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Introduction

In a recent cabinet meeting in July, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan stated, “in a
period when our region is constantly on edge, establishing new equations in foreign policy is
not just a choice but a necessity for Tiirkiye.” This quote succinctly encapsulates the coun-
try’s impulse to pursue strategic autonomy under the Justice and Development Party’s (AKP)
regime over the last decade. Characterized by endeavors to establish “flexible partnerships”
and engage in hedging among them, to decouple from the West, and to act more assertively
in the international field to advance its national interests, Tiirkiye’s foreign policy has been
deemed by analysts as a “re-orientation” and rupture with the country’s diplomatic past.?
Strategic autonomy, as both a doctrine and a goal, is perhaps best understood and defined

by the London School of Economics academic Rohan Mukherjee, who views it in terms of
positive and negative liberties.> On the positive side, strategic autonomy ensures the freedom
to pursue certain objectives and interests, and on the negative side, it provides the freedom
to behave independently from external influences. In the case of Tiirkiye under the AKP, the
pursuit of strategic autonomy is compounded by the desire to be a regional hegemon with
certain ideological undertones that emphasize the country’s non-Western identity.

At a time of tectonic shifts in global power dynamics, strategic autonomy has also become
a priority for the EU. To prepare for a future in which the United States is resetting its
priorities, the EU recognizes the need to reduce its dependencies and increase its capacity
to respond to geopolitical challenges. Hence, it has designed and launched a series of policy
initiatives that aim to enhance its geopolitical and economic security.

This paper highlights the potential complementarities of Tiirkiye and EU efforts, as well as
explores opportunities for cooperation as they seek enhanced strategic autonomy. But first, it
analyzes the origins, drivers, and motivations behind this tenet of each actor’s foreign policy.



The Drivers of Turkish Strategic Autonomy

Strategic autonomy has emerged as a guarantor of sovereignty and national identity that
aims to unite the polarized fragments of the Turkish political scene. It has manifested in
various policies over the years, most notably taking shape with former prime minister Ahmet
Davutoglu’s “Strategic Depth” doctrine.* Evolving in line with global developments and
domestic prerequisites, it is now a major component of Erdogan’s “Century of Tiirkiye”
and vision for the country’s future.” Whether it be Tiirkiye’s role as a NATO member, its
relations with the United States and the EU, or its economic partnerships with China and
Russia, the pursuit of strategic autonomy has wide scale implications. The pursuit has been
an incremental process, occurring in tandem with changes in international, regional, and
domestic scenes. The shifts at all three levels have reinforced one another, creating new or
dismantling old alignments along the way.

Internationally, the shift toward multipolarity in the twenty-first century—propelled by

the politico-economic rise of the group known as BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and
South Africa)—has reconfigured power as it becomes more ambiguous and convoluted.® The
financial crisis in 2007-2008 signaled to the world the relative ineffectiveness of Western
economic institutions and induced the emergence of new institutional structures, such as the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank.” Similarly, seeing the insufficient, or even selective,
responses from the United States and EU toward repeated deviations from the rules-based and
human rights—oriented norms of the international order, states have become emboldened to
prioritize their self-interests over collective cooperation and security.

From Ankara’s view, underlying the disorientation of the global order is a diminishment of
the role of the United States and EU in certain regions. The U.S.-instigated withdrawal from
Afghanistan in 2021 could be seen as a symbol of this diminishment. The power vacuum
created by the U.S. retrenchment and/or pivot to Asia is another feature of the changing
constellation of state power. Against such a global backdrop, Turkish policymakers no
longer feel beholden to a U.S.-led Western-dominated agenda. Although a NATO member,
Tiirkiye has been looking to expand its list of non-Western partners, including but not lim-
ited to Russia and China. This reappraisal has also been facilitated by mounting frustrations
over the evolution of bilateral relations with the United States and EU as Tiirkiye’s major
and traditional partners.

Divergence with Washington over its Middle East policy became especially accentuated
when the United States began pragmatically cooperating with the Kurdish Democratic
Union Party in battling the self-proclaimed Islamic State.® In response to this cooperation,
as well as the U.S. administration’s unwillingness to address Ankara’s grievances about the
Fethullah Giilen movement in the post-2016 coup environment, the Turkish leadership and
public at large have become increasingly disillusioned and frustrated with the United States’
being dismissive of Tiirkiye’s security anxieties. The Transatlantic Trends 2022 survey con-
ducted by the German Marshall Fund indicated that 67 percent of Tiirkiye’s citizens believe
the United States is playing a negative role in the international arena.” Similarly, souring

2 | Strategic Autonomy as a Dynamic of Convergence in Tiirkiye-EU Relations



relations with the EU after the failed membership accession process also have contributed to
the growing anti-West sentiment permeating Tiirkiye. In addition to the dimmed possibility
for membership, the EU has effectively categorized Tiirkiye as a “privileged partner” for
trade and not a European “insider.”"® A watershed moment in their bilateral relations was
Cyprus’s accession to the EU and the subsequent failure to resolve the Cyprus problem
linked to the ongoing political division of the island. These compounding political issues
have given rise to the transactional and issue-based cooperation that has defined EU-Turkish
interdependence over the past few years.

Strategically positioned as a bridge between the East and West, Tiirkiye has historically
aligned itself with the Western block as a NATO member and EU candidate country. Now,
having adopted its version of strategic autonomy, it ostentatiously oscillates between powers."
In a more interdependent, “post-Western,” and nonbinary world, Tiirkiye is attempting to
transform itself into one of the many poles of power.

