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ABSTRACT In the 1990s, Türkiye’s Balkan policy was heavily influenced by mil-
itary and defense concerns, but it shifted towards economic, social, and cul-
tural priorities in the early 2000s. Recently, however, there has been a no-
ticeable resurgence of military and defense activities in the region. Türkiye 
has expanded and deepened its military presence and defense cooperation, 
actively participating in international operations and regional mechanisms, 
often assuming leading roles. Bilateral cooperation with Balkan states has 
been strengthened by new agreements, enhancing Türkiye’s defense indus-
try exports and contributing to the local defense capabilities. Driven by 
commitments to regional stability, advancements in military technology, 
and a desire to strengthen its regional influence, Türkiye’s renewed focus on 
military and defense signifies a pivotal shift in its Balkan policy, re-empha-
sizing these aspects with new dynamics and motivations.
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Introduction

Since the end of the Cold War, Türkiye has pursued active diplomacy 
in the Balkans, establishing itself as a leading regional actor. During 
the 1990s, characterized by the uncertainties of transitioning to a new 

world order and ongoing conflicts, Türkiye’s Balkan policy placed a strong 
emphasis on security. However, from the early 2000s onwards, Türkiye began 
to deepen its economic and social relations with the Balkans by employing 
new instruments. While Türkiye continued its military and defense activities 
in the region, they did not dominate Türkiye’s Balkan policy as they did in the 
1990s. 

Recent developments indicate a revival of the military and defense aspects of 
Türkiye’s relations with the Balkans. Although this trend has not been exten-
sively examined in academic literature, it has garnered some attention from 
the media and analysts. Recent media reports have highlighted Türkiye’s in-
creased military engagements in the Balkans, especially through military ex-
ports, and commentators have interpreted this trend as indicative of Türkiye’s 
growing prominence as a dominant actor in the region.1 

This article will focus on Türkiye’s presence in the Balkans in the defense and 
military fields since the end of the Cold War, with a particular emphasis on 
the rising activism since the late 2010s.2 It will first examine how Türkiye con-
tributed to the Balkans with its military during the 1990s, characterized by 
conflicts and crises, and after 2001, when peace prevailed in the region. The 
article will then discuss Türkiye’s current military engagements, which include 
both the processes started in earlier periods and a new trend of intensified 
military and defense cooperation. Explanations regarding this new trend will 
also be offered. 

Türkiye’s Military and Defense Engagements in the Balkans after the 
End of the Cold War

The dissolution of the Communist bloc and the emergence of new states 
brought about swift and radical changes in international and regional systems, 
creating a range of new opportunities and challenges for Türkiye.3 The Bal-
kans, as a contiguous region located between Türkiye and Western Europe and 
hosting Turkish and Muslim communities, were Ankara’s center of attention. 
To both preempt emerging security threats and strengthen its international 
political position, Ankara adopted a more active foreign policy in the Balkans. 
By developing relations with Balkan countries and increasing its presence, 
Türkiye aimed to assert itself as an influential regional actor.4
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Engagements during the 1990s
In the 1990s, due to the region’s con-
ditions and needs, military and de-
fense issues emerged as areas where 
Türkiye could make the most sig-
nificant contributions. Seeking to 
bolster its presence, Ankara showed 
a willingness to contribute in these 
fields. This led to the development of 
military cooperation with regional countries and involvement in all regional 
and international mechanisms aimed at establishing and maintaining peace.

Bilateral Cooperation
During the Cold War, ideological differences and mutual suspicions prevented 
the development of relations between Türkiye and the Communist regimes in 
the Balkans. After regime changes, Türkiye sought to establish strong relations 
and contribute to the reform processes of Balkan countries, while its Balkan 
counterparts were also eager to cooperate with Türkiye. Military and defense 
cooperation were seen as mutually beneficial, leading to the rapid development 
of relations between Türkiye and Bulgaria, Romania, and Albania. Cooperation 
with newly independent countries also commenced in subsequent years. 	

With Bulgaria, the Sofia Document on Mutually Complementary Confidence 
and Security Building Measures and Military Contacts was signed on Decem-
ber 20, 1991, as an initial step toward building military confidence between the 
two neighbors.5 On March 31, 1992, a Military Training Cooperation Agree-
ment was signed in Sofia.6 Subsequently, a Military Cooperation Agreement 
between the military institutions of both countries was signed on July 29, 
1997.7

On February 20, 1992, Türkiye and Romania signed the Agreement on Educa-
tion, Technical, and Scientific Cooperation in the Military Field in Bucharest.8 
On February 20, 1992, Türkiye and Romania signed the Agreement on Edu-
cation, Technical, and Scientific Cooperation in the Military Field in Bucha-
rest. Under this agreement, a protocol on Cooperation in Technical, Logistical, 
and Defense Industry Fields, and another on the Exchange of Classified Infor-
mation in Armament, Logistics, and Defense Industry were signed on July 9, 
1992. On August 22, 1992, a Supplementary Agreement on Military Education 
Cooperation was signed with Romania.9 

On July 29, 1992, a bilateral Defense Cooperation Agreement was concluded 
with Albania.10 A Technical and Defense Industry Agreement followed on No-
vember 19, 1992.11 On July 11, 1995, an agreement concerning the donation of 
military equipment, weapons, and supplies was signed with Albania.12 

The Balkans, as a contiguous 
region located between Türkiye 
and Western Europe and 
hosting Turkish and Muslim 
communities, were Ankara’s 
center of attention
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As regards the newly-independent states, Türkiye signed a Military Training 
Cooperation Agreement with Macedonia on March 24, 1994.13 On August 10, 
1995, Türkiye and Bosnia and Herzegovina signed an Agreement on Educa-
tion, Technical, and Scientific Cooperation in the Military Field.14 This was 
followed by another Military Training Cooperation Agreement on January 22, 
1996.15 On June 19, 1996, Türkiye and Croatia signed an Agreement on Educa-
tion, Technical, and Scientific Cooperation in the Military Field.16 A Military 
Training Cooperation Agreement was signed on August 23, 1996, in Zagreb.17 

