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Istanbul

T 

he European Union and 
Turkey are getting down 
to hard bargaining as 
Brussels desperately 
seeks solutions to the mi-

grant crisis engulfing Europe while 
Turkey is trying to draw conces-
sions from the Europeans in return 
for steps to stem the flow.

Turkey, a direct neighbour of 
war-torn Syria, has taken in more 
than 2 million Syrian refugees and 
is the most important transit hub 
for migrants travelling to Europe. 
About 580,000 refugees, among 
them 200,000 Syrians, arrived in 
Germany between January and 
September; the country registered 
more than 400,000 additional refu-
gees from early September through 
mid-October.

German Chancellor Angela Mer-
kel, who has come under increasing 
pressure at home to reduce refugee 
numbers, travelled to Istanbul on 
October 18th for talks with Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and Prime Minister Ahmet Davu-
toglu. She said she was ready to 
increase financial help for Turkey 
to cope with the influx from Syria 
and vowed to speed up talks about 
Turkey’s bid to become a member 
of the European Union.

Merkel tested the waters follow-
ing an October 16th announcement 
by the EU Commission that said 
Brussels had reached a broad agree-
ment with Turkey to tackle the ref-
ugee crisis. Under the deal, Turkey 
is supposed to do more to keep Syri-
ans from fleeing towards Europe by 
tightening border security in return 
for up to $3.4 billion in aid and new 
steps to revive Turkey’s comatose 
membership talks.

But in a sign that the real bargain-

ing is just beginning, Turkey shot 
down the EU statement about an 
agreement and said talks had only 
produced a “draft”.

Turkish Foreign Minister Feridun 
Sinirlioglu rejected current EU of-
fers. “There is a financial package 
proposed by the EU and we told 
them it is unacceptable,” Sinirlio-
glu said. The proposed $3.4 billion 
could only be seen as a starting 
point. “If ([the EU] delivers 3 billion 
euros ($3.4 million) in the initial 
phase, it would be meaningful,” he 
said.

Turkey says it has spent about $8 
billion caring for Syrian refugees; 
the country has built more than 
20 refugee camps housing about 
280,000 people.

“Unfortunately Turkey was left 
alone by the international commu-
nity in terms of burden sharing,” 
Davutoglu said after he met with 
Merkel. “We are very pleased there 
is a better approach now.”

Knowing Turkey is in a key posi-
tion to ease the refugee crisis in Eu-
rope, Turkish leaders have listed a 
set of demands. Besides calling for 
more money, Ankara is pressing for 
the opening of five new areas, or 
chapters, in Turkey’s EU accession 
talks, which started ten years ago 
but have made little headway.

Turkey has completed talks on 14 
out of 35 negotiation chapters, with 
17 chapters blocked either because 
of the row over the divided Medi-
terranean island of Cyprus or be-
cause of opposition to Turkey’s bid 
by individual EU members.

Also, the government is calling on 
the European Union to ease travel 
restrictions for Turks in Europe, an 
issue very important to many Turk-
ish citizens who currently have to 
undergo a long and costly visa pro-
cedure. Davutoglu told Merkel he 
hoped that visa-free travel could 
start in the middle of 2016.

At the same time, Turkey could 
implement a so-called readmission 
agreement, under which Turkey 
would be obliged to take back all 
refugees who have entered the Eu-
ropean Union via Turkish territory. 
That step could greatly relieve pres-

sure on EU countries.
Merkel said the European Union 

and Turkey would cooperate “on 
dynamising the accession process”. 
The chancellor also said one nego-
tiation chapter could be opened be-
fore the end of the year. Visa liber-
alisation for Turks travelling to the 
European Union’s Schengen zone 
was also on the cards. “The talks in 
that direction are very promising 
and will be continued,” Merkel said.

Following Merkel’s visit, pro-
government media in Turkey wel-
comed what they presented as 
Germany’s promise to end visa re-
quirements. “Visa-free Europe” ran 
the headline in the Takvim daily.

But not all are happy with the de-
cision by the Turkish government 
to extract concessions from the Eu-
ropean Union in return for turning 
Turkey into what political scientist 

Savas Genc called a “cheap hostel 
for refugees”. Turkey could end 
up with a growing refugee problem 
and become a “powder keg”, Genc 
told The Arab Weekly. “The EU is 
acting very egoistically. The EU 
does not want to solve the problem. 
It wants to limit the number of peo-
ple arriving there.”

Murat Erdogan, an expert on 
migration at Ankara’s Hacettepe 
University, said the proposed deal 
between the European Union and 
Turkey would not stem the flow of 
refugees to Europe. “This is more 
than just a financial problem,” he 
said. “The EU and Turkey should sit 
down and work out a regional refu-
gee policy.”

Measures under discussion, 
which include a proposal to process 
asylum claims by refugees for West-
ern countries while the claimants 

are still in Turkey, would attract 
even more people to Turkey, Murat 
Erdogan said. He said there were 
signs that more refugees from Syria 
were arriving in Turkey, while num-
bers in other host countries, such as 
Jordan, were falling.

“If we agree to send some refu-
gees to Germany, France, Canada 
or other countries, then others will 
have hope that it will work for them 
as well and they will come to Tur-
key,” he said.

