Chapter Four

Relations between Turkey and the European
Economic Community: An Association with a
Full Membership Objective1
Yonca Özer
Turkey’s relations to the European integration process trace back to 1959,
when Turkey sent in an official application to the then-European Economic Community (EEC),2 the predecessor of the European Union (EU).
A gradual integration process began with an association agreement—the
Ankara Agreement—planned to lead to Turkey’s full membership in a successive stage-process. The 1963 Ankara Agreement was designed to provide a pre-accession process that would allow Turkey to prepare for
membership through closer economic and political cooperation. However,
this process lasted much longer than planned. It took nearly four decades
for Turkey to be declared a candidate country for EU membership—in
1999—and accession negotiations were finally launched in 2005. Considering the current state of affairs, there are convincing reasons to be pessimistic about Turkey’s chance for full membership, and Turkey-EU
relations may develop into an alternative form. This chapter looks back
over several decades and analyzes relations with the EEC, with the understanding that the Ankara Agreement constitutes the basis of long-standing
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The European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC), the EEC, and the European Atomic
Energy Community (Euratom) signified the European integration processes, with the EEC
as the most comprehensive and significant aspect. The three communities, while having a
shared assembly and court, retained separate executive institutions (Commission and
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49

50

TURkEY AND TRANSATLANTIC RELATIONS

relations. Accordingly, the chapter will provide an analysis regarding the
characteristics and objectives of the agreement, and its implementation
process until Turkey’s membership application in 1987. In addition, the
chapter will comparatively examine the concurrent Greek-EU integration
process in order to provide a full assessment of the origins of relations.
The motivations behind the association having full membership objective,
its evolution over time, successes, failures, and obstacles are relevant issues
tackled in this analysis.

Motivations of the Parties and Leading Processes
for Turkey-EEC Association
Turkey is highly integrated into the EU, and the association relationship
between Turkey and the EU constitutes the basis of this integration. The
association relationship was originally established with the EEC through
the Ankara Agreement, signed on September 12, 1963 and entered into
force on December 1, 1964 after ratification by Turkey and the member
states in accordance with the procedure laid down in Article 238 of the
EEC Treaty.3 The Turkish application in 1959 to the EEC and the negotiations that followed led to the conclusion of the Ankara Agreement.
Political, security, and economic factors all played an important role in
Turkey’s application. Since the foundation of the Turkish Republic in
1923, Westernization has been the main objective of Turkish foreign
policy, with the construction of a Western model as the fundamental concern. Turkish policymakers have been preoccupied with the aim of catching
up with Western civilization in terms of economic, legal, and political
standards. Since Western civilization was mainly represented by Europe,
taking Europe as a model to reach this aim became the modus operandi of
the Turkish Republic. Although the establishment of the Republic of
Turkey under the leadership of its first president, Mustafa kemal Atatürk,
represented the start of European objectives and “Europeanization” of
Turkey, the process of modernization and state formation along the lines
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of the European model had already been under way to a certain extent
since the Tanzimat reforms in 1839.4
In accordance with this “Western” orientation of Turkish state policy,
Turkey became involved in a multitude of European political, economic,
and military organizations formed after World War II. Turkey joined the
Organization for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC)5 in 1948
and the Council of Europe in 1949 as a founding member, and also became
a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) in 1952.
As Arıkan stated, Turkey viewed its membership in European institutions
as a validation of its European outlook.6 Consistently, it deemed EEC
membership as a reward for its Westernization and modernization policies,
and an association agreement with the EEC as a crucial stepping stone to
becoming an integral part of Europe. Although the newly-elected Turkish
government emphasized its political desire to take part in European integration only a few months after the conclusion of the EEC Treaty in
1957,7 domestic economic and political instability hampered immediate
action. However, Turkey’s inactivity in this respect did not last long, and
shortly after Greece’s association agreement application to the EEC in
July 1959, Turkey applied to the EEC with the same aim. It was obvious
that Greece’s application for association expedited Turkey’s decision on
what kind of relationship it wanted to establish with the EEC.8 Like
Greece, Turkey based its application on Article 238 of the EEC Treaty,
which regulates association relations of the Community with non-members.9 Thus, both Turkey and Greece applied for association status to the
EEC with the objective of gradually becoming a full member.
Turkey’s quick response to the Greek application was primarily because
of its concern that Greece would use its possible association relationship
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with the EEC (and the potential political and economic advantages that
come with it) to the disadvantage of Turkey. Politically, Turkey had longstanding contentious relations with Greece and was preoccupied with the
concern that Greece would gain European concessions regarding its bilateral disputes with Turkey. That is why Turkey’s foreign policy towards
Greece depended on the principle of being represented in every international platform where Greece was represented.10 Additionally, Turkey
wanted to obtain the same trade concessions as Greece through the customs union that would be established within the framework of the association agreement. Otherwise, Turkey would lose its competitiveness
against Greek products in European markets since Turkey exported similar
products to the EEC.
Security concerns also played an important role in Turkey’s decision to
apply for establishing an association relationship with the EEC. During
World War II (WWII), Turkey kept its neutrality until 1945. But remaining neutral in the postwar climate of the Cold War was no longer a reasonable option considering the concerns arising from Soviet claims on the
Turkish Straits and the north-eastern part of Turkish territory, as well as
the fear of communist ideology. Accordingly, Turkey chose to be affiliated
with the Western alliance. The United States supported Turkey to associate
itself with Western postwar institutional design when considering the
increasing communist inf luence in Italy, Greece, and Iran. Indeed, it provided Turkey, along with 15 other European countries—including
Greece—with economic aid through the Marshall Plan, also known as the
European Recovery Program, and military aid through the Mutual
Defense Assistance. Turkey became one of the founding members of the
OEEC, established to continue work on the recovery program and in particular to supervise the distribution of aid. In other words, in response to
the rise of Soviet claims and communist threat, and in accordance with
the U.S. containment policy, Turkey identified its foreign policy in line
with the Western alliance.11 Consequently, it considered integration with
the EEC as one of the major components of being a part of the Western
alliance. Turkey expected to be anchored more firmly to the Western
alliance through economic and political integration with the EEC.12

