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COMMENTARY

Turkish Foreign Policy under
the AK Party

MESUT OZCAN*

ABSTRACT In its 15 years as Turkey’s ruling party, the AK Party has
left its imprint on foreign policy. Besides bringing its own style to
bear in dealing with Turkey’s long-standing issues of foreign pol-
icy, the AK Party has also diversified both the areas and the tools
of Turkish foreign policy. In its early years, after dealing with the
very urgent issues in Turkey’s immediate vicinity, the party focused
its agenda on increasing Turkeys engagement with neighboring
regions. It also worked to diversify the nature of Turkey’s relation-
ships with traditional allies and started to use international aid,
conflict resolution, mediation mechanisms, and Turkey’s presence

in international organizations as tools of foreign policy.

Introduction

everal important developments
Sstand out in terms of Tur-

key’s foreign policy orientation
during the rule of the AK Party to
date. In general terms, we can say that
during the AK Party rule (2002-2017)
Turkey has increasingly focused on
neighboring regions along with the
traditional alliance relationships. AK
Party governments have aimed to in-
crease their contacts in political, eco-
nomic and cultural terms with neigh-
boring regions, namely the Middle
East, the Balkans and the Caucasus.
In tandem with the will on the side of
the political authority, the economic
development of the country during

the last 15 years enabled the AK Party
governments to pursue their projects
of engagement with those regions. In
that regard, beginning with neigh-
boring countries, Turkey established
High Level Strategic Dialogue mech-
anisms with 20 countries and signed
513 agreements, ie. memoranda of
understanding to further relations in
different issue areas.

If we divide the AK Party rule of 15
years in two, we can easily say that
in the first half, the European Union
(EU) was an important priority and
hence had an influential impact on
Turkish foreign policy. This trend
began right after the AK Party came
to power in 2002 and continued un-
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One of the most important
contributions of the AK Party
rule in foreign policy was

Turkey’s increasing relations
with some remote regions
which were neglected before

til the blocking of some of the nego-
tiation chapters, along with negative
signals from some members coun-
tries like France and Germany about
Turkey’s eligibility for full member-
ship. Turkey’s ‘EU vacation’ acceler-
ated during the early years of the AK
Party rule and then stalled in the last
couple of years.

In addition to increasing engage-
ment with neighboring regions, one
of the most important contributions
of the AK Party rule in foreign pol-
icy was Turkey’s increasing relations
with some remote regions which
were neglected before. These areas
are namely Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin
America and East Asia. Although
there had been several Turkish dip-
lomatic initiatives in these areas in
the past, diplomatic representation
was very limited. By increasing dip-
lomatic relations with these regions,
Turkey not only widened its horizons
in foreign policy, but also aimed to
benefit from economic relations with
these regions. The economic benefit
of these relations became more obvi-
ous in overcoming the negative im-
pacts of the global economic crisis of
2008-2009.

In addition to widening the scope
of Turkey’s foreign policy, another
important development during AK
Party rule has been the diversification
of the tools of foreign policy. New
institutions under the office of the
Prime Ministry contributed to dif-
ferent aspects of foreign policy, espe-
cially in terms of soft power. During
the rule of the AK Party, Turkey in-
creasingly used international forums
and international humanitarian and
developmental aid in its foreign pol-
icy. This policy is in line with the ex-
panding scope of foreign policy, and
also with the economic performance
of the country in the last 15 years.

Early Years, Urgent Issues

When the AK Party came to power,
there were some very urgent foreign
policy issues, namely the Cyprus is-
sue, Turkey’s accession process to the
EU, and the invasion of Iraq by the
U.S.-led coalition forces. In the early
days of AK Party rule, American pol-
icy makers were determined to topple
the Saddam Hussein regime in Iraq;
they had already had some talks with
Turkish officials about Turkey’s possi-
ble role in achieving this aim. The first
challenge for the new government was
to manage Turkey’s relationship with
the U.S.,, its long-time NATO ally and
the world’s only superpower, given the
questions about the legality of an Iraq
invasion and the unpopularity of such
a possible operation both internation-
ally and in Turkish public opinion.

The two other urgent foreign policy
issues were affecting one another.
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These were the Cyprus issue and
Turkey’s EU vacation. Turkey had
been declared a candidate to the EU
in 1999, and Turkey had introduced
some constitutional and legal changes
to start its accession negotiations with
the EU. By the end of 2002, Turkey ex-
pected to have a date to start accession
negotiations. One of the first priori-
ties of the new AK Party government
was to secure this date for its domestic
and foreign policy initiatives.

