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Résumé

Alexandroupolis est un port situé au nord-est de la Grèce. Son intérêt réside dans son modèle singulier de développement économique, fondé principalement sur le fait militaire. Ce modèle découle du rôle prioritairement géopolitique et stratégique du port, dont les activités économiques civiles, même si elles se développent, restent modestes. L'objectif de cette étude est de mettre en lumière ce modèle de développement, ses ressorts et les défis auxquels il fait face.

À cette fin, cette étude focalise sur un certain nombre de questions. Premièrement, sur l'urgence sécuritaire et stratégique découlant du conflit ukrainien comme levier principal de développement du port d'Alexandroupolis. Deuxièmement, sur le développement de l'infrastructure régionale à la fois comme condition et conséquence du développement du port. Troisièmement, sur les perspectives et défis du port et de la ville en matière de développement économique et social.

Du point de vue de la méthodologie, cette étude se base principalement sur des données et informations disponibles dans deux types de sources :

• Des médias nationaux ou internationaux ;

• Un entretien mené avec la direction du port (septembre 2023).

Cette méthodologie a été adoptée du fait que le développement d'Alexandroupolis est un phénomène récent et en plein développement, car lié à la conjoncture géopolitique actuelle. Cela pose deux défis en matière de méthodologie. Premièrement, le déficit de littérature. Deuxièmement, l'accessibilité difficile de données précises concernant son utilisation militaire.

Pour des raisons qui relèvent entre autres de la confidentialité, les autorités militaires américaines impliquées dans le transfert de forces militaires par le port d'Alexandroupolis qui ont été contactées n'ont pas été en mesure d'apporter de réponses.

Du point de vue des résultats de cette étude, il s'avère que la stratégie des autorités portuaires qui est en fait celle du gouvernement grecconsiste à tirer parti du contexte militarosécuritaire du flan oriental de l'Europe et des recompositions géopolitiques et donc infrastructurelles et économiques que celui-ci engendre. L'objectif est de transformer Alexandroupolis et sa région en pivot militaire, mais aussi énergétique et logistique/infrastructurel pour servir la zone s'étendant de la mer Égée à la Baltique, Moldavie et Ukraine incluses.

Si cette stratégie singulière s'avère pour l'instant payante, ce processus est en plein développement et est soumis à de nombreux défis. D'abord, la capacité du port à convertir son intensité stratégique en intensité économique civile. Puis, les nombreuses inconnues liées à l'instabilité du paysage géopolitique, qui pourraient soit conforter, soit compromettre ce modèle de développement.

Alexandroupolis' main civil economic activities concern the transport of agricultural products and hydrocarbons, fishing, but also tourism, with the islands of Samothrace and Limnos being served in particular. Although not perfectly linear, and remaining modest1 , the trend in commercial activity is upwards2 .

b) Alexandroupolis and the strategic context along the EU's eastern flank

While, in many aspects, it has global and multidimensional consequences, the war in Ukraine has above all impacted Europe and its strategic order. In a nutshell, one of the consequences has been the crystallization of the rupture of the east-west axis along EU's eastern flank as, following the outbreak of the war in Ukraine, relations with Russia and Belarus practically collapsed after a long period of deterioration. Almost by default, this led to the emergence of a north-south axis linking the Baltic Sea to the Aegean through Greece, which is actually in the making after having been neglected in the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T). Indeed, the latter has long prioritised the east-west connection.

It is in this general regional context that Alexandroupolis' port is called to find its place. So far, it has succeeded in seeing its importance increase by positioning itself as one of the southern maritime gateways of this north-south axis in the making. The three main pivots of this development are: the commercialization of the military flows; the economic dimension of the Ukrainian conflict; the energy issue.

2) The commercialization of the military flows a) Alexandroupolis as a military gateway to Europe's eastern flank

From a military point of view, the establishment of Alexandroupolis as a military gateway to Europe's eastern flankprimarly for the US armywas gradually being implemented from 2016 onwards, in the aftermath of Crimea's annexation by Russia in 2014. In particular, the years 2020-2021 saw an increase of military flows associated to the multiplication of military exercises and the gathering of U.S./NATO troops in Eastern Europe. However, it is the outbreak of the Ukrainian conflict in 2022 that revealed Alexandroupolis' full potential as a military transit point.

Indeed, the possibility of a direct conflict between NATO and Russia, as well as massive Western military aid to Ukraine, exponentially increased the need for American military projection along the EU's eastern flank. In this context, Alexandroupolis has evolved into a privileged point of passage for such a venture.

