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INTRODUCTION

As Turkey’s foreign policy preferences have increasingly been an important part of the na-
tional and international agenda, the “Main Conflicts in Turkey’s Foreign Policy” report 
was prepared for the first time last year as part of the Istanbul Political Research Institute’s 
(IstanPol) Foreign Policy Program.1

Based on ongoing disputes in which Turkey has been 
involved from past to present, the report focused on 
issues with Libya, Syria, Iraq, Nagorno-Karabakh, 
Ukraine, Greece, and Cyprus. The background of each 
dispute is discussed as well as the positions of the par-
ties to the dispute. This included not only immediate 
parties to the dispute, but also relations with third par-
ties that have been involved, such as the USA, the EU, 
and Russia. In addition to developments in these cases 
since last year, this year’s report, which was published 
at the end of 2022, also briefly discusses Turkey’s re-
lations with Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
Israel, and Egypt.

This report examines disputes in Turkey’s foreign pol-
icy mainly based on official policies and discourses. 
The report will be regularly updated by addressing new 
problems and developments in areas of dispute in order 
to form an archive to the benefit of those interested in 
these issues. Considered together with other research 
conducted within IstanPol’s Foreign Policy Program 
and traditional perspectives such as how Turkish do-
mestic policy reflects on foreign policy, transitions be-

tween domestic and foreign policy, and public opinion 
on foreign policy, it provides insights into the humani-
tarian, environmental, or gender-related aspects of top-
ics as well. Based on all these studies, IstanPol held reg-
ular meetings during the year on areas of dispute along 
with in-depth research, analysis, and policy proposals 
that are prepared by experts in the field.

This year’s report, which was 
published at the end of 2022, 
also briefly discusses Turkey’s 
relations with Saudi Arabia, 

the United Arab Emirates, 
Israel, and Egypt.
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FIGURE 1: MAJOR FOREIGN POLICY ISSUES ARISING FROM CONFLICTS IN THE IMMEDIATE VICINITY OF TURKEY
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MAIN CONFLICTS IN TURKEY’S 
FOREIGN POLICY

CYPRUS

The atmosphere of mistrust that emerged after the 
failure of the Crans Montana talks, where all parties 
officially came together in July 2017 to find a solution 
to the Cyprus problem, remains. Although there is cur-
rently no formal negotiation process between the two 
parties, attempts are being made to bring the parties to-
gether, albeit in an informal setting, with the initiatives 
of United Nations (UN) Secretary-General António 
Guterres. These include the 5+1 meeting held in an 
informal format in Geneva between 27-29 April 2021 
and the UN Secretary-General’s meeting in New York 
on 27 September 2021 with Ersin Tatar, President of 
the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus2 (TRNC), 
and Nikos Anastasiadis, President of the Republic of 
Cyprus (RoC).3 Despite such attempts, it seems that no 
common ground could be found between the parties 
for the start of a new negotiation process. The absence 
of such a common ground has also manifested itself in 
the fact that no appointment has yet been made to re-
place the UN Secretary-General’s Temporary Special 
Envoy for Cyprus, Jane Holl Lute (2018-2021), who 
left to take up a senior executive position in the private 
sector in May 2021. As a matter of fact, the Turkish 
side has indicated that it would not be appropriate to 
appoint a new special envoy at this time.4  

During this process, there have been ongoing changes 
in responsibilities related to the Cyprus problem. On 
30 November 2021, Colin Stewart was appointed to 

the position of UN Secretary-General’s Special Envoy 
for Cyprus and Head of the UN Peacekeeping Force in 
Cyprus (UNFICYP), following the end of Elizabeth 
Spehar’s term (2016-2021). Similarly, Andreas Mav-
royiannis, who had been serving as the Chief Negoti-
ator for the Cyprus problem for the RoC since 2013, 
resigned in April 2022 to run for president, and was 
replaced in this role by Menelaos Menelaou on 15 May 
2022.5

Despite a lack of positive atmosphere for official peace 
negotiations to begin, UN Secretary-General Guterres 
continues in his efforts, in accordance with his com-
mitment to find a common ground between the par-
ties and bring them together. In this context, Miroslav 
Jenca, Assistant Secretary-General for Europe, Central 
Asia and the Americas in the UN Department of Po-
litical Affairs, visited Cyprus in April, July and Novem-
ber of 2022 and met with both sides, and reiterated the 
Secretary-General’s commitments on the issue.6  

It is unlikely that progress on the Cyprus problem will 
be achieved in the near future, due to the upcoming elec-
tions planned in most of the countries involved in the 
issue. As a matter of fact, the presidential elections in the 
RoC in February 2023, the parliamentary elections in 
Greece in June 2023, and the parliamentary and presi-
dential elections planned in Turkey in June 2023 will fo-
cus attention on domestic politics. Similarly, the frequent 
change of prime minister and cabinet in the UK indi-
cate that all parties will be focused on other issues in the  
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upcoming year. In addition to these, ongoing divergence 
in the negotiation positions of the parties concerning 
Cyprus also paints a negative picture. As is well-known, 
the “two-state solution based on sovereign equality” 
policy advocated by the Turkish Cypriot side (with the 
active support of Turkey) under the leadership of Ersin 
Tatar, the president of TRNC since October 2020, is 
incompatible with the parameters of the UN Security 
Council. As a result, the Greek Cypriot side continues 
to blame the Turkish/Turkish Cypriot side for the dead-
lock. Although the following section preserves the key 
theme headings used in last year’s report on the Cyprus 
problem (with the exception of ‘Mutual distrust between 
the two communities and leaders’, which is addressed un-
der the other headings), the content of each theme has 
been changed according to the scope of this report.   

Key Themes

Absence of an official negotiation process: Parallel 
to the ongoing crisis of confidence between the par-
ties in Cyprus since the Crans Montana talks, the di-
vergence in the negotiation policies of the parties has 
become more evident, hindering the start of a formal 
negotiation process. Within the framework of the ne-
gotiations conducted under the auspices of the UN 
to resolve the Cyprus problem, the parties have been 
trying to reach a consensus based on a “bi-communal 
and bi-zonal federation based on political equality”, in 
accordance with the 1977-1979 Summits. The Turkish 
Cypriot side’s adoption of a “two-state solution based 
on sovereign equality” policy for the last two years and 
initiatives in this direction (TRNC being elected as 
an observer in the Organization of Turkic States, the 
request for signing of a Status of Forces Agreement, 
known as SOFA, directly with the TRNC adminis-
tration regarding the UNFICYP mandate7 etc.) have 
led to mutual accusations between the parties. In re-
sponse, the Greek Cypriot side continues to blame the 
Turkish Cypriot side and Turkey as responsible for the 
stagnation in the negotiation process, despite its own 
uncompromising attitude both during the Annan Plan 
referendum and the Crans Montana talks.

Eastern Mediterranean: The existence of natural 
resources around the island of Cyprus and activities 

carried out unilaterally by both parties such as terri-
torial limitation, licensing, exploration and drilling, 
etc. involving international energy companies, espe-
cially in littoral states, continue to exist as a problem 
area. The uncompromising attitudes of parties in the 
region, which have become particularly significant in 
the context of the energy crisis arising from the war be-
tween Russia and Ukraine, also prevent cooperation. 
Despite the fact that the Turkish Cypriot side expand-
ed and reiterated its proposal in July 2022 (originally 
made in 2019) to establish an international commis-
sion for the joint use of hydrocarbon resources of the 
region, no progress has been made. In addition to on-
going energy cooperation between the RoC, Israel and 
Greece through the East Mediterranean Gas Forum 
and EuroAsia Interconnector8 projects in the region, 
Turkey’s renewal of cooperation initiatives with Libya 
in the field of hydrocarbons9 has escalated the tension 
between the parties (for developments in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, see also the Libya and Greece sections).

