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 The Long Road to Brussels: Turkey’s Prospects for EU Accession
It was a historic occasion in Turkey’s patchy relationship with its European neighbors—June 13, 2006 marked the beginning of Turkey’s long-awaited accession negotiations with the European Union. To put it mildly, Turkey has been waiting some time for this moment—its first application to Brussels was sent in 1963 and Ankara only then received official candidate status in 1999 and final EU approval for membership talks last October. However, the first of 35 “chapters”—step by step investigations of an  EU candidate’s progress on certain issues—that dealing with science and research, was recently completed. Although these discussions have not been without turmoil, they are finally underway, once again begging the question: what are Turkey’s prospects for EU membership?
The Case for Turkish Accession:
The current threat from Islamic terrorism is often utilized by advocates of Turkish accession to help prove their case. But terrorism is only a symptom, not a cause. The real case to be made is cultural; integrating a Muslim country into the EU will serve to bridge the gap between the Christian West and the Islamic-Near East, which will in turn help quell Islamic anger and diminish the threat from terrorism. As Philip Gordon and Omer Taspinar of the Brookings Institution point out, “For those interested in proving the fallacy of an inevitable clash between Islam and the West, Turkey’s membership in the EU becomes all the more significant.”
 In other words, by accepting Turkey as a member, the EU will show the Arab world, as well as its own Muslim immigrants, that it is not a Christian club. And a secure and prosperous Turkey would not only serve as model of moderate Islam and modernization, but could also dramatically aid the EU’s image across the world, especially in the Middle-East. 
Turkey has done much over the years to earn a seat at the EU table. During the Cold War, Ankara was a stalwart ally for the West—joining NATO in 1952 and consistently backing Western positions vis-à-vis the Soviet Union. Accordingly, Turkey’s largely pro-US stance has cemented American support for its EU accession. But Europeans are more divided on the issue, as they would feel the repercussions of Turkish accession, not the United States. In Turkey, the potential carrot of EU membership has pushed the nation to undergo dramatic reform, including the removal of the death penalty. Indeed, as Ali Babacan, a Turkish negotiator, adds: “EU accession represents the final stage of Turkey’s almost 200 years old of modernization efforts.”
 To be sure, further reforms are needed to build its case for membership. Yet for Turkey’s supporters, the process should not be any different for this Islamic country than it was for any other previously successful candidate for EU accession.
Obstacles:
While the case made above is compelling, a number of obstacles lie in the way of Turkey’s goal of EU membership. The military’s prominence in governmental affairs, along with the simmering tension between secular and Islamic factions, is cause for concern. Additionally, the need for greater freedom of expression—highlighted by the case against Turkish writer Orhan Pamuk—must be addressed.
 EU Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn recently echoed these misgivings, declaring that Turkey should seek “more progress on freedom of expression, freedom of religion and calming the country’s troubled south-east.”
 More specifically, there are obstacles in the areas of: geography/demographics, the economy, and specific problems such as the status of Cyprus and the restive Kurdish minority within Turkey—issues in which the slightest disruption could bring negotiations to a standstill.
Geography/Demographics:

A fundamental question—Is Turkey even located in Europe?—frames the overall debate. Detractors note that Turkey, in reference to the historical Ottoman Empire, lies outside of Europe and was bypassed the enlightenment movement. This notion of a dividing line between the Christian and Muslim world marked the Yugoslav wars in the 1990s, as Serb nationalists utilized the concept of defending against foreign invaders to whip up anti-Muslim sentiment. However, Constantinople, present-day Istanbul, was the capital of the Roman Empire. And as such, Turkey gaining entry to the EU, would somewhat constitute the reunification of that Empire. But at the same time, many Europeans cringe at the thought of the EU borders extending to Iran, Iraq, and Syria.
Demographics are also a potential sticking point. The large Turkish population of over 70 million would make it the second most populous nation in the present-day European Union, behind Germany. Furthermore, Turkey’s population is due to increase by around 1% a year while Germany’s is in decline, making Turkey the biggest country in the EU (in terms of population) by 2020.
 Aside from conferring on newcomer Turkey the power and status associated with its significant population, the issue of immigration also stokes resentment to Turkish accession. The Schengen Agreement, which must be adopted by all EU members, provides EU citizens with passport-free travel along with the right to freely work and live within EU boundaries. As such, it is expected that many Turks would use this new-found freedom to immigrate to other EU nations. And as Gordon and Taspinar observe, “Already struggling with problems such as unemployment, immigration, Islamic terrorism, and Muslim integration within their current borders, Europeans are in no mood to embrace 70 million more Muslims.”

