
Anti-corruption will feature prominently in Turkey’s talks on EU accession. Despite
claims to the contrary, the data show that corruption levels in Turkey are not
radically different than those in many other accession countries. While Turkey
already meets many of the requirements for negotiating and completing accession,
Turkey will need to bolster its anti-corruption programme. Key elements will include
increased public sector co-ordination and the design and implementation of a
credible anti-corruption programme. Yet, accession should not be the main motivator
for such a programme. Anti-corruption will be necessary to strengthen fragile
government institutions and forestall the radicalization of the political process.

17

Bryane Michael*

*  Bryane Michael, Linacre College, Oxford University. For more information, including links to the sources mentioned
in this paper, see http://users.ox.ac.uk/~scat1663

THE ROLE OF ANTI-CORRUPTION IN THE
TURKISH ACCESSION TO THE EU



18

he December 2004 meeting of Turkish and European Union (EU) officials
will have determined much about the eventual Turkish accession into
the EU. The focus of these talks will be on issues such as the compatibility
of Turkish legislation with the acquis communautaire, immigration,

human rights and other points of contention between the EU and Turkey.1 If the
accession of other countries into the EU is any indicator for Turkish accession,
reducing corruption and improving the rule of law will figure prominently in
these discussions. Anti-corruption gets its own section in the EU’s Regular Reports
on Progress Toward Accession. Yet, despite claims to the contrary, Turkey is not
radically different from the other accession countries both in the level of corruption
and the amount (level) of anti-corruption activity. However, it has engaged less
wholehearted in anti-corruption programmes than many of the other accession
countries. In this essay, I will compare Turkey with some of the other accession
countries – along the very specific and concrete measure of corruption and anti-
corruption – to assess the claims that the Turkish accession will be radically
different than the other accessions. Such a comparison will provide some insights
for the design and implementation of Turkey’s anti-corruption agenda.

Talking Turkey: A Comparison of Turkish Corruption with Other Accession
Countries

In both the domestic and international popular press, Turkey is largely painted
to be extremely corrupt. For example, a November 24th Financial Times article
notes that “two former Turkish energy ministers are due in court tomorrow in a
case that, if it ends in prosecution, may shed light on an issue that fascinates and
horrifies many Turks - the extent of corruption in the country's political and
commercial life.”2 Certainly Turkey has seen its share of high level politicians
under the spotlight – including two Former Ministers of Energy and Natural
Resources, namely Cumhur Ersümer and Zeki Çakan, Former Prime Minister
Mesut Y›lmaz, Former Deputy Prime Minister Hüsamettin Özkan, Former Minister
of State in Charge of Economics, Former Ministers of Public Works and Housing
Yaflar Topçu and Koray Ayd›n, who is also a former minister of public works
and housing. In the same article an unnamed source at Transparency International
said that corruption “is one of the most serious obstacles to Turkey's accession”
and notes a culture of “endemic political corruption.” These cases ostensibly will
affect the prospects of Turkish accession. Indeed, the European Commission and
the European Parliament have made reference to Turkey in their reports on the
country's suitability for membership.

Yet, the real question is not whether Turkey is corrupt or not – but whether it is
comparable to countries which have already acceded. Such prosecutions certainly
contribute to popular perceptions of a corrupt Turkish polity. However, these
prosecutions may also signal a changing environment and an increasing willingness

T

1 M. Teitelbaum and P. Martin, “Is Turkey Ready for Europe?” Foreign Affairs, Vol. 82, No. 3 (May/June 2003).
2  V. Boland, “Former Turkish energy ministers head to court on corruption charges,” Financial Times, November 24,
2004.
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to fight corruption. If the nature and level of corruption is roughly the same as the
other countries, the EU will have a tough time refusing Turkish accession on rule
of law grounds alone.