10
11
12

Birand, Mehmet A. “Turkey and the European Community,” The World Today, (1978):
p.52.
Brusse and Griffiths, “Good Intentions and Hidden Motives,” pp.16-17.
Arıkan, Harun. Turkey and the EU, p.54.

Relations between Turkey and the European Economic Community

53

The application for an association relationship with the EEC was also
prompted by economic considerations, including the benefits of preferential market access and the need for economic aid to implement its economic development program and to reduce economic disparities between
Turkey and the EEC countries. An additional economic motive behind
the application was the expectation of foreign direct investment (FDI)
both from the EEC members and from other developed countries encouraged by the prospect for increasing economic stability and development
through close relations with the EEC.
The EEC soon accepted Turkey’s application and negotiations started
in September 1959. The EEC’s economic interest in accepting the application and establishing an association relationship was evidently less important than its security and political interests in view of the huge
developmental gap between the EEC and Turkey. Security concerns
regarding the communist threat during the post-World War II era were
the main reason for the EEC’s approach in its association policy with both
Turkey and Greece. The two countries both had a strong strategic and
geopolitical importance on the south-eastern f lank of the Western alliance
as buffers against Soviet expansion towards Southern Europe. EEC members desired to bind those countries closer to the West since they were
regarded as necessary allies in countering the strategic threat from the
Soviet Union. They were perceived as very important elements of the
alliance’s “containment policy.” As Arıkan states, deepening relations with
Turkey was regarded as necessary for European security and for the strategic objective of strengthening NATO’s south-eastern f lank by ensuring
the economic and political stability of Turkey.13
Additionally, the Turkish and Greek applications provided important
support for a newly-established integration initiative which had not yet
had much inf luence in the international arena. The EEC considered the
establishment of association relations with those European countries as a
good way of expanding its inf luence. The EEC’s association policy towards
Turkey and Greece should thus be assessed in the context of the EEC’s
willingness to acquire friends in its formative years, given that the direction
of European integration was uncertain.14 These applications indicated
the EEC’s early attraction as a newly established integration initiative that
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led the EEC in gaining prestige in political terms. According to Tunç
Aybak, the association agreements with Greece and Turkey were examples
for other countries that were not yet willing or capable to join the EEC.15
Association negotiations with Turkey lasted four years and were concluded two years after the conclusion of the negotiations with Greece,
even though they had started earlier.16 This long negotiation process was
the result of several setbacks experienced during negotiations. Due to
May 27, 1960 military coup, negotiations were stopped until July 24,
1962.17 The military intervention generated doubts among EEC members
on whether Turkey was a suitable country for association status. For example, French President Charles de Gaulle favored the suspension of relations
with Turkey after a series of death penalty convictions followed the coup.
Another factor that protracted the negotiation process was disagreement
on the type of relations. Turkish negotiators, highlighting Turkey’s geostrategic importance for the EEC, insisted on their demands to reach an
association agreement identical to the Athens Agreement signed with
Greece in 1961.18 However, as Sena Ceylanoğlu said, the Commission’s
concern of backwardness of the Turkish economy and EEC’s overstretched
capacities resulted in unwillingness to offer Turkey terms similar to the
Athens Agreement.19 On the other hand, the Council of Ministers, aware
of the importance of treating Greece and Turkey equally, decided to conclude an association agreement with Turkey in parallel to the Athens
Agreement. Eventually, the association agreement with Turkey was signed
in September 1963, and involved the establishment of a customs union
and the prospect of full membership.
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Objectives, Characteristics, and Instruments of the
Association Agreement
The Ankara Agreement was the second such agreement to include a full
membership clause, following the Athens Agreement, both different from
the association agreements EEC concluded with the other European countries. Article 238 of the EEC Treaty, (that regulates the association relationship with non-member countries) represented a legal base of the Ankara
and Athens Agreements.20 According to EU law, an association agreement
is a sui generis international treaty, signifying a less-than-membership status
to the EU but representing more than a mere trade agreement.21 The association agreements with Greece and Turkey were designed as preparation
for full integration into the EEC, envisioning the establishment of a customs
union as a tool for obtaining eventual membership.
The Ankara Agreement covered not only economic development objectives and trade-related matters as regulated by Article 2, but also the political objective of ultimately becoming a full member state, referred to in
the fourth paragraph of the preamble. Additionally, Article 28 of the agreement clearly regulates the prospect of full membership by committing the