Unilateral acts by the two sides: In an environment 
where there are no official negotiations and confi-
dence-building measures, the unilateral actions of the 
parties in Cyprus further amplify the crisis of confi-
dence.10 RoC’s military cooperation agreements and 
military exercises with third countries, especially with 
the US and France, RoC’s decision to place barbed wire, 
cameras and additional police forces in the buffer zone 
in order to prevent refugees from passing, TRNC’s ad-
mission to the Organization of Turkic States as an ob-
server country, and the Turkish Cypriot side’s request 
for UNFICYP to sign a SOFA directly with the TRNC 
can be counted among these unilateral actions.

The upcoming 2023 elections 
in Turkey, Greece and RoC 

will bring a shift of attention to 
domestic politics.
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MAJOR ISSUES IN TURKEY-US RELATIONS

Turkish-American relations have been strained for a long time due to political preferences that run contrary to 
the spirit of alliance. Despite the agreement reached during a phone call between US President Joe Biden and 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, shortly after Biden took office, that the two countries should “co-
operate based on the strategic nature of their relationship and mutual interests”,11 tensions in the relationship 
persist. As detailed below, these include Turkey’s stance on Sweden and Finland’s accession to NATO, F-16 
and S-400 issues, US support for the Democratic Union Party (PYD) and the People’s Defense Units (YPG), 
Gülen’s extradition, and the Halkbank case. Although the Russia-Ukraine war and Turkey’s efforts to open a 
grain corridor between the parties could potentially ease tensions in Turkish-US relations, the existence and 
continuation of the major issues that were identified last year and analyzed under similar headings below will 
ultimately determine the future of the relationship.

Key Themes

North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) memberships of Sweden and Finland: Turkey’s reserva-
tions about the NATO memberships of Sweden and Finland, which came to the fore after Russia’s invasion 
of Ukraine, have added to existing issues in the relationship between the two allies. Turkey has signaled that 
it will veto the memberships of the two countries in question, claiming that they support organizations such 
as PYD/YPG, FETO, etc., which Turkey considers to be terrorist organizations. Turkey’s objections were 
resolved through a tripartite agreement signed on 28 June 2022 between Turkey, Sweden, and Finland, paving 
the way for the two countries to join NATO.12 Although 28 out of 30 NATO member countries have com-
pleted the ratification process for Sweden and Finland to join NATO as members, Turkey and Hungary are 
still holding up the national ratification process. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has indicated that 
the ratification process for the membership of Sweden and Finland will be discussed and approved at the first 
meeting of the Hungarian parliament in February 2023.13 However, the absence of an ratification process on 
the agenda of the Turkish Grand National Assembly (TBMM) and the possibility of it being delayed after 
the forthcoming elections may remain a point of contention and continue to negatively impact Turkish-US 
relations. 

S-400 missile defense systems/F-16 Modernization: Turkey’s acquisition of the S-400 missile defense sys-
tem from Russia, which has not yet been activated, has continued to negatively impact both Turkey’s relations 
with the US and its other NATO allies. After Turkey’s decision to purchase the S-400, the US government 
removed Turkey from the F-35 military aircraft program and implemented the “Countering America’s Adver-
saries through Sanctions Act” (CAATSA) against Turkey.14 Turkey’s request to use the $1.4 billion payment 
made for the F-35 program for the modernization of F-16 military aircraft and the purchase of 40 new aircrafts 
is still awaiting approval from the US Congress. The Turkish government is closely monitoring the potential 
effects of the Republicans’ narrow victory in the US House of Representatives, which blocked the planned sale 
of weapons to Turkey, in the November midterm elections. The issue that often comes up between the two 
countries was also one of the main agenda items in the last meeting between President Biden and President 
Erdoğan, at the G-20 Summit held in Indonesia on November 15. While the Biden administration’s efforts 
to persuade the Congress continue, it is thought that the said approval process can be negotiated during the 
approval process of Sweden and Finland’s membership to NATO, discussed in the previous section.15 

Additionally, it was also discussed that provocations, such as the S-300 missile systems located on the Greek 
island of Crete placing a radar-lock on Turkish aircraft on 24-25 August 2022 may push Turkey to “activate 
the S-400s”. One of the points of debate is how, if the Turkish government were to attempt such an activation, 
it should be implemented in a way that does not create problems in relations with the US, but rather to be 
used as a bargaining chip.16 Similarly, the decision by the US to completely lift the weapon sales restrictions 
that  it had imposed on the RoC has also had a negative impact on Turkey’s relations with the US and its 
statements on this issue17 (see also the sections on Turkey-Russia, Greece and Cyprus).
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GREECE

Tensions between Turkey and Greece in the Eastern 
Mediterranean in the summer of 2020 were eased 
through mediation efforts by third parties (primari-
ly Germany and NATO). After a five-year hiatus, the 
parties resumed exploratory talks19 in Istanbul on 25 
January 2021 and then in Athens on 17 March 2022. 
In the meeting held between the parties at the begin-
ning of 2021, a decision was made to improve relations 
by creating a “positive agenda” between the two coun-
tries, as well as reviving channels of dialogue. Dialogue 
meetings and high-level visits conducted within the 
framework of the positive agenda have improved the 
atmosphere regarding relations. Greek Prime Minis-
ter Kyriakos Mitsotakis’ visit to Istanbul on 13 March 
2022 and his bilateral discussions with President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdoğan were referred to as “the begin-
ning of a new era” in Turkish-Greek relations.20 As a 
matter of fact, in the said talks, the leaders agreed on 
issues such as the continuation of negotiations for 
confidence-building measures and a meeting of the 
High-Level Cooperation Council.21 Despite all these 
attempts, no significant progress was made regarding 
the long-standing disputes between the parties. Soon 
after, the speech of Greek Prime Minister Mitsotakis, 
when he made an official visit to the US in May, in par-
ticular led to an escalation of tensions once again.22 In 
this speech, Prime Minister Mitsotakis’s comments on 
sensitive domestic and foreign policy issues for Turkey, 
targeting President Erdoğan, and stressing the need for 
the US to be cautious on defense procurement issues 

led to a backlash from Ankara, as it was seen as implic-
it criticism against Turkey. After President Erdoğan’s 
subsequent statement, “Mitsotakis no longer exists for 
me”,23 all the ongoing efforts to increase dialogue and 
improve relations between the two countries came to 
an end. The upcoming elections in Turkey and Greece, 
planned to be held in 2023, have also strained bilater-
al relations for the past six months, further preventing 
the revival of dialogue mechanisms between the two 
countries. As a result of mutual showdowns and prov-
ocations, especially in the Aegean region, President Er-
doğan’s statement on the issue on 3 September 2022 
“When the time comes, we will do what is necessary. 
We may come suddenly one night”24 raised concerns 
in Greece. Although President Erdoğan repeated Tur-
key’s call for dialogue in the Eastern Mediterranean 
through his statements in the UN General Assembly 
on 20 September 2022, calling for Greece to “abandon 
the politics of tension and provocation and listen to 
our calls for cooperation and solidarity,”25 his call went 
unanswered. In his statement at the UN General As-
sembly, Greek Prime Minister Mitsotakis expressed 
criticism that Erdoğan’s language was “not peaceful, 
but aggressive.”26

