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The past two months have witnessed a variety of institutional responses to the recent 

developments in Turkey. To start with, on 9 November the European Commission 

published its annual progress report on Turkey as a candidate country, while the 

discussion on ‘how to “handle” this hot potato’ was included in the informal agenda of 

the Foreign Affairs Council held in Brussels on 14 November. According to both 

institutions, even if things have gone pretty bad, keeping the negotiation framework alive, 

and communication channels open, is the cleverest thing to do. On the other hand, 

members of the European Parliament (EP) voted a resolution for a ‘temporary freeze on 

EU accession talks with Turkey’ on 24 November. The resolution was approved by 479 

votes to 37, with 107 abstentions. Even if it is a non-binding decision and the Member 

States have the final word, the message was crystal clear. Then, in December, the 

Member States gave their final verdict: ‘The full respect of commitments and established 

conditionality in accession negotiations will contribute to EU-Turkey relations achieving 

their full potential’. All these different European responses, which would be even more 

diverse were each Member State looked at it greater detail, require further analysis. 

 

What has been going on in Turkey – according to the European Commission? 

The European Commission’s Turkey 2016 Report1 was far more critical than in previous 

years. The word ‘backsliding’ has frequently been used while focusing on the rule of law 

and freedom of expression. The concerns related to the detention and arrest of several 

members of the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), including the two co-chairs, have 

been clearly underlined. The report has also provided a full summary of the suspensions, 

dismissals and arrests that took place after the attempted coup.2 According to the report, 

as of the end of September 2016, some 40,000 individuals have been detained and more 

than 31,000 remain under arrest, including 81 journalists.3 Meanwhile, 129,000 public 

employees remain either suspended or have been dismissed and over 4,000 institutions 

and private companies have been shut down.4 The report also questioned the criteria 

applied and evidence used to determine alleged links to the attempted coup and terrorist 

 

1 For the full report see 
http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_turkey.pdf. 

2 For further analysis related to post-coup Turkey see 
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elc
ano/elcano_in/zonas_in/commentary-toygur-from-failed-coup-to-state-emergency-democracy-turkey-today. 

3 European Commission, ‘Turkey 2016 Report’, p. 9. 

4 Ibid. 

http://ec.europa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2016/20161109_report_turkey.pdf
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/commentary-toygur-from-failed-coup-to-state-emergency-democracy-turkey-today
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/commentary-toygur-from-failed-coup-to-state-emergency-democracy-turkey-today
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activity, querying whether they were transparent and non-discriminatory. The process 

has also led to the closure of media outlets and newspapers, including Cumhuriyet, one 

of the oldest, most critical and popular newspapers in the history of Turkish Republic. 

 

As for the usual framework of accession negotiations, 16 chapters have been opened 

and only one has been provisionally closed. On the other hand, cooperation in the areas 

of joint interest –most importantly the fight against terrorism and irregular migration– 

continued in line with the conclusions of the EU-Turkey Summit of November 2015.5 The 

visa liberalisation roadmap, with possible visa-free travel being the most concrete 

contribution to Turkish citizens’ lives, is said to be still on track, awaiting the attainment 

of the remaining benchmarks by the Turkish government. In short, the European 

Commission’s document provided its summary within the framework of accession 

negotiations. This year, for the first time, the framework was accompanied by the EU-

Turkey statement of 20 March.6 

 

The position of the European Parliament, the only directly-elected institution 

The members of the European Parliament (EP) voted on a resolution for a ‘temporary 

freeze in EU accession talks with Turkey’. 7 As mentioned above, the resolution was 

approved by 479 votes to 37, with 107 abstentions. Despite being a non-binding decision, 

the message to Turkey was very clear. Figure 1 shows the votes by political group in the 

European Parliament, bringing into relief the sharp differences between them. 

 

 

5 Further information on EU-Turkey relations can be found at 
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elc
ano/elcano_in/zonas_in/ari27-2016-toygur-ozsoz-stormy-months-aegean-refugee-deal-impact-turkey-eu-
relations. 

6 For the latest report see http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_AGENDA-16-4247_en.htm. 

7 For further information on the resolution see http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-
room/20161117IPR51549/freeze-eu-accession-talks-with-turkey-until-it-halts-repression-urge-meps. 

http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/ari27-2016-toygur-ozsoz-stormy-months-aegean-refugee-deal-impact-turkey-eu-relations
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/ari27-2016-toygur-ozsoz-stormy-months-aegean-refugee-deal-impact-turkey-eu-relations
http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/portal/web/rielcano_en/contenido?WCM_GLOBAL_CONTEXT=/elcano/elcano_in/zonas_in/ari27-2016-toygur-ozsoz-stormy-months-aegean-refugee-deal-impact-turkey-eu-relations
http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_AGENDA-16-4247_en.htm
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/20161117IPR51549/freeze-eu-accession-talks-with-turkey-until-it-halts-repression-urge-meps
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/news-room/20161117IPR51549/freeze-eu-accession-talks-with-turkey-until-it-halts-repression-urge-meps
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Figure 1. European Parliament: votes by political groups 

 Total members Total voters For Against  Abstentions Cohesion 

EPP 216 181 145 13 23 70.17 

S&D 189 163 158 2 3 95.40 

ECR 74 19 4 35 0 40.52 

ALDE/ADLE 69 61 54 4 3 82.79 

GUE-NGL 52 42 36 1 5 78.57 

Greens/EFA 50 43 42 1 0 96.51 

EFDD 44 29 1 3 25 79.31 

ENF 39 32 17 8 7 29.69 

NI 18 14 7 1 6 25 

Source: the author, based on Vote Watch Europe Dataset. 

