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ABSTRACT Türkiye’s positive relations with the European Union (EU) in 
the early 2000s and its enthusiasm for the membership process started 
to weaken after 2006-2008. The downward spiral in Turkish-EU 
relations intensified after the failed July 15 coup attempt in Türkiye. 
Despite the joint strategic interests in many regional issues, including 
the Black Sea, the MENA Region, the Balkans, security in the East-
ern Mediterranean, hydrocarbon projects, the fight against irregular 
migration, creating the middle corridor with Asia, European energy 
security, and counter-terror measures, parties can hardly find oppor-
tunities to cooperate, frankly. The way those issues of joint interest 
are managed shall play a crucial role in the future of Turkish-EU 
relations. The positive atmosphere that emerged after the May 2023 
elections could potentially generate more constructive momentum in 
Türkiye’s relations with the European Union and the U.S. There are, 
however, some hurdles that should be overcome by building mutual 
confidence by working on shared agendas.
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Many foreign policy analysts 
referred to Türkiye’s May 14 
and 28, 2023 general elec-

tions as the most important elections 
of 2023. Experts, journalists, politi-
cians, and communities from across 
the world, starting with the West, fol-
lowed the election very closely, and 
it resulted in yet another victory for 
President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the 
People’s Alliance, and the AK Party. 
President Erdoğan’s re-election was 
considered an unexpected develop-
ment in Europe and many Western 
countries. That surprise stemmed 
from the fact that decision-makers 
and the public opinion in Türkiye 
and the West were misled or misin-
formed by “experts” and “pollsters.” 
Having been caught by surprise in 
the presidential election’s first round, 
local and foreign circles concluded 
that Erdoğan would win the second 
round by a comfortable margin. Ac-
cordingly, we witnessed a barrage of 
congratulatory messages as soon as 
Erdoğan’s victory became a certainty.

Erdoğan missing the first-round vic-
tory by a tiny margin and his ability 
to clinch re-election despite facing a 
broad coalition of rivals earned the 
respect of international observers. 
It is important to recall that many 
Western analysts had speculated that 
the Turkish president would not con-
sent to a peaceful transfer of power if 
he were to lose. Yet the election took 
place in a transparent and peaceful 
manner. The calm that was witnessed 
during and after that election served 
to bust negative myths about Tür-
kiye and President Erdoğan. At the 
same time, the West’s democratic 

reservations about strengthening its 
relations with Türkiye and negative 
perception of Erdoğan’s personality 
weakened due to the Turkish leader’s 
post-election statements and the pro-
fessionalism of his new cabinet.

Indeed, the members of Erdoğan’s 
new cabinet have the necessary back-
ground to develop a more balanced 
and more positive political and eco-
nomic relationship with the West 
within the context of foreign policy 
and the economy. Türkiye’s Western 
counterparts, too, have made that ob-
servation. Specifically, the assignment 
of Hakan Fidan and İbrahim Kalın as 
leaders of foreign policy and intelli-
gence was a welcome development by 
Western diplomatic circles. Likewise, 
international economic and finan-
cial circles welcomed the tasking of 
Cevdet Yılmaz, Mehmet Şimşek, and 
their teams including the governor 
of the Central Bank Hafize Gaye Er-
kan with the economy’s management. 
Some media outlets and think tanks 
in Europe and the U.S., too, have al-
ready signaled their optimism regard-
ing this new chapter with Türkiye. 
It is possible to expect those parties 
to disseminate such messages more 
strongly as the relevant relationships 
translate into practice.

Türkiye’s disagreements with the U.S. 
and the European Union over count-
er-terror measures and particularly 
the PKK/PYD presence in Syria per-
sists. Furthermore, there are ongoing 
problems linked to migration, the 
Eastern Mediterranean (including 
Cyprus and Greece), and the sus-
pension of Türkiye’s EU membership 
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process. The way those issues will be 
managed shall play a crucial role in 
the future of relations. The positive 
atmosphere that emerged after the 
May 2023 elections could potentially 
generate positive momentum in Tür-
kiye’s relations with the European 
Union and the U.S.

