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Editor’s Note

This report provides an overview of the prospects of a strategic partnership between the U.K. and Turkey 
at momentous times. The U.K. will soon put the Brexit referendum decision of June 2016 into effect and 
negotiate a completely new relationship with the EU. The EU has long been struggling to maintain its unity 
and meet mounting challenges, ranging from the rise of anti-establishment populism, an anemic economy, 
and growing threats to its security and social cohesion. Turkey’s EU accession process is on hold until the 
government is able to lift the emergency rule in place since the coup attempt in July 2016 and to reassert 
democratic norms and values. Additionally, Turkey likewise faces challenges to its economy and national 
security. This difficult picture is compounded by uncertainty over the new U.S. administration’s commit-
ment to the post-World War II trans-Atlantic alliance and willingness to maintain leadership in upholding 
a rules-based world order.

It is against such a background that Sinan Ülgen, the author of this report, suggests the need for “creative 
thinking to avert a total collapse of the Turkey-EU relationship.” As a former Turkish diplomat with ex-
tensive experience on EU-Turkish relations, and since then an esteemed expert on Turkish foreign policy, 
Ülgen is clear-eyed about the differing dynamics between the U.K. and Turkey’s relationships with Brussels. 
However, he argues that a dialogue between Turkey and the U.K. focusing on trade and security policies 
could help create a “win-win situation” that could benefit both countries, as well as the EU and the U.S. The 
author stresses that such a dialogue should not be dismissed as “a ploy to replace Turkey’s accession pros-
pects with a lesser model of association.” Instead, he sees this effort as “being complementary to accession.” 

As an earlier contribution to the Turkey Policy Paper Series by Nathalie Tocci made clear, joining the EU is 
a long-standing strategic objective of Turkey, independent of the uncertainty surrounding the EU-Turkey 
relationship. Realizing this objective would not only benefit Turkey’s democracy, economy, and region-
al prestige, but could also add new dynamism to the EU and remove inhibiting complications for the 
trans-Atlantic alliance. As the U.K. enters the difficult task of negotiating a new relationship with the EU, a 
dialogue with Turkey can indeed benefit all.

As with all Brookings publications, the views and opinions expressed by the author of this report, as well as 
this editor’s note, do not represent any official position of the institution.
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Negotiating Brexit
The Prospect of a UK-Turkey Partnership

Sinan Ülgen

Membership aspirations have long under-
pinned Turkey’s relationship with the Eu-

ropean Union. Ever since the signing of the An-
kara Association Agreement in 1963, Ankara’s 
formal objective has been to fulfill the necessary 
conditions to become an EU member. Yet, Tur-
key’s trajectory has been long and hazardous. Al-
though formal accession talks were initiated in 
October 2005, Turkey’s path to membership was 
undermined by failure of the EU governments to 
embrace this objective with sincerity. The political 
difficulties associated with the ongoing division 
of Cyprus, combined with the more recent rise of 
populist movements in Europe, have also severely 
dented the credibility of this vision. The strength-
ening of populist and extreme-right political plat-
forms in many key European countries has indeed 
created an increasingly challenging environment 
to safeguard the prospect of Turkish accession. 

Progress has also stalled due to the loss of reform 
zeal in Ankara. Since the early part of this de-
cade, Turkey’s democratic standards came under 
constant distress as illustrated by an increasingly 
alarming set of “progress reports” issued by the 
European Commission.1 The combination of these 
domestic and international developments have 
now reached a critical stage that are leading both 

sides to question the fundamentals of the Tur-
key-EU relationship. The European Parliament ad-
opted a resolution in December 2016 recommend-
ing the European Council to freeze the accession 
negotiations with Turkey.2 The General Affairs 
Council that met the same month did not follow 
the EU Parliament’s injunctions, but nonetheless 
decided that no new chapters would be opened 
under prevailing conditions. The Council essen-
tially expects Turkey to end the emergency rule 
and return to higher standards for the rule of law 
before revitalizing accession negotiations. 

The ongoing difficulties have given force to the ar-
guments that the pretense of an eventual Turkish 
accession is no more a useful ploy. It only gener-
ates frustration, disillusionment, and acrimony 
on both sides. There are therefore more frequent 
calls to review the scope as well as the finalité poli-
tique of this relationship. Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan suggested, for instance, to hold a 
referendum on the continuation of the accession 
talks and then join the Shanghai Cooperation Or-
ganization.3

Against this backdrop, it certainly seems that 
some creative thinking will be needed to avert a 
total collapse of the Turkey-EU relationship. An 
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option would be to define a novel framework of 
cooperation between Ankara and Brussels in areas 
of mutual interest. The aim would be to identify ar-
eas where mutual collaboration is likely and feasi-
ble. Such a collaborative framework could start to 
eliminate the trust deficit that has widened as the 
accession track has faltered. It is clear that the ref-
ugee deal could be a key component of this frame-
work. Trade and energy relations, cooperation on 
foreign and security policy, as well as counterter-
rorism could be other important components of 
this still-to-be-defined association. 

For many, this effort may be seen as a ploy to re-
place Turkey’s accession prospects with a lesser 
model of association. Turkey would thus exit from 
the accession track. Others, however, would view 
this new framework as being complementary to 
accession. By rebuilding trust and helping Turkey 
to converge towards EU norms, this more func-
tional association could only positively impact the 
prospect of an eventual enlargement to Turkey. It 
may even be unnecessary to define ex ante the ex-
act relationship between the officially adopted and 
recognized accession track and this novel frame-
work for a “virtual membership.” A degree of con-
structive ambiguity may be unavoidable and even 
commendable.

Another country that is in need of defining a new 
framework for the future of its relations with the 
EU is the United Kingdom. The Brexit referendum 
heralds the beginning of this new reality. 

British and Turkish policy makers thus face a very 
similar conundrum. They both need to recon-
struct a relationship with Europe under the newly 
changed assumptions about their future status. The 
U.K. is on its way to becoming an EU non-mem-
ber, while Turkey realizes that it may never get to 

be an EU member. They are therefore starting their 
political journey from different angles but may 
well end up at a very similar vantage point. 

It follows from this premise that there will be some 
common challenges facing the two capitals as they 
strive to negotiate a new framework that would 
underpin their relations with the European Union. 
This report will focus on two such areas: trade pol-
icy and security policy. The aim will be to explore 
whether a more collusive Turkey-U.K. relation-
ship can assist the two governments in improving 
their negotiating position. This does not necessar-
ily mean that the U.K. and Turkey should jointly 
negotiate with Brussels; yet, it does mean that es-
tablishing regular bilateral consultations between 
Ankara and London in advance of and possibly 
in parallel to their several rounds of negotiations 
with the EU may be of mutual benefit. Identifying 
common concerns, establishing joint goals, and 
coordinating negotiating positions could serve 
these two countries during their critical negotia-
tions with the EU. 

There may be a benefit to Brussels as well. A more co-
ordinated Turkey-U.K. position could allow the EU 
to demonstrate more institutional flexibility in devis-
ing common solutions to a set of common problems 
faced by two of its future and closest partners. 

