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ABSTRACT This article analyzes the major developments and general trends
in Tiirkiye-Europe relations over the last century to make the main argu-
ment that Europe, which had been the main determinant of Turkish foreign
policy in recent centuries, has gradually lost that position. Whereas Euro-
pean states, with which Tiirkiye had the closest economic and political re-
lations at the time of the Republics foundation, remain significant in terms
of foreign direct investments and external trade today, their share in those
fields has notably decreased compared to a century (and even 30 years)
ago. During the last two decades, when the global power struggle intensi-
fied, European governments opted to adopt an incomprehensible policy of
pressure and sanctions against Tiirkiye's democratically elected Justice and
Development Party (AK Party) government instead of trying to keep the
country, a long-time ally, in their corner. This article also discusses why
the relevant countries behaved that way and how the Turkish government
responded to such behavior.
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Introduction

most important issue in Turkish foreign policy in recent centuries. Just

as the Ottoman Empire’s expansion primarily occurred in Europe, the
Ottoman government in Istanbul dealt with European states more than others
during the empire’s decline and disintegration. Due to the West’s economic and
military superiority in recent centuries, European countries naturally played a
crucial role in shaping Turkish foreign policy in the Republican period. It is
important to recall that Tiirkiye was compelled to address its main foreign
policy issues of the interwar period, the fate of Mosul and Hatay, with Britain
and France as opposed to Iraq and Syria. During the same period, European
nations remained Tiirkiye’s main trade partners.

There is no doubt that Tiirkiye’s relationship with Europe’ has been the

Although Tiirkiye successfully refrained from joining the Second World War
directly, Europeans mounted the most intense wartime pressure on Ankara.
In the war’s aftermath, the country joined the North Atlantic Treaty Alliance
(NATO), which the U.S. originally formed with European nations, in response
to threats from the Soviet Union, and adopted a Western-aligned security pol-
icy during the Cold War. At the same time, Tiirkiye became a member of the
Council of Europe and applied to join the European Economic Community
(EEC), an organization of Western European states, to remain close to Europe
politically and economically.

The rise of the U.S. and the Soviet Union in global politics, followed by the
rise of Asia, however, caused Europe’s centuries-long importance (especially
over the last two centuries) in Turkish foreign policy to gradually decrease.
Whereas the U.S. emerged as Tiirkiye’s chief security partner during the Cold
War, Ankara continued to pursue economic integration with Europe during
that period. In the wake of the AK Party rise to power, however, the Turkish
government experienced tensions with the U.S. over the latter’s illegal 2003
invasion of Iraq and immediately took steps to more closely align itself with
the European Union. Although the Turkish accession process consequently
started in 2005, marking an important stage in the country’s membership bid,
the opposition of the Christian Democratic Union (CDU), which came to
power in Germany the same year, to Tiirkiye’s admission as well as mounting
pressure on Ankara over the Cyprus issue brought the talks to a standstill. It
is important to recall that Europe’s right-wing conservative parties adopted an
ideologically charged view on Tiirkiye —which factored into that standstill.”

Tirkiye’s rejection of European impositions regarding Cyprus and the East-
ern Mediterranean and adoption of a policy toward the Middle East and the
Caucasus, which was occasionally not aligned with the European Union, also
caused European governments and the U.S. to assume a more intervention-
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ist stance toward the AK Party gov- |t is important to note that

ernment. At this point, the European .
Union remains Tiirkiye’s largest trad- the Turkish government

ing partner yet political tensions have ~ stuck to its balancing act

taken a toll on economic relations. during the Second World War
Whether the European Union’s lead-

ers would rather keep Tiirkiye, a major to SUCCGSSfU"V refrain from
economic and security partner, on their direcﬂy joining the ﬁg ht

side or alienate it amid the intensifying . .
global power struggle will shape the desplte mounting pressure

future of the Tiirkiye-European Union from the Allies
relations.’

Main Determinants of Tiirkiye-Europe Relations

Security: From Partnership to a Balance of Interests

Security has traditionally been a key factor in Tiirkiye’s relations with Eu-
rope. Between the Republic’s early years and the end of the Second World
War, the heart of world politics was still beating in Europe. At the same time,
European countries, starting with Britain, were among the world’s most in-
fluential global powers and played a defining role in shaping Turkish foreign
policy. Tiirkiye signed the Treaty of Lausanne, the founding document of its
Republic, with the aforementioned countries adding to Europe’s importance
vis-a-vis Turkish foreign policy. Furthermore, Britain and France were Tiir-
kiye’s neighbors at the time because they controlled Iraq and Syria under the
League of Nations’ mandate system -which made Europe all the more im-
portant for Turkish foreign policy. The recently-established Republic of Tiir-
kiye had waged its War of Independence against European states, yet it was
keenly aware that it needed to strike a rather delicate balance in its relations
with the relevant nations to remain independent and ensure its economic de-
velopment. In other words, the slightest misstep in foreign policy might have
dragged Tiirkiye into any European country’s sphere of influence. Thus seek-
ing to perform a balancing act, the country took advantage of Europe’s frag-
mentation. The Soviet regime’s emergence in Russia during the First World
War and the rise of Benito Mussolini’s fascist movement in Italy shortly after-
ward fueled security concerns in Europe. In the wake of the Great Depression,
another fascist government came to power in Germany, under the leadership
of Adolf Hitler, and adopted revisionist policies that further deepened those
concerns. That fragmentation made it easier for countries like Tiirkiye to per-
form a balancing act.

It is important to note that the Turkish government stuck to its balancing act
during the Second World War to successfully refrain from directly joining
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Tu rkiye had increased its the fight despite mounting pressure

. d milit it from the Allies. As a bipolar system
economic and mifitary capacity emerged in the international arena

in the initial years of AK Party after the war, however, it became

rule and subsequently began impossible for Tiirkiye to continue
its balancing act. The country was

to pursue a more independent thus compelled to pick a side. In the

foreign pohcy that strained face of the territorial demands of the
. . . Soviet Union, one of the new super-
its relations with the U.S. and powers, Ankara concluded that it
European states could not address these threats by

itself and moved to establish a close
security partnership with the other superpower, the U.S., and its Western Eu-
ropean allies. That partnership, which emerged under the NATO umbrella,
rendered Ankara safer against Moscow yet more vulnerable to U.S. and Euro-
pean influence and interventions.

