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TURKEY'S CORONA DIPLOMACY IN THE BALKANS

SUMMARY

The analysis examines Turkey’'s recent soft power
push in the Balkans through delivering coronavirus
aid and discusses Turkey’s broader foreign policy
goals in the region.

The Balkans were one of the primary targets of Turkey’s global campaign
to deliver medical supplies to aid countries in their fight against the novel
coronavirus Covid-19. Seeing China, Russia, and the EU deploy aid to the
region, Turkey is also using the Covid-19 supplies to reconfirm its influential
role in the Balkans. This recent activism represents a continuation of Turkey’s
regional soft power campaign throughout the past decade that has mainly
been built on mosque construction, restoration of Ottoman era buildings,
support for local religious institutions, and extensive social and aid opera-
tions. However, Turkey’s recent activism is very important for another reason
also. The Balkans can be the basis for mending EU-Turkey ties and for re-
building the relationship between the two actors that has been fraught with
problems due to the multiple crises in Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediter-
ranean, and the continuous refugee waves. Now that the Balkans are mired
in the soft power competition between the EU, China, and Russia due to
the pandemic, Turkey can be a key EU ally in keeping the whole region on
the Euro-Atlantic track, in preventing further authoritarianism/democratic
backsliding, and in fighting corruption and ensuring the rule of law in the
Balkan countries. Since Ankara’s strategic interests in the region largely con-

form to those of Brussels, the two actors can be expected to work more close-
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ly in the post-pandemic period. Turkey should also take up an active role in
the post-pandemic economic recovery of the region. The analysis concludes
by analyzing Turkey’s resurgent ties with the local Muslim communities in
the Balkans (Albanians, Bosniacs, and Turks) and emphasizes Turkey’s con-

tribution to regional peace and stability.
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TURKEY'S CORONA DIPLOMACY IN THE BALKANS

INTRODUCTION

Turkey has emerged as a model both in its fight
against the novel coronavirus Covid-19 domesti-
cally, and in its efforts to supply medical aid to
countries around the world in their anti-Covid
struggle." As of April 27, 2020, Turkish Foreign
Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu declared that Turkey
had received aid requests from over 100 nations,
and had delivered aid, medical supplies, and
protective equipment to at least 57 countries in
five different continents, including the countries
worst hit by the virus, namely the U.S., UK, It-
aly, and Spain.? The Balkans, with which Turkey
has deep cultural, historical, and religious links,
were one of the primary targets of Ankara’s global
campaign to shore up the efforts against the pan-
demic. Turkey first delivered medical supplies to
neighboring Bulgaria upon the request of the Bul-
garian Prime Minister Boyko Borisov on March
11, 2020.> One month later, on April 8, 2020,

1. Hiiseyin Alptekin, “Veriler Iiginda COVID-19 Salginiyla Miicadelede
Model Ulke Tiirkiye”, Sabah, April 18, 2020, hteps://www.sabah.com.tr/
perspektif/yazarlar/huseyin-alptekin/2020/04/18/veriler-isiginda-covid-
19-salginiyla-mucadelede-model-ulke-turkiye (Access date: May 12, 2020).

2. Jeyhun Aliyev, “Turkey Sent Aid to at Least 57 Countries to Fight
Virus”, Anadolu Agency, April 27, 2020. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/
latest-on-coronavirus-outbreak/turkey-sent-aid-to-at-least-57-countries-
to-fight-virus/1820195 (Access date: May 12, 2020).

3. “Tiirkiyeden Bulgaristan'a ’Corona Viriis' Destegi”, Milliyet, March
11, 2020. https://www.milliyet.com.tr/dunya/turkiyeden-bulgaristana-
corona-virus-destegi-6163584 (Access date: May 12, 2020).

