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CHRONICLES OF A CRISIS FORETOLD:  EAST MED 
TENSIONS SOAR AS GREECE SIGNS DEAL WITH EGYPT

Constructive engagement on the EU side is urgently needed to prevent further escalation 
in the Eastern Mediterranean.

Greek-Turkish tensions in the 
Eastern Mediterranean topped 
the agenda of Turkey-EU 

relations in August. As it can be 
recalled, on 21 July 2020 Turkey 
issued a navigational telex (NAVTEX) 
reserving an area off the tiny island of 
Kastellorizo and announced its plans 
to carry out a new round of seismic 
survey in the Eastern Mediterranean 
by the Oruç Reis Seismic Research 
Vessel. Even though Ankara made 
clear that the Oruç Reis would operate 
in an area falling entirely within 
Turkey’s continental shelf registered 
with the UN and the license blocks 
awarded to the Turkish Petroleum 
Corporation (TPAO) in 2012, Athens 
portrayed the mission as a direct 
violation of its sovereign rights. 
Claiming that islands can generate 
maritime jurisdiction areas, Greece 
has made accusations that the area 
covered by Turkey’s planned seismic 
survey overlapped with its continental 
shelf. Athens argues that the island of 
Kastellorizo, which has a surface area 
of 10 square kilometres and is located 
only 2 kilometres away from mainland 
Anatolia while 580 kilometres away 
from the Greek mainland, is entitled to 
a maritime jurisdiction area of 400,000 
square kilometres. Turkey rejects 
Athens’ approach to claim maritime 
jurisdiction areas for tiny islands and 
islets as this approach contradicts with 
international law and jurisprudence. 
Moreover, Turkey views these moves 
as an attempt to block its access to 
the Mediterranean and confine it to 
the Gulf of Antalya. 

In attempt to defuse tension 
and allow space for diplomacy and 
negotiations, Ankara agreed to 
suspend its planned seismic survey 
on 29 July. However, exploratory 
talks between Ankara and Athens 
broke down after Athens used 
this opportunity to conclude a 
maritime boundary delimitation 
agreement with Egypt on 6 August. 
The agreement is seen as an attempt 

to invalidate the memorandum 
of understanding signed last 
November between Turkey and 
Libya’s internationally recognized 
Government of National Accord 
on the delimitation of maritime 
jurisdiction areas. Ankara declared the 
agreement null and void as it violates 
the continental shelves of both Turkey 
and Libya. The agreement prompted 
Ankara to resume its planned seismic 
survey activities. Escorted by Turkish 
naval ships and auxiliary vessels 
Cengiz Han and Ataman, the Oruç 
Reis Seismic Vessel was re-dispatched 
to the Eastern Mediterranean to 
conduct seismic survey until 23 
August. Alarmed by this move, Athens 
has mobilised its forces in the area 
and asked its fellow EU partners to 
summon an extraordinary Foreign 
Affairs Council meeting. On 12 August, 
an incident sparking fears of a military 
confrontation occurred between the 
Turkish frigate Kemal Reis and the 
Greek frigate Limnos. Turkey stated 
that the Greek frigate was harassing 
the Oruç Reis, while Athens has 
tried to downplay the incident as an 
accident. 

Ahead of the extraordinary 
Foreign Affairs Council meeting, 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt 
Çavuşoğlu sent letters to EU capitals 
explaining the rationale underlying 
Ankara’s legitimate steps in the 
Eastern Mediterranean. Foreign 
Minister Çavuşoğlu also held phone 

calls with his counterparts from 
several EU Member States including 
Bulgaria, Estonia, Finland, Italy, 
Lithuania, Hungary and Romania 
along with EU High Representative 
for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy 
Josep Borrell.

Convening via video conference 
on 14 August, the Foreign Affairs 
Council reiterated the EU’s traditional 
stance expressing solidarity with 
members Greece and the Greek 
Cypriot Administration. Meanwhile, 
EU foreign ministers acknowledged 
that “the serious deterioration in the 
relationship with Turkey is having 
far-reaching strategic consequences 
for the entire EU, well beyond the 
Eastern Mediterranean.”

Highlighting the importance 
they attach to relations with Turkey, 
EU foreign ministers stressed that 
the issues concerning maritime 
jurisdiction areas and hydrocarbon 
exploration rights could only be 
addressed through dialogue, on 
the basis of international law and 
the principle of good neighbourly 
relations.

Lastly, recalling the outcome of 
the Foreign Affairs Council meeting 
on 13 July, they reiterated their 
support for the efforts by High 
Representative Borrell to re-establish 
dialogue with Turkey and tasked 
Borrell, in case of continued tensions, 
with outlining possible options on 
further measures.  It was announced 

that a more comprehensive 
discussion on Turkey-EU relations 
would be held at the Gymnich 
meeting scheduled for 27-28 
August. Moreover, as announced by 
European Council President Charles 
Michel on 19 August, a special 
European Council meeting focusing 
on Turkey-EU relations is planned for 
24-25 September. 

Enter France: The Perils of Further 
Escalation 

The latest episode of tension 
between Greece and Turkey risks 
spiralling into a full-blown open 
confrontation between several NATO 
Allies as France has thrown its weight 
behind Greece. French President 
Emmanuel Macron announced his 
intention to temporarily strengthen 
French military presence in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. Paris deployed two 
naval frigates and two fighter jets into 
the area in show of support for Greece. 
Relations between the Ankara and 
Paris remain increasingly strained as 
the two NATO Allies find themselves 
supporting opposing sides in the 
Libyan crisis. 

Paris, along with Athens and 
Nicosia has demanded that the EU 
take stronger action on Turkey with 
the possibility of additional sanctions. 
As it can be recalled, backing Greek 
and Greek Cypriot claims over 
maritime jurisdiction areas, the 
EU had placed several rounds of 

sanctions on Turkey starting July 2019. 
Although the sanctions have been 
mostly symbolic in nature, the EU’s 
approach based on the use of sticks 
has proved counter-productive as 
it created resentment in Turkey and 
put additional strain on Turkey-EU 
relations which remain burdened by 
the stalemate in Turkey’s EU accession 
negotiations.  

While stating that it would 
continue to resolutely safeguard its 
legitimate rights and interests along 
with the rights of Turkish Cypriots in 
the Eastern Mediterranean, Turkey has 
extended an olive branch to Greece 
and expressed its readiness to engage 
in dialogue. As indicated by senior 
Turkish officials, Turkey favours a 
solution in line with international law 
and the principle of good neighbourly 
relations. There is hope that Germany, 
which currently holds the EU’s 
rotating presidency, could help 
de-escalate tensions by mediating 
between Ankara and Athens. Berlin 
is perceived as having the necessary 
clout and ability to talk to both sides. 
Last month, Berlin’s mediation efforts 
proved fruitful in the relaunching of 
exploratory talks between Turkey and 
Greece. In a bid to defuse tensions 
ahead of the Gymnich meeting, 
German Foreign Minister Heiko Maas 
visited Athens and Ankara on 25 
August. In Ankara, Maas met with 
Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu. 
Speaking at the joint press conference 
with Maas, Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
stressed Turkey’s openness to 
dialogue which envisaged equitable 
sharing without preconditions. 

