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ROMANIAN PRESIDENCY OF THE EU: PRIORITIES 
AND POSSIBLE IMPACT ON TURKEY-EU RELATIONS 

Turkey regards Romania’s term at the EU’s helm as an opportunity for improving its relations with the EU.

Romania will be holding the 
Presidency of the Council 
of the EU from January to 

June 2019 for the first time since 
it became an EU Member State.  
The Romanian Presidency is part 
of the trio Presidency consisting 
of also Finland and Croatia, and it 
will be the last Presidency acting 
throughout the EP’s current 
legislative cycle.

Priorities of Romanian EU 
Presidency

Romania’s Prime Minister 
Viorica Dăncilă emphasised the 
special importance they give to 
the Council Presidency of the EU 
by stating:  “Democracy, economic 
growth and the security that 
Romania enjoys today represent 
the incontestable outcome of our 
European road, a choice we are 
committed to and which cannot be 
reversed. We are Europe. The future 
of Europe means our future, and our 
contribution to a better and safer 
world.” 

The four priorities of Romanian 
Presidency are as follows:

Europe of Convergence
Competitiveness, 

development gaps, employment 
and social rights

Innovation and digitalisation
Connectivity, climate and 

sustainability

A Safer Europe
Internal security and 

combating crime and terrorism
Effective external borders’ 

management
A well-functioning Schengen 

area
Cyber security

Europe as a Stronger Global 
Actor

Enlargement in Western 
Balkans

EU defence capabilities 
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(PESCO, EDF, CARD)
Consistency and effectiveness 

of the EU action in Eastern 
Neighbourhood

Multilateralism

Europe of Common Values
Democracy, freedom, human 

rights and respect for human 
dignity

Solidarity, equal opportunities, 
gender equality and social justice

Combating racism, 
xenophobia, antisemitism, 
intolerance and populism

In fact, Romania will have 
less than 6 months to take action 
concerning these priorities. Both 
the EP elections in May and Brexit 
in March are expected to be 
taking place during the Romanian 
Presidency. On the other hand, it 
should be taken into account that 
the debates regarding the EU’s long 
term budget for the 2021-2027 
period will be taking place in this 
term. 

Like every term presidency, 

-

-

■
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-
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Romania has decided upon a 
thematic issue of particular focus: 
digital transformation. Even though 
Romania doesn’t have the most 
advanced level of technological 
capabilities, the Presidency decided 
upon focusing this specific field. 
On the other hand, Romania has 
the fastest internet service in 
the entire EU. And there exists 
a rapidly developing start-up 
culture benefiting from the EU 
funds as well as the government 
and local administrations’ support. 
Romania even plans hosting 
the European Start-up Summit. 
With high rates of economic 
growth (6.7% in 2017), and a 
younger generation passionate 
for the latest technologies, some 
conterparts consider Romania as 
the new Silicon Valley of the EU.  
Romania is expected to be using 
the Presidency’s all these evolving 
and strengthening aspects to its 
own advantage, particularly for the 
promotion of the country.

Despite all these ambitious 
priorities, the Romanian EU 

Presidency has commenced with 
much controversy. At the official 
opening ceremony held on 11 
January 2019, the dismissal of the 
Romania’s Anti-Corruption Agency; 
the inadequacy of the steps taken 
to fight corruption and the EP’s 
decision in November asking 
the Bucharest administration to 
respect judicial independence was 
reflected in the speeches of the 
EU Council’s President Donald Tusk 
and the European Commission’s 
President Jean-Claude Juncker 
as criticism.   With the words, 
“Bucharest government has not 
fully understood what it means to 
preside over the countries of the EU.”  
President Juncker shared his doubts 
about the extent to which such an 
important task could be overcome 
during this critical period for the EU.

Despite the controversy 
surrounding Romania’s readiness 
for the EU Presidency, Bucharest has 
pedged to support for Turkey’s EU 
bid.  The Prime Minister of Romania 
Viorica Dancila expressed her 
support for Turkey’s EU membership 

bid during her official visit to Turkey. 
In response, President of Turkey, 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan implied that 
Romania’s Presidency of the EU 
Council is an opportunity for Turkey. 
However, when Romania’s priorities 
are examined, it is possible to realise 
that Romania is keen to focus its 
attention on Western Balkans’ EU 
membership process, just as its 
predecessors have done and Turkey’s 
accession process is not among 
the top priorities of the Romanian 
Presidency. During the first half 
of 2019, at a time when the EU’s 
agenda will be heavily dominated 
by Brexit and EP elections, it could 
be foreseen that Bucharest would 
try to leave its mark in trying to get 
these two processes sorted out. 
Therefore, the ball is now in Turkey’s 
court. In order to accelerate Turkey-
EU relations and the accession 
negotiations, Turkey shall realize the 
Reform Action Group’s agenda.

Detailed information about the 
Romanian Presidency can be found 
on the official website, http://www.
romania2019.eu/#s-home   
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IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU HELD MEETINGS IN 
BRUSSELS
On 28-31 January 2019, IKV Chairman Ayhan 

Zeytinoğlu travelled to Brussels and held 
a series of meetings to exchange views with 
senior EU officials on Turkey-EU relations 
and contribute to Turkey’s integration with 
the EU which is among the main objectives 
of IKV. During his meetings, Zeytinoğlu was 
accompanied by IKV Secretary General Assoc. 
Prof. Çiğdem Nas and Brussels Representative 
Haluk Nuray.