contracting parties to examine the possibility of Turkey’s accession to the
EEC. Yet it does not clearly state that Turkey will become a member of
the EEC, indicating intention and expectation of the parties to reach that
goal.22 It regulates rather that whenever Turkey reaches a level at which
it can fully assume the obligations arising from the EEC Treaty, the possibility of Turkey’s accession will be examined. That is, this provision
states that a certain level of economic development is a precondition for
Turkey’s accession.23 According to Article 28, there is no automatic transition from the status of an associated state to full membership upon the
completion of the program laid down by the association agreement.24
Instead, any status change would require further examination.
Nevertheless, since it was a precise intention of the contracting parties
to use the association agreement as a stepping stone to accession, Article
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28 provides a clear full membership perspective as the ultimate aim of the
association.25 Subsequent association agreements with other countries
have not included a provision similar to Article 28, although the Stabilization and Association Agreements (SAAs) with the countries of the
Western Balkans refer to the “potential candidate” status of the Western
Balkan partners.26 The Ankara Agreement did not only envisage an association for the purposes of Turkish economic development, but appeared
to serve as a pre-accession agreement to prepare Turkey for full membership. That is why it was regarded as a Beitrittsassoziation (accession association) agreement.27 While the association was mainly based on a customs
union between Turkey and the EC, it envisaged closer and deeper economic relations in accordance with its ultimate aim. It regulated not only
the free movement of goods, but also the free movement of services, workers, and capital between the parties by predicating on the relevant provisions of the Treaty establishing the EEC. Since its objective was far more
ambitious than merely establishing a customs union, it aimed at developing
other areas of economic integration in order to serve as a preparatory
stage to membership of the Community.28 In this notion, the agreement
envisaged the customs union as an instrument which would ultimately
facilitate the way towards Turkey’s accession to the community.29
As Ahmet Gökdere30 and Burak Erdenir31 stated, like the Athens Agreement, the Ankara Agreement is first and foremost a “framework agreement”. Framework agreements or treaties have a “programmatic character
providing a broad framework for further integration.”32 They establish
an institutional structure and authorize the institutions to execute their
programs and, therefore, to reach their objectives. The Ankara Agreement
describes the framework of a program to establish a customs union in
three successive stages to integrate the Turkish economy gradually into
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the EEC. It stipulates general rules and principles, rather than laying
down clear commitments, and implementation of its provisions are largely
left to the discretion of the parties.33 Subsequent developments in the
association relationship were enabled through the Additional Protocol34
signed on November 23, 1970 (annexed to the Ankara Agreement), and
through decisions of the Association Council.35 While providing a general
framework for the association, the Ankara Agreement gave content details
of just the first stage36 through the Provisional Protocol and the Financial
Protocol37 attached to it.
The Ankara Agreement does not have a provision for its termination.
Its existence can only come to an end when the objectives of the agreements
are fully achieved. In other words, the Ankara Agreement will terminate
when Turkey reaches full EU membership. Similarly, the Athens Agreement came to an end when Greece became a full member of the EEC.
Another important feature of the Ankara Agreement is that it envisages
an asymmetrical relationship concerning the reciprocal commitments of
the contracting parties. Asymmetry, in this case, means a more rapid trade
liberalization on the EEC’s side than on the Turkish side. For example, in
the first stage of the association, only the EEC assumed obligations in
terms of tariff reductions, and in the second stage it performed its obligations arising from the Additional Protocol of 1970 to establish the customs union earlier than Turkey.
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Obviously, the structural characteristics, contents, objectives, and even
the wording of some provisions of the Ankara and Athens agreement are
identical. There is only one difference: in the case of the Ankara Agreement, the association was constructed gradually in three stages, while the
Athens Agreement envisaged the association and the customs union to
be completed in one stage.38 The Ankara Agreement envisages a progressive and gradual integration process through the establishment of a
customs union between the parties, and this process is designed to be
completed in three stages: a preparatory, transitional, and final stage.
According to Article 4 of the agreement, the transition from the preparatory stage to the transitional stage would not be automatic, but through
a negotiated protocol which would include details on the conditions of
the transitional period. However, the process of transition to the third
(final) stage was not regulated by the agreement, and was left to the discretion of the parties.39 The Ankara Agreement left the length of the
final stage undetermined. Transition from the status of associated country
to membership status would take place with the successful conclusion of
accession negotiations.

