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TURKEY, THE EUROPEAN SECURITY AND DEFENCE POLICY, AND ACCESSION 

NEGOTIATIONS 
 

Miguel MEDINA-ABELLAN1 
 
Introduction 

The status of non-EU NATO members within the ESDP framework is one of the thorniest 

issues in the development of this policy2. In this regard, understanding the Turkish position in 

relation to ESDP and the wrangling that ended with the European Council decisions in 

Copenhagen (December 2002) is vital for analysing the dynamics of the ESDP project and 

its relationship with NATO. Turkey has followed a hard line position concerning the 

development of the ESDP, which reflects other aspects of its bilateral relations with the EU, 

exactly in the same way that the EU has been strict and sometimes inflexible with Turkey. 

Turkey has based its objections concerning ESDP on its privileged relations with NATO (and 

the United States) and on its disputes with Greece and Cyprus. For its part, the EU has been 

reluctant to offer Turkey a more accurate status inside ESDP for institutional-political 

reasons. The EU has been struggling to reach consensus on common security and defence 

policies, and its relations with NATO are still uncertain. Adding Turkey to this mix makes the 

situation even more complex. Yet multiple questions are open: Would Turkey’s participation 

enhance or weaken the ESDP endeavour? Is Turkey’s participation in ESDP related to 

accession negotiations? This article sketches out the main issues concerning the 

participation of Turkey in ESDP and analyses whether and how this is related to the general 

situation of accession negotiations. The paper does not aim to answer the question about 

whether there is a relationship between both dimensions:  the answer would obviously be 

positive if the question was formulated in these terms. By contrast, the paper is intended to 

address whether there is a direct, decisive link between accession negotiations and ESDP. 

In other words, whether the general state of the enlargement process is a determinant factor 

driving Turkey’s involvement in ESDP, or viceversa. 

 
1. Setting the stage: Turkey as a peculiar ESDP associate 
 
As a key NATO member, Turkey is the only non-EU NATO ally which is also an official EU 

membership candidate; it has been the main problem concerning the participation of third 

countries in the ESDP decision-making structures and operations/missions; it is a country 

with huge military capabilities and the most important non-EU contributor to ESDP (they are 

‘excellent students’3); it is located in an extremely important geo strategic enclave; and its 

                                                 
1 PhD candidate, Centre for International Studies, University of Cambridge. E-mail: mama4@cam.ac.uk 
2 Nathalie Tocci and Marc Houben, ‘Accommodating Turkey in ESDP’, CEPS Policy Briefs No 5, May 2001, p 1 
3 Interview, official of the Council General Secretariat, Brussels, April 2008 
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bilateral disputes with Greece and Cyprus crucially affect the development of ESDP and its 

relations with NATO. Turkey’s participation in ESDP puts on the table more questions than 

answers about ESDP and, in practical terms, seems to add more difficulties to this policy 

instead of providing some solutions, contrary to the official Turkish discourse.        

 

Turkey was concerned about ESDP but, from the very beginning, wanted to participate4. 

Although the official Turkish discourse is of strong support, Ankara’s initial reaction to ESDP 

was fierce, inspired both by an assumption that the EU was seeking to challenge NATO and 

by the fear that Turkey would be excluded from a key component of Europe’s emerging 

security architecture5. Ankara’s security culture, its national and nationalistic sensitivities, and 

its mistrust of the EU led it to the conclusion that the ESDP represented a wilful 

determination to marginalise NATO and exclude non-EU members6. The main problem was 

a dispute over the EU’s links to NATO, and more precisely the involvement of non-EU 

contributing states to the ESDP, provisions set out in the conclusions of the Brussels summit 

(October 2002): the so-called ‘Nice Implementation Document’ (NID)7. In addition, Turkey 

feared that an EU force could potentially operate in its areas of interests, without it having the 

right to decide or intervene. The fact that Turkey was not likely to join the EU anytime soon 

did not make the negotiations easier. These fears of exclusion pushed Turkey several times 

to veto any agreement that would give the EU access to NATO military assets and planning 

capabilities.  