The data show a mixed picture. According to one of the best known indicators, the
Transparency International (2002) Corruption Perceptions Index, Turkey rates 64
among 102 countries in the Index. This ranking is 12 places below the Czech
Republic, Slovakia and Latvia (higher numbers imply more integrity) – yet 13
places above Romania.3 Using the “gold standard” of anti-corruption data, we see
from Figure 1 that Turkey certainly has less control of corruption than the “first
wave” accession countries.4 However, Turkey is closer to the “second wave”
countries of Bulgaria and Romania, being statistically indistinguishable from either
of them. From the numbers alone (assuming they are correct), failing to open talks
with Turkey on the grounds of its corruption profile while conducting negotiations
with Bulgaria and Romania would suggest non-technical factors are driving the
EU accession process.

A disaggregated view of the data also shows a mixed picture for Turkey. Turkish
public sector institutions are not all uniformly corruption ridden. As shown in
Figure 2 in euro terms, traffic police have the highest incidence of accepting bribes
yet receive the lowest amounts. Customs officials though tend to take high value
bribes often. While these data probably under-report the true extent of corruption
(and fail to report on grand corruption), they still qualitatively demonstrate that
corruption is not endemic in all Turkish institutions. On a 10 point scale, the survey
respondents opined that tax inspectors were highly corrupt (7.1 on the 10 point

3 Several countries can hold the same ranking in this index and Turkey shares the 64th place with Thailand. For more
information, see Transparency International, “Transparency International Corruption Perceptions Index 2002.” Available
at: http://www.transparency.org/pressreleases_archive/2002/2002.08.28.cpi.en.html
4 D. Kaufmann, A. Kraay, and P. Zoido-Lobatón, “Aggregating Governance Indicators,” World Bank Policy Research
Working Paper, No. 2195, (1999).
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Figure 1. Control of Corruption in Europe
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scale), yet only 6 percent of respondents actually paid a tax inspector – and the
actual amount paid was less than almost all other public services.

While Turkey perceives itself to be highly corrupt, such data are comparable with
other accession countries. Figure 3 shows data taken from a number of sources
and shows perceptions about the degree of corruption in various government
institutions for accession countries for which data are available.5 Turkish respondents
perceive corruption in various services to be slightly higher than respondents in
other countries. Yet, customs and traffic police are problematic institutions in the
other accession countries as well. Commentators such as Baran (2000) note that
privatization led to much Turkish corruption which is not shown in Figure 3.6

However, the qualitative evidence shows that privatization had similar effects in
other countries such as Czech Republic, Poland, and Hungary.7

EU Criteria and Turkish Efforts to Fight Corruption

No matter what Turkish levels of corruption are, if Turkey wants to join the EU,
one of the main obligations Turkey will face is compliance with the Copenhagen
Criteria. The Criteria was established by the 1993 Copenhagen European Council
and established the accession countries’ mandate to reduce corruption. The Criteria
requires “institutions guaranteeing democracy [and] the rule of law” and policies
which help secure a “functioning market economy.” More specific guidance on

5 These data should be treated as best guesses since estimates vary widely from survey to survey and over time. For
example, the Smeltz and Sweeney (1999) survey show that 63% of respondents think that police are mostly corrupt in
Hungary while the Gallup data for 2000 show 49%. Moreover, slightly different questions were asked in each of the
polls, reducing the comparability of these data. See D. Smeltz and A. Sweeney, On the Take: Central and East European
Attitudes Toward Corruption  (October, 1999). Available at: http://www1.oecd.org/daf/nocorruptionweb/pdf/OnTake.pdf.
6 Z. Baran, “Corruption: The Turkish Challenge,” Journal of International Affairs  (September, 2000).
7 G. Clarke and L. Xu. (2002) “Privatization, Competition and Corruption: How Characteristics of Bribe Takers and
Payers Affect Bribe Payments to Utilities,” PRIV Working Papers.