Through these agreements, Türkiye conducted numerous exercises and joint 
activities with Balkan countries and provided military equipment and train-
ing support. Meanwhile, its membership in NATO provided Türkiye with 
an additional platform for military cooperation with Balkan countries. The 
Partnership for Peace (PfP) program, launched in 1994, facilitated increased 
military-to-military contact between Türkiye and the partner countries in the 
Balkans. Türkiye supported these nations in their defense reforms and the 
development of military capabilities through various NATO-led projects and 
activities. The PfP Training Center, established in Ankara in 1998, trained nu-
merous personnel from the armed forces of Balkan countries, further enhanc-
ing military cooperation and interoperability.18

International Operations
Türkiye was initially averse to the idea of the dissolution of Yugoslavia, but 
when Slovenia and Croatia’s independence were recognized by European capi-
tals, Ankara realized that the process was irreversible. When conflicts erupted, 
Türkiye was primarily concerned about the possibility of widespread violence 
against Muslim civilians. Additionally, Türkiye was wary of the strengthening 
of Serbia, which had close ties with Greece, a regional rival. Such an alignment 
could pose a threat to Türkiye’s strategic interests in the Balkans and poten-
tially disrupt its connections to Europe.19 While Türkiye made substantial dip-
lomatic efforts to mobilize the international community to stop the conflict, it 
initially offered its support to NATO operations with its naval and air forces. 
Following United Nations Security Council (UNSC) Resolution 757, NATO 
launched Operation Maritime Monitor in the Adriatic Sea in July 1992 to en-
force the arms embargo and sanctions on the Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 
(Serbia and Montenegro).20 Türkiye joined this operation on July 13, 1992, 
and continued its participation after this operation was restructured under the 
names of Operation Maritime Guard in November 1992 and Operation Sharp 
Guard in June 1993. Türkiye contributed to Operation Sharp Guard with two 
frigates and six vessels until it was officially ended on October 6, 1996. 

For air missions, Türkiye participated in NATO’s Operation Deny Flight, en-
forcing the UN-sanctioned no-fly zone over Yugoslavia. A fleet of ten Turkish 
F-16 jets, based in Italy, contributed to this operation at its commencement 
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on April 12, 1993, which was increased to 18 jets 
in 1995. That year, the Turkish air fleet took part in 
Operation Deliberate Force, the air strikes against 
the Republika Srpska army, which played a key role 
in ending the war. The Turkish air fleet continued 
to contribute to the NATO-led peace enforcement 
mission Implementation Force (IFOR) and, from 
1996 onwards, the NATO-led peacekeeping mission 
Stabilization Force (SFOR), with a reduced size until 
2002.21

Türkiye’s ground involvement in Bosnia’s peace missions came later than its 
participation in naval and air operations. As a measure to contain hostilities 
in Yugoslavia, UNSC Resolution 743 established, on February 21, 1992, a 
peacekeeping force under the name of the United Nations Protection Force 
(UNPROFOR).22 After the outbreak of war in Bosnia in April, Turkish offi-
cials repeatedly called for forceful measures to prevent civilian casualties and 
expressed readiness to contribute to UNPROFOR.23 The invitation eventually 
came in March 1994, leading to the deployment of a Turkish mechanized bat-
talion of about 1,500 troops in Zenica on August 4, 1994. After the Dayton 
Peace Agreement, a Turkish brigade participated in NATO-led IFOR and 
SFOR operations. In addition to monitoring and patrolling missions, Turkish 
troops undertook several civil-military cooperation tasks such as humanitar-
ian assistance, medical support, education, and training.24

In addition to the NATO-led operations, following the Bosnian war, Türkiye, 
alongside other Muslim countries, participated in the U.S.-led Train and Equip 
program, supplying the Muslim-Croat army with donations and training. 
Whereas European countries were against this program, Ankara eagerly co-
operated with Washington to offer its support to the newly established Feder-
ation army.25

The collapse of pyramid bankers in Albania led to a potential civil war, 
prompting UNSC Resolution 1101 on March 28, 1997, to establish a multina-
tional protection force that would facilitate the safe delivery of humanitarian 
assistance. Türkiye was one of the 11 countries that contributed to this force, 
known as Operation Alba. With 753 personnel, two frigates, and two other 
vessels, Türkiye took part in this operation from April 16 to August 1, 1997.26

Türkiye’s policy during the Kosovo war was somewhat cautious until NATO 
intervention. While Ankara expressed concern for the safety and well-being 
of Kosovo Albanians, it initially refrained from supporting Kosovo’s detach-
ment from Yugoslavia due to apprehensions about potential secessionism in 
the Balkans.27 As the crisis escalated into violence, Türkiye invested signifi-

The deployment of 
Turkish military units 
in Kosovo granted 
Türkiye a tangible 
presence and influence 
in the region
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cant diplomatic efforts to prevent war 
and facilitate dialogue.28 Meanwhile, as 
early as October 8, 1998, the Turkish 
parliament authorized the deployment 
of Turkish troops to a future multi-
national force in Kosovo.29 Following 
NATO’s decision to intervene in March 
1999 with Operation Allied Force, Tür-
kiye promptly contributed by deploy-
ing a fighter squadron comprising 10 
F-16 aircraft. This was later reinforced 

by an additional squadron of eight F-16s and three tanker aircraft. Türkiye also 
allocated battleships and naval vessels to participate in the naval blockade in 
the Adriatic Sea.30 

Upon the establishment of the NATO-led Kosovo Force (KFOR) through 
UNSC Resolution 1244 on June 12, 1999, Türkiye swiftly prepared to deploy 
troops for this multinational peacekeeping operation. Despite delays caused 
by Bulgaria’s objections to the passage of Turkish troops, a battalion of 973 
military personnel joined KFOR on July 13. The Turkish contingent’s area of 
responsibility included regions with a significant Turkish population, such as 
Prizren, Dragash, and Mamusha. In addition to their military duties of protec-
tion and training, the Turkish battalion in KFOR undertook various human-
itarian tasks, including aid distribution, education, medical care, and infra-
structure construction and repair.31 

In the Kosovo war, Türkiye’s participation in NATO operations and subse-
quent peace missions presented dual opportunities. First, providing bases and 
actively participating with combat aircraft and naval forces helped consolidate 
Türkiye’s position within NATO and bolster its role in European security.32 
Second, as then-Prime Minister Bülent Ecevit explicitly stated, Türkiye aimed 
to have a say in the reconstruction and future of Kosovo, where a significant 
Turkish population resided.33 The deployment of Turkish military units in 
Kosovo granted Türkiye a tangible presence and influence in the region.

