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The recent crisis between traditional partners 
Turkey and Israel is part of a persistent 
deterioration in bilateral relations over the 
past decade. Its causes are many. The ascent 
of Turkey as a regional economic power and 
the rise to power of an Islamic party in 2002 
induced a major shift in Turkish foreign policy. 
More assertive, more proactive, Turkey is trying 
to seize the opportunity presented by Middle 
East turmoil to become a new regional power. 
Turkey sees itself more and more as a defender 
of the Palestinian cause and an attractive 
economic and political model for emerging 
democracies in the region.   
The long-standing partnership with Israel, 
expedient from an economic and military 
point of view, has become increasingly costly 
politically. Recent discoveries of huge gas 
reserves in the Eastern Mediterranean have 
exacerbated competition between Israel and 
Turkey, with both needing to reinforce their 
energy security. Growing hostility between the 
two traditional allies worries Western partners. 
The United Sates has repeatedly called for 
calm on both sides. The European Union, not 
directly implicated at first sight, is increasingly 
concerned as Cyprus and Greece strengthen 
their ties with Israel to create a counterweight 
to Turkey's regional ambitions.  

 

  

In this briefing: 

 The last straw? 

 Strategic partnership under pressure 

 Reactions of major partners 

 Implications 

 Further reading 

The last straw? 

Turkish-Israeli relations collapsed following 
the Mavi Marmara incident on 31 May 2010, 
when the Israeli military attacked a Turkish 
aid ship which was trying to break the Gaza 
Strip blockade. Ties between Ankara and Tel 
Aviv, once constructive, reached breaking 
point after years of persistent deterioration. 

In September 2011, Turkey expelled the 
Israeli ambassador and suspended all 
military agreements immediately following 
the publication of a second United Nations 
report about the Israeli raid on the Mavi 
Marmara ship. The UN's conclusions on the 
incident, which cost the life of nine Turkish 
citizens, contradicted Ankara's position 
which denounced the raid as illegal.  

The UN Human Rights Council, traditionally 
dominated by pro-Palestinian countries, 
conducted an investigation and issued its 
report in September 2010. This concluded 
that Israel had used disproportionate force 
and that its actions were unlawful. In 
September 2011, a second report, much 
more moderate, was published by an 
independent UN commission led by 
Geoffrey Palmer, former prime minister of 
New Zealand. The 2011 report concluded 
that although Israel had used "excessive 
force", it was for self-protection since Israel 
had encountered "organised and violent 
resistance". 
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http://www2.ohchr.org/english/bodies/hrcouncil/docs/15session/A.HRC.15.21_en.pdf
http://www.un.org/News/dh/infocus/middle_east/Gaza_Flotilla_Panel_Report.pdf
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For Turkey, normalisation of relations is 
impossible without official apologies and 
financial compensation for victims' families. 
Moreover, Ankara has announced it will take 
legal action at the International Court of 
Justice against Israel's blockade of Gaza, and 
"all necessary steps" to ensure freedom of 
navigation in the Eastern Mediterranean. 
The Israeli government has expressed 
sorrow over the deaths, but stopped short of 
apologising for what it saw as legitimate 
self-defence against arms entering Gaza. On 
the one hand, the Israeli government does 
not want to open the possibility of legal 
pursuit of its soldiers. On the other, the 
Netanyahu government needs the support 
in the Knesset of the ultra-orthodox party of 
Avidgor Lieberman, who rejects any move 
that would jeopardise, in its opinion, Israel's 
right to defend its territory. 
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Touring Middle Eastern capitals in 
September 2011, Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan reiterated his 
country's support for full Palestinian UN 
membership, stating that recognition of a 
Palestinian state is a moral obligation. He 
also called for UN sanctions against Israel. 
This crisis can be seen as the culmination of 
an ongoing split between Israel and Turkey, 
marked by several mini-crises in recent 
years.1 Examples include a violent exchange 
between Erdoğan and Israeli President 
Shimon Peres during the Davos World 
Economic Forum in January 2009, and the 
cancellation of joint military exercises in 
autumn 2009. 
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Strategic partnership under pressure 

In 1949, Turkey was the first Middle Eastern 
country to recognise Israel. Under the wings 
of a common ally, the United States, the two 
countries developed – despite political ups 
and downs – a strategic partnership based 
on pragmatic interests. 

