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Abstract: This study rigorously analyzes the trajectory of Turkey’s European Union accession
process since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) assumed power in 2002. The research
posits that this period is characterized by a significant evolution in Turkey-EU relations, driven
by shifts in global power dynamics, Turkey's increasingly assertive regional posture, and a
growing divergence in strategic priorities with Western partners. This evolution marks a
departure from the initial membership-oriented momentum towards a more complex, multi-
layered strategic partnership paradigm. This new framework presents both novel avenues for
cooperation and the potential for profound cleavages. The analysis employs a robust
methodological framework, treating key factors such as the AKP's early reform initiatives,
inherent structural challenges within the accession negotiations, global systemic
transformations, and Turkey's geopolitical re-orientation as independent variables. It
simultaneously scrutinizes the resulting shifts in Turkey's political discourse on EU
membership, changes in the level of economic integration, and the dynamics of diplomatic
engagement as dependent variables. The overarching aim is to contribute a nuanced, objective
academic assessment of the intricate nature of Turkey-EU relations during this era, thereby
illuminating potential future trajectories for this critical relationship.
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Pe3rwome: Tosa uzcnedsane ananusupa mpaeKmopusima Ha npoyeca HA NpUcbeOuHAsaHne Ha
Typyus kvm Eeponetickus cvro3 crned uosarnemo na énacm na Ilapmusama na cnpaseoausocmma
u pazsumuemo (IICP) npe3 2002 2. Aemopvm npuema, ue mo3u nepuoo ce xapaKxmepuzupa cvC
3HayumenHa egonoyus 6 omuouweHuama mexcoy Typyusa u EC, obycnosena om npomenume 8
enobannama OUHAMUKA HA Cculume, 3dcuigawjama ce pe2uonanna poias Ha Typyus u
nOCMeneHHOmo pasmMuHaeane 6 cmpame2uieckume NPUOPUMemiy CbC 3anaoHume NApPMHbLOPU.
Tazu mpancopmayuss 600U om NLPEBOHAUATHAMA OPUEHMAYUS KbM UJIEHCMBO KbM NO-
COJCHA U MHO2ONIACMOBA NApAOUSMA HA CMPAMe2uyecko NapmHbLOPCMeEo, KOSAMOo
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€0HOBPEMEHHO OMKPUBA HOBU BbIMONCHOCMU 30 CbMPYOHUYECMB0 U HOCU NOMEHYUAN 3d
3a0vr0604asane Ha paziuyuama. AHaru3vm ce 0OCHO8A8A HA ACHA MEMOOOI02UYHA PAMKA, KAMO
pasenexcoa Kamo Hes3agucumu npomeunusu pamnume pegopmu ua IICP, cmpykmyprume
npeou3sUKamencmea 6 npe208OpHUs Npoyec, 2100anHume CUCMEMHU MpaHcgopmayuu u
2eononaumudeckama npeopuenmayus Ha Typyus. Kamo 3asucumu npomeHiugu ce uzcie0gam
npomeHume 6 NOAUMUYECKUsi OUCKYPC OMmHOCHO uYiencmeomo 6 EC, cmenemma Ha
UKOHOMUYeCKa unmezpayus u OUHAMUKama Ha ouniomamudeckume omuowenus. Llenma e oa
ce npeonodcu 6anaHcupana u 0O6eKmMueHa aKaoeMudHd OYeHKA HA CIONCHUA Xapakmep Ha
omuowenuama mexcoy Typyua u EC u 0a ce ouepmaam 6v3modcHume 6voewju cyeHapuu 3a
MAXHOMO pa3sumue.

Knrwouosu oymu: Ommuowernus medxncoy Typyus u EC, Ilapmus na cnpaseonrueocmma u
pazeumuemo (IICP), ceononumuxa, enobaiiu mpancgopmayuu, HOpMAmMuUHo Cvelacysane

Introduction: The Multifaceted Dynamics of Turkey-EU Relations

This article aims to academically examine the complex and multifaceted evolution of
Turkey-European Union (EU) relations since the Justice and Development Party (AKP) came
to power in 2002. Within the context of profound transformations in the global system,
geopolitical realignments, and shifting dynamics of normative alignment, the analysis will
explore how Turkey's trajectory has diverged from its initial EU membership objective towards
a complex, multi-layered strategic partnership paradigm. The study will meticulously analyze
the fundamental domestic and foreign policy imperatives that have shaped this transformation,
offering analytical conclusions regarding the future contours of Turkey-EU relations.

The central research question guiding this inquiry is how Turkey's EU accession process
under AKP governance has evolved in response to shifts in global power dynamics, structural
transformations within the international system, and potential recalibrations in Turkey's
geopolitical positioning. Furthermore, it investigates which core domestic and foreign policy
imperatives have driven this evolution and what analytical implications this process holds for
the future trajectory of Turkey-EU relations. The core premise is that while Turkey-EU relations
initially gained momentum with a clear membership objective during the AKP era, they have
progressively deviated from this ideal, influenced by fluctuations in global power balances,
fundamental restructurings in the international system, Turkey's increasing regional
assertiveness, and the divergence of strategic priorities with the West, thereby evolving towards
a complex, multi-layered strategic partnership paradigm.

The focus of this study extends beyond merely examining Turkey-EU relations within a
bilateral framework; it also encompasses the decisive impacts of global transformations and
geopolitical realignments. While traditional EU integration approaches often concentrate on the

candidate country's internal reforms or the EU's enlargement conditions, this analysis

88



underscores the necessity of a deeper examination into how global power dynamics and
geopolitical positioning have fundamentally altered the course of these relations. This expanded
perspective ensures that the article transcends a simple "accession process" evaluation,
transforming into a comprehensive "geopolitical interaction” analysis. This highlights the
significance of external, macro-level changes that directly influence Turkey's domestic policy

choices and the EU's enlargement policies.

Foundations of Turkey-EEC/EU Relations (1959-2002)

Turkey's endeavors towards integration with Europe predate the establishment of the
Republic, tracing back to the Westernization and modernization movements during the late
Ottoman Empirel. The modern Republic of Turkey sustained this Western orientation, aiming
to achieve the level of contemporary civilizations by closely monitoring developments in the
international conjuncture?. In line with this objective, Turkey joined NATO in 1952 and applied
for association with the European Economic Community (EEC), established in 1958, on July
31, 1959 This application was famously described by the then Prime Minister Adnan
Menderes as “Turkey's first step towards Europe™.

Following the EEC Council of Ministers' acceptance of Turkey's application, negotiations
commenced, culminating in the signing of the “Agreement Creating an Association between
the Republic of Turkey and the European Economic Community” (the Ankara Agreement) on
September 12, 1963°. This agreement, which entered into force on December 1, 1964,
established the legal foundation for the relationship between Turkey and the EU®. Article 28 of
the Ankara Agreement explicitly stated Turkey's full membership as the ultimate goal,
stipulating that “The entry into force of this Agreement’ will give rise to the possibility of

1 Core.ac.uk, "EU Discourse  on  Turkey  Accession Evolution ~ Academic”, 2004,
https://core.ac.uk/download/pdf/46721830.pdf (accessed on February 02, 2025).