In the context of his exchanges in 
Brussels, IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu came 
together with Turkey’s Permanent Delegate 
to the EU Ambassador Mehmet Kemal Bozay. 
During the meeting, Zeytinoğlu informed the 
ambassador about IKV’s activities planned for 
2019. Zeytinoğlu stressed that IKV continues 
contributing to Turkey’s EU accession process 
and working for Turkey’s full membership to 
the EU despite the problems and delays in the 
process. Ambassador Bozay thanked Chairman 
Zeytinoğlu for his visit and offered his support 
for IKV’s upcoming activities in Brussels.

Following the Permanent Delegation, IKV 
Chairman and the accompanying delegation 
began their exchanges at EU institutions 
with a meeting with Johannes Noack who 
is in charge of relations with Turkey at 
Commissioner for Neighbourhood Policy and 
Enlargement Negotiations Hahn’s cabinet. 
Turkey’s EU accession negotiations as well 
as Commissioner Hahn’s activities and views 
on Turkey-EU relations were the main issues 
discussed at the meeting. Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
said that he continues following Turkey’s 
goal of EU membership and pointed to the 
importance of EU’s support for accelerating 
this process. Apart from the revival of 
Turkey-EU accession negotiations, Zeytinoğlu 
stated that the launch of negotiations for the 
modernization of the Customs Union could 
provide momentum to Turkey-EU relations and 
underscored the need to remove the political 
vetoes blocking the process. Zeytinoğlu stated 
the fact that the visa liberalisation process 
has not been completed continues to cause 
problems and constitutes a serious physical 
and psychological barrier.

Following his meeting with Noack, 
Chairman Zeytinoğlu came together with 
Thomas Frellesen who is the Head of European 

External Relations Service’s Turkey Desk. 
During his exchanges at the EEAS, which is 
the EU institution responsible for EU’s foreign 
and security policy, Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
underscored that Turkey could offer important 
contributions to the EU to become a global 
actor and increase its influence in the region. 
Moreover, he emphasized the possible areas 
for cooperation in foreign and security policy. 
Lastly, Chairman Zeytinoğlu met with Bernard 
Brunet, Head of Turkey Unit at European 
Commission’s DG NEAR. During the meeting, 
European Commission’s country report to be 
issued in 2019 was discussed and the potential 
steps needed to revive Turkey-EU relations 
were emphasized.

Participation in the EUROCHAMBRES 
Meeting

On the last day of his visit to Brussels, 
Chairman Zeytinoğlu attended the 
Extraordinary EUROCHAMBRES’ Members 
Meeting which took place at the TOBB Brussels 
Representation. The meeting was hosted by 
TOBB President M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu who is 
also the Vice President of EUROCHAMBRES, 
the umbrella organisation bringing together 
European chambers of commerce and 

industry. European Commissioner for Budget 
and Human Resources Günther Oettinger, 
who attended the meeting as a special guest, 
emphasized the importance of defending 
European values against rising populism 
and indicated that the EP elections, which 
are set to take place place in May, will be 
extremely important for the future of the EU. 

President Zeytinoğlu addressed a question to 
Oettinger regarding the funds to be allocated 
to candidate countries such as Turkey under 
the EU budget.  Oettinger indicated that the 
EU will continue to provide support for the 
projects that improve Turkey’s alignment with 
the EU acquis and its relations with the EU.
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On 15 January 2019, IKV Chairman 
Ayhan Zeytinoğlu hosted Political 

Officer Amy Butcher from British 
Embassy in Ankara, Trade Attaché 
David Machin and Brexit Policy and 
Programme Coordinator Seyfi Özmay 
at the Kocaeli Chamber of Industry. IKV 
Secretary General Assoc. Prof. Çiğdem 
Nas, Research Director Çisel İleri, 
Strategy and Business Development 

Director M. Gökhan Kilit and Junior 
Researcher Emre Ataç were also present 
at the meeting.

During the meeting, the state of 
play in the Brexit process as well as its 
political and economic implications were 
discussed. The post-Brexit relationship 
between Turkey and the UK in areas such 
as bilateral trade and investment was 
also touched upon at the meeting.

A DELEGATION FROM BRITISH EMBASSY 
VISITED IKV CHAIRMAN AYHAN 
ZEYTİNOĞLU
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TIMELINE

 

 

Romania assumed the 
Presidency of the Council of 

the EU.

Greek MEP Kyrkos opened 
an exhibition on Turkey at 

European Parliament. 

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
met with his Luxembourgish 

counterpart Asselborn. 

The Brexit deal was rejected in 
the House of Commons.

Croatian President 
Grabar-Kitarović visited 

Turkey. 

President Erdoğan attended 
the Turkey Economic Council 

meeting hosted by TOBB.

49th World Economic Forum 
Annual Meeting kicked off 

in Davos.
 

President Erdoğan met with 
Russian President Putin in 

Moscow.

