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TURKEY'S RELATIONS WITH THE EUROPEAN UNION 

 
In October 1999 the European Commission recommended  that Turkey should 
be considered a candidate country for EU membership, but without opening 
negotiations at that stage. The announcement of Turkey's candidacy resonated 
differently on the two sides of the Atlantic. The leading American newspapers 
and the American government supported Turkey's aim 
strongly, as an assurance that the strategically located Turkey would be fully 
integrated into the democratic west. Contrarily, the declaration of Turkey's 
candidacy to EU has divided Europeans substantially and some have reacted to 
the declaration of the candidacy with mixed feelings.  This article provides an 
overview of Turkey's relations with the EU since 1959 and discusses the costs 
and benefits of the Customs Union with the EU. Turkey is the first country 
in the European integration which has joined the Customs Union without being 
a full member of the EU. Turkey's chances of becoming a full member of the EU 
are evaluated.  
 

 In October 1999 the European Commission recommended that Turkey 
should be considered as a candidate country to EEC/EC/EU (henceforth the EU) 
membership, but without opening negotiations at that stage. These negotiations 
could only be opened if Turkey met the so-called "Copenhagen Criteria 1993", 
which is based on annual individual candidate report. The European Council 
followed these recommendations in Brussels, and in December 1999 political 
leaders of the 15 member countries decided at a summit meeting in Helsinki to 
officially name Turkey, which had been knocking on the EU's door longer than 
any other outsider, as a "candidate". 

 
By opening the way for Turkey's eventual membership to the European 

Union, the European leaders meeting in Helsinki brought Turkey a step closer to 
realizing one of its most cherished dreams. With this historical decision 
Turkey’s place in the "European House" was confirmed and its participation in 
the enlargement process of the EU verified. 

 
The announcement of Turkey's candidacy resonated differently on  the 

two sides of the Atlantic. The leading American newspapers and the American 
government supported Turkey's aim strongly, as an assurance that the 
strategically located Turkey would be fully integrated into the democratic west. 
In fact, political support for the full membership of Turkey into the EU came 
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from the other side of the Atlantic. Former US President Bill Clinton made 
Washington’s attitude towards Turkey's role in Europe clear in his speech in 
Ankara in November 1999.  As far as Turkey's full membership in the EU was 
concerned he pointed out "…there are still those who see Europe in narrow 
terms, a  Europe that might stop at this mountain range or that body of water or, 
worse, where people started worshipping God in a different way… our vision of 
Europe is that it is undivided, democratic and at a peace for the first time in all 
of its history. Europe will never be complete unless and until it embraces 
Turkey. The United States is not a member of the Union, but I have consistently 
urged European Integration to move further and faster and that includes Turkey" 
(Clinton, 1999). 

 
The declaration of Turkey’s candidacy to EU has however divided 

Europeans substantially and some reacted to the declaration of the candidacy 
with mixed feelings. Some European newspapers and politicians criticised the 
decision of the European Council harshly and disagreed with the decision taken 
in Helsinki.  The British Daily Telegraph wrote "Pope Urban II, who launched 
the First Crusade against the Turks in 1095, might have disapproved, but a 
historic milestone had been passed". Additionally, one of the influential German 
newspapers "Die Welt" warned the Europeans of a great challenge. Furthermore, 
the weekly newspaper "Die Zeit" ran the headline: "An Unequal under Equals” 
Turkey remains a "special case" in the European Union. Some German 
politicians from the conservative wings put the blame on Bundeskanzler 
Schröder and his coalition government for taking early steps to offer Turkey EU 
candidacy status. 

 
A well-known politician who is against Turkey's membership in the EU is 

the former Social Democrat Bundeskanzler Helmut Schmidt. Ex-Bundeskanzler 
argued in his recently published book "Selbstbehauptung Europas"(Helmut 
Schmidt, 2000), why Turkey should not be a member of the European Union. 
He seems to be strongly influenced by the thesis of the clash of civilizations 
presented by Huntington. Schmidt based his arguments on three main pillars: 
Firstly, there are cultural differences between Turkey and Europe based on 
different religions and different historical background. He claims that European 
culture is a unique culture built upon the Greek-Roman heritage and 
Christianity. Secondly, the common security policy of the EU could not be 
realized with Turkey, as Turkey has common borders with and is surrounded by 
neighbours who are either hostile to Ankara or have various disputes with 
Turkey. Finally, he believes that Turkey will not able to fulfil the pre-conditions 
set by Copenhagen in 1993 in the foreseeable future. Therefore, the present 
association and Customs Union agreements signed between Brussels and 
Ankara are sufficient to live as a neighbour with Islam.   
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This issue will be discussed in three parts. Firstly an overview of Turkey's 

relations with the EU since 1959 will be given and some conclusions from the 
past will be drawn. Secondly, the costs and benefits of  the Customs Union with 
the EU, which was put in force in January 1996, will be covered. Finally, the 
answers to the following questions will be considered: Has Turkey any real 
chance of becoming a full member of the EU? What can be done to achieve 
Turkey's full membership into the EU in the foreseeable future?  