According to the port authorities, between the start of the war in Ukraine and summer 2023, no less than 60% of US military equipment and personnel joining Europe or leaving it has transited through the port. This impressive number, should it be exact or approximative -American military authorities that were contacted were unable to confirm or to refute it -, amply justifies Alexandroupolis' status as a strategic military hub. What's more, Greek media claimed that it is in Alexandroupolis that the largest ever transfer of US military equipment through a single port took place, in summer 2022.

b) Why Alexandroupolis?

Firsly, Alexandroupolis has been chosen as a Western military hub for obvious geographical reasons: it is located close to the Bulgarian border and, therefore, not far from Romania, which is a major recipient of US/NATO military forces. Secondly, for domestic economic reasons: the region of Western Thrace where Alexandroupolis is located has long remained underdeveloped and isolated. Transforming Alexandroupolis into a military, energy and economic hub is expected to stimulate the region's development and connectivity. Thirdly, for domestic strategic reasons: Greece has complicated relations with Turkey, which is seen as a major threat for its territorial integrity. If Western Thrace, which borders Turkey, succeeds in becoming such a hub serving the whole region stretching from the Aegean to the Baltic Sea, this will increase its security. Finally, for wider strategic reasons. Indeed, Greece constitutes a rational choice as an American military gateway to eastern Europe, especially given that Turkeywhich was the other potential alternative for such a rolehas become less and less loyal to NATO. Besides, Turkey has decided to close the Hellespont and the Bosphorus Straits (hereinafter: the "Straits") to the transit of warships due to the war in Ukraine. This Turkish prerogative, which derives from the Montreux Convention of 1936, is an undeniable asset. It enables Ankara to act as a strategic regulator of the Black Sea, which is a traditional area of competition between the West and Russia. But this has also had some kind of perverse effect for Turkey, since it led to an increase of the role of Alexandroupolis, which in reality allows the West to free itself from the limitations imposed by the legal regime of the Straits.

In addition, the port authorities have been insistent on the issue of the Baltic Sea security. They see the presence of the Russian exclave of Kaliningrad as a constant threat which, if tensions between Russia and the West were to further escalate, could compromise access to the Baltic Sea for the Western powers. As a result, they present the port of Alexandroupolis as the only completely safe port for Western maritime military flows, as it is both close to the zone of concentration of forces on EU's eastern flank and much less exposed to the Russian military power than the Baltic ports.

It is in this context that states other than the United States are also considering usingor are already using -Alexandroupolis for military purposes. This is the case of France3 , but also of the United Kingdom and Italy, who have used the port several times. This is a concrete and highly topical example of the role Alexandroupolis can play as an alternative to the Straits.

c) Implications for the port itself

From the point of view of procedures and logistics, it should be noted that military equipment is treated in the same way as regular goods4 . In this respect, the port is not a military base, as some media, particularly Turkish, wrongly report. The International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code is fully applicable and the port is normally remunerated for its services. American equipment goes through customs like any other goods from the United States. As a result, the port authorities insist that the dichotomy often drawn between economic and military activity is in fact a non-issue, at least from the point of view of the port's procedures.

What's more, the fact that economic activity remains, for the moment, mainly military in nature, is an advantage that may well encourage the growth of civilian economic activities in the future. Indeed, given the sensitivity of these military flows, they are subject to higher security standards than civilian flows. This allows the port to build up experience and 'trust capital', and to win its spurs in terms of the quality and security of its services and procedures. These elements can be expected to contribute to making the port more easily identifiable by civilian users in the future and participate to its further economic development.

3) Alexandroupolis and the economic dimension of the Ukrainian conflict

The economic dimension of the Ukrainian conflict has, to present (early 2024), little impact on the port's activities, even though it has undoubted potential. This economic aspect of the Ukrainian conflict has two main dimensions: Ukrainian cereals' exports and Ukraine's reconstruction.

a) Ukrainian's cereals exports

The issue of Ukrainian cereals is dynamic, since their flow has not yet been stabilised and secured. The agreement allowing Ukrainian cereals to leave Ukrainian-controlled ports and reach the world market through the Straits was not renewed by Russia in summer 2023. If this situation continues, which is a likely scenario, it may benefit the port of Alexandroupolis in the same way the port currently benefits from the transit of military personnel and equipment that bypass the Straits.

