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This article provides a general overview of Turkey’s relations with
the Western Balkans during the AK Party government. Although the Western Balkans has always been of primary interest for Turkey, the relations
with this region had progressed only slowly and partially until the mid2000s. From that time onwards, the convergence of a number of factors,
including Turkey’s economic progress, the AK Party’s active foreign policy
vision, the growth of civil society and the business sector, and favorable
international political and economic conditions created new opportunities
for Turkey in the Western Balkans. Consequently, the relations between
Turkey and the Western Balkans has developed rapidly, especially in the
economic and social spheres. Meanwhile, Turkey still has to deal with certain challenges and shortcomings for further deepening of these relations
and their translation into political influence.
ABSTRACT

W

hile Turkish foreign policy has become increasingly active and assertive, it has recently confronted with a number of challenges in the
Middle East, leading critics to claim that the AK Party government’s
“zero problems with neighbors” vision has failed.2 In the meantime, however,
Turkey’s relations with the Western Balkans3 have displayed a completely different picture. During the last decade, Turkey has not only maintained, but
also advanced its good neighborly relations with all countries in this region.
This article aims to provide a general overview of Turkey’s relations with the
Western Balkans during the AK Party government. It will argue that compared
to the 1990s, diplomatic, economic, social, and cultural relations with this region have improved significantly, even though Turkey’s concerns and aims
with respect to the region remained largely the same. This improvement was
thanks to the convergence of a number of factors such as Turkey’s diplomatic
activism, its better economic performance vis-à-vis other regional players, the
strengthening of civil society and business sector in Turkey and the slowing
down of the Europeanization of the Western Balkans. The improvement of
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relations has been most observable in economic and social terms, and from the
late 2000s onwards, the Turkish government also expended considerable effort
to convert it into political influence. However, in the aftermath of the Arab
Spring, Turkey’s diplomatic engagement with the region has been in decline.
While Turkey’s economic activity in the region is still increasing, the window
of opportunity for a stronger political position may narrow in the future.

Turkey’s Western Balkans Policy since the 1990s
After the Cold War

Many aspects of Turkey’s Western Balkans policy have shown strong continuity since the end of the Cold War.4 Having remained virtually separated from
the region by an iron curtain for almost half a century, Turkey has been endeavoring to (re-)establish itself in the Balkans for about two decades. As the
dissolution of the Communist bloc and the emergence of new states brought
about swift and radical changes in the international and regional systems and
created new opportunities as well as challenges for Turkey, the policymakers
in Ankara realized the necessity of developing a new outlook for approaching
the region.5 Given the atmosphere of transition and
uncertainty, Turkey felt an urgency to act pro-acDuring the last
tively to forestall security threats, contribute to redecade, Turkey has
gional peace and stability and strengthen its social
not only maintained, and economic bonds with the Balkans, among other
surrounding regions.
but also advanced

its good neighborly
relations with all
countries in the
Balkan region

In addition to geo-strategic concerns, economic
and socio-cultural motivations6 drove the Turkish
policymakers in the immediate aftermath of the
Cold War to develop a new, more active, policy in
the Balkans.7 Accordingly, Turkey offered its contribution to the security and welfare of the region by
participating in security operations and, albeit sporadically, offering political
initiatives for dialogue, concluded bilateral agreements, encouraged trade and
provided technical, educational, and developmental assistance. However, these
efforts did not bring about a rapid change in Turkey’s political and economic
status in the Western Balkans. While the ensuing conflicts and tensions in the
region prevented new venues and opportunities for international cooperation,
political quarrels as well as economic crises in Turkey throughout the 1990s
and early 2000s prevented this country from fulfilling its political, economic,
and social potential in materializing its foreign political ambitions. In other
words, neither the political circumstances in the Western Balkans nor its own
political, economic, and social resources allowed Turkey to more actively engage with the region.
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In terms of domestic, international, structural and agency-based factors, the
early 2000s were a turning point for Turkey’s relations with the Western Balkans. In the wake of the Kosovo War of 1999, the European Union launched
the Stabilization and Association Process with the Western Balkans and at the
Thessaloniki Summit of 2003 it offered the prospect of full integration. As all
states in the region regard the accession to the EU as a strategic priority, the
membership incentive has brought about a relatively peaceful atmosphere
and led to steps for normalization of relations among states and communities. The increased stability has also enabled the Western Balkan governments
to concentrate more on domestic reform, economic liberalization, and institutional consolidation. All this has created new opportunities for Turkey to
become further involved in the region and expand its relations. The improvement of Turkish-Greek relations at the turn of the millennium ended their
longstanding rivalry in the Western Balkans and induced them to relax their
security-based approach and engage in the region on the basis of economic
interdependence and soft power instead. Meanwhile, after a series of shortlived coalition governments, which lasted more than a decade, the coming to
the power of the AK Party with the November 2002 elections opened a new
era in Turkish domestic politics. During the AK Party government, political
stability, economic growth, as well as structural and democratic reforms have
provided Turkey with better resources and higher confidence in foreign policy.
The changes in Turkey have also strengthened its civil society and the role of
business actors, and these actors began to take an increasingly important part
in Turkey’s external relations.