Figure 2. Extent of Turkish Bribery and Corruption in 2002
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Figure 3. Comparing Complaints about Corruption

Sources: Turkish data were taken from Adaman et al. (2001), Hungarian data from Gallup (2003), Latvian
data from Anderson (1998), Slovak data from Anderson (2000), and Romania data from Anderson et al.
(2001).
Note: Non-Turkish data has been converted into a 10 point system for comparability. Latvian data was
originally on a 60 point scale while the Slovak, Hungarian, and Romania on a 100 point scale.
* “Local government” used instead of regional and district offices.
** Slovak and Hungarian data does not differentiate between traffic and non-traffic police.

reducing corruption for these countries is given by the acquis communautaire
which requires the adoption of a number of international conventions making
bribery a civil and/or criminal offense in domestic legislation.8

On paper, Turkey looks well poised to meet the Criteria related to corruption by
having adopted a number of conventions by organizations with largely European
membership. The Turkish parliament has already ratified the Council of Europe
Civil Law Convention on Corruption. Such ratification has allowed Turkey to
become a member in the Group of States against Corruption which monitors
compliance with European anti-corruption standards. In 2000, Turkey signed on
to the OECD’s Convention on the Bribery of Foreign Officials in International
Business Transactions. Turkey has also engaged in a number of more concrete
measures aimed at fighting corruption. A parliamentary anti-corruption committee
has issued a long report (1,200 pages!) and started investigations into a number
of high level improprieties.9 In January 2004, a working group was brought
together to assist the parliamentary committee in charge of the Action Plan on
Enhancing Transparency and Good Governance in the Public Sector. The working
group consists of employees from the Prime Ministry Inspection Board, the
Ministry of Justice, Ministry of Interior, Finance, the Treasury and the State
Planning Organization.

8 Examples include the 1995 Convention on the Protection of the European Communities’ Financial Interests, the 1997
Convention on the Fight against Corruption involving Officials of the European Communities or Officials of the member
States of the European Union and the 1998 Joint Action on Corruption in the Private Sector. Additionally, accession
countries must sign up for the Council of Europe’s criminal law and civil law conventions on corruption as well as the
OECD’s convention which outlaws the payment of bribes to foreign officials.
9 European Union (2004), Regular Report on Turkey’s ProgressTowards Accession. Available at:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/enlargement/report_2004/pdf/rr_tr_2004_en.pdf.
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Skeptics see the announcement of such anti-corruption efforts as a whitewash –
non-credible commitments to avoid tackling corruption. Despite Turkey’s adoption
of international conventions, the data suggest little has changed. Despite being
a signatory to the OECD’s anti-bribery convention and a member of the Organisation
since 1961, the Kaufmann et al. data show Turkey is significantly worse at
controlling corruption than its OECD colleagues. Despite the formation of the
Inter-ministerial Commission and the formation of an Anti-Corruption Steering
Committee a number of years ago, they only managed to meet this year. Skeptics
also point to the large amount of ineffective regulation attempting to govern a
public sector which, after considering the relative population sizes, is larger than
other OECD countries like Portugal and Spain.

Ultimately, the success of the anti-corruption plan will depend on political will
within the Justice and Development Party (AKP). The rise of the young Justice
and Development Party is partially attributable to its stance on reducing corruption.
Prime Minister Recep Erdo¤an and several senior officials in the current
administration have highlighted the importance of fighting corruption in a number
of public speeches. An early measure of the AKP government was to pass an
Emergency Action Plan which contained various anti-corruption measures. Yet,
few announcements of the Plan’s success have been made. Enhanced transparency
in political party finance, increased access to information, the lifting of parliamentary
immunity, and enhanced dialogue between Government and civil society have
met with some resistance. Even the Erdo¤an Administration’s success in
investigating corruption has been tainted by allegations that these investigations
constitute a purge of past government officials and leave those close to the AKP
untouched. The success of the government’s anti-corruption programme will
depend on the anti-corruption systems it can establish more than the political
“big fish” the Erdo¤an administration can fry.

