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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Assessment as of 26 October 2026

NATO’s 20 October decision to add maritime patrol aircraft, radar systems, drones, intelligence personnel
and explosive-analysis teams is a meaningful reinforcement of Black Sea surveillance. The publicly
described priority is better situational awareness through additional sensors and data sharing. Available
reporting does not specify the number of assets, their operating schedules, coverage areas or exact tasking.
The announcement therefore establishes an intent and a set of support functions, not a published guarantee
of protection for commercial vessels.

The recent attacks on merchant shipping and repeated drone activity near Romania and Bulgaria have
exposed a problem that crosses air, surface and maritime domains. Attribution for individual vessel attacks
remains unresolved in the public record. Romanian authorities did confirm that, on 17 October, national
radar detected aerial targets approaching from east of Snake Island and Romanian F-16s shot down two
jet-powered drones after they entered national airspace over territorial waters. This demonstrates a national
detection-to-intercept chain for those targets; it does not establish persistent coverage of shipping routes
across the basin.

Additional ISR can improve warning, track continuity, coordination and post-incident attribution. Its effect
depends on the speed and reliability with which data move from sensors to national authorities and NATO
commands, and on whether an authorized responder is available. Surveillance cannot itself defeat a drone,
protect a vessel at close range or guarantee that an ambiguous contact will be classified correctly.

NATO’s existing ISR Force operates five RQ-4D Phoenix aircraft and fuses information from Allied sources. A
separate 2026 announcement by four Allies to procure up to five MQ-4C Triton aircraft concerns a future
capability; those aircraft should not be counted as available for the current response. NATO’s 20 October
announcement does not identify a new escort mission or a basin-wide authority to intercept threats for
merchant ships.

The practical test is whether the Alliance and littoral states can complete a sensor-to-decision-to-response
chain: detect and classify a threat, maintain custody, warn shipping, assign authority, dispatch a suitable
response and preserve search-and-rescue capacity. The main near-term gain is likely to be improved
awareness and incident reconstruction. Direct protection will remain uneven until deployment, command
relationships, national permissions and response capacity are demonstrated.

KEY JUDGMENT — Strengthened NATO and national ISR can reduce uncertainty and
improve warning, but it will improve physical protection of commercial shipping only
when fused information reaches an authorized force in time to act. The current public
record supports a surveillance and investigative reinforcement; it does not establish an
escort or route-wide interception mission.

SCOPE OF THE ANALYSIS
This Analysis evaluates the operational contribution of NATO and national ISR to commercial-vessel
protection in the Black Sea. It examines the surveillance architecture, counter-UAS options,
naval-operational limits and the legal and command conditions governing intervention. Improved awareness
is assessed separately from demonstrated protection, and attribution of individual attacks is treated as
unresolved unless established by an official investigation.
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1. A maritime threat that crosses domains
The current risk combines attacks on merchant vessels with recurrent aerial and maritime drone activity
near the coasts of Romania and Bulgaria. Public reporting describes ships damaged or sunk and crew
members killed or missing. The North Atlantic Treaty Organization has not publicly attributed the recent
attacks to a state. Claims by national leaders and outside analysts remain distinct from the results of official
investigations.

The threat picture includes different target sets and engagement problems. Aerial one-way attack systems
can approach at low altitude and compress decision time near the coast. Uncrewed surface vessels may be
difficult to distinguish from ordinary traffic or floating debris, particularly in poor visibility or heavy seas.
Individual incidents could reflect deliberate targeting, navigational error, misidentification or collateral
effects; the available public evidence does not support one explanation for every case.

Commercial AIS information contributes to the maritime picture but cannot identify an incoming drone or
establish hostile intent. A usable track picture requires correlation among coastal and air-defence radar,
maritime patrol aircraft, electro-optical and infrared sensors, electronic support, satellite imagery, ship
reports and human observation. Each source has limits; the value comes from timely fusion and
confirmation.

2. Surveillance architecture and the ISR contribution
At the wide-area level, NATO’s ISR Force operates five RQ-4D Phoenix aircraft equipped with
synthetic-aperture radar and processes information collected by Allies. NATO AWACS aircraft have also
monitored the eastern flank, including the Black Sea. These systems contribute to broad-area awareness,
but neither fact establishes uninterrupted, low-altitude custody of every small air or surface contact.

At regional and local levels, national coastal sensors, air-defence networks, maritime patrol aircraft, naval
and Coast Guard vessels, port authorities, civil maritime coordination centres and commercial reporting can
contribute to a common picture. Romanian operations to investigate drifting drone objects illustrate the role
of merchant reporting, maritime coordination, Coast Guard vessels and naval explosive-ordnance teams.
Satellite imagery can support pattern analysis and incident reconstruction, while airborne sensors can
provide more immediate cueing.

The limiting factor is integration. Contacts must be correlated, identified with an explicit confidence level,
handed across national and Allied networks, and delivered to the authority responsible for a decision.
Classification rules, national release caveats, communications resilience and competing tasking can delay or
restrict that exchange. More sensors without processing and dissemination capacity can increase reporting
volume without shortening the response cycle.

ISR-TO-RESPONSE CHAIN

1  DETECT

Radar • MPA • UAV
Satellite • merchant reports

2  FUSE

Track correlation
Identity • confidence

3  DECIDE

National authority
NATO coordination

4  RESPOND

Warn • intercept
Rescue • investigate

Operational effect depends on track continuity, decision authority, response availability and engagement permissions.