As outside powers move to 
interfere and military mobilisation 
in the region continues, the risk that 
a misstep could trigger an open 
confrontation across existing fault 
lines in the wider Mediterranean has 
become more pronounced. Therefore, 
constructive engagement on the EU 
side is urgently needed to prevent 
further escalation in the region.
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IKV CHAIRMAN ZEYTİNOĞLU JOINED 
EU DELEGATION HEAD BERGER ON HIS 
FAREWELL TOUR TO SAFRANBOLU
IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 

accompanied Head of EU Delegation 
to Turkey Ambassador Christian Berger 
on his farewell tour on 22 August 
2020. IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu and 
Ambassador Berger paid a visit to the 
World Heritage City of Safranbolu. 
Ambassador Berger and the 
accompanying delegation visited the 
city centre with its historical buildings 
and the Arasta Bazaar.

As part of a social media campaign 
launched by the EU Delegation to Turkey, 

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu  recorded 
a farewell message to Ambassador 
Christian Berger whose term as the Head 
of the EU Delegation to Turkey is set to 
come to an end at the end of August. 
The social media campaign, launched 
under the hashtag #ThisIsNotAFarewell, 
featured messages by numerous senior 
officials, politicians, and representatives 
of the business community and civil 
society. Minister of the Interior Süleyman 
Soylu, Deputy Minister for Foreign Affairs 
and Director for EU Affairs Ambassador 

Faruk Kaymakcı, EP Rapporteur on Turkey 
Nacho Sánchez Amor as well as TOBB 
President M. Rifat Hisarcıklıoğlu and 
TUSIAD President and IKV Board Member 
Simone Kaslowski, who were among the 
key figures featured in the social media 
campaign, extended their thanks to 
Ambassador Berger. 

As IKV, we thank Ambassador 
Berger for his constructive and positive 
approach and his contribution to 
Turkey-EU relations. He will be fondly 
remembered.

On 19 August 2020, Deputy Minister 
of Foreign Affairs and Director for 

EU Affairs Ambassador Faruk Kaymakcı 
attended the August Assembly 
meeting of the Kocaeli Chamber of 
Industry. The online meeting was 
also attended by IKV Chairman Ayhan 

Zeytinoğlu who is at the same time 
the Chairman of Kocaeli Chamber of 
Industry (KCI). IKV and KCI Chairman 
Zeytinoğlu delivered the first speech 
of the meeting and Deputy Minister of 
Foreign Affairs Ambassador Kaymakcı 
made a speech as the guest of honour.  

In his address to the Assembly, Deputy 
Minister of Foreign Affairs Ambassador 
Kaymakcı shared his views on the 
state of play in Turkey-EU relations, 
accession negotiations, modernisation 
of the Customs Union and visa 
liberalisation.

DEPUTY FOREIGN MINISTER AMBASSADOR 
KAYMAKCI ATTENDED THE KOCAELI 
CHAMBER OF INDUSTRY ASSEMBLY MEETING

PRESS RELEASE REGARDING 
THE US DECISION TO LIFT THE 
EMBARGO ON THE GREEK 
CYPRIOT ADMINISTRATION  

On 3 September 2020, IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 
made a statement regarding the US decision to lift the 

arms embargo on the Greek Cypriot Administration of Southern 
Cyprus. IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu said that the decision implied 
the lifting of the embargo on the export of non-lethal defence 
equipment for one year. Zeytinoğlu indicated that at a time 
when tension is high and the balances are extremely sensitive in 
the Eastern Mediterranean, the decision should be viewed as an 
extremely wrong move. He made the following remarks:

“I consider the US decision to lift the arms embargo as an 
extremely wrong step. When the US imposed the embargo 
33 years ago, it did so with the idea of maintaining peace on 
the island and speeding up efforts for a solution. Now, the US 
should see that the decision to lift the embargo undermines 
the hopes for a solution on the island. Having voted for the 
Annan Plan in a referendum in 2004, the people of the TRNC 
have demonstrated their preference for a peaceful solution 
on the island. The Greek Cypriot Administration on the other 
hand, despite rejecting the Annan Plan in the referendum, 
was admitted to the EU representing all of Cyprus. No steps 
have been taken to undo this injustice, and the rights of the 
Turkish Cypriot people are being disregarded in the natural gas 
exploration activities in the exclusive economic zone of the 
island. In delineating Turkey’s territorial waters and continental 
shelf, an approach contradicting equity is adopted. In this 
context, this move by the US, which is Turkey’s ally, not only 
contradicts equity, but also presents an extremely wrong and 
unfair stance towards a NATO Ally.”

Indicating that some of the senators, who played a part in 
the adoption of the decision, were close to Greek and Greek 
Cypriot claims, Chairman Zeytinoğlu stressed that Turkey 
needed a powerful lobby and friends in the Congress and 
the Senate to defend its interests in the US. He concluded his 
statement with the following remarks:

“One needs to take a look at how the decision to lift the 
embargo was made. Behind the decision is Bob Menendez, 
member of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Senator 
Menendez stated that the decision taken together with the US 
military training program reflected the critical importance of the 
US-Cyprus bilateral relationship and the growing importance 
of the Eastern Mediterranean region to US national security. He 
emphasized that the Greek Cypriot Administration was a reliable 
strategic partner for the US in the region. Menendez is also 
among the senators who prepared the Eastern Mediterranean 
Security and Energy Partnership Act and the End the Cyprus 
Embargo Act. American Jewish Committee Chair David Harris 
also expressed his support for the lifting of the embargo and 
said it was a milestone in the US-Cyprus relationship. Turkey 
should better explain its arguments in the US decision-making 
process, in the Congress and the Senate, and seek support. 
Otherwise, such moves may continue.”
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TIMELINE

 

 

The EU-Vietnam FTA entered 
into force.

The deadly explosions in Beirut’s 
seaport area claimed over 200 

lives.

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu paid 
an official visit to Malta.

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu and 
Maltese Foreign Minister Bartolo 

visited Libya.

 Vice-President Oktay and 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 

visited Lebanon and expressed 
Turkey’s solidarity with the 

country.

EU foreign ministers discussed 
the situation in the Eastern 

Mediterranean and Belarus.

Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
met with US Secretary of State 

Pompeo in Santo Domingo, 
Dominican Republic.