This study analyzes the reasons be-
hind problems that occurred in 
Türkiye-EU relations over the last 
two decades and discusses the steps 
that may be taken to overcome the 
above-mentioned challenges after the 
May 14 and 28 elections as well as po-
tential future scenarios.

A New Era in Relations with the 
West?

The Turkish elections were highly 
relevant to the country’s relations 
with the West as well as Europe and 
the European Union. Over the pre-
vious two years, the relationship had 
reached a standstill that hurt the in-
terests of both sides. It is necessary 
to analyze Türkiye’s relations with 
the West by focusing on four main 
pillars: relations with the Euroatlan-
tic front, relations with the European 
Union and bilateral relations with Eu-
ropean countries. Those relationships 
collectively determine the nature of 
Türkiye’s relations with the West. The 
fourth pillar consists of Western-ori-
ented international organizations, 
treaties, and norms. The U.S., the 
European Union and prominent Eu-
ropean states previously reacted and 
responded in different ways within 
the context of their relations with 

Türkiye. In recent years, however, 
those three players or groups have 
grown similar to each other. It goes 
without saying that the U.S. has been 
the main architect of that approach 
under President Joe Biden. After all, 
the U.S. continues to play a defining 
role in the Euroatlantic security axis 
–which includes NATO. In the past, it 
was possible for Türkiye and the Eu-
ropean Union to keep a lid on their 
disagreements thanks to the strategic 
visions and constructive contribu-
tions of the U.S. and the United King-
dom. In this regard, those two coun-
tries stepped in and addressed dis-
putes with their strategic approaches. 
Yet the U.S. and the European Union 
(except member states like Hungary, 
Poland, and Romania) have largely 
aligned their respective perspectives. 
That development largely yielded 
negative results for Türkiye, whose 
policies have occasionally differed 
from its Western partners within the 
context of NATO and other interna-
tional organizations.

The West’s relations with Türkiye 
and attitude toward the country be-
came much more coordinated since 
Joe Biden’s election as U.S. president. 

The members of Erdoğan’s new 
cabinet have the necessary 
background to develop a 
more balanced and more 
positive political and economic 
relationship with the West
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Since 2020, Türkiye’s relations with 
the West have taken a negative turn 
under Washington’s coordination. 
Moreover, the West’s dream of an 
“Erdoğan-less Türkiye” has kept its 
relations with the country extremely 
shallow and stagnant. In the end, that 
situation created a lose-lose scenario 
for Türkiye and the West. It is highly 
likely that Erdoğan’s re-election as 
president on May 28 with impres-
sive popular support shall reverse the 
downturn of relations with the West 
that began in 2013. Initial signals 
from Washington and European cap-
itals indeed support that claim. The 
main reason behind that shift was 
not that the West instantly came to 
think of Erdoğan as a positive figure. 
Instead, it was the number of mutu-
ally important issues that must be re-
solved. Ukraine, Syria, Afghanistan, 
Libya, tensions in the Balkans, se-
curity in the Eastern Mediterranean 
and hydrocarbon projects, the fight 
against irregular migration, creating 
the middle corridor with Asia, Euro-
pean energy security, counter-terror 

measures, and NATO’s enlargement 
are among the many issues that the 
West cannot address without Türki-
ye’s constructive contributions. Over 
the last decade, European political 
stakeholders and decision-mak-
ers have become aware of that fact. 
Which is why they will no doubt sup-
port speedy normalization with Tür-
kiye on the basis of mutually import-
ant issues and functional matters.