Designing an Anti-Corruption Programme for Turkey

Most of the accession countries have accepted the need to establish anti-corruption
systems and have already either engaged in comprehensive (often donor funded)
programmes or piece-meal programmes. Comprehensive programmes recognize
that the “use of pubic power for private gain” involves the government as well
as the non-government sector. Thus, comprehensive programmes try to incorporate
as many non-state actors into the anti-corruption exercise as possible. These
programmes also focus on systems and the incentives they provide rather than
focusing on law enforcement and big fish frying. Given the systemic nature of
such reform, donor funding is usually required – such as World Bank lending for
Latvia’s large anti-corruption programme, USAID funding of Bulgaria’s
programme, or United Nations funding of the Hungarian programme. Piece-meal
programmes also focus on systems, but by contrast, focus on particular institutions.
Countries such as the Czech Republic or Poland have seen much reform at the
institutional level and relied more on EU and Phare funding for these reforms.
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Figure 4. Comparing Anti-Corruption Programmes in the Accession Countries

Source: Adapted from B. Michael, Anti-Corruption Training in Central and Eastern Europe
(Strasburg: Council of Europe, forthcoming).
Note: The results summarized in this table are derived only from the information in the case study
and not from the reviewer’s own personal knowledge nor from independent research. Kosovo,
Russia and Ukraine have been omitted for the sake of comparison.

Turkey appears to be following the way of piece-meal reform. Figure 4 shows
some anti-corruption activities undertaken by some other accession countries in
comparison with Turkey. As the other countries, Turkey has been able to pass
laws. Yet, Turkey lags in the implementation of a number of programmes which
support these laws. Particularly weak is Turkey’s effort to fight corruption at the
local level and change the logic of a political system which relies on corruption.10

Turkey also has not engaged in the same level of non-governmental anti-corruption
activity as some of the other accession countries. Investigative journalism training
is one important element in the fight against corruption – and while Turkey does
have its examples of investigative journalists (such as the famous U¤ur Mumcu)
– systems to train increasing numbers of such journalists could be strengthened.
Business activity also can be strengthened by increasing the role of TOBB and
TUSIAD members in promising not to engage in corruption and reporting
corruption when they find it.
10  Z. Baran (2000).



20

A key area for piece-meal Turkish anti-corruption reform will be comprehensive
deregulation.11 Turkey has embarked on a programme of deregulation outside the
public sector covering sectors such as telecommunications, banking, gas and
infrastructure as well as increased competition and market openness. In line with
IMF recommendations, fiscal transparency has been enhanced by eliminating
budgetary and extra budgetary funds. Turkey also complies with internationally
accepted standards of public sector budgeting.12

Unlike the accession countries, Turkey has no real centre of anti-corruption.
Lithuania has its Special Investigation Service, Latvia has its own Anti-Corruption
Co-ordinating Body, as does Hungary, and Bulgaria. In Turkey, a number of
executive bodies deal with anti-corruption including the Prime Minister’s Inspection
Board, Ministry of Finance Inspection Board, Ministry of Justice, Ministry of
Interior, State Planning Office and the State Supervision Institute in the President’s
Office. However, none of these has been given a definitive leadership role and
the relationship between these entities is ambiguous.13 Such ambiguity will be
resolved once efforts at public sector reform intensify, once an anti-corruption
programme is established and once the Parliamentary Anti-Corruption Committee
starts dictating policy to the Turkish executive. Such a systems-based approach
must be pursued and Turkey must avoid the temptation to focus only on issues
of enforcement.14

As some of the other accession countries show, systems will be futile without a
large programme of anti-corruption training. Such training has occurred slowly
in many accession countries – undermining the reform effort. Unlike training in
public sector financial management or even e-government, no established theory
or practice exists related to anti-corruption training. For example, Figure 5 shows
six elements in the design of a national anti-corruption training regime for four
accession countries. Each country’s training emphasis varies – with little
consideration given to how such training can contribute to the implementation
of anti-corruption legislation. As institutions such as Public Administration
Institute of Turkey and the Middle East (TODAIE) decide on anti-corruption
training, these are issues they will confront.