Indeed, as rail connectivity between Alexandroupolis and the EU's eastern flank improves, the port hopes to become an arrival point for Ukrainian grain via Romania and Bulgaria. The Greek Prime Minister has already engaged in negotiations with his Bulgarian counterpart on this subject 5 . In addition, the Greek Minister for Infrastructure and Transport has sent a letter of intent to his Bulgarian and Romanian counterparts, as well as to the European Commissioner for Transport, to set up a rail connection between Ukraine and Alexandroupolis via Moldova6 , specifically for the transit of cereals. Grain would therefore take a route on which Russia cannot interfere (unlike the maritime route), unless it enters in direct conflict with NATO. This remains unlikely, at least for cereals. Russia can, however, intervene at the starting point of this route, on Ukrainian soil. And it is of course no coincidence that, from August 2023, following the non-renewal of the agreement on the cereals, it started to target the infrastructure of the river ports of Izmail and Reni, located upstream of the Danube delta, in the immediate vicinity of Romania (and of Moldova in the case of the latter), which had hitherto been spared. Indeed, until the summer of 2023, most Russian strikes on port infrastructures targeted mainly the Black Sea ports of Odessa and Nikolaev, bearing in mind that the ports of Berdyansk and Mariupol were seized very early by the Russians.

These strikes on Ukraine's river ports suggest that an alternative to the Black Sea is realistic for the transport of Ukrainian grain.

For their part, the port authorities claim to have correctly deciphered the situation as early as the summer of 2022, considering that the cereals agreement was too fragile and would sooner or later collapse. They therefore asked the EU's Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport (DG MOVE) to speed up funding for the modernisation of regional road and rail infrastructure. As a result, the port was able to secure funding of €24 million under the European Commission's Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF), part of which is expected to be devoted to the acquisition of infrastructure enabling the rapid loading of cereals at a rate of 1,000 tonnes per hour. According to the port authorities, Alexandroupolis could be capable of handling part of the Ukrainian grain flow in one or two years' time, using vessels of no more than 25,000 to 30,000 tonnes. And Alexandroupolis may be indeed an appropriate choice for such a venture. While some ports of northern Europe are better equipped in terms of infrastructure, Alexandroupolis offers the shortest land route between Ukraine and the Mediterranean Sea, and the shortest sea route between Europe and the countries of the Middle East/North Africa region (MENA) and Asia, which are among the main destinations for these cereals. Once equipped with the necessary infrastructure, Alexandroupolis can therefore hope to become competitive in this field, despite competition from other ports hoping for the same thing, such as the Croatian port of Rijeka.

b) Ukraine's reconstruction

As far as the reconstruction of Ukraine is concerned, any projection remains still highly uncertain to the day (early 2024): the beginning of reconstruction would obviously be doomed as long as the Russian strikes continue, while its scope will depend above all on the territorial reality that will emerge from the conflict, which is impossible to predict. However, it needs to be prepared, and the commercial flows directed to Ukraine's reconstruction are expected to be gigantic given the task at hand.

The Alexandroupolis port authorities seem absolutely conscious of this and they expressed their willingness to get prepared for the day after. In particular, they seem determined to capture a share of construction materials' future flows, bearing in mind that 25% of bulk carriers (in terms of tonnage) are controlled by Greek shipowners, a percentage which rises to 80% at EU level 7 . And they have quite a few reasons to be optimistic if the planned infrastructurewhich aims to increase connectivity between the Baltic and the Aegean Seas through Ukraine and Moldovais effectively implemented (see part II). Indeed, this will turn Alexandroupolis into a natural maritime gateway for the target zone, offering, by the way, an alternative to the Straits. And, of course, expanding connectivity along EU's eastern flank for military reasons and for the export of Ukrainian grain, will serve for the flows intended to Ukraine's reconstruction as well.

4) Alexandroupolis and the energy dimension of the Ukrainian conflict a) The Alexandroupolis' FSRU

The war in Ukraine has pushed to the top of the Western and European agendas the issue of reducing reliance on Russian hydrocarbons, both as a matter of urgency and for the long term. One of the main tools for achieving this disconnection is liquid natural gas (LNG), which arrives by ship. In this context, Alexandroupolis' role is expanding and the investment in a floating storage and regasification unit (FSRU) comes at just the right time. Besides, this investment is fully in line with the reorganisation of European energy flows. In short, these are undergoing a transition from a mainly vertical and inflexible logic, based on land or subsea gas pipelines connected to Russia, to a "network" logic, based on maritime flows and the multiplication of LNG reception units along European coasts.

