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Istanbul and Brussels, 21 May 2003

To: Mr. Oostlander and coordinators in the Foreign Affairs Committee of the European Parliament

Re: Oostlander report on Turkey’s request for accession to the European Union

Dear MEP,
 
We are writing on the subject of the draft Oosltlander report (on Turkey’s Accession for Membership of the EU) and more specifically of its sections relating to the closure of the border between Armenia and Turkey, and to the absence of relations between the two countries.
 
The TABDC is a joint Turkish and Armenian association, based in Turkey and in Armenia, and it is dedicated to establishing economic cooperation between the two neighbouring republics. The point of view we express below with regards to the draft resolution currently under discussion is therefore inspired by nothing more or less than our desire to see the border opened, and relations between the two countries normalized.
 
1. First of all, the TABDC very much welcomes the European Parliament’s call for the border to be opened. The current deadlock involves considerable economic costs not only for Turkey and Armenia, but for the entire region, including other Caucasus countries. The state of relations between Armenia and Turkey furthermore contributes to the political deadlock in the Caucasus. We therefore very much look forward to the resolution of this border dispute as an important step in Turkey’s EU membership bid (See also overleaf for explanations).
 
2. Beyond calling upon Turkey to take action, the EP should also call upon the Commission and Council to contribute to the resolution of this dispute. It is our belief that EU initiatives in this respect could be very productive indeed in helping to resolve the conflict.
 
At the moment, apart from an occasional passing mention in the context of the EU’s political dialogue with Turkey, no action whatsoever has yet been taken by the EU. There is, furthermore, not a single EU budget line which could serve to support action carried out by third parties between Turkey and Armenia.
 
3. Finally, I would like to request that our organization should not be referred to in connection with the debate on the issue of the genocide as this could be extremely counterproductive. For reasons of effectiveness, our organization limits its activities to contemporary relations between Turkey and Armenia, and its objective is restricted to the normalization of relations between the two countries.
 
The EU’s help could truly improve the lives of millions in the region. Thank you in advance for the support you, the Parliament, and the EU might choose to bring in diffusing this conflict.
 
Yours faithfully,
 

Kaan Soyak





Nicolas Tavitian,

TABDC
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Turkey-Armenia relations in 2003*
 
 
1. Key facts
The border between Armenia and Turkey has been entirely closed and fully militarized since 1993. Diplomatic relations were never established after Armenia declared its independence in 1991.
The situation at the border between Armenia and Turkey has remained roughly unchanged since 1993. Between 1991 and 1993, some humanitarian aid was allowed to travel through Turkey and into Armenia. Today, in spite of the closed border, contact between people on both sides of the border remains possible by land, via Georgia and by air, as there is a scheduled bi-weekly flight between Yerevan and Istanbul.
The status quo involves considerable economic and political costs, and the World Bank considers that closed borders are one of the major obstacles to development in the Caucasus.
Diplomatic relations for their part are officially non-existent. However, informal contacts do exist, and the countries’ foreign affaires ministers met twice before the Turkish elections in 2002, in an encouraging development which has not yet been followed up by the new government.
 
2. Turkey’s and Armenia’s positions
The Turkish government gives three reasons for maintaining its border with Armenia closed (see www.mfa.gov.tr).
1-     It believes Armenia has territorial claims on Turkish territory and does not recognize the current border.
2-     It demands that Armenia stop “accusing Turkey of having committed a so-called ‘genocide’ which has never taken place”.
3-     It demands that the Armenians of Nagorno Karabakh surrender control of the enclave to the central government of Azerbaïdjan.
 
The Armenian government, for its part, needs the border opened as though it has demands of its own, it has set no preconditions to the establishment of relations with Turkey (http://www.armeniaforeignministry.com). 

3. The border closure is relevant to the EU for a number of reasons.
-         It remains an obstacle in the implementation of the 1995 Customs Union, which requires that Turkey align its trade policy on the EU’s.
-         Remaining border disputes are an obstacle on the path to accession.
-         The EU’s “Acquis”  with regards to cooperation with Armenia, will have to be adopted by the Turkish Republic.
 
4. What the EU could do to help.
In contrast to the high profile given to the dispute over Cyprus for instance, the EU has failed to take any concrete action to help reduce tensions between Turkey and Armenia. 
It could however help diffuse tensions by-
- The Council or Commission calling for a resumption of talks between Armenia and Turkey, including some talks mediated by an EU representative.
- The EU including this dispute in its agenda on conflict resolution.
- Appointing a special representative for the Caucasus, including Turkey-Armenia relations in her/his mandate.
- Financially supporting non-governmental initiatives in this area, and amending this year’s budget to allow for the funding of cross-border cooperation projects between Armenia and Turkey (as mentioned above, not a single EU budget is available for supporting cooperation between residents of Armenia and Turkey, in almost any field of activity).
 
*Source: “Turquie-Arménie: la porte close de l’Orient” Tavitian and Gültekin. Les Rapports du GRIP, 2003/1. Bruxelles, Avril 2003. Source internet : www.grip.org.
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