Why Türkiye’s Relations with the 
EU Deteriorated

Although the AK Party governments 
initially made progress toward EU 
membership, their enthusiasm and 
motivation faded over time. From 
2006 on, the Union’s various moves 
and attempts by some European pol-
iticians to exploit the debate over 
Turkish accession1 slowed down the 
negotiations and even brought talks 
to a standstill in certain areas. Fur-
thermore, Europe witnessed eco-
nomic turmoil ahead of the 2008 
global financial crisis and the polit-
ical repercussions of such develop-
ments rendered the continent more 
inward-oriented and ultimately less 
enthusiastic about enlargement. At 
the same time, Europe’s emerging po-
litical leaders began to distance them-
selves from the continent’s liberal 
values as right-wing and left-wing 
populism gained ground in the politi-
cal arena.2 Accordingly, the vision for 
value-based expansion encountered 
certain political obstacles. Certainly, 
the least expected outcome of that 
process was Britain’s decision to leave 
the European Union. It is important 

The positive momentum that 
Türkiye’s relations with the 
European Union gained in 
the early 2000s and following 
the AK Party’s rise to power 
was gradually reversed by the 
2008 global financial crisis and 
the Arab Spring that erupted 
in late 2010
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to note that Brexit deprived Türkiye of 
a major supporter within the Union.

Türkiye’s post-2010 foreign policy 
and domestic political preferences 
deepened its disagreements with the 
European Union. The accession talks, 
which had slowed down in 2008, ap-
proached a complete standstill by 
2016. Specifically, structural changes 
worldwide and the difference in how 
EU members and Türkiye responded 
to them pushed the Union and Tür-
kiye further away from each other.

The positive momentum that Tür-
kiye’s relations with the European 
Union gained in the early 2000s 
and following the AK Party’s rise to 
power was gradually reversed by the 
2008 global financial crisis and the 
Arab Spring that erupted in late 2010. 
Those structural changes and related 
developments changed the priorities 
of Türkiye and the European Union 
alike. Unable to receive due support 
for its membership bid and feeling 
betrayed, the Turkish government 
launched new foreign policy initia-
tives including rapprochement with 
Russia, normalization with Middle 
Eastern nations, and reaching out to 
Africa and Latin America.

Whereas Türkiye’s relations with the 
European Union followed an upward 
trajectory between 2003 and 2005, 
that progress slowed down after 2008 
and was reversed after 2010. One 
could argue that the relationship was 
largely suspended between 2012 and 
2016 when Türkiye faced a threat of 
terrorism stemming from Syria and 
FETÖ. Furthermore, the relationship 

suffered almost irreparable damage in 
the wake of the July 15, 2016 coup at-
tempt and the declaration of a state of 
emergency in Türkiye. In this sense, 
the positive momentum rooted in the 
March 18, 2016 agreement under-
went a structural change after July 15. 
Accordingly, Türkiye’s membership 
talks have been practically frozen 
since 2016.3 It is possible to describe 
the post-2016 period as an uncertain 
time when Türkiye and the European 
Union tried to chart a new course. 
That period might go down in his-
tory as the lost years in Türkiye-EU 
relations. Despite the multitude of 
negative developments, the need for 
Türkiye and the EU to work together 
has been more significant.

Technical Factors Preventing 
the Development of Türkiye-EU 
Relations

As a candidate country, Türkiye’s 
membership bid and all related en-
gagements have been shaped by the 
principle of conditionality –as all 
other candidate countries.4 Within 
that context, abiding by the Copen-
hagen criteria remains key. The Eu-
ropean Union also cares deeply about 
values like democracy, transparent 
and institutionalized functioning, ac-
countability, the rule of law, civil soci-
ety, and press freedom. Furthermore, 
the productive infrastructure of a lib-
eral market economy as well as the 
harmonization of banking and trade 
regulations are practical requirements 
for EU integration. Türkiye’s member-
ship process evolved in line with vari-
ous steps it has taken in those regards. 
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That is not unique to Türkiye. Even 
countries that enter into member-
ship talks with the European Union 
and successfully join it conduct their 
relations with Brussels on the basis 
of conditionality. The functioning of 
those conditions, in turn, are moni-
tored by periodical reports. What was 
unique about Türkiye’s membership 
bid, however, was the EU’s unprece-
dented attempt to introduce new and 
more restrictive criteria.5

In this regard, Türkiye encountered 
several exceptional situations that 
no other candidate country had ex-
perienced. Specifically, the relevant 
documents introduced concepts like 
open-endedness,6 absorption capac-
ity,7 lengthy derogations8 (excep-
tions), and lasting restrictions,9 hint-
ing that the country might be subject 
to some double standards. Despite 

those exceptional ideas and practices, 
however, Türkiye refused to be pessi-
mistic about its EU membership bid.