Performance of the Parties in Implementing
the Association Agreement
During the preparatory stage, started on December 1, 1964, when the
Ankara Agreement entered into force, security concerns were of primary
importance, and Turkey’s geostrategic importance took a central role. The
EEC provided financial aid and implemented tariff reductions on Turkish
agricultural exports like hazelnuts, tobacco, dried figs, and raisins, which
did not pose a burden for the EEC. The Turkish economy benefited
greatly from this financial aid of approximately 200 million dollars, and
from the increasing trade with the EEC members resulting from the tariff
reductions. This induced the Turkish side to enter the next stage with the
expectation that the transitional stage would provide even greater access
to EEC goods and labor markets, and that Turkey would receive even
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more financial aid.40 Therefore, the Turkish government applied to the
EEC to start the transitional stage two years earlier than had been initially
planned. Although the EEC was reluctant to negotiate the transitional
stage with Turkey believing Turkish economy was unprepared to meet the
necessary requirements to establish a customs union, it agreed to start
negotiations due to security concerns arising from regional instabilities
(like the Arab-Israeli dispute and the military takeover in Greece). The
EEC felt that the stability of Turkey had to be supported through further
economic aid and preferential access of Turkish goods into European markets. Therefore, the transitional stage was launched on January 1, 1973
with the entry into force of the Additional Protocol, signed in November
1970 at the end of the negotiations that began in 1968.
According to Article 4 of the Ankara Agreement, the aim of the transitional stage was to establish a customs union between Turkey and the
EEC on the basis of mutual and balanced obligations and to align the economic policies of Turkey with those of the EEC. The Additional Protocol
provided for conditions, detailed rules, and timetables for the implementation of the transitional stage and the completion of the customs union.
The EEC and Turkey would progressively abolish all trade barriers on
imports (customs duties and all charges having an equivalent effect, quantitative restrictions and all other measures having an equivalent effect)
from each other in industrial goods41—between 12 to 22 years from the
entry into force of the Protocol to ensure a free movement of goods. Additionally, Turkey would gradually align its customs tariffs against third
countries with the Common Customs Tariff of the EEC in order to establish a customs union with the EEC. As the ratification of the Additional
Protocol by all member states’ Parliaments (and the Turkish Parliament)
was expected to take a long time, a Provisional Protocol was signed in
September 1971, in order to implement the commercial provisions of the
Additional Protocol.42 Indeed, the EEC abolished customs duties on
imports (and charges having equivalent effect) from Turkey immediately
after the Provisional Protocol entered into force. That is, the EEC performed its obligations for the customs tariffs and charges before it was
40
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obliged to. The Ankara Agreement in Article 4(2) regulated the transitional
stage to last 12 years with some exceptions, which were envisaged not to
impede with the final establishment of the customs union within a reasonable period. It should be noted that the customs union was intended
to be completed in its entirety at the end of the twenty-second year of the
Additional Protocol.
The Additional Protocol involved provisions regulating the objectives
of the free movement of workers, services, and capital, as well as free
movement of goods since it envisaged an economic integration between
Turkey and the EEC beyond merely establishing a customs union. Indeed,
Article 36 of the Protocol, which depended on the principles set out in
Article 12 of the Ankara Agreement, provided a timetable for the gradual
realization of the free movement of workers. This was expected to be realized between the end of the 12th and 22nd year after the entry into force
of the Ankara Agreement. Therefore, the free movement of workers should
have been achieved between the end of 1976 and 1986. Additionally,
Article 36 required the Association Council to decide on the detailed rules
and procedures necessary for achieving the free movement of workers by
the stated deadlines.
In contrast to the preparatory stage, the transitional period turned out
to be quite problematic. Turkey’s economic incapacity in the 1970s and
political issues related to the military coup in the 1980s deeply affected
relations between the EEC and Turkey. In fact, Turkey was not ready to
start the transitional stage—which imposed reciprocal obligations on the