It is important to underline that the instability that characterizes multipolarity is bolstering
security-oriented thinking. The specific strategic culture of Tiirkiye, which shapes the way
it projects itself into the international system, is largely influenced by its security discourse.
Stemming from the century-long fear of foreign-induced fragmentation of the Turkish
state—a phenomenon called the Sévres Syndrome—a constant fear of being surrounded
by hostile forces is ever-present.'”? The Arab Uprisings left in their wake collapsing states,
civil wars, and proxy conflicts all across Tiirkiye’s borders, inevitably heightening this fear.
The conflict in the Eastern Mediterranean over territorial waters, exclusive economic zones,
and gas resources has also fed a similar sense of isolation. The 2019 border demarcation
agreement with the Libyan Government of National Accord cannot be scrutinized without
first acknowledging the sense of “diplomatic encirclement” fostered by Tiirkiye’s exclusion
from the East Mediterranean Gas Forum." Rather than being irredentist and expansionist
at its core, strategic autonomy must be understood as a response to changes to the status quo

happening at and beyond Tiirkiye’s borders.

Domestically, the narrative of strategic autonomy has been useful in rallying voters around
the flag. Erdogan’s anti-West discourse has granted him the approval of Eurasianists and
Islamists alike. His latest condemnation of the West for having double standards and

of Israel for committing “genocide” in the war against Hamas evinces this."* The polit-

ical rhetoric has also allowed him to further portray himself as the leader of the global
Islamic “ummah.” Accusing the EU of Islamophobia, consolidating ties with the Muslim
Brotherhood in the post-Arab Uprisings landscape of the Middle East, and sending develop-
ment aid and military assistance to Muslim-majority African countries such as Somalia are
some of the visible articulations of this aspiration.

The narrative of strategic autonomy has also been complemented by a focus on populist
techno-nationalist rhetoric echoed in campaign speeches and addresses to the nation. It
was, for instance, remarkable to observe how much Erdogan mentioned the country’s

defense industry achievements in his 2023 presidential campaign. While campaigning,
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he participated in the inauguration ceremonies of major defense industry projects, such as:
KAAN, an indigenous fighter jet; TCG Anadolu, the largest of the Navy’s ships; and the
combat drone Kizilelma.” By painting his foreign policy brinkmanship as the manifestation

of national identity and interest, Erdogan has been able to discredit the domestic opposition

by labeling them as anti-nationalists.' Interestingly, Tiirkiye’s political opposition has been
particularly inept in developing a political response to this framing. More often than not, they
have opted to back this security-led foreign policy narrative.”” Finally, the erosion of democratic
norms has also been a factor in stalled relations with Western nations, but it has not impeded
the deepening of ties with non-Western autocracies.

Implementation of Strategic Autonomy

When analyzing Tiirkiye’s strategic hedging toward Russia and its relations with China, it
becomes all the more clear that pragmatic considerations are at the heart of foreign policy
under the AKP. In its acts of balancing, Tiirkiye has fortified diplomatic ties with the two
major non-Western powers.

Russia, as a major economic partner, has offered a mutually beneficial relationship of compet-
itive cooperation.'” From increased tourism, trade, and energy to diplomatic engagement in
the Organization of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation, Tiirkiye participates in strategic
hedging with Russia.” Although Tiirkiye and Russia almost always support different sides

of regional conflicts, such as in Syria, their peculiar relationship is marked by sympathizing
with each other’s interests and concerns. For example, Tiirkiye and Russia worked together in
the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict of 2020, even though they have historically backed different
sides. They also established a “conflictual camaraderie” while cooperating through the Astana
Process, which was focused on managing the Syrian conflict.?” Furthermore, Tiirkiye’s bilateral
trade volume with Russia increased by 198 percent in the first nine months of the Ukraine
war.”! Bilateral trade was then curtailed under Western pressure.

Ttirkiye has also been seeking to significantly deepen its economic engagement with China.
Massive infrastructure projects in Tiirkiye have been contracted out to Chinese firms, most no-
tably the Ankara-Istanbul high-speed railway. More recently, the Turkish government signed an
agreement with the Chinese electric vehicle maker BYD, which stipulates that China will invest
in a $1 billion car factory in Tirkiye.** Additionally, to attract foreign direct investment from
China, Tiirkiye has joined Beijing’s Belt and Road Initiative.” In the same vein, Ankara has ex-

pressed its desire to become a member of BRICS+ and the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation.**

All of these endeavors lead to one unwavering conclusion: with its proactive pursuit of strategic
autonomy and interactions with both Moscow and Beijing, Ankara is planning pragmatically.
It is diversifying its alliances and balancing its East and West alignments. This rebalancing is
also part of a domestic narrative infused with ideological undertones that emphasize Tiirkiye’s
non-Western identity; for Erdogan, conducting a foreign policy that appeals to the masses is
the key to staying in power.
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Framing Tiirkiye as a transregional power that can bargain with the EU and United States
as an equal and as a connectivity hub for the East and West remains the underlying objective
of Turkish foreign policy. It is important to note, however, that the legacy of the Ottoman
Empire and the nationalist self-conception of Tiirkiye as a potent regional actor remain
important residues that contribute to foreign policy agenda-setting. The Turkish sense of
insecurity has long permeated policymaking, given its strategic culture, and will continue to
shape its engagements with regional neighbors and transnational alliances.

Strategic Autonomy's Pitfalls

It is clear that strategic autonomy, at its core, is about projecting Tiirkiye as a regional power
capable of forging its own path in the international system, but the current policies aimed at
attaining this autonomy have not accounted for their long-term implications.