Turkish military aircraft landed in five different
Balkan capitals to deliver much-needed medi-
cal supplies to Serbia, Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Montenegro, Kosovo, and North Macedonia.*
Lastly, on May 12, 2020, Turkey delivered sup-
plies to Albania and to North Macedonia for the
second time.’ It is interesting to note that Turk-
ish medical aid to all Balkan countries arrived
in boxes captioned “Umitsizligin ardinda nice
timitler var... Karanligin ardinda nice giinesler
var” (After hopelessness, there is so much hope
and after darkness, there are much brighter suns),
a quote from the famous 13th-century Turkish
poet Mevlana Jalaluddin al-Rumi.® This is clearly
indicative of the fact that, seeing China, Russia,
and the EU deploy aid to the region, Turkey is
also using the Covid-19 supplies to reconfirm its
influential role in the Balkans.

The importance of Turkey’s recent activ-
ism in this vulnerable European region cannot
be overstated. The Balkans can be the basis for
mending EU-Turkey ties and for rebuilding the
relationship between the two actors that has
been fraught with problems due to the multiple
crises in Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean,
and the continuous refugee waves.” The Balkans
have the potential of becoming the new basis

for a EU-Turkey rapprochement for two main

4. “Turkey Sends Medical Aid to Five Balkan Countries”, Hiirriyer Daily
News, April 8, 2020. https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkey-sends-
medical-aid-to-five-balkan-countries-153673 (Access date: May 12, 2020).

5. Muhammed Boztepe, “Tiirkiyeden Arnavutluk ve Kuzey
Makedonya’ya Tibbi Yardim”, Anadolu Ajanst, May 12, 2020. https://
www.aa.com.tr/tr/koronavirus/turkiyeden-arnavutluk-ve-kuzey-maked-
onyaya-tibbi-yardim/1837512 (Access date: May 17, 2020).

6. “Tiirkiye Balkan Ulkelerine Tibbi Yardim Génderdi”, Anadolu Ajansi,
April 8, 2020. https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/koronavirus/turkiye-balkan-
ulkelerine-tibbi-yardim-gonderdi/1796624 (Access date: May 12, 2020).

7. Analyzing developments on a global scale, Goniil Tol and Dimitar
Bechev argue that Turkey’s corona diplomacy can only have limited ef-
fects in curing Turkey’s foreign policy isolation. See Géniil Tol and Dimi-
tar Bechev, “Can Corona Diplomacy Cure Turkey’s Foreign Policy Iso-
lation?”, Middle East Institute, April 29, 2020. https://mwvw.meLedu/
publications/can-corona-diplomacy-cure-turkeys-foreign-policy-isola-
tion (Access date: May 16, 2020).
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TABLE 1. COVID-19 MEDICAL SUPPLIES SENT BY TURKEY
TO BALKAN COUNTRIES (MARCH-MAY 2020)

Type of Medical Supply

cotnty # Protective Masks # Covid-19 Test Kits

Albania 75,000 2,000 2,000

Bosnia and Herzegovina 50,000 1,000 1,000
Bulgaria 50,000 1,000 1,000

Kosovo 50,000 1,000 1,000
Montenegro 50,000 1,000 1,000
North Macedonia (2 times) 125,000 3,000 2,000 1,000
Serbia 100,000 2,000 1,500
TOTAL 500,000 11,000 5,000 5,500

Sources : https://www.trtworld.com/turkey/turkey-sends-aid-to-nearly-30-countries-in-fight-against-covid-19-35290; https://www.aa.com.tr/

tr/koronavirus/turkiyeden-arnavutluk-ve-kuzey-makedonyaya-tibbi-yardim/1837512;
https://www.milliyet.com.tr/dunya/turkiyeden-bulgaristana-corona-virus-deste-

te-zi-mberriti-sot-donacioni-i-presidentit-erdogan-1393786;

https://www.trt.net.tr/shqip/ballkani/2020/04/08/ne-mal-

gi-6163584; https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/koronavirus/turkiye-balkan-ulkelerine-tibbi-yardim-gonderdi/1796624

reasons. First, they are the European region with
which Turkey has the strongest and deepest his-
torical and religious ties, hence Turkey’s ability
to project soft power in Europe is at its highest
level in the Balkans. Second, and perhaps more
important, Turkey and the EU largely share
the same strategic goals toward the Balkans,
namely keeping the whole region on the Euro-
Atlantic track and minimizing the influence of
rival powers such as Russia and China; revers-
ing the regional trend toward authoritarianism/
democratic backsliding; and fighting corruption
and ensuring the rule of law. Moreover, now that
the world is widely expected to enter a period
of deep economic recession due to the Covid-19
pandemic, both Turkey and the EU will have
a shared incentive in taking up a primary role
in the post-pandemic economic recovery of the
Balkans, so as to decrease the region’s external de-
pendence on China. All in all, all the aforemen-
tioned shared goals indicate that the Balkans can
be the new basis for rebuilding the EU-Turkey
relationship. President Recep Tayyip Erdogan

has already hinted at such a possibility. In the
message he published on May 9, 2020, marking
Europe/Schuman Day, Erdogan stated,