 

The groups are ordered according to their size, starting with the biggest group: the 

European People’s Party (EPP). As shown in Figure 1, the decision to vote for the 

resolution is very common among all political groups. However, in the Eurosceptic group 

of Europe of Freedom and Direct Democracy (EFDD), which is led by politicians from 

UKIP and Alternative für Deutschland and includes Movimento 5 Stelle, there were many 

abstentions. It is a very ironic point to underline, since these political parties constantly 

use Turkish candidacy as a tool for anti-EU propaganda. Another political group to look 

at is the European Conservatives and Reformists (ECR), who call themselves ‘euro-

realist’. Even though a deeper analysis of this vote is beyond this paper’s scope, the 

importance of realpolitik in decision-making should always be borne in mind, even if the 

final decision is a strong message to Turkey. 

 

Realpolitik still dominates the positions of Member States 

On 14 November the EU’s 28 Foreign Ministers met in Brussels to discuss the Union’s 
relations with Turkey, in addition to their agenda on common foreign and security policy 

and global strategy for the EU. Once the Foreign Affairs Council Meeting was concluded 

the message was clear: the partnership with Turkey in security and migration 

management is very important. Although Austria’s Foreign Minister Sebastian Kurz 
reiterated his call to halt accession talks with Turkey, he failed to obtain enough support 

from his co-ministers. The declarations of Federica Mogherini, the EU’s High 

Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy and Vice-President of the 

European Commission, on the latest developments in Turkey8 and her remarks at the 

 

8 For the full text see http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/11/08-hr-declaration-
turkey/. 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/11/08-hr-declaration-turkey/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/11/08-hr-declaration-turkey/


European institutional responses to the recent developments in Turkey: divided in unity? 

Expert Comment 52/2016 - 23/12/2016 

 

 

 4 

press conference after the summit9 were clear signs of concern, but still, there was not 

enough political will for a substantial move, at least for now. A very similar situation was 

repeated in December as expected, underlining the importance of commitment to the 

process and common goals.10 The declarations after the summit underlined the fact that 

Turkey is a key partner in various dimensions and that its commitment to the partnership 

should continue. In short, the representatives of the Member States, the Union’s 
intergovernmental front, have been avoiding making any dramatic moves regarding 

Turkish-EU relations. 

 

Even if there is an institutional dispute some things on the list are very clear 

The institutional division between the European Parliament, the Commission and the 

Council regarding Turkey has become even more visible over this period. Both Member 

States and institutions are divided on the steps that are required to be taken. There are 

three main considerations that are halting any dramatic rupture: 

 

 The highly-criticised EU-Turkish refugee deal and the fight against illegal 

migration. This has been ‘the’ issue on the European agenda for 2016. 

 The fight against terrorism. With the election of Donald Trump as US President, 

Europe will have to rely more on itself and on its bilateral relations in terms of its 

foreign and security policies. 

 The reunification of Cyprus. Turkey is an important player on this front and its 

contribution to the process for a positive outcome in very advanced negotiations 

is extremely important. 

Trade relations and all the other economic ties could be added to the list. For these 

reasons, no dramatic gesture should be expected, at least for now. Still, one thing is also 

very clear: further statements underlining how worried EU officials are, are most certainly 

very unwelcome by even the most Europhile citizens of the Turkish Republic,11 when 

taking into consideration the country’s public opinion. On the other hand, there is also a 

very tough electoral calendar facing the EU. France, Germany, Italy and the Netherlands, 

four out of the six founder-members, will be going to the polls in coming months. Hence, 

their governments will attempt to avoid any problems with Turkey in order to protect 

themselves from any issues related to the refugee agreement, which might cause an 

increase in refugee flows to Europe right before the elections. It is also known that 

populist parties will use any migration-related issues wisely. Taking all into consideration, 

even if the current situation in Turkey is very alarming –maybe even more than ever– no 

dramatic rupture is likely. 

 

 

9 For the full text see https://eeas.europa.eu/node/14821_en. 

10 For the full summary of summit conclusions, see 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2016/12/12/. 

11 An interesting account can be found at https://www.opendemocracy.net/bilge-yabanci-kerem-
oktem/what-could-and-should-eu-do-with-turkey-s-authoritarian-consolidation. 

https://eeas.europa.eu/node/14821_en
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/meetings/fac/2016/12/12/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/bilge-yabanci-kerem-oktem/what-could-and-should-eu-do-with-turkey-s-authoritarian-consolidation
https://www.opendemocracy.net/bilge-yabanci-kerem-oktem/what-could-and-should-eu-do-with-turkey-s-authoritarian-consolidation
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The EU is, in any case, moving towards a new model of differentiated integration. It is 

safe to claim that there will be a new offer for Turkey in this new structure in the near 

future. All this will be discussed right after the critical elections to be held in Europe next 

year. 

https://www.facebook.com/RealInstitutoElcano
https://www.linkedin.com/company/real-instituto-elcano
https://www.youtube.com/user/RealInstitutoElcano