 

Turkey blocked the adoption of EU-NATO arrangements (‘Berlin Plus’) for three years, 1999-

2002. But its position was based on an asymmetric starting point: it thought that both the 

WEU legacy and its huge military capabilities gave it the right to talk to the EU on equal 

basis, and this proved to be a strategic mistake. First, Turkey argued that ESDP should be 

based on the WEU acquis (concerning decision-making, strategic planning and 

implementation) and the special status that non-EU NATO allies had therein. Turkey and the 

other Associate Members had a privileged position in the WEU, and this status was certainly 

stronger than that of the non-NATO countries, which were Observers8. But the qualitative 

                                                 
4 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, May 2008 
5 William Park, ‘The Security Dimensions of EU-Turkey Relations’, in Michael Lake, ed., The EU and Turkey. A 
Glittering Prize or a Millstone? (London: The Federal Trust, 2005), pp 127-140. 
6 Park, op.cit., p. 134 
7 NID is the name of the document concerning the participation of third contributing states to ESDP, which was 
endorsed by the Brussels European Council (October 2002). This document was based on the conclusions of the 
Nice European Council (December 2000) and the subsequent negotiations between Turkey, the US and the UK , 
which resulted in the Ankara Document (2001). The Ankara Document, with two minor changes, was integrated 
into the multilateral EU framework as the NID 
8 Associate Members could participate fully in the meetings of the Council, its working groups and subsidiary 
bodies and, by virtue of NATO membership, they were entitled to be consulted and informed on WEU operations 
in which they were interested, and to be directly involved in the planning and preparation of WEU operations in 
which NATO assets and capabilities were used. However, after the virtual abolition of this organisation, the 
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shift from the WEU to ESDP was not fully taken into account by Ankara. Secondly, the NID 

clearly laid down a comprehensive set of rules for the participation of non-EU members in 

ESDP, but Turkey considered it an insufficient document9. Thirdly, Turkey believes that its 

NATO membership entails some natural rights concerning its participation in ESDP, and this 

again proved to be a wrong assumption. 

 

During the three crucial years between 1999 and 2002, Turkey was the non-EU European 

ally with the strongest sense of grievance. Turkey’s basic expectation from Brussels was the 

adoption of any necessary provision that would enable the participation of non-EU European 

allies in EU operations (including preparation and planning, political control and strategic 

direction) if the operation made use of NATO assets and capabilities, if these countries 

raised their concerns that the envisaged operation was in their geographical proximity or 

might even have an effect on their own national security interests10.  

 

The EU’s response was that Turkey should be involved in the shaping of decisions and 

management of operations when Turkish forces participate; but since Turkey was not a 

member of the EU, it could not claim the right to veto autonomous EU actions11. Given this 

situation, Turkey’s opposition to an autonomous ESDP made EU-NATO cooperation 

impossible, and Ankara used its NATO membership to block the Berlin Plus process. This 

was a double-edged sword since while Turkey stopped EU plans to mount military missions 

before the EU was autonomously equipped to do so, it also gave an incentive to the EU to 

precipitate a move towards total autonomy from NATO12. This formal blockage in practice 

delayed the start of any ad hoc EU military operation with NATO support, although it did not 

prevent the EU’s proceeding to build up its own ESDP structures and capabilities. 

 

The final breakthrough came at the end of 2001 in a context of significant movement in 

Turkey’s general relationship with the European institutions. The solution was finally found, 

but not before the presentation of a joint UK-US-Turkish document, known as the Ankara 

Document, which made sure that a potential ESDP force would never be deployed in the 

Eastern Mediterranean. The document assured that, whatever the crisis, the ESDP would 

never be directed against an ally and would always respect the obligations of EU Member 

                                                                                                                                                         
possibility for Turkey to sit in EU Council meetings was no longer given. Turkey also attempted to negotiate a seat 
at the EU’s defence and security table – in effect membership of the new PSC. 
9 Interview, Turkish Mission to the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
10 Omur Oymen, ‘The Place of Turkey in European Security and Defence Identity’, in Çigdem Nas and Muzaffer 
Dartan, The European Union Enlargement Process and Turkey (Istanbul: Marmara University European 
Community Institute, 2002). 
11 Charles Grant, ‘A European View of ESDP’, IISS/CEPS European Security Forum, 10 September 2001, p 2 
12 Jolyon Howorth, ‘Saint-Malo Plus Five: An Interim Assessment of the ESDP’, Notre Europe Policy Papers, n 7, 
November 2003, p. 9. 
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States vis-à-vis NATO members13. The document included a reverse clause (i.e. if an EU 

member is concerned, NATO assets cannot be used either) and is believed to provide 

Turkey with the assurances it sought regarding ESDP and to assuage Ankara’s concerns 

regarding the EU force’s operations in areas vital to Turkish interests14. According to the new 

arrangement, Cyprus remained outside the area of responsibility of ESDP, while Turkey lifted 

its veto on the EU’s assured access to NATO assets. On the whole, the document appeared 

to be a viable basis for a final deal. There remained a few grey areas –especially the 

interpretation of ‘geographic proximity’ and the boundaries between political and military 

control of a given operation- but these were probably inevitable, even indispensable, 

elements of the constructive ambiguity that often drives policy formulation at the multilateral 

level15.  