Aside from being reflected in the policies followed, the 
tension between the two countries, has also brought 
with it provocative and accusatory statements from 
both parties regarding ongoing historical disputes. The 
lack of open dialogue channels between the countries 
also hinders dialogue on these issues in the short term. 
While the main issues identified last year are similarly 

US support for the PYD and YPG: The US administration’s support for the PYD/YPG, which Turkey sees 
as an extension of the PKK and is listed as a terrorist organization, continues to cause problems in relations. 
The announcement that the person responsible for the bombing attack in Taksim on 13 November 2022 was 
affiliated with the PKK/PYD and the statement by the Minister of Interior, Süleyman Soylu, "We do not accept 
the condolences of the American Embassy,"18 are concrete examples of how the problem reflects on bilateral 
relations. Although President Joe Biden’s message of condolences was being directly conveyed to Turkish Pre-
sident Recep Tayyip Erdoğan during the G-20 Summit held in Indonesia the day after Soylu’s statement solved 
the problem before it blew out of proportion, this issue will continue to cause problems in bilateral relations. 

The Halkbank Case: A lawsuit has been filed against Halkbank in the US on the grounds that it violated the 
sanctions imposed on Iran. The developments regarding the Halkbank case remain among the key issues that 
need to be monitored in terms of the course of bilateral relations. 
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mentioned in this year’s report, the changing power 
balance between the two countries has been treated as 
a separate item. The prominent issues between the two 
countries are briefly discussed below within the scope 
of each of the following items, taking into account de-
velopments of the last year.

Key Themes

Aegean Sea: Disagreements regarding the Aegean 
Sea, which has been at the forefront of traditional 
disputes, have been shaping the agenda, especially in 
recent months when there has been no dialogue be-
tween the two countries. While mutual accusations 
continue, especially concerning disputes over airspace, 
the demilitarized status of the Aegean islands, and the 
current width of territorial waters, both parties also 
continue to raise their objections on these issues with 
the UN. Developments such as the tit-for-tat provoca-
tions that occurred in the Aegean during the summer 
months, the harassment of Turkish F-16s, the radar 
lock on a Turkish aircraft during a NATO mission, 
and most recently the radar lock on Turkish aircraft 
by the S-300 missiles stationed on Crete, have caused 
strong reactions from Turkey.27 Similarly, Greece has 
been reacting to Turkey’s provocations in the Aegean 
and publishing statistics on these.28 This tension is 
reflected in the discourse used by both parties when 
addressing their disputes, further inflaming tensions. 
The mutual accusations and provocations by both 
parties over the demilitarized status of the islands and 
the sovereignty rights of the islands will continue to 
impact relations in the foreseeable future, particularly 
concerning the disputes in the Aegean.

Balance of Power between Greece and Turkey: The 
problems Turkey faces, particularly in relation to its 
NATO allies, continue to impact bilateral relations 
between Turkey and Greece. Turkey has reacted as 
countries such as the US and France, which have expe-
rienced issues with Turkey in particular, have developed 
stronger ties with Greece.29 The Strategic Partnership 
Agreement for Cooperation in Defense and Security, 
signed between Greece and France on 28 September 
2021, has the potential to affect the balance of power 
between Greece and Turkey. Issues that come to the 

fore in the agreement include Greece’s purchase of three 
frigates and six Rafale fighter jets from France and the 
decision to support each other in case of any violation 
or conflict.30 In addition, while the current issues in 
Turkey’s relationship with the US continue to exist, the 
Greece-US Mutual Defense Cooperation Agreement 
was expanded and renewed on 14 October 2021. With 
this agreement, the US has gained the ability to deploy 
more troops to the Alexandroupoli Base in Greece and 
the Souda Bay Base on the island of Crete.31 These de-
velopments, which change the current balance of power 
between Turkey and Greece, have the potential to esca-
late tension between the two countries. 

Eastern Mediterranean: The sharing of jurisdictions 
and energy resources in the Eastern Mediterranean has 
remained among the key disputes that have increased 
tensions between the two countries since the summer 
of 2020. While Turkey’s agreements with Libya in 
November 2019 and Greece’s agreements with Egypt 
in August 2021 have caused tension in relations, the 
involvement of third parties (Germany and NATO) 
has helped to alleviate this. As the importance of the 
region has increased again with the energy crisis arising 
from the Russia-Ukraine war, the Eastern Mediterra-
nean Gas Forum, established mainly between the litto-
ral countries in the region (excluding Turkey, Syria and 
Lebanon) has come back on the agenda. Turkey contin-
ues to maintain exploration activities with its surveying 
ships, partly in order to disrupt this initiative that ex-
cludes it from energy developments in the region, and 
to protect the rights of Turkey and the TRNC. Tur-
key’s policies have been met with criticism, particularly 
by the EU, notably Greece and the RoC. For example, 
the 2022 Turkey Report published by the European 
Commission on 12 October 2022 states that Turkey 
must “respect the sovereignty and territorial integri-
ty of member states” and “lower tensions for regional 
stability”.32 Despite these criticisms, Turkey continues 
to call for the convening of an “Eastern Mediterranean 
conference” involving all coastal countries based on the 
principle that “peace and stability in the Eastern Medi-
terranean are dependent on respect for law and justice,” 
in parallel with its activities in the region.33 

In recent times, Turkey’s steps towards improving rela-
tions with Israel and Egypt and signing a deal with Lib-
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ya on 3 October 2022 (in continuation of an earlier deal 
signed in 2019), containing hydrocarbon exploration 
rights, have been met with concern by Greece.34 Greek 
Foreign Minister Nicos Dendias, who visited Egypt 
immediately after the deal was signed, stated that the 
agreement was “illegal” in a statement with his Egyp-
tian counterpart.35 The Eastern Mediterranean will 
continue to exist as an area of tension due to the various 
parties’ policies and alliances they have established (See 
also Cyprus, Libya, and Turkey-EU relations sections).  

Continued deadlock in Cyprus: In addition to the 
lack of a peace negotiation process on Cyprus, the di-
verging policies of Turkey and Greece sometimes also 
reflect on the relations between the two countries. 

Close Turkey-TRNC and Greece-RoC relations not 
only affect bilateral relations, but also negatively im-
pact Turkey-EU relations (for details see the Cyprus 
and Turkey-EU Relations sections).

Minorities: The identity, education, religious, etc. 
rights of minorities living in Turkey and Greece are 
among the traditional areas of conflict between Turkey 
and Greece. The minorities issue has continued to exist 
as a historical reality that, especially when relations be-
tween the two countries are tense, is a source of mutual 
accusations. Recently, for example, there have been mu-
tual accusations over Greece’s decision to close Turkish 
primary schools due to a low number of students in 
Western Thrace.36

MAJOR ISSUES IN TURKEY-EU RELATIONS

Despite steps taken towards improving Turkey-EU relations, which have been stagnant for a long time, the 
crisis of confidence between the parties continues to persist. The negative trend in Turkey’s reform process 
and problems in areas such as democracy, rule of law, fundamental rights, and judicial independence, which 
are mentioned in the European Commission’s 2022 Turkey Report, do not provide any hope for the future of 
relations.37 The tension between the parties on other issues such as migrants, the Eastern Mediterranean, and 
the failure to fulfill commitments given in the 2016 agreement has also manifested itself in Turkey’s failure to 
comply with sanctions during the Russia-Ukraine war. 