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
visited the Turkish Republic of 

Northern Cyprus.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
in a press release assessed 
the plastic bag charge 
introduced on 1 January.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
hosted a delegation from 
the British Embassy at the 
Kocaeli Chamber of Industry.

Heads of Turkish missions 
in Brussels came together 
at the IKV-TOBB Brussels 
Representation on the 
occasion of TÖSED-
BUSINESSTÜRK’s New Year 
Reception.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
visited Brussels and met 
with Permanent Delegate 
Bozay and key EU officials.

IKV Chairman attended 
the Extraordinary 
EUROCHAMBRES’ Members 
Meeting in Brussels.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
visited Turkey’s Ambassador 
in Oslo, Fazlı Çorman. 

JANUARY 2019

“REJECTION OF THE BREXIT DEAL 
STRENGTHENS THE POSSIBILITY 
OF A SECOND REFERENDUM”

IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 
assessed the outcome of the 

rejection of the EU Withdrawal 
Agreement: “The Withdrawal 
Agreement, Prime Minister Theresa 
May negotiated with the EU, was 
rejected by a large margin in the 
House of Commons last night. The 
Prime Minister has to present a new 
plan to the House of Commons 
within 3 days. But, before that, she 
will face a confidence vote raised 
by Labour Party. It seems that the 
UK government cannot get through 
an agreement that will satisfy the 
majority in a short time. At this 
point, the possibility of reaching an 
agreement by 29 March, the date on 
which the UK is se t to leave the EU, 
is very low.”

Chairman Zeytinoğlu outlined 
the possible options for the 
conclusion of the Brexit process and 
stated that the most rational solution 
would be to renew the referendum. 
IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu continued 
his words as follows:

“We can list the options in front 
of the EU and UK as follows;

-  The worst-case scenario is 
a no-deal Brexit, namely case in 
which the UK leaves the EU by 29 
March without any agreement. If 
this option is materialised, re-
introduction of customs controls 
and tariffs will hamper trade and 
cause great damages and losses. 

Also the situation of EU citizens 
living in the UK and UK the citizens 
in EU countries will be completely 
irregular. Beyond the economic 
cost, it will bring up demands for 
independence of Scotland again, 
and will render the peace in Ireland 
disputable by re-establishing the 
border between Northern Ireland 
and the Republic of Ireland.

-  A second referendum on 
leaving the EU. The number of 
people defending this option is 
growing.  Considering that the 
majority of the people in the first 
referendum were ignorant of the 
consequences of leaving the EU and 
were misinformed frequently, it is 
wise to use the second referendum 
opportunity to undo a historical 
mistake. However, since a certain 
period of time will be required 
for the preparations for a new 
referendum and for the parliament 
to pass a new bill on this issue, the 
postponement of the 29 March 
deadline for leaving the EU will also 
be discussed.

- Renegotiating the agreement 
with the EU. There are some setbacks 
in the realisation of this option. 
The EU does not look favourably 
to renegotiation and 29 March 
is fast approaching. Therefore, 
renegotiating the agreement seems 
to be a slim possibility. Even if it were 
to be negotiated again, it would 

be rather difficult to secure the 
renegotiated agreement make its 
way through House of Commons.”

Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
emphasised that the way the Brexit 
process would be concluded would 
also be important for Turkey and 
continued:

“How the Brexit process will 
end is also very important for our 
country. First of all, the possibility of 
a no-deal Brexit would be extremely 
detrimental to our sectors such as 
automotive and textile, as it will 
cause disruption to our export to 
the UK, our second largest trading 
partner in the EU, with which we 
have foreign trade surplus. The 
possibilities such as the request of 
the UK to renegotiate the agreement 
by pushing forward the 29 March 
2019 deadline, or holding a second 
referendum will be followed closely. 
In any case, to prevent Turkey-EU 
relations from being adversely 
affected, negotiations should 
proceed quickly with a view to be 
concluded soon, following the UK’s 
departure from the EU. Additionally, 
the possibility of Brexit resulting in 
a stalemate and weakening the EU, 
could trigger extremely negative 
developments for the future of the 
EU which is our most important 
trading partner and of which we aim 
to be a full member, and the security 
of Europe, which we are a part of.”
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IIKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu issued a 
statement on the charging of plastic bags 

used in shopping. 
“As of to 1 January 2019, entry in force 

of the plastic bag charge is among the 
important achievements of Turkey’s EU 
process. Limiting the use of non-soluble 
plastic bags in nature is especially important 
for the protection of the environment. 
However, this issue needs to be considered 
in a more comprehensive way for conscious 
and environmentally friendly consumption. 
If we want to protect the environment, 
we must consciously consume all kinds of 
materials such as paper and glass, not only 
plastics.”

After stating that the plastic bag charge is 
a gain of the EU process, Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
drew attention to some of differences 
between the regulations of EU and Turkey:

“The implementation brought by the new 
law in Turkey diverges from some aspects 
of EU regulations. While charging is only 
mandatory for plastic bags with thickness 
ranging from 15-50 microns in the EU, plastic 
bags which are reusable and thicker than 
50 microns are left out of the scope. This 
distinction is not differentiated in Turkish 
law. Bags produced with biodegradable or 
bioplastics do not fall within the scope of the 
relevant regulation in the EU. Turkey needs 
to make separate regulation for bioplastics. 
Making these bags free is also important 
for promoting environmentally sensitive 
production. Also it would be appropriate to 
transfer the income from the sale of plastic 

bags to a fund that will be established on the 
environment.”

IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu also 
mentioned the needs of the plastics industry 
and suggested that the situation of the 
sector, which makes a significant contribution 
to the economy, should also be taken into 
consideration:

“Plastic industry is an important sector 
in regards to Turkish economy. Around 11 
thousand companies operate in this sector 
which employs 250 thousand people. In 
addition to being the 6th producer in the 
world, it is the second largest producer in 
Europe after Germany.  According to the 
estimation of TOBB Plastic, Rubber and 
Composite Industry Assembly; about 10 
thousand people face the risk of being 
unemployed in the plastic bag producing 
sector which provides employment to 20 
thousand people. I support the proposal 
which ensures that companies can benefit 
from the 6th Regional incentives to assist 
them in their transition process and direct 
their production to new areas. Prohibitions 
and penalties can only produce short-term 
solutions however. What should essentially 
be done is to invest in the development of 
conscious consumption and environmental 
awareness for both consumer and industry. A 
comprehensive strategy should be created for 
the transition of the sector to the recyclable 
and naturally soluble plastic varieties. The 
European strategy for plastics in the EU’s 
circular economy can be taken as a model for 
the transformation of the sector.”

IKV CHAIRMAN ASSESSED 
THE PLASTIC BAG CHARGE 
INTRODUCED IN JANUARY
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IKV SECRETARY GENERAL VISITED 
DEPUTY MINISTER OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS 
AMBASSADOR KAYMAKCI 

On 31 January 2019, IKV Secretary General 
Assoc. Prof. Çiğdem Nas visited Deputy 

Minister of Foreign Affairs and Director for 
EU Affairs Ambassador Faruk Kaymakcı. At 
the meeting, Secretary General Nas was 
accompanied by IKV Strategy and Business 
Development Director M. Gökhan Kilit.

During the meeting, the recent 
developments in Turkey-EU relations, 
cooperation opportunities between 
Directorate of EU Affairs and IKV, and joint EU 
communication activities, which will be held 
both in Turkey and in the EU countries, were 
discussed in detail.

HEADS OF TURKISH MISSIONS IN BRUSSELS 
CAME TOGETHER AT THE TOBB-IKV 
REPRESENTATION

On 17 January 2019, TOBB and IKV’s 
Brussels Representation welcomed many 

distinguished guests on the occasion of 
TÖSED-BUSINESSTÜRK’s New Year Reception. 
Turkey’s Ambassador to Belgium Levent 
Gümrükçü, Turkey’s Permanent Representative 

to the EU Ambassador Mehmet Kemal Bozay 
and Turkey’s Consul General in Brussels Dilşad 
Kırbaşlı Karaoğlu attended the reception to 
which the representatives of the business 
community and civil society showed great 
interest.
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Despite passing through turbulent times, Turkish economy has come up with an overwhelming success thanks 
to the highest level of exports in history of the Republic. 

TURKEY’S 2018 EXPORTS BROKE A RECORD REACHING 
168.1 BILLION DOLLARS

On 4 January 2019, Turkey’s Trade Minister 
Ruhsar Pekcan announced that Turkey’s 

2018 exports broke a record by reaching an 
all-time high 168.1 billion dollars. This marks a 
7.1 percent increase in Turkey’s exports which 
amounted to 156.9 billion dollars in 2017. On 
the other hand, Turkey’s imports decreased 
by 4.6 percent and amounted to 223.1 billion 
dollars. Thus, the country recorded a trade 
deficit of 55 billion dollars as a result of a 28.4 
percent decrease. Minister Pekcan indicated 
that Turkey’s trade deficit was much lower 
than the 2017 level, which was 76.8 billion 
dollars, as well as the year-end expectation 
of 66 billion dollars asserted in the New 
Economic Program by Treasury and Finance 
Minister Berat Albayrak on 20 September 
2018. 

Moreover, the proportion of imports 
covered by exports rose from 67.1 percent 
in 2017 to 75.3 percent in 2018.  The volume 
of foreign trade increased from 390.7 billion 
dollars in 2017 to 391.2 billion dollars in 
2018. According to Minister Pekcan, in 
2018 Turkish exporters had access to 242 
markets worldwide which is evaluated as an 
achievement in an atmosphere of rising global 
economic uncertainties and trade tensions. 

One of the main drivers of this achievement 
was the gradual rise of 24 percent in exports 
to Africa that has already been designated as 
a target market. Within this scope, Minister 
Pekcan reassured that all necessary measures 
would be taken to support exporters. 

With 15.8 billion dollars, the top 
destination for Turkish goods in 2018 was 

Germany which was followed by the UK 
with exports worth 11.4 billion dollars. At the 
third place came Italy with 9.5 billion dollars 
and the US ranked fourth among Turkey’s 
export destinations with 8.2 billion dollars. 
The highest increase in exports on the basis 
of sectors was experienced in steel with a 
36.1 percent increase. On the other hand, the 

highest decrease in exports was recorded 
in yachts and ships by 26 percent. In 2018, 
Turkey exported automotive products the 
most- which amounted to 31.5 billion dollars. 
Subsequently, textile and apparel along with 
steel came as the second and third most 
exported products with 17.5 billion dollars 
and 15.5 billion dollars, respectively.    

