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INTRODUCTION 

Turkey is presently among the most active external political actors in the Western Balkans. 

For this, Ankara has received both praise and criticism from the Western Balkans itself, but 

also from other external actors in the region. The perception of Turkey`s new activism in this 

part of south-east Europe is often emotional and seldom pragmatic. As such, this paper 

attempts to provide a non-exhaustive overview of the various aspects of this new Turkish 

approach to the region. It also aims to provide a sober, facts-based assessment, which can 

serve as a starting point for an informed discussion on Turkey`s new role in the Western 

Balkans.  

When in May 2009, Professor Ahmet Davutoglu rose to the post of Foreign Minister, he 

energetically adopted a new posture for Turkey. The country started acting more 

independently in accordance with its strengthened economic potentials and its broadened 

possibilities for political undertakings. He saw a need for Turkey to reassess its security and 

political paradigm and its relations with its neighbours, especially those who used to be a part 

of the Ottoman Empire. He went to conclude that Turkey has come a long way away from 

being a NATO ‘wing state’ at the border with the mighty USSR.1 Although still firmly anchored 

in the NATO framework, in his vision, the country has become the epicentre of a new geo-

strategic reshuffling. Minister Davutoglu speaks now of “Afro-Eurasia”, with Turkey at its 

centre. If one takes into account that Turkey lies on some of the most important energy 

pathways between Asia and Europe, than it is clear that the country has a growing potential 

to help address the new security and energy challenges that the West, and particularly the 

EU, is facing.  

Turkey has been confronted with a new situation in the world, after the break-up of the Soviet 

Union and the end of the Cold war. Especially following the 2003 Iraq invasion, Ankara saw 

itself forced to deal with new areas of volatility in Turkey’s immediate proximity. Another 

explanation of the new Turkish activism runs along the lines that it was time for Turkey to 

dispose of the old Kemalist “siege mentality” that describes Turkey as being surrounded by 

traitors and enemies, and start pursuing a more pro-active foreign policy. 

Foreign Minister Davutoglu inaugurated his concept of “strategic depth” into state policy. He 

argues that Turkey, as the heir to the Ottoman Empire, and because of its geo-strategic 

place, has the potential to become a leading regional power. The idea that the Ottoman 

legacy is a resource for Turkey existed before Davutoglu and before the Justice and 

Development party (AKP) took over power. It has been strengthened by Davutoglu in an 

effort to put Turkey in the geo-strategic centre of different regions of the former Ottoman 

lands, and to complement it with historical, linguistic and cultural proximity with the 

populations of those regions. The most widely quoted reality check of this approach comes 
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from a confidential cable, published by Wikileaks as belonging to the US Embassy in Ankara. 

The cable described the vigour of the new Turkish foreign policy as having “Rolls Royce 

ambitions with Rover resources”.  

Davutoglu operationalized the concept of Strategic Depth through five foreign policy 

principles. First, balancing security and democracy to portray Turkey as a democratic country 

that fully adheres to the Western values; Turkey is safe because it is democratic. Second, 

adopting a zero-problems approach towards neighbours to foster cooperation with all 

adjacent states and reinforce security through the absence of problems with neighbours. 

Third, pursuing proactive and preventative peace diplomacy aimed at fostering security and 

high-level political dialogue, economic integration, interdependence and multicultural 

coexistence. The Belgrade-Sarajevo thaw is a powerful case in point. Fourth, leading a multi–

dimensional foreign policy whereby Turkey seeks to complement its NATO anchor by building 

relations with other influential players such as Russia. Finally, developing a “rhythmic 

diplomacy” which implies an increased role of Turkey in international and multilateral 

arrangements.2 The list of Turkish diplomatic and other undertakings in the Western Balkans 

is impressive. Especially after 2009, there have been initiatives that go far beyond Turkey’s 

previously dominant approach of bandwagoning the US efforts in the region. For instance, 

largely as a result of Turkish initiatives, and as part of a rapprochement between Ankara and 

Belgrade, relations between the governments of Bosnia and Herzegovina (BiH) and Serbia 

have thawed. While Belgrade always mainted a close relationship with the leaderships of the 