If both parties are sincere about resolving this crisis of confidence, this will pave the way for the resolution 
of problems in relations and the establishment of a new dialogue between Turkey and the EU. The issue of 
“suspended chapters in accession negotiations” in Turkey-EU relations, which was identified last year, was not 
included in this year’s report, but the topic of “mistrust between Turkey and the EU and the failure to produce 
a positive agenda” has been included in a shorter form. While both issues are still ongoing, the prominent 
topics this year have been addressed under the headings of “Eastern Mediterranean and the Cyprus Problem”, 
“Sanctions against Russia”, and “Positive Agenda”.

Key Themes

Sanctions against Russia: Turkey’s failure to comply with EU sanctions targeting various sectors (industrial, 
technological, military, etc.) following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has been harshly criticized by EU offi-
cials.38 At the beginning of the Russia-Ukraine war, Turkey stated that it would only comply with sanctions 
decisions taken by the UN Security Council, and not those taken by the EU and other Western countries. 
This has allowed Turkey to play a mediating role in initiatives such as the creation of a grain corridor between 
the conflicting parties. However, Turkey’s stance still has the potential to negatively affect the current crisis of 
confidence in Turkey-EU relations.

Eastern Mediterranean and the Cyprus Problem: The EU’s statements targeting Turkey over issues such as 
sovereignty rights in the Eastern Mediterranean, which are made in accordance with the principle of solidarity 
among member states, have further exacerbated the crisis of confidence in relations. The tendency of these state-
ments to take into account the rights of Greece and the RoC, which are member states of the EU, while ignoring 
Turkey’s rights derived from international law, remains a significant issue.39 Similarly, the ongoing deadlock in 
Cyprus continues to be a major agenda item in Turkey-EU relations and blocks membership negotiations.  
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Positive Agenda: Although the content of the “positive agenda”, put forward for resolving the crisis of confi-
dence in bilateral relations and overcoming problems, have expanded over time, the lack of a clear will in this 
direction hinders progress. As mentioned above, the perception that Turkey is the sole source of all problems 
has also contributed to a lack of progress.40

The State of Migrants: Turkey and the EU reached an agreement in 2016 according to which Turkey agreed 
to readmit individuals who had crossed from Turkey to Greece through irregular routes. Due to the increase in 
the number of refugees and migrants, and economic difficulties in Turkey, this agreement is being questioned 
by both the public and political parties in both the EU and Turkey.41  

UKRAINE 

The on-going and occasionally escalating conflict sin-
ce 2014 in Luhansk and Donetsk, both heavily Russi-
an-populated regions in the Donbass region of eastern 
Ukraine, resumed following violations of the com-
prehensive ceasefire agreed in 2020. In March-April 
2021, tensions increased as the Kiev government dep-
loyed Turkish-made armed Unmanned Aerial Vehicles 
(UAVs) against separatist forces in an attempt to inc-
rease its control over the region. In response to the in-
tervention of the Kiev government, and support given 
by Western countries, the Russian Federation began 
to stockpiling military equipment on the border with 
Ukraine. At the time, Russia responded negatively to 
the international reactions and allegations that Russia 
was planning to invade. For example, Deputy Perma-
nent Representative of the Russian Federation to the 
UN Dmitry Polyanskiy, responded to these reactions 
by stating that Russia “has never and will never make a 
plan to invade Ukraine unless provoked by Ukraine or 
anyone else.”42 Despite this statement, Russian armed 
forces began their invasion of Ukraine on 24 February 
2022, claiming that their purpose was to protect peop-
le of Russian-origin living in these regions and to “pur-
ge” the region of Nazis. In the subsequent and ongoing 
war between Russia and Ukraine, thousands of people 
have lost their lives, and millions of Ukrainians, inc-
luding women and children, have been forced to flee 
to other countries. The war is still ongoing despite the 
involvement of third countries, including Turkey, in an 
effort to end it. Aside from Russian President Vladimir 
Putin’s threats to use nuclear weapons, the conflict has 
also caused an energy and food crisis that has had glo-
bal ramifications.

Major issues discussed in this year’s report, namely the 
conflicts in the Donbass region last year, the lack of a 
comprehensive peace process, and the changing balanc-
es in the Black Sea, which have all been affected by the 
war, are outlined below.

Key Themes

Failure to establish a ceasefire: Although the con-
flicting parties have been brought together through 
the efforts of third parties, especially Turkey, since the 
beginning of the war, a comprehensive ceasefire has 
yet to be agreed. The ceasefire negotiations, which 
started in Belarus four days after the start of the war, 
continued among the Turkish, Russian, and Ukraini-
an Foreign Ministers on 10 March 2022 in Antalya43, 
and meeting continued in Istanbul on 29 March 2022, 
through Turkish initiative. Turkish Foreign Minister 
Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu’s statement that President Recep 
Tayyip Erdoğan has engaged in 25 bilateral talks and 
31 activities44 in an attempt to bring the parties to-
gether and find a solution to the issue demonstrates 
Turkey’s efforts in this regard. As a matter of fact, with 
Turkey’s initiative, progress has been made in address-
ing the humanitarian, energy, and grain crises caused 
by the war. In this context, Russia and Ukraine have 
separately signed agreements with Turkey and the UN 
to transport grain to the world through the Black Sea 
and Turkey.45 While the failure to end the ongoing war 
has occasionally been to Turkey’s advantage in interna-
tional politics due to its relations with the conflicting 
parties, Turkey’s policies regarding the war have also 
caused problems between Turkey and its allies. For 
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example, Turkey’s failure to participate in the heavy 
sanctions imposed by the EU on Russia to stop the 
invasion has led to criticism (see Major Issues in Tur-
key-EU Relations). Similarly, Turkish opposition to 
the accession to NATO of countries like Sweden and 
Finland, wanting to join because of Russia’s aggressive 
policies, have caused problems between Turkey and 
its Western allies (see Major Issues in Turkey-US Re-
lations).

Turkey-Ukraine Cooperation and Russia: Turkey has 
formally supported the territorial integrity of Ukraine 

since the beginning of the events in the country, while 
also condemning Russia’s invasion, just as it did with 
the annexation of Crimea. Turkey’s strategic and mil-
itary cooperation with the Kiev government is an im-
portant agenda item in Turkey-Russia relations. Apart 
from the use of Turkish-made UAVs in the Donbask 
region, news that Turkish arms manufacturer Baykar 
will open a factory in Ukraine and contribute to the de-
velopment of Ukraine’s armed forces, as a result of re-
cent talks between the Ukrainian government and the 
company, have the potential to affect Turkish-Russian 
relations (see Major Issues in Turkey-Russia Relations).