TRADE POLICY

Turkey

In contrast to all other main trading partners of 
the EU, Turkey has a customs union with the bloc.4 
The reason for this exceptionalism is equal parts 
historical, legal, political, and economic. Turkey’s 
association treaty with the European Economic 
Community (EEC) was the second internation-



Negotiating Brexit:  The Prospect of a  UK-Turkey Partnership
The Center on the United States and Europe at Brookings — Turkey project

3

al agreement that the newly established EEC had 
concluded. Just like the Athens Treaty of 1962, 
the Ankara Agreement of 1963 was essentially a 
replica of the Rome Treaty. As such, it envisioned 
a gradual economic and political integration be-
tween the parties. For the economic integration, 
however, the model was a customs union, since the 
Rome Treaty was also based on a customs union. 

The establishment of the customs union with Tur-
key was gradual. With the entry into force of the 
Additional Protocol in 1973, the EU had asym-
metrically eliminated the tariff barriers to Tur-
key’s manufactured exports. In return, Ankara was 
granted a transition period of 22 years to imple-
ment its own tariff liberalization commitments. 
Therefore, Turkey had a legal obligation by 1995 
to complete the customs union. A failure to do so 
could have led to retaliatory measures by the EU 
due to a breach of Turkey’s obligations.

The second reason is political. Turkish policymak-
ers relaunched the prospect of the completion of 
the customs union in 1992, when all progress had 
stalled. Turkish policy makers viewed the com-
pletion of the customs union as a vehicle to better 
anchor Turkey in Europe at a time when the EU’s 
attention had shifted to the countries in Central 
and Eastern Europe. The hope was that the com-
pletion of the customs union would generate new 
momentum in the Turkey-EU relationship and 
would even facilitate future political integration. 

The text that eventually set out the conditions for 
the establishment of a customs union between 
Turkey and the EU was then negotiated in 1993-
1994, and after the European Parliament ratified 
the text in 1995, a customs union was established 
on the last day of that year.5

Economic impact of the customs union

The establishment of the customs union initially 
gave a new boost to bilateral trade, and especially 
Turkey’s exports to the EU. 

For the first five years, Turkey’s exports to the EU 
grew faster than Turkey’s overall exports, at 7 per-
cent compared to 5 percent for overall Turkish 
exports. Similarly, Turkey’s imports from the EU 
grew at an annual 6 percent compared to an annu-
al average increase of 3 percent in total imports. In 
other words, imports from the EU grew twice as 
fast as overall imports. This trend started to decel-
erate in the following five years, and the dynamics 
of bilateral trade started to converge with Turkey’s 
overall trade dynamics.

Table 1: Compound annual growth rates (CAGR) 
of Turkey-EU trade

CAGR 1995–1999 2000–2004 2005–2015
Turkish 
exports 5% 23% 7%

Turkish 
exports to 
EU

7% 24% 5%

Turkish 
imports 3% 16% 6%

Turkish 
imports 
from EU

6% 14% 6%

Source: The author’s own calculations

Perhaps more important than its trade creation ef-
fects, the establishment of the customs union had 
a range of dynamic effects. The customs union in-
duced Turkey to bring down its tariff rates vis-à-
vis the rest of the world—essentially to the level of 
the EU’s common external tariff. This requirement 
of having a common trade policy did not only in-
crease competition in the Turkish market, but also 
allowed Turkish manufacturers to source global-
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ly without being at a disadvantage compared to 
their competitors in EU markets. In other words, 
the customs union allowed Turkish industries to 
become more competitive and shaped them into 
global players, while preventing the type of sourc-
ing dependency that had been a feature of the EU’s 
trade agreements with the Mediterranean coun-
tries and generally undermined the competitive-
ness of partner economies. 

From a more general perspective, the customs 
union has been broadly beneficial to the Turkish 
economy. According to a recent World Bank study, 
Turkey’s exports to the EU under the customs 
union have been 3 to 7 percent higher than they 
would have been under a free trade agreement 
(FTA).6

Drawbacks

Despite the overall positive assessment of the cus-
toms union, this trading arrangement has proved 
to give rise to a set of asymmetries that will need to 
be addressed in the planned round of negotiations 
between Turkey and the EU for the modernization 
and deepening of the customs union, scheduled to 
commence in the first half of 2017.  

The first asymmetry relates to trade policy deci-
sionmaking. Trade policy falls within the exclu-
sive competence of the European Commission 
for most trade agreements.7 Before starting the 
negotiation of a new trade agreement with a third 
country, the Commission seeks a mandate from 
the Council. This mandate reflects the outcome of 
internal bargaining where the offensive and defen-
sive trade interests of member states are taken into 
account. The Commission then regularly informs 
the Council through the Trade Policy Committee 

of the progress on the negotiations. Finally, the 
Commission seeks the Council’s approval as well 
as the assent of the European Parliament to have 
the concluded trade agreement ratified. For mixed 
agreements, national parliaments are also asked to 
grant their approval. 

It has been proven to be immensely challenging to 
incorporate Turkey’s trade interests into this proce-
dure. The EU frames its own negotiating framework 
and ultimately the economic objectives of its trade 
negotiations with third parties on the basis of con-
sultations of all customs union partners, with the 
exception of Turkey. So the trade interests of all the 
customs union members except Turkey are reflect-
ed in the EU’s trade position. This asymmetry is nat-
urally the outcome of Turkey’s status as a non-EU 
member. Nonetheless, Turkey’s trade interests are 
affected, and are sometimes even harmed by the EU 
position. So far, the EU has failed to fully address 
Turkey’s demands to play a larger role in shaping 
the EU’s trade policy.8 The institutional provisions 
of the prevailing customs union were not even fully 
utilized for this purpose.9 Cognizant of this difficul-
ty, for instance, Ankara had asked even during the 
customs union negotiations to be granted observ-
er status in the Trade Policy Committee of the EU. 
Not only was this request denied for no objectively 
justifiable reason, but no real progress was achieved 
in the ensuing two decades to address this deficien-
cy.10 This institutional and ultimately political resis-
tance to establishing much closer consultations and 
decision-shaping initiatives with a member of the 
customs union will also have implications for the 
future of the U.K.’s trade relations with the EU.

A second and related asymmetry concerns the 
aftermath of those trade agreements. By virtue of 
being in a customs union with the EU, trade be-



Negotiating Brexit:  The Prospect of a  UK-Turkey Partnership
The Center on the United States and Europe at Brookings — Turkey project

5

tween Turkey and the EU is carried out based on 
the principle of free circulation of goods. In con-
trast to trade between parties to FTAs, there is no 
need to prove the origin of the goods as they cross 
the customs union’s internal borders. This means 
that goods exported from a third country that has 
a free trade agreement with the EU but not with 
Turkey can still be shipped to Turkey without tariff 
barriers. In essence, by concluding an FTA with a 
third country, the EU is also lifting Turkey’s tar-
iff protection towards that third country. The EU 
in return is being granted tariff free access to the 
market of the new trading partner, while Turkey 
is deprived of the same benefit. This is the cause 
of the asymmetry since third country exporters 
can freely access the Turkish market without nec-
essarily allowing free access to their own market 
for Turkish exporters.11 This asymmetry very often 
represents a disincentive for the third country to 
conclude a separate FTA with Turkey. There are no 
real additional benefits to be had, since the Turkish 
market is already virtually open to the exporters of 
this country.