While founded on the quest for limiting dependency, the foreign policy objective of strategic
autonomy, as pursued by Tiirkiye’s current political leadership, has arguably exacerbated
dependencies—albeit on the East rather than the West. Ankara’s ambiguous and nonaligned
directives within the international order have raised suspicion around Tiirkiye’s intentions,
hindering its path toward a more effective autonomy. The world may now be multipolar,

but international institutions are still dominated, to an extent, by transatlantic powers. The
United Nations Security Council has not yet been reformed, and the EU exerts enormous
weight on the trade policy that the Turkish economy is highly reliant on. Moreover, it is
politically untenable for the Turkish regime to negate the Western institutional framework;
anti-Westernization and a shift eastward imply abandoning democratic values and respect
for the rule of law, which portends future political instability.

Also, economically, Ankara’s form of strategic autonomy is unsustainable. The EU remains
by far the biggest trading partner of Tiirkiye, with trade reaching the $310 billion mark in
2023.% And, notably, Turkish exports were equal to $153 billion, while the EU’s exports to
Tiirkiye amounted to $160 billion, showcasing a symmetric distribution. By comparison,
trade with Russia and BRICS countries skews highly in their favor, exacerbating an already
severe trade deficit. For instance, in 2023, Tiirkiye’s imports from China ($43 billion) were
twelve times more than its exports ($3.5 billion).

To advance its foreign policy interest in an ever more complex global and regional order

and to reconcile the order’s inherent dichotomies, the Turkish political leadership has
permanently invested in efforts to enhance the country’s strategic autonomy. However, the
identified, mostly structural, pitfalls are set to hinder the effectiveness of these aspirations.

It is, therefore, an opportune time to explore whether a closer partnership with the EU can
help Turkish policymakers overcome these challenges. In other words, it is a good time to
identify what forms of association and engagement with the EU could allow Ankara to shift
toward a more realistic framework of strategic autonomy that would still nurture the goals of
regional leadership, economic revitalization, and closer alliances.?
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The EU's Strategic Autonomy Aspirations

Geopolitics of Strategic Autonomy

The concept of strategic autonomy in the EU context has its early roots in the security and
defense spheres. The EU has tried to bolster its independent military capabilities since the
launch of its Common Security and Defence Policy in the late 1990s. The urgency of these
efforts increased during U.S. president Donald Trump’s time in office, when he clearly
signaled that the European continent will no longer be a priority. The EU introduced several
defense initiatives to enhance its military strength, including, in 2017, the Permanent
Structured Cooperation (PESCO) framework that aims to deepen defense cooperation
between EU members, and, in 2021, the European Defence Fund that was set up to finance
joint defense research and development.

European strategic autonomy thus became a core umbrella concept to turn Europe into

a more capable security and defense actor. The European Parliament and the European
Council had adopted strategic autonomy as an objective years ago, but growing doubts about
the reliability of the United States as an ally thrust the idea into the limelight. The 2016
Global Strategy for the European Union’s Foreign and Security Policy acknowledged that
the EU needs to complement the security umbrella of NATO and must be able to assume
responsibility for its own security.” It proposed increased defense spending, an integrated
defense industry, and the development of joint capabilities.

A year later, in his much-discussed Sorbonne speech, French President Emmanuel Macron
reiterated his vision of an EU with a deeply integrated security and defense policy.® He
became a spokesperson for a more independent EU defense and industrial policy over the
course of the Trump presidency, but other EU member states remained divided on whether
strategic autonomy was desirable. Many nations, such as Germany or Poland, voiced con-
cerned that it would undermine NATO by duplicating the alliance’s efforts and alienating
the United States.

Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine in 2022 unequivocally reaffirmed NATO’s founda-
tional purpose, dispelling previous assertions of the alliance’s “brain death” (not coinci-
dentally, perhaps, also a Macron-ism).” While NATO took the lead on shaping European
defense, deterrence, and reassurance, Europeans looked to the EU for leadership in imposing
sanctions on Russia, supplying training and lethal support to Ukrainian forces, and shaping
Ukraine’s future economic and political integration into the EU.

In this vein, the European Commission—acknowledging the huge capability gaps exposed
by the Russia-Ukraine war and drawing on the EU’s strength as a regulatory market
power—adopted a range of new defense industrial tools, initiatives, and strategies. With
these, the institution pursued dual objectives: to replenish European armament stocks and
encourage more capability aid to Ukraine, while also pursuing the broader goal of bolstering
European defense industries in the long term.
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In the EU’s Strategic Compass action plan, adopted one month after Russia invaded
Ukraine, the union put an emphasis on partnership, declaring its intention to expand its
relationship with numerous multilateral and regional organizations and to develop and tailor
new bilateral partnerships. Since then, Brussels has established new security and defense
dialogues with Iceland, Norway, and the United States. In May 2024, Moldova became the
first country to sign a bilateral Security and Defense Partnership with the EU. One week
later, the EU and Norway signed a similar declaration.

Geoeconomics of Strategic Autonomy

In parallel with the above efforts, EU policymakers started to apply the concept of strategic
autonomy to the larger geoeconomic context as well. The trigger was geopolitically induced
changes in the multilateral economic rules-based order. In the wake of Russia’s annexation
of Crimea in 2014, Brexit, and the first presidential term of Trump, a geopolitically as well
as geo-economically resilient EU, became increasingly politically expedient. The COVID-19
pandemic and the 2022 full-scale Russian invasion of Ukraine increased the urgency for

a resilience roadmap. While the pandemic underscored the pitfalls of a deeply globalized
economy, the invasion brought interstate war back onto European soil and highlighted the
vulnerabilities of member states’ energy supply chains.

In response, EU member states extended the concept of strategic autonomy to encompass
more chokepoints and dependencies in economic policy areas. This more acute backdrop of
geopolitical tensions has further exposed additional geoeconomic vulnerabilities that the EU
aims to address by promoting this foreign policy strategy. These vulnerabilities include access
to enabling technologies, digital services, and the supply of raw materials and semi-processed
goods across four vital sectors: energy, digital technology, healthcare, and food security.