Strong economic and military bonds 
The first defence deals date back to the 
1970s but cooperation intensified after the 
end of the Cold War. From 1994 to 2002, 

Ankara and Tel Aviv signed 30 cooperation 
agreements, of which 13 concern military 
cooperation. Joint ventures between the 
US and Israel enabled Turkey to procure 
military equipment and maintenance 
services relatively cheaply from Israel. Israel 
regularly used Turkish airspace, since its 
own is too small for military training flights. 
The two armies held regular strategic 
dialogue and joint annual training exercises. 

On the economic level trade and business 
relations have been growing ever since the 
free trade agreement came into force in 
1997. Israel became a major supplier of 
irrigation technology to Turkey. And visa-
free travel encourages tourism: tens of 
thousands of Israelis holiday in Turkey.  

Shift in Turkish foreign policy 
After the 2002 election, which brought 
Justice and Development (ATK) – a 
moderate Islamic party – to power, Turkish 
foreign policy changed.  

For a long time, Ankara concentrated on 
internal problems such as Kurdish 
separatism, and kept a relatively low profile 
internationally. Israel was a valuable supplier 
of military equipment and intelligence. This 
partnership was a way for Turkey to confirm 
its Western orientation, while for Israel 
Turkey was its sole Muslim ally, valuable in a 
hostile region. 

In the 2000s, the explosion of Turkish trade 
and non-stop GDP growth put the emphasis 
on economic priorities in foreign policy. 

Fig. 1: Turkish GDP and trade 

Source: UN and Eurostat 
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From 1996 to 2010, Turkish exports to the 
Middle East grew from 13% to 23% of the 
total, while the share of exports to the EU 
fell from 53% to 48%. Economic success 
made Turkey a rising regional power, 
increasingly active on the international 
scene. The ongoing diplomatic crisis has 
apparently not affected trade ties between 
the two, which are stronger then ever.2 

Fig. 2: Turkish exports to selected countries 

 
Source: UN 

Ankara pursued a policy of "zero problems 
with neighbours" promoting regional 
integration based on economic inter-
dependence and common Muslim identity. 
Turkey improved its relations with Iran and 
Syria. And the unresolved Palestinian issue 
emerged as a common regional cause.3  

Increasingly divergent positions 
The Palestinian issue became a major source 
of conflict in Israeli-Turkish relations. The 
2008 Gaza war was a turning point. It ended 
Turkish efforts to mediate between Syria 
and Israel, and left Ankara deeply 
disappointed. 

Championing the Palestinian cause became 
increasingly beneficial for Turkish leaders, 
both domestically and internationally.4 
While the strategic partnership with Israel 
gradually became more of a burden than an 
advantage for Ankara.   

Reactions of major partners 

US concern  
The current crisis between two of its major 
allies worries the US administration. The US 
played an active, but indirect, role from 

immediately after the Mavi Marmara 
incident. The Obama administration 
intervened privately to secure the return of 
victims' bodies as well as the safe passage of 
survivors. Washington offered to mediate an 
end to the Israeli-Turkish crisis. However 
Ankara rejected the US offer. In parallel, the 
Turkish government agreed to host key 
elements of NATO's anti-missile shield. This 
points to Turkey having strong supporters in 
Washington, which limits the US's ability to 
directly influence the normalisation of 
Turkish-Israeli relations.  

EU call for normalisation  
The EU is also interested in breaking the 
deadlock in Israeli-Turkish relations, even 
though it is not directly affected. In 
September 2011, European foreign 
ministers urged Israel and Turkey to resume 
dialogue. The Turkish Foreign Minister 
present at the informal Council meeting in 
the Polish town of Sopot did not, however, 
comment to the press on the issue.  

