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NATO AND TURKEY

LOOKING AHEAD

The Government needs to inform and educate the Turkish electorate on what the new 
NATO is, on what it can and cannot do. NATO remains firmly with Turkey in combating 
terrorism and has a lot of understanding for Turkish security interests. The Turkish 
government should also continue its efforts to motivate and inform the public about 
the benefits of pursuing full EU membership. It must also move ahead with reform. The 
Alliance and Europe need a capable, reform-oriented and internationally active Turkey. 

Stefanie Babst*

* The author is Deputy Assistant Secretary General for Public Diplomacy of NATO. This is an adapted version of her 
presentation at the ARI Movement conference in Istanbul on September 11th 2008.
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T
he international security environment has changed dramatically over 
the past 16 years and is driven by political, social and economic 
globalization. Turkey —as part of Europe— is very much in the midst 
of all this. We all agree that strong and innovative national leadership 

as well as close coordination among international players is required to adapt 
to new challenges and find peaceful and effective solutions to problems we did 
not really think about some 10 years ago (such as climate change and global 
warming).

Past experience has taught us that multilateralism and international coordination 
are key, and that individual countries cannot tackle problems alone. We need 
each other. This is also true for the current crisis between Europe and Russia 
over Georgia. 

Turkey’s Unique Strategic Position 

It has often been said that Turkey is in a special strategic position. Turkey counts 
itself as part of several worlds. Located at a crossroads between Europe, Eurasia 
and the Middle East, and with close historical, cultural, economic and political 
ties with the Balkan states, Central Asia and the southern Caucasus as well as 
important relations with its neighbors in the Middle East, Turkey has a unique 
role to play in contributing to stability and security in the neighborhood.

Turkey has now become a role model for many of its neighbors and a success 
story after three decades characterized by political and economic turbulences. It 
has now the biggest broad-based economy, the deepest-rooted secular democracy 
and the most powerful army of all the 57 countries in the Organization of the 
Islamic Conference.

Turkey has always been bridge-builder and “engager” between the Western 
world and the Islamic world.

Further, Turkey is playing a critical role in dealing with nuclear Iran and cooperates 
with Tehran on a variety of fields. Amazingly, it is also working closely with Israel, 
including military cooperation. It has created close bonds with the Gulf countries, 
too. Moreover, Turkey has become key player in the Black Sea region and Central 
Asia and is actively participating in a whole range of regional organizations and 
multilateral initiatives to foster regional political, economic and security cooperation. 

Turkey is a highly active and respected foreign and security policy player. We 
want Turkey to continue to make full use of its political, diplomatic, economic 
and cultural clout to enhance regional stability, security and economic prosperity.
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Turkey and NATO: Transatlantic Relations

Within NATO, Turkey is a key and a staunch European ally. It significantly 
contributed to the Alliance’s defense posture during the Cold War (covering the 
southern flank) and is now contributing in many ways to NATO’s political and 
military transformation.

To be an active provider to the transatlantic Alliance has always been one 
of Turkey’s top foreign and security policy priorities – and it has lived up to 
expectations.

Turkey is committing troops to various operations and missions: to KFOR, to HQ 
in Sarajevo, Skopje and Tirana, to Operation Active Endeavour (second major 
contributor), to NATO’s training mission in Iraq and to ISAF (535 personnel in 
RC Capital, PRT in East, support for ANA training). It is also contributing to 
UN-led operations.

Further, Turkey fully supports NATO’s political transformation, including the 
comprehensive approach, as well as partnership relations with Central Asia, the 
Caucasus, MD/ICI countries and beyond. 

With the Alliance’s 60th anniversary just around the corner, I am confident that 
Turkey will continue to play an active and engaging role (such as on developing 
the Strategic Concept).

But the picture is not entirely rosy: public support for NATO in Turkey is at 
its lowest ever. Only 38 percent of Turks still consider NATO essential for 
their country’s national security. Similarly, confidence in the EU and the U.S. 
is extremely low (22 percent and eight percent respectively view EU and U.S. 
global leadership as desirable (see the 2008 Transatlantic Trends survey).

The Alliance is primarily seen through the lens of the relationship between 
Turkey and the U.S., which has come under strain over the war in Iraq. Turkish 
concerns over growing instability and lawlessness in northern Iraq, together with 
PKK terrorism in the southeast of your country, continue to represent a major 
challenge for the Turkish government. What does NATO do to protect us from 
the threat of terrorism and growing instability in northern Iraq?

The Government needs to inform and educate the Turkish electorate on what the 
new NATO is, on what it can and cannot do. NATO remains firmly with you in 
combating terrorism and has a lot of understanding for Turkish security interests. 
However, NATO does not and cannot play any key role in Iraq.



30

The EU is Turkey’s second most important foreign policy priority. Turkey’s 
road to Europe has been long and somewhat winding (since its start in 1963). In 
1999, the Helsinki Summit reaffirmed Turkey’s candidate status and encouraged 
Turkey to move ahead with internal reforms. Formal negotiations started in 2005 
but unfortunately the process has since lost momentum. 