MAJOR ISSUES IN TURKEY-RUSSIA RELATIONS

Influenced by ongoing conflicts with its allies in foreign policy, Turkey has been maintaining good relations 
with Russia for a long time. Despite differences in their foreign policy views, particularly in Syria, Ukraine, 
Cyprus, and Libya, the two counties still have good economic, political, and commercial relations. Even 
though Turkey endeavors to keep its relations with Russia at a level that will not harm its relations with 
its allies, these efforts have sometimes been unsuccessful, including Turkey’s political decisions to purchase 
S-400 missile batteries and, more recently, not to participate in sanctions against Russia (see Major Issues 
in Turkey-US and Turkey-EU Relations sections). The trajectory of Turkey-Russia relations and its impact 
on Turkey’s relations with its allies have become more complicated, especially following the outbreak of 
war between Russia and Ukraine in February 2022. Despite “calling for an end to Russia’s unjust and un-
lawful action”46 and defending Ukraine’s territorial integrity following Russia’s invasion, Turkey has strived 
to maintain balanced relations with the conflicting parties since the beginning of the crisis. Turkey’s UAV 
support for the Ukrainian government before and during the war and the use of these UAVs on Russian mi-
litia and soldiers has been a source of concern for Russian President Vladimir Putin and Russian authorities 
from the very beginning.47 Despite facing heavy criticism and sanctions from countries around the world, 
the significance of Russia’s ongoing dialogue with Turkey is evident in Turkey’s contributions to discussing 
ceasefire conditions, establishing dialogue with European countries and the US, and initiatives such as the 
grain corridor. In a way, Turkey has acted as Russia’s “gateway to the West”.48 In fact, as part of the talks held 
in Istanbul on July 22, mediated by Turkey and the UN, Russia and Ukraine have signed the “Initiative on 
the Safe Transportation of Grain and Foodstuffs from Ukrainian Ports” with Turkey and the UN.49 Similar-
ly, the conflicting parties were brought together at different times through Turkey’s efforts and negotiations 
have been facilitated to end the conflicts. While Turkey’s initiatives have been welcomed in the international 
arena,50 the direct dialogue between the Russian and Turkish presidents as well as Turkey’s refusal to join 
EU-imposed sanctions against Russia have faced heavy criticism (see Turkey-EU relations section). President 
Erdoğan’s comments, such as “The West, particularly America, is attacking Russia unabated. In the face of 
all this, Russia is showing resistance at the moment,” when commenting on Russia’s absence from the G-20 
summit held in Indonesia have also attracted criticism.

While all of the issues related to Turkey-Russia relations identified in last year’s report are also addressed 
throughout this year’s report, only S-400, Syria, and Ukraine are addressed specifically here.  
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Key Themes

Ukraine: While the impact of Turkey and Russia’s political choices in the ongoing Russia-Ukraine war on 
their bilateral relations have been kept in balance so far, there is still potential for problems to arise. In addition 
to the criticism that Turkey and Russia have directed against each other, matters such as Turkey’s participation 
in sanctions or decisions against Russia in the medium and long term can have a negative impact on relations 
between the two countries. For example, in recent months, the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs has strong-
ly condemned Russia’s decisions to hold unilateral referendums in areas under its control during the war and 
making claims to rights, similar to the annexation of Crimea.51

S-400 Missile Defense Systems: It is inevitable that Turkey’s stance on the S-400 missile defense systems, 
which have caused problems with its allies, will continue to affect Turkey-Russia relations. In particular, the 
August 2022 incident in which Greece used the S-300 missile systems located on the Greek island of Crete 
to place a radar-lock on Turkish military aircraft and the ongoing F-16 crisis with the US have resulted in dis-
cussions of “Turkey potentially activating the S-400 systems.”52 The impact of Turkey’s policies regarding the 
S-400 missile defense systems on its relations with Russia and others needs to be closely monitored.  

Syria: The divergent political views of Turkey and Russia on Syria and changes taking place in Syria have 
direct impacts on Turkish-Russian relations. In accordance with the agreement reached between Turkey and 
Russia in October 2019, the two countries carry out joint patrols in northern Syria to ensure stability. Howe-
ver, Turkey’s decision to conduct a ground operation in addition to air operations in the region following the 
terrorist attack in Taksim has the potential to impact bilateral relations in the medium and long term. 

LIBYA

In Libya, the power struggle that followed the end of 
Muammar Gaddafi’s rule in 2011 has continued. The 
ceasefire agreement signed on 23 October 2020 in 
Libya brought the civil war that started in 2014 to an 
end and initiated a transition period. In the UN-led 
process in February 2021, Abdul Hamid al-Dbeibeh 
was elected as Prime Minister of the interim govern-
ment and was expected to remain in power until pres-
idential and parliamentary elections planned for 24 
December 2021. The Libyan High National Election 
Commission’s decision to postpone the elections two 
days before the planned date increased tensions in the 
country once again. The election of Fathi Ali Abdul 
Salam Bashagha, known as Fathi Bashagha, as the new 
Prime Minister by the Tobruk-based House of Repre-
sentatives on the grounds that al-Dbeibeh’s term had 
expired, and Bashagha’s attempt to move the seat of 
government from Tobruk to the capital Tripoli have 
rekindled conflicts between different factions.53 In 
order for the ongoing low-intensity conflicts to come 
to an end and a return to the election agenda in the 

country, the parties need to reach an agreement with 
the encouragement of the international community. 
As a matter of fact, the Tripoli-based and UN-backed 
Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA) has 
repeatedly announced that it wants to hand over the 
task to an elected government.54 The outcome of the 
power struggle in Libya, in which numerous interna-
tional actors including the US, Russia, France, Egypt, 
the United Arab Emirates (UAE), and Turkey are in-
volved, and the attitudes of regional and international 
actors will determine the fate of the country. While all 
of the main issues identified in last year’s report remain 
relevant here, despite developments since, the conflict-
ual situation that emerged after the postponement of 
the elections this year has been addressed as a new issue 
below.  

Key Themes

Turkey’s Support for the GNA: Turkey’s ongoing 
support for the Tripoli-based GNA puts it at odds 
with Russia, Egypt, the UAE, France, and other coun-
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tries that support the Tobruk-based government. In an 
attempt to end the conflict between the parties in Lib-
ya, President Erdoğan held a meeting with the Speaker 
of the Tobruk House of Representatives, Aguila Saleh 
Issa, in Istanbul on 3 August 2022,55 but Turkey’s close 
ties with the government in Tripoli remain a problem. 
For instance, negotiations between Turkish and Egyp-
tian officials that were initiated in an effort to normal-
ize relations with Egypt in recent months have been 
put on hold following the hydrocarbon cooperation 
deal that Turkey signed with the Libyan government 
on 3 October 202256 (see also the Greece, North Africa 
and Middle East sections).

Ongoing Conflicts and the Risk of a New Civil War: 
The ongoing conflict between forces affiliated with 
the GNA and those affiliated with Fathi Bashagha, 
the newly-elected Prime Minister of the Tobruk-based 
House of Representatives, in and around Tripoli in-
creases the risk of raising tensions again. Despite the 
call from the Head of the UN Support Mission in 
Libya, Abdoulaye Bathily, for the parties in Libya to 
increase efforts towards “ensuring the conditions for 
holding constitutional, fair and free elections,”57 there 
has been no agreement among the parties so far. The 
existence and continuation of this level of tension car-
ries the risk of a re-escalation of conflicts -and a new 
civil war- in the country.