The AK Party’s Approach: New Concepts and Dynamism
Since its inception, the AK Party government has adopted Ahmet Davutoğlu’s8
ambitious framework for Turkish foreign policy, which involved an integrative
and holistic utilization of the country’s geostrategic, social, cultural, and historical resources. Unsurprisingly, the Balkans is among the regions that Davutoğlu placed the greatest importance. In Stratejik Derinlik (Strategic Depth),
he presents his prescriptions regarding Turkey’s Balkans policy mainly along
three lines: first, he believes that in order to strengthen its influence over the
region and maintain it both during peacetime and in case of tension or conflict, Turkey should primarily strengthen its relations with the elements connected to Turkey “with history and by heart” (read the Muslims) and bring
the Ottoman-Turkish cultural heritage to the fore. Second, he regards Turkey’s
geographical, social and economic resources that can connect the Balkans to
other nearby basins as an invaluable asset. For him, acting as a pivotal state
connecting the Balkans with the Middle East, the Caucasus and Central Asia
will not only contribute to peace and stability in these regions, but also increase Turkey’s diplomatic leverage. Third, Davutoğlu finds it essential that
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Turkey forestalls the involvement of other external powers in the Balkans by
actively engaging in intra-regional politics and having closer relations with all
relevant actors there.9
Having laid out in Stratejik Derinlik his geostrategic views regarding Turkey’s
near abroad, Davutoğlu developed new ideas and concepts as he was actively involved in foreign policy making. As a general vision, he introduced the
concept “zero problems with neighbors,” which in a nutshell aims to minimize conflicts and maximize trade and investment opportunities for Turkish
businesses.10 The long-term objective of this is to develop a peaceful environment and a network of economic interdependence centered around Turkey.11
Obviously, this will also mean a central political position for Turkey, as any
interdependence between Turkey and the smaller states around it would be an
asymmetrical one, in which the vulnerability and sensitivity of the latter will
be higher.12
For specifically the Western Balkans, Davutoğlu has defended two main principles, which have also been officially endorsed by the Turkish Ministry of
Foreign Affairs.13 The first one is regional ownership, which means that the
problems of the region should be resolved by the participation and will of the
indigenous actors. The aim of this is not only to check the political influence
of external powers over the region, but also to disentangle the Western Balkans from the disagreements and rivalries among these powers, all of which
have had a hand in the strife, tensions, and instability that have existed in the
region for at least two centuries. The second principle is all-inclusiveness,
i.e. taking into account all the views of the parties in an effort to settle the
conflicts in the region. The idea behind this is that through dialogue regional actors can revise the existing arrangements that had been introduced and
promoted by external actors in a more balanced outlook so as to satisfy the
parties directly involved.
Although preceding governments had devised similar pro-active and integrative approaches for the Western Balkans, they were unable to carry them out
systematically and vigorously due to the reasons mentioned before. With better political and economic resources and increased cooperation of the state
with civil and business actors, the AK Party government was able to put them
more effectively into practice. In addition, different from the general outlook
of Turkey’s post-Cold War Balkans policy, Davutoğlu’s vision has involved an
important element, that is the more active and institutional use of the common religion in approaching the Muslims in the region. Indeed, the existence
of a sizable Muslim community with a shared Ottoman past has long been a
strong, if not the strongest, factor shaping the interest of conservative members of the AK Party and its precursors in the Balkans.14 Considering the fostering of Islamic identity, particularly among the Bosniaks and Albanians, as
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a strategy that would facilitate and accelerate Turkey’s presence in the region,
Davutoğlu complains in Stratejik Derinlik that secularist sensitivities and fears
prevented Turkey from engaging in a stronger relationship with the Muslims
in the Balkans and hence from utilizing a significant socio-cultural resource.15 Accordingly, during
the AK Party period, state institutions have actively took part, either by themselves or in cooperation with the civil society, in matters like religious Under the AK Party
education and (re-)construction of mosques. The government Turkish
consolidation of Turkish-Islamic influence, as opposed to other Islamic currents, over the region on foreign policy involved
the one hand caused Arab-led Salafism, which grew an integrative and
popular during the 1990s, to decline16 and on the
holistic utilization
other hand further strengthened social and cultural
bonds between the local Muslim communities and of the country’s
Turkey. In the meantime, the Turkish government geostrategic, social,
has also shown in various occasions that it was not
intended to exclude the non-Muslims or to prop up cultural, and historical
one religious or ethnic community against anoth- resources
er. Davutoğlu has expressed, on various occasions,
that Turkey shared “strong historical, social, cultural and human ties” with all
Balkan countries and emphasized multiculturalism.17 Turkish diplomats and
bureaucrats in the region also underline their efforts for developing relations
with Serbian, Montenegrin and Macedonian political actors and people.18

Aspects of the Relations During the AK Party Government
During the 2000s, political dialogue, economic transactions and socio-cultural
interactions between Turkey and the region increased gradually. Official visits, at both high and low levels, became more frequent than before, leading to
a number of bilateral agreements for cooperation in commercial, economic,
cultural, educational, industrial and technical matters, including free trade and
visa exemption agreements.
Two developments around the year 2008 accelerated the upward trend in Turkey’s relations with the Western Balkans. First, the global financial and economic crisis concerned the Western Balkan countries, all of which were in
dire need for investments and cash inflows. For these countries, Turkey, whose
economy remained relatively unharmed compared to many Western European
and Mediterranean countries, became a serious alternative for economic partnership. Secondly, due to both the crisis and the lack of a swift progress in domestic reforms in the Western Balkans, the enthusiasm in the European Union
for the integration of the region had been waning. In response, the Western
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Balkan countries started to look for other foreign policy options. Deepening
political and economic relations with Turkey then became an expedient, and
almost a necessary, foreign policy alternative. Even the government of Serbia,
which had been cautious towards Turkey since the early 1990s, proposed a
strategic partnership with Turkey in March 2009.
Facilitating Turkey’s “zero problems” policy in the Western Balkans, the requests for further cooperation, trade and investments gave Turkey the opportunity to translate economic interdependence into diplomatic leverage.19 In
response, Turkey, which was also disillusioned with the lack of progress in the
membership negotiations with the European Union, redoubled its efforts to
increase not only its economic, cultural and social activity, but also political
influence in the region.

