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FOREWORD

The issue we are dealing with is far from simple: on the one hand, we have to assess the 
utility of a trade agreement (that is, the EU-Turkey Customs Union), and the potential benefits 
of strengthening it; on the other, we cannot forget our partner’s specific political and 
institutional context, in light of recent events.

I believe that our work must be guided by two considerations:

o On the one hand, the specific nature of our work as the INTA Committee, which is 
sectoral and focused on trade relations;

o On the other hand, the awareness that our action fits within and must collaborate with 
the more global, strategic approach chosen by the EU for its relations with the rest of 
the world; and this approach also contains a definite values-based dimension.

We will be able to say that we have fulfilled our task if we can make progress in our own 
sector while at the same time bringing added value to the totality of the EU’s action. 

It will help us in our reflections to consider some strategic dimensions, such as the temporal 
one. The current Customs Union has influenced our relations for 20 years; the agreement we 
reach, whatever form it takes, will probably have an equally long-lasting impact. We therefore 
have to bear in mind that we are working for today, tomorrow and the day after tomorrow as 
well; this must be clear to us and we must make it clear to all interested parties as well.

Another strategic dimension that constrains us is the spatial one: Turkey is our neighbour, it 
always has been and the progress of globalisation will bring it ever closer to us.

We are therefore working towards results that will feature increasingly in our own lives and 
will have an ever greater impact on us, and this requires attention. We are called to assess the 
big picture, knowing that the effects will be felt in the tiniest details as well: this is the 
reference scenario.

We probably also need to acquire new language: some of the technical options envisaged 
facilitate purely commercial aspects but set back the accession procedure; others propose the 
opposite.

This working document aims first of all to correctly situate the problem, taking into account 
the duration of the decisions that will be taken, their impact and the routes they will open or 
close, and also in light of the actors involved.

1. BACKGROUND 

Leaving aside History and their shared geography, trade relations between the EU as an 
institution and Turkey formally date back to 1963. 

The real turning point on the bilateral level is in 1995, when Ankara and Brussels decide to 
launch the Customs Union, which still today constitutes the point of departure for every type 
of economic and trade relation between the EU and Turkey. This agreement, which is still in 
force, is considered the precondition for Turkey’s integration into the European market, and 
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has brought the country into the top twenty countries in the world in terms of GDP. 

Turkish development of recent years has raced forwards, but is not free of contradictions. 
Regional instability after the so-called ‘Arab Spring’, on the one hand, and recent internal 
developments on the other, have created a difficult climate and caused uncertainty among 
foreign investors. The massive reconfiguration of the political, administrative and judicial 
apparatus increases fears for the effective maintenance of the rule of law.

Modernisation of the Customs Union takes place at a crucial moment for relations between 
the European Union and Turkey.  The two sides are called on to redefine their trade relations, 
also in order to avoid the risk of the sole channel that is actually open becoming blocked, with 
the result of distancing Ankara and Brussels even more at a time when new strategic markets 
are opening (for example Iran or Central Asia).

In light of this, the Ankara Agreement must be revised with regard to two constraints: it must 
have an economic and trade foundation, and it must also seriously and practically consider the 
global political and institutional situation.

2. THE CURRENT FRAMEWORK OF THE CUSTOMS UNION

The legal framework for trade relations between the EU and Turkey is regulated by the 
Association Agreement of 1963 (the so-called Ankara Agreement), by the Additional Protocol 
of 1970 and by a series of Decisions (2/76, 1/80, 3/80 and 1/95) adopted by the EU-Turkey 
Association Council. Decision 1/95 lays the foundations for the rules on trade in goods in the 
Customs Union. Together these acts were supposed to set out a route that, through the 
customs union and harmonisation with the four freedoms, was supposed to lead to Turkey’s 
accession. In December 1999, Turkey was officially recognised as a candidate country, and 
the relevant negotiations began in 2005. 

Over these twenty years, the Customs Union has been an important instrument that has 
accompanied Turkey’s economic evolution, encouraging the strengthening of the Turkish 
internal market, export to the EU and import from the EU, progressive alignment with the 
acquis communautaire, and an increase in choice for Turkish consumers, not to mention the 
turnover generated through trade exchanges. The different category organisations - both 
Turkish and European - have reiterated their hopes for a new agreement on the Customs 
Union. This point of view is also shared by the analyses of the World Bank. 

On the basis of the work carried out by the EU and Turkey’s Senior Officials Working Group, 
the Commission and the Turkish government announced their intention to open negotiations 
on strengthening bilateral trade relations in May 2015. 

Critical aspects of the functioning of the Customs Union

The Rapporteur believes it is important to listen to stakeholders (through the Monitoring 
Group):

The European Union: FTA (Free Trade Association); FESI (Federation of the European 
Sporting Goods Industry); UNITEE (New European Business Confederation); EURATEX 
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(European Textile Industries); ESF (European Services Forum); EUROMETAUX; Digital 
Europe; Spirits Europe; EFPIA (European Federation of Pharmaceutical Industries and 
Associations), Copa-Cogeca, Coldiretti, Conftrasporti.