The unit in question, the construction of which was decided in January 2022 with American support 8 , was inaugurated with great fanfare in May 2022, less than three months after the start of the war in Ukraine, in the presence of the President of the Council of the EU 9 , of the leaders of Greece, Bulgaria, Serbia, North Macedonia, and of the American ambassador in Athens. As a sign of this project's importance for the Balkans' energy security, the Bulgarian company Bulgartransgaz has acquired a 20% stake in the project, while the United States warmly supports the transformation of Alexandroupolis into an energy hub, thereby contributing to reduce reliance on Russia 10 . The FSRU, which has been converted in Singapore from an LNG tanker, arrived in Alexandroupolis in December 2023. It is expected to be operational in the first quarter of 2024, after the required trials are completed. It will have a regasification capacity of 5.5 billion m 3 of LNG per year and, while 70% of its production will be directed to Bulgaria, Romania, North Macedonia, Serbia, Hungary, Slovakia, Moldova and Ukraine 11 .

Redistributing gas from the Alexandroupolis FSRU to Europe

The fact that Moldova and even Ukraine are now potential recipients of gas from the Alexandroupolis facilities 12 in order to facilitate their exit from the Russian energy orbit, is absolutely symptomatic of the emergence of a new geopolitical paradigm along EU's eastern flank. In this respect, the Greek operator DEPA has won the tender to supply gas to the Moldovan national company Energocom in 2023 13 . This objective is naturally supported by the United States, as demonstrated by the joint visit of the American, Bulgarian, Romanian, Moldovan and Ukrainian ambassadors to Alexandroupolis in June 2023, in what appears to be an effort to promote what the port authorities have described as a "5+1" scheme (Greece, Bulgaria, Romania, Moldavia, Ukraine + United States), similar to the "3+1" partnership (Greece, Cyprus, Israel + United States) promoted by Washington for energy and security cooperation in the Eastern Mediterranean.

b) Alexandroupolis as a wider energy hub for Europe

The FSRU project is coupled with three other energy projects due to be built in Alexandroupolis. Firstly, the construction of a natural gas-fired electricity generation plant to meet local consumption needs, but also to be exported in order to increase Greece's role in Europe's energy security, particularly for Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. Secondly, the 11 "Alexandroupolis FSRU arrives in Greece after almost 10-month conversion at Seatrium", Offshore Energy, 18/12/2023.

12 For example: "Moldova and Ukraine to Receive Gas from Greece", Balkan Insight, 04/05/2022. 13 For example: "Moldova signs contract for gas supplies from Greece, depriving Gazprom of another market", The New Voice of Ukraine, 07/04/2023.

planned pipeline linking Alexandroupolis to the Bulgarian port of Burgas, to enable Bulgaria reduce its dependency on Russian oil. Interestingly enough, that same pipeline was planned during the 1990-2000s, but in the opposite direction, while it was and destined to carry Russian oil, before being abandoned in the late 2000s. This is a textbook case of the correlation between geopolitical upheaval and the reorganisation of energy routes. Thirdly, the construction of an offshore windfarm expected to have a total capacity of 600MW14 .

It should be noted that, like the region's transport infrastructure, the gas or renewable energy infrastructure is not managed by the port authorities. However, like communicating vessels, these elements form part of one and the same strategy: that of transforming the Alexandroupolis region into a strategic and energy hub for Central, Eastern and South-Eastern Europe. Thus, the more complete the regional 'panoply' is in terms of strategic and transport infrastructure, the more the port will be in a position to increase its attractiveness and strategic importance.

II.

The stimulation of the local and regional infrastructure network 1) The security and strategic urgency as a stimulating factor a) A new and dynamic context

The security context created in along EU's eastern flank by the war in Ukraine is giving rise to new needs in terms of logistical solidarity and networks. These needs are not based on a strictly economic rationale, but if they are to be sustained over the long termwhich seems to be the objectivethey will have to acquire an economic consistency in order to be viable. The war in Ukraine has therefore reversed the logic behind the building of infrastructures: the security emergency has overtaken the purely economic and commercial issues that are supposed to be at the heart of infrastructure development and, in the case of Alexandroupolis, at the heart of port activity. Indeed, it was the outbreak of the Ukrainian conflict in 2022 that prompted the EU to accept and accelerate the realisation of the axis running along its eastern flank, even though these projects were already in the making at the initiative of the States located on this axis. Actually, the very fact that these projects were under consideration but were rather slow to materialise is symptomatic of the fact that they were seen by their instigators (particularly Poland) in a strategic perspective, but at a time when the security and strategic urgency was not the same as it is today and did not justify a massive and rapid support and allocation of resources at EU level. Today, it is possible to create the conditions for these infrastructure projects to flourish.

