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REFUGEE CRISIS ONCE AGAIN: HOW CAN TURKEY 
AND THE EU CONTINUE THEIR COOPERATION? 

Pending upon the ending of the coronavirus crisis, Germany’s Presidency of the Council of the EU may 
offer a window of opportunity for a revitalisation of  Turkey-EU relations.

“I do not want to create any illusions 
that the refugee crisis will be over any 
time soon. It will not. But pushing back 
boats from piers, setting fire to refugee 
camps, or turning a blind eye to poor 
and helpless people: that is not Europe. 
Europe is the baker in Kos who gives 
away his bread to hungry and weary 
souls. Europe is the students in Munich 
and in Passau who bring clothes for 
the new arrivals at the train station. 
Europe is the policeman in Austria who 
welcomes exhausted refugees upon 
crossing the border. This is the Europe I 
want to live in...”

-Jean-Claude Juncker, President 
of the European Commission, 9 
September 2015

“[…] We have come here today to 
send a very clear statement of European 
solidarity and support to Greece. Our 
first priority is making sure that order 
is maintained at the Greek external 
border, which is also a European border. 
I am fully committed to mobilising 
all the necessary operational support 
to the Greek authorities. […]Those 
who seek to test Europe’s unity will be 
disappointed. We will hold the line and 
our unity will prevail. […] I thank Greece 
for being our European ασπίδα [English: 
shield] in these times.”

-Ursula von der Leyen, President 
of the European Commission, 3 
March 2020

The above are excerpts from 
two speeches made by 
Presidents of the European 

Commission five years apart.The 
first excerpt is from former President 
of the Commission, Jean-Claude 
Juncker’s State of the Union speech 
in 2015 when the EU for the first 
time met with a sudden upsurge 
in refugees fleeing war in Syria. In 
that year, 885,386 crossings have 
been registered along the Eastern 

Mediterranean route spanning the 
transit path from the Aegean shores 
of Turkey through to Greece’s Aegean 
islands which dropped to 182,277 in 
2016. The second excerpt is from a 
speech the current President of the 
European Commission Ursula von 
der Leyen made during her visit to 
Greece after the Turkish government 
decided to open the Turkish-Greek 
border to refugees on 28 February 
2020 following the loss of 36 soldiers 
in Idlib, Syria.  

It is difficult not to notice the 
difference in the tone and approach 
between the two speeches. Faced 
with a sudden influx of refugees 
fleeing war in Syria, President Juncker 
focused on the moral responsibility 
that Europe had to play in the face 
of a humanitarian crisis. He said 
that Europe cannot be impartial to 
people in need and had to extend 
its helping hand. Almost five years 
later, the current President of the 
same institution von der Leyen 
inspected the Turkish-Greek border 
on board a helicopter akin to a 
military commander inspecting 
deployed troops and made a speech 
which only emphasised protection of 
Europe’s borders in an orderly fashion 
and praised Greece for acting as a 

“shield” for Europe. Several figures 
from EU institutions and EU Member 
States criticised the Turkish President 
for opening the borders and using 
migrants as a bargaining chip to get 
concessions from the EU. 

The situation is quite gruesome 
and both Turkey and the EU may be 
criticised for a number of failures. 
The EU’s failure to live up to its moral 
responsibility is of great concern as 
is Turkey’s use of refugees as a tool 
to receive concessions from the 
EU. Answering a question about 
the use of rubber bullets by Greek 
border guards against migrants 
trying the cross the border, Margaritis 
Schinas, Commissioner responsible 
for promoting the European way of 
life, answered that it was not for “the 
Commission to offer an operational 
opinion or judgment on a situation 
which is exceptional”. 

At least 24,000 people have 
been stopped from crossing the 
border from Turkey according to 
Greek government figures as of 
3 March 2020. Compared to the 
refugee numbers in 2015 this is 
not much. Yet Greece’s capacity to 
host refugees has long been gone. 
Since the 18 March 2016 deal with 
Turkey, it seems that the EU has not 

used its time wisely and could not 
resolve internal migration problems 
stemming from the lack of a working 
common asylum policy. Failure to 
display solidarity among Member 
States and problems in reacting to 
migrant flows and sharing the load 
of frontline countries like Greece, 
the EU was paralysed in the current 
refugee situation and reacted only 
by pledging to help Greece protect 
its borders with a cash flow of 700 
million euros. Yet everyone knows 
that this will neither be sufficient 
nor feasible under the present 
circumstances. 

Turkish President Erdoğan’s visit 
to Brussels to meet with the President 
of the European Council, Charles 
Michel and President of the European 
Commission, Ursula von der Leyen 
did not immediately produce any 
tangible results. Yet Foreign Minister 
Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu and EU’s High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy Josep Borrell were 
tasked with drawing up a plan for 
continued cooperation between the 
parties. French President Emmanuel 
Macron and German Chancellor 
Angela Merkel’s planned visit to 
Turkey to meet with President 
Erdoğan on 17 March was cancelled 

due to the coronavirus pandemic. 
Instead a teleconference is going to 
take place between the three leaders. 
Among the topics that are going to 
be discussed, the continuation of 
the Turkey-EU refugee deal is on the 
top of the agenda. Turkey, hosting 
4.1 million refugees - 3.7 of which 
million are Syrians- requires increased 
and substantial assistance from the 
EU. Another expectation is that the 
modernisation of the Customs Union 
may be initiated in the near future 
and progress towards visa-free travel 
to the EU for Turkish citizens may be 
realised. 