To be fair, there are no easy solutions to this struc-
tural difficulty, endemic in the nature of a customs 
union. Theoretically, the European Commission 
could be asked to negotiate new trade agreements 
on behalf of the Turkey-EU customs union, rather 
than solely on behalf of the EU. But this propo-
sition is difficult to implement in practice, since 
it would mean Turkey would need to devolve its 
trade negotiating authority to the European Com-
mission—and it presupposes that the European 
Commission would be in a position to be willing 
to also take Turkey’s trade interests on board. A 
second difficulty concerns the scope of those trade 
agreements. The current Turkey-EU customs 
union only covers manufactured goods and pro-
cessed agricultural goods. It excludes agriculture 

and services as well as public procurement mar-
kets. Even if the Commission was granted negoti-
ating authority also on behalf of Turkey, that could 
cover, under current circumstances, only trade 
in goods, whereas almost all the new-generation 
FTAs are more comprehensive and cover services 
as well.

In the early years of the customs union relation-
ship, therefore, Turkey strived to convince the EU 
to condition the conclusion of new FTAs with a 
new partner to the willingness of that new part-
ner to conclude a separate FTA with Turkey. The 
EU was unwilling to fully back Turkey on this 
point, since it would have meant giving Turkey a 
veto right on the EU’s trade policy. It would have 
linked the conclusion of the EU’s new trade agree-
ment to the conclusion of another trade agreement 
between two third countries, albeit one being in a 
customs union with Turkey. Instead, the EU pro-
posed to pressure its new trade partners to also 
conclude an FTA with Turkey without turning this 
into a prerequisite for their agreement with the 
EU. However, this “Vietnam clause”—named after 
the EU’s trade agreement with Vietnam, which in-
cludes a statement of interest by Vietnam to launch 
trade negotiations with Turkey—failed to gain 
wider adoption.12 As a result, although obligated 
to follow the EU’s preferential trade policy in order 
not to lose competitiveness in external markets, 
Turkey sometimes found it difficult to convince 
the EU’s new trading partners to initiate trade ne-
gotiations. Turkey has thus been unable to initiate 
free trade negotiations with Algeria or South Afri-
ca despite their FTAs with the EU. 

Over the years, the overall economic impact of this 
trade asymmetry began to grow as the EU started 
to overhaul its preferential trade policy and moved 
from preferential trade negotiations with countries 
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in its own neighborhood, smaller economies that 
did not necessarily represent threats to Turkey’s 
trade interest, to larger countries like India, South 
Korea, Ukraine, Canada, and the U.S. In the ma-
jority of these cases, there was little or no pressure 
impressed upon the negotiating partner by the EU 
to conclude a separate FTA with Turkey.13 The EU 
had its own commercial interests to advance and 
protect its own negotiating position, and therefore 
did not want to undermine it, by also including 
this requirement in the list of its demands. Yet, 
at the same time, as a committed customs union 
partner, Turkey does not have any real leverage 
on the EU to alter its position and to prioritize 
the need to address this asymmetry every time it 
is negotiating with a new trading partner. The ev-
er-growing frustration, fueled by the fact that this 
problem has still not been settled, has triggered a 
host of “trade irritants” that have come to bedevil 
the functioning of the Turkey-EU customs union. 
Turkish policy makers have been less willing to 
solve problems associated with the functioning 
of the customs union, such as customs issues or 
lack of proper enforcement of intellectual property 
rights, almost as a reaction to the EU’s unwilling-
ness to address this problem of trade asymmetry.

Another reason why this set of trade irritants has 
increased over time is that the dispute settlement 
mechanism under the customs union has become 
dysfunctional. The main dispute settlement mech-
anism in the Turkey-EU relationship is the proce-
dure set out by the Article 60 of the Ankara Associ-
ation Agreement, which essentially stipulates that 
disputes be settled at the political level through a 
consensus within the Association Council.14

The Association Council is the highest political 
organ of the Turkey-EU relationship, and is com-
posed of government representatives of Turkey 

and EU member states. The Association Council 
decisions are, however, taken by unanimity where-
by each side only has one vote. This requirement 
has led to a total degeneration of the envisaged 
dispute settlement procedure. Each side can and 
has indeed blocked the settlement of disputes at 
the political level. The Ankara Agreement has no 
provisions to overcome this blockage. Many dis-
putes therefore remain unsettled and the dispute 
settlement procedure between Turkey and the EU 
remains dysfunctional. 

For the customs union, the situation is very sim-
ilar. The Association Council decision 1/95 does 
foresee mandatory dispute settlement, namely the 
ability to take disputes to courts or arbitration sole-
ly for the largely symbolic issue of disputes arising 
from the application of safeguard measures.15 In all 
other cases and disputes that may arise from the 
functioning of the customs union, the provisions 
of the Ankara Agreement remain in force. Inter-
estingly the decision 1/95 also states that where 
disputes arise, they should be interpreted in ac-
cordance with the jurisprudence of the European 
Court of Justice,” but the fact of the matter is that 
in the past 20 years, this provision was never in-
voked, as there was no mandatory dispute settle-
ment. As a result, no dispute was taken to the ECJ 
or to arbitration. 

UK

A core component of the ongoing deliberations 
about the consequences of Brexit is the discus-
sions on the future of the U.K.’s trading arrange-
ment with the EU. These discussions had initially 
centered on four different trade liberalization sce-
narios that can be summarized as internal market 
membership, customs union, free trade agreement, 
and WTO rules—the last of which would be more 
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akin to a “hard Brexit.” The political conditions 
of agreeing to EU-led internal migration rules as 
well as having to accept the jurisprudence of the 
European Court of Justice going forward are likely 
to emerge as significant political obstacles to the 
internal market membership outcome. It is diffi-
cult to see how the U.K. could retain its seamless 
access to the EU single market, unless it is ready to 
concede on these two conditions. The public dis-
cussion has therefore moved forward to take into 
consideration the other scenarios for the future of 
the U.K.’s trading relationship with the EU.

In her much awaited speech on the U.K.’s govern-
ment strategy for the Brexit negotiations on Janu-
ary 17, Prime Minister Theresa May outlined Lon-
don’s favored option for the future trade regime 
and stated that Britain would “pursue a bold and 
ambitious Free Trade Agreement with the Euro-
pean Union.”16 Indicating that “a vote to leave the 
E.U. would be a vote to leave the Single Market,” 
she also emphasized that “I do not want Britain 
to be a part of the Common Commercial Policy 
and I do not want us to be bound by the Common 
External Tariff. These are the elements of the Cus-
toms Union that prevent us from striking our own 
comprehensive trade agreements with other coun-
tries.” Yet, she also added, somewhat in contradic-
tion to her previous statements, that she wants the 
U.K. to have a customs agreement with the EU. 
Similarly, she also retained the possibility for the 
U.K. to remain an associate member of the EU’s 
customs union—a status that is yet to be defined. 

It would therefore be important to assess the impli-
cations of the two realistic scenarios, namely a cus-
toms union and free trade agreement from the U.K. 
perspective. This section will also present a compar-
ative analysis of these two options, reflecting on Tur-

key’s customs union experience with a view to better 
streamline the pros and cons of both scenarios.

A UK-EU customs union?