Increased Diplomacy

Making the most of the opportunity of having the chairmanship-in-office of
the SEECP for the years 2009-2010, Turkey offered mediation and dialogue
for the resolution of inter-state and inter-communal disputes in the Western
Balkans. The most fruitful of these attempts has been the trilateral consultation process among Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and Serbia. As the Dayton Peace Process and following initiatives by the USA and Europe did not
yield any concrete results for a lasting understanding and peace in Bosnia and
Herzegovina, Turkey took the initiative to bring Serbian and Bosnian political
leadership together. At the first summit meeting of the trilateral mechanism,
the presidents of the three countries signed a declaration underlining the territorial integrity of Bosnia and Herzegovina and the need for mutual dialogue
and cooperation. During this process, Turkey found the middle ground between the two governments over the issue of the Srebrenica Massacre. While
encouraging the Serbian government to apologize to the Bosnian Muslims for
this catastrophic incident, Turkey also convinced the Bosnian government to
accept the apology even though it did not employ the word “genocide.”20 This
led to further steps for the normalization of diplomatic relations between Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina. At the Ankara summit in May 2013, the three
states also agreed to establish a trilateral committee for the advancement of
economic and commercial cooperation amongst each other.21
In the meantime, Turkey spearheaded a trilateral consultation mechanism
with Bosnia and Herzegovina and Croatia22 and also worked for reconciling
the parties on certain domestic issues in the Balkans, such as the dispute between two Islamic communities in Serbia for the official representation of the
Muslims in the country23 and the government crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina in 2010-2011.24 While undertaking individual initiatives for mediation and
reconciliation, Turkey has continued encouraging and actively participating
in multinational institutions and missions operating in the Western Balkans.
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To improve security, political stability, and economic prosperity of the region, Turkey has keenly encouraged and supported deeper integration of the
Western Balkans with the international community. Expressing the desire to
see the Balkans as “an integral part” of Europe rather than part of its periphery,25 the Turkish government has offered Western Balkan states support and
technical assistance in fulfilling EU criteria. Turkey has supported the accession of Bosnia and Herzegovina as well as Montenegro and Macedonia into
NATO. Turkey has also been working for the international recognition and
integration of Kosovo, since the latter declared its independence in February
2008. It especially conducted intensive lobbying in the Organization of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC), encouraging a number of Muslim countries to recognize
Kosovo.26
Meanwhile, in accordance with its “regional ownership” principle, Turkey has
placed primary importance on regional initiatives for cooperation and stability.
It has encouraged further institutionalization of the SEECP, the strengthening
of its role and activities, and the gradual takeover of the functions of international institutions and missions by regional and local actors. With this policy,
it has aimed to break the influence of outside powers over the Balkans and
empower the regional actors, including itself, in resolving their own problems.
As previously mentioned. increasing economic cooperation and interdependence with the region has been among the key objectives of Turkey. Accordingly, the AK Party government has spent considerable effort for the coordina2014 Wınter
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tion and facilitation of Turkish business activities in the Balkans. The “regional
cooperation and competition strategy” adopted by the Turkish Ministry of
Economy for the Balkans includes conducting continuous dialogue with Balkan states to facilitate trade and investments, promoting Turkish products and
services, informing Turkish entrepreneurs of business opportunities, encouraging cooperation among Turkish and local enterprises and providing support to Turkish business associations and finance institutions operating in the
region. Since 2011, the Turkish Ministry of Economy has regularly convened
a Balkan States Working Group with representatives from various public institutions, business chambers, and NGOs to discuss the economic relations with
the region and develop further strategies. All these efforts contributed to the
increase in Turkish exports and investments in the Western Balkans (See Table
2 and 3 below).
To accelerate development in the region, Turkey has continuously sent development aid to Western Balkan countries. While the allocations for each country have shown somewhat large fluctuations, the aggregate amount sent to the
Western Balkans from the mid-2000s onwards has been substantially larger
than before (Table 1).
Table 1: Official Development Aid from Turkey (gross, million $)
Country

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

2009

2010

2011

2012

Albania

1,67

0,45

4,71

6,98

7,14

4,30

4,37

8,61

7,75

3,58

7,89

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

6,42

0,66

5,79

18,62

25,19

15,86

15,92

32,75

25,90

17,94

21,30

Croatia

0,02

0,03

0,53

3,21

0,68

0,85

0,52

0,13

0,42

…

…

Kosovo

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

20,63

22,13

22,38

20,00

0,52

0,32

4,09

6,57

5,17

9,18

9,86

6,00

28,28

6,76

12,08

Montenegro

Macedonia

…

…

…

…

1,46

1,19

5,25

2,82

10,10

2,87

2,75

Serbia

31,01

3,33

3,75

3,91

6,03

…

0,21

0,51

4,07

0,03

1,88

Ex-Yugoslav
states
(unspecified)

0,04

0,86

12,65

16,23

16,15

25,54

…

…

…

…

…

TOTAL

8,67

2,53

28,28

55,68

55,82

58,80

66,93

74,27

98,33

57,44

70,05

Source: OECD.