 

The bargaining process that lasted for two years illustrated the linkage between the EU plan, 

a solution for the Cyprus division and the clearing of the last remaining obstacles to the 

development of the ESDP16. On the one side, Berlin Plus was possible only after some 

reciprocal concessions were granted to Turkey (the December 2002 Copenhagen summit 

opened the way for accession negotiations for Turkey only three days before the EU-NATO 

strategic partnership was announced) and after the above mentioned Ankara document was 

endorsed by the EU at the Brussels European Council (October 2002), when the UK 

included the text at the EU negotiating table17. The end of the blockade over Berlin Plus 

opened the way to the launch of ESDP military operations in 2003, and on 31 March 2003 

the EU-led operation Concordia took over the responsibilities of the NATO-led mission, 

Operation Allied Harmony, in Macedonia.  

 

1. 1 Turkish demands concerning ESDP and the EU’s position  
 
Turkey wants full and equal participation in decision-making processes of EU-led operations 

and on the usage of NATO assets in general18. In short, it wants to sit around the EU 

negotiation table exactly in the same terms than under the WEU aegis and a room in the 

Kortenberg building, and this is simply not foreseen in ESDP19. Turkey was worried, from the 

                                                 
13 Jean-Yves Haine, ‘ESDP: An Overview’, EU Institute for Security Studies, Paris, 2004, p 3 
14 Harry Dinella, ‘The Growing Influence of Brussels on Turkish Policy’, Woodrow Wilson International Center, 
Documents and Papers, February 2002, p. 2. 
15 Antonio Missiroli, ‘EU-NATO Cooperation in Crisis Management: No Turkish Delight for ESDP’, Security 
Dialogue, 23, 2003, pp 9-26, 
16 Thanos Dokos, ‘Turkey and ESDP. Seminar Report’, SIPRI, International Conference, 20 September 2004, p. 
5.  
17 Interview with a retired Turkish Admiral, who negotiated the Ankara Document on behalf of the Turkish 
Government, Ankara, May 2008  
18 Elif Özkaragöz, ‘Turkey’s Role in the Foreign and Security Policy of the EU’, in TURKSAM, Turkish Centre for 
International Relations & Strategic Analysis, 7 March 2005. 
19 Interview, Situation centre, Council of the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
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beginning, about a basic question concerning ESDP: How do the non-EU actors participate 

in this project? For its part, the EU has offered Turkey full participation in the decision-

shaping process and the operational planning, i.e. the day-to-day management of an EU-led 

operation. The EU is willing to engage in deep consultation with Turkey in accordance with 

the provisions of the Berlin Plus agreements. In particular, the EU draws a distinction 

between operations using NATO assets, in which non-EU NATO members would participate 

automatically in preliminary discussions ‘if they so wish’, and EU-only operations when the 

invitation to participate would be decided by the Council of Ministers on a case-by-case 

basis. It is also willing to accept Turkey’s involvement in the operational planning stage, 

provided it assigns forces to the EU. However, Turkey, as a non-EU member, has not been 

offered participation in decision-making. Turkey, as any other third-participating country, has 

no say at the critical juncture in which the Council would decide on where, when and how to 

intervene20. The Committee of Contributors, through its bi-monthly meetings, provides the 

political platform where third contributing states are informed about ESDP. Therein Turkey is 

invited and entitled to participate and to have its say as much as it wants, but Turkey does 

not consider this Committee as the appropriate framework for political/strategic discussions 

concerning ESDP – given its different interpretation of the NID21 - and, consequently, does 

not play an active role during the meetings22. Turkey’s official discourse in relation to ESDP is 

based on three major claims: the WEU legacy (and the status that non-EU NATO embers 

enjoyed), the Washington summit communiqué (concerning the involvement of third actors in 

ESDP) and the Cyprus issue (which is at the top of Turkey’s worries concerning ESDP). And 

this discourse in translated politically into the blocking of EU-NATO cooperation, but to a 

certain extent is a tactical exercise to put on the table its real foreign policy preferences: it 

does not consider ESDP a relevant endeavour and is willing to participate in it as long as it 

does not affect the ‘serious stuff’23 - NATO.  