Part of the blame for Turkey’s uncommitted anti-corruption agenda lies with the
tepid support given by international organizations. In most of the other accession
countries, one or more of the international donors has been involved in anti-
corruption work. The United Nations has provided assistance to Hungary. The
11  For more on Turkish deregulation, see the OECD Reviews of Regulatory Reform. Turkey: Crucial Support for Economic
Recovery, (Paris: OECD, 2002).
12 According to the Kaufmann et al. data, Turkish regulatory quality is well behind Hungary and Czech Republic but
ahead of Romania.
13 The International Academy against Drugs and Organised Crime (TADOC) and the Ministry of Finance’s Financial
Crimes Investigation Board (MASAK) also have roles to play – though the centrality of these roles relative to other
institutions can be questioned.
14 B. Aliriza (2001). CSIS Turkey Update. Turkey’s Crisis: Corruption at the Core. March 5. Available at:
http://www.csis.org/turkey/TU010305.pdf.
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Figure 5. The Elements of an Anti-Corruption Training Programme

Source: Adapted from B. Michael. Anti-Corruption Training in Central and Eastern Europe. (Strasburg:
Council of Europe, forthcoming).
Note: This table represents a subjective and “inductive” assessment of countries based on a clustering of
strategic priorities done by the author based on available information. These rankings do not reflect statements
by policymakers from the countries concerned nor the case writers.  Question marks were used where even
rough estimates could not be made.

World Bank has been involved in Latvia, the Slovak Republic and Poland. The
OECD has an initiative that focuses on South-East Europe (to the neglect of its
own Turkish member state). EU assistance under the Phare programme was
provided only to Eastern Europe (and under the CARDS programme, this assistance
has been extended to the Balkans). The ambivalent international donor response
for Turkish anti-corruption partly reflects general pattern in Turkish-West relations.
Indeed, Baran (2000) notes that part of Turkish corruption emanated from Cold
War politics and financial flows which did not punish Turkish policymakers for
self-serving behavior. Venturing into the realm of political sociology, Turkey (a
bit like Russia) sees itself as a large and powerful country – too proud to ask for
aid especially given revenues generated by its strategic position in oil transport
and enormous financial flows from abroad.

Civil society, seen by the donors as the bastion of anti-corruption, is seen by
many to be weak in Turkey. Transparency International’s local chapter in Turkey
– while having done important work – is less active than in some of the other
accession countries. The Turkish Economic and Social Studies Foundation
(TESEV) has sponsored some important work looking at corruption – including
the Adaman et al. survey previously cited. However, such work has not been
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picked up by government authorities as fully as it might and no victories have
emerged from the TESEV sponsored Civil Society Platform for Monitoring
Corruption. The US based Ethics Resource Center has held a number of ethics
and anti-corruption meetings in Turkey with questionable long-term impact.
Foreign organizations funding activities which Turkish civil society should value
(and should pay for) may be seen as worrying. If Turks want these activities, they
would be expected to reach into their pockets to demonstrate how much they
value them and even to pay for them themselves. Even more worrying are EU
requirements that Turkey embrace Western-style NGO-based “civil society”
which could undermine social action conducted in Turkey’s highly active political
and religious organizations.15 Donors will much more readily fund NGOs like
TEDMER than a local community centre or a religious leader who is working
on fighting corruption. Local organizations are involved in important work, such
as TUSIAD’s involvement in public sector reform.16 While Turkish civil society
anti-corruption activity is modest, other accession countries’ activity has not been
orders of magnitude higher.

Avrupal›laflt›ramad›klar›m›zdanm›s›n›z?