To address these vulnerabilities and strengthen its autonomy and economic security, the EU
has introduced a series of nine lines of action aligned with its principles, goals, and values
related to the environment, economy, social justice, competitiveness, and cohesion. These
lines include fostering and securing the EU’s internal production capacities of goods and
technologies; the need to monitor and limit foreign ownership or control of non-like-minded
countries over strategic sectors and critical infrastructures while encouraging the presence
of foreign companies of like-minded countries; the establishment of contingency plans

to respond to future shortages through strategic reserves and the upscaling of production
capacities; the need to achieve autonomy and foster circularity in full alignment with the
global environmental emergency; and the need to reduce foreign dependencies by making
raw materials more accessible through supplier diversification.*

Having said that, despite increasing internal capabilities, efficiency, and competitiveness, the
EU will always rely on the global economy to prosper. In this sense, the strategic autonomy
objective must also be understood as an effort to rebalance the EU’s position in the global
geoeconomic landscape, particularly regarding its economic relations with China. Protecting
the EU’s Single Market, de-risking and reducing dependence on Chinese imports, and
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achieving a more level playing field are key characteristics of the strategy. This approach
should allow the EU to cooperate and compete both with China and the United States
rather than choose one over the other. This explains the conceptualization of “open strategic
autonomy” by Spain during their presidency of the Council of the EU.

Implication of the EU's Strategic Autonomy Aspirations

In the economic realm, strategic autonomy entails revamping the EU’s existing relationships
and developing new ones with like-minded actors. It also involves the diversification of the
EU’s engagements, the expansion of its trade ties, and the strengthening of its supply chains,
including in critical raw materials, goods, and services. Yet to succeed in this endeavor, the
EU needs to provide mutually beneficial opportunities for third countries. Championing the
reform of multilateral institutions to help achieve greater inclusiveness and representation is a
part of this strategy.

The EU’s overriding objective is to shape its foreign policy and relations with third countries
in a way that not only yields benefits but also brings the added value of inherently enhanc-
ing its autonomous decision-making capacity. By building a wider and deeper network of
international partnerships, the EU can avail itself (and its interlocutors) greater flexibility in
action, while nurturing a level of interdependence with other players where it holds sway.

Efforts to provide third countries with an alternative to the bipolar order defined by U.S.-
China power competition would resonate strongly with the Global South and strengthen the
EU’s appeal as a like-minded actor.

The strategic partnership agreements the EU signed with Chile, Kazakhstan, and Japan are
perfect examples of the smart practice of building synergies with third parties in a way that
not only advances the EU’s sphere of interest, but also empowers the nations concerned.”” In
each instance, the EU built a certain degree of interdependence with local industries in these
countries, which offset mutual dependencies on China or Russia.

The EU’s Global Gateway initiative is another good example of how the EU is advancing

its strategic autonomy.* This effort promotes smart, clean, and secure links in the digital,
energy, and transport sectors, as well as strengthens health, education, and research systems
worldwide. This connectivity provides an alternative to China’s Belt and Road Initiative. The
EU could therefore focus on the initiative’s deliverables and the high standards it offers in
good governance, ownership, and sustainability. The India—Middle East—Europe Economic
Corridor initiative launched during the G20 summit in New Delhi in September 2023 is
another major infrastructure effort that offers similar opportunities involving both the EU
and the United States.”

However, the EU’s desire to manage its economic security through reducing geoeconomic
vulnerabilities could, at times, come into tension with its strategic autonomy aspirations.
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Risks cannot be mitigated without building alternative supply chains, which can only be
achieved through a proactive geoeconomic approach emphasizing the EU’s strengths in key
sectors. Ultimately, the EU’s strategic autonomy will depend on its ability to integrate Global
South and third countries into more resilient and equitable relationships, while at the same
time leveraging the EU’s economic strengths.

In the field of security and defense, the EU’s approach to cooperation with third countries is
built around three tenets: membership brings special privileges, partnerships are built based
on shared values and principles, and all partners should receive equal treatment. The path to
closer security and defense cooperation is unlocked by entering into specific agreements: the
establishment of bilateral security and defense dialogues, the signing of security of informa-
tion agreements, or an administrative arrangement with the European Defence Agency.

In reality, politics and geopolitical interests determine the degree of cooperation between the
EU and its partners. The evolution of the EU-UK relationship after the Brexit referendum
demonstrates this clearly. A period of animosity and stagnation after UK prime minister
Boris Johnson’s government cold-shouldered the idea of developing a structured foreign,
security, and defense partnership with Brussels was followed by a period of pragmatic
cooperation when EU-UK interests aligned in the Russia-Ukraine war. The recent change of
government in London has ushered in a fresh air of political goodwill, and clearly, the UK’s
defense capabilities make the country a valuable partner for the EU.

There are concerns that over time an increased EU role in defense could gradually alter the
nature of defense collaboration and also potentially exclude third countries, including at
the industry level. But a singular focus on the EU’s expansive list of initiatives in motion
disregards a key point. Member states have so far been reluctant to cede any of their jeal-
ously guarded defense policy and procurement decision making authorities. Procurement
from extra-EU countries has continued without any internal coordination. In fact, the war
in Ukraine has exacerbated this dynamic. Meanwhile, the stronger transatlantic credentials
of U.S. President Joe Biden’s administration have somewhat dampened the EU’s simmering
aspirations for strategic autonomy that had been rekindled during the Trump era.

Of course, the specter of Trumpism remains, especially with structural trends pulling
the United States away from Europe. Hence, the debate over the need to strengthen the
European defense pillar—a concept from the 1990s—is seemingly here to stay.