Bosnian Serbs in Banja Luka, there was for long time little positive movement in the 

communication with the Bosniak politicians in Sarajevo. However, following Ankara’s recent 

involvement, the BiH Ambassador is after a long delay back in Belgrade. On 24 April 2010 

the Turkish and Serbian Presidents and the then BiH Presidency Chairman Haris Silajdzić 

signed the “Istanbul Declaration”, which, among other things, reaffirms the territorial integrity 

of BiH. About a month before, the Serbian Parliament had adopted a declaration condemning 

the genocide in Srebrenica.3. Turkey and Serbia have ‘agreed to disagree’ over Ankara´s 

championing of Kosovo`s independence, paving the way for an intensification of their bilateral 

relations. Turkey mediated in the Sandžak region between conflicting Bosniak political 

factions r in Serbia. Finally, it helped Spain broker a formula for Kosovo`s participation to the 

2 June 2010 meeting of Ministers of foreign affairs in Sarajevo. Turkish diplomats argue in 

private that contrary to traditional western “win-loose” thinking, it is seeking win-win solutions 

for everyone, which is what makes their efforts more successful when it comes to helping the 

Western Balkans to move forward. 
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WHY THE BALKANS? 

Foreign Minister Davutoglu has paid special attention to a rationale for the new Turkish 

assertiveness in the region by carrying “the Balkan brand” high.4 He argues that the negative 

association with the word “Balkans” should be reassessed, looking at the Balkans’ history in 

its entirety. For instance, the Ottoman Balkans, in his interpretation, was a success-story. In a 

landmark address in Sarajevo on 16 October 2009, on the occasion of the opening ceremony 

of “Ottoman legacy and Balkan Muslim Communities today” conference, Minister Davutoglu 

referred to the Balkans as a “geo-political buffer zone”, which overcame this position to 

became the centre of world politics during the Ottoman rule in the 16th century.5 This “golden 

age of the Balkans”, Turkey would “reinvent” and “re-establish”, he promised. 

Turkey considers the Western Balkan states as its neighbours. Turkish leaders say that up to 

10 million people citizens of Turkey can trace their roots to the Western Balkans.6 Several 

waves of migration during the 20th century of both Turks and Slavic Muslims brought 

hundreds of thousands of Balkan migrants to Turkey, and reinforced the cultural and family 

ties with the region. Consequently, the turmoil in the 1990s generated a significant popular 

pressure in Turkey to react and protect its kin-peoples, especially Bosniaks in BiH and 

Sandžak and Albanians in Kosovo. Turkey’s diplomats argue that Ankara aims at the 

following goals in the region: 

„..developing relations to the highest level with the Balkan countries, with which Turkey has 

historic, cultural and humanitarian ties; enhancing the existing atmosphere of regional peace 

and stability; keeping the transportation connection of Turkey with Western and Central 

Europe open.
7 

In addition to gastarbeiter routes and deep cultural and ethnic connection to the Balkan 

Muslim population, analysts have suggested that there are several other Turkish interests at 

stake here: 

- First, Turkey’s engagement in the 1990s partially came as a result of attempts to 

formulate a coherent response to strengthened Greece’s influence, especially through EU 

development assistance.8  

- Second, the stalled EU negotiations process compelled Turkish leadership to pursue 

other foreign policy options. Engaging with its neighbourhood and with countries with 

whom it has a certain “strategic depth”, is a logic choice. Insisting throughout the process 

that Turkey is y not diverting from EU values and interests, Ankara has increased its own 

posture in important regions such as Central Asia, the Caucasus, the broader Middle East 

and indeed, the Balkans. The latter being obviously especially important for Turkey’s EU–

membership prospects. An improvement of relations with the Western Balkans countries 
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is likely to help Turkey to secure more allies for its EU bid in the future, notably if these 

countries join before Turkey does. 

- Third, in light of pursuit for “other policy options”, there is still a need for a success-story 

that can reassure the West of Turkey’s western credentials, amidst growing concerns 

over its increasingly strong ties with Iran, and its frosty relations with Israel. Turkey sees 

that mediating in the Western Balkans along the lines of the EU/US agenda, keeps it 

close to both sides of the Atlantic. 

- Fourth, Turkey brought Islam to the Balkan Muslims. For centuries, the Hanafi school of 

Islam dominant in Turkey, prevailed in the Balkans.9 The advancement of non-traditional 

forms of Islam in the Balkans, such as neo-Salafism, together with the increased 

influence of the Gulf States’ version of Islam in the region, cannot be in Turkey’s interests. 