The conclusion of a membership 
framework document and the start 
of membership talks with Türkiye 
maximized the Turkish government 
and people’s interest in and support 
for EU membership. Indeed, the AK 
Party’s initial term was character-
ized by enthusiasm for joining the 
Union.10 It is important to note that 
popular support for EU accession ex-
tended beyond traditional advocates 
and also stemmed from the AK Par-
ty’s conservative and Islamist voters. 
That support remains intact among 
key social groups today.11

Against the backdrop of such strong 
support for EU membership in Tür-
kiye, two major developments elimi-

Turkish President 
Erdoğan met 
with Michel, 
President of 

the European 
Council, in 

Brussels, in 
March 2020.

MURAT KULA / AA



IS A NEW OPENING POSSIBLE IN TÜRKİYE-EU RELATIONS?

2023 Sprıng 17

nated and reversed that momentum 
in Türkiye-EU relations. First and 
foremost, right-wing parties came 
to power in Germany and France –
the Union’s founding members. On 
November 22, 2005, the Christian 
Democratic Party won the parlia-
mentary election and Angela Merkel 
became German chancellor. Her po-
litical views empowered an approach 
that excluded Türkiye from the EU. 
She also pledged to halt membership 
talks with the Turkish government. 
Although Merkel’s tone softened over 
time, her governments remained 
committed to Türkiye’s exclusion 
through a “privileged partnership.”12 
Indeed, Angela Merkel visited Ankara 
in February 2004 as Germany’s main 
opposition leader to announce that 
she opposed Türkiye’s EU member-
ship and favored a privileged partner-
ship.13 Although Germany and Tür-
kiye experienced temporary tensions 
during her term, Merkel attempted to 
adopt a balanced stance and act with 
common sense.14 Nonetheless, she 
refrained from taking any steps that 
might revive the membership talks. 
Over the course of her sixteen years in 
power, Merkel sporadically adopted a 
more positive stance toward Türkiye. 
Specifically, some positive develop-
ments took place after the March 2016 
refugee deal and the commitment to 
promote a positive agenda with Tür-
kiye in 2019. Yet those changes did 
not result in the opening of additional 
chapters in membership talks with 
the European Union.15

Another development in Europe, 
which brought Türkiye’s accession 
process to a standstill, was Nicholas 

Sarkozy’s election as French president 
on May 16, 2007. The French leader’s 
Islamophobic views as well as an-
ti-Turkish attitude and rhetoric made 
him seem more hostile than Germa-
ny’s Angela Merkel. It is important to 
recall that Sarkozy often argued in his 
political remarks that Türkiye did not 
belong in Europe and insisted that he 
opposed that country’s EU member-
ship.16 In turn, he asked Türkiye to 
join the Union for the Mediterranean 
(an organization he invented) instead 
of the European Union.17 Although 
the French president attempted to 
account for his rejection of Turkish 
membership with reference to geog-
raphy, arguing that Türkiye was not 
part of Europe geographically,18 yet 
experts agreed that his opposition 
actually stemmed from ideology. 
By contrast, French President Em-
manuel Macron has been opposing 
Türkiye’s accession with reference to 
values.19 It is necessary to stress that 
both leaders’ policies were ideologi-
cally motivated.