Considering Tiirkiye as a major Cold War forward operating base as part of
their policy of containment against the Soviet Union, those nations stepped in
whenever any development, which they believed would make it more difficult
for Ankara to perform its task, occurred and ensured that Tiirkiye would con-
tinue to orbit the West.* In other words, the security partnership between Tiir-
kiye and the West was never considered a partnership of equals by European
nations and the U.S. Instead, they expected Ankara to endorse NATO’s policies
and generally align its foreign policy with the U.S. and Europe in exchange for
the support it received against the Soviet threat. Although that relationship
essentially survived the end of the Cold War, the Soviet threat’s disappearance
caused the West to need Tiirkiye less and, by extension, decreased the impor-
tance attached to the country by the European Union in terms of security.
Nonetheless, as the Yugoslav Wars revealed Europe’s vulnerabilities and short-
comings and Gerhard Schréder, an advocate of a uniquely European security
architecture, came to power in Germany in 1998, a new opportunity emerged
for Tiirkiye to move closer to Europe once again.

Tiirkiye’s decision to take major steps toward EU membership in the AK Party
governments initial years and the 2005 launch of membership talks were highly
relevant to the security partnership between the country and Europe. Yet An-
gela Merkel, who became Germany’s new chancellor in 2005, and Nicolas
Sarkozy, who won the 2007 presidential election in France, publicly opposed
Turkish membership -which caused the Tiirkiye-EU relations to gradually
deteriorate.” Furthermore, Tiirkiye had increased its economic and military
capacity in the initial years of AK Party rule and subsequently began to pursue
a more independent foreign policy that strained its relations with the U.S. and
European states. Unwilling to redefine their security partnership with Ankara
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by treating Tiirkiye as a sovereign and equal partner, the European Union and
the U.S. increased their pressure and interventions in the 2010s to cause addi-
tional problems in Tiirkiye’s relations with the West. At the same time, some
European nations continued to (in)directly support terrorist organizations like
the PKK/YPG and FETO that posed a threat to Tiirkiye’s national security -
which undermined the security partnership under the NATO umbrella. Some
EU members, including France, became party to Tiirkiye’s dispute with the
Greek Cypriot administration and Greece in the Eastern Mediterranean and
forced the EU to impose severe sanctions on Tiirkiye. These developments as
well escalated those tensions. In contrast, the European Union needs Tiirkiye
to stop illegal migration toward the continent and to help balance the global
competition against China and Russia ~which is why European governments
remain determined to continue their security partnership with Ankara despite
problems. Meanwhile, Tiirkiye continues to view the European Union as an
important player in its balancing act, which it began to perform anew under
the AK Party and recognizes that Europe continues to account for a signifi-
cant portion of its exports. Those factors encourage the Turkish government
to continue its security partnership with Europe.®

Economy: The Diminishing Influence of Europe

Having much stronger economic bonds with Europe than its security part-
nership, Tiirkiye has traditionally enjoyed very close relations with Germany,
Italy, the United Kingdom, France, and the Netherlands in terms of external
trade and foreign investments. The European states played an important role
in the country’s external affairs as early as the Republic’s initial years. They
maintained that level of importance after the Second World War and to date.
Although the cumulative share of Germany, Italy, the United Kingdom, and
France in Tiirkiye’s exports slightly decreased from 62 percent to 60 percent
between 1924 and 1938, it is important to recognize that it remained quite
high nonetheless. The aforementioned countries accounted for 59 percent of
the nation’s imports in 1924 and 65 percent in 1938. Furthermore, Germany
single-handedly accounted for 44 percent of Tiirkiye’s exports and 48 percent
of its imports in 1938.7 In truth, the country essentially inherited its strong
economic relations with Europe from the Ottoman Empire. Indeed, Britain,
France, Germany, and Austria accounted for 50 to 75 percent of that the Em-
pire’s external trade between 1830 and 1911.°

It is possible to argue that the European states continued to play a major
role in Tiirkiyes external trade following the conclusion of the 1963 Ankara
Agreement with the European Economic Community for the ultimate pur-
pose of joining that organization. According to the Turkish Statistical Institute
(TURKSTAT), the European Union accounted for 54 percent of Tiirkiye’s ex-
ports and 66 percent of its imports in 1970.° It is possible to observe, however,
that those numbers gradually declined over the years. Especially under the AK
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Party governments, the country diversified its foreign policy to pursue closer
relations with Russia, China, the Middle East, Central Asia, and Africa. As for-
eign trade data came to reflect those developments, Europe became less signif-
icant in that regard. By 2022, the European Union’s share in Tiirkiye’s exports
had dropped to 40 percent and in its imports to 25 percent. That the country’s
imports from Russia ($57.4 billion) and China ($38.7 billion) exceeded the
sum of its imports from 27 EU members that year, too, highlighted the major
shifts in Tiirkiye’s economic relations with the European Union. Nonetheless,
the organization continues to account for more than 40 percent of Tiirkiye’s
exports —which Ankara must take into consideration as it shapes its relations
with Brussels and other European capitals. It is important to note that taking
any steps that would hurt those relationships could potentially inflict serious
damage to the Turkish economy.