There are two main dimensions to this.

b) The short-term dynamics

The first dimension is the immediate military needs arising from the security and strategic emergency. This involves the transfer of armed forces to the crisis zone. This transfer must be safe and regular, and delays are prohibited, including for reasons of reputation of the infrastructure, which could have repercussions on the attraction of civilian economic activities in the future.

This presupposes adequate infrastructures and their connection on both sides of borders. In fact, this requires not only regional coordination, but also impetus at EU level. And this impetus did indeed come with the outbreak of the Ukrainian conflict. The catalyst is therefore clearly the immediate security and strategic need, not economic profitability. Because while military use also creates a form of economic profitability, its long-term viability cannot be taken for granted.

c) The long-term dynamics

The second dimension is the stimulation by security and strategic urgency of long-term dynamics. Concretely, this means changing the whole infrastructural (and therefore economic, geopolitical and even mental) rationale of EU's eastern flank, which even the fall of the Communist regimes had not really altered. By strengthening a north-south axis capable of alleviating the problems caused by the breakdown of the east-west axis, it is primarily a geopolitical and strategic vision that is being implemented, rather than a strictly economic one.

The challenge, of course, will be to back up this project with economic substance to make it viable in the long term. It is therefore clear that the funds to implement it are more readily available, and that administrative obstacles can be overcome, which would have been more difficult in other circumstances. However, there is nothing automatic about this. It is up to national and local authorities, and even port authorities, to be enterprising by proposing to DG MOVE or to governments infrastructure projects that fit and serve this vision in order to obtain funding that, in the previous situation of relative stability with Russia, would probably not have been accessibleat least not easily. In this context, the ability to decrypt geopolitical developments and identify needs is among the needed skills to secure financing and develop infrastructure.

What does this mean in practical terms for Alexandroupolis?

2) The railway infrastructure a) From the birth to the rebirth of the port?

The rail infrastructure was at the origin of the birth of the port of Alexandroupolis, in 1872, and it might well be at the origin of its rebirth. Indeed, the railway is the key-infrastructure for the port's connectivity, which will enable it to prosper beyond its role as a hub for military equipment.

For instance, since 2020, the port authorities have been diligently making efforts to activate or revitalise rail routes on the north-south axis leading to ports in Bulgaria, Romania (in particular Constanţa) and the Baltic. In the summer of 2020, the first combined route (ship, rail) was operated between Suez and Constanţa through Alexandroupolis. Since 23 July 2020, it has been possible to make the rail junction from the port of Alexandroupolis to the port of Constanţa (port to port) in 2,5 days, without prioritising the train. The port authorities seem particularly proud of this success, since, according to them, the first shipment to use this route was at their own initiative.

In addition, efforts are being made to reactivate the Alexandroupolis-Ormenio/Svilengrad (Bulgarian border) rail link, including with the construction of an electrified double line along the Greek-Turkish border. According to current forecasts by the port authorities, this infrastructure will be operational in 2028, at a cost of €1.078 billion. It is expected to improve Alexandroupolis' connection to European markets and reduce transport costs, making the port more competitive. Besides, the port authorities highlight the fact that this funding comes from Greek public funds and not directly from the EU; this is interpreted as a strong sign of the importance attached by the Greek government to the development of this rail line and, more generally, to Alexandroupolis.

b) The "Sea2sea" project

The "Sea2sea" project between Bulgaria and Greece 15 , which aims to connect by rail the three northern Greek ports (Thessaloniki, Kavala, Alexandroupolis) to the three Bulgarian ports of Burgas, Varna and Ruse, is currently being relaunched and is expected to increase north-south connectivity.

Ruse is particularly interesting because it is a Danube port, located inland, on the border with Romania, and it lies only 70km from Bucharest. Besides, Ruse hosts one of the two Danube bridges connecting Bulgaria to Romania, on which runs also a rail line. The second bridge is located between Vidin and Calafat, in the north-western part of Bulgaria, close to Serbia; therefore, it does not serve the connectivity with Alexandroupolis. In this respect, it is emblematic that in summer 2022, with the war in Ukraine in full development, Bulgaria and Romania decided to resume talks for the building of five additional bridges along their borders.

Initially conceived in the early 2010s and relaunched in 2017, the "Sea2sea" project has still not been implemented. However, the clarification of the geopolitical landscape on the EU's eastern flank, reflected in the lasting distancing from Russia, clearly offers a more favourable context for the relaunch and implementation of this Greek-Bulgarian project. Accordingly, it was discussed at the trilateral Greece-Bulgaria-Romania summit held in Varna on 9 October 2023. This is a concrete example of how security and strategic urgency can act as a catalyst, enabling funds to be released and political or administrative obstacles to be overcome in order to implement this rail connection16 which, under less challenging security conditions, would have been more difficult.