The prospect of a lasting U.S. pivot away from Europe has succeeded in uniting member
states previously unable to agree on an EU-led strategic autonomy in defense. But this
unanimity comes at a cost: the idea of a European defense pillar does not clarify its starting
premise, namely the likely future role of the United States in European defense. The pillar
does not prescribe whether Europeans should (1) prioritize better burden-sharing and
thereby keep the U.S. “in” or (2) invest their efforts in burden-shifting to effectively replace
U.S. capabilities that Washington may be inclined to deploy in other theaters. Nevertheless,
the pragmatic all-hands-on-deck framing of the European defense pillar allows for a more
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constructive approach to defense that rises above ideological divides and focuses on bringing
together European capacity at an international level, inside NATO, through the EU, and
through intergovernmental coalitions—all in service of a collective continental effort. For
instance, this more pragmatic framing enables the EU to facilitate Tiirkiye’s involvement in
European foreign, defense, and security policy matters, especially as a capable NATO ally.

The Quest for Strategic Autonomy as a
Driver of Tiirkiye-EU Convergence

The panoply of novel policies enshrined within the EU’s and Tiirkiye’s strategic autonomy
could foster the conditions for a new understanding of cooperation between the two. Their
prevailing geopolitical and geoeconomic interdependencies allow for the creation of mutually
beneficial avenues of cooperation. The robustness of this cooperation will very much depend
on the political will on both sides. These opportunities can be categorized into separate
economic and geopolitical baskets.

Deepening Economic Linkages

Given its well-developed, diversified industrial base and its endowments in critical materials,
Tiirkiye has the potential to contribute to the EU’s strategic autonomy objective of enhanc-
ing economic security and resilience. Tiirkiye already has a significant role in the interna-
tional production and supply chains of EU-based multinational companies. As evidenced
by a World Bank study, Tiirkiye is an advanced manufacturing country with a deepening
participation in global value chains.’* Meanwhile, the EU remains the destination for more
than 50 percent of exports by Tiirkiye’s domestic companies included in global value chains,
demonstrating the robustness of linkages in manufacturing industries between Tiirkiye and
the EU. A closer alignment on industrial policy objectives and instruments between the two
partners could therefore significantly increase mutual resilience in supply chains at a time
when the objective of ensuring economic security has acquired critical importance.

Tirkiye is also an indispensable supplier of many critical raw materials for the EU. In a
significant move, Ankara recently opted to join the U.S.- and EU-led Minerals Security
Partnership Forum.” This institutional partnership is expected to benefit Turkish rare earth
infrastructure through credit lines and tech transfers and offers a humble alternative to
Beijing’s BRI. More broadly, a deeper cooperation with the EU at all stages of the supply
chain—from the exploration, extraction, and processing of such raw materials to their
utilization—should mutually enhance economic resilience.
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Regarding the green and digital transformations, the two parties could consider signing

a digital economy agreement. Ambitious provisions could include paperless trade and
e-payments to enhance end-to-end digital trade, ensure reliable data flows, increase trust in
digital systems, and increase the participation of small- and medium-size enterprises in the
digital economy. Similarly, Tiirkiye could be better integrated into the EU’s green transition
policies. The slated modernization of the 1996 Tiirkiye-EU Customs Union could provide

the relevant institutional impetus for the achievement of these objectives.*®

As two partners facing similar geopolitical challenges, with high levels of interdependence
between their economies and a vision of economic and political integration, the EU and
Ttirkiye should also contemplate an agenda for joint action in trade and investment pro-
motion policies toward third entities. From that perspective, the African continent is a
significant theatre of potential cooperation given Tiirkiye’s significant footprint there. The
EU’s Global Gateway program can be leveraged to incentivize African-centered modes

of cooperation. More concretely, this instrument can be used to pave the way for Turkish
companies that want to take part in large-scale projects in African countries to operate with
EU financial support under schemes of effective trilateral cooperation.

Improving Defense Industry Collaboration

Tirkiye could similarly add value to the EU’s efforts to rapidly and effectively upgrade its
defense industrial base. Unfortunately, this opportunity has so far been hindered by political
obstacles and policy misalignments.

The EU often cites the low level of alignment between Tiirkiye’s foreign policy positions and
its own positions: in 2023, Tiirkiye maintained only a 10 percent alignment rate.”” Tiirkiye’s
ambivalence toward Russia throughout the war against Ukraine (not implementing
sanctions against Russia, while also investing in trade relations with Moscow); its geopo-
litical hedging (pursuing membership in the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation and the
BRICS grouping); and bilateral political tensions with a range of other member states all are
preventing closer cooperation with the EU.

These tensions have already had direct effects: Cyprus vetoed the EU-Ttirkiye agreement
on the exchange of classified material—effectively vetoing participation in any European
Defence Agency—led initiatives. Tiirkiye’s formal request to participate in PESCO was
denied due, in part, to Austria’s objection. And Cyprus, France, and Greece objected to
EU funds being used to finance Turkish-made Bayraktar drones for Ukraine and even the
much-needed ammunition. Tiirkiye has so far been largely shut out of the EU’s defense
industrial efforts.

The absence of Tiirkiye in European defense cooperation is not new. For decades, consol-

idation and cooperation has taken place between Western European defense industries
in France, Germany, Italy, Spain, and the UK. Except for some cooperation under the
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Organisation for Joint Armament Cooperation (OCCAR) umbrella, Tiirkiye-Europe rela-
tions were tense after the end of the Cold War, leading Tiirkiye to pursue national defense
industrial autonomy in order to increase its resilience against Western arms embargoes.