Table 1: The European Union'’s Share in Tlrkiye's External Trade (1970-2022)

Exports Imports
Million $ Share (%) Million $ Share (%)
2022 95,184 40.5 87,196 25.5
2021 87,743 41.1 81,086 31.1
2020 66,016 41.1 69,445 33.1
2010 45,967 40.4 67,710 36.5
2000 13,651 49.1 25,804 473
1990 6,740 522 9,583 429
1980 1,563 53.7 2,829 35.7
1970 320 54.4 429 66.2

Source: TURKSTAT

Although the European Union plays a significant role in Tiirkiye’s external
trade, Tiirkiye’s share in Europe’s external trade remains quite low. According
to the 2022 data, the country accounted for 3.87 percent of the EU’s exports
and 3.29 percent of its imports. Keeping in mind that Tiirkiye’s share was re-
spectively 2.44 percent and 2.23 percent in 2002, it is possible to conclude that
the country came to play a more important role in the organizations exter-
nal trade.'” At this time, Tiirkiye ranks fifth among those countries, to which
the European Union exports, and seventh among those nations from which it
imports. Indeed, those numbers, too, suggest that the European Union must
shape its policy toward Tiirkiye carefully. A closer look at Germany, which has
the highest import and export volume with Tiirkiye among all EU members,
reveals that the gap is actually deeper. According to the 2022 data, Germany
remained the primary source of Tiirkiye’s exports whereas Tiirkiye ranked 15%
among countries to which Germany exported. In terms of imports, Germany
was third among Tirkiye’s trading partners yet Tirkiye ranked 18" among
countries from which Germany imported.
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It is possible to observe that European During the ear|y Repub"can

nations continue to play a very im- . o p e .
portant role in terms of foreign direct perIOd’ Turklye s relations

investments to Tiirkiye, although their ~ With the West focused on

share has arguably decreased in recent diplomatic efforts to resolve
years. Whereas EU members collec-

tively accounted for 45 to 75 percent various problems, which had
of foreign direct investments in Tir- not been addressed in the

kiye in the 1990s, their share remained
stable (around 60 percent) during Treaty of Lausanne, based on

the first years of AK Party rule be- the principle of reciprocity
fore gradually decreasing in the 2010s

against the backdrop of strained relations between Tiirkiye and the EU. By
2021, EU members accounted for 24.6 percent of foreign direct investments
in the country. Those numbers certainly demonstrate how political tensions
influence economic relations and that European countries attempted to pres-
sure Ankara by stemming the flow of capital to Tiirkiye. That European na-
tions (including non-EU members) accounted for more than half of all for-
eign direct investments in Tiirkiye in 2021, however, was a factor that Turkish
decision-makers need to take into account as they shape their country’s pol-
icy toward Europe.

Table 2: The Share of European Countries in Foreign Direct Investments from and to Tiirkiye
(Million $, 1995-2021)

1995 2000 2010 2020 2021
Direct Holland 325 642 731 449 1,101
Investment UK 17 86 500 545 1,550
From Austria 1 2 1.963 40 127
Abroad: Germany 196 58 648 159 689
Inflows by embourg 2 2 156 333 333
Country .
Spain - 14 123 24 68
Belgium - 1 53 -40 14
France 136 47 602 128 130
Greece - 13 413 2 2
Europe 726 1,173 5,840 2,961 6,279
Share (%) 77.6 68.7 62.9 39.3 50.7
EU 706 1,133 5,519 1,377 3,041
Share (%) 75.5 66.3 59.5 17.8 24.6
Total 935 1,707 9,280 7,734 12,366
Direct Europe 809 917 1,578 2,943
Investment Share (%) 78.6 62.6 48.8 50.2
Abroad: EU 484 595 1,217 2,068
Outflows 6000 (9) 47.0 40.6 37.6 41.6
by Total 1,029 1,464 3,231 4,972
Country

Source: OECD International Direct Investment Statistics'!
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Tiirkiye-Europe Relations in Historical Perspective

The Interwar Period (1919-1939)

To make sense of the last century of the Tiirkiye-Europe relations, it would
be useful to analyze the history of that relationship first. Throughout history,
the Turks established states that were geared toward the West. It is possible to
detect hints of that foreign policy today. The relations between the Republic
of Turkiye, which was established with the 1923 Treaty of Lausanne, and the
West rested on the legacy of the Ottoman Empire. Whereas the Ottoman pol-
ity, which made an attempt at Westernization, collapsed following a conflict
with Western states, its heir, the young Turkish republic, enacted reforms un-
der Mustafa Kemal Atatiirk’s leadership to become Western and reach the level
of contemporary civilization. At the same time, the newly established state
aimed to become economically self-sufficient, end hostilities with the outside
world as much as possible, and pursue a foreign policy designed to defend
its borders under Misak-1 Milli, or the National Pact. Despite having waged a
war of independence against the West, Tiirkiye did not refrain from forming
alliances with Western nations and identified Westernization as a cornerstone
of its foreign policy.

During the early Republican period, Tiirkiye’s relations with the West focused
on diplomatic efforts to resolve various problems, which had not been ad-
dressed in the Treaty of Lausanne, based on the principle of reciprocity. In this
context, one of the first issues that the Republic tackled was the question of
foreign schools. Whereas Article 40 and Article 41 of the Treaty of Lausanne
related to that matter and some regulations were subsequently made, Tiirkiye
introduced several changes between 1924 and 1926 to require Turkish instruc-
tors to teach history and geography in the Turkish language —which caused
tensions with Britain, France, and Italy. Specifically, the Turkish authorities
were concerned by foreign schools providing false information to Turkish and
minority children in history and geography classes. That is why the govern-
ment in Ankara took steps to minimize the relevant problems by regulating
the most controversial aspects of existing regulations, which were open to in-
terpretation. Over time, the relevant countries came to accept those rules."

The Mosul dispute between Tiirkiye and Britain, one of Europe’s most pow-
erful nations at the time, represented a major foreign policy issue during
AtatiirK’s term. That issue had not been addressed in the Treaty of Lausanne
and handing over Mosul, which was within the National Pact borders, to Iraq
would have meant giving up on those goals. Nonetheless, the British govern-
ment argued that Iraq could not remain militarily or economically indepen-
dent without Mosul due to that city’s strategically important location and oil
reserves. Having failed to reach an agreement with Tiirkiye, Britain referred
the issue to the League of Nations, an international organization where it was
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a powerful member and which An- The emergence of a bipolar

kara had not joined. The League of . t ti l orderin th
Nations thus decided to form a com- Intérnational oraer in the

mission to look into the matter and aftermath of the Second World

concluded in a July 1925 report that  yprq compe"ed many countries
the relevant territory ought to be

handed over to Iraq —a decision that around the world to choose

Tirkiye disputed at the International petween the U.S. and the
Court of Justice, which ruled on No- Soviet Union

vember 21, 1925, that the Council’s
decision was binding for both par-
ties. Finally, the Council voted in favor of Iraq on December 16, 1925. Despite
its frustration with that decision, Tiirkiye did not feel ready for yet another
conflict after long years of fighting. As a result of negotiations, which restarted
in April 1926, the country accepted the Council’s decision on the condition
that it would receive 25 percent of the oil revenue from Mosul for a period of
25 years. Although tensions between Tiirkiye and Britain persisted for some
time, the peaceful resolution of the Mosul dispute paved the way for warm
relations with Western countries."

