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by  
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* A written contribution to the high level round-table conference on Turkey-EU 
Relations held in Amsterdam on 6-7 November 2003.  
 
As a newcomer to the Netherlands, I have already gained some first impressions of 
the thinking that prevails here in this country and I thought it might be useful for me 
to dwell upon some aspects of Turkey-EU relations relevant to Dutch public opinion.  
 
Nowadays, in relative terms, the Dutch economy is undergoing a "crisis". The 
Government is trying to achieve substantial cuts, amounting to 17 billion euros for the 
next four years, in order to redress the budget deficit and to overcome the stagnation 
of the last couple of years. In such a "crisis" situation it is only normal for each 
individual tax-payer to be preoccupied with the additional burden that enlargement of 
the EU might place on his or her daily life, since the Netherlands is one of the leading 
net contributors to the EU budget. My impression is that in discussing EU 
enlargement, the emptiness of the half-filled glass receives more emphasis than it 
deserves, to the point of exaggeration. In the context of enlargement debate one has to 
take into consideration the fact that the Turkish economy has proved itself capable of 
adapting to the standards of the EU. The Customs Union Agreement between Turkey 
and the EU, which came into force in 1996, is a case in point. It has materialized 
without any substantial transfer of funds from the EU. As a young dynamic nation 
with great potential, and with structural reforms already underway, Turkey will in no 
way be a burden to the EU budget. Furthermore, the Netherlands would stand to gain. 
With the initiation of the accession negotiations it is expected that- as it happened 
with other candidate countries- there will be an increase in the flow of direct foreign 
investments from the EU. Many Dutch companies have already established a 
favorable basis for their operations in the Turkish market. As the first among existing 
foreign investors, they are therefore likely to have a larger share in such an increase 
than others. Better at understanding new business potential than other nationalities, 
the Dutch will value the importance of the full integration of a dynamic economy 
ranking 19th in the world into the EU system and reap the benefits.  
 
Xenophobia and ultra-nationalism are the currents of our time. They are being 
witnessed in all Western European societies. These unfavorable sentiments are 
growing precisely at a time when people are feeling the pain from the ongoing 
economic crisis. It is no coincidence that the late Pim Fortuyn was able to gain such 
popular support. His political murder may have played a catalytical role, prompting 
people to be more vocal on the existence of foreign minorities in the Netherlands and 
policies on a wide range of issues associated with them, from education to 
employment. In such a debate, where even the reason for the very existence of these 
minorities might be questioned, the trend may well be to call for policies in which the 
word "integration" could casually be replaced by "assimilation". The image of Turks 
can be perceived from the stereotypical ideas stemming from the difficulties the first 
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comers in the Turkish community living in the Netherlands encountered due to their 
lack of qualifications. Something which, at the time of their arrival, was seen as an 
asset, as they were intended for jobs that were unattractive to the average Dutch 
laborer. Throughout 40 years of Turkish immigration to this country, the composition 
of the Turkish community has changed drastically. However, the ever increasing 
number of success stories amongst the younger generations in this community, in 
terms of their education and ability to integrate in Dutch society, are being ignored.  
 
There is yet another important development which has a bearing on the discussions of 
Turkey’s prospective accession to the EU. The September 11 attacks created a new 
frame of mind in European public opinion. The prevailing image of Islam and its 
adherents is largely negative. In the past couple of months I have encountered 
arguments at an intellectual level that see the root cause of terrorism as Islam, even 
making references to the Holy Qoran. Such thinking by the people of Europe can only 
exacerbate the differences and divisions within society. People will come to believe 
that Muslims can never be part of Western society. Similarly, the idea that a country 
with an abundantly Muslim population has no place within the ranks of the EU is 
growing, without justification. Against the backdrop of growing skepticism, cultural 
differences may well be a central argument in any future debate. So far the EU as an 
institution has refrained from making any reference to religious heritage in defining 
the European identity. Nevertheless, in the midst of the deliberations on the European 
Constitution, there have been attempts to incorporate references to Judeo-Christian 
heritage into the common values upheld by the Union. In such a context, we 
occasionally hear opinion makers argue that Turkey does not belong in the Union 
because of its cultural and religious background. The proponents of this argument 
even question whether, geographically speaking, Turkey is part of Europe at all.  
 
I would like, at this juncture, to turn to the ideas that come up quite often in debates 
on Turkey’s prospects of becoming a member of the EU. I should first emphasize that 
EU in general, and each individual member state in particular, has to decide whether it 
is to their advantage to embrace people with different religious and cultural 
backgrounds, or to alienate them. Let us not forget that 10 million people in the EU 
have a Muslim background. I believe that to include Turkey, with its predominantly 
muslim population in a secular system in which separation of state and religion is 
safeguarded, would help reach people of similar background. It would help 
moderation to prevail and prevent religious fanaticism from growing stronger. It 
would serve as a clear example that there is a clear example that there is some 
substance to the Europeans’ rhetoric calling for a functioning dialogue between 
different cultures to avoid misconceptions like "clashes of civilizations". If Turkey’s 
accession is declined, people of the Muslim faith are likely to feel deceived, 
discriminated against and alienated. Throughout history, religion has been a barrier. It 
has even led to hostilities between countries. Unfortunately this historical background 
has not completely lost its influence in these modern times. It has become an 
additional justification for some of the conservatives whose common denominator is 
discrimination on the basis of religion. They argue against Turkey’s candidacy 
without taking into consideration factors that contribute to cooperation. I am confident 
that they will remain a minority voice in discussions on shared values like human 
rights, the rule of law and supremacy of democracy, where the common ground makes 
religious differences irrelevant.  
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As to the debate on the geographical boundaries of Europe, all I can say is that if 
Cyprus can be considered part of Europe, why not Turkey? There is no internationally 
agreed formal definition of Europe. The unification experiment in Europe has been 
based on political rather than geographical considerations. The ongoing debate on the 
borders of Europe therefore relies on certain philosophical prejudices, rather than a 
concept of a predefined territorial space. It should not be forgotten that the founding 
fathers of the EU did not conceive of any geographical limitations when devising the 
Treaty of Rome. Instead, they based the construction of Europe on shared values.  
 
