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n recent years, Central Asia and the Cauca-
sus havetraditionally been apriority of Tur-
key’ sforeign policy. Since the beginning of
the 1990s, Ankara has been pursuing an active
campaign aimed at establishing close relations
with the Turkic republicsin thisregion. Howev-
er, despite theloud statements and assorted dec-
larations about the development of friendly re-
lations with fraternal peoples, Turkey has not
made any significant progress in this vector
(apart from strengthening itsrelations with Az-
erbaijan).
Furthermore, when the Arab Spring upris-
ings began at the end of 2010-beginning of 2011,
Turkey’s official authorities were accused, both
inside and outside the country, of conducting a
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one-dimensional foreign policy oriented only to-
ward the Arab world. The opposition also joined
these accusations, saying that the ruling Justice
and Devel opment Party wasignoring the Central
Asian vector of foreign policy.

So two questions arise. First, how can the
Arab Spring demonstrations have an effect onthe
development of Turkey’ srelationswith the Cen-
tral Asian and Caucasian countries? And second,
what will Ankara sforeign policy beintheregion
in the next few years?

The author primarily focuses on Turkey’s
relations with the region’s Turkic republics—
Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uz-
bekistan, and Kyrgyzstan; other countriesremain
beyond the scope of this study.
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Central Asia and the Caucasus
in Ankara’'s Foreign Policy Priorities

At present, Turkey’s foreign policy course is being set by the triumvirate of leaders from the
ruling Justice and Development Party—Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, President Abdullah
Gul, and Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu. The latter, a professor and well-known academic in
international relations, is the ideologue of Turkey’s current foreign policy. It was he who elaborated
the concept of “strategic depth,” the main idea of which boils down to increasing Turkey’ sinfluence
on the former Ottoman world and turning the country into aregional super power. According to an-
alysts, thispolicy showsthat Turkey isno longer giving preference to the West or the East; it is mak-
ing its own debut on the stage.!

Turkey embarked on its new foreign policy course in 2009 when the country gradually began
moving away from the European integration policy and paying more attention to its own region.
According to Ahmet Davutoglu’ s concept, the new policy was to include such vectors asimproving
relations with immediate neighbors, primarily with Syria and Iran (the “zero problems with neigh-
bors” policy), developing maximum cooperation with the Islamic countries of the Middle East (the
“wise country” policy), and moving toward confrontation with Israel; all of thiswas supposed to pro-
mote arise in Turkey’s authority in the Islamic world.

In keeping with the new course, the Turkish Foreign Ministry mainly concentrated on the Mid-
dle East; the Central Asian region was also seen as one of the priority targets.

The election platform of the Justice and Development Party adopted in 2011 defined the main
vectors in Turkey’s political and socioeconomic development until 2023. It should be noted that it
also gave significant attention to developing relations with the Turkic states of Central Asiaand the
Caucasus.

This document envisaged that the Justice and Development Party’s policy toward the Turkic
republics would be aimed at cancelling visa regimes, intensifying the political dialog, developing
commercial ties, and supporting the activity of nongovernmental organizations. Particular attention
would go to developing education and culture; Manas University in Kyrgyzstan and Hoja Ahmed
Yasawi University in Kazakhstan established with Turkey’s assistance are noteworthy cooperation
projects in these areas. There were also plans to extend a new format of cooperation to the Turkic
republics involving the establishment of High-Level Strategic Cooperation Councils.

However, the Arab Spring events changed theinitial plansof the Turkish leadership. Theurgen-
cy of thesituationin the Arab world, where spheres of influence were being redrawn, compelled Turkey
to focus on its own interests in the Middle East and relegate other regionsinto the background.

Impact of the Arab Spring Events
on the Development of Turkey’'s Relations
with the Turkic Republics

For many years now, Turkey has been trying to advance its own model of political structure of
an |slamic state, which analystscall liberal 1slamic democracy. However, after the Arab Spring demon-

1 See: “Turkiye: Avrasiyanin yeni boyuk gucl,” Newtimes, 17 July, 2012, available at [http://newtimes.az/print-
204.html].
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strations, Ankaraacquired areal chanceto increaseitsinfluence on theregion and particularly onthe
new young |slamic democracies that emerged there. The Turkish leadership was convinced that es-
tablishing political models and institutions similar to the Turkish in the Arab Spring countries would
help to raise Ankara’ s influence on the Middle East.