During the same period, Tiirkiye experienced tensions with France, another
powerful member of the League of Nations, over the Adana-Mersin railway,
the status of French schools, the Bozkurt-Lotus case, and the question of Ot-
toman debt —which could be resolved with relative ease. In contrast, the Hatay
question (just like the Mosul question) had been referred to the League of Na-
tions. That dispute originated in France’s 1936 decision to grant independence
to Syria and ended with Tiirkiye’s annexation of Hatay just a few months before
the Second World War. Despite being located within the National Pact borders,
the Sancak (Hatay) region ended up outside the Turkish territory under the
Treaty of Ankara on October 20, 1921. In response to France’s 1936 announce-
ment that it would grant independence to Syria, Tiirkiye began to pressure
Paris within the context of preserving the autonomy of Sancak and, as talks
with the French government proved futile, the issue was ultimately referred
to the League of Nations. Thanks to efforts under the League of Nations um-
brella, Tiirkiye secured the autonomy of the Sancak region as Ankara and Paris
signed an agreement to jointly guarantee its territorial integrity. Appreciating
that the French government was compelled to settle due to the growing risk of
a new war in Europe, Tiirkiye seized the opportunity to leverage its status as
a guarantor to ensure Sancak’s independence and, subsequently, facilitate its
decision to join Tiirkiye in June 1939 as Hatay."*

Although Italy was among the victors of the First World War, it became sec-
ondary to Greece when it came to the allocation of conquered territories. That
decision caused the Italian government’s policy toward Ankara to differ from
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The initial years of AK Party rule the rest. Specifically, Italy ratified

ted ti Il the Treaty of Lausanne before all
represented an eéxceptionaily others. Whereas the policies and

gOOd chapter inTu rkiye’s statements of Benito Mussolini,

relations with Europe in terms  ho came to power in 1922 to pur-
sue an imperialistic agenda, occa-

of economic and Security sionally fueled tensions between the
partnerships as well as the two nations, Tiirkiye successfully

’ . resorted to diplomacy to end such
country’s accession process disputes. Accordingly, the Turkish

and Italian governments signed a
Treaty of Neutrality and Conciliation on May 30, 1928. In the 1930s, however,
Italy perceived the Balkan Pact, whose establishment was spearheaded by Tiir-
kiye, as a threat. Furthermore, the Italian invasion of Ethiopia encouraged the
Turkish government to more closely align itself with Britain, driving Ankara
and Rome away from each other yet again before the Second World War."”

Greece was another country with which the Republic of Tiirkiye experienced
problems after the Treaty of Lausanne. The first issue between the two nations
related to the population exchange that covered the Greek Orthodox commu-
nity in Tiirkiye and Muslim Turks in Greece. Under that agreement, the Greek
community in [stanbul and Turks in the Western Thrace region were exempted
from the aforementioned arrangement. Another problem, which the Treaty of
Lausanne had not addressed, related to the continued existence of the Greek
Orthodox Patriarchate in Istanbul. It is important to note that some uncertain-
ties surrounding those two matters impacted Turkish-Greek relations until the
1930s. However, a series of agreements signed to resolve those disputes as well
as Italian expansionism, border disputes in the Balkans, and economic chal-
lenges encouraged Ankara and Athens to improve their relations.'®

The Cold War Era: Evolving Security Partnerships

The emergence of a bipolar international order in the aftermath of the Second
World War compelled many countries around the world to choose between
the U.S. and the Soviet Union. Accordingly, Tiirkiye opted to side with Western
states and appeared inclined to integrate with the Western world. In this regard,
the country held its first free and fair elections in 1950 which ended with Ad-
nan Menderes’ victory. Thanks to the efforts of that government’s foreign min-
ister, Fatin Riistii Zorlu, Tiirkiye submitted its application to join the European
Economic Community on July 31, 1959 —just 16 days after Greece."” Although
the process of economic integration with the EEC started in September 1959,
it was interrupted by the May 27, 1960 military coup. Having come to power
after the coup, the government of Ismet In6nii made certain commitments to
the organization to facilitate the signing of the Ankara Agreement on Septem-
ber 12, 1963. That agreement created a framework for Tiirkiye’s relations with
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Turkish President
Erdogan receives
President of the
European Council
Michel (L)

and President

of the European
Commission Von
der Leyen (R) at
the Presidential

2 Complexin
Ankara, Tiirkiye
on April 6, 2021.

MURAT KULA / AA

Europe by introducing three stages: the preparatory stage (which lasted until
the Additional Protocol of 1973), the transitional stage (which continued until
the Customs Union of 1995), and the final stage (which has continued to date).

Tiirkiye’s relations with the U.S. reached a low point with U.S. President Lyn-
don B. Johnson’s infamous 1964 letter to Prime Minister Ismet Inénii over
the Cyprus dispute. That development also opened discussion regarding the
pro-Western foreign policy that Tiirkiye had pursued since 1945. It is import-
ant to note that the Turkish military’s March 12, 1971 memorandum inter-
rupted the country’s relations with the EEC once again, causing a delay in the
implementation of the Additional Protocol, which they signed on November
13,1970, until 1973. The first enlargement of the European Communities (EC)
occurred during that period as the number of member states reached nine
with the admission of the United Kingdom, Ireland, and Denmark. Whereas
the EC was coping with the negative impact of the oil crisis, which started
after the Yom Kippur War, Tiirkiye, which was targeted by U.S. sanctions over
its 1974 military intervention in Cyprus, was experiencing serious economic
problems. Economic hardship was accompanied by political instability as a
series of early general elections and weak coalition governments caused the sit-
uation to further deteriorate. Whereas Greece, whose association process had
begun around the same time as Tiirkiye, applied for full membership in 1975,
that development gave rise to a serious problem in Ankara’s relations with the
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EC over the following years. The Turkish government thus informed the EC
on December 25, 1976, that it had suspended all its obligations and would not
lower tariffs.