However, this is not without its obstacles.

c) The challenges of the railway's development

First of all, serving such a scheme requires a rapid modernisation of the rail infrastructure along this north-south axis. Indeed, all the countries from Greece to the Baltic, but especially in the area stretching from Greece to Romania, and even Moldova and Ukraine, need to develop a rail network of similar standards, including double lines and an electrified network.

As far as Greece in particular is concerned, it has a duty to persevere in improving its rail sector.

The railways have become a de facto strategic infrastructure, but the performance of the infrastructure is not always up to scratch. This was cruelly demonstrated in February 2023, when an extremely fatal accident occurred on the main line between Athens and Thessaloniki. Traffic was immediately suspended for technical and safety reasons, and then for several days rather for political and psychological reasons. Although the rail network serving Alexandroupolis did not suffer any technical problems, the accident nevertheless affected its operations, precisely because rail traffic was suspended for preventive reasons throughout the national network for several days. According to the port authorities, no fewer than 36 commercial trains departures from the port of Alexandroupolis were cancelled as an indirect result of the accident.

In turn, the difficulties that the railway can encounter highlight the need for an efficient road network to ensure maximum options in the event of untimely obstacles.

3) The road infrastructure a) An imperious need A significant proportion of the 36 train departures that were cancelled as a result of the February 2023 accident were finally carried out by truck. This amounted 900 trucks in 15 days. While this testifies to the importance of the road network, it also caused major logistical difficulties and congestion, not only in the port, but also in the city and on the borders with Bulgaria.

Besides, the port uses the road network not just as an alternative to the rail network, but as a regular transport infrastructure. For example, according to figures provided by the port authorities, between July 2020 and May 2023 there were no fewer than 43,000 truckloads, of which only 4,000 involved military equipment. Road transport therefore plays an important role in the port's civilian economic activity. As a result, the road network is also in need of modernisation.

b) The Via Egnatia and beyond

The Via Egnatia, which passes outside Alexandroupolis, is a modern road connecting the Greek-Turkish border with the western port of Igoumenitsa and passing through three Greek ports: Alexandroupolis, Kavala, and Thessaloniki. It has, thus, a high connectivity impact.

However, the port area of Alexandroupolis is not directly linked to the city's ring road yet, which would allow rapid access to the Via Egnatia and facilitate access to the international road network. At present, a truck leaving the port has to pass through the urban area or on roads on the fringes of it, which can be narrow or saturated due to urban activities. This creates numerous problems, not only in terms of speed, but also in terms of congestion on the city's arteries.

This is why, since January 2023, a road has been under construction that will provide a direct connection from the port to the city's ring road and then to the Via Egnatia. It is 3,6 km long, has double lanes, and has been allocated €3,6 million from the €24 million provided under the RRF.

III. Challenges and prospects for the port of Alexandroupolis 1) The issue of the port's privatisation a) Greece's wider strategy of ports privatisation in a nutshell

Since the mid-2010's, Greece has engaged in a massive privatisation of its infrastructure, including its ports which, due to its geography, are of strategic importance. The most known port privatisation is that of Piraeus, Greece's largest port. This privatisation has been controversial, as Piraeus has been acquired in 2015 by the Chinese giant COSCO, who is known not only as a port operator, but as a significant tool of China's One Belt One Roal

Initiative. Yet, it is worth mentioning that this privatisation is, so far, a success economically speaking: Piraeus has managed to evolve into the major Mediterranean maritime gateway to Europe for containerships.

Greece's second largest port, Thessaloniki, has also been privatised in 2018. Since 2021, it has been controlled by a Greek-Russian businessman known to be close to the Kremlin, as the former purchased the shares of the German operator who was part of the initial consortium.

Therefore, the Greek operator ended up with the majority (67%) of the shares.

The latest port privatisations took place in November and December 2023 with the Italian operator Grimaldi acquiring 67% of the shares of Igoumenitsa and Hrakleio ports. Especially in what concern Igoumenitsa, it is located at the arrival point of the Via Egnatia that links the Greek-Turkish borders with the Ionian Sea. Therefore, it practically connects Italy with Istanbul and the rest of Turkey.