Turkey: The Ministry of Economy; The Permanent Representation of Turkey to the EU; 
TÜSİAD (Turkish Industry and Business Association );  Istanbul Economics; TOBB (Union 
of Chambers and Commodity Exchange of Turkey); UND (International Transporters 
Association); TÜRKONFED (Turkish Enterprise and Business Confederation).

In summary, the results indicate a substantial and positive recognition of the benefits brought 
by the Customs Union in terms of trade and investment opportunities both for European and 
Turkish businesses, but these are accompanied by a considerable number of causes for 
concern.

The European perspective:

a) The stiffening of Turkey’s customs position on a whole range of European goods. For 
example, the Turkish government’s decree 6692/2014 of 2014 imposed a series of 
duties (from 30 % to 50 %) on shoes originating outside the EU that were imported 
into the country; this decree creates costs for European businesses estimated at 
between 30 and 45 million euro. Other data estimate the cost of the duties at EUR 82 
million, the cost of the supplementary tests at EUR 1.3 million, the average delay in 
receiving the results of the tests at 19 days (at a cost of about EUR 2 million), and the 
proportion of actually non-compliant shoes out of those examined at 27 % (out of only 
0.5 %). 

b) Too slow progress in aligning Turkish legislation with the acquis communautaire, 
particularly as regards state aid; 

c) The lack of a dispute resolution system;

d) The failure to apply the Ankara Protocol in relation to Cyprus.

The Turkish perspective:

a) Inability to participate in the European Union’s decision-making process: Turkey is 
obliged to align its own customs and trade legislation with European law, without 
being able to intervene in the decision-making process that precedes it;

b) Asymmetry in free trade agreements between the EU and third countries. The EU 
currently has 48 FTAs in force, but only 19 of these include Turkey, and this is often 
said to be due to some third countries being unwilling to negotiate a treaty with 
Turkey. The application of the so-called Turkey Clause is invoked as necessary, with 
particular reference to the ongoing negotiations on TTIP;    

c) The difficulties in granting visas, in particular for businesses and workers;

d) The use of trade defence instruments.
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3. NEGOTIATIONS FOR A NEW STRUCTURE FOR TRADE RELATIONS 

An aspect for future negotiations, however, is not only the obsolescence and resentment 
accumulated in the current legal framework, but also its narrowness in that it excludes areas 
that are fundamental for trade relations, such as agriculture, services, public procurement, raw 
materials, regulatory cooperation, sustainable development, SMEs and investment protection. 
Reflection on these themes cannot be separated from the other open questions, such as 
workers’ rights and the assessment of the social impacts on the European internal market 
more generally.

The evolution of the current legal framework can continue in three possible scenarios: 

� Maintain the status quo, that is, the 1995 Customs Union without any changes;

� Modernise the Customs Union to make it more balanced and operative, and strengthen 
it at the same time with an agreement to cover the excluded sectors; 

�Replace the Customs Union with a Deep and Comprehensive Free Trade Agreement
(DCFTA) in the model of those concluded by the EU in recent years. 

The evaluation of the different options and progress in their implementation is a delicate and 
technical matter. Convergence between the interests and visions of both parties must be 
found. 

Turkey, for example, would be in favour of liberalising services, but less so for agriculture 
and public procurement. Today, services constitute 70 % of the Turkish economy, but at the 
same time this is a sector that is burdened with many regulatory barriers. Agriculture
presents difficulties for the EU, particularly as regards phytosanitary regulations. 
Furthermore, complete liberalisation in this area requires paying particular attention to the 
specificities of Mediterranean European agriculture, for problems of fraud and counterfeiting. 
Liberalisation of transport quotas, which Turkey has repeatedly requested, risks incentivising 
social dumping if introduced without harmonisation of current rules.

In this regard, the results of the European Commission’s impact assessment, which will be 
published with the proposed mandate, will be useful. 

Finally, there is the open question on energy; that is, if it is desirable to include a chapter on 
energy in the negotiations, since Turkey is an important partner for the security and 
diversification of the EU’s energy supplies.

CONCLUSIONS

Bearing in mind what was said at the start of this working document, we believe it appropriate 
that the drafting of the Resolution, which is our competence, be done only after having 
examined the proposed mandate from the Commission, precisely in order to allow us to assess 
it not only within the scope of our institutional operations (INTA), but also placing it within 
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the global context of EU action.

We will therefore be able to give real added institutional and political value if we can achieve 
two types of results:

o Formulate concrete, precise and attainable proposals on the specific case of the 
Customs Union

o Strengthen, at the same time, the support for social values, those of trade unions and 
the EU’s own rights through progressive and binding negotiation instruments (such as 
the extension of the scope of competence of the agreements).

Our Committee is faced with a difficult challenge which, if overcome, will allow us to be 
concretely useful both to the EU and to Turkey.
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