Judging by foresaid, it would seem that Turkey could count on acquiring a similar chance in
Central Asiaand the Caucasus, where most of the countries also have authoritative regimes. Howev-
er, the Turkish leadership came across problemsin this area.

According to American researcher Richard Weitz, “one of the few points of division among
Turkish government officials and analystsis their competing views regarding future political devel-
opmentsin Central Asia.

“One group believes that Central Asiaisripefor deep political change. They see the region as
the last bastion of one-party authoritarian rule and consider the prospects for its near-term democra-
tization to be high. This first group would also welcome a phenomenon like the Arab Spring in the
region since they consider the absence of functioning democraciesin most Central Asian countriesa
significant problem for Turkish entities. In addition, the constraints on most individuals' ability to
accessinformation in authoritarian regimes as well asthe legal arbitrariness common in non-democ-
racies present major obstacles to domestic and foreign entrepreneurs seeking to run profitable busi-
nesses in these countries.

“But another group of Turkish officials consider the prospectsfor Central Asia s near-term de-
mocratization to below because they are more optimistic about theseregimes’ ability to withstand the
kind of political chaos sweeping through the Arab world. They argue that it would take decades for
these countries, whose leaders still consist of peoplewho have overwhelmingly devel oped their polit-
ical views during the Soviet period, to abandon their Soviet mentality and adopt Western liberal val-
ues. Intheview of these Turkish analysts and officials, another constraint on political changein Cen-
tral Asiais the geographic isolation of these states from other democratic countries as well as their
history of authoritarian rule. They argue that Central Asia’ s democratization would entail alengthy
processrequiring thefurther political and economic evolution of these countries. Conversely, thissecond
group of Turkish officialsfearsthat effortsto rush Central Asia’sdemocratization could easily back-
fire and lead their rulers to adopt even more repressive domestic policies.

“It isworth noting that at present, this second group of Turkish officials seems to have greater
influence in Ankara,”2 since the solution to Central Asia’s palitical future they espouse looks more
pragmatic and corresponds to current reality. By striving to promote democratization and |slamiza-
tion of the region, Turkey would most likely lose more than it gained.

Central Asiatoday has once of the most repressive political systemsin the world, and it isun-
likely that any revolutionswill happen there. Religion could be apotential starting place for building
acivil society intheregion’s countries, but the authoritieskeep it under tight control. For example, in
Uzbekistan, Islamistswere repressed from essentially the outset. The governments of other countries
also gradually repressed the Islamists, accusing them of participating in the civil war in Tajikistan.
Consequently, today there is no organized Islamic movement in the CA countries along the lines of
the Muslim Brotherhood, for example.®

Inthissituation, themoderate | slamic position of the Turkish leadership, which it used asatrump
card initsrelations with the Arab countries and Turkic republics of the region, could play anegative
role. Thething is that even the moderate |slamism is seen by the existing regimes as a direct threat.
Thisisconfirmed by theeventsin Uzbekistan that occurred in 2011-2012. Theauthorities of thiscountry,

2 R.Weitz, “Turkish Foreign Policy in Evolution,” Turkey Analyst, Vol. 4, No. 21, 7 November, 2011.
3 See: S. Radnitz, “Waiting for Spring,” Foreign Policy, 17 February, 2012.
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fearing that Turkey’ sstronger cultural and political influence might encourage anincreasein religious
and revol utionary moodsin society, unleashed an anti- Turkish campai gn. Within the span of two years,
54 prominent Turkish businessmen were arrested in the country and sentenced to 1 to 3yearsin pris-
on. In addition, at least 50 Turkish companies operating in the republic were closed down. Examples
are the Turkuaz supermarket chain, the Mir Store shopping mall, and several enterprises of the light
industry. At the end of February 2012, Turkish television programsweretaken off theair and compul-
sory closedown of educational institutions financed by Turkey began.*

Despite the displeasure voiced by several media, the Turkish leadership made no response to
these incidents. However, in October 2011, the Turkish parliament did not include Uzbekistan on the
list of countrieswith which it planned to createinterparliamentary committees (the other four Central
Asian republics were on this|ist).