In this context of massive privatisation, the port of Alexandroupolis was initially no exception. However, the privatisation process, that was already well engaged, was suddenly halted in November 2022, on a personal decision of the Greek Prime Minister, even though two operators had already been shortlisted

b) The reasons behind the suspension of Alexandroupolis' privatisation process

The main reason behind the decision to suspend the port of Alexandroupolis' privatization process is precisely the strategic importance of the port, which has been amplified by the upheaval caused by the war in Ukraine. Indeed, this exceptional situation of strategic and security emergency also offers an exceptional opportunity for the port to increase its importance and stimulate the construction of infrastructure serving it, while expanding Greece's geopolitical footprint.

On the one hand, this requires strategic and geopolitical thinking and action, which supposes coordination at a political level with the states forming Alexandroupolis' hinterland (notably Romania and Bulgaria) and integration of the port's role into Greece's general strategy of attracting flows so as to enhance its geopolitical and strategic standing. In turn, this implies that the State continues to be the main decision-maker, given that a private operator would obviously have operated on economic criteria, which is objectively unsuited to the current situation. This is a direct consequence of the fact that the importance of the port is first and foremost strategic and geopolitical, before being economic, and that the increase of Alexandroupolis' importance is an ongoing process, which needs to be monitored and supported within the logic of a national strategy and not according to a strictly economic vision.

On the other hand, the massive transfer of foreign military forceswhich is the source of Alexandroupolis' strengthneeds, by definition, a dense and fluid cooperation between public and military authorities of Greece and of the user States. Such a cooperation is more efficient without a private operator acting as an interface between these authorities, especially in a situation of emergency.

These challenges are well reflected in the way the port operates: the port authorities are in direct and regular coordination with the Prime Minister's Office, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the Ministry of Defence and the Ministry of the Economy.

In addition, there were also doubts as to the reliability of certain candidates for the purchase of 67% of the port's shares, as reported by certain Greek media close to the opposition. This apparently gave rise to fears that these shares would subsequently be sold on to other operators whose characteristics would not have been in line with the interests of the Greek state regarding this strategically sensitive port17 . Given the precedents of Piraeus and Thessaloniki, seeing the State lose part of its control over the port of Alexandroupolis through an inadequately conducted privatisation process is a risk that the government did not want to take, including for reasons of reliability towards its Western partners and allies: they are those who, as military users, vest the port with its strategic substance and, therefore, with its very importance.

Finally, there are also financial reasons underpinning the suspension of Alexandrouplis' port privatisation process. It should be reminded that the port's civil economic footprint remains modest, and the driving force behind the development of its infrastructure and its economic development is primarily its strategic nature. This means that on the long run, once the infrastructure network will have been completed, the economic value of the port will be higher and, consequently, a privatisation operation conducted at a later date is expected to be financially more attractive for the Greek State.

2) The port's development and local development a) The economic and social development as a key challenge for Alexandroupolis

One of the main challenges linked to the development of the port is the economic impact on local society. While the port of Alexandroupolis is acquiring considerable importance as a western military and energy pivot, thus becoming a major asset in Greece's effort to evolve into a geopolitical hub, the benefits for local society are not automatic. The challenge is therefore to succeed in converting the strategic intensity of the port into civilian economic intensity for the city and the wider region. And the region could indeed benefit from this new dynamism of the port, because all activities and development rates must systematically be related to a given demographic scale: in this case, to a city of 65,000 inhabitants and a region of approximately 130,000 inhabitants in total (including Alexandroupolis). The demographic depth of the region targeted by the spinoffs of port and infrastructure development is therefore limited. Conversely, the impact of this development will be greater for local society than if it were to apply to a more densely populated area such as Athens or even Thessaloniki.

In this context, the desired impact of the development of the port's activities on local society and the region has two levels: the immediate and the long-term.

b) The immediate spinoffs

Although the immediate spinoffs are difficult to evaluate because of the ramifications of the port economy in the local economy and social fabric, they are nonetheless real and diverse. Firstly, the direct jobs being created by this development. Those concern the port itself, the energy infrastructures and the construction and operation of the region's transport infrastructures. Secondly, the indirect jobs linked to the activity of the port and the construction of the infrastructure. A typical example, mentioned by the port authorities, is that of the truck drivers. Many of them in the region had given up their licences during the financial crisis of the 2010s; today they are back in work thanks to the take-off of activities at the portboth military and civilianand the transport of materials that the development of energy and transport infrastructures requires.