EU leaders held an emergency 
meeting on the situation in 
Belarus in the aftermath of 
the presidential elections.

Turkey announced its biggest 
natural gas discovery in the 

Black Sea.

German Foreign Minister Maas 
visited Athens and Ankara in 
a bid to reduce tension in the 

East Med.

 EU foreign ministers discussed 
the situation in the East Med and 
Belarus at the Gymnich meeting.

IKV Secretary General Nas 
assessed the developments in 
the Eastern Mediterranean on 
Artı TV.

IKV launched “EU Literacy 
Trainings for Civil Society” 
within the scope of the “EU 
Monitoring Network” project 
carried out under IPA II.

IKV outlined its views on the 
developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in letters sent 
out to MEPs.

Deputy Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and Director for EU 
Affairs Ambassador Kaymakcı 
and IKV and Kocaeli Chamber of 
Industry Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
attended the Chamber’s 
Assembly meeting.

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu 
accompanied Head of EU’s 
Turkey Delegation Ambassador 
Berger on a visit to Safranbolu. 

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu issued 
a statement on the Green Deal 
Call.

IKV issued a press release on the 
Gymnich meeting.

AUGUST 2020
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IKV Chairman Ayhan Zeytinoğlu 
issued a press statement on 28 

August 2020, to invite Turkish 
stakeholders, primarily from the 
business community, researchers, 
and universities to take part in 
the Green Deal Call, which will 
be opened on 18 September. IKV 
Chairman Zeytinoğlu stated the 
following:

“The Green Deal Call, which is 
to open in the following days, will 
be an important source of funding 
with its 1 billion euro budget. 
Hence, we need to follow this call 
as closely as possible and develop 
projects under it. As a consequence 
of Turkey’s active participation in 
the EU’s research and development 
funding programs for several years, 
number of projects accepted has 
considerably increased. This specific 
call will not only be an instrument 
to provide grants to businesses 
and researchers in Turkey, but also 
a special opportunity to work with 
our European counterparts in the 
transition to a carbon-free economy 
which is among the primary goals set 
by the new European Commission. 
Moreover, successful projects 
would contribute concretely to the 
strengthening of the EU-Turkey 
cooperation.”

The European Green Deal Call 
contains the following 11 areas 
- eight of which reflect thematic 
areas while the rest reflects horizontal 
areas:

Call area 1: Increasing climate 
ambition: cross-sectoral 
challenges
Call area 2: Clean, affordable and 

•

•

secure energy
Call area 3: Industry for a clean 
and circular economy
Call area 4: Energy and 
resource-efficient buildings
Call area 5: Sustainable and smart 
mobility
Call area 6: Farm to Fork
Call area 7: Restoring biodiversity 
and ecosystem services
Call area 8: Zero-pollution, 
toxic-free environment
Call area 9: Strengthening our 
knowledge in support of the 
European Green Deal
Call area 10: Empowering citizens 
for transition towards a climate 
neutral, sustainable Europe
Call area 11: Accelerating the 
clean energy transition and 
access in partnership with Africa

IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu stated 
that within the scope of the call, 
pilot implementations, innovative 
products, proposals regarding the 
governance of green and digital 
transformation, and innovation 
in social and value chains will 
be supported. He continued as 

•

•

•

•
•

•

•

•

•

follows: 
“Within the scope of the call, 

a total amount of 128 million 
euros is earmarked for energy 
efficiency, 60 million euros of 
which will be used for energy 
efficiency in buildings, 10 million 
euros for environmentally-friendly 
airports and ports, and finally 74 
million euros for projects that will 
support the Farm to Fork strategy. 
This is an important opportunity for 
businesses and researchers operating 
in energy, construction, agriculture, 
transportation, and many other 
fields in our country. Therefore, 
Turkey should not miss the chance 
to enhance its capacity to develop 
greener technologies with EU’s up to 
100% financial support.  

Regarding the European Green 
Deal Call with a budget of 1 billion 
euros, IKV Chairman Zeytinoğlu lastly 
pointed out that both the Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs and TÜBİTAK continue 
to inform all related parties and that 
further information is available on 
the Horizon 2020 Program page at: 
https://h2020.org.tr/tr

 “TURKEY SHOULD MAKE THE BEST 
USE OF EUROPEAN GREEN DEAL CALL 
UNDER HORIZON 2020”

IKV is organising an “EU Literacy Online 
Training for Civil Society” within the 

scope of the “EU Monitoring Network” 
project, which is carried out by TAV, 
YADA Foundation and IKV under 
CSO Partnerships and Networks on 
Strengthening Cooperation between 
the Public Sector and the CSOs Grant 
Scheme. The training kicked off on 
11 August 2020 with a session by 
IKV Secretary General Assoc. Prof. 
Çiğdem Nas and continued with 
a session by IKV Research Director 
Çisel İleri on 18 August. The training, 
which covers fundamental milestones 

in Turkey-EU relations as well as 
current developments such as visa 
liberalisation dialogue, discussions on 

modernisation of the Customs Union 
and the refugee deal, will continue in 
September.

IKV HELD ONLINE EU LITERACY 
TRAININGS UNDER IPA II
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On 17 August 2020, IKV Chairman Ayhan 
Zeytinoğlu shared IKV’s views concerning 

the latest developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in a letter sent individually to each 
one of the 705 MEPs. Below are excerpts from 
the letter, which aims at explaining the rationale 
underlying the recent steps taken by Turkey to 
safeguard its legitimate rights and interests in the 
region: 

“The recent escalation in the Mediterranean 
is a direct consequence of the maritime 
delimitation agreement signed between Greece 
and Egypt on 6 August 2020. The agreement is 
seen as a counter-move to the Memorandum 
of Understanding (MoU) signed last November 
between Turkey and Libya’s internationally 
recognised Government of National Accord 
on 27 November 2019 on the delimitation of 
maritime jurisdiction areas. Seen as a 
game-changer for the energy equation in the 
region, the MoU sent shockwaves through 
Athens, Nicosia and Cairo which had long aimed 
at excluding Turkey from the energy equation in 
the region through the formation of an 
anti-Turkey coalition under the name ‘Eastern 
Mediterranean Gas Forum’. 

As you may recall, late last month acting in 
good faith, Turkey had announced its decision 
to suspend its seismic survey activities to allow 
space for dialogue and negotiations. Sadly, 
this gesture of goodwill by Ankara was not 
reciprocated. On the contrary, Athens responded 
by concluding a maritime delimitation 
agreement with Cairo. As indicated by senior 
Turkish officials on numerous occasions, the 
agreement is null and void as the area covered by 
the so-called agreement overlaps with Turkey’s 
continental shelf registered with the UN. 