In January 2001, conflicts erupted in Macedonia between the ethnic Albanian 
armed group known as the National Liberation Army and the Macedonian 
armed forces. Under international pressure, the conflicting parties signed the 
Ohrid Framework Agreement on August 13 of the same year. Following this 
agreement, NATO decided to deploy a multinational task force in Macedonia, 
named Operation Essential Harvest, aimed at disarming the Albanian para-
militaries. Türkiye contributed a company of 150 men, participating alongside 
14 other countries in this peace enforcement mission, which commenced on 
August 27, 2001, and lasted for one month.34 

Right after the Cold War, 
Türkiye began to take 
proactive steps to establish 
bilateral military cooperation 
and build confidence with 
countries like Bulgaria, 
Albania, and Romania
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By participating in the operations above, Türkiye aimed not only at fostering 
interactions and strengthening its presence in the region but also at bolstering 
its position within the Euro-Atlantic alliance. At a time when Türkiye felt mar-
ginalized by the European Union and as NATO was redefining its role, Türkiye 
viewed its active participation in NATO operations and the PfP as crucial for 
shaping its future relations with Europe and the U.S.35 Through its active con-
tribution, Türkiye sought to demonstrate that it was a key player in ensuring 
peace and stability in the Balkans.36

Türkiye’s eagerness to participate in regional operations was met with resis-
tance from some European countries, particularly Greece. As Greece viewed 
Türkiye’s growing ties with Macedonia and Albania as a threat,37 it was con-
cerned about the presence of Turkish troops in the region. Arguments were 
made that Türkiye, due to its cultural and religious affinity with Muslim com-
munities in the Balkans, could not be impartial in crises and therefore should 
be excluded from certain operations. Consequently, Türkiye’s participation in 
some missions was either blocked or delayed. Despite these challenges, the 
alignment of Türkiye’s perspectives in the Balkans with those of the U.S., the 
leading superpower of the time, facilitated Türkiye’s military outreach. Co-
operation with and support from Washington eased Türkiye’s involvement in 
international missions and deepened military relations with countries like Al-
bania and Bosnia and Herzegovina.38

Nevertheless, Türkiye’s military relations in the region during the 1990s should 
not be viewed solely through the lens of the U.S. influence. Right after the 
Cold War, Türkiye began to take proactive steps to establish bilateral military 
cooperation and build confidence with countries like Bulgaria, Albania, and 
Romania. These efforts were part of Türkiye’s broader strategy to promote sta-
bility in this neighboring region within the new world order. Türkiye’s later 
contributions to conflict prevention, crisis management, and peacekeeping 
were further demonstrations of its stabilization efforts. Türkiye regarded in-
ternational operations as an opportunity to bolster regional peace and stability 
and to assert its influence in the post-Cold War era.

Regional Cooperation Mechanisms
From the latter half of the 1990s onwards, mechanisms aiming at enhancing 
security and cooperation in the Balkans were initiated, thanks to encourage-
ment from the West, notably the U.S. Emphasizing the necessity of a com-
prehensive stabilization package to deter further conflicts, Türkiye actively 
supported these initiatives.39 The South-East Europe Defense Ministerial 
Process (SEDM) emerged as the most regular and extensive regional cooper-
ation mechanism with a military focus, inaugurated in 1996 through a series 
of defense ministers’ meetings.40 Türkiye participated in this process from its 
inception.
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Türkiye was among the 7 signatories to the Agreement on Multinational Peace 
Force South-Eastern Europe (MPFSEE), concluded in Skopje on September 
26, 1998. Subsequently, Türkiye became a member of the South-Eastern Eu-
rope Brigade (SEEBRIG), a joint military force maintained in readiness for 
participation in peace operations, upon its establishment in 1999.41 

Engagements after 2001
Despite Ankara’s desire for a more active role, both politically and economi-
cally, the country faced limitations in available resources. Unstable coalition 
governments, separatist terrorism, and economic crises hindered Türkiye’s 
ability to fully realize its political, economic, and social potential in pursuing 
its ambitions. However, during the 2000s, while Türkiye’s core concerns and 
principles regarding the Balkans remained largely unchanged,42 its policy in 
the region witnessed a notable increase in activity. 

The relative political stability, economic growth, and significant structural 
reforms under AK Party governments bolstered Türkiye’s resources and en-
hanced its confidence in foreign policy. Concurrently, factors such as rising per 
capita income, expansion of the business sector, and advancements in commu-
nication and transportation fostered deeper engagement between Turkish civil 
society, businesses, and the Balkans. Capitalizing on these developments, the 
Turkish government incentivized exporters and investors while establishing 
new agencies to support and facilitate NGO activities. The increased participa-
tion of Turkish companies and civil society further increased Türkiye’s visibil-
ity and capabilities in the region.

Apart from these domestic factors, the international context was also a crucial 
underlying factor facilitating Türkiye’s new dynamism. The limited civil con-
flict in Macedonia in 2001 marked the end of almost a decade of violence in 
the region. The international community’s commitment to preserving peace, 
along with changes in national-level political actors, particularly in Serbia, 
meant that conditions were no longer favorable for another large-scale con-
flict. Moreover, the EU’s enlargement perspective provided a powerful incen-
tive for Balkan countries to prioritize EU membership, fostering a common 
Europeanization perspective. This shared goal led to steps towards reconcilia-
tion and the normalization of relations among Balkan states. The strengthen-
ing of peace and stability allowed Balkan governments to focus on domestic 
reform, economic liberalization, and institutional consolidation, all of which 
created a favorable environment for Türkiye to deepen its economic and social 
ties with the region. With its new agencies of public and cultural diplomacy, 
increased use of media, and cooperation with civil society, Türkiye became in-
creasingly active in the Balkans. Its economic, cultural, and social presence in 
the region grew stronger, with soft power elements playing a more significant 
role in its policy.43
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Türkiye did not abandon its military 
and defense engagements initiated in 
the 1990s, however. It continued to 
participate in international operations 
and regional and bilateral cooperation 
mechanisms. As NATO handed over 
peacekeeping and capacity-building mis-
sions to the EU, Türkiye maintained its 
contributions within these EU frame-
works. The EU welcomed Türkiye’s co-
operation, reinforcing its image as a “se-
curity provider” in the region.44 