The Economy:

Turkey currently maintains a GDP of roughly $572 billion, a GDP per-capita of $8,200, and its economy grew by over 5 ½ percent in 2005.
 While somewhat impressive, the financial crisis of 2001, along with skyrocketing inflation (currently 9.9%), belie the shaky economic conditions within the country. And the recent collapse of Turkish stocks—currently at their lowest in eight months—caused by the downward spiral of the Turkish Lira, is further evidence of the economic uncertainties in Turkey. And the economic downturn is not over. Reinhard Cluse, an economist at UBS in London, notes, "The weaker lira and higher rates are set to take their toll on the economy.”
 

Although likely 2007 newcomers Bulgaria and Romania maintain their own economic setbacks, Turkey’s size and need for economic modernization and assistance eclipses those of the two former countries. Thus, Turkey would naturally put financial strain on the EU’s Structural and Regional Funds—a source of economic assistance for newly developing members, which is funded by contributions from richer EU member-states. Indeed, a report by the European Commission declares, “Accession of Turkey, a lower middle-income country, would increase regional economic disparities…and would represent a major challenge for cohesion policy.”

Cyprus:

The status of Cyprus might be the most contentious issue in Turkish negotiations. Cyprus desires diplomatic recognition from Ankara and access to Turkish ports by the end of the year. But Turkish officials, especially those bent on nationalism, find these concessions hard to swallow—they want the ban on EU trade to Turkish-Cyprus to be lifted before they yield on this issue. Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan stated plainly, “We will never take a step backwards, not in the ports or the airports, without the isolation being lifted.”
 To buttress their argument, Turks are quick to point out that it was the Greek-Cypriots that rejected the 2004 UN-sponsored deal to unite the divided island. But the fact that Greek-Cyprus is already an EU member—joining in 2004—puts added pressure on Turkey to give in to Greek Cypriots’ demands. Cyprus could veto Turkey’s membership at any time. In fact, “the Greek Cypriots claim they will have more than 70 opportunities over the next ten years to block Turkish accession.”

The Kurds:
Kurds compose roughly 20% of the Turkish population, and thus, constitute a sizable minority.
 The international plight of Kurds, a nation without a state, has led to the formation of a violent separatist movement in Turkey known as the Kurdish Worker’s Party (PKK). The PKK directed a violent insurgency in southeast Turkey in the 1980s and 1990s, and “in addition to a death toll of 35,000, the conflict cost up to $150 billion in military expenditures.”
 Turkey has largely put down the insurrection, but the violence continues. Thus, while an arduous task, Turkey must delicately balance the fight against the PKK with a respect for minority rights. 
A Privileged Partnership?
Unsurprisingly, the drawbacks outlined above have caused apprehension among many European leaders. In addition, the rejection of the EU Constitution in early mid-2005—along with the “enlargement fatigue” associated with the accession of ten new members in 2004—has only exacerbated the situation. Rightly or wrongly, many attributed the demise of the Constitution in France and the Netherlands to popular trepidation of future enlargement, especially regarding Turkey. As a result, only 45% of the European populace now favors future enlargement (signifying a 4 point reduction in support in the last six months).
 And regarding Turkish accession, 31% of the French and 29% of Austrians are in favor, and only 21% of the German public can imagine Turkey becoming an EU member.
 This public backlash has forced European politicians to listen more strongly to their constituents, a phenomenon which has sparked suggestions of offering Turkey a “privileged partnership”, an agreement just short of membership. Leaders in France, Germany, and Austria have particularly campaigned for this “less than membership, but more than association” approach. Germany’s Chancellor, Angela Merkel, recently stated, “Turkey does not fit into the EU because it is ‘culturally different’.”
 And in France, officials changed the constitution in 2005 to subject future enlargement issues to popular referendum, and 2007 presidential frontrunner Nicholas Sarkozy has come out publicly against Turkish accession. While these stances could partially be chalked up to domestic pandering, Turkey desperately needs the support of these influential nations, and the idea of a “privileged partnership” certainly does not help its chances.
The negative opinion in Europe is also taking its toll in Turkey, sparking fears that regardless of Turkish progress, it will never be granted membership. According to the latest Eurobarometer poll (published July 2006), only 43% of Turks harbor a positive image of the EU—down 17 points from the previous tally.
 This is not to say that Turkey will soon give up its hopes of accession, but Turks, particularly nationalists, can only wait for so long before they deem the EU hypocritical and their reform efforts futile. The subsequent negative fallout from the EU’s rejection of Turkey could then be used by Islamic fundamentalists inside and outside of Turkey to fuel the notion that the West is against Islam. However, there is still hope that Europe will come around, as there has never been a country that began EU membership negotiations without then acceding. As Turkish Foreign Minister Abdullah Gul notes, “The process will be difficult and the important thing is to be patient and determined.”
 But Turkey may need more than that if it wishes to fulfill its dream of EU membership.
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