A major area of concern is the Greek 
claim that islands can automatically generate 
maritime jurisdiction areas (i.e. continental shelf, 
exclusive economic zone). The agreement gives 
Kastellorizo, a tiny island of 10 square kilometres 
located only 2 kilometres away from mainland 
Anatolia while 580 kilometres away from the 
Greek mainland, a maritime jurisdiction area 

of 40,000 square kilometres. This contradicts 
with the principle of equity and equitable 
delimitation. In addition, as maintained by Turkey 
and stipulated by numerous rulings by the 
International Court of Justice, islands distorting 
equity have no effect in the delimitation of 
maritime jurisdiction areas. Such designs, 
aiming at confining the country with the 
longest coastline in the Eastern Mediterranean 
to Anatolia are not only anachronistic, but also 
irrational. 

In the face of this outright violation of its 
legitimate rights stemming from the continental 
shelf, Turkey cannot be expected to remain silent. 
It is only natural for Turkey to defend its rights 
both at the table and on the field, and resume 
its planned seismic survey activities in the area 
through the Oruç Reis Seismic Research Vessel. 
However, as repeatedly indicated by senior 
Turkish officials, Turkey remains open to dialogue 
and favours a political solution based on 
international law and good neighbourly relations.

Moreover, Turkey is determined to defend its 
own rights and the rights of the Turkish Cypriots 
in the Eastern Mediterranean. As a result of EU’s 
strategic mistake to admit the Greek Cypriot 
Administration as the sole representative of the 

island prior to a solution of the Cyprus issue, the 
EU has lost its objectivity regarding the issue. 

The Greek Cypriot Administration, in total 
disregard of the inalienable rights of the Turkish 
Cypriots who are in essence the co-owners 
of the island’s natural resources and therefore 
have as much rights over them as the Greek 
Cypriots, has moved to sign maritime boundary 
delimitation agreements with littoral states such 
as Egypt, Lebanon and Israel. Turkey objected 
to these unilateral agreements on the grounds 
that they lacked the participation and consent 
of the Turkish Cypriots as the co-owners of the 
island, as the Greek Cypriot Administration did 
not represent the island as a whole. Therefore, as 
argued by Turkey, the agreements signed by the 
Greek Cypriot Administration have no effect.

In addition, under international law in 
a semi-closed sea like the Mediterranean, 
delineation of maritime jurisdiction areas require 
arrangements to be made among all littoral 
states so that their sovereign rights and interests 
are equally respected and possible overlaps are 
prevented. Part of the maritime areas covered 
by the unilateral agreements concluded by 
the Greek Cypriot Administration overlap with 
Turkey’s continental shelf registered with the UN. 

Acting unilaterally, the Greek Cypriot side 
granted exploration licenses to international 
energy companies in its so-called exclusive 
economic zone. This prompted Turkey and the 
TRNC to sign a continental shelf delimitation 
agreement on 21 September 2011 which 
was followed by the signing of a licensing 
agreement a day later for the Turkish Petroleum 
Corporation (TPAO) to carry out exploration and 
drilling activities in the area designated by the 
agreement.

Turkish Cypriot side’s proposals calling for 
the suspension of hydrocarbon exploration 
activities until a comprehensive settlement to 
the Cyprus issue or the formation of an ad hoc 
committee for the joint management of these 
resources were all rejected by the Greek Cypriot 
side. 

In the face of Greek Cypriot side’s persistent 
unilateral steps, Turkey had to take action. 
Turkey’s first drillship Fatih was dispatched on 
3 May 2019 to the Eastern Mediterranean in an 
area lying within Turkey’s continental shelf. With 
this step Turkey was fully exercising its sovereign 
rights over its continental shelf. 

The 13 July 2019 dated proposal foreseeing 
the creation of a cooperation mechanism for the 
joint exploration and exploitation of hydrocarbon 
reserves including revenue-sharing, which was 
also supported by Turkey, has shared the fate 
of the previous proposals as the Greek Cypriot 
Administration has no interest in sharing neither 
power nor prosperity with the Turkish Cypriots. 

The EU’s unconditional support for the Greek 
and Greek Cypriot claims over the maritime 
jurisdiction areas, its constant criticism of Turkey’s 
legitimate activities and its disregard for the 
inalienable rights of the Turkish Cypriot people 
put enormous strain on Turkey-EU relations. 
Furthermore, the EU’s exclusionist stance towards 
Turkey risks increasing tension in a region whose 
stability is threatened by conflicts in Libya 
and Syria. We believe that a more balanced 
and constructive engagement on the EU side 
is necessary to reverse the current trend of 
escalation.”

IKV OUTLINED ITS VIEWS ON THE SITUATION IN THE 
EAST MED IN A LETTER ADDRESSED TO MEPS

On 29 August 2020, IKV issued the 
following  press release concerning the 

Informal Meeting of EU Foreign Ministers 
(Gymnich) in Berlin:

“We were disappointed by the EU foreign 
ministers’ failure to take into account Turkey’s 
just  arguments and legitimate interests in 
the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean. 
Expecting the resolution of the outstanding 
issues between Turkey and Greece and the 
Greek Cypriot Administration solely based 
on a change in Turkey’s position is not only 
unfair, but also deemed to fail.  While Greece 
and the Greek Cypriot Administration are 
EU members, Turkey is not an ordinary 
third country; it is a NATO Ally and an EU 
candidate country. The Helsinki Presidency 
Conclusions, which confirmed Turkey’s 

status as a candidate country, also referred 
to the Cyprus question and the resolution 
of bilateral disputes through negotiations. 
So far, Turkey has demonstrated its goodwill 

by supporting the Annan Plan and other 
UN-sponsored initiatives for the resolution of 
the Cyprus question. The EU should see that 
the unilateral and wrong positions of Greece 

and the Greek Cypriot Administration have 
also played a role in the perpetuation of the 
problems and today’s tense atmosphere. 
Otherwise, resolving the problem will not 
be possible and the EU will not have a 
constructive role in relieving the tension. 
We would have expected the approach 
of an actor like the EU to be much more 
balanced, holistic and visionary. Maintenance 
of dialogue and continuation of negotiations 
is important for the resolution of problems. 
However, for negotiations to deliver results 
Turkey’s views should be listened to and 
it should be understood that Turkey will 
not allow any ‘fait accompli’ in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the Aegean. Everyone 
should know that no results can be obtained 
through sanctions.”

PRESS RELEASE ON THE  STATEMENTS FOLLOWING THE GYMNICH MEETING
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TURKEY-EU WATCH

President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan announced that Turkey has 
made its biggest-ever natural gas discovery in the Black Sea.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan announced on 21 

August 2020 that 320 billion cubic 
meters of gas was found by drill 
ship Fatih in the Black Sea. This 
major discovery is important to help 
Turkey reduce its dependency on 
imported energy resources which 
costed around 35 billion euros last 

year. President Erdoğan held a press 
conference at the Dolmabahçe 
Palace on the historic natural gas 
discovery and stated that Turkey 
has conducted this operation by 
its national means and capabilities. 
“We aim to put the Black Sea gas to 
use of our nation by 2023”, President 
Erdoğan added.

