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In 2005, Turkey formally fulfilled the European
Union’s “Copenhagen Criteria” to achieve official
candidate status. However, the EU has not negoti-
ated with Ankara in good faith, and Turkey’s mem-
bership prospects are badly stalled. 

Unfortunately, the EU’s contrived negotiating
position has provided the AKP with an opportunity
to pursue an agenda that better reflects its leaders’
foreign policy and ideological preferences and allows
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Foreign
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu to use the failing accession
process as cover for Ankara’s deepening partnerships
with regional actors that are hostile to the West.

AKP Consolidating Power. In 2002, public
support in Turkey for EU accession was at 65 per-
cent. Therefore, supporting EU accession was smart
politics for the Justice and Development Party
(AKP), which had won election with less than 35
percent of the national vote. It also reassured Turk-
ish elites and their Western partners that the AKP
remained committed to Turkey’s Euro–Atlantic ties.
However, EU member states, led by France and
Germany, continue to block the opening of new
chapters of the EU’s body of law—the acquis com-
muntautaire—with which Turkey must align itself
to be eligible for accession. This has caused wide-
spread belief in Turkey that leading EU members are
not serious about full membership for Ankara. As a
result, Turkish public backing for EU membership
fell to just 47 percent in 2010. 

Officially, the AKP remains committed to pursu-
ing membership, not least of all because it has

allowed the AKP to cherry-pick the constitutional
reforms that most expand its power.1 For example,
when reforming Turkey’s penal code in 2004 in line
with the EU accession process, Erdogan attempted
to restore a law to criminalize adultery in order to
appease the AKP’s devoutly Muslim base. A consti-
tutional referendum in September2 improved pri-
vacy rights and introduced new equality laws for
women and children, but it also reduced the inde-
pendence of the judiciary, limited the separation of
powers, and weakened the army—Turkey’s tradi-
tional protector of secularism. 

The EU has failed to appreciate the sui generis
role of the military in protecting Turkish secular-
ism and has called for the establishment of a new
Turkish constitution, which will likely strengthen
the AKP’s grip on power.3 The AKP has pledged to
re-write the Turkish constitution if it wins the elec-
tions this June, and it is speculated that the bulk of
government power will be placed in the presi-
dent’s office—an office that Erdoðan will then claim
for himself.

“Zero Problems with Neighbors”? Turkish
membership of the EU is unlikely, especially in the
near future—a fact that the AKP is well aware of.
The fear of mass Turkish migration to Europe and
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Turkey’s voting weight inside EU institutions under-
lie opposition to Ankara’s accession in the long
term. Nevertheless, the EU accession process allows
Davutoglu to pursue his “zero problems with neigh-
bors” policy. In his book Strategic Depth, Davutoglu
maps out Turkey’s unique geopolitical role and his
strategy for maximizing Ankara’s regional influ-
ence.4 To this end, Turkey is ending long-term hos-
tilities with regional partners such as Iran and
maximizing its diplomatic engagements. However,
as Turkey’s relations with Armenia, Cyprus, and
Israel demonstrate, it has far from “zero problems”
with several of its neighbors.1

The AKP has sought to establish its credentials as
a regional power broker by adopting the role of
mediator. However, its mediation efforts have not
always been in the best interests of the transatlantic
alliance. In 2010, Ankara partnered with Brazil in
trying to broker an unacceptable nuclear fuel swap
deal with Iran. Although the deal was ultimately
rejected and sanctions were agreed in the U.N.
Security Council, Turkey’s mediation efforts under-
mined the international momentum behind the
U.S.-led sanctions, and Ankara voted against them.
While Turkey’s NATO membership and its pursuit
of EU membership tie it to the West, some see these
links as having weakened.

What Turkey and the EU Should Do:

• Negotiate in good faith. Both sides should be
honest about what they hope to achieve from
continuing accession talks. Even after Turkey
gained candidate status, the EU is still contriving
ways of delaying the membership process. Like-

wise, Ankara should work fairly with its Western
partners on substantive issues such as making
sure Iran does not obtain nuclear weapons.

• Pursue tangible opportunities for partnership.
Instead of the onerous Customs Union arrange-
ment, Turkey and the EU should adopt a free
trade agreement. 

• Explore membership in the European Defense
Agency. The EU should invite Turkey to join the
European Defense Agency—provided that Tur-
key demonstrates its commitment to stopping
Tehran’s pursuit of nuclear weapons. 

Turkey and the EU. In a sign of growing confi-
dence, Ankara’s chief EU negotiator, Egeman Bagis,
warned Brussels that the EU needs Turkey more
than Turkey needs Europe.5 The EU’s fractured pol-
icy toward Turkish membership has created apathy
among the Turkish population and a loss of trust
in Ankara. The EU should commit to conducting
transparent negotiations. 

President Obama should also remind Turkish
leaders that there are responsibilities as well as ben-
efits to its NATO membership. The level of trust that
the world invests in Turkey as a NATO member and
EU candidate depends on Turkey’s willingness to be
an honest partner.
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