Social and Cultural Projects

As a response to the growing role and power of social forces and the importance of perception management in international relations,27 the AK Party
government has developed and implemented public diplomacy and soft power instruments.28 In addition to its diplomatic and economic dynamism, it
has carried out various social and cultural projects in the Western Balkans.
A number of public institutions took part in this aspect of Turkey’s Balkans
policy:
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Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TİKA): This public agency,
which is responsible for providing developmental assistance and social-cultural projects abroad, is among the leading foreign policy agents of Turkey in the
Western Balkans, almost functioning as a parallel diplomatic instituExistence of a sizable Muslim
tion responsible for the socio-economic aspects of Turkey’s policy. It community with a shared
operates in all of the six countries in Ottoman past has long been
the region. Among its tasks are carrying out developmental projects, a strong factor shaping the
particularly in the areas of educa- interest of members of the
tion, health and agriculture, pro- AK Party and its precursors in
viding assistance to municipal projects, renovating Ottoman buildings the Balkans
and artifacts and coordinating the
activities of local and Turkish NGOs. While the bulk of the developmental
projects have so far been focused on the Muslim communities, the agency also
carries out projects for non-Muslims both for humanitarian reasons and to
strengthen Turkey’s image..29
Presidency for Turks Abroad and Related Communities (YTB): Established
in 2010 as another public institution attached to the Prime Ministry. In addition to providing assistance to Turkish citizens living abroad, its mission is
to enhance Turkey’s social, economic, cultural, and educational relations with
the broadly-conceived “kin and related communities.”30 Among the key functions of this institution are supporting and coordinating NGO activities and
providing scholarships for international students. Students from Balkan countries can apply to a number of different scholarship programs, including one
accepting applications from the citizens of this region only.
Presidency of Religious Affairs (Diyanet): This institution, whose primary
responsibility is to provide religious services and education in accordance with
the secular ideology of the Turkish Republic, has been functioning as another channel of Turkey’s foreign relations by developing contacts with Muslim
communities abroad. During the AK Party period, the Diyanet has intensified
its dialogue and cooperation with Islamic communities in the Western Balkans. Thanks to the financial support provided by its affiliate foundation, this
institution has also supported religious education in the region and actively
took part in the construction and restoration of mosques.
Yunus Emre Institute: Established in 2007, the Yunus Emre Institute is a public foundation responsible for promoting Turkish language and culture abroad.
8 of its total 23 branches are operating in the Western Balkans and two new
branches will be opened soon.31 Within only a few years of operation in the
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region, this institute attracted significant interest in the Turkish language, particularly in Bosnia and Herzegovina, where Turkish has become an elective
language in secondary schools.32
Municipalities: A number of municipalities in Turkey have been organizing
social and cultural activities, providing humanitarian aid and undertaking
construction and renovation projects in the Western Balkans, mostly in places
having historical or social connections with their inhabitants or simply those
inhabited by Turks or Muslims.
The contribution of non-state actors
Turkey’s dynamism in the Western Balkans owes much to the increased involvement of Turkish civil and business actors for the last couple of decades.
Their activities, which are often supported by the government, have played a
significant role in strengthening social and economic ties between Turkish and
Balkan people, and improving Turkey’s image and visibility.
a. Civil society and NGOs
Prior to the 1990s, Turkey’s foreign relations were planned and conducted exclusively by the state, not only because civil society was too weak and disinterested in contributing to foreign policy, but also the state would not readily
welcome such a contribution. However, this situation changed rapidly in the
aftermath of the Cold War. Especially the Bosnian War increased the awareness of Turkish society towards the Balkans; conferences were organized under
the leadership of NGOs along with
33
Turkey spearheaded a trilateral some municipalities. From the
early 1990s onwards, Turkish civil
consultation mechanism with
society groups and NGOs, based
both in Turkey and in the Western
Bosnia and Herzegovina and
Balkans, have gradually proliferated
Croatia to achieve a lasting
and spread throughout the region.
reconciliation
These groups and organizations,
many of which are affiliated to religious brotherhoods, have carried out intensive charity activities, especially in
the field of education. They have established universities34 and dozens of primary and secondary schools, and provided scholarships to students at all levels. They have undertaken a wide array of social and cultural projects as well.
While engaging in collaborative efforts with state institutions such as TİKA,
YTB and YEE, these groups and organizations have usually conducted their
activities individually and according to their own vision and agendas.
b. Businessmen and firms
After the fall of the Communist regimes, Turkish businessmen became interested in the region as the Balkan states swiftly took the course of liberalization
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by opening up their markets to foreign capital and gradually privatizing stateowned enterprises. Yet, due to the slow pace of liberalization in the Western
Balkans and the lack of resources and experience of Turkish firms to compete
in the international arena, Turkish investments and reciprocal trade remained
limited, both geographically and in size, during the 1990s. In the following
years, however, thanks to the faster pace of liberalization in the region in accordance with EU accession requirements, the economic growth and entrepreneurial dynamism in Turkey, the conclusion of bilateral free trade agreements,
and the encouragements offered by governments Turkish business activities
in the Western Balkans intensified rapidly and trade and investments became
more varied in sectorial and geographical terms. As a result, the trade volume
between Turkey and the Western Balkans increased by 307 percent between
2002 and 2012.
Table 2: Turkey’s Foreign Trade with Balkan Countries (million €)
2002