President Erdoğan reminded 
that the drill ships Fatih and Yavuz 
have conducted nine deep sea 
drillings so far in the Mediterranean 
and the Black Sea and following the 
much-awaited news about the gas 
discovery in the Black Sea, Turkey 
expects similar good news also in 
the Mediterranean. 

1965
2020

TURKEY DISCOVERED LARGE 
GAS RESERVES IN BLACK SEA

STATEMENTS FOLLOWING THE GYMNICH 
MEETING SPARKED REACTION FROM TURKEY 

On 27-28 August 2020, EU 
foreign ministers convened in 

Berlin for their informal meeting, 
also known as Gymnich, to discuss 
the latest developments concerning 
the situation in Libya, the Eastern 
Mediterranean, Belarus and 
Lebanon. On the situation in the 
Eastern Mediterranean, EU foreign 
ministers expressed their support 
and solidarity with Greece and 
the Greek Cypriot Administration. 
Urging Turkey to “refrain from 
unilateral actions”, EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs 
and Security Policy Josep Borrell, in 
the press conference following the 
Gymnich meeting, underlined that 
disputes over maritime boundaries 
should be settled exclusively in a 
peaceful manner and in accordance 
with the decisions taken by the 
International Court of Justice. 
Even though it was stressed that 
improving dialogue with Turkey 
was preferred as Turkey is a strategic 
partner in the Mediterranean, EU 
foreign ministers indicated that 

possible sanctions against Turkey 
were still on the table. According 
to the statement by Borrell, 
relevant Council Working Groups 
were tasked with adding up new 
individuals to the existing targeted 
sanctions list. High Representative 
Borrell stated that the situation 
would be discussed at the European 
Council meeting scheduled for 
24-25 September.

The statements made after the 
Gymnich meeting sparked reaction 
from Turkey.  The Turkish Foreign 
Ministry, in a statement issued on 
the same day, pointed to Greece and 
the Greek Cypriot Administration’s 
maximalist actions and demands 
contrary to international law as 
the cause of tension in the Eastern 
Mediterranean. It was stated that 
EU’s unconditional support for the 
two, which were trying to ignore 
the legitimate rights and interests of 
both Turkey and the Turkish Cypriots, 
increased the tension even more. 
The statement slammed the EU’s 
call for Turkey to cease its legitimate 
hydrocarbon exploration activities 
within its continental shelf. Moreover, 
it was stated that EU’s preference to 
speak the language of sanctions while 
Turkey was emphasizing dialogue and 
diplomacy, was in no way contributing 
to the resolution of problems. Lastly, 
the statement reminded the EU that it 
should act impartially and as an honest 
broker, if it wished for a solution in the 
Eastern Mediterranean.

EU’S COVID-19 TRAVEL 
RESTRICTIONS CONTINUE TO 
REMAIN FOR TURKEY

One of the most noteworthy 
effects of the COVID-19 

pandemic has been restrictions on 
travel. Turkey, a candidate country 
to join the EU, had already started a 
visa liberalisation dialogue with the 
EU in 2013 and fulfilled 65 of the 
72 criteria on the visa-liberalisation 
roadmap as of May 2016. However, 
recent news brought attention to 
the fact that the visa application 
process for EU Member States 
except for essential travellers 
continue to be on hold since 
March and only pre-applications 
are accepted from Turkish citizens 
who wish to travel to the EU for a 
short-term visit. 

On 13 May, the European 
Commission announced its 
recommendations and guidelines 
for the gradual lifting of travel 
restrictions and on 15 June 
launched a new web platform 
titled “Re-open EU” to give advice 
to people who wish to travel 
to or within the EU. Criteria 
were established to determine 
whether or not travel restrictions 
should be implemented for third 
countries. These criteria included 
the epidemiological situation 
and containment measures, 
including physical distancing, 
as well as economic and social 
considerations. EU citizens and 
their family members, long-term 
EU residents and their family 
members, and travellers with 
an essential function or need 
are exempted from the travel 
restrictions. 

A list of countries for which 
travel restrictions should be lifted 
was also published by the Council 
and updated every two weeks. 
As of 8 August, the list included 
the following countries: Australia, 
Canada, Georgia, Japan, New 
Zealand, Rwanda, South Korea, 

Thailand, Tunisia, Uruguay and 
China (subject to confirmation 
of reciprocity). Turkey was not 
included in this list although it 
was one of the countries that 
were relatively successful in 
controlling the spread of the virus 
and fending for those who were 
taken ill due to the resilience of its 
health system. Turkey had already 
lifted restrictions in international 
and domestic travel on June 16. 
Germany partially lifted the travel 
ban to several touristic cities in 
Turkey including İzmir, Antalya, 
Muğla and Aydın starting 4 
August. Precautions taken against 
the COVID-19 in hotels and 
tourism locations were viewed as 
satisfactory to warrant a lifting of 
the travel ban.

 In a nutshell, the continuation 
of the COVID-19 threat and the 
recent upsurge in the numbers 
of persons, who have contracted 
the virus, warrant precautionary 
measures including travel 
restrictions. Countries such 
as Turkey for which tourism 
sector has an important place 
in the economy, suffer both as 
a result of the health risk and 
decline in tourism revenues. 
The recent numbers provided 
by the European Centre for 
Disease Prevention and Control 
attest to an alarming situation as 
numbers of new cases continue 
to soar throughout Europe. It 
is now apparent that since the 
lifting of strict measures against 
COVID-19 both in the EU and 
Turkey, the spread of the virus 
could not be contained. In the 
absence of a vaccine which is 
available, adequate and ready to 
be injected to populations around 
the world, the three mantras of 
social distance, hygiene and masks 
should be rigidly implemented. 
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SEVEN TURKISH DEFENCE FIRMS 
RANKED AMONG WORLD’S TOP 100 

Defence News Top 100, which is 
published annually by US military 

publisher Defence News and is based 
on the previous year’s defence sales, 
was announced on 17 August 2020 on 
the magazine’s website. This year, the 
number of Turkish companies on the 
list rose from five to seven.