Tiirkiye entered a process of economic liberalization in the 1980s, within the
framework of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) program, to replace its
import substitution strategy with export-oriented industrialization with the
Jan. 24 Resolutions —a milestone in the Turkish economy’s transformation.
At the same time, the aforementioned decisions laid the groundwork for the
Customs Union. Observers argue that the January 24 Resolutions represented
Tiirkiye’s announcement that it would successfully compete with developed
nations.'® Although that development was expected to reflect positively on the
nation’s relations with the EC, political turmoil and the September 12, 1980,
military coup undermined democracy yet again to crush all hopes. Whereas
the coup interrupted the democratic process, Turgut Ozal, the architect of the
January 24 Resolutions, was appointed as a cabinet minister under the junta
government —a signal to the West that economic liberalization would continue
uninterrupted. Many European states welcomed that development, yet the EC
eventually suspended financial aid to Tiirkiye due to the overdue transition to
civilian rule, executions, and party closures. At the same time, the EC’s exter-
nal trade with the country declined and all political relations were suspended
in March 1982. Ankara reacted to that development by supporting the estab-
lishment of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus on November 15, 1983.
It is also possible to view Greece’s 1981 admission into the EC as a diplomatic
defeat for Tiirkiye. Upon becoming a full member, Athens subjected Ankara to
frequent vetoes and political opposition.

As Tiirkiye restored its democratic process with the 1983 elections, Turgut
Ozal's Motherland Party received enough votes to form a single-party govern-
ment. Seeking to attract foreign capital to revive the positive atmosphere gen-
erated by the January 24 Resolutions and to consolidate Turkish democracy,
the prime minister submitted an application to join the EC on April 14, 1987.
Responding to that request on December 18, 1989, the organization argued
that neither Brussels nor Ankara was ready for Tiirkiye’s membership —despite
conceding that the country qualified for admission. It is important to note that
Brussels was motivated by the wider political conjuncture, including the im-
minent end of the Cold War. Having felt the need to keep Tiirkiye in its corner
during the Cold War to address security concerns linked to the Soviet Union,
the EC maintained that Ankara’s support was no longer necessary due to the
absence of the Soviet threat. At the same time, the post-1990 stance of Eastern
European nations proved more important for the organization. That approach
made it impossible for Ankara to receive an answer to its liking, yet Prime
Minister Turgut Ozal highlighted Tiirkiye’s qualification for membership in an
attempt to show the full half of the metaphorical glass to the Turkish people.
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Another major development during Ozal’s term was _
the Association Council, the most important body
created by the Ankara Agreement, holding its first | aving a|igned itself

meeting after a long hiatus. It is important to recall .
that the absence of Council meetings had delayed the with the West due

free movement of Turkish citizens within the ECs  to the Soviet threat
borders per the Additional Protocol. Although the

Council eventually gathered thanks to Turgut Ozal’s throughOUt the Cold
efforts, the Greek veto stopped the organization from War, the cou ntry made
adopting a common policy on the free movement of significa nt economic
Turkish citizens. As a matter of fact, some European d milit

countries made it more difficult for Turkish nationals ~ 2Nd MIItary progress
to enter their territory.”® In other words, the ongoing under the AK Pa rty
problem of visa liberalization between Tiirkiye and vernmen

the European Union dates back to that time. gove ent

The 1990s: From Customs Union to Candidacy

The Cold War had ended, the Soviet Union had disintegrated and the bipolar
system had ceased to exist by the 1990s. Those developments coincided with
intense efforts by Brussels to deepen European integration. Having added po-
litical integration to economic integration with the Maastricht Treaty, which
came into force in 1993, and renamed itself the European Union, the organiza-
tion needed a new round of enlargement to adapt to changing circumstances.
Accordingly, one of the main factors that shaped Tiirkiye’s relations with the
EU throughout the 1990s was the organization’s eagerness to introduce a
free market economy and liberal democracy to Central and Eastern Europe
yet unwillingness to include Tiirkiye in those massive waves of enlargement.
Secondly, European states did not agree on the limits of enlargement and the
definition of European identity. That caused Europeans to question Tiirkiye’s
Muslim identity ~which made its mark on that decade. Yet another import-
ant development was that European institutions, starting with the European
Parliament, criticized human rights violations that occurred in the aftermath
of the postmodern coup on February 28, 1997. It is possible to argue that Tiir-
kiye’s economic problems and short-lived coalition governments in the 1990s
fueled political instability and, in turn, took a toll on its relations with the
European Union. Last but not least, the European Union adopted the Copen-
hagen Criteria at its 1993 summit in the Danish capital and applied them to
Tiirkiye along with other candidate countries.

Having received a negative response to its 1987 membership application, Tur-
gut Ozal became president and was replaced by Siileyman Demirel as prime
minister. Shifting its focus back to reviving the association process, Tiirkiye
needed to establish a customs union with the European Union to complete
the transitional stage identified in the Ankara Agreement. In this sense, the
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Turkish government aimed to breathe new life into its relations with the EU
through the Customs Union, which the Association Council established in its
March 6, 1995 meeting. That development marked the beginning of the final
stage of the association process.”

Shortly after the Customs Union’s creation, a crisis erupted over the Kardak
islets that negatively affected Tiirkiye’s relations with the European Union. A
Turkish vessel, Figen Akat, ran aground off the Kardak islets (known as Imia
in Greek) on January 25, 1996. Claiming the islets to be part of their sover-
eign territory, both nations deployed warships to the region, making a violent
confrontation more likely. It is important to note that Greece successfully re-
ferred all of its disputes with Tiirkiye since the Kardak crisis to the European
Union. At the time, the Greek government accused Tiirkiye of having violated
the EU’s borders. The Council of the European Union subsequently forced An-
kara, which the European Union condemned and described as an invader, to
refer the case to the International Court of Justice.?