Bilateral Cooperation
Throughout the 2000s, Türkiye sup-
ported the Euro-Atlantic integration of 
Balkan countries by providing aid, donations, and expertise to help their mili-
taries meet NATO standards.45 Bilateral agreements were signed to establish a 
legal framework for military collaboration with countries in the region where 
such agreements had not existed before. On October 23, 2001, Türkiye signed a 
Military Cooperation Agreement with Slovenia.46 On July 23, 2004, an Agree-
ment on Military-Scientific and Military-Technical Cooperation was signed 
with Serbia and Montenegro, coming into force in 2008.47 On December 24, 
2009, a Framework Agreement on Military Training, Technical Cooperation, 
and Scientific Cooperation was signed with Kosovo.48

Among other major agreements signed with Balkan countries to advance mil-
itary and defense cooperation were the agreement with Serbia on the Mutual 
Protection of Classified Information and Materials Exchanged in the Field of 
Defense Industry Cooperation (May 12, 2009),49 the Military Training Cooper-
ation Agreements with Serbia (April 8, 2010),50 Kosovo (February 25, 2011),51 
Macedonia (March 24, 2012),52 and Montenegro (October 16, 2014), the De-
fense Industry Cooperation Agreements with Kosovo (October 27, 2011)53 
and Romania (May 7, 2015),54 the Defense Industry Security Agreement with 
Bulgaria (March 20, 2012),55 the Framework Agreement on Military Training, 
Technical, and Scientific Cooperation with Montenegro (June 4, 2014),56 and 
the Military and Financial Cooperation Agreement with Bosnia and Herze-
govina (December 24, 2014).57 

International Operations
Following the conclusion of NATO’s Operation Essential Harvest in Macedo-
nia, the alliance carried out two successive missions, Operation Amber Fox 
and Operation Allied Harmony, from September 2001 to March 2003. These 
missions were tasked with protecting international observers, monitoring 

The strengthening of 
peace and stability allowed 
Balkan governments to 
focus on domestic reform, 
economic liberalization, and 
institutional consolidation, 
all of which created a 
favorable environment 
for Türkiye to deepen its 
economic and social ties 
with the region
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the implementation of the Ohrid 
Framework Agreement, and stabi-
lizing the Macedonian state. During 
these operations, three to five Turk-
ish military personnel served at the 
headquarters. On March 31, 2003, 
the EU took over the mission un-
der the name Operation Concor-

dia, which lasted until December 15 of the same year. Türkiye contributed to 
this operation by providing eleven military officers. Subsequently, the mission 
transitioned to a two-year police mission named EUPOL Proxima, which in-
cluded personnel from the Turkish gendarmerie as well as police.58

As the security situation in Bosnia and Herzegovina improved in the early 2000s, 
NATO’s Stabilization Force (SFOR) gradually reduced its forces, including the 
Turkish contingent, which was scaled down to a battalion level with annual re-
ductions in troop numbers. With the establishment of military institutions at 
the state level, the scope and nature of the international peace mission changed. 
On December 2, 2004, the EU-led European Force (EUFOR) took over SFOR’s 
duties. Türkiye continued its peace support activities in Bosnia and Herzegovina 
under the EUFOR Althea operation, which initially deployed around 6,610 per-
sonnel, including a 350-strong Turkish contingent. Most of these Turkish troops 
were based in Zenica, with others assigned to EUFOR headquarters, 6 liaison 
teams, and the Integrated Police Unit. Türkiye reduced its contribution to a com-
pany level starting in 2012 as part of the mission’s gradual force reduction.59 

In Kosovo, Türkiye maintained a presence within the NATO-led Kosovo Force 
(KFOR), but gradually reduced its personnel numbers from 2002 onwards in 
line with the force’s overall downsizing.

Regional Cooperation Mechanisms
The 2000s saw an increase in regional cooperation in the Balkans, with Türkiye 
actively participating in defense and military collaboration initiatives. Türkiye 
supported the Regional Arms Control Verification and Implementation Assis-
tance Centre (RACVIAC) after its foundation by Germany and Croatia in 2001. 
Türkiye chaired the steering body, the Multinational Advisory Group (MAG), 
between 2003 and 2004, and formally joined RACVIAC on July 8, 2004.60 Since 
then, Türkiye has actively participated in RACVIAC’s decisions and budget. 
On April 14, 2010, Türkiye was among the eight signatories to the Agreement 
on RACVIAC-Centre for Security Cooperation, transforming RACVIAC into 
a more comprehensive regional political and military organization.61

Türkiye also held the presidency of the South-Eastern Europe Defense Minis-
terial Process (SEDM) from 2003 to 2005 and hosted the rotating headquarters 

In recent years, Türkiye’s 
military and defense activities 
in the Balkans have accelerated 
independently of international 
operations and mechanisms
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of the South-Eastern Europe Brigade (SEEBRIG) in İstanbul between 2007 and 
2011. Besides the regionally owned mechanisms, numerous meetings, joint 
exercises, and training programs were conducted under NATO’s PfP program 
during this period, enhancing regional military cooperation.

Current Military Engagements

Since the late 2010s, there has been a noticeable increase in Türkiye’s defense 
and military engagements in the Balkans. Türkiye continues to maintain its 
previous engagements, including peacekeeping missions in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina and Kosovo, exercises and training activities within NATO, partici-
pation in regional platforms, and cooperation under bilateral agreements. Ad-
ditionally, Türkiye is swiftly expanding its interaction and collaboration in the 
military and defense fields.