parties for liberalizing trade between them—as its economy was protected
by import substitution policies which ran completely in contradiction to
the liberal economic policies of having a free movement of goods.43 Turkey
underestimated the unpreparedness and incapacity of its economy to adapt
to an important degree of trade liberalization, even being gradual in nature.
Indeed, Turkey experienced serious problems in complying with its contractual commitments due to its economic inadequacies.
The Turkey’s decreasing enthusiasm regarding the customs union resulting from its economic incapacity was aggravated because of the concerns
arose from developments in the EEC’s external policies. Due to the Mediterranean Policy of the EEC, adopted in 1975, trade concessions that Turkey
obtained in the framework of the Ankara Agreement and the Additional
43
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Protocol became insufficient for providing preferential treatment or privileges to Turkey vis-a-vis Mediterranean countries. The policy gave similar
trade concessions, particularly to those countries producing substantially
similar products to Turkey, and whose exports competed with Turkey’s
exports to the EEC markets. Turkey also had concerns about the EEC’s first
enlargement that included the Uk, Ireland, and Denmark, and its forthcoming Mediterranean enlargement that included Greece, Spain and Portugal.44 Turkey’s preferential access to EEC agricultural markets was also
undermined by the Uk’s accession as it extended the EU’s preferential treatment to those countries where the Uk had colonial ties. Turkey regarded
all these developments as undermining the privileges which it had obtained
from its association relationship. Because the association agreement with
Turkey went beyond a mere trade and cooperation agreement with ultimate
objective of full membership, Turkey claimed that the EEC should have
provided it with further privileges in order to offset the negative impacts of
changes occurred through the Community’s external policies.45
Because of all these reasons, Turkey failed to integrate its economy
with the EEC through the customs union. Indeed, Turkey’s performance
concerning its commitments in the transitional stage was quite weak.46 In
1978, when Turkey faced important economic and political difficulties,
the coalition government in Turkey proposed to suspend its commitments
unilaterally for a period of 5 years, and to require further financial assistance
and new concessions regarding agricultural and sensitive industrial
goods.47 Although the new government, which came to power at the end
of 1979, withdrew the decision regarding suspension, obligations arising
from the customs union could not be met until the early 1990’s because
of economic and political disturbances in Turkey.
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Turkey was not solely responsible for the failure to properly implement
the Ankara Agreement and the Additional Protocol. Although the Community abolished all customs duties and quantitative restrictions by 1973
for Turkish manufactures, trade in textiles and clothing constituted an
important exception to the elimination of trade barriers on Turkish exports.
The EEC had protected its domestic producers from Turkish textiles
(through quotas in the framework of voluntary export restraints) until the
customs union was operational in 1996. Additionally, although in 1987,
the Community abolished all customs duties for agricultural imports from
Turkey, trade in agriculture remained restricted by the CAP’s very effective
non-tariff barriers on the grounds that Turkey’s commitment to align its
agricultural policy with the CAP remained unfulfilled.48
Another issue of Turkish concern was the non-fulfilment of obligations
concerning the free movement of workers. At the beginning of 1973, the
German government imposed a ban on the recruitment of migrant workers
from non-EEC countries, and the other member states soon followed.
This ban was later supplemented by the introduction of visa requirements
for Turkish citizens visiting Germany and other member states. Since
then, immigration from Turkey into the EEC has only been possible if
family members join an already legally settled worker. The German government, due to economic and social concerns, exerted great efforts to
prevent the relevant provisions of the association agreement from being
effectively implemented by vetoing the related agenda of the Association
Council in the Council of Ministers.49 Other member states supported
German efforts by remaining silent. The Association Council could not
take decisions necessary to lay down specific rules for securing (by stages)
the freedom of movement of workers as required by the Additional Protocol. Consequently, one of the important pillars of the association could
not be implemented.50