We must make good use of the opportunities
these tough days will present in order to re-
vitalize the Turkey-EU relations. I hope that
the EU, which has assumed a discriminative
and exclusionist attitude towards our country
on various issues to this date, has now under-

stood that we are all on the same boat.?

TURKEY’S SOFT POWER
PUSH IN THE BALKANS

Turkey’s recent soft power push in the Balkans
through corona diplomacy hardly represents
a new trend. Ankara has taken special care in
developing strong relations with Balkan coun-
tries since the end of the Cold War, but it has

8. Davut Demircan, “Turkish President Congratulates EU on Europe
Day”, Anadolu Agency, May 9, 2020. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/
turkish-president-congratulates-eu-on-europe-day/1834914 (Access

date: May 14, 2020).
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become an influential player in regional politics
only throughout the successive AKP administra-
tions (2003-present). To give some examples,
back in 2009-2010, Ankara aimed to become
the key mediator in Bosnia by sponsoring the
formation of a three-way mechanism with Bel-
grade and Sarajevo.” Turkey has been one of the
main sponsors for the international recognition
of Kosovo’s independence at the UN and other
international fora, and has unequivocally sup-
ported the EU and NATO integration of all
regional countries. Back in 2004, Ankara rati-
fied Bulgaria’s NATO accession treaty despite
many demands coming from representatives of
the Turkish minority there that Ankara should
make its approval contingent on the improve-
ment of the ethno-linguistic rights of the Bul-
garian Turks.'” More recently, Turkey has taken a
staunch line against Russian involvement in the
Balkans by backing Montenegro’s and North
Macedonia’s NATO membership and by fully
supporting North Macedonia’s controversial
Prespa Agreement (June 17, 2018) with Greece
that ended the nearly three-decade-old name
dispute between the two neighbors."!

These facts notwithstanding, Turkey’s soft
power push throughout the Balkans is mainly
built on its resurgent ties with local Muslim
communities, namely Albanians, Bosniacs, and

Turks. These three are the major and the most

9. Dimitar Bechev, “Erdogan in the Balkans: A Neo-Ottoman Quest?” Al
Jazeera, October 11, 2017. https://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/
erdogan-balkans-neo-ottoman-quest-171011094904064.html
date: May 14, 2020).

(Access

10. Author’s interview with Ahmed Yusein, former parliamentarian of
the Movement for Rights and Freedoms (1997-2008) and current deputy
leader of DOST (Democrats for Responsibility, Solidarity, and Toler-
ance). November 10, 2018, Sofia, Bulgaria.

11. “Macedonian FM: Prespa Agreement Is “Too Big to Fail””, Anadolu
Agency, January 19, 2020. https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/macedo-
nian-fm-prespa-agreement-is-too-big-to-fail/ 1368937 (Access date: May
14, 2020); Sibel Morrow, “Turkish Foreign Minister to Visit Monte-
negro on Tuesday”, Anadolu Agency, February 10, 2020. https://www.
aa.com.tr/en/europe/turkish-foreign-minister-to-visit-montenegro-on-

tuesday/1729263 (Access date: May 14, 2020).

politically significant Muslim communities, but
Turkey’s image carries a lot of prestige among
the smaller Muslim groups in the Balkans as
well, namely the Pomak, Torbeshi, and Muslim
Roma/Gypsies. Indeed, many of the Muslim
Roma living in Bulgaria and Greece are mono-
lingual Turkish speakers and proudly self-iden-
tify as Turks. The current author, in his partici-
pant observation in Stolipinovo, Europe’s largest
Roma neighborhood, in the Bulgarian city of
Plovdiv in April 2019 witnessed not only a very
high level of Turkish self-awareness, but also a
very high level of thetorical support for President
Erdogan as well.