 
The story of Turkey-EU relations began with the applications of Turkey 

and Greece for membership in the former EEC in 1959. The "Association 
Agreement"(or Ankara Agreement) with Turkey was signed in 1963 and came 
into effect in December 1964 after difficult, but successful negotiations with 
Brussels. As a result of this” Association Agreement" long and difficult relations 
between Ankara and Brussels began. 

 
Relations between Turkey and the EU were of two unequal partners in the 

economic and political sense. Therefore, relations could not be built on a solid 
basis and  suffered heavily from different political and economic interests and 
expectations on both sides. Neither side was ready or willing to meet the 
obligations agreed upon and ratified in the agreements. 

 
With accession into the EU, Turkey wanted to bring its westward  

orientation process to a successful end, but was not aware of the social and 
economic costs of integration with the EU. In time, Ankara became aware of the 
social and economic costs of integration with the EU and felt a burden on its 
shoulders. Although Ankara insistently declared that its’ economic and political 
priorities lay in close cooperation with the EU and full membership in the EU, it 
merely paid lip service to this goal. Indeed, Turkey was not ambitious or 
resolute enough to take serious steps, in economic, administrative and legislative 
fields, to reach the final stage of the integration process.  

 
From the European perspective, the EU has not made enough effort to 

support the full membership of Turkey. As Heinz Kramer stated, "the EU 
showed only that amount of mutuality and closeness into the relationship as was 
regarded to be the absolute minimum necessary to ensure their interests. The EU 
members seemed to be reserved about forcing any steps in the direction of a 
lasting and irreversible integration of Turkey into the EU" (Heinz Kramer, 
1993). In other words, the EU had to recognize the economic, political, and 
financial costs as well as the burden of the possible membership of Turkey into 
the EU. Perhaps the Greek veto of the Turkish membership was a suitable and 
well-received excuse to keep Turkey outside the EU, at least for a while. 
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All these controversies led to the following conclusions in the 
implementation of the Association Agreement between 1964 and 1996. These 
conclusions were based on three main premises: The Customs Union, free 
movement of labour, and financial assistance through financial protocols: 

 
•  The Customs Union cannot be gradually realized as was foreseen 

in the association agreement. Due to economic reasons which the 
country faced in different stages, Turkey was not in a position 
either to fulfil its commitments to gradually reduce its customs 
duties against the EU countries or to reduce tariffs against the third 
world to the levels mandated by the Common External Tariff of the 
EU. Turkey again began to satisfy the conditions and its 
obligations stated in the Ankara Agreement after its application for 
full membership in 1987. 

 
•  Another serious debate between Brussels and Ankara concerned 

the free movement of labour within the EU. The Association 
Agreement obviously underlined that free movement of labour 
between the EU and Turkey would begin in 1986. However, 
successive German governments opposed the implementation of 
these terms of the Association Agreement and put pressure on the 
other members to stop the recruitment of migrant workers from 
non-EU countries, including Turkey. Afterwards, this issue never 
came to the fore again and it has apparently been put off 
indefinitely. 

 
•  The last and most important dispute between Brussels and Ankara 

concerns  Financial Protocols. It was assumed that under the 
financial assistance agreement the EU would make an essential 
contribution to the Turkish economy in order to protect it from the 
negative impact of the integration process with the EU.  Within the 
framework of the first three Financial Protocols, Brussels granted 
Turkey around US $ 705 million. The Fourth Financial Protocol in 
amount of ECU 600 million has not been made available to Turkey 
for two reasons: First, Turkey underwent a military coup in 
September 1980. The second reason is that Athens exercised its 
veto blocking of this financial aid to Turkey for reasons well 
known. 

 
The second turning point of the relationship between Turkey and the 

EU was the application of Turkey for full membership in the EU in April 
1987. The Commission rejected the application of Turkey, which was 
neither supported nor encouraged  by the Commission or by  any of the other 
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member states at that time. Once more, Greece was the only country that 
expressed its objections to Turkey's membership into the EU right from the 
start. The Commission's rejection was mainly based on considerations 
concerning the economic development and democratic deficiencies. 

 
The establishment of a Customs Union between Turkey and the EU is 

the third significant milestone of the longstanding relations. Ankara and 
Brussels signed a Customs Union agreement, which can be regarded as the 
final stage of the Association Agreement, in March 1995. By joining  the 
Customs Union the Turkish economy strongly integrated with the EU, 
although it is not a full member of the EU. In other words, Turkey is the first 
country in the European integration which has joined the Customs Union 
without being a full member of the EU.  

 
The Customs Union covers the free trade of manufactured goods 

between Turkey and the EU. The Common External Tariff against third 
country imports was adopted in January 1996, and all of the preferential 
agreements the EU has concluded with the third countries were adopted by 
2001. Again the EU has promised to help Turkey  financially in order to ease 
the adjustment process arising from rough competition conditions and to 
close the gap in terms of economic development. 