 

1.2 The present situation 

 

The EU, paradoxically, acknowledges Turkey’s participation in ESDP for pragmatic and 

political reasons. On the one side, Turkey’s military capabilities and its contributions to ESDP 

missions serve to meet some of the capability challenges of the EU – as is the case on the 

participation of Turkey in the Democratic Republic of Congo, where the Turkish C130 plane 

and its crew helps to overcome the strategic transport deficit of the mission – and to improve 

the EU’s legitimacy in some scenarios, such as the Balkans, given the historical relations of 

                                                 
20 Tocci, op.cit., p. 5. 
21 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, June 2008. 
22 Interview, official of the Council General Secretariat, Brussels, April 2008. 
23 Interview, Foreign Policy Adviser to Recep Erdogan, Turkish Prime Minister, Ankara, June 2008 
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Turkey with most of these countries. On the other side, Turkey’s involvement in ESDP may 

be seen as a means to make Ankara ‘feel part of the family’24. But it is also true that although 

the end of the Turkish blockade made Berlin Plus possible, the problem with Cyprus 

continues and nowadays this bilateral dispute still affects EU-NATO cooperation, both at the 

political level (‘both organisations cannot sit together and have a coffee’25) and in the theatre 

of operations. Indeed, official communication channels between both international 

organisations are blocked26. Turkey, defending what it considers its legitimate interests, 

maintains that ‘European broken promises’27 need to be counterbalanced by blocking not 

only some operations, but also the whole EU-NATO strategic partnership. Nowadays EU-

NATO cooperation is restricted to Berlin Plus type operations, given that Turkey only allows 

EU-NATO cooperation on this topic and refuses to allow non-NATO members which have 

not concluded a security agreement with NATO and/or are not members of the Partnership 

for Peace programme (in other words Cyprus) to access classified information28. EU-NATO 

cooperation on anti terrorist policy or Weapons of Mass Destruction is, therefore, impossible. 

 

The ESDP project has entailed a process of rethinking the relationship between the EU and 

NATO, and here the ‘Turkish factor’ appears as crucial. Member of the Atlantic Alliance since 

1952, official candidate for EU membership since 1999, a country participating in seven 

ESDP military operations, and with considerable military assets and capabilities, Turkey 

represents a unique challenge to ESDP. The problem of Turkey has been explained by the 

fact that one of the parties had what it considered national interests at stake during the 

negotiations between the EU and NATO, and therefore it decided to block the entire process 

for a long time29. Given this awkward situation, the EU is suffering from a notorious 

contradiction: it has to value participation of Turkey in ESDP as very positive, given its 

experience, its well-equipped army and its present and future contributions to ESDP, but it 

has to consider at the same time the institutional and political problems that Turkey – and 

Cyprus – still represent. Another important aspect to take into account is the different political 

interpretation of the same legal documents. The documents adopted at the Washington, 

Cologne, Nice or Feira have been interpreted in sometimes contradictory ways by Brussels, 

Ankara and the member states, and this is one of the main reasons to explain the ESDP 

impasse and ‘the participation issue’. Turkey usually refers to the lack of the EU’s 

                                                 
24 Interview, Commission official, Brussels, April 2008 
25 Interview, NATO diplomat, Brussels, April 2008 
26 Interview, NATO official, Brussels, April 2008 
27 Interview with a retired Turkish Diplomat, Istanbul, May 2008 
28 Interview, official of the Greek Mission to the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
29 Jolyon Howorth, Security and Defence Policy in the European Union (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p 
161 
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compliance with the ‘agreed framework between the two organisations’ as the political 

explanation of this legal controversy, although it does not recognise this position publicly30. 

 
 
2. ESDP and accession negotiations: parallel or intertwined processes? 

 

After having presented the key elements of Turkey’s involvement in ESDP, it is work 

examining whether there is a direct link between the enlargement process (understood as 

the accession negotiations) and Turkey’s participation in ESDP. As it was pointed out in the 

introduction, this paper aims at addressing whether there is a direct, decisive link between 

accession negotiations and ESDP. In other words, whether the general state of the 

enlargement process is a determinant factor driving Turkey’s involvement in ESDP, or 

viceversa. 

 

2.1 ESDP and accession negotiations as separable but nor separate processes 

 

Some dimensions seem to pinpoint the argument that ESDP and accession negotiations are 

significantly related. The first one might be the schedule, the history of ESDP. We must 

remind that the strategic partnership between NATO and the EU, Berlin Plus, was in the 

doldrums during three years because of the Turkish – Greek dispute and the Turkish veto. 