We cannot overlook public frustration in Turkey over the slowness with which the 
EU integration process moves forward. On the one hand, the Turkish government 
should continue its efforts to motivate and inform the public about the benefits 
of pursuing full EU membership. It must also move ahead with reform. On the 
other hand, the EU needs to keep on engaging Turkey and to appreciate more 
clearly that Turkey is a strategic asset for Europe.

The Alliance and Europe need a capable, reform-oriented and internationally 
active Turkey. We want Turkey to succeed in negotiating her full membership in 
the European Union. 

NATO-EU cooperation represents a critical cornerstone of our collective security. 
But as important as it is, it has reached a regrettable impasse. Persistent problems 
due to different interpretations of the institutional framework of NATO-EU 
cooperation have affected NATO’s effectiveness and its ongoing efforts to ensure 
flexible, pragmatic cooperation with all external actors. 

We are fully aware that Turkey attaches great importance to the key principles 
governing the NATO-EU relationship. These principles need to be respected. At 
the same time, we need to find an arrangement that allows for more flexibility 
on issues beyond Berlin Plus and for cooperation on issues beyond crisis 
management.

The Russian Intervention in Georgia (8/8/8)

A lot has been said and written about NATO these last few weeks in connection with 
this crisis. NATO has stood by Georgia in the recent crisis, and we will continue 
to do so. We have given our full backing to the robust diplomacy of President 
Sarkozy in his capacity of the EU Presidency and the EU, and strong backing 
to the six-principle agreement signed by the Georgian and Russian Presidents. 
We have urged –and continue to urge– its rapid and complete implementation. 
NATO has also reiterated –in no uncertain terms– the importance of full respect 
for Georgia’s sovereignty and territorial integrity – and of finding negotiated, 
peaceful solutions to the conflicts in this region, instead of taking unilateral 
action. Our continued support for Georgia is clear in the NATO-Georgia Joint 
Statement that we issued on the occasion of this visit.
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Moreover, we have not only condemned Russia’s decision to extend recognition 
to the South Ossetia and Abkhazia regions of Georgia, but also called upon 
Moscow to reverse that decision, because it is a wrong decision. We have made 
clear to Russia that we can not continue with “business as usual” – in our relations 
with Russia and so we have started a review of our cooperation. And we have 
strongly refuted any suggestion by the Russian Government that NATO should 
somehow choose between Russia and Georgia.

NATO will continue to stand by Georgia – but we will not close our doors to 
Russia. That would not be the right thing to do, nor would it be in our interest. 
Russia is a reality that we cannot ignore – and do not want to ignore. Nor are we in 
the business of punishing Russia. As a matter of fact, looking at the international 
isolation that Russia has got itself into, Russia is really punishing itself. Not only 
NATO, but also the European Union, have criticized Moscow. Russia did not get 
the support it wanted from the Shanghai Cooperation Organization in which it is 
a member. And the Russian economy has already felt the impact of last month’s 
events: just look at the decline of the Russian stock market as evidence of that.

Today, there is a strong consensus among the NATO Allies that we should 
continue to intensify our political dialogue with Georgia, to extend our practical 
cooperation, and to further deepen our relationship. Our key priority at this 
moment is to assist Georgia in relieving the humanitarian crisis and recovering 
from the destruction that was caused last month. We have begun to provide 
concrete assistance in repairing transportation and communication links and to 
ensure the safety of air traffic. We have sent NATO teams to Georgia in the areas 
of civil emergency planning and defense reform to assess your needs and help 
channel assistance effectively. We are pushing ahead with our Trust Fund to help 
you destroy dangerous munitions and also to help Georgia with de-mining. Allies 
have provided assistance to Georgia to protect your computer systems against 
cyber attacks. I cite these examples to demonstrate that we will help you not just 
in words but in deeds as well; particularly in helping this country to recover as 
quickly as possible from the immediate crisis. But we are obviously keen to get 
our longer-term cooperation back on track as soon as possible as well.

Of course, the Georgian Government has made it very clear for some time that it 
wishes not just to cooperate with NATO, but for Georgia to become a member of 
the Alliance sooner rather than later. At their last Summit in Bucharest in April, 
NATO Heads of State and Government recognized Georgia’s Euro-Atlantic 
aspirations, and agreed that it will become a member of NATO eventually. In 
the wake of last month’s crisis, we proposed the creation of a NATO-Georgia 
Commission to help to guide and expand our cooperation and to supervise the 
process that was set in train in Bucharest. NATO held a very successful first 
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meeting of that Commission in Tbilisi on September 10th. It is not only a clear 
demonstration of NATO’s political commitment to Georgia, but also a major 
vehicle for Georgia to enhance its cooperation, and move closer towards the 
Alliance. 
 