2 T.C. Disisleri Bakanlign Avrupa Birligi Baskanligi, “History of Tiirkiye-EU Relations”, 2024, Retrieved from
https://www.ab.gov.tr/111_en.html, (accessed on February 02, 2025).

% Ibid; Yiisen, N., "AK Parti Dénemi Tiirkiye-AB Iliskileri: Normativizm Perspektifinden Bir Degerlendirme",
2024, Akademi.org.tr, (accessed on February 03, 2025).; Bayrakli, E., "AK Parti Doneminde Tiirkiye-AB
[liskilerinin Degisen Dinamikleri (2002-2018)", ResearchGate, 2019.

4 T.C. Disisleri Bakanlhig1 Avrupa Birligi Bagkanhgi, Ibid.

5 T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanligi, Ibid.; Ozer, Y., "Tiirkiye-AB Iliskilerinde Kirilma Noktast:
AK Parti Doneminde Yasanan Geligsmeler ve Giincel Durum", Marmara University, 2023.; Turhan, E., Wessels,
W., Miiftiiler-Bag, M., "Germany, France, and Turkey: A New Triangle of Powers?", Taylor & Francis Online,
2025.; Yiisen, N., Ibid.

6 T.C. Disisleri Bakanhg1 Avrupa Birligi Bagskanligi, Ibid.

7 https://www.mfa.gov.tr/a-strategy-for-developing-relations-between-turkey-and-the-european-union_br_
proposals-of-turkey br_july-17_-1998 br_.en.mfa, (accessed on February 05, 2025).

89


https://www.ab.gov.tr/111_en.html
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/a-strategy-for-developing-relations-between-turkey-and-the-european-union_br_proposals-of-turkey_br_july-17_-1998_br_.en.mfa
https://www.mfa.gov.tr/a-strategy-for-developing-relations-between-turkey-and-the-european-union_br_proposals-of-turkey_br_july-17_-1998_br_.en.mfa

Turkey's accession to the Community”®. The Agreement envisioned a three-stage process for
Turkey's integration into the EEC: a preparatory, a transitional, and a final period®.

The preparatory period concluded with the entry into force of the Additional Protocol on
November 13, 1970, in 1973, which set the conditions for the transitional period. This phase
foresaw the free movement of industrial and agricultural products, as well as persons. From
1971 onwards, the EEC, within the framework of the Additional Protocol, abolished tariff and
quantitative restrictions on its imports from Turkey. In return, Turkey was expected to gradually
abolish tariffs for EEC industrial products. This process established a 22-year timetable for the
creation of a Customs Union'®. However, from the early 1970s to the second half of the 1980s,
Turkey-EU relations experienced an unstable course due to political and economic reasons.
Notably, relations were formally suspended following the military coup of September 12,
1980™.

Turkey submitted a full membership application to the EEC in 1987, but this application
was rejected in 1989'2. Nevertheless, in 1990, the “Turkey package” was adopted, aiming to
strengthen relations through the Customs Union®3. In 1995, the Turkey-EU Association Council
finalized the Customs Union agreement*4. However, the 1997 Luxembourg Summit, which
excluded Turkey from the list of candidate countries, caused significant disappointment®®. This
exclusion intensified suspicions in Turkey regarding the EU's sincerity*®. Despite this, Turkey
was officially granted candidate status at the 1999 Helsinki Summit'’. During this period,

8 Ozer, Y., Ibid.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanli§1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanlig1, Ibid.

° T.C. Disisleri Bakanhig1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanlig1, Ibid.

10 1bid.

11 Bilge, S., "The Parameters of Turkey's Foreign Policy Under the AKP Governments", UNISCI, 2010.; T.C.
Disigleri Bakanlig1t Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi, Ibid.

12 Miiftiiler-Bag, M., McLaren, L. M., "European Union Policy Changed Considerably Towards Turkey Between
1997 and 1999", Journal of European Integration, 25(1), 17-32, 2003.

13 Bilge, S., Ibid.

14 European External Action Service, "European Union and Turkey", 2024, https://www.eeas.europa.
eu/turkey/european-union-and-turkey en?s=230 (accessed on February 05, 2025).; Bilge, S., Ibid.; Yilmaz, K.,
"The EU-Turkey Customs Union Fifteen Years Later: Better, Yet not the Best Alternative”, South European
Society & Politics, 16(2), 235-249, 2010.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanligi Avrupa Birligi Baskanlhgi, “Katilim
Miizakerelerinde Mevcut Durum”, 2024, Retrieved from https://www.ab.gov.tr/katilim-muzakerelerinde-mevcut-
durum_65.html, (accessed on February 05, 2025).

15 European External Action Service, 2024. Ibid.; Bilge, S., Ibid.; Miiftiiler-Bag, M., McLaren, L. M., Ibid.; Real
Instituto Elcano, "The EU's Progress Report on Turkey's Accession: Sluggish Steps Forward”, 2009,
https://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/en/analyses/the-eus-progress-report-on-turkeys-accession-sluggish-steps-
forward-ari/ (accessed on February 05, 2025).

16 Bilge, S., Ibid.

7 AIES, "Turkey's Accession to the EU: A New Impetus for Reforms?", 2005.; European Commission, "Tiirkiye
2022  Report", 2022, https://enlargement.ec.europa.eu/document/download/64ba2778-89ca-464c-bd26-
2ad03calb6e2_en?filename=C_2023 8653 F1_ANNEX_EN_V2_P1 3138269.PDF&prefLang=cs (accessed on
February 05, 2025).; European External Action Service, Ibid.; European Parliamentary Research Service, "Future
EU-Turkey relations”, 2018, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2018/628290/EPRS BRI
(2018)628290_EN.pdf (accessed on February 05, 2025).; Bilge, S., Ibid.; Miiftiller-Bag, M., McLaren, L. M., Ibid.;
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Turkey undertook significant steps in areas such as democratization, human rights, minority
rights, and judicial reform?,

The deep-rooted history of Turkey-EU relations and the explicit “full membership”
objective articulated in the 1963 Ankara Agreement® underscore that the trajectory during the
AKP era is not merely a simple beginning but rather a transformation of a long-standing
process. This profound historical foundation positions the evolution of relations during the AKP
period as a fundamental shift in a long-held national orientation, emphasizing that the
subsequent “deviation” is not merely a slowdown but a change in the very nature of the
relationship.