The customs union is a more advanced model of 
trade integration than a free trade area. It necessi-
tates trading partners to adopt a common external 
tariff but, in return, it allows trade to be conducted 
without the added complexity of the rules of ori-
gin, a necessity for FTAs. Many published studies 
demonstrate the added costs of rules of origin as 
disincentives to international trade.17 Under a cus-
toms union, trading entities do not have to bear 
these costs, so their threshold for engaging in in-
ternational trade is lower—which, in turn, allows 
bilateral trade to grow more than it would under a 
free trade agreement scenario. In its simplest form, 
this is the definition presented to those countries 
that are to decide between these two options. 

For the U.K., however, the decision is more com-
plicated. The question needs to be posed differ-
ently compared to a third country that wants to 
establish a preferential trade relationship with the 
EU anew, since the U.K. is already a part of the EU 
customs union. Under these conditions, switching 
from a customs union into a free trade area would 
not only mean the alteration of the current trad-
ing arrangement with the EU but also the disen-
tanglement of the very complex industrial supply 
chains that have operated for long years under the 
assumption of the free circulation of goods. Given 
the importance of global value chains in driving 
trade and investment, any decision to switch from 
a customs union to an FTA should take into con-
sideration the negative impact of the introduction 
of rules of origin in the functioning of these global 
chains. For instance, many manufacturing indus-
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tries based in the U.K. have established a global 
supply chain for their production by seeking to find 
the most cost efficient procurement geography. 
They would need to review all these links if trade 
with the EU was to be carried out under rules of 
origin. It may be that some of the goods manufac-
tured in the U.K. may not be able to take advantage 
of tariff-free trade with the EU just because they 
do not comply with rules of origin. This may be 
a more threatening prospect for some industries 
that have shifted their sourcing to countries such 
as China and India that are not part of the pan-Eu-
ropean agreement on the rules of origin.

For exactly the same reason, the shift to rules of 
origin may also become a disincentive to foreign 
direct investment. With a shift to a free trade area, 
the U.K. may be losing, in at least some manu-
facturing industries, its status as a privileged ge-
ography for exports to the EU to the extent that 
exporting from the U.K. would become more 
complex and more costly compared to the residual 
members of the EU’s customs union. This is the 
reason why global motor vehicles manufacturing 
companies are eager to see the U.K. remain in the 
customs union.18 The alternative of shifting to a 
free trade regime would imply a costly restructur-
ing of their global supply chains which is a serious-
ly difficult endeavor given that these procurement 
channels were established with a view to support 
global manufacturing operations and not just with 
the perspective of supplying the U.K.-based man-
ufacturing facilities.19

The ultimate decision about the trading regime 
with the EU will also have a bearing on the U.K.’s 
World Trade Organization (WTO) status. The U.K. 
is a WTO member by virtue of its EU membership. 
As it exits the EU, it will need to reacquire WTO 
membership by renegotiating the terms of its mem-

bership. The reacquisition of WTO membership 
will require the unanimous consent of all WTO 
members. WTO members will have to be con-
vinced that post-Brexit, the U.K.’s trade policy will 
not be inimical to their trade interests. The U.K.’s 
customs union with the EU would provide an ele-
gant solution to the U.K.’s WTO membership chal-
lenge as well, since it would mean that Brexit would 
have no incidence on third countries’ non-pref-
erential access to the British market, as the U.K. 
would continue to be bound by the EU’s common 
external tariff. However, under an FTA scenario, 
WTO negotiations could become more complicat-
ed—at least if the U.K. attempts to raise its bound 
duties above the common external tariff rate. This 
scenario could lead to a series of individual negoti-
ations with a range of WTO members. It could also 
raise the prospect of politicizing this process with 
hostile governments that want to take advantage of 
their veto power over the U.K.’s WTO membership. 
This is obviously a peril leading to a “hard Brexit” 
scenario, where the U.K. would be unable to con-
clude a preferential trading deal with the EU. 

In return, the biggest drawback of the customs 
scenario compared to its alternative of a free trade 
arrangement is its inherent lack of independence 
in trade policy. The customs union option would 
mean that the U.K. would continue to be bound 
by the EU’s trade policy. And compared with the 
current situation, it would also lose its seat at the 
table while the EU is deliberating and deciding on 
trade policy. Yet this loss of trade policy indepen-
dence may be limited to trade in goods. The cus-
toms union is a setup that aims to liberalize trade 
in goods. Services and agriculture may be exempt-
ed from this arrangement, just as in the case of the 
Turkey-EU customs union. This is in all likelihood 
the option signaled by Liam Fox when he discussed 
a partial membership of the EU customs union.20 
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It would, however, not be possible to exempt se-
lect industrial sectors from the scope of the cus-
toms union; that would be a violation of the Article 
XXIV of the WTO that allows for discrimination in 
trade policy for regional trade arrangements. Yet, 
in return, it would be possible to exclude certain 
economic sectors, such as services and agriculture, 
from the scope of the customs union. Trade liber-
alization for services and agriculture would take a 
different form. For instance, an FTA for services 
could be negotiated to complement the customs 
union for manufactured goods. This is incidentally 
the model proposed for the deepening of Turkey’s 
economic integration with the EU. Under such a 
scenario, the U.K. would indeed be bound in its 
international trade with third countries for trade 
in goods but would be free to conclude separate 
preferential trade arrangements for services and 
possibly agricultural products. This is an import-
ant flexibility considering that services industries 
provide for more than 40 percent of the U.K.’s total 
exports.21 The downside would be that, as London 
is seeking to negotiate FTAs with third countries to 
advance its offensive interests in services, it will not 
be able to exchange tariff preferences for industrial 
goods, undermining the U.K.’s negotiating leverage. 

An additional and equally important issue related 
to the future of the trading arrangement between 
the U.K. and the EU is the prevailing rules for the 
ratification of trade agreements in the EU. The am-
bitious FTA option that May mentioned may result 
in a drawn-out and uncertain process, whereby 
the negotiated deal would have to be ratified by 38 
different parliaments across the EU. This had been 
the case for the EU-Canada FTA, when the Euro-
pean Commission decided, also for political rea-
sons, to submit the finalized deal with Canada for 
ratification as a “mixed agreement.”22 That was, for 
instance, how the Walloon Parliament in Belgium 

was able to block the EU-wide ratification for some 
time. At the core of this debate is the categorization 
of the future U.K.-EU agreement as a mixed agree-
ment. Although the EU has exclusive competence 
for trade policy, in some policy areas covered by 
trade agreements, the competence may be shared 
with member states. That is, for instance, the case 
for air and maritime transport services as well as 
the non-commercial aspects of intellectual property 
rights, as illustrated by a recent opinion of the Advo-
cate General of the European Court of Justice, asked 
to rule on the nature of the EU-Singapore FTA.23

In other words, the risk inherent in the ambitious 
free trade agreement option is that, to the extent 
that the finalized agreement may have to be cate-
gorized as a “mixed competence” deal, it will have 
to be ratified not only by EU institutions, but also 
by all member states, including in their different 
sub-state jurisdictions. It is not difficult to envisage 
the various political obstacles that may then resur-
face against the backdrop of rising anti-trade feel-
ings in polities that will have fallen prey to populist 
movements and agendas. 