The Triton procurement announced by Denmark, Finland, Germany and Norway is a planned future addition to NATO
maritime surveillance. It complements the existing ISR architecture but is not a fielded Black Sea asset as of this
assessment.
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3. Counter-UAS and the limits of naval presence
Countering a drone requires more than detecting it. Available responses can include warning and rerouting,
electronic attack, physical interception, local point defence, explosive-ordnance response and post-incident
investigation. The appropriate option depends on the system’s type, range, speed, control link, payload,
trajectory and proximity to civilian vessels or infrastructure.

Electronic warfare may disrupt some control or navigation links, but autonomous navigation, inertial backup,
frequency agility or loss of the control link can reduce its effect. Kinetic interception creates risks from
missed engagements and falling debris, especially near ports and merchant traffic. The decision to engage
therefore depends on target confidence, time available, likely consequences and the authority assigned to
the unit.

NATO’s Dynamic Guard 2026 exercise in the Mediterranean tested Allied forces against drones, missiles and
aircraft in an electronic-warfare environment. This is evidence of training and experimentation, not proof
that the same units, tactics or permissions are deployed in the Black Sea. The existence of national
counter-drone systems likewise does not establish availability at every port or shipping route.

A naval presence can deter, observe, support rescue and provide local protection when forces are positioned
to act. It cannot provide close protection continuously across the basin without adequate ships, crews,
sustainment, air cover and a defined mission. Passage through the Turkish Straits is regulated by the
Montreux Convention; its application during an armed conflict can constrain non-littoral naval reinforcement,
depending on the status of the vessels and the parties involved. A persistent escort proposal would require
political agreement, force generation, deconfliction, rules of engagement and an assessment of escalation
risk.

Commercial risk-reduction measures can help without creating a military escort mission: navigational
warnings, route-risk assessment, prompt incident reporting, liaison between operators and coastal
authorities, search-and-rescue readiness, and access to verified threat information. These measures reduce
exposure but cannot make a contested route safe while attacks continue.

4. Rules of engagement, authority and escalation
Rules of engagement (ROE) translate political direction and legal obligations into operational permissions.
They do not, by themselves, create jurisdiction or a mandate to use force. The authority to act depends on
the location of the contact, the threat to personnel or assets, the identity of the responding force, and
whether action is taken under national authority, NATO command or a coastal state’s request.

An exclusive economic zone is not equivalent to territorial waters. Under the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Sea, other states retain navigation and overflight freedoms in an EEZ, while the coastal state
has specified rights and duties. The presence of a suspicious drone or a merchant vessel in an EEZ does not
alone determine which state may use force. National airspace and territorial waters provide a stronger basis
for coastal-state authority, subject to the circumstances and applicable international law.

For Allied units, practical questions include who has tactical control, who may declare a contact hostile,
which national caveats apply, how assistance is requested and whether a unit may defend a third-party
merchant vessel beyond the immediate protection of Allied personnel or territory. Self-defence, defence of
Allied territory, assistance requested by a coastal state and a standing commercial-protection mission are
distinct tasks. Public reporting does not indicate NATO has announced the latter.
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ASSESSMENT
The NATO ISR reinforcement is necessary but insufficient to protect Black Sea shipping. It should improve
situational awareness and support investigation, especially if national radar, patrol aircraft, satellite
information and merchant reporting are fused and shared quickly. The nearer-term operational gain is likely
earlier warning, more continuous tracks around exposed approaches and better reconstruction of incidents.

Physical protection will improve only where a responder is available, an authority can act and a threat is
detected with sufficient time and confidence to engage. The effect should be measured by coverage of
priority routes, sensor availability, handover continuity, time from detection to warning or response,
availability of intercept and rescue forces, and the proportion of alerts that produce timely action. Public
sources have not disclosed baselines or deployment schedules for the new package.

The most plausible near-term outcome is better monitoring and incident exploitation, with protection
remaining uneven and dependent on national assets. A stronger result would require sustained, coordinated
surveillance; a reliable warning network for ship operators; standing liaison among Romania, Bulgaria and
Türkiye; clear national and Allied command arrangements; and enough deployable air, maritime and
counter-UAS capacity to respond. Only a political agreement that reduces hostilities can lower the threat at
its source.

INDICATORS TO MONITOR
INDICATOR WHY IT MATTERS

Asset contributions, locations,
schedules and assigned tasks

Shows whether the announced reinforcement is being fielded and what
areas it can cover.

Persistent track sharing among
maritime, air-defence and civil
authorities

Tests whether additional collection produces a common operational picture.

Time from first detection to warning,
dispatch or interception

Measures whether the sensor-to-decision chain is fast enough to reduce
exposure.

Official findings from recovered debris
and explosive analysis

May improve confidence in system identification and incident attribution.

Any escort, convoy or merchant-vessel
protection mission and its ROE

Would mark a change from surveillance support to direct protection.

Commercial routing, port calls,
insurance conditions and incident
rates

Indicates whether shipping behaviour and exposure change over time.

ANALYTICAL FOCUS
This Analysis evaluates whether stronger NATO and national ISR can improve commercial-vessel protection,
and identifies the operational, legal and command conditions required to translate awareness into action. It
distinguishes surveillance, attribution and physical defence, and does not treat individual attack
responsibility as established without an official finding.
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