FACES OF TURKISH CIVIL SOCIETY DISPLAYED 
AT MEP KYRKOS’ EXHIBITION IN THE EUROPEAN 
PARLIAMENT

The Vice-Chair of the Delegation to the 
EU-Turkey Joint Parliamentary Committee, 

MEP Miltiadis Kyrkos (Greece, S&D) opened a-
week-long exhibition entitled “Faces of Turkey: 
Civil Society” at the European Parliament 
on 8 January 2019. Kyrkos explained that 
the main purpose of the exhibition was to 
alter the opinion of those EU lawmakers 
favouring an end to Turkey’s accession talks, 
by demonstrating the multiple faces of Turkey, 
especially the efforts of NGOs, right at the 
entrance of the Parliament, or symbolically said 
at the “heart of the EU”. 

The exhibition has brought 11 NGOs 
together which have outstanding success 
stories and work on issues such as early 
diagnosis of autism, leukaemia, women’s 
shelters, awareness-raising on HIV, and 
creating education opportunities for 
orphans. Kyrkos expressed that if the process 
ends, it is not just Turkey itself that the 
EU would abandon, but also the Turkish 
people; therefore he wanted to tackle all the 
stereotypes regarding Turkey and display the 
citizens which are the biggest wealth and 
power of the country.

GREEK PM TSIPRAS: “TURKEY’S EU 
MEMBERSHIP SHOULD BE SUPPORTED” 

On 10 January 2019, Greek Prime 
Minister Alexis Tsipras voiced his 

support for Turkey’s EU bid, during the 
press conference held after his meeting 
with German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
who was on an official visit to Greece.  
At the press conference, underscoring 
that Turkey’s EU membership would 
both benefit the Turkish nation and 
contribute to maintaining regional 

stability, Tsipras stressed that Turkey’s 
EU membership should be supported. 
For her part, commenting on the 18 
March 2016 refugee deal between 
the EU and Turkey, Chancellor Merkel 
indicated that the EU must push 
forward with the deal with Turkey 
and the existing problems should be 
addressed with the cooperation of 
Greece.

Speaking at the press conference following his meeting 
with Merkel, Tsipras called for support to Turkey’s EU bid.
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TURKEY ECONOMIC COUNCIL MEETING WAS HELD BY TOBB 
WITH THE PARTICIPATION OF PRESIDENT ERDOĞAN
TOBB President M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu 

hosted the Turkey Economic Council 
Meeting in Ankara on 21 January 2019 with 
the participation of President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan.  

Vice President Fuat Oktay; Family, Labor 
and Social Services Minister Zehra Zümrüt 
Selçuk, Minister of Energy and Natural 
Resources Fatih Dönmez, Treasury and Finance 
Minister Berat Albayrak, Minister of National 
Education Ziya Selçuk, Minister of Industry 
and Technology Mustafa Varank, Minister 
of Agriculture and Forestry Bekir Pakdemirli 
as well as Minister of Trade Ruhsar Pekcan 
were present at the meeting. IKV Chairman 
Ayhan Zeytinoğlu also participated in the 
meeting which was attended by presidents 
of chambers and commodity exchanges and 
representatives of the business community.

President Erdoğan, in his opening speech 
at the conference pointed out to the past 
economic performance of Turkey noting that 
the country grew 3.5 times in the last 16 years 
and talked about the achievements during 
this period, underlining that the government 
always conferred to the business community 
in their implementation. Erdoğan cited main 
achievements of the government over the 
past years such as opening up entrepreneurs 
and investors to the world, developing 
technology, e-commerce and new sectors, 
improving the investment environment, short-
term working allowance, maturity of premium 
debts of Social Security Institution, minimum 
wage support, licensed warehousing support, 

VAT, SCT rebates, credit restructuring, interest 
rate cuts, dissemination of SME loans, solution 
of export closure problems and commercial 
vehicle leasing.

Addressing the attendees of the council, 
President Erdoğan said: “We have realised 
the relevant regulations and many other 
applications together with you. We have also 
put into practice the measures necessary 
to overcome the troubles threatening our 
economy. Hopefully we will reach our 2023 
goals together with you.” 

TOBB President M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu in 
his opening speech, thanking to President 
Erdoğan said that “the biggest incentive for 
the business is to see the government stand 
by it.” Hisarcıklıoğlu asked President Erdoğan 
to continue his support for the private sector. 
He also emphasised that a bold and new 

investment move would bring Turkey to a 
higher level in global competition. 

TOBB President Hisarcıklıoğlu gave 
some examples from the government’s fiscal 
measures for the business such as increase of 
short-term working allowance and minimum 
wage support, VAT and SCT reductions, loans 
to SMEs at lower interest rates, removal of 
a serious burden such as the pasture fund, 
the right to liquidate and transfer to public 
contractors, state-funded commercial 
receivables insurance, project for cooperation 
of public-private sector through vocational 
high schools in 81 cities. Referring to the World 
Bank’s Doing Business Report, Hisarcıklıoğlu 
stated that Turkey is among the top 10 
countries with the most reforms implemented 
in 2018. He also pointed out Turkey’s 
performance in the business and investment 

climate, which moved up 17 places from the 
60th place to the 43rd, reaching the highest 
rank in its history.

