations show how the EU’s 
Cyprus policy takes into account the reality of the situation in Cyprus which forced it to consider 
the Green Line as functioning as an external border but still adheres to the legal view that there is 
no border in Cyprus, only an internal discontinuity.

The geopolitics of a contested discontinuity and Turkey’s 
renewed influence in Cyprus

The main problem that arises because of the lack of universally recognized definition to the Green 
Line’s status is the possibility for regional actors to choose which definition best suits their interests. 
On the one hand, the RoC cannot abide by any other definition than a simple peace line across its 
legitimate territory. The Turkish Cypriot community, on the other hand, is still divided about which 
definition to choose. The nationalist elements in Northern Cyprus, mainly represented politically 
by the National Unity Party (UBP), consider the TRNC is a fully independent state. Their founder 
and leader from 1975 to 2005, Rauf Denktaş, used his influence in Ankara to guarantee Turkish 
aid that maintained the Turkish Cypriot community until he declared the creation and independ-
ence of the TRNC in 1983. Turkey’s influence in Northern Cyprus has remained the condition by 
which the TRNC has been able to establish a de facto independent state, but this influence came 
at a cost. Except for a short period around the year 2000 when the ruling AKP party in Turkey had 
serious ambitions of joining the EU, Turkey has increased the Turkish Cypriots’ dependence on 
what was viewed as ana vatan, the ‘motherland’. Already in 1975, only a year after the Turkish 
military interventions in Cyprus in the summer of 1974 that lead to the creation of the island-wide 
Green Line, Ankara sent Anatolian settlers to repopulate Northern Cyprus as Turkish Cypriots emi-
grated to the United Kingdom or the United States (Hatay, 2005). Some of those settlers and their 
descendants now even put forward a third definition to the Green Line: an international border 
between the RoC and Turkey. Since Turkey’s influence amongst the Turkish Cypriot community was 
officially recognized in 1960 when the RoC got its independence from the British Empire by inviting 
Turkey to sign the treaties that created the RoC as a guarantor, Turkey has had a strong say in the 
negotiations. The last round that took place in 2018 in Crans-Montana collapsed once the issue 
of Turkish military presence in Northern Cyprus was brought up as Turkey refused to discuss any 
evacuation of its troops from Cyprus. With such strong influence and ties to the Turkish Cypriot 
community, Turkey is clearly what can be described as a kinship state (Byrne, 2006). Turkey acts 
as a guarantor to the TRNC and controls its Anatolian diaspora in Northern Cyprus enough to go 
against the TRNC’s president or institutions. This has been demonstrated in January of 2018 when 
the newspaper Afrika criticised Turkey’s military operation in Afrin, Syria. President Erdoğan is-
sued a statement saying ‘[his] compatriots in Northern Cyprus should give the necessary response 
to this’(Wesselingh, 2018, December 16). This sparked a violent protest against the newspaper’s 
offices, with eggs and rocks thrown. When the President of the TRNC, Mustafa Akıncı, came to the 
spot of the protest he was himself molested.
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Even though it could be argued that a solution in Cyprus would be in Turkey’s interest (Mullen, 
Çılsal & Antoniadou Kyriacou, 2010), since President Erdoğan came to power, Turkey has increased 
its attacks on the TRNC’s supposed independence. As said above, Erdoğan has a strong control 
over some elements within the Turkish Cypriot community. He has also attacked the legitimacy of 
the democratically elected President of the TRNC, Mustafa Akıncı, in October 2019. When Akıncı 
criticised Turkey’s operation in Syria, Erdoğan replied ‘[he] must know his limits. The seat he sits 
on is not something he acquired. It was won by the intervention of the Turkish Republic.’ (Christou, 
2019, October 13). More recently, during the 2020 TRNC presidential election, Erdoğan gave full 
support to Ersin Tatar, the UBP’s candidate running against Akıncı on a platform of equal sovereign-
ty between the RoC and the TRNC. The Turkish president went so far as to openly state that the 
only solution in Cyprus is a two-state solution, days after Tatar won the elections. Turkey’s position 
is clearly in favor of considering the Green Line as an international border.

The reason for this rhetoric from Ankara lies not only in Turkey’s history with Turkish Cypriots, 
but also with the hydrocarbons issue in the Eastern Mediterranean. While the RoC and the EU 
adhere to the principles of the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS), Turkey 
has notified the UN that is shall not take part in UNCLOS. This Convention defines between all 
signatories the way in which maritime boundaries should be drawn, and more importantly, how 
Exclusive Economic Zones (EEZ) are to be mapped. Turkey has officially taken the stance of only 
drawing maritime borders through bilateral treaties (Georges, 2012). As it stopped recognizing the 
RoC in 1974 (it considers the RoC to be illegitimate since it is constitutionally obliged to represent 
both communities but only Greek Cypriots are represented in the current RoC’s institutions), Tur-
key has signed a treaty with the TRNC to get access to the Cyprus EEZ. Since the 2010s, Turkey has 
sent various exploratory missions in RoC’s waters to conduct prospections before exploiting the hy-
drocarbons reserves recently discovered in the Eastern Mediterranean (Gürel, Mullen & Tzimitras, 
2013; Gürel, Tzimitras & Faustmann, 2014).