I find it difficult to understand those who question whether Turkey can ever become a 
full member of the EU, given such religious and geographical considerations. Have 
they forgotten that in December 1999 the European Council gave Turkey candidate 
status? The practical significance of this status is that Turkey will eventually become 
a member of the Union. But I think for the European public there is still a 
psychological barrier. Perhaps EU member states have not taken measures to create 
the necessary public awareness, and help people come to grips with this reality. That 
is why I have even heard calls here and there for a referendum to find out whether 
Turkey is fit to begin accession negotiations, a procedure that has never been applied 
to any country acceding to the Union.  
 
Who knows- maybe Turkey has fulfilled the Copenhagen political criteria faster than 
expected? Maybe the governments of the EU member states have therefore been slow 
in implementing the necessary enlightenment policy, preparing public opinion and 
changing people’s attitude. In the two years since it was granted candidate status, 
Turkey has made great strides, enacting a number of reform packages in parliament to 
bring its constitution, laws and regulations in line with EU norms and standards. This 
is an ambitious process which could be regarded as a historical transformation. In this 
context, we have extended the scope of basic rights and freedoms, abolished the death 
penalty, and lifted the legal restrictions on learning and broadcasting in various 
languages and dialects used by Turkish citizens in their daily lives. We have also 
introduced the possibility of retrial on the basis of judgments rendered by the 
European Court of Human Rights on decisions finalized by or after the date of entry 
into force of this Act; declared "zero tolerance" to torture or ill treatment; and 
introduced extensive education and training programmes for effective implementation 
of all these measures. Steps have been taken to expand freedom of the press, 
strengthen the right to petition, facilitate the activities of associations, and enable 
foundations to acquire property. The provisions for reduced sentences for "honour 
killings" have been abolished. We have also undertaken significant structural 
economic reforms.  
 
Turkey has reached a stage where it has completed the necessary legislative 
adjustments in order to meet the Copenhagen political criteria. But we realize that 
compliance with the political criteria takes more than this. The efficient and uniform 
implementation of legislation is something the Turkish Government is determined to 
focus on most diligently. At the meetings that took place during Prime Minister 
Balkenende’s recent visit to Turkey in preparation for the Dutch EU Presidency, the 
Turks emphasized that the legislative changes would be reflected in the daily lives of 
individuals. We are fully aware of the importance of implementation. Prime Minister 
Erdogan told his Dutch counterpart that, under recent amendments in the procedures 
for construction planning, people of all faiths will now be able to construct places of 
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worship, whether synagogues, churches or mosques.  
 
The Cyprus question inevitably comes up in any discussion. In this connection I have 
to stress that the resolution of the Cyprus problem is not among the political criteria 
for Turkey’s accession to the EU. The Union has made this clear by deciding on the 
accession of "Cyprus" in the absence of a settlement on the island. It would be unfair 
to say the least if Turkey, having not even been granted permission to accede, but 
merely an initiation of accession negotiations, were asked to find a solution to this 
longstanding problem. Turkey, which is not a direct party to the Cyprus question, has 
always supported a negotiated settlement, a fair and just outcome to pave the way for 
real peace. In that vein, Turkey will continue to encourage the Turkish Cypriots to 
reach an agreement that satisfies their legitimate concerns. Nevertheless, without the 
engagement of the Greek Cypriots in the search for a negotiated solution, it would be 
a miracle if one were to come about merely by the unilateral efforts of the Turkish 
side. I hope the Greek Cypriots still will have some incentive to sit down and talk at a 
time when they regard such an exercise as unnecessary given the fact that "Cyprus" 
has been admitted as an acceding country.  
 
In this debate, I am confident that when the "moment of truth" comes the EU member 
states will have a strategic vision for the future. The inclusion of Turkey would 
without doubt add to the strategic depth of the Union, given Turkey’s pivotal role in 
the region. Such a move will be essential if the EU wants to be a global player. If it 
has such an ambition, Turkey will be an indispensable partner in cooperation on 
political, economic and security matters in regions ranging from Afghanistan, the 
Caucasus, the Central Asia to the Middle East. In reaching out to the countries of 
these turbulent regions, with which Turkey has historical, cultural and religious ties, 
moderation will be the name of the game and, hopefully, democracy and functioning 
free market economies will flourish.  
 
Turkey hopes to be judged in its performance in meeting the Copenhagen political 
criteria when the decision on whether accession negotiations should be initiated is 
made during the Dutch Presidency in December 2004.We are not asking for any 
favours. But we don’t want to be discriminated against either. We need to be treated 
like any other candidate state. Fairness should guide the EU to a common-sense 
decision. 