- Fifth, the success of Turkey as a Balkan vector is beneficial also for the internal dynamics 

in Turkey and the latent struggle between the Kemalists and the AKP.  
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TURKEY IS IN THE BALKANS  

Traditionally, Turkey has enjoyed significant popularity among Muslim populations of 

Albanian and Slavic origin in the Western Balkans. The situation is quite reverse for Balkans’ 

Orthodox peoples (with the exception of Macedonians, mainly because of their name dispute 

with Greece), who perceive Turkey as the successor of the Ottoman enslavers, who imposed 

the “Ottoman yoke” for 500 years. Turkey is blamed for the obliteration of the Middle Age 

Christian kingdoms and the divisions of the Serbian, Bulgarian and Greek ethnos. Playing on 

the human and utilitarian side of individuals, Turkey used economic and financial incentives 

to convert Christians, which ultimately resulted in an ethnic diversification of the Balkans. 

Popular folklore nurtures the memory of so-called “blood tax” (danak u krvi)10 and collective 

punishment for insubordination. Individuals of Christian origin, who rose to the top, even to 

the highest ranks of the Ottoman Empire, although respected, are usually not perceived as 

heroes.  

Turkish proximity to the Western Balkans and centuries of common history have left 

unerasable traces. In addition to common words and cultural and ethnic traditions, as Minister 

Davutoglu often underlines, there are more people of Bosnian origin and people of Albanian 

origin in Turkey than in BiH, Kosovo and Albania respectively. Thus, […] conflicts in the 

region of former Yugoslavia […] have a direct impact on domestic politics in Turkey.11 

Recently, the Turkish International and Cooperation Development Agency (TIKA) has paid 

much attention to the reconstruction of historic monuments of Ottoman times throughout the 

Balkans.  

Apart from the reconstruction efforts, Turkey is building schools and universities in those 

countries and regions, where they are likely to be appreciated, e.g. areas with a 

predominantly Muslim population. In Montenegro, most of the €5 million donated thus far, 

have focused on projects in the northern parts of the country where there is a significant 

Muslim population.12 TIKA financed the reconstruction of a school in Rožaje, selected 

because over 200 of its students take Turkish language as their elective course. Also, it 

financed the building and opening of the medresa in Tuzi, near Podgorica – the first Muslim 

religious school in Montenegro since 1918.  

In Albania, Turkish schools are among the best and largest private schools attended by 

approximately 3,000 students per year. Reversely, Turkish universities receive Albanian 

students, according to some unofficial estimates up to 1000–1500. Similarly, 100 students 

per year from Kosovo receive state scholarships from Turkey to attend Turkish universities.13  

Finally, in BiH, the private Bosnia-Sema Educational institution–International Burch University 

(IBU) was established in Sarajevo in 2008 with the support of Turkey. 315 of the 520 students 

are Turkish nationals. 
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 Turkey is increasingly present in the education as well as in the popular culture of all 

Western Balkan states. In Serbia, Turkey afforded 35 scholarships to undergraduate and 

postgraduate students in 2010 and around 20 language study courses.14 The Turkish 

Government works on the promotion of the Turkish language and culture in Montenegro by 

offering scholarships to undergraduate and postgraduate students who wish to continue their 

education in Turkey, and also to those who desire to learn the Turkish language.15 To this 

adds the fact that a number of the most popular TV series across the region are Turkish. 

Tourists from the region travel more frequently than ever before to Turkey. 

Ankara is working hard to portray itself as a benevolent actor interested in the stability and 

prosperity of the Western Balkans. However, Turkey’s engagement has thus far been uneven 

between the countries and peoples. A large proportion of both state and non-state actors’ 

activities have focused on regions with a predominantly Muslim population. It is difficult to 

assess how much of this focus is rooted in simple opportunism and accessibility of these 

regions and how much is actually strategically pursued state policy.  

BiH and the Bosniaks always had a privileged place on the Turkish foreign policy agenda. 

Turkey was during the 1990s a staunch supporter of the NATO intervention in BiH and has 

been a major contributor to international military and policing operations in the country. 