2008

2012

2002-2012

2008-2012

Country
Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Ex. % Im. % Ex. % Im. %
							
Change Change Change Change
Albania

84,1

4,3

207,6

24,2

198,6

77,4

+211,7 +1800,0

-4,3

+219,8

Bosnia and
Herzegovina

45,6

6,8

382,1

16,8

195,8

86,5

+329,4 +1272,1

-48,8

+414,9

Croatia

45,5

10,1

224,8

71,8

155,7

162,8

+242,2 +1611,9

-30,7

+126,7

Kosovo
Macedonia

…

…

190,5

3,5

198,3

7,1

…

…

4,1

+102,9

106,8

15,9

201,7

19,9

213,7

79,7

+100,1

+501,3

5,9

+300,5

Montenegro

…

…

32,7

1,0

22,7

13,9

…

…

-30,6

+1290,0

Serbia

…

…

310,2

41,6

296,0

160,5

…

…

-4,6

+285,8

Yugoslavia

128,9

11,4

…

…

…

…

+301,1* +1592,1*

…

…

TOTAL

410,9

48,5

1549,6

178,8

1280,8

587,9

+211,7 +1112,2

-17,3

+228,8

Source: Turkish Statistical Institute
(* The aggregate amount of trade with Kosovo, Montenegro and Serbia is taken for the year 2012).

Until 2004, Turkey’s yearly foreign direct investment (FDI) outflow to the Balkans used to be almost exclusively to Bulgaria and Romania. From that year
onwards, Turkish investments began to flow in the Western Balkans as well, due
to the accelerating liberalization in these countries as well as bilateral agreements with Turkey. While the Western Balkan governments have been inviting
foreign investment to encourage a liberal economy and competition, which are
among the primary criteria for EU membership, Turkish firms are seeking to
take advantage of the gaps in their market and industry as well as the absence
of the free flow of capital and labor between these countries and Europe. There
are currently more than 1.000 Turkish firms working in the Balkans as a whole
with a total investment stock of 4,9 billion $.35 As of 2011, Turkey was the fifth
country having the largest share in FDI stocks in Albania,36 while as of March
2013 Turkey was the third country with the largest investments in Kosovo after
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Slovenia and Germany.37 The share of Turkish stocks in the remaining Balkan
countries is relatively lower.
Turkish investments in the Western Balkans are in various sectors including
strategic ones like telecommunication, energy, transportation, and finance.
Some airport facilities, including the international airports of Skopje and Pristina, have been built and/or run by Turkish companies.38 Albania’s public telecommunication company ALBtelecom was acquired by a Turkish consortium
in 2007. Turkish banks have been operating in Western Balkan countries since
the early 1990s and have become more active during the last few years.39 Some
Turkish firms and consortiums have undertaken large construction and housing projects, while a larger number of smaller Turkish enterprises operate in
the manufacturing and services sectors.
Table 3: Yearly FDI Inflow from Turkey (million $)
2008
Albania

2009

2010

2011

2012

3

0

3

5

10

21

61

22

7

Croatia

0

15

3

47

103

Kosovo

17

11

4

26

53

1

0

8

71

12
0

Bosnia and Herzegovina

Macedonia
Montenegro

5

6

0

4

0

Serbia

22

3

3

0

7

TOTAL

59

50

86

171

187

Sources: Central Bank of Turkey, Kosovo Statistics Agency. The figures for Kosovo are converted from Euro to US Dollar according to
the yearly averages provided by IRS.

While many observers and politicians in the region indicate that Turkey is still
not fulfilling its economic and industrial potential in the region and expect
further investments and trade,40 the progress in Turkey’s economic activity in
the Western Balkans in the last decade has been impressive. After all, Turkey’s
economic presence is relatively new compared to other leading investors and
trading partners of the region and the speed of foreign investment and trade
depends on a number of different factors including rational calculations of
firms and the political, economic and social conditions as well as the extant
regulations in recipient countries. Barring an unexpected economic or financial crisis in Turkey, it can be estimated that Turkish capital and goods will
continue to flow into the region’s economy.
In short, civil society and business actors have been playing an important role
in consolidating Turkey’s position in the Western Balkans. Their activities and
increased cooperation with public institutions have in turn led to the develop114 Insight Turkey
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ment and implementation of larger and more numerous projects, as well as a
swift and notable penetration of Turkish entrepreneurs in the region. All this
has strengthened social, cultural, and economic ties between Turkey and the
Western Balkans.