A postmodern coup interrupted Turkish democracy on February 28, 1997, forc-
ing the country’s government to step down. It is important to recall that Tiir-
kiye’s relations with the European Union were particularly strained at the time
due to Greece’s incessant vetoes, the European Parliament’s negative reports cit-
ing post-February 28 human rights violations, the EU’s focus on the deepening
process and public discussions in Tiirkiye about the EU’s potential alternatives.
In July 1997, the European Commission published a report titled Agenda 2000
to provide details about the EU’s relations with candidate countries, how it in-
tended to strengthen those relationships, and the impact of enlargement. Tiir-
kiye was excluded from the ongoing process of enlargement and the report re-
peated the all-too-familiar political and economic arguments despite noting that
the Customs Union functioned in a way that demonstrated Tiirkiye’s success vis-
a-vis harmonization. That report was adopted at the Luxembourg Summit on
December 12-13, 1997, as Tiirkiye was excluded from the enlargement process.”

It is possible to argue that the European Union’s influence over Tiirkiye began
to weaken in the Luxembourg Summit’s aftermath. The government in Ankara,
led by Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz, announced its decision to maintain Tiir-
kiye’s association and Customs Union yet not to discuss any political matters
not directly related to both parties with the European Union.” That statement
effectively amounted to the partial suspension of the country’s relations with
the organization. That trend continued for two years, yet the European Union
assumed a welcoming stance toward Tiirkiye ahead of the 1999 Helsinki Sum-
mit. Indeed, the country was mentioned in the Progress Report at the 1998
Cardiff Summit despite not having been officially recognized as a candidate
country. Published in October 1999, the second Progress Report underlined
that Tiirkiye had taken major steps for its customs union with the European
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Union and argued for its recognition as a candidate country. Subsequently,
Tiirkiye became a candidate country at the Helsinki Summit on December 10-
11, 1999 on equal terms with the others.*

The AK Party Years: Europe’s Waning Influence

The initial years of AK Party rule represented an exceptionally good chapter in
Tiirkiye’s relations with Europe in terms of economic and security partnerships
as well as the country’s accession process.” Rapidly increasing its trade volume
with the European Union, the country reached the final stage of its member-
ship process in 2005 by starting accession talks. That quick improvement had
three main reasons. Primarily, the AK Party had won the 2002 general election
to form a single-party government whose foreign policy approach highlighted
the importance of cooperation. In the aftermath of the devastating economic
crisis in 2001, the new government maintained that foreign policy should
promote economic development. Accordingly, it pursued stronger economic
cooperation with Europe and other parts of the world. Many believed that
strengthening Tiirkiye’s relations with the European Union and successfully
completing the accession talks to join the organization would seriously bene-
fit the Turkish economy. Thanks to that emphasis on economic cooperation,
the country’s trade volume with the European Union skyrocketed from $40.7
billion to $124.8 billion between 2002 and 2008 —an 182 percent increase.”
Despite that notable uptick, however, the Turkish government’s efforts to di-
versify its foreign policy enabled the country to improve its economic relations
with the Middle East, among other regions, more quickly than Europe. Hence
the decline of the European Union’s share in Tiirkiye’s external trade from 46.5
percent to 37.5 percent during the same period.

Table 3: Turkiye-EU Trade’s Development in the Initial Years of AK Party Rule (Billion $, 2002-2008)

Exports Imports Trade Volume Share (%)
2002 17,433 23,260 40,693 46.5
2003 23,809 31,656 55,465 47.6
2004 31,155 43,814 74,969 46.6
2005 35,610 48,086 83,696 44.0
2006 41,322 54,310 95,632 42.5
2007 52,119 62,995 115,114 41.5
2008 55,550 69,254 124,804 37.5

Source: TURKSTAT

Another reason why the AK Party government attached importance to Tiir-
kiye’s relations with European nations was its eagerness to enact democratic
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Although the European Union reforms that Brussels expected

did t officiall ti within the framework of Turkish
1d hot officially sanction accession. Despite having formed

Tiirkiye, European countries a single-party government, the
mounted additional pressure movement was compelled to push

. back against the guardianship re-
on the cou ntry due toits gime, which had traditionally med-

counter-PKK/YPG operation sin  dled in elected governments’ affairs

. . in an anti-democratic manner. Ac-
northern Syria, explorationand _ dingly, the AK Party believed

drilling activities in the Eastern  that any rapprochement with the

Mediterranean, and adoption European Union would strengthen

. . its hand in that fight. It is import-
of the pre5|dent|al syStem of ant to note that a series of reform
government with the 2017 packages, which were geared to-

ward EU membership, and steps
toward democratization had made
it more difficult for the Turkish
Armed Forces to get involved in politics. Since bolstering Tiirkiye's ties to the
European Union contributed to the democratization process and strengthened
the Turkish economy, the AK Party government pursued close relations with
European states during that period.”

constitutional referendum

The third reason behind the rapid improvement of Tiirkiye’s relations with the
European Union in the early 2000s was Europe’s favorable approach to Turkish
membership and its relations with Ankara. Among others, Chancellor Ger-
hard Schréder and Foreign Minister Joschka Fischer, the two most prominent
figures in Germany’s post-1998 coalition government, supported Tiirkiye’s
complete integration into Europe’s security and economic system through the
prospect of EU membership. Indeed, the majority of the Social Democratic
Party (SDP) and the Greens believed that giving the green light to Turkish
membership would encourage democratization in Tiirkiye. Keeping in mind
Germany’s influence over the European Union, it did not prove difficult for
Berlin’s endorsement to get the EU to take action. On October 3, 2005, Tiirkiye
started accession talks with the European Union.