Despite not having a say in European security matters, it is currently the sixth contributor to 

the EUFOR-Althea mission, and has some 225 personnel in the Multinational battalion, 

including 48 officers in the Integrated Police Unit (IPU), and personnel in the Liaison and 

Observation Teams currently stationed in seven cities of BiH. It supports BiH’s NATO 

membership as a way to guarantee its territorial integrity. Turkey also represents the 

Organization of Islamic Conference (OiC) in the Peace Implementation Council (PIC) tasked 

with supervising the implementation of the Dayton Peace Agreement.  

Turkish mediation efforts pursued in 2009 and 2010 to establish triangular consultation 

between Sarajevo, Belgrade and Zagreb, have been interpreted as a demonstration that 

Ankara is supporting the Bosniaks, in the same way in which Zagreb and Belgrade are 

supporting their ethnic kin in BiH.  

Turkey sees stability in BiH as essential for the peace and security in the Balkans and 

Europe.''16 Its active involvement in BiH affairs, however, is a contentious point for the divided 

country. While the Bosniaks see Turkish presence as guaranteeing their interest for a unified 

state, Bosnian Serbs see it as an obstacle to the preservation of the Dayton-Paris system in 

BiH, which they so unyieldingly defend. For this reason, the Bosnian Serbs see a strong 

Turkish political involvement as running against their interest, while Bosnian Croats see it as 

undermining the prospects of securing a “third entity“ in BiH. In fact, the existing ethnic 

cleavage in BiH poses a considerable obstacle to coherent Turkish policy in the country. This 

was visible recently as the meeting between the Turkish foreign minister and Nebojša 
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Radmanović, the Serb representative of the BiH Presidency, failed because of a diplomatic 

dispute over appropriate flags in the office where the meeting was to take place. According to 

the Gallup Balkan Monitor, just about 40% of the BiH population consider Turkey to be a 

“friendly country” (in Serbia 15%, Croatia 24%, Albania 73%, Kosovo 85%, Rep. of 

Macedonia 80% ).  
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PARTICULAR FIELDS OF COOPERATION 

It is no secret that the important priority of the Turkish official foreign policy is the protection of 

the interests of Balkan Muslims of Slavic and Albanian origin. Turkey is, however, developing 

practical cooperation with all countries of the Western Balkans. First, all Western Balkan 

states have free–trade agreements with Turkey. Second, every state in the region that wishes 

to access NATO receives strong Turkish support. Third, no Western Balkan citizen needs a 

visa for Turkey. Fourth, Turkey has strengthened its military and defence links with all 

Western Balkan countries. 

Politico-military involvement 

The Turkish government is supporting young BiH military professionals by organizing 10-15 

annual short-term field trainings in various military fields, as well as providing Officer Basic 

Courses for Non-commissioned officers (NCO). The Turkish government also gives 20 yearly 

grants to BiH nationals, for attending the military high school or military academy in Turkey 

for a period of 2-4 years. These students are, reportedly, predominantly of Bosniak ethnicity 

(which is hardly Turkey’s fault). 

In 1998, Turkey and Albania signed a protocol for the modernization of Vlora military base 

(where a Turkish military presence remains to date), the construction of the Naval War 

School in Vlora, and the reconstruction of the Albanian military airfield in Kuçova. In addition, 

Turkish Armed forces have provided continuous assistance for the education and training of a 

large number of Albanian military officers in Turkish universities and military academies. 

Finally, an Albanian military medical unit under Turkish command is present in Afghanistan. 

During the past two decades, Turkey has been one of the most fervent supporters of 

Macedonia’s accession to NATO. Turkey has participated in all three NATO operations in 

Macedonia; Essential Harvest (2001), Amber Fox (2001-2003) and Allied Harmony (2002-

2003). When the NATO mission was substituted by Concordia crisis management operation 

under EU authority, Turkey also contributed with personnel, and members of the gendarme 

units participated in the Proxima Police Force EU mission in Macedonia. In addition, for 

several years, the Turkish Government has donated military equipment and provided 

Macedonia with various trainings and courses for officers and NCOs (more than 600 by the 

end of 2010). On 24 December 2010, the ministers of defence of Turkey and Macedonia 

signed an Agreement on Military-Financial Cooperation, once again confirming the close 

relations between the two countries in the areas of defence and security.  