At the same time, UN-sponsored
talks were going on between Greek
and Turkish Cypriot leaders to find a
settlement to end the conflict on the
island. There was an urgency to find
a solution to the problem before the
enlargement of the EU in 2004. In
the long history of the conflict, ne-
gotiations did result in a plan of set-
tlement, named the Annan Plan after
then Secretary General Kofi Annan.
Although the plan was rejected by the
Greek Cypriots and did not lead to a
final solution, the plan brought to the

n

referendum, owed much to the sup-
port of the foreign policy of the AK
Party government. So, the early years
of AK Party rule mainly involved
dealing with these challenging issues;
the new government worked to im-
prove relations with the EU and not
to antagonize the U.S. given the un-
popularity of the latter’s decision to
invade Iraq.

Beginning with 2005, the AK Party
government aimed to reach out to
areas such as Africa and Latin Amer-
ica, which had not been high on the
agenda of Turkish foreign policy.
Although there had been earlier at-
tempts to increase the presence of
Turkey in these areas in the post-
Cold War international environ-
ment, political and economic insta-
bilities had prevented Turkey from
pursuing these long-term goals. In
the early years of the post-Cold War
era, Turkey had aimed to increase its
outreach to different regions; its first
priority was Central Asia and the Bal-

A family photo
of the state
leaders who
participated in the
25™ Anniversary
Summit of

the Black Sea
Economic
Cooperation held
in istanbul, May
22,2017.
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kans, which in the past had been un-
der Soviet influence.

Turkey wanted to benefit from the
liberal environment of international
relations in the post-Cold War era.
However, the political and economic
crises of the 1990s, compounded by a
series of short-term coalition govern-
ments and successive economic cri-
ses, in addition to a lack of knowledge
and expertise on these areas, created
setbacks. In addition to Central Asia
and the Balkans, Turkey also aimed to
increase its diplomatic relations with
African and Latin American countries
to diversify its foreign policy options.
The urgency of other foreign policy
issues, along with the above-men-
tioned problems, however, meant that
programs for these regions could not
be immediately materialized.

The Middle East

As stated above, one of the most im-
portant priorities for Turkey was to
diversify its relations with neighbor-
ing countries. In that regard, rela-
tions with the Middle East increased
dramatically. In order to improve re-
lations with the region, Turkey first
aimed to enhance its relations with
the political elites of the regional
states; without having the consent of
the political elite, it is not possible to
increase economic and cultural rela-
tions with these countries. In order to
complement these political contacts,
Turkey aimed to develop economic
relations, particularly to sign free
trade agreements, if possible. The
complementarities between Turkey

and the Middle Eastern economies
led both sides to develop economic
relations. To contribute to these po-
litical and economic developments,
Turkey also aimed to increase cul-
tural relations by abolishing visas and
increasing transportation opportuni-
ties between Turkey and the Middle
East. In that regard, Turkish Airlines
played an important role by flying to
different destinations in the region.
Increasing the number of tourists
from the Middle Eastern countries
was an outcome of these developing
social relations. We can say that Tur-
key’s goal of improving and increas-
ing relations with the neighboring
regions during the AK Party rule was
best exemplified in the case of the
Middle East.

Turkey’s increasing engagement with
the Middle East went well during the
second half of the 2000s. Beginning
with the Arab Uprisings, there was a
new environment in Turkey’s neigh-
borhood. Up until the military coup
in Egypt in 2013, there were hopes of
transformation in the region towards
better governance and economic de-
velopment. Turkey believed in these
demands for change and tried to sup-
port the transition with its own polit-
ical and economic capabilities. After
the coup in Egypt and the ensuing
security challenges in different parts
of the Middle East, Turkey’s priorities
started to change and Ankara had to
focus on security challenges.

In regard to security challenges,
threats emanating from Syria now
top the agenda of Turkish foreign
policy. Turkey’s efforts to solve the
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problems in Syria by benefitting from
bilateral, regional, and international
mechanisms have not been fruitful.
The transformation of the conflict
in Syria and the increasing number
of displaced Syrians both inside and
outside of the country have created
enormous social, economic and se-
curity challenges for Turkey. Besides

During the 2000s, we witnessed
an important transformation
in Turkish-Russian relations.

The change in these relations
started in the economic sphere
and spilled over into other

hosting a huge number of refugees, in
order to overcome security problems
emanating from the north of Syria,
Turkey carried out the ‘Euphrates
Shield’ operation.

