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The Bosphorus Conference

EU-Turkey Relations: After the Start of Negotiations. 14-15 October 2005

Meeting Report

The second annual Bosphorus Conference, entitled ‘EU-Turkey Relations: After the Start of Negotiations’ was held on 14-15th October in Istanbul. The high-level, invitation-only conference was jointly organised by the British Council, the Centre for European Reform (CER) and the Turkish Economic and Social Foundation (TESEV). The conference was opened at the Consulate of the United Kingdom Istanbul by H.E. Abdullah Gül, Deputy Prime Minister and Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Turkey; Martti Ahtisaari, Former President of Finland and Chairman of the Independent Commission on Turkey; and the Rt Hon Geoff Hoon, Lord Privy Seal, Leader of the House of Commons, and Former Secretary of State for Defence of the United Kingdom.

The conference was divided into three thematic sessions, which focused on prominent issues concerning EU-Turkey relations including Turkey and the EU’s common foreign and security policy (CFSP); the economic impact of Turkey’s EU accession; and the accession negotiations: ideas for a constructive dialogue. An opening and concluding session supplemented these thematic sessions. The meeting was conducted under the ‘Chatham House’ rule. What follows is a summary of the main concepts, themes and topics discussed. 

It has been well documented that Turkish accession to the EU will be a controversial and potentially unpopular process. Turkey will have to fully adopt the acquis communautaire and answer many yet unanswered questions. However, Turkey’s accession to the EU depends largely on the EU’s ability to reform and rise from its apparent state of malaise. This malaise may not be as severe as many depict, but institutional reform of the Union is a 

necessity. The role Turkey can and will play in reforming the EU will become evident as accession negotiations progress and could be a discussion point in future Bosphorus conferences. The role of NGOs in integrating Turkish and European civil society was also stressed; integration is not a process belonging solely to political elites.

Session 1: Turkey and the EU’s common foreign and security policy

· How will Turkey align itself with the CFSP?

· What will be the likely tensions between Turkish foreign policy and the EU?

· How can Turkey support the EU’s involvement in the Middle East, in the Balkans and in the Caucasus?
Turkey’s accession to the EU raises several questions about Europe’s CFSP; it is often stressed that Turkey’s greatest contribution to the EU will be in terms of security. In addition, the EU’s CFSP is likely to develop during Turkey’s accession process, lending greater significance to Turkey’s role in both hard and soft security in Europe. A failure by Turkey and the EU to work purposefully in this area will be damaging to both sides. Turkey, as such, should not see CFSP and its role in it as a trade negotiation. A pragmatic approach to CFSP alignment will lead to institution underpinning, and thus better represent Turkey’s interests. Friction in the field of foreign policy will lead to euro-scepticism. It was suggested that Turkish accession could in fact be marketed on its role in promoting and contributing to European security. 

There is enormous scope for cooperation between Turkey and the EU and, in turn, the scope for misunderstanding and tension is equally large. The basic characteristic of Turkish foreign policy is its fundamental continuity and therefore predictability. Another salient feature of Turkish foreign policy is its multi-dimensional character, as reflected in its membership in a wide range of international organisations, including NATO, the Council of Europe and the OIC. On a bilateral level, Turkey’s diplomatic relations follow a pattern of similar diversity, consistency and continuity. Accession requires Turkey’s pursuit of a foreign policy in line with EU norms. The Commission has indeed acknowledged that Turkey’s alignment with the 

EU’s positions and declarations is progressing. However if membership proves elusive, Turkey’s convergence with the EU in the field of foreign policy may wane. Apart from the elusiveness of membership, possible areas of tension are reduced to particular conflict areas.

Cyprus and Armenia remain contentious issues. Indeed, the Turkish public was described as traumatic, suggesting the Turks do not easily forget passed events. Indeed, Armenia still has territorial claims on Turkey and the issue of genocide is high on the public agenda. A participant questioned whether Turkey could open a symbolic war memorial, honouring the dead from both sides, but without officially recognizing the practice of genocide. In Turkey’s defence, it was noted that Turkey was one of the first countries to recognize Armenia but diplomatic relations between the two countries do not as yet exist. Another factor in Turkey – Armenia relations is Turkey’s close relationship with Azerbaijan. It was noted that if Turkey continues to have close relations with Azerbaijan, the EU and Turkey would struggle to cooperate. Turkey’s soft power assets in the region are considerable and capacity for cooperation is evident, although it was argued that the EU has no policy vis-à-vis Armenia. In sum, it is essential that Turkey harmonize relations with Armenia if it wishes to continue with successful accession negotiations.