Military Support: Despite the call for the withdrawal 
of foreign troops from Libya following the establish-
ment of an interim government in the country, Turkey’s 
military presence in Libya remains. The Turkish parlia-
ment approved a presidential decree in June 2022 ex-
tending the authorization period for sending troops to 
Libya for an additional 18 months.58 The EU’s search 
effort in the Mediterranean under the Operation Ir-
ini, launched in March 2020 to monitor the UN arms 
embargo on Libya, including towards Turkish-flagged 
vessels, have caused tension in Turkey-EU relations.59

Eastern Mediterranean: The ‘Memorandum of Un-
derstanding on the Delimitation of the Maritime Juris-
diction Areas in the Mediterranean’ that Turkey signed 
with the Libyan GNA in November 2019 following 
Turkey’s isolation on territory and energy sharing in 
the Eastern Mediterranean has caused problems in 

relations with other countries in the region. The new 
hydrocarbon cooperation deal signed between Turkey 
and the Libyan government on 3 October 2022, which 
was intended to be a follow-up to this treaty, has also 
elicited reactions particularly from Greece and Egypt. 
Turkey asserts that the energy resources in the Eastern 
Mediterranean should be shared fairly and equally 
among the coastal countries, and also argues that all 
coastal countries should come together pursuant to the 
Eastern Mediterranean Conference (for detailed infor-
mation, see the Greece and Cyprus sections).

AZERBAYCAN-ERMENİSTAN

The 44-day Second Nagorno-Karabakh War between 
Azerbaijan and Armenia ended with the ceasefire led 
by Russia on 9 November 2020. According to the 
ceasefire agreement, Azerbaijan was to regain control 
of Shusha (Shushi) and some other regions, as well as 
seven regions that it lost control of after the First Na-
gorno-Karabakh War. Russian peacekeeping forces 
were stationed in regions not under Azerbaijan’s con-
trol and in the Lachin corridor linking Nagorno-Kara-
bakh to Armenia. There are currently two separate 
negotiation processes, under the auspices of Russia and 
the EU respectively, to sign a peace agreement between 
Armenia and Azerbaijan in the aftermath of the war. 
As of April 2022, negotiations had started under the 
leadership of the President of the European Council, 
Charles Michel. Within the scope of these negotia-
tions, preparations have begun for a peace agreement 
and a decision has been made to establish a joint bor-
der committee.60 However, Azerbaijan does not prefer 
France, with whom its bilateral relations are strained, 
to play a mediating role in the process conducted by 
the EU. The process carried out by Russia, on the oth-
er hand, does not meet Armenia’s expectations. Due 
to ongoing border violations and conflicts, Armenia 
is demanding more involvement from Russia and the 
Collective Security Treaty Organization61 (CSTO), but 
these demands are not being met. On the other hand, 
the Minsk Group is inactive. While Armenia is recep-
tive to the Minsk Group playing an active role in the 
process, Azerbaijan and Russia do not welcome this 
idea due to Azerbaijan’s lack of trust and Russia’s un-
willingness to give up its strengthened position.62
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While negotiations between Azerbaijan and Armenia 
continue after the war, a negotiation process between 
Turkey and Armenia has also begun as of December 
2021. The main focus of the negotiations is the restora-
tion of diplomatic relations and the opening of borders. 
In 1993, Turkey closed its border with Armenia unilat-
erally in order to support Azerbaijan in the First Na-
gorno-Karabakh War. Given the changing situation in 
Nagorno-Karabakh, special envoys have been appoint-
ed to conduct negotiations between the two sides. The 
Turkish representative was former US Ambassador Serd-
ar Kılıç, while the Armenian representative was the Vice 
President of the National Assembly of Armenia, Ruben 
Rubinyan. In addition to special envoys and foreign min-
isters, President Erdoğan and Armenian Prime Minister 
Nikol Pashinyan also held talks in Prague in October.63 

While “Political rivalries in Armenia” and “Military 
assistance to Azerbaijan,” discussed in last year’s re-
port are not addressed this year, developments in other 
problem areas are evaluated below.  

Key Themes

Articles of the ceasefire agreement which have not 
been implemented yet: The agreed-upon prisoner and 
funeral exchange process under the ceasefire agreement 
has not yet been completed. The ceasefire agreement 
of 9 November 2020 calls for the opening of transpor-
tation links between Armenia, Nagorno-Karabakh, 
Azerbaijan, and Nakhchivan. The ‘Zangezur Corridor,’ 
which Azerbaijan intends to open between Azerbaijan 
and Nakhchivan, has become one of the most impor-
tant issues between the two countries, particularly for 
Azerbaijan. The fact that this corridor passes through 
Armenian territory has led to disputes over sovereign-
ty. It is also one of the reasons for ongoing border viola-
tions and military clashes.

Absence of a comprehensive peace process: As men-
tioned above, in addition to the current negotiations 
between Turkey and Armenia, there are also two sep-
arate processes being conducted under the leadership 
of both Russia and the EU. However, there have been 
disruptions in high-level negotiations. As a result, a 
comprehensive peace process has not been material-

ized yet. The allegations of torture, attacks on civilian 
areas, and destruction of cultural heritage by both sides 
have not yet been investigated by independent interna-
tional organizations. The status of Nagorno-Karabakh, 
one of the most critical issues, has not been officially 
resolved. Despite criticism, Prime Minister Pashinyan, 
who strengthened his government’s position with the 
20 June 2021 elections, stated on 13 April 2022 that 
expectations should be lowered on the issue of the sta-
tus of Nagorno-Karabakh, and that it is necessary to 
sign a peace agreement with Azerbaijan as soon as pos-
sible.64 Although this statement was met with backlash 
among the public, it is interpreted as an indication that 
Armenia will recognize Azerbaijan’s sovereignty in Na-
gorno-Karabakh. Another issue is border limitation, 
uncertainty and tension over which are another reason 
for ongoing conflicts and loss of life.  

Turkey-Armenia Relations: As part of the negotia-
tions conducted between Turkey and Armenia, char-
ter flights have restarted; decisions were made to open 
borders to third-country individuals and to open air-
fields for cargo transportation in July 2022. However, 
Turkey has repeatedly stated that relations with Azer-
baijan are a top priority.65 As such, the course of events 
between Armenia and Azerbaijan will directly affect 
relations between Turkey and Armenia.  

Turkey’s relations with Russia and Iran: In accord-
ance with the provisions of the ceasefire agreement, 
Russia has sent peacekeeping forces to the region. 
However, due to the war with Ukraine, Russia has 
re-deployed some of its troops to Ukraine. Continued 
border conflicts between Armenia and Azerbaijan, 
Armenia’s criticisms towards Russia and the CSTO, 
as well as the EU’s parallel negotiation process amid 
deteriorating relations, are significant issues for Russia 
in the region. On the other hand, Russia supports the 
planned opening of transportation routes, although 
Iran’s discontent in this regard is also noted. Iran’s 
opening of a consulate in the Zangezur region, its re-
fusal to support the Zangezur corridor, and Azerbai-
jan’s bringing up of the rights of Iran’s Azeri-origin cit-
izens are among elements that escalate tension in the 
region. In this context, the South Caucasus appears as 
an area where Turkey can increase its power but also 
potentially interface with other regional powers.  
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FIGURE 2: MAJOR FOREIGN POLICY ISSUES IN TURKEY’S RELATIONS WITH THE US, EU AND RUSSIA
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SYRIA

The conflict inside Syria, including actions by the Syri-
an Army, Israel, Iran, the US, Turkey, Russia, the Islamic 
State in Iraq and Syria (ISIS), and PYD/YPG forces, are 
still ongoing. In spite of this, Bashar al-Assad was elected 
as president for the fourth time, with 95% of the vote, 
in elections held in May 2021. President Assad made 
his first visit to another Arab state since 2011 when he 
visited the UAE in March 2022.66 The long-running 
war in Syria, along now with rising prices caused by the 
war in Ukraine and the COVID-19 pandemic, has put 
additional pressure on the population already coping 
with loss of life, displacement, economic challenges, and 
damage to infrastructure. In recent months, associated 
with decreasing clean water resources, a cholera out-
break has been reported in the country.67