Ongoing Participation in International Missions and Platforms 
International Peace Operations
Türkiye is currently one of the five non-EU countries contributing to the EU-
FOR Althea operation in Bosnia and Herzegovina, which comprises units from 
23 countries. Of the 1,600 personnel in the mission, Türkiye contributes 220 
military personnel. This contingent includes a motorized infantry platoon sta-
tioned in Sarajevo and 5 liaison and monitoring teams based in different cities.62 

Türkiye has a military officer in the United Nations Mission in Kosovo (UN-
MIK), an ongoing peacekeeping mission in Kosovo, while in KFOR, it is rep-

In 2023, the 
Kosovo army 
received Bayraktar 
TB2 UAVs, OMTAS 
anti-tank missiles, 
ALKAR 120mm 
automatic mortar 
systems, VURAN 
Tactical Wheeled 
armored vehicles, 
and MKE PMT-76-
57A machine guns 
from Türkiye.

PRIME MINISTRY OF 
KOSOVO / AA
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resented by a motorized infantry battalion consisting of a total of 380 military 
personnel and 6 liaisons and monitoring teams.63 In recent years, Türkiye’s role 
in KFOR has visibly expanded as a result of increasing tensions in the Bal-
kans. As the EU-led normalization dialogue between Belgrade and Pristina 
did not progress as expected and in the face of the possibility of external actors 
destabilizing the region, NATO requested member countries to maintain re-
serve forces for KFOR, and Türkiye allocated an Operational Reserve Battalion 
on September 1, 2020, to address potential incidents.64 After the Albin Kurti 
government came to power in Kosovo in 2021, tensions between the Kosovo 
government and the Serb population living in the Northern municipalities 
escalated, and statements suggesting that Belgrade could intervene prompted 
NATO to take additional measures. Following the incidents between Serbian 
protesters and KFOR personnel in the municipalities in Northern Kosovo on 
May 29, 2023, Türkiye sent its Operational Reserve Battalion to Kosovo in June 
2023 at the request of NATO’s Joint Force Command. After serving for three 
months under KFOR, the unit returned home.65 Türkiye, which is among the 
most significant contributors to KFOR, took over the command of this force 
for one year in 2023.66 At a time when security and stability in the region are 
fragile, Türkiye’s increased role in KFOR demonstrates its continued commit-
ment to preserving peace in Kosovo and the region, while also enhancing its 
presence and visibility in the field.

Regional Cooperation Mechanisms
Türkiye continues its active participation in institutionalized regional coop-
eration mechanisms. It remains a member of the SEEBRIG, participating in 
its meetings and exercises. As a member of the SEDM, which includes all Bal-
kan countries except Kosovo, Türkiye hosted the 2023 meeting of the SEDM 
Coordination Committee (SEDM-CC). In his speech, Defense Minister Yaşar 
Güler emphasized the importance of SEDM as an “excellent confidence-build-
ing mechanism” and expressed support for strengthening its role and visibility 
beyond Southeast Europe.67 

Additionally, Türkiye is currently one of the nine official members68 of 
RACVIAC. Turkish Ambassador Haydar Berk served as the Director of 
RACVIAC from 2015 to 2018, and in October 2023, Türkiye assumed the 
chairmanship of RACVIAC’s Multinational Advisory Group (MAG) for one 
year. A Turkish colonel currently leads RACVIAC’s Cooperative Security En-
vironment Pillar, which focuses on arms control.69 

Indicators of the New Activism
In recent years, Türkiye’s military and defense activities in the Balkans have ac-
celerated independently of international operations and mechanisms. Türkiye 
has intensified its efforts to strengthen bilateral military and defense coopera-
tion and increase its visibility in the region. These efforts have yielded concrete 
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results, as Balkan countries have in-
creasingly sought cooperation with 
Türkiye to meet their defense needs 
and interests.

Intensifying High-Level Contacts
In recent years, there has been a no-
ticeable increase in visits at the level 
of defense ministers between Tür-
kiye and Balkan countries.70 Among 
these visits were those made at crit-
ical times. For instance, in Decem-
ber 2021, when a political crisis was unfolding in Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
Minister of National Defense Hulusi Akar visited the country and met with 
members of the Tripartite Presidency, emphasizing Türkiye’s commitment to 
Bosnia and Herzegovina’s territorial integrity.71 Similarly, following the Ban-
jska attack by Serbian militants on the Kosovo Police on September 24, 2023, 
Turkish Minister of National Defense, Yaşar Güler, conducted official visits 
to Kosovo and Serbia within a month.72 These visits highlight Türkiye’s keen 
interest not only through the Ministry of Foreign Affairs but also through the 
Ministry of National Defense in addressing escalating crises in the Balkans 
and its willingness to contribute to the preservation of peace in the region. 
Additionally, during reciprocal visits, discussions included assessments of re-
gional and global risks, as well as cooperation in areas such as military training 
and the defense industry. 

New Deals in Defense-Military Cooperation
Türkiye has been conducting military cooperation with Balkan countries 
within the framework of bilateral agreements since the 1990s, supporting the 
development of these countries’ military capacities through training, courses, 
donations, and grants. Additionally, it is noteworthy that Türkiye has signed 
numerous new military and defense cooperation agreements in recent years. 
Among these agreements are the Military Framework Agreements with Serbia 
(October 7, 2019),73 Romania (October 6, 2023),74 Kosovo (January 30, 2024),75 
and Albania (February 21, 2024),76 and the Military Financial Cooperation 
Agreements with Kosovo (April 4, 2019),77 Montenegro (October 1, 2019),78 
Bosnia and Herzegovina (March 3, 2021),79 and North Macedonia (August 17, 
2021).80 A Defense Industry Cooperation Agreement was signed with Monte-
negro on November 17, 2017.81 The Defense Industry Cooperation Agreement 
signed with Kosovo in 2011 was renewed on December 16, 2019,82 and another 
agreement for the supply of defense industry materials was signed with the 
same country on May 17, 2022.83 Türkiye also signed an agreement with Bos-
nia and Herzegovina on September 6, 2022, regarding mutual protection and 
exchange of classified information in the defense industry.84 