Yet, under the current state 
of affairs where several of the EU 
Member States are devastated 
by the coronavirus pandemic, it 
seems unlikely that the EU may 
offer Turkey much in return for 
its hosting of refugees. Ongoing 
negotiations between the EU and 
Britain to determine the post-Brexit 
relationship is a major challenge for 
the Union. The coronavirus crisis has 
also displayed some weaknesses 
of the EU which failed to engage 
in swift action and emergency 
assistance especially to deal with the 
situation in Italy. This may intensify 
internal fractures and disagreements 
within the Union. Pending upon 
the ending of the coronavirus crisis, 
Germany’s Presidency of the Council 
of the EU may offer a window of 
opportunity for a revitalisation of 
Turkey-EU relations. Turkey could 
use this opportunity to achieve 
progress in its relations with the EU 
by engaging in reforms in rule of law, 
independence of the judiciary, and 
fundamental rights and freedoms. 
It seems imperative that the EU also 
needs to engage with Turkey more 
and step up cooperation in security 
and migration issues. In this age of 
global threats and uncertainties, both 
Turkey and the EU cannot afford to 
ignore each other and sacrifice the 
benefits of forging a cooperative and 
productive relationship. 
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IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu attended 
the opening ceremony of the International 

Chamber of Commerce (ICC) Entrepreneurship 
Center Istanbul Regional Office on 24 February 
2020. The ceremony was also attended by 
TOBB President and ICC Turkey National 
Committee Chairman M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu, 
Deputy Trade Minister Rıza Tuna Turagay, 
ICC Secretary General John Denton, Habitat 
Founder and President Sezai Hazır, and 
Facebook, Middle East, Africa and Turkey 
Regional Vice President Derya Matraş.

The ICC Entrepreneurship Center was 
launched in Istanbul and became a partner to 
the “Facebook Station” created in cooperation 
with TOBB, Facebook and Habitat. This 
cooperation aims to provide businesses in 
Turkey with access to cross-border markets and 
to organise a variety of trainings and programs 
focused on exports.

Speaking at the ceremony, TOBB President 
and ICC Turkey National Committee Chairman 
M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu emphasised that 
entrepreneurs have taken an important step 
that will make it easier for them to become 
active players in global trade. While referring 
to the need to contribute more to the 
expansion of entrepreneurship and diversifying 
entrepreneurship models, TOBB President  
Hisarcıklıoğlu stated that the way to become 
an entrepreneur at the global level could be 
achieved primarily by becoming a regional 
entrepreneurship hub with entrepreneurs 
from the Balkans, Caucasus, Central Asia, 
North Africa and Gulf countries. TOBB President 
Hisarcıklıoğlu underscored that the center would 
work to improve the skills of young people, 
to help local entrepreneurs and start-ups to 
establish connections and increase their 
relationships globally. 

IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU 
ATTENDED THE OPENING CEREMONY 
OF ICC ENTREPRENEURSHIP CENTER 

“WE INVITE THE EU TO COMMON 
SENSE AND COOPERATION” 
On 28 February 2020, IKV Chairman Ayhan 

Zeytinoğlu issued a press statement 
following the recent developments in Idlib, 
the EU’s decision to impose sanctions on 
Turkish Petroleum Corporation (TPAO) 
officials and the step towards allowing 
refugees to pass into Europe. Calling 
on NATO and EU officials, IKV Chairman 
Zeytinoğlu underlined that NATO and the 
EU should be involved in taking control 
of the situation in Idlib and resolving the 
humanitarian crisis. IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
continued his words as follows:

“We were deeply wounded as 34 of 
our soldiers were martyred in Idlib. It is 
unacceptable that Turkey while fighting 
against the Assad regime in Syria has been 
left alone by NATO of which it is an ally 
and the EU to which it is a candidate for 
membership. We expect NATO and the EU 
to take action on this matter. Solely calling 
for a ceasefire is not enough. According 
to the Berlin Plus agreement dated 2002 
between NATO and the EU, the EU could 
work together with NATO and make use of 
NATO’s military capabilities in operations 
aimed at preventing and resolving crises in 
close geographies. It is high time that NATO 
and the EU got involved in the situation in 

Idlib this way.”
IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu also touched 

upon the refugee crisis. Stating that refugees 
fleeing Idlib moved to the border with Turkey, 
Chairman Zeytinoğlu underscored the need 
for international cooperation in ensuring the 
safety of these people. Zeytinoğlu concluded 
his words as follows:

“An important dimension of the crisis 
is the great humanitarian tragedy suffered 
by civilians. Close to 1 million people are 
headed from Idlib to the border with Turkey. 
The entire burden in ensuring the safety of 
these people should not fall on Turkey. The 
EU needs to act urgently. The government’s 
decision to allow the free passage of refugees 
to Europe is a result of the EU’s inaction to 
respond to Turkey’s calls. While these events 
were taking place, the decision to put two 
TPAO officials on the EU’s sanctions list 
consisting of an asset freeze and a travel ban 
to the EU following the  EU Foreign Affairs 
Council conclusions of November 2019 has 
added insult to injury. This decision, which 
was taken with extremely wrong timing, 
reveals that the EU is far from understanding 
the issue with all dimensions and it is trying 
to run away from responsibility. We invite the 
EU to common sense and cooperation.”

On 4 February 2020, IKV Chairman Ayhan 
Zeytinoğlu attended the second meeting of 

the EU Communication Strategy (EUCS) Advisory, 
Consultation and Coordination Board (DAYEK).  
The meeting, which was chaired by Deputy 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and Director for EU 
Affairs Ambassador Faruk Kaymakcı, was attended 
by representatives of board-member ministries, 
public institutions and civil society organisations. 
During the meeting held at the Directorate for EU 
Affairs in Ankara, Turkey-EU relations and EUCS 
activities were discussed, and stakeholders had an 

exchange of views on a calendar of events to be 
carried out within the scope of EUCS in Turkey and 
in EU Member States.

At the meeting, the importance of 
cooperation between public institutions and 
NGOs in the organisation of joint events was 
underlined. Moreover, the need to increase the 
effectiveness of existing communication tools 
and activities in the EU accession process with 
joint efforts, effective evaluation and monitoring 
mechanisms and efficient use of financial 
resources were discussed.

IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU ATTENDED 
THE DAYEK MEETING 
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IKV  Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu attended a 
working dinner hosted by British Ambassador 

to Turkey Dominick Chilcott on 10 February 

2020 in Ankara. During the working dinner, trade 
relations between Turkey and the UK following 
Brexit were discussed.

IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU ATTENDED 
A WORKING DINNER AT THE BRITISH 
EMBASSY IN ANKARA 
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TIMELINE

 

 

The European Commission 
presented its proposal for the 

reform of the enlargement 
policy.

Slovak Foreign and European 
Affairs Minister Lajčák paid a 

visit to Turkey.

Slovenian Deputy Prime Minister 
and Foreign Minister Cerar 

visited Turkey.

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
attended the 56th Munich 

Security Conference held under 
the theme “Westlessness”.

EU leaders met in Brussels to 
discuss the EU’s long-term 

budget for 2021-2027.

EP’s AFET Committee delegation 
paid a three-day visit to Ankara 

and Mardin.

 
Trade Minister Pekcan organised 

a breakfast meeting with EU 
ambassadors.

 34 Turkish troops were martyred 
in the deadly attack by the 

Syrian regime forces in Idlib.

 The North Atlantic Council 
convened for consultations on 

the situation in Syria.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
attended the DAYEK meeting.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
issued a press release on the 
Commission’s proposal for 
enlargement policy reform.

The Marmara Conference on 
European Studies was organised 
by IKV in association with the 
Marmara University Institute of 
European Studies.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
attended the working 
dinner hosted by the British 
Ambassador to Turkey Chilcott.

IKV hosted a roundtable 
meeting on Russia’s role in 
global politics.

The Conference on “Turkey, 
Russia and the West” was jointly 
organised by IKV and IPC.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
attended the opening ceremony 
of the ICC Entrepreneurship 
Center.

A group of students from 
Sciences Po visited IKV.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu issued 
a statement following the recent 
developments in Idlib.

FEBRUARY 2020
IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU ASSESSED 
THE COMMISSION PROPOSAL FOR 
ENLARGEMENT POLICY REFORM 

IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 
assessed the European 

Commission’s proposal for the 
reform of the enlargement policy 
in a press statement on 6 February 
2020. Emphasising the novelties of 
the new methodology, IKV Chairman 
Ayhan Zeytinoğlu criticised the 
document’s failure to mention 
Turkey. Zeytinoğlu recalled that 
in accordance with the Council 
conclusions adopted late last 
year, the EU was in preparation for 
imposing sanctions on organisations 
and individuals involved in 
hydrocarbon exploration activities 
offshore Cyprus. Deploring the EU’s 
erroneous approach to Turkey which 
is a key EU partner and a candidate 
country, he said:

“Turkey-EU relations have been 
going through a difficult period. The 
European Commission has presented 
its proposal for enlargement 
policy reform. However, there is 
no mention of Turkey. Meanwhile, 
Turkey continues to be a candidate 
country. Although negotiations have 
stalled, they have not been officially 
suspended. It is extremely regrettable 
and strange that the European 
Commission has been focusing 
solely on the Western Balkans and 
has failed to mention Turkey in a 
document outlining reforms for the 
enlargement policy and accession 
negotiations. We find it wrong for 
the EU to disregard a country like 
Turkey which is a candidate for EU 
accession and a key partner for the 
EU. While the European Commission 
is proposing launching accession 
talks with North Macedonia and 
Albania, as for Turkey, it is preparing 
to bring sanctions on companies and 
individuals involved in hydrocarbon 
exploration activities off the coast of 
Cyprus. This approach, which ignores 
both Turkey’s legitimate arguments 
and TRNC’s rights over the island’s 
natural resources, is extremely far 
from being fair.”

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu made 
the following comments on the 
Commission’s enlargement policy 
reform proposal: “First of all, the 
revised methodology is aimed at 
Western Balkan countries, especially 
at North Macedonia and Albania 
whose negotiations have been 
blocked by France. Serbia and 
Montenegro with which negotiations 
are already underway will continue 
to be subject to the current 
methodology outlined in their 
negotiation framework documents.

Under the new methodology, 
the acquis chapters will be re-
organised under six thematic 
clusters. First among these will be 
‘Fundamentals’  which will cover the 
rule of law, economic criteria, the 
functioning of democratic institutions 
and public administration reform. 
This cluster will be opened at the 
beginning of the negotiations to be 
closed at the very end of the process. 
Other thematic clusters include: 
Internal Market; Competitiveness 
and Inclusive Growth; Green Agenda 
and Sustainable Connectivity; 
Resources, Agriculture and Cohesion, 
and External Relations. Opening 
benchmarks will be determined 
collectively for each thematic cluster, 
and negotiations in the chapters 
within the scope of that cluster will 
begin once all benchmarks are met.

In addition to the rewards to be 
given when the reform performance 
is satisfactory (such as participation in 
certain EU policies and programs, more 
financial support and investments) 
the document also outlines possible 
sanctions that can be applied in cases of 
stagnation in reforms, serious backsliding 
in areas under the Fundamentals 
including the rule of law and moving 
away from EU accession criteria. 
Possible measures include putting the 
negotiations on hold, suspending the 
negotiations, and re-opening the closed 
chapters. It is extremely important that 
the Commission puts emphasis on the 
reversibility of the process.

Another important factor is the 
increasing influence of EU Member 
States in the accession process. In this 
context, more high-level meetings 
and summits are foreseen with the 
Western Balkan countries. Moreover, 
Member States are gaining importance 
in monitoring the reforms which 
makes the process more political. It 
can be argued that the enlargement 
process is becoming more difficult 
and increasingly politicised. To ensure 
stability of the Western Balkans, the 
EU should speed up the process and 
help these countries move forward on 
the EU path by increasing its support 
to candidate countries. Regardless, 
the enlargement process will remain 
incomplete without Turkey.”

SCIENCES PO STUDENTS VISITED IKV

A                            group of students studying 
in various departments of the 

Science Po University in France 
visited IKV on 26 February 2020. 
IKV Istanbul EU Information Center 
Coordinator and Senior Researcher 
Sema Çapanoğlu briefed the students 
about the Foundation’s research and 
activities while Press Officer Mehmet 
Poyrazlı provided information on IKV’s 
history and mission. 