Despite occasional violations, the Idlib ceasefire agree-
ment68 reached in March 2020 remains valid, but Tur-
key’s military presence in the region continues. Con-
flicts occurring in the region sometimes carry over to 
Turkish territory.69 In relation to this, Turkey launched 
an aerial operation, known as the Operation Winter 
Eagle, in February 2022.70 On 23 May 2022, President 
Erdoğan announced a plan to conduct a military op-
eration in northern Syria and create a 30 km safe zone 
along the border, and on June 1, he stated that the op-
eration would take place in the Tal Rifaat and Manbij 
regions.71 President Erdoğan’s plans have not received 
support from the US, Iran, or Russia.72 While the Turk-
ish government claimed that the perpetrators of the 
terrorist attack in Istanbul on 12 November 2022 were 
“PKK/PYD/YPG members” who entered Turkey ir-
regularly through Afrin, those groups denied responsi-
bility for the attack.73 Turkey initiated an air operation 
against the YPG, whom it holds accountable for the 
attack, in Syria and Iraq within the scope of Operation 
Claw-Sword, and has also indicated that a ground oper-
ation will be conducted. 

Amidst all these developments, President Erdoğan 
made a statement on November 23 that he could meet 
with Syrian President Assad, but it was later reported 
that Assad rejected Erdoğan’s request.74 While all the 
major issues identified last year on the Syria issue con-
tinue to persist, the situation of refugees has been ad-
dressed under a separate heading in this year’s report.

Key Themes

Absence of a comprehensive peace process: Con-
flicts involving internal and external actors in Syria 
continue and there is not currently a comprehensive 
peace process underway.  

PYD/YPG: Turkey is in conflict with the PYD/YPG, 
which it views as an extension of the PKK, and there-
fore a terrorist organization. The support provided by 
the US to the YPG continues to be subject to criticism 
in relations between the two countries (see the Tur-
key-US relations section).

The State of Migrants: As of October 2022, the num-
ber of Syrians under temporary protection registered in 
Turkey is 3,622,486.75 As economic problems increase 
in Turkey, both the public and political parties are in-
creasingly stressing the need for Syrian migrants to be 
returned.76 The Turkish government has also signaled 
its willingness to engage in talks with Syrian President 
Bashar al-Assad on this issue.

Turkey’s military presence: Although the ceasefire 
agreement between Turkey and Russia signed on 5 
March 2020 is still in effect, violations and loss of life 
continue. Turkey has been providing support to various 
groups in order to establish secure zones in the regions 
close to its own border.77 However, both increasing 
economic difficulties and Turkey’s statements indicat-
ing that talks could be held with Assad have sparked 
protests in certain regions.78 Turkey has also had to 
assume the role of mediator in disputes and conflicts 
between different groups.79

IRAQ

There are ongoing conflicts between different actors 
throughout Iraq. Turkey has engaged in conflict with 
groups, especially the PKK and others supported by ISIS 
and Iran, conducting the aerial Operation Winter Eagle 
in February 2022.80 Iraq and the Kurdish Regional Gov-
ernment of Iraq81 blamed Turkey for the attack in the 
Zakho region on July 20, which resulted in the death of 9 
civilians, while Turkey argued that the PKK was respon-
sible.82 Subsequently, there have been clashes between 
protesters and police during protests held in front of the 
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Turkish Embassy in Baghdad. The Iraqi National Securi-
ty Council has called for Turkey to withdraw from Iraqi 
territory. During his visit to Baghdad on 10-11 Septem-
ber, the head of Turkey’s National Intelligence Organiza-
tion, Hakan Fidan, attempted to reduce the tension by 
engaging in talks with the Iraqi President, Prime Minis-
ter, and other politicians.83 However, after the terrorist 
attack that took place in Istanbul on 13 November 2022, 
Turkey blamed “members of the PKK/PYD/YPG” and 
launched Operation Claw-Sword, including attacks in 
northern Iraq.84 The main issues that were outlined in 
last year’s report remain this year, and developments in 
these areas are briefly covered below.  

Key Themes

Political instability: It took a year after the elections 
in Iraq in October 2021 for a government to be formed. 
The political instability during this period has led to 
protests and conflicts between different groups.85

Military operations: Turkey’s military presence and 
operations in the north of Iraq has led to backlashes 
from the Iraqi government.  

RECENT DEVELOPMENTS IN RELATIONS BETWEEN TURKEY AND COUNTRIES IN THE 
MIDDLE EAST AND NORTH AFRICA

SAUDI ARABIA

The relationship between Turkey and Saudi Arabia has deteriorated as a result of the different policies pur-
sued by the two countries after the Arab uprisings began in 2011. This includes Turkey’s support for groups 
affiliated with the Muslim Brotherhood,86 the Gulf countries’ embargo on Qatar, and relations of the two 
countries with different groups in Syria and Libya, etc. Relations have come to a standstill especially after the 
killing of Saudi journalist Jamal Khashoggi at the Saudi Arabian consulate in Istanbul on 2 October 2018. 
Announcing the details of the murder to the public, the President claimed that high-level Saudi officials were 
responsible for the murder, while Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman denied any involvement in 
the matter.87 In 2020, Turkey began the trial of the defendants in absentia. Alongside all these issues, Saudi 
Arabia has followed a policy of reducing trade, visits and investments with Turkey.88 After the embargo on 
Qatar was lifted on January 2021, Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu visited Saudi Arabia in May 2021, 
his first visit since the murder of Jamal Khashoggi.89 Following the decision to transfer the Khashoggi case 
to Saudi Arabia at the request of Saudi authorities in April 2022, President Erdoğan visited Riyadh in April 
2022, and Muhammad bin Salman visited Ankara in June 2022. During these visits, increasing cooperation 
in the areas of trade, energy, defense, and tourism, and the creation of an investment fund in Turkey by Saudi 
Arabia were discussed.90

UNITED ARAB EMIRATES 

Relations between Turkey and the UAE, like those between Turkey and Saudi Arabia, have been strained due 
to each country’s policies after the Arab Spring, particularly after Turkey held the UAE partly responsible for 
the coup attempt on 15 July 2016.91 During this period, the UAE has also supported military exercises in the 
Mediterranean organized by Greece and the RoC, with the participation of third countries (such as Egypt 
and Israel). Relations between Turkey and the UAE began to improve since the end of 2021, as a result of fac-
tors such as the lifting of the embargo on Qatar and Turkey’s economic problems. Abu Dhabi Crown Prince 
Sheikh Muhammad bin Zayed Al Nahyan visited Ankara for the first time since 2012 in November 2021, and 
President Erdoğan visited the UAE in February and May 2022. After the visits, initiatives related to economic 
cooperation and investments to be made by the UAE in Turkey continue.92
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EGYPT