The military cooperation between Turkey and Serbia, and between Turkey and Montenegro, 

has also seen improvements in recent years. Since 2008, Turkey has expressed interest in 

the refurbishment of Ladjevci airport near Kraljevo town, in Central Serbia and in its 

transformation into a dual-purpose airport. Talks have also been held about the renewal of 



 

13 

the Super Galeb G4 fighter jet production.17 The military cooperation between Turkey and 

Montenegro focuses on activities involving NATO/MAP and the cooperation of their 

respective Navies.18 Negotiations are currently under way for concluding a Cooperation 

Agreement in the Field of Defence between the two states, which would regulate and enable 

cooperation and exchange in the field of training etc.19  
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In thousand $ US 

Turkish Statistical Institute Turkstat 

(http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/VeriBilgi.do?tb_id=12&ust_id=4) 

Turkish businesses have thrived in Albania, Macedonia and BiH (although in BiH, the 

investments have been largely concentrated in the Federation of BiH). The Turkish 

Ambassador in Albania, Hasan Ashan, stated in May 2010 that the level of Turkish 

investments in the Albanian economy in the period 2005–2010 has reached $1.2 billion. 

Turkish businesses are mostly active in the communication, banking, construction, mining 

and retail sectors. Turkey is Albania’s second biggest trade partner, and its second biggest 
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import partner next to the EU Member States. A Free Trade Agreement between Albania and 

Turkey entered into force on May 2008. 

In May 2010, Turkish company LIMAK was awarded a contract to run Priština’s International 

Airport for 20 years, promising to invest €80 million in infrastructure and logistics. In January 

2011, an €85 million loan agreement was signed between Limak Kosovo International Airport 

and Turkish Vakifbank. In 2010 US-Turkish consortium Bechtel-Enka won a €700 million 

tender to construct the highway connecting Kosovo with Albania (possibly also with Serbia). 

Turkish companies are attempting to purchase large stakes in the privatization of Kosovo’s 

largest public utility companies dealing with energy, telecommunications and banking. 

Turkey's Calik Group, owner of the "National Commercial Bank" (Banka Kombetare Tregtare-

BKT) in Albania and Kosovo, has opened 13 branches in Kosovo. According to the Statistical 

Office of Kosovo20, Turkey is Kosovo’s fourth largest importer, with some 8.1% of the imports 

for 2010 (2% increase from 2009), while being the seventh largest recipient of Kosovo 

exports for 2010 at 5% (1.3% increase from 2009). 

Turkey is working hard to address the trade imbalance with BiH. The abolition of trade tariffs 

in 2007 aimed at reducing barriers in free exchange of goods and services to zero. The 

Protocol on Amendments to the Free Trade Agreement (FTA), which came into force in late 

2010, freed BiH from taxes on its exports to Turkey. This was a stimulant for the BiH 

economy, allowing BiH companies to play a more ardent role in Turkey's market economy. 

The main Turkish investors in BiH are the Turkish Ziraat Bank, Sisecam (glass producer), 

and Hayat Kimya (chemical products). Another important area of cooperation is the 

agreement that the federal government of BiH has been made on the recapitalization of 49% 

of BiH Airlines to Turkish Airlines in late 2008, establishing a strategic partnership between 

the two.  

A free trade agreement between Turkey and Macedonia came into force on 1 January 2000 

and started to attract potential strategic investors from Turkey. Since then, Turkey and 

Macedonia organized a number of Turkish-Macedonian business forums that have 

contributed to expanding their economic cooperation and increased Turkish investments in 

Macedonia. Turkish companies made a real breakthrough in 2008, when the TAV company 

won an international tender to reconstruct, maintain and operate two existing Macedonian 

civil airports (Skopje and Ohrid), as well as to build new cargo airport in Stip.21 Expected 

Turkish investments include the establishment of a company for the exploitation of marble 

deposits, a new factory for cement production as well as a factory for the exploitation of 

minerals (Sisecam company). Some companies have also expressed interest in investing in 

tourism, the construction sector and in food and beverage industries. Macedonian sources 

estimate that the current annual trade exchange volume amounts to around $300 million,22 

with Turkey being the tenth most important Macedonian trade partner. 
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Serbia and Turkey have entered into an Agreement on Economic Cooperation, establishing a 

Joint Economic Cooperation Committee on a ministerial level, focusing on trade relations. A 

Free Trade Agreement between Turkey and Serbia entered into force on 1 September 2010. 