Both Merkel and Sarkozy’s opposi-
tion to Turkish membership reflected 
their narrowly-defined political inter-

Türkiye’s membership process 
and negotiations became the 
subject of domestic political 
debates in many countries 
including Germany, France, 
Britain, the Netherlands, and 
Austria
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ests yet the two leaders exported their 
views to the entire European Union. 
In the end, opposing Türkiye’s EU ac-
cession became part of the right-wing 
populist discourse in many European 
countries.20 Indeed, the sheer possi-
bility of Turkish membership became 
the subject of public debate in Brit-
ain ahead of Brexit –an issue that the 
EU’s opponents exploited.21

The special emphasis on the 
open-endedness of membership talks 
with Türkiye at the Brussels Summit 
on December 16-17, 2004, the mul-
titude of derogations and permanent 
protective measures, the call for the 
resolution of border disputes with 
neighboring countries by appealing 
to the International Court of Justice 
if necessary and the reference to long 
transition periods reflected the Eu-
ropean Union’s intention to restrain 
Türkiye uniquely. It is important to 
recall that other candidate countries, 
which successfully joined the organi-
zation, were not subjected to the same 
conditions. Yet the European Union 
put in place special requirements for 

Türkiye that it could utilize as needed. 
At the time that those decisions were 
made, some countries attempted to 
add a footnote to the Turkish mem-
bership bid. That France and Austria, 
among others, brought up the possi-
bility of putting Türkiye’s admission 
to a vote (even if that country were 
to successfully meet all criteria) was 
perceived as a unique attempt to re-
strain Türkiye.22

Türkiye’s membership process and 
negotiations became the subject of 
domestic political debates in many 
countries including Germany, France, 
Britain, the Netherlands, and Austria. 
That development was among the 
main reasons behind the deteriora-
tion of Türkiye’s relations with the 
European Union. It is important to 
recall that such debates often fea-
tured an insulting tone and political 
rhetoric targeting Türkiye’s citizens 
and political leaders as well as Turks 
living in Europe. All those restrictive 
approaches and efforts to highlight 
the open-endedness of Türkiye’s ac-
cession process took a toll on the 
Turkish government’s drive to join 
the European Union. Accordingly, 
the AK Party governments (and their 
predecessors) repeatedly complained 
about double standards in their deal-
ings with the European Union. That 
the AK Party governments responded 
to such steps by occasionally lashing 
out at European leaders and senior 
EU officials –another factor that con-
tributed to strained relations.

A combination of political and bu-
reaucratic obstacles brought Türkiye’s 
membership process to a standstill. 

Since the Turkish government 
did not recognize the Greek 
Cypriot administration and the 
European Union’s perspective 
rested on the framework of 
holistic negotiations, Türkiye’s 
accession process approached 
a standstill
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Meanwhile, the country prioritized 
counter-terror measures and the 
elimination of security threats during 
the turmoil that followed the July 15 
coup attempt and effectively put re-
forms and EU harmonization on the 
back burner. The European Union 
and Türkiye’s diverging goals also 
weakened their resolve to strengthen 
their relations. For Türkiye’s mem-
bership bid to regain momentum in 
the future, the European Union must 
overhaul its medium- and long-term 
strategic vision.

Cyprus and Greece as Obstacles

Another development that stood in 
the way of Türkiye’s EU membership 
negotiations was the admission of the 
Greek Cypriot administration de-
spite having voted against the Annan 
Plan.23 That decision was made in the 
absence of a solution in Cyprus due 
to Greece’s threat to veto Türkiye’s 
recognition as a candidate country. 
Although the Greek government did 
not veto that decision in exchange 
for the admission of Greek Cypriots, 
that administration’s membership 
brought the Turkish membership 
bid to a halt.24 The admission of the 
Greek Cypriot administration, which 
Türkiye does not officially recog-
nize, suspended membership talks in 
many fields.25 Offering an academic 
analysis of what happened, Hüseyin 
Işıksal points out that the Greek Cy-
priot administration’s admission into 
the European Union contradicted all 
post-Westphalia international trea-
ties that European states recognized 
as well as the principle of the rule of 