U.K. policy-makers would therefore need to weigh 
the benefits and costs associated with each of these 
scenarios as they contemplate the trade compo-
nent of their Brexit strategy. Both customs union 
and free trade scenarios have their inherent ad-
vantages and drawbacks. There is, however, now 
an opportunity to reduce the listed drawbacks of a 
customs union. 

The joint Turkey-UK agenda on trade 

Turkey and the EU are preparing to launch a new 
round of negotiations to deepen and modernize 
their customs union.24 Each party will address 
their grievances and concerns on its functioning. 
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From the Turkish perspective, these will include 
the trade deflection problem caused by the asym-
metries in the preferential trade policy and the 
lack of coordination and decision-shaping in trade 
policy. The EU is likely to prioritize an upgrading 
of the dispute settlement mechanism and the entry 
into force of a state aids monitoring regime. The 
negotiations are set to enlarge the scope of the cur-
rent trade integration so the new agreement would 
cover additional economic sectors including ser-
vices, agriculture, and public procurement.25

The onset of these negotiations, coinciding with 
the Brexit negotiations, provides an opportunity 
both for the U.K. and Turkey to establish a com-
mon agenda based on their expectations from 
the EU regarding the future of their preferential 
trade. Several different options can be explored. A 
tripartite working group with experts from U.K., 
Turkey, and the EU can, for instance, explore the 
feasibility of a common Turkey-U.K.-EU customs 
union, taking advantage of ongoing parallel talks 
between Turkey and the EU on the one hand, and 
the Brexit talks on the other hand. Another less 
ambitious option would be for the U.K. and Tur-
key to set up consultations in regular intervals on 
trade-related aspects of their ongoing negotiations 
with the EU. The aim would be to develop com-
mon positions for the purpose of enhancing the 
status of a customs union partner. So, for instance, 
Turkey’s repeated demands to receive observer sta-
tus on the EU’s Trade Policy Committee because 
of its customs union partnership may suddenly be-
come more difficult for the EU to sideline, if the 
U.K., as a prospective customs union partner, adds 
its weight to Turkish demands. Similarly, should 
the U.K. remain in such a customs union, Brus-
sels may be more enthused to force its new trade 
partners to also conclude preferential trade agree-

ments with both Turkey and the U.K., or the de-
cision-shaping arrangements envisioned but never 
fully implemented under the Turkey-EU customs 
union could become more functional under a Tur-
key-U.K.-EU customs union. The U.K. and Tur-
key’s combined economic weight would improve 
the economic asymmetry between the EU and the 
non-EU partners of an upgraded customs union. 
Thus in many ways, a post-Brexit U.K.’s continu-
ing customs union membership would force the 
EU to address more constructively the legitimate 
grievances of the non-EU members of the customs 
union. 

Also from the perspective of London, the trade 
agenda deliberations may have to be separated into 
two. In other words, even if London were eventu-
ally to choose an FTA with the EU, it may none-
theless be forced to remain in the customs union 
during a several-year-long transition period. It is 
very likely, especially if Prime Minister May’s stat-
ed option of a “bold and ambitious” trade agree-
ment is to be negotiated with the EU, that the new 
regime negotiations will outlast the Brexit negotia-
tions given that the latter will need to be completed 
within two years of the formal notification under 
Article 50 of the Lisbon Treaty. So there will be in 
any case be a need for streamlining a transitional 
regime for the trade relationship that will remain 
in force from the day of the formal exit until the 
entry into force of the more ambitious trade agree-
ment. In that sense, the customs union option may 
be considered also as a “transitional regime” that 
would greatly ease the adjustment pains associated 
with the exit from the Single Market. 

Finally, in order to enhance their leverage on these 
trade talks, Ankara and London could also seek 
to leverage their position on security and defense 
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issues which constitutes the other key policy area 
where the feasibility of a U.K.-Turkey caucus will 
be explored.

SECURITY AND DEFENSE POLICY

Turkey’s relationship with the EU’s security and 
defense pillar has been largely shaped by Turkey’s 
status as a NATO country with aspirations to re-
main engaged in European security. For Turkish 
policy makers, NATO remains the core institution 
for European security and defense.26 Therefore, 
Ankara’s outlook on the potential EU role in se-
curity and defense has been colored by a desire to 
prevent the erosion of NATO’s status as the over-
arching institution responsible for trans-Atlantic 
and European security. This long-standing posi-
tion has become even more categorical as Turkey’s 
EU accession prospects have become ever more 
elusive. Yet, at the same time, Turkish policy mak-
ers have witnessed the gradual development of a 
European security and defense policy. Ankara’s 
position can therefore be defined as a balancing 
act reflecting both an instinct to safeguard NATO’s 
preferential status and a begrudging acceptance 
of the EU as an actor in European security. This 
last observation compelled Ankara to establish a 
working relationship with the EU in the area of 
European security and defense. These efforts have 
however been fraught with difficulty.

Before the emergence of the EU’s Common Se-
curity and Defense Policy (CSDP), the Western 
European Union (WEU) provided the framework 
for Turkey’s engagement with the evolving proj-
ect of supranational European integration. Turkey 
had essentially been able to leverage its NATO 
membership to design a collaborative framework 
with the WEU that allowed Ankara to take part 

in WEU decisionmaking almost as an EU mem-
ber.27 However, these vast prerogatives granted to 
non-EU members in the EU’s defense arm were to 
bedevil the Turkey-EU security relationship, as the 
EU nations became more intent on enhancing the 
EU’s role in European security and defense. The 
WEU as essentially a military organization was 
deemed insufficient as a future European vehicle 
for security policy. The European security policy 
was to be broader and had to incorporate Europe’s 
civilian capabilities. Secondly, European nations 
wanted an instrument that would give them a de-
gree of strategic autonomy from the U.S.

The resistance by the more Atlanticist members of 
the EU to such a prospect was broken in 1998 in 
Saint Malo where incidentally the U.K. took the 
lead with France to launch Europe’s Common For-
eign and Security Policy. The 1999 Cologne sum-
mit accelerated this trend when EU member states 
agreed to give the EU the necessary means and ca-
pabilities to assume its responsibilities regarding a 
common European policy on security and defense. 
They also decided to transfer the Petersberg tasks of 
the WEU to the EU.28 The WEU had entered termi-
nal stage.29 By extension, Turkey’s relationship with 
Europe in the area of security and defense, which 
had hitherto been defined through its WEU Asso-
ciation Agreement, also had to be re-negotiated. 

Turkey started this re-negotiation with reference to 
its status under the WEU. Ankara wanted to trans-
fer the set of rights and obligations that had been 
a part of its WEU Association Agreement—more 
precisely, regarding its participation in decision-
making and operational planning—into the new 
agreement. However, the EU’s approach was from 
a completely different perspective. It had already 
agreed in Cologne to propose “arrangements to 
ensure that all participants in an EU-led operation 
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will have equal rights in respect of the conduct of 
that operation, without prejudice to the principle 
of the EU’s decisionmaking autonomy, notably the 
right of the Council to discuss and decide matters 
of principle and policy.”30 The EU’s Nice summit in 
2000 further streamlined the modalities concern-
ing the association of third countries with Com-
mon Security and Defense Policy. Emphasizing 
once more the decisionmaking autonomy of the 
EU and the requirement for a “single institutional 
framework of the Union,” the “Nice conclusions” 
devised a cooperation scheme where NATO part-
ner countries would have to do with a significantly 
more constrained environment for decision shap-
ing.31 Thus, for EU-led operations, partner coun-
tries were to be formally invited, only after the EU 
Council had approved the operational framework. 
Partner countries could participate in EU-led 
operations if NATO assets and capabilities were 
to be used. Yet, their participation in other cases 
would be conditioned through a unanimous vote 
by the EU Council. Even under these conditions, 
the Political and Security Committee (PSC) of the 
EU was tasked with political and strategic control 
of the operations, in a manner that formally ex-
cludes non-EU countries. In return, a Committee 
of Contributors (CoC) open to the participation 
of contributing states was to be established for the 
day-to-day management of the operations. 