Stating the shortage of cash as the 
biggest problem of SMEs, Hisarcıklıoğlu 
highlighted that TOBB and chambers and 
commodity exchanges have pooled their 
resources in order to provide Respite Credits 
to SMEs with the lowest interest rate applied 
to commercial loans in the country. Talking 
about the increasing tensions in the world and 
the growing tendency towards protectionism 
in global trade, which are negatively affecting 
the flow of trade, investment and funds 
in the world, Hisarcıklıoğlu underlined the 
importance of solidarity. He said: “Confidence 
and stability lies at the foundations of all the 
gains Turkey has achieved in recent years. We 
know their value very well”.

WORLD’S BUSINESS ELITE GATHERED IN 
DAVOS FOR THE 49TH WORLD ECONOMIC 
FORUM 

The 2019 edition of the World Economic 
Forum (WEF) Annual Meeting organised 

on 22-25 January 2019 with a special focus 
on “Globalization 4.0: Shaping a Global 
Architecture in the Age of the Fourth 
Industrial Revolution”  brought together 
over 3,200 business people, NGO leaders 
and academics in the Swiss town of Davos. 
WEF’s agenda this year has concentrated 
on the significant challenges for the future 
of the development of the societies. 
Moreover, current state of the globe and 
ways to improve it with an emphasis on 
digital economy, globalization 4.0, circular 
economy, workforce and employment, 
global governance, as well as climate 
change have been put on the agenda. 
This year’s WEF Annual Meeting was held 
without the participation of the President of 
the USA Donald Trump, British PM Theresa 
May and French President Emmanuel 
Macron due to their heavy domestic political 

agenda. On the other hand, the new rising 
leader of the right-wing populism, Brazilian 
President Jair Bolsonaro, has made his 
international debut at the Forum and has 
raised concerns about environment with 
his pro-business speech. Even though main 
issues that have dominated WEF Annual 
Meeting were global recession and Brexit 
negotiations, climate activism has become 
prominent, urging immediate action from 
world leaders.

At the WEF, Treasury and Finance 
Minister Berat Albayrak and Trade Minister 
Ruhsar Pekcan have represented Turkey. 
Albayrak, who attended the “Emerging 
Markets Outlook” session on 23 January, 
delivered a speech emphasising the 
resistance of the Turkish economy vis-à-vis 
financial volatility and uncertainty. Speaking 
of the 2.3 GDP growth target for 2019, 
Finance and Treasury Minister Albayrak 
underlined the fact that economic policy 
has become the top priority of the Turkish 
government in 2019. Referring to Turkey’s 
security issues in recent years, which have 
caused instability and changing priorities, 
Albayrak stated that the new governmental 
system has successfully eliminated security 
threats posed against the country. This paid 
the way for a promising year in economic 
and financial terms. 
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NUMBER OF WOMEN DIPLOMATS ON THE 
RISE IN TURKISH FOREIGN MISSIONS

Within Turkey’s foreign policy, the 
country has prioritised to enhance the 
number of women diplomats and their 
seniority. In this context, the number of 
women ambassadors has reached 63 and 
33 of them carry out their duties in foreign 
countries that range from Belarus and 
Cuba to Chile and Kuwait. Turkey’s first 
appointment of a woman ambassador 
took place in 1982 when Filiz Dinçmen was 
appointed as an envoy to the Netherlands. 
From that time, the number of women 
ambassadors has considerably risen. In the 
course of time, Kezban Nilvana Drama was 
assigned to Minsk in 2015 while Gülin Dinç 
took the Santiago office in 2018. Likewise, 

Ayşe Hilal Sayan Koytak was appointed as 
an ambassador to Kuwait in 2017 and Ayşe 
Berris Ekinci has been carrying out this 
duty in Havana since 2016. 

What is more, Turkey has increased 
its diplomatic activity by means of 
opening new missions. According to 
Lowy Institute’s global diplomacy index, 
based on data from 2017, Turkey has 
229 missions and shares the fifth spot 
with Japan. The US comes first with 273 
missions followed by China, France and 
Russia with 268, 266 and 242 foreign 
missions, respectively. The number of 
Turkey’s foreign missions which was 163 in 
2002 has recently come up to 242.
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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

PRESIDENT ERDOĞAN MET WITH RUSSIAN 
PRESIDENT PUTIN IN MOSCOW

President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan visited Moscow 
and came together with Russian President Vladimir 

Putin on 23 January 2019. During Erdoğan’s one-day 
working visit to the Russian capital, the two leaders 
exchanged views on regional and international issues, 
particularly Syria, as well as bilateral relations between 
Turkey and Russia.

During the joint press conference following the 
meeting, both leaders called for the continuation 
of the Astana peace process and came to terms for 
more closely coordinated actions in Syria.  At the press 

conference, President Erdoğan said: “The cooperation 
between Turkey and Russia is a cornerstone of peace, 
security and stability in Syria. We have achieved much 
progress and positive developments thanks to our 
close dialogue and cooperation. We are determined to 
strengthen our coordination with our Russian friends.” 
In return, Russian President Putin praised President 
Erdoğan for mending the ties between Russia and 
Turkey, he also underlined that both Moscow and 
Ankara would continue closer cooperation for the 
resolution of the Syrian crisis.