Berlin Plus was finally adopted by both organisations in December 2002, just three days after 

the Copenhagen European Council officially declared that accession negotiations with 

Turkey would start ‘without delay’. Three years of stalemate were overcome when Turkey 

decided to lift the veto over Berlin Plus. In the end, the EU was obliged to look for Turkish 

complicity in NATO and this favoured a more positive approach to the Turkish will of being 

recognised as a candidate country, first, and the start of accession negotiations31. This 

argument would underline that the EU had inevitably to offer Turkey the start of accession 

negotiations if it wanted to use NATO’s assets and capabilities, which in the end would make 

ESDP possible. Thus, it is plausible to argue that the Copenhagen summit’s decision had a 

decisive impact on Ankara’s decision. In short, we can affirm that when Turkey decided to 

soften its approach to ESDP and to EU-NATO relations, it saw how its long-desired foreign 

policy objective (the start of accession negotiations) was about to materialise.      

 

The second trend to take into account is the general state of the bilateral EU – Turkey 

relations. As a general statement, we can affirm that the better the bilateral relations are, the 

                                                 
30 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, June 2008. 
31 Eduard Soler, ‘Turkey’s reluctant involvement in ESDP: Europeanisation as a round trip’, Paper presented at 
the Second Global International Studies Conference, Ljubljana, 23-23 July 2008, p 5  
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more integrative and cooperative approach Turkey takes concerning ESDP. Turkey is a 

strong and powerful ally and its role in European security is very important, given its location, 

military capabilities and experience in dealing with international crises management. Ankara 

tries to play the security card as the main backdoor for its EU membership bid, stressing the 

fact that Turkey is a reliable and powerful actor in European security and that it would make 

ESDP more credible and efficient. Ankara highlights that the general impasse over accession 

negotiations has a clear and straightforward impact on its position concerning ESDP, in 

political, institutional and operational terms. We could argue that Turkey’s participation in 

ESDP has slipped since the troubles caused since 2005 by the Cyprus problem and attacks 

on the relationship by sceptics in both Europe and Turkey. Ankara offered troops, aircraft and 

command structures to peacekeeping operations critical to the EU32. 

 

A third explanatory variable is the fact Turkish position regarding ESDP and EU-NATO 

relations is the consequence, or maybe the cause, of the bilateral contentious with Cyprus, 

as it was highlighted during the first part of the present article. At the top of Turkey’s 

demands concerning ESDP we find the national fear that a possible ESDP force would be 

deployed in Cyprus and that Cyprus could access to privileged, classified NATO 

information33. Then, it seems that Turkey –ESDP relations are a reflection of the bilateral 

relations between Turkey and Cyprus, and these relations are directly related to the general 

accession negotiations. In other words, a more open and cooperative approach of the EU 

regarding Cyprus would mean a more open and cooperative approach of Turkey regarding 

ESDP (and, in the end, NATO). Cyprus and ESDP have proved to be hardly separable, and 

these linkages will probably remain until the final accession of Turkey to the EU, if this ever 

happens34. And this interlink between the Cyprus dispute and ESDP has many 

consequences, but one of them is worth highlighting: EU-NATO strategic cooperation in the 

theatre of operations, such as Afghanistan or Kosovo, is frozen, given Turkey’s reluctance to 

sign some technical agreements between the two organisations, agreements that would 

provide NATO’s military back up to the civilian ESDP missions, deployed in both countries. 

Turkey’s attitude makes formal and substantial cooperation between NATO and the EU 

impossible. Therefore, the security of civilian EU personnel is at risk and, moreover, we 

should ask ourselves whether it is fair that the stagnation in Cyprus – Turkey relations 

directly affects not only ESDP and EU-NATO relations, but also puts at risk the lives of the 

civilians deployed in risky scenarios35.            

 

                                                 
32 Hugh Pope, ‘Turkey’s overlap with Europe’, Info@re-public, 13 November 2008 
33 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, June 2008 
34 Soler, op.cit., p 8 
35 Interview, Situation Centre, Council of the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
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2.2 ESDP and accession negotiations as separable and separate processes 

 

On the contrary, some trends indicate that ESDP and accession negotiations are not 

decisively intertwined. The first trend is also related to the timing of ESDP, more concretely 

to the years in which Turkey’s involvement in ESDP missions and operations has been 

agreed upon.  Time is sometimes a crucial dimension in high politics, and in this case 

Turkey’s involvement in ESDP can be related, to a certain extent, to the date of launching the 

different operations. Since the beginning of the operational phase of ESDP, Turkey has been 

involved in four different years: 2003, 2004, 2006 and 2008. Turkish participation was higher 

during the initial year of ESDP, 2003, when it was invited / had the right to participate in three 

out of the four operations launched that year. A similar patter was found during 2004, when 