It is inconceivable that Turkey will be able to join the EU without a resolution of the Cyprus problem. The rejection of the 2004 referendum by the Greek Cypriots represents a large setback in the search for a peaceful and effective solution. It was suggested that the Turks should not emphasise this fact and continue to lobby for amendments to the Annan Plan. The EU can and must play a role in this process despite its confusing position as both a part of its CFSP and internal workings. Some participants felt that the EU’s position has become more and more confused and thus at the current stage problematic. Indeed concerns were expressed about the Greek Cypriots ability to ‘Europeanise’ the process. Turkey continues to stress that a resolution must be achieved through the UN as the EU is now a party to the problem. The economic situation faced by the Turkish Cypriots must be addressed, although the extension of a customs agreement will not achieve this in the short run. In short, aid and trade must go to Northern Cyprus. 

The most important factor in Turkish support for the EU’s involvement in the Middle East, the Balkans and the Caucasus is Turkey’s strategic importance. However, this importance has been omitted from the EU’s fundamental strategy paper, ‘the Solana document’. With the exception of the Balkans, where it has much scope for further CFSP integration, Turkey plays very little role in any other of the EU’s efforts. With regard to the Middle East, it was noted that the EU’s CFSP was impotent, largely due to internal divisions on certain issues, and thus blurs Turkey’s potential role. A lot depends on Iraq, particularly with regard to Turkey-EU CFSP convergence. For Turkey, questions of territorial integrity and Kurdish separatism persist but past policies may be counterproductive. The USA continues to be the sole major player and seems unlikely to drastically reform its policies towards the conflict and surrounding area. In addition, Turkey continues to play a role in contributing to the Israel-Palestine conflict. Turkey’s role can be developed in terms of technical participation; Turkey can contribute to institution building in the Palestinian Authority.

Further regions and countries of interest to both the EU and Turkey were mentioned. The situation in Chechnya and the wider Caucasus was noted. The European Neighbourhood Policy (ENP) was criticised for being an essential rewording of existing contractual arrangements and represents a lack of coherent policy on behalf of the EU towards the region as a whole. The EU seems unable to decide how it wishes to address US-Russian competition for influence in the region. The Chechen problem also maintains regional instability. Turkey’s role was questioned, particularly as the EU seems unable to challenge Russian on human rights issues. It was noted that Turkey is equally reliant on Russia for energy as the EU, and challenging Russia might stir Islamic fundamentalism. It was also noted that EU accession negotiations and the implementation of the Schengen criteria might deprive Turkey of one of its main soft power tools; Turkey’s visa policy towards Russia and its wider region is considered a major asset. Concerns over Iran were mentioned periodically. As Turkey has a border with Iran and continues to pursue good neighbourly relations, its contribution to CFSP and the EU may be most felt and would in turn represent Turkish interests. 

Session 2: The economic impact of Turkey’s accession

· How will the EU accession process impact on the pace and scope of reforms in Turkey?

· Are there any risks of an anti-EU backlash if EU-inspired reforms progress too far and too fast?

· How will Turkey’s accession change the existing EU?

There is rising opposition within Europe about enlargement and particularly Turkish accession. The economy, and the re-branding of the Turkish economy as a centre of dynamism, represents a key advantage of Turkish accession, despite the Turkish economy being perceived as unstable in some parts of Europe. Indeed, Turkey has made remarkable progress in recent years. This progress, it was argued, was driven by three factors; EU accession, IMF reforms and market discipline. It terms of hard economic figures, Turkey is performing well. Growth was 9.9% in 2004, GDP/capita is higher than it is in Romania and Bulgaria – two other candidates for EU accession - and inflation is lowering (currently circa 8%). The EU represents a strong anchor in Turkey’s economic transition, especially when coupled with successful IMF reform. However in Turkey, like other economies in transition, substantial risks still exist. On the macro side, the current account deficit and its financing is a concern. In addition, structural inefficiencies, including the tax system and the black economy, need to be addressed. Global conditions may also affect Turkey – currently borrowing is cheap, but interest rates are likely to rise in the foreseeable future and will thus have an impact on the Turkish economy.

It was noted that despite bright macroeconomic figures, there is evidence of growing discontent among the Turkish public. Turkey’s economic transition, or transformation as one participant put it, in itself will cause problems, without the EU’s input. It was also noted that the level of EU support is not sufficient to consider it an anchor and in fact it may become a burden that might encourage a neo-nationalist backlash. Currently Turkey has a large agricultural sector (an estimated 20-30 million); and as EU accession and economic transition continues, a large skills conversion will have to take place. Alongside this skill conversion, an 

upgrading of standards, through international certification, and innovative solutions, for example organic farming, must be encouraged. In addition, Turkey needs a mechanism to manage its economic transformation in order to prevent current risks being realized. 

