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FOREWORD

The year 2025 confirmed that the international system has
entered a period defined not by transition, but by sustained
volatility. Strategic uncertainty, fragmented power centers,
and overlapping crises have reshaped global politics, making
stability something that must be actively managed rather than
assumed. In this environment, Tiirkiye has operated not on the
periphery of global disorder, but at its center, where regional
conflicts, alliance dynamics, and shifting great-power priorities
intersect.

The continuation of the Russia-Ukraine War, fragile cease-
fire efforts in Gaza, the collapse of the Assad regime and the
emergence of a new political order in Syria, and growing
fractures within transatlantic relations have collectively trans-
formed Tirkiye's strategic surroundings. At the same time,
Donald Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency has reinforced
a more transactional and leader-driven international order,
prompting allies and partners to reassess long-standing as-
sumptions about security guarantees, burden sharing, and
alliance cohesion. Under these conditions, traditional distinc-
tions between alignment and autonomy no longer adequately
explain state behavior. Instead, a logic of resilient balancing or
dynamic equilibrium has become a defining feature of con-
temporary geopolitics.

Turkiye's foreign, security, and defense policies in 2025 re-
flected this reality. Ankara adopted a multi-layered approach
aimed at managing risks while preserving strategic initiative.
Relations with the United States evolved through pragmatic
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coordination rather than normative convergence, shaped by leader-lev-
el diplomacy, crisis management in Gaza and Ukraine, and cautious
normalization in the defense sphere. Tiirkiye-EU relations, on the other
hand, were increasingly influenced by Europe’s heightened security con-
cerns, even as internal divisions and structural constraints limited deep-
er institutional cooperation. Within NATO, Tirkiye reinforced its role as a
stabilizing actor in the Black Sea and as a key contributor to the alliance’s
deterrence and defense posture, particularly through its defense-indus-
trial capabilities.

Beyond the Euro-Atlantic framework, Tirkiye’s regional policies re-
flected the same logic of dynamic equilibrium. In Syria, the post-Assad
transition created both opportunities and deep uncertainties, placing
security, territorial integrity, and political legitimacy at the forefront of
regional diplomacy. In relations with Russia, Turkiye maintained com-
partmentalized cooperation amid strategic rivalry, balancing Black Sea
security, energy interdependence, and crisis diplomacy, while adjust-
ing to Moscow’s shrinking regional influence. At the same time, Tirki-
ye's expanding engagement with Africa demonstrated how diplomacy,
connectivity, trade, and defense cooperation can be combined into a co-
herent long-term strategy, strengthening Tiirkiye’s role as an actor with
growing global reach.

The SETA Security Radar: Tiirkiye’s Geopolitical Landscape in 2026 ana-
lyzes these interconnected dynamics with analytical clarity and strategic
foresight. Rather than examining crises in isolation, the volume focus-
es on how Tiirkiye manages simultaneity across regions, alliances, and
security challenges through a policy framework centered on flexibility,
resilience, and selective engagement. The chapters assess both recent
developments and future trajectories, identifying key risks and opportu-
nities that will shape Turkiye's strategic environment in 2026.

| extend my sincere thanks to the editors, authors, and the entire
research team whose expertise and dedication made this study possible.
Their work provides policymakers, analysts, and scholars with a clear and
structured perspective on Turkiye’s evolving role in an international sys-
tem where equilibrium is no longer fixed, but continuously negotiated.
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As we enter 2026, the international system is no longer characterized by a
recognizable order, but by a pervasive and destabilizing drift. The structural
anchors of the post-Cold War era have largely dissolved, giving way to a pe-
riod of transition where neither established norms nor traditional alliances
can guarantee stability. In this era of profound uncertainty, where regional
vacuums and global frictions collide, security is no longer a static achievement

but a constant process of recalibration.

In such a period, international politics has evolved into an era where not only
has the competition among major powers deepened, but it has also spread to
new strategic arenas. Here, regional conflicts directly impact global power bal-
ances, and the global governance system is facing a serious crisis of functional-
ity and legitimacy. In an era defined as a “World in Drift” with global politics
undergoing a fundamental transition, the current global strategic landscape
and its future trajectories can be characterized through four primary axes.
First, competition has now become entirely multidimensional; the military,
economic, technological, and informational dimensions are intertwined. Sec-
ond, the international system is rapidly evolving toward a fragmented order;
although the flexible maneuvering space of middle powers is expanding, sys-
temic instability is deepening. 7hird, geopolitical risks, combined with envi-
ronmental and technological risks, are creating a more complex, more difficult
to manage, and more costly global environment. The fourth axis brings a more
dangerous transformation process to the fore. The “state of exception,” which
deviates from the norm in international relations, is no longer a temporary
deviation but the working method of the new era. The exceptionality here is
not just a violation of the rule; it is threshold management where the rule can
be suspended, and legitimacy is produced by the actual situation and power
relations rather than by law and institutions. As powerful actors such as the
U.S. prioritize quick results, cost control, and readiness for major competi-

tion over predictable stability, minor coercion becomes normalized, the risk
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of miscalculation increases, the space for intermediate actors shrinks, and the

search for strategic autonomy or re-balancing accelerates.

The great power competition (GPC), which constitutes one of the key areas of
transformation, stands out as a structural dynamic that shapes not only the stra-
tegic behavior of competing actors but also the persistent fragilities of the inter-
national system. When viewed within the framework of the transformation of
the international system, it becomes clear that rather than a transition from one
order to another, an uncertain transition period between two orders has emerged.
More explicitly, while American-centered unipolarity is eroding on geopolitical,
geo-economic, and geo-strategic levels, and is undergoing systemic and struc-

tural erosion, it is understood that multipolarity has not yet fully taken root.

Global and regional transformations are creating a security environment in
Tiirkiye’s immediate vicinity — from the Middle East to the Black Sea, and
from the South Caucasus to the Eastern Mediterranean — characterized by
more intense geopolitical competition, fragile stability, and multidimensional

risk-opportunity dynamics.

This year’s SETA 2026 Security Radar analyzes how the changing world poli-
tics shape Turkiye’s foreign, security, and defense policies through five key

parameters:

1. Intensification of great power competition

2. Escalation and fear of escalation determining global and regional geopo-

litical behavior
3. Deepening of the global governance crisis
4. Acceleration of the arms race and defense modernization

5. Technological competition and the emergence of new strategic arenas

Below, each of these parameters is comprehensively addressed within the glob-

al context and Tiirkiye’s positioning in 2026.

THE INTENSIFICATION OF GREAT POWER
COMPETITION (GPC)

Throughout 2025, the decisive axis of the international system was shaped
by the multi-layered and institutionalized great power competition unfolding
among the U.S., China, and Russia. This competition is no longer confined
to a military power struggle. Rather, it is a structural transformation that is
increasingly intertwined, simultaneously unfolding along economic, techno-
logical, political, and ideological lines. Indeed, “state-based conflicts,” a key

element of great power competition, are generally seen as the most critical
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current risk." This finding particularly indicates that great power competi-
tion has now evolved from low-intensity proxy competition to a phase where
state actors are directly confronting each other. The most recent example, as
demonstrated by the U.S. intervention in Venezuela, serves as a case study
confirming the nature of great power competition. Both the intensification
and expansion of this competition are contributing to increased expectations
in global risk management studies of a multi-front major war by 2035.? The
United States’ interventionist foreign policy approach, Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine, conflicts in the Middle East, the Sudan crisis, as well as the Pakistan-
India, and Afghanistan-Pakistan conflicts, are increasing the risk of spreading

crisis areas, thereby heightening the inherent fragility of the system.?

The U.S. views today’s strategic environment through the lens of two dis-
tinct but complementary challenges posed by China and Russia. According to
Washington, China’s rising capacity in Asia and Russia’s destabilizing activi-
ties in Europe create simultaneous pressure, forcing the U.S. to restructure in
terms of priority balance, deterrence architecture, technological superiority,
and global access.* The U.S. positions China as a long-term and comprehen-
sive strategic rival. China’s expansion of its nuclear triad, development of hy-
personic, spaces and cyber capabilities, and increasing pressure in Taiwan and
the South China Sea are pushing the U.S. toward more advanced deployments

and firepower integration with regional partners.

Russia, on the other hand, is seen as a more short-term and particularly Eu-
rope-centric threat from the U.S. perspective. The U.S. believes that Russia is
exerting constant pressure on NATO through gray zone activities like sabo-
tage, attacks on energy infrastructure, election interference, and electronic
jamming, which it has been conducting concurrently with the war in Ukraine.
The fact that Russia still poses a significant threat after four years, despite
its limited manpower and economic capacity, is considered noteworthy by

Washington.

From the U.S. perspective, competition is shifting beyond the military

sphere to the poles, space, cyberspace, and logistics corridors. The Arctic re-

1 Stacie E. Goddard, “The Rise and Fall of Great-Power Competition: Trumps’s New Spheres of Influ-
ence”, Foreign Affairs, May/June 2025, https://www.foreignaffairs.com/united-states/trump-rise-and-
fall-great-power-competition (Access: 1 January 2026).

2 “Global Foresight 2025”, Atlantic Council Strategy Papers, 2025, https://www.atlanticcouncil.org/
wp-content/uploads/2025/06/Global-Foresight-2025-Final-PDEpdf (Access: 1 January 2026).

3 “Global Risk Report 20257, World Economic Forum, 2025, https://www.weforum.org/publica-
tions/global-risks-report-2025/digest/ (Access: 1 January 2026).

4 “National Security Strategy of the United States of America”, The White House, 2025. (Access: 1
January 2026).
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gion has become a priority for the U.S. again due to increased Russian and
Chinese activities. Their presence in Antarctica is also being monitored in
terms of long-term technology and space competition. The U.S. emphasizes
that critical dimensions of the competition include supply chain fragility, the
security of forward operating bases, and dependence on the private sector.
Civil defense, domestic preparedness, and long-term war-fighting capabilities
are considered weak links that need to be addressed by the U.S. The renam-
ing of the U.S. Department of Defense to the Department of War indicates
that the Washington has embraced wartime behavior.” In general, the U.S.
views the great power competition not as a single-front battle, but as a multi-
layered struggle spanning military, economic, technological, diplomatic, and
information domains. China’s global economic and technological expansion
and Russia’s regional military pressure are treated as two interconnected stra-
tegic challenges for the United States. Therefore, the United States aims to
strengthen deterrence in both the Pacific and Europe, deepen its alliance
networks, and develop a force design capable of competing with two major

powers simultaneously.

China, meanwhile, stands out as the most comprehensive and long-term
challenge to the great power competition. Beijing views the international
system as entering a “changing and turbulent” period and an environment
where the relative power of the United States is weakening. This assessment
forms the basis of China’s strategy to increase its regional influence. The
PLA’s modernization since 2015 has been one of the fastest transformations
in history, with the expansion of the nuclear triad, rapid advances in hyper-
sonic and long-range precision strike capabilities, and the development of
systems such as FOBS (Fractional Orbital Bombardment System) aimed at
overcoming U.S. defenses.® The intense military exercises around Taiwan
and more aggressive operational behavior in the region indicate that China
is taking riskier steps with growing confidence. It is understood that the
Taiwan scenario is at the center of U.S.-China competition. While China
aims for a swift and limited operation, the U.S. appears to have adopted a
strategy of prolonging the conflict to wear down Beijing economically and
logistically. This suggests that a more complex and multi-layered competi-
tive dynamic will emerge in the Indo-Pacific by 2026. The U.S. is intensify-

5 Presidential Action, “Restoring the United States Depatment of War”, The White House, 5 Sep-
tember, 2025, https://www.whitehouse.gov/presidential-actions/2025/09/restoring-the-united-states-
department-of-war/ . (Access: 31 December 2025).

6 Gabriel Hondrada, “China’s new nuke posture puts US on notice and world on the brink”, Asia
Times, 30 December, 2025, hteps://asiatimes.com/2025/12/chinas-new-nuke-posture-puts-us-on-no-
tice-and-world-on-the-brink/ . (Access: 1 January 2026).
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ing its efforts to contain China through AUKUS, swarm UAV programs,

and forward deployments.

Russia, despite heavy losses in Ukraine, has become a larger, more milita-
rized, and increasingly adaptable army compared to 2022.7 The shift to a war
economy, increased flows of ammunition and technology from North Korea
and Iran, and close coordination with China indicate that Moscow is geared
toward sustaining a long-term competition. Throughout 2025, Russia’s influ-
ence on European security intensified. In addition to military pressure on
the Ukrainian front, hybrid methods such as sabotage, cyberattacks on criti-
cal infrastructure, GPS jamming, energy pressure, and election interference
pose a direct threat to Europe. Uncertainty regarding the U.S. role in Europe
is prompting European countries to increase defense spending and discuss a
more comprehensive defense structure at the EU level. The shaping of Eu-
ropean security in 2026 will depend, on the one hand, on the trajectory of
Washington’s commitment to NATO and, on the other hand, on the extent

to which Europe can strengthen its own defense capabilities.

Europe perceives the great power competition as the main framework of an
era in which the international order is disintegrating and security is being
redefined through power politics. Russia’s attack on Ukraine has transformed
the competition for Europe from an abstract geopolitical race into a concrete
security threat and has plunged the continent into a long-term, multi-layered
cycle of confrontation. In Europe’s perception, Russia is not merely a mili-
tary rival, but a full-scale revisionist actor that systematically employs hybrid
operations, energy pressure, political manipulation, and social polarization as
tools. Therefore, comprehensive strategic competition with Russia is at the

center of European security analysis.®

The global competition between the U.S. and China is the second major de-
termining factor for Europe. Washington’s strategic focus shifting to Asia and
transatlantic ties becoming less predictable reinforce the idea that Europe needs to
strengthen its own defense capabilities. China’s economic and technological rise,
meanwhile, exposes Europe to strategic vulnerabilities through supply chains,

critical raw materials, artificial intelligence, and infrastructure dependencies. In

7 Yu Kouzumi, “Key Changes in the Russian Military since the Start of the War”, Sasakawa Peace
Foundation, 4 May 2025, https://www.spf.org/iina/en/articles/koizumi_02.html. (Access: 1 January
2026); Michelle Rise at all, “Russia’s Miltary After Ukraine: Potential Pathways for the Postwar Recon-
struction of Russian Armed Forces”, Rand Corporation, 16 January 2025 (Access: 1 January 2026).

8 “White Paper for European Defence-Readiness 2030”7, European Comssion, 23 December 2025,
https://commission.europa.eu/document/download/e6d5db69-e0ab-4bec-9dc0-3867b4373019_
en?filename=White%20paper%20for%20European%?20defence%20-%20Readiness%202030.pdf
(Access: 31 December 2025).
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this context, Europe positions itself within the U.S.-China competition, not only

in geopolitical terms but also in terms of economic and technological pressures.

The intersection of these two axes shapes the general perception of major power
competition in Europe: the continent is now experiencing a new era in which the
risk of high-intensity warfare has returned, hybrid attacks have transformed internal
security, the need for strategic autonomy has become imperative, and the struggle
for technological supremacy has become part of state capacity.” Europe’s strategic
response in this environment is twofold. On the one hand, it is trying to maintain
transatlantic security with NATO, while on the other hand, it is moving toward
scaling up its defense industry, diversifying supply chains, and increasing techno-
economic independence. From a strategic perspective, Europe is in a moment reck-
oning that forces it to redefine itself. If the continent manages this period passively,
it could become an object of great power competition through security, technol-
ogy, and economic dependencies. Conversely, by increasing its defense capabilities,
political cohesion, and technological investments, it also has the opportunity to
become an active subject of competition. Therefore, Europe’s perception of great
power competition is not only a snapshot of current threats but also provides a

framework that determines the kind of strategic actor the continent wants to be.

As we enter 2026, it is evident that this process has not slowed down; on the

contrary, it has made all the subsystems more fragile.

Military-Strategic Dimension: Multiple Hotspots and
Increased Risk of Escalation

The first and most visible layer of great power competition is the intensi-
fication in the military-strategic domain. The U.S., China, and Russia are
simultaneously pursuing nuclear modernization programs; they are trying to
balance each other in areas such as long-range precision strike capabilities,
hypersonic weapons, unmanned systems, and space-based capabilities. Key
developments in 2025 in different regions such as Ukraine/Eastern Europe,
Southeast Asia, Latin America, the South China Sea, and the Middle East
showed that this competition now operates as “simultaneous pressure on mul-
tiple fronts.” Russia’s increasing hybrid and partial military tests on NATO

borders,'® China’s blockade simulation exercises around Taiwan, and the fierce

9 “Copenhagen Declaration on European Strategic Autonomy and Sovereignty”, European Move-
ment International, 26 Nowember 2025, https://europeanmovement.eu/publication-articles/copen-
hagen-declaration-on-european-strategic-autonomy-and-sovereignty/ (Access: 1 January 2026).

10 Eloise Hardy, “ Russia drone war puts NATO defences to the test”, The Parliament Magazine, 23
October 2025, https://www.thcparliamcntmagnzinc.cu/ncws/articlc/russia—dmnc—war«put—nam«dc—
fences-to-the-test (Access: 1 January 2026).
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confrontations between Israel and Iran have created a security environment

where the risk of escalation is rising both vertically and horizontally.

In 2026, the most critical vulnerability in military-strategic competition is the
possibility that a minor tactical incident could rapidly escalate into a strategic
crisis involving major powers. The resurgence of the Iran-Israel conflict, the in-
tensification of the Afghanistan-Pakistan conflict, the resurgence of the Paki-
stan-India conflict, the possibility that the ongoing war in Ukraine will not end
but will continue to intensify, the civil war in Sudan, the military engagement
against the Houthis in Yemen fueling asymmetric conflicts, and U.S. interven-

tion in Venezuela could push the competition beyond controllable limits.

Geoeconomic Dimension: Competing Connectivities

The great power competition has also significantly transformed the economic
landscape by 2025. The U.S. and EU’s technology export controls, restric-
tions on chips and artificial intelligence hardware, and industrial policy tools;
China’s countermove to increase its influence through critical minerals, global
supply chains, and infrastructure investments; and Russia’s use of energy re-

sources as geopolitical tools have intensified geo-economic competition.

Competitive connectivity projects such as the Belt and Road Initiative
(BRI), Partnership for Global Infrastructure and Investment (PGII), IMEC,
Development Road Project (DRP), and Global Gateway have turned infra-
structure and development into part of the global power struggle. The Red
Sea crisis’ impact on global freight costs, Europe’s energy vulnerabilities,
and pressures on East Asian supply chains have made the economic cost of

competition visible.

By 2026, geo-economic competition has the potential to produce more bloc for-
mation, sharper technology embargoes, and more frequent shocks in the energy-
trade nexus. As the regionalization of the global economy accelerates, suppressed

growth expectations will be one of the side effects of great power competition.

Technological-Strategic Dimension

The most dynamic layer of the race is the competition in Al, quantum technolo-
gies, semiconductor ecosystems, 5G/6G infrastructures, and space-based com-
munication systems. Throughout 2025, major powers accelerated dual-use tech-

nologies and took increasingly assertive steps in the cyber and space domains.

The fundamental risk in these areas is the rapid blurring of the line between
military and civilian technologies. Artificial intelligence-enabled command
and control systems, autonomous sensors, and increasing satellite dependency

further raise the risk of accidental escalation. A cyberattack triggering a false
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alarm in early warning systems or an interruption in satellite connectivity

could set the stage for sudden crises between major powers.

By 2026, technological competition will become a “super-strategic domain”
that simultaneously determines both global supply chains and military deter-

rence calculations.

Ideological/Narrative Dimension: Competition over the
Meaning of the Global Order

Another dimension of great power competition that is at least as decisive as
military elements is the narrative war. However, this struggle is no longer tak-
ing place on the basis of a debate over “which norm is more legitimate,” but
rather on the basis of a normlessness, where norms can be effectively suspend-
ed. While the U.S. and Europe continue to emphasize a “rules-based order”
at the level of discourse, in practice, as seen in the case of Venezuela, they can
normalize exceptional applications through tools such as detention, sanctions,
recognition/representation, financial access, and secondary sanctions. That is,
it is not so much the rule itself that is decisive, but rather who can suspend

the rule and when.

China and Russia use concepts such as “sovereign equality,” “civilization
state,” and “non-Western modernity” not only to propose an alternative set
of norms but also to undermine the legitimacy of the West by exposing its
selective application of norms. A large segment of the global South, mean-
while, is turning this rift into a maneuvering space that increases its bargaining
power."" The concrete outcome of 2025 will be sharper bloc formation and
procedural deadlock in multilateral forums. In 2026, the intensification of
the war of words could spread crisis management based on “exception” rather
than “norm”: diplomatic solutions will become more limited, flexibility will
decrease, parties will be trapped in harsh narratives that increase the cost of
backing down, and the possibility of small-scale coercion turning into a stra-

tegic crisis due to miscalculation will increase.

TH GEOMETRY OF ESCALATION: 2025 INDICATORS
AND THE 2026 RISK LANDSCAPE

The year 2025 was a period where the international security architecture un-

derwent simultaneous stress tests in three major regions (Europe, the Middle

11 Murat Yesiltag, “SCO Tianjin Cummit: Fault lines of multipolarity”, Daily Sabah, 2 September
2025, https://WWW.dailysabah.C()m/()pini()n/C()lumns/sco—tianjin—summit—f;mlt—lincs—oflleltipolarity
(Access: 1 January 2026).
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East, and the Indo-Pacific), and the interaction between these regions struc-
turally increased the risk of escalation. In the early days of 2026, with the
intervention in Venezuela, the U.S. used military force against eight coun-
tries in second Trump administration’s first year in power: Iraq, Yemen, So-
malia, Iran, Syria, Nigeria, and Venezuela. The U.S. carried out at least 626
airstrikes starting Jan. 20, 2025, surpassing the total number carried out by
Biden in four years.'? The simultaneity of crises divides the strategic attention
and capacity allocation of major powers, thereby limiting the maneuvering
space of regional actors. Combined with the increase in armed conflicts over
the past decade and the trend toward national security-centered hardening in
states’ foreign policies,'? this picture shows that escalation dynamics no longer
arise solely from regional competition; they have transformed into a systemic
fragility that is multi-actor, multi-domain, and intertwined with the nuclear
shadow. Therefore, as we enter 2026, the risk map requires a focus not only
on the intensity of tensions on individual fronts, but also on how these fronts

trigger each other and the ways in which the crisis could escalate.

Indicators from 2025 revealed that escalation can rapidly occur in three fun-
damental ways. The first, vertical escalation, is the raising of the threshold
of violence and the conflict quickly taking on strategic characteristics. The
high-intensity cycle of mutual attacks seen along the Israel-Iran line in the
Middle East showed that crises can rapidly escalate to the level of “critical
infrastructure and strategic capacity;” with rhetoric regarding nuclear capac-
ity hardening at the same time, the nuclear shadow can quickly become part
of the conflict. In Europe, the firepower and technological intensity (elec-
tronic warfare, unmanned systems mobilization) of the Russia-Ukraine war
produced an escalation curve that continuously pushed the conflict upward.'4
The renewed acceleration of militia-led attacks in the Red Sea proved that a
local threat can rapidly generate a “major impact” through strategic sea lanes
and global supply chains. This set highlights two fragile lines for 2026: On

the Israel-Iran axis, the course of the nuclear program or high-profile targeting

12 Tany Noury, “A year of strikes: US military operations surge under Trump”, Military Times, 30 De-
cember 2025, https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2025/12/31/a-year-of-strikes-
us-military-operations-surge-under-trump/ (Access: 1 January 2026).

13 The White House, “National Security Strategy of the United States of America’sHM Government
(United Kingdom), “National Security Strategy 2025: Security for the British People in a Dangerous
World”, London, June 2025(Access: 3 January 2026) ; European Commission “White Paper for
European Defence — Readiness 2030”; European Commission, “2025 Strategic Foresight Report: Re-
silience 2.0 — Empowering the EU to Thrive amid Turbulence and Uncertainty”, Brussels, 9 September
2025(Access: 3 January 2026) ; State Council Information Office of the People’s Republic of China,
“China’s National Defense in the New Era”, Beijing, 2025(Access: 3 January 2026).

14 Sibel Diiz, “Russian Drone Incurisons: Blurring the Line between Provocations and Probing”,
SETA Experts Respond, 17 September 2025, https://www.setav.org/en/russian-drone-incursions-
blurring-the-line-between-provocations-and-probing (Access: 1 January 2026).
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could trigger a new airstrike campaign. On the Ukrainian front, an increase
in large-scale offensives and deep strikes could dangerously elevate the risk of

NATO-Russia contact, particularly airspace and maritime.

The second form of escalation is horizontal escalation; that is, geographical
expansion and the risk of muld-front warfare. It became apparent that ten-
sions starting in a limited geographical area in 2025 could rapidly spread:
the capacity of Iran-linked networks (Lebanon, Iraq, and Yemen) to become
potential new fronts strengthened the domino effect linking the Levant-Gulf-
Red Sea triangle. In the Ukraine war, the possibility of spillover into the Baltic
and Black Sea regions has become more visible with increased border viola-
tions and unmanned system activities. The most critical scenario for horizon-
tal escalation in 2026 is the simultaneous activation of multiple fronts in the
Middle East — shaking energy, trade, and military balances. In Europe, the
unintended targeting of a NATO asset in the Black Sea or Baltic Sea could
increase the risk of a chain reaction that could instantly escalate the crisis to an
alliance-wide level. In the Indo-Pacific, a crisis centered on the Taiwan Strait,
combined with tensions in Japan’s southern islands, the South China Sea, and
the dynamics of the Korean Peninsula, could transform regional tensions into

a multi-front Asian crisis.

The third form of escalation is cross-domain escalation; that is, crises shifting
from the conventional domain to the cyber, space, economic, and informa-
tion domains, producing a multi-layered escalation. 2025 demonstrated that
the assumption of “single-domain warfare” is rapidly eroding: The packaging
of military pressure around Taiwan with cyberattacks, economic pressure, and
information operations; the combined use of unmanned systems, electronic
warfare, satellite-assisted targeting, and cyber-operations in Ukraine; and the
simultaneous impact of security threats in the Red Sea on economic supply
chains and the information domain revealed that cross-domain escalation is
the new normal. The cyber and electronic warfare practices employed by the
U.S. prior to its operation in Venezuela, demonstrated striking changes in the

conventional realm of military intervention."”

The danger of these three escalation patterns lies not only in how severe the
crisis becomes, but also in the path it takes. 2025 showed that deliberate esca-
lation can be instrumentalized for bargaining power and deterrence. Whereas,
unintended escalation can quickly spiral out of control due to misperceptions

and constrained operational spaces, all the while accidental escalation has

15 Peter Nicholas, Julie Tsirkin, Matt Dixon, Monica Alba and Courtney Kube, “A CIA team, steel
doorsandafateful phone call: How the U.S. captured Maduro in Venezuela”, NBC News, 4 January 2026,
heeps://www.nbecnews.com/politics/donald-trump/us-venezuela-strike-nicolas-maduro-captured-
how-timeline-trump-rcna252041 (Access: 5 January 2026).
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become more likely due to automation, electronic warfare, and Al-enabled
command-and-control architectures. In 2026, the intersection of these three
paths further complicates the risk map. As actors believe they can gain through
controlled pressure, the appetite for deliberate escalation may increase; miscal-
culations and unintended contacts in congested areas such as Latin America,
the Black Sea, the Baltic, the Eastern Mediterranean, the Gulf of Aden, and
the Taiwan Strait could trigger unintended escalation. Autonomous systems,
satellite link failures, and cyber interference could lay the groundwork for
command-and-control chains to misread the situation and produce accidental

engagement.

Therefore, as we enter 2026, the strategic outcome is clear: escalation is no
longer merely a matter of military scale, but rather a matter of managing
thresholds, domains, and actor networks. Simultaneous multi-front stress,
the intertwining of nuclear capabilities with cyber/space capabilities, and
the risk of chain reactions created by dense alliance-proxy networks sig-
nificantly increase the likelihood of a local event turning into a global crisis
compared to the past. In this environment, the priority is to keep de-escala-
tion channels operational, clarify rules of engagement in congested theaters,
strengthen technical and procedural security measures to reduce false alarms
in cross-domain areas, and enhance diplomatic mediation capacity to man-
age crises without escalating them to political-military thresholds. As the
role of actors with this capacity increases, 2026 should be seen not only as a
period of heightened risk but also as one in which countries such as Turkiye,
capable of simultaneous engagement in multiple conflict areas and conduct-
ing mediation and crisis diplomacy, can expand their strategic sphere of

influence with the right tools.

THE GOVERNANCE VACUUM: NAVIGATING A
WORLD WITHOUT RULES

As we enter 2026, one of the most prominent areas of fragility in the interna-
tional system is the simultaneous progression of the rapidly deepening legiti-
macy crisis of global governance institutions and the erosion of institutional
capacity. This systemic decay is most acutely evidenced by Israel’s Gaza geno-
cide, which has exposed the paralysis of international humanitarian law, and
the extraordinary military intervention to apprehend the Venezuelan Presi-
dent, an act that signals a return to a raw, unmediated exercise of power. To-
gether, these events illustrate a world where formal norms are being replaced
by unilateral dictates, leaving the global architecture not just weakened, but
fundamentally unmoored from its foundational principles. The issue here is

not the sudden collapse of institutions; it is the permanent establishment of a
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governance vacuum where the scale of global problems is rapidly expanding,
but the mechanisms expected to manage these problems are inadequate in
terms of both political will and toolkit.

At the heart of this void lies the perception that international organizations are
increasingly Western-centric, slow, and unequal. As the distribution of power
shifts, the fact that representation and decision-making mechanisms remain
largely tied to 20th-century balances, which is eroding its legitimacy, particu-
larly in the Global South. Demands for reform are not limited to greater rep-
resentation and voting weight; they extend to issues such as making financial
mechanisms more balanced, redefining the normative framework more inclu-
sive, and establishing a logic of oversight that prevents the selective application
of rules. However, precisely at this point, as the gap between the rhetoric of
a “rule-based order” and the practices on the ground widens, the debate over
order shifts from norm production to a ground of normlessness where norms
can be suspended and the definition of rule becomes less decisive than who

can bend it, when, and with what tools.

Institutional gridlock makes this trend toward normlessness more visible. The
United Nations Security Council (UNSC) is unable to produce functional
decisions in high-intensity conflicts such as Ukraine, Gaza, and Syria, while
the veto mechanism is effectively locked under the competition of major pow-
ers. A similar loss of function is evident in the global trade architecture: as the
World Trade Organization’s (WTO) dispute resolution capacity weakens, the
U.S.-China competition being waged through tariffs, countersanctions, and
technology controls is eroding the rules-based trading order. As sanctions re-
gimes become increasingly widespread and used in more “exceptional” ways,
international economic governance is shaped more by power relations and
financial access lines than by a rules-based framework; this further deepens
the legitimacy crisis by feeding the “double standard” perception of the Global
South.

On the other hand, as the influence of existing institutions wanes, parallel
governance channels are gaining strength. The expansion of BRICS (Brazil,
Russia, India, China, and South Africa), along with structures such as the
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO), and Gulf funds, offers economic and financial alter-
natives to actors outside the West. This development points not so much to
the establishment of a “new order” as to the evolution of global governance
towards a dual-track and increasingly multi-centered structure: on the one
hand, the controversial legitimacy and limited capacity of traditional insti-
tutions, and on the other, fragmented but potentially functional alternative

channels. While this pluralization provides flexibility in some areas, it also
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creates new vulnerabilities in the overall picture, such as the fragmentation
of standards, increased compliance costs, and difficulties in coordination

during crises.

The most obvious governance gap is the rapidly widening space between
the trans-boundary nature of the problems and the limited capacity to solve
them. As issues like climate change policies and climate finance, global
health, cybersecurity, space regulation, and irregular migration grow, it be-
comes more difficult to produce joint action due to the lack of binding
rules, insufficient funds, and weak political consensus. While the problems
are growing, the institutions expected to manage them are unable to de-
velop at the same pace in terms of resources, authority, and political con-
sensus. This situation risks reducing global governance from a “solution-
producing” mechanism to a platform that often shares the cost of the crisis

or postpones it.

When combined with the representation gap, this whole picture turns into
a more structural fragility. Countries in Africa, South Asia, Latin America,
and the Middle East now see the mismatch between their growing eco-
nomic and political weight and their institutional representation not only
as a matter of justice, but also as a matter of effectiveness and security. The
representation gap strengthens demands for reform while also encouraging
parallel diplomatic initiatives and alternative institutionalization, which in

turn accelerates the fragmentation of global governance.

The fundamental trend for 2026 is generally that, despite the increase and
complexity of global problems, the capacity of international institutions to
manage these problems will become even more limited, while the legitimacy
debate will shift from norm construction to the management of normless-
ness. This process, combined with decision-making deadlocks, selective rule
enforcement, the rise of parallel institutions, and representational injustice, is

creating a long-term area of instability in global governance.

TECHNO-MILITARY RECALIBRATION

One of the clearest signals on the security radar from 2025 to 2026 is the ac-
celeration of global arms buildup and country-level defense modernization.
This momentum is driven not only by budget increases but also technology
packages that are changing the nature of warfare by using Al-enabled Com-
mand and Control-C2, unmanned systems, hypersonic/ballistic capabilities,
space-based networks, cyber/EW (Electronic Warfare), and integrated air-
missile defense. Data for 2024-2025 shows that global military spending has

broken historical records, with the acceleration triggered by wars in Europe
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and the Middle East being decisive.'® Therefore, the trend toward increased
armament during the transition from 2025 to 2026 produces two things si-
multaneously: (i) quantitative acceleration (budget, production, supply), (ii)
qualitative leap (AI/C2, unmanned systems, long range, space-cyber-electro-

magnetic and integrated defense).

The “driving factors” of the arms race trend converge in four layers in 2025
and have the potential to accelerate the transformation of world politics in
2026: (i) the hardening of threat perceptions (Ukraine and European security
architecture; regional war clusters in the Middle East; deterrence race in the
Indo-Pacific), (ii) burden-sharing within alliances and pressure for “strategic
autonomy/re-industrialization” (especially in Europe), (iii) a wave of technol-
ogy changing the nature of warfare (low-cost mass/attrition plus high-tech
precision strikes simultaneously), (iv) production/supply capacity bottlenecks
and the dynamics of a war economy. The arms race momentum expands the
defense industry (record revenues for the Top 100 companies), while simulta-
neously creating new vulnerabilities through the supply chain and critical in-
puts.” These driving factors are simultaneously fueling vertical advancement
(firepower and range), horizontal expansion (multi-faceted capabilities), and
cross-domain advancement (space-cyber-economy-information) on the 2026

security radar.

The table below summarizes the reasons for the trend with 2025 indicators

and its potential impact on the global and regional security radar in 2026:

16 Xio Liand at all, “ Trends in World Miltary Espenditure, 2024”, SIPRI Fact Sheet, April 2025,
hteps://www.sipri.org/sites/default/files/2025-04/2504_fs_milex_2024.pdf (Access: 3 January 2026).

17 Lorenzo Scarazzato at all, “The SIPRI Top 100 Arms-producing and Military Services Compa-
nies,2024”, SIPRI Fact Sheet, 2024, https://www.sipri.()rg/publicati()ns/ZOZS/sipri—fact—shccts/si—
pri-top-100-arms-producing-and-military-services-companies-2024 (Access: 3 January 2026).
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TABLE 1: MILITARY SPENDING

Quantitative indicator 2026 security 2026 early warning

Driving factor

carried over to 2025

radar effect

indicators

The prolongation
of the war and
the stockpile/
ammunition crisis

Alliance-internal
burden-sharing
and“U.S.
uncertainty”

High-intensity
warfare and
regional escalation
in the Middle East
Capacity
expansion and the
“production race”
in the defense
industry

The “mass effect”
of unmanned
systems

Al-supported
command and
control and shorter
decision time

Long-range/
hypersonic race
and “threshold
squeeze”

Integrated air and
missile defense
architectures

European spending
in 2024: $693 billion;
+17%'®

Number of NATO
members spending
>2% in 2024: 18/32"°

Middle East
spending in 2024:
$243 billion; +15%
(Israel +65%)

The Top 100
companies’ revenues
reached $679 billion
in 2024 (a record)®

The global increase
in drone production

(Program level)
Replicator: discussion
of thousands of
autonomous system
targets?'

Global spending hits
record +9.4% in 2024
(general print)?

Rise in arms
procurement and
supply in Europe?

Increased
firepower/range

Alliance-crisis
linkage; defense
industry-critical
minerals-trade
route

Air/defense-long
range; Levant-
Gulf-Red Sea
domino effect

Industrial
policy-security
convergence;
Supply
dependencies
Low-cost
continuous
printing;
combined use
with EW/cyber

Risk of accidental/
unintentional
climbing

First strike anxiety,
nuclear shadow;

The attack-
defense spiral;
regional
“umbrella”
competition

Large-scale
procurement
contracts, ammunition
production capacity
increase targets

New defense
commitments,
long-term budget
laws, supply chain
regulations

Increased range in
the strike-response
cycle; air defense
deployments

Line expansion, new
facilities/partnerships;
critical mineral
constraints

Drone procurement
targets, counter-drone
investments, EW
capacity

Autonomous
engagement authority,
C2 automation,
“human-in/on-the-
loop” discussions

Missile defense
contracts, early
warning/space
investments, new
deployments

IAMD network
integration, joint
sensor/missile projects

Compiled by the authors, Source: SIPRI

18 “Unprecented rise in glonbal expenditure as European and Middle East Spending surges”, SI-

PRI, 28 April 2025, https://www.sipri.org/media/press-release/2025/unprecedented-rise-global-mili-

tary-expenditure-european-and-middle-east-spending-surges (Access: 3 January 2026).

19 “Trend in World Military Expenditure, 2024”.

20 “The SIPRI Top 100 Arms-producing and Military Services Companies, 2024”.

21 “DOD replicator Initiative: Background and Issues for Congress”, Congress.gov, 19 September
2025, https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/IF12611 (Access: 30 December 2025).

22 “Trends in Wolrd Military Expenditure,2024”

23 “Unprecented rise in glonbal expenditure as European and Middle East Spending surges”.
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Throughout 2026, the potential impact of this trend on the transformation
of world politics can be seen in three areas. First, deterrence will be redefined
through the combination of “mass + technology”: on the one hand, cheap and
mass-produced unmanned systems/munitions, and on the other, expensive
and strategic (long-range, space, network-centric C2) capabilities. This dual
structure makes small-scale coercion more “trialable” by reducing the cost of

crises, while shortening decision time and increasing miscalculation risk.

Second, the wave of rearmament could perpetuate multi-front stress: As rear-
mament in Europe and high-intensity conflict in the Middle East coincide,
the attention/capacity allocation of major powers becomes divided. This in-
creases the perception of an “opportunity window” in third areas (Indo-Pacific,

Red Sea, and Black Sea-Baltic line). Arms buildup thus becomes not only a

consequence but also a precondition for new crises.

TABLE 2: MODERNIZATION DOMAINS

P — Quantitative signal observed/announced 2026 early warning

in 2025 indicator
. The “Replicator” framework in the U.S.: Autonomous
Al-assisted battle pi . W . ! " p N Y
the goal of rapidly deploying “thousands” | engagement
management and .
.. of unmanned/autonomous systems authority
decision cycle . . .
. (program design and schedule are discussions; C2
reduction . - - ;
included in public reports) automation tenders
R Leap in counter-UAS
maritime/land Ukraine’s 2025 FPV procurement target is P . '
- A . EW, and air defense
platforms (mass ~4.5 million; $2.6+ billion in funding .
investments
effect)

. . Hypersonics on the U.S. Congressional “Integration” proj
Hypersonic/ballistic ypersonics on the U.S. Cong essiona . te.g ation’p ojects
- report agenda; programs accelerating in missile defense

4 (quantitative totals vary by country) architectures
Emphasis on independence in critical Acceleration
Space-based military | modern systems such as drones, in satellite
networks satellites, and autonomous vehicles in EU | communications/ISR
documents investments
Increase in critical
Cybersecurity and EU documents note an increase in hybrid | infrastructure cyber
electronic warfare threats (cyber, airspace violations, etc.) incidents; expansion
in EW supplies
Integrated air and . . Sensor-missile-C2
A g Integrated air and missile defense . .
missile defense - network integration
. architectures
architectures agreements
Compiled by the authors.

Third, cross-domain competition becomes institutionalized: space-based net-
works, cyber/space, and defense industry supply chains (including critical
minerals) are no longer the “supporting element” of war, but have become a
direct strategic target set. This also expands the most risky area on the security

radar: If a conventional crisis touches early warning/command-control sensi-
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tivity through cyber/space intervention, the possibility of unintended vertical

escalation (even triggering a nuclear alarm) increases.

The distinguishing feature of this quantitative increase is not merely “budget
growth,” it is the transformation of modernization into a race through tech-
nology packages. The prominent modernization axes in 2025 and their impact

on the 2026 global and regional security radar can be interpreted as follows:

From Tiirkiye’s perspective, the wave of global armament and defense mod-
ernization, accelerating from 2025 to 2026, simultancously produces both
risk and strategic leverage. Long-range strike capabilities, the proliferation of
unmanned systems, and the spread of integrated air-missile defense architec-
tures across the Black Sea, Eastern Mediterranean, Middle East, and Red Sea
regions may lead to faster escalation of crises and increased risks of unin-
tended/accidental engagement. At the same time, it heightens the pressure for
investment and integration in areas such as layered air defense, counter-UAYV,
electronic warfare, cyber resilience, and command-and-control (C2) network
security to ensure the continuity of Tiirkiye’s deterrence. On the other hand,
demand in the defense industry for unmanned platforms, smart munitions,
sensor integration, software, and network-centric capabilities could give Tiir-
kiye geopolitical bargaining power through joint production, exports, and
supply chain diversification. However, this opportunity could turn into a vul-
nerability that increases the cost of growing uncertainty if it is not supported
by diplomacy that actively maintains channels for reducing tension in mul-
tiple regional crises requiring “threshold management,” along with managing
critical sub-component dependencies, strengthening alternative supply and

localization strategies in the face of technology constraints.

TECHNO-GEOPOLITICS: THE NEW GRAMMAR OF
STRATEGIC COMPETITION

By 2025, technological competition has expanded the definition of the “stra-
tegic arena’ in world politics beyond the military sphere: power is now mea-
sured not only by the capabilities of armies, but also by who has access to data/
computing power, critical minerals, supply chains, standards, and digital in-
frastructure. Techno-polarization signifies a new phase in world politics where
poles are formed not only by military or economic power, but by technologi-
cal stacks. Computing capacity, data regimes, standards, platform ecosystems,
and critical supply chains determine the new “poles” and the ways of aligning
with them. This creates a transitional phase in which norms and common
rules are loosening, as befits a fragmented world; instead, a “de facto order”
is emerging through access regimes, licenses, “secure supply” networks, and

fragile infrastructures. Throughout 2025, downward revisions to global trade
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forecasts due to “policy shifts” and the shift in trade policy interventions, from
subsidies to restrictive measures, made the economic aspect of this drift vis-
ible. The IMF’s 2025 assessments also emphasized that the year was “fluid and

volatile,” with trade news and policy priorities reshaping the global outlook.*

This transformation sees technology’s “new strategic areas” concentrated in
three main areas. The first is critical inputs and physical/digital infrastructure:
The IEA’s May 2025 “Global Critical Minerals Outlook 2025” report shows
that demand for lithium increased by approximately 30% in 2024, with min-
erals such as graphite, rare earths, nickel, and cobalt also growing in the 6-8%
ranges.” This increase signifies not only the growth of energy transition but
also the strengthening of the material-based dependency of data centers and
the digital economy. Consequently, mineral supply, refining capacity, and lo-
gistics corridors are shifting from being “economic issues” to becoming funda-
mental levers of geopolitical bargaining. During the same period, the security
and resilience of infrastructure such as submarine data cables also became a
strategic issue. Reports on Europe-focused risk mapping/stress testing from
2025 and the Internet Society’s 2025 policy note show that cable infrastruc-
ture faces greater risks under geopolitical tensions and that resilience capacity
has become part of the security debate.?® This line of reasoning feeds into the
drifting logic whereby “order” is increasingly defined not by law, but by infra-

structure security, access, and the cost of disruption.

Second, it is a competition over rule-making and governance: In 2025, instead
of a “single global set of norms” in the field of technology, regulatory regimes
not fully compatible with each other came to the fore. The European Union’s
Al Act timetable, with general provisions and certain prohibitions coming
into force on Feb. 2, 2025, and obligations for general-purpose artificial intel-
ligence (GPAI) beginning on Aug. 2, 2025; coupled with the Commission’s
rejection of large companies’ requests for postponement, demonstrated that
regulatory competition directly impacts trade and investment decisions.”
Along the same lines, the OECD’s launch of the Hiroshima AI Process
(HAIP) “Reporting Framework” on Feb. 7, 2025, demonstrates that a vol-

24 “Global Prospect and Policies”, International Monetary Fund, 2025, https://www.imf.org/-/me-
dia/files/publications/weo/2025/october/english/ch1.pdf (Access: 2 January 2026).

25“Global Ciritical Minerals Outlook 20257, International Energy Agency,n.d., https://www.iea.org/
reports/global-critical-minerals-outlook-2025/executive-summary (Access: 2 January 2026).

26 “Security and Resilience of EU Submarine Cable Infrastructures: Mapping, Risk Assestments,
Stress Tests”, Submarine Cable Infrastructures informal Expert Group, 6 October 2025, https://cdn.
table.media/assets/europe/main_report__submarine_cables_expert_group_mapping_risks_stress_
tests_sszvwacryqopjjtdpbfcrpgwtk_120904.pdf (Access: 2 January 2026).

27 “Timeline for the Implementation of the EU Al Act”, European Commission,n.d., https://ai-act-
service-desk.ec.europa.eu/en/ai-act/timeline/timeline-implementation-eu-ai-act  (Access: 2 January

2026).
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untary/multi-stakeholder governance track is also being institutionalized in
parallel.?® Ultimately, 2025 became a threshold year in which the transform-
ing world politics produced not a “unity of norms” but a “plurality of regimes”
in the field of technology. Questions such as who will be able to enter which
market, which model will be trained according to which rules, and where

which data will be stored became part of geopolitics.