Turkey participated in half of the missions launched (two out of four). Paradoxically, in 2005, 

when accession negotiations were about to start, Turkey was not invited to participate in any 

ESDP enterprise, although 2005 was the most prolific year in terms of launching ESDP 

missions (seven). Turkey was again entitled to take part in ESDP operations in 2006, which 

were the only two operations carried out that year, and in spite of bilateral relations being in 

stalemate and accession negotiations being frozen. In 2007, Turkey did not participate in any 

of the three operations launched. Finally, in 2008 Turkey has been only allowed to participate 

in one out of the four missions launched. In short, it seems that there is no direct correlation 

between the timing of Turkey’s involvement in ESDP missions / operations and the general 

state of EU – Turkey relations, trend that may indicate that both dimensions are not 

decisively bound to each other. 

 

The second aspect to take into account is the fact that the ESDP acquis is very tiny, in the 

end. Turkey’s participation in ESDP is just a very short part of the whole EU – Turkey 

relations, and chapter 31 of the accession negotiations (the one related to CFSP and ESDP) 

is not a problematic one. Even some Turkish officials argue that ESDP is not very important, 

since the ESDP chapter in accession negotiations belongs to Member States, not to the 

EU36, and is not related to the other chapters of the negotiating framework. The Commission 

has repeatedly stated in its regular reports that Turkey is positively aligned with CFSP and 

that its participation in ESDP, leaving aside the Cyprus problems and EU-NATO relations, is 

well acknowledged. Turkey’s involvement in ESDP is just one more part of the puzzle, and 

Turkey should never forget that the real, important, key issue regarding enlargement and the 

accession negotiations is the full and unequivocal compliance with Copenhagen criteria. 

Despite Turkey stresses that its involvement in ESDP is natural, given its candidacy status, 

                                                 
36 Interview, Turkish primer Minister’s Adviser, Ankara, June 2008 
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and that Turkey ‘has to do its best’ concerning this policy37, in the end ESDP is only one 

more chapter on the accession negotiations.          

    

The third factor that points us towards asserting that there is no direct link between ESDP 

and accession negotiations is a direct consequence of the previous one. The real focus of 

Turkey on its way towards accession should be its democratic reform and the role of the 

military-led secular elite, not its geopolitical value or its military power. Turkey's 

rapprochement to the EU and eventual EU membership require considerable internal political 

transformation in Turkey, and the EU anchor could provide an effective incentive for such a 

change. But given the ambiguity of the EU's position with respect to Turkey's future EU 

membership and the long-term perspective for Turkey's accession, the incentive of 

membership is not sufficient38. But in the long run Turkey’s accession will be decided strictly 

upon the compliance of Copenhagen criteria and the domestic transformation of Turkish 

democracy, not upon how Turkey is associated to ESDP.     

 

A fourth factor to take into account is how important security and defence aspects are for the 

general EU – Turkey relations39. There are only two Member States that may conceive 

Turkey’s accession process through the security and defence lenses – Cyprus, Greece and 

France. We could underline that only these three states put a special emphasis on the 

debate concerning the risk of importing Turkey’s security threats or the political difficulties 

that having on board Turkish soldiers represent40. For the vast majority of Member States, 

crucial aspects of Turkey’s accession is internal democracy, domestic stability, the role of the 

military, the compliance with human rights and minority rights, the situation of the Kurdish 

minority… Hence, national capitals do not conceive Turkey’s involvement in ESDP as a 

decisive, driving factor on Turkey’s way towards accession. 

 

3. Turkish political discourse: ESDP and accession negotiations 

 

Turkish security culture and perception of its national interest are crucial for the 

understanding of Ankara’s perception of ESDP and accession negotiations. Turkey, to a 

certain extent, maintains a policy based on the following principle41: ‘if you want me to 

contribute to something (read Turkey’s participation in ESDP), I want to be involved in the 

whole process (read accession negotiations)’. Turkey conceives that its contribution to ESDP 

                                                 
37 Interview, Turkish Mission to the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
38 Tocci; Houben, op.cit., p 7 
39 Interview, European Commission’s official, November 2008  
40 Interview, unattributable source, November 2007 
41 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, June 2008 
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is somehow indispensable and reiterates that the problems between Turkey and ESDP 

would be solved if the EU offered a clearer, fairer perspective on long-term membership. 

Hence, Turkey links the problematic relationship it has with ESDP with the stalled process of 

accession negotiations, something that can be assessed as a huge strategic miscalculation. 

In short, Turkey considers that Ankara and Brussels can be negotiating forever, and 

therefore its position towards ESDP is unlikely to change. Turkish fear of abandonment, of 

exclusion, of lagging behind, is a key explanatory factor.    