The military coups experienced in the pre-AKP era (Bilge, 2010; T.C. Disisleri Bakanligi
Avrupa Birligi Baskanligi, 2024a) and the ascent to power of the religiously educated AKP
leadership, perceived as less Western-oriented?, highlight the fundamental tension between
Turkey's internal political struggles (military tutelage, secular-religious polarization) and its
Western orientation. This suggests that the AKP's initial efforts towards EU alignment were not
solely driven by an ideological commitment but rather served as a pragmatic tool for internal
political consolidation. In a country with a history of military interventions and a strong secular
establishment wary of religious parties, robust public support for EU-compliant reforms
allowed the AKP to present itself as a democratic and modernizing force, thereby gaining
legitimacy in its conflicts with the old order?'. This indicates that normative alignment was
initially viewed more as a means than an end, laying the groundwork for the subsequent

transformation.

Yiisen, N., Ibid.; Onis, Z., Yilmaz, S., "Between Europeanization and Euro-Asianism: Foreign Policy Activism in
Turkey during the AKP Era", Turkish Studies, 10(1), 7-24, 2009.

18 Bilge, S., Ibid.; Onis, Z., Yilmaz, S., Ibid.; Yiisen, N., Ibid.

9 Ozer, Y., Ibid.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanhig:. Ibid.

20 Heinrich Boll Foundation, "Turkey-EU Relations: Past, Present and Future”, 2017,
https://eu.boell.org/en/2017/05/02/turkey-eu-relations-past-present-and-future (accessed on February 07, 2025).
2L |deas.repec.org,  "The  Shifting  Drivers of the AKPs EU Policy”, 2010,
https://ideas.repec.org/p/erp/kfgxxx/p0014.html (accessed on February 07, 2025).
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Table 1: Key Milestones in Turkey-EU Relations (1959-2025)

Begin

commenced.

Year |Event Description Sources™
Association ;-Sljsz)li:(eigt?gr?l\;v(ai?hf(t)f:e (Heinrich Bo6ll Foundation, 2017; T.C. Disisleri
1959 s - Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi, 2024a; Yiisen,
Application |European Economic b024)
Community (EEC).
An Association Agreement
Ankara \{-vjikséggi% ?ﬁte\,\{:_esré (Ozer, 2023; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi
1963 €y . ' Baskanligi, 2024a; Turhan et al., 2025; Yiisen,
Agreement |explicitly setting full b024)
membership as the ultimate
goal.
Transitional period
1970/ | Additional Condltlon.s were set, and a (T.C. Disisleri Bakanligi Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi,
22-year timetable for the
1973 |Protocol . 20243)
Customs Union was
envisioned.
Military | Relations were formally 0 0610, T.C. Disisleri Bakanhg Avrupa Birlii
1980 suspended due to political g
Coup . Bagkanligi, 2024a)
and economic reasons.
Full . .
.| Turkey applied for full (Miiftiiler-Ba¢ & McLaren, 2003; Real Instituto
1987|Membership ) ’ ’
Application membership to the EEC.  [Elcano, 2009)
Customs Zzgoz?gggx_gguncil (European External Action Service, 2024; Bilge,
1995 Union completed the Customs 2010; Yilmaz, 2010; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1
np Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi, 2024b)
Union agreement.
Luxembour ;%r:(ii{g}'izgggéggww n (European External Action Service, 2024; Bilge,
1997 . g . . 2010; Miiftiiler-Ba¢ & McLaren, 2003; Real
Summit countries, leading to Instituto Elcano, 2009)
tensions in relations. ’
(AIES, 2005; European Commission, 2022;
Helsinki Turkey was officially European External Action Service, 2024; European
1999 Summit recognized as a candidate [Parliamentary Research Service, 2018; Bilge, 2010;
country. Miiftiiler-Bag & McLaren, 2003; Onis & Y1lmaz,
2009; Yiisen, 2024)
The Justice and (Al Qutbah, 2024; Bayrakli, 2019; Bilkent
AKP Comes Development Party came  [University, n.d.; European Parliament, 2023;
2002 to Power to power, accelerating the [Heinrich Boll Foundation, 2017; Ideas.repec.org,
reform process with the 2010; Duran, 2013; MIT Economics, 2015; SETAV,
aim of EU membership.  [2023; Wilson Center, 2017)
gg(ficilzjr?ﬁaetagcgé)sl{s?gx (AIES, 2005; European Commission, 2022;
2004 Decision on necotiations with Turke European Parliamentary Research Service, 2008;
Negotiations cogl d begin in October y European Parliamentary Research Service, 2018;
g Ozer, 2023; Wilson Center, 2017)
2005.
(Al Qutbah, 2024; Aspenia Online, 2025; Bayrakli,
Accession | Turkey's EU accession 2019; European Commission, 2022; European
2005 Negotiations [negotiations officially External Action Service, 2024; European

Parliament, 2022; European Papers, 2017; European

Parliamentary Research Service, 2008; European
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Parliamentary Research Service, 2018; FEUTURE
Project, 2018; Bilge, 2010; Ozer, 2023; Onis &
Yilmaz, 2009; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa
Birligi Baskanlig1, 2024b; Turhan et al., 2025;
Wilson Center, 2017)

Negotiations

2006/ 5 lled

8 chapters were frozen due
to Turkey's refusal to apply
the Additional Protocol to
Cyprus.

(Al Qutbah, 2024; European Commission, 2022;
European Parliamentary Research Service, 2008;
Wilson Center, 2017)

Signed to curb irregular

(CAJTS, 2024; D-nb.info, 2022; European
Commission, 2016; European Parliament, 2022;

2016 ng—uz%rékey migration and provide European Papers, 2017; Eurekalert, 2023; Bilge,

Statement support for Syrian 2010; Ismayilzada, 2022; Rumelili & Strombom,
refugees. 2016; Swarthmore College, 2017; Taylor & Francis
Online, 2021; Sanlier, 2024)
Accession Acces_smn hegotiations (Aspenia Online, 2025; Bayrakli, 2019; European
- effectively came to a X _ !

2018 Negotiations standstill due to democratic Parllgment, 2022; European Parliamentary Research
De Facto backsliding and rule of law Service, 2018; European Papers, 2017; FEUTURE
Frozen Project, 2018; GIS Reports Online, 2023)

concerns.
Source*: This table was produced by the authors, drawing from a variety of sources in order to
compile a comprehensive body of knowledge relevant to its subject.

Table 1 provides a chronological overview of the long and often turbulent trajectory of
Turkey-EU relations from 1959 to the present. It highlights foundational steps such as the
Ankara Agreement in 1963, which explicitly set full membership as the ultimate goal®.
However, the table also illustrates periods of strain, exemplified by domestic political events
like the 1980 military coup? and the EU's own hesitations in its enlargement policy, such as
Turkey's exclusion from the candidate list at the 1997 Luxembourg Summit®*. The AKP's ascent
to power in 2002 initiated a new phase of accelerated reforms, leading to the formal
commencement of accession negotiations in 2005%. Yet, this momentum was short-lived, with
the freezing of 8 chapters in 2006 due to the Cyprus issue®® and the de facto freezing of
negotiations from 2018 onwards, primarily due to democratic backsliding?’. This clearly

indicates a shift away from the full membership objective towards a more transactional

22 Ozer, Y., Ibid.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanhig1 Avrupa Birligi Bagkanlig1, Ibid.

2 Bilge, S., Ibid.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Bagkanlhigi, Ibid.

24 European External Action Service, Ibid.; Miiftiiler-Bag, M., McLaren, L. M., Ibid.

25 Al Quthah, S., "Looking at Turkish Foreign Policy Under the AKP Rule", Trends Research & Advisory, 2024.;
Wilson Center, "The Shifting Drivers of the AKP's EU Policy", 2017, https://www.wilsoncenter.org/
publication/the-shifting-drivers-the-akps-eu-policy (accessed on February 07, 2025).