1965
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IKV SECRETARY GENERAL NAS SPOKE AT 
THE ANTALYA CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 
AND INDUSTRY 

The conference entitled “Turkey, 
Russia and the West: Historical 

Perspectives, Current Dynamics, 
and Future Prospects” was jointly 
organised by IKV and the Istanbul 
Policy Center (IPC) on 21 February 
2020. Leading scholars and experts 
held an in-depth discussion on the 
foreign policy, defence, trade and 
energy dimensions of Turkish-
Russian relations and the role of 
the West.

IKV Vice-Chairman Prof. Halûk 
Kabaalioğlu and IPC Director 
Prof. Fuat Keyman delivered 
the opening speeches of the 
conference. During the first session 
moderated by Assoc. Prof. Evren 
Balta from Özyeğin University, 
Assoc. Prof. Michael Reynolds from 
Princeton University, Asst. Prof. 
Onur İşçi from Bilkent University, 
Assoc. Prof. Behlül Özkan from 
Marmara University and Prof. Mitat 
Çelikpala from Kadir Has University 
analysed the relations from a 
historical perspective.

In the second session 
moderated by Soli Özel from Kadir 
Has University, Dr. Can Kasapoğlu 
from the Center for Economics 

and Foreign Policy Studies (EDAM), 
Prof. Volkan Ediger from Kadir 
Has University, Assoc. Prof. Tolga 
Demiryol from Altınbaş University 
and Asst. Prof. Habibe Özdal 
from Okan University focused on 
the trade, energy and defence 
dimensions in Turkish-Russian 
relations.

In the third session, which was 
moderated by Aslı Aydıntaşbaş 
from IPC and Stiftung Mercator, 
Galip Dalay from the German 
Institute for International and 
Security Affairs (SWP), Editor-
in-Chief of “Russia in Global 
Affairs” Fyodor Lukyanov, IPC 
Senior Scholar and Research and 
Academic Affairs Coordinator Prof. 
Senem Aydın-Düzgit, and EDAM 
Director Sinan Ülgen discussed the 
future prospects for Turkish-Russian 
relations and possible responses 
from the West.

The conference ended with 
closing remarks by IKV Secretary 
General Assoc. Prof. Çiğdem 
Nas and IPC Senior Scholar and 
Research and Academic Affairs 
Coordinator Prof. Senem Aydın-
Düzgit.

 “TURKEY, RUSSIA AND THE WEST” 
DISCUSSED AT IKV-IPC CONFERENCE

IKV ORGANISED THE MARMARA 
CONFERENCE ON EUROPEAN 
STUDIES 

IKV organised the Marmara 
Conference on European Studies 

in cooperation with Marmara 
University Institute of European 
Studies on 7-8 February 2020. 
The conference, held under 
the theme “Discussing Europe: 
Yesterday, Today and Tomorrow”, 
was dedicated to the memory 
of Professor Dominik Lasok who 
lectured at the Institute between 
1987 and 1996.

IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 
delivered the first opening speech 
of the conference with a special 
mention of the current state of 

Turkey-EU relations underlining 
that both Turkey and the EU 
needed each other. Delivering 
the second opening speech, 
Founding Director of the Marmara 
University Institute of European 
Studies and IKV Vice-Chairman Prof. 
Halûk Kabaalioğlu talked about 
the history of the Institute and 
the valuable contributions made 
by Professor Lasok. Following the 
opening speeches, President of 
Monckton Chambers and Professor 
Dominik Lasok’s son, Dr. Paul 
Lasok delivered a keynote speech 
touching upon the processes the 

EU has undergone. 
During the two-day conference, 

throughout simultaneous sessions 
Turkish and foreign academics 
presented their views on key 
policies and contemporary issues 
such as Turkey-EU association law, 
EU’s Common Foreign and Security 
Policy, populism, migration and 
Brexit. At the closing session, which 
was chaired by Prof. Münevver 
Cebeci from Marmara University, 
Prof. Thomas Diez from the 
University of Tübingen delivered a 
presentation on the EU’s role as a 
normative power in the world.
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On 10 February 2020, IKV 
Secretary General Assoc. Prof. 

Çiğdem Nas spoke at the panel 
entitled “A New Agenda in Turkey-
EU Relations” held at the Antalya 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry 
within the scope of the “Hear the 
CSOs” Project.

European Union and Global 
Research Association (ABKAD) 
Deputy Chairman M. Can Baydarol 
delivered the opening speech at 
the panel which was moderated by 
ABKAD Founding Member Retired 
Ambassador Selim Kuneralp. At the 
panel session, IKV Secretary General 
Assoc. Prof. Çiğdem Nas gave a 
presentation on the effects of the 
modernisation of the Customs Union 
on the services sector. Prof.  Sanem 
Baykal from TOBB University of 
Economics and Technology talked 
about decision-making, consultation 

and dispute-settlement mechanisms 
in Turkey-EU relations while 
Agricultural Engineer Halil Agah 
and Project Consultant Acar Şensoy 
discussed the effects of expanding 
the Customs Union’s scope to the 
agriculture sector.

Carried out within the scope 
of the EU-funded Civil Society 
Support-II Program, “Hear the 

CSOs/Voice of the Civil Society” 
Project is implemented by 
ABKAD in partnership with IKV. 
By strengthening the information 
base on the Customs Union and 
enhancing the CSOs’ capacity, 
communication and advocacy skills, 
the project aims to ensure their 
contribution to the policy-making 
processes.

IKV organised 
a roundtable 

meeting 
entitled 
“Reassessing 
Russia’s Role in 
Global Politics” 
in association 
with IPC on 
20 February 
2020. Two 
prominent experts; Editor-in-Chief 
of “Russia in Global Affairs” journal 
Fyodor Lukyanov and Assoc. Prof. 
Michael Reynolds from Princeton 
University shared their views on 
Russia’s role in global politics at 
the roundtable meeting attended 
by academics, experts, and 
representatives from NGOs and 
foreign missions.