Third, the hardening of geo-economic tools and the transformation of stan-
dardization into power politics: By 2025, trade and technology policy had
evolved into a more fragmented structure through tariffs/countermeasures,
export controls, investment screening, and “economic security” frameworks.
The WTO’s 2025 Trade Monitoring Update notes that policy interventions
during October 2024-May 2025 shifted toward trade barriers rather than
subsidies, signaling a trend that encourages market fragmentation rather
than integration.” During the same period, changes in the U.S. export con-
trol approach to advanced semiconductors and the Al ecosystem (e.g. the
subsequent withdrawal of the January 2025 “Al Diffusion Rule”) are noted
in the Congressional Research Service (CRS) chronologies. This demon-
strates that the “access regime” has become a power tool that can be rap-
idly updated and negotiated.*® The practical meaning of drift becomes clear
here: technological competition is becoming an area that can be managed
by short-term licensing/exemption/implementation decisions rather than

long-term norms.

Looking ahead to 2026, how these three trends could transform global politics
can be understood through the lens of security radar logic. Vertical escalation
could occur through “access shocks”: sudden disruptions in the supply of criti-
cal minerals, regulatory leaps in data/Al infrastructure, unexpected tighten-
ing of export controls, and similar steps could push the parties to take swift
countermeasures, and tensions in the economic sphere could spill over into
the political arena. Horizontal escalation is the increase in alignment pressure
in other regions due to a technology/supply crisis in one region. For instance,
a decision taken in one regulatory bloc reshaping third countries’ investment,
data hosting, supply, and standard preferences. Cross-domain escalation is the

most critical: as critical minerals, trade measures, data governance, and infra-

28 “Launch of the Hiroshima Al Process (HAIP) Reporting Framework”, OECD, 7 February 2025,
hteps://www.oecd.org/en/events/2025/02/launch-of-the-hiroshima-ai-process-reporting-framework.
heml (Access: 2 January 2026).

29 “WTO Trade Monitoring Update: Latest Trends, Trade Monitoring Updates”, World Trade Orga-
nization, 3 July 2025, https://www.wto.org/english/news_e/news25_e/trdev_03jul25_e.pdf (Access:
2 January 2026).

30 “U.S. Export Controls and China: Advanced Semiconductors”, Congress.gov, 19 September 2025,
hteps://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R48642 (Access: 2 January 2026).
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structure security become interlinked, a problem in one area (e.g., undersea
cable disruption or data regulation) can cascade into economic shock, which

can then cascade into political crises.

From Tiirkiye’s perspective, this framework can generate both risk and lever-
age as the world shifts. Risk stems from the fragmentation of technology re-
gimes (data/Al compatibility, supply chain conditions, standards wars, and
infrastructure fragility) increasing uncertainty in Tiirkiye’s trade, investment,
and industrial planning. Leverage, on the other hand, is Tuirkiye’s ability to
increase its role as a “functional order builder” in the areas of critical min-
eral processing, supply chain diversification, digital infrastructure resilience,
and regulatory diplomacy (Al governance, data flows, standards compliance)
as a corridor country/production base/connectivity hub. Throughout 2026,
practical indicators for security radar monitoring will include critical min-
eral price/supply shocks; delays/impact of implementation steps and practical
guidelines in the EU’s Al Act calendar; the rate of increase in trade barri-
ers; updates to export control regimes; and the acceleration of regional action

plans for submarine cable security/resilience.

TURKIYE’S OPTION: RESILIENT BALANCING AND
DYNAMIC EQUILIBRIUM IN A WORLD IN DRIFT

Within the volatile global geopolitical landscape, Tiirkiye occupies a distinc-
tive position. Rather than operating on the margins of global disorder, Ankara
has increasingly found itself at its center, where regional conflicts, complex
alliance politics, and great-power competition intersect. Its foreign, security,
and defense policies are shaped not by a single strategic axis but by the neces-
sity to manage simultaneity, that is, multiple regions, multiple alliances, and
multiple security challenges unfolding at once. This condition places unique
demands on Turkish policymaking, requiring approaches that prioritize flex-

ibility and maneuverability over rigid alignment.

This volume of SETA Security Radar conceptualizes Tiirkiye’s contempo-
rary strategic posture through the intertwined concepts of resilient bal-
ancing and dynamic equilibrium. Conventional analytical binaries, such
as alignment versus autonomy, East versus West, or alliance loyalty versus
strategic independence, are increasingly insufficient for capturing the com-
plexity of state behavior in an international system defined by fragmen-
tation, simultaneity, and persistent uncertainty. Under these conditions,
foreign policy is less about stable positioning within fixed blocs and more
about managing the coexistence of cooperation and competition across

multiple domains.




SETA SECURITY RADAR: TURKIYE'S GEOPOLITICAL LANDSCAPE IN 2026

Resilient balancing refers to a strategic approach in which states seek to pre-
serve autonomy while remaining embedded within core institutional and al-
liance frameworks. Rather than signaling disengagement or revisionism, this
posture emphasizes compartmentalization, that is, the deliberate separation
of policy arenas so that cooperation in one domain can be sustained despite
contention in another. The objective is not to eliminate contradiction or risk,
but to contain them preventing spillover, avoiding premature escalation, and
preserving room for maneuver in an increasingly polarized environment. In
2026, this logic is operationalized through Tiirkiye’s multifaceted relationships
with the U.S., the EU, Russia, the Gulf states, and China, allowing Ankara

to navigate complex inter-dependencies while pursuing a resilient balancing,.

Dynamic equilibrium complements this logic by capturing the shifting na-
ture of stability itself. In contrast to earlier periods marked by relatively du-
rable balances, contemporary stability is neither static nor self-sustaining. It
requires continuous recalibration in response to evolving threat perceptions,
power transitions, and alliance dynamics. For Tiirkiye, dynamic equilibrium
entails avoiding overcommitment to any single strategic axis while maintain-
ing sufficient institutional embeddedness to retain influence, credibility, and

access.

Developments in 2025 illustrate how this framework has translated into op-
erational practice. In Europe, the acceleration of debates on rearmament, de-
fense industrial capacity, and strategic autonomy increased Tiirkiye’s function-
al relevance to European security. At the same time, the stagnation of the EU
accession process continued to constrain formal political integration. Ankara
responded not by pursuing normative or institutional reintegration, but by
deepening pragmatic, often bilateral, forms of defense cooperation. Through
industrial partnerships, joint production, and operational coordination, Tiir-
kiye positioned itself as an indispensable security and defense-industrial actor.
In institutional terms, its role appeared peripheral or at least it is constructed
as “geopolitical periphery,” in operational reality, it became increasingly cen-
tral. This asymmetry is a defining feature of resilient balancing in practice in

Turkish foreign and security policies.

A similar pattern emerged in Tiirkiye’s approach to the Russia-Ukraine war. An-
kara sustained open channels with Moscow while maintaining engagement with
NATO allies, leveraging its position to facilitate mediation efforts. This dual-
track strategy exemplified compartmentalization: security cooperation with
Ukraine and diplomatic engagement with Russia proceeded in parallel, rather
than being subordinated to a single axis of alignment. However, as the conflict
became more protracted and polarization deepened, the limits of strategic am-

biguity grew more visible. Mediation increasingly required not only access but
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credibility, raising questions about how long Tiirkiye could sustain such a bal-

ancing posture as expectations of consistency and alignment intensified.

In the Middle East, Tiirkiye’s activism during the Gaza war further highlighted
both the promise and the constraints of resilient balancing. Ankara combined
assertive political rhetoric with efforts to contribute to ceasefire diplomacy
and post-conflict stabilization frameworks, reinforcing it as a regional crisis
manager rather than a purely rhetorical actor. Yet strained relations with Israel
and the broader polarization of the regional environment significantly nar-
rowed diplomatic space. These constraints underscored a recurring tension:
while diplomatic visibility and engagement can enhance relevance, they do
not automatically translate into influence in highly polarized conflict settings

where trust deficits and alignment pressures dominate.

Taken together, these cases demonstrate that resilient balancing and dynamic
equilibrium are not abstract concepts, but operational strategies shaped by,
and tested within, real-world crises. They enable Tiirkiye to remain engaged
across multiple theaters, preserve strategic agency, and mitigate exposure to
systemic shocks. At the same time, they carry inherent trade-offs. As conflicts
harden and alignment expectations intensify, the space for compartmentaliza-

tion narrows, and the costs of ambiguity rise.

The Strategic Positioning of Tiirkiye in 2026

The geopolitical landscape of 2026 requires a fundamental reassessment of
national security strategies. For Ttirkiye, this year marks the consolidation of a
multi-layered approach designed to navigate a world in drift. This positioning
is built upon four overarching strategic pillars that dictate Ankara’s broader

international conduct.

i. Strategic Autonomy as a Necessity

First, strategic autonomy has transitioned from a policy preference to a struc-
tural necessity. In an era of global drift, relying solely on external security
umbrellas has proven insufficient. Tiirkiye’s focus on indigenous defense ca-
pabilities and an independent decision-making axis allows it to maintain its
sovereign interests without being fully susceptible to the systemic shocks of
great power competition. This autonomy serves as the bedrock for all other

diplomatic and military engagements.

ii. Agile Diplomacy

Second, the adoption of agile diplomacy through resilient balancing replaces
the traditional reliance on static blocs. This posture emphasizes compartmen-

talization, allowing Tiirkiye to maintain multifaceted and functional relation-
ships with the U.S., the EU, Russia, the Gulf states, and China. This agility
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ensures that strategic cooperation in one domain can be sustained despite con-
tention in another, allowing Ankara to navigate complex inter-dependencies
while pursuing a dynamic equilibrium.

iii. Stability as a Process

Third, stability is pursued as a dynamic process rather than a static goal. In
the volatile corridors of the Middle East, the Caucasus, and the Black Sea,
Tiirkiye seeks to establish a dynamic equilibrium. This involves a commitment
to constant strategic recalibration and proactive engagement to manage con-
flicts that cannot be immediately resolved. By treating stability as an active,
ongoing effort, Ankara ensures that regional instability does not devolve into

systemic collapse.

iv. Regional Actor Responsibility

Fourth, the promotion of regional actor responsibility serves as the primary vi-
sion for a sustainable order. Tiirkiye posits that lasting stability in its neighbor-
hood can only be achieved when local actors take ownership of security and
political processes. By advocating for regional agency over external interven-
tion, Ankara seeks to transform regional vacuums into managed architectures
of cooperation, ensuring that those most affected by crises are the ones leading

the resolution.

This overarching strategic posture is operationalized through four key func-

tional areas that define Tiirkiye’s defense and foreign policy portfolio in 2026:

Counter-Terrorism and Sovereignty: A primary operational focus remains the
neutralization/transformation of the YPG and afhiliated entities to prevent
the establishment of an autonomous region in the Syrian northeast. This is
viewed not merely as a border security issue but as a fundamental preservation
of territorial sovereignty and regional integrity within the post-Assad Syrian

vacuum.

De-escalation and Deterrence: Turkiye actively works to balance the military
footprint of various actors to avoid a total regional collapse. In the Eastern
Mediterranean, this involves a sophisticated military recalibration where
indigenous naval power is used to deter unilateralism. Simultaneously, Tiir-
kiye utilizes the U.S. option within the NATO framework to promote de-
escalation, ensuring that maritime competition does not devolve into kinetic
conflict. By deterring provocations and balancing Israeli regional escalations,

Ankara seeks to contain the spillover effects of high-intensity conflicts.

Regional Brokerage: Utilizing the principle of regional actor responsibil-
ity, Tuirkiye leverages its unique positioning to facilitate political settlements

and bridge the gap between historical rivalries and future stability through
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a global mediation portfolio. In 2026, this brokerage is operationalized by
hosting high-level negotiations for the Russia-Ukraine conflict to ensure a
sustainable Black Sea security architecture, facilitating the Afghanistan-Paki-
stan trilateral mechanism to foster regional ownership, and acting as a critical
intermediary in the U.S.-Iran and Saudi Arabia-Yemen dialogues to preserve
regional territorial integrity. This proactive engagement extends deeply into
the African frontier, where Tiirkiye’s mediation in the Sudan conflict and the
Somalia-Ethiopia and Somalia-Somaliland dialogues demonstrates a commit-
ment to ensuring that post-conflict governance is locally led, internationally
recognized, and anchored in the agency of regional stakeholders rather than

external interventions.

Domestic-International Synchronization and the Disarmament of the PKK: A
transformative development in 2026 is the advancement of the PKK disar-
mament process. This initiative represents a historic game changer for Tiir-
kiye’s internal and external security posture. Central to this process is the
introduction of a robust disarmament verification mechanism, designed to
ensure the permanent cessation of armed activities and the transition of ac-
tors into the political sphere. The success of this verification is synchronized
with Turkiye’s broader international positioning; by resolving a 40-year do-
mestic security challenge, Tiirkiye significantly enhances its capacity to act
as an autonomous stabilizer. This internal consolidation directly empowers
Tiirkiye’s regional brokerage and reinforces its standing as a resilient actor

in a world in drift.

The experience of 2025 thus clarifies both the logic and the limits of Tiirkiye’s
strategic posture. While resilient balancing has allowed Ankara to navigate a
fragmented regional and international environment with notable flexibility,
its sustainability will depend on Tiirkiye’s ability to translate maneuverabilicy
into credibility, and adaptability into durable influence as the international

system moves deeper into a phase of structural instability.

The geopolitical environment confronting Tuirkiye in 2026 is shaped by inter-
related global dynamics that reinforce a condition of structural complexity.
First, prolonged conflicts have become embedded features of the international
system. The Russia-Ukraine war continues to reshape the European security
architecture, particularly in the Black Sea region, intensifying debates over
deterrence, escalation management, and defense-industrial sustainability. In
this context, 2026 stands as a critical juncture for Tiirkiye’s integration into
the emerging European security and defense framework. This year has the
potential to transform security cooperation into a new strategic anchor for
Tirkiye-Europe relations. The NATO Summit in Ankara (July 2026) serves

as the symbolic and practical centerpiece of this transition, providing a high-
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level platform to redefine the alliance’s southern and eastern flanks amid a
world in drift.

Crucially, Tuirkiye’s role in this new architecture is mutually constitutive: as
Ankara becomes an indispensable pillar of European defense, it simultaneous-
ly consolidates its own military-industrial base, creating a symbiotic relation-
ship between regional security and national strategic autonomy. However, the
success of this integration hinges on a fundamental political shift in Europe.
The core challenge lies in the European political leadership’s willingness to
move beyond perceiving Tiirkiye as a peripheral actor. Treating Tuirkiye as a
marginal buffer rather than a central constituent of the security core would be
a strategic failure. A World in drift demands that Europe recognizes Tuirkiye
not as a frontier guard, but as a co-architect of its collective defense sustain-

ability.

Second, the collapse of the Assad regime in December 2024 constituted a pro-
found rupture in Middle Eastern geopolitics. While the end of Assad’s rule
closed one chapter of Syria’s prolonged conflict, it opened a new phase marked
by managed uncertainty regarding political legitimacy, territorial cohesion,
and post-conflict governance. The emergence of a transitional administration
under Ahmed al-Sharaa created openings for renewed engagement, yet it also
raised fundamental questions about the sustainability of the post-Assad order.
Syria remains the ultimate litmus test for Tirkiye’s resilient balancing. How-
ever, in 2026, this balancing act is complicated by a looming second round of
military escalation between Iran and Israel. Such a potential direct confronta-
tion poses a severe threat to Tiirkiye’s quest for a regional actor responsibil-
ity and its vision for a stable regional order. An all-out Iran-Israel escalation
would not only jeopardize the fragile transition in Syria but also risk a wider

systemic collapse that could paralyze regional diplomacy.

In response to this heightened volatility, Turkiye’s relationship with the Gulf
countries has evolved into a more institutionalized and stable strategic part-
nership. By 2026, the Tiirkiye-Gulf axis has emerged as a crucial anchor of
stability, serving as a counterweight to the destabilizing effects of the Iran-
Israel rivalry. This deepening cooperation in defense, finance, and regional
mediation allows Titirkiye to consolidate its dynamic equilibrium even as the
broader Middle East faces the risk of a regional war. Success in this envi-
ronment depends on Tiirkiye’s capacity to achieve two simultaneous strategic
goals: neutralizing the long-term threat of the YPG within the Syrian vacuum
and containing the fallout of Israeli regional escalations. By synchronizing its
domestic security requirements with this strengthened Gulf partnership, Tiir-
kiye aims to transform the current world in drift into a managed regional tran-

sition where local actors finally take responsibility for their collective security.
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Third, The Eastern Mediterranean in 2026 remains a primary theater of
structural complexity, where the absence of a centralized regional order has
evolved into a localized state of drift. For Turkiye, this landscape is no lon-
ger defined merely by maritime jurisdiction disputes, but by a multifaceted
competition involving Greece, the Greek Administration in Southern Cy-
prus, and Israel. In response to the formation of exclusive energy and securi-
ty axes that seek to bypass Turkish interests, Ankara has adopted a strategy of
military recalibration and proactive regional diplomacy. This recalibration
is not an isolationist move but a pursuit of dynamic equilibrium. Tiirkiye’s
approach involves a sophisticated blending of its indigenous naval power
with an “U.S. option” — leveraging its strategic value within the NATO
framework to balance regional rivalries. By maintaining a high-tech naval
presence while simultaneously opening diplomatic channels with Washing-
ton and regional capitals, Tiirkiye aims to prevent the consolidation of a
peripheral role in the Mediterranean. The goal is to ensure that no regional
architecture can achieve long-term sustainability without the inclusion of
Tirkiye as a central constituent.

Fourth, the global drift of 2026 is vividly reflected across the African conti-
nent, where systemic instabilities demand a more sophisticated strategic cali-
bration from Tiirkiye. In this theater, Tiirkiye’s approach has evolved into a
multi-dimensional synergy of security, economics, and geopolitics, aimed at
preventing the regional vacuum from spiraling into further disorder. In North
Africa, the strengthening of Tuirkiye’s strategic calibration in Libya remains a
priority. This effort is increasingly underpinned by the deepening normaliza-
tion and institutionalized cooperation between Tiirkiye and Egypt. By 2026,
the Ankara-Cairo axis has emerged as a stabilizing force in the Mediterranean
and North Africa, allowing both actors to manage their overlapping inter-
ests in Libya through a pragmatic and mutually constitutive framework. This
partnership serves as a primary example of regional actor responsibility, where

local heavyweights take the lead in stabilizing their shared neighborhood.

Simultaneously, the Horn of Africa has become a central arena for Tiirkiye’s
mediation and security orientation. Tiirkiye’s involvement in Somalia has ma-
tured into a comprehensive security partnership, extending from maritime
domain awareness to state-building. This presence is complemented by Tiir-
kiye’s proactive mediation role in Sudan, where Ankara secks to bridge the
gap between warring factions and regional stakeholders. For Turkiye, Africa is
no longer just a diplomatic outreach destination, it is a vital geopolitical and
economic corridor where strategic resilience is practiced daily. By positioning
itself as a mediator in Sudan and a security guarantor in Somalia, Ttirkiye

aims to transform these vulnerable zones into stable nodes of a dynamic equi-
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librium. The goal for 2026 is clear: to maintain and protect this hard-earned
influence while ensuring that the African continent remains a core constituent

of Tiirkiye’s broader international positioning.

Fifih, in 2026, the South Caucasus serves as a primary example of Tiirkiye’s
vision for regional actor responsibility. Following the restoration of ter-
ritorial integrity in Azerbaijan, the regional focus has shifted from conflict
management to the institutionalization of a permanent security and eco-
nomic architecture. Tirkiye’s strategic calibration in the Caucasus is de-
fined by a dual-track approach. On one track, the deepening of the strategic
alliance with Azerbaijan, particularly in defense and energy connectivity,
acts as the anchor of regional stability. On the other track, the normaliza-
tion process with Armenia is managed as a component of dynamic equilib-
rium, aimed at transforming the South Caucasus into a sustainable transit
and energy hub through the realization of the Zangezur Corridor. By 2026,
this corridor is viewed not merely as a transport route but as a strategic link
that synchronizes the interests of Central Asia with the European security

architecture.

However, the regional drift continues to pose challenges, particularly regard-
ing the recalibration of Russia’s influence and the fluctuating engagement of
Western actors. Tiirkiye responds to these dynamics by positioning itself as
the primary mediator and stabilizer, ensuring that any new regional order
remains locally led and internationally recognized. By fostering a environ-
ment where Georgia, Armenia, and Azerbaijan can coexist within a shared
economic framework, Tiirkiye aims to prevent the Caucasus from becoming
a frontier of global competition, instead turning it into a stable core of the

broader Eurasian integration.

Sixth, in 2026, Central Asia represents a strategic frontier where Ttrkiye’s vi-
sion for regional actor responsibility is operationalized through the Organiza-
tion of Turkic States (OTYS). As the global drift weakens traditional security
umbrellas, Ankara seeks to transform the Turkic world into a cohesive geopo-
litical and economic actor capable of navigating the pressures of great power
competition. Central to this strategy is the institutionalization of the Middle
Corridor, which by 2026 has become a vital alternative for Eurasian con-
nectivity, ensuring that regional trade remains autonomous from the disrup-
tions of the Northern and Southern corridors. The proliferation of military-
technical cooperation, including the export of advanced UAV systems and
joint training programs, serves to bolster the sovereign defense capacities of
member states, thereby reducing their reliance on external actors. By position-
ing the OTS as a central constituent of the Central Asian security architecture,

Turkiye aims to maintain a dynamic equilibrium in the region, ensuring that
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Central Asian states emerge not as peripheral players, but as resilient actors

within global politics.

Seventh, in 2026, the Asia Anew Initiative serves as a critical pillar of Tiirkiye’s
efforts to diversify its global strategic depth and enhance economic resilience
in a world in drift. Ankara’s engagement is most prominent in its deepen-
ing strategic and defense partnerships with Pakistan, Malaysia, and Indonesia,
which have evolved into key pillars of Tuirkiye’s Indo-Pacific presence. Simul-
taneously, 2026 marks a period of active recalibration in relations with India.
Following the diplomatic strains of 2025, Tiirkiye seeks to rebuild a functional
dialogue with New Delhi while pursuing a more assertive and balanced policy
within the broader Indo-Pacific region. This multi-vector approach also in-
cludes deepening high-tech and nuclear energy cooperation with South Korea
as well as maintaining a meticulously balanced relationship with China that
prioritizes economic and trade stability alongside diplomatic pragmatism. By
increasing its institutional engagement with regional organizations like ASEAN
and positioning itself as a potential mediator in regional conflicts, Tiirkiye

aims to promote regional actor responsibility across Asia.

Not last but least, leadership-centered diplomacy has become an increasingly
dominant organizing principle of the international system. Donald Trump’s
return to the presidency has reinforced a deal-based international order in
which global politics are structured less through formalized rules, multilateral
institutions, or legal norms, and more through ad hoc bargains, reciprocal
transactions, and personalized agreements between states. This shift has el-
evated transactional diplomacy as a governing logic of international interac-
tion, privileging short-term cost-benefit calculations, bilateral leverage, and
leader-level negotiations over institutional predictability.*’ For Tiirkiye, this
environment presents a dual-edged dynamic: enhanced access to deal-making
and personalized diplomacy coexists with heightened exposure to policy vola-

tility and the risks associated with abrupt strategic recalibration.

The SETA Security Radar: Tiirkiyes Geopolitical Landscape in 2026 is structured
to reflect this complex strategic environment. The volume begins with analy-
ses of Tiirkiye’s relations with major powers and alliances, including the Unit-
ed States, Russia, the European Union, and NATO. These chapters examine
how pragmatic coordination, compartmentalization, and defense-industrial

cooperation shape Ankara’s engagement with each actor.

The second section focuses on foreign policy axes beyond the Euro-Atlantic

framework, with particular attention to Tiirkiye’s expanding engagement in

31 John Raine, “The Deals-based International Order?”, Survival, 21 November 2025, https://www.
tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/00396338.2025.2588959 (Accessed on 24 December 2025).
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Africa, Asia, South Caucasus, the Balkans and the Middle East. This chapter
highlights how diplomacy, connectivity, trade, and security cooperation are
integrated into a coherent long-term strategy, underscoring Tiirkiye’s grow-
ing global reach. Last section includes cross-cutting strategic areas such as Al,

defense policies and energy geopolitics.

Across all chapters, the volume combines retrospective analysis of develop-
ments in 2025 with forward-looking assessments of risks and opportunities
in 2026. Policy-oriented evaluations are employed to identify key fault lines

and strategic choices.

The SETA Security Radar 2026 aims to provide policymakers, analysts, and
scholars with a structured framework for understanding Tiirkiye’s evolving
role in an international system where stability is no longer given, but continu-

ously negotiated.







MAJOR
POWERS
AND ALLIANCES



el
i

»
T

o
;.'.11:-

A e
e

o
=l




TURKIYE-U.S. RELATIONS:
Institutionalized Pragmatism
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Murat Yesiltas




Turkiye and the U.S. being among the guarantor actors in the Sharm el-
Sheikh Gaza Peace Agreement signed in Egypt demonstrated that coor-
dination producing results on the ground is possible between the two
countries despite normative differences on Gaza.

President Erdogan’s official visit to Washington in September 2025 and his
face-to-face meeting with President Trump at the White House revealed
that leader-level diplomacy has once again become decisive in Turki-
ye-U.S. relations. This contact demonstrated that a decision-making mod-
elin which institutional deadlocks can be overcome at the leadership level
has been reactivated.

The establishment of a new administration led by Ahmed al-Sharaa fol-
lowing the collapse of the Bashar Assad regime on Dec. 8, 2024, paved the
way for the Syria agenda in Turkiye-U.S. relations to evolve from competi-
tion and conflict to cooperation.

The F-35 issue becoming renegotiable and positive rhetoric regarding the
easing of CAATSA sanctions sent a strong signal that the defense agenda
had shifted from crisis-focused to controlled normalization.
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INTRODUCTION®

The year 2025 marks a period of pragmatic continuity in Tiirkiye-U.S. rela-
tions, where structural problems remain unresolved but have been brought
to a manageable level. With Donald Trump’s reelection as president, the fun-
damental dynamics between Ankara and Washington have largely been pre-
served, while the tone of relations has become more flexible, results-oriented,
and leader-centered. Although normative differences persisted, the parties pre-
ferred to continue cooperation through overlapping areas of interest. Through-
out 2025, relations progressed along an axis of cautious and controlled rap-
prochement that did not generate crises. Multilateral mechanisms operated
in the context of Gaza, Syria, and the Russia-Ukraine War, along with rising
positive rhetoric in the defense sphere, contributed to the redefinition of rela-
tions based on pragmatism rather than a crisis-focused agenda. This confirms
the compartmentalization patterns and functional foreign policy tendencies

that have become apparent in Turkish foreign policy in recent times.

In contrast to the limited high-level contacts in 2024, direct communication
between President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and President Donald Trump intensi-
fied significantly in 2025. President Erdogan’s visits to Washington in Septem-
ber 2025 and the face-to-face meeting at the White House demonstrated the

reactivation of decision-making channels based on diplomacy between leaders.'

In regional affairs, 2025 was a year in which relative coordination was achieved

through multilateral cooperation, even though priorities differed. The fact

* I would like to express my sincere thanks to Zeynep Bengii Cetindag for her valuable contribution, partic-
ularly to the data collection and writing process of this chapter.

1 “President Erdogan met with US President Trump at the White House,” Presidency of Communi-
cations of the Republic of Tiirkiye, 25 September 2025, https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/turkce/haberler/
detay/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-abd-baskani-trump-ile-beyaz-sarayda-gorustu  (Access: 12 December

2025).
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that both countries were guarantor actors in the Gaza Peace Agreement signed
in Sharm el-Sheikh demonstrated that cooperation yielding results on the
ground was possible, despite normative differences. In the new Syrian context
shaped by the fall of the Assad regime on Dec.
8, even though differences in methods and tools
persist, it has been seen that a minimum com-

mon ground has been formed around the priori-

with the F-16 SUpply Of ties of regional stability, territorial integrity, and
course, our priority will security. Within the framework of the Russia-

be the F-35s. We know

Ukraine War, Tiirkiye’s mediation and balanc-
ing policy has also been assessed by the U.S. as

that Israel and Greece are a complementary diplomatic role rather than an
lobbying against these anti-system stance.
aircraft being delivered to In the defense sector, 2025 has been a period

us. We are also continuing

marked by normalization at the rhetorical level,

renewed engagement, and an emphasis on build-

our own efforts to have the ing strategic trust, however, uncertainties persist.
CAATSA sanctions lifted” Positive messages regarding the easing of CAATSA

Yasar Giiler/ 20.12.2025

sanctions and the F-35 issue becoming a renego-
tiable topic have strengthened expectations that
defense relations could move away from the axis

of crisis.

Ultimately, 2025 can be seen as a transitional year in which Tiirkiye-U.S. rela-
tions were reframed on the basis of functional coordination, pragmatism, and

controlled rapprochement, despite structural problems.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The main dynamic shaping Tiirkiye-U.S. relations in 2025 was a year of con-
tinued mutual dialogue between Ankara and Washington on the issues of
Gaza, post-Assad Syria, and the Russia-Ukraine War. The flexible and results-
oriented approach pursued in defense dossiers sought to turn fragile agenda
items into opportunities for renewed engagement. The intense direct contacts
between President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Donald Trump stood out as a
complementary mechanism that overcame institutional bottlenecks and pre-
served trust. However, in addition to the limited opening in the defense field,
the intensification of regional competition after Gaza and the realignment
between Israel, Greece, and the Greek Administration of Southern Cyprus

created a backdrop that narrowed Washington’s room for maneuver against
Ankara.
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The Limits of Defense Cooperation

The F-35 program and CAATSA sanctions remained at the center of defense
diplomacy throughout 2025. The limited rhetorical progress seen in this file
was made possible not only by coordination between Erdogan and Trump,
but also by CAATSA operating within an institutional and legal framework in
the U.S,, i.e. by creating a negotiable ground through the executive-Congress
balance, legal conditions, and bureaucratic processes. Therefore, 2025 was not
so much a year in which sanctions were effectively lifted, but rather a transi-
tional year in which the parties sought to institutionalize their search for solu-
tions while respecting each other’s red lines. The fact that U.S. Ambassador
to Ankara Tom Barrack emphasized on December 20252 that talks between
the two capitals were continuing and that the diplomatic atmosphere was
relatively favorable indicated that space had been created at the political will
level. However, Washington’s position on the actual status of the S-400 and
the legal conditions remained unchanged, and no final outcome was achieved

by the end of the year.

However, Turkish-U.S. defense relations are not limited to the F-35 issue.
Although the F-16 procurement and modernization (Block 70) file for 2025
seems to have reached a certain stage of agreement, Ankara’s preference for the
Eurofighter indicates that it has embarked on an alternative path for air force
modernization. However, Turkiye’s preference for 40 F-16 Block 70 Viper
fighter jets (at a total cost of approximately $7 billion) and its decision to
abandon the modernization kit is a sign of its new approach to air power mod-
ernization.’ This orientation, on the one hand, relatively reduces the strategic
weight of the modernization line pursued with the U.S., while on the other
hand, it brings Washington’s defense procurement decisions regarding Tiirkiye
into a more complex equation. More importantly, this picture clearly shows
that Turkish-U.S. defense cooperation has not completely broken down but
is seriously constrained by political and structural limitations in the areas of

advanced technology, joint production, and long-term integration.

At this point, a more critical issue is the procurement of F-16 engines from
the U.S. for Tiirkiye’s indigenous fighter jet, KAAN. This issue has gone

beyond being merely a technical procurement item; it has become directly

2 “U.S. Ambassador to Ankara Barrack pointed to the positive impact of the Trump-Erdogan rela-
tionship on the F-35 talks,” Anadolu Agency, 10 December 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/
abdnin-ankara-buyukelcisi-barrack-trump-erdogan-iliskisinin-f-35-gorusmelerine-olumlu-etkisine-is-
aret-etti/3766829 (Access:12 December 2025).

3 “Minister of National Defense Yasar Giiler Addresses the Grand National Assembly of Tiirkiye,” MOD,
11 December 2025, https://www.msb.gov.tr/SlaytHaber/b304faedde404fcbaad1d78998122dcb (Ac-
cess:15 December 2025).
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linked to dynamics such as the legal framework of CAATSA, the perception
of risk in U.S. domestic politics, and the intensification of regional compe-
tition following the Gaza conflict. Therefore, the limited opening in the
defense sector in 2025 has transformed into a broader bargaining arena that
goes beyond platform files such as the F-35/F-16, affecting Tiirkiye’s defense
industry ecosystem and future air power capacity through engine and sub-

system procurement.

The second structural factor narrowing this broad framework is the rapid de-
terioration of Tiirkiye—Israel relations following the Gaza war and the cre-
ation of a new competitive environment by Israel’s more aggressive policy in
the region. This situation complicates the resolution of chronic problems in
Turkish-American defense relations and makes it more costly for Washington
to take high-profile supply steps toward Tiirkiye. Even if Athens is not as-
sumed to have a direct decisive influence on the U.S., the accelerating strategic
rapprochement® in the Israel-Greece-Greek Cypriots triangle is emerging as
an additional external pressure factor affecting Washington’s risk perception
regarding Ankara and its set of regional priorities. Therefore, even if Turkiye
can produce a technical/political solution on the S-400 issue, it is becoming
increasingly difficult to reduce the process to a mere bilateral negotiation, not
only in symbolic cases such as the F-35, but also in critical sub-issues such as
the F-16 supply and the engine supply for KAAN.

Ultimately, 2025 marks a transitional year in which it remains unclear what
industrial, doctrinal, and defense economy model Tiirkiye will choose for its air
power modernization. The ongoing path with the U.S. regarding F-16 modern-
ization and potential engine procurement, combined with the Eurofighter pref-
erence and the KAAN project, has opened options for multiple procurement
and multiple capacity building; however, which of these options will evolve into

a sustainable strategy has emerged as one of the key test areas for 2026.

Syria After Assad: Tactical Disintegration, Strategic
Uncertainty

On Dec. 8, 2024, Hay’at Tahrir al-Sham (HTS) and allied groups took control
of Damascus, ending Assad’s 24-year rule. The new transitional government

established under the leadership of al-Sharaa opened the door to a revolution-

4 “KAAN and domestic engine development progressing according to plan,” Anadolu Agency, 29
August 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/savunma-sanayisi/kaan-ve-yerli-motor-calismalari-plana-uy-
gun-ilerliyor/3701699 (Access:15 December 2025).

5 Amichai Stein, Yonah Jeremy Bob, “In move to deter Tiirkiye, Israel explores creation of rapid-re-
sponse force with Greece, Cyprus”, Jerusalem Post, 19 December 2025, https://www.jpost.com/isra-
el-news/defense-news/article-880714 (Access:20 December 2025).
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ary era not only in Syria’s internal balance but also in regional and internation-
al politics. Therefore, the primary priority in 2025 is not the realization of the
revolution itself, but rather the creation of conditions that will allow the new
post-revolutionary administration to remain in place. In other words, Assad’s
overthrow alone was not considered sufficient; the three defining lines of 2025
became the establishment of security on the ground by the government led by
al-Sharaa, the construction of its international legitimacy, and the initiation of

economic restructuring with the lifting of sanctions.®

These three lines have produced a framework in which Tiirkiye-U.S. relations
have been realigned through Syria. First, under the heading of security, the new
administration’s removal of non-state armed forces from the risk zone and estab-
lishment of central authority has broadened the overlapping areas of interest be-
tween Ankara and Washington. Second, in terms of legitimacy and recognition,
Damascus’ acceptance at the regional and international levels has become criti-
cal for the sustainability of the transition process; although the parties use dif-
ferent tools, they have identified the preservation of a stable central authority as
a common goal. Third, the lifting of sanctions and economic restructuring have
emerged as a decisive threshold for the transition government’s permanence;
thus, the Syrian issue has become an agenda item shaping bilateral relations not

only through security but also through economics and diplomacy.

However, even if a perception of unity emerges between Tiirkiye and the U.S.
at the rhetorical level in 2025, and even if the Washington administration
views Ankara as a critical actor on the ground, the uncertainty in the White
House’s political stance has limited the implementation of full coordination.
While Ankara’s Syria strategy has a clearer framework, the same clarity has
not emerged on the Washington side; this situation has become particularly
apparent in the PKK/YPG and Israel issues. Therefore, while Washington and
Ankara appear to be aligned on lifting sanctions and supporting the new ad-
ministration, the rhetorical harmony that has emerged in the security field has

struggled to translate into practical results.

The new Damascus administration has declared the country’s territorial in-
tegrity an absolute priority and rejected federalist projects. Al-Sharaa’s state-
ments that Syria would not allow itself to become a base for the PKK/YPG
have clarified this line.” The agreement signed between the SDF and Damas-

6 Murat Yesiltas and Nebi Mis, “New Syria’s Foreign Policy Between Continuity and Change,” in New
Syria and International Actors, (ed.) Kemal Inat, Nebi Mis, SETA Publications, 2025, pp. 25-51.

7 “The leader of Syria’s new administration, Shara stated that they will not allow the country to
become a base for the PKK/YPG,” Anadolu Agency, 30 December 2024, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/
dunya/suriyedeki-yeni-yonetimin-lideri-sara-ulkenin-pkk-ypgnin-ussu-olmasina-izin-vermeyecekleri-

ni-belirtti/3437260 (Accessed 12 December 2025).
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cus on March 10, 2025,® which envisions the transfer of controlled areas to
the central government and the incorporation of armed elements into the
Syrian army, has provided an important framework for the principle of one
state, one army. The U.S. has moved toward a position of supporting the
integration of the SDF/YPG into Damascus at the level of rhetoric. How-
ever, throughout 2025, this issue has not been fully resolved on the ground,
and the scope, timeline, and irreversibility of integration have remained a
strategic uncertainty. Tiirkiye, meanwhile, continues to view the SDF/YPG
as an extension of the PKK, has monitored the process cautiously, and has
positioned the verification of integration on the ground as a fundamental

security criterion.

The Israeli factor has also been an external variable, complicating coordina-
tion in 2025. Following the Gaza war, Israel’s shift toward a more aggressive
security approach — first seeking to establish a new status quo in the Golan
Heights, and ultimately targeting Damascus militarily, has created a backdrop
that affects the relationship that the new Syria will establish with the interna-
tional community and the limits of Tiirkiye-U.S. coordination. From Wash-
ington’s perspective, an important sign regarding Turkiye’s position in Syria
is the invitation of Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan to the Trump-al-
Sharaa meeting. The trilateral meeting between the foreign ministers of Tiir-
kiye, Syria, and the U.S. at the White House on Nov. 11, 2025,’ showed that
the Syria file is being managed through a multilateral mechanism. However,
the overall outcome of 2025 was less about full coordination and more about
a realignment process aimed at keeping the new administration afloat, but

carrying over uncertainties regarding security to 2026.

Crisis Management in Uncertain Regional Conflicts

In 2025, crises in the Middle East and Eastern Europe appear to have relatively
strengthened the coordination line through crisis management, which is one of
the main dynamics in Tiirkiye-U.S. relations. This line, while highlighting the
function of leadership diplomacy, has also demonstrated why Ankara’s diplo-
matic capacity occupies a central place in the geopolitics of Turkish-American
relations. The Gaza and Ukraine files stand out as two separate areas where An-
kara has become an indispensable intermediary actor for Washington, both in a

matter concerning European security and in the Middle East’s most severe crisis.

8“Assessments of the new era in Syria,” BBC Turkish, 10 March 2025, https://www.bbc.com/turkee/
articles/c4g0pn88wylo (Access:14 December 2025).

9 “Tripartite summit at the White House: US, Turkish, and Syrian foreign ministers meet,” Hiirriyet, 1
November 2025, https://www.hurriyet.com.tr/dunya/beyaz-sarayda-uclu-zirve-abd-turkiye-ve-suriye-

disisleri-bakanlari-bir-araya-geldi -43015127 (Access: 14 December 2025).
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In the context of Gaza war, which lasted over two years, were brought to a
ceasefire with the Sharm el-Sheikh Agreement signed in Egypt in October
2025.' The participation of Egyptian President Abdel-Fattah el-Sissi, Qatari
Emir Sheikh Tamim bin Hamad Al Thani, as well as President Erdogan and
President Trump in the summit demonstrated that Ankara and Washington
were engaged in active diplomacy throughout the process. The implementa-
tion of the ceasefire and the advancement of the peace plan were then trans-
ferred to a more concrete coordination framework at the end of the year. At
a meeting held in Miami on Dec. 19, 2025, with the participation of repre-
sentatives from Tiirkiye, the U.S., Qatar, and Egypt, the implementation of
the first phase of the Gaza peace plan and the transition process to the second
phase were discussed.'! This line confirms that Tiirkiye is not merely a political
actor in Gaza, but is positioned as a diplomatic lever with influence over the
consolidation of the ceasefire and the design of transition mechanisms. Wash-
ington’s frequent references to Tiirkiye’s participation an International Peace-
keeping Force to Gaza, despite Israel’s opposition, can be seen as an element
that underscores Ankara’s military capabilities and potential influence beyond
its capacity for diplomatic mediation and intelligence diplomacy in the Gaza

issue.

In the Russia-Ukraine file, Tiirkiye has continued its balancing and mediating
role with concrete mechanisms at a critical juncture for European security.
The second round of peace talks in Istanbul in June 2025, the organization of
a trilateral meeting between Tiirkiye, Russia, and Ukraine on July 23, 2025,
and the conclusion of a new prisoner exchange agreement in Istanbul on July
24,2025, demonstrated Ankara’s ability to operate both political and humani-

tarian diplomatic channels simultaneously.'

However, the limits of this harmony became apparent in 2025. The Trump
administration’s attempt to advance through leader-to-leader diplomacy and
its pragmatic peace approach to the Ukraine issue, based on a frozen conflict
perspective,' requires Tiirkiye to reassess the balance of power in the Black

Sea. The plan imposes limits on Ukraine’s sovereignty by requiring an official

10 “President Erdogan attends signing ceremony for Sharm el-Sheikh Agreement,” Anadolu Agency,
13 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-sarm-el-seyh-anlasmasi-
nin-imza-torenine-katildi/3716183 (Access: 12 December 2025).

11 “Foreign Ministry Spokesperson Kegeli’s statement on the Gaza meeting in Miami,” Anadolu Agen-
cy, 20 December 2025, https://\mvw.aaAcom.tr/tr/gundcm/disislcri—bakanligi~s()Zcusu—kccclidcn«mi—
amideki-gazze-konulu-toplantiya-iliskin-aciklama/3776419 (Access:21 December 2025).

12 “What came out of the third round of Russia-Ukraine talks?”, BBC, 23 July 2025, https://www.
bbc.com/turkce/articles/cj3r47x818do (Access:12 December 2025).

13 “Trump said the US’s 28-point Ukraine peace plan is not the final offer,” Anadolu Agency, 5

December 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/trump-abdnin-28-maddelik-ukrayna-baris-plani-
nin-son-teklifi-olmadigini-soyledi/3751171 (Access:12 December 2025).
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recognition of Crimea, Donetsk, and Luhansk regions as belonging to Rus-
sia and tacitly accepting Moscow’s de facto control of Kherson/Zaporizhzhia.
Although Tuirkiye is seen as a key mediator in advancing this coercive peace
agenda, Ankara views it as a direct security threat, warning that this solution
would strengthen Russia and shift the balance of power in the Black Sea to its

detriment.

Therefore, the overall picture for 2025 confirms the increasing coordination
between Tiirkiye and the U.S. on the Gaza and Ukraine issues but also shows
that this coordination remains an area of constant negotiation due to strategic
costs and regional balances; expectations for 2026 will also be shaped by this

coordination-risk tension.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

The year 2026 stands out as a critical threshold for Turkiye-U.S. relations,
where the strategic pragmatism built throughout 2025 will be tested and it
will become clear whether it will evolve into an institutional framework. Re-
lations, which were shaped in the previous year by leadership diplomacy, re-
gional coordination, and rhetoric of détente in the defense sector, are expected
to be evaluated in 2026 through more concrete policy outcomes and institu-
tional mechanisms. In this context, 2026 is likely to be a year when the parties
not only maintain existing areas of harmony but also test the manageability
of fragile issues. The Trump administration’s second term approach to foreign
policy, which is more pragmatic, cost-benefit oriented, and leader-centered,
creates both room for maneuver and uncertainties for Tiirkiye. With this ap-
proach becoming more visible in 2026, Tiirkiye-U.S. relations are expected to
be shaped by concrete outcomes on the ground and security priorities rather

than normative debates.

Donald Trump’s more pronounced implementation of his “America First”
policy in his second term has reinforced the U.S.” tendency to reduce burden-
sharing, particularly in European security. Washington’s pressure on Europe to
assume greater responsibility for its defense has deepened the security vulner-
abilities of the European Union in an environment where the Russian threat
persists. This situation has made Turkiye, a key player in NATO’s southern
flank, an even more indispensable ally for Europe. In this context, by 2026,
Tiirkiye could become a more central actor not only in the U.S.” but also in

Europe’s security architecture.

In the defense sector, 2026 could be a year marked not by crises but by man-
aged issues in Tiirkiye-U.S. relations. Ankara’s final decision on the Russian

S-400 air defense systems could be a game-changer in Turkish-American
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defense relations. Although a complete resolution of the F-35 issue maybe
unlikely in the short term, the weakening of the actual impact of CAATSA
sanctions, the continuation of technical dialogue in the defense industry, and
the completion of the F-16 process indicate that bilateral defense relations
are progressing on a renewed engagement basis. Tiirkiye’s hosting of the 2026
NATO Summit will be the most important factor in institutionalizing this
process. This situation indicates that Tiirkiye’s position within NATO has
evolved into not only a military but also a diplomatic and strategic central

role.