There are no active anti-Turkish campaigns in the other Central Asian republics; nevertheless,
their authorities continuetointensify their repressive political systemsand, should athreat arise, might
begin acting along the lines of Uzbekistan.

A Turkic Union:
To Be or Not To Be?

Ever since the Soviet Union collapsed, Turkey has been actively supporting the idea of Turkic
unity. It sees itself as the center of the Turkic world and a model for the young Central Asian and
Caucasian republics. It even established a ministry responsible for relations with kindred states. But
thesefar-reaching planswerenot realized, partially becausethe Turkish foreign policy machine proved
incapabl e of introducing systematic activity (economic and political) in the region.

The idea of Turkic unity was revived in 2008-2009. During these years, with Turkey’s active
participation, several new interstate structures of Turkic unity appeared, among which the Parliamen-
tary Assembly of Turkic-Speaking States and the Turkic Council can be named.

The Parliamentary Assembly of Turkic-Speaking Stateswas established in 2008 in I stanbul with
the parti cipation of the parliamentary speakersof four countries—Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Turkey. The headquarters of the organization’s secretariat islocated in Baku.

In September 2009, the first plenary session of the Assembly was held in Baku. At the second
plenary session heldin April 2011 in Astana, chairmanship was passed from Azerbaijan to Kazakhstan.
Thethird plenary session of the Assembly was held in June 2012 in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan).

The history of the Turkic Council goes back to thefirst sitting of the heads of the Turkic repub-
licsheld in 1992 in Ankara. Since then similar meetings have been held more or lessregularly for 18
years.

In September 2010, the 10th summit of the heads of the Turkic-speaking stateswas held in |s-
tanbul. The Turkic Business Council with its headquartersin Istanbul was founded at the summit. It
was decided that the Council’ s secretary general would be elected for athree-year term, and the Coun-
cil itself would have five subdivisions: the Council of Presidents, the Council of Foreign Ministers,
the Committee of Administration Heads, the Committee of Experts, and the Secretariat.> All the Tur-
kic states, apart from Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, became members of the Council.

4 See: “Uzbekistan: Tashkent Takes Hardline Approach on Containing Turkish Soft Power,” EurasiaNet.org, 3 April,
2012.
5 See: “Turkey Set to Head New Secretariat to Develop Ties with Central Asia,” Hurriyet Daily News, 9 June, 2010.
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In 2011, the first summit of the member countries of the Turkic Business Council was held in
Astana. The second summit washeld in August 2012 inthe Kyrgyzstan capital of Bishkek. Four of the
six Turkic-speaking countries participated in it; Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan still showed no desire
to join the organization.

At thelast summit, internal issuesweredecided. A decision wasaso madeto establishaTurkic
academy (in Astana) and a Turkic Cultural Heritage Foundation (in Baku).

On the whole, when summing up the activity of the Turkic organizations, it can be noted that
thingsdid not go asfar asresolving important political and economicissuesand no real resultsof their
activity (apart fromin the cultural sphere) are yet to be seen. The Council may prove to be lucrative
if it expands the range of problemsit examines, but it cannot yet be described as an organization on
the same level as the League of Arab States or the EU.

The Achilles' heel of such organizationsis that their activity is limited to the cultural sphere,
and international practice showsthat such associationsare not very effective. Moreover, they encoun-
ter problems even in the cultural sphere. For example, a very urgent but still unresolved problem is
creating acommon alphabet for the Turkic-speaking countries. It israised at every summit, but so far
without results.