At the 
roundtable 
meeting 
moderated by 
IKV Secretary 
General Assoc. 
Prof. Çiğdem 
Nas, Lukyanov 
presented 
Russia’s view 
of global 

politics and the underlying principles 
of Russian Foreign Policy under 
Putin while providing information 
on Russian involvement in the 
Syrian crisis and the internal political 
developments in Russia. Assoc. Prof. 
Reynolds explained Russia’s increasing 
influence in the international arena 
in parallel with the foreign policy 
preferences of the US.

IKV DISCUSSED RUSSIA`S ROLE IN 
GLOBAL POLITICS 
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TURKEY-EU WATCH

34 Turkish troops were martyred in an attack by the Assad 
regime forces in Syria’s north-western Idlib province. 

34 TURKISH SOLDIERS 
MARTYRED IN IDLIB ATTACK 

On 27 February 2020, 34 
Turkish soldiers have been 

martyred and tens of others 
injured in an airstrike by forces 
of the Bashar al-Assad regime in 
Idlib, north-western Syria. Ankara 
has vowed to retaliate against the 
Assad regime in the wake of the 
attack. Following the airstrike, the 
US expressed concern over the 
reported deaths of the soldiers. 
At Turkey’s request under Article 
4 of the Washington Treaty, NATO 

allies convened for an emergency 
meeting on 28 February and 
condemned the Syrian airstrike 
and reiterated their support for 
a ceasefire. Speaking after the 
meeting,  NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg offered the 
condolences of the allies and 
expressed NATO’s full solidarity 
with Turkey. 

As it is known, in September 
2018 Turkey and Russia agreed 
to turn Idlib into a de-escalation 

zone in which acts of aggression 
are expressly prohibited. But since 
then the ceasefire continues to be 
violated and more than 1,300 civilians 
have been killed in attacks by the 
Syrian regime forces. Furthermore, 
1.7 million Syrians have moved near 
the Turkish border due to these 
intense attacks. The most pressing 
concern for Turkey, which hosts 3.6 
million Syrian refugees, is the influx of 
hundreds of thousands fleeing Idlib 
to its border.

EU’S DECISION TO IMPOSE SANCTIONS 
ON TPAO OFFICIALS SPARKED REACTION 
FROM ANKARA 
The EU Council placed two officials 

from the Turkish Petroleum 
Association (TPAO) under restrictive 
measures consisting of a travel 
ban to the EU and an asset freeze 
in relation to Turkey’s hydrocarbon 
exploration and drilling activities 
in the Eastern Mediterranean on 
27 February 2020. According to 
the statement by the EU Council, 
Mehmet Ferruh Akalın, the Vice-
President and member of the Board 
of Directors of TPAO, and Ali Coşkun 
Namoğlu, the Deputy Director of 
the Exploration Department of 
TPAO were included on the EU’s 
sanctions list for their responsibility 
or involvement in planning, 
directing and implementing offshore 
hydrocarbon exploration activities in 
the Eastern Mediterranean. This move 
follows EU Foreign Affairs Council 
conclusions of 11 November 2019 
setting up a framework for restrictive 
measures in relation to Turkey’s 
Eastern Mediterranean hydrocarbon 
exploration and drilling activities 
which it claims are “unauthorised”.

The decision to impose 
restrictive measures on TPAO 
officials sparked reaction from 
Turkey. The Turkish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs, in a statement on 
28 February 2020, criticised the EU 
for its biased and unlawful attitude 
and declared EU’s decision null and 
void. It was stated that the EU’s 
unfair policy against Turkey’s and 
Turkish Cypriots’ legitimate rights 

contradicted both international 
law and the EU acquis. Moreover, 
the EU was criticised for ignoring 
the rights of Turkey and Turkish 
Cypriots and becoming a hostage 
to Greek-Greek Cypriot duo’s 
maximalist claims and policies. 
Turkey’s determination to protect 
its own rights and those of the 
Turkish Cypriots in the Eastern 
Mediterranean was reiterated.
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EUROPEAN COMMISSION 
PROPOSED TO REVISE 
THE ENLARGEMENT 
POLICY

On 5 February 2020, the 
European Commission 

presented its proposal for the 
reform of the enlargement 
policy in an 8-page long 
document entitled “Enhancing 
the accession process - A 
credible EU perspective for the 
Western Balkans”. According 
to the new methodology 
proposed by the Commission 
- which if endorsed by the 
Council, will be applied to the 
accession negotiations of North 
Macedonia and Albania- acquis 
chapters are to be reorganised 
into six “thematic clusters” 
namely Fundamentals; Internal 
Market; Competitiveness and 
Inclusive Growth; Green Agenda 
and Sustainable Connectivity; 
Resources, Agriculture and 
Cohesion; and External 
Relations. Negotiations are to 
be conducted on each thematic 
cluster with the chapters in 
its scope being opened as a 
whole rather than on a chapter-
by-chapter basis. The new 
methodology aims to increase 
the focus on fundamental 
reforms in key areas such as 
the rule of law, the functioning 
of democratic institutions and 
public administration as well as 
economic governance. In line 
with this approach, negotiations 
on the Fundamentals are 
given priority. It is stated that 
negotiations under this cluster 
would be opened first and 

closed last, and the overall 
pace of the negotiations would 
depend on the progress made in 
this cluster.

A major novelty under 
the revised methodology is 
the increasing emphasis on 
the reversibility of the process. 
While phasing-in of candidate 
countries to individual EU 
policies and increased funding 
opportunities outlined as 
are instruments that the 
EU could use to reward the 
implementation of reforms, 
suspending the negotiations 
and re-opening the chapters 
that have been already closed 
are some of the instruments to 
be used in cases of prolonged 
stagnation or backsliding in 
the implementation of reforms. 
Another novelty concerns 
stronger focus on the political 
nature of the process and more 
systematic involvement by the 
Member States in monitoring 
the process.