In the Syrian context, 2026 will be a critical threshold that will test the sus-
tainability of the post-Assad order. Progress in the integration process of the
SDF/YPG into the central administration in Damascus could lead to this
issue, which has for years been a chronic source of friction in Tiirkiye-U.S.
relations, affecting its functional impact. The U.S.” continued emphasis on
Syria’s territorial integrity and gradual reduction of its military presence is
seen as a confidence-building measure by Ankara. However, delays in the
implementation of U.S. policies on the ground or a resurgence of the YPG’s
quest for de facto autonomy could again cause this issue to become a source
of fragility in 2026. If the YPG resists integration with the new admin-
istration and Tiirkiye resorts to a possible military operation, tensions in
Turkish-American relations may increase. On the other hand, if Israel con-
tinues to be a destabilizing actor in Syria, the increased competition between
Ankara and Tel Aviv could potentially escalate into conflict, leading to a
crisis between Ankara and Washington that would be difficult to manage. If
Israel’s aggression is not limited to Syria and Greece and Southern Cyprus
continue their quest to establish a new military balance against Turkiye in
2026, a more structural problem between Tiirkiye and the U.S. is also likely
to emerge. At this point, Greece’s attempt to arm some islands with systems
it will procure from Israel, or the Greek Cypriot administration’s deploy-
ment of systems such as the Barack MX, which will continue to jeopardize
Tirkiye’s security, may be met with a tougher response from Turkiye and
could lead to a new alignment between Washington and Ankara. Although
Washington may struggle to manage this balance, it will not allow to de-

velop a confrontational environment.

Looking ahead in 2026, the Russia-Ukraine War is likely to remain a topic
where coordination and cautious divergence coexist in Tiirkiye-U.S. relations.
President Trump’s 28-point peace plan, which includes elements related to
the status of Crimea, Donetsk, and Luhansk, is being carefully considered by
Ankara in terms of Black Sea security and regional balance. While the U.S.

advocates a rapid peace agenda, Tiirkiye has adopted a more cautious stance,
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prioritizing Black Sea security and regional balance. Nevertheless, mediation,
inter-leader dialogue, and diplomatic coordination channels are likely to be
maintained. If a ceasefire is not achieved and the war of attrition continues in
Ukraine, Ankara is likely to strengthen its position in a multi-layered geopo-
litical game. Considering the movement of Russian-made drones that began
violating Tiirkiye’s borders at the end of the year, it is inevitable that Tiirkiye
will become a country directly affected by the conflict in Ukraine. This situa-
tion could pave the way for Tiirkiye to pursue an active policy change on the

Ukraine issue.

In the context of Gaza and the wider Middle East, 2026 could be a year in
which Turkiye and the U.S. jointly test their mediation and crisis manage-
ment capacities. Maintaining the diplomatic harmony created by the Sharm
el-Sheikh process may not eliminate the parties’ differences regarding Israeli
policies, but it could enable the continuation of a cooperation model that
does not generate crises. However, Israel’s destabilizing attacks in the region
raise questions about regional security and the sustainability of the ceasefire.
Despite the ceasefire declared in October, Israel’s attacks in Gaza create un-
certainties for 2026. In this context, if Washington does not adopt a balanced
stance aimed at limiting Israel’s actions that increase regional instability, Is-
rael’s aggression in Gaza and its expansionist moves in Syria — particularly
around the occupied Golan Heights — will continue to hold the potential for
a direct confrontation between Ankara and Washington in 2026.

When outlining a general framework for Tiirkiye-U.S. ties in 2026, it is ex-
pected that both sides will strive to expand areas of cooperation while also
managing existing vulnerabilities. During this period, the course of relations
will largely depend on the level of institutionalization of defense and NATO
cooperation, the fight against terrorism in Syria, and regional developments in
the context of Russia-Ukraine and Gaza. The Trump administration’s transac-
tional pragmatism creates areas of flexibility in relations while also generating
uncertainties. Therefore, it is likely that Turkiye-U.S. relations in 2026 will
progress on a pragmatic ground where opportunities and potential tensions

coexist.
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TABLE 3: EXPECTATIONS FOR 2026

Title

NATO and
European
security

Defense
(CAATSA-S-
400-F-35)

Air force
modernization
(F-16—
Eurofighter—
KAAN)

Syria (post-
Assad order)

SDF/YPG
integration

Gaza (ceasefire
and phase 2)

Russia-Ukraine
(peace pressure/
Black Sea)

Expectation for 2026

Turkiye's strategic value
increases; Coordination works
more regularly

Step-by-step progress in the
legal/institutional framework;
Full solution is difficult in F-35

Multiple supply becomes
permanent; KAAN engine/
subsystem supply becomes
strategic bargaining area

Alignment in sanctions and
legitimacy support; Full
coordination in security is limited

Discursive support continues;
Closure in the field may be
delayed

Minilateral format continues;
Gradual progress in phase 2,
high risk of violation

Coordination + cautious
separation together; Risk of
frozen conflict

Probability

High

Medium

Medium

Medium-high

Medium

Medium

Medium-high

Net result

The backbone
that carries the
relationship

Managed file,
fragility persists

Produces long-term
uncertainty

There is discourse
harmony,
practical output is
fragmented

The area of chronic
tension “decreases
but does not end”

A field of
cooperation, but
fragile

Manageable
differentiation

Compiled by the author.
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As Russia’s sphere of influence shrank due to the war in Ukraine,
new opportunities began to emerge for Tiirkiye. Relatedly, new
fault lines started to appear in Syria, the South Caucasus, and
the Central Asia

Efforts to end the Ukraine war was the most prominent topic
in the Turkish-Russian bilateral meetings involving their presi-
dents and foreign ministers

Black Sea security became a priority in bilateral ties as the in-
creasing drone attacks by both sides further fueled security
concerns. While Russia’s military presence in the Black Sea con-
tinued to be restricted by the Montreux Straits regime, Turki-
ye continued its efforts to revive the Black Sea initiative for the
safety of the commercial navigation

While channels for strategic cooperation, negotiation, and di-
plomacy with Moscow are maintained, Turkiye consolidated
mutual trade and moral support of Ukraine. Notwithstanding,
Tirkiye reiterated its support for the Crimean Tatars at the high-
est level

Tirkiye showed tendency to maintain a certain degree of stabil-
ity in terms of its trade relations with Russia
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INTRODUCTION

Looking at the trajectory of Turkish-Russian relations this year, both indirect
rivalry and limited restrain within the framework of strategic cooperation are
observed. Strategic cooperation continues, particularly in the areas of econ-
omy, energy, and tourism. Navigation security in the Black Sea is gradually
entering this area as well. Furthermore, Russia’s military presence, particularly
the navy, in the Black Sea region has been restricted through the Montreux
convention. Warships and naval fortifications are not allowed in the region,

expanding Tiirkiye’s sphere of influence in the region.'

Notwithstanding, Ankara’s support for Ukraine continues as the strategic co-
operation and financial relations with Kyiv persist. Furthermore, Russia’s eco-
nomic, political, and military capacities have shrunk due to the Ukraine war,
opening windows of opportunity for Tiirkiye in various regions (South Cau-
casus, Syria, and Central Asia). Despite the competition and restrainment,
the economic dimension of Turkish-Russian relations remains stable and is

expected to reach levels comparable to previous years by the end of the year.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The fundamental dynamics affecting Tiirkiye-Russia relations in 2025 are:
Turkiye’s multi-vectoral foreign policy and compartmentalization, bilateral
trade, Black Sea security, leader-level diplomacy, the war in Ukraine, and Rus-

sia’s weakening regional influence.

1 Russia cannot relocate its fleet in the Mediterranean and other regions, and therefore cannot fortify
the area except for its local production. This constitutes a limitation. Tiirkiye has a significant window

of opportunity within the framework of legal legitimacy.
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Turkiye’s Multi-Vector Foreign Policy Approach

First, Tiirkiye’s multi-vector foreign policy approach provides the opportunity
to both deepen its relations with Russia and enhance partnerships with whom
Russia perceives as adversaries. This is how Ankara fosters diplomatic and eco-
nomic ties with countries that NATO deems a threat. Furthermore, the com-
partmentalization approach allows the two countries (Ttirkiye and Russia) to
keep areas of conflict and cooperation distinguished. Hence, they are being
able to simultaneously cooperate even in the areas where they are in conflict.

Both dynamics have been highly influential in the key developments of 2025.

As such, Turkiye engages in defense cooperation and growing trade with
Ukraine.? On the other hand, Tiirkiye continues to import natural gas and
oil from Russia. As of October, Russia accounted for almost half of Tiirkiye’s
total oil imports.® It leads in the imports of Russian petroleum product and
ranks third in natural gas, purchasing one-third of Russian natural gas sold

through pipelines.*

Moreover, Ankara encourages arrivals of Russian tourists since Tiirkiye is
among the rare destinations they can travel to.” The 2025 target was 7 million
Russian tourists,® and the number of Russian tourists visiting Tiirkiye in the
first nine months was estimated to be 5.53 million.” The nature and extent of
bilateral trade constitute the basis of strategic cooperation and constitute the

most fundamental dynamic of bilateral relations.

2 Bilateral trade reached 6 billion dollars last year and 10-billion-dollar target set for 2025.

See: “Turkish business world ready to support Ukraine’s reconstruction,” The Union of Chambers and
Commodity Exchanges of Turkiye, 18 February 2025, https://www.tobb.org.tr/Sayfalar/Eng/Detay.
php?rid=31261&lst=MansetListesi (Access:22 November 2025).

3 Robert Harvey, Ahmad Ghaddar and Enes Tunagur, “Exclusive: Turkey buys more non-Russian oil
after latest Western sanctions, sources say,” Reuters, 3 November 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).

4 In 2024, Tiirkiye imported 21 billion cubic meters of natural gas from Russia. Such numbers reached
12.7 billion cubic meters in the first seven months of 2025.

See: Petras Katinas and Vaibhav Raghunandan, “October 2025 — Monthly analysis of Russian fossil
fuel exports and sanctions,” Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air (CREA), 13 November
2025,  https://energyandcleanair.org/october-2025-monthly-analysis-of-russian-fossil-fuel-exports-
and-sanctions/ (Access:24 November 2025); Vusala Abbasova, “Russia Increases Gas Exports to Tiirki-
ye as TurkStream Becomes Key Transit Route,” Caspian News, 3 October 2025. (Access:25 December
2025).

5 In 2025, 6.7 million Russian tourists visited Tiirkiye which represents an average revenue of $7.7
billion. It is calculated with the tourism revenue numbers of last year. 61 billion dollars divided into
52.6 million. As a result, the number per tourist is around 1160 dollars. It is multiplied by 6.7 million
Russian tourist and the result makes around 7.7 billion dollars.

See: “Tiirkiye caps 2024 with record 52.6M tourists, gains of over $61B”, Daily Sabah, 31 January
2025. (Access:25 December 2025).

6 Emre Giirkan Abay, “Tiirkiye bu yil 7 milyondan fazla Rus turisti agirlamayt bekliyor,” Anadolu
Ajanst, 21 March 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).

7 “Tourism revenues reach $50 billion in first nine months of 2025,” Hiirriyet Daily News, 31 Octo-

ber 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).
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Black Sea Security
Recently, Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan reiterated plans to imple-

ment a mechanism to ensure navigational safety in the Black Sea and the safe
transportation of food,® which presents opportunity for cooperation. It’s a
continuation and consolidation of previous joint

ventures achieved in the Black Sea. On April 17,

Tiirkiye hosted 21 nations for a meeting on mari- “From the ve ry first day the
time SCCLll'ity planning. At this mceting, Turklye war began our principle has

reiterated that it would not open the straits to

any warships.” In other words, the Montreux

been clear: There can be no

Convention is not compromised and the Rus- winner in war, but there can

sian navy is not allowed to reinforce its presence.

be no loser in a just peace.

This approach provides Tiirkiye with geographi- Guided by this belief we
I

cal and strategic advantages. First, it can prevent

other countries from projecting their power in have been the cou ntry that
the region. Second, it staves off militarization in has made the most intensive

the Black Sea. Third, it can remain neutral, hence

maintain and deepen its economic relations with

efforts to bring the war to an

all sides. Fourth, despite the war, it consolidates end at the negOtiating table.

Tiirkiye’s role as a reliable actor, attracting more

diplomatic and economic attention. In the con-

Istanbul remains the only

text of energy, considering the Nord Stream ex- platform where the parties
ample, it stands out as the most reliable route can meet at a technical level

from Moscow’s perspective. In terms of supply
security and transportation risks, the non-mil-

itarization of the Black Sea within the context

and discuss the parameters
of peace.”

of the Montreux Convention and the inability Hakan Fidan/15.12.2025

of NATO member states to access the region

through the straits, are crucial issues.

Russia’s Retraction

Furthermore, conflict of interests occurs simultaneously in the Caucasus, Syr-
ia, and Central Asia. As Russian grip over these regions loosens, new windows
of opportunity emerge for other actors like Ankara. These include Tiirkiye’s
bilateral relations with Azerbaijan, its growing engagement with the new Syr-

ian administration through economic, military and diplomatic reconstruction

8 “Erdogan Tells Putin Cooperation With Russia Key to Rcsolving chional Conflicts,” The Moscow
Times, 28 March 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).

9 “Tiirkiye won't open straits until peace reached between Russia-Ukraine,” Hiirriyet Daily News, 17
April 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).
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efforts; the ongoing normalization process with Armenia; and the increasing
integration promoted through the Organization of Turkic States. Besides, it
also facilitates the penetration of states other than Tiirkiye into the region,
such as the Zangezur Corridor becoming the Trump corridor (Trump Route
for International Peace and Prosperity - TRIPP) and Azerbaijan’s inclusion
in the C5+1." Nevertheless, none of these issues, not even conducting trade
with two warring parties, do not affect the stability of bilateral relations.

Leadership Diplomacy

In this context, leadership diplomacy is also crucial. The dialogue between the
heads of the two states, along with issue-based and solution-focused discus-
sions free from political and bureaucratic obstacles, has become the funda-
mental dynamic of the sustainable bilateral relations. The relationship does
not progress along a single axis; instead, multilayered, flexible, and issue-based
approaches are adopted. This way, the issues are not confused and do not re-
place or overshadow each other. Leadership diplomacy creates opportunities

in bilateral relations, particularly in the crisis management.!

The War in Ukraine

The Ukrainian war has become a fundamental dynamic in Tiirkiye-Russia
bilateral relations since 2014. This role has been strengthened after the war
began in 2022. Since then, the Ukrainian war has affected, if not determined,
the future projections in Tirkiye-Russia relations. In this context, the war
has profoundly impacted the Black Sea security architecture, the European
security architecture, the international system, and its value-based structure

The course of the war, the losses suffered by both parties, and how the war will

end are directly related to Tiirkiye’s national security and regional stability.™

10 Azerbaijan joined to the C5+1 platform which is a multilateral diplomatic forum launched in 2015
that brings together the United States with the five Central Asian states: Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Ta-
jikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. To see more: Luke Coffey, “Azerbaijan: A Strategic Addition
to the C5,” Arab News, 21 November 2025 (Access:25 December 2025); Eric Rudenshiold, “C5+1 at
a Crossroads: Charting the Next Decade of US-Central Asia Engagement,” The Diplomat, 3 Novem-
ber 2025. (Access:25 December 2025).

11 “Turkish Shipping Company Ends Russia-Linked Voyages After Tanker Explosions,” The Moscow
Times, 3 December 2025 (Access:25 December 2025); “Ilytun Bcrpermics ¢ Dpaoranom,” PUA
Hogocru, 12 December 2025 (Access:25 December 2025); Yuliia Dysa and Max Hunder, “Russia
attacks two Ukrainian ports, damaging three Turkish-owned vessels,” Reuters, 13 December 2025.
(Access:25 December 2025).

12 The potential for the Ukrainian War to spill over into the Black Sea, and the possibility of NATO
member states being drawn into the conflict, directly impacts the national security of Tiirkiye (both a
NATO member and a Black Sea coastal state). Recent drone attacks in the Black Sea and Russia’s vio-
lation of Polish airspace, fuel this possibility. This scenario could undermine not only regional stability
but also gl()bal security. Furthermore, the possibility of Tiirkiye severing economic or political relations
with either countries could incur significant costs for Ankara, which would be difficult to recover.
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Tiirkiye is a strategic partner of both Ukraine and Russia, having close interac-
tions with both. The war impacted Russias strategic compass, and reshaped its
major trading partners, areas of maneuver in foreign policy, interdependence
in relations, etc. In the meantime, Tiirkiye has emerged as a reliable and stable
trading partner. Moreover, despite being a NATO member, Tiirkiye’s ability to
conduct its relations independently and not to join sanctions against Russia,
have enabled Ankara to maintain a strong political and economic channels

with Moscow.

In short, Tiirkiye has transitioned from a strategic partner to a trusted strategic
partner. Simultaneously, it has expanded its sphere of influence by taking ad-
vantage of windows of opportunity. Besides, trade with Ukraine, regardless of
the sector, has increased, and unconditional support for Kyiv and the Crimean
Tatars has been consistently reiterated. All of this operated on a delicate bal-
ance. Of course, a scenario where Tiirkiye joins the anti-Russian camp along
the sanction’s regime, would profoundly strain relations with Moscow. The
opposite scenario where Tiirkiye continues to avoid the sanctions and if the
U.S. increases sanctions and tightens them on third parties, Ankara may face
economic and diplomatic difficulties. Ukraine continues to be a dynamic sub-

ject with extremely high potential for both conflict and cooperation.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Based on the current trajectory of bilateral relations and key developments
observed in 2025, two possible categories of impact are proposed for the evo-
lution of Tuirkiye-Russia relations in 2026: opportunity and uncertainty. It is
determined that the impact of three fundamental dynamics on the relations
between the two countries is uncertain, while the other three may bring op-
portunities. To start with, compartmentalization will enable Tiirkiye to main-
tain its balanced and pragmatic strategy. This will allow Ankara to maintain
its maneuverability in bilateral relations and be less vulnerable to crises. Even
if the fault lines between Moscow and Ankara become strained, high-level
dialogue and partnership can be maintained. Thanks to the multi-vectoral
foreign policy, it will continue in a highly flexible, manageable and replaceable
manner. This dynamic will ensure the preservation of strategic cooperation
in Turkiye-Russia relations as well as the prevention or management of crises

again in 2026. It will indeed present opportunities for bilateral relations.

Diplomacy between the leaders will continue to develop bilateral relations
and direct dialogue. Like the previous dynamic, this factor is also extremely
beneficial in crisis management and expands the areas of strategic cooperation.
It is expected impact over the relations is centered around opportunity axis.

Mutual trade will continue to strategically strengthen bilateral relations. The
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two countries’ trade volume, their partnership in critical sectors like energy,
and Turkiye’s post-war emergence as a key and secure destination for Russian
gas and oil products are noteworthy. Furthermore, Russian tourists hold a
significant place in Turkiye’s GDP. Efforts are being made to protect tourism
under all circumstances. Therefore, economic interaction will continue to cre-

ate opportunities in 2026.

On the other side, the Ukraine war will continue to be ambiguous in 2026,
depending on the course of the war, casualties, Europe’s approach, and U.S.
policy vis-a-vis the war and Russia. Russia’s significant advances on the eastern
front, inflicting costs within Ukraine, and creating unmanageable conditions
through targeting energy facilities during the winter, could shape the war in
Moscow’s favor. Critical determinants include whether the U.S. will embrace
agreements that prioritize the Kremlin’s wishes and objectives; whether it will
impose the clauses protecting Russia’s interests on Kiev. Similarly, the peace
conditions Europe will support, the role NATO will play, and the nature of
the security guarantees, create both potential opportunities and areas of con-
flicts in Tuirkiye-Russia relations. As such, the Istanbul negotiations are an im-
portant mechanism for ending the war. Tiirkiye’s status as a reliable strategic
partner for both sides present diplomatic opportunities for Ankara. However,
the uncertainty surrounding NATO’s involvement and security guarantees, as
well as the stance the U.S. and Europe will take if a peace agreement is not
reached, also carries the potential for conflict in Ankara-Moscow relations.

Therefore, the impact of this dynamic is uncertain.

The impact of two issues directly related to the Ukraine war on Turkish-Rus-
sian relations in 2026 appears uncertain. First, Russia’s weakening influence in
various regions opens windows of opportunity for Tiirkiye. Tiirkiye is filling
some of these. At the same time, they are also on the radar of other countries.
Syria after the fall of Assad is a good example. While Tiirkiye is effectively
penetrating the gap created by Russia, the U.S., Israel, and the Gulf Countries
are similarly inclined to expand their spheres of influence. The decline of Rus-
sian influence in the South Caucasus opens up significant areas for Tiirkiye.
Ankara is strengthening its economic, military, and diplomatic relations in the
region. But similarly, the U.S. is intervening in the region by becoming a part-
ner in the Zangezur Corridor. Azerbaijan is joining the C5+1 member states
and elevating its relations with the U.S. to a strategic level.” Hereby, various

opportunities and new challenges exist for Turkiye.

13 Mazahir Afandiyev, “Azerbaijan—US relations elevated to the level of strategic partnership,” EU Re-
porter, 9 August 2025, hteps://www.eureporter.co/azerbaijan/2025/08/09/azerbaijan-u-s-relations-el-
evated-to-the-level-of-strategic-partnership/ (Access:28 November 2025).
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The impact of Russia’s weakening sphere of influence on Ankara-Moscow axis
appears to be uncertain. Likewise, regarding Black Sea security, Tiirkiye is tak-
ing steps to establish a joint mechanism with Moscow. In this way, it aims to
ensure food security and navigation safety. At the same time, it is also developing
relations with other coastal states and, by keeping the Montreux Convention at
play, preventing the Russian Navy from establishing fortifications in the region.
Considering that the Russian naval presence in the region has gradually dimin-
ished due to the war, the strategic gains for Tiirkiye rises. There is cooperation
on the one side, and the possibility of further restraint and conflict on the other

side. Hence, the impact on bilateral relations is uncertain.

Expectations for 2026 Impact on Relations

Compartmentalization L . .
P Maintained strategic cooperation and

and l.VluIt|-v.ectoraI e o Opportunity
Foreign Policy

. Improved bilateral relations and direct .
Leader-level Diplomacy I (e Opportunity
War in Ukraine Potential for conflict and cooperation. Uncertainty

On the one hand, Turkiye is limiting
Russian influence, but on the

other hand, it is creating space for
cooperation.

Black Sea Security Uncertainty

Russia’s influence was restricted and it
Russia’s weakening lost influence in the multiple regions.
regional influence Turkiye is partially filling the power
vacuum in these regions.

Uncertainty

Bilateral Trade Strengthened bilateral relations. Opportunity

Compiled by the author.







REDEFINING TURKIYE-EU
SECURITY IN THE SHADOW OF
GLOBAL DRIFT




Germany’s approval of the Eurofighter sale to Tirkiye after a
two-year blockade marked a decisive policy shift, effectively
ending Berlin’s de facto arms embargo and signaling a more
pragmatic, interest-based approach under the Christian Dem-
ocrats

Donald Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency, his reluctance to
support EU policies on the Russia-Ukraine War, and increased
economic pressure on Europe weakened transatlantic cohesion
and pushed the EU toward closer security cooperation with
partners such as Turkiye

Tirkiye's bid to join the EU’'s SAFE defense initiative was blocked
in 2025 by Greece and the Greek Cypriot Administration, re-
vealing persistent divisions among EU member states despite
heightened security concerns

Defense-industrial cooperation between Tiirkiye and EU coun-
tries expanded in 2025, highlighted by Baykar’s partnership
with Italy’s Leonardo and its acquisition of Piaggio Aerospace

Growing EU security anxieties and Turkiye's strategic relevance
revived rhetoric on re-energizing Turkiye’s EU accession pro-
cess, notably reflected in statements by German Foreign Minis-
ter Johann Wadephul

Despite a generally more positive security-oriented EU ap-
proach toward Turkiye in 2025, key issues such as visa liberal-
ization and Customs Union modernization saw no substantive
progress, exposing a gap between rhetoric and policy action
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INTRODUCTION

The European Union, which has increasingly perceived itself as insecure vis-
a-vis Moscow due to the Russia-Ukraine War — and whose sense of vulner-
ability deepened further with Donald Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency
in January 2025 — has undertaken significant adjustments in its policy toward
Tiirkiye. These shifts have been most visible in the field of security policy.
Throughout 2025, a substantial body of articles, policy reports, and analyti-
cal studies emphasized that Europe’s mounting security challenges necessitate
closer cooperation with Tiirkiye, the construction of a new European security

architecture, and Tiirkiye’s inclusion as a key pillar of that architecture.!

These analyses highlighted that Tiirkiye — having emerged in recent years as
a major defense producer — could serve as a supplier of critical weapons sys-
tems and ammunition required by the European Union. Particular empha-
sis was placed on Ankara’s advanced capabilities in the production of armed
unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), identifying Tiirkiye as a valuable partner.
Moreover, Tiirkiye was portrayed as a contributor to Europe’s evolving defense
posture in regards to Russia, a crucial partner in preventing and managing
conflicts and crises in regions adjacent to Europe, and a continuing major

market for European arms exports.?

1 Susanne Giisten, “Europas Sicherheit: Wie Trump mit seiner Politik die Tiirkei aufwertet”, Zagess-
piegel, 16 March 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); “Faced with Russia, EU’s defence must include
Turkey”, France 24,7 March 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); Farhad Salmanian, “Tiirkei als Schliis-
selakteur in der europiischen Sicherheitsordnung”, Frankfurter Rundschau, 23 March 2025 (Access:29
December 2025); Viacheslav Musiienko, “From Defense Cooperation to European Integration: Can
Security Dynamics Revitalize Turkey—EU Relations?”, Transatlantic Dialogue Center, 18 December
2025. (Access:29 December 2025).

December 2025); Gavin Blackburn, “Germany’s Merz urges deeper European ties with Turkey despite
disagreements on Gaza”, Euronews, 30 October 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); “Turkey steps into
EU defence plans as bloc eyes independence from US”, RFI, 21 June 2025. (Access:29 December
2025).
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While these publications frequently criticized Tiirkiye for not fully aligning
with the EU’s sanctions and pressure-based policies toward Russia, Ankara’s
efforts to facilitate a diplomatic resolution to the Russia-Ukraine War and its
role as one of Ukraine’s key arms suppliers — while firmly supporting Ukraine’s

territorial integrity — were largely viewed in a positive light.

Germany’s new government, led by Chancellor Friedrich Merz, took a sig-
nificant step toward deepening security partnership in Tirkiye—EU relations
by lifting a two-year blockade and approving the sale of Eurofighter aircraft
to Turkiye in July 2025. However, Tiirkiye’s request to participate in the EU’s
new defense initiative — the Security Action for Europe (SAFE), which en-
visages a 150 billion euros financing mechanism to strengthen the Union’s
collective defense capacity by 2030 — did not receive a favorable response at
the initial stage. This outcome demonstrated that uncertainty and divergence

persist within EU circles regarding policy toward Ankara.

The same ambiguity is evident in debates over Tiirkiye’s EU accession pro-
cess, visa liberalization, and the modernization of the Customs Union. While
some European leaders have advocated positive steps in these areas in light of
Tiirkiye’s growing security relevance’, opposition from other European actors
has thus far prevented the adoption of measures that would meet Ankara’s

expectations.*

MAIN DYNAMICS

Structural Drivers

In 2025, the principal determinants shaping Turkiye-EU security relations
were the Russia-Ukraine War, the change of political leadership in the U.S.,
and the progressive hardening of global politics. A historical analysis of re-
lations between Tiirkiye and the European Union suggests that three inter-
related concepts have consistently structured their underlying rationale: se-
curity, cultural identity, and economic interests. When examined through
the security lens, a clear positive correlation emerges between the EU’s threat
perceptions ands its willingness to pursue Tiirkiye’s membership or deeper
integration and cooperation. Periods marked by heightened EU security con-

cerns have generally coincided with more accommodating European attitudes

3 “Wadephul sagt Tiirkei neuen Anlauf fiir EU-Beitritt zu”, Handelsblatt, 28 November 2025(Ac-
cess:29 December 2025); “Polens Ministerprisident Tusk will Schliisselrolle fiir die Tiirkei in Friedens-
vcrhandlungcn“‘ Euronews Deutsch, 13 March 2025. (Access:29 December 2025).

4 Amandine Hess, “EU-Bericht: Nein zu einem Beitritt der Tiirkei, Ja zu strategischen Partner-
schaften”, Euronews Deutsch, 8 May 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); “EU-Beitrittsprozess der
Tiirkei muss eingefroren bleiben”, Europiisches Parlament, 7 May 2025. (Access:29 December 2025).
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toward cooperation with Tiirkiye and toward Tiirkiye’s EU accession pros-
pects. Conversely, when security anxieties have receded, Brussels and other
European capitals have tended to adopt more restrictive and confrontational

policies toward Ankara.

Paradoxically, however, periods in which security concerns intensify and the
EU's reliance on Tiirkiye increases have also witnessed a parallel rise in pressure
on Ankara through the instrumentalization of human rights and democracy
narratives. Such measures —often perceived by Tiirkiye as interference in its

internal affairs— have contributed to recurrent tensions in bilateral relations.

Transatlantic Uncertainty

With Donald Trump’s return to the U.S. presidency, EU member states found
themselves in an increasingly vulnerable position vis-a-vis Russia over Ukraine. As
a result, in 2025 European foreign policy increasingly prioritized security-driven
calculations. While the Trump administration refrained from supporting the EU’s
hardline sanctions regime against Russia, it simultaneously generated profound
unease by openly supporting far-right movements in Europe and threatening EU
economies through trade tariffs. In response, EU states sought both to compen-
sate for the strategic vacuum created by the United States in confronting Russia
and strengthen their own military capabilities. In this context, they rediscovered
that Tuirkiye —previously subjected to pressure through sanctions and undeclared

arms embargoes— constituted a critical partner on both fronts.

Tiirkiye’s sizeable and capable military positioned it as a potential cornerstone
of the defensive posture Europe sought to construct vis-a-vis Russia. At the
same time, rapidly ascending Turkish defense firms were increasingly able to
supply the EU with much-needed weapons systems, ammunition, and, in par-

ticular, advanced armed unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) technologies.

Defense-Industrial Convergence

Germany’s political transition in 2025 further facilitated the implementa-
tion of a long-needed shift in EU policy toward Ankara. The exclusion of the
Greens — who had held ideologically rigid positions on Tiirkiye — from the
new governing coalition enabled a more pragmatic recalibration. Under the
leadership of Chancellor Friedrich Merz, the new CDU/CSU-SPD govern-
ment enacted a significant policy change by approving the sale of Eurofighter

combat aircraft to Tiirkiye in July’ In practice, Germany had already dis-

5 Kemal Inat, “Tiirk-Alman iliskilerinde stratejik ortaklik yeniden mi basliyor?”, Anadolu Ajansi, 30
October 2025. (Access:29 December 2025).
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mantled much of its de facto arms embargo under Olaf Scholz in 2024 and
had signaled openness to the Eurofighter deal. However, despite prior ap-
proval from the other consortium partners, Germany’s formal authorization

only materialized under the new administration.

Another major development in 2025 with implications for Tiirkiye-EU se-
curity cooperation was the partnership agreement signed between Baykar
—one of Tirkiye’s largest acrospace and defense

companies— and Italy’s leading defense manu-

“Itis becoming ianeaSingly facturer, Leonardo, in the field of unmanned
impossib|e for Europe to technologies, alongside Baykar’s acquisition of

maintain its position as a

the Italian aerospace firm Piaggio Aerospace.®

These initiatives not only deepened bilateral

gIobaI actor without T rkiye military cooperation between Tiirkiye and Italy
playlng its rightful role. To —a key EU member state— but also signaled the

put it bluntly, European

potential for broader defense-industrial part-

nerships between Ankara, Brussels, and other

Security is unthinkable European capitals. Considering that Baykar has

without Turkiye. We expect

exported armed UAVs to numerous European

countries, including EU members such as Po-

our Euro pean friends to land and Romania, the strategic value of Tiirkiye
ﬁna”y face this rea“ty as a partner for an EU that is seeking to enhance

and advance our full

its military capacity against Russia becomes in-

creasingly evident.

membership process with a

visionary perspective.’ Recep

Limits of Strategic Alignment

Tayyip Erdogan/ 04.03.2025 At the same time for Tirkiye, which aims to in-

crease its own defense expenditures in line with
NATO’s latest decisions, European countries
have long remained among its most important defense suppliers. In recent
years, Spain and Italy have emerged as prominent suppliers to Tiirkiye, and
following the lifting of Berlin’s de facto embargoes, Germany has once again

become one of Tiirkiye’s leading arms suppliers.”

Finally, the EU’s failure to approve Turkiye’s participation in the SAFE pro-
gram in 2025, despite expecting substantial security contributions from An-

kara, demonstrated that relations remain fraught notwithstanding heightened

6 “Baykar ve Leonardo Insansiz Teknolojiler Alaninda Ortaklik Anlagmas: Imzalady”, Baykartech.
com, 6 March 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); “Baykar Italyan Havacilik Devi Piaggio’yu Resmen
Biinyesine Katt1”, Baykartech.com, 30 June 2025. (Access:29 December 2025).

7 Andreas Ernst, “Die Tiirkei wird zum strategischen Schliisselland fir die EU”, NZZ, 19 August
2025. (Access:29 December 2025).
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threat perceptions. The blocking of Tiirkiye’s participation by Greece and the
Greek Cypriot Administration (GCA), with the backing of certain EU circles,
not only underscored the lack of a unified EU security policy but also high-
lighted the necessity for sustained efforts to overcome structural and political

obstacles in the future of Tiirkiye-EU security cooperation.®

2026 EXPECTATIONS

The future trajectory of Tiirkiye-EU security relations in 2026 will be shaped
primarily by the evolution of the Russia-Ukraine War and the posture adopted
by the United States toward this conflict. Should the war continue without a
diplomatic settlement, and should the U.S. administration refrain from pro-
viding meaningful support to the EU vis-a-vis Russia, European states’ reli-
ance on Tirkiye for security cooperation and defense-industrial partnership
is likely to increase. Under such circumstances, an expansion of cooperation
between Tiirkiye and the EU across the security, economic, and political do-
mains may become more plausible, alongside concrete steps to meet Ankaras
long-standing expectations regarding visa facilitation and the modernization

of the Customs Union.

In the event of heightened Russia-related security risks, EU member states
seeking to incorporate Tiirkiye into the defensive line they aim to construct
against Moscow may also search for mechanisms to neutralize objections
raised by Greece, the GCA, and their supporters within the EU. In this con-
text, progress toward resolving disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean and the
Aegean — most notably the Cyprus issue — could emerge as part of a broader
strategic recalibration. The continuation, escalation, or intensification of the
Russia-Ukraine War, combined with U.S. policies that further unsettle Euro-

pean security perceptions, would render such developments even more likely.

Conversely, if the Russia-Ukraine War were to conclude through a negotiated
settlement, the shape of Tiirkiye-EU relations would largely depend on the
subsequent trajectory of EU-Russia relations. A normalization between Brus-
sels and Moscow following a peace agreement would likely reduce the EU’s
immediate security dependence on Tiirkiye. Nevertheless, having experienced
firsthand the extent to which tensions with Russia can escalate, EU member

states may be expected to approach Tiirkiye with greater caution and sensitiv-

8 Jakop Hanke Vela ve Gerd Héhler, “Griechenland will Teilnahme der Tiirkei am EU-Programm
blockieren”, Handelsblatt, 29 September 2025 (Access:29 December 2025); Bill Giannopoulos, “Cy-
prus Blocks Turkey from EU Safe Defence Programme”, Greek City Times, 24 October 2025 (Ac-
cess:29 December 2025); Giiven Ozalp, “AB’nin savunma fonu SAFE icin verdigi stire doldu: Tiirkiye
icin siire¢ bitti mi?”, BBC Tiirkce, 30 November 2025. (Access:29 December 2025).
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ity than in previous periods. At the same time, given the persistence within the
EU of perspectives that conceptualize relations with Tiirkiye as an asymmetric
interdependence —viewing Ankara not as an equal strategic partner but as an
actor to be managed or steered— the possibility that European capitals revert

to earlier policy miscalculations cannot be excluded.

Another potential tension in Tirkiye-EU relations in 2026 may stem from
Israel’s regional posture. The Netanyahu government, increasingly perceived
as pursuing expansionist policies and seeking to construct an anti-Tiirkiye
alignment together with Greece and the GCA, could engage in provocations
through these actors. Should Greece and the GCA, relying on Israeli back-
ing and the support of pro-Israeli lobbying networks, pursue policies that
challenge Ankara, Tiirkiye may respond by taking measures similar to those
adopted in previous years to defend its rights in the Eastern Mediterranean.
Any escalation in this theater would likely cast a shadow over Tiirkiye-EU re-
lations. Given that, until recently, the EU often aligned itself with Greece and
the GCA in disputes with Tiirkiye — frequently neglecting Ankara’s broader
geopolitical significance — there remains a risk that Brussels and certain Eu-

ropean capitals could repeat this pattern in the event of a new Israel-triggered
Tiirkiye-Greece/ GCA crisis.

Syria constitutes yet another domain with significant potential to generate
friction in Tiirkiye-EU relations in 2026. The refusal of the Isracl-backed
SDF/YPG to disarm and its insistence on autonomy increase the likelihood
of Turkish military action against this group, which Ankara regards as the
Syrian branch of the PKK. Given the strong reactions EU members displayed
toward Tiirkiye’s military operations in Syria between 2016 and 2019, a re-
newed intervention targeting an Israel-encouraged SDF/YPG presence could
undermine the positive momentum in Tiirkiye-EU relations, particularly in

the security sphere, and reintroduce significant strains.
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TABLE 5: EXPECTATIONS FOR TURKIYE-EU RELATIONS IN 2026

Core Dynamics

2026 Scenarios

Implications for EU-Tiirkiye
Security Relations

Russia-Ukraine
War

EU-U.S. Rela-
tions

SAFE Program

Israel-Greece-
GCA Align-
ment

Israel-SDF/YPG
Alignment

Customs
Union

Continuation of the war

Termination of the war through
a peace agreement

Termination of the war on
terms favorable to Russia

Continued tension in transat-
lantic relations

Normalization of EU-U.S. rela-
tions

Turkiye's inclusion in the SAFE
framework

Turkiye's exclusion from SAFE

Israel encourages Greece and
the GCA to confront Turkiye

The EU restrains Greece and
the GCA

Israel encourages the SDF/YPG
against Turkiye and Damascus

The United States restrains the
SDF/YPG

The EU modernizes the
Customs Union in line with
Turkiye's demands

The EU refrains from modern-
izing the Customs Union

Turkiye's strategic impor-
tance may increase

Turkiye's strategic impor-
tance may decrease

Turkiye's strategic impor-
tance may increase

Turkiye's strategic impor-
tance may increase

Turkiye's strategic impor-
tance may decrease

Highly positive effects

Negative effects

Negative effects

Positive effects
Negative effects

Positive effects

Positive effects

Negative effects

Compiled by the author.







TURKIYE-NATO RELATIONS:
Developments and Projections




Prolonged confrontation with Russia

A growing embedded parallel competition with China

Expanding regional interests in the Middle East, the Balkans,
the Black Sea basin, and the Indo-Pacific region

The Trump administration’s ongoing lack of interest in NATO
solidarity

The EU’s efforts to become more independent in the military
and defense sector
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INTRODUCTION

Throughout 2025, NATO’s operational stance was influenced by a series of
interconnected priorities. The Alliance continued to prioritize the conflict at
the eastern flank, the Hague Summit required a 5% commitment for de-
fense investment, while Allies are expected to “allocate at least 3.5% of GDP
annually by 2035.”! In addition, allocation of “1.5% of GDP annually to,
among other things, protect the critical infrastructure, defend networks, en-
sure civil preparedness and resilience, unleash innovation, and strengthen the
defense industrial base™ shaped the Alliance’s strategic planning. Maintaining
the security posture on the eastern flank against a potential Russian threat or
escalation,® remained a central guiding principle, while enhancing interop-
erability through a well-integrated force posture that complements capabili-
ties of Allies, was emphasized as a core requirement. NATO also stressed be-
ing prepared for a high-intensity conflict in Ukraine or elsewhere due to the
nuclear threats of Russia,* and focusing on energy and maritime chokepoint
vulnerabilities, primarily across the Arctic and Baltic Sea.’ Finally, observing
the U.S.-China systemic rivalry and its shocks beyond the Transatlantic® con-
tinued to inform NATO’s broader geopolitical outlook.

1 NATO, “The Hague Summit Declaration”, 25 June 2025, “https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/

2 NATO, “The Hague Summit Declaration”.

3 NATO, “Strengthening NATO’s eastern flank”, 23 October 2025, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/
natohq/topics_136388.htm, (Access:10 November 2025).

4 The Munich Eye, “NATO to Emphasize Nuclear Deterrence Amid Rising Tensions with Russia”,
10 November 2025, https://themunicheye.com/nato-nuclear-deterrence-russia-tensions-28800, (Ac-
cess:10 November 2025).

5 Naval News, “US Navy Carrier High North Deployment Points to NATO Deterrence Impact of
CSG Presence”, 24 September 2025, https://www.navalnews.com/naval-news/2025/09/us-navy-carri-
er-high-north-deployment-points-to-nato-deterrence-impact-of-csg-presence/, (Access:10 November
2025).

6 Luis Simon, “NATO’s China and Indo-Pacific conundrum”, 22 November 2022, https://www.nato.

int/docu/review/articles/2023/11/22/natos-china-and-indo-pacific-conundrum/index.html, (Access:10
November 2025).
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Alongside this strategic direction, NATO foreign and defense ministerial
meetings in early 2025 repeatedly emphasized that the Baltic security pillar
must remain connected to the Black Sea strategic pillar. In this context, Tiir-
kiye has become a balancing member of the Alliance, aiding communica-
tion with Russia. Additionally, Tiirkiye continued to focus on enforcing the
Montreux Convention, preventing the naval reinforcement of Russian com-

bat assets heading toward the Black Sea.

In 2025, the Alliance took a series of clear, time-specific actions that strength-
ened deterrence and sped up deliveries. During the Defense Ministers’” meet-
ing on Feb. 13, 2025, in Brussels, Allies prepared for the mid-year summit by
agreeing on accelerated schedules for delivering air defense, long-range strike
enablers, and ammunition resupply.” Tiirkiye’s defense industry, with its high-
tech manufacturing capacity, has become an alternative for allies to accelerate
their armament programs. In this sense, the drone traflic across the critical
infrastructure of NATO countries recalled Turkish counterdrone technology.®
The EU’s Security Action for Europe (SAFE) program shows promise for ex-
panding European defense under either the EU or NATO. However, Greek
and GCA attitudes have impeded optimal cooperation between Tiirkiye and
the EU, indirectly affecting NATO.?

Finally, NATO Secretary-General Rutte emphasized that Russia’s wartime
economy is shifting budget funds toward arms production and called for fur-
ther speed in air defense, counterdrone/UAS, and munitions development
production.'” He paired this argument with annual nuclear-deterrence train-
ing and a November NATO-Industry Forum in Bucharest, aimed at integrat-
ing industry into defense planning. The visit of the German chancellor to Tiir-

kiye and the sale of Eurofighter jets through the framework agreement with
British PM Starmer further strengthened NATO’s solidarity with Tiirkiye.!!

Meanwhile, maritime vigilance missions increased in the Baltic to safeguard

7 NATO, “NATO Defence Ministers conclude meeting, focus on defence spending and support for
Ukraine”, 13 February 2025, https://www.nato.int/en/news-and-events/articles/news/2025/02/13/
nato-defence-ministers-conclude-meeting-focus-on-defence-spending-and-support-for-ukraine, (Ac-
cess:13 December 2025).

8 Jodesz Gavilan, “Poland Receives First ARSUS 100 Recon Systems From Tuirkiye’s Aselsan”, hetps://
thedefensepost.com/2025/11/07/poland-aselsan-arsus-100/, (Access:10 November 2025).

9 To Vima, “Tiirkiye’s Participation in SAFE a Matter of EU Principles: Greek MoD”, 7 Novem-
ber 2025, https://www.tovima.com/politics/ Tiirkiyes-participation-in-safe-a-matter-of-eu-principles-
greek-mod/, (Access:2025).

10 NATO, “Speech by NATO Secretary General Mark Rutte at the NATO-Industry Forum in Bucha-
rest, Romania”, 6 November 2025, https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohg/opinions_238858.htm?se-
lectedLocale=en, (Access:10 November 2025).

11 BBC Tiirkge, “Starmer ve Merz'in Tiirkiye ziyaretleri: Avrupa ile yeni dénemin isareti mi?”, 31
October 2025, https://www.bbc.com/turkee/articles/ckg4q9x0gdeo, (Access:10 November 2025).
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critical seabed infrastructure, while Black Sea monitoring continued with a
Montreux-compliant stance and coastal air/maritime Intelligence, Surveil-

lance and Reconnaissance (ISR).

MAIN DYNAMICS

Russia and Tiirkiye’s Posture

Tiirkiye upheld its sustainable strategy with Russia in 2025. The Black Sea re-
gion remained a key focus due to the Ukraine War and Tiirkiyes security con-
cerns. In this context, Tiirkiye, Romania, and Bulgaria collaborated under the
NATO umbrella in the Black Sea Navies."? Tiirkiye also enhanced interoper-

ability through multinational exercises on both land and naval forces domains.

The Resilience of the Alliance and Tiirkiye’s Contribution

The 2025 Alliance posture is based on three core enablers: large-scale de-
fense production, quick domain integration, and mission mobility. Tiirkiye’s
defense-industrial capabilities enhance NATO’s cost efficiency in areas like
precision strike systems, unmanned platforms, and mid-range air defense so-
lutions. Tuirkiye’s contribution to operational readiness remains more effective
than just comparing GDP ratios. Besides crisis diplomacy and mediation ef-

forts by Tiirkiye, the Alliance was able to effectively evaluate the situation.

EU-NATO Relations

2025 remained a year of ongoing structural tension between NATO and the
EU, especially regarding increased industrial capacity for more production of
weapons, equipment and vehicles. Tiirkiye’s position within NATO allowed
it to collaborate with Europe on cost-effective defense platforms and co-pro-
duction models. Unlike European member states, Tiirkiye operates with an
established domestic industrial base and therefore has less exposure to U.S.

influences dependency.