On 16 January 2019, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan came together with Croatian 

President Kolinda Grabar-Kitarović who was on a 
one-day visit to Turkey. Following their meeting, 
the two presidents held a joint press conference. 
Speaking at the joint press conference, President 
Erdoğan underscored the strong cooperation 
between Ankara and Zagreb in the Balkans. Stating 
that the trade volume between Turkey and Croatia 
has surpassed 575 million dollars in November 
2018, President Erdoğan announced the two 
sides’ agreement to boost economic and trade 
cooperation. Moreover, President Erdoğan called 
for the revitalisation of the Turkey-Croatia-Bosnia 

and Herzegovina Trilateral Advisory Mechanism.
Emphasising the fact that Croatia has been 

among the strongest supporters of Turkey’s 
EU bid, President Erdoğan expressed his belief 
that Zagreb’s support will increase during the 
country’s EU Presidency set to begin in the 
second half of 2020. In response to a question on 
Bosnia, President Erdoğan said that in its current 
state the Dayton Agreement fails to produce a 
solution regarding the future of Bosnia. For her 
part, Croatian President Kolinda Graber-Kitarović 
reassured Zagreb’s continued support for Turkey 
on the road to EU membership and praised 
Turkey’s role regarding the refugees. 

CROATIAN PRESIDENT GRABAR-KITAROVIĆ 
VISITED TURKEY

COMMISSIONER FOR HUMANITARIAN AID 
STYLIANIDES VISITED ANKARA 

On 7 January 2019, Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlüt 

Çavuşoğlu came together 
with European Commissioner 
for Humanitarian Aid and 
Crisis Management Christos 
Stylianides who was on a 
visit to Turkey. During the 
meeting, humanitarian part 
of the second tranche of the 
Facility for Refugees in Turkey 
covering 2018-2019 and its 
implementation phase have 
been discussed. In this regard, 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu stated 
that Turkey is very proud to be 
the most generous country for 
humanitarian assistance, and 
expressed Turkey’s expectations 

for more support from the EU.
Commissioner Christos 

Stylianides also exchanged views 
with representatives from Turkish 
government; Vice President Fuat 
Oktay, Minister of Family, Labour 
and Social Services Zehra Zümrüt 
Selçuk and Deputy Minister of 
Foreign Affairs and Director of 
EU Affairs Ambassador Faruk 
Kaymakcı on the opportunities for 
further cooperation. Afterwards, 
Commissioner Stylianides paid a 
visit to an EU-funded  “Education 
in Emergencies” project 
implemented by UNICEF which 
has already supported more than 
32,000 children through the non-
formal education programmes.
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FOREIGN MINISTER ÇAVUŞOĞLU CAME 
TOGETHER WITH HIS LUXEMBOURGISH 
COUNTERPART ASSELBORN 

Luxembourg’s Foreign and European 
Affairs as well as Immigration and 

Asylum Minister Jean Asselborn paid an 
official visit to Turkey on 14-15 January 
2019 upon the invitation of Turkish Foreign 
Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu. Bilateral 
relations, Turkey-EU relations and the 
latest developments in Syria as well as the 
broader region were the main issues on 
the agenda during the meeting between 
the two foreign ministers. In the context of 

his visit, Foreign Minister of Luxembourg 
Asselborn also came together with Binali 
Yıldırım, Speaker of the Grand National 
Assembly of Turkey, to discuss the recent 
developments in Turkey.

On the second day of his visit, Foreign 
Minister Asselborn met with Ravda Nur 
Cuma, a young refugee woman from Syria 
who has founded a non-profit organization 
focusing education and protection of 
Syrian children and women in Turkey.
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WILL TRUMP’S WITHDRAWAL CALL FURTHER 
COMPLICATE THE HIGHLY COMPLEX SYRIAN PUZZLE?

On 12 December 2018, 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan made a critical 

statement at the Turkish Defence 
Industry Summit regarding the 
prospective military operations in 
Syria in the near future – a move 
which shook the Syrian puzzle 
as a whole. In his speech, Turkish 
President Erdoğan explicitly 
signalled a wide-ranging military 
operation towards the east of the 
Euphrates River in northern Syria 
and this statement caught all 
actors’ attention on the field. As 
many analysts argue, a full-fledged 
military operation to clear the east 
of Euphrates River means direct 
confrontation between Turkey and 
PYD-YPG which is the northern Syria 
branch of PKK in the eyes of the 
Turkish competent authorities.

A Multifaceted Puzzle
In the past, Turkish Armed 

Forces’ two cross-border 
interventions in Syria, Operation 
Olive Branch and Operation 
Euphrates Shield have been brought 
into action to secure Turkey’s 
external borders, combat any ISIL, 
PKK, PYD-YPG clusters in the border 
regions as well as to prevent any 
attempt for the establishment 
of a rogue state within Turkey’s 
periphery. Until now, the operations 
have been carried out quite 
successfully, and have strengthened 
Turkey’s hand also in terms of 
foreign policy. Yet, expansion 
towards Manbij and the east of 
the Euphrates River is a whole 
other story and many hotspots in 
those areas have been under USA’s 
control for some time. Therefore, the 
tensions between two NATO allies, 
Turkey and the USA have become 
extremely obvious. 