Citizens welcome
Prime Minister
Erdoğan to
Prizren, Kosovo.
AA

Policy Implications: An Evaluation
A “Zero Problems” Era

Contrary to the claims that the AK Party’s “zero problems with neighbors”
foreign policy vision has failed, Turkey’s relations with the Western Balkans
have enjoyed a golden age since the mid-2000s. During these years inter-governmental relations have deepened, trade volume has multiplied, social ties
have strengthened and Turkey’s image in the eyes of the Balkan people has
become more positive than ever. Certainly, the absolute absence of problems
and tensions with neighboring countries and societies would be unimaginable,
and a few minor disputes and differences of opinion have actually taken place
between Turkish and Western Balkan governments. Nevertheless, as Davutoğlu indicates, the “zero problems” principle is rather the endeavor to “eliminate
the barriers preventing Turkey’s reintegration with its neighbors” and to maximize cooperation with them.41 Accordingly, large-scale disputes and conflicts
of interest are avoided, or set aside if already present, and mutual understanding and cooperation are sought in alternative areas. If Turkey’s relations with
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the Western Balkans are assessed in these terms, it can be claimed that Turkey
has successfully implemented the “zero problems” doctrine in this region so
far. While no serious crisis between Turkey and a Western Balkan government
has taken place in recent years, economic relations have strengthened, Turkey’s
image in the region improved considerably –perhaps with the exception of Albania– (Table 4).42 Furthermore, public interest in and familiarity with Turkish
culture has grown43 and, notwithstanding transient fluctuations, an increasingly higher number of tourists have visited Turkey in recent years (Table 5).
Table 4: Public Attitude Towards Turkey (%)
2008

2011

Friendly Hostile Friendly Hostile
Albania

80,0

0,5

69,2

0,8

Bosnia and Herzegovina

41,0

20,8

51,6

8,6

Croatia

23,4

9,1

33,5

3,4

Kosovo

79,3

3,3

92,7

1,0

Macedonia

77,9

1,5

70,3

1,0

Montenegro

22,2

9,2

30,4

9,6

Serbia

12,9

22,8

17,4

19,0

Source: Gallup Balkan Monitor

Table 5: Western Balkan Nationals Visiting Turkey
1997

2002

2007

2012

31.508

29.221

57.601

59.565

Bosnia and Herzegovina

…

32.490

50.437

61.851

Croatia

…

14.826

29.470

47.144

Kosovo

…

…

…

70.156

Macedonia

…

120.989

Montenegro

…

…

Albania

Yugoslavia / Serbia &
Montenegro
Serbia
TOTAL

93.705 137.579
…

150.725 188.127 137.100
…

…

…

16.559
…
157.568

182.233 385.653 368.313 550.422

Source: Turkish Ministry of Culture and Tourism

In the Western Balkans, the AK Party government has largely adhered to
its “zero problems” doctrine. Politically, Turkey has prioritized the maintenance of peace and stability, the intensification of regional cooperation and
the resolution of disputes through dialogue. Economically, it has pursued the
objective of increasing its exports and investments and resorted to encouragements and bilateral agreements to foster trade. The Turkish government
also has extensively used soft power instruments to promote cooperation and
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to improve its image and prestige. For all these reasons, the government has
also endeavored to facilitate and encourage the activities of civil society and
business actors.
The “zero problems” doctrine has so far worked far more smoothly in the Western Balkans compared to other surrounding regions, particularly the Middle
East. This is because of the fact that the materialization of foreign policy visions and strategies goes beyond the capabilities and dedication of the agent
and depends equally on favorable international and regional conditions. In the
Middle East, internal dynamics as well as structural and conjunctural factors such as the unforeseen
Arab revolutions, the prolonged civil war in Syria,
the coup d’état in Egypt, and the alignments among
regional and global powers led to unexpected situ- Turkey’s dynamism in
ations for Turkey. As regards the Western Balkans,
the Western Balkans
Turkey has taken advantage of the coinciding interests and objectives of the states in the region as well owes much to the
as the contribution of international organizations to increased involvement
regional stability.

of Turkish civil and
business actors
strengthening social
and economic ties

Although indigenous social and political dynamics
of the region came to the fore after the end of the
Cold War, the Western Balkans are still very much
under the influence of certain international powers.
In order to stop the human tragedy and resolve the
political instability created by the Bosnian and Kosovo Wars, first the United
States and later the European Union became involved in regional politics. Especially the latter has been working to bring lasting stability to the Western
Balkans and integrate this region into the international community through
the incentive of EU membership. These efforts, which have been going on
since the early 2000s, have profoundly influenced the choices of political actors
and hence both domestic and international politics in the Western Balkans. In
addition, the European Union has strengthened its position as a main actor in
the larger Balkan geography with the membership of Bulgaria, Romania, and
lately Croatia.

Being surrounded by the European Union, the Western Balkan countries do
not have an alternative foreign policy vision to integration with Euro-Atlantic institutions, particularly with the European Union. This common objective
has played a key role in maintaining peace and stability in the region. Political, ethnic and religious tensions have been far less intense than in the 1990s
while dialogue and cooperation among regional actors has increased notably.
The goal of accession to the EU has affected not only inter-state relations but
also the domestic politics of the Western Balkan countries, as the governments
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have been respecting the principle of good and equitable governance more
carefully than before and political and economic programs of rival political
factions have converged to a great extent. As all these developments have fostered peace and stability in the Western Balkans,
in turn, has on the one hand supported and
The “zero problems” Turkey,
encouraged these integration processes and on the
doctrine has so far
other hand benefited from the state of tranquility in
advancing its social and economic relations. Thanks
worked far more
to the absence of a large-scale crisis in the region,
smoothly in the
Turkey was able to avoid sharp divisions and confrontations and through its balanced and cooperaWestern Balkans
tive policy it has remained on good terms with all
compared to other
governments in the region.

