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Part of the activities under the European Politics and Institutions programme 

 

 Turkey-EU relations: Time for a new agenda? 
 

Breakfast Policy Briefing – 29 November 2011 

 

Summary: 
 
Turkey is at the heart of positive developments taking place in the EU‟s neighbourhood, 
and its impressive economic growth and democratic credentials act as a model for other 
countries in the region to emulate. In future, the EU may need Turkey more than Turkey 
needs the EU, heard participants in an EPC Breakfast Policy Briefing. 
 

Full Report: 
 
“Prejudices are the biggest obstacle in EU-Turkey relations,” said Turkish EU Affairs 
Minister Egemen Bağış, Ankara‟s chief negotiator on EU accession, declaring that 
“dialogue can give us a different outlook”. 
 

Bağış complained that a “thick curtain” was obscuring the real issues at stake. “EU 
politicians exploit Turkey‟s EU membership aspirations for their domestic political 
campaigns. That‟s why the negotiations are at a standstill,” he claimed. 
 
Turkey‟s EU accession negotiations are all but frozen and no new chapters have been 
opened or closed for a year. “But that doesn‟t mean that Turkey‟s reform process is at a 

standstill – we‟re reforming faster than ever,” Bağış said, citing reform of the trade code 

among dozens of new laws adopted recently. 
 
“The EU has issued a prescription, so we have to watch what we eat and how we 
exercise,” the minister said. 
 
Sometimes ice cream is more tempting. But the dietician tells you what regime to follow, 
so you do it. 27 countries have improved themselves in this manner. The dietician 

himself might be overweight and hypocritical. Not all his patients are following his 
prescription either. But that doesn‟t make the prescription bad, Bağış explained. 
 
He said the origin of the EU‟s problems lay in failing to implement its own decisions, 
rather than in the euro itself. 
 

“Turkey is the second fastest-growing economy in the world. It will be the second-
biggest economy in the world by 2050,” Bağış said, explaining that foreign direct 
investment was driving this growth. “85% of all FDI in Turkey is from the EU,” he added. 

 
“The numbers don‟t lie: EU businessmen have understood Turkey‟s potential. Politicians 
will follow, and the EU will come around. There‟s no room for emotion in international 
relations,” Bağış declared. 

 
“We‟re dependent on each other. Turkey needs the EU less these days than it did in the 
past, and the EU needs us more, so eventually we‟ll meet in the middle,” he predicted. 
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He warned that if the EU economy were to continue to shrink, then Turkish exports may also fall as a 
result. 
 
“EU member states are adopting undemocratic measures to deal with the crisis: that‟s dangerous. We 
know what EU politicians are going through, as we‟ve been through a similar crisis ourselves. We 
overcame our difficulties with stability and confidence. Stability comes with democratic power,” Bağış 

said. 
 
“Stability boosts the economy by creating jobs and stimulating investment. But investment is like a 
bird: it hovers and flies away at the first sign of instability. FDI has increased more than 20-fold since 

Turkey opened EU accession talks,” the minister said. 
 

“Technocratic governments might solve problems in the short term, but in the long term, 
democratically-elected governments are the only option for the future,” he added. 
 
Bağış spoke of the possibility of pursuing “a new approach” to Turkish-EU relations, while at the same 
time insisting that Ankara harboured a single goal in the negotiating process: full EU membership. 
 
“We won‟t settle for anything less. We want the same process as other member states. Just because 

we have a young population and a dynamic economy, we don‟t expect any special favours: nor do we 
expect extra burdens,” he said. 
 
“We need to show determination and patience. If our politicians can wait 43 years just to get a date for 
opening negotiations, then it‟s clear that we have plenty of that,” he joked. 
 
“Ideas don‟t have borders. The EU is an idea, not a geographical entity. It‟s [a union of] democracy, 

human rights and values. We can‟t say „you can‟t have democracy‟,” Bağış warned, highlighting 

Turkey‟s image as a role model for citizens of countries like Libya, Syria and Iran. 
 
“They see us as a similar state to theirs. But we‟ve got jobs, growth and freedoms. Why? Because 
we‟ve got EU membership aspirations,” he said, warning that by dashing Ankara‟s EU membership 
hopes, European politicians would also be dashing the democratic dream for millions of people in 

Turkey‟s wider neighbourhood. 
 
Bağış said Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan was greeted by 20,000 Egyptians on a recent 
visit to that country. “He prayed with the local people, then came out and told them about the merits 
of democracy,” he said. 
 