On the other hand, the EU and the signatories of UNCLOS still consider the whole island of Cy-
prus (with the exception of the British Sovereign Base Areas or SBA) to be the legitimate territory 
of the RoC, and by extension, the island’s EEZ can only be administered by the RoC. Turkey’s op-
erations in the RoC’s EEZ are considered as infringing upon RoC’s sovereignty and have caused 
Greece and France to increase their military cooperation with the RoC in the summer of 2020 after 
a Turkish prospector vessel, escorted by the Turkish navy, unlawfully entered Greek and Cypriot 
waters. This conflict in the Eastern Mediterranean is only perpetuated by the fact that the actors 
do not agree on a shared definition of the Green Line that would set the status of the TRNC and 
of the RoC’s territory.

The limits of European peacebuilding efforts within the confines 
of international law

Now that the ambiguities of the Green Line’s status have been explained as well as the impact 
it has on the geopolitics of the Eastern Mediterranean, it is important to analyze the EU’s peace-
building efforts in Cyprus. As previously explained, the EU has created a legal framework around 
the Green Line in order to ensure the cohesion of the Single Market and the EU’s territory, while 
putting in place what it considers the best conditions for a rapid integration of Northern Cyprus 



The Green Line in Cyprus: external border or internal discontinuity of the EU? 79

into the EU. The EU has consequently adopted a passive role in the Cyprus issue, working towards 
creating the conditions for accession, but not for a resolution to the conflict. During the heating up 
of tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean in 2020, France has reiterated its position shared by the 
EU that a solution can only be found within the boundaries of the UN’s conflict resolution frame-
work established through its Security Council resolutions on Cyprus. However, this framework has 
found itself stuck in a paradox (Thierry, 2012). In Resolution 360 (1974), the UN’s Security Coun-
cil (UNSC) refuses to accept the policy of fait accompli following a military intervention prohibit-
ed by the UN’s Charter’s article 2 (UNSC, 1974). Turkey’s second Atilla operation in August 1974 
pushed to Nicosia in order to create a homogeneous territory for the Turkish Cypriot community, 
delineated by the Green Line. The UN couldn’t recognize the validity of such an unlawful military 
operation and, in consequence, set in its resolutions not to consider the Green Line as anything 
else than a peace line, with the intent of finding a solution that would remove the Green Line and 
enable refugees to return to their homes. In 1977, a first round of intercommunal negotiations 
under supervision by the UN set the idea that a solution in Cyprus would have to be federal, where 
each community has its own federative state with its own territory within a federal RoC whose 
territory would again be the whole island (except the British SBA). This solution was reiterated 
in 1992 once it had become evident that both south and northern Cyprus were now ethnically ho-
mogeneous (UNSC, 1992). Here lies the paradox in which the UN put itself. It cannot recognize the 
Green Line as an official boundary as it would mean recognizing the effect of an unlawful military 
intervention, but the only solution is to recognize the Green Line as an internal border between the 
federative states of each community within a federal RoC, even if some geographical modifications 
are done to the Green Line.

Any European peacebuilding effort that recognizes the UN’s framework as the only applicable 
is bound to entangle itself in the same paradox. This explains why the EU can only prepare North-
ern Cyprus for its integration in the EU if a solution is found. Its peacebuilding efforts lay mostly 
in the Europeanization of Northern Cyprus through the increasing implementation of the acquis 
north of the Green Line (Kyris, 2009). While it officially considers the UN as the only institution to 
supervise the peace process, it has developed its own rhetoric of peacebuilding through building 
trust and cooperation between both communities, mostly through commercial contacts. But even 
this peacebuilding narrative falls into another paradox that again paralyzes any European efforts to 
influence the negotiations towards a resolution. The EU has decided on a passive strategy by not 
choosing one definition to the Green Line but by applying both at the same time. As the EU fully 
adheres to the UN’s paradoxical efforts to find a solution, it cannot recognize the Green Line as an-
ything else than a peace line or, in the case of a federal solution, an internal discontinuity between 
federative states within the RoC. Yet, when faced with the realities of the Green Line, the EU had 
to suspend the acquis in Northern Cyprus, which de facto and also de jure made the Green Line an 
external border of the EU territory on which EU laws apply, even if Northern Cyprus is still theoret-
ically EU territory. This legal decision established through Regulation 866/2004 meant that the EU 
has, to a certain extent, to operate the Green Line as it does its external borders. 