After the military coup that took place in Egypt in 2013 under the leadership of the then commander-in-chief 
of the Egyptian Armed Forces, Abdal Fatah el-Sisi, diplomatic relations between Turkey and Egypt have fall-
en to its lowest level. President Erdoğan harshly reacted to the removal of Mohamed Morsi, the political 
representative of the Muslim Brotherhood who came to power after the Arab uprisings, from office in a coup, 
and to his death sentence in 2015.93 In response, the el-Sisi government, which subsequently came to power 
in Egypt, accused Turkey of interfering in Egypt’s internal affairs and supporting terrorist groups.94 In bilat-
eral relations, the conflicting policies pursued by Turkey and Egypt towards other countries in the region 
(especially their support for different groups in Libya) is another factor responsible for escalating tensions. 
At a time when bilateral relations were on the decline and Turkey became isolated in the region, the Egyptian 
government improved its relations with Greece and the RoC in the Eastern Mediterranean and was included 
in the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum, which was established with the participation of coastal countries 
in the region (excluding Turkey, Syria and Lebanon). When the relations between Turkey and Greece were 
particularly tense in the summer of 2020, Greece and Egypt signed a treaty concerning maritime boundaries 
in response to a similar agreement between Turkey and Libya (see the Libya section for more detail).  The re-
lations between Egypt and Greece and the RoC, including their participation in military exercises conducted 
by Greece and the RoC with other countries in the Eastern Mediterranean, have had a negative impact on 
relations with Turkey. In fact, Egypt, along with Greece, reacted negatively to the hydrocarbon cooperation 
deal signed between Turkey and Libya in October 2022 (as a continuation of the 2019 agreement), stating 
that the agreement in question was “unlawful”.95 Turkey’s efforts to improve its relations with countries in the 
region such as Saudi Arabia, Israel and the UAE have also been applied to relations with Egypt. In May and 
September 2021, officials from both countries held exploratory talks in Cairo and Ankara, and the foreign 
ministers of the two countries also spoke on the phone.96 During the opening of the World Cup in Doha on 
23 November 2022, President Erdoğan and President el-Sisi met and shook hands, and Erdoğan made com-
ments about the possibility of improving relations with Egypt.97 These developments were met with concern 
by Greece, and in response, Greek officials visited Egypt shortly thereafter and secured the signing of several 
agreements between the two countries.98 This indicates that Greece’s attitude and its relations with Egypt will 
be significant factors in future developments of the bilateral relations between Turkey and Egypt.

ISRAEL

Relations between Turkey and Israel have been on the decline for a very long time, particularly as a result of 
incidents concerning Palestine, such as the Davos and low chair crisis, the Mavi Marmara raid, and Turkey’s 
relations with Hamas. The US decision to open an embassy in Jerusalem in 2018 and Turkey’s harsh con-
demnation of the Israeli government’s excessive use of force against Palestinian protesters in the subsequent 
protests also further damaged relations between the two countries. The long-standing issues between Turkey 
and Israel have resulted in Israel establishing close relations with Greece and the RoC especially in the Eastern 
Mediterranean, including the establishment of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum for the purpose of eval-
uating the energy potential in the region. Although there were signs of rapprochement between Turkey and 
Israel in 2021, it is clear that the alliances and collaborations established in the Eastern Mediterranean will 
play a determining role alongside the Palestine issue. The visit of Israeli President Isaac Herzog to Ankara on 9 
March 2022 is important within the context of efforts towards rapprochement between the two countries, as 
it is the first visit between the leaders in 14 years. Similarly, Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu visited Israel 
on 24-25 May 2022 for the first time in 15 years. In August 2022, it was decided to restore diplomatic rela-
tions at the highest level, and ambassadors were subsequently appointed on both sides. In December, Israeli 
Prime Minister Netanyahu made a statement saying that “relations with Erdoğan are improving.”99
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CONCLUSION

This report, part of IstanPol’s Foreign Policy Program, 
has summarized Turkey’s involvement in numerous 
traditional and contemporary foreign policy chal-
lenges, particularly in its immediate surroundings. 
Although the conflicts discussed here primarily relate 
to Turkish foreign policy, they will continue to occupy 
decision-makers in the short and medium term given 
increasing volatility and the blurring of boundaries be-
tween domestic and foreign policy in recent years. 

The large number and variety of problems sometimes 
also leads to issues that overlap or contradict each other 
in terms of the policies pursued. For example, although 
Turkey follows a critical stance towards Russia’s inva-
sion of Ukraine, similar to its NATO allies and other 
Western countries, its close relationship with Russia 
and its failure to impose sanctions against the coun-
try attract criticism from those same allies. Turkey’s 
foreign policy, which follows a multi-polar approach, 
bears both risks and opportunities as it seeks to main-
tain a balanced relationship with Russia on the one 
hand, and play a mediating role between NATO and 
Russia, as well as between Russia and Ukraine on the 
other. Turkey’s role in establishing a grain corridor is 
appreciated by its allies, but its failure to implement 
sanctions against Russia has caused problems in rela-
tions with its allies. Similarly, while trying to resolve its 
current issues with the US, Turkey’s hesitant attitude 
towards the NATO memberships of Sweden and Fin-
land, which has emerged as a new agenda item after the 
Russia-Ukraine war, has also been criticized by its al-
lies. The presence of such issues in Turkish-American 
relations and the willingness of the two countries to 
resolve them will be significant in determining future 
relations. 

On the other hand, partly due to Turkey’s current eco-
nomic difficulties and the upcoming elections, Turkey 
has taken initiatives to improve previously strained re-
lations with many countries. In particular, steps have 
been taken in recent years to improve long-standing 
problematic relations with Saudi Arabia, the UAE, 
Israel, Egypt, Syria, and Armenia. In this context, al-
though tangible results have been achieved with Saudi 
Arabia, the UAE, and Israel, a clear rapprochement 
has not yet been achieved with Egypt and Syria. The 
influence of new balances that have emerged due to 
Turkey’s policy approach, especially after the Arab up-
risings, is expected to persist as a determining factor in 
the restoration of bilateral relations. For example, after 
the deterioration of Turkey’s bilateral relations with 
several regional countries, in most cases to the point 
of a standstill, new dynamics that have emerged in the 
Eastern Mediterranean region will have a direct impact 
on bilateral relations, as discussed above. In fact, as can 
be seen in the efforts to improve bilateral relations with 
Egypt, Israel, and the UAE, in addition to Turkey’s ex-
isting issues with these countries, the influence of the 
relations that these countries have established with 
Greece and RoC will be a futher issue to take into ac-
count. Similarly, as observed in the negotiation process 
with Armenia, it is frequently emphasized that success 
depends on Azerbaijan-Armenia relations, even if Tur-
key does not face any issues in terms of its own bilateral 
relations and establishing diplomatic relations with the 
involved parties. 

While efforts to improve relations with regional coun-
tries hold promise for Turkey, Turkey has adopted a 
more hard-line stance in relations with Greece, which 
have again become tense in recent months, partly due 
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to the impact of the general elections scheduled for 
2023. The same situation applies to Turkey-EU re-
lations, which have come to a standstill and are only 
proceeding at a transactional level, as it is evident that 
neither side is actively trying to mend relations. As for 
the Cyprus problem, it is unlikely that any progress will 
be made in the short term, as almost all the actors in-
volved have entered an election atmosphere.  

Turkey’s foreign policy after the elections scheduled for 
June 2023 will be closely linked not only to Turkey’s in-
ternal dynamics, but also to where allied countries po-
sition Turkey in the international political arena. The 
institutionalization of the political preferences -which 
are in line with the traditional foreign policy priorities 
and principles and have begun to appear on the eve of 
2023 elections- is expected to bring about a reduction 
in the quantity and complexity of foreign policy items 
on Turkey’s agenda.         
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