Implications 

The deterioration of relations with Israel and 
activism in the Middle East go hand in 
hand with Turkey's increasing assertive-
ness concerning Cyprus. The Turkish 
government has threatened to freeze 
relations with the EU if Cyprus takes up the 
Council presidency as scheduled in July 
2012, which bodes ill for any potential EU 
mediation between Turkey and Israel.5 
Despite reassuring Turkish rhetoric, a 
number of commentators see symptoms of 
a major shift in Turkish foreign policy away 
from traditional ties with the West. Turkey's 
EU membership negotiations are frozen, 
blocked on 13 of 35 chapters, with only one 
chapter completed, that on research.  

Some commentators argue that the EU has 
weak leverage and low motivation to 
directly address the issue of Israeli-Turkish 
relations; especially since it has been 
developing its relations with both partners 
in parallel. But the EU will have to deal with 
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Tensions between Turkey and 
Israel can be seen in terms of 
competition for eastern 
Mediterranean gas. 

Recent eastern Mediterranean 
gas finds in onshore and 
offshore territory of the Levant 
Basin, including the Gaza Strip, 
Israel, Lebanon, Syria, and 
Cyprus are a key factor 
reshaping relations between 
Turkey and Israel. Two huge 
natural-gas reservoirs Tamar and 
Leviathan were discovered off 
the northern coast of Israel in 
the past two years. In the event 
of Palestinian independence the 
new state would have the right 
to claim some of the resources 
along the Gaza shore. 

the ensuing tension between Turkey and 
the Republic of Cyprus. For Israel, losing its 
key Muslim ally is a sign of isolation. Tel Aviv 
has reacted by strengthening ties with 
Greece and Cyprus, with deals for joint gas 
and oil exploration. Such cooperation 
angers Turkey which challenges the right of 
the Republic of Cyprus to 
drill for gas as long as the 
island remains divided. In 
retaliation, Turkey signed a 
continental shelf agreement 
with Northern Cyprus. 
Turkish navy and planes 
reportedly provide protect-
ion to exploration activities, 
a potential friction point 
between Turkey and Israel. 
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As long as the Palestinian 
and Cypriot issues remain 
unresolved, it will be difficult 
for Turkey to fulfil its role as a 
bridge between West and 
East. The EU could 
contribute to peace in the 
Middle East by using its soft 
power instruments, mainly 
economic and legal, focusing in particular 
on the support of the burgeoning civil 
society as well as education and measures 
related to the free movement of people6. 
The possibility of accelerating accession 
negotiations with Turkey could also be 
taken into consideration. Some 
commentators blame EU reservations on 
Turkish membership as one of the reasons 
for Turkey's drift eastwards and its growing 
hostility towards Israel.7   

For countries emerging from the Arab 
Spring, Turkey's reconciliation of democracy 
and modern Islam is often perceived as a 
model to follow, despite shortcomings 
concerning press freedom, opposition rights 
and a tradition of military guardianship over 
democratic institutions.8 

Taking into account its long experience in 
relations with Israel and its renewed 
influence in the region, Turkey could 

potentially play a mediation role in the 
Middle East conflict. However this can 
happen only if the current escalation 
between Turkey and Israel ceases. Bilateral 
relations could still be repaired since shared 
interests remain, claim some observers both 
in Israel and Turkey.9 Solid economic ties 

between these former 
partners have not yet 
deteriorated, except in the 
military field.  

Moreover, losing the support 
of the Israeli lobby in the US, 
on which Turkey used to rely 
to counteract the anti-Turkish 
interests of Armenian and 
Greek/Greek Cypriot interest 
groups, could be very costly 
for Ankara10. In this context 
the involvement of the 
Turkish government in efforts 
to reach a deal between Israel 
and Hamas on the swap of 
Israeli soldier Gilad Shalit for 
1 027 Palestinian prisoners 
can be seen as a first 
"confidence-building step".11.  

Further reading 

Hard choices: The EU's options in a changing 
Middle East/ T. Behr (ed.), Finnish Institute of 
International Affairs Report 28, April 2011. 

Turquie/Monde Arabe: quel rôle pour la 
Turquie?/ compte rendu du séminaire 
international organisé à l'Institut français des 
relations internationales le 14 avril 2011. 

Disclaimer and Copyright 

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
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http://www.spe.org/jpt/print/archives/2011/03/12Israel.pdf
http://www.spe.org/jpt/print/archives/2011/03/12Israel.pdf
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