Apart from the increase in trade turnover, the goals of this agreement include the 

liberalization of public procurement and services, intellectual property protection, and an 

increase and diversification of Serbian trade export to Turkey. Several large investment and 

infrastructure projects have been discussed including; a sale and/or partnership between the 

Serbian national air-carrier JAT and Turkish Airlines, and an agreement with the Kolin, 

Makwol and Juksel company to build part of the planned Belgrade–South Adriatic highway. In 

addition, Turkey is working towards reconstructing several regional roads mainly through the 

Sanžak region (Sjenica–Novi Pazar and Tutin–Novi Pazar). A loan-based agreement entered 

into force in July 2010 and there is an initiative to form an Industrial park on Peštera highland 

for which the Tutin municipality has secured 150 ha and TIKA has earmarked €1 million. 

Reportedly, there are Turkish investors interested in participating in the construction of 

around 500 business objects in this park.23 As part of the deal, the Turkish companies are 

obliged to ensure that 45% of their subcontractors are Serbian construction firms. Turkish 

investors are also considering other projects, including infrastructure and retail deals.24 

During President Gul’s visit in October 2009, the parties reportedly agreed to a construction 

of an Islamic cultural centre near Belgrade.25 

Turkish visions and contradictions in the Balkans  

Turkey has been careful to avoid political pitfalls when expanding its presence and 

cooperation with the Western Balkans although some contradictions are visible.  

First, Ankara has denied support to the flamboyant Imam Muamer Zukorlić in Sandžak who 

insists on a radical political rhetoric and openly advocates centrifugal tendencies in his 

region.26  

Second, Turkey continues to support the membership of all Western Balkans countries in 

NATO and the EU.  

Third, increased political, economic and investment and cultural engagement with 

predominantly non-Muslim states, testify to the fact that Turkey wants to remedy the uneven 

results that its cooperation with the Western Balkan states has had thus far. For instance, in 

early 2011, foreign minister Davutoglu met Bosnian Serb and Bosnian Croat leaders for the 

first time.  

Fourth, although Turkish contribution to the international efforts in the Western Balkans and 

its enthusiastic participation in the NATO bombing of the then Federal Republic of Yugoslavia 

cannot per se be considered as a proof of its pro-Muslim policies, in light of wide international 

community engagement, its Turkey intervened with a number of states to secure the 
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recognition of Priština´s secession and has been its active promoter ever since, despite being 

plagued with a similar problem with the Kurdish minority. Yet, many other Muslim states with 

secession problems chose to prioritize the principle over kinfolk solidarity.  

Finally, Turkey has created conditions for economic relations with Serbia that reach the level 

of those with Albania, BiH and Kosovo. This engagement is seen as conducive to the 

improvement of Turkey’s overall relations with the Western Balkan countries, with Serbia 

holding much of a key to the stability in the region. 
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NEO-OTTOMANISM AND EUROPEANISM 

Discussions about “neo-Ottomanism” started immediately following the inauguration of the 

Turkish new foreign policy,. It is difficult to accurately determine the full scope of this term. 

Professor Darko Tanasković, a leading Serbian orientalist and former ambassador in Ankara, 

argues that this ideological concept is an amalgam of Islamism, Tukishness and Ottoman 

Imperialism.27 Most understandings juxtapose the Neo-Ottoman concept with Kemalistic 

inward looking concepts and suggest that neo-Ottomanism means outward orientation, using 

old Ottoman leverages and heritage to its advantage.  

Crown evidence of neo-Ottoman aspiration of Turkey is usually found in Minister Davutoglu’s 

October 2009 speech in Sarajevo. Indeed, on this occasion he made several remarks that 

most of the Western Balkans cannot accept on their face value. For instance, he argued that 

religious tolerance was an intrinsic feature of the Ottoman times, and he noted that “if there 

had been no Ottoman state, Mehmed paša28 would be a poor Serbian man who lived on a 

small farm […]”.29 Such assertions can hardly win the hearts and minds of non-Muslims in the 

Western Balkans. Reportedly, there have even been semi-official and unofficial requests to 

Albania and Kosovo for revisiting their outlook on Ottoman history, generally negatively 

portrayed in their history books.30  

Turkey is aware that today, the Western Balkan region looks towards the EU for integration 

and resolution to its long-standing problems. Turkish politicians do not try, despite 

contentious statements, to suggest a competition with the EU in the region. For obvious 

reasons, Turkey would not only loose, but it would also permanently jeopardize the country’s 

EU accession prospects.  