 

For Turkey, the implications of its involvement in ESDP are manifold. Turkey considers that 

ESDP has domestic and international implications. Domestically, the main implication is the 

limitation of national sovereignty in international crisis-management exercises, given that 

Turkey is a third contributing country, not directly involved in the decision-making structures 

of the missions. Turkish military elite is not very fond of this limitation, and Turkey directly 

related participation in ESDP with accession negotiations, which are also conceived as a 

limitation of the national sovereignty. Turkish authorities link EU’s demand for internal 

transformation with EU’s demand for a more comprehensive Turkish attitude towards ESDP 

(and NATO). Internally, then, for Turkey ESDP and accession negotiations are directly 

affected by each other.  

 

Externally, Turkey’s security and defence elites still consider that NATO is the main 

framework for political dialogue (in which security is a fundamental part) and the only 

functional link with the Western community of nations. ESDP is seen as a second best, and 

therefore Turkey’s pledge of assets and capabilities to ESDP would need some kind of trade-

off by the EU. Thus, Turkey equals the EU’s desire to become a global political –and 

security- actor with Ankara’s role as the main external contributor in ESDP. Turkey believes 

that its huge military capabilities, its prominent role in European security and its involvement 

in ESDP are the main backgate of its accession to the EU, and that this acquis should be 

reflected in the accession negotiations. In this sense, Turkey has always been reluctant to 

take a more cooperative approach towards ESDP and EU – NATO cooperation if it was left 

out of the enlargement game. This argument is clear in Turkey’s political discourse; some 

diplomatic sources affirm that Turkey’s participation in ESDP follows the path to ensuring full 

EU membership. Until then, we are convinced that any EU request concerning ESDP must 

be in line with the agreed principles: the EU-NATO strategic partnership and Berlin Plus’42. 

But Turkey’s participation in ESDP cannot be the backgate of Turkey’s accession to the EU. 

      

                                                 
42 Interview, Turkish Mission to the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
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It is also worth mentioning that some sectors of Turkish foreign policy apparatus fear that a 

deeper and more flexible involvement in ESDP may be the best argument for the EU to offer 

Turkey a strategic partnership, instead of full membership. These sectors do not oppose to a 

more significant role of Turkey in European security, but ask for a clearer discourse from 

Brussels regarding the fact Turkey’s participation in ESDP does not mean, in any case, that 

this will end up in a strategic partnership, similar to the European Economic Area43. Turkish 

policy makers argue that they have had to negotiate the current institutional arrangements 

between Turkey and the EU Member States in ESDP without knowing whether they would be 

temporary or permanent. Hence, the official discourse is had there been a clear political will 

on the EU side for supporting Turkey's full membership objective, Turkish policy makers may 

have been more flexible with regard to their demands concerning ESDP, knowing that these 

arrangements would necessarily be upgraded once Turkey became a full member44. 

 

Nonetheless, for Turkey there is no alternative to EU membership, there is no plan B, and to 

a certain extant Ankara is convinced that the more it is included in EU’s policies and 

programmes, being ESDP the main forum in which it can play a prominent role, the better 

accession negotiations go. Turkey sees its involvement in ESDP as a way to ease in EU’s 

practices45, therefore its involvement in ESDP appears as a crucial step forward towards 

accession.  

 

Concluding remarks 

 

Turkey’s participation in ESDP structures and missions is the result of a mix of factors that, in 

the end, allow or reject Turkey’s involvement. If ESDP and accession negotiations were 

directly bound to each other, Turkey’s participation in ESDP would be a purely political 

decision, and as we have seen many factors determine whether and how Turkey participates 

in ESDP structures and missions / operations. And if we look at the other side of the coin, 

accession negotiations would be passing through a much smoother moment, given that 

Turkey’s involvement in ESDP is very satisfactory, from the operational point of view, 

although institutionally it creates many problems for the EU. Turkey needs to understand that 

its contribution to ESDP and its geopolitical value is, and will remain over the new years, 

secondary regarding its progress towards accession to the EU. Moreover, Ankara would be 

in a much better position regarding accession negotiations if it did not follow a strategy of 

trying to mask its internal problems (ie the lack of complete democracy and the paralysis of 

                                                 
43 Interview, Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ankara, June 2008 
44 Sinan Ulgen, ‘The evolving EU, NATO and Turkey relationship: implications for transatlantic security’, in EDAM 
Discussion Paper Series, 2008/02,  April 2008, p 3 
45 Interview, Turkish Mission to the EU, Brussels, April 2008 
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its reform programme) with a discourse focusing on the ESDP and other geostrategic 

aspects. 