% |bid.

27 European Parliament, "Motion for a European Parliament Resolution on the 2022 Commission Report on
Tiirkiye", 2023, https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/A-9-2023-0247 _EN.html  (accessed on
February 07, 2025).; Aspenia Online, "EU and Turkey: A Relationship in Search of New Pillars", 2025.
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relationship, as evidenced by crisis-driven collaborations like the 2016 EU-Turkey Refugee

Statement?®.

The Initial Phase of Relations During the AKP Era: Reform and Accession
Momentum (2002-2007)

Upon its single-party victory in 2002, the Justice and Development Party (AKP) adopted
EU membership as a cornerstone of its foreign policy agenda?®. This objective served as a
crucial pillar of the party's political program, which the AKP strategically leveraged to advance
democratic reforms, bolster Turkey's economic and international standing, and consolidate its
own political power®®. Notably, given the AKP's religiously oriented background, the EU
accession process functioned as a vital “buffer”, enabling the party to overcome the distrust of
secular segments and to position itself as “democratic reformers” rather than “Islamist
zealots™3!,

The AKP's initial reform agenda was remarkably comprehensive. The party enacted
legislative changes aimed at improving human rights, establishing a zero-tolerance policy
against torture, expanding freedoms of expression and the press, strengthening freedoms of
association and assembly, broadening cultural rights, reinforcing gender equality, and
consolidating democracy®?. These reforms were accelerated through the enactment of six
additional legislative harmonization packages between 2002 and 20063, These concerted
efforts laid the groundwork for the European Council's decision in 2004 to commence accession
negotiations with Turkey in October 2005

The formal commencement of Turkey's EU accession negotiations on October 3, 2005,
was a direct consequence of these reform efforts®®. Concurrently, the “Negotiating Framework

Document,” outlining the procedures and principles of the negotiations, was adopted®®. The

2 European Commission, "Fourth Report on the progress made in the implementation of the EU-Turkey
Statement", 2016, https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=CELEX:52016DC0792 (accessed
on February 07, 2025).; Ismayilzada, T., "The European Union’s Cooperation With Third Countries: Turkey And
Libya", Jurnal Kajian Pemerintah, 8(2), 65-75, 2022.

29 Al Qutbah, S., Ibid; Wilson Center, Ibid.

%0 Ibid.; European Parliament, Ibid.

31 Ideas.repec.org, Ibid.; Wilson Center, Ibid.

32 AIES, Ibid.; CAJTS, "Analyzing the Copenhagen Criteria and Reforms in the Context of Turkey's Aspiration
for EU Membership”, 2024, https://cajts.ablaikhan.kz/index.php/j1/article/download/453/295 (accessed on
February 07, 2025).; European Parliamentary Research Service, Ibid.; Wilson Center, Ibid.

33 Wilson Center, Ibid.

34 AIES, Ibid.; European Commission, "Tiirkiye 2022 Report", Ibid.; Ozer, Y.; Wilson Center, bid.

35 Al Qutbah, S., Ibid.; European Commission, "Tiirkiye 2022 Report", Ibid.; European External Action Service,
"European Union and Turkey", Ibid.; Wilson Center, Ibid.

3 T.C. Disisleri Bakanhig1 Avrupa Birligi Bagkanhgi, “Katilim Miizakerelerinde Mevcut Durum”, 2024, Retrieved
from https://www.ab.gov.tr/katilim-muzakerelerinde-mevcut-durum_65.html, (accessed on February 05, 2025).
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initial phase of negotiations, known as screening meetings, took place between 2005 and 2006,
with Chapter 25 (Science and Research) being opened and provisionally closed on the very first
day®'.

This period also coincided with a significant phase of economic growth and productivity
enhancement for the Turkish economy®. The Customs Union and the EU accession process
bolstered Turkey's competitiveness in the global economy and attracted substantial foreign
direct investment (FDI1)%. Notably, approximately half of the per capita GDP growth between
2002 and 2006 was attributable to an increase in total factor productivity (TFP).

Upon the AKP's assumption of power, Turkey was grappling with the severe
repercussions of the 2000-2001 economic crises*!. These crises compelled Turkey to undertake
comprehensive economic reforms and spurred the Turkish populace to seek political change
and a stronger commitment to EU membership*. Public support for EU membership surged
from 65% in 2002 to 67% in 2003 and further to 71% in 2004, driven by the AKP's reform
efforts*. This high level of public support proved to be a critical factor in the AKP's ability to
advance its reform agenda. This popular backing provided the party with the political capital
necessary to overcome the entrenched secular-military opposition, indicating that public
opinion played a more significant role than anticipated in the early Europeanization process*.

The AKP's foreign policy objectives also served as a significant driving force behind its
EU strategy. The party aimed to expand Turkey's role as a regional leader and a pivotal
international actor, viewing EU membership as a supportive element for these ambitions®. This
period, often referred to as a “golden era”*®, was characterized by a convergence of mutual

interests between the party's internal political consolidation needs (weakening military tutelage,

87 T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanhig, “Katilim Miizakerelerinde Mevcut Durum”, Ibid.; European
Commission, "Tiirkiye 2022 Report", Ibid.

3 MIT Economics, "The Ups and Downs of Turkish Growth, 2002-2015", 2015, https://feconomics.mit.edu/
sites/default/files/publications/The%20Ups%20and%20Downs%200f%20Turkish%20Growth%2C%202002-
2015%20-%20P.pdf (accessed on February 07, 2025).

3% MIT Economics, Ibid.; Yilmaz, K., Ibid.; SWP Berlin, "Turkey's Economic Ties with the EU: Implications for
the Future", 2024, https://www.swp-berlin.org/10.18449/2024C40/ (accessed on February 07, 2025).; Wilson
Center, Ibid.

40 MIT Economics, lbid.

41 Dergipark, "Impact of 2008 Financial Crisis on Turkey's Foreign Policy and EU Relations Academic", 2016,
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appealing to pro-EU voters) and the EU's perception of Turkey as a promising candidate
embracing democratic values®’. This synergy catalyzed rapid progress. The EU accession
process appears to have been instrumental for the AKP, serving as a tool to solidify its
legitimacy and undermine domestic rivals*®. This implies that the EU relationship contributed
to the improvement of Turkey's institutional structure and rapid economic growth, thereby
creating a beneficial cycle for both parties*®. The AKP's pro-EU stance was rooted more in
pragmatism than ideology, leveraging external conditionality for internal political gains. This
instrumentalization laid the groundwork for a potential shift in adherence to EU norms,

contingent on their continued domestic political utility.