Successive AKP administrations have pro-
gressively expanded a regional soft power cam-
paign that is built on mosque construction, res-
toration of Ottoman era buildings, support for
local religious institutions, and extensive social
and aid operations. To give some examples, for
almost three decades (1990-2019), the Turk-
ish Diyanet Foundation (TDV) has been the
only source of funding for the Office of Grand
Mufti (Miisliimanlar Diyaneti Basmiiftiiliigii) in
Bulgaria, and its network of three Imam Hatip
High Schools (in the cities of Momchilgrad,
Ruse, and Shumen) and the Sofia High Islamic
Institute.”> More recently on December 2018,
President Erdogan used his good relations with
the ruling GERB government in Sofia to push a
major religious law through the Bulgarian parlia-
ment that for the first time secured direct fund-
ing from the Bulgarian government to the Office
of Grand Mufti (three million euros annually)."

Moving to Albania, the Turkish Diyanet is cur-

12. Sener Aktiirk and Idlir Lika, “The Puzzle of Turkish Minority Repre-
sentation, Nationhood Cleavage, and Politics of Recognition in Bulgaria,
Greece, and North Macedonia”, Mediterranean Politics (2020). hteps://
doLOrg/l().1()8()/13()293952()20.175()26‘), p. 15.

13. Hiiseyin Alptekin, Idlir Lika, Merve Dilek Dagdelen, and Viktorya
Erdogu. Bulgaristan Tiirklerinin Kiiltiirel, Ekonomik, ve Siyasi Sorunlars,
Talepleri, Coziim Onerileri. (Istanbul: SETA, 2020), pp. 55-57.
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rently near to completing the construction of the
Great Mosque of Tirana that will be by far the
largest in all the Balkans, and whose Ottoman
style make it distinct from all other architecture
in the Albanian capital."

Turkey was also the first country that sent
substantial relief supplies to Albania in the after-
math of the devastating earthquake in Durres on
November 26, 2020, and engaged TOKI (Hous-
ing Development Administration of the Repub-
lic of Turkey) in building 500 residential houses
for those affected by the earthquake.”

Critics of the ruling government in Ankara
do not approve of such policies and argue that
Turkey is using religion as a foreign policy tool
and even as a tool for interfering in the domestic
politics of certain Balkan countries. For instance,
Ahmet Erdi Oztiirk and Semiha Sézeri argue that
since 2010 the AKP has been using its funding
for Muslim religious institutions in Bulgaria to
provoke a split within the dominant Turkish par-
ty there, namely the Movement for Rights and
Freedoms (DPS), and found a new Turkish par-
ty, Democrats for Responsibility, Solidarity, and
Tolerance (DOST) in April 2016." Likewise,
critics allege that the new ethnic Albanian party,
BESA Movement, founded in North Macedonia
in November 2014, is connected to the ruling
government in Ankara, although BESA officials

have denied such allegations."” Yet, such criti-

14. John M. Beck, “Turkey’s Global Soft-Power Push Is Built on
Mosques”, The Atlantic, June 1, 2019. https://www.theatlantic.com/in-
ternational/archive/2019/06/turkey-builds-mosques-abroad-global-soft-
power/590449/ (Access date: May 14, 2020).

15. Dzihat Aliju, “Tiirkiye ile Arnavutluk Arasinda *500 Konut Insasr’
Protokolii imzalandi”, Anadolu Agency, January 11, 2020. heeps://www.
aa.com. tr/tr/turkiye/ turkiye-ile-arnavutluk-arasinda-500-konut-insasi-

protokolu-imzalandi/1699566 (Access date: May 14, 2020).

16. Ahmet Erdi Oztiirk and Semiha Sozeri, “Diyanet as a Turkish Foreign
Policy Tool: Evidence from the Netherlands and Bulgaria®, Politics and
Religion, Vol. 11, No. 3, (March 2018), pp. 641-643.