That positive atmosphere between Tiirkiye and the European Union, however,
did not last. It is important to recall that the Greek Cypriot administration’s
2004 admission into the organization, in the absence of a solution in Cyprus,
had begun to take a toll on Ankara’s relations with Brussels. The rise of polit-
ical leaders and movements in Germany and France, which opposed Turkish
membership, fueled tensions over Cyprus. Specifically, the Cyprus question’s
resolution (or lack thereof) represented a useful excuse for the aforemen-
tioned governments, which already opposed Tiirkiye’s admission, to request
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concessions from Ankara. Whereas the Turkish Cypriots, who voted in fa-
vor of the Annan Plan in 2004, were forced to make additional concessions,
the Greek Cypriots, who vetoed the plan and were emboldened by their EU
membership, made unacceptable demands. With European politicians, the
opponents of Turkish membership, endorsing those demands, the accession
talks reached an impasse. By extension, Tiirkiye, whose path to EU mem-
bership was blocked, lost its motivation to take any steps. Yet another factor
that weakened Ankara’s resolve was its decreasing need for Europe’s economic
support as the Turkish economy rapidly grew between 2002 and 2008. Fur-
thermore, the AK Party survived the so-called e-memorandum on April 27,
2007, and a 2008 closure case to consolidate its position in Turkish politics.
Those developments made it possible for the movement to pursue a more
independent foreign policy.

Tiirkiye’s pursuit of a more independent foreign policy, in turn, frustrated the
U.S. and its European allies. Having aligned itself with the West due to the So-
viet threat throughout the Cold War, the country made significant economic
and military progress under the AK Party government. Consequently, it began
to pursue a policy toward the Middle East, the Eastern Mediterranean, North
Africa, and the Caucasus that put its own interests first ~which occasionally
clashed with the interests of some Western countries. Having experienced
tensions with Israel over the Davos and Mavi Marmara crises in 2009-2010,
Tiirkiye strengthened its relations with Middle Eastern countries like Syria
and Iraq as well as refused to join U.S. sanctions against Iran. Those develop-
ments caused Washington and some European capitals to claim that Turkish
foreign policy was experiencing an “axis shift”* As a result, the U.S. policy of
mounting pressure on Tiirkiye received support from European countries in
the 2010s.

That European states (just like the U.S.) opted to support the terrorist orga-
nization FETO, which had infiltrated key public institutions including the
security apparatus and the judiciary, instead of endorsing Tiirkiye’s efforts to
counter that entity’s subversive efforts since 2013 sparked a crisis of confi-
dence between Ankara and Western capitals. It is important to note that the
aforementioned organization escalated its subversive activities to the level of
a coup attempt in July 2016. Yet European nations, which never missed an
opportunity to voice their support for Turkish democracy and express their
opposition to coups, did not cease to support that group. Indeed, EU coun-
tries like Germany and Greece harbored FETO operatives that fled abroad
following their coup attempt’s failure. At the same time, European countries
refused to support Tiirkiye, their NATO ally, in its fight against the terrorist
organization PKK/YPG. Despite recognizing the PKK as a terrorist organiza-
tion, they supported the YPG, the PKK’s Syrian branch, together with the U.S.
in the name of fighting ISIS. That policy of collaborating with terrorist entities
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The main reason Why the caused serious problems between

Turkish aovernment opted Tiirkiye and European nations, es-
) P pecially in the late 2010s.

for a balancing act instead of

becomina a partyv to the alobal Another source of distrust between
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power Struggle was the P°|ICV has been Brussels’ reluctance to
of the U.S. and its European support Ankara as it experienced

T o s tensions with Russia, which in-
allies” to pressure Turklye tervened in Syria’s civil war that

erupted during the Arab revolts.
Although Moscow staged a military intervention in Syria in 2015 to force
millions of refugees to cross the Turkish border, European nations refused
to answer Tiirkiye’s calls for the creation of a safe zone in northern Syria. In
contrast, they attempted to reach an agreement with the Turkish government
when they faced a massive refugee wave in 2015. Under a March 2016 deal,
European governments offered to revitalize the EU accession process and
provide financial aid for asylum seekers in Tiirkiye in exchange for Ankara
stemming the influx of asylum seekers to Europe.”” Yet Tiirkiye’s relations
with the European Union continued to deteriorate despite that agreement
due to disagreements over the Eastern Mediterranean and Europe’s contin-
ued support for terrorist organizations posing a threat to Turkish national
security.

Furthermore, France became a party to the dispute over the delimitation of
maritime jurisdictions in the Eastern Mediterranean by siding with Greece
and the Greek Cypriots to use the European Union to pressure Tiirkiye -with
which it experienced tensions due to a power struggle in Libya. Consequently,
sanctions became a frequently discussed issue in the Tiirkiye-EU relations.
Indeed, the possibility of imposing severe sanctions on Tiirkiye was on the
agenda of the European Union’s December 2020 summit. Although Greece,
the Greek Cypriots, Austria, and France favored sanctions that would compel
Tiirkiye to take a step back in the power struggle over the Eastern Mediterra-
nean,” the German government led by Chancellor Angela Merkel, who saw
the country as an important partner in the global power struggle with Russia
and China as well as the prevention of the influx of refugees to Europe, pre-
vented the imposition of severe sanctions.

Although the European Union did not officially sanction Tiirkiye, European
countries mounted additional pressure on the country due to its count-
er-PKK/YPG operations in northern Syria, exploration and drilling activi-
ties in the Eastern Mediterranean, and adoption of the presidential system of
government with the 2017 constitutional referendum. It is important to note
that pro-PKK/YPG voices in European politics and media as well as Greek
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Cypriot and Greek lobbyists played an important role in that process.” As
some European companies suspended planned investments in Tiirkiye at the
time,” there was a significant drop in direct investments from EU members to
the country. Whereas EU members accounted for 68.4 percent of all foreign
direct investment in Tiirkiye in 2008, their share decreased to 24.6 percent by
2021. Likewise, the amount of foreign direct investment had reached $13.6
billion in 2007, before political tensions between Tiirkiye and the European
Union reflected poorly on their economic relations, and plummeted to $1.4
billion in 2021.**