Turkey should not embrace anti-corruption because of EU requirements for
accession. Anti-corruption will help promote Turkey’s own political and economic
stability. Turkey is different from the other accession countries because corruption
is more damaging to fragile state structures. Turkey has suffered from chronic
inflation and budget deficits for the last 25 years, some of which has been caused
by corruption. Both the World Bank and the EU have opined that Turkish economic
and social fragility is partially a consequence of corruption. The economic crisis
of 2001 was partly blamed on a loss of market confidence in the Turkish economic
reform which was stalled by corruption.17 The severity of the 1999 earthquake
was more than likely exacerbated by corruption in the procurement and contracting
of state construction services.18

Anti-corruption could also help with other parts of the accession agenda – namely
increased respect for human rights. In Turkey’s southeast, corruption has weakened
15 Civil society in Turkey is a complicated subject and the reader should see N. Göle, “Toward an Autonomisation of
Politics and Civil Society in Turkey,” in M. Heper and A. Evin (eds.), Politics in the Third Turkish Republic (Boulder,
CO: Westview Press, 1994), pp. 213-222. The reader may also consult J. Hall, Civil Society: Theory, History, Comparison
(London: Pluto, 1995). While the government has in some cases reacted strongly to certain civil society groups, the
government’s response to NGOs is a poor indicator of the development of civil society in Turkey.
16 Y. Beris and E. Dicle, “Reforming Public Management and Managing Reform in Turkey,” Turkey in Focus 4 (March,
2004).
17 For a good overview of the literature and a dissenting opinion, see E. Yeldan, “Behind The 2000/2001 Turkish Crisis:
Stability, Credibility, and Governance, for Whom?” (2002). Available at:
www.bilkent.edu.tr/~yeldane/Chennai_Yeldan2002.pdf.
18 S. Kinzer, The Turkish Quake's Secret Accomplice: Corruption. The New York Times Week in Review, August 29,
1999.
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an already weak Jandarma and village guard organizations. Although not a huge
problem, cases of border smuggling involving police corruption have been
reported, undermining the ability of the State to control trade. Corruption has
also led to perceived injustices in the detention and trail of Kurds, which has
encouraged Kurdish separatism and allegations of consequent Turkish human
rights abuses.19 Turkish laws must comply with EU demands to respect human
rights. Yet, the implementation of those laws will depend upon the ability of the
Turkish state to remove the corrupt incentives which encourage government
security and local administrative officials to ignore the rule of law.

At the extreme, corruption may even radicalize the Turkish electorate. If the AKP
fails to control corruption, voters might be expected to move away from political
Islam and toward more secular government. However, secular parties have also
failed to fight corruption. Therefore, corruption may radicalize the electorate even
further as voters turn toward more extreme Islamic parties to succeed where less
radical parties fail (to the extent the Army allows). The rapid rise and electoral
success of the AKP surprised many observers – just as the success of far right
parties in Europe such as the French Front National and the Austrian Freedom
Party surprised many observers in Europe. Perhaps an even more radical AKP
could arise as quickly? Maybe the AKP will need to radicalize itself to forestall
the emergence of political competitors?

The best bet is for Turkey to set her own anti-corruption strategy – taking the
lessons of the accession countries – without slavishly following the EU. The
unthinking adoption of the acquis has weakened strategic capacities in Eastern
Europe. Taking Dror and Benking’s phrase, Turkey must develop its “capacity
of govern” – its ability to set its long-term strategic anti-corruption direction and
then implement with concrete programmes.20 Public sector structures must follow
politically set strategy. Turkey’s strategic thinking about anti-corruption should
move beyond the “Emergency Plan” and accession, toward focusing on long-
term considerations. The experience of longer standing EU members such as Italy
and France shows that accession does not automatically translate into lower levels
of corruption. For equity reasons, the EU should decide the case of Turkey based
on its comparison with the other accession countries. Turkey, however, should
decide for itself. Turkey should not be “one of those people whom we tried
unsuccessfully to make resemble the peoples of Western Europe” –
Avrupal›laflt›ramad›klar›m›zdanm›s›n›z.

19 Turkey. Country Reports on Human Rights Practices - 2003. Bureau of Democracy, Human Rights, and Labor. February
25, 2004. Available at: http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27869.htm.
20 Y Dror and H. Benking, The Capacity to Govern: Seven Points to Remember. Club of Rome, 1995.
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