17. Sinisa Jakov Marusic, “New Macedonia Albanian Party Denies Er-
dogan Link”, Balkan Insight, November 24, 2014. https://balkaninsight.
com/2014/11/24/new-albanian-party-in-macedonia-denies-erdogan-
connection/ (Access date: May 14, 2020).

cal voices are clearly biased and their opposition
- and perhaps even hatred - toward the ruling
government in Ankara leads them to make un-

substantiated claims.

TURKEY AS THE
EUROPEAN UNION’S ALLY
IN CONTAINING CHINA AND
RUSSIA, AND IN FIGHTING
AUTHORITARIANISM

IN THE BALKANS

Against what the critics argue, Turkey’s foreign
policy toward the Balkans has been consistent
and always been guided by clear objectives:
achieving regional stability through the Euro-At-
lantic integration and successful democratization
of the Balkan countries. Ankara’s recent activism
through corona diplomacy represents only the
continuation of such a consistent foreign policy.
Now that the Balkans are mired in the soft power
competition between the EU, China, and Rus-
sia due to the pandemic,'® Brussels needs more
than ever to harness Ankara’s established image
as a responsible regional actor to decrease the
appeal of rival powers (i.e. China and Russia).
To be sure, top EU officials have long sounded
the alarm about China’s increasing infrastructur-
al investments in the Balkans and warned that
China’s “combination of capitalism and political
dictatorship” could be quite appealing to lead-
ers in the vulnerable European periphery.” Now
that the EU core (Italy, France, Germany) is it-

18. Dimitar Bechev, “COVID-19 in the Western Balkans”,
Council, April 3, 2020. https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-at-
lanticist/covid-19-in-the-western-balkans/ (Access date: May 15, 2020).

Adlantic

19. Ryan Heath and Andrew Gray, “Beware Chinese Trojan Horses in the
Balkans, EU Warns”, Politico, April 19, 2019. https://www.politico.cu/
article/johannes-hahn-beware-chinese-trojan-horses-in-the-balkans-eu-
warns-enlargement-politico-podcast/ (Access date: May 15, 2020).
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self in disarray and the fragile Balkan economies
are already looking for external patrons for the
post-pandemic recovery, the “Chinese model”
may be more appealing than ever. For instance,
Serbian President Aleksandar Vucic lambasted
the EU for its slow and clumsy response to the
pandemic and instead praised China for its as-
sistance, considering it to be Serbid’s only ally in
the fight against the coronavirus.” In a show of
public praise, the Serbian capital Belgrade was
filled with billboards thanking “Brother Xi” for
the assistance sent by Beijing to Serbia.

The example of Serbia might be somewhat
worrisome since it is the largest post-Yugoslav re-
public and the only regional country (together
with Bosnia and Kosovo) that is not a NATO
member. Equally important, Serbia is the only
Balkan country that has signed a Strategic Part-
nership Agreement with China (back in 2009)
and officially is a part of China’s Belt and Road
Initiative.”’ There is no doubt that China’s eco-
nomic presence in Serbia is on the rise but it is
still low and limited when compared to that of
the EU. Indeed, China accounted for only 9.6
percent of Serbia’s total imports and 1.8 percent
of its total exports in 2019, while the corre-
sponding figures for the EU were a staggering 58
and 67 percent respectively. Likewise, China ac-
counted for only 20 percent of total net Foreign
Direct Investments (FDI) in Serbia for the period
2010-2019, whereas the EU’s contribution was
71 percent of the total net FDIs.?> Hence, look-
ing at the figures for the largest Balkan country

20. Shaun Walker, “Coronavirus Diplomacy: How Russia, China, and
EU Vie to Win Over Serbia”, 7he Guardian, April 13, 2020. https://www.
theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/13/coronavirus-diplomacy-how-russia-
china-and-eu-vie-to-win-over-serbia (Access date: May 15, 2020).

21. Strahinja Subotic and Milos Janjic, “What Have We Learned from
the COVID-19 Cirisis in Terms of Sino-Serbian Relations?”, European
Policy Centre Policy Brief, April 2020. https://cep.org.rs/wp-content/up-
loads/2020/04/What-have-we-learned-from-the-COVID-19-crisis-in-
terms-of-Sino-Serbian-relations. pdf (Access date: May 15, 2020).