law.26 Following the Greek Cypriot 
administration’s admission, the Eu-
ropean Union became a party to the 
Cyprus conflict together with Greece 
and the Greek Cypriots and unilat-
erally placed the burden of the lack 
of a solution on Türkiye. Since the 
Turkish government did not recog-
nize the Greek Cypriot administra-
tion and the European Union’s per-
spective rested on the framework of 
holistic negotiations, Türkiye’s acces-
sion process approached a standstill. 
Furthermore, various bureaucratic 
obstacles placed on Türkiye’s path 
with reference to the Greek Cypriot 
administration’s admission indirectly 
pushed the Türkiye-EU relations 
away from Turkish membership. It 
is also important to note that Greek 
Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis 
attempted to transform his coun-
try’s bilateral problems with Türkiye 
into disputes between the European 
Union and Türkiye. It is possible to 
argue that the Mitsotakis government 
has succeeded on that front.27 Yet his 
meaningless achievement does not 
serve the interests of Türkiye, Greece, 
or the European Union. The current 
situation only serves to poison the 
Turkish-Greek and Türkiye-EU rela-
tions and to prevent the parties from 
taking any joint steps.

The New Chapter in Türkiye-EU 
Relations and Its Guidelines

Türkiye’s relations with Europe 
reached a standstill after the July 15, 
2016 coup attempt. By extension, it 
was no longer possible to implement 
the March 18, 2016 agreement. Al-
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though the parties created a roadmap 
in 2019 to pursue a positive agenda, 
tensions in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean, the hope of European stake-
holders that Erdoğan might lose 
power after the 2019 municipal elec-
tions and Joe Biden’s victory in the 
U.S. presidential election resulted in 
the shelving of that roadmap. Under 
the Biden Administration’s influ-
ence, Türkiye was subjected to exclu-
sionary, alienating, and dominantly 
critical treatment. Indeed, the Eu-
ropeans even refrained from taking 
constructive steps in areas where 
mutual interests were at stake. They 
also attempted to put pressure on 
Türkiye  with the help of Greece. In 
the end, the positive agenda gave way 
to bad blood. Efforts by the European 
Union to meddle in the court cases 
involving Osman Kavala and Selahat-
tin Demirtaş, which were intended 
to influence Turkish politics from 
within, further strained Türkiye’s re-
lations with that organization.

Over the last year, European coun-
tries effectively suspended their re-
lations with Türkiye due to the May 
2023 general election. Their plans 
rested on the assumption that the Ta-
ble of Six would come to power. That 
belief grew stronger as the AK Party 
lost metropolitan municipalities to 
opposition candidates in 2019. At the 
same time, Europe began to dream 
of “Türkiye without Erdoğan” more 
passionately. It is important to note 
that the Türkiye-EU relations took a 
positive turn in the wake of the Feb-
ruary 6, 2023 earthquakes as dona-
tion campaigns, the genuine support 
of Europeans, and efforts to stand in 

solidarity with the Turkish people 
had a somewhat positive impact on 
Europe’s perception among Turks. Yet 
the country faced growing pressure 
over Sweden and Finland’s NATO 
membership applications. There were 
no additional initiatives launched or 
steps taken to unfreeze that relation-
ship before the Turkish elections.

Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s re-election 
as Turkish president as well as the 
transparency of the electoral process 
and its compatibility with democratic 
standards encouraged Europeans to 
promptly congratulate the leader of 
Türkiye, a country whose support 
they needed, and to come to terms 
with the outcome. Accordingly, var-
ious European media outlets and 
think tanks adopted a more balanced 
stance toward the Turkish president 
after treating him like their enemy 
for the previous six months. That de-
velopment also offered insights into 
the new chapter in Turkish-European 
relations. Nonetheless, Europe’s atti-
tude shall be in sync with Washing-
ton as long as Joe Biden remains in 
the White House. In this sense, one 
might project that the frozen rela-
tionship could regain momentum in 
some functional areas. Such momen-
tum may be generated especially in 
various areas where mutual interests 
remain at stake. It is highly likely 
that a transactional relationship shall 
persist. As such, it would be unrealis-
tic to expect a new initiative in Tür-
kiye’s relations with Europe or any 
positive momentum regarding the 
country’s membership process. Yet 
Türkiye’s functional relations with 
Europe shall gain momentum vis-à-
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vis mutual interests. Overcoming the 
current standstill with Europe would 
have a positive impact on Türkiye in 
many ways. Over the next months 
and years, Europe’s investment and 
economic relations as well as defense 
partnerships and diplomatic con-
tacts with Türkiye shall gain further 
momentum.