Despite the confrontations 
and solid reactions from both sides, 
in the end of 2018, US President 
Donald Trump made a public 
statement which seriously affected 

the balance of power in the region. 
President Trump informed the 
media and the public regarding the 
possible withdrawal of USA Armed 
Forces from the region where Turkey 
has been planning an intervention. 
Trump clearly expressed that the 
USA Armed Forces’ approximately 
2,000 active combatants stationed 
in the area covering the east of 
the Euphrates River and Manbij 
would return to their homes. And 
according to the President of the 
USA, the main reasoning behind 
such a move was to return those 
soldiers to their homes and families 
in the New Year. As Donald Trump 
had previously emphasized during 
his election rallies, return of the USA 
troops was one of his campaign 
promises. Also President Trump 
has insistently expressed that the 
ISIL cells in the region have already 
been defeated. For such a surprising 
move, the most positive response 
-at that time- came from Turkish 
competent authorities since this 
move would eliminate a possible 
confrontation between the two 
NATO allies on the field. And of 
course, after USA’s withdrawal, 
PYD-YPG elements’ chances to hide 

behind the USA forces would be 
dramatically weakened. 

On the other hand, various 
internal and external actors opposed 
President Trump’s withdrawal 
call in the loudest way possible, 
claiming that such a withdrawal 
could endanger the global war on 
terrorism in the region. In the face 
of growing opposition to his call 
for the withdrawal of US forces, 
President Trump has in some way 
reshaped his position. President 
Trump’s National Security Advisor 
John Bolton and Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo have been the most 
influential figures in reshaping 
President Trump’s rhetoric. 

Both Bolton and Pompeo 
during that time made solid 
statements directly opposing a 
possible military intervention from 
the Turkish side to the regions the 
USA has been planning to withdraw 
from. Meanwhile the Turkish side 
maintained its consistent stance on 
the matter. This has led to an intense 
series of diplomatic negotiations. To 
this end, National Security Advisor 
John Bolton’s visit to Ankara on 
8 January 2019 was a significant 
outcome of the above-mentioned 

process. Bolton’s statements prior 
to his Ankara visit caught significant 
attention. Especially during the 
press briefing before his trip to 
Ankara, some of his comments were 
directly against the Turkish side’s 
position. And this controversy set 
the tone for his bilateral meetings 
with the Turkish delegation led 
by Presidential Spokesperson 
Ambassador İbrahim Kalın. The 
considerably short meetings in 
Ankara didn’t result in concrete 
positive outcomes. 

A Multilateral Puzzle 
Other dominant powers in the 

Syrian puzzle, namely Russia and 
Iran have been following the whole 
process and Turkey’s increasing 
influence in a careful manner. Iran is 
in a more cautious position because 
of a possible migration flow from the 
regions Turkey plans to intervene. 
Russia is in a much calmer stance, 
stating the importance of the Astana 
peace process whenever possible. 
In that sense, President Erdoğan’s 
Moscow visit on 23 January 2019 
has been an important gesture. The 
two leaders, President Erdoğan and 
President Putin once again reaffirmed 

and praised their cooperation and 
coordination in Syria. Yet, such 
cooperation has not been easy to 
achieve and maintain. The future of 
Turkey-Russia-Iran coordination is 
closely connected to future of Idlib 
and the next Turkey-Russia-Iran 
Trilateral Summit which is set to be 
held in early 2019. It should be noted 
that the rising tension between 
Washington and Tehran should be 
taken into account in regard to the 
power balance in the region. 

Lastly, for combating terrorism, 
external border and migration 
control, reconstructing Syria as well 
as securing the European continent 
as a whole; long-lasting Turkey-EU 
cooperation mechanisms should 
be channelled and strengthened in 
Syria considering the very chaotic 
nature of the region. This chaotic 
nature was lastly reflected on 
President Trump’s Twitter account on 
14 January 2019. President Trump’s 
very controversial tweet openly 
included the following sentence, 
targeting the Turkish economy: 
“The US would devastate Turkey 
economically if they hit Kurds.”  
This statement is a clearly ill-timed 
sanction threat. Such statements 
and actions have been increasingly 
used as hybrid tools in the emerging 
global system to support the 
military capabilities on the field with 
economic or political tools. To be 
able to overcome those, resilient 
economic and political national 
governance mechanisms are quite 
important. This is why Turkey’s EU 
accession negations framework 
maintains its importance. The reform 
steps Turkey is required to undertake 
are not only critical for Turkey’s 
EU membership bid, but they are 
also vital for establishing advanced 
governance mechanisms resilient 
to the currently emerging threats. 
Considering the highly sensitive 
framework described above, it 
becomes more and more important 
to establish a sustainable and 
efficient form of security cooperation 
between Turkey and EU institutions 
as well as EU Member States with 
active presence in the region.

Turkey’s military operation preparations and the ongoing withdrawal debate in the USA would certainly 
affect current dynamics in Syria. 
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