In other words, the EU was unwilling to extend 
the decision-shaping prerogatives of the non-EU 
NATO countries enshrined within the WEU Cov-
enant to the burgeoning CSDP.32 This institution-
al and political resistance to the participation of 
non-EU NATO countries in CSDP decisionmak-
ing became the most serious and enduring imped-
iment to the development of a new partnership 
framework. Yet, at the same time, the EU wanted 
to rely on NATO’s assets and capabilities. This was 

supposed to prevent an unnecessary duplication 
of military resources, while augmenting CSDP’s 
effectiveness. This NATO nexus provided Ankara 
with competitive advantage while negotiating the 
set of arrangements with CSDP. Unanimity was 
needed to approve the NATO-EU cooperation 
rules. This meant that the EU was pressed to make 
concessions to Turkey for its engagement with 
CSDP to get Ankara’s backing within NATO for 
the conclusion of the EU-NATO framework.33

The emerging set of rules was formalized as a joint 
EU-NATO declaration,34 which are now known as 
the “Berlin Plus”35 arrangements and determine 
the framework of the NATO-EU strategic coop-
eration.36 They established the conditions for the 
involvement of non-EU European Allies in Eu-
ropean Security and Defense Policy (ESDP) mis-
sions, and ensured the EU’s access to NATO assets 
and capabilities for ESDP missions. In return, the 
EU undertook a set of commitments to facilitate 
the concertation and cooperation with non-EU 
NATO nations: non-EU European allies would be 
consulted in case of the possibility of an EU op-
eration in their geographical proximity or which 
might affect their interests in a significant way, and 
the ESDP was not to be used against non-EU Eu-
ropean allies. Finally, another clause restricted NA-
TO-EU strategic cooperation to EU members that 
are either NATO members or NATO’s Partnership 
for Peace members. The objective was to exclude 
Cyprus, then an EU candidate not recognized by 
Turkey, from the scope of these arrangements.37

The formalization of the EU-NATO relationship 
allowed for the launch of NATO-backed EU mil-
itary missions. “Concordia” was the maiden mil-
itary crisis management operation by the EU. It 
replaced NATO’s Operation Allied Harmony in 
Macedonia. NATO’s Supreme Headquarters Allied 
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Powers Europe (SHAPE) headquarters in Mons, 
Belgium were used as the operational headquar-
ters. Turkey contributed to operation Concor-
dia with a military contingent. Operation Althea 
became the second such EU-led mission. It was 
launched in December 2004 and was designed to 
replace NATO’s Stabilization Force (SFOR) in Bos-
nia. It remains the only ongoing Berlin Plus mis-
sion. With close to 300 personnel on the ground, 
Turkey is one of the largest contributors to Althea.

Despite these early successes, the functionality of 
the Berlin Plus arrangements came under duress 
following the EU’s 2004 enlargement that also in-
cluded Cyprus. Cyprus had joined the EU as a di-
vided island and in the absence of a political settle-
ment. As a result, the Turkey-Cyprus dispute was 
directly imported in the context of the Turkey-EU 
relationship and started to contaminate not only 
the Turkey-EU relationship but also the EU-NATO 
relationship. Turkey insisted, referencing the agreed 
framework on NATO-EU cooperation, that Cyprus 
should remain excluded from the NATO-EU stra-
tegic dialogue. The EU had a different reading of 
these provisions and insisted on including Cyprus, 
now an EU member, in the scope of this concer-
tation.38 Unable to convince Brussels, Ankara re-
acted by blocking the security agreement between 
Cyprus and NATO, which prevented NATO from 
exchanging confidential information with Nicosia,39 
and was therefore tantamount to excluding Cyprus 
from the NATO-EU dialogue in practice. Cyprus in 
return vetoed Turkey’s partnership agreement with 
the European Defense Agency (EDA). 

NATO-EU cooperation remained handicapped by 
the non-resolution of the Cyprus dispute. There 
were no Berlin Plus-backed EU missions launched 
since Althea. Even in Afghanistan where both 
NATO and the EU had ongoing missions, EU-NA-

TO high-level cooperation was dysfunctional.40 
Political level institutional dialogue could not be 
held in Brussels. At best, theater-level discussions 
between commanders of the NATO and EU mis-
sions on the ground was possible. Meetings under 
the framework of the NATO-EU Strategic Dialogue 
of the EU’s political and security committee and 
NATO’s North Atlantic Council could only be held 
under exceptional circumstances in the past decade 
and mostly under informal rules. 

With the changing security environment marked 
by the newfound aggressiveness of Russia and the 
rise of new asymmetric threats like hybrid wars 
and cyberattacks, NATO and the EU were none-
theless able to overcome some of the obstacles to 
their collaboration. At the margin of the NATO 
Warsaw summit in July 2016, EU Council Presi-
dent Donald Tusk and the NATO Secretary Gen-
eral Jens Stoltenberg signed a joint declaration,41 

which sets out seven major areas of future coop-
eration between the EU and NATO including co-
ordinated defense capability development, parallel 
and synchronized exercises, countering hybrid and 
cyber threats and promotion of maritime security. 

This achievement was facilitated by a recognition 
in the EU and primarily among the less Atlanticist 
members of the union, such as France, that NATO 
would remain in the foreseeable future the core 
trans-Atlantic and European security institution. 
With downsized military budgets, EU nations 
could not afford to position the EU as even poten-
tially a competitor to NATO. This understanding 
is very clearly reflected in the EU’s Global Strate-
gy,42 which frequently underlines the importance 
of sound EU-NATO cooperation. For instance, the 
document states that “the EU will step up its con-
tribution to Europe’s collective security, working 
closely with its partners, beginning with NATO.” 
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Despite this positive momentum, nevertheless, 
the deeper political and institutional difficulties 
of more robust and effective NATO-EU coopera-
tion remain unaltered. While the non-resolution 
of the Cyprus dispute is one significant dimension 
of this obstructionism, the other reason is the shal-
lowness of decision-shaping prerogatives granted 
to non-EU NATO countries in EU-led operations. 
This has been a long-standing concern particular-
ly for Turkey.43 The Berlin Plus arrangements had 
defined these prerogatives for NATO-backed EU 
missions. Yet, for CSDP missions carried out with 
no NATO involvement and therefore remaining 
beyond the scope of Berlin Plus, the rules for par-
ticipation of third countries were elaborated au-
tonomously by the EU. 