Today, the debate continues between those European countries looking to pursue further
EU defense integration as a political objective and those looking to strengthen European
defense by all means available. The latter camp is more open to Turkish participation in
intergovernmental capability projects, such as the European Sky Shield Initiative coordi-
nated by Germany, which Tiirkiye recently joined.*® And even though the EU currently is
not focused on the operational aspects of its Common Security and Defence policy, Tiirkiye
has been a major contributor to EU-led security and defense operations in the past, and its
battle-tested military would be an asset to any future European military coalition, particue
larly in the southern neighborhood.

Europeans face massive military manpower challenges, emptying armament and munitions
stocks, a disjointed defense industrial base, and budgetary challenges that limit their capac-
ity to rearm. Thus, Tirkiye, with its thriving defense industry and robust military, could
emerge as a valuable long-term EU partner.

On the geopolitical front, upheavals affecting the European continent—such as Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine and the increasingly expedient structural transitions emphasized by former
European Central Bank president Mario Draghi in his 2024 report on the EU economy—are
opening up space for a constructive rethinking of cooperation with Tiirkiye.*” Ultimately, these
geopolitical realities, as well as the mutual aspirations of Tiirkiye and the EU for enhanced
strategic autonomy, are increasing the relevance of a stronger Ttirkiye-EU partnership.

But this prospect depends on the emergence of a top-level political understanding that
Tiirkiye-EU cooperation is fundamentally a positive sum game. And this understanding
requires a reconceptualization of the operationalization of strategic autonomy. For EU
policymakers, the task will be to embrace a global vision of its strategic autonomy that sees
Tiirkiye as a strategic partner and not as a geopolitical rival like Russia or even China. For
Ankara, the task will be to have a parallel discourse on its strategic thinking. In other words,
the Turkish political and security establishment should also unambiguously recognize and
acknowledge the value of a long-term partnership with the EU. Ultimately, as partners, both
the EU and Tiirkiye need to demonstrate some political maturity to overcome the acrimony
over Tiirkiye’s failed accession process. Only then can they realistically identify themselves
as committed partners in an increasingly complex and unpredictable global and regional
order, and at the same time, pursue their ambitions of strategic autonomy.

12 | Strategic Autonomy as a Dynamic of Convergence in Tiirkiye-EU Relations



About the Authors

Sinan Ulgen is a senior fellow at Carnegie Europe in Brussels, where his research focuses on
Turkish foreign policy, transatlantic relations, and international trade policy.

Sophia Besch is a senior fellow in the Europe Program at the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace. Her area of expertise is European defense policy.

llke Toygiir is the director of Global Policy Center and a professor specializing on the
geopolitics of Europe at IE University in Madrid. She is also a Mercator Fellow and senior
associate at CSIS Europe, Russia, Eurasia Program.

Acknowledgments

The authors would like to thank Luis de Lossada, Global Policy Center at IE University;

Lara Harmankaya, EDAM; and Greta Lensing, Carnegie Europe, for their contributions to
this paper.

13






Notes

1 EsraTekin and Seda Sevencan. “‘Establishing new equations in foreign policy’ is a aecessity for Tiirkiye:
President Erdogan”. Anadolu Agency. July 16, 2024. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-cast/-establish-

ing-new-equations-in-foreign-policy-is-a-necessity-for-turkiye-president-erdogan/3277105.

2 Amnon Aran and Mustafa Kutlay, “Tiirkiye’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy in an Era of
Multipolarity,” Istanbul Policy Center, February 2024, https://ipc.sabanciuniv.edu/Content/Images/
CKeditorImages/20240311-10031956.pdf; and Lars Haugom, “Turkish Foreign Policy Under Erdogan:
A Change in International Orientation?,” Comparative Strategy 38, no. 3 (2019): 206-223, https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2019.1606662.

3  Rohan Mukherjee, “Chaos as Opportunity: The United States and World Order in India’s Grand Strategy,”
Contemporary Politics 26, no. 4 (2020): 429, https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13569775.2020
.1777040.

4 Ahmet Davutoglu, “Zero Problems in a New Era,” Republic of Tiirkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs,
March 21, 2013, www.mfa.gov.tr/zero-problems-in-a-new-era.en.mfa.

5  Diyar Guldogan, “‘Century of Tiirkiye’ Has Begun: President Erdogan,” Anadolu Agency, June 6, 2023,
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/century-of-turkiye-has-begun-president-erdogan/2913608.

6 Mustafa Kutlay and Ziya Oni§, “Turkish Foreign Policy in a Post-Western Order: Strategic Autonomy or
New Forms of Dependence?,” International Affairs 97, no. 4 (2021): 1085-1104, https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/
iiab094.

7 Orhan Gafarli and Julia Roknifard, “Relations With Russia in the Context of Tiirkiye’s Policy in
Constructing Its ‘Strategic Autonomy,” Uluslararas: Iligkiler Dergisi 20, no. 79 (2023): 33-50,
https://doi.org/10.33458/uidergisi.1358280.

8 M. Hakan Yavuz, “The Motives Behind the AKP’s Foreign Policy: Neo-Ottomanism and Strategic
Autonomy,” Turkish Studies 23, no. 5 (2022): 1-22, hteps://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2022.2100700.

9  “Transatlantic Trends 2022,” German Marshall Fund and the Bertelsmann Foundation, September 29, 2022,
https://www.gmfus.org/news/transatlantic-trends-2022.