It is also about the local economic ecosystem fed by the maritime flows. A first aspect concerns supply-related activity. Each berthing military vessel has requirements that can be important and diverse, depending on its size and the number of days of its call. A second aspect is related to the activity linked to the presence of crews in town and the subsequent need for services, transport, catering and leisure activities, bearing in mind that military flows take place all year around and, in certain circumstances, can involve a large population that is also inclined to consumption when disembarking in a safe destination. At the scale of a small provincial city like Alexandroupolis, that has long suffered of underdevelopment, the economic and social impact of such an activity is not negligible.

In view of these elements, and provided that the development of US and, more generally, Western military presence in Alexandroupolis is to further develop, there is real scope for local economic development in the short and medium term, which would benefit the population.

c) The long-term prospects

The second level of economic development in the region is long-term, and will therefore depend on consolidating the growth of the port itself. Clearly, the development of various infrastructures (port, rail, roads) will open up the entire region, facilitating the mobility of people and goods. In addition, an increase in port traffic will create a need for new skills and employment. Given that this region of northern Greece has no great maritime tradition, this may result not only in an influx of qualified professionals, but also in the development of training structures for the acquisition of these new skills, so that the local youth can first benefit of this growth.

In other words, if the region succeeds in implementing all the planned projects over the long term, it will in fact undergo a complete transformation, which will also lead to a reconfiguration in terms of economy, demographics and employment. At present, any precise projections are highly premature, but this is clearly the basic objective of the Greek governments' and the port authorities' strategy. The rise in property demand and prices in what was once a rather uninteresting and cheap town suggests that the current buzz around the port is creating high expectations for development.

d) The way forward

While it is still difficult to predict the economic benefits, it is clear that the key to local development lies in the ability to link economic issues to security and energy issues, which is not obvious at all. One danger that Alexandroupolis could facein the case the Ukrainian conflict was to stall, stabilise or even come to an endis that military flows would be reduced before the port succeeded in converting its strategic dynamism into a civilian economic dynamism. While the geopolitical situation has enabled Alexandroupolis to find a place on the map, the inherent vagaries of geopolitics could, in the same way, put a stop to this growth if it does not give rise to a civilian economic transition in time.

However, the port authorities seem confident about this. They point out that most of the military equipment (and, a fortiori, personnel) transiting through Alexandroupolis is not headed directly for Ukraine, but for the EU's eastern flank. The port authorities are of the opinion that even a reduction in the intensity of Western military aid to Ukraine will not necessarily lead to a substantial reduction in the US military presence on European soil. Sources from the US Army seem to confirm this: while they indicate that no surge in US forces is expected, they also specify that no decrease is planned18 . In addition, the port authorities remind that US military regulations require units deployed overseas to rotate every nine months. This means that, even if the number of these units stagnates, their rotation alone gives rise to considerable needs, bearing in mind that when an American unit rotates, it is not only the staff, but all the equipment that is concerned. If the port of Alexandroupolis manages to continue catching these military flows at the current level (60%, according to the figure put forward by the port authorities), those will remain a crucial source of economic development for the years to come, providing significant scope for the gradual implementation of mechanisms aimed at organising the conversion of strategic intensity into civilian economic intensity.

IV. Conclusive remarks

The port of Alexandroupolis provides an interesting example of a singular development strategy. It takes efficiently advantage of the military and energy needs created by the security and strategic reorganization along EU's eastern flank, while also serving domestic needs of economic and strategic nature. Being gradually implemented since the second half of the 2010s, this development strategy has clearly been stimulated by the outbreak of the war in Ukraine in 2022, which increased the port's strategic importance and, therefore, its economic growth.

On the other hand, this process is both recent and in full development. Despite the encouraging elements that, to date, confirm the relevance of its development strategy and its positioning within local and regional dynamics, the challenges and unknowns that Alexandroupolis faces are considerable and the ultimate success of this strategy has yet to be proven.

  

For example, Alexandroupolis does not feature in UNCTAD's data on port connectivity. However, this should be treated with caution, as some of the Greek ports included in these statistics are much smaller than Alexandroupolis, which probably indicates a shortcoming in data collection.

In total, excluding hydrocarbons, the volume of goods transiting through Alexandroupolis was

307,000 tonnes in 2022 compared to 164,000 tonnes in 2015, with a peak of 382,000 tonnes in 2021. The largest share is cereals, in particular wheat and sunflower seed; by 2022, this share equated to 75%. The same upward trend is also confirmed in the hydrocarbons sector. In 2022, 68,000 tonnes of oil transited through the port, compared with just 1,500 tonnes in 2017 and 1,350 tonnes in 2020. The peak was again reached in 2021, with 90,000 tonnes. See: Alexandroupolis Port Authority commercial traffic statistics.
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