Transformation and Divergence: From Membership Objective to Strategic
Partnership (2007-2025)

Shortly after the commencement of accession negotiations in 2005, the AKP's
commitment to the EU membership objective began to wane. During this period, significant
internal shifts occurred within the party, as then-Prime Minister and later President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan systematically purged internal rivals and began to reverse earlier reforms
through constitutional amendments, coupled with allegations of nepotism and corruption®?.
This process marked a departure from the party's initial “reformist” image®2.

These domestic policy changes manifested in an increasing tendency towards the
Islamization of society and the promotion of neo-Ottoman propaganda through educational and
social engineering programs®3. Restrictions on judicial independence, freedom of expression,

press freedom, and civil society progressively intensified>*. Particularly with the transition to a
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presidential system in 2018, the separation of powers among the executive, legislative, and
judiciary weakened, checks and balances became insufficient, and democratic accountability
was largely confined to elections®. This institutional transformation deepened Turkey's
divergence from fundamental EU democratic norms.

The diminishing support for Turkey among EU member states, statements indicating the
open-ended nature of negotiations, and the freezing of 8 chapters due to the Cyprus issue in
2006, contributed to a rise in Euroscepticism among Turks®®. The EU's internal “enlargement
fatigue™’ and the perception of “double standards” towards Turkey®® further deepened
suspicions in Turkey regarding the EU's sincerity®®. This situation, in turn, undermined
confidence in the feasibility of reforms®.

Orientalist narratives portraying Turkey as an “outsider” and concepts such as “privileged
partnership” or “absorption capacity” exacerbated the structural impediments to full
membership. This discourse led to Turkey being perceived as a “cultural and political
challenge” to European unity, reflecting an exclusionary European identity that prioritized
ethno-religious homogeneity over pluralism®?,

The 2008 global financial crisis exacerbated economic challenges in many EU member
states, consequently impacting the EU's enlargement capacity. This crisis compelled Turkey to
diversify its export, import, and financial flows®2. In the post-crisis period, Turkey's economic
dependence on the EU diminished, while the number of countries to which it exported

significantly increased from 69 in 2003 to 108 in 20223, This economic imperative provided a
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driving force for Turkey's pivot towards non-Western actors, complementing the pull factors of
regional ambitions and ideological shifts.

Turkey's foreign policy has witnessed a discernible “axis shift” away from the West (EU
and USA) towards Eurasia®, accompanied by increasing regional assertiveness®®. This
indicates an evolution in the AKP's foreign policy framework from "liberal internationalism™
(2002-2007) to “civilizational expansionism" (2008-2014), and subsequently to "nationalist
expansionism" coupled with "anti-Westernism"®®. This transformation reflects a deeper
ideological recalibration within the AKP, transitioning from pragmatic Europeanization®’ to a
more assertive, populist, and increasingly anti-Western stance®®. This shift has been further
exacerbated by the EU's perceived "double standards"®® and "enlargement fatigue"°.

The intensification of great power competition within the global system has prompted
"middle powers" like Turkey’* to seek advantages’?. The "geopoliticization" of the EU's
enlargement policy since the late 2010s, while initially revitalizing discussions concerning the
Western Balkans, Ukraine, and Moldova, has largely excluded Turkey from these deliberations.
This suggests that the EU has deliberately "othered" Turkey’® based on perceived security
threats and foreign policy divergences’. This points to a deeper, identity-based dimension of

exclusion. If enlargement is now driven by geopolitical and security concerns, Turkey's
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exclusion, despite its strategic importance, can be interpreted as a reflection of Eurocentric

biases and a tendency to view Turkey as a "threat to European security and stability" .

Key Dimensions of Turkey-EU Relations: Analysis and Assessment

Normative Alignment and the Rule of Law

The annual progress reports (referred to as "Progress Report” until 2016, and
subsequently "Country Report") prepared by the European Commission serve as unilateral
documents assessing Turkey's compliance with the Copenhagen criteria’®. These reports
consistently indicate "serious backsliding” in areas such as democracy, the rule of law, and
fundamental rights’’. These consistent expressions of regression signal a systematic erosion of
the normative alignment that underpinned the early accession process. This represents not
merely a slowdown but an active reversal, rendering the "full membership" objective
increasingly unsustainable from the EU's perspective.

« Democracy and Separation of Powers: With the transition to a presidential
system in 2018, significant deficiencies in the functioning of Turkey's democratic
institutions and a concentration of power at the presidential level have persisted.

The Turkish Parliament's oversight capacity over the executive has weakened, and
political polarization has hindered constructive dialogue. Recommendations from
the Council of Europe's Venice Commission regarding the presidential system
have largely remained unaddressed’®. This situation indicates that the institutional
architecture of the Turkish state has become fundamentally incompatible with EU
democratic norms, posing a deeper, systemic impediment to accession beyond
specific legal reforms. The EU's concerns extend beyond individual human rights

violations to focus on the very structure of the state.
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e Judicial Independence: "Serious backsliding™ in the judicial system has
continued, with systemic concerns regarding the independence of the judiciary
persisting. The structure and selection processes of the Council of Judges and
Prosecutors have not been reformed to strengthen its independence. Dismissals
within the judiciary, often conducted without adherence to due process, have led
to concerns about self-censorship and intimidation within the legal profession’®.

e Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms: The deterioration of human rights
and fundamental freedoms has continued. Many measures introduced during the
state of emergency have remained in force, exerting profound and devastating
effects. Restrictions on freedoms of expression, the press, association, and
assembly have persisted®. Concerns have also been raised regarding Turkey's
withdrawal from the Istanbul Convention and discrimination against minority
groups, particularly Alevis and Roma®®. Turkey's ranking in press freedom indices
has consistently declined®.

o Fight Against Corruption: Corruption remains widespread and a significant
concern. The absence of a comprehensive anti-corruption strategy and action plan
indicates a lack of political will to decisively combat corruption®®. Progress has
not been made on limiting the immunity of members of parliament or on

legislation concerning election campaign financing®.
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Table 2: Evolution of EU Progress Reports' Assessments of Turkey

2005-2023)

