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The winds of continuity are blowing through Turkey.
Extending its rule to a third decade, Recep Tayyip
Erdogan was re-elected as Turkey’s president after a
tight race on 28 May 2023, while the AKP-led People’s
Alliance garnered 322 of 600 seats in the parliament.
What are the likely consequences of the election results
for EU-Turkey relations and what kind of a Turkey policy
should the European actors pursue in this ‘new’ era?

Turkish Foreign Policy Outlook and Implications for EU-
Turkey Relations

Turkey will continue to pursue a foreign policy marked by
political pragmatism and transactionalism. This could
have both negative and positive consequences for
Turkey’s relations with the EU. Ankara regularly
emphasizes the implementation of an ‘independent’
foreign policy driven by its quest for ‘strategic autonomy’.
Yet, domestic and global interdependencies prevail in
Turkish foreign policy: its central parameters are
especially determined by national interests and
international mutual interdependencies, as well as by
elements essential for regime survival. The fact that
various leaders with conflicting views such as Putin,
Zelenskyy, Scholz, Orban, Jinping, al Thani, and Biden
swiftly conveyed their public congratulations to President
Erdogan illustrates the dense and complex network of
interdependencies Turkey is entangled in.
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The geopolitical and economic ties between Turkey and a
broad array of regional/global players with diverse
interests entail both challenges and opportunities for EU-
Turkey relations. Turkey’s volatile economic situation and
transactionalist foreign policy understanding could
represent starting points for its partial rapprochement
with Western countries and the EU in some areas of
mutual interest. The conclusions of the June 2018 General
Affairs Council and October 2020 European Council had
linked the reform of the Customs Union to Turkey’s
constructive dialogue with Greece and Cyprus. On the one
hand, the détente in Greek-Turkish relations after the
devastating earthquakes in Turkey in February 2023
provide a good starting point for Turkey to take further
steps to ease tensions with Greece in the Aegean and the
Eastern Mediterranean. That Turkey and Greece
reciprocally decided to cancel their individual military
practices in the Aegean Sea only one day after Turkey’s
presidential elections signals both sides’ intention to
reduce conflictual dynamics in the relationship. At the
same time, the Cyprus issue is most likely to continue to
be a point of conflict as the first international trip of the re-
elected Turkish President took him to Nicosia where he
reiterated his demands for a two-state solution. One
fundamental stumbling stone in Turkey’s relations with
the West is Turkey’s continuing veto on Sweden’s
application to join NATO. With increasing pressure from
the Biden government and Ankara’s quest for an F-16
upgrade, Turkey could take the decision to ratify Swedish
accession to NATO. This would require numerous behind
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the closed-door negotiations. Western countries expect
nothing less than a solution to this issue either before or at
the NATO summit in Vilnius in July 2023.

Enhanced communication between the EU and Turkey will
also take place within the framework of the European
Green Deal, and specifically, its carbon border
adjustment  mechanism, which  requires the
improvement of EU-Turkey trade relations based on
sustainable production processes. Turkey’s detachment
from the EU’s new norms for sustainable business models
would endanger the modernization of the Customs Union,
let alone its operation under the existing circumstances.
Cooperation will be also prioritized by the Turkish
government in issue areas featuring low levels of
politicization such as energy, digitalization, and transport.

Migration will remain a top priority field in the EU -Turkey
agenda driven by dynamics of conflictual cooperation.
Over the past few years, the management of irregular
migration flows to Europe with the EU-Turkey refugee
‘deal’ has been one of the few, relatively constant drivers
of cooperative behavior and everyday dialogue in EU-
Turkey relations amid enduring political tensions between
Ankara and Brussels. Yet, while both partners are keen on
sustaining this cooperation, their motivations for and
perceptions about the future of the deal have been
gradually diverging. The EU is still struggling to define an
effective migration policy - the Council’s decision on the
Asylum Procedure Regulation and the Asylum and
Migration Management Regulation being the latest
attempts - and challenged to provide temporary
protection to Ukrainian refugees. Hence, the maintenance
of the EU-Turkey deal (and establishing similar
arrangements with other third countries such as Tunisia)
remains indispensable for the member states. Similarly,
the ‘new’ Erdogan government is likely to hold on to the
refugee deal which provided Ankara over the past decade
with a unique, asymmetrical (power) relationship with
Europe as well as with internal/external legitimacy.
However, given the increasing societal intolerance among
Turkish public opinion vis-a-vis refugees residing in the
country - also culminating in xenophobic and anti-
refugee rhetoric in the oppositional election campaign -
Ankara is likely to aim for a re-negotiation of certain
aspects of the refugee deal which could also involve the
EU’s support for the partial return of refugees to Syria.