Turkish defence firms  registered 
record-breaking turnover in the 
reporting period, catapulting them to 
the top ranks. Increasing its defence 
revenue from 1.79 billion dollars in 
2018 to over 2.17 billion dollars in 2019, 
ASELSAN has climbed up to the 48th 
place from 52nd last year. Having first 
entered the list in 2006 ranked 93rd, 
ASELSAN has improved its expertise on 

communication and electronic warfare 
systems. Increasing its defence revenue 
by 42% to 1.85 billion dollars in 2019, 
the Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI/
TUSAŞ) came in 53rd on the list. With a 
defence revenue of 553 million dollars, 
Turkish armoured vehicle manufacturer 
BMC ranked 89th while Turkey’s missile 
system producer Roketsan was at the 
91st place, followed by STM Defence 
Technologies and Engineering. 
Entering the list this year at the 98th 
place  were producers of the Turkish 
defence industry’s armoured land 
vehicles, FNSS, and it was followed by 
HAVELSAN, which produces software 
solutions for the Turkish defence 
industry at the 99th place.

TURKEY’S NEW SOCIAL 
MEDIA LEGISLATION 
CAME INTO EFFECT

On 28 July 2020, the Grand 
National Assembly of Turkey 

passed a bill that gives official 
authorities more powers over 
social media content. The law 
obliges international social 
media platforms to appoint 
Turkish representatives to address 
authorities’ concerns over content 
and imposes deadlines for the 
removal of material they take 
exception to. It also requires user 
data from social media networks 
to be stored in Turkey. Moreover, 
a Digital Platforms Commission 
has been established within the 
parliament in line with the law to 
carry out inspections, reporting 
and advisory duties in the case of 

infringements. The Commission 
will consist of 17 members from 
the parliament taking into account 
the share of political parties 
represented in the parliament. 

The law aims to protect 
personal rights of individuals, rights 
to privacy and other fundamental 
rights and freedoms along with 
protecting children’s physical 
and psychological development 
in online platforms. Moreover, 
according to the new social media 
law, companies could face fines 
up to 10 million liras, blocking of 
advertisements, or have bandwidth 
slashed by up to 90%, essentially 
blocking access in the case they fail 
to comply with the legislation.
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MASSIVE EXPLOSIONS IN BEIRUT SET 
INTERNATIONAL ACTORS INTO MOTION

Two explosions occurred in 
Lebanon’s capital and port city 

of Beirut on the afternoon of 4 
August 2020. Dubbed as “one of the 
biggest non-nuclear explosions in 
history”, the blast killed more than 
200 people and injured thousands. 
There are also many missing people 
while hundreds of thousands of 
people have been left homeless. 
The Lebanese government 
declared that the explosion 
resulted from the detonation of 
2,750 tonnes of ammonium nitrate 

which had been stored for six years 
without any safety measures at 
a warehouse located in Beirut’s 
port. The Lebanese government 
led by Prime Minister Hassan 
Diab reportedly resigned amid 
mounting protests over its alleged 
negligence of the situation for 
years. 

Representatives of multiple 
countries and organisations all 
over the world also offered their 
condolences and support to 
Lebanon after the devastating 

explosions. Turkey and the EU have 
promised to provide humanitarian 
assistance to Lebanon. While 
Turkey mobilised both state-run 
aid organisations and charity 
foundations, the EU mobilised 33 
million euros to respond to the 
most urgent needs of Lebanon. 
On 9 August, the EU promised to 
provide an additional amount of 30 
million euros at the international 
conference on assistance and 
support to Beirut and the Lebanese 
people. 

International actors all over the world, including Turkey and the 
EU, pledged to provide humanitarian assistance to Lebanon, 
following the deadly explosions in Beirut.

HALLOUMI DISPUTE AMID CETA 
RATIFICATION PROCESS
On 1 August 2020, the Greek 

Cypriot Parliament voted against 
the ratification of the Comprehensive 
Trade Agreement between the EU 
and Canada (CETA). In a 37-18 vote, 
Greek Cypriot lawmakers expressed 
their concerns over insufficient 
protection of Cypriot delicacy 
halloumi cheese (hellim in Turkish) 
and demanded geographical 
recognition as champagne and 
Parma ham. The decision was 
important, as it was the first time 
in EU history that a Member State 
rejected a trade agreement which 
has been provisionally in force since 
September 2017. 

Halloumi is a dairy delicacy 
produced on both sides of the island. 
In 2017, the European Commission 
expressed that in order to obtain a 
geographical indication for halloumi; 
both the Turkish Cypriot and Greek 
Cypriot sides should agree on 
reunification and a common system 
of sanitation. The Greek Cypriot side 
has tried to use halloumi as political 

leverage on the Turkish Cypriot side. 
During his visit to the island on 17 
July 2015, European Commission 
President Jean-Claude Juncker had 
announced that the two sides had 
reached a common understanding 
on registering halloumi/hellim 
cheese as a “protected designation of 
origin” (PDO) product under EU law. 

However, the process did not work as 
Juncker had expected. Nevertheless, 
both sides are motivated to protect 
halloumi cheese as a globally 
recognised product. The Greek 
Cypriot Administration stated that 
they are demanding to obtain a PDO 
label as a condition to approve the 
ratification of CETA.
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Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu paid a visit 
to Malta and Libya on 5-6 August 2020. On the 

first day of his visit, Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
met with Malta’s Minister for European and 
Foreign Affairs Evarist Bartolo to discuss bilateral 
cooperation and regional issues.  The next day, 
the two Foreign Ministers paid a joint visit to 
Libya to have a number of meetings, the first of 
which was with Head of the Presidential Council 
and Prime Minister of Libya Fayez al-Sarraj. 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu and his Maltese 
counterpart Bartolo expressed their support 
for the Government of National Accord (GNA), 
the legitimate government of Libya, and their 
solidarity with its people, stating that the stability 
and the security of Libya is of great significance. 
Turkey, Libya and Malta all emphasized the need 
to strengthen Libya’s southern borders, and 
to fight against human trafficking, smuggling 
and illegal migration. All sides expressed 
their intentions for finding ways to enhance 
economic relations and agreed to promote joint 
cooperation, facilitate the return of Maltese and 
Turkish companies to Libya and resume flights 
between the three countries. To this end, the 
three countries agreed to set up a joint working 
team for cooperation and the coordination of 
efforts. 

On his return to Malta, Foreign Minister 
Çavuşoğlu had further meetings with 
Malta’s President George Vella and EU High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy Josep Borrell. The meeting between 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu and High 
Representative Borrell was one in a series of 
many that took place in the recent months. The 
outcome of the Foreign Affairs Council on 13 July, 
Turkey-EU relations, the situation in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the regional conflicts in Libya 
and Syria were discussed ahead of the Gymnich 
meeting set to convene on 27 and 28 August in 
Berlin where Turkey-EU relations will again be on 
the agenda. 