Year Report |General Assessment |Prominent Concerns/Areas of Sources**
Name (Political Criteria) Regression
Sufficient progress . s (European Parliamentary
2005 I;;ogorﬁtss noted for the start of :?Iri?zp rilr?HLSé r{gg'gr']al cr)?:t?é;n’ Research Service, 2008;
P negotiations. y P ' Wilson Center, 2017)
Limited proaress Freedom of expression, judicial
Progress . Progress, independence, military (Real Instituto Elcano,
2008 serious concerns . . . .
Report ! interference in political life, 2008)
persisted. . P
corruption, minority rights.
Progress in reducing (European Commission,
irregular migration Rule of law, fundamental rights, 201(.3; European
2016 Country |flows, but freedom of expression. bressure on Parliamentary Research
Report |democratic civil societ P P Service, 2018; T.C.
backsliding Y Disisleri Bakanligi Avrupa
commenced. Birligi Bagkanligi, n.d.)
Serious backslidin Democratic standards, rule of law,
; 9 | fundamental rights, judicial (European Commission,
Country |continued, EU . ; S .
2020 Renort  |concerns independence, corruption, press  [2020; Tletisim Fakiiltesi
P unaddressed freedom (154th out of 180 Dergisi, 2020)
' countries).
Democratic Serious deficiencies in democratic
Countr backsliding institutions, structural flaws in the |(European Commission,
2022 Re orty continued, structural |presidential system, judicial 2022; European
P deficiencies independence, pressure on civil Parliament, 2023)
persisted. society, situation in the Southeast.
Democracy, rule of law,
Worr_ylng and fundamental rights, Jud|C|e_1I (Anadolu Ajans1, 2023;
Country |sustained independence (non-compliance >
2023 - . . . European External Action
Report  |backsliding, no with ECtHR rulings), corruption, / )
. L Service, 2023; IKV, 2023)
concrete steps taken. |human rights situation, uneven
electoral playing field.

Source**: This table was produced by the authors, drawing from a variety of sources in order
to compile a comprehensive body of knowledge relevant to its subject

Table 2 vividly illustrates the evolving assessments of Turkey in the EU Progress/Country
Reports. The process began with "sufficient progress” noted in 2005 for the start of
negotiations®®. However, this trajectory shifted to "limited progress" by 2008%, and notably,
from 2016 onwards, the reports consistently highlighted "democratic backsliding"®’. The 2020
and 2022 reports underscored the continuation of "serious backsliding™ in areas such as the rule

of law, fundamental rights, and judicial independence®. The 2023 report, in particular,
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emphasized "worrying and sustained backsliding"®®, clearly indicating Turkey's increasing
divergence from the Copenhagen political criteria and its failure to meet fundamental EU
normative expectations. This table demonstrates how the EU's normative conditionality towards

Turkey has eroded over time, leading to an impasse in relations based on political criteria.

Economic Integration and Trade Dynamics

The Customs Union (1995) has played a pivotal role in integrating Turkish industries into
European supply chains and significantly increasing bilateral trade volumes®. This agreement
enhanced competitive pressure on the Turkish manufacturing industry, fostering long-term
productivity improvements and contributing to the transformation of the Turkish economy
through the implementation of a competition policy. The EU remains by far Turkey's largest
trading partner, serving as the primary destination for Turkish exports and the most significant
source of imports and investments. Furthermore, Turkey holds the position of the EU's 5th
largest trading partner®:,

During the initial period of AKP rule (2002-2007), the EU accession process and the
Customs Union bolstered Turkey's competitiveness in the global economy and attracted
substantial foreign direct investment. However, following the 2008 global financial crisis,
Turkey's exports to the EU were adversely affected, necessitating Turkey to diversify its trade
to mitigate economic vulnerabilities and explore new markets®. Consequently, the number of
countries to which Turkey extensively exported increased from 69 in 2003 to 108 in 2022. This
indicates that despite political friction and democratic backsliding, economic integration
through the Customs Union remains a powerful binding force and an area of mutual interest®,
This creates a "decoupling” effect, where economic ties persist and even deepen despite the
deterioration of political and normative alignment. Economic interdependence exhibits
significant inertia, even amidst strained political relations.

The asymmetrical structure of the Customs Union has been a persistent source of
structural complaint for Turkey. The fact that the EU has concluded Free Trade Agreements
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(FTASs) with third countries without Turkey's involvement or its ability to negotiate equivalent
agreements has created a structural disadvantage for Turkey. This asymmetry, coupled with
Turkey's efforts to diversify its exports, highlights Turkey's strategic imperative to reduce its
economic vulnerability and potentially renegotiate the terms of the Customs Union®. This
implies that while economic ties remain robust, the terms of the relationship are a source of

friction and a potential area for future strategic shifts.

Table 3: Turkey's Foreign Trade with the EU and Other Regions (Selected Years, AKP Era)

Year Turkey Total Forgign EU's Share in Turkey's Coyerage SoUrCes***

Trade Volume (Billion $) |Trade (Average %) Ratio (%)
2003 116 ~50 68.1 (E;Zflrﬁ’]i,p%%013; SWP
2007 277 ~50 61.3 (Dergipark, 2013)
2013 403.4 Declining Share 60.3 (Dergipark, 2013)
2022 |- 41.3 (Exports) - (SWP Berlin, 2024)

Source***: This table was produced by the authors, drawing from a variety of sources in order
to compile a comprehensive body of knowledge relevant to its subject.

Table 3 illustrates the growth in Turkey's total foreign trade volume and the evolution of
the EU's share in this trade during the AKP era. The total foreign trade volume increased from
$116 billion in 2003 to $277 billion in 2007, reaching $403.4 billion in 2013. During this period,
the EU's share in Turkey's trade remained around an average of 50%, but it showed a declining
trend from 2013 onwards. By 2022, 41.3% of Turkey's exports were still directed to the EU.
The decrease in the coverage ratio (exports covering imports) from 68.1% in 2003 to 61.3% in
2007, and its stabilization at 60.3% in 2013, indicates that while the Customs Union deepened
economic integration, Turkey faced certain challenges in its foreign trade balance. These figures
demonstrate that despite political tensions, the EU remains Turkey's most significant economic
partner. However, Turkey's efforts to expand its trade partners due to global crises and strategic

diversification are also evident.

Diplomatic Engagement and Crisis Management Strategies
In Turkey-EU relations, particularly after the stagnation of accession negotiations, High-

Level Dialogue (HLD) mechanisms have served a crucial function®. These mechanisms have

% Yilmaz, K., Ibid.

% European Parliament, "EU-Turkey relations: A complex and challenging partnership”, Ibid.; Sanayi.gov.tr,
"Bilim ve Arastirmada Ilk Yiiksek Diizeyli Diyalog", 2022, https://www.sanayi.gov.tr/medya/haber/bilim-ve-
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been structured around various thematic areas, including Political Dialogue, Energy, Transport,
Climate, Migration and Security, Science and Research, Agriculture, and Health. These
dialogues have contributed to uncovering the broad potential for cooperation in areas of mutual
interest®. The European Council has regularly addressed Turkey in its agenda in recent years,
making swift decisions, particularly in the context of the migration crisis, military operations
in Syria, and tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean. This indicates a shift in the relationship
from a comprehensive accession framework to an ad-hoc, crisis-oriented, and transactional
mode of engagement®’. This implies that even with formal accession negotiations stalled, both
sides acknowledge the necessity of maintaining channels to manage pressing issues.
Cooperation, in this context, often stems from immediate needs rather than a long-term shared
vision of full integration®.