Third states in CSDP

CSDP operations are in principle open to the par-
ticipation of third states. Third countries can and 
have regularly contributed to these missions. For-
ty-five non-EU states have participated in CSDP 
operations since the first mission.44 The participa-
tion of these countries in CSDP missions is reg-
ulated by Framework Participation Agreements 
(FPA). The FPAs “address issues relating to the 
status of personnel and forces, the modalities of 
information exchange, the involvement of third 
states in the decisionmaking process and conduct 
of the operations, as well as financial aspects, both 
for civilian and military operations.”45

The operationalization of the FPAs has been hin-
dered by the conflicting stipulations that the con-
tribution of third states to CSDP operations would 
be “without prejudice to the decisionmaking au-
tonomy of the Union,” while recognizing, at the 
same time, that third states have the “same rights 
and obligations in terms of day-to-day manage-

ment of the operation” as EU member states tak-
ing part in the operation. The operational and even 
political difficulties generated by these conflicting 
aims are yet to be resolved. The prevailing frame-
work of engagement for third countries with CSDP 
missions is heavily discriminatory and essential-
ly “reduces them to second class stakeholders.”46 
Their participation is generally approved at a very 
late stage of the operational planning. Therefore, 
they do not get to take part in the drafting of the 
concept of operations (CONOPS) or even the op-
eration plan (OPLAN). They are not invited in the 
initial phase of the force generation efforts. Their 
contribution is sought almost to fill in the gaps in 
EU capabilities. They gain a seat in the Commit-
tee of Contributors but the committee has no role 
in the determination of the overall political and 
military objectives of the mission. So third states 
remain devoid of a formal channel to influence the 
deliberations on the strategic aims of EU-led op-
erations. In many ways, these shortcomings read 
like the talking points used by Turkish authorities 
as they discuss the Turkey-CSDP framework with 
their European counterparts. However, Ankara’s 
grievances on CSDP remain unaddressed and se-
curity and defense cooperation is no longer a cen-
tral theme in the Turkey-EU dialogue, since the 
EU has been lowering its ambitions mostly as a re-
sult of the economic austerity policies that have se-
verely reduced the member states’ defense budgets 
since 2008. Nevertheless, the EU’s role in securi-
ty and defense is now being re-evaluated due to a 
fresh set of uncertainties linked to Brexit as well as 
the onset of the Trump presidency in the U.S. 

The Turkey-UK agenda on European  
security and defense

Brexit is a turning point for European security 
and defense policy. The U.K. is, with France, the 
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most militarily able member of the EU. The U.K. 
and France alone make up more than 40 percent 
of public defense investments in the EU. Not only 
is the U.K. among the four EU member states that 
were able to reach the NATO-designated defense 
expenditure target of 2 percent of national income, 
but it is also the EU member state that has “the larg-
est number of deployable forces of any of them.”47 

With Brexit, the U.K. will no more be part of CSDP 
by default. The EU will lose the ability to rely on 
Britain’s significant military resources. For the U.K. 
as well, Brexit will trigger substantive changes. On 
one hand, London wants to establish a new part-
nership with Europe that also includes a security 
and defense dimension. In her Brexit speech, The-
resa May emphasized that the U.K. will want to re-
main an important partner for the EU in the quest 
to maintain European peace and security. She spe-
cifically stated that “cooperation between Britain 
and the EU is needed not just when it comes to 
trade but when it comes to our security too.” Yet, 
as a non-EU NATO country, London will have to 
rely on the modalities of the standard Framework 
Participation Agreement to contribute to EU mis-
sions. The U.K. will therefore face the challenges 
the third countries have experienced in terms of 
their contribution to CSDP. Just like for trade mat-
ters, this unresolved asymmetry can provide the 
grounds for a Turkey-U.K. concertation and possi-
bly an aspiration to develop a common position to 
jointly address these strategic shortcomings. 

The first joint objective of London and Ankara 
should therefore be to improve the modalities of 
participation of third countries in CSDP. Turkey 
has aspired to enhance these terms over the past 
decade but with little success. The combined mil-
itary weight of the U.K. and Turkey may finally 
force EU decisionmakers to demonstrate more 

flexibility in this regard. The added uncertainties 
in the political and security environment triggered 
by the posturing of the new U.S. president and 
Russia’s growing assertiveness could also change 
the calculus in Brussels. In other words, under 
these circumstances, there may be more openness 
to reviewing these terms of engagement. Ankara 
and London should therefore jointly seek to con-
vince the EU to review the terms of the standard 
Framework Participation Agreement and nego-
tiate a more flexible deal while the U.K. is still a 
member of the EU.

In these negotiations, the EU will not want to fore-
go the principle of decisionmaking sovereignty. 
Even with this understanding, however, there are a 
number of practical and concrete steps that could 
vastly improve how the third countries are linked 
to EU missions. Ankara and London would for in-
stance want to be fully associated with the plan-
ning and implementation of EU-led missions as 
potential contributors, as opposed to being asked 
for their contribution if and when needed after the 
political and technical planning phase has already 
been completed. 

Secondly, Ankara and London could jointly pres-
sure the EU to deepen consultations with non-EU 
European NATO allies on the security challenges 
affecting the continent. The EU had in fact already 
agreed at the Nice European Council in 2000 that 
it would have permanent and continuing consul-
tations with the non-EU European allies covering 
the full range of security, defense, and crisis man-
agement issues, but this political commitment was 
never fully enforced. Consultations therefore could 
be held with non-EU European NATO allies in ad-
vance of the EU’s own Political and Security Com-
mittee and Military Committee meetings, where 
decisions may be taken on matters affecting the 
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security interests of the non-EU European allies. 
The objective of these consultations will be for the 
EU and the non-European allies to exchange views 
and to discuss any concerns and interests raised by 
these allies. If appropriately implemented, these 
consultations would enable the non-European al-
lies to contribute to European security and defense 
policy and to associate themselves with the EU de-
cisions, actions, and declarations on the CSDP.

With the U.K. no more a default contributor to 
CSDP, Ankara and London may also want to trig-
ger a more substantive discussion on “Berlin Plus 
in Reverse,” an arrangement which would pave the 
way for NATO’s use of the EU’s civilian crisis man-
agement capabilities.48 So far, several EU countries, 
led by France, had opposed such an arrangement 
on the grounds that it would allow NATO to ven-
ture into civil-military affairs and could thereby 
rival the European Union’s distinctive approach 
to crisis management. Yet, devising a more robust 
framework for the EU’s involvement in the civilian 
crisis management dimensions of NATO-led op-
erations would provide a strong rebuke to Donald 
Trump’s allegations that European Allies are not 
sufficiently contributing to the NATO mission.49 
This option would help European governments 
to highlight their added value to efforts to ensure 
peace and stability in and around the European 
continent. It would also transform the debate on 
burden-sharing within the trans-Atlantic alliance 
to the advantage of the European nations. It would 
finally allow Europe’s contribution to be under-
stood in terms broader than defense budgets or 
military equipment investment thresholds.