The EU’s legal decision to adhere to the principles of the UN framework and pragmatic decision 
to suspend the acquis in Northern Cyprus has created strong limits to the EU’s influence on the 
Cyprus issue. The implementation of its own rules regarding the Green Line are dependent on the 
RoC willingness to apply them, even though the RoC has a vested interest in the negotiations and 
maintaining the status quo.
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Conclusions

Seventeen years after the RoC entered the EU, the Green Line remains a contested discontinui-
ty. Both definitions (internal discontinuity or external border of the EU) coexist through the legal 
frameworks set by international law or by the EU itself. As long as no universally accepted definition 
is set, regional actors perpetuate this ambiguity to further their own geopolitical goals. The two 
main actors being the EU, of which the RoC is a member-state, and Turkey have each applied their 
own definition. The EU remains attached to international law while Turkey recognizes the TRNC as 
a sovereign state. This opposition is reflected within the Turkish Cypriot community itself between 
Turkish Cypriots in favor of a solution and accession to the EU on one side and Turkish Cypriot 
nationalists who consider their independence as effective and a fact that should be recognized 
internationally on the other. The EU reinforces the ambiguity between both definitions by acting 
pragmatically. It recognizes the UN framework for any solution in Cyprus but uses elements of its 
external borders policy to take into account the realities of the Green Line.

To a varying degree of honesty, all actors involved in the Cyprus issue and its resolution agree 
that a permanent solution should be found. Finding such a solution would mean setting for one 
of the two definitions and getting the chosen definition universally recognized. However, too many 
actors still profit from the status quo in which both definitions coexist Turkey can still operate in the 
RoC’s waters that it doesn’t recognize if it keeps its military in Northern Cyprus. The TRNC can oper-
ate as a fully functional pseudo-state while Turkey’s military defends its unrecognized sovereignty 
over Northern Cyprus. The RoC, aided by Greece, can use the UN’s framework to keep affirming it 
is the only sovereign state on the island and influence the EU’s response to Turkey 3. Furthermore, 
as the only sovereign state in Cyprus, the RoC can control to what extent EU rights are applied to 
Turkish Cypriots and keep its upper hand in negotiations for a solution in Cyprus. The EU does not 
profit per se from the status quo as it has to balance between the RoC’s veto and the reality of the 
Green Line to maintain the integrity of the Single Market and its territory.

The main issue for the EU is that the European institutions and member-States always reaffirm 
their recognition of the UN as the only institution responsible for brokering a deal between both 
communities. The EU adopted a passive role in the Cyprus conflict with no say in the negotiations 
and a minor role as a mediator, even though it has to suffer the consequences of the Green Line. 
By keeping this passive stance, the EU is forced to work with both definitions at the same time. 
Its only long-term goal is to create a situation in Northern Cyprus where a federal solution would 
have the least negative effects, but it doesn’t actively work towards achieving a solution, whatever 
it may be. In the Cyprus issue, even though it affects the EU’s territorial integrity, as technically 
a foreign military power unlawfully is occupying EU territory in Northern Cyprus, the EU is de-
pendent on the RoC, limited in its response by international law and can only wait for the UN to 
break the endless cycle of failed negotiations while Turkey ramps up its presence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.

The Cyprus issue shows how the EU isn’t an international actor that can set its own independ-
ent goals and work to achieve them in the geopolitics of the island of Cyprus, thus limiting its ac-
torness on the Mediterranean stage (Richard & van Hamme, 2013). It can only recognize common 
goals from its member-states and support them in reaching their goals. In order to change that, 
the EU must be able to take an active role by choosing a clear definition to the Green Line, decid-
ing on an autonomous path that isn’t reliant on a paradoxical framework and working towards 
3 In the autumn of 2020, Cyprus vetoed EU sanctions on Belarus because it considered the sanctions on Turkey to 
be too weak.
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breaking the status quo instead of letting other actors impose it to the EU, especially through 
military means. The Cyprus example is a strong deterrent to Moldova and Ukraine’s accessions as 
they are also entangled in an internal conflict with an unrecognized state supported by a foreign 
military presence. While Turkey has been a candidate to EU accession since 1987 and an ally of 
major EU countries inside NATO, Russia is neither and a solution might be harder to find with such 
a belligerent country. Actively working towards and finding a lasting solution in Cyprus would add 
to the EU’s credibility as a geopolitical actor not only in the Eastern Mediterranean but in Eastern 
Europe as well.
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