22. Tbid., p. 3.

and the one actually closest to China, one could
infer that the EU will likely continue to be the
only game in town for the Balkan countries in
the post-pandemic period.

The most serious concern instead is that
opportunistic local leaders will try to flirt with
China (and possibly also with Russia) to in-
crease their leverage in relation to Brussels and
thus provide excuses for ignoring the rampant
authoritarianism, corruption, and state capture
characterizing many Balkan countries. As aptly
put by Nathalie Tocci, “The risk is not that the
Western Balkans will sail off to a Chinese El Do-
rado. It’s that the region will sink - socially, eco-
nomically, democratically - under the weight of
the epidemic and the realities it has exposed.””
It is here that Turkey’s role as a potential EU
ally in fighting authoritarianism and corrup-
tion in the Balkans could come into play. Brus-
sels needs to harness Ankara’s established image
as a responsible regional actor to preserve order
in the post-pandemic Balkans. Thus, as stated in
the introduction, the Balkans can be the basis for
rebuilding the EU-Turkey relationship.

Coming to Russia, there is no doubt that
the Balkans are not part of Moscow’s geopolitical
priorities. There exists well-established empiri-
cal evidence that Russia in the Balkans is merely
an opportunistic actor, looking for leverage/
bargaining chips it could then use in its strate-
gic competition with the EU and the U.S. else-
where.* Now with the fall of the oil prices due to
the pandemic, a petro-state like Russia will likely
minimize to the utmost extent its involvement in
the Balkans. In the post-pandemic period, Mos-
cow will likely suffice itself with what it is best

23. Nathalie Tocci, “The Western Balkans Belong with Europe”, Politico,
May 7, 2020. heeps://www.politico.eu/article/ the-western-balkans-cro-
atia-serbia-kosovo-belong-with-europe-european-union/  (Access date:

May 15, 2020).

24. Dimitar Bechev, Rival Power: Russias Influence in Southeast Europe,
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017).
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at doing, namely spreading disinformation.”

This is also dangerous and Turkey has frequently
become a target of Moscow’s malicious disinfor-
mation campaigns in the Balkans. To give just a
recent example, on April 19, 2020, in the midst
of the corona outbreak, Russia’s prestigious state-
controlled newspaper Izvestia published an ar-
ticle where it alleged that Turkey and Albania
have recently signed a secret agreement for set-
tling 30,000 Syrian refugees in southern Albania
along the border with Greece. Under the pro-
vocative title “Albania and Turkey Unite against
Greece” the article further alleged that the aim of
the secret agreement was to transform southern
Albanias religious demography from Orthodox
Christian to a Muslim majority.”® Likewise, a
very recent report published by NATO Strategic
Communications Centre of Excellence found
that Russia, though its main state-sponsored
media oudlet in the Balkans, Sputnik Srbija, gen-
erates countless disinformation narratives that,
among others, lambast the West for wanting to
create a “Great Albania” in the Balkans and la-
ment that Turkey and Bosnia are good friends.?”
In order to limit the influence of Russia’s propa-
ganda efforts, Turkey and the EU have a shared
strategic interest in fostering media pluralism
and furthering democratic practices in the Bal-
kan countries. This is a reason why in the post-
pandemic period the two actors can be expected

to work more closely in the region.

25. Dimitar Bechev, “Russia’s Strategic Interests and Tools of Influence in
the Western Balkans”, Atlantic Council, December 20, 2019. https://www.
atlanticcouncil.org/blogs/new-atlanticist/russia-strategic-interests-and-
tools-of-influence-in-the-western-balkans/ (Access date: May 15, 2020).

26. Shaban Murati, “Virus Diversionist Anti-Shqiptar [Anti-Albanian
Diversionist Virus]”, Diza, April 24, 2020. http://www.gazetadita.al/nga-
moska-nje-virus-diversionist ~antishqiptar/?fbclid=IwAR1bsCDAoFjXD
H46VqwDKAER]Geilj59N4Q6T0JD_m0e180A9iIQHgbvem4 (Access
date: May 15, 2020).