Dependency on the US and alternatives

U.S. primacy remains a key structural element within NATO in 2025, but

Tiirkiye continues to broaden its defense-industrial diversification without

12 Kamil Catus, Adam Michalski, Jan Nowinowski, Jacek Tarociriski, “Romania, Bulgaria and Tiirkiye
in the Black Sea region: increased cooperation?”, OSW, 26 June 2025, https://www.osw.waw.pl/en/
publikacje/osw-commentary/2025-06-26/romania-bulgaria-and-Tiirkiye-black-sea-region-increased,

(Access:10 November 2025).
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abandoning the NATO strategic umbrella. Tiirkiye’s principle of strategic au-
tonomy is not against NATO but against monopoly. This is why Tirkiye is
also expanding defense production partnerships with European states. The
Trump Administration’s decision to reduce the number of U.S. soldiers in
Romania prompted European allies to seek greater autonomy, as Tiirkiye had

preferred for three decades.”

Turkiye's Defense Industry

“Turkiye is among the Contribution to NATO
countries that contribute Tiirkiye’s production capacity in unmanned aer-

most to transatlantic

ial systems, electronic warfare assets, mid-tier air

defense systems, smart munitions, and naval rap-

security through the roles it id production platforms remains the most cost-
assumes within NATO and effective industrial segment within the Alliance.

the concrete contributions

Tiirkiye is positioned as a bridging actor between

industrial scale and affordability. Tiirkiye’s plat-

it makes. Our hosting of forms enable NATO to respond more quickly to

next year’s NATO Summit

regional escalations without incurring excessive

costs burden.

during this critical period is

essentially indicative of this

position.”

Hakan Fidan/ 18.11.2025

Defense Expenditures

Tirkiye maintains a defense spending threshold
above 2% of the GDP. The country prioritizes the
acquisition of major equipment and Research and
Development-intensive production. The strategic
rationale is that industrial independence reduces long-term dependency and
enhances operational flexibility. In this context, Tiirkiye has already begun
including Steel Dome air defense networks, Altay tanks, tactical armored ve-
hicles, and Electronic Warfare (EW) assets into its inventory. Additional pro-
curements, such as F-35s and F-16s, will further expand the capabilities of the
Turkish Armed Forces. The production of KAAN and HURJET will acceler-

ate its readiness for conflicts, further strengthening the Alliance.

NATO Operations and Turkiye’s Role

Tiirkiye maintained an active role in NATO missions, maritime command

duties, and supported improved tactical integration within NATO rapid mo-

13 The Secretary of War, Hegseth, announced the updated decision not to withdraw the American
soldiers but to regulate the rotations. Diyar Giildogan, “Pentagon chief says US troops will remain
in Romania”, 7 November 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/cn/amcricas/pcntagon—chicf%ays—us«tr()()ps—
will-remain-in-romania/3738065, (Access:10 November 2025).
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bility operations. Tiirkiye continued its priority participation in Kosovo Force
(KFOR), training missions in Iraq, and upheld critical sensor and radar infra-

structure for NATO’s collective strategic warning architecture.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

NATO will face increased structural competition, simultaneous shocks, and
growing global tensions. However, the security rivalry in the Indo-Pacific may
be a key factor in NATO defense planning. The threat from Russia seems to be
the most significant factor for defense planning. In this context, NATO troop
deployment and readiness may be increased based on Russia’s threat posture.
If peace efforts are successful, NATO will not lose its momentum to stay alert.
On the other hand, American disinterest in aligning with the Alliance’s goals
has already been a concern for Europe. Therefore, Europe’s defense capability

building may become a key debate to reduce reliance on U.S. military assets.

Tiirkiye will become a key player in NATO’s and the EU’s defense transfor-
mation due to its defense, politics, and economic potential. Europe needs a
unified defense structure where Tiirkiye will be one of the most important
contributors. Ukraine’s possible accession to the bloc could speed up Tiirkiye’s
EU agenda too. This trend will positively influence NATO?s resilience along
with the EU. If the U.S. favors Monroe doctrine and “America First” policies,

Tiirkiye could serve as an accelerator for EU defense.

Once Tiirkiye is integrated into the EU’s defense system, Tiirkiye’s defense
industrial model will continue to be a key capability booster for the EU and
the Alliance. The Turkish approach of rapid serial production of unmanned
systems will increasingly become a crucial part of NATO’s industrial ecosys-
tem. The Alliance will likely begin formalizing new procurement channels
with Tiirkiye, as Tiirkiye’s model offers affordable systems at a pace Europe

cannot match in the short term.

Furthermore, 2026 will likely reinforce the dual-region deterrence model: the
Baltic front, where traditional NATO reinforcement strategies remain domi-
nant, and the Black Sea region, where Tiirkiye will act as the main stabilizer,

preventing escalation from spreading to the southeastern flank.

As a result, the 2026 NATO Summit in Tiirkiye will be more focused on
existing capabilities and the Alliance’s future. The U.S.s attitude toward
the Alliance will clarify whether European NATO members will initiate a
wave of measures to defend against threats and risks. In this sense, such a
transformation will identify Tiirkiye’s inclusion into the emerging defense

arrangements.
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TABLE 6: THE RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR NATO AND THE INPUT OF

Issue

Russia and
Tiirkiye's
Posture

The Resil-
ience of the
Alliance and
Tiirkiye’s Con-
tribution

EU-NATO
Relations

Dependency
on the U.S.
and alterna-
tive courses

Tiirkiye's
Defense
Industry
Contribution
to NATO

Defense Ex-
penditures

NATO Opera-
tions and Tiir-
kiye's Role

NATO

The Alliance
strengthens its
Baltic and Black
Sea axis posi-
tion.

NATO resilience
demands large-
scale industry,

quick readiness,

and adaptability.

EU remains
incapable of
replacing NATO
platform inte-
gration.

U.S. primacy
remains fun-
damental, but
burden-sharing
increases.

NATO relies on
affordable plat-
forms during
crises.

NATO expects
defense spend-
ing to exceed
5% of GDP.

Alliance expects
robust opera-
tional contribu-
tion.

TURKIYE

Tiirkiye

Turkiye supports

the Baltic stance but
maintains the Black Sea
strategy with Romania
and Bulgaria, along
with a crisis diplomacy
channel.

Turkiye provides af-
fordable platforms
and charts a course for
crisis diplomacy.

Turkiye supports com-
plementarity but does
not favor institutional
substitution.

Turkiye remains com-
mitted to the U.S. and
NATO to maintain a
balance of power.

Turkiye provides
high-impact, low-cost
defense industry prod-
ucts to the Allies.

Turkiye exceeds 2%,
but 3% is the limit due
to economic con-
straints.

Turkiye maintains an
active maritime and
land posture.

Potential Outcome

Integrated deter-
rence through dip-
lomatic consulta-
tion mechanisms.

Resilience relies
on self-help rather
than dependence
on the U.S.

The EU may
include Turkiye to
expand European
resilience despite
the Greek/Greek
Cypriot’s spoilers.

Minimize reliance
on a single source
risk.

Turkiye becomes a
key capability en-

hancer and forges
partnerships with

the Allies.

Cost-efficiency be-
comes the core of
Tirkiye's contribu-
tion approach.

Turkiye enhances
operational effec-
tiveness.

Compiled by the author.

It is useful to think about Tiirkiye’s role in NATO and the EU’s security struc-

ture in terms of the risks and opportunities listed in Table 1, based on their

likelihood levels. The following scenarios may unfold the risks and opportuni-

ties outlined in Table 1, based on their likelihood levels.

e It does not seem feasible to abandon reliance on American security

guarantees in the near term. While addressing the EU’s security needs
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requires Tiirkiye to undertake a medium-term initiative, Ankara can ef-

fectively meet its long-term NATO commitments.

* There are economic challenges for Tiirkiye to reach a 3% defense spend-
ing level. However, Tiirkiye’s defense budget and armament program
show promise in the medium term. In the long run, Tirkiye’s defense
policy and armament program are expected to play a vital role in its de-
fense relations with NATO and the EU.

 Tirkiye’s integration into the EU defense framework through an initia-
tive outside NATO is unlikely because of opposition from Greece and
the Greek Cypriots unless the EU pressures these actors. However, such

integration could enhance the EU’s security and defense requirements.

e Tirkiye’s defense and military diplomacy can support communication
efforts in response to Russia’s aggression against Ukraine and other

challenges.
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TURKIYE-AFRICA RELATIONS:
New Map of Security, Diplomacy
and Connectivity




Trade between Tiirkiye and Africa reached $35 billion in the first
half of 2025, up from $5.4 billion in 2003

In 2025, Turkish Airlines, launched flights to Benghazi, Misrata,
Mombasa, and Port Sudan, with Africa-Istanbul traffic reaching
12,000 daily passengers by July

Relations with Egypt reached a new level with multiple
high-level visits, a $15 billion trade goal, marking 100 years of
Turkish-Egyptian ties.

In 2025, Turkiye engaged in active diplomatic exchanges with
Africa visiting Ethiopia, Somalia, Algeria, Egypt, Niger, and South
Africa, while receiving visits from Somalia, Egypt, South Africa,
Burkina Faso, Congo, Djibouti, Gambia, Zimbabwe, Niger, Ga-
bon, Kenya, and Algeria.

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan said Tiirkiye has advanced its
African relations “hand in hand ... to a level that could not even
be imagined,”and they now constitute a strategic partnership

Turkiye signed transport/connectivity agreements with Mau-
ritania, Somalia, the Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Liberia,
Guinea, and Ghana; a military deal with Djibouti; two with Lib-
ya, and four with Senegal on defense, media, and education.
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INTRODUCTION

Consistent with recent trends, 2025 marked a qualitative deepening of Tiir-
kiye’s relations with African countries, moving beyond expansion toward a
more instituonalized and strategic partnership. Tiirkiye consolidated its role as
a consequential by integrating economic engagement, political diplomacy, se-
curity cooperation, transport connectivity, and multiliteral coordination into

a coherent Africa policy framework.

Economically, growing trade volumes and expanding air connectivity rein-
forced Africa’s integration into Tiirkiye’s commercial and logistical networks,
with transport and aviation serving as key enablers of sustained engagement.
Politically and diplomatically, high-level interactions, particularly within
muldilateral platforms such as the Antalya Diplomacy Forum, signaled a shift
from symbolic diplomacy toward structured political dialogue and long term
cooperation. The elevation of relations with Egypt to the level of a strategic

partnership further illustrated this transformation.

At the sub-regional level, deepening engagement with Somalia and the Horn
of Africa highlighted Tiirkiye’s emphasis on security cooperation, institutional
capacity building, and maritime and transport governance. At the continental
level, Tiirkiye’s engagement with African Union-related processes underscored
its commitment to multilateralism and the Africa Partnership framework.
Taken together, developments in 2025 point to a maturing Tiirkiye-Africa
relationship increasingly defined by strategic alignment, sectoral depth, and

institutional continuity.

MAIN DYNAMICS

In 2025, Tiirkiye-Africa relations were characterized by intensified diplomatic

activity, a deepening economic engagement, and an expansion of strategic
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partnership. Following a two-decade period of active outreach, Tiirkiye solidi-
fied its role as a major outside player on the African continent. Several con-

joined dynamics shaped these relations throughout the year.

Expanding Economic Partnership and Trade Growth

Economic cooperation remained the foundation of Tiirkiye-Africa relations.
Forecasts indicate that trade could exceed $40 billion in 2026 and possibly
reach $75 billion in the coming years, with important partners including
Egypt, Algeria, Libya, and Morocco in North Africa and Nigeria, South Af-
rica, Senegal, and Ghana in Sub-Saharan Africa. The 5th Turkiye-Africa Busi-
ness and Economic Forum (TABEF 2025), held in Istanbul in June strength-

ened economic ties.!

Connectivity also improved as Turkish Airlines expanded its African network
to 59 destinations, restoring flights to Benghazi, Misrata, Mombasa, and Port
Sudan, among others. Tiirkiye’s investments have also deepened. Turkish com-
panies increased their footprint across the continent, contributing roughly
$10 billion in investments, and completing over 2,000 projects worth $97

billion, creating more than 100,000 jobs for locals.

Tiirkiye and Libya signed agreements dealing with outstanding receivables
owed to Turkish contractors, as well as for the incorporation of Turkish con-
tractors into new infrastructure projects within the country. Both sides agreed
to raise their current trade volume and discussed hydrocarbons, renewable en-
ergy, mining, customs brokerage, banking, and health care as areas for future
collaboration. In terms of enhancing bilateral economic relationship, both
sides agreed to establish a Tiirkiye-Libya Investment and Business Forum and
will hold the 22nd Tirkiye-Libya Joint Economic Commission meeting in
Tripoli, scheduled for December 2025.

Strengthened Diplomatic Engagement

In 2025, Turkiye’s diplomatic engagement with African countries significantly
intensified, with relations with Egypt reaching a qulitatively new level. Building

on the normalization process initiated earlier, high-level engagements through-

c»

1 “Istanbul Hosts Tiirkiye—Africa Business and Economic Forum 2025,” TRT Afrika, 16 October
2025, hteps://www.trtafrika.com/english/article/59d52a10c745. (Access:30 December 2025).

2 “Tiirkiye-Africa Ties Advancing to ‘Unimaginable Levels’: Erdogan,” Daily Sabah, 17 October 2025,
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/economy/turkiye-africa-ties-advancing-to-unimaginable-lev-
els-erdogan, (Access:30 December 2025).

3 Mucahithan Avcioglu, “Tiirkiye Inks 2 New Deals with Libya on Contracting, New-Era Projects,”
Anadolu Agency, 17 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/turkiye-inks-2-new-deals-
with-libya-on-contracting-new-era-projects/37193542. (Access:30 December 2025).
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out the year reflected a strategic recalibration of bilateral ties. The elevation of re-
lations with Egypt signaled Tuirkiye’s intent to anchor its Africa policy to key re-
gional actors, enhancing economic interdependence and political coordination.
The shared objective of increasing bilateral trade to $15 billion underscored the
centrality of economic diplomacy,* while sustained dialogue on regional crises,
such as the humanitarian situation in Sudan, highlighted a growing convergence
on regional stability and crisis management. Marking the centenary of Tiirkiye-
Egypt relations, these engagements collectively illustrated a transition from nor-
malization to strategic partnership, reinforcing Egypts role as a pivotal partner
in Tiirkiye’s broader Africa and Middle East engagement.

Diplomacy has also reached South Africa, with Vice President Shipokosa Pau-
lus Mashatile leading the South African delegation to the TABEF Summit on
Oct. 16, 2025. The summit resulted in important agreements such as agree-
ments for a Joint Economic and Trade Commission and collaborations in

higher education.

Transport, Connectivity, and Infrastructure Cooperation

Tiirkiye positioned itself as a major partner for Africa’s connectivity and trans-
port development. At the Global Transport Connectivity Forum in Istanbul
from 27 to 29 2025, one of the 24 panels, “Unlocking Africa’s Connectivity

Potential,”” focused specifically on African transport corridors.

During the forum, Tirkiye signed Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs)
with Mauritania, Somalia, the Republic of the Congo, Djibouti, Liberia,
Guinea, and Ghana. These agreements aimed to integrate African countries
into Tiirkiye’s vision for a Development Corridor and the Middle Corridor,
strengthening Africa’s links to Europe and Asia through Tiirkiye.® In this con-

4 “President El-Sisi Meets Turkish Minister of Foreign Affairs,” Presidency, 9 August 2025, hteps://
www.presidency.eg/en/%D9%82%D8%B3%D9%85-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%A3%D8%AE%
D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1/%D8%A3%D8%AE%D8%A8%D8%A7%D8%B1-%D8%B1%D8
%A6%D8%A7%D8%B3%D9%8A%D8%A9/news982025/. (Access:30 December 2025).

5 “Tiirkiye ve Misir Digisleri Bakanlari Ortak Bildirisi A¢iklandi,”Anadolu Agency, 13 November
2025,  hteps://www.aa.com.tr/tr/politika/turkiye-ve-misir-disisleri-bakanlari-ortak-bildirisi-aciklan-
di/3742844. (Access:30 December 2025).

6 “Deputy President Mashatile Leads the South African Delegation on the Second Day of the Working
Visit to Tiirkiye,” DIRCO, 17 October 2025, https://dirco.gov.za/deputy-president-mashatile-leads-
the-south-african-delegation-on-the-second-day-of-the-working-visit-to-turkiye/. (Access:30 Decem-
ber 2025).

7 “Global Transport Connectivity Forum,” GLOBAL TRANSPORT CONNECTIVITY FORUM,
n.d., hteps://www.gtcf-istanbul.org/agenda?utm_source. (Access:30 December 2025).

8 Serhat Tutak, and Emir Yildirim, “Tiirkiye to Connect Africa to Global Trade Corridors through
New Pacts,” Anadolu Agency, 30 June 2025, hteps://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkiye-to-connect-afri-
ca-to-global-trade-corridors-through-new-pacts/36178272. (Access:30 December 2025).
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text, the Middle Corridor is strategically significant as it reinforces Tiirkiye’s
role as a connectivity hub between Africa, Europe, and Asia, offering African
partners diversified, resilient, and politically less constrained trade and trans-

port routes.

Tiirkiye continued to pursue multilateral diplomacy, hosting African Union-
related discussions and civil society forums. As an

AU observer state, Ttirkiye sought to align its ini-

“We view Africa, with which  tiatives with continental priorities under the Af-
we have deep-rooted ties rica Partnership Framework. President Erdogan
7

not as a distant land, but as

emphasized that Tirkiye had advanced its rela-

tions with Africa.’

part of our shared destiny.

This approach transforms
Turkiye’s relationship with

Expanding Security and Defense
Cooperation

Tiirkiye’s security partnerships also advanced sig-

the continent into more nificantly. In July 2025, Turkiye and Djiboud
than justa dip|omatic signed a military cooperation agreement during

and strategic partnership;

the International Defense Industry Fair (IDEF
2025) in Istanbul.’® In August 2025, Turkiye and

it makes it a bond of Senegal concluded four agreements covering de-
. e ; PO T}

conscience and humanlty. fense, media, and education.

Burhanettin Duran/ 17.10.2025 Tiirkiye also increased cooperation in the Sahel.

At BAMEX 2025 in Mali, the country’s first
global defense expo, Tiirkiye was a prominent
participant.'” Tirkiye’s engagement in the Sahel reflects a strategic effort to
position itself as a security and defense partner in a region undergoing geopo-
litical and security realignment. By leveraging defense industrial cooperation,
Tiirkiye has sought to respond to Sahelian states’ demand for diversified part-

nerships, while coupling security assistance with industrial capacity building

9 Nuri Aden, “Tiirkiye and Africa will continue walking toward a common future: President Erdo-
gan”, TRT Africa, 17 October 2025, https://www.trtafrika.com/english/article/2554564127342utm
(Access:30 December 2025).

10 Tiirkiye, Djibouti sign military cooperation agreement”, Anadolu Agency, 23 July 2025, https://
www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkiye-djibouti-sign-military-cooperation-agreement/3639841. (Access:30
December 2025).

11 Ozcan Yildirim and Asiye Latife Yilmaz, “Tiirkiye, Senegal Sign 4 Agreements in Fields of Defense,
Media, Education,” Anadolu Agency, 7 August 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/africa/turkiye-sen-
egal-sign-4-agreements-in-fields-of-defense-media-education/3653354? (Access:30 December 2025).
12 Chinedu Okafor, “Mali Leans on Turkey at Its First-Ever Defense Expo after Rejecting Western
Military Assistance,” Business Insider Africa, 12 November 2025, https://africa.businessinsider.com/
local/lifestyle/mali-leans-on-turkey-at-its-first-ever-defense-expo-after-rejecting-western-military/
m7rvs2w. (Access:30 December 2025).
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and longer-term cooperation frameworks. This approach reinforces Tiirkiye’s
growing role within the Sahel’s evolving security architecture and highlights

its broader use of defense diplomacy as a tool of regional engagement.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Tiirkiye-Africa relations are shaped by region-specific dynamics across the
continent. While North Africa remains critical for trade, energy, and politi-
cal coordination, East Africa and the Horn of Africa stand out for security,
maritime connectivity, and mediation efforts. The Sahel presents both op-
portunities for defense and infrastructure cooperation and significant risks
stemming from instability. West, Central, and Southern Africa offer growing
potential in agriculture, energy, and technology, albeit constrained by political

and security challenges.

Looking ahead to 2026, Tuirkiye-Africa relations are expected to deepen in
many sectors. Economically, both sides aim to maintain the momentum
gained in 2025, with Turkish officials targeting $40 billion in trade by year
end.” Upcoming meetings, such as the 4th Tiirkiye-Africa Partnership Sum-
mit in 2026, are expected to focus on infrastructure, technology, and green
energy. New economic corridors, including Turkish investments in Somali
ports, could emerge that could create alternative trade routes for landlocked
East African countries. In addition to trade and defense, Tiirkiye plans to
expand cooperation in renewable energy, climate adaptation, healthcare, and
education using a needs-based approach that could include financing solar
or wind energy projects in North Africa and the construction of hospitals or

schools in Sub-Saharan African capitals.

The COP31 will be held in Tirkiye next year, further sterngthing Turkiye’s
strategic position in Africa and its global climate diplomacy. The conference,
which will bring together international leaders, policymakers, and investors,
will provide Ankara with a platform to highlight climate-related initiatives,
showcase renewable energy projects, and strengthen partnerships with African
countries vulnerable to climate change. By combining climate leadership with
ongoing development projects, Ttirkiye can strengthen its image as a reliable
partner for sustainable growth in Africa, particularly in North and East Africa,

where energy and infrastructure needs are the greatest.

13 Yunus Tiirk, Fahri Aksiit, “Tiirkiye ile Afrika arasinda 2028'de 50 milyar dolarlik ticaret hacmi
hedefleniyor”, Anadolu Agency, 17 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/ekonomi/turkiye-ile-af-
rika-arasinda-2028de-50-milyar-dolarlik-ticaret-hacmi-hedefleniyor/3719881#: - :text=Ticaret%20
Bakan%C4%B1%20%C3%96mer%20Bolat%2C%20T%C3%BCrkiye, ticaret%20hacmini%20
hedefliyoruz.%22%20dedi. (Access:30 December 2025).
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TABLE 7: TURKIYE-AFRICA RELATIONS IN 2026

Region

Key 2026 Projections

Opportunities

Turkiye-E = .
ur !ye gypt .trade our Leadership in
passing $15B; increased . TP
Political volatility in | renewables (solar/
Trade volumes between . o . -
North . Libya; competition | wind); logistics
. Morocco, Libya, and Alge- . . )
Africa . . with Mediterra- hubs connecting N.
fla, new energy projects nean powers Africa to Turkiye and
in the East Mediterranean P ’ y
. Europe.
and Libya.
Growing Turkiye-Somalia
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Compiled by the author.

Security challenges will continue to shape Tuirkiye-Africa relations. The ex-
pansion of Daesh and al-Qaida-affiliated groups in East Africa and the Sahel,
and the growing Iranian/Houthis influence near the Red Sea require Tiirkiye’s
continued defense support. Turkish naval deployments, including task forces
in the Gulf of Aden and joint exercises with regional African naval and mari-
time security forces in the Red Sea and the Gulf of Aden, are expected to con-
tinue. Meanwhile, competition from other global powers will intensify. While
French influence in the Sahel may revive, strategic initiatives by the U.S. and

China in mining, infrastructure, and climate projects are likely to intensify the
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competition. Tiirkiye is expected to position itself as a reliable alternative part-

ner by leveraging its flexible diplomacy and a “third way” development model.

Regionally, Tiirkiye’s engagement across Africa will continue, with both op-
portunities and risks. In North Africa, despite ongoing political instability,
trade with Egypt could exceed $15 billion, and new energy projects could
emerge in the Eastern Mediterranean and Libya. In East Africa, growing Tiir-
kiye-Somalia trade, expanded port development, and mediation in disputes
in the Sudan and Horn of Africa present opportunities, while the growing
Daesh presence and Houthi instability continue to pose risks. In the Sahel,
deepening ties with Niger, Mali, and Burkina Faso, along with infrastructure
projects and defense cooperation, face challenges stemming from insurgen-
cies and governance instability. West Africa offers promising opportunities for
agricultural, technological, and energy investments, offset by political instabil-
ity. In Central Africa, joint defense and energy projects, industrial parks, and
renewable energy initiatives could increase Tuirkiye’s influence, while security
risks persist in regions like the eastern Democratic Republic of the Congo. Fi-
nally, while South Africa offers partnerships in education, healthcare, tourism,
and information and communication technologies, geopolitical rivalries and

bureaucratic hurdles pose potential challenges.

In summary, Tiirkiye-Africa relations in 2026 will build on the foundations
built in previous years. increased trade and investment, sustainable infrastruc-
ture and green energy, continued defense and security cooperation, and high-
level diplomacy. Hosting COP31 will further raise Tiirkiye’s global profile and
provide a platform to align climate diplomacy with Africa-focused develop-
ment strategies. Key milestones such as the 4th Partnership Summit, new eco-
nomic corridors, and climate initiatives will shape the trajectory of this rapidly

growing strategic partnership.

TABLE 8: GENERAL OUTLOOK OF RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES IN AFRICA IN
2026

Categories Risks Opportunities

- End of relative calm:
escalating conflicts in the
Sahel, Somalia, Libya, and - Expanding space for Tirkiye's “third-way
the DRC diplomacy” and mediation efforts. Joint
- Resurgence of DAESH, al- military training, counterterrorism, and
Qaida and affiliated groups maritime security cooperation

Security and - Rising instability in the Red - African states diversifying security

Geopolitics Sea/Bab el-Mandeb due to partnerships, creating new openings for
Houthi-Iranian activities Turkiye
- Sudan’s civil war deepening | - Potential for multi-layered security
regional fragility architecture with the African Union and
- Continuing tensions regional blocs
between military juntas and
civilian actors in the Sahel
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Economy, Trade
and Investment

Transportation,
Logistic and
Connectivity

Diplomacy and
Foreign Policy

Energy, Climate
and Green
Transition

Technology,
Digitalisation
and Education

- Global economic slowdown
and higher financing costs.

- High debt levels in several
African states

- Political instability increasing
risk for investors

- Intensifying U.S.-China
competition over critical
minerals

- Security risks across
continental corridors. (Sahel
transit routes, Red Sea
passage)

- Infrastructure gaps in ports,
railways and hinterland
logistics

- Political uncertainty slowing
long-term connectivity
projects

- Heightened power
competition (U.S.-China-
Russia-France-UAE) creating
pressure on African states.

- Internal divisions within the
African Union.

- Fragile political transitions
and volatile electoral cycles

- Increasing climate
vulnerability (droughts,
floods, coastal erosion)

- Financing gaps for
renewable energy and
adaptation projects

- Persistent geopolitical risk
in hydrocarbon zones (Libya,
Somalia basins)

- Weak digital infrastructure
and high internet costs

- Unequal access to education
and limited technical capacity
- Rising cyberthreats across
the continent

- Increasing displacement due
to conflict and environmental

-Trade volume already $35B in 2025, on
track to surpass $40B in 2026

- Expanding Turkish investments in
energy, health, construction, ICT, logistics
and mining

- TABEF 2025 and the 2026 Partnership
Summit creating new business platforms.
- Growing potential for Turkish banks and
fintech firms to enter African markets

- Turkiye's strategy to integrate Africa into
the Middle Corridor and Development
Corridor visions

- Turkish Airlines’ growing network (37
countries, 59 destinations)

- Seven new connectivity MoUs with
Mauritania, Somalia, Congo, Djibouti,
Liberia, Guinea, and Ghana.

- Opportunities for regional logistics hubs
(Djibouti, Somalia, Mombasa)

- Antalya Diplomacy Forum and the
2026 Partnership Summit strengthening
Turkiye’s multilateral diplomacy.

- AU observer status enabling continent-
wide policy alignment.

- Institutionalized “strategic partnership”
frameworks gaining traction.

- Greater diplomatic demand for Turkiye
in Horn of Africa and Sudan-related
mediation

- Turrkiye hosting COP31: major visibility
and cooperation platform for African
climate priorities

- Growing prospects for Turkish solar/
wind investments across Africa

- Potential energy integration with North
Africa (renewables, natural gas)

- New climate diplomacy partnerships
(urban resilience, water management,
food security)

- Turkiye's rising profile in digital public
services, education, and health-tech
cooperation

- Expanded scholarships, training
programs, and institutional partnerships
(YTB, Maarif, TIKA, TUBITAK)

- Large youth population enabling long-
term human capital partnerships

- Tiirkiye’s humanitarian diplomacy (TIKA,
AFAD, Turkish Red Crescent) creating
broad cooperation space

Social and shocks (Sudan, DRC, Sahel) . R
.. . L - High demand for hospitals, schools,
Humanitarian - Food insecurity in vulnerable - ; T
. social programs, and capacity-building
Landscape regions I
. . initiatives
- Fragile public health systems ) . . .
- . - Human-centric foreign policy expanding
and risk of disease outbreaks L, - : .
Turkiye's credibility and trust in Africa
Compiled by the author.




TURKIYE-ASIA-PACIFIC AND
SOUTH ASIA RELATIONS:
Strategic Outlook for
Deepening and Expanding
Engagement

3

Mehmet Salah Devrim




Tirkiye's defense exports surged across South and Southeast
Asia, including Indonesia, Bangladesh, the Philippines, Kazakh-
stan, the Maldives, and Malaysia

Starting with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s Asia visit in
February 2025, Tiirkiye hosted key diplomatic exchanges and
deepened dialogue through the Shanghai Cooperation Orga-
nization (SCO) and Organization of Turkic States (OTS)

The Middle Corridor reached record transit volumes

Regional volatility, especially between India and Pakistan; and
Afghanistan and Pakistan, tested Ankara’s mediation role

Bilateral relations with Indonesia, Malaysia, and Pakistan
strengthened through defense and trade agreements, while re-
lations with India remained restrained due to regional frictions.
Ankara’s mediation role was tested at various strategic flash-
points
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INTRODUCTION

Tiirkiye’s Asia policy in 2025 evolved into a multidimensional and regionally
differentiated framework that combined results-oriented economic approach
with balancing its East and West relations. As the global order continues to
tilt toward Asia, Ankara secks to consolidate and potentially increase its dip-
lomatic, economic, and defense presence in South-, Southeast-, East- and
Central Asia. In this regard, the “Asia Anew” initiative has matured into a
comprehensive model that now spans trade diplomacy, defense, and strategic

cooperation.

The core challenge and defining characteristic of Turkiye’s Asia policy in 2025
was its ability to navigate the fluctuating geopolitical currents of the region
with national priorities. A landscape shaped by the intensifying U.S.-China
rivalry and local instabilities, requires a flexible approach by all intra- and
extra-regional actors. Tiirkiye’s Asia policies were not defined by alignment
with any singular bloc but were instead guided by its pursuit of balancing its

East and West relations.

MAIN DYNAMICS

Turkiye’s Asia engagement in 2025 revolved around defense cooperation,
economic diversification, and technological interdependence. Ankara increas-
ingly positioned itself as a defense cooperation partner, technology partner,
and connectivity actor rather than a passive trade participant. Tiirkiye’s ap-
proach was regionally differentiated, spanning four geographic zones: Central
Asia, South Asia, Southeast Asia, and East Asia. Each region offered distinct

opportunities and constraints.
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Simultaneously, Asia in 2025 was shaped by four interlocking dynamics that

redefined the continent’s geopolitical architecture. These forces, great-power

rivalry, multipolar alignments, recurring flashpoints, and domestic unrest,

“We are closely following
the changing and evolving
face of the Asian continent.
In addition to our bilateral
cooperation mechanisms,
we are strengthening our
cooperation with platforms
such as ASEAN, CICA, and
the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization. We maintain
our relations with the
People’s Republic of China
based on the principles of
mutual respect and mutual

benefit”
Hakan Fidan/ 11.18.2025

and nuclear proliferation.?

formed the structural context within which Turkiye calibrated its strategy.

The following subsections integrate the reigning dynamics in Asian with Tiir-

kiye’s evolving role as an increasingly embedded

extra-regional actor.

U.S.-China Rivalry: Fragmented Trade,
Tech, and Security Architectures

The intensifying confrontation between the U.S.
and China continued to fragment Asia’s security,
economic and technological environment. A re-
newed tariff war and expanding export controls,
driven by the Trump administration’s policies,
disrupted supply chains across Asia, especially
affecting the semiconductor industry. Defense
competition sharpened in the South China Sea,
with naval posturing and strategic signaling be-
coming routines for most Asian powers. The new
U.S. National Security Strategy emphasizes de-
fense of the First Island Chain and that allies part
of the Chain, namely Japan and South Korea,
need to grant greater access to the U.S. military
to their ports and facilities, increase their defense
spending and deterrence capabilities." Especially
Japan has been irked by developments in the
South China Sea, with the new Prime Minister
Sanae Takaichi reinforcing previous commit-
ments regarding defense spending and making

bold statements with regards to the Taiwan issue

The South China Sea saw repeated confrontations, and infrastructure cor-

ridors became geopolitical terrain. With competing visions of connectivity,
China’s Belt and Road Initiative (BRI), the U.S.-backed Indo-Pacific Econom-

1 “National Security Strategy of the United States of America”, The White House, November 2025.
heeps://www.whitehouse.gov/wp-content/uploads/2025/12/2025-National-Security-Strategy.pdf

(Access: 20 December 2025).

2 Jianlu Bi, “Takaichi’s Taiwan Stance a Threat to Post-War Order”, FPIE, 20 November 2025, hetps://
fpif.org/takaichis-taiwan-stance-a-threat-to-post-war-order/ (Access: 20 December 2025).
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ic Framework, and India-led India-Middle East-Europe Corridor (IMEC),
reinforced a trifurcation of the regional order. The trade rivalry extended also
into technology: Washington tightened semiconductor and Al-related export
controls, while Beijing accelerated its purge of U.S. components and compa-

nies from critical infrastructure and supply chains.?

When possible, Tiirkiye positioned itself as a balancing actor within this
rivalry when situations allowed for it, providing alternative sources of arms
to parties that didn’t want to commit to strongly to neither Washington,
Beijing, Moscow, or New Delhi. Tiirkiye continued to cooperate with Bei-
jing and Washington, avoiding siding clearly with or against either. While
Tiirkiye’s position as a staunch NATO ally is not to be understated, fielding
NATO’s second biggest armed force, Tiirkiye’s strategic autonomy policy
is at the core of its relations with Asian nations. At the same time, Tiirkiye

continued its process to join the Shanghai Cooperation Organization* and
the BRICS.

Turkiye continued to press the Trans-Caspian International Transport Route
(TITR), or more commonly known as the Middle Corridor, as an alterna-
tive to the Northern Route. The transport volume on the TITR has been
increasing continuously since the start of the Russian invasion of Ukraine.
While only transporting 586,000 tons in 2021, the Middle Corridors trade
volume has now increased to 3,332,000 tons in 2024.° In July 2025 the first
train from Beijing’s Fangshan district started transport to Europe, reaching its

destination in 15 days instead of 20.

3 “Exclusive: China bans f()rcign Al chips from state-funded data centres, sources say”, Reuters,
11May 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/china/china-bans-foreign-ai-chips-state-funded-data-
centres-sources-say-2025-11-05/ (Access: 20 December 2025).

4 “Erdogan: Tiirkiye aims to become member of SCO”, Republic of Tiirkiye Directorate of Commu-
nication, 12 July 2024, https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/english/dis_basinda_turkiye/detay/erdogan-turki-
ye-aims-to-become-member-of-sco (Access: 20 December 2025).

5 Ragip Soylu, “Turkey’s Brics membership hopes are dashed for now”, Middle East Eye, 7 July 2025,
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/ turkeys-brics-membership-hopes-are-dashed-now  (Access: 20
December 2025).

6 “Trans-Caspian International Transport Route”, Middle Corridor, https://middlecorridor.com/en/
(Access: 20 December 2025).

7 “China-Europe freight train reaches Tiirkiye in 15 days via “Middle Corridor” (China)”, Direc-
torate of Communication, 5 August 2025, https://www.iletisim.gov.tr/english/dis_basinda_turkiye/
detay/china-europe-freight-train-reaches-turkiye-in-15-days-via-middle-corridor-china  (Access: 20
December 2025).
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Graph 1 Transportation volume via TITR (thousand tons)

Source: www.middlecorridor.com

Turkiye’s military and defense exports provided an excellent alternative to not
only those in search of cost-benefit balance, but also those striving for strategic
autonomy. Indonesia was the main recipient of Turkish arms, signing deals for
48 KAAN Fighter Jets, nine Akinci drones, 60 TB-3 drone,® and the local and
joint production of Roketsan missile systems.” The delivery of Khan ballistic

missiles, an export version of the Bora tactical ballistic missile, to Indonesia

marks the first acquisition of ballistic missiles by a Southeast Asian state.!

TABLE 9: TURKISH DEFENSE EXPORTS TO ASIA

Agreement Date Delivered/

TN Signed Scheduled

- 49x KAAN Fighter Jets 2025 2035
- 9x Bayraktar AKINCIE drones
2025 UNKNOWN
- 60 Bayraktar TB-3 drones
. . 2025 UNKNOWN
- 2x I-Class Frigates (TAIS Shipyard) 2025 UNKNOWN
Indonesia - HAVELSAN ADVENT Combat 2021 2025
Management System 2025 2025
- ROKETSAN ATMACA ASM 2025 UNKNOWN
- ROKETSAN CAKIR Cruise Missile 2022 2025
- ROKETSAN KHAN (BORA) Ballistic Missile
- ROKETSAN TRG-300 2025
Bangladesh | _pRAN Howitzers 2023 2025
Philiboines - ASELSAN GOKDENIZ 2024 2025
PP - ASELSAN MUHAFIZ 2025 UNKNOWN
Kazakhstan | - OTOKAR ARMA 8x8 2025 UNKNOWN
Maldives - DOGAN-Class FAC 2025 2025
Malaysia - DESAN MPMS 2025 2027
Compiled by the Author

8 Yusya A. Fitrachman, “Indonesia’s strategic Turkish bet: 48 KAAN fighter jets and more”, Daily
Sabah, 30 June 2025, https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/indonesias-strategic-turkish-bet-
48-kaan-fighter-jets-and-more (Access: 20 December 2025).

9 “Roketsan Strengthens Collaborations in Indonesia: Two New Contracts Signed”, ROKETSAN,
11 June 2025, https://www.roketsan.com.tr/en/media/news/roketsan-strengthens-collaborations-in-
donesia-two-new-contracts-signed (Access: 20 December 2025).

10 Rahman Yaacob, “Indonesias KHAN missiles aren’t targeting China”, Lowy Institute, The In-
terpreter, 2 September 2025, https://www.lowyinstitute.org/the-interpreter/indonesia-s-khan-mis-
siles-aren-t-targeting-china (Access: 20 December 2025).
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Multipolarization and Strategic Realignment

The expansion of BRICS, which added Indonesia, reshaped the group into a
platform for Global South coordination on trade, finance, and governance.
BRICS proposed alternative development financing and dedollarized payment
mechanisms, presenting themselves as a viable counterweight to Western-led
institutions. The Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) expanded its
footprint as well, offering a framework for Eurasian security dialogue that
brought together China, India, Russia, Central Asian states, and observers like
Tiirkiye. The Tianjin Summit exemplified SCO’s growing reach, with leaders
from dialogue partners, including Tiirkiye, Nepal, and Azerbaijan, joining the

summit for deliberation.

Simultaneously, diplomatic density reached new heights. The Asia-Pacific
Economic Cooperation (APEC) Summit in South Korea produced a joint
declaration, despite U.S.-China tensions. Malaysia, as Association of South-
east Asian Nations (ASEAN) Chair, mediated the Thailand-Cambodia border
conflict, culminating in the Kuala Lumpur Peace Accord. At the same time
the ASEAN expanded as well, now including East-Timor among its member
nations. While Tiirkiye ASEAN ties are currently mostly economic, the two
parties are in a strive to broaden and deepen cooperation across various areas
and sectors.!" As of 2025, Tiirkiye seeks to elevate its status with ASEAN to a
full dialogue partnership.'

This flurry of summitry reflected a deeper shift: Asian powers increasingly
prioritized autonomy, plurilateralism, and resilience over alignment. Strategic
realignment took the form of hedging, bridge-building, and institutional di-
versification, creating new opportunities for countries like Tiirkiye to engage

across ideological lines.

Within this context, Tiirkiye deepened regional integration through the Or-
ganization of Turkic States (OTYS) in 2025. At the 12¢th OTS Summit in Ga-
bala, members advanced plans for a Multimodal Transport Agreement, a Joint
Investment Fund, and operational cooperation in in transport and logistics."

The launch of the OTS Secretariat in Ankara and a regional Digital Silk Road

11 “ASEAN, Tiirkiye Renew Commitment to Advancing Sectoral Dialogue and Practical Coopera-
tion”, ASEAN, 24 November 2025, https://asean.org/asean-turkiye-renew-commitment-to-advanc-
ing-sectoral-dialogue-and-practical-cooperation/ (Access: 20 December 2025).

12 Beril Canakci, “Turkish foreign minister calls for stronger ties with ASEAN amid global challeng-
es”, Anadolu Agency, 11 July 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/asia-pacific/turkish-foreign-minister-
calls-for-stronger-ties-with-asean-amid-global-challenges/3628151 (Access: 20 December 2025).

13 “Gabala Declaration Of The Twelfth Summit Of The Organization Of Turkic States”, Organiza-
tion of Turkic States, 7 October 2025, https://turkicsmtcs.0rg/u/gabﬁla—dcclamtion—.pdf (Access: 20
December 2025).
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strategy signaled the bloc’s growing institutional depth, aligning with the groups

Middle Corridor ambitions and expanding its influence across Central Eurasia.

Strategic Flashpoints and Traditional Tensions

While Taiwan remains the most hotly debated potential flashpoint in Asia,
2025 saw the resurgence of frozen conflicts. India and Pakistan engaged in
their most serious military exchange since 1999, with artillery duels and air
raids along the Line of Control (LoC) in Kashmir.'* A U.S.-brokered ceasefire
halted escalation, but the episode underscored the fragility of the peace be-
tween the nuclear rivals. On Afghanistan-Pakistan side, border clashes turned
into a weeklong crisis, reaching a ceasefire through Tiirkiye’s and Qatar’s medi-
ation efforts in Doha and Istanbul.’® However, the truce remains fragile as nei-
ther side was able to commit to a lasting agreement.'® In the aftermath to the
conflict, India blamed China and Tiirkiye to being party to the hostilities,"”
resulting in public backlash to Turkish companies and tourism in the coun-
try.'® Turkiye and China provided some of the arms used by Pakistan in the
conflict and expressed their support for Islamabad during the hostilities while

making calls for peace."”

Meanwhile, Southeast Asia witnessed the most severe border clashes between
Thailand and Cambodia in over a decade, leading to large-scale displacement.
While an initially U.S.- brokered ceasefire was reached, and peace negotia-

tions started, they fell apart in November.?* These events reinforced the vola-

14 “India-Pakistan ties over the years”, Reuters, 10 May 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/asia-pa-
cific/indian-strike-pakistan-is-worst-fighting-between-neighbours-over-2-decades-2025-05-07/  (Ac-
cess: 20 December 2025).

15 Esra Tekin, “Afghanistan, Pakistan extend ceasefire following Tiirkiye-Qatar mediation talks”,
Anadolu Agency, 30 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/world/afghanistan-pakistan-ex-
tend-ceasefire-following-turkiye-qatar-mediation-talks/3731277 (Access: 20 December 2025).

16 Midhat Fatimah, “Pakistan-Afghanistan peace talks end with no resolution”, DW, 8 November
2025, hteps://www.dw.com/en/pakistan-afghanistan-peace-talks-end-with-no-resolution/a-74671355
(Access: 20 December 2025).

17 “3 adversaries, one border: Dy Army chief points to China-Pakistan-Turkey nexus during Op-
eration Sindoor”, The Economic Times, 4 June 2025, https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/
defence/indias-two-adversaries-on-one-border-dy-army-chief-points-to-chinas-support-for-pakistan-
with-live-intel-military-hardware-and-drones/articleshow/122244999.cms ~ (Access: 20 December
2025).

18 Nikita Yadav, “Indians urge Turkey boycott amid regional tensions”, 16 May 2025, https://www.
bbc.com/news/articles/c62v774d6l00 (Access: 20 December 2025).

19 Omair Anas, “Why Turkiye Chose to Side With Pakistan Over India”, The Diplomat, 28 May
2025, https://thediplomat.com/2025/05/why-turkiye-chose-to-side-with-pakistan-over-india/ ~ (Ac-
cess: 20 December 2025).

20 Helen Regan & Kocha Olarn, “Thailand ‘halts’ peace agreement with Cambodia hailed by
Trump after landmine explosion injures troops”, CNN, 12 November 2025, https://edition.cnn.
com/2025/11/10/asia/thailand-suspends-peace-accord-cambodia-intl-hnk ~ (Access: 20 December
2025).
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tility of Asia’s security periphery. Though most conflicts remained localized,

their potential to internationalize kept the region on high alert.

This sentiment was further heightened by the tensions between the U.S. and
China that marked all Asian politics. While Tiirkiye’s maintains a non-mili-
tary profile in regional disputes in Asia, its role as a neutral and trusted me-
diator is consistently growing, as showcased in its coordination with Qatar
in facilitating a ceasefire talks between Pakistan and Afghanistan. Following
a temporary truce agreement between the two parties brokered in Doha, the
follow-up talks in Istanbul were meant to manifest in the operationalization

21

of a permanent peace agreement,”' they ultimately collapsed and the conflict

remains active.?