The Commission’s proposal 
mainly aims to address 
France’s reservations about 
the current methodology of 
the enlargement process. The 
Commission hopes that the new 
methodology will be endorsed 
by the Council in March so that 
Skopje and Tirana could get a 
greenlight to begin EU accession 
talks ahead of the Zagreb 
EU-Western Balkans Summit 
scheduled for 6-7 May.

Driven by the motto “a more 
credible, dynamic, predictable and 
political EU accession process”, the 
Commission proposed changes to 
the enlargement  policy.
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AFET COMMITTEE DELEGATION 
VISITED TURKEY 

A delegation of eight members 
from the European Parliament’s 

(EP) Committee on Foreign 
Affairs (AFET) visited Ankara and 
Mardin from 24 to 27 February 
2020, and held meetings with key 
Turkish officials, representatives of 
political parties and civil society 
organisations. Foreign Minister 
Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu, Minister of 
Interior Süleyman Soylu, Deputy 
Minister of Foreign Affairs and 
Director for EU Affairs Ambassador 
Faruk Kaymakcı were among the  
numerous officials that the AFET 
delegation came together with. 
The delegation also met with 
members of the TGNA Foreign 
Affairs Committee, Chairs of the 
EU Harmonisation and Human 
Rights Committees and of the 
Turkey wing of the Turkey-EU Joint 
Parliamentary Committee. In Mardin, 
the delegation visited an EU-funded  
migrant health centre where 
they expressed their gratitude to 
Turkey for hosting 3.6 million Syrian 
refugees.

The principal aim of the visit, 
which took place within the scope of 
the EP’s annual report on Turkey, was 
to evaluate the recent developments 
regarding the rule of law and 
prospects for Turkey-EU relations. In 
a statement following the visit, AFET 
Committee Chair David McAllister 
underscored the importance of 
dialogue and stated that re-
establishing trust and enhancing 
communication were essential 
for improving Turkey-EU relations. 
Highlighting Turkey’s status as an EU 
candidate country and a key strategic 

partner, and the existence of vast 
common interests between Turkey 
and the EU, McAllister emphasised 
that the parties had to work together 
despite the difficulties in the relations. 
Stating that improvements in the 
area of rule of law were needed to 
get the accession process back on 
track, McAllister underscored the 
need for the EU to encourage reforms 
by maintaining a credible accession 
perspective for Turkey and stressed 
that Turkey should be judged on the 
basis of the same objective criteria as 
any other candidate country.
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TURKEY-EU WATCH

A new grant scheme entitled 
“Labour Market Support 

Programme for Young People 
Not in Employment, Education or 
Training” co-financed by IPA funds 
and the Turkish Employment 
Agency (İŞKUR) was launched on 
25 February 2020. The programme 
aims to increase employability 
and labour force participation 
of young people who are not 
in employment, education or 
training (NEETs), through some 
comprehensive labour market 

measures including vocational 
trainings, supporting active job 
search process and awareness 
raising activities to reach young 
people. One of the main goals of 
the programme is to reduce  the 
proportion of Turkish youth not 
in employment, education or 
training, which currently stands at 
25.2 percent.

With a total budget of 17 
million euros, the programme 
will provide 200 thousand to 
350 thousand euro grants for 

projects with 10 to 12 months 
duration aiming to increase 
the employability of NEETs at 
the local level. NGOs working 
in the field of social policies 
and/or youth, municipalities, 
Regional Development Agencies, 
professional organisations, trade 
unions and confederation of 
workers and employers, as well as 
universities are eligible to apply 
for the programme which will be 
accepting applications until 24 
April 2020.

LABOUR MARKET SUPPORT 
PROGRAMME FOR YOUNG PEOPLE 
LAUNCHED  
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TURKEY TO GRANT VISA 
EXEMPTIONS TO 11 
EUROPEAN COUNTRIES 

In February, the Turkish Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs announced that 

Turkey would grant visa exemptions 
to the citizens of 11 European 
countries for transit passage and 
touristic trips not exceeding 90 
days within a 180 day period. The 
visa exemption, which will take 
effect on 2 March 2020 upon being 
published in the Official Gazette, 
will apply to the citizens of Austria, 
Belgium, Croatia, the Netherlands, 
Ireland, Spain, Malta, Poland, 
Portugal, Norway and the UK. This 
step is aimed at increasing Turkey’s 
tourism potential and further 
developing trade, economic and 

cultural relations with the above-
mentioned countries.

As it is known, Turkey and 
EU launched a visa liberalisation 
dialogue in parallel with the 
signature of a readmission 
agreement in December 2013. 
Turkey has so far fulfilled 66 of 
the 72 criteria outlined in the visa 
liberalisation roadmap. Technical 
working groups were established 
for fulfilling the six remaining 
criteria. Furthermore, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan 
urged to speed up the process of 
visa liberalisation in his statement in 
September 2019.

TURKISH COURT 
ACQUITTED DEFENDANTS 
IN GEZI PARK TRIAL 

On 18 February 2020, nine 
defendants in the Gezi Park Trial 

facing criminal charges in relation 
to the 2013 anti-government 
protests, were acquitted by an 
Istanbul Court. However, the court 
decided on the separation of the 
cases of seven other defendants. 
The acquittal was taken following 
the judgment of the European 
Court of Human Rights (ECHtR), 
dated 10 December 2019, on the 
arrest and pre-trial detention of 

Osman Kavala, one of the detainees 
in the Gezi Park Trial. The ECtHR 
concluded that there had been 
a violation of Article 5:1 of the 
European Convention on Human 
Rights, and called for Kavala’s 
immediate release. However, in the 
aftermath of the court’s acquittal 
decision about the nine defendants 
due to lack of concrete evidence, 
Osman Kavala was re-arrested on 
charges linked to the 15 July failed 
coup attempt.
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on 16 April 2018. In 
the context of the 
visit, Stoltenberg 
came together with 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu and Minister 
of National Defence 
Nurettin Canikli.