27. Adlantic Council of Montenegro, “Russia’s Narratives Toward the West-

ern Balkans: Analysis of Sputnik Srbija”, NATO STRATCOM Centre of
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TURKEY’S PARTNERSHIP
WITH LOCAL ACTORS
IN THE BALKANS

In general, Turkey has built good relations with all
the Balkan countries through supporting the re-
gion’s Euro-Atlantic integration and through its re-
surgent ties with local Muslim communities. The
two components of Turkey’s foreign policy toward
the Balkans are actually closely interrelated and
complement each other. Indeed, the main local
Muslim communities in the Balkans, namely the
Albanians, Bosniacs, and Turks, have consistently
been the most ardent supporters of the Euro-At-
lantic integration of the region because they see it
as the best way to protect their ethnic and religious
rights in the Orthodox Christian, Slavic-majority
societies they live in. These local Muslim commu-
nities still perceive the Orthodox Slavs and Rus-
sia (as their historical foreign patron) as the main
threat and thus have turned to the West (the U.S.
and EU) to afford them protection. Given that the
West is also eager to have local allies to counter
Russian involvement in the region, this has built a
strong Western-Muslim partnership in the Balkans
throughout the past three decades. Needless to say,
the local Muslim communities see and expect Tur-
key to be a Western ally and to complement the
West’s role in the Balkans. Turkey, on its part, until
now has met these expectations as it has strongly
supported the Euro-Adantic integration of all the
regional countries. Indeed, by 2020 all Balkan
countries, with the exception of the problematic
trio (Bosnia-Herzegovina, Kosovo, and Serbia),
have become full NATO members and most re-
cently, the members of the European Council
agreed to open negotiations on EU membership
with Albania and North Macedonia.”®

28. Serife Cetin “AB Ulkeleri Arnavutluk ve Kuzey Makedonya ile Miizak-
erelere Baslanmast I¢in Anlasti”, Anadolu Agency, March 24, 2020. hteps://

www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/ab-ulkeleri-arnavutluk-ve-kuzey-makedonya-ile-
muzakerelere-baslanmasi-icin-anlasti/ 1777687 (Access date: May 16, 2020).
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Although the West, in particular the EU,
is clearly the only game in town in the Balkans,
there are still a few problematic local power
holders and Turkey should be cautious in its
relations with them. Currently, the three main
local actors that frequently employ anti-Western
thetoric and openly flirt with Russia are Serbian
President Aleksandar Vucic, President of Repub-
lika Srpska Milorad Dodik, and the opposition
center-right party in North Macedonia VMRO-
DPMNE. Turkey does not have much to do with
the latter two, but the remarkable improvement
of its ties with Serbia in recent years is not re-
ceived well in certain local Muslim circles. For
instance, the current author, during his field-
work in North Macedonia in February 2019,
was told by many religious conservative Muslim
Albanians that they felt uneasy about Turkey’s
recent good relations with Belgrade. It is espe-
cially remarkable that Ankara is on good terms
with President Aleksandar Vucic, who during the
Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s was a deputy in the
ultranationalist Serbian Radical Party and even
served for a period as Slobodan Milosevic’s min-
ister of information.

However, the improvement of Turkey’s ties
with Serbia is primarily driven by an economic
logic and has nothing to do with Belgrade’s stra-
tegic ties with Russia. Indeed, in the past three
years, President Erdogan has made two official
visits to Belgrade (October 2017 and October
2019), signing a total of 21 trade agreements and
aiming to push the annual trade turnover be-
tween the two countries to 5 billion dollars in the
long term.” This is understandable since, being
the largest ex-Yugoslav republic, Serbia is Turkey’s
most important market in the former Yugoslav

space. Moreover, during his latest visit in October

29. Kayhan Giil, “Tiirkiye-Sirbistan [ligkilerinde Yeni Dénem”, Anadolu
Agency, October 9, 2019. https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/analiz/turkiye-sir-
bistan-iliskilerinde-yeni-donem/1606589 (Access date: May 16, 2020).