Interstate tension is also causing difficulties with Turkic integration. At present, Turkmenistan
and Uzbekistan are not interested in Turkic integration. Azerbaijan and Turkmenistan arealsoin dis-
agreement over the controversial sections of the Caspian Sea. Moreover, as mentioned above, there
arereligious problems between Turkey and Uzbekistan.

All of the above factors are complicating the prospectsfor Turkic integration. So far the Turkic
Business Council does not have much moreto show for itself than aseries of vociferous declarations.
At the organization’ sthird Assembly, its Secretary General Halil Akinci said that in the future there
were plansto carry out aunified foreign policy of the Turkic-speaking countries. Keeping in mind the
countries’ ambitionsand their different interests on theinternational arena, this statement looks high-
ly dubious.

Economic |ssues—
Priority of Developing Bilateral Relations

The obstacles constantly arising on the path to political integration of the Turkic stateshaveforced
Turkey to pay more attention to resolving economic issues and overcoming ongoing urgent problems.
For example, in order to help strengthen the contacts among countries, Ankara has unilaterally can-
celled thevisaregimefor citizensof all the Turkic-speaking states. Turkey hasalso begun using anew
format of cooperation with respect to the Turkic republics that envisages establishing High-Level
Strategic Cooperation Councils (in certain countries).

In October 2011, thefirst sitting of the High-L evel Strategic Cooperation Council with Azerbaijan
washeld. InMay 2012, during Recep Tayyip Erdogan’ svisit to Kazakhstan, ajoint statement was signed
on establishing a High-Level Strategic Cooperation Council between the Republic of Kazakhstan and
the Turkish Republic. Thefirst sitting of the new Council was held in October 2012 in Ankara.

Turkey’s relations with its strategic partner Azerbaijan are developing the most successfully.
The close cultural and economic proximity of these states at one time prompted former Azerbaijan
president Heydar Aliev to put forward the slogan “ One nation—two states.”®

5 M. Aydin, “Turkey’s Caucasus Policy,” UNISCI Discussion Papers, No. 23, May 2010, p. 189.
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Turkey is Azerbaijan’s largest trade partner and investor in non-energy spheres. As of today,
such strategic facilities as the Baku-Thilisi-Erzurum gas pipeline and the Baku-Thilisi-Ceyhan oil
pipeline have already been implemented; steps are being taken to join up the railroad systems of both
countries. At theend of December 2011, Azerbaijan and Turkey signed amemorandum onimplementing
anew Trans-Anatolian gas pipeline project (TANAP), which aroused agreat public response. If con-
structed, it will transport gas from the second stage of Azerbaijan’s Shah Deniz gasfield.

In September 2012, at the second High-L evel Strategic Cooperation Council meeting, Turkish
Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, when summing up the achievements of bilateral relations
development, stated that whereas 10 years ago the foreign trade volume between the two countries
amounted to $1 billion, today it is equal to $3.5 billion. Over the last 7 months, the trade turnover
between Azerbaijan and Turkey reached $2.7 hillion.

Recep Tayyip Erdogan also said: “If we exert alittle effort, we will reach the $5 billion mark
planned for 2015 by the end of the year. After 2020, we will raise trade turnover to the $20 billion
mark.””

So, there is every reason to talk about positive trends in the development of relations between
thesetwo countries, and the disputesthat periodically arise between them will unlikely become aserious
obstacle on the path to mutual understanding.

Turkey’ smost important economic trade partner on the other side of the Caspian is Kazakhstan;
in 2011, the trade turnover between these countries topped the $3.3 billion mark. The total volume of
Turkish investmentsin Kazakhstan amounts to around $2 billion; they are made in the ail, food, and
chemical-pharmaceutical sphere, aswell asin the hotel business, banking, and construction. Thetotal
cost of the construction projects carried out by Turkish contractors amounted to $15 hillion.®

During theofficial visit of Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan to Kazakhstanin May
2012, ajoint statement was signed on establishing a Kazakh-Turkish High-L evel Strategic Coopera-
tion Council. At abusiness forum held during this visit, 13 agreements totaling more than $1 billion
were signed.