During the visit, 
NATO Secretary 
General Stoltenberg 

NATO allies’ solidarity 
in the fight against all 
kinds of terrorism was 
emphasised.

Following the 
meeting with President 
Erdoğan, Stoltenberg 
came together with 
Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu. Minister 
Çavuşoğlu and Secretary 
General Stoltenberg 

YPG, FETÖ and ISIL and 
expressed that decisions 
regarding enlargement 
policy should be taken.

Lastly, Stoltenberg 
met with Minister 
of National Defence 
Nurettin Canikli. During 
the meeting, Minister 
Canikli and NATO 
Secretary General Jens 
Stoltenberg discussed 
the cooperation in the 

HIGH-LEVEL EXCHANGES

TRADE MINISTER PEKCAN 
VISITED CROATIA

On 10 February 2020, Trade 
Minister Ruhsar Pekcan visited 

Croatia. In the context of her 
visit, Trade Minister Pekcan held 
bilateral meetings with Croatian 
Economy, Entrepreneurship and 
Crafts Minister Darko Horvat and 
Minister of Foreign and European 
Affairs Gordan Grlić Radman. 
Minister Pekcan expressed that 
they agreed on measures to 
strengthen economic and trade 
ties between the two countries. 
Pekcan highlighted the fact that the 
primary goal of the two countries 
was to boost the bilateral trade 

volume from the current level of 
664 million dollars first to 2 billion 
dollars and then to 5 billion dollars. 
For his part, Croatian Minister Horvat 
stated that the last two years saw 
positive economic developments 
between the two countries. He also 
added that they expected a much 
higher bilateral trade volume. 

In her exchanges with her 
Croatian interlocutors, Trade Minister 
Pekcan asked for the support of 
Croatia, which is currently presiding 
over the EU Council, in launching the 
talks aimed at the modernisation of 
the Turkey-EU Customs Union.

On 26 February 2020, Turkish 
Trade Minister Ruhsar Pekcan 

came together with EU ambassadors 
at a breakfast meeting in Ankara. 
Various topics ranging from trade 
relations to the EU Green Deal 
were discussed in detail during 
the meeting. After underlining 
the important contributions 
made by the EU ambassadors for 
the improvement of Turkey-EU 
relations, Minister Pekcan asked 
them to extend the scope of their 
contributions in a way to incorporate 
the business community. Minister 
Pekcan drew attention to the 
uncertainties in global trade 
stemming from Brexit, US-China 
trade wars along with rising regional 
tensions. She underlined that in this 
climate, Turkey-EU trade relations 

were an important tool having the 
potential to both strengthen bilateral 
ties and bring benefits to the parties 
that are exposed to uncertainties. 
During the meeting, the Head of the 
EU Delegation to Turkey Ambassador 
Christian Berger gave a speech 
focusing on the trade links between 
Turkey and the EU. Sharing the latest  
Turkey-EU trade figures, Ambassador 
Berger highlighted that Turkey 
recorded a surplus in 2019. 

The modernisation of the 
Turkey-EU Customs Union was 
one of the most prominent topics 
discussed at the meeting. Both 
Minister Pekcan and Ambassador 
Berger emphasised the special role 
of the Customs Union in enhancing 
Turkey’s integration to the EU. 
Referring to the problems associated 

with the current functioning of 
the Customs Union such as its 
outdated nature not reflecting 
the realities of present-day trade 
along with its limited scope only 
covering industrial and processed 
agricultural goods, Minister Pekcan 
underscored the need to modernise 
the Customs Union and said that 
modernisation would contribute 
not only to the deepening of trade 
and economic relations between 
Turkey and the EU but also to 
Turkey’s integration with the EU. 
Conveying Ankara’s expectation for 
the Council to give the Commission 
a mandate for the modernisation of 
the Customs Union, Minister Pekcan 
invited the EU ambassadors to work 
together with the Turkish business 
community in this process. 

FOREIGN MINISTER ÇAVUŞOĞLU 
ATTENDED THE MUNICH SECURITY 
CONFERENCE   
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Turkish Foreign Minister and Chief 
Negotiator Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu 

visited Germany between 14 and 
16 February 2020 to attend the 56th 

Munich Security Conference. This 
year’s theme was “Westlessness”, 
an idea that Western countries are 
uncertain of their values and their 
strategic orientation. Attendees 
also tackled the implications of the 

Wuhan coronavirus outbreak and US 
actions in the Middle East.

 At the Conference, Foreign 
Minister Çavuşoğlu had fruitful 
meetings with his counterparts 
from several countries including 
Germany, France, the Netherlands, 
Spain, Finland and Russia. Çavuşoğlu 
also held a meeting with Chinese 
Foreign Minister Wang Yi and 

extended condolences over the 
loss of lives due to the coronavirus 
outbreak. Last but not least, during 
his visit to Munich, Turkish Foreign 
Minister Çavuşoğlu promoted 
Antalya Diplomacy Forum that will 
be launched on March 27 in Turkey’s 
resort city of Antalya. The Forum 
will convene under the theme 
“Diplomacy in the Digital Age”.

TRADE MINISTER PEKCAN CAME 
TOGETHER WITH EU AMBASSADORS 

SLOVAK AND SLOVENIAN 
FOREIGN MINISTERS VISITED 
TURKEY 

Foreign Ministers of Slovakia and 
Slovenia paid official visits to 

Turkey in the first half of February. 
Visiting Turkey from 6 to 8 February 
2020, Slovak Foreign and European 
Affairs Minister Miroslav Lajčák 
met with Foreign Minister Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu. The two ministers 
discussed a number of current 
foreign policy issues, such as Turkey-
EU relations and cooperation within 
NATO and the UN. At the joint 
press conference held following 
the meeting, Minister Çavuşoğlu 
stated that the solidarity shown 
by Slovakia after the earthquake 
in Elazığ was the best symbol of 
the friendship between the two 
nations. For his part, indicating that 
Turkey could influence and take 
the lead on many issues affecting 

Europe, Slovak Foreign Minister 
Lajčák highlighted the need to 
maintain the regular dialogue 
between Turkey and the EU as the 
parties needed each other. 