10 Kutlay and Onis, “Turkish Foreign Policy in a Post-Western Order.”

15


https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/-establishing-new-equations-in-foreign-policy-is-a-necessity-for-turkiye-president-erdogan/3277105
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/-establishing-new-equations-in-foreign-policy-is-a-necessity-for-turkiye-president-erdogan/3277105
https://ipc.sabanciuniv.edu/Content/Images/CKeditorImages/20240311-10031956.pdf
https://ipc.sabanciuniv.edu/Content/Images/CKeditorImages/20240311-10031956.pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2019.1606662
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01495933.2019.1606662
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13569775.2020.1777040
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13569775.2020.1777040
http://www.mfa.gov.tr/zero-problems-in-a-new-era.en.mfa
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/century-of-turkiye-has-begun-president-erdogan/2913608
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab094
https://doi.org/10.1093/ia/iiab094
https://doi.org/10.33458/uidergisi.1358280
https://doi.org/10.1080/14683849.2022.2100700
https://www.gmfus.org/news/transatlantic-trends-2022

11
12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20
21

22

23
24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

Ibid.

Ipek Z Ruacan, “Fear, Superiority, Self-Identification and Rejection: Turks’ Different Attitudes to Europe
Since the Late Ottoman Era,” Journal of Balkan and Near Eastern Studies 22, no. 5 (2020): 684700,
https://doi.org/10.1080/19448953.2020.1799298.

Aran and Kutlay, “Tiirkiye’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy in an Era of Multipolarity.”

“Erdogan accuses Israel of genocide on Gaza war anniversary,” Hiirriyet Daily News, October 7, 2024.
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/erdogan-accuses-israel-of-genocide-on-gaza-war-anniversary-201307

Burak Ege Bekdil. “Arms industry takes center stage in Turkey’s tense election campaign”.
Defense News, May 11, 2023. https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2023/05/11/

arms-industry-takes-center-stage-in-turkeys-tense-election-campaign/
Kutlay and Onis, “Turkish Foreign Policy in a Post-Western Order.”

In one egregious example, then Turkish opposition leader Kemal Kiligdaroglu supported the decision to
purchase an S400 air and missile defense system from Russia, which inevitably led to a diplomatic crisis with
the United States and the isolation of Tiirkiye within NATO.

Alexandros Diakopoulos and Nikos Stournaras, “Tiirkiye’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy,” Hellenic
Foundation for European & Foreign Policy, June 9, 2022, www.eliamep.gr/en/publication.

Gafarli and Roknifard, “Relations With Russia in the Context of Tiirkiye’s Policy in Constructing Its
‘Strategic Autonomy.”

Diakopoulos and Stournaras, “Tiirkiye’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy.”

Lazaro Gamio and Ana Swanson, “How Russia Pays for War,” New York Times, October 31, 2022,
www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/10/30/business/economy/russia-trade-ukraine-war.html.

Laura He, “Chinese EV Giant BYD to Build $1 Billion Plant in Turkey,” CNN, July 9, 2024, https://www.
cnn.com/2024/07/09/business/china-ev-byd-turkey-plant-intl-hnk/index.html#: - :text=According%20
t0%20the%20agreement%20with,mobility%20technologies%20at%20the%20plant.

Aran and Kutlay, “Ttirkiye’s Quest for Strategic Autonomy in an Era of Multipolarity.”

Selcan Hacaloglu and Firat Kozok. “Turkey Bids to Join BRICS in Push to Build Alliances Beyond
West,” Bloomberg, September 2, 2024, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-09-02/
turkey-submits-bid-to-join-brics-as-erdogan-pushes-for-new-alliances-beyond-west.

The trade data is from TUIK, the Turkish Statistical Institute: hteps://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/DownloadIstati
stiksel Tablo?p=SRLmfwzlUjyl9k9]e94W139yXdNm9ImZQ944nRFGwEaZR6fL. mAmZBRu2H7vpqdrBf.

See for instance Ilke Toygiir, “A New Way Forward for EU-Turkey Relations,”
Carnegie Europe, January 26, 2022. https://carnegieendowment.org/
research/2022/01/a-new-way-forward-for-eu-turkey-relations?lang=en&center=europe.

“Shared Vision, Common Action: A Stronger Europe,” European Commission, June 2016, https://eeas.

europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs review web.pdf.

“Sorbonne Speech of Emmanuel Macron,” Ouest France, September 26, 2017, https://international.blogs.
ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html.

“Emmanuel Macron warns Europe: NATO is becoming brain-dead,” The
Economist, November 7, 2019, https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/11/07/

emmanuel-macron-warns-europe-nato-is-becoming-brain-dead.

“Assessing Open Strategic Autonomy,” Joint Research Service External Study Report, European Commission,
2024, https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/524071d9-ab81-11ee-b164-01aa75ed71al/
language-en.

“Chile - EU Strategic Partnership on sustainable raw materials value chains,” International

Energy Agency, December 11, 2023, https://www.iea.org/policies/18084-chile-eu-strategic-part-

nership-on-sustainable-raw-materials-value-chains; “Kazakhstan-EU Strategic Partnership
on Raw Materials,” International Energy Agency, December 11, 2023, https://www.iea.org/