After along period of hostility and disagreements, athaw has aso begun in Turkey’ srelations
with Turkmenistan. In 2012, the Turkmen president has made two official visitsto Turkey (in Febru-
ary-March andin August of thisyear). Anincreasein reciprocal trade turnover between thetwo coun-
tries has been designated, which in 2011 rose by 25% compared to 2010.

Today more than 600 Turkish companies operate in Turkmenistan, which have already imple-
mented and continue to implement several projectsin the textile industry and construction (housing
and medical and cultural centers). Turkish enterprises are developing more than 1,270 investment
projectsin Turkmenistan; more than $15 billion were spent on 1,200 of them, 26 cost almost 2 billion
euro, and another 26 cost more than 56 billion manat.

More than 100 different agreements entered at the interstate, intergovernmental, and interde-
partmental levelsform the legislative framework of Turkmen-Turkish partnership. The possibility is
also being examined of Turkey’s participation in modernizing the sea port in Turkmenbashi and de-
veloping thetourist zone of Avazaon the Caspian coast, aswell asits participationin different energy
projects.

Turkey is also developing economic trade relations with Kyrgyzstan (although not asintensively
as with the above-mentioned countries). As of today, more than 50 economic agreements have been
entered. Turkey, which isthe second largest investor in Kyrgyzstan, hasinvested $450 millioninit and
issued financia aid in the form of grants and low-interest loans ($20 million in 2001 and $106 million
in 2012), aswell as waived the country’s debt to Exim Bank.

" Trend, 12 September, 2012.
8 See: Ekspress K, No. 232 (17347), 14 December, 2011.
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A Turkish international cooperation agency (TIKA) actively operates in the country. The total
amount of resources TIKA hasallotted Kyrgyzstan (since the agency was established) amountsto more
than $30 million.®

Asfor Uzbekistan, the policy it is pursuing aimed at aggravating relationswith Turkey could be
detrimental for the country’ s economy in the future. Turkish companies occupy asignificant placein
different branches of Uzbek industry, including textile, food, pharmaceutical, the manufacture of plas-
tics, construction, and the hotel business. Thetotal tradeturnover between the countries, which showed
anincreasefrom $1 billionin2010to $1.3 hillionin 2011, began to dropin 2012. For example, during
the first 8 months of 2012, it amounted to $846 billion, compared to $867 billion in 2011.%°

Conclusions

Despiteeverything, Turkey doesnot want to lose Central Asiaand the Caucasus. But it hasproven
much more difficult to have influence on this geostrategically important region than the Turkish au-
thorities thought in the 1990s. Turkey’ s efforts directed toward creating integration structuresin the
region similar to the LAS or EU have not been crowned with any significant success so far. Today,
cooperation hasonly been established in the cultural sphere and hasnot spread to all the Turkic repub-
lics of the region: Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan are still out of the picture.

In recent years, Turkey has significantly increased its economic presence in Kazakhstan and
Turkmenistan; relationswith Azerbaijan are al so successfully devel oping. However, it should be kept
in mind that Ankara has already encountered the growing influence of China and Russia on the re-
gion, which, despite the increase in Turkey’s economy and its immense investment potential, have
greater possibilities.

The Arab Spring events, which presented Turkey as a protector of political 1slam, could havea
negative effect on its heretofore far from simplerel ationswith Uzbekistan and with other countries of
the region in the future (should Turkey decide to support the local opposition). But the Turkish au-
thorities, who are conducting a pragmatic foreign policy course, are unlikely to do that.

If Turkey wants to become a strong country capable of dominating in Central Asia, it will have
to chooseitsforeign policy methods more carefully; in order to become a stable power center, it must
improve itstools and levers of pressure on the region’ s countries.

9 See: A. Pazarci, “Turkey, Kyrgyzstan Set Common Goal to Further Regional Peace, Stability,” Todays Zaman,
22 August, 2012.
10 Seer “Foreign Trade Statistics,” TurkStat, available at [http://www.turkstat.gov.tr/VeriBilgi.do?alt_id=12].
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