 
As a next step, the impact of the Custom Union on the Turkish 

economy will briefly be discussed. 
 

1. The Customs Union was expected to negatively impact the 
foreign trade balance. Total exports have not increased, more 
than the long run trend value, while total imports have shown a 
significant increase, especially in consumption goods. It was 
not expected that there would be much increase in the exports 
of goods into the EU markets, because the European 
Community had already abolished the trade barriers concerning 
certain industrial goods from Turkey in 1973. As a result of 
joining the Customs Union the total foreign trade deficit of 
Turkey with the EU  reached  US$56 billion between 1996-
2001. 

•  Remarkably, Turkey received only €582 million from Brussels 
as financial assistance for adjustment and restructuring process, 
whereas Brussels had promised Turkey around €2.7 billion in 
the same time period. It is obvious that the EU was not able to 
keep its promises concerning several financial protocols and 
financial support agreed by the Customs Union in 1995. 
Brussels has planned to give Turkey additional financial help in 
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the amount of €3 billion in the years between 2000-2006. 
Nobody can be sure that Brussels will keep its promise this 
time! 

2. The second anticipated negative impact of the Customs Union 
is related to the national budget revenues. According to 
estimations by the Ministry of Finance the total revenue loss 
amounted approximately to US$ 2.2 billion in 1996 and US$ 
2.5 billion pear year in the following years. 

3. It has been argued that entry into the Customs Union would 
increase capital inflow in the form of Foreign Direct 
Investments (FDI). At first sight this argument seems 
reasonable. However, as the experiences of other countries 
regarding the FDI conditions show, the inflow of FDI depends 
on the existence of two conditions: long-term political and long-
term economic stability in the host country. As long as these 
two determining pre-conditions for FDI are not realized, it is a 
concern that the inflow of FDI into Turkey will fall short of 
expectations. 

 
4. Again, it is argued that due to accession into the Customs Union 

the number of unemployed people will increase in Turkey 
rapidly because of hard competition induced by the EU. It is 
true that as a result of the adjustment and restructuring process, 
which is necessary to catch up with the EU, the increase of 
employment in Turkey would inevitably slow down. 

 
5. When the long- term impact and future perspective of the 

Customs Union is taken into consideration, a more favourable 
picture is drawn. The reason is very simple. It is known that 
Customs Union has some interesting dynamic effects within its 
theoretical framework, such as increased competition, 
stimulation of technological change and of investment. The 
experiences Portugal and Spain lead to the following 
conclusion: the opening of the markets to foreign competitors, 
together with many positive supply- side effects connected with 
increased investment, invention and innovation activities, and 
with more sound fiscal and monetary discipline may reduce the 
inflation rate of the national economy (Jozef Misaia, 1995). 

 
6.  Since 1995 Turkey has put in force comprehensive legal 

regulations, which are directly connected with the operation of 
the Customs Union. These are competition rules of the EU’s 
internal market, the protection of intellectual, industrial and 

 6



commercial property rights, consumer protection law and the 
adaptation of state aids to EU’s Law. Turkey adopted a national 
anti-trust law and established a national authority to manage 
competition rules. Additionally, Turkey has already signed the 
“Free Trade Agreements” with various countries. 

 
In conclusion, it is obvious that Turkey is going through serious 

political and economic difficulties, which seem to be one of the main 
handicaps for full membership into the European Union. It is an 
undeniable fact that Turkey has faced, once again, a serious economic 
crisis in its recent history. Turkey’s recent macroeconomic problems were 
mainly home- grown and stemmed to a large extent from excess aggregate 
demands generated in the public sector to force the economy to grow 
faster than private savings would allow. In plain language, political 
imperatives generally have dominated economic imperatives, a 
fundamental dilemma faced by all former and present governments. 
Knowing the right policy is not enough; it is also necessary to have both 
the political will and the power to implement this policy. 

 
The new “Stabilization Program”, which was put in force in April 

2001, seems to be last chance for the Turkish economy to get out of a 
state of permanent crisis. The re-establishing of economic stability will 
certainly contribute to an internal resolution of the country’s political 
instability. Both the improvement of economic conditions and the 
establishment of economic stability will provide the government with the 
self-confidence needed for necessary political reforms. In turn, this will 
create a politically stable environment for the completion of political 
liberalization in order to satisfy the so- called “1993 Copenhagen 
Criteria”, which certainly will help Turkey’s rapprochement with the EU, 
leading to its final destination in the “European House”. 

 
For the time being, the EU can make an essential contribution to 

correct the macroeconomic imbalances through financial assistance 
promised by Brussels. This can only happen, if  EU members  believe that 
Turkey is now on the way of becoming an integrated part of the European 
Union and that there is no return from the decision taken in the summit 
meeting in Helsinki 1999.   The EU members and the European 
Parliament should not only limit their criticism of the negative aspects of 
Turkey’s political and economic performances, but also should encourage 
Turkey with new ideas and policies for bringing the country closer to the 
European Union.  
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