“Turkey is a bridge that Europe needs,” Bağış concluded. 

 

Discussion: 
 
Asked about the likelihood of 2012 being a year of progress in EU-Turkey relations, Turkish EU Affairs 
Minister Bağış replied that although Ankara had officially opened just 13 chapters of its EU membership 

talks, in practice it had opened another 15 itself. 
 
“We don‟t trust the objectivity of the EU process, so we have our own scorecard,” he explained. 
 
Bağış claimed “political blocks” by EU politicians were all that was preventing progress on dozens of 
chapters in the negotiations. “Some chapters we can‟t open without a commitment from the other side, 

because doing so would harm our economy. But we‟d do it tomorrow with that commitment,” he said. 
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Turkey is involved with the European Investment Bank, the European Bank for Reconstruction and 
Development, UEFA, Eurovision and customs cooperation with the EU. Given these realities “it makes 
no sense that we need visas to enter the EU but Brazilians don‟t,” Bağış complained. 
 
Nevertheless, he predicted that should Turkey‟s economic growth continue as projected, “then visas 
will be lifted automatically”. “Being right and nice doesn‟t always yield results. But being strong and 

just does,” he said. 
 
Asked about the chances of progress on unifying Cyprus, Bağış said Turkey was ready to open its ports 
to all vessels. “If the EU were to implement its own decision to end the isolation of Turkish Cyprus, 

then we‟d open our ports to Greek Cypriots. But why would I move without movement from the Greek 
Cypriots?” he asked. 

 
Asked when Turkey would open its border with Armenia, Bağış replied: “As soon as Armenia shakes 
hands with Azerbaijan.” 
 
“We‟re not going to impose ourselves, because Azerbaijan is a strong ally. It‟s unwise for us to act 
against its interests. We‟re giving the US, France and Russia a chance to find peace. It wouldn‟t be 
right for us to usurp this,” he added. 

 
Asked what a „united Cyprus‟ would mean in concrete terms, Bağış said “a united state of Cyprus 
means whatever its presidents can agree upon. It‟s up to the Cypriots”. 
 
“The only thing Turkey wants is political equality, because that prevents bloodshed. We won‟t push for 
details. I wish Greece and the UK were as flexible and as open as us here,” he declared. 
 

Asked to comment on the ongoing suppression of certain voices in Turkish society, Bağış admitted that 

“we still have issues with the media. We‟re not perfect”. 
 
“My government isn‟t putting the media under any pressure,” he insisted, suggesting that such 
pressure came from media bosses themselves. “Members of the media are only under investigation 
because we have strong indications that they have committed crimes,” he said. 

 
“There are many ideas and voices to be heard in Turkey, and we encourage this,” the minister insisted, 
citing as examples the holding of services in Greek Orthodox and Armenian churches, TV broadcasts in 
Kurdish and freedoms enjoyed by the Roma people. 
 
“Today‟s Turkey is much better than yesterday‟s, and tomorrow‟s will be much better than today‟s. The 
changes we‟re making must be encouraged – not discouraged – by the EU. At the moment we‟re more 

determined than ever,” he insisted. 
 
Bağış suggested that today‟s EU was “confused” about its future. “We want to become a member of 
the EU as described in the acquis. That‟s why we deal with the European Commission. If EU member 
states want to change the game, with different models of integration and different institutions, then 
we‟d have to evaluate what we want,” he said. 

 

Asked whether Turkish public opinion was turning against EU membership, Bağış said “Turks want to 
join the EU but they‟re not sure whether the EU wants Turkey as a member. They don‟t think the EU 
has been fair in its treatment of Turkey”. 
 
“Turks are very capable. We can enhance relations with countries to our east, west, north and south 
simultaneously. Turkey has always been a bridge. Opening up to the business opportunities of the East 

doesn‟t mean that we‟re turning our backs on our 50-year dream of joining the EU,” he explained. 
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The minister again highlighted the impact of Turkey‟s EU membership process on its neighbours. 
“Populations in neighbours like Iran believe Turkey‟s accession process contributes to boosting 
democracy, security and economic growth in their own countries,” he said. 
 
Citizens of Turkey‟s neighbouring countries “don‟t believe regional cooperation jeopardises any of this. 
They‟re not worried about a shifting axis and are confident in what Turkey is doing,” Bağış claimed. 