Graph 1: The EU’s Share in Foreign Direct Investments in Tiirkiye (2007-2021)
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The serious decline in the EU’s direct investments in Tiirkiye attested to efforts
by European nations, which experienced political problems with the country
and found it more difficult to influence its domestic politics and foreign pol-
icy, to punish Tiirkiye. In this sense, they attempted to force Ankara to adopt
a foreign policy, which was aligned with the West, by mounting pressure on
the Turkish economy. By the same token, some politicians in Germany and
Austria, who were influenced by anti-Tiirkiye lobbyists, called for a boycott
of the Turkish tourism industry at the height of tensions between Ankara and
Brussels to target Tiirkiye’s economy.* In line with those negative develop-
ments, the trade volume between Tiirkiye and the European Union gradually
declined, reducing the EU’s share in Tiirkiye’s external trade to 31.5 percent
by 2022. Despite that setback, however, EU members account for 40.5 percent
of Tiirkiye’s exports —which makes the EU an indispensable partner for the
country.
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Table 4: The Development of Tiirkiye-EU Trade Since the Global Economic Crisis
(Billion $, 2009-2022)

Exports Imports Trade Volume Share (%)
2009 41,289 53,142 94,431 38.9
2010 45,698 67,710 113,408 37.9
2011 54,437 85,598 140,035 373
2012 50,701 82,028 132,729 34.1
2013 54,253 86,176 140,429 34.8
2014 58,611 82,851 141,462 354
2015 53,442 73,140 126,582 36.1
2016 56,658 72,181 128,839 37.7
2017 64,302 78,656 142,958 36.6
2018 72,847 73,367 146,214 37.5
2019 72,308 63,944 136,252 36.4
2020 66,016 69,445 135,461 36.6
2021 87,743 81,087 168,830 35.6
2022 95,184 87,196 182,380 31.5

Source: TURKSTAT

Conclusion: The Future of Tiirkiye-Europe Relations

The future of Tiirkiye’s relations with Europe will be determined by the out-
come of the global power struggle and how European capitals and Ankara shall
interpret that struggle. It is possible to observe that Tiirkiye aimed to perform
a balancing act over the last 15 years of the AK Party rule due to negative feed-
back from the European Union and its pursuit of a more independent foreign
policy. The main reason why the Turkish government opted for a balancing
act instead of becoming a party to the global power struggle was the policy of
the U.S. and its European “allies” to pressure Tiirkiye. Viewing the country’s
moves within the framework of its demand to be treated as a sovereign and
equal partner as a threat to their influence over the Middle East, the Eastern
Mediterranean, the Balkans, and the Caucasus, Western countries resorted to
pressure and sanctions in an attempt to force Ankara to abandon that policy.
Yet that pressure, coupled with sanctions, drove Tiirkiye further away from
its Western partners and caused the country to assume a neutral stance in the
Russia-Ukraine war, among other manifestations of the global power struggle,
instead of siding with the West. Furthermore, Tiirkiye took steps to defend its
national interests in Libya, Syria, and Nagorno-Karabakh -risking a violent
confrontation with its Western “allies” instead of collaborating with them.

In light of the most recent developments, it is possible to argue that Tiirkiye
would not refrain from experiencing tensions with European states if they failed
to recognize the country as a sovereign and equal partner. One could also ob-
serve that the Turkish economy and political establishment successfully with-
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stood pressure and sanctions from Europe The political culture of

and the U.S. —and even became immune to ts in Tiirki
them. Provided that Ankara will not give governments In lurkiye

up on its independent foreign policy under and Eu rope as well as their

the current circumstances, European coun-  |agqders’ characters will
tries” attitude toward Tiirkiye will primarily

shape the future of that country’s relations play a deﬁning role in the

with Europe. Furthermore, it is necessary  future of their relations
to underscore that European nations face a

serious dilemma over their future policy toward Tiirkiye and cannot decide
whether they will keep that country on their side as the global power struggle
intensifies. Although they know that it would be irrational to lose Tiirkiye,
which has been part of the European security system since the Cold War, they
find it difficult to stomach the independent foreign policy that the AK Party
government has designed for Tiirkiye and began to implement.

It is possible to argue that European countries will have three options regard-
ing their future policy toward Tiirkiye. The most rational option would involve
Europe coming to terms with the country’s democratically elected government
and its independent foreign policy and, by extension, trying to keep it close to
the Western alliance as an equal partner. That would enable Europe to keep
an important ally in its corner as the global power struggle against China and
Russia intensifies. The second option would be to draw a front line to the West
of Tiirkiye, yet identifying the country as an adversary would represent a seri-
ous loss of Europe and the U.S. The final option for European countries would
be to double down on their efforts to remove the AK Party government, which
they do not believe to serve Western interests, from power. Some certainly be-
lieve that making such a move would ensure that Tiirkiye orbits the West and
supports Europe and the U.S. in the global power struggle. Keeping in mind
that such efforts have failed repeatedly over the years and only served to drive
Tiirkiye further away from Europe, the majority seems to believe that walking
down that path would be irrational.

Time will tell what kind of policy European nations will adopt toward Tiirkiye
and if they will make a rational decision. Yet the existence of lobbyists in Europe,
who are capable of pushing the European Union’s policy toward the irrational,
has already been established. Furthermore, it is no secret that the U.S., too, in-
fluences the development of Europe’s policy toward Tiirkiye and occasionally
plays a detrimental role. Indeed, one might argue that the European policy
regarding FETO and the PKK/YPG, which deeply offends Tiirkiye, has been
largely influenced by the attitude of the Obama and Biden Administrations.

The final point is that the political culture of governments in Tiirkiye and Eu-
rope as well as their leaders’ characters will play a defining role in the future
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of their relations. Until now, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, Gerhard Schroder, An-
gela Merkel, Nicolas Sarkozy and Emmanuel Macron made their marks on the
Tiirkiye-Europe relations with their idiosyncratic foreign policy approaches.
Having won the most recent elections in Tiirkiye, Erdogan is expected to craft
his administration’s Europe policy with a familiar approach. The attitudes of
future governments in Europe, especially Germany and France, and the posi-
tion of far-right political parties, too, will be relevant to the future of Tiirkiye’s
relations with Europe. @
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