Turkey’s stance with respect to the Libyan 
crisis has been a source of friction in Turkey’s 
relations with some EU Member States, in 
particular France. The current government of 
Libya was founded in 2015 in the midst of the 
chaos the country found itself in after Muammar 
Gaddafi has been toppled from power in 2011. 
The country has since been divided into east-
west rivalry, each backed by foreign governments. 
Turkey and Russia emerged as two powers in 
relation to this conflict. Turkey, together with 
Qatar, has been a supporter of the UN-backed 
government against Khalifa Haftar and his military 

forces (Libyan National Army -LNA) who are said 
to be supported by Egypt, Russia and UAE. Turkey 
urges for diplomacy in solving the conflict and it 
has been cooperating and advising on military 
issues and even signed security and maritime 
agreements with GNA last year. Ankara’s military 
support including drones helped GNA regain 
control over Libya’s northwest. 

Against this background, another very 
significant development in relation to the Libya 
conflict has taken place on 17 August 2020 
when Turkey’s National Defence Minister Hulusi 
Akar and his Chief of Staff General Yaşar Gürel 
visited Libya to observe the operations taking 
place within the framework of the military 
cooperation deal with Libya. National Defence 
Minister Hulusi Akar and his Qatari counterpart 
Mohammed al-Attiyah have also met with Libyan 
Prime Minister Fayez al-Sarraj and other Libyan 
Ministers and after discussing issues regarding 
trilateral relations and defence, a tripartite deal 
has been signed between Turkey, Qatar and 
Libya for military cooperation. According to 
the deal, Libyan Government forces will also 
receive consultation on military issues from the 
parties. The agreement involves Qatar’s funding 
of military training centres, the establishment of 
a trilateral coordination centre and of a Turkish 
naval base in the city of Misrata.  

Unannounced visit of the German Foreign 
Minister Heiko Maas on the same day to meet 
with his Libyan counterpart was yet another 
attempt to establish a ceasefire within the 
framework of the international conference in 
Berlin and a political deal between the GNA and 
Haftar’s forces. 

On 21 August, GNA announced a ceasefire 
with the ultimate aim to impose “full sovereignty 
over the Libyan territory and the departure of 
foreign forces and mercenaries.” GNA called for 
demilitarising Sirte, for ending the oil blockade 
by its rivals and also for parliamentary and 
presidential election to be held in March 2021. 
The news of a ceasefire was gladly received by 
the UN, the EU, and even Aguila Saleh who is 
the speaker for the eastern-based parliament 
supporting the ceasefire “to prevent military 
intervention by the foreign forces”. However, the 
news that Haftar rejected GNA’s call for a ceasefire 
claiming that “it is for media marketing and that 
there is a military build-up and the transfer of 
equipment to target their forces in Sirte”, in the 
words of Ahmed Mismari, spokesman for Haftar’s 
LNA put a stop to the hopes of those wishing for 
peace in Libya. What will happen next remains to 
be seen.

On  16 August 2020, 
Foreign Minister Mevlüt 

Çavuşoğlu met with US 
Secretary of State Mike 
Pompeo in the capital city 
of the Dominican Republic, 
Santo Domingo where he 
went to attend elected 
President Luis Abinader’s 
inauguration ceremony. 
During the meeting, Foreign 
Minister Çavuşoğlu and his 
US counterpart Pompeo 
discussed issues of mutual 
concern, including reducing 
tensions in the Eastern 
Mediterranean and the current 

situation in Syria and Libya. 
Foreign Minister 

Çavuşoğlu told reporters 
that Turkey’s oil and gas 
exploration activities in the 
Eastern Mediterranean are 
in line with international 
law. Çavuşoğlu explained 
to Pompeo Turkey’s stance 
and constructive approach 
concerning the Eastern 
Mediterranean. For his part, 
Pompeo indicated that the 
meeting provided for a timely 
conversation with Turkish 
Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu 
on the urgent need to reduce 

tensions in the Eastern 
Mediterranean.

Speaking to the reporters 
following the meeting, 
Çavuşoğlu also commented 
on US presidential candidate 
and former Vice-President 
Joe Biden’s controversial 
comments on Turkey. Foreign 
Minister Çavuşoğlu criticised 
Biden who in an interview last 
December had said that he 
would seek a regime change 
in Turkey and expressed his 
willingness to work with 
“opposition leadership” to 
topple President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan in Turkey’s 2023 
elections. Indicating that 
they strongly rejected such 
impositions, Foreign Minister 
Çavuşoğlu underscored 
that Turkish elections 
are held democratically 
and transparently. He 
also slammed Biden for 
his comments over the 
representation of Turkey’s 
Kurdish population in 
parliament.

FOREIGN MINISTER ÇAVUŞOĞLU MET 
WITH HIS US COUNTERPART POMPEO

EU LEADERS HELD EMERGENCY TALKS 
OVER THE CRISIS IN BELARUS

9  August 2020 was the 
day the presidential 

elections took place in 
Belarus. The last one of 
the six elections President 
Alexander Lukashenko came 
out triumphant, winning 80% 
of the vote against 10% won 
by Svetlana Tikhanovskaya, 
the opposition candidate 
who registered instead of her 
husband, imprisoned after 
announcing his intention for 
running at the presidential 
elections. 

The already problematic 
state of the economy, 
corruption, the constantly 
increasing pressure on the 
opposition and the critics 
of the President combined 
with the dissatisfaction with 
how Lukashenko handled 
the COVID-19 pandemic 

triggered protests before 
the elections and ended 
up with mass protests 
demanding free elections 
and more democracy. 
Frustrated with the way the 
elections were carried out, 
the result and the arrests 
that followed, protestors 
are still on the streets in 
unprecedented numbers. The 
disproportionate violence by 
the security forces led to three 
deaths while hundreds were 
wounded and 7,000 people 
were arrested.

In the light of these 
developments, in a statement 
on behalf of the EU, High 
Representative for Foreign 
Affairs and Security Policy 
Josep Borrell stated that 
since “the elections were 
neither free nor fair”, the 

result declared by the Belarus 
Central Election Commission 
was not recognised by the EU. 
The message also included a 
call to the state authorities to 
stop the “disproportionate and 
unacceptable violence”. 

On 14 August 2020, EU 
foreign ministers agreed on 
the need to impose targeted 
sanctions on the individuals 
responsible for the violence, 
repression and the falsification 
of the election results. There 
is also mention of a proposal 
for EU support for facilitating 
a dialogue within the OSCE to 
resolve the crisis in Belarus. 

The conclusions of the 
European Council meeting 
of 19 August 2020 were a 
confirmation of the EU’s 
stance. While condemning 
both the election and the 
use of disproportionate 
and unacceptable violence 
by the state authorities, EU 
leaders did not demand new 
elections or that Lukashenko 
step down.