Political Fragility

Widespread protests swept through Asia in 2025, revealing cracks in the sta-
bility of several governments. Indonesia faced its worst riots in decades, trig-
gered by inflation and perceived elite corruption.” In Nepal, unrest culmi-
nated in the storming of Parliament, the resignation of the prime minister,
and the election of a new prime minister organized via the online chat app
Discord.* Malaysia and the Philippines witnessed mass mobilizations against
graft and political dynasties.”” These movements shared a common thread:
a backlash against inequality, perceived cronyism, and the inadequacy of ex-
isting social contracts. While not uniformly anti-establishment, they forced
regional leaders to recalibrate policy and delivery. For international partners
including Tiirkiye, they also served as reminders that domestic volatility and

unrest can rapidly disrupt external cooperation.

One of the central pillars of Tiirkiye’s Asia Anew Initiative are economic and
technological cooperation, aiming to extend ties well beyond traditional trade

relations. Ankara pursued a diversification strategy that combined market ac-

21 Kazim Alam, “ How Tiirkiye’s mediation offers Pakistan, Afghanistan a path from fragile truce to
structured peace 7, TRT World, 21 October 2025, https://www.trtworld.com/article/ef2b95abd4a8
(Access: 20 December 2025).

22 Hafizullah Maroof, “Deadly border fighting breaks out between Pakistan and Afghanistan”, BBC,
6 December 2025, https://www.bbc.com/news/articles/cn09zp87pz8o (Access: 20 December 2025).

23 Koh Ewe & Astudestra Ajengrastri, “Indonesian MPs get extra allowance weeks after angry protests
over perks”, BBC News, 14 October 2025, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/articles/cly4gwr20wzo (Ac-
cess: 20 December 2025).

24 Amish Raj Mulmi, “From Streets to Discord: How Nepal’s Gen Z Toppled a Government”,
Carnegie Endowment, 24 September 2025, https://carnegicendowment.org/research/2025/09/ne-
pal-gen-z-topple-government (Access: 20 December 2025).

25 Carla Teng-Westergaard, “OTR: Corruption Sparks Unrest Across Indonesia, Philippines, and
Malaysia”, Asia Media Centre, 3 September 2025, https://www.asiamediacentre.org.nz/otr-indone-
sia-philippines-and-malaysia-citizens-rise-against-corruption (Access: 20 December 2025).
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cess, industrial cooperation, and technology-driven partnerships, particularly
with South and Southeast Asian economies. Existing and targeted trade vol-
umes with Malaysia, Indonesia, and Pakistan continued to expand.?® Materi-
alization of this goal has already begun as Turkish-Malaysian trade increased
by $509.5m in the first 10 months of 2025 compared to the previous year.”’
At the same time, technology cooperation gained prominence, with a growing

focus on defense-industrial co-production.?

2026 EXPECTATIONS

In 2026, Tiirkiye’s Asia strategy is expected to evolve around four principal

vectors: consolidation, diversification, localization, and innovation.

* Deepening: Existing defense partnerships with Pakistan, Indonesia,
Bangladesh, and Malaysia will deepen through co-production and joint
R&D frameworks.

* Expansion: Tiirkiye will likely try to expand its diplomatic and com-
mercial footprint in South and Southeast Asia. President Erdogan’s visit
to Indonesia, Malaysia and Pakistan in early 2025 was already a signal
that interaction with Asian partners is set to increase. At the same time

Tiirkiye will look to add new partners to its existing formats.

* Localization: The focus will shift from export to co-production, aiming
to create local defense ecosystems aligned with Tiirkiye’s model of sus-

tainable industrial growth.

e Technological Rebranding: Tiirkiye’s marketing of new-generation plat-
forms such as unmanned naval systems and smart artillery solutions will
redefine Tiirkiye’s technological brand in Asia, creating markets beyond

the prominent unmanned aerial vehicle market.

At the geopolitical level, Tiirkiye will continue balancing its relations between
Beijing and Washington. Attempts to join BRICS and the SCO will con-
tinue or evolve into increasing partnerships. Engagement in BRI-linked proj-

ects, especially logistics corridors from the Caspian to the Indian Ocean, may

26 “Tiirkiye aims to boost trade ties, investments with Asia-Pacific nations”, Daily Sabah, 10 February
2025, hteps://www.dailysabah.com/business/economy/turkiye-aims-to-boost-trade-ties-investments-

27 Mahmut Cil and Emir Yildirim, “Tiirkiye’s exports to Malaysia surge in last 10 months”, Anadolu
Agency 11 December 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkiye-s-exports-to-malaysia-surge-
in-last-10-months/3768181 (Access: 20 December 2025).

28 “Tirkiye’s Rising Role in Southeast Asian Defense: Indonesia and Malaysia”, TRENDS Research,
24 August 2025, https://trendsresearch.org/insight/ turkiyes-rising-role-in-southeast-asian-defense-in-
donesia-and-malaysia/ (Access: 20 December 2025).
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strengthen Tiirkiye’s claim to be a bridge between Africa, Asia, Europe. The
potential normalization of Tiirkiye-India ties remains a wildcard, contingent

on regional stability and political will.

However, Asia is the region with the highest degree of great power competi-
tion. With Beijing and Washington driving most regional dynamics, auton-
omy has become an increasingly scarce strategic resource. Asian countries,
especially those on the periphery of the competition, will try to preserve as
much autonomy as possible. Those at the center, Australia, Taiwan, the Ko-

reas, and Japan, have little choice but to be prepared for all scenarios.
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Despite a year of multiple political crises, the Balkans avoided
open conflictin 2025

The year’s most severe crisis in Bosnia and Herzegovina was re-
solved with separatist Republika Srpska President Milorad Do-
dik stepping down after his prison sentence and political ban
were upheld

The EU-mediated Serbia-Kosovo normalization dialogue re-
mained stalled as both countries experienced internal political
deadlocks

Ethnonationalist politics, domestic political disputes, and insti-
tutional weaknesses continue to be the main underlying chal-
lenges to long-term stability

Turkiye solidified its role as a security provider through signifi-
cant defense sales, contributions to international peace opera-
tions, and diplomatic initiatives like the Balkan Peace Platform

Commitment of Euro-Atlantic actors to the region’s peace, sta-
bility, and prosperity is a crucial check against revisionism

While the immediate risk of conflict is low, the region will still be
prone to crises in 2026, with critical elections in several coun-
tries and no major breakthroughs anticipated in core disputes
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INTRODUCTION

In 2025, risk perceptions in the Balkans stayed active due to unresolved dis-
putes, political crises in several regional countries, and the ongoing Russia-
Ukraine war. Nevertheless, no conflict occurred, and the year’s most signifi-
cant political crises were managed without escalating to an uncontrollable

level.

Domestic instability was a main source of vulnerability throughout the year.
The most significant political crisis unfolded in Bosnia and Herzegovina
(BiH). On Feb. 26, the state-level Court of BiH sentenced Republika Srpska
(RS) President Milorad Dodik to one year in prison and a six-year political
ban." Dodik and RS institutions rejected the decision, and the RS National
Assembly adopted a set of laws rejecting the authority of state-level institu-
tions. The confrontation took on a tangible form in April when RS police
blocked a failed attempt by the State Investigation and protection Agency
(SIPA) to arrest Dodik. After the state court upheld Dodik’s sentence in Au-
gust, his presidency was formally terminated. Having failed to secure suffi-
cient domestic or international support for his defiance, Dodik finally stepped
down in October. Subsequently, the RS national assembly repealed its seces-
sionist laws, and the United States lifted sanctions on Dodik and other high-
level RS officials. Presidential elections in RS were held on Nov. 23, and were

narrowly won by Dodik’s ally Sini$a Karan.?

1 “The Court of Bosnia and Herzegovina convicts Dodik, he declares that BiH no longer exists”,
European Western Balkans, 6 February 2025, https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/02/26/the-
court-of-bosnia-and-herzegovina-convicts-dodik-he-declares-that-bih-no-longer-exists/  (Access: 14
December 2025).

2 Ismail Ozdemir and Seda Sevencan, “Dodik ally wins snap presidential election in Bosnia’s Serb-ma-
jority entity”, Anadolu Ajansi, 24 November 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/dodik-al-
ly-wins-snap-presidential-election-in-bosnias-serb-majority-entity/3752088 (Access: 14 December
2025).
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A notable trend in 2025 was the mass civil protests against mismanagement
and corruption. In Serbia, what began as a student-led movement after the
Novi Sad railway station collapse in November 2024, evolved into a persistent,
leaderless challenge to President Aleksandar Vuci¢. The protests led to the res-
ignation of Prime Minister Milo§ Vudevi¢ in late January and the appointment
of an independent prime minister, Puro Macut,
in April.> However, this did not satisfy protesters,
who continued to demand early elections. Vuci¢
responded with a mix of appeasement, populist

economic policies, rallies of his own supporters,

the word ‘the Balkans'is and forceful police interventions, but did not

associated not with division

manage to end the protest movement. Elsewhere,

a mass shooting in Montenegro* and a deadly

and fragmentation, but with nightclub fire in North Macedonia’ led to pub-
cooperation and solid arity. lic demonstrations demanding accountability. In

We are striving to contribute

carly December, discontent over the proposed

budget in Bulgaria led to massive demonstrations

to the prosperity and peace accusing the government of being controlled by

of both our region and our

corrupt figures behind the scenes. Facing the in-

tensity of the popular protests, Prime Minister

. . n
wider n €lg hborhood: Rosen Zhelyazkov announced the government’s
Hakan Fidan/ 26.07.2025 resignation on Dec. 11.¢

Kosovo experienced a prolonged post-election
political crisis. After the Feb. 9 election, the parliament could not be consti-
tuted until Oct. 10, and the government could not be formed due to inter-
party disagreements. Albin Kurti’s Vetévendosje stayed in power as a caretaker
government, but the opposition constantly questioned its legitimacy, and
without a majority, key decisions could not pass in parliament. After repeated
attempts to form a new government failed, the snap elections, held on Dec.

28, resulted in Vetévendosje’s victory with over 50% of the vote, giving the

3 Talha Ozturk, “Djuro Macut receives parliaments confidence vote to become Serbia’s new prime
minister”, Anadolu Ajansi, 16 April 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/djuro-macut-receives-
parliaments-confidence-vote-to-become-serbias-new-prime-minister/3540358 (Access: 14 December
2025).

4 Esra Tekin and Lejla Biogradlija, “At least 10 killed in mass shooting in Montenegro”, Anadolu
Ajansi, 1 January 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/at-least-10-killed-in-mass-shooting-in-
montenegro/3439811 (Access: 14 December 2025).

5 Talha Ozturk, “North Macedonia declares national period of mourning after nightclub fire claims 59
lives”, Anadolu Ajansi, 19 March 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/north-macedonia-declares-
national-period-of-mourning-after-nightclub-fire-claims-59-lives/3513759  (Access: 14 December
2025).

6 Paul Kirby, “Bulgarian PM and government resign after mass protests”, BBC, https://www.bbc.com/
news/articles/cn09g6406590 (Access: 14 December 2025).
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party the opportunity to form the next government with the support of mi-

nority parties.

The EU-mediated dialogue between Serbia and Kosovo stalled due to politi-
cal crises in both countries. Tensions rose in the summer as Kosovo authori-
ties arrested and deported Serbian officials.” A positive development, however,
was the participation of the Belgrade-aligned Serb List in the October local
elections, which restored Serb representation in municipal administration for
the first time since their withdrawal in November 2022. Following this de-
velopment, the EU decided to lift the punitive measures it had implemented

against Kosovo since 2023.8

Due to both regional risks and broader security concerns in Europe, defense
was a priority issue area in 2025. Balkan countries worked to strengthen their
military capabilities through procurement and modernization programs. Cro-
atia reintroduced mandatory military service, and the Serbian government an-
nounced plans to do the same in 2026.” Albania, Croatia, and Kosovo signed
a defense cooperation agreement in March.' Objecting to this cooperation as
being anti-Serbian and against international law, Serbia signed its own strate-

gic defense agreement with Hungary in April.

Despite the tensions, 2025 brought developments showing that regional secu-
rity in the Balkans was not as fragile as feared. The peaceful resolution of the
Dodik crisis was a major relief, reached through reasonable action by domestic
and international actors. The sustained protests in Serbia did not escalate into
a serious civil conflict. Montenegro and Albania moved closer to EU acces-
sion, and NATO members in the region showed a strong commitment to col-
lective security. Furthermore, initial concerns that the second Trump admin-

istration would disrupt regional balances proved unfounded, as U.S. policy

7 “Two members of the Serbian Interior Ministry are expelled from Kosovo”, Koha, 15 June 2025,
https://www.koha.net/en/arberi/debohen-nga-kosova-dy-pjesetare-te-mpb-se-se-serbise  (Access: 14
December 2025); Xhorxhina Bami, “Deputy Head of Serbia’s Kosovo Office Admits Ethnic Hatred
Incitement Charge”, Balkan Insight, 5 August 2025, https://balkaninsight.com/2025/08/05/depu-
ty-head-of-serbias-kosovo-office-admits-ethnic-hatred-incitement-charge/  (Access: 14 December
2025).

8 Burak Bir, “EU announces lifting measures on Kosovo, releasing financial assistance”, Anadolu Ajansi,
18 December 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/eu-announces-lifting-measures-on-kosovo-re-

leasing-financial-assistance/3774843 (Access: 19 December 2025).

9 Gavin Blackburn, “Croatia reintroduces military service as fears of war spilling over from Ukraine
rise”, Euronews, 24 October 2025, https://www.euronews.com/2025/10/24/croatia-reintroduces-
military-service-as-fears-of-war-spilling-over-from-ukraine-rise; (Access: 14 December 2025); “Gasi¢:
From next year, mandatory military service”, Vreme, 19 September 2025, https://vreme.com/en/
drustvo/gasic-od-sledece-godine-obavezno-sluzenje-vojnog-roka/ (Access: 14 December 2025).

10 Mustafa Talha Oztiirk, “Albania, Kosovo, and Croatia sign joint declaration of cooperation on
defense”, Anadolu Ajansi, 18 March 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/albania-kosovo-and-cro-
atia-sign-joint-declaration-of-cooperation-on-defense/3513345 (Access: 14 December 2025).
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throughout the year supported order and stability, while the adoption of the
Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act in December'' demonstrated
Washington’s commitment to the region’s security, democratic transforma-
tion, and Euro-Atantic integration. Russia also refrained from responding to

Dodik’s dismissal in a way that would affect regional dynamics.

Turkish-Balkan relations continued positively in 2025. Despite short-lived
tests such as Serbia’s protest of Turkiye’s military support to Kosovo'? and
the anti-immigrant protests in Montenegro that led to the temporary reintro-
duction of visas for Turkish citizens," ties in economy, tourism, and culture
stayed strong. Tiirkiye contributed to regional security by once more taking
command of NATO’s Kosovo Force (KFOR), actively participating in inter-
national operations such as EUFOR Althea and the trilateral Mine Counter-
measures Black Sea Task Group, and launching the Balkan Peace Platform
initiative that brought together the six non-EU countries in the region. Its de-
fense industry expanded its regional presence as Turkish-manufactured Cobra
II armored vehicles entered service in Romania, TB2 drones in Croatia, Boran

howitzers in North Macedonia, and Skydagger tactical drones in Kosovo.'

MAIN DYNAMICS

The Serbia-Kosovo Impasse

The lack of normalization between Serbia and Kosovo continues to pose a
significant challenge to regional security. Belgrade and Pristina maintain firm

positions, with the former insisting on establishing the Community/Associa-

11 8.2296 - National Defense Authorization Act for Fiscal Year 2026, https://www.congress.gov/
bill/119th-congress/senate-bill/2296/text (Access: 19 December 2025).

12 “Belgrade reacts harshly to the delivery of Turkish drones to Pristina”, European Western Balkans,
9 October 2025, https://europeanwesternbalkans.com/2025/10/09/belgrade-reacts-harshly-to-the-
delivery-of-turkish-drones-to-pristina/ (Access: 14 December 2025).

13 Iskra Pavlova, “Montenegro suspends visa-free travel for Turkish citizens after stabbing”, SEENews,
28 October 2025, https://seenews.com/news/montenegro-suspends-visa-free-travel-for-turkish-citi-
zens-after-stabbing-1283987 (Access: 14 December 2025); “Bezvizni rezim za Tursku opet na snazi”,
RTCG, 23 December 2025, https://rtcg.me/vijesti/politika/792957/bezvizni-rezim-za-tursku-opet-
na-snazi.html (Access: 24 December 2025).

14 “Ortokar nears 278 COBRA II armored vehicle delivery, prepares Romanian facility launch”, Tiirkiye
Today, 12 August 2025, https://www.turkiyetoday.com/nation/otokar-nears-278-cobra-ii-armored-ve-
hicle-delivery-prepares-romanian-facility-launch-3205332 (Access: 14 December 2025); Esra Tekin,
“Croatia’s defense chief praises Turkish UAVs”, Anadolu Ajansi, 3 September 2025, https://www.aa.com.
tr/en/europe/croatias-defense-chief-praises-turkish-uavs/3677791 (Access: 14 December 2025); “North
Macedonia receives Turkish-made BORAN howitzers”, Tiirkiye Today, 19 July 2025, https://www.
turkiyetoday.com/region/north-macedonia-receives-turkish-made-boran-howitzers-3204422  (Access:
14 December 2025); Talha Ozturk, “Turkish Skydagger kamikaze drones arrived early in Kosovo: Pre-
mier”, Anadolu Ajansi, 8 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkish-skydagger-kamika-
ze-drones-arrived-early-in-kosovo-premier/3711692 (Access: 14 December 2025).
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tion of Serb Municipalities while the latter emphasizes sovereignty and reci-
procity as non-negotiable principles. The policies undertaken by the Albin
Kurti government to consolidate state authority in the north of the country,
while increasing Pristina’s control, are perceived by the Serb population and
Belgrade as a form of ethnic pressure. Serbia continues to oppose the transi-
tion of the Kosovo Security Force (KSF) into an army, raising concerns that it

could be used against the Serb minority.

Structural Instability in Bosnia and Herzegovina

BiH’s extremely complicated political system, with its state-level, two en-
tity-level, and 10 cantonal governments, further shaped by power-sharing
arrangements among three constituent peoples, remains a source of struc-
tural instability. Nationalist parties representing Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats
maintain distinct and often conflicting visions for the country’s future. In
this environment, political decisions are made with great difficulty and sig-
nificant delay, hindering reforms, and obstructing progress in the country’s

EU accession.

Pervasiveness of Ethno-Nationalist Politics

Politics in the Balkans remains heavily influenced by ethno-nationalist dis-
courses, as many of the region’s unresolved issues are rooted in competing
interests and historical narratives among ethnic communities. Political lead-
ers frequently employ ethnicity-based arguments for populist purposes, find-
ing receptive audiences due to these lingering disputes. The “Serbian World”
narrative, often voiced by populist politicians in Serbia, continues to cause
anxiety in neighboring countries. Ethnic considerations also negatively affect
the region’s Euro-Atlantic integration, most notably in North Macedonia’s
ongoing dispute with Bulgaria over constitutionally recognizing the Bulgarian
minority. Given the transnational nature of ethnic identities, such initiatives

risk undermining inter-ethnic relations and regional cooperation.

Domestic Political Instability

Domestic politics in several Balkan countries are marked by deep uncertainty.
In Serbia, a strong student-led protest movement has emerged, transcending
traditional party lines and uniting disparate segments of society in a call for
systemic change and early elections. Bosnia and Herzegovina’s inherent struc-
tural fragility creates persistent political deadlocks, making crises a constant
possibility. In Kosovo, deep political fragmentation makes the formation of
a stable government extremely difficult. Fragile coalition governments are in

power in countries such as Montenegro, Bulgaria, and Croatia.
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In addition to political and ethnic divisions, a general distrust of governments
and politicians is a major source of political instability. Except for Slovenia,
corruption perceptions in Balkan countries rank among the highest in Eu-
rope.” In this climate, mass protests often occur and have the potendial to

grow and profoundly affect the course of politics.

The Russia Factor

Due to the ongoing confrontation between Russia and the West, concerns
about Russia’s destabilizing actions in the Balkans continue. Hybrid threats,
including disinformation campaigns designed to erode trust in national and
international institutions, remain a significant risk associated with Moscow
and Moscow-backed actors. For Romania, the possibility of a Russian military

advance toward Odessa is viewed as a direct and immediate security threat.

Other Security Challenges

The region also faces common socioeconomic and environmental challenges
that affect stability. High living costs, widespread corruption, and uneven
development drive a continuous brain drain of qualified young people. Or-
ganized crime networks, often with alleged connections to political and eco-
nomic actors, remain active throughout the region. Energy security is another
key vulnerability, as the ongoing sanctions on Russia have forced a difficult

transition away from dependence on Russian hydrocarbons.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

As of the beginning of 2026, security risks for the Balkans appear lower com-
pared to a year ago. The removal of Milorad Dodik, one of the region’s leading
revisionist actors, from the political scene has significantly reduced the imme-
diate threat of secessionism and state breakdown in Bosnia and Herzegovina.
In the north of Kosovo, the prospect of major incidents like those in 2023 is
less likely due to increased security measures by KFOR and the return of Serbs

to municipalities.

That said, any serious breakthrough in the major regional problems seems
unlikely in 2026. Kosovo, and Bosnia and Herzegovina will remain the ar-
eas most prone to crisis and instability. The Kosovo normalization dialogue
faces an uncertain future, as the domestic political situations in both Serbia
and Kosovo are shaky. In Bosnia and Herzegovina, the country’s demanding

administrative structure, and deep ethnic and political fragmentation mean

15 See Corruption Perceptions Index at https://www.transparency.org/en/cpi/.
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that political deadlocks and crises are always possible. Despite his official step
down, Dodik will likely influence RS politics as his affiliates remain in power.
In North Macedonia, the VMRO-DPMNE-led government, encouraged by
recent local election success, is likely to maintain its stance in its dispute with

Bulgaria.

The political atmosphere in the region is expected to be volatile. Critical elec-
tions will take place in several Balkan countries in 2026. General elections are
scheduled in Slovenia for March, and in Bosnia and Herzegovina for Octo-
ber. Following the downfall of the government, parliamentary elections are
also expected in Bulgaria, possibly in early spring. Kosovo and Bulgaria will
hold presidential elections in March and October, respectively. In all these
countries, the upcoming election period may sharpen disputes between politi-
cal factions. Meanwhile, in Serbia, protesters will continue to demand early
elections, a call that will likely be resisted by Vuci¢. Prolonged political uncer-
tainty in Balkan countries can lead to social tensions, slow down the imple-
mentation of reforms and regional cooperation, and make the people of the

region more vulnerable to external manipulation.'®

As the second Trump administration has not prioritized the Balkans, the ex-
tent of U.S. involvement in 2026 is difficult to predict. Washington may pur-
sue bilateral and multilateral pragmatic arrangements focused on economic
cooperation, but given the firm positions of regional actors and the absence
of a strong U.S. regional focus, such efforts are unlikely to produce lasting ef-
fects on fundamental issues. Nevertheless, as Washington still appears strongly
committed to maintaining peace and order in the region, it is expected to
engage diplomatically in the event of a crisis. Moreover, the emphasis in the
recently adopted Western Balkans Democracy and Prosperity Act on “Russian
and Chinese malign influence operations and campaigns,” suggests stronger

U.S. vigilance and presence in countering external actors.

As confrontation between the West and Russia is expected to continue, Russia
may attempt informational, political, and hybrid actions to uphold its influ-
ence and encourage dissatisfaction with Western institutions in Balkan societ-
ies. The continuation of the Russia-Ukraine war also means that security risks
and perceptions of insecurity in the Black Sea will remain high especially for

Romania and Bulgaria.

Despite these challenges, some broader regional dynamics offer reasons for
cautious optimism. The war in Ukraine has led to a stronger and more cohe-

sive NATO presence in the region, enhancing collective security for member

16 “Kosovo’s incumbent Vetevendosje party set to win snap election”, TRT World, 29 December
2025, https://www.trtworld.com/article/a88¢7f119908, (Access: 30 December 2025).
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states. The tangible progress of Montenegro and Albania toward EU member-
ship may also strengthen the belief in other aspirant countries that member-
ship is a realistic goal, potentially encouraging them to work more on reforms

and regional cooperation.

Turkish-Balkan relations are expected to continue positively in 2026. Tiir-
kiye will likely continue its comprehensive engagement with all regional
countries and communities across political, economic, military, social, and
cultural spheres. While there may be topics of disagreement, Turkish and
Balkan governments are expected to prioritize cooperation, and relations
in the defense and construction sectors are likely to deepen further. In the
event of regional crises, Tiirkiye’s balanced position and emphasis on main-
taining order and stability could enable it to serve as an effective mediator

between opposing sides.
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As of 2025, the Eastern Mediterranean is marked by heightened
geopolitical and energy-related tensions, alongside military
maneuvers and selective diplomatic engagement among re-
gional and global actors

The Lebanon-GCA maritime agreement (Nov. 26,2025), Greece’s
energy concession areas south of Crete based on an equidis-
tance line with Libya, and competing marine spatial planning
maps by Greece and Turkiye have intensified regional disputes

The Cyprus dispute remains unresolved, despite U.N. Secre-
tary-General Anténio Guterres's mediation efforts in 2025; the
election of CTP leader Tufan Erhiirman in the TRNC has re-
opened debates on a possible federal settlement

Israeli activities on the island of Cyprus have generated addi-
tional tensions, particularly in Tiirkiye-Israel relations and within
the broader Greek-Turkish context

Energy-related incidents have increased frictions, including Tur-
kiye's interception of the Fugro Gauss within the EMC undersea
cable project and its objections to the Greece-Cyprus Great Sea
Interconnector without prior Turkish consent

Energy cooperation continues in parallel, with the GCA plan-
ning gas exports via Egypt’s LNG facilities, Israel signing a long-
term gas export deal with Egypt, and TPAO and Libya’s NOC
agreeing on offshore geological research

Military activity remains prominent, exemplified by joint Israe-
li-Greek naval and air exercises south of Crete
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INTRODUCTION

The Eastern Mediterranean is a major part of the Mediterranean Sea marked
by maritime boundary agreements, maritime boundary disputes, energy-relat-

ed cooperation, and tensions in recent years.

In 2025, it particularly remained under the impact of the regional tensions,
stemming from unresolved issues such as the Cyprus issue and maritime bor-
der disputes, as well as the severe humanitarian challenges and tensions stem-
ming from Israel’s attacks on Gaza, which began on Oct. 7, 2023. As a result,
a new wave of bilateral and multilateral tensions and security concerns has
emerged in the region. Since the Eastern Mediterranean has long been a geo-
politically important region, these new developments have made the region’s
security ecosystem riskier and more fragile. Especially Israeli effort to increase
its presence and influence in both the Eastern Mediterranean Sea and the

island of Cyprus have been one such development.

The Cyprus issue continued to be a source of actual and potential tension es-

pecially between Turks and Greeks. It has recently become a matter of tension

between Tiirkiye and Israel too. Moreover, the Cyprus issue continued to be a
Yy yp

significant element in EU-Tirkiye relations.

However, it has been possible to see attempts to protect the sense of secu-
rity and cooperation in the region. At a summit held in Cairo, the leaders
of Egypt, Greece, and the Greek Cypriot Administration (GCA) agreed to
strengthen stability, energy security, and regional cooperation in the Eastern
Mediterranean. The summit also addressed the Palestinian issue and maritime

security coordination.'

1 “Summit: Egypt, Cyprus, and Greece Call for Regional Stability”, AfricaNews, 8 January 2025,
hteps://www.africanews.com/2025/01/08/summit-egypt-cyprus-and-greece-call-for-regional-stabili-
ty/ (Access: 28 December 2025).
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Another notable development is the improving relations between Egypt and
Turkiye. In his visit to Egypt, Turkish Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan em-
phasized that Tuirkiye-Egypt relations have reached unprecedented levels in
the last three-four years, contributing to the maritime security and energy

dialogue in the Eastern Mediterranean.?

Diplomatic contacts in the Eastern Mediterranean region gained momen-
tum in the first week of October. Energy security, maritime jurisdictions,
and regional stability were discussed in Tiirkiye’s meetings with Egypt and
France, as well as the GCA and Israel. These contacts were considered part
of efforts by regional actors to redefine energy and security policies in the

Eastern Mediterranean.?

The growing geopolitical importance of the Eastern Mediterranean region, in
the context of energy and security, makes it an actual and potential flash point.

The developments in 2025 fortified this assertion.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The Cyprus Dispute

The Cyprus dispute has many repercussions on the relations in the region and
beyond. Due to the legal and political ambiguities related to statehoods on the
Island, it adversely affects the settlement of the boundary issues as well as the

relations between regional countries and the relations with some major powers

like the U.S. and EU.

The solution of the Cyprus dispute has remained remote in 2025. The efforts
of the U.N. Special Representative have also yielded no result. The negotiation
process has not been revitalized due to the parties’ inability to reach common
ground to start. The Turkish side demands a two-state solution on the Island
based on equal rights and equal international status, which is strongly op-
posed by the GCA. It continues to advance the federation, which would not

be based on equal international status for the Turkish community.

The increasing strategic importance of the Eastern Mediterranean in recent
years has prompted the interest of regional and global actors like the U.S.,

the EU and Israel in GCA. These involvements and increased interests cre-

2 “Visit of H.E. Hakan Fidan, Minister of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Tiirkiye, to Egypt”,
Republic of Tiirkiye Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 9 August 2025, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/sayin—bakani-
mizin-misir-i-ziyareti--9-agustos-2025--kahire.en.mfa (Access: 28 December 2025).

3 “Developments in Mediterranean Diplomacy”, Diplomeds, 7 October 2025 https://diplomeds.org/
developments-in-mediterranean-diplomacy-october-2025/, (Access: 28 December 2025).
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ated new sources of tension between Tiirkiye and Israel. The GCA’s defense

cooperation agreement with the U.S. and rumors that the GCA is pursuing
NATO membership have provoked reactions from Tiirkiye and the TRNC.

On the other hand, the GCA has not hesitated to exploit these external inter-

est for its own benefit. The GCA continued to engage in various initiatives

on various platforms aimed at portraying the 1974 Cyprus Peace Operation

as “an occupation,” seeking an end to the Turkish military presence on the is-

land and ultimately counter the demand of equal
rights of the Turks on the Island. Moreover, the
GCA aims at limiting Tiirkiye’s influence thor-
ough these strategic cooperation. Ultimately its
plans and attempts to limit Turkiye’s influence,
isolate Turkish Cypriots on the island continued

to create reactions from both Tirkiye and the

TRNC.

The EU seems to remain attached to the Cyprus
dispute. The European Commission appointed
Johannes Hahn, as a special envoy for GCA in
May 2025.* The EU’s stance continued to cause
friction between EU and Tiirkiye in 2025. The
EU’s statements on the Cyprus issue in its annual
country report on Tiirkiye continues to be heav-
ily critical. The EU continued to criticize Ankara
for not recognizing “the Republic of Cyprus,”
applying “a discriminatory visa policy against
nationals of Cyprus” and not fulfilling “its ob-
ligations as outlined in the Declaration of the
European Community and its Member States of
Sept. 21, 2005, and in Council Conclusions, in-
cluding those of December 2006 and December
2015.7¢

“Itis a fact that the only
way to achieve a fair and
lasting solution on the
island is to recognize the
sovereign equality and
equal international status
of the Turkish Cypriots. In
addition, the Greek Cypriot
Administration of Southern
Cyprus’ desire to develop
military and political
relations with countries
within and outside the
region and to arm itself is
progressing in a manner
that will increase tension

and undermine stability.”
Yasar Giiler/ 11.26.2025

4 “The European Commission designates Special Envoy for Cyprus”, European Commission, 14 May

2025, https://cyprus.represen tation.ec.curopa.eu/news/european-commission-designates-special-en-

voy-cyprus-2025-05-14_en (Access: 28 December 2025).

5 Tiirkiye does not officially recognize “the Republic of Cyprus” and therefore does not use this desig-

nation in its official documents or diplomatic communications.

6 Tiirkiye 2025 Report, (European Commission Report, Brussels, 2025), p. 3, 48, 61. https://enlarge-
ment.ec.europa.eu/document/download/4bb4ddd1-4f20-4ee0-92db-926996ec8dd1_en?filename=t

(Access: 28 December 2025).
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The recent presidential election in the TRNC resulted with the election of the
left-wing CTP’s candidate Tufan Erhiirman. Although his statements reveal a
policy of constant consultation with Tiirkiye at every step, he and his party
does not categorically exclude a solution based on federation, which Turkiye

and some Turks on the Island do not prefer.

The Maritime Boundary Disputes

Maritime boundary delimitation disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean have
been the core issue giving rise to many tensions in the areas of security and ener-
gy for two decades. There has been some notable developments in the maritime
boundary issues in 2025. Greece declared areas of energy concession areas in the
south of Crete based on equidistance line between island of Crete and Libya’s
mainland. Libya’s Government of National Unity objected to Greece’s approval
of an international tender for hydrocarbon exploration off the island of Crete,

saying some of the blocks infringe on its own maritime zones.”

Another notable development was the maritime agreement between Lebanon
and GCA signed on Nov. 26, 2025. Lebanese President Joseph Aoun and
GCA leader Nikos Christodoulides signed the agreement at Lebanon’s presi-
dential palace.® Tiirkiye objects that Greek Cypriot side does not represent
Turkish Cypriots or entire island and lacks authority to take unilateral steps
on issues involving all of Cyprus.” TRNC also refuses the deal, saying the deal
ignores the rights of Turkish Cypriots and exceeds the authority of the Greek
Cypriot side."

Another matter of tension in 2025 was the marine spatial planning maps

of Greece and Tiirkiye. Greece officially announced its long-delayed mari-

7 “Libya objects to Greek tender for hydrocarbon exploration off Crete”, Reuters, 20 June 2025,
https://www.reuters.com/business/energy/libya-objects-greek-tender-hydrocarbon-explora-
tion-off-crete-2025-06-20/ (Access: 28 December 2025).

8 “Lebanon, Cyprus sign maritime deal, paving way for possible energy exploration”, Reuters, 26
November 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/lebanon-cyprus-sign-maritime-demar-
cation-deal-paving-way-possible-energy-2025-11-26/, (Access: 28 December 2025).

9 “Statement of the Spokesperson of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Oncii Kegeli, in Response to a
Question Regarding the Exclusive Economic Zone Delimitation Agreement Signed Between Lebanon
and the Greek Cypriot Administration of Southern Cyprus.” Ministry of Foreign Affairs, heeps://
www.mfa.gov.tr/sc_-21_-disisleri-bakanligi-sozcusu-oncu-keceli-nin-lubnan-ile-guney-kibris-rum-yo-
netimi-arasinda-imzalanan-munhasir-ckonomik-bolge-sinirlandirma-anlasmasi-hk-sc.en.mfa,  (Ac-
cess: 28 December 2025); “Tiirkiye criticizes Lebanon—Greek Cypriot maritime deal for excluding
Turkish Cypriots”, Anadolu Agency, 26 November 2025 https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turki-
ye-criticizes-lebanon-greek-cypriot-maritime-deal-for-excluding-turkish-cypriots/3755489,  (Access:
28 December 2025).

10 “Turkish, TRNC officials criticize Lebanon-Greek Cyprus maritime deal”, Daily Sabah, 27 No-
vember 2025, https://www.dailysabah.com/politics/turkish-trnc-officials-criticize-lebanon-greek-cy-
prus-maritime-deal/news, (Access: 28 December 2025).
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time spatial planning on April 16, 2025, accompanied by a map. Although
Greece claimed that “the map showing the Greek Maritime Spatial Planning
does not constitute an EEZ boundary,” Ankara declared that it largely over-

laps with Turkiye’s continental shelf and, if declared, exclusive economic
zone (EEZ).!!

Energy Discoveries and Disputes

The Eastern Mediterranean remained a hot spot for energy-related issues.
Terna S.p.A., Italy’s energy transmission company, and IPTO S.A., Greece’s
electricity transmission operator, signed a project worth approximately 2 bil-
lion euros ($2.32 billion). This agreement aims to establish a new submarine
electric power connection between the two countries and “is considered a
strategic transformation in the energy infrastructure of the Eastern Mediter-

ranean and Southern Europe.”'?

U.S. energy company Chevron, meanwhile, submitted a bid for four deep-wa-
ter hydrocarbon exploration blocks off the coast southern Crete and Pelopon-
nese. The Greek Energy Ministry said that Chevron’s initiative will increase

regional energy supply security."

Plans to link Israel’s offshore gas fields — Leviathan, Tamar, and Karish-Tanin — to
new LNG facilities in GCA for worldwide export via tanker ships were discussed
at the trilateral summit in Jerusalem on Dec. 30, 2025. Officials from Israel and
Greece revealed that potential income may attract private investment for a short

pipeline between the two sides.

On the other hand, a memorandum of understanding was signed between the
National Oil Corporation (NOC) and the Turkish Petroleum Corporation
(TPAO) on June 25, 2025, thus giving a concrete form to cooperation in the

energy sector.”

11 “Regarding the “Maritime Spatial Plan” Declared by Greece”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 16 April
2025, https://www.mfa.gov.tr/no_-84_-yunanistan-in-ilan-ettigi-deniz-mekansal-planlamasi-hk.en.mfa,
(Access: 28 December 2025).

12 “Terna and IPTO sign 2-billion euro deal on Italy-Greece power connection”, Reuters, 12 May
2025, hteps://www.reuters.com/business/energy/terna-ipto-sign-2-billion-euro-deal-italy-greece-pow-
er-connection-2025-05-12/, (Access: 28 December 2025).

13 “Greece names Chevron, Helleniq Energy consortium as preferred bidder for offshore gas search”,
Reuters, 24 October 2025,  ttps://www.reuters.com/business/energy/greece-names-chevron-hel-
lenig-energy-consortium-preferred-bidder-offshore-gas-2025-10-24/, (Access: 28 December 2025).
14 “Isracl Eyes Gas Pipeline to Cyprus for Global LNG Exports”, GreekCityTimes, 30 December
2025,  https://greekcitytimes.com/2025/12/30/israel-eyes-gas-pipeline-to-cyprus-for-global-Ing-ex-
ports/, (Access:31 December 2025).

15 “Yunanistan Libya ile anlasma imzalayan Tiirkiye'yi AB’ye sikayet etti”, BBC, 27 June 2025,
hteps://www.bbe.com/turkee/articles/cqjq40vde44o, (Access: 28 December 2025).
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Greek Cypriot administration issued a NAVTEX alert on Aug. 5, designating
a zone within Tiirkiye’s declared maritime boundaries for marine research by
the Gibraltar-flagged vessel Fugro Gauss as part of the “EMC” underwater fi-
ber optic cable project. Ankara called the move yet another effort by the GCA
to impose a fait accompli in contested waters. In response, Tiirkiye swiftly
deployed naval units and a maritime patrol aircraft to the area, sources said.
The Fugro Gauss was warned that it could not conduct scientific activities on
the Turkish continental shelf without Ankara’s prior consent.!

Tiirkiye demands prior permission for such undersea cables or pipelines to
go through the Turkish continental shelf. It similarly approaches the Greece-
Cyprus electrical interconnection project (Great Sea Interconnector), which
is listed as a project to strengthen European energy security in the Eastern

Mediterranean region.

Israel signed a major $35-billion export deal to supply about 130 billion cubic
meter gas from Leviathan to Egypr till 2040."7

Greece-Tiirkiye Tensions

The Aegean Sea and the waters around Greek islands like Rhodes, Kerpe and
Meis in the Eastern Mediterranean are source of contention between Tiirkiye
and Greece, claiming overlapping maritime boundaries. Greece argues that its
islands have the right to an EEZ. Tiirkiye, on the other hand, argues that the
Greek islands cannot be taken on the same foot with Tiirkiye and could not
have maritime zones beyond their territorial waters a as result of an equitable
solution. In 2025, these tensions remain unresolved and could flare up at any

time, particularly in relation to the discovery of new gas deposits.

The Cyprus dispute is another source of tension between the two countries
in the Eastern Mediterranean. Their demands and arguments still remain
too far apart for the political status of the two communities on the island.
While Greece prefers a federation, Tiirkiye insists on a two-state solution on
the island.

In April 2025, Greece and Tiirkiye’s actions regarding their maritime jurisdic-
tions in the Eastern Mediterranean attracted attention. The two countries’

subsequent declarations of their maritime spatial planning maps in the same

16 “Greek Cypriot attempt to violate Turkish continental shelf thwarted”, Daily Sabah,, 7 August
2025, hteps://www.dailysabah.com/politics/greek-cypriot-attempt-to-violate-turkish-continen-
tal-shelf-thwarted/news, (Access: 28 December 2025).

17 “Israeli prime minister announces $35B natural gas deal with Egypt”, Anadolu Agency, 17 Decem-
ber 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/israeli-prime-minister-announces-35 b-natural-gas-

deal-with-egypt/3774071, (Access: 28 December 2025).
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month, along with their respective statements, deepened the ongoing rivalry

in the Aegean and Eastern Mediterranean on a legal basis.'®

Upon recent statements by Greece for a new process of dialogue, Turkish
Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan said that some alliances are aiming to sur-
round Turkiye."” This is basically referring to Israel, which seems to try very
hard to establish an existence on the island of Cyprus, despite Tiirkiye’s

objections.

Considering the above developments between Greece and Turkiye in 2025,
it is no surprise that the High Level Cooperation Council meeting between
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan and Prime Minister Kyriakos Mitsotakis was
not held.

The Role of Externals Powers

The United States continued to monitor and engage in developments in the
Eastern Mediterranean, although its influence has fluctuated based on broader

geopolitical considerations.

On Jan. 15, 2025, then-President Biden issued a Presidential Determina-
tion of Eligibility for the Greek Cypriot Administration to receive defense
equipment, supplies, and services through the Foreign Military Sales, Excess
Defense Articles divestment program, and Title 10 security assistance grant
programs.”’ In doing so, the United States suspended its arms embargo on
Cyprus for a year, allowing defense exports to resume between Oct. 1, 2025
and Sept. 30, 2026, after the Secretary of State certified that Cyprus meets

congressional requirements.”'

These developments triggered reactions from Tiirkiye. Ankara interpreted

this as the U.S. supporting the GCA without taking into account the Tiir-

18 “Greece discloses its official Maritime Spatial Planning map”, Anadolu Agency, 16 April 2025, https://
www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/greece-discloses-its-official-maritime-spatial-planning-map/3540121, (Ac-
cess: 28 December 2025); “Tiirkiye Marine Spatial Planning”, DEHUKAM, 19 June 2025, hteps://
dmpturkiye.dehukam.org/en/home-page/, (Access: 28 December 2025); “Greece Condemns Turkey’s
Marine Spatial Planning Map citing legal grounds”, Shipping Telegraph,19 June 2025, https://ship-
pingtelegraph.com/hellenic-shipping-news/greece-condemns-turkeys-marine-spatial-planning-map-
citing-legal-grounds/, (Access: 28 December 2025).

19 Greek City Times, 5 October 2025, https://greekcitytimes.com/2025/10/05/hakan-fidan-east-

20 “Presidential Determination to Expand Access to Defense Articles and Defense Sevices”, US Em-
bassy, 16 January 2025, ttps://cy.usembassy.gov/presidential-determination-to-expand-access-to-de-
fense-articles-and-defense-services/, (Access: 28 December 2025).

21 “US suspends arms embargo on Cyprus for one year”, WorldECR, 11 September 2025, https://
www.worldecr.com/news/us-suspends-arms-embargo-on-cyprus-for-one-year/, (Access: 28 December

2025).
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kiye-Greece balance in Cyprus.”? The TRNC Foreign Ministry also issued
a statement, saying, “We call on the U.S, which we now see as a clear party
in the Cyprus issue, to act with common sense, to end its efforts to change
the delicate balances in the region, and end its partisan stance on the Cyprus

issue.”?

The European Union remained a critical actor in the Eastern Mediterra-
nean, particularly in relation to Cyprus issue. In a recent report, the EU
accused Tiirkiye for conducting military exercises “in the maritime zones
of Cyprus,” “violating the flight information region and national airspace
of the Republic of Cyprus” and “harassing Cypriot fishing vessels and IUU

fishing activities.”*

Israel, meanwhile, intensified its efforts, especially in 2024 and 2025, to in-
crease its presence in the island of Cyprus. It is planning to give advanced
military systems, such as the Barak MX air defense network, coupled with
access to GCA’s military infrastructure. Barak MX can provide anti-air cover-
age over a large area, threatening Turkish aircraft, helicopters, and drones. The
ELM-2084 radar used by Barak MX (or any other early-warning radar that is
integrated into it) will perform as a long-range surveillance and intelligence
collection asset for GCA.” These military procurements are sign of a shift

from temporary moves to long-term strategic cooperation.

Besides defense deals, more and more Israceli citizens acquiring property and
residence rights in GCA established a new form of influence on the territory.
In recent years, around 20,000 Israeli citizens have reportedly acquired golden

visas through investments.?

The Turkish Defense Ministry issued a statement emphasizing that Israel must

abandon its “expansionist and invasive” stance to ensure regional security. The

22 “Tiirkiye says US move to designate Greek Cypriot administration eligible for arms sales
‘grave mistake’”, Anadolu Agency, 16 january 2025, h ttps://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/turki-
ye-says-us-move-to-designate-greck-cypriot-administration-eligible-for-arms-sales-grave-mis-
take/3452995, (Access: 28 December 2025).

23 “Regarding the Bilateral Defense Cooperation Roadmap Signed Between the Republic of Cyprus
and the United States,” Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus,
11 September 2024, https://mfa.gov.ct.tr/tr/gkry-ile-abd-arasinda-imzalanan-ikili-savunma-isbirligi-
ne-dayali-yol-haritasi-hk, (Access: 28 December 2025).

24 Tiirkiye 2025 Report, p. 62.

25 “Israeli air defense in Cyprus extends intel reach over Tiirkiye.” Middle East Eye, 16 Septem-
ber 2025, https://www.middleeasteye.net/live-blog/live-blog-update/isracli-air-defence-cyprus-ex-
tends-intel-reach-over-Tiirkiye, (Access: 28 December 2025).

26 Sibel Diiz, “Israel’s Ambitions on the Cyprus Island”, SETA Experts Respond, 26 September 2025,
https://V\wwv.sctav.()rg/cn/cxpcrts-rcsp()nd-isracls—ambitions—()n-thc«cyprus«island, (Access: 28 De-
cember 2025).
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statement also emphasized Tiirkiye’s determination to protect its rights in the

Eastern Mediterranean.?”