A successful Turkish economic transformation is also essential for the Eastern Mediterranean and the EU. If Turkey and the EU are successful, a win-win situation will occur, which could spill over into the realms of foreign policy.  It was continually stressed throughout the session that Turkey would need to experience ‘soft institutional transformation’. It was proposed that such a transformation to a market economy needs 9 features; 

1. The independence and impartiality of the legal system

2. A corporate governance system

3. Effective allocation of savings

4. An education and training system

5. An innovation system

6. Freedom of the press

7. The independence of the trade unions

8. Sustainability and environmental projects

9. An accountable state and plural civil society

It was noted that EU support for a soft institutional transformation was limited. Indeed, the EU needs to better understand the relationship between this soft and hard institutional development. 

In Europe, two major concerns dominate discussions about economic aspects of Turkish accession; mass migration and agricultural subsidies. Indeed it was quoted that 80% of those who are against Turkish membership in the EU, cited economic and social concerns as a basis for their opinions. There is a risk that there may be an anti-Turkish reaction within the EU, if a perceived ‘Islamic Plumber Effect’ were to take place. 

There is no direct relationship between enlargement and mass economic migration, if there is clear economic development in the country of origin. Turkey needs to market itself as a vibrant dynamic economy that is in the EU’s interest – it was argued that the Turkish workforce was in fact relatively skilled; the numbers employed in construction was similar to the level in the Czech Republic. This in turn will ease fears related to the free movement of labour. Agricultural subsidies and their place in the EU budget will change significantly before Turkey accedes to the EU. However structural and agricultural funds will represent a financial burden for the EU. 

In concluding the session, it was suggested that the lack of soft institutional building may be a major reason for the relative lack of foreign direct investment in Turkey. The EU can and should play a large role in encouraging soft institution building, therefore anchoring Turkey’s economic transition. In addition, the probability of nationalist forces significantly affecting economic reform is slight. Current incentives for change are small, largely because stability is an election winner. Thus other governments or political parties will find it difficult to drift widely outside the AKP’s current policy framework. Regarding the final proposed discussion point, it was suggested that the EU needs to reform this process, potentially along the lines of structural funds being solely applicable to new member states and agricultural subsidies being co-financed by national governments.

Session 3: The accession negotiations: ideas for a constructive dialogue

· What can Turkey learn from the negotiating experience of the Central and Eastern European countries?

· Which issues will be the most difficult in the negotiations?

· How can Turkey sustain the political momentum behind accession talks for a decade or more?

The session was opened with the experience of previous enlargement and how applicable it would be to Turkey. It is widely accepted within Turkey that accession will be a major challenge. The challenge is exacerbated because well-documented problems exist within EU countries, and therefore adds to the fact that accession is not guaranteed. In order to ease Turkey’s accession process a few recommendations, based on previous experience of accession, were offered. According to these, Turkey should

1. Be clear that accession negotiations are not negotiations but adoption. Certain issues may be negotiated, but the majority of the EU’s demands must be accepted. In fact this process may not start for two or three years.

2. Not underline the lack of clarity in the negotiating framework – it was written for public consumption. 

3. Not send mixed or negative messages that suggest it is not clear about its membership goals.

4. Not ask for positive signals from the EU. The EU will give positive signals when it is ready.

5. Not rely on 3rd parties, like the US, they are uninvolved and uninterested.

6. Identify the issues where negotiating may be possible.

7. Let the EU make the mistake of putting a date on accession.

8. Send out positive messages. Although the negotiation process will not start for some time, this is no excuse not to start reforming now.

9. Remember that it has only fulfilled the Copenhagen Criteria, not accession.

10. Establish a central negotiating body. A fragmented approach will affect Turkey and public opinion of Turkey.

11. Not emphasise that Turkey is a special case. 

12. Make every effort to make sure the EU does not make any demands that Turkey could not implement or accept. Potentially difficult proposals should be kept in Brussels until they are acceptable.

13. Not market itself publicly in terms of geo-strategy. The majority of EU citizens are disinterested.

Throughout the session it was continually stressed that the accession process is not a negotiation. Within this negotiation, the acquis’s chapters can be split into two different types; technical and political controversial. 