Sweden’s NATO membership appli-
cation, in turn, remains at the top of 
Europe’s agenda. It is important to re-
call that Türkiye and Hungary stood 
in the way of Sweden’s admission by 
refusing to approve that request. Yet 
European leaders have been trying 
to secure the approval of Sweden’s 
application before the NATO Sum-
mit on July 11-12, 2023 in Vilnius, 
Lithuania. Specifically, the Alliance 
wants to create a stronger deterrent 
and display unity against Russia at 
the Vilnius Summit –which is blurred 
by the unclear fate of Sweden’s mem-
bership bid. Still, Türkiye expects that 
country to live up to its responsibili-
ties under the Madrid memorandum. 
Furthermore, the memory of shame-
less attacks against Türkiye, Islam, 
Muslims, and President Erdoğan in 
Sweden remain fresh among Turks. 
To make matters worse, the reckless 
attitude of Swedish officials caused 
a crisis of confidence on the Turk-
ish side. At this time, the Swedish 
government must implement confi-
dence-building measures to address 
that crisis of confidence. Positive 
steps that the European Union and 
the U.S. might take within that con-
text would also be crucial for Ankara 
since Sweden’s stance cannot be iso-
lated from the rest of NATO.

There is no reason to expect a mir-
acle to happen in the short term in 
Türkiye’s relations with the European 
Union. That relationship has been 
strained and worn down over the 
last decade as both parties lost faith. 
There are still dozens of unresolved 
issues, yet the approach toward those 
issues and finding solutions should 
take a positive turn. Neither Türkiye 
nor Europe nor the U.S. can afford 
to waste five more years. It is possi-
ble to argue that a new chapter has 
begun in Türkiye’s relations with the 
European Union and the U.S. with 
the most recent elections. One might 
expect frozen problems to be ad-
dressed gradually over the next days 
and weeks. Yet it seems unlikely that 
the EU membership process will re-
gain functionality anytime soon. Still, 
initial steps might include easing the 
Schengen visa restrictions on Türkiye 
and holding talks on updating the 
customs union.

Western leaders congratulating Er-
doğan on his election victory re-
flected their eagerness to take coor-
dinated steps with Türkiye over the 
next five years. It remains to be seen 
whether that enthusiasm shall have 
a structural impact on Türkiye’s rela-
tions with the West. A closer look at 

It is possible to argue that 
a new chapter has begun in 
Türkiye’s relations with the 
European Union and the U.S. 
with the most recent elections
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Türkiye’s relations with the European 
Union and the U.S. over the last de-
cade would reveal that it would be 
unrealistic to expect the relationship 
to undergo structural change and im-
prove in the short run. Yet resuming 
the relationship, which hasn’t moved 
forward in ten years, on similar terms 
would entail a lose-lose scenario for 
the relevant parties. There are many 
areas where the parties have similar 
concerns and interests and where they 
should work together. Under the cur-
rent circumstances, it is highly likely 
that a transactional and pragmatic 
relationship shall regain momentum 
in Türkiye’s dealings with the West on 
the basis of shared interests. As that 
approach yields positive results, the 
relationship shall gradually improve 
and the possibility of cooperation 
will shift toward strategic domains. 
Yet the main short-term issue is to 
strengthen the strained relations be-
tween the parties and to re-establish 
trust among them. For Türkiye’s rela-
tions with the European Union (and 
more broadly the West) to improve 
in a structural sense, the relationship 
must be analyzed with a more com-
prehensive strategic vision. Unfortu-
nately, there is a shortage of that kind 
of strategic perspective at this time. 
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