Russia

The transformation of relations with
Russia during the AK Party rule re-
quires a closer look and analysis. For
several historical and geographical
reasons, relations with Russia were
problematic until the 2000s. During
the 2000s, we witnessed an important
transformation in Turkish-Russian
relations. The change in these rela-
tions started in the economic sphere
and spilled over into other areas.
Thanks to energy relations, Russia
became Turkey’s largest trading part-
ner. The establishment of the High
Level Strategic Cooperation Council
and the abolishment of visas contrib-
uted to improving the political and
social dimensions of the relationship.

There have been differences between
Ankara and Moscow regarding sev-
eral geopolitical issues, such as se-
curity in Caucasus and Ukraine; but
there are also some common con-
cerns such as security in the Black
Sea area. We can say that geopolitical

areas

differences and economic opportuni-
ties have set the general framework of
Turkish-Russian relations.

The differences between Turkey and
Russia over specific geopolitical is-
sues have led to some problems re-
cently. The transition in Syria trans-
formed into a kind of civil war, and
Russia’s increasing presence in Syria
after the autumn of 2015, have had
a significant impact on the Turk-
ish-Russian  relationship.  Russia
wanted to use the Syrian case as a
tool to show the U.S. and other play-
ers its superpower role in interna-
tional relations. Russia’s increasing
intervention in Syria and Turkey’s
security concerns led to a problem
with the violation of Turkish airspace
and the shooting down of a Russian
military aircraft. Currently, steps are
being taken to restore relations to
their prior level.

The U.S.

The early years of the AK Party rule
in terms of Turkey’s relations with
the U.S. mainly fell under the influ-
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ence of the developments in Iraq. The
Turkish parliament did not allow the
transfer of American soldiers to Iraq
via Turkish territory, and this devel-
opment represented a serious blow
to Turkish-U.S. relations. Although
most of the U.S. authorities blamed
the Turkish Army for not playing the
role they were expected to, tensions
between Turkish and American pol-
iticians remained high for the next
couple of years until the meeting
between then Prime Minister Recep
Tayyip Erdogan and then President
George Bush in 2007.

Despite early success in terms of top-
pling the Saddam regime in Iraq, U.S.
forces faced serious problems in Iraq
due to the ensuing instability and the
emergence of al-Qaeda. From the
U.S! point of view, having the support
of regional actors like Turkey repre-
sented a positive factor in the pro-

cess of bilateral reconciliation. From
Turkey’s point of view, the ability to
affect conditions on the ground acted
as an incentive for reconciliation with
the U.S. As a result of such an envi-
ronment, beginning with 2005, there
were signs of improvement in Turk-
ish-U.S. relations.

The election of Barack Obama as
president of the U.S. heralded a new
era in international politics and in
Turkish-American relations. After
the problematic years of relations
during the Bush era, mainly because
of differences regarding Iraq, there
were hopes of proximity regarding bi-
lateral and regional issues. In order to
improve the U.S! relations with coun-
tries in the Middle East, President
Obama initiated a tour of the region.
Obamass first visit off of the American
continent was to Ankara; this visit
was interpreted as a sign of will of the
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U.S. to eliminate negative images in
bilateral relations. This positive image
was labeled as a ‘model partnership’;
it continued until the early phases of
the Arab Uprisings.

Even during those years, there were
some differences of opinion between
Washington and Ankara on several
issues, the most prominent being the
Palestinian-Israeli conflict and the
Iranian nuclear program. Turkey’s
aims of pursuing an independent for-
eign policy created some concerns
in Washington and there were talks
of a ‘shift of axis’ in Turkish foreign
policy in the second half of 2000s.
These criticisms were mainly voiced
by those accustomed to interpreting
Turkish foreign policy with a Cold
War mentality. But from the point of
view of the AK Party governments,
Turkey was in search of room to
maneuver in its foreign policy, and
aiming to diversify its foreign policy
options. During the second half of
the Obama administration, relations
between Turkey and the U.S. began to
decline.

Currently, contacts are taking place
between Turkish and American of-
ficials in terms of settling the differ-
ences of opinion in some issues and
finding common points of cooper-
ation. Earlier signals show that the
policy of the Trump administration
in regions close to Turkey will be dif-
ferent from the policy pursued by the
Trump administration and that there
might be some common points be-
tween Turkey and the U.S., especially
in the Middle East. Despite points of
common concern, however, there are

TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY UNDER THE AK PARTY

Obama’s first visit off of the
American continent was

to Ankara; this visit was
interpreted as a sign of the will
of the U.S. to eliminate negative

images in bilateral relations.
This positive image was labeled
as a‘model partnership’; it
continued until the early phases
of the Arab Uprisings

also disagreements between the AK
Party government and the Trump ad-
ministration, especially in the cases
of Syria and the Israeli-Palestinian
conflict.