Conclusion
Due to the failure of the association relationship in the 1970s, and its
suspension after the 1980 military coup, Turkey had to bypass the indirect
and problematic association path towards its membership objective and
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opted for a shortcut in 1987. It applied for full membership on the basis
of Article 237 of the EEC Treaty, which regulated this process. However,
the European Commission in its ‘Opinion’ for this application recommended reviving the existing association relationship and establishing a
customs union instead of proceeding on the second path, opened via
Turkey’s full membership application. Consequently, a customs union
between Turkey and the EU was established in 1996.
However, since the declaration of Turkey’s candidacy for full membership in 1999, and the launch of accession negotiations in 2005, relations
have proceeded on two parallel paths. Both the association and accession
“paths” had full membership as their objective. One could argue that a
third path was opened in 2016 through the Refugee Deal between Turkey
and the EU. Certain chapters in the accession negotiations were opened
because of the cooperation on the refugee issue, but the issue itself was
dealt with on a separate ground, independent from the process of accession
negotiations. Considering the unpromising course of accession negotiations and Turkey’s deteriorating performance on EU reforms, Turkey’s
EU membership prospect now seems farther away than ever before. However, cooperation on the refugee issue—representing an interest-based
and pragmatic way of governing relations—has constituted an example
for future relations. In this respect, views regarding ad hoc and thematic
cooperation processes induced by mutual interests—particularly on issues
such as the refugee f lows, economic relations, energy, and counter-terrorism—could become a new model for Turkey-EU relations have started
to emerge.51 Considering the political deadlock in accession negotiations,
cooperation on these issues should serve not as an alternative but as a complement to the existing negotiations. The parties should supplement existing areas of cooperation with a long-term strategic approach that would
support accession negotiations. Otherwise, ad hoc and pragmatic types of
cooperation that ignore the accession process will turn relations into a
mere partnership, which should certainly not be a priority for both parties.
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