2019, President Erdogan organized the “Trilater-
al Summit Turkey-Serbia-Bosnia Herzegovina”,*
the three-way regional mediation mechanism
that had not been held since 2013.

Turkey has built good relations with
all the Balkan countries through
supporting the region’s Euro-Atlantic
integration and through its resurgent
ties with local Muslim communities

CONCLUSION

The Balkans, with which Turkey has deep cul-
tural, historical, and religious links, were one of
the primary targets of Ankara’s global campaign to
deliver medical supplies to aid countries in their
fight against the novel coronavirus Covid-19. See-
ing China, Russia, and the EU deploy aid to the
region, Turkey is also using the Covid-19 supplies
to reconfirm its influential role in the Balkans.
This recent activism represents a continuation
of Turkey’s regional soft power campaign which
throughout the past decade has mainly focused on
mosque construction, restoration of Ottoman era
buildings, support for local religious institutions,
and extensive social and aid operations. However,
Turkey’s recent activism is very important for an-
other reason as well. The Balkans can be the basis
for mending EU-Turkey ties and for rebuilding
the relationship between the two actors that has
been fraught with problems due to the multiple
crises in Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean,
and the continuous refugee waves. Now that the
Balkans are mired in the soft power competition
between the EU, China, and Russia due to the
pandemic, Turkey can be a key EU ally in keeping

the whole region on the Euro-Atlantic track, in

30. Ibid.
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preventing further authoritarianism/democratic
backsliding, and in fighting corruption and en-
suring the rule of law in the Balkan countries.
Turkey and the EU also have a joint interest in
fostering media pluralism in the region to coun-
ter Russia’s malicious disinformation campaigns.
Hence, since Ankara’s strategic interests in the re-
gion largely conform to those of Brussels, the two
actors can be expected to work more closely in the
post-pandemic period.

Turkey’s foreign policy toward the Balkans
has always been consistent and been guided
by clear objectives: achieving regional stability
through the Euro-Adantic integration and the

successful democratization of the Balkan coun-

tries. Ankara’s resurgent ties with local Muslim
communities (Albanians, Bosniacs, and Turks)
complements its strong support for the region’s
Euro-Atlantic integration because Balkan Mus-
lims view the West as the best way to protect
their ethnic and religious rights in the Ortho-
dox Christian, Slavic-majority societies they
live in. On the other hand, the remarkable im-
provement of Turkey’s ties with Serbia in recent
years does not deviate from Turkey’s traditional
foreign policy goals. Ankara’s partnership with
Belgrade aims to contribute to regional peace,
stability, and economic development. Engaging
with Serbia rather than excluding it is the strat-

egy that will pay off in the long term.
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The Balkans were one of the primary targets of Turkey’s global campaign to de-
liver medical supplies to aid countries in their fight against the novel coronavirus
Covid-19. Seeing China, Russia, and the EU deploy aid to the region, Turkey is also
using the Covid-19 supplies to reconfirm its influential role in the Balkans. This
recent activism represents a continuation of Turkey’s regional soft power cam-
paign throughout the past decade that has mainly been built on mosque construc-
tion, restoration of Ottoman era buildings, support for local religious institutions,
and extensive social and aid operations. However, Turkey’s recent activism is very
important for another reason also. The Balkans can be the basis for mending
EU-Turkey ties and for rebuilding the relationship between the two actors that
has been fraught with problems due to the multiple crises in Syria, Libya, the
Eastern Mediterranean, and the continuous refugee waves. Now that the Balkans
are mired in the soft power competition between the EU, China, and Russia due to
the pandemic, Turkey can be a key EU ally in keeping the whole region on the Eu-
ro-Atlantic track, in preventing further authoritarianism/democratic backsliding,
and in fighting corruption and ensuring the rule of law in the Balkan countries.
Since Ankara’s strategic interests in the region largely conform to those of Brus-
sels, the two actors can be expected to work more closely in the post-pandemic
period. Turkey should also take up an active role in the post-pandemic economic
recovery of the region. The analysis concludes by analyzing Turkey’s resurgent
ties with the local Muslim communities in the Balkans (Albanians, Bosniacs, and
Turks) and emphasizes Turkey’s contribution to regional peace and stability.
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