e 2016 EU-Turkey Refugee Statement: This statement successfully reduced
irregular migration flows during the 2015 refugee crisis®®. The agreement
stipulated the return of all irregular migrants entering Greece from Turkey to
Turkey, in exchange for the resettlement of one Syrian refugee from Turkey to the
EU for every person returned. Additionally, the EU pledged to accelerate the visa
liberalization roadmap and allocate €6 billion to Turkey to manage the refugee
crisis. However, this statement faced significant criticism regarding human rights

and international. The agreement was criticized for turning migrants into a
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"bargaining chip in international relations"'% and for the EU's "burden-shifting"
of humanitarian responsibilities onto Turkey. This indicates that while the
agreement achieved short-term EU objectives, it compromised normative
principles and contributed to a "crisis of trust"°* by reinforcing the perception of
"unfair treatment" in Turkey%2,

o Eastern Mediterranean Dispute: Tensions intensified with the discovery of
hydrocarbon resources in the region, exacerbated by Turkey's "Blue Homeland"

doctrinel®

and unilateral drilling activities. The EU called for respect for the
sovereign rights of its member states, Greece and Cyprus, while also emphasizing
the need to maintain dialogue with Turkey®. While some EU countries, such as
France, adopted a harder stance, Germany advocated for a dialogue-based
approach. This crisis even raised the possibility of military conflict between
NATO allies Greece and Turkey®,

o Syriaand Libya Crises: Turkey's military interventions in Syria and Libya, while
causing tensions with the EU, also presented opportunities for cooperation,
particularly in areas where strategic interests converged, such as the maritime
jurisdiction agreement in Libya. The EU underscored the importance of
cooperation with Turkey for ensuring stability in these regions. Turkey's
intervention in Libya was perceived as part of its broader pursuit to secure its

geopolitical interests in the Eastern Mediterranean?®.

Table 4: Turkey-EU High-Level Dialogues and Crisis Management Examples (AKP Era)

Dialogue/Event Key
Type Issues/Crisis

Date

Outcome/Significance | Sources****

100 Sanlier, G., "The Financial Instruments of the European Union, Specifically the Facility for Refugees in Turkey
(FRIT), Have Been Significant Tools in Shaping Turkey's Migration Policies", Journal of Liberty and International
Affairs, 8(1), 65-75, 2024.

101 Akgiil Acikmese, S., "The Future of Turkey-EU Relations: Sinem Akgiil Agikmese", Global Panorama, 2023.
102 GIS Reports Online, lbid.

103 Mediterra Journal, Ibid.; Khoma, N., "Neo-Ottomanism as the Basis of Turkey's Middle East Policy", Ictopuko-
MOJITHYHI MpobJieMu cydyacHoro cBity: 30ipHHK HaykoBux crareit, 42, 99, 2020.; SWP Berlin, "EU-Turkey
Relations: Between Confrontation and Rebuilding Trust", Ibid.

104 Mediterra Journal, Ibid.

105 SCIRP, "The Eastern Mediterranean Sea dispute is an ongoing and complex conflict involving competing
claims to maritime boundaries and Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) by several countries in the region”, 2024,
https://www.scirp.org/journal/paperinformation?paperid=142040 (accessed on February 20, 2025); Turhan, E.,
Wessels, W., Miiftiiler-Bag, M., Ibid.; European Parliament, "EU-Turkey relations: A complex and challenging
partnership”, Ibid.; SWP Berlin, Ibid.

106 | SE, "Turkey's engagement with Libya and the geopolitics of the eastern Mediterranean”, 2022,
https://www.lse.ac.uk/ideas/Assets/Documents/updates/2022-SU-SuslerTurkeyLibya-0la.pdf ~ (accessed on
February 20, 2025).

105



(European Commission,

Accession Accession Negotiations officially ] T
2005 Negotiations process, 35 began, Chapter 25 2022, T;C' Dlslslerl. .y
October Commencement  |chapters opened and closed Bakanhgi Avrupa Birligi
PIETS. P ' Bagkanligi, 2024c)
Miaration Joint Action Plan (European Commission,
2015 First EU-Turkey g ’ activated, decisionto  [2022; European
. counter- . )
December | Summit ; enhance dialogue Parliamentary Research
terrorism. .
channels. Service, 2021)
(D-nb.info, 2022; European
Commission, 2016;
Irreaular Irregular crossings European Papers, 2017;
2016 EU-Turkey mi gr’ation decreased, but faced Eurekalert, 2023;
March Refugee Statement ref% e cr,isis human rights criticisms, |Ismayilzada, 2022;
g " |promises unfulfilled. Swarthmore College, 2017;
Taylor & Francis Online,
2021; Sanlier, 2024)
2016 High-Level Political Decision to enhance gfu ]zlglisrlg{li }lézkligglgll“l
January |Political Dialogue |relations. dialogue channels. 0 E ) p g1 bas gl
2016 High-Level Energy |[Energy Potential for cooperation (T.C. Dlsl.sle.fl. Bakanhg{
. . ! . Avrupa Birligi Baskanligy,
January |Dialogue cooperation.  |in energy emphasized. n.d.)
2016 ngh-LeyeI Economic Aimed to enhance (T.C. Dlsl.sle.fl. Bakanhglv
. Economic . . . Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi,
April - relations. economic cooperation.
Dialogue n.d.)
Illegal drilling
2019 EU Sanctions activities in Framework ﬂ?r targeted (European Commission,
measures against Turkey
November | Framework Eastern 2022)
- adopted.
Mediterranean.
Desire to launch a (European Commission,
2021 European Council |Relations with |"positive agenda," 2022; European
March Conclusions Turkey. phased and proportionate |Parliamentary Research
cooperation. Service, 2021)
(European Commission,
2021 High-Level Climate A new Q|alogue 2022; Ikl_lm.g_ov.tr, 20%4;
September| Climate Dialogue |change mechanism was T.C. Disisleri Bakanligi
' launched. Avrupa Birligi Bagkanhgi,
n.d.)
— (European Commission,
2021 |High-Level Migration and | . . 2022; T.C. Dsisleri
Migration and ; Dialogue continued. 8 e
October Security Dialoaue security. Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi
y 9 Baskanligi, n.d.)
High-Level (European Commission,
Science, Research, | . . A new dialogue 2022; Sanayi.gov.tr, 2022;
2022 Science and . L7 N
Technology and mechanism was T.C. Disisleri Bakanligi
November - research. A -
Innovation launched. Avrupa Birligi Bagkanligi,
Dialogue n.d.)

Source****: This table was produced by the authors, drawing from a variety of sources in order
to compile a comprehensive body of knowledge relevant to its subject.
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Table 4 illustrates the evolution of diplomatic interactions and crisis management
strategies in Turkey-EU relations during the AKP era. Following the commencement of
accession negotiations in 20057, the period from 2015 onwards saw a greater focus on "High-
Level Dialogues” and summits, primarily centered on crisis management and areas of mutual
interest. The 2016 EU-Turkey Refugee Statement!®® while successful in reducing irregular
migration, faced severe human rights and international law criticisms and reinforced the
perception of migrants being used as a "bargaining chip"®®. The EU's adoption of a sanctions
framework in 2019 due to drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean reflects the tensions
in relations and the EU's stance against unilateral actions. Conversely, the expressed desire to
launch a "positive agenda” in 2021 and the establishment of new dialogue mechanisms in areas
such as climate, migration, security, and science!®® indicate that pragmatic cooperation
continues and even expands, despite the diminished focus on full membership. This table
clearly demonstrates that the relationship has evolved into a "conflictual cooperation” model*!,

characterized by crisis management and the prioritization of shared interests.