However, despite having relations with the EU since 1963 and being in a customs union 

since 1996, Turkey’s EU candidacy has not progressed far. With accession negotiations 

going on since October 2005,31 Turkey has been unable to open many of the negotiating 

chapters in the EU accession process (only 13 out of 35 thus far). Its strained relationship 

with Cyprus is blocking Turkey from moving forward on the EU path. The concept of EU’s 

“privileged partnership” laid down by Conservatives’ in France and Germany was rejected by 

Ankara with dismay.  

As the German analyst Heinz Kramer pointed out, Turkey’s and EU’s respective “strategic 

depth“ might overlap to a certain extent but overall it largely differs in both historic and 

cultural terms. The question arises if and how far the new Turkish foreign policy conception is 

at all compatible with the concept, upheld in Brussels, that candidate and potential 

candidates should ally themselves with the EU's Common Foreign and Defense policy, 

including , of course, the EU approach towards the Balkans.32 
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CONCLUSION  

Almost a century after the demise of the Ottoman Empire, Turkey has again become an 

important and assertive regional actor but with tendencies to overestimate its capabilities. 

The limitations are evident. Turkey has no way of projecting military power into the region 

outside NATO and therefore, the country continues to work through it. Neither has it yet made 

convincing economic achievements, and its “soft power” remains up to now quite limited. The 

non-Muslims in the Western Balkans still need a lot of convincing to trust a country with a 

partly Islamic identity, which arguably is growing stronger. The anti-Turkish sentiment in parts 

of the Western Balkans is also strengthened when pro-Turkish local politicians praise 

Ankara.33 

EU is still favoured over other external actors by most of the population in the Western 

Balkans. The EU offers structural integration through the acquis commumautaire, which is 

more important than any partnership offer from Russia, Turkey, China or even the US via 

NATO (limited to military and security affairs). However, if the region remains in front of the 

EU gates, an alliance with Ankara may become more attractive to some leaders of ethnic 

groups in the region with historic, cultural and religious affiliations to Turkey than waiting 

indefinitely to become a part of the EU. This could further undermine the transatlantic project 

of turning the whole of Europe “free and united” under EU and NATO auspices.  

 

Confident in its clout among the prime arrestors of its influence, namely Balkan Muslims of 

Albanian and of Slavic origin, Turkey seeks to broaden and expand its reach. Its soft-power in 

the Western Balkans lies in its ability to mediate between Muslims and non-Muslims locally, 

and to offer investments and access to Turkish markets and support for NATO membership. 

Furthermore, its activities in the field of education and cultural exchange (tourism and media) 

enhance the new, positive image of Turkey in the region in the shape of a modernising and 

economically booming country. Stability in the Western Balkans is in Turkey’s interests and 

its increased role and influence could be both an important bargaining chip in its EU 

negotiations.34 Good relations with Croatia, BiH, Serbia, Montenegro and Albania is positive 

in the long run for its EU bid, especially if these countries access the EU first. For these 

reasons, Turkey’s foreign policy in the Western Balkans since 2009, while entrenched within 

the NATO framework, has not significantly diverted from EU policies, although it has caused 

some suspicion in Brussels.  

However, Turkey’s policies towards the Western Balkans will ultimately depend on the 

credibility of its EU membership prospects. Thus far these are stalled due to the Cyprus issue 

and the opposition of some EU Member States. Turkish elites and citizens are utterly 

resentful of this tendency and some public figures in Turkey do not hesitate to use the 

“double-standards” argument and assert that the reason behind the EU’s reluctance is the 
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fact that Turks are Muslims. This polarizes the political scene in Turkey and potentially diverts 

attention away from necessary reforms for EU membership. 

While it is difficult to imagine a significant departure from NATO policies in the Western 

Balkans, the EU will have to think hard about the potential competition from an EU-alienated 

Turkey in this region.  
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