European Commission 
President Ursula von der 
Leyen suggested that money 
should be directed away from 
the state in favour of the civil 
society.
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AMID THE UNCERTAINTIES OF COVID-19: THE EU-VIETNAM FTA 
AND POSSIBLE REPERCUSSIONS FOR TURKEY-EU TRADE

One of the areas most affected 
by COVID-19 is international 
trade, due to the disruption 

in global value chains stemming 
from strict quarantine measures 
and lockdowns all over the world. 
Many of the world’s international 
organisations and think-tanks expect 
the COVID-19 pandemic to have 
negative effects on global trade 
and economy in the medium and 
long-term. Although the prospects 
look gloomy particularly for the final 
quarter of 2020, some encouraging 
developments concerning the future 
of global trade have also taken 
place: The EU’s most comprehensive 
free trade agreement (FTA) with a 
developing country and its second 
FTA with an ASEAN member entered 
into force. The agreement with one of 
the rising production hubs of Asia in 
recent years, Vietnam, is likely to have 
important repercussions for Turkey 
and Turkey-EU trade.

Between the Lines of 
EU-Vietnam Trade and EVFTA

1 August 2020 marked the entry 
into force of the FTA between the EU 
and Vietnam. The EU-Vietnam FTA 
(EVFTA) has the prominent feature 
of being the most comprehensive 
trade agreement the EU has ever 
concluded with a developing 
country. It is also the EU’s second 
agreement with an ASEAN member 
subsequent to the agreement signed 
with Singapore.

While Vietnam is the EU’s 17th 

largest goods trading partner, the 
EU is Vietnam’s second  largest 
trading partner after Singapore, in 
the same category. The EU’s main 
export items are electrical machinery 
and equipment, aircraft, vehicles 
and pharmaceutical products, while 
electronic products, footwear, textiles 
and clothing, rice, coffee and seafood 
make up Vietnam’s main exports to 
the EU. 

The EU has a deficit of 
approximately 23 billion euros 
in trade of goods with Vietnam, 
whereas both parties have a similar 
pattern regarding trade in services, 
with the EU registering a slight 
surplus. Furthermore, the EU is one 
of the largest foreign direct investors 
in Vietnam, with a 7-billion-euro 
surplus. The main sectors attracting 
European investments in Vietnam 
stand out as industrial processing 
and manufacturing.

The EVFTA foresees the removal 
of duties on 99% of goods traded 
bilaterally. The tariffs paid by 
European businesses while exporting 
to Vietnam will be scrapped within 
a two-stage process. While 65% of 
tariffs will be removed at the first 
stage, the remaining part will be 
gradually lifted within 10 years. 
On the other hand, the EU’s most 
important export items, such as 
pharmaceuticals, chemicals and 
machinery, started to be sold with 
zero tariffs from the first day of the 
agreement. On the other side of 
the coin, customs duties charged 
on Vietnamese businesses will be 
scrapped by 71% at the first stage 
and this will be followed by the 
elimination of the remaining tariffs 
in seven years. In sensitive sectors, 

such as footwear and textiles, which 
account for a large share in Vietnam’s 
exports to the EU, liberalisation in 
longer periods is envisaged.

Possible Repercussions of the 
EVFTA for Turkey-EU Trade

During the last decade, Vietnam 
has emerged as a new production 
hub in Asia. This process has 
accelerated since 2018, when the 
beginning of trade wars between 
USA and China prompted most 
countries to consider diverting 
their production facilities out of 
China. At that time, Vietnam came 
to the forefront  as an alternative 
production centre. According to 
the projections of the IMF, Vietnam 
is expected to grow by 2.7% in 
2020; the highest growth rate in 
Asia amid the economic downturn 
due to COVID-19. With a trade 
volume of approximately 517 billion 
dollars, in line with the changing 
patterns of global value chains in the 
post-COVID-19 world,  Vietnam is 
expected strengthen its position as a 
production and export hub. 

On the other hand, Vietnam’s 
production and export patterns 
are similar to those of Turkey; 
therefore the EVFTA is likely to have 
a substantial impact on Turkey 

and Turkey-EU trade. Considering 
the effects of the EVFTA on Turkey, 
Vietnamese goods exported to the 
EU will be able to enter the Turkish 
market without tariffs through the 
Turkey-EU Customs Union. However, 
Turkish goods will not gain the same 
right; this will create an asymmetry in 
Turkey-Vietnam trade relations. This 
asymmetric relation will be extremely 
problematic, especially for textiles and 
clothing which are among Vietnam’s 
main export items to the EU. The 
possibility that these products could 
enter into the Turkish market without 
customs duties might result in a loss in 
competitiveness for Turkish products.

Regarding the impact of the 
EVFTA on Turkey-EU trade, it should 
be noted that Vietnamese goods, 
most of which enjoy duty free access 
to the European market, are likely 
to compete with Turkish goods, 
considering the similar production 
and export patterns of Turkey and 
Vietnam. In this context, again, textile 
products come to the forefront, since 
Turkey ranks third after China and 
Bangladesh in textile exports to the 
EU. Other potential domains that 
could see increased competition 
between Turkey and Vietnam in the 
European market are food, beverages 
and tobacco products. Turkey was 

EU’s fifth largest trading partner in 
2019, while Vietnam ranked 10th 
among EU’s trading partners in this 
category. Similarly, other processed 
goods, along with machinery and 
transport equipment, could see  
increased competition between 
Turkish and Vietnamese products in 
European market. 

All of this confirms the results of 
the Economic Impact of the EVFTA 
Report prepared by the European 
Commission in 2019, which asserted 
that Turkey’s GDP loss due to the 
EVFTA will be 0.05%. Moreover, 
similar to the EU’s previous trade 
agreements, the EVFTA has some 
joint declarations regarding the two 
other partners with whom the EU 
has a customs union. Accordingly, 
products originating from Andorra 
and San Marino will be regarded as 
coming from the EU, which implies 
that the same rules will apply to 
their trade with Vietnam. However, 
EU’s third customs union partner, 
Turkey, has again not been entitled 
to this right, hence an asymmetry 
in Turkey-Vietnam trade is likely to 
arise. Instead, Turkey is calling for a 
conclusion of a preferential trade 
agreement with Vietnam due to the 
obligation that countries having a 
customs union with the EU should 
align their trade regime with that of 
the EU. Although Turkey had taken 
steps in the direction of concluding 
an FTA with Vietnam, negotiations 
have not been launched, yet.

All in all, the EU is continuing 
to put its ambitious trade policy 
and agreements into practice amid 
the uncertainties and disturbances 
caused by COVID-19. At this point, 
the Union’s most comprehensive 
trade agreement with a developing 
country offering numerous 
opportunities has entered into force. 
Nevertheless, the EVFTA is expected 
to have some important effects on 
Turkey and Turkey-EU trade, including  
an increasing competition in the 
European market and an asymmetric 
relation in the trade between Turkey 
and Vietnam.

The EU-Vietnam FTA, which entered into force amid uncertainties of the COVID-19 pandemic, is expected to 
have a substantial impact on both the Turkish market and Turkey-EU trade.
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