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What Turkey wants:
Turkey’s objection to Finland and Sweden’s NATO Membership Applications

Siri Neset
* Turkey’s president, Recep Tayyip Erdogan, unex- ¢ The process involving the three countries is also
pectedly vetoed Sweden, and Finland’s joint NATO closely linked to the US—Turkey relationship.

membership bid.
¢ Turkey will lift its veto at the end, but most likely
* Turkey wants both countries, but predominantly not before the parliamentary and presidential elec-
Sweden, to cease supporting the PKK (including tions, currently scheduled for May 2023
affiliated organizations) and FETO, and reaffirm
their stance on PKK as a terror organization; to

On 6 February 2023, a catastrophic Mw 7.8

curb PKK activities domestically and resolve pen- earthquake struck southern and central Turkey, as
ding extradition and deportation cases, and lift the well as parts of Syria. It is still unclear how poten-
weapons embargo. tial political consequences of the earthquake could

affect the accession process.

In May 2022 NATO Secretary-General Jens the capitals of Finland and Sweden before
Stoltenberg stated that: “the process for President Erdogan publicly, and in quite a con-
Finland and Sweden to join NATO could be frontational manner objected to the two coun-
very quick”. Further, he highlighted that he tries” NATO membership bids.? The objection
“didn’t expect Turkey to hold up the process”.! and how it was announced was highly unexpec-
However, the application letter had barely left ted, even to President Erdogan’s own ministers
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who are said to have been taken by surprise just
as much as the rest of the alliance.?

This issue of IFS Insights takes a closer look
at Sweden and Finland’s accession process,
with a specific focus on the Turkish leadership’s
perspective.

Initially, Turkey’s objections to Sweden and
Finland were met with understanding in the
alliance and Stoltenberg declared that Turkey’s
concerns were legitimate.* The general percep-
tion was that the issue would soon be resolved.
The US Secretary of State Antony Blinken stat-
ed to this respect that he was “very confident
that we will reach consensus”.’

In June 2022, Sweden, Finland, and Turkey
signed a trilateral memorandum. In this writ-
ten document Sweden and Finland declared not
to provide support to the Democratic Union
Party (PYD), and its military wing the People’s
Defense Units (YPG), or the Fetullah Gulen
Terrorist Network (FETO). Further, Sweden
and Finland reaffirmed their stand on PKK (The
Kurdistan Workers’ Party) as a terrorist orga-
nization and pledged to investigate and stop
PKK recruitment, financing, and disinformation
activities domestically. They also promised to
resolve Turkey’s pending deportation and extra-
ditions requests. Finally, Sweden and Finland
announced that they would strengthen their na-
tional laws against terrorism and work in accor-
dance with NATO policy on this matter. Finally,
Sweden and Finland would end their embargoes
on Turkey and freely export arms.

So far Turkey seems to be relatively content
with the measures taken by Finland, but not
with Sweden’s progress.

First and foremost, the key issue in Ankara’s
view is about holding the enemies of an ally
accountable. In this case it means that Sweden
and Finland, as allied countries, should ac-
knowledge PKK and FETO as groups threaten-
ing an ally, and consequently not support PKK
and FETO, but strive to curb their activities
on Swedish and Finnish soils. In other words,
Sweden and Finland should be obliged to hold
these organizations accountable. This perspec-
tive has a long history and is shared across
the political spectrum in Turkey.® The issue is
deeply connected to the Syrian case where the
Turkish government maintains that some of its

NATO allies act in ways that harm the country’s
national security.

This applies, in particular, to US support to
and partnering with the YPG in the fight against
ISIS. Turkey (and the US”) considers YPG to
be the Syrian branch of the PKK. PKK is la-
beled a terror organization by Turkey, the EU,
and the US, as well as several other countries.
Syria’s critical importance to Turkey’s national
security was intensified in the period from 2015
to 2017 when Turkey suffered from a wave of
terror attacks by ISIS and PKK and affiliates,
in which more than 400 people inside Turkey
were killed.

Sweden has differentiated between PYD/
YPG in Syria, and PKK. Turkey claims that
Sweden has supported PYD/YPG in Syria both
militarily and financially, and in a controver-
sial case from 2016 showcased evidence to
this end.® The Swedish MFA strongly rejects
these accusations and state that they have ex-
tended humanitarian aid towards the Syrian
crisis in general and support to the fight against
ISIS, but not supported any political or mili-
tary groups inside Syria directly.” However,

a document written by the Swedish Social
Democrat Party in 2021 as part of a deal with
the independent MP'® Amineh Kakabaveh of
Kurdish ethnicity, to secure her support for

the government,'"'"?surfaced, and strength-
ened President Erdogan’s position. The docu-
ment was an agreement to intensify the Social
Democrat Party’s support to YPG/PYD/YPJ in
its fight against ISIS. It also characterized as
unacceptable any labeling of the groups and its
members as terrorists by some state actors.'?