Conclusion

During the Justice and Development Party (AKP) era, Turkey-EU relations have
undergone a significant evolution, shifting from an initial strong commitment to full
membership towards a complex, multi-layered, and transactional strategic partnership
paradigm. This transformation has been shaped by the intricate interplay of both domestic
political dynamics and structural changes within the international system.

In its early years in power (2002-2007), the AKP strategically utilized the EU
membership objective as a pragmatic tool to consolidate its domestic political legitimacy,
curtail military tutelage, and accelerate economic reforms. The comprehensive legal reforms
undertaken during this period, coupled with high public support for EU membership, paved the

way for the commencement of accession negotiations, marking a "golden era™ in relations. This

107 T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1 Avrupa Birligi Baskanhig, “Tiirkiye-AB Yiiksek Diizeyli Diyalog Toplantilar1”, 2024,
Retrieved from https://www.ab.gov.tr/turkiye-ab-yuksek-duzeyli-diyalog-toplantilari_51725.html, (accessed on
February 20, 2025).; European Commission, "Tiirkiye 2022 Report", Ibid.

108 European Commission, "Fourth Report on the progress made in the implementation of the EU-Turkey
Statement”, Ibid.; D-nb.info, Ibid.

199 European Papers, "The EU-Turkey Agreement: A Controversial Attempt at Patching up a Major Problem",
Ibid.; Sanlier, G., Ibid.

110 fklim.gov.tr, "AB -Tiirkiye iklim Degisikligi Hibe Programi (AB-TR CCGP) igin son bagvuru 16 Aralik", 2024,
https://iklim.gov.tr/ab--turkiye-iklim-degisikligi-hibe-programi-ab-tr-ccgp-haber-433, (accessed on February 20,
2025).; European Commission, "Fourth Report on the progress made in the implementation of the EU-Turkey
Statement”, Ibid.; Sanayi.gov.tr, Ibid.

111 European Parliament, "EU-Turkey relations: A complex and challenging partnership", Ibid.
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synergy, driven by the EU's perception of Turkey as a promising candidate embracing
democratic values, facilitated rapid progress*!2.

However, a notable divergence in relations became apparent after 2007. Turkey
experienced a significant regression in democratic standards, the rule of law, and fundamental
rights, with the transition to a presidential system weakening the separation of powers and
intensifying concerns regarding judicial independence!!®. The EU's annual progress reports
consistently documented this regression, indicating a systematic erosion of normative
alignment®'4. This situation, combined with the EU's discourse of "enlargement fatigue” and
the perception of "double standards"!'®, deepened distrust in Turkey regarding the EU's
sincerity. The "geopoliticization™ of the EU's enlargement policy since the late 2010s, which
largely excluded Turkey from renewed discussions, further accentuated the identity-based
dimension of exclusion!®,

Shifts in global power dynamics also played a critical role in this evolution. The 2008
global financial crisis diminished the EU's economic attractiveness and compelled Turkey to
diversify its economic and political relationships!’. This led to Turkey's foreign policy shifting
away from the West towards Eurasia and other regional actors, driven by a pursuit of "strategic
autonomy" and "regional assertiveness"'8, Turkey's foreign policy choices, such as the "Blue
Homeland" doctrine!'® and military interventions in Syria and Libya, generated tensions with
the EU in regions like the Eastern Mediterranean'?,

Despite these political and normative frictions, economic integration and trade ties have
remained robust. The Customs Union has been instrumental in integrating Turkey into EU
supply chains and increasing trade volumes, with the EU remaining Turkey's largest trading

partner'?!, However, the asymmetrical nature of the Customs Union has been a structural

112 Al Quthah, S., Ibid.; Wilson Center, Ibid.; European Parliament, "Motion for a European Parliament Resolution
on the 2022 Commission Report on Tiirkiye", Ibid.

113 European Commission, "Turkey 2020 Report”, Ibid.; European Parliament, "Motion for a European Parliament
Resolution on the 2022 Commission Report on Tiirkiye", Ibid.

114 European External Action Service, Ibid.; T.C. Disisleri Bakanlig1, "No: 312, Avrupa Birligi Komisyonu 2022
Tiirkiye Raporu Hk.", 2022.

115 Bilge, S., Ibid.; Rumelili, B., Strémbom, L., Ibid.; Yiisen, N., Ibid.

116 Bilge, S., Ibid.; Rumelili, B., Strémbom, L., Ibid.; SWP Berlin, Ibid.

117 Dergipark, "Impact of 2008 Financial Crisis on Turkey's Foreign Policy and EU Relations Academic"”, lbid.;
Dergipark, "Impact of 2008 Financial Crisis on Turkey's Exports to the EU", Ibid.

118 Brsen, E., Kostem, S. (Eds.)., Ibid.; Akkoyunlu, K., Ibid.; Middle East Institute, Ibid.; Huang, Q., Géneng, D.,
Ergeng, C., Unliisoy, S., Ibid.

119 SWP Berlin, "EU-Turkey Relations: Between Confrontation and Rebuilding Trust", Ibid.

120 SE, Ibid.

121 SWP Berlin, "Turkey's Economic Ties with the EU: Implications for the Future", Ibid.
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grievance for Turkey, highlighting the need for potential renegotiation of future economic
relations??,

Diplomatic engagement, particularly after the stagnation of accession negotiations, has
been maintained through "High-Level Dialogues™ and crisis management mechanisms. While
the 2016 EU-Turkey Refugee Statement successfully reduced irregular migration, it faced
human rights criticisms and reinforced the perception of migrants being used as a "bargaining
chip™23. This indicates that the relationship has transformed from a comprehensive integration
objective to an ad-hoc, crisis-oriented, and transactional mode of engagement*?,

In conclusion, Turkey-EU relations during the AKP era can be characterized by a
paradigm of "conflictual cooperation"!?. Despite profound divergences in fundamental values
and normative alignment, and amidst geopolitical rivalries, essential cooperation persists in
areas of mutual interest such as economic interdependence, migration management, and
counter-terrorism. Although Turkey's full membership perspective is de facto frozen, both
parties are cognizant of the significant costs associated with a complete rupture of this complex
relationship'?®. Future relations are expected to progress within a pragmatic and multi-layered
strategic partnership framework, characterized by deepening cooperation in specific areas and
ongoing divergences in others, rather than a pursuit of full membership*?’. This aligns with the
EU's increasing tendency to view Turkey as a "key strategic partner” rather than solely an

accession candidate®?®.
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