The Cyprus Problem

Cyprus has been on the agenda of
Turkish foreign policy for nearly half
a century. The prospects for reaching
a solution on the island emerged in
the early period of the AK Party rule.
Before the inclusion of the Greek Cy-
priots in the EU in 2004, there was
hope for a solution, thanks to Turkey’s
attitude and changes in the regional
atmosphere. The AK Party govern-
ment seemed ready to take risks, and
the UN-sponsored talks led to refer-
enda on both sides of the island. Al-
though the results of referenda did
not lead to a solution, the attitude
of change on the side of Turkey was
obvious, as was the effort of Turkish
policy makers to be ‘one step ahead’
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In addition to the aims of
diversifying the areas of
interest of Turkish foreign

policy, the AK Party
governments have also aimed
to diversify their tools of
foreign policy

in terms of reaching a solution on the
island. This stance continued despite
the fact that Greek Cypriots tried to
block the Turkish EU membership
process for a solution in their favor.
In the last couple of years, new mo-
mentum for a solution has emerged.
Talks in 2016 and 2017 were positive,
although several issues continue to
delay the settlement of the conflict.

The EU

The EU membership process was one
of the most important foreign pol-
icy issues for Turkey during the AK
Party rule, especially in the first half
of it. Turkey was declared a candidate
to the European Union in 1999 and
governments prior to that of the AK
Party had introduced some reforms
to meet the criteria for the start of
membership talks. The AK Party gov-
ernments continued this process with
the belief that it would enable the gov-
ernment to have room to maneuver in
both domestic and foreign policy. De-
spite lagging behind the expectations
of the government in terms of timing,
the start of accession negotiations for

membership in 2005 was an import-
ant step in Turkey’s EU vacation.

The tone of Turkey-EU relations
started to sour with the decision to
block 8 negotiation chapters at the
end of 2006, because of the Cyprus
issue. In addition to the Cyprus is-
sue, the changes of government in
France and Germany negatively af-
fected Turkey’s EU vacation. The Sar-
kozy government in France and the
Merkel government in Germany op-
posed Turkey’s membership, and this
fact drastically changed the mood of
the membership process. The Sar-
kozy government blocked an addi-
tional 5 chapters with the argument
that these would lead to full mem-
bership for Turkey, which his govern-
ment opposed. Beside these changes,
the global financial crisis and the
failure of the EU to effectively answer
the political and economic challenges
related to the crisis led to an environ-
ment of blackening the star of the EU.
As a result of this new environment,
we witnessed a decline in Turkey’s
interest in joining the EU, and a de-
crease in the leverage of the EU insti-
tutions on Turkey, due to this decline
and the EU’s stance of questioning
Turkish membership on the basis of
cultural differences.

Diversification of the Tools of
Diplomacy

In addition to the aims of diversify-
ing the areas of interest of Turkish
foreign policy, the AK Party govern-
ments have also aimed to diversify
their tools of foreign policy. Besides
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the already active institutions like
Turkish Coordination and Coordina-
tion Agency (TIKA), new institutions
like the Yunus Emre Foundation and
the Presidency for Turks and Related
Communities Abroad (YTB) were
established to contribute to different
aspects of foreign policy.

During the AK Party years, TIKA ex-
panded both its institutional frame-
work and its global outlook. For-
merly, TIKA was mainly active in
Central Asia and the Balkans, but in
a gradual way TIKA added African
and Latin American countries into
its area of activities. The Yunus Emre
Foundation aims to promote Turkish
language, history, and culture, and
provide services abroad for those who
are interested in Turkish language and
culture. The Presidency for Turks and
Related Communities Abroad aims to
coordinate Turkey’s relations with the
Turkish diasporas and related com-
munities. The party also re-organized
the scholarships of Turkish govern-
ment to foreign nationals, increased
the number and the scope of these
scholarships, and made the process
of applying more competitive and or-
derly. Lastly, the Maarif Foundation
was established to coordinate Turk-
ish style education programs abroad,
from primary schools to universities.