Furthermore, Turkey has long held grievanc-
es towards Sweden and alleged that it harbours
PKK terrorists, allowing them to operate unre-
stricted and further their cause from Sweden.
Sweden awarded many Kurds asylum as they
fled Turkey in the 1980s and 90s during the
worst period of violent clashes between PKK
and the Turkish government. Many Kurdish
diasporas around Europe have successfully con-
tinued their political struggle, but the Swedish
diaspora has been leading in this respect. Its
activity has also included support to the militant
cause. Turkey has been deeply irritated at suc-
cessive Swedish governments’ lack of action in
curbing such activity over the years.
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When a new coalition on the right took
power in Sweden, new optimism was injected
into the process. It seemed like the new leader-
ship in Sweden and their Turkish counterparts
had a better tone that could aid the process.
However, soon Stockholm accused President
Erdogan of piling on new demands whereas
Ankara replied that it needed proof of concrete
actions regarding weapons trade and of re-
straints on PKK finances, recruitment, and dis-
information. To complicate things further, al-
legations of extraditions and deportations from
Sweden to Turkey and accusations on curbing
freedom of speech and other liberal rights has
created a domestic backlash in Sweden. This
has made it harder for the Swedish government
to maneuver in the process, and various state-
ments from the Turkish leadership only fueled
the debate.

Recently the situation took a turn for the
worse when first, in mid-January, an effigy
made out to look like President Erdogan was
hung upside-down during a protest that, accord-
ing to the Swedish newspaper Aftonbladet,'*
was staged by Rojavakommittéerna (the Rojava
committee in Sweden).!® The Swedish Prime
Minister Ulf Kristersson denounced the act
as “sabotage” against Sweden’s bid to join
NATO.'" In a second incident in Stockholm
only about a week later, a Swedish/Danish
provocateur and right-wing extremist, Rasmus
Paludan, who leads the Danish far-right po-
litical party Hard Line, burned a copy of
The Quran outside the Turkish Embassy in
Stockholm.!” Swedish authorities stated that
the protest was legal under the country’s free
speech legislation but condemned the act and
calling it “appalling.” The leadership in Turkey
responded by calling off meetings, both a
scheduled bilateral meeting between the de-
fense ministers of Sweden and Turkey,'® and a
planned meeting within the trilateral group."
President Erdogan went on to state that Sweden
should not expect any support from Turkey.?
Later on, various statements both from officials
in Finland and Turkey indicated that Turkey
might approve Finland’s application separately.
Should Finland agree to separate its accession
process from Sweden’s, this would take some
pressure off Turkey and extend its leverage
in what would in effect become a prolonged

process. However, Finland, Sweden and NATO
officials have stated that the two Nordic coun-
tries still stand together and that they will join
NATO together.

As of late February 2023, this is where the
matter stands.

According to an article from the Washington
Institute there are four key issues to watch: 1.
The implementation of Sweden’s new anti-
terrorism law that comes into force in July
2023. 2. Actual actions to curb PKK fundrai-
sing within Sweden. In this regard, a recent
criminal case, where a man was charged with
terror fundraising for the PKK, might show
that Sweden's attention to this issue has been
raised.?! 3. The anti-incitement provisions of
the memorandum. This is directly relevant to
the latest events in Sweden and the question
is what, if any, steps the Swedish government
will take. Finland has recently, in new amend-
ments of its Criminal Code, criminalized public
incitement related to terrorist offenses as a
separate offence. Will Sweden do something
similar? 4. The negotiations between the two
counterparts regarding pending extradition and
deportation requests.?? As evident by recent
events, reaching common ground on these mat-
ters is undoubtedly a tall order by itself, but the
question of Swedish and Finnish membership
of NATO does not rest solely in the relations
among these three countries.

The process is closely linked to the rela-
tionship between the US and Turkey and spe-
cifically to the approval in the US Congress
of the Turkish request to buy 40 Lockheed
Martin-made F-16 fighter jets and nearly 80
modernization kits. If this goes through, it is
argued that Turkey would come one step closer
to lifting the veto® even though the Turkish
Foreign Minister, Mevlut Cavusoglu, claims
that these two processes are not linked.* This
has also been confirmed by the American side.?
However, on February 2, 2023, a bipartisan
group of senators warned President Biden that
they would not approve the F-16 sale until
Turkey approves the accession bids of Sweden
and Finland.?