Israeli Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu said that they have established
an alliance of democracies between Israel, GCA and Greece in the Eastern
Mediterranean, and we saw that steps were taken to place Israel’s trilateral

cooperation within a strategic framework.”

Throughout the year, Israel and Greece conducted joint naval/air exercises
south of Crete, and Greece also revived negotiations for the procurement
of air defense and rocket systems from Israel (including the Achilles Shield

program).”

The U.K,, as a former colonial power and guarantor of Cyprus, continues to
have a unique relationship with both sides. Its military bases (sovereign bases)
on the island and its position in international diplomacy remain important.
There is a British High Commission on the island which maintains bilateral
relations on a wide range of issues, including politics, commerce, security, and

economy.*

An estimated 300,000 Cypriots reside in the U.K. while the island is also
home to a significant British expatriate community, further fostering cultural
and social ties. Approximately 30,000 Britons live in Cyprus, many of whom

are retirees or professionals who have chosen to live and work on the island.*

Migration and Humanitarian Concerns

The Mediterranean, particularly the central and eastern parts, remains a ma-

jor route for migration, primarily from conflict zones in the Middle East

27 “MSB: Bolge giivenliginin tesisi igin Israil’'in yayilmaci ve isgalci tavrindan vazgegmesi gerekme-
ktedir”, Anadolu Ajansi, 11 March 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/gundem/msb-bolge-guvenligi-
nin-tesisi-icin-israilin-yayilmaci-ve-isgalci-tavrindan-vazgecmesi-gerekmektedir/3533763, (Access:
28 December 2025).

28 “PM Netanyahu’s remarks at the start of the Government meeting”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs
of Israel, 30 March 2025, https://www.g()v.il/cn/pagcs/pm-nctanyahu-s—rcmarks-at—thc-start—of—thc-
government-meeting-30-mar-2025, (Access: 28 December 2025); “Isracli PM Netanyahu vows to
pressure Hamas after ceasefire proposal”, Reuters, 30 March 2025, https://www.reuters.com/world/
middle-east/israeli-pm-netanyahu-vows-pressure-hamas-after-ceasefire-proposal-2025-03-30/,  (Ac-
cess: 28 December 2025).

29 “Greece in talks to buy anti-aircraft, artillery systems from Israel”, Reuters, 14 November 2025,
https://www.reuters.com/business/aerospace-defense/greece-talks-buy-anti-aircraft-artillery-sys-
tems-israel-2025-11-14/, (Access: 28 December 2025).

30 “Cyprus and the UK”. Government of the UK, 2 November 2025, https://www.gov.uk/world/
cyprus/news, (Access: 28 December 2025).

31 “Cyprus-UK Relations”, High Commission of Cyprus in the UK, n.d., https://cyprusinuk.com/
cyprus-uk-relations/, (Access: 28 December 2025).
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and North Africa.*” Humanitarian concerns related to migration continue
to be a source of tension between the EU and regional countries, including

Tirkiye.

From January to November 2024, over 180,000 migrants reached Europe
across the Mediterranean and the Adantic Ocean irregularly, traveling
largely from Tiirkiye to Greece -via the Eastern Mediterranean route — and
from the African coast to Spain— via the Western routes. The overall trend
was partly counterbalanced by a moderate increase in irregular flows on the
Eastern Mediterranean and Western routes, which grew by 27% and 30%,

respectively.”

In its recent report on Tiirkiye, the EU stated that in the first half of 2025,
there were less than 15.000 arrivals from Tiirkiye to the EU, a decrease by
more than one-third compared to the same period last year. Arrivals from
Tiirkiye decreased at all relevant points (Bulgaria, Cyprus, Greece and Italy).**
The 2016 EU-Tirkiye agreement, which aims to stem the flow of migrants
into the EU in exchange for financial aid and political concessions, continues

to be significant in controlling illegal migration in the region.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

As 0£ 2025, the Eastern Mediterranean remained a highly dynamic and com-
plex region, shaped by energy disputes, geopolitical rivalries, military postur-
ing, and the involvement of multiple international actors. The region’s secu-
rity and stability will continue to be influenced by the competing interests of
Greece, Tiirkiye, Cyprus, Israel, Egypt, and external powers like the United
States. The potential for further tensions remains high especially over energy
exploration and territorial disputes persist in the contested waters. A large
scale military conflict does not seem probable. However, diplomatic efforts
and regional cooperation initiatives could also lead to positive developments

over energy cooperation.

There is a little chance for the settlement of maritime boundary disputes in 2026.
The persisting political division over Cyprus, the deeply divergent legal positions
of the related sides for their respective claims and the lack of any political dialogue

for the settlement of these disputes leaves no space for hope in 2026. Settlement

32 “Migration Outlook 2025”7, ICMPD, 10 December 2025, https://www.icmpd.org/file/down-
load/63876/file/ICMPD%2520Migration%25200utlook%2520Mediterranean%25202025.pdf,
(Access: 28 December 2025).

33 “Migration Outlook 2025”.
34 Tiirkiye 2025 Report p. 46.
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of maritime disputes in the Eastern Mediterranean requires not bilateral but mul-

tilateral agreement of the many related countries, which now seem distant.

Cyprus issue will remain a national cause for Turkiye and the TRNC. No
retreat from “the sovereign equality and equal international status of the Turk-
ish people” can be expected in 2026 and maybe beyond.* This is despite the
fact that newly elected president Erhiirman does not seem to insist on equal
international status. The lack of trust between the two communities will not
make federation an option under existing circumstances. However, political
equality and effective guarantee Tiirkiye would not be a matter of compromise
for TRNC.* Therefore a fast settlement of the long lasting Cyprus dispute
cannot be expected in 2026.

The Greek-Turkish relations will remain a key element in starting a dialogue
over the Cyprus issue. Although Greece and Tiirkiye maintained a positive
agenda in their bilateral relations in the last two years, there are risks for crises
in 2026. The Greek statements concerning “the Greek-Israeli strategic rela-
tions” and some military and resource-related cooperation could continue to
harass Tiirkiye. It is most probable that Tiirkiye and Greece will have difficult

relations over the Cyprus issue in 2026.

The U.S. sided with the Greek Administration against the TRNC on the is-
land, despite Tiirkiye’s objection during the Biden Administration. However,
such an attitude does not seem to persist in 2026, since the U.S. and Turkiye
are developing a fresh sense of cooperation in many areas, including security
and energy. This would prevent any major crisis between the two sides over the
Cyprus issue too. The United States might also involve itself more deeply in
energy diplomacy to mediate between Greece, GCA, and Tiirkiye.

Although EU is critical of Ttirkiye on the Cyprus issue, a crisis between EU
and Tirkiye in relation to Cyprus is less probable in 2026. The EU and Tiir-
kiye are in a process of a rapprochement, especially in relation to EU defense.
The developing relations may facilitate a dialogue over the Cyprus issue, rather

than repeating a period of crises.

The tension between Tiirkiye and Israel over the latter’s actions on the island

has great potential of intensifying in 2026. The role of Israel in the making of

35 “Hakan Fidan: The Armament of Southern Cyprus Could Trigger a New Arms Race on the Island,”
Kibris Postass,, 11 December 2024, https://www.kibrispostasi.com/c140-DAILY_NEWS/n543364-
hakan-fidan-arming-south-cyprus-could-trigger-a-new-arms-race-on-the-island, (Access: 28 Decem-
ber 2025).

36 “Kibris'in Iki Lideri Ik Kez Yiiz Yiize Goriigtii: Erhiirman ‘Céziim Atmosferinin Olusmasi Icin’
10 Madde Sundu.”, BBC, 18 November 2025, https://Www.bbc.C()m/mrkcc/articlcs/clyz5wy7vxj(),
(Access: 28 December 2025).
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the delimitation agreement between GCA and Lebanon, and possible estab-
lishment of a joint force between Israel, GCA and Greece, could make Tuirkiye

and Israel relations tense in 2026.

There has been a trend of decrease in the illegal migration through Eastern
Mediterranean in 2025. The armed conflicts in the Middle East will, however,
continue to threaten regional stability. As in previous years, “responsibility-
sharing” in the context of refugee protection is likely to be an important topic
of discussion in migration policy debates. The gradual stabilization of the po-
litical situation in Syria may also lead to an increased focus among govern-
ments of EU member states and Turkiye on “returns” as a durable solution

for Syrian refugees.

The strategic importance of the Eastern Mediterranean in terms of energy has
also intensified the global actors interest in the region. The ongoing tension
over energy resources in the region create future concerns. Energy issues, espe-
cially the cable projects may cause tension in 2026 between Tiirkiye and other
related actors. The energy issue, on the other hand, has a potential of creat-
ing cooperation opportunities between the regional countries. However, it is
unlikely that cooperation would include all the major regional countries con-

sidering the existing political relations between Tiirkiye, Israel, and the GCA.
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The final draft of a comprehensive peace treaty between Azer-
baijan and Armenia was brought to the signature-ready stage;
however, the principal remaining obstacles continue to be the
amendment of territorial references to Karabakh in the Arme-
nian Constitution and the modalities of transport connectivity
(Zangezur/TRIPP)

Full normalization between Turkiye and Armenia - including
the establishment of diplomatic relations and the opening of
the land border — has been explicitly conditioned by Turkiye
on the conclusion of a lasting peace treaty between Azerbaijan
and Armenia

Disappointed by the lack of expected military and diplomat-
ic support from Russia after 2020, Armenia has shifted its for-
eign policy from a“bandwagoning” posture toward a“hedging”
(multi-vector balancing) strategy. In this context, it has conclud-
ed a strategic partnership agreement with the U.S. and initiated
the process of applying for EU membership

The longstanding dispute over regional connectivity was re-
framed under the U.S. mediation as the “TRIPP” (Trump Road-
map for International Peace and Prosperity) initiative. Armenia
accepts the TRIPP designation while rejecting the geographi-
cally connotative term “corridor”; the project is to be operated
under full Armenian sovereignty by an international consor-
tium led by the US.

Russia’s traditional mediation role has been markedly weak-
ened by the increased activism of the U.S. and the EU, as well as
by the formal dissolution of the OSCE Minsk Group in Septem-
ber 2025
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INTRODUCTION

Since the Second Karabakh War in 2020, the South Caucasus has entered a new
geopolitical phase characterized by normalization efforts between Azerbaijan and
Armenia, on the one hand, and between Tiirkiye and Armenia, on the other.! The
de facto resolution of the Karabakh issue, which for decades blocked diplomatic,
political and economic relations, has created the conditions for significant prog-
ress in Tiirkiye-Armenia relations.” In 2025, Armenia and Azerbaijan reached
agreement on the text of a final peace treaty,® yet the process has been slowed by
the need to remove historical territorial claims concerning Karabakh from the
Armenian Constitution and overcome remaining obstacles related to the Zang-
ezur Corridor.* Having traditionally shaped its security policy under Russian in-
fluence, Armenia’- disillusioned by Moscow’s limited military and diplomatic
support after 2020°~ has reoriented its foreign policy toward a balanced, multi-
vector “hedging” approach.” Accordingly, it has launched an EU membership

1 Esengiil Ayaz Avan, Ermeni Arastirmalars, “The Karabakh Issue and Its Impact on Tiirkiye-Armenia
Relations,” Issue: 78, 2025, p. 57. https://avim.org.tr/tr/Dergi/Ermeni-Arastirmalari/78/pdf. (Access:
31 December 2025).

2 Ayaz Avan, p. 61.

3 Alev Kilig, Ermeni Arastirmalars, “Olaylar ve Yorumlar,” Issue: 77, 2025, p. 10. https://avim.org.tr/
tr/Dergi/Ermeni-Arastirmalari/77/pdf. (Access: 31 December 2025).

4 Jeremy Salt, Review of Armenian Studies, “‘Real Armenia’ or ‘Historic Armenia’,” Issue: 51, 2025, p.
75. https://avim.org.tr/tr/Dergi/Review-Of-Armenian-Studies/51/pdf. (Access: 31 December 2025)
5 Olgun Uksal, Ermeni Arastirmalar:, “A Foreign Policy Stuck Between Russia and The European
Union: The Case of Armenia,” Issue: 78, 2025, p. 104. https://avim.org.tr/tr/Dergi/Ermeni-Arastir-
malari/78/pdf. (Access: 31 December 2025).

6 Uksal, p. 99.

7 ““We Have Decided to Adopt a Balanced and Balancing Foreign Policy, Which Means That We Will
Try to Balance Relations with the EU, Russia and Regional Powers, Prime Minister’,” The Prime Min-
ister of the Republic of Armenia, 23 January 2025, https://www.primeminister.am/en/press-release/
item/2025/01/23/Nikol-Pashinyan-Panel-discussion/. (Access: 31 December 2025).

138



THE SOUTH CAUCASUS ON THE PATH TO PEACE AND NORMALIZATION

initiative® and signed a strategic partnership agreement with the U.S.” The critical
issue of Zangezur, which holds strategic importance for Tiirkiye’s access to Cen-
tral Asia, was reframed on Aug. 8, 2025, through U.S. mediation as the TRIPP
project, to be operated under Armenian sovereignty.'” This development has pro-

voked concern in both Russia and Iran, the latter being particularly sensitive

“The South Caucasus, which
has longed for peace for
years, is going through

a historic period today.
Azerbaijan and Armenia are
closer than ever to signing a
peace agreement. In parallel

to geopolitical changes in the Caucasus." Tiirkiye
has consistently maintained that full normalization
with Armenia is contingent upon the signing of a
permanent peace treaty between Azerbaijan and
Armenia. Domestically, Nikol Pashinyan’s govern-
ment has faced intense criticism from opposition
forces and parts of the diaspora for prioritizing the
concept of the “Republic of Armenia” over tradi-
tional historical narratives and for softening rheto-
ric on the events of World War I."?

MAIN DYNAMICS

with this process, we are in

dialogue with Azerbaijan
and are also advancing our
normalization processes

with Armenia.”
Recep Tayyip Erdogan/16.12. 2025

The principal dynamics currently shaping the
South Caucasus, as of December 2025, revolve
around the Azerbaijan-Armenia normalization
process, Tiirkiye’s connectivity objectives, and the
ongoing shift in mediation roles among external
actors. These interconnected forces represent a
multifaceted geopolitical reconfiguration, driven
by post-2020 Second Karabakh War realities,
where the de facto resolution of the conflict has unlocked pathways for diplo-
matic and economic reintegration while exposing persistent frictions. The nor-
malization process between Azerbaijan and Armenia, formalized in a provisional

peace framework initialed in Washington on Aug. 8, 2025, under U.S. auspices,

8 “Armenia’s Government Formally Takes Steps to Launch EU Accession Process”, 7The New Union
Post, 9 January 2025, https://newunionpost.eu/2025/01/09/armenia-government-eu-accession-pro-
cess/. (Access: 31 December 2025).

9 “U.S., Armenia Sign Strategic Partnership Agreement”, Radio Free Europe, 15 January 2025, hetps://
www.rferl.org/a/armenia-partnership-agreement-blinken-mirzoyan-russia/33276117.html.  (Access:

31 December 2025).

10 “Discussions on Trump Route Project Have Already Begun — Pashinyan”, Arka News, 29 Septem-
ber 2025, https://arka.am/en/news/politics/discussions-on-trump-route-project-have-already-begun-
pashinyan/.(Access: 31 December 2025).

11 “Ermenistan Basbakant ile fran Cumhurbaskaninin Ortak Bildirisi Yayimland1”, Armenian Public
Radio, 20 August 2025, https://tr.armradio.am/2025/08/20/ermenistan-basbakani-ile-iran-cumhur-

baskaninin-ortak-bildirisi-yayimlandi/ .(Access: 31 December 2025).

12 Salt, p. 83.
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has accelerated bilateral dialogues but remains stalled on constitutional and con-
nectivity issues. Tiirkiye’s agenda, emphasizing unhindered access to Central Asia
via enhanced transport corridors, positions Ankara as a pivotal stakeholder, link-
ing regional stability to its broader Eurasian ambitions. Concurrently, the me-
diation landscape has undergone a profound transformation: Russia’s traditional
dominance via the Collective Security Treaty Organization (CSTO) has waned
amid Armenias disillusionment, yielding ground to proactive U.S. and EU en-
gagements that prioritize resilience-building and institutional reforms. This triad
of dynamics not only fosters tentative stability but also risks renewed tensions
if unresolved asymmetries —such as sovereignty concerns over transit routes or
divergent interpretations of historical claims— escalate. Collectively, they under-
score a region in flux, where endogenous peace efforts intersect with exogenous
power projections, potentially redefining the South Caucasus as a nexus for East-
West connectivity rather than a perennial conflict zone.

Azerbaijan-Armenia Normalization Process and Remaining
Obstacles

As of March 2025, the foreign ministers of Armenia and Azerbaijan confirmed
that full consensus had been reached on the text of the final peace treaty, render-
ing it ready for signature. This positive development was welcomed internation-
ally, with both the U.S. and the EU calling for rapid conclusion of the agreement.
Nevertheless, two core impediments persist: constitutional amendments in Ar-
menia and the detailed arrangements for transport links. Azerbaijan insists that
references implying territorial claims against it be removed from the Armenian
Constitution. Prime Minister Pashinyan has sought to address these concerns by
emphasizing the supremacy of the future treaty over domestic legislation.

Turkiye’s Connectivity Agenda and Normalization Role

Viewing the South Caucasus as the gateway to Central Asia, Tiirkiye attaches
paramount importance to regional peace and stability’®. Full normalization
of Tiirkiye-Armenia relations remains explicitly linked to the conclusion of
a permanent Azerbaijan-Armenia peace treaty. Bilateral dialogue remains ac-
tive, with ongoing diplomatic contacts. Concrete steps include technical as-
sessments for the reactivation of the Kars-Gyumri railway and preparations
to implement the 2022 agreement on opening the border to third-country
nationals and diplomatic-passport holders.*

13 “Tiirkiye wants opening of Zangezur corridor ‘as soon as possible’: Erdogan,” TRT World, 26 Sep-
tember 2023, https://www.trtworld.com/turkiye/turkiye-wants-opening-of-zan-gezur-corridor-as-
soon-as-possible-erdogan-15141613. (Access: 31 December 2025).

14 “Debate of State Budget 2025 Continues at Joint Sitting of NA Committees: Foreign Minis-
ter Presents Ongoing Work on Peace Treaty”, Aravot, 31 October 2024, https://en.aravot.am/2024/
10/31/354461. (Access: 31 December 2025).
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The Zangezur/TRIPP Route and Regional Connectivity

The transport link connecting Azerbaijan proper with Nakhchivan (and onward
to Tiirkiye) is regarded as critical for regional integration. Armenia has consis-
tently rejected any formulation that would compromise its sovereignty over the
route.” Following U.S. intervention on Aug. 8, 2025, the project was rebranded
as the Trump Roadmap for International Peace and Prosperity (TRIPP) and
will be managed by an international consortium operating strictly in accordance
with Armenian law. While this arrangement provides Armenia with greater ma-
neuvering space in an otherwise constrained geopolitical environment, it has

elicited negative reactions from both Russia and Iran.'

Shifting Mediation Roles (Russia, EU, U.S.)

Frustrated by Russia’s perceived passivity within the framework of the CSTO,
Armenia has adopted a hedging strategy in its foreign and security policy. It
has concluded a strategic partnership agreement with the U.S. and formally
initiated the EU accession process.'” The active U.S. role in the TRIPP initia-
tive serves as a counterweight to traditional Russian influence. Moscow has
criticized U.S. actions as destabilizing the South Caucasus. Meanwhile, the
European Union has extended the mandate of the EU Monitoring Mission in
Armenia (EUMA) and announced a 270 million euro resilience package.'® A
direct consequence of these developments was the termination of the OSCE
Minsk Group (co-chaired by Russia, the U.S. and France) in September 2025.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

2026 will be a pivotal year for the South Caucasus, as normalization processes
are expected to materialize through final signatures and Armenia’s Western
orientation becomes consolidated.

Azerbaijan-Armenia Peace Treaty

The signing of the treaty will continue to hinge on domestic constitutional
reform in Armenia. Prime Minister Pashinyan has pledged to undertake the

15 “Discussions on Trump Route Project Have Already Begun — Pashinyan”, Arka News, 29 Septem-
ber 2025, https://arka.am/en/news/politics/discussions-on-trump-route-project-have-already-begun-
pashinyan/.(Access: 31 December 2025).

16 “Russia Says Implementation of Armenian-Azerbaijani Initialed Deal ‘Remains to be Seen”, Armen-

17 Csongor Koromi, “Armenian Parliament Adopts Law to Launch EU Membership Process”, Politico,
26 March 2025, https://www.politico.eu/article/armenia-adopts-law-launch-european-union-acces-
sion-process/.(Access: 31 December 2025).

18 “EU Announces New €270 Million Resilience and Growth Package for Armenia”, EU Neigbour-
sEast, 5 April 2025, https://euneighbourseast.cu/news/latest-news/eu-announces-new-e270-million-
resilience-and-growth-package-for-armenia/.(Access: 31 December 2025).
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necessary amendments following the 2026 parliamentary elections. Intensive
diplomatic efforts — driven by Tiirkiye, the U.S. and the European Union —
are anticipated to secure signature in the first half of 2026. Successful conclu-
sion would open the door to a stable and lasting peace in the region."”

Turkiye-Armenia Relations and Connectivity

Turkiye has indicated that it will immediately accelerate normalization upon
signature of the Azerbaijan-Armenia treaty. In such a scenario, the rapid estab-
lishment of diplomatic relations and the opening of the land border to third-
country nationals appear highly likely. Technical work on rehabilitating and
operationalizing the Kars-Gyumri railway is expected to gain momentum,
strengthening prospects for Armenia’s integration with European markets via
Turkiye® (which maintains a customs union with the EU).

Geopolitical Competition and Foreign-Policy Diversification

Armenia’s hybrid “hedging” model is projected to become more pronounced
in 2026. The initiation of negotiations on a U.S.-Armenia 123 Civil Nuclear
Cooperation Agreement, combined with U.S. support for military modern-
ization, will further deepen strategic ties with the West.*! Russia is likely to
maintain its critical stance and may undertake limited countermeasures.** Ar-
menia, however, has no immediate plans to withdraw from the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union and will continue to frame its policy as partner diversification
rather than outright rupture. Hosting the 8th European Political Community
Summit in May 2026 will serve as a visible diplomatic manifestation of Arme-

nia’s Western orientation.”

Implementation of the TRIPP Project

The TRIPP initiative is expected to move into the implementation phase in
the second half of 2026. While preserving Armenian sovereignty over the
route and granting Armenia a guaranteed revenue-generating role, the project
will partially serve Azerbaijan’s and Tiirkiye’s connectivity objectives toward

19 “Long Live Diplomacy, Long Live Peace’: Full Text of PM Nikol Pashinyan’s UNGA Speech”, Ar-
menPress, 27 September 2025, https://armenpress.am/en/article/1230757. (Access: 31 December 2025).
20 “Participation of the Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs of Armenia in the Panel Discussion at
the “Manama Dialogue”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Armenia, 7 December 2024,
https://www.mfa.am/en/press-releases/2024/12/07/participation-of-the-deputy-minister-of-foreign-af-
fairs-of-armenia-in-the-panel-discussion-at-the-%E2%80%9C/12993. (Access: 31 December 2025).
21 Alev Kilig, Review of Armenian Studies, “Facts and Comments,” Issue 51, 2025, p. 40, https://avim.
org.tr/tr/Dergi/Review-Of-Armenian-Studies/51/pdf. (Access: 31 December 2025).

22 Kilig, p. 41.

23 Alev Kilig, Ermeni Arastirmalarz, “Olaylar ve Yorumlar,” Issue: 78, p. 42, https://avim.org.tr/tr/
Dergi/Ermeni-Arastirmalari/78/pdf. (Access: 31 December 2025).
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Central Asia. U.S. leadership of the initiative may intensify geopolitical com-

petition with Russia and Iran.**

The Pashinyan administration will continue to face domestic opposition —par-

ticularly from the Armenian Apostolic Church and hardline diaspora elements—

ahead of the June 2026 parliamentary elections. The election outcome will be

decisive for the government’s ability to realize its “Real Armenia” vision and

complete the normalization agenda.
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24 Nargiz Mamadli, “Armenia Says Construction of TRIPP Corridor to Begin in Late 2026,” Caspian

News, caspiannews.com, 14 November 2025, https://caspiannews.com/news-detail/armenia-says-con-
struction-of-tripp-corridor-to-begin-in-late-2026-2025-11-13-0/.(Access: 31 December 2025).
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TURKIYE-IRAQ RELATIONS:

Institutionalization Process and
Conditional Stability




The U.S. withdrawal shifts Iraq into a phase where security com-
petition will be shaped less by Washington’s posture and more
by the interaction between Baghdad, Tehran, and entrenched
armed groups

The 2025 elections reaffirmed Iran’s political depth in Irag: While
Tehran is losing ground across parts of the Middle East, its affili-
ates in Baghdad remain intact. Iraq is Iran’s last uncontested po-
litical and militia stronghold, and Tehran will not allow erosion
of influence without resistance

Militia dynamics remain the most reliable indicator of Iraq's
stability. Iran-aligned groups retain both coercive and political
leverage, and will resist efforts to reduce their influence

Tirkiye and Gulf states increasingly view Iraq through a corri-
dor-security lens, prioritizing PKK containment and the future
of the Development Road

The PKK disarmament process, internal Kurdish rivalries, and
Baghdad-Erbil budget tensions will shape northern stability
and determine whether the country’s economic corridors gain
traction

The greatest risk for 2026 remains regional escalation - particu-
larly any intensified Israel-Iran confrontation capable of activat-
ing Iraqi militias beyond Baghdad's control
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INTRODUCTION

Iraq enters the 2025-2026 period navigating a complicated mix of internal
stagnation and regional turbulence. Domestically, the political system has
settled into a predictable but rigid balance: Shia parties dominate, Kurdish
factions compete for leverage rather than unity, and Sunni blocs continue to
struggle for strategic coherence. The 2025 elections confirmed this structure.
Even as Iran faces reversals in Syria, Lebanon, and parts of the Gulf, its Iraqi
allies retained their ground. Baghdad remains Iran’s most reliable sphere of
influence — Tehran’s last strategic depth — and the political-militia ecosystem

Iran has cultivated continues to operate with discipline and confidence.

Meanwhile, the U.S. is drawing down its combat role, forcing Baghdad to as-
sume more responsibility for its own security environment.! Into this vacuum,
Tiirkiye and the Gulf states have stepped in with greater economic and secu-
rity engagement, increasingly treating Iraq as a potential connector linking the

Gulf to Europe.

But Iraq is far from insulated. The Gaza war, Israeli strikes in Lebanon and
Syria, and the broader Israel-Iran confrontation create a volatile regional set-
ting. Iraq’s Iran-aligned militias are watching and calibrating their posture.
For 2026, the central question is whether Iraq can maintain its fragile calm or
whether regional escalation will drag it into a confrontation it is not prepared

to manage.

1 Mohamed Eldoh, “US Military Redeployment in Iraq: Strategic Withdrawal or Tactical Shift?”,
Geopolitical Monitor, 29 August 2025, https://www.geopoliticalmonitor.com/us-military-redeploy-
ment-in-irag-strategic-withdrawal-or-tactical-shift/ (Access: 23 December 2025).
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MAIN DYNAMICS

The phased U.S. withdrawal is transforming Iraq’s security architecture in
ways that empower regional actors, particularly Iran. For two decades, the
U.S. presence served as a constraint on militia expansion and a political guar-
antee for Iragi actors wary of Iranian dominance. As Washington steps back,

those constraints weaken, enabling Iran to reinforce and expand its influence.

2025 Elections and Implications

The 2025 election results in Iraq highlighted this trend. The election results
indicate that Iraqi voters largely cast their ballots along identity-based lines.
This pattern underscores the persistence of political fragility in Iraq, as well
as the continued salience of ethnic and sectarian fault lines within the coun-
try’s political landscape. Although Iran has suffered strategic setbacks in other
parts of the region — military losses in Syria, political fatigue in Lebanon — its
Iraqi network remains unshaken. Iran’s affiliated political factions did not lose
ground; in some areas, they tightened control. This underscores a structural
reality: Iraq is Iran’s last uncontested arena. It is Tehran’s geographic buffer,
military supply corridor, and political ecosystem — all essential to Iran’s broad-
er confrontation with the U.S. and Israel. Losing influence in Iraq is not an

option Tehran is prepared to entertain.

Figure 1: Election results in Iraq

Source 1: Gulf International Forum (https://qulfif.org/2025-iragi-parliament-election-results/]

Iran’s leverage is multilayered: influence over senior Iragi politicians, deep or-
ganizational ties with powerful Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF) units, and
economic networks that bind Iraq to Iranian markets and energy flows. Iran

may be strained elsewhere, but within Baghdad, Najaf, and PMF leadership
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circles, its position remains durable. This is why the debate over the Hashd al-
Shaabi law is so significant.? Iran will tolerate administrative adjustments but not
structural changes that weaken its core allies — Badr, Kataib Hezbollah, Nujaba,
or other factions tied directly to the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps-Quds
Force (IRGC-QF). Indeed, during the period when debates over the Popular
Mobilization Forces (PMF/Hashd al-Shaabi) law were ongoing, Iran’s Secretary
of the Supreme National Security Council, Ali Larijani, paid a visit to Iraq. At
the same time, Ali Akbar Velayati, an adviser to Iran’s Supreme Leader Ayatollah
Ali Khamenei, issued public statements expressing support for the PME?

Baghdad’s challenge is that the PMF is not a unified bloc. Some brigades
favor integration into state structures; others benefit from autonomy. Tehran
views any dilution of PMF influence as a threat to its regional doctrine, which
explains why PMF reform has progressed slowly and selectively. Baghdad has

little incentive to confront groups capable of destabilizing the state.

Federal-regional tensions further complicate the landscape. Baghdad-Erbil dis-
putes over budget transfers, oil marketing authority, and control of disputed
territories remain unresolved. The Kurdish Regional Government (KRG)’s in-
ternal fragmentation — particularly the Patriotic Union of Kurdistan (PUK)’s
consolidation in Sulaymaniyah and its intensified rivalry with the Kurdistan

Democratic Party (KDP) — creates room for external actors.* Iran deepens in-

2 With the proposed legislation, the Popular Mobilization Forces (PMF/Hashd al-Shaabi) would be
incorporated into the constitutional framework as an “established institution” within the armed forces
and placed under the direct authority of the Chief of General Staff (and, by extension, the Prime
Minister as Commander-in-Chief). The bill also introduces a strict prohibition on PMF members’
affiliation with any political party. It envisages the appointment of a minister-level official to head the
institution. Since the draft law does not impose an age limit, the current head of the PME Faleh al-
Fayyad, aged 72, would be able to remain in office with ministerial status.

Moreover, the lcgislati()n assigns the PMF a broad range of security-related responsibilities, including
the protection of the democratic order and Iraq’s territorial integrity, counter-terrorism operations, and
the provision of national security advice. The draft further authorizes the PMF to establish an armed
and modernized military structure and to equip itself with advanced technologies. In addition, it pro-
vides the creation of a dedicated “PMF Academy” as well as a company named “PMF Engineering.”
Taken together, these provisions would pave the way for the institutionalization and further militariza-
tion of the PME While Iran-aligned factions sought to ensure the passage of this legislation ahead of
the elections, their efforts ultimately proved unsuccessful.

Mat Nashed, “Will Iraq integrate the Popular Mobilization Forces into the state?”, Aljazeera, 18 Au-
gust 2025, https://www.aljazeera.com/features/2025/8/18/will-irag-integrate-the-pmf-into-state-insi-
tutions, (Access: 23 December 2025).

3 Hamza Mustafa, “Irakli silahli gruplar, Iran’in baskistyla ‘arenalarin birligini’ yeniden canlandirmak is-
tiyor”, Asharq Al Awsat, 16 August 2025, https://turkish.aawsat.com/arap-d%C3%BCnyasi/5175866-
irakl%C4%B1-silahl%C4%B1-gruplar-i%CC%87ran%C4%B1n-bask%C4%B1s%C4%B1yla-
%E2%80%98arenalar%C4%B1n-birli%C4%9Fini%E2%80%99-yeniden?page=1,(Access: 23 December
2025).

4 Winthrop Rodgers, “A house divided: Why forming a government in Iraqi Kurdistan is so diffi-

cult”, The New Arab, 26 August 2025, https://www.ncwarahcom/analysis/Why—forming—govcrn—
ment-iraqi-kurdistan-so-difficult, (Access: 23 December 2025).
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fluence through Sulaymaniyah; the PKK expands footholds in administrative

gray zones; and local militias exploit political divisions.

PKK Disarmament Process and Regional Impacts

The PKK disarmament process, supported by Ankara, Baghdad, and elements

of the KRG, represents a major strategic opportunity. The elimination of the

“We support the
Development Road
Project, which will make a
significant contribution to
the stability and prosperity
of both Irag and our region,
on every platform. We are
also continuing our efforts
to remove barriers to trade
with Iraq, our fourth largest
export partner, and to

increase our trade volume
Hakan Fidan/ 18.11.2025

PKK threat in the region would significantly reduce security risks. This develop-

ment could enhance opportunities for cooperation and may also facilitate the

resolution of longstanding political, security, ad-
ministrative, and economic disputes, particularly
between Erbil and Baghdad, thereby creating space
for both bilateral and muldlateral cooperation
frameworks. But it also introduces new friction.
Iran-aligned militias see the PKK as a convenient
counterweight to Turkish influence and may use it
to complicate the implementation of the Develop-
ment Road.” At the same time, PKK hardliners are
unlikely to withdraw without guarantees, making

the process fragile and susceptible to spoilers.

Regionally, Iraq faces its most volatile environ-
ment since 2020. Israeli operations in Gaza, Syria,
and Lebanon have placed pressure on Iran to sig-
nal resilience. Iraqi militias serve as Tehran’s flex-
ible response mechanism — capable of messaging
but calibrated to avoid a full confrontation. Their
actions — limited attacks on U.S. assets, rhetorical
escalations, logistical support — are intended to
demonstrate alignment without provoking over-

whelming retaliation. Yet the margin for miscal-

culation is razor thin. A major Israeli strike on IRGC assets, a Hezbollah-Israel

war, or a direct Isracli-Iranian confrontation could activate Iragi militias in

ways Baghdad cannot restrain.

These internal and external dynamics intersect with Iraq’s broader ambition

to become a corridor economy. The Development Road project, Turkish-Iragi

water-energy agreements, and new Gulf investment initiatives offer a path

toward long-term relevance. But the viability of such projects depends on

security conditions along their routes. Tribal disputes, militia influence, PKK

5 Irandan Tiirkiye'ye Irak’ta garantisiz yesil 1s1k”, Independent, 26 March 2024, https://www.in-
dyturk.com/node/710836/d%C3%BCnya/i%C2%B7randan-t%C3%BCrkiyeye-irakta-garantisiz-
ye%C5%9Fil-%C4%B1%C5%9F%C4%B1k, (Access: 23 December 2025).
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positions, and Daesh remnants present overlapping risks. Without coherent
federal-regional coordination and credible enforcement capabilities, Iraq’s cor-

ridor vision remains vulnerable.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Iraq’s trajectory in 2026 will be shaped by the interaction between internal
bargaining dynamics and regional escalation. Government formation —often
viewed externally as a crisis indicator — should not be misunderstood. In Iraq,
prolonged negotiations are built into the political system. They distribute ben-
efits, reduce tension, and prevent abrupt confrontations. Delays are frustrat-
ing, but they rarely threaten state stability. Only a complete breakdown of
bargaining or overwhelming regional pressure would turn government forma-

tion into a destabilizing event.

The baseline scenario for 2026 is one of managed stagnation. A government
will eventually be formed through lengthy negotiations among Shia factions,
Kurdish parties, and Sunni blocs. Ministries will again be divided according to
quota systems. Patronage networks will continue to shape governance. Struc-
tural reform will be minimal. Iran’s allies will play a decisive role in shaping
cabinet outcomes, ensuring Tehran’s strategic depth remains intact at a mo-

ment when its influence elsewhere is under pressure.

A more dangerous scenario emerges if regional escalation intensifies. A major
Isracl-Hezbollah confrontation or direct Israel-Iran conflict could quickly pull
Iraq into the fray. Tehran may call on Iraqi militias to demonstrate solidar-
ity, and even limited militia activation could expose U.S. personnel, disrupt
federal authority, and unsettle sensitive provinces. For Tiirkiye, escalation
complicates operations against the PKK in northern Iraq. For Gulf states,
it jeopardizes energy investments and delays corridor projects. This scenario

represents the most serious risk to Irag’s stability in 2026.

An optimistic scenario requires alignment across fragile fronts: progress
on PKK disarmament, predictable Baghdad-Erbil fiscal coordination, and
accelerated Development Road implementation. If these move simultane-
ously, Iraq could strengthen its role as a corridor state linking Tiirkiye with
the Gulf. Such a shift would gradually change incentive structures for local
powerholders, including militias, aligning them with economic rather than

coercive interests.

The most realistic outcome is a hybrid path. Irag will not collapse, but it will
struggle to consolidate authority. Government formation will proceed slowly
but successfully. Militias will remain influential but may become more inter-

nally competitive, as Iran adjusts its regional strategy. Economic initiatives
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will advance unevenly, influenced by security dynamics along key routes. Iraq
enters 2026 in a state of permanent negotiation — stable enough to avoid
crisis, yet too divided to achieve decisive transformation. Stability will persist,
but always conditionally, and always vulnerable to the shifting dynamics of
the region.

At this stage, Tiirkiye-Iraq relations are also likely to be shaped by a condition
of contingent stability. In particular, the formation of a new government in
Iraq in 2026 is expected to influence conditional expectations in Tiirkiye-Iraq
relations. Regardless of which political actor forms the government in Iraq,
Tiirkiye’s approach is likely to focus on ensuring the continuity of the institu-

tionalization mechanisms established in bilateral relations in 2025.
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TURKIYE-IRAN RELATIONS:
Pragmatism after Prolonged
Estrangement




The Iran-Israel tension escalated into direct military confronta-
tion in June. The 12-day war affected the entire region, both di-
rectly and indirectly

The JCPOA, also known as the“nuclear deal”signed in 2015, was
effectively buried following the U.N!s snapback sanctions deci-
sion

The weakening of Iran’s regional armed partners (Hezbollah,
Hashd al-Shaabi, the Houthis and Hamas) has pushed Tehran
toward a recalibration of its foreign policy under an “Iran First”
motto

Domestically, Islamist ideology is giving way to a new political
outlook with a much stronger nationalist tone

Internal power struggles have intensified, particularly with a
growing focus on the post-Khamenei era

As Turkiye's regional gains have increasingly been mirrored by
Iran’s losses, Tehran has begun to soften its rhetoric toward An-
kara and to place greater emphasis on cooperation

Iran’s environmental problems, most notably the severe
drought, have given rise to a crisis of governance

Public discontent stemming from the deteriorating economy
has begun to spill into the streets in a limited manner
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INTRODUCTION

Iran’s structural weakening, which began during the first Trump administra-
tion and became more pronounced after Oct. 7, 2023, continued to generate
strategic consequences throughout 2025 across economic, social, and foreign
policy domains. In parallel, Tiirkiye’s cumulative regional gains over the past
decade in the South Caucasus, Syria, Iraq, and the Gulf further shifted the

long-standing competitive balance in Tiirkiye’s favor.

Despite this advantage, Ankara has sought to contain rivalry within a defined
framework by defending Iran on the basis of international law and good-
neighborly principles. Tiirkiye’s diplomatic stance toward Israeli military at-
tacks' and its support for Iran’s peaceful nuclear activities underscore this cali-

brated and restraint-oriented approach.

Persistent regional dossiers continue to influence bilateral relations between
Tiirkiye and Iran. The Zangezur Corridor has continued to be a particularly
divisive topic, occasionally turning into a more significant strategic problem.
Following the launch of the TRIPP plan by U.S. President Trump, tensions
have somewhat decreased through interaction with Armenia and Azerbaijan,
which Tehran considers preferable to unilateral Turkish supremacy. Syria con-
tinues to be a key point of contention; Iran suffered a significant setback when
Bashar Assad was overthrown and forces supported by Tiirkiye took control of
Damascus. Substantial normalization is still difficult, despite Tehran’s limited

recalibration toward Syria’s new government.

Finally, Iran’s profound internal social transformation is being closely observed

by Tiirkiye. However, scenarios involving regime change in Iran through ex-

1 “Under Israeli attack, Iran has ‘legitimate’ right to self-defense: Erdogan”, Arab News, 18 June 2025.
(Access: 31 December 2025).
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ternal intervention or the fragmentation of the country pose serious risks from

Tiirkiye’s perspective. Accordingly, Tiirkiye’s approach prioritizes stability,

linking concerns regarding border security to the potential spillover effects of

Iran’s internal unrest.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The 12-Day War (June 13-24) was the most significant development of 2025

for Iran.? For the first time in history, Iran and Israel entered into a conflict

“Israel’s attacks on our
neighbor Iran are a blatant

provocation that disregards

international law. These
attacks, carried out at a
time when negotiations
on Iran’s nuclear program
are intensifying and
international pressure is
mounting in response to
inhumane actions against
Gaza, demonstrate Israel’s

lawless mentality.”
Recep Tayyip Erdogan/ 13.06. 2025

in which they directly struck one another. In the
early days of the war, Iran failed to protect its
airspace and lost a number of key military and
political figures. Among those killed were Maj.
Gen. Mohammad Bagheri, Chief of Staff of the
Iranian Armed Forces; Gen. Hossein Salami,
Commander-in-Chief of the Islamic Revolution-
ary Guard Corps (IRGC); and Brig. Gen. Amir
Ali Hajizadeh, the powerful commander of the
IRGC Aecrospace Force.?

However, Iran quickly regrouped and demon-
strated its deterrent capability by striking Israeli
cities with ballistic missiles with a high degree
of accuracy.® The war ended with a ceasefire’
reached after the United States targeted Iran’s
nuclear facilities. In the attack, codenamed Mid-
night Hammer, U.S. B-2 Spirit bombers struck
nuclear sites in Fordo, Natanz, and Isfahan us-
ing “bunker-buster” bombs. Following the op-
eration, President Trump declared that Iran’s

targeted nuclear enrichment facilities had been

2 “Ortadogu’da Yeni Bir Déniim Noktast: Israil’'in Iran’a Yonelik Saldirilari Ne Anlama Geliyor?”,

SETA, 13 June 2025, https://www.setav.org/ortadoguda-yeni-bir-donum-noktasi-israilin-irana-yone-

lik-saldirilari-ne-anlama-geliyor, (Access: 15 December 2025).

3 “Senior commander says Iran defeated Israel, could’ve fought on for 12 years”, Iran International, 24
July 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

4 Sam Lair, “Shallow Ramparts: Air and Missile Defenses in the June 2025 Israel-Iran War”, FPRI,
17 October 2025, https://www.fpri.org/article/2025/10/shallow-ramparts-air-and-missile-defens-
es-in-the-june-2025-israel-iran-war/#: - :text=Specifically%2C%20the%20Wall%20Street%20Jour-
nal,were%20used%20during%20the%20war., (Access: 15 December 2025).

5 Merve Berker, “Ceasefire between Israel, Iran now becomes effective, Trump says”, Anatolian Agen-
cy, 24 June 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).
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“obliterated.”® However, Israeli media raised the possibility that Iran still pos-
sessed around 400 kilograms of enriched uranium after Operation Midnight
Hammer.” Iran’s Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi acknowledged that the
damage to the nuclear facilities was extensive, but emphasized that “tech-
nology cannot be obliterated” and that the know-how behind Iran’s nuclear
technology remains intact within the country.® Consequently, Iran’s nuclear

capabilities were set to remain a subject of ongoing debate.

Another major development related to Iran’s nuclear issue —apart from the hot
conflict— was the submission to the U.N. Security Council of a determination
that Iran was not in compliance with the 2015 agreement, initiated by the
so-called E3 (Germany, France, and the United Kingdom).” Accordingly, the
nuclear sanctions snapped back. In response, a counterproposal prepared by
Russia and China was not accepted, and the Iran nuclear deal consequently
lost its validity at the U.N. level."” Sanctions were immediately reimposed.
Turkiye also promptly joined the sanctions regime by freezing the assets of

certain Iranian individuals and entities as part of the U.N. measures."

In parallel with deteriorating relations with the West, Iran sought to maintain and
expand its ties with China and Russia. President Masoud Pezeshkian visited Bei-
jing in September and stated that efforts were underway to implement the 25-year,
$400 billion agreement signed with China in 2021." In the same vein, Foreign
Minister Araghchi visited Russia in December and reached an agreement with his
counterpart on a three-year roadmap for the implementation of the Comprehen-

sive Strategic Partnership, which entered into force in January of this year."

Turkiye-Iran bilateral relations remain shaped by enduring regional dos-
siers. The Zangezur Corridor has been a particularly contentious issue, at

times escalating into a broader strategic crisis. Tensions have been partially

6 Luis Martinez, Anne Flaherty, and Bill Hutchinson, “How bunker-busters and B-2 stealth bombers
struck at the heart of Iran’s nuclear program”, ABC News, 22 June 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

7 Edwin Black, “Iran may still have 400 kilograms of highly enriched uranium. How worried should
we be?”, The Times of Israel, 20 July 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

8 “Araghchi: Iran’s uranium enrichment technology, science cannot be obliterated by bombs”, ISNA,
1 July 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

9 “Germany, France, UK trigger process to reimpose sanctions on Iran”, Al Jazeera, 28 August 2025.

10 “UN sanctions on Iran to be reimposed after Russia and China bid fails”, TRT World, 26 Septem-
ber 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

11 “Tiirkiye follows US sanctions on Iran with asset freezes”, Turkiye Today, 1 October 2025. (Access:
31 December 2025).