As of now, three Balkan 
countries have acquired Turkish 
UAVs. Kosovo and Albania 
purchased Bayraktar TB2 UAVs 
in 2022, with deliveries to the 
Kosovo Security Force in May 
2023 and the Albanian Armed 
Forces in March 2024
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To respond collectively to the drifting mines that threaten navigation in the Black 
Sea, Türkiye proposed to Bulgaria and Romania the establishment of a tripartite 
mechanism. After a series of meetings among officials, the defense ministers of 
the three countries signed a protocol in İstanbul on January 11, 2024, establishing 
the Black Sea Mine Countermeasures Task Group (MCM Black Sea). Accord-
ingly, the navy commanders of Türkiye, Bulgaria, and Romania will periodically 
convene to decide on the scope of mine countermeasure operations, which will 
be carried out by the vessels of the three countries in a synchronized manner.85

Defense Industry Exports and “Drone Diplomacy”
Türkiye’s defense industry exports to the Balkans have increased significantly in 
recent years. The sale of weapons, ammunition, and related accessories to Bal-
kan countries reached a historic high in 2019, and despite a decline in 2020 due 
to the global pandemic, it has set new records each year since (see Table 1).86 

Table 1: Türkiye’s Arms and Ammunition Exports to the Balkan Countries ($, 1998-2023)
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Table 1: Exports (USD), Arms and Ammunition, Parts Thereof, Balkan Countries 
 

  1998 2008 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 
 Albania 3,449 24,315 80,303 130,543 97,677 55,066 44,467 76,542 
 Bosnia and 

Herzegovina 1,455,163 32,728 477,863 679,095 334,580 708,788 1,153,121 2,737,669 
 Bulgaria 18,910 4,080,111 1,820,803 3,950,392 2,286,321 13,091,345 8,630,636 34,043,237 
 Croatia 1,140 102,514 59,344 31,558 47,066 138,145 262,471 582,687 
 Greece 115,380 1,397,883 538,280 515,888 461,458 598,837 693,353 340,323 
 Kosovo   0 452,568 577,176 638,750 2,384,261 12,919,237 31,014,978 
 Montenegro   116,566 110,217 126,248 78,983 147,028 178,632 267,024 
 North 

Macedonia 0 446,532 82,576 184,425 213,199 268,602 324,867 892,267 
 Romania 51,558 348,538 812,307 662,655 440,139 1,463,614 2,153,955 391,320,150 
 Serbia   94,073 267,301 210,973 188,789 395,551 1,453,474 465,522 
 Slovenia 0 46,789 236,512 125,776 99,217 94,857 118,076 393,650 
 Yugoslavia 42,778               
 TOTAL 

(BALKANS) 1,647,598 6,692,057 4,940,092 7,196,748 4,888,199 19,348,115 27,934,311 462,136,072 
  

Source: Turkish Statistical Institute (TurkStat) 
 

          Among Türkiye’s most notable defense exports have been unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs). 
As of now, three Balkan countries have acquired Turkish UAVs. Kosovo and Albania 
purchased Bayraktar TB2 UAVs in 2022, with deliveries to the Kosovo Security Force in 
May 2023 and the Albanian Armed Forces in March 2024.87 In 2023, Romania also signed a 
$321 million contract to purchase 18 TB2 UAVs from Baykar.88 Türkiye’s export list to the 
region includes armored vehicles, hardware and software technologies, and ship systems.89 
Turkish defense companies also assist Balkan countries in modernizing their armed forces to 
NATO standards and enhancing their capacities.90  
 
Support to the Kosovo Security Force 
Since Kosovo declared independence in 2008, Türkiye has been one of the first countries to 
recognize and support its state-building process, including the professionalization of its 
security forces. Türkiye regards Kosovo’s transformation of its security forces into a full-
fledged national army as a legitimate step for an independent nation.91 To this end, Türkiye 
provides Kosovo with military training,92 equipment, and technology support.93 In 2023 alone, 

Source: Turkish Statistical Institute (TurkStat)

Among Türkiye’s most notable defense exports have been unmanned aerial ve-
hicles (UAVs). As of now, three Balkan countries have acquired Turkish UAVs. 
Kosovo and Albania purchased Bayraktar TB2 UAVs in 2022, with deliveries 
to the Kosovo Security Force in May 2023 and the Albanian Armed Forces in 
March 2024.87 In 2023, Romania also signed a $321 million contract to pur-
chase 18 TB2 UAVs from Baykar.88 Türkiye’s export list to the region includes 
armored vehicles, hardware and software technologies, and ship systems.89 
Turkish defense companies also assist Balkan countries in modernizing their 
armed forces to NATO standards and enhancing their capacities.90 

Support to the Kosovo Security Force
Since Kosovo declared independence in 2008, Türkiye has been one of the first 
countries to recognize and support its state-building process, including the 
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professionalization of its security forces. 
Türkiye regards Kosovo’s transformation 
of its security forces into a full-fledged 
national army as a legitimate step for an 
independent nation.91 To this end, Türkiye 
provides Kosovo with military training,92 
equipment, and technology support.93 
In 2023 alone, the Kosovo army received 
Bayraktar TB2 UAVs, OMTAS anti-tank 
missiles, ALKAR 120mm automatic mortar systems, Vuran tactical wheeled 
armored vehicles, and MKE PMT-76-57A machine guns from Türkiye.94

These defense industry exports and grants to Kosovo have been negatively re-
ceived by Serbia. Serbian President Aleksandar Vučić has criticized Türkiye 
for supplying UAVs, mortars, armored vehicles, and howitzers to the Kosovo 
Security Force, asserting that this force should not exist according to the Ku-
manovo Agreement or UN resolutions.95 Defense Minister Miloš Vučević indi-
cated that Serbia would respond appropriately to Türkiye’s military framework 
agreement with Kosovo.96 Some Serbian analysts argue that by supporting the 
Kosovo Security Force, Türkiye is manifestly siding with the Albanian factor 
in the Balkans against Serbs.97

In response to Serbia’s complaints, Turkish Defense Minister Güler empha-
sized that Türkiye approaches issues in the Balkans impartially, respects the 
territorial integrity of countries, and is open to military cooperation with Ser-
bia.98 Türkiye claims that it supports Kosovo to enhance its defense capacity 
against destabilizing incidents. Furthermore, as observers point out, Serbia’s 
recent purchases of armaments are regarded as potentially shifting the balance 
in its favor and pressuring Kosovo towards acquiescence.99 Türkiye’s support 
for Kosovo’s defense capacity can help maintain the balance of power and de-
ter the use or threat of force by Serbia. In this regard, Türkiye’s attitude is not 
revisionist but pro-status quo.