As a transit country, Turkey 
would have to cope with stead-
ily rising refugee figures. “Out of 
100,000 people arriving here, may-
be 10,000 can go on to Europe but 
the rest will stay,” Murat Erdogan 
said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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The EU’s cynical change of heart

T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan is not 
known to be a fan of 
Groucho Marx or of 
that particular genre of 
impromptu innuendo-

laden wisecrack but he might 
want to consider borrowing one 
of the comedian’s most quoted 
lines: “I don’t want to belong to 
any club that will accept me as a 
member.”

Marx is said to have written that 
response to an elite private club in 
the 1940s. Though the words vary 
by storyteller, as does the name of 
the establishment at which they 
were directed, it’s clear that Marx 
doubted the club’s judgment.

Erdogan might be entitled to 
do the same with the European 
Union, which his country has 
aspired to join for the better part 
of 30 years. A desperate European 
Union suddenly said October 16th 
it wanted to “re-energise” Turkey’s 
long-cherished, long-stalled mem-
bership bid in exchange for its help 
with stemming the ceaseless flow 
of refugees to Western Europe.

This, after years of expressing 

grave concern about Turkey’s at-
titude towards freedom of speech, 
democracy and minority and hu-
man rights.

On October 18th, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel travelled 
to Ankara to repeat the upbeat 
message, a remarkable step for a 
politician who has always pro-
posed a partnership deal, not full 
EU membership, for Turkey. And 
Brussels cannily postponed to an 
unspecified date its annual report 
on press freedom and corruption 
in Turkey. The report is part of the 
regular health check the European 
Union performs on any country 
that applies to join the bloc.

There is a breathtaking trans-
parency about the cynicism with 
which the European Union is at-
tempting to buy Turkey’s acqui-
escence in its frenzied (if entirely 
understandable) attempt to choke 
the influx of migrants.

The European Union has long 
pointed out the flaws in Turkey’s 
respect for the rule of law and civil 
liberties. Some years ago, it casu-
ally — and deliberately — froze the 
membership process even though 
Erdogan, then the prime minister, 
had not quite metamorphosed 
into an authoritarian and increas-
ingly autocratic sultan. But to now 
promise a quid pro quo and sum-
marily jettison its red-line concerns 
hardly suggest that Europe works 
to incorruptible principles and 
sound ethical considerations for 
membership.

Clearly, it is the right moment 
for Erdogan to contemptuously 
say as Groucho Marx would that 

he would not want to join this 
club. He hasn’t, though he wither-
ingly discerned “insincerity” in 
the European Union’s offer of an 
accelerated membership bid. And 
his Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) spokesman, Omar Celik, 
described it as “political bribery”.

Even so, these, like the Euro-
pean Union’s proffered deal, are 
mere words. Neither side probably 
intends to stand by them. Europe is 
offering Turkey an IOU it may find 
impossible to cash mainly because 
of opposition to its membership 
from Cyprus and Austria. For his 
part, Erdogan followed his jibe at 
the European Union with a repeat 
plea for membership. “Why don’t 
you take Turkey into the EU?” he 
asked, leaving out the key “right 
away”.

He and everyone else know 
full well the inherent problems. 
Consider how long Turkey has 
been rebuffed by the European 
Union. It was officially recognised 
as a candidate for full member-
ship in December 1999 and started 
formal negotiations on the same 
day as Croatia in October 2005. In 
2013, Croatia became the European 
Union’s 28th member.

Turkey, however, seemed no 
closer to its goal. The official 
explanation was always Ankara’s 
shortcomings but privately, its 
place in the European club was 
acknowledged as a unique and 
headache-inducing problem. Is this 
mainly Muslim country European 
enough to join the European Un-
ion? If it does, would it not change 
the whole character of the union, 

its culture and values?
The impasse is about European-

ness but it is the governing Islam-
ist AKP that has been the most 
steadfast about joining Europe. 
In January, when Prime Minister 
Ahmet Davutoglu told his party’s 
MPs, “We are part of Europe. Eu-
rope is us, we are Europe”, he was 
deliberately echoing the words 
of Turgut Ozal, who submitted 
Turkey’s original 1987 application 
to join the EU’s predecessor, the 
European Economic Community.

Davutoglu was speaking after 
visiting a Paris stunned by the 
Charlie Hebdo attacks and he 
spelled out Turkey’s capacity to 
cover the full span of European 
and Muslim identities with the sort 
of an erudite speech that might be 
expected of a former university 
professor.

“When we’re in Paris, Berlin, 
Brussels, we speak as Europeans; 
in Samarkand and Bukhara we 
speak as descendants of Hoca 
Ahmed Yesevi [a Turkish poet and 
Sufi]. In Damascus, Baghdad and 
Mecca we speak as children of the 
Prophet; in Sarajevo and Skopje 
as the offspring of the Ottoman 
conquerors,” Davutoglu said.

If Europe took in Turkey, it 
would be enlargement — in scope, 
nuance and meaning — beyond 
anything it might have planned. 
But don’t hold your breath.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is an 
itinerant commentator on world 
affairs. She blogs at www.rashmee.
com and is on Twitter: 
@rashmeerl.sa.
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Showing the way? Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) with European Parliament President 
Martin Schulz in Brussels, on October 5th.