12 “Iran and China presidents vow full implementation of 25-year cooperation pact”, IRNA, 2 Sep-
tember 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

13 Mona Hojat Ansari, “Iran-Russia cooperation enters ‘new phase’ with 3-year roadmap”, Tehran
Times, 17 December 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).
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eased following the announcement of the TRIPP initiative by U.S. President
Trump through engagement with Azerbaijan and Armenia. From Tehran’s
perspective,'* a framework involving a limited U.S. presence has been viewed

as preferable to Tuirkiye, consolidating unilateral dominance.

Syria continues to represent a core area of divergence. The overthrow of Bashar
Assad and the subsequent takeover of the Damascus administration by Tiirki-
ye-backed forces represented a major loss for Iran. While viewing Israel —rath-

'¢ Tran’s foreign minister

er than Syria’s new leadership— as the primary threat,
signaled a softening of Tehran’s position toward the Damascus administration;

however, conditions for substantive normalization remain absent.

Beyond Syria, Tiirkiye’s growing footprint in Iraq further illustrates the shift-
ing balance of influence in areas where Iran had previously exercised sub-
stantial leverage. Developments such as Tiirkiye-Iraq agreements on water
governance shows Ankara’s expanding role in shaping regional political and

economic arrangements.

In Tirkiye-Iran diplomatic relations, a noticeable rapprochement and warm-
ing trend emerged, particularly in the final months of the year. Foreign Minis-
ter Hakan Fidan received a notably warm welcome during his visit to Tehran
on Nov. 30. Indeed, Ali Larijani, secretary of the Supreme National Security
Council, shared a post on X saying, “Welcome to your own home.”"” In addi-
tion to meeting with his counterpart Araghchi, Minister Fidan also held talks
with President Pezeshkian and Speaker of Parliament Ghalibaf.'® President

Erdogan is also expected to visit Iran in the near future.

Meanwhile, in a statement related to the “Terror-Free Tiirkiye” initiative, Minis-
ter of National Defense Yasar Giiler noted that during the 12-Day War, certain
external powers attempted to incite PJAK elements to carry out terrorist actions
aimed at destabilizing Iran. He added, however, that Iran conducted effective

operations against the group with intelligence support from Tiirkiye."

14 “Iran welcomes Azerbaijan-Armenia peace deal, concerned about foreign meddling”, Xinhua, 9
August 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

15 Mustafa Caner, “From confrontation to caution: Where will the Zangezur Corridor take Iran?”,
Daily Sabah, 4 September 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

16 “Araghchi: Zionist Occupation is the ‘Biggest Threat’ to Syria; Iran Pushes Energy & Rail Links
with Turkey”, ISNA, 30 November 2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

17 Ali Larijani, X, 30 November 2025, https://x.com/alilarijaniiir/smtus/1995182302813462661,
(Access: 16 December 2025).

18 “Sayin Bakanimizin fran’t Ziyareti”, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 30 November 2025, https://www.mfa.
gov.tr/sayin-bakanimizin-iran-i-ziyareti--30-kasim-2025--tahran.tr.mfa, (Access: 19 December 2025).
19 Abdullah Sarica, Abdullah Ozkul ve Utku Simgek, “Milli Savunma Bakani Giiler: “Terérsiiz Tiirki-

ye siireci, bolgenin istikrarina katki saglayncak cok boyutlu bir siire¢”, Anadolu Ajansi, 20 December
2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).
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Meanwhile, it was observed that social reactions in Iran began to reshape poli-
tics in different ways. During and after the 12-Day War, statues referencing
elements of pre-Islamic Iranian history were unveiled.? A hybrid discourse
synthesizing Islamic and nationalist tones emerged. Controls over women’s
dress were relaxed, and women appeared visibly in Iranian streets without
headscarves. Alongside this flexibility on the part of the state, environmental®!
and economic problems have continued to negatively affect everyday life in
Iranian society. The economy-driven protests that erupted toward the end of

the year were a clear reflection of this trend.?

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Since the end of the 12-Day War, the Iranian leadership has been preparing
for a potential new cycle of confrontation. Although expectations of a second
war did not materialize in 2025, 2026 is likely to be shaped by parallel efforts
to enhance military and administrative capacity for a possible conflict, along-

side attempts to consolidate domestic unity against external threats.

Meanwhile, despite the collapse of the nuclear agreement, Iran’s nuclear pro-
gram continues to be perceived and debated by Western actors as a major
challenge. Israel has persistently framed Iran’s nuclear capabilities as a central
security concern, seeking to mobilize Western support for a potential military
confrontation. Iran, for its part, continues to leverage the fate of its roughly
400 kilograms of enriched uranium as a bargaining chip, while keeping the
door to diplomatic engagement open. In 2026, Iran’s nuclear file is therefore
expected to remain at the center of regional and international agendas, oscil-
lating between diplomacy and escalation. Tiirkiye’s position in this context

should be noted as consistently prioritizing a diplomatic solution.

Feeling isolated in the face of the collapse of the nuclear agreement and Israeli
aggression, Iran can be expected to seck to deepen its relations with Russia
and China. The extent to which this tendency will materialize will depend on
a number of variables. However, Iran is likely to continue requesting support

from these actors in order to enhance its military capabilities and defensive

capacity.

20 “Iran unveils monument to ancient victory in show of post-war defiance”, France 24, 7 November
2025. (Access: 31 December 2025).

21 “Iranian president says country is on brink of dire water crisis”, Reuters, 31 July 2025. (Access: 31
December 2025).

22 “Protests erupt in Iran over currency’s plunge to record low”, CNN, 30 December 2025. (Access:
31 December 2025).
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On the other hand, following the severing of Iran’s logistical links with its
regional partners and the severe weakening of these actors after Israeli attacks,
the notion of the “axis of resistance” has become subject to reassessment. In
this context, Iran will not force these actors to take an active role in its own
war with Israel or in other minor confrontations, as part of a long-term effort
to ensure their survival. In any case, these organizations no longer possess such

capacity.

Iran will be compelled to rein in the regional vision and ambitions it held a de-
cade ago. We are likely to continue witnessing an Iran that has turned inward
and is primarily preoccupied with its own border security. This will, in turn,
increase Turkiye’s influence across various theaters, particularly in Syria and
Iraq. Given Ankara’s already improved relations with Syria, a further elevation

of its level of engagement with Iraq can also be expected.

Against this backdrop, Iran’s approach toward Tiirkiye is likely to focus on
expanding channels and opportunities for dialogue. Tehran will make a con-
certed effort to maintain good relations with Ankara. Considering Iran’s eco-
nomic and political crises, the transfer of the “driver’s seat” to Tiirkiye along
the Syria-Iraq axis has moved beyond a level that the Iranian leadership could

meaningfully contest.

Moreover, the growing Israeli threat and shared concerns over border secu-
rity will further enrich the common agenda of the two countries. As a resul,
an increase in reciprocal visits and joint initiatives along the Ankara-Tehran
axis, accompanied by a strengthening of dialogue, can be anticipated. On
the other hand, in the face of the possibility that the Trump administration
may intensify pressure on Iran and seek to push Tiirkiye to act in the same
direction, Ankara is likely to manage these expectations in order to preserve

good-neighborly relations.

In parallel with the modification of foreign policy doctrine —particularly at the
regional level- efforts to ensure domestic unity will continue to mobilize the
blending of Islamist ideology with nationalist ideology. At the same time, we
are likely to witness attempts by political elites to carve out space for them-
selves in the post-Khamenei period. As a result, Iranian politics will present
a more dynamic picture. This picture will, of course, be shaped within the
context of elite competition as an answer to the question of who will bear the
cost of the deteriorating economy. In this regard, limited public protests can
also be expected. Environmental issues will also continue to be influendial in

this context, maintaining their presence as a sub-category of politics.
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PALESTINE-ISRAEL:
Cautious Optimism after the
Ceasefire




As a result of the positive expectations following Donald Trump's
inauguration, a ceasefire agreement was reached between Hamas
and the Netanyahu government on Jan. 19

In a press conference with Netanyahu on Feb. 4, U.S. President
Trump announced a plan for U.S. control of Gaza and a recon-
struction process

On March 18, the Zionist regime broke the ceasefire and resumed
airstrikes on Gaza on the pretext that Hamas did not fulfill the
terms of the truce.

On May 16, the occupying army announced the launch of the
“Gideon’s Chariots” operation to implement its strategy of annex-
ing Gaza and put more pressure on the resistance. This was fol-
lowed by the second phase of the same operation in September,
with intensive air and ground attacks on Gaza

As a result of the civilian initiatives taken in the international are-
na against the genocide in Gaza, the “Conscience,”“Sumud,” and
“Freedom”flotillas set out to break the blockade by sea

At the 80th U.N. General Assembly, 10 countries, including France,
the UK., Australia, and Canada, announced their recognition of
Palestine.

On Sept. 24, the Gaza Summit was held at the U.N., and important
decisions were taken on a ceasefire

U.S. President Trump announced a 21-point ceasefire plan in late
September

As a result of negotiations with representatives of Hamas and the
Netanyahu government under the mediation of the U.S., Egypt,
Qatar, and Turkiye, the internal phased ceasefire plan entered into
force on Oct. 9

On Dec. 19, representatives of Turkiye, the U.S., Egypt, and Qatar
held a meeting in Miami to discuss the developments in Gaza
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INTRODUCTION

The promises made by U.S. President Donald Trump that if he wins the presi-
dential race, a ceasefire in Gaza will be reached and essential steps will be taken
to establish peace have raised hopes that the genocide will end as early as 2025.
The most important reason for this was the general acceptance that President
Trump was the only one who could stop Netanyahu and his team. President
Trump saw the war between Ukraine and Russia and the situation in Gaza
as headlines that needed to be resolved first in terms of the new U.S. foreign
policy vision. Trump, who frequently criticized Biden and his administration,
signaled that he would take essential initiatives to solve these problems, em-

phasizing that they would never happen if he remained president.

To respond positively to Trump’s expectations, to seize an opportunity to re-
pair his shaken image in the international arena, and to suppress the rising op-
position in the Israeli domestic public opinion, Netanyahu accepted the entry
into force of the ceasefire agreement on Jan. 19, despite the objections of some
extremist figures in the cabinet." Although the international community wel-
comed this development, which made the impact of the change in the White
House felt in a short time, the Zionist leadership did not fulfill its ceasefire
obligations, making the process very fragile. By refusing to allow sufficient aid
into Gaza, Tel Aviv has also taken every step to break the ceasefire by trying to
provoke the resistance through attacks. Returning to massacres under the pre-
text that Hamas violated the truce, the occupying army took advantage of the
lack of strong sanctions from international actors. It accelerated its strategy to

change the status of Gaza. Especially with the “Operation Gideon’s Chariots™

1¢ Israel-Hamas ceasefire takes effect in Gaza “, Al Jazeera, 19 January 2025, https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2025/1/19/israel-hamas-ceasefire-takes-effect-in-gaza. (Access: 28 December 2025).

2% Israel announces expansion of deadly attacks on Gaza with Gideon’s Chariots offensive”, Anadolu
Agency, 17 May 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/israel-announces-expansion-of-dead-
ly-attacks-on-gaza-with-gideons-chariots-offensive/3571086. (Access: 28 December 2025).
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that started on the night of May 16th and the second phase of the operation

on the night of Sept. 16th and 17th, the severity of the destruction in Gaza

has increased even more.

After the breakdown of the ceasefire, Netanyahu sought legitimacy, primarily

“The continuation of the
ceasefire in Gaza, the
delivery of humanitarian aid
to our Gazan brothers and
sisters, and the transition to
the reconstruction phasein
Gaza will only be possible
if Israel is compelled to do
so. Turkiye is ready to put
not only its hand but its
entire body on the line to
get Gaza back on its feet

as soon as possible. Just as
we did yesterday, we will
never leave our Palestinian
brothers and sisters alone
today or tomorrow, and we
will continue to defend the

two-state solution”
Recep Tayyip Erdogan/31.02.2025

through the discourse on the Iranian threat, to avoid criticism from the West-

ern world. What Tel Aviv needed was a new story of victimization to regain its

lost credibility with Western publics. A war with
Tehran would therefore open the door to more
support for Netanyahu and his team from the
West. On June 13, on Netanyahu’s orders, Israeli
Air Force planes began striking targets in Iran, to
further demonstrate the White House’s unwaver-
ing and unconditional support for Israel and to

make us forget the genocide in Gaza. ?

In 2025, Tel Aviv targeted numerous strategic
points to destabilize the transition process in
Syria and continued its attacks on Lebanon and
Yemen. Expanding the limits of aggression as part
of an aggressive expansionist strategy legitimized
by religious motives and references, the Zionist
regime carried out an act that will lead to a fun-
damental paradigm shift in the regional equation
with the Doha attack on Sept. 9. This attack,
which targeted one of the closest allies of the
U.S. in the Middle East, even under the pretext
of Hamas, meant a significant break in the se-
curity architecture and perception of the region.
The Qatar attack was an important sign that the
Zionist regime would not hesitate to target even

U.S. allies as part of its security sensitivities.

At a time when the devastation caused by the
genocide in Gaza is deepening in all its aspects,
the clear messages from the countries in the re-
gion, led by Tiirkiye, forced the White House to

move to take the initiative in Gaza again. In ad-

3 “Israel Attacks Iran: What We Know so Far”, Al Jazeera, 13 June 2025, https://www.aljazeera.com/
news/2025/6/13/israel-attacksiran-what-we-know-so-far. (Access: 28 December 2025).

4 “Israel Attacks Hamas Leadership in Qatar: What We Know”, Al Jazeera, 9 September 2025,
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/9/9/isracl-attacks-hamas-leadership-in-qatar-all-to-know. (Ac-

cess: 28 December 2025).
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dition, the attempts by international civil initiatives to break the blockade
by sea accelerated efforts to reach a ceasefire. As a result of the negotiations
at the U.N., Trump’s 21-point action plan was announced.’ After the Zion-
ist cabinet approved Trump’s plan on Oct. 9, the ceasefire came into effect.
On Oct. 13, at a summit in Sharm el-Sheikh, the U.S., Turkish, Egyptian,
and Qatari heads of state signed a text outlining the framework for the
ceasefire and reconstruction in Gaza, an essential step in guaranteeing the

process.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The Fragility of the Ceasefire
On Jan. 19, the Zionist regime did not fully fulfill its obligations under the

ceasefire and similarly continued its violations after the ceasefire on Oct. 9.
The occupying army, which essentially prevented the entry of aid, also killed
many innocent Palestinians. Although the agreed text envisaged a gradual
withdrawal, the Netanyahu government did not take steps to ensure the nec-
essary withdrawal. Not content with these violations, Tel Aviv, which aims to
establish a de facto status quo in Gaza through the imaginary yellow line, is
persistently pursuing a dangerous strategy to end the process with moves con-
trary to the spirit of the ceasefire. This increases the fragility of the truce and

the risks on the ground due to the following dynamics.

The rulers of the occupying state do not want to step back from their ex-
pansion strategy, which is based on theo-political references. Therefore, they
refuse to withdraw from Gaza and, at the same time, try to provoke the Pales-

tinians with their decision to build new settlements in the West Bank.

The poor track record of Netanyahu and his team in previous ceasefire pro-
cesses makes it challenging to be hopeful about the process. The fact that the
ceasefire has been broken every time by the Zionist cabinet under various

pretexts makes it more likely that this process will be disrupted.

The conceptual framework the U.S. President used for the ceasefire makes
the process more fragile. Ignoring the reality on the ground, Trump, with
this attitude that ignores the will of the Palestinian people, essentially offers a

framework desired by the Zionist administration.

5 “Trump pushes 21-point Gaza plan with ceasefire, Israeli withdrawal, new administration: Report”,
Anadolu Agency, 25 September 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/americas/trump-pushes-21-point-ga-
za-plan-with-ceasefire-israeli-withdrawal-new-administration-report/3698675. (Access: 28 December

2025).
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Trump, who advocates the idea of Gaza being governed by an international
committee, is trying to impose a structure that will shake the political balances
not only in Gaza but also in the entire Palestinian territory. It is evident that
this structure, which will create a guardianship in Gaza, will not be adopted
by the Palestinian people, and this is one of the factors that will disrupt the

ceasefire process.

President Trump attributes to the International Stabilization Force, which he
wants to deploy in Gaza, the mission of eliminating Palestinian resistance ca-
pacity. Since there is a potential for Palestinian resistance groups to clash with

an organization with such a mission, this increases the risk on the ground.

Developments in this regard will also shape the course of the ceasefire, as a
renewed attack on Iran or an attempt to annex South Lebanon by the Netan-
yahu cabinet, with the approval of the US, would deepen the uncertainties in

the region.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

An agreement on a ceasefire in the aftermath of an incident in which, ac-
cording to official figures, over 71,000 people were killed, and infrastructure
was almost destroyed, is undoubtedly a vital development. However, the fact
that Netanyahu and his cabinet members signal a return to genocide at every
opportunity deepens the uncertainty about the situation in Gaza. It makes it
impossible to provide a precise projection of the course of the ceasefire in Gaza
in 2026. The fact that the text of the agreement is open to different interpreta-
tions is not only one of the main obstacles to making the ceasefire permanent
but also an issue that will shape President Trump’s attitudes, statements, and
preferences in the construction of the new status quo in Gaza. In particular,
the negative attitude adopted by the U.S. administration against Hamas and
its alignment with the rulers of the occupying state on this issue causes pes-

simism about the future of Gaza.

The fact that Hamas, which is considered one of the two leading actors of
the Palestinian political life and system, is repeatedly defined as a “terrorist
organization” by President Trump is the main reason why the U.S. has a deep
conflict with Tiirkiye and Qatar in its approach to the issue. The marginalizing
language used against Hamas based on the arguments of the Zionist leader-
ship serves the purpose of increasing the fragility of the field and deepening
the crisis, rather than providing a real solution in Gaza or the entire Pales-
tinian territories. Therefore, to preserve the hope for a sustainable ceasefire
in 2026 and beyond, the U.S. administration needs to review and revise its

perspective and terminology on the issue.

167



SETA SECURITY RADAR: TURKIYE'S GEOPOLITICAL LANDSCAPE IN 2026

Given the power and influence of the Jewish lobbies and Christian Zionists
that shape the U.S. establishment, it is unlikely that Trump and his team will
produce a contrary discourse on Palestine or Gaza in 2026. Even if President
Trump sends some warning messages to Tel Aviv in order not to jeopardize his
own legitimacy, the fact that the Zionist expansionist status quo is taken for
granted by the White House will not change. This brings many risks to the
planning of the transition in Gaza and has the potential to re-trigger fragile

fault lines.

The International Stabilization Force (ISF) envisaged under the ceasefire
could play an essential role in ensuring a sustainable process in Gaza. How-
ever, since it is not yet clear what the exact mission of this structure will be and
what powers it will be equipped with, it is not possible to predict what kind
of reality will emerge on the ground. Within the plan announced by Trump,
the main task of this force seems to be to protect the territories controlled by
Israel from the resistance in Gaza. As long as this structure does not undertake
the mission of protecting Gaza from the occupying army, there will be no
mechanism to stop Tel Aviv’s expansionist strategy, and this will mean that the
countries that are part of the ISF will face various problems in their domestic
public opinion. In this context, the main debate on Gaza in 2026 will center
on the formation of the ISE its powers, and the type of relationship it will
establish with the occupying army.

In addition to the status of the ISE the issue of structuring the administration
in Gaza is another critical topic that will occupy the agenda in the coming
period. The clear stance of Hamas and other resistance formations that Pales-
tinians should definitely govern Gaza is supported and adopted by Tiirkiye.
On Dec. 19, following a meeting between Turkish, U.S., Qatari, and Egyptian
officials to discuss the developments in Gaza and the following stages of the
process, Foreign Minister Hakan Fidan said that Ankara’s approach to the is-
sue is based on three basic parameters, which were once again conveyed to all
parties: “Gaza should be governed by Gazans, Gaza should never be territorially
divided, and everything done in Gaza should be for Gazans.”® These principles
not only set out Tiirkiye’s position but also signal the risk areas that may arise
if the U.S. adopts a contrary stance. Accordingly, the ground-level negativities
could lead to low-level tension between Ankara and Washington. On the oth-
er hand, the lack of a clear position from the White House against Tel Aviv’s
destabilizing initiatives in Syria may trigger negative changes in the course of

Tiirkiye-U.S. relations, along with the Gaza file.

I

, Sabah, 21 December 2025, https://www.sabah.com.tr/
dunya/gazze-gazzeliler-tarafindan-yonetilmeli-7487920. (Access: 28 December 2025).

6 “‘Gazze, Gazzeliler tarafindan ydnetilmeli
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The threatening language used by Netanyahu and his cabinet and the expan-
sionist strategy rising on the theo-political ground will continue to be seen
in 2026. Accordingly, it is foreseen that Netanyahu will try to guarantee the
presence of the occupying army in Gaza through Trump’s rhetoric. It is also
expected to accelerate the expansion in the Palestinian territories with the con-
struction of new settlements in the West Bank and East Jerusalem. Despite the
differences of opinion between Trump and Netanyahu on the extent of aggres-
sion in Gaza and the cessation of attacks on Syria, the U.S. President’s broad
embrace of Zionist ideology and goals offers Tel Aviv a wide comfort zone.
Therefore, Netanyahu is likely to continue the attacks on Syria, Yemen, and
Lebanon to divert attention and consolidate the situation in the Palestinian
territories in his favor. Similarly, it is expected that the Zionist cabinet will ma-
neuver to buy time for the ceasefire in Gaza to be fully implemented through
speculation about the possibility of a second round of the war with Iran. This
would not only pose a serious risk to the future of the ceasefire but would also

place even greater responsibilities on the shoulders of the guarantor states.
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In 2025, Israel’s aggressive and destabilizing actions began di-
rectly affecting the Gulf security, marked by an attack on Hamas
members in Qatar - Israel’s first strike on a Gulf country- and
Israeli airstrikes against Iran

Amid intense public pressure to end the war, the Gulf countries
were deeply concerned by the massacres Israel committed in
Gaza and the resulting regional insecurity, leading Saudi Arabia,
Qatar, Kuwait, and Oman to firmly oppose Israel, while the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates and Bahrain had limited reactions due to the
Abraham Accords — concerns that were partially alleviated by a
U.S. initiative and a ceasefire achieved through intense efforts
by Qatar, Turkiye, and Egypt

Following Donald Trump’s re-election to the U.S. presidency,
Washington'’s focus on the Gulf region regained momentum, as
Trump positioned himself much closer to Saudi Arabia, in con-
trast to the Biden administration’s distant stance with Riyadh
and other Gulf allies

In November, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman
made his first trip to the U.S. in 8 years and the two countries
signed number of critical agreements in various fields including
defense sector, semiconductors, nuclear power and rare earth
minerals.

Deepening engagement of Tirkiye and the Gulf countries was
also observed in 2025, particularly with the President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s 4-day tour of Kuwait, Qatar, and Oman in Oc-
tober. The visit was instrumental in enhancing collaborations
between Tirkiye and the Gulf countries, and further solidified
trade ties, energy cooperation and security partnerships
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INTRODUCTION

2025 represents a turning point for the Gulf countries in terms of security
concerns and threats towards the regional stability. The Gulf region was sub-
jected to direct attack by Israel, creating a new kind of security concern which
compelled Gulf leaderships to reconsider their regional and international alli-
ance structures. In conjunction with the rise of security threats, the Gulf states
continue to increase their efforts toward independent defense capabilities,
with a marked focus on the development and purchase of advanced defense

technologies.

The security concerns in the Gulf became markedly pronounced after Israel’s
military operation against Hamas members in Qatar’s capital Doha in Septem-
ber, put against the background of the broader regional instability engendered
by the Israeli-Palestinian conflict." This incident disrupted the longstanding
security exceptionalism for which the Gulf had come to be known; historically
regarded as the most secure region in the Middle East and having remained
free from direct military attacks by other states since Iraq’s attempted invasion
of Kuwait. With Israel’s attack on Qatar, the Gulf region was for the very first

time directly targeted by the armed forces of a state actor.

In the wake of its implications, Israel’s attack in Qatar served as an imperative
for a fundamental rethinking of security and defense paradigms not only in
Qatar but for all of the Gulf Cooperation Council member nations. As a re-
sult, the attack can be seen as a defining moment that set in motion a rethink-

ing and rewriting of the Gulf’s traditional security paradigm.

1 Ismail Numan Telci, “Israil’in Katar Saldirisi ve Korfezde Sorgulanan Giivenlik Paradigmasi”, Kriter,
1 October 2025, https://kritcrdcrgi.C()m/dosya«()rtadogu/israilin—kamr—saldirisi—vc—korszdc«sorgula—
nan-guvenlik-paradigmasi, (Access: 26 November 2025).
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MAIN DYNAMICS

The Israeli Aggression

THE GULF: REDEFINING THE SECURITY PARADIGM

The primary factors that directly affect the security climate in the Gulf and lead

to the questioning and redefinition of the existing security paradigm are Israel’s

escalating aggression and the uncertainty surrounding the Gulf region. Follow-

“It is now time for action,

not words. In Kuwait, Qatar,

and Oman, we have seen
a strong and sincere will
on this issue, along with a
conscientious sensitivity.
Qatar, in particular, has
already been one of

the countries providing
the greatest support to
Palestine to date.Gaza is a
test for the Islamic world.
God willing, we will pass
this test with honor and
stand by our brothers and
sisters in the strongest

possible way.”
Recep Tayyip Erdogan/24.10.2025

ing the Gaza war, Israel has pursued even more aggressive policies in the region

and, for various reasons, has launched attacks against Arab countries such as

Lebanon, Yemen, and Syria.? The restrained sup-
port and relatively calm responses from other lead-
ing Gulf countries such as Saudi Arabia and the
United Arab Emirates, alongside the broader inac-
tion of Arab countries in the face of these attacks,
has further emboldened Israel. The attack on Qa-
tar clearly demonstrated that the limits of Israel’s
aggression can reach unprecedented levels, even

when it comes to Gulf countries.

A similar assessment can be made for Israel’s di-
rect air strikes against Iran, which lasted 12 days
in June.’ Although Iran responded by directly
targeting Israel, it appears that the Tel Aviv ad-
ministration disregarded the negative effects that
a possible full-scale Israel-Iran war would have
on the Gulf region. Indeed, countries such as
the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and Bahrain,
which are considered Israel’s regional allies, could
be seen as legitimate targets by Tehran during Is-

rael’s military operations against Iran.

Weakening Trust in the US-led
Security Architecture

Another reason at this point is the U.S.” lack of
response to Israel’s aggression, a culminating fac-

tor that has exposed and deepened a pre-existing

2 Marium Ali and Alia Chughtai, “Maps: Israel has attacked six countries in the past 72 hours”, A/

Jazeera, 10 September 2025, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/9/10/maps-isracl-has-attacked-
six-countries-in-the-past-72-hours, (Access: 26 November 2025).

3 Ori Goldberg, “What Did Israel Achieve With Its 12-Day War Against Iran?”, New Lines Maga-
zine, 25 June 2025, https://ncwlincsmagC()m/ﬁrgumcnt/what«did—isracl—nchicvc«with—its—IZ—day—War—
against-iran/, (Access: 26 November 2025).
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mistrust toward American security guarantees, a sentiment accumulated since
the US withdrawal from the JCPOA and even earlier, extending beyond Isra-
el-specific issues. The United States, which declared Qatar a non-NATO ally
and hosts the largest military base in the Middle East in this country, did not
take any action to prevent Israel’s attack, which was seen as a disturbing lack
of response by Doha administration and other Gulf regimes.* This stance by
the U.S. has revealed that, no matter how strong their cooperation may be,

Gulf countries come after Israel in Washington’s regional alliance structure.

Quest for Strategic Autonomy

Another factor that has led Gulf nations to question their security paradigm is
that there are limited resources that can be derived from foreign alliances, es-
pecially those of a defense nature. The Gulf nations, which are known to value
their strategic alliances with Western nations, particularly the United States,
realize that relying solely on such alliances has various limitations, including
those of being unreliable in regional crises, having differences concerning mat-
ters of common strategies, such as with Iran and Israel, and relying upon those
alliances conditionally, as has been showcased in a diversified foreign policy
of Gulf nations, especially in relation to the Gaza crisis and Israel’s military
attack on Qatar.

Therefore, the implementation of non-Western alliances and cooperation with
these new allies to meet security needs has become much more important. At
this point, Qatar’s deepening cooperation with Tiirkiye, the visits to Russia
by Sultan Haitham bin Tariq of Oman in April> and President Mohammed
bin Zayed of the United Arab Emirates in August,® and Saudi Arabia’s signing
of a new military cooperation agreement with Pakistan can be cited as signs
that Gulf countries are placing greater importance on new potential security

alliances.

Gulf countries have more clearly realized the need to strengthen their own
capacities in their national defense strategies due to reasons such as Israel’s

aggressive stance and their fragile alliance structures. At this point, Gulf coun-

4 Muhammed Yasin Giingdr, “Contrary to US claims, Isracl informed Trump of Qatar attack be-
forehand: Report”, Anadolu Agency, 15 September 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/con-
trary-to-us-claims-israel-informed-trump-of-qatar-attack-beforechand-report/3688607, (Access: 28
November 2025).

5 “H M Sultan Haitham begins state visit to Russia’, Muscar Daily, 21 April 2025, hetps://www.
muscatdaily.com/2025/04/21/h-m-sultan-haitham-begins-state-visit-to-russia/, (Access: 29 Novem-
ber 2025).

6, Natasha Turak, “Russia and UAE double down on trade, testing U.S. limits”, CNBC, 7 August
2025, https://Www.cnbc.C()m/Z025/08/07/1‘ussias—putin—mccts~with—uac~lcadcr—C()untrics—p[cdgc—t()—
double-trade-amid-trump-pressure.html, (Access: 29 November 2025).
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tries, which have developed new strategies in the recent period, have entered
into a trend of both strengthening their military capabilities and increasing
their capacity to manufacture high-tech defense products.” In this context,
Gulf countries are intensifying their cooperation with developed countries
in the defense industry, such as the United States, China, Tiirkiye and South

Korea.?

Persistent Regional Risks and Conditional De-escalation

Additional factors that may continue to be regarded as risk elements within
the framework of security assessments in the Gulf region encompass the un-
certainty associated with the nuclear negotiations between the United States
and Iran, initiated on April 12, 2025; persistent tensions in the Strait of Hor-
muz; the ongoing precarious conditions in Yemen despite the existence of a de
facto ceasefire; and the capacity of the newly established government in Syria

to effectively address the challenges and threats confronting it.

On the other hand, the signing of the ceasefire agreement in the Isracl-Gaza
conflict, which commenced on Oct. 7, 2023, and persisted for two years,
represents a significant development that mitigated the Gulf countries’ appre-
hensions regarding regional security threats. The ceasefire, achieved through
concerted efforts led by U.S. President Trump and resulting in a relative state
of non-conflict, further reassured Gulf states concerning regional security
challenges.” Additionally, the agreement facilitated the establishment of a
foundational framework conducive to Saudi Arabia’s contemplation of join-
ing the Abraham Accords.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Considering the existing global political tensions and competition among the
leading international actors, as well as conflicts among various regional na-
tions, developments that would lead to intensified security concerns for Gulf
nations are likely to emerge in the coming year. At this critical juncture, Israel’s
aggressiveness in the wider Middle East, coupled with it’s potential for a direct

confrontation with Iran, would stand out as a rather alarming challenge for

7 Ash Rossiter and Martin Novella, “New Defence”: enter the GCC states?”, Defence and Security

8 Albert Vidal Ribe, “Gulf defence manufacturers look east”, International Institute of Security Studies,
29 August 2025, https://www.iiss.org/online-analysis/online-analysis/2025/08/gulf-defence-manufac-
turers-look-east/, (Access: 29 November 2025).

9 Ismail Numan Telci, Sarm el-Seyh Baris Zirvesi: Bolgede yeni bir dénemin baglangict mr?, Anadoln
Ajanst, 14 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/analiz/sarm—cl—scyh~baris—zirvcsi—b()lgcdc—ycni—hir—
donemin-baslangici-mi/3716600, (Access: 29 November 2025).
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the Gulf countries. Even though the Gulf nations would prefer to avoid such
escalations, the political environment and irresponsible actions of other actors
can continue to pose threat for stability. In such a regional climate, Saudi Ara-
bia, the United Arab Emirates and Bahrain in particular may be forced to take

sides in favor of Israel, which could leave them vulnerable to Iranian attacks.

The strengthening of regional conflicts and the influence of non-state actors
have progressively enhanced political instability in Yemen, making security
threats such as piracy in both the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean more severe.
For the Gulf countries, these challenges pose major threats, especially regard-
ing the security of energy exports and the protection of critical infrastructure.
Therefore, alliance building by the Gulf states with each other and other key
regional and international players in order to tackle some of the perceived

threats can be expected to take place.

The weakening Gulf-U.S. alliance would be another security concern for the
Gulf countries. This ambiguous trend has the potential to continue through
2026 as contrasting views as to how to shape U.S. policy towards the Middle
East continue to exist. In fact, it seems that a U.S., which finds itself increas-
ingly locked in a struggle with China and, to a lesser extent, with Russia, may
revalue its relations with Gulf nations. Thus, the U.S. may adopt a more selec-
tive approach, strengthening its cooperation with some Gulf countries while
observing more limited relations with others.

On the other hand, it can be expected that Gulf countries will also continue
being part of the India-Middle East-Europe Economic Corridor (IMEC)
project, which was proposed by India and Isracl themselves, in a bid to cre-
ate a secure trade corridor connecting Asia to Europe. Particularly, continued
support for this project from Riyadh and the Abu Dhabi will strengthen these
countries’ efforts to increase cooperation with both Tel-Aviv and New Delhi.
Saudi Arabia’s possible participation in the Abraham Accords agreement and
establishing diplomatic relations with Israel would be a supportive develop-
ment regarding this project.

Unexpected changes in leadership positions are also among the developments
that could impact Gulf politics and security in 2026. A potential leadership
change within two nations central to regional tensions, namely Iran and Is-
rael, or within a key foreign policy actor in the Gulf region, may exert a direct
influence on the political dynamics and security landscape of the Gulf. In the
same vein, political upheavals or popular uprisings in some of the regional
countries or sudden alteration of economic conditions and financial crises

would also affect the political stability in the Gulf region.

In 2026, it can be projected that Tiirkiye will actively participate in a more

intense form of cooperation with Gulf states. There is considerable potential
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between Tiirkiye and the Gulf countries, especially in the area of defense, se-
curity and trade. This new trend would help Ankara become a major player in
the new security order in the Gulf. It can be argued that, the convergence of
regional policy perspectives of Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and Tiirkiye would foster
a conducive environment for these three nations to pursue aligned strategies.
While there are signs of positive developments in bilateral relations between
Turkiye and the UAE, discrepancies exist between Abu Dhabi and Ankara
over certain foreign policy issues. Constructive engagement by both of these
players would be critical in keeping their relations on their current positive
trajectory. Finally, global uncertainties and increasing regional security threats,
coupled with unreliability of regional and global partners and the pursuit of
independent foreign policy engagements, countries such as Oman and Kuwait
would increasingly consider enhanced cooperation with Tiirkiye in strategic

sectors, including the military and defense.
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THE SECURITY EQUATION IN
THE NEW SYRIA:
Order-Building and Spoiler
Actors




The post-Assad Syrian administration has rapidly acquired in-
ternational legitimacy, enabling the country to exit prolonged
diplomatic isolation. President Ahmed al-Sharaa’s address from
the U.N. General Assembly podium has become a symbolic
marker of this transformation

Despite a formal integration framework agreed upon with
Damascus, the SDF/YPG continues to obstruct the process
through separatist and maximalist demands, instrumentalizing
Israel’s military posture and the broader regional environment
as leverage. This dynamic is expected to remain the most criti-
cal security challenge for Tirkiye throughout 2026

Israel perceives a centralized Syrian state aligned with Turkiye as
a strategic threat and has actively generated instability in Syria
through more than a thousand airstrikes and limited ground in-
cursions
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INTRODUCTION

With the collapse of the Bashar Assad regime at the end of 2024, Syria en-
tered a phase of profound transformation across its political, military, and
economic structures. By 2025, the country had assumed an entirely new con-
figuration under the leadership of Ahmed al-Sharaa. The new administration,
established under President al-Sharaa’s stewardship, achieved rapid recogni-
tion as a legitimate actor within the international system. As a result, Syria
— long subjected to diplomatic isolation — was reintegrated into global politi-
cal structures. President Shara’s representation of Syria at the United Nations

General Assembly constituted a powerful symbolic manifestation of this shift.

In this new phase, Syrian foreign policy adopted a multidimensional engage-
ment strategy at both regional and global levels. Strategic relations were estab-
lished with key regional actors such as Tiirkiye, Qatar, and Saudi Arabia, while
efforts were also made to deepen cooperation with the United States. Concut-
rently, the new leadership sought to maintain balanced relations with major
powers, including Russia and China. Reflecting this diplomatic recalibration,

President al-Sharaa conducted official visits to Washington and Moscow.!

Domestically, a transitional government was formed to manage the post-re-
Y; g g p
gime period.” This was followed by the establishment of a new parliament

through indirect elections held in October, initiating a process of political

1 “Syria’s al-Sharaa arrives in US for official visit,” Al Jazeera, 9 November 2025, https://www.aljazeera.
com/news/2025/11/9/syrias-al-sharaa-arrives-in-us-for-official-visit, (Access: 29 December 2025).
Stephen Quillen ve News Agencies, “Syria’s al-Sharaa to meet Russia’s Putin in Moscow on Wednes-
day,” Al Jazeera, 14 October 2025, https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/10/14/syrias-al-sharaa-to-
meet-russias-putin-in-moscow-on-wednesday, (Access: 29 December 2025).

2 “Syria’s president al-Sharaa forms new transitional government”, Reuters, 29 March 2025,
heeps://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrias-president-al-sharaa-forms-new-transitional-gov-
ernment-2025-03-29/, (Access: 29 December 2025).
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institutionalization.? Despite these positive developments, Syria’s security
landscape has remained highly complex. Israel’s execution of approximately a
thousand airstrikes,* armed confrontations with Israeli-backed Druze militias
challenging state authority in Suwayda, and the ongoing integration process
involving SDF/YPG elements continue to pose major security challenges for

the new administration.

MAIN DYNAMICS

In post-revolutionary Syria, the transitional period has been shaped by three
interrelated dynamics: the reconstruction of political order under the leader-
ship of al-Sharaa, reintegration into the international system, and persistent
vulnerabilities within the security domain. While constitutional and institu-
tional measures have sought to restore and consolidate public order, the SDF’s
approach to the integration process and Israel’s interventions centered on Su-

wayda have emerged as the principal stress tests of the new political order.

Political Order-Building During the Transition Period
Following the collapse of the Assad regime on Dec. 8, 2024, al-Sharaa as-

sumed de facto leadership of the transitional process. Subsequently, on Jan.
29, 2025, he was elected interim president through a vote held at a meeting
attended by revolutionary armed factions.” With this decision, the constitu-

tion was suspended and parliament dissolved.

The interim government formed thereafter departed from initial expectations by
incorporating representatives from diverse segments of society into the cabinet,
thereby creating space for broader political representation. On March 13, 2025,
the Constitutional Declaration established a new political framework grounded
in the principle of separation of powers.® Legislative authority was vested in par-
liament, with two-thirds of its members to be selected through indirect elections.

Elections held across most of the country on Oct. 5, 2025 resulted in the forma-

3 “Syrian electors cast ballots in indirect vote for first post-Assad parliament”, Reuters, 4 October 2025,
https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syrian-electors-cast-ballots-indirect-vote-first-post-as-
sad-parliament-2025-10-04/, (Access: 29 December 2025).

4 “Israeli forces carry out new raid into southern Syria’, Anadolu Agency, 4 December 2025,
https://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/israeli-forces-carry-out-new-raid-into-southern-syr-

5 “Suriyede yeni ydnetimin lideri Ahmed Sara gecis doneminin cumhurbagkan: ilan edildi”,
Anadolu Ajansi, 29 January 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/suriyede-yeni-yonetimin-lid-
eri-ahmed-sara-gecis-doneminin-cumhurbaskani-ilan-edildi/3466129, (Access: 29 December 2025).
6 “Syria retains Islamic jurisprudence as main basis of law, preserves freedoms”, Reuters, 13 March 2025,
hteps://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/syria-retains-islamic-jurisprudence-main-basis-law-pre-
serves-freedoms-2025-03-13/, (Access: 29 December 2025).
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tion of a new parliament characterized by notable political diversity; notably, the

number of deputies directly affiliated with HTS remained marginal.”

Integration into the International System

President Ahmed al-Sharaa’s past al-Qaida afliliation and HTS’ designation as
a terrorist organization by different states were widely viewed as the principal
obstacles to the new Syrian administration’s integration into the international
system. However, diplomatic engagement — particularly by Tiirkiye and Gulf
states — played a decisive role in reshaping this perception. The new leadership
adopted a pragmatic and conciliatory political line, reinterpreting its ideologi-

cal legacy and prioritizing reintegration with the international community.

One of the most tangible outcomes of this approach materialized at a trilateral
summit held in Riyadh, bringing together the leaders of the United States,
Saudi Arabia, and Syria.® As a result of this summit —facilitated in part by
Tirkiye’s diplomatic efforts— it was agreed that all sanctions imposed on Syria
would be lifted. This decision marked a historic turning point in Syria’s exit

from international isolation.

Within a short period, al-Sharaa emerged as a leader welcomed in major glob-
al capitals, while numerous states reopened diplomatic missions in Damascus.
Syria’s return to the international system occurred on Sept. 23, 2025, when
al-Sharaa addressed the U.N. General Assembly for the first time in 58 years.?

The Integration of the SDF

Following the Dec. 8 revolution, the SDF/YPG suffered territorial losses in
Tel Rifaat and Manbij and, with the collapse of the regime, was relegated to
a markedly weakened and reactive position. Under diplomatic pressure from
the United States, the March 10 Agreement concerning the integration of the

SDF into the Damascus government was signed.'

7 Mehmet Thsan Ozdemir, Suriye'de Halk Meclisi Segimleri: Yaps, Siireg ve Sosyolojik-Siyasal Deger-
lendirme, SETA, 10 October 2025, https://www.scmv.()rg/suriycdc«halk-mcclisi-sccimlcri«yapi-su-
rec-ve-sosyolojik-siyasal-degerlendirme, (Access: 29 December 2025).

8 “Trump meets Syria’s al-Sharaa, eyes normalisation of ties with Damascus”, Al Jazeera, 14 May 2025,
hteps://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/5/14/trump-meets-syrias-al-sharaa-eyes-normalisation-of-ties-
with-damascus, (Access: 29 December 2025).

9 “Suriye Cumhurbaskan: Sara, Suriyelilere destek veren Tiirkiye ile diger iilkelere BM kiirsiisiinden
tesekkiir etti”, Anadolu Ajansi, 24 September 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/dunya/suriye-cum-
hurbaskani-sara-suriyelilere-destek-veren-turkiye-ile-diger-ulkelere-bm-kursusunden-tesekkur-et-
ti/3698099, (Access: 29 December 2025).

10 “Syriamerges Kurdish-led Syrian Democratic Forcesintostateinstitutions”, Al Jazeera, 10 March 2025,
hteps://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/3/10/syria-merges-kurdish-led-syrian-democratic-forces-in-
to-state-institutions, (Access: 29 December 2025).
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Nevertheless, the SDF transformed this process into a mechanism for buying
time. This became particularly evident during the Suwayda crisis, when Israel
militarily targeted the Damascus government under the pretext of protecting
Druze militias, thereby reinforcing the SDF/YPG’s uncompromising posture
at the negotiation table. Furthermore, the prevailing assumption that Tiirkiye
would refrain from initiating a military operation within the framework of
the “Terror-Free Tiirkiye” process —aimed at the disarmament of the PKK and
all its affiliates— has effectively enabled the SDF to sustain a non-conciliatory

stance throughout the integration process.

Israel and Druze Militias

Druze separatism in Suwayda, inherited from the Assad era, has constituted
one of the most critical security challenges confronting the al-Sharaa admin-
istration since the outset of the revolutionary process. Although the new
government adopted a dialogue- and negotiation-based approach toward all
segments of the Druze community, these efforts were undermined by the in-
transigence of Sheikh Hikmat al-Hijri —~widely regarded as a leading Druze
spiritual authority— who adopted a confrontational stance backed by Israeli

security guarantees and support.

Map 1:Israeli airstrikes in Syria

Compiled by the authors.

Following clashes between Druze militias and Bedouin groups in July,'' the
Damascus government’s deployment of forces to the region to restore public

order rapidly evolved into a complex conflict dynamic involving direct Israeli

11 “Syria declares new Suwayda ceasefire, deploys forces to ‘restore security’”, Al Jazeera, 19 July 2025,
hteps://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/7/19/syria-declares-ceasefire-in-suwayda-deploys-forces-to-re-
store-security, (Access: 29 December 2025).
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intervention. Israeli airstrikes targeting Syria’s Ministry of Defense and the
People’s Palace compelled the Damascus government to withdraw from Su-
wayda. As a result, Druze militias, under the leadership of al-Hijri, effectively

transformed into an Israeli proxy force within the region.

Map 2: Israel’s military occupation in Syria and the envisaged demilita-
rized area
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Source ETANA (https://etanasyria.org/study-israels-strategy-in-south-syria/)

2026 EXPECTATIONS

The new Syrian order that has emerged under the leadership of Ahmed al-
Sharaa following the collapse of the Assad regime presents Ttirkiye with both
strategic opportunities and multidimensional risks. Projections for 2026 sug-
gest that Ankaras approach will be structured around three principal axes:
support for Syria’s reconstruction process, facilitation of its reintegration into

the international system, and the management of security threats.

Public Order and Reconstruction

In 2026, the restructuring of state institutions in Syria, the establishment of
a functioning public order, the reconstruction of the country’s devastated in-
frastructure, and the restoration of economic functionality are expected to
remain among Tiirkiye’s top priorities. Ankara is likely to continue treating
the institutionalization of the security sector, border security, the construction

of an economic and financial architecture, and the full removal of U.N. sanc-
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tions —thereby enabling Syria’s reintegration into the international financial

ecosystem and access to foreign investment— as strategic objectives.