Determinants of the New Activism 

Rising Security Risks in the Balkans
Since 2014, a series of crises and unexpected developments such as Russia’s 
annexation of Crimea, the war in Donbas, the rise of ISIS in Syria and Iraq, 
the refugee crisis, Brexit, the COVID-19 pandemic, and Russia’s occupation of 
Ukraine have significantly altered the security landscape for both Türkiye and 
the Balkans. While dealing with security challenges both internally and exter-
nally, Türkiye has consistently remained vigilant regarding the security situa-
tion in the Balkans, as maintaining peace and stability has always been a prior-

Türkiye’s longstanding 
constructive and balanced 
policy in the region makes 
it a reliable actor in security 
and defense matters for 
Balkan countries
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ity in Türkiye’s Balkan policy. Besides 
external crises, the region’s unresolved 
issues have increased fragility, com-
pelling Türkiye to take more initiative 
and responsibility for Balkan security, 
thus increasing its military and defense 
engagements.100

The increasing global and regional in-
security has the potential to negatively 
impact regional stability, necessitating 
that Balkan countries be militarily pre-

pared. Countries concerned about revisionism are seeking ways to enhance 
their defense capacities, often turning to international cooperation. Türkiye’s 
longstanding constructive and balanced policy in the region makes it a reli-
able actor in security and defense matters for Balkan countries. For instance, 
Türkiye’s approach of considering the sensitivities of both sides and encourag-
ing dialogue during the crises between Kosovo and Serbia led to satisfaction 
from officials in both Kosovo and Serbia when Türkiye took over the KFOR 
command in 2023.101 During her visit to Ankara in January 2023, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina’s Foreign Minister, Bisera Turković, stated, “We are grateful for 
the exceptional efforts for progress and stability in the Balkans... With a strong 
Türkiye, the Western Balkans is safer and stronger. Without a strong Türkiye, 
it is questionable what would happen; surely the Western Balkans would not 
be peaceful.”102 Evidently, Türkiye’s role as a security provider for the region, 
which it assumed in the 1990s, is widely acknowledged across the region. This 
makes Balkan countries willing to develop defense and military cooperation 
with Türkiye. 

Growth of Turkish Defense Industry
Although efforts to develop a domestic defense industry date back to the early 
years of the Republic, Türkiye’s policies for self-sufficiency intensified after the 
U.S. embargoes of the 1970s.103 Afterwards, Türkiye’s defense industry sector 
gradually strengthened with the founding of institutions and companies and 
increased investments. However, because of institutional weaknesses, a lack 
of civilian-military coordination, and the U.S. influence over decision-mak-
ing, Türkiye’s defense autarky policy produced only partial results for some 
decades.104 During the 2010s, the Turkish government increasingly prioritized 
the nationalization of the defense industry due to various economic and po-
litical motivations, as well as the threat of terrorism, regional challenges, and 
deteriorating relations with its partners.105 Rapid expansion and competition 
within the sector consequently led to the development of new products and 
technologies for land, naval, air, and electronic warfare.106 This growth posi-
tively impacted Türkiye’s exports, especially from the late 2010s onwards (see 
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Graph 1). Between 2019 and 2023, Türkiye’s share of the global arms export 
market increased from 0.7 percent to 1.6 percent, making it the 11th-largest 
arms exporter globally.107 In 2023, over 185 countries purchased military sup-
plies from Türkiye.108

Graph 1: Türkiye’s Exports of Defense Industry Products and Services ($, 2010-2023)

12 
 

Growth of Turkish Defense Industry 
Although efforts to develop a domestic defense industry date back to the early years of the 
Republic, Türkiye’s policies for self-sufficiency intensified after the U.S. embargoes of the 
1970s.103 Afterwards, Türkiye’s defense industry sector gradually strengthened with the 
founding of institutions and companies and increased investments. However, because of 
institutional weaknesses, a lack of civilian-military coordination, and the U.S. influence over 
decision-making, Türkiye’s defense autarky policy produced only partial results for some 
decades.104 During the 2010s, the Turkish government increasingly prioritized the 
nationalization of the defense industry due to various economic and political motivations, as 
well as the threat of terrorism, regional challenges, and deteriorating relations with its 
partners.105 Rapid expansion and competition within the sector consequently led to the 
development of new products and technologies for land, naval, air, and electronic warfare.106 
This growth positively impacted Türkiye’s exports, especially from the late 2010s onwards 
(see Graph 1). Between 2019 and 2023, Türkiye’s share of the global arms export market 
increased from 0.7 percent to 1.6 percent, making it the 11th-largest arms exporter globally.107 
In 2023, over 185 countries purchased military supplies from Türkiye.108 
 
 

Graph 1: Türkiye’s Exports of Defense Industry Products and Services ($, 2010-2023) 
 

 
 
Source: Turkish Defence and Aerospace Industry Manufacturers Association (SASAD), Secretariat of Defence 
Industries (SSB) 
 
The effectiveness of technologies produced by the Turkish defense industry, proven in 
practical applications, has boosted their international prestige. Armed UAVs, in particular, 
have garnered significant interest for their rapid deployment capabilities and cost advantages. 
From 2014 to 2023, 17 out of 42 countries that acquired armed UAVs imported them from 
Türkiye.109 Commentators note that Türkiye’s “drone diplomacy” has facilitated high-level 
and long-term relationships with various countries, yielding both economic profit and political 
clout.110 

Türkiye’s increasing defense industry exports to the Balkans align with the overall trend of 
the rise in its overall defense industry exports. The fact that these products are manufactured 
in a NATO country according to NATO standards gives Türkiye a competitive advantage. As 

0 

1.000.000.000 

2.000.000.000 

3.000.000.000 

4.000.000.000 

5.000.000.000 

6.000.000.000 

20
10

 

20
11

 

20
12

 

20
13

 

20
14

 

20
15

 

20
16

 

20
17

 

20
18

 

20
19

 

20
20

 

20
21

 