surrounding regions,
particularly the
Middle East

The economic conjuncture in recent years has also
been to Turkey’s advantage. While Turkey was able
to maintain its fiscal discipline and economic progress under the AK Party rule, the financial crisis and
concomitant economic difficulties in the Euro zone, especially Greece, which
is another aspirant regional power, have opened new opportunities for Turkish
investors while increasing the demand in the Western Balkans for closer economic cooperation with Turkey.44 Almost all political actors in the six Western
Balkan countries, regardless of their political ideology, express their willingness to cooperate with Turkey in economic matters.45

Golden Age in Decline? Challenges and Shortcomings
Despite the significant advancement of Turkey’s relations with the Western
Balkans, the future of this trend is somewhat uncertain. In fact, Turkey’s diplomatic activism in the Western Balkans slowed down after the Arab Spring and
the ensuing crises in the Middle East. Due to security, economic, and humanitarian concerns, the focus of Turkish foreign policy in the recent few years has
shifted to the affairs of the Middle East. As a result of the decline in Turkey’s
interest in Balkan politics and other conjunctural factors, the diplomatic initiatives that Turkey had launched a few years before did not progress as expected. The trilateral mechanism among Turkey, Bosnia and Herzegovina, and
Croatia virtually lapsed due to Croatia’s membership to the European Union.
From 2011 onwards, the normalization process between Serbia and Kosovo
has been facilitated by the European Union, leaving Turkey no room for mediation. Nor has the Islamic leadership problem in Serbia been resolved due to
the lack of interest of the two parties in dispute to compromise, and Turkey’s
offer for mediation has not brought anything but disillusionment from the
both sides, each of which had apparently hoped Turkey would support its po118 Insight Turkey

A GOLDEN AGE OF RELATIONS: TURKEY AND THE WESTERN BALKANS DURING THE AK PARTY PERIOD

sition.46 Finally, the trilateral dialogue process involving Bosnia and Herzegovina and Serbia came to a halt after the Serbian president declared in December
2013 that he would not attend the forthcoming meeting of the mechanism.47
This decision was a reaction to a speech that Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan gave in Kosovo in late October 2013, in which he declared “Kosovo is
Turkey, Turkey is Kosovo” to express the political, economic, social, and cultural proximity of two societies.48 The Serbian government, which considered
these words as an offense to Serbia’s sovereignty asked for an official apology
from Turkey, and as this was not forthcoming, it decided to annul a number
of minor bilateral agreements and suspend its high-level diplomatic dialogue
with Turkey.
Although it was Erdoğan’s speech in Kosovo which seemingly led to the cooling of relations with Serbia, for many Serbians it was rather the last straw that
broke the camel’s back. Despite the significant improvement in bilateral relations and of Turkey’s image in Serbia, the Serbian government, political parties
and public were somewhat uneasy with Turkey’s lobbying for the recognition
of Kosovo’s independence, as well as its preferential dialogue with and support
for the Bosniaks in Bosnia and Herzegovina.49 All these actions, accompanied
by frequent references of Turkish politicians to their Muslim “brethren” in
Sarajevo, Skopje, and Kosovo, led to doubts as to Turkey’s sincerity towards
Serbia, while reinforcing the conviction among the more conservative and nationalist Serbs, both in Serbia and abroad, that the AK Party was pursuing
“neo-Ottomanism,” namely an amalgam of pan-Islamism and expansionism,
in the Balkans.50 While the concerns of “neo-Ottomanism” has hindered the
deepening of political relations with Serbia, despite the improvement of the
Turkish image in recent years, a sizable portion of the non-Muslims in the
Western Balkans still do not regard Turkey as a friendly country.51 Under these
circumstances, how the attitudes and policies of the non-Muslim actors toward
Turkey would have been if it had not been for Turkey’s impressive economic
performance during the last decade is worth consideration as a counterfactual
question.
Whether Turkey has been able to maximize its position of financial strength
and stability in the context of the economic crisis is also questionable. As seen
in Table 2 above, while the trade volume between Turkey and the Western Balkans has continuously increased since 2002, this has not always been steady.
Between 2008 and 2012, despite the increase in Turkey’s imports from the region, the amount of Turkish exports dropped by about 17 percent, including
a significant decrease in the exports to Bosnia and Herzegovina, Montenegro,
and Croatia. Although the major cause of this drop was arguably the rapid
shrinkage in the economies of the Western Balkans, Turkey, which was less
affected by the crisis compared to many other of its trade partners, could have
benefited more from the economic conjuncture and enlarged its share in re2014 Wınter
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gional markets. Table 6 demonstrates that, with the exception of Kosovo,52
Turkey has not yet become a major exporter to any Western Balkan country.
While the general increase in trade volume means that economic interdependence between Turkey and the Western Balkans is strengthening, one should
also bear in mind that Turkish exporters will likely find more competitors in
the region, as the effects of the global economic crisis fade. Similarly, as European economies recover from the current crisis, Turkish investors will have to
engage in fiercer competition with their European counterparts in addition
to those from countries like Russia, China, UAE and Azerbaijan, who have
already shown their interest in the region. In this case, securing a strong economic position in the Western Balkans may become a much more difficult task
for Turkey in the future.
Table 6: Turkey’s % Share in the External Trade of
the Western Balkan Countries (2012)
Imports

Exports

Albania

5,7

4,7

Bosnia and Herzegovina

3,5

2,5

Croatia

1,3

1,3

Kosovo

8,0

4,1

Macedonia

4,9

2,2

Montenegro

2,3

3,9

Serbia

2,1

1,7

Sources: European Commission, Kosovo Statistics Agency,
Montenegro Statistical Office