16 | Strategic Autonomy as a Dynamic of Convergence in Tiirkiye-EU Relations


https://doi.org/10.1080/19448953.2020.1799298
https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/erdogan-accuses-israel-of-genocide-on-gaza-war-anniversary-201307
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2023/05/11/arms-industry-takes-center-stage-in-turkeys-tense-election-campaign/
https://www.defensenews.com/global/europe/2023/05/11/arms-industry-takes-center-stage-in-turkeys-tense-election-campaign/
http://www.eliamep.gr/en/publication
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/10/30/business/economy/russia-trade-ukraine-war.html
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-09-02/turkey-submits-bid-to-join-brics-as-erdogan-pushes-for-new-alliances-beyond-west
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2024-09-02/turkey-submits-bid-to-join-brics-as-erdogan-pushes-for-new-alliances-beyond-west
https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/DownloadIstatistikselTablo?p=SRLmfwzlUjyl9k9Je94W139yXdNm9mZQ944nRfGwEaZR6fLmAmZBRu2H7vpqdrBf
https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/DownloadIstatistikselTablo?p=SRLmfwzlUjyl9k9Je94W139yXdNm9mZQ944nRfGwEaZR6fLmAmZBRu2H7vpqdrBf
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2022/01/a-new-way-forward-for-eu-turkey-relations?lang=en&center=europe
https://carnegieendowment.org/research/2022/01/a-new-way-forward-for-eu-turkey-relations?lang=en&center=europe
https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
https://eeas.europa.eu/archives/docs/top_stories/pdf/eugs_review_web.pdf
https://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html
https://international.blogs.ouest-france.fr/archive/2017/09/29/macron-sorbonne-verbatim-europe-18583.html
https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/11/07/emmanuel-macron-warns-europe-nato-is-becoming-brain-dead
https://www.economist.com/europe/2019/11/07/emmanuel-macron-warns-europe-nato-is-becoming-brain-dead
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/524071d9-ab81-11ee-b164-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/524071d9-ab81-11ee-b164-01aa75ed71a1/language-en
https://www.iea.org/policies/18084-chile-eu-strategic-partnership-on-sustainable-raw-materials-value-chains
https://www.iea.org/policies/18084-chile-eu-strategic-partnership-on-sustainable-raw-materials-value-chains
https://www.iea.org/policies/17664-kazakhstan-eu-strategic-partnership-on-raw-materials

32

33

34

35

36

37

38

39

policies/17664-kazakhstan-eu-strategic-partnership-on-raw-materials; “EU-Japan Strategic Partnership
Agreement (SPA),” External Action Service, February 1, 2019, https://www.ceas.curopa.cu/node/57491 en.

European Commission. “Joint Communication to the European Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee, the Committee of the Regions and the European Investment

Bank The Global Gateway,” December 1, 2021, https://cur-lex.curopa.cu/legal-content/EN/
TXT/2uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030.

Nikhil Inamdar. “Can India-Europe corridor rival Chinass Belt and Road?,” BBC News, October 2, 2023,
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-66957019.

“Leveraging Global Value Chains for Growth in Turkey: A Turkey Country Economic Memorandum,”

World Bank, February 2022, https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099445003022237667/pdf/
P16930100741da04c084d20ac70c39a60a3.pdf.

“Minerals Security Partnership Forum welcomes seven new members,” Agence Europe, September 30, 2024,
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/13493/8.

See for instance Sinan Ulgen, Azem Yildirim and Mehves Selamoglu, “Modernizing the Turkey-EU Customs
Union : the Digital Agenda and the Green Deal,” EDAM, February 8, 2022, https://edam.org.tr/en/
economics-and-ener -the-turkey-eu-customs-union-the-digital-agenda-and-the-green-deal.

/modernizin,

European Commission, “Key findings of the 2023 Report on Tiirkiye,” November 8, 2023, https://ec.curo-
pa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda 23 5630.

“10 NATO Allies take further step to boost European air and missile defence capabilities,” NATO, October
11, 2023, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohg/news 219119.htm.

Mario Draghi, “The Future of European Competitiveness: A Competitiveness Strategy for
Europe,” European Commission, September 9, 2024, https://commission.europa.eu/topics/
strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead en.

Sinan Ulgen, Sophia Besch, ilke Toygiir | 17


https://www.iea.org/policies/17664-kazakhstan-eu-strategic-partnership-on-raw-materials
https://www.eeas.europa.eu/node/57491_en
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52021JC0030
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-66957019
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099445003022237667/pdf/P16930100741da04c084d20ac70c39a60a3.pdf
https://documents1.worldbank.org/curated/en/099445003022237667/pdf/P16930100741da04c084d20ac70c39a60a3.pdf
https://agenceurope.eu/en/bulletin/article/13493/8
https://edam.org.tr/en/economics-and-energy/modernizing-the-turkey-eu-customs-union-the-digital-agenda-and-the-green-deal
https://edam.org.tr/en/economics-and-energy/modernizing-the-turkey-eu-customs-union-the-digital-agenda-and-the-green-deal
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_23_5630
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_23_5630
https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/news_219119.htm
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead_en
https://commission.europa.eu/topics/strengthening-european-competitiveness/eu-competitiveness-looking-ahead_en




Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace

In a complex, changing, and increasingly contested world, the Carnegie Endowment gen-
erates strategic ideas, supports diplomacy, and trains the next generation of international
scholar-practitioners to help countries and institutions take on the most difficult global
problems and advance peace. With a global network of more than 170 scholars across twenty
countries, Carnegie is renowned for its independent analysis of major global problems and
understanding of regional contexts.

Europe Program

The Europe Program in Washington explores the political and security developments within
Europe, transatlantic relations, and Europe’s global role. Working in coordination with
Carnegie Europe in Brussels, the program brings together U.S. and European policymakers
and experts on strategic issues facing Europe.

Tirkiye and the World Initiative

This paper is part of a series of four publications in a project run by the Carnegie
Endowment’s Tiirkiye and the World Initiative, analyzing the forces at play in the Euro-
Atlantic area since Russia’s full-scale invasion of Ukraine on February 24, 2022. The project
examines the European Union’s geopolitical evolution, Tiirkiye’s relations with Russia and
China, and European and Turkish aspirations for strategic autonomy, and draws conclusions
for the United States and the transatlantic partnership.

Sinan Ulgen, Sophia Besch, ilke Toygiir | 19









CARNEGIE
ENDOWMENT FOR
INTERNATIONAL PEACE



	Contents
	Introduction
	The Drivers of Turkish Strategic Autonomy 
	The EU’s Strategic Autonomy Aspirations  
	The Quest for Strategic Autonomy as a Driver of Türkiye-EU Convergence 
	About the Authors 
	Notes