20
22

 

20
23

 
Source: Turkish Defence and Aerospace Industry Manufacturers Association (SASAD), Secretariat of Defence Indus-
tries (SSB)

The effectiveness of technologies produced by the Turkish defense industry, 
proven in practical applications, has boosted their international prestige. 
Armed UAVs, in particular, have garnered significant interest for their rapid 
deployment capabilities and cost advantages. From 2014 to 2023, 17 out of 42 
countries that acquired armed UAVs imported them from Türkiye.109 Com-
mentators note that Türkiye’s “drone diplomacy” has facilitated high-level and 
long-term relationships with various countries, yielding both economic profit 
and political clout.110

Türkiye’s increasing defense industry exports to the Balkans align with the 
overall trend of the rise in its overall defense industry exports. The fact that 
these products are manufactured in a NATO country according to NATO stan-
dards gives Türkiye a competitive advantage. As Türkiye promotes its defense 
industry products to boost exports, Balkan countries seeking to enhance their 
defense capabilities are increasingly interested in products made in Türkiye, 
particularly UAVs. Leaders of countries that have acquired UAVs from Türkiye 
have underscored the significance of these vehicles on numerous occasions. For 
example, Albanian Prime Minister Edi Rama emphasized that obtaining TB2 
UAVs from Türkiye was crucial for Albania’s national security strategy, military 
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commitments, and alignment with NATO’s capacity objectives.111 Similarly, 
Kosovo’s Prime Minister Kurti stated that the delivery of TB2 UAVs has made 
Kosovo safer than ever before.112 Reports indicate that other Balkan countries, 
such as Bulgaria and North Macedonia, are exploring the possibility of procur-
ing these UAVs from Türkiye.113 Serbian President Vučić had also expressed in-
terest in purchasing drones from Türkiye;114 however, due to Türkiye’s military 
support to Kosovo, Belgrade has removed this from its agenda.115

Alongside exports, bilateral military cooperation agreements also facilitate the 
proliferation of Turkish defense industry products in the Balkans. Countries 
receiving military equipment support under these agreements procure defense 
industry products from Turkish companies based on their needs, up to the 
specified grant limit.116 Therefore, while Türkiye’s grants assist in fulfilling the 
military requirements of Balkan nations, they also foster their dependency on 
Turkish defense industry products.

Quest for Stronger Regional Presence 
Since the end of the Cold War, Türkiye has pursued a proactive policy to 
strengthen its role in the Balkans. Along this path, it has sometimes empha-
sized security policies and other times economic, social, and cultural policies, 
depending on the prevailing circumstances and its own capabilities. Today, 
the region’s growing security needs and Türkiye’s growing defense industry 
make the military and defense sectors ideal for enhancing its regional pres-
ence and visibility. To give a few examples, military assistance, donations, and 
joint activities bring Türkiye closer, militarily, to Balkan countries. By export-
ing cost-effective UAVs to Balkan countries, which are already seeking to pur-
chase drones to adapt to the changing nature of warfare,117 Türkiye enhances 
its prestige and gains economic and political benefits. Participation in regional 
military cooperation mechanisms underscores Türkiye’s role as a power and 
balance factor in the region.118 Meanwhile, Turkish troops in Bosnia and Her-
zegovina and Kosovo, officially termed Representation Missions, serve, in ad-
dition to their primary tasks, as Türkiye’s visible face in the field through their 
humanitarian and social activities, functioning as instruments of soft power. 
Overall, the new military activism conforms to Türkiye’s longstanding quest 
for a stronger presence and visibility in the Balkans. 

Conclusion 

Türkiye’s recent military engagement in the Balkans is in line with its post-
Cold War Balkan policies, reflecting a growing emphasis on defense and mil-
itary cooperation. From the end of the Cold War until the early 2000s, de-
fense collaboration was a crucial element of Türkiye’s engagement with the 
region. While Türkiye continued its involvement in international operations 
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and bilateral military cooperation 
afterwards, economic, social, and 
cultural aspects of its Balkan policy 
became much more salient. How-
ever, the trends in recent years in-
dicate that the military and defense 
dimensions of Türkiye’s Balkan pol-
icy are regaining prominence. At 
a time when the Balkans is facing 
various security challenges, Türkiye 
has brought to the fore military and 
defense cooperation as an area of 
mutual interest, fostering a win-win 
relationship dynamic.

Despite the increased focus on military and defense issues, Türkiye remains 
committed to the principles of its longstanding Balkan policy. It continues 
to prioritize regional peace and stability, promoting dialogue and cooper-
ation while avoiding revisionism and refraining from provoking disputes. 
Consistent with its “regional ownership” principle, which advocates for the 
resolution of regional issues with the participation of local actors, Türkiye 
demonstrates solidarity with the smaller countries in the region by offering 
military assistance, training, and donations. The recent establishment of the 
MCM Black Sea is another example of Türkiye’s commitment to regional 
solidarity.

Through increased presence and visibility, Türkiye’s military engagements in 
the Balkans bolster its status as a key regional actor. Moreover, the enhance-
ment of military and defense cooperation yields economic and political ben-
efits for Türkiye. Türkiye’s promotion of its defense industry products aligns 
with its goal of advancing trade relations, as these products have become sig-
nificant export items. A greater role in supporting the militaries of the Bal-
kan countries can provide Türkiye with increased political leverage in regional 
politics.

Last but not least, the new activism in the military and defense fields does 
not imply that Türkiye’s Balkan policy has become securitized or militarized. 
The relationship areas that were strengthened and diversified from the 2000s 
onwards, such as trade, investments, development aid, disaster relief, public 
diplomacy, and cultural diplomacy, continue to exist. Since the end of the Cold 
War, Türkiye has shown eagerness to utilize all possible instruments to engage 
with the Balkans. Against the backdrop of current regional and global politics, 
the military-defense sector provides a favorable platform for engagement, of-
fering various benefits both to the Balkans and Türkiye. 
 

Consistent with its “regional 
ownership” principle, which 
advocates for the resolution 
of regional issues with the 
participation of local actors, 
Türkiye demonstrates solidarity 
with the smaller countries in 
the region by offering military 
assistance, training, and 
donations
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