Finally, the U.K. and Turkey could also jointly aim 
to develop a framework of engagement for their 
military industries. The European Defense Agency 
(EDA) is the EU instrument designed to enhance 

European cooperation in military industries. Tur-
key’s EDA membership remains blocked since 2005 
due to the Cyprus problem. Following Brexit, the 
U.K. will also need to re-accede to the EDA. One 
way to overcome this obstacle is for Ankara and 
London to push for the upgrading of the “Letter of 
Intent (LoI) Framework Agreement Treaty” signed 
on July 27, 2000 by the U.K., France, Germany, Italy, 
Spain, and Sweden. It “aimed to create the politi-
cal and legal framework necessary to facilitate in-
dustrial restructuring in order to promote a more 
competitive and robust European Defense Techno-
logical and Industrial Base (EDTIB) in the global 
defense market.”50 Linking the sizeable British and 
Turkish defense industries to the EU defense base 
by remodeling this agreement would allow the EU 
to sidestep the political difficulties of associating 
Turkey and the U.K. formally with the EDA, while 
at the same time nurturing an environment of “clos-
er cooperation, in practice, on all aspects of defense 
apart from actual operations”51 between the EU on 
one hand and Turkey and the U.K. on the other.

The changing global security landscape could in 
principle force the EU to become more receptive 
to the demands of these two militarily empowered 
nations. The election of Donald Trump as the new 
U.S. president has unsettled the trans-Atlantic se-
curity relationship. Trump’s disparaging statements 
against NATO are leading many to question wheth-
er the U.S. will continue its commitment to this cru-
cial alliance. Just a few days before taking office, on 
January 16, 2017, the then president-elect claimed 
that NATO was “obsolete.”52 In his retort, NATO’s 
Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg claimed that 
Trump’s statements caused “worry and concern.”53 
Trump’s uncertain stance and commitment to Eu-
ropean security, combined with his more benign at-
titude towards Russia and its leader Vladimir Putin, 
is also triggering significant concern within the EU. 
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The core question is whether European nations can 
continue to depend on this U.S.-led organization to 
underwrite their security in coming years. This is 
one reason why interest has been rekindled in a de-
bate on the future of European security and defense 
policy. Depending on the damage that Trump’s 
unorthodox policies will cause to the integrity 
and credibility of the NATO alliance, the EU may 
be compelled to re-accelerate the development of 
more autonomous capabilities in the area of securi-
ty and defense. This will require a review of Europe’s 
approach to security and defense. The EU Global 
Strategy54 launched by High Representative Federi-
ca Mogherini is incidentally an attempt to redefine 
the EU’s sense of mission in security and defense 
against the backdrop of this vastly transformed en-
vironment. Yet, the CSDP could indeed be revital-
ized, if a smoother framework for pooling potential 
contributions from fellow European NATO mem-
bers, Turkey, and the U.K., can be established.

THE POLITICS OF A STRATEGIC 
PARTNERSHIP

There is ample reason to believe that a joint Tur-
key-U.K. agenda for Europe can indeed be fos-
tered. This analysis has put forward evidence that 
trade policy and security policy are the prime can-
didates for this structured dialogue. Ankara and 
London can, for instance, set up more regular con-
sultations on the trade-related aspects of their on-
going negotiations with the EU. The aim would be 
to develop common positions for the purpose of 
enhancing the status of a customs union partner. A 
post-Brexit U.K.’s continuing or even transitional 
customs union membership can therefore be lev-
eraged to encourage the EU to address more con-
structively the legitimate grievances of the non-EU 
members of the customs union.

On security policy, the first joint objective of Lon-
don and Ankara should be to improve the modal-
ities of participation of third countries in CSDP. 
More particularly, Ankara and London should 
jointly seek to convince the EU to review the terms 
of the standard Framework Participation Agree-
ment in CSDP. Secondly, Ankara and London 
could pressure the EU to deepen consultations 
with non-EU European NATO allies on the secu-
rity challenges affecting the continent. A more am-
bitious proposal would involve initiating a discus-
sion on “Berlin Plus in Reverse”—an arrangement 
which would pave the way for NATO’s use of the 
EU’s civilian crisis management capabilities.

Beyond trade and security policy, energy or count-
er terrorism cooperation could be additional items 
for the Turkey-U.K. joint European agenda. More 
generally, any policy area that falls within the com-
petence of the European Union that has an exter-
nal dimension where cooperation with third coun-
tries have taken an institutional mantle would be a 
good candidate for this joint approach. 

This proposed convergence, enabled by a mutual 
outlook towards the European Union, could also 
help Turkey and London to foster a more perma-
nent, strategic realignment. Indeed, if these two 
important and yet peripheral countries to Europe 
can constructively and usefully cooperate on their 
EU agenda, Turkey and the U.K. will establish the 
grounds for a deeper, strategic convergence. Their 
exclusion from European integration would be one 
of the motivating factors for this convergence. 

Another one is likely to be the implications of a more 
introverted United States. The initial policy initia-
tives of the Trump presidency are certainly strength-
ening the perception across the Atlantic that the U.S. 
is briskly becoming a difficult ally. Therefore, both 
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Ankara and London are set to review their expecta-
tions from Washington and the political feasibility of 
a closer alliance with a Trump-led U.S. in the com-
ing years. Marooned from the EU and disinclined to 
move closer to the U.S., Turkey and the U.K. could 
at least strive to develop their strategic partnerships. 
It is exactly in this context that British Prime Min-
ister Theresa May decided to visit Ankara in late 
January, just after her maiden meeting with the new 
U.S. president in Washington. The strengthening of 
this bilateral bond with Turkey would also square 
nicely with the U.K.’s post-Brexit strategy of invigo-
rating bilateral relations with key partners across the 
globe. From Ankara’s perspective, the prospect of a 
strategic realignment with the U.K. would provide 
a much-needed alternative to having to choose be-
tween an unpredictable U.S. president and a Russian 
president as strategic enablers.

A common Turkey-U.K. agenda for Europe will 
also have implications for the U.S. A satisfactory 
settlement of how these two countries are to be 
linked to European security and defense policy 
would strengthen the European pillar of trans-At-
lantic security and make a positive contribution to 
the debate on burden-sharing. A failure, however, 
could in return undermine alliance cohesion by 
bringing about a more consolidated and resolved 
EU caucus within NATO. In terms of trade, the U.K. 
and Turkey remaining in a customs union with the 
EU would eliminate the option of a separate U.S.-
U.K. FTA. Europe would hence remain united in 

trade policy. It would at the same time force policy-
makers in Washington and Brussels to think more 
creatively about incorporating key trading partners 
like the U.K. and Turkey in a possibly revitalized 
trans-Atlantic trade and investment treaty. 

There is, however, one big obstacle that will un-
doubtedly hinder this sensible strategy. From the 
U.K. perspective, the politics of such a strategic 
partnership with Turkey could be imperiled by 
Turkey’s tarnished democratic standards. As evi-
denced by the open and harsh criticism of May’s 
visit to Ankara,55 a political and strategic rap-
prochement with Turkey could prove to be un-
manageable for the British leadership under cur-
rent conditions. The prerequisite would therefore 
be for Turkey to return to a pro-reform agenda 
that would allow the country to address the seri-
ous backtracking in democratic norms.

Could the prospect of a strategic partnership with 
Britain generate some positive momentum in this 
direction? If history is to be of any guidance, the 
answer is yes. For centuries, Britain and the Otto-
man Empire retained an alliance against Russia as 
well as other rising European powers. It is by vir-
tue of this relationship that the inevitable demise 
of the Ottoman Empire was postponed by nearly 
a century. Now that geopolitics has harshly and 
unexpectedly returned to the European scene, a 
Turkish-British strategic partnership could be the 
alliance waiting to re-happen. 
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