 

It is difficult to separate out different aspects of the bilateral relations in frameworks of 

multilateral cooperation. ESDP and accession negotiations are part of the whole, they are 

related among themselves in one way or another. It is obvious that the Cyprus problem has 

unavoidably ramifications into different aspects of EU – Turkey relations, and ESDP is not 

immune to this. It is obvious that we need to have a look at the broader picture of EU-Turkey 

relations when we discuss the triangle of Turkey, ESDP and accession negotiations, and 

nowadays none of the three vertexes of this triangle is promising. It is worth elaborating 

whether and how the three vertexes of the triangle decisively affect each other.       

It is clear that there are always problems on accession negotiations between the EU and any 

candidate State, but the Turkish case is very unique. And it is easy for Turkish policy-makers’ 

mindsets to develop the idea that accession negotiations are ESDP are two sides of the 

same coin. EU institutions, in particular the Commission and the Parliament, has often 

repeated that full compliance all the Copenhagen criteria and EU integration capacity, in 

accordance with the conclusions of the December 2006 European Council, remain the basis 

for accession to the EU46. EU institutions are very worried about the negative effect that the 

Cyprus contentious has on EU – Turkey relations and on Turkey’s participation in ESDP, and 

more and more pressure to reach a compromise appears on the table. Turkey’s involvement 

in ESDP and the state of accession negotiations show how extremely difficult is to achieve 

common stands in highly sensitive issues, such as security and defence and Cyprus, and the 

tendency that Turkey has to link all the dimensions in a peculiar, deterministic way. Both the 

EU and Turkey need to take a wider look on ESDP and on accession negotiations, and 

hopefully both dimensions will be isolated form other problems. Instead of focusing of mutual 

myths and prejudices, on past complaints and endless debates, both actors should focus on 

workable solutions, on practical steps forwards, and adopt a much more positive attitude 

towards each other. There are till some mental reservations between Turkey and ESDP. 

Turkey does not want to implicate ESDP / EU in its bilateral disputes with Greece and 

Cyprus. And it fears that the current stalemate over ESDP and EU-NATO relations is 

harming the overall EU – Turkey relations. Turkey should understand that it could influence 

the EU through its military capabilities and its participation in ESDP, but Copenhagen criteria 

is the way.     

 

                                                 
46 European Parliament, Committee on Foreign Affairs, Draft Report on Turkey’s 2007 progress report, 
Rapporteur: Ris Oomen-Ruijten, Brussels, 6 March 2008, Document 2007/2269/INI, p 3 
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The recent visit by Primer Minister Erdogan to Brussels, aiming to revive the country’s stalled 

bid for EU membership, was addressed to overcome the two main obstacles on Turkey’s 

way towards accession: the stalemate over Cyprus and the stagnation of domestic reforms in 

Turkey. All the other related aspects of the bilateral relationship, such as ESDP, were maybe 

present in the agenda, but not as the decisive items of the accession negotiations.  It seems, 

on the contrary, that he signalled that he might be willing to use Turkey’s role in the planned 

Nabucco pipeline (between Asia and Europe) to gain extra leverage in the difficult talks on 

his country's EU membership. He said Turkey would revise its support for Nabucco if the 

energy chapter of its EU accession negotiations remained blocked. The opening of talks on 

energy has been blocked by Cyprus. Erdogan’s threat can be seen as a terrible political 

mistake, and the same can be said about Turkey, ESDP and accession negotiations. 

Turkey's frustration with the uncertainty surrounding its accession to the EU is 

understandable, and it would be tempting for Turkey to use one of its biggest assets, its 

participation in ESDP to score political points in its bid to join the EU47. Turkey should focus 

on its internal reform and on full compliance of Copenhagen criteria, which is the real 

assessment of Turkey’s progress towards accession. 

 

ESDP is, in the end, just one more part of the whole picture of EU-Turkey relations: we 

cannot understand this relationship without paying due attention to the bilateral dispute with 

Cyprus, to the frozen accession negotiations, to the discourse that Turkey will also import 

insecurity problems to the EU,48 to Turkish nationalism, to the role of the military-led secular 

elite, and clearly to some external events. ESDP and accession negotiations are related 

processes, but arguing that one decisively determines the other might be to put one’s feet 

into trouble waters.  

 

                                                 
47 European Voice, ‘Turkey should use gas crisis to revive EU bid, Brussels, 22 January 2009 
48 Interview with a member of the European Parliament, Brussels, April 2008. 
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