International Organizations:
Mediation and Conflict
Resolution

Another important aspect of foreign
policy during AK Party rule has been
increasing Turkey’s role in interna-

TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY UNDER THE AK PARTY

tional organizations, and the use of
international platforms. After nearly
fifty years, Turkey was elected to a
non-permanent seat at the UN Se-
curity Council for 2009-2010. This
enabled Turkey to bring its foreign
policy priorities to the attention of
the international community and in-
crease its image in international poli-
tics. The election of a Turkish citizen
to the position of Secretary General
of the Organization of Islamic Coop-
eration was also an example of Tur-
key’s rising profile.

After the attacks of 9/11, there were
other instances of terror in the UK,
Spain, Turkey, and elsewhere. As a
result of these shocking attacks, the
need to address the reasons behind
this terror and to fight against it in a
global way dominated the agenda of
international politics. Turkey, along
with Spain, led the UN initiative of
the ‘Alliance of Civilization” in order
to eliminate misperceptions about
‘other’ civilizations and also to find
common grounds among different
countries from different civilizations.
This initiative gained international
attention and played an important
role in diminishing the tensions, and
addressing the problems emanating
from Islamophobia.

In relation to Turkey’s increasing
standing and role in international
politics, Turkey played important
roles in mediation and conflict res-
olution, leading to the peaceful set-
tlement of disputes. Turkey acted as
a mediator between countries in the
Balkans, the Middle East and Asia
in processes of confidence-building

2017 SPRING



(QITIYIN M MESUT OZCAN

solution of problems. Beside these
regional initiatives, Turkey has also
aimed to contribute to the solution of
intra-state conflicts in Iraq, Lebanon,
and Kyrgyzstan.

In the near future, we can
expect Turkey to first focus
on the security challenges
emanating from neighboring
regions, to maximize its
national security against all
kinds of terrorist threats, to

International aid and donations be-
came important assets of Turkish
foreign policy during AK Party rule.
Beside Turkey’s neighboring regions,
countries in Africa, East Asia and
Latin America have also received
Turkish aid. In line with its policy of
increasing international aid, Turkey
hosted the United Nations Least De-
veloped Countries summit and also
the First World Humanitarian Sum-
mit. Turkey became the leading coun-
try of international aid according to
the amount of aid in ratio to per cap-

strengthen initiatives in areas
like Africa, Latin America

and East Asia, to tune up its
relations with the EU, and
consolidate gained grounds in
regions like the Balkans and
Central Asia

and decreasing tensions. The estab-
lishment of trilateral mechanisms in
the Balkans and Asia contributed to
efforts to decrease tensions in former
Yugoslavia and Afghanistan.

In the realm of mediation, Turkey,
alongwith Finland, initiated the group
of countries at the UN called ‘friends
of mediation’ The nature of conflicts
is changing in today’s world and the
number of conflicts within states is
increasing. Most of these conflicts are
ethnic, religious, or sectarian in na-
ture. In contributing to the solution
of these types of conflicts, cultural
factors and personal contacts play an
important role. In that regard, Turkey
has been working to use its cultural
affinity in neighboring regions to de-
crease tensions and contribute to the

ita income. There are several success
stories in Turkey’s international aid
policy, such as that of Somalia. Turk-
ish contribution to this civil war-torn
country attracted world attention and
brought hope to this case. In the case
of the Middle East, most Turkish aid
went to the Syrian and Iraqi refugees.

In Lieu of Conclusion

In its 15 years of rule in foreign pol-
icy, AK Party governments have
attempted to increase Turkeys en-
gagement with neighboring regions,
to expand foreign policy horizons to
new areas, and also to diversify the
tools of foreign policy. We can talk
about a certain degree of success in
these initiatives. The uncertainties
in Turkey vicinity in several areas
are a big challenge for Turkey today.
The political instabilities of the Mid-
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dle East, the economic and political
challenges facing the EU, the future
of Turkey-EU relations, the future di-
rection of the nature of Turkey’s rela-
tionship with the U.S., relations with
Russia and other neighbors, and the
strengthening of Turkish presence in
areas like Africa, Latin America and
East Asia are the main challenges for
the current AK Party government to
overcome.

Taking into account these challeng-
ing issues, we can rely on the ini-

TURKISH FOREIGN POLICY UNDER THE AK PARTY

tiatives started by Turkey in the last
decade and a half to diversify the ar-
eas and tools of foreign policy. In the
near future, we can expect Turkey to
first focus on the security challenges
emanating from neighboring regions,
to maximize its national security
against all kinds of terrorist threats,
to strengthen initiatives in areas like
Africa, Latin America and East Asia,
to tune up its relations with the EU,
and consolidate gained grounds in
regions like the Balkans and Central
Asia. @
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