Divergences between the EU and Turkey will especially
continue to dominate the field of foreign and security
policy. The European Commission 2022 Turkey Report
calculated Turkey’s alignment with the EU’s foreign and
security policy to amount to merely 7%, representing a
drop by 50% compared to the previous year. This is
partially linked to Turkey’s non-alignment with the bloc’s
sanctions against Russia and clearly indicates Turkey’s rise
as a central foreign policy rival/competitor rather than a
partner in the EU’s immediate neighborhood. Given the
growing economic turmoil in Turkey and the financial
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support the government received from Russia, Qatar, and
Saudi Arabia ahead of the elections, we can expect the
maintenance (if not enhancement) of close ties with such
autocratic regimes. Regime security will especially hinge
on the maintenance of Ankara’s domestic legitimacy, the
sustenance of the rising nationalist wave in the country,
and economic security. Therefore, geostrategic
divergences will be observed primarily regarding Russia,
the Eastern Mediterranean, Cyprus, and northern Syria.

Toward ‘Principled Transactionalism’ in EU-Turkey
Relations based on Europe’s Variable Geometries

How should the EU deal with a Turkish foreign policy
driven by political pragmatism and regime security? Issue-
specific compartmentalization of the bilateral relations
and partial transactionalism will be inescapable for the
EU foreign policy toward Turkey in view of the dense net of
interdependencies between both parties. Yet, the EU and
member states should not repeat their earlier mistakes by
continuing to pursue pure transactionalism towards
Turkey that disregards normative considerations and
conditionality. The 2016 EU-Turkey refugee deal, as the
prime example of transactionalism in EU-Turkey relations,
contributed to democratic backsliding in Turkey and
ignored the democratic resistance of a large portion of
Turkish society. Instead, the EU’s Turkey policy should be
values-based and interest-driven at the same time. Such
a 'principled' transactionalist approach would partially
reinvigorate the EU’s normative conditionality vis-a-vis
Turkey while also maintaining a constructive dialogue
with the country by focusing on mutual interests.

The EU’s development of a ‘principled’ transactionalist
approach toward Ankara could be purposely
accomplished by reconsidering and reinvigorating the EU-
Turkey relationship within the ever-evolving variable
geometries in the European integration project.

EU-Turkey relations basically build on three institutional
frameworks: Elections in Turkey have not set the course
for changes in Turkish politics and policies, and prospects
of a re-democratization and a return to the European rule
of law standards are low. Hence, the country’s accession
negotiations with the EU - the EU’s strongest normative
conditionality framework -will remain tugged away in the
freezer. Turkey has so far not featured in the EU’s
revitalized enlargement policy and is very unlikely to do so
in the upcoming years. In addition to being an accession
candidate, Turkey is associated to the EU through the so-
called Ankara Agreement that provides the framework for
the EU-Turkey Customs Union established in 1995. The EU
could at least swiftly revitalize the annual meetings of the
Association Council that have been paused since 2019.
Additionally, the EU and Turkey should work towards
providing the political and functional grounds for starting



the negotiations on the modernization of the Customs
Union. The Customs Union is a prototype of principled
(and functional) transactionalism, because it increases
trade benefits on both sides, while requiring certain
reforms in Turkey that would align the country with the
rules-based order. Finally, Turkey counts as a strategic
partner of the EU. Yet, in past years divergences in foreign
policy have increased the level of conflict and raised
questions about the preservation of the strategic
partnership. The conflicts in the Eastern Mediterranean in
2019 and 2020 marked a high point in this regard.
Consequently, the EU and Turkey will have to work
towards reestablishing mutual trust and reliability of
foreign policy actions in order to rebuild the foundations
for a strategic partnership. To this end, the so-called new
kid on the European bloc - the European Political
Community - could provide a framework for intensified
strategic dialogue on a range of relevant issues.

The EU does not need to reinvent the wheel to frame and
carry out these different institutional frameworks of EU-
Turkey relations. In 2020 and 2021, the member states
formulated a ‘positive political agenda’ for engaging
‘with Turkey in a phased, proportionate and reversible
manner to enhance cooperation in a number of areas of
common interest’. This positive political agenda builds on
three pillars: 1) the effective implementation of the
Customs Union to all EU member states and an invitation
to the Council to work on a mandate for its modernization;
2) the launch of high-level dialogues on issues of mutual
concern; and 3) strengthening the cooperation with
Turkey through people-to-people contacts. This
framework contains the necessary, initial elements for the
EU’s policy towards Turkey that is values-based and
interest-driven at the same time and is not overambitious
allowing for a slow and structured rapprochement
between both sides.

Beyond these variable geometries of European
integration, EU-Turkey relations are embedded in variable
geometries structuring wider Europe including the
Council of Europe, the Organization for Security and
Cooperation in Europe (OSCE) and the NATO. These wider-
Europe layers of the variable geometries can also help
reinvigorate EU-Turkey relations based on a delicate
interplay between values and interests.
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