On 10 February 2020, Slovenian 
Deputy Prime Minister and Foreign 
Minister Miro Cerar paid a two-day 
official visit to Turkey and met with 
Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu. 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu thanked 
his Slovenian counterpart for his 
visionary approach to Turkey’s 
accession to the EU and Slovenia’s 
support in this regard. Slovenian 
Foreign Minister Cerar highlighted 
the importance of the strategic 
partnership agreement signed 
between the two countries in 2011 
and expressed Ljubljana’s interest in 
intensifying relations with Turkey. 
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TIME TO ENHANCE THE CUSTOMS UNION: 
AN ANALYSIS 

Everyone seems to agree that the 
time has come to expand the 
Customs Union between Turkey 

and the EU. A quarter of a century has 
gone by since it was launched in the 
beginning of 1996. At the time, it was 
considered as a step forward to the full 
political and economic integration of 
Turkey into the EU.

But despite the passing of time, 
the accession negotiations launched 
in 2005 never led to membership. 
Turkey is no further than where it 
was then. Rejection – or at least a 
blockage which amounts to rejection 
in practice – meant that the Customs 
Union of 1996 has never been taken 
forward, even though it has been a 
considerable success for both sides. 
It has made Turkey the fifth largest 
trading partner of the Union and 
inside Turkey helped foster the surge 
in growth which has transformed our 
country over the last 25 years.

That is the good side of the 
story and it has been a profoundly 
beneficial influence, helping 
stabilise Turkey-EU relations. That is 
important because, by effectively 
rejecting Turkish accession and 
freezing negotiations for a mixture of 
reasons, the EU has undermined the 
pro-European orientation of Turkey. 
Ankara since then has been forced 
to look towards other, less European 
directions. The freezing of various 
chapters in the negotiations has 
worsened the situation. It cuts across 
the interests of the people of the EU 
as well as of Turkey, but perhaps in 
Brussels they do not yet perceive this.

Let us be realistic. That blockage 
currently looks likely to continue 
indefinitely and certainly for as long as 
the EU leadership in Brussels and the 
European Council do not speak out 
against it. Therefore, the alternatives 
are either to see Turkey and the EU 

drift on in their present state, with new 
political rifts opening up between 
them, or to work together on the more 
limited aim of strengthening the trade 
and economic relationship between 
the two sides.

The idea that a revision and 
expansion of the Customs Union 
would provide some improvement is 
not new and it exists on both sides. 
One important issue is that Turkey 
has no voice in the formation of 
EU’s Common Commercial Policy 
despite a consultation mechanism 
which is not working properly. This 
means that Turkish exports to other 
countries have an extra tariff slapped 
upon them unfairly, unless Turkey has 
an FTA with the concerned parties. In 
2010, the EU decided to commission 
a report on this from the World Bank 
(apparently choosing an outside 
agency to do this in order to avoid 
it becoming entangled with issues 
inside the EU) and by 2014 the report 
and its recommendations were ready.

In its report, the World Bank 
noted that there were piecemeal 
ways of carrying out these 

changes but advised that they 
would be best done in a single 
swift package. Its conclusions 
were strong that expansion of the 
Customs Union would benefit both 
sides. Furthermore, the European 
Commission in its impact analysis 
proposed further integration in trade 
and the possible enhancement of the 
Customs Union.

Four years on however, a 
package deal is still no closer and the 
political relationship looks even more 
ragged. The Commission proposal 
asking for a mandate to start the 
negotiations for the modernisation 
of the Customs Union was declined 
by the European Council on political 
grounds.

Along the way however, thinking 
about what is needed has also taken 
place on the Turkish side and some 
additional ideas for change have 
emerged. One new suggestion, put 
forward in 2017 by the Turkish think-
tank IKV was to create mechanisms 
for trading on the internet for goods 
between Turkey and the EU. This 
could be done slowly on an item-by-

item basis or form part of an overall 
package.

Prominent think-tanks like TEPAV 
and IKV also pointed to the need 
to relieve the practical obstructions 
suffered by businesses and in 
transport to Europe. Delays on trucks 
and drivers hinder business. These 
too are practical measures without 
political overtones and as such they 
ought to have been addressed long 
ago.

So, perhaps the time has come 
for a pragmatic approach in which 
different problems are addressed one 
by one, without arousing the political 
opposition which unfortunately 
now seems to cloud Turkey-EU 
relations. As EU integration is based, 
first and foremost on economic 
integration, this will pave the way 
for further political cooperation and 
understanding. Therefore, Turkey’s 
economic integration should not be 
hindered solely for political reasons, 
creating a paradoxical situation.

How could this work? Well, 
the first step would have to be for 
the European Commission and the 

Turkish authorities to have a clear 
understanding how this process 
would work and design some sort of 
an agenda. They should identify for 
which bits could be done first and 
which bits might be handled later. 
This could be done on an unobtrusive 
practical basis, without unnecessary 
fanfare. The important thing would 
be for both sides to share a road map 
for cooperation and regard it as a 
non-political matter.

An approach of this kind would 
surely be welcome for businesses 
on both sides, eager to maximise 
trade and investment. By boosting 
trade and the circulation of goods, 
and perhaps even some services, it 
would encourage a sense of common 
interest and interdependency.

Is this route possible? We cannot 
know until we have tried it. Let’s not 
forget that as several specialist studies 
point out, further integration in the 
context of the Customs Union will be 
for mutual benefit.

 * Editors’ note:  A version of this 
article was previously published on 
TEPAV Günlük on 22 May 2019.

Perhaps the time has come for a pragmatic approach in which different problems are addressed one by 
one, without arousing political opposition which unfortunately now seems to cloud Turkey-EU relations. 
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