Both will prove challenging. The technical chapters, including the environment and transport, require heavy investment, are very strict and demand regional implementation. For example, the environmental chapter represents around 40% of the entire acquis. The political controversial chapters, including the free movement of labour and capital, judicial and fundamental rights, competition policy and budgetary negotiations, will also prove difficult. When adopting the chapters themselves, difficulties will arise in achieving consensus among civil society, trade unions, business and politicians. How Turkey will handle these negotiations, first and foremost, is a process of confidence building. It will be clear from day one whether Turkey is serious about adopting the acquis or not. Once again passed experience was drawn upon, participants noted that Hungary’s experience of accession, with an efficient centralised negotiating structure, was worth studying.

Turkey is undoubtedly different from many previous enlargements the EU will have experienced. It was noted that the strategic importance and size of Turkey sets it apart, but in turn extenuating this difference may prove disadvantageous. When pursuing EU membership, it is essential for Turkey and the EU to maintain political momentum and public support. Turkey’s political leadership has a considerable role in this. It was argued that the Turkish public perceives the EU to be disinterested in solving key issues related to accession, notable Cyprus. Therefore, it was suggested, the EU and Turkey have to approach this process in partnership. In response to such suggestions, many participants contended that taking a negative approach would damage Turkey’s position. October 3rd was very much about negotiation and geo-strategy. Turkey must contribute to integration and solving the EU’s questions, through constructive language and dialogue, as previous experience suggests. Turkish political will should be tackled in Turkey and not the EU. Indeed, pro-EU Turkish politicians should continue with their reform agenda, which will allow pro-Turkey members and politicians to be more vocal in their support for Turkey.

Another potential difficulty that Turkey may experience during the accession process is the likelihood of national referenda. Politically, France is committed to having a referendum on Turkish accession and it was suggested that other were probable. Therefore Turkey should approach accession negotiations with the 

assumption that there will be referenda and their outcome might be negative. It was noted that recent referenda in France experienced low turnouts and negative results. Even if Turkey fulfils its obligations under the negotiating framework, it must convince the EU’s public that it will contribute to the Union in a positive manner. Thus Turkey must address its image in many European countries, including convincing the EU that Turkey is Europe’s equal in terms of human rights and the economy. Potential strategies to address this issue were suggested. For example, Turkey could publicly accept that referenda will take place and Turkey must market itself in order to win them and make every effort to move forward on the Cyprus issue.  

Closing Session

The closing session of the conference focused more broadly on the issue of Turkish accession. For both Europe and Turkey, the 3rd October was a milestone. Turkey will be the most demanding issue the EU has ever faced; indeed there is much talk of ‘enlargement fatigue’ within the EU. On the other hand, the EU has a lot to be proud of. Every enlargement so far has been a success; even those who opposed enlargement in the first place have agreed that they have been a success. If we look at past enlargements, none were straightforward – it took the UK 10 years to accede. In every case, enlargement was very much a compromise between states. Turkey should not be seen any differently. 

The timeframe envisaged for Turkish accession will encompass European elections, two Turkish elections and up to 50 EU national elections. If Turkey aims to accede in around 2015, the political landscape in the EU will have fundamentally changed. If Turkey can maintain a 6% growth rate for 10 years, the task of convincing the EU public will be far easier. In turn, bridges must be built from both Turkey and the EU. At the time Turkey may be considered for full accession, a package deal that encompasses parts of the Balkans may be an option. A package that offers accession to more than one country will include peace and prosperity as two major advantages – both of which are founding goals of Europe. Although not an emphatically supported suggestion, 

it was argued that a pooling of resources would ease the burden placed on the EU institutions and the referenda likely to be held. If the EU is to combat and compete in a globalised environment, Turkey must play a large role, but notable not the only role. With this the soft powers of Europe will return to the Bosphorus, as Istanbul will become the largest city in the EU.

From Turkey’s perspective, the methodology employed must be studied. Many views of Turkish accession approach the question as if the EU and Turkey are static. Much will have changed in 15 years. As such, Turkey does not want to be seen as a special case but very much as other accession candidates have been treated. A significant link between multi-religious societies is, and should be, seen as a major advantage of Turkish accession. From the perspective of multiculturalism and a dialogue with the East, Turkey is a huge asset. But in turn, it must experience a transformation in its bureaucracy, mentality and the economy. In such a transformation, four management areas are key:

1. Psychology of motivation. 

2. Institutional - existing centralised bureaucracy may not be reformed through a centralised negotiating strategy.

3. EU public opinion.

4. Confidence building.

Turkey will have to adopt many reforms within this but it cannot accept accession with many permanent safeguards, which would render Turkish accession a privileged partnership. Turkey wants to be treated like all other candidates.

In sum, it was suggested that Turkish accession will be defined by three negotiations; diplomatic (although it was argued that the current Turkish structure is not ideal), public opinion (current strategies may not be enough) and nationalism (both in Turkey and the EU). 
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