Among other potential challenges for Turkey is the fact that the Western Balkans remains prone to polarization and conflict. While stability has generally
prevailed in the region since the end of the 1990s, competition and rivalry
continue among various groups and the memories of war are still fresh. Thus,
it would be too early to claim that the possibility of conflict has disappeared
completely. On the contrary, according to a Gallup poll conducted in seven
Western Balkan countries in 2012, around one quarter of the participants expect an armed conflict in the region within five years.53 The Turkish government has so far enjoyed the stable atmosphere in the region to deepen multilateral relations and exert soft power, and has been careful not to openly side
with a regional actor against another. Even if in a regional dispute its position
leaned towards one of the parties, Turkey has acted carefully not to alienate
the other party and rather encouraged both sides towards dialogue. As a result,
Turkey has remained on largely good terms with all actors in the region. Yet, in
case of a large-scale political crisis or conflict, Turkey’s strategic and/or ethical
considerations may induce it to take a side, as it has recently done in the Middle East.54 Relaxing the “zero problems” outlook in the Western Balkans can in
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turn lead to a sharp decline in Turkey’s relations with some actors in the region
and rekindle anti-Turkish sentiments and propaganda.

Conclusions
When assessed in general terms, the Western Balkans has been a success story
in Turkey’s foreign policy under the AK Party government and demonstrated
the operability of Davutoğlu’s “zero problems” doctrine within a stable international environment. This is partly due to favorable political and economic conditions, and partly due to the government’s balanced and cooperative
approach. As no large-scale crisis
occurred in the Western Balkans In the long term Turkey’s
during the last decade, Turkey was
able to avoid sharp divisions and position in the Western Balkans
confrontations, while the dire eco- will depend very much on the
nomic situation in the region credegree of trust and credibility it
ated new opportunities for Turkish
businesses. Under these circum- will earn
stances, the Turkish government
preferred cooperation and dialogue over polarization and confrontation.
Although identity-based motivations have always been present in Turkey’s
engagement with the Western Balkans, the government has been careful to
maintain a balanced approach, emphasizing historical and religious ties with
the region without forsaking its economic interests. It has also endeavored to
contribute to the maintenance of peace and order, the resolution of disputes,
the fulfillment of structural reforms and the development of the entire region.
Consequently, Turkey has been able to advance its relations with a wide spectrum of actors, improve its image and strengthen its economic position in the
Western Balkans.
At the turn of the 2010s, Turkey appeared to be gaining a stronger political role
in the Western Balkans, due both to its activism and the decrease in the EU’s
interest in the region. Yet, contrary to expectations, Turkey’s political influence
and leverage over regional politics has not tangibly increased. Neither Turkey’s
regional initiatives, nor its calls to promote the political role and influence of
the SEECP have yielded any significant results. Moreover, for the last few years,
Turkey’s other foreign policy entanglements have been diverting its attention
away from the Western Balkans, and it is difficult to foresee whether it will
resume its activism in a near future. Given that the EU accession process of the
Western Balkan countries continues and its own membership prospect in the
Union remains in limbo, Turkey’s political influence over the Western Balkans
is likely to remain limited. Under these circumstances, it would be prudent for
Turkey to maintain its balanced, “zero problems” approach and (re-)establish
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itself in economic and cultural terms while using its membership to NATO
and other international and regional institutions as a source of political power
and leverage.
Finally, it should be emphasized that in the long term Turkey’s position in the
Western Balkans will depend very much on the degree of trust and credibility
it will earn.55 Based on public polls, the increase in cultural, educational, and
touristic activities indicate that the Turkish image in the Western Balkans is
improving, but it is after all up to Turkish state and non-state actors to maintain this positive trend. The mistrust and suspicions towards Turkey will continue, especially among the non-Muslims, if Turkish officials adopt emotional
discourses harping too much on its Ottoman past or if Turkey relinquishes its
balanced attitude in approaching the region. Turkey can also lose its credibility
even among the Muslims if Turkish authorities, as well as civil and business
actors, make promises that exceed their capacities.56 Establishing a stronger
sense of trust and credibility, on the other hand, will secure Turkey’s close relations with the Western Balkans and lay the groundwork for the regional integration that Turkey seeks to achieve.
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LEAD YOUR COMPANY
TO SUCCESS WITH
AVEA AND PIRELLI TECHNOLOGY
ARTICLE MEHMET UĞUR EKİNCİ

PIRELLI CYBERFLEET
Pirelli’s Avea infrastructured CyberFleet technology provides you with information on instant location
and tyre condition of your fleet vehicles. It increases your fuel efficiency and driving safety, while
lowering your costs.* This way, your company advances towards success with full determination.
Come to explore Avea’s custom built solutions for various businesses, and let’s change your
company’s future together with successful innovations.

IME
FIRST T
EY
IN TURK

Life changes with Avea

*Throughout
2012,
CyberFleetTurkey
was tested on 77 heavy goods vehicles equipped with 660 tyre mounted sensors, which covered around 30 million kilometers in Germany,
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Sweden, Italy, Turkey and Brazil. The tests concluded that fuel costs were reduced by around 1,000 Euros per vehicle over the course of a year. (Depending on the price of fuel
in each particular country in 2012.)