Another more complex issue is the dynamic
between Turkey and the US in Northeast Syria.
Turkey has for long been deeply annoyed by
the US alliance with YPG to fight ISIS. Turkey
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has nevertheless, through several cross-border
military operations, pushed YPG back from
Turkey’s border with Syria. These operations
have aimed to deny YPG and PKK control

over several territories along the border, and
hence, to inhibit PKK from launching attacks
into Turkey. Thus, US and Turkey’s interests in
Syria clash on this issue, which is a major con-
flict in the overall relationship. However, the
geopolitical dynamic in Syria is changing due
to Russia’s war on Ukraine. While the picture is
still very unclear, this change in dynamics co-
uld constitute an opportunity for Turkey and the
US to reach an understanding regarding Syria.?’
As noted above, Turkey wants its allies’ support
in national security concerns. The situation in
Syria, and US actions there, are perceived to
the contrary. If Ankara and Washington reach
an understanding, this may affect how the
Turkish leadership perceives the expediency of
making an example of Sweden.

A third key issue not related to Sweden or
Finland is Turkey’s upcoming parliamentary
and presidential elections in 2023. Some ana-
lysts have linked President Erdogan’s veto to an
effort to attract voters. For sure, his powerful
message when he announced his opposition co-
uld have influenced some segments of his voter
base and gained him some popular points, but it
is doubtful that there are significant long-term
effects. Voters in Turkey are more immediately
concerned about the dire state of their economy
and other domestic issues. Of foreign policy
issues, cross border terrorism is the one that
raises the most concern.?

The upcoming election consumes much
energy among political elites, and it is unlikely
that the parliament would be summoned to vote
on the NATO accession issue any time soon.

A vote would probably come after elections if
they were to be held in June as scheduled. If the
election date were to move to an earlier date,
any vote on accession ahead of elections ap-
pears completely unrealistic.?” As of now, there
are clear signals that the election will be on
May 14.

There are some indications that Stoltenberg
is losing patience with Turkey. After the meet-
ing in Ankara in early November he basi-
cally announced that it was time for Turkey
to let Sweden and Finland into the alliance.

He argued that Sweden and Finland had met
Ankara’s concerns agreed upon in the June
2022 memorandum.*® The NATO summit in
July 2023 has been seen as a deadline, although
I expect there is a growing realization within
NATO that this could be difficult. If Hungary
concludes the approval process in February
2023, the pressure on Turkey will increase.

Nevertheless, as Ibrahim Kalin, Erdogan’s
chief adviser, has explained, the ratification
process will take 2—2.5 months on the Turkish
side.’! Given that the parliament goes into
recess some time before the election, it is not
realistic to think that there will be sufficient
time before the election — even if Turkey were
to be content with the progress of the Swedes.
If the presidential election in Turkey goes to
a second round, the timeframe for completing
the process ahead of the July summit becomes
very tight. Should the opposition come into
power, there might be more willingness to get
this issue off the table. However, in that case
a smooth process would also depend on the
composition of the parliament. Accordingly,
sometime between fall and Christmas is the
most realistic scenario, provided the process
between Sweden and Turkey can get back on
track. However, some Istanbul-based analysts
think that the issue might be resolved sooner,
referring to the possibility of the parliament be-
ing summoned outside of the normal schedule
to vote on the accession. These analysts also
point to the significant pressure on Turkey to
approve the Nordic bids and do not think that
the Turkish leadership could suspend this much
further. Still, no progress is expected before the
elections. Should the opposition come to power,
the NATO issue is likely to become a top prior-
ity. In case the incumbent government remains
in power, the president is expected to drag his
feet for a bit longer.*

At the time of writing, Turkey was hit
by a catastrophic earthquake. An analysis of
how this might affect the accession process is
premature, but any consequences of the catas-
trophe for the presidential and parliamentary
elections, affecting the campaign as well as
the result, could play into the NATO process.
Humanitarian aid from Sweden and Finland
cannot move the process at this time and as
such would not have any effect upon Turkish
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decision-makers or public opinion.* Presently,
a shift of focus away from the ongoing crisis
towards Sweden and Finland’s accession bids
would be unacceptable to the Turkish public,
and as such constitute an imprudent political
move for any Turkish politician. Stoltenberg
will visit Ankara in February: first and fore-
most, to talk about the earthquake and how
NATO can provide support, but it is also ex-
pected that the accession bids will be discussed.
The delay poses a significant problem for
a NATO which is preparing for accession.
Brussels expends considerable energy on this
within its preparations for the July 2023 summit
in Vilnius. For example, the protracted process
seriously affects the alliance’s defense planning
process ahead of the anticipated Nordic expan-
sion.

According to Professor Serhat Giiveng,
Turkey will approve the memberships of
Sweden and Finland because the political costs
of not doing so are too high.** However, in
the process the Turkish leadership will try to
further its national interests. This applies most
importantly to NATO’s policy on terrorism and
directly concerning Turkey’s disappointment
with its allies over their failure to support the
country against terrorist groups like the PKK
and FETO. Therefore, moving forward, Ankara
will use the trilateral memorandum and the
accession issue to influence NATO (and indi-
vidual member states) to increase support for
Turkey’s fight against PKK and YPG/PYD.
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