Return to the International System

The year 2025 marked a critical threshold in Syria’s reintegration into the
international system under al-Sharaa’s leadership. Although the United States
formally lifted sanctions, it has continued to shape Damascus’s foreign policy
by maintaining the implicit threat of renewed sanctions. Within this frame-
work, negotiations over a new security arrangement with Israel, alongside the
SDF/YPG integration process, have progressed under U.S. mediation. Tiir-
kiye has assumed an active intermediary role in these processes while simulta-

neously seeking to counterbalance Israel’s destabilization efforts.

Meanwhile, Russia has maintained its military presence, while China has pur-
sued a targeted engagement with Damascus, particulatly prioritizing the issue
of Uyghur-origin foreign fighters. In this environment of multipolar com-
petition, the al-Sharaa administration has sought to manage foreign policy
through diplomatic flexibility and a strategy of full systemic integration. It is
foreseeable that Tiirkiye will continue, within the framework of its regional
ownership doctrine, to support Syria’s emergence as a legitimate actor in both

regional and global systems.

Security Threats
The SDF/YPG presence east of the Euphrates, Israel’s aggressive regional pos-

ture, and efforts to generate proxy actors in Syria through Druze militias are
likely to constitute the core security files shaping Ankara’s Syria strategy in
2026. Tiirkiye’s current policy —shaped by the broader context created by the
“Terror-Free Tiirkiye” process— prioritizes diplomatic management over di-
rect military intervention, aiming to address these challenges through political
channels and to reinforce Syria’s terricorial integrity in coordination with the

Damascus government.

The SDF/YPG Presence and the Integration Process in the
Context of the Terror-Free Tiirkiye Initiative

While the SDF/YPG continues to operate as a de facto autonomous struc-
ture under the name “Autonomous Administration of North and East Syria,”
it has, despite signing the March 10 integration agreement, driven the ne-
gotiation process into deadlock through a separatist agenda and maximalist
demands. In doing so, the organization has sought to leverage both the politi-

cal environment created by the Terror-Free Tuirkiye process and its growing
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engagement with Israel. Although talks between the SDF/YPG leadership and

Damascus continue, it is reasonable to expect that throughout 2026 the most

significant challenge for Tiirkiye in the Syrian theater will remain the SDF/

YPG presence east of the Euphrates.

Tiirkiye appears inclined toward a policy of “strategic patience” regarding the

SDE/YPG file, taking into account both the Terror-Free Tiirkiye process and

the international legitimacy of the new Damascus administration. The current

strategy aims to erode the SDF/YPG’s maximal-
ist tendencies and compel its integration into the
Syrian state, particularly through the transfer of
governance in predominantly Arab regions such

as Tabqa, Raqqa, and Deir ez-Zor to Damascus.

Whether the PKK and all its components will
be fully dismantled and withdrawn from Iraq
and Syria remains the determining variable. If
the process succeeds, diplomacy will prevail. If
not, military measures are likely to reemerge as
the dominant policy instrument. On the other
hand, the new Syrian administration is willing
to combine political integration efforts with
coercive instruments to enforce state authority.
Aleppo’s Sheikh Maqgsoud and Ashrafiyah neigh-
borhoods is likely to shape the security equation
in the coming period. Persistent obstruction of
the integration process may gradually narrow
diplomatic space and increase the likelihood of
controlled but decisive security interventions
throughout 2026."

The alliance and close cooperation between
Ankara and Damascus, combined with the

post-Assad transformation of the battlefield en-

“Our country and our
Agency, which have made
significant contributions
to the international
community’s efforts to
integrate Syria into the
international system as a
key actor, will continue,
through strategic patience
and wisdom, to support
the establishment and
preservation of stability

in Syria for the sake of

regional peace.”
ibrahim Kalin/ 06.01.2026

vironment, have shifted the balance decisively in Tiirkiye’s favor despite the

Israel-related risks. From the perspective of the SDF/YPG, armed resistance

is unlikely to yield meaningful outcomes. As demonstrated in Tel Rifaat and

Manbij, a potential military operation east of the Euphrates would likely pro-

duce similar results, particularly in areas with a dense Arab demographic.

12 Kutluhan Gériicii, “Sam’in Halep Hamlesi: SDG/YPG’ye Karst Sinirli Operasyonun Anlam1”,

SETA Odak, 8 January 2026, https://vaw.sctav.()rg/samin—halcp~hamlcsi—sdg—ypgyc—karsi~sinirli—()p—

erasyonun-anlami (Access: 8 January 2026).
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Israel as a Spoiler Actor

Following the collapse of the Assad regime, Israel has perceived the Damascus
government — aligned with Tiirkiye and representing the Sunni Arab majority
— as a significant strategic threat. Accordingly, from the initiation of opposi-
tion military operations against the Assad regime on Nov. 27, 2024, through
November 2025, Israel conducted approximately 1,000 airstrikes, targeting a

wide range of military objectives, including Syria’s strategic weapons systems. '?

Concurrently, Israel expanded its occupation beyond the Golan Heights to
include the buffer zone and, in some areas, advanced further to establish for-
tified military positions. Within this framework, Israeli forces deployed to
strategically significant locations such as Mount Hermon. The map below
illustrates Israel’s occupation zones, military bases, and the demilitarized area

it seeks to impose in southern Syria.

Beyond military strikes, Israel has pursued a policy of instrumentalizing ethnic
and sectarian minorities, positioning itself as the protector of the Druze com-
munity. Through Druze militias led by Hikmat al-Hijri, Israel has effectively
removed Suwayda from Damascus’s control while simultaneously encouraging
the SDF/YPG to adopt a more confrontational stance toward both Syria and
Tiirkiye. An examination of Israel’s policies toward neighboring states reveals
a preference for fragmented polities characterized by weak institutions and
ethnic or sectarian fault lines, rather than strong, centralized, and integrated
states capable of resisting its expansionist tendencies. This approach aligns
with Israel’s broader regional security strategy of “controlled chaos.” Con-
sequently, the post-Assad Syrian administration — strengthened and closely

aligned with Tiirkiye — is perceived in Tel Aviv as a potential geopolitical risk.

Scenarios for 2026

As of 2026, no fundamental shift in Israel’s Syria policy is anticipated; how-

ever, developments on the ground may evolve along three primary scenarios:

¢ Controlled Tension Scenario

Israel maintains the existing status quo, continuing to constrain Damascus’s
military capacity through limited airstrikes while sustaining influence via
separatist groups, particularly Druze militias in Suwayda. This scenario aligns

with Israel’s objective of a weak and manageable Syria.

* De-escalation and Time-gaining Scenario

13 “Talks with Israel could lead to results ‘in days’, says Syria’s al-Sharaa”, Al Jazeera, 17 September 2025,
hteps://www.aljazeera.com/news/2025/9/17 /talks-with-israel-could-lead-to-result-in-days-says-syrias-
aa, (Access: 29 December 2025).
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Driven by U.S. efforts to prioritize regional accommodation and expanding
diplomatic engagement along the Tiirkiye-Gulf axis, Israel may reach a se-
curity agreement with Damascus. Such an arrangement would provide Syria
with limited protection only if the United States assumes an effective guaran-
tor role. Damascus could utilize this period to consolidate governance and

advance reconstruction.

¢ FEscalation Scenario

A comprehensive joint military operation by Tiirkiye and Syria east of the
Euphrates could be interpreted by Israel as a challenge to the regional balance
of power, potentially prompting Tel Aviv to directly re-target the Damascus

gover nment.

The Damascus administration is currently pursuing a strategy of “balancing
and buying time,” avoiding direct confrontation with Israel while seeking
to strengthen international legitimacy and rebuild domestic economic and
military capacity. Although Tiirkiye’s course of action would vary depending
on which of the above scenarios materializes, Ankara views this approach as
a pragmatic and manageable strategic choice that supports Syria’s long-term
stability and regional balance of power. Tiirkiye is expected to continue efforts
to deter Israel through its evolving coordination with the United States in the

Syrian theater. However, should Israel opt for escalation, Tiirkiye is likely to

respond with the necessary instruments at its disposal.

TABLE 11: POTENTIAL RISKS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Dimensions Potential Opportunities

Reconstruction,

Public
Order and
Reconstruction

International
Systemic
Transformation

Management
of Security
Threats

Weakening of
institutions;
disruption of
infrastructure and
investments

Pressure by pro-Israel
lobbies on U.S.
decision-making
mechanisms

SDF/YPG's maximalist
demands; Israel’s
attacks and
destabilizing
activities

inflow of
investment,
establishment of
public order

Full integration into
the international
system

Non-conflict
agreement
between Israel
under U.S.
mediation;
safeguarding
territorial integrity

Supporting the
reconstruction process;
creating an international
investment and
economic environment

Strengthening Damascus’
legitimacy and securing
international recognition

Sustaining the “Terror-
Free Turkiye” process;
strategic patience
and cooperation with
Damascus

Compiled by the authors.
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TECHNO-GEOPOLITICS

Erman Akilli



Al as a Geopolitical Game-changer: Artificial Intelligence (Al)
has become a key determinant of global power, heralding a
“technopolar” era where technological capability is a defining
currency of influence. States are increasingly aware that digital
autonomy equates to strategic independence in the 21st cen-
tury

Intensifying Al Arms Race: Major powers and developing states
alike are racing to weaponize Al, integrating autonomous sys-
tems into their militaries. This Alarms race is driving rapid invest-
ment in Al-enabled weapons prized for speed and efficiency,
as reflected in conflicts from Ukraine to the Middle East. This Al
competition, unfolding amid heightened geopolitical tensions,
heightens the risks of proliferation, unintended escalation, and
destabilizing shifts in global power dynamics

Regulatory Gaps and Risks: Global efforts to regulate Al-en-
abled warfare trail technological change. Despite years of U.N.
debates, no binding rules exist for lethal autonomous weapons,
as major powers oppose new constraints. As autonomy advanc-
es faster than diplomacy, a governance gap deepens, raising
urgent ethical and security concerns over human control and
accountability in life-and-death decisions

Turkiye's Digital Autonomy Drive: Turkiye views Al and emerg-
ing technologies as pillars of its strategic autonomy. In response
to historical vulnerabilities, Ankara has prioritized indigenous
tech development from combat drones to Al models trained on
local data to reduce external dependency and bolster national
resilience. Initiatives like the National Technology Move and Na-
tional Al Strategy underscore Tiirkiye's intent to transition from
a mere technology consumer to an autonomous digital power
shaping its own security destiny
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INTRODUCTION

Artificial Intelligence is reshaping the geopolitical security landscape at a fun-
damental level. We have entered an era in which algorithms and autonomy
rival armies and economies as sources of national power.! The intensifying
race to deploy Al militarily has been likened to an “Oppenheimer moment”
for warfare,” as states harnessing Al’s potential to revolutionize conflict even
while warning of its destructive power. The pace of innovation is outstripping
governance: lethal autonomous systems are being fielded in battle zones before
international norms catch up, raising difficult questions about human control,
ethics, and stability.?

Amid this upheaval, Tiirkiye is positioning itself as an emerging digital power
by pursuing digital autonomy and cognitive diplomacy.* No longer content
to rely on foreign suppliers or remain a passive rule-taker, Ankara has made
Al and defense tech indigenization core to its national strategy.” The country’s
leadership frames digital autonomy as essential to preserving its agency and
security in a world “increasingly governed by code.” This chapter explores the
main dynamics of Al-geopolitics such as the global trends in Al weaponiza-
tion and (the lack of) regulation and analyzes how Tiirkiye is responding to
these trends. It concludes with an outlook toward 2026, mapping the key risks

and opportunities that Al presents for Tiirkiye and the international com-

1 Akilli and Ozdemir, “Reinforcing Strategic Autonomy through Technological Power: Tiirkiye’s Posi-
tion in the Emerging Technopolar Order,” p. 127.

2 Robins-Early, “ATl’'s ‘Oppenheimer moment’: autonomous weapons enter the battlefield”.

3 Kmentt, “Geopolitics and the Regulation of Autonomous Weapons Systems”.

4 Akilli, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 30.

5 Gloria Shkurti Ozdemir, Erman Akilli & Safa Uslu, 2025 TechPulse Tiirkiye: Tracking Technological
Innovation and Trends (SETA Publications,Ankara, 2025).

6 Akulls, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 36.
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munity, and highlighting the intensifying race to weaponize Al alongside the

pressing difficulties of regulating autonomous systems in time.

MAIN DYNAMICS

The emergence of a technopolar world” order has elevated digital capability to
the status of a primary determinant of global geopolitical influence. Whereas
industrial power in the twentieth century rested on mechanical, extractive,
and kinetic capacities, strategic advantage in the twenty-first century increas-
ingly depends on control over data, algorithms, computational resources, and
semiconductor supply chains. Analyses of global technological competition
show that major powers now view Al leadership as essential to national secu-

rity, societal stability, and global preeminence.®

The contemporary geopolitical environment, which has been dubbed the tech-
nopolar world, is undergoing a profound structural reconfiguration shaped by
Al, autonomous systems, and the strategic centrality of digital infrastructures.
Three overarching dynamics define this transformation: the redistribution of
power through technological capability, the accelerating militarization of Al,
and the widening gap between rapid innovation and the governance mecha-

nisms intended to regulate it.’

Geotechnological Rivalry

This means that dominance in AI'’ can translate to advantages in everything
from military conflict to diplomatic negotiations and global public opin-
ion. For example, Al-driven soft power tools such as automated social media
campaigns or algorithmic targeting of foreign audiences are becoming part
of statecraft.!’ The concept of cognitive diplomacy encapsulates this evolu-
tion: nations must cultivate an effective presence in digital spheres, practice
governance over emerging tech, and build resilience against technological
coercion.” In short, Al is not merely a new tool but a transformative force
reconfiguring how states project power and protect their interests in the 21st

century.

7 Akill, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 25-27.

8 Akulli, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 25.

9 Akalli, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 31.

10 Erman Akalli, “America’s Al Dominance Race: A Wake-Up Call for the World,” Daily Sabah, 12 Au-

gust 2025, https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/americas-ai-dominance-race-a-wake-up-call-
for-the-world, (Access: 27 December 2025).

11 Akully, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, pp.240-241.
12 Akilly, Cognitive Diplomacy and Digital Autonomy, p. 181.
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This trend is demonstrated most clearly in the intensifying U.S.-China ri-
valry.” The consolidation of Al capabilities within vertically integrated eco-
systems from spanning rare-earth extraction, chip manufacturing, cloud in-
frastructures, and large-scale model development illustrates the emergence of
a technology-driven geopolitical hierarchy. This “Al dominance race” shapes
global supply-chain configurations, innovation priorities, and strategic align-
ments, while pushing other states to recalibrate their long-term technological

strategies.'t

Within this emerging structure, mid-sized pow-

ers that combine indigenous R&D, defense “While grapphng with

industrial capacity, and resilient digital infra-

structure are better positioned to avoid depen-

geopolitical challenges,

dency traps and preserve strategic autonomy. As humanity is witnhessing

contemporary scholarship on digital autonomy

demonstrates, sovereignty increasingly requires

an extraordinary leap

control over one’s own technological stack from in the field of artificial
hardware to national datasets and algorithmic inte”igence. No Society

development pipelines. Developments in 2025

reinforce this trajectory. The implementation

should be deprived of

phase of the EU Chips Act® and the launch of the transformative power
Al Factories under the EuroHPC Joint Under- and the benefits offered

taking'® have underscored that sovereignty is no

longer defined solely by regulatory capacity but

by these groundbreaking

by control over compute, data, and production technologies. Artificial
ceosystems. intelligence technologies
Defense Integration of Al should be used for the
A second major dynamic is the rapid militariza- benefit of humanity, not
tion of Al, which is transforming doctrines, de- as a new instrument of

terrence models, and regional balances of power.
Autonomous systems (air, maritime, and land-
based) have become central to modern defense

strategies because they provide scalability, pre-

13 Erman Akulli, “Techno-polar Reckoning: U.S. vs. China,” Daily Sabah, 21 March 2025, https://
www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/techno-polar-reckoning-us-vs-china  (Access: 27 December

2025).

14 Akilli, “America’s Al Dominance Race: A Wake-Up Call for the World”.

15“European Chips Act.” Digital Strategy, European Commission., 2 December 2025, https://digi-
tal-strategy.ec.europa.cu/en/policies/european-chips-act. (Access: 14 December 2025).

16 “Al Factories.” EuroHPC, n.d., hteps://www.eurohpc-ju.europa.eu/ai-factories_en, (Access: 14 De-
cember 2025).

domination.”
Recep Tayyip Erdogan/22.11.2025
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cision, and reduced operational risk. Their deployment reflects a shift from
platform-centric to algorithm-centric warfare. In the maritime domain, Al-
augmented littoral and naval systems demonstrate how algorithmic sensors,
real-time data fusion, and autonomous navigation enhance situational aware-
ness and coastal defense capabilities. These systems form part of a broader
transformation in maritime deterrence under concepts such as the “algorith-
mic defense of Blue Homeland,” where Al-integrated missile systems, un-
manned surface vessels, and sensor arrays produce a new operational environ-
ment in Turkiye’s maritime theaters,"” including the Eastern Mediterranean,
the Aegean Sea, and the Black Sea. In these spaces, deterrence is no longer
shaped solely by platform numbers but by real time data fusion, autonomous
decision support, and the ability to compress the sensor to shooter cycle, fun-

damentally altering the balance between presence, surveillance, and response.

Similarly, national air defense architectures are being reshaped through Al-
enabled sensor fusion, predictive modeling, and automated threat prioritiza-
tion. The integration of Al into multi-layer air defense as illustrated in the
deployment of the Aselsan Steel Dome demonstrates how network-centric
grids can synchronize radar, electro-optical sensors, interceptor systems, and
command-and-control units into a coherent defensive ecosystem.'® These
structures highlight the shift toward defense systems in which computational
capability and machine learning serve as force multipliers, enhancing reaction
speed and reducing vulnerability to dense aerial threats such as drones, cruise

missiles, and loitering munitions.

Globally, this militarization is propelled by the ambitions of major powers
and the commercialization of dual-use technologies. The decreasing cost of
autonomous platforms enables smaller states to acquire sophisticated capabili-
ties once reserved for great powers, accelerating the diffusion of Al-enabled
military technologies. As a result, competitive advantage now depends less on
platform mass and more on algorithmic speed, precision, and adaptability as
demonstrated by Al assisted “Intelligence, Surveillance, and Reconnaissance

(ISR)” and targeting cycles in the Ukraine war," the operational use of loiter-

17 Erman Akilli, “GOKSUR, ULAQ and the Algorithmic Defense of Blue Homeland,” Daily Sabah,
22 October 2025, https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/goksur-ulag-and-the-algorithmic-de-
fense-of-blue-homeland, (Access: 14 December 2025).

18 Erman Akilli, “ASELSAN’s Steel Dome Integration: Strategic Leap in Tiirkiye’s Air Defense,” Daily
Sabah, 5 September 2025, https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/aselsans-steel-dome-integra-
tion-strategic-leap-in-turkiyes-air-defense, (Access: 14 December 2025).

19 Chris Morton, “The War That Shattered Assumptions: Lessons from the Russia—Ukraine Front-
line.” Defense and Munitions, 12 September 2025, https://www.defenseandmunitions.com/article/
the-war-that-shattered-assumptions-lessons-from-the-russia-ukraine-frontline-ifs/, (Access: 14 De-

cember 2025).
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ing munitions with onboard autonomy, and the employment of networked
drone and missile systems in the Red Sea and Eastern Mediterranean that
prioritize rapid data fusion and decision superiority over sheer numerical

strength.

Gaps and Risks

Despite rapid deployment, international governance frameworks have not kept
pace with Al militarization. There is currently no binding treaty governing lethal

% no universal standards for algorithmic transparency,

autonomous weapons,
and no consensus on acceptable bounds for human oversight. Strategic mis-
trust among major powers, such as U.S.-China, and diverging national threat
perceptions have hindered diplomatic progress, producing normative ambiguity

regarding the use of autonomous systems in warfare.

This regulatory vacuum intersects with the expansion of Al-enabled domestic
security and surveillance infrastructures. Studies on Al's domestic deployment
show the emergence of expansive data-integration systems capable of facial
recognition, predictive analytics, and population-level monitoring.?" While
such systems may enhance national security, they raise significant ethical con-
cerns regarding accountability, privacy, and the potential for algorithmic over-

reach.

The governance gap is therefore becoming a structural driver of instability.
Without coherent norms, autonomous systems may proliferate in regions
characterized by historical tension or tactical asymmetry, increasing the likeli-
hood of miscalculation or inadvertent escalation. Simultaneously, regulatory
inertia incentivizes states to prioritize strategic advantage over ethical safe-
guards, widening the divide between technological deployment and norma-

tive control.

Taking together, these dynamics illustrate the structural foundations of Al-
driven geopolitics in 2025. Technological power is increasingly synonymous
with geopolitical agency; autonomous systems are reshaping the tempo and
character of conflict; and governance frameworks are struggling to accommo-
date the speed of innovation. For Tiirkiye and other emerging digital powers,
navigating this environment requires aligning capability development with

strategic autonomy, ethical responsibility, and long-term resilience.

20 Erman Akilli, “Papa Franciscus'in G7 Konusmast Baglaminda Yapay Zeka ve Etk,” SE7A, 24
June 2024, https://www.setav.org/papa-franciscusin-g7-konusmasi-baglaminda-yapay-zeka-ve-ctik,
(Access: 14 December 2025).

21 Erman Akilli, “Palantir’s All-Seeing Eye: Domestic Surveillance and the Price of Security,” Daily
Sabah, 10 June 2025, hteps://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/palantirs-all-seeing-eye-domestic-
surveillance-and-the-price-of-security, (Access: 14 December 2025).
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2026 EXPECTATIONS

By 2026, the imprint of Al on global security will be significantly deeper.
In the absence of binding international regulation, autonomous weapons are
expected to diffuse further across conflict zones. The continued lack of prohi-
bition on lethal autonomous systems allows advanced militaries to accelerate
development while enabling proliferation to smaller states. This environment
is likely to produce the first regular battlefield deployments of autonomous
drone swarms, an evolution already signaled by large-scale initiatives such as
the U.S. Replicator program.?? Other states, as Tiirkiye, are developing new

autonomous air, land, and maritime platforms that could become operational

by mid-decade.

Moreover, ongoing conflicts will reflect these dynamics. The Russia-Ukraine
war, if still active or frozen, may showcase expanded use of Al-enabled sur-
veillance, automated targeting, and countermeasure systems. Regions where
drone warfare is commonplaces such as the Middle East, North Africa, and
South Asia could witness routine autonomous engagements, particularly

where actors have acquired foreign-produced systems.

Great-power rivalry remains the primary accelerator of this arms race. By 2026,
U.S.-China competition for Al supremacy is likely to intensify further, shap-
ing defense procurement, military innovation, and global security architectures.
Both powers are investing in Al for multi-domain command and control, cy-
ber operations, and even strategic functions such as early warning and nuclear
decision-support. As autonomy increases, so does the risk of misinterpretation
and escalation. Incidents involving misidentified threats, autonomous drone

collisions, or Al-driven cyber disruptions are increasingly plausible.

On the regulatory front, expectations for substantial progress remain low. Al-

though the U.N. Group of Governmental Experts on Lethal Autonomous

22 'The U.S. Replicator program is a U.S. Department of Defense initiative launched in 2023 to
rapidly deploy large numbers of low-cost, Al-enabled autonomous systems across multiple domains,
including air, maritime, land, and undersea, within an accelerated 18 to 24 month timeline. Designed
as a response to intensifying strategic competition, particularly with China, Replicator prioritizes scale,
speed, and attritability over a small number of high-end platforms, seeking to enhance deterrence by
denial through massed, networked autonomous capabilities. The program reflects a broader doctrinal
shift toward human—machine teaming, agile acquisition, and the operational integration of artificial
intelligence, while formally remaining within existing U.S. policies on human oversight of the use of
force.

For details: U.S. Congress, Congressional Research Service, DOD Replicator Initiative: Background
and Issues for Congress, IF12611 (Library of Congress, Washington, DC, 2025), https://www.con-
gress.gov/crs-product/IF12611, (Access: 14 December 2025).

23 Joseph Clark, “DOD Innovation Official Discusses Progress on Replicator,” DOD News, 12 De-
cember 2024, accessed, https://WWW.War.gov/Ncws/Ncws—St()rics/Articlc/Artich/3999474/d()d—inn()—
vation-official-discusses-progress-on-replicator/ (Access: 14 December 2025).
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% is mandated to continue work through 2026, entrenched

Weapons Systems®
geopolitical divisions make a binding treaty unlikely. Incremental measures
such as voluntary codes of conduct, best-practice frameworks, or limited pro-
hibitions on systems targeting humans without oversight are more realistic.
The European Union’s™ call for a global ban may gain visibility, yet major
military powers remain resistant. As a result, the international system is likely
to enter a phase of de facto normative ambiguity, with each state adhering to
its own doctrines, guidelines, and ethical principles rather than universal rules.
Nonetheless, increased public and diplomatic concern about AT’s risks could
stimulate focused discussions. A major “false positive” incident could trigger
renewed negotiations, confidence-building measures, transparency mecha-
nisms, or bilateral dialogues among major powers. Al governance discussions
are also poised to become regular features of international security forums
such as the G20 and the Munich Security Conference.

For Tiirkiye, 2026 represents a critical stage in its technological trajectory.
With the 2021-2025 National AI Strategy®® completed, a new framework is
expected to guide expanded Al capacity building, including the growth of
the domestic talent pool and Al-driven industries. Key defense projects no-
tably the fully domestically produced multilayered Steel Dome air-defense
architecture, which integrates platforms such as Siper, Hisar A+/Hisar O+,
Korkut, Sungur, Kaan and Kizil Elma under a unified command-and-control
system powered by Al are ahead of schedule and in advanced testing or early
operational phases.”’” These developments strengthen deterrence, boost export
potential, and deepen Tiirkiye’s role in emerging techno-security ecosystems.
As President Recep Tayyip Erdogan has aptly reminded, ‘the future belongs ro

those who design ir.”®

24 “Convention on Certain Conventional Weapons: Group of Governmental Experts on Emerging
Technologies in the Area of Lethal Autonomous Weapons Systems ”, United Nations Office for Dis-
armament Affairs, n.d. https://meetings.unoda.org/ccw/convention-on-certain-conventional-weap-
ons-group-of-governmental-experts-on-lethal-autonomous-weapons-systems-2025 (Access: 14 De-
cember 2025).

25 Daphne Psaledakis, “EU lawmakers call for global ban on ‘killer robots’,” Reuters, 12 September
2018, hrtps://www.reuters.com/article/technology/eu-lawmakers-call-for-global-ban-on-killer-robots-
idUSKCN1LS2AS (Access: 14 December 2025).

26 “National Artificial Intelligence Strategy (2021-2025).”, Presidency of the Republic of Tiirkiye,
Presidency of Digital Transformation Office, n.d., https://cbddo.gov.tr/en/nais, (Access: 14 December
2025).

27 Tiirkiye’s Steel Dome Air Defense System Built from Domestically Produced Components,” Anadolu
Agency, 4 October 2024, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/artificial-intelligence/ turkiye-s-steel-dome-air-de-
fense-system-built-from-domestically-produced-components/3633280, (Access: 14 December 2025).
28 “Cumhurbaskani Erdogan: Oniimiizdeki Dénemi Bir Dijital Seferberlik Dénemi Olarak {lan Edi-
yorum.”, Republic of Tiirkiye Directorate of Communications, 21 March 2022, https://www.iletisim.
gov.tr/turkce/haberler/detay/cumhurbaskani-erdogan-onumuzdeki-donemi-bir-dijital-seferberlik-do-
nemi-olarak-ilan-ediyorum, (Access: 14 December 2025).
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By 2026, Al is expected to be even more deeply embedded in global security
architectures. Autonomous drones, intelligent surveillance systems, and Al
decision-support will likely feature in conflicts and great-power rivalries, of-
fering new military capabilities and new vulnerabilities. The absence of effec-
tive regulation means autonomous systems could proliferate widely, making
incidents or arms races more likely. However, there are parallel opportunities:
states that invest in Al can boost their defense effectiveness and economies,
and diplomatic engagement on Al norms could still mitigate the worst out-
comes. Navigating this landscape will be critical for Tiirkiye, which aims to
capitalize on Al for defense and development while managing the risks of an

unchecked Al revolution in warfare and geopolitics.
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DEFENSE INDUSTRY:
Consolidation, Momentum,
and Strategic Outlook




Turkiye's indigenous Altay MBT entered service this year, with
three tanks delivered

Turkish Armed Forces received important deliveries under the
Steel Dome, with 47 vehicles worth $460 million

Tirkiye tested its first hypersonic ballistic missile Tayfun, and
began the mass production of the missile

After protracted negotiations, Tirkiye signed a deal with the
U.K. to acquire 20 Eurofighter Typhoons

Tirkiye is likely to order additional second-hand Eurofighters
from Qatar and Oman to address operational exigencies

Turkish-American defense cooperation showed no meaningful
progress despite a seemingly positive political climate and con-
structive presidential level ties

Iran-Israel War (12-Day War) reaffirmed the importance of air
superiority, and the vulnerability of missile systems under the
doctrine of preventive strike, apparently accelerating off-the-
shelf aircraft procurement

Turkish defense exports and military partnerships continued to
grow in Africa and South Asia, driven in part by follow-on orders
from existing customers
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INTRODUCTION

Turkish defense industry maintained strong momentum in 2025, driven in
large part by foreign cooperation opportunities arising from a deteriorating
international security environment. The year saw continued platform and
component deliveries, new acquisitions in the land forces, increased defense
export achievements, and enhanced defense collaboration with Europe, de-

spite enduring challenges.

Key developments included the delivery of the first three Altay main battle
tanks (MBTs) to the Turkish Land Forces, the export of a logistics ship to Por-
tugal, the export of Hurjet light combat aircraft to Spain, Romanian purchase
of Akhisar corvette and Tiirkiye’s procurement of Eurofighter Typhoon aircraft.
As the year draws to a close, the most imminent expectations include the deliv-
ery of additional Reis-class submarines, Istanbul-class frigates, and further Altay
MBTs. Meanwhile, the troubled U.S.-Turkish defense partnership continues
despite positive diplomatic exchanges during the Trump administration. In
contrast, defense cooperation with Europe, particularly through arms transfers,

and collaborative endeavors has strengthened markedly.

Looking ahead to 2026, with the ongoing absence of a permanent settlement
in Ukraine and limited U.S. engagement in European security, Turkiye’s de-
fense partnership with Europe is expected to deepen further. Platform deliver-
ies in key sectors, particularly in naval, and land domains will continue, and
the technological maturation in unmanned aerial systems is salient with the
integration of new technologies. In terms of defense-industrial exports, it is
most likely it will keep the upward trend, with also being a contributing factor
in enhancing political relations. Lastly, despite ongoing dialogue, the lack of
progress on the underlying structural tensions in the Turkish-American de-
fense relationship is concerning, and today’s favorable conditions are unlikely

to last.
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MAIN DYNAMICS

Long-Waited Milestone in National MBT

Tiirkiye’s first Alcay Main Battle Tank (MBT) was delivered to the Turkish
Armed Forces on Oct. 28, 2025. The platform has long stood as one of the
flagship programs of Tiirkiye’s defense-industrial vision, and the delivery
marks a significant milestone despite a decade of delays and shifting timelines.
Under current plans, 250 Altay MBTs will be fielded in two configurations:
85 T'1 units through 2028, followed by 165 T2 units thereafter.!

Altay offers a modern and technically sophisticated capability, yet some critical
issues remain unresolved, at least currently. Chief among them is the procure-
ment of a fully indigenous power pack. The first 40 tanks will rely on a South
Korean engine, after which the Turkish-developed 1500HP Batu engine® is

expected to assume the role.?

Filling the Gap in Air Power

The agreement between Tiirkiye and the U.K. for the acquisition of 20 Eu-
rofighter Typhoon aircraft carries important implications. First, it will be the
first time the Turkish Air Force fields a non-American fighter platform, signal-
ing notable shifts in operational and tactical planning, even if it does not alter
Tiirkiye’s broader Western strategic orientation. Second, the deal highlights
both the growing importance of the Tiirkiye-U.K. defense partnership and the
persistent challenges surrounding Tiirkiye’s F-16 procurement from the U.S.
Third, the reported value of over $10 billion for 20 aircraft raises questions
about cost.” The likely explanation is that the package includes substantial

quantities of spare parts, munitions, and support equipment.

On the other hand, Defense Minister Gen. (Ret.) Yasar Guler has stated that
Tiirkiye is exploring the acquisition of 12 second-hand Eurofighters each from
Qatar and Oman. Notably, these pre-owned aircraft are expected to begin

arriving in Tirkiye as early as next year, indicating the operational exigencies

1 Mustafa Calkaya and Mucahithan Avcioglu, “Tiirkiye’s Altay tank to enter national invento-
ry in 2025, Anadolu Agency, 25 February 2025, hteps://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkiyes-al-
tay-tank-to-enter-national-inventory-in-2025/3492443 (Access: 18 December 2025).

2 Batu power group is currently under testing phase.
3 Goksel Yildirim and Emir Yildirim, “Turkish main battle tank Altay to be powered by domestic

firm,” Anadolu Agency, 29 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkish-main-battle-
tank-altay-to-be-powered-by-domestic-firm/3729960 (Access: 18 December 2025).

4 Agnes Helou, “Turkey inks deal for 20 Eurofighter Typhoon jets” Breaking Defense, 27 October
2025, https://brcakingdcfcnsc.com/ZOZS/10/turkcy«inks—dcal«f()r—20—curoﬁghtcr—typhoon«jcts/ (Ac-
cess: 20 November 2025).
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to counter shifting regional military balance in the air domain.’ The progress
made in Eurofighter acquisitions was likely a response to, at least with an im-
portant aspect, the 12-Day War which proved once again the crucial value in
control, and dominance of airspace. Despite the advancements of missile, and
unmanned systems, offensive capabilities supplied by modern aircraft preserve
their foremost role in any doctrine of deterrence, aim to punish adversary, and

to control the course of the war.

Expanding Defense Export Reach

While air platforms have long been vulner- “We are taking firm steps

ability for Turkiye’s indigenous defense-indus-

trial base, Turkish aerospace products are now

toward the goal of a fully

gaining traction abroad. In late October, the independent Tu rkiye in
Spanish government approved a deal for ap- the defense industry.

proximately 45 Hiirjet jet trainer and light at-
tack aircraft valued at $3.62 billion.® Similarly,

While developing and

heightened security concerns in Europe, driven imp lementin g new projects

by Russia, are prompting Turkish firms to look

toward new customers on the continent, as the

and new defense products

common understanding across Europe is that on one hand, we are
the Russian threat is persistent, and it will re- opening new facilities on

main in the long-term.”

Spain’s neighbor Portugal has also become a

customer of Turkish defense industry this year.

the other and adding our
domestic and national

Portugal’s decision to purchase a logistics ship vehicles to our inventory.”
from Turkiye, with construction beginning in Recep Tayyip Erdogan/ 28.10. 2025

November, marks a notable milestone. It is Tiir-

kiye’s first sale of a naval vessel to a country that

5 Saffet Uyanik, “Tiirkiye, Ingiltere ile Eurofighter Typhoon Savas Ugagt Alim1 Igin Tarihi Anlagma
Imzalad:,” Defence Turkey, 28 October 2025, https://www.defenceturkey.com/tr/icerik/turkiye-ingil-
tere-ile-eurofighter-typhoon-savas-ucagi-alimi-icin-tarihi-anlasma-imzaladi-6372 (Access: 20 Novem-
ber 2025).

6 Melike Pala, “Spain approves acquisition of Turkish Hurjet aircraft for pilot training system,” Anado-
I Agency, 29 October 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/spain-approves-acquisition-of-turk-
ish-hurjet-aircraft-for-pilot-training-system/3729792 (Access: 18 November 2025).

7 For instance, the chief executive of TAI stressed that he “wants to sell Atak helicopters to Germa-
ny,” and that he offered Aksungur UAV to the United States for the surveillance of Mexico border.
See, Tiirkiye’s TAI eyes sclling helicopter to Germany, UAV to US,” Daily Sabah, 2 February 2025,
https://www.dailysabah.com/business/defense/turkiyes-tai-eyes-selling-helicopter-to-germany-uav-to-
us (Access: 18 November 2025). Tiirkiye has also delivered six T129 Atak helicopters each to the
Philippines and Nigeria in recent years. Reports suggest that Philippines is considering placing an
order for additional helicopters from Tiirkiye.
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is simultaneously a member of both the EU and NATO.® Meanwhile, Ttirkiye
continues its ongoing naval export programs, including corvettes for Ukraine

and lictoral mission ships for Malaysia.’

In the meantime, Africa continues to play an important location for Turk-
ish drone exports as several Turkish firms are expanding their reach in the
continent. On Feb. 9, 2025, Morocco received the first batch of undisclosed
number of Akinci drones from Tiirkiye.'® Previously Morocco had purchased
a total of 13 TB2 drones which all were delivered to the country. Baykar also
established a subsidiary named Atlas Defense!! on Dec. 5, 2024, seemingly
to provide spare parts, and maintenance to Morocco for the Turkish drones,

rather than establishing a full assembly line.'

Tirkiye’s outreach in Africa also includes deepening ties with Somalia, which
has become one of its closest security partners over the past decade. In early
June, Tiirkiye delivered three T129 Atak helicopters to the Somali Armed
Forces, as well as two utility helicopters to the Somali Navy."® The aim was
strengthening Somalia’s capacity to counter al-Shabab, which has recently ad-

vanced in southern Mogadishu.'

In South Asia, Bangladesh, has been in discussions to acquire six T129 Atak heli-
copters after previously purchasing TB2 UAVs, TRG-300 missiles, and the Hisar-

8 “Work starts on Portugal’s first oiler replenisher and logistics ship,” Naval Technology, 18 November 2025,
https://www.naval-technology.com/news/portugal-navy-ship-turkiye/?cf-view (Access: 19 November 2025).

9 Martin Fornusek, “Ukraine’s second Ada-class corvette launched in Turkey,” Kyiv Independent, 2
August 2024, https://kyivindependent.com/ukraines-new-corvette/ (Access: 19 November 2025);
Cem Devrim Yaylali, “Turkey’s STM starts construction of corvettes for Malaysia,” Defense News,
10 April 2025, https://www.defensenews.com/global/2025/04/10/turkeys-stm-starts-construction-of-
corvettes-for-malaysia/ (Access: 19 November 2025).

10 The reports originate from the African military source Forum FAR Maroc, which is viewed as a
semi-official outlet. The additional detail that surfaced in November 2024 indicating that Morocco is
set to receive Akinci drones in February 2025 further supports the credibility of these reports.

See, Giulia Bernacchi, “Morocco Buys Bayraktar Akinci Drones From Turkey: Report,” 7he Defense
Post, 14 November 2024, https://thedefensepost.com/2024/11/14/morocco-bayraktar-akinci-drones/
(Access: 17 November 2025).

11 It’s also striking that Moroccan firm named the country’s first indigenously built drone as Adlas
Istar. See, Darek Liam, “Morocco begins indigenous Aerodrive ATLAS UAV production,” Military
Africa, 12 April 2025, https://www.military.africa/2025/04/morocco-begins-indigenous-aerodrive-at-
las-uav-production/ (Access: 17 November 2025).

12 Ragip Soylu, “Turkish defence company’s Morocco drone investment isn’t what it seems,” Middle
East Eye, 31 January 2025 hteps://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkish-defense-baykars-morocco-
drone-investment-isnt-what-it-seems (Access: 17 November 2025).

13 Ragip Soylu, “Turkey delivers T129 Atak helicopters to Somalia,” Middle East Eye, 4 June 2025,
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/turkey-delivers-t129-atak-helicopters-somalia (Access: 18 No-
vember 2025).

14 In April, due to the deteriorated security situation in the country, Tiirkiye deployed 500 troops
to Mogadishu which hosts Tiirkiye’s Tiirksom base. See  “Turkey deploys counter-terror troops to
Somalia,” Military Africa, 23 April 2025, hteps://www.military.africa/2025/04/turkey-deploys-count-
er-terror-troops-to-somalia/ (Access: 18 November 2025).
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O+ air defense system. In a notable development, Indonesia and Ttirkiye signed an
agreement for the former’s acquisition of 48 Kaan fifth-generation fighter jets. The
development marking the first major international sale of the Turkish fighter, un-

derscoring foreign confidence to Turkish national defense industrial capabilities.”

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Preserving Domestic Production Tempo

Sustaining the tempo of force modernization, and even accelerating produc-
tion capacity, will remain essential in an increasingly unstable security envi-
ronment. Beyond routine procurement, several major platforms are scheduled
for delivery to the Turkish Armed Forces in 2026, including Reis-class subma-
rines, Istif-class frigates, Altay MBTs, and a range of unmanned systems. Key

planned deliveries include:

o Altay MBT: 11 Altay tanks in the T1 configuration are expected to be
delivered to the Turkish Land Forces next year'®

o Istif-class Frigate: TCG Izmir, the second ship of the Istif-class program, is
slated for delivery to the Turkish Navy in the first half of 2026

o Reis-class Submarines: TCG Murat Reis, the third submarine of the Reis-class
program, is likely to enter naval service in 2026. Meanwhile, the second boat,
TCG Huzir Rets, still has a chance of being commissioned before the end of
this year, although the exact date is uncertain. Taken together, 2026 will be a
pivotal year for Tiirkiye’s submarine force, as the Navy begins operating three

air-independent-propulsion equipped submarines for the first time

Rise of Counterdrone Warfare

The rapid proliferation and intensive use of drones against both military as-
sets and critical infrastructure have elevated counter-drone efforts to a major
defense priority. This global trend has also shaped Tiirkiye’s approach. Turkish
industry is developing a range of non-kinetic (soft-kill) systems, such as the

Ejderha electromagnetic weapon, alongside kinetic (hard-kill) solutions like

15 “Bangladesh Eyes Tiirkiye’s T129 ATAK Attack Helicopters — Dhaka and Ankara Deepens
Military Ties,” Defence Security Asia, 17 October 2025, https://defencesecurityasia.com/en/bangla-
desh-turkey-t129-atak-helicopter-deal-forces-goal-2030/ (Access: 18 November 2025).

16 Mustafa Calkaya and Mucahithan Avcioglu, “Tiirkiye’s Altay tank to enter national invento-
ry in 2025,” Anadolu Agency, 25 February, 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/turkiye/turkiyes-al-
tay-tank-to-enter-national-inventory-in-2025/3492443 (Access: 18 December 2025).

17 “Turkiye launches 2 new Istif-class frigates into sea,” Daily Sabah, 12 January 2025, https://www.
dailysabah.com/business/defense/turkiye-launches-2-new-istif-class-frigates-into-sea (Access: 18 De-
cember 2025).
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the Korkut low-altitude air defense platform, which employs specialized frag-
mentation munitions.'”® Such Counter-Unmanned Aerial Systems (C-UAS)
have already become a central focus of defense industries worldwide, and their
importance is likely to grow further as drone autonomy and swarm technolo-

gies continue to advance, particularly under the pressures of the Ukraine War.

Defense Ties with Europe are Far from Their Potential

Turkiye’s defense exports to Europe rose sharply to $1.2 billion in 2023, up
from $369 million in 2020. European customers now account for 22% of Ttir-
kiye’s overall defense export portfolio.” Yet this increase appears to be largely
a byproduct of short-term factors, including post-Covid-19 procurement dy-
namics and the lifting of the European arms embargo imposed after Tiirkiye’s
Operation Spring Shield. The deeper potential for sustained defense-industrial
cooperation is significantly higher, which should obviously begin with Tiirkiye’s
inclusion in the SAFE program. On the other hand, its realization will hinge
on Europe’s willingness to expand its defense engagement with Tiirkiye. Doing
so will require addressing long-standing structural barriers, most notably the
persistent opposition of Greece and the Greek Cypriot administration.”® Until
then, Turkish-Europe defense ties would likely remain continuing operation of

selective defense partnerships with like-minded European actors.

The Dangerous Course of US-Turkish Defense Partnership

Turkiye’s removal from the F-35 program, CAATSA sanctions, and uncer-
tainty over F-16 Block 70 deliveries have eroded cooperation and helped drive
Ankara toward alternatives such as the Eurofighter Typhoon. Given that the
first configurations of Turkish Fighter Kaan will be powered by the F-110 en-
gines, the conundrum may even further cause additional strains. Despite oc-
casional positive signals from the Trump administration, no real progress has
been made. The core obstacle remains persistent Congressional opposition,
driven largely by domestic political dynamics and lobbying pressures, includ-
ing longstanding influence from the Greek lobby. These structural barriers
continue to strain the partnership and risk pushing Turkish-American defense

ties into long-term decline that would be a very hard task to revert.

18 “Aselsan CEO outlines key components of Tiirkiye’s Steel Dome air defense system,” Turkiye Today,
20 September 2025, https://www.turkiyetoday.com/nation/aselsan-ceo-details-turkiyes-steel-dome-
air-defense-components-3207177 (Access: 19 November 2025).

19 Serdar Dincel, “EXPLAINER — Tiirkiye’s defense sector emerges as key in Europe’s rearming,”
Anadolu Agency, 4 August 2025, https://www.aa.com.tr/en/europe/explainer-turkiye-s-defense-sec-
tor-emerges-as-key-in-europe-s-rearming/3650271 (Access: 18 December 2025).

20 Rifat Oncel, “Tiirkiye — AB Giivenlik Ortakliginin Sinirlar,” Sabah, 24 May 2025, hteps://www.
sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/perspektif/rifat-oncel/2025/05/24/turkiye-ab-guvenlik-ortakliginin-sinirlari
(Access: 19 November 2025).
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RISING ENERGY GEOPOLITICS
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In 2025, Turkiye deepened its energy diplomacy from Africa and
the Middle East to Europe, the U.S., Russia and China to bolster
energy security and influence

Cross-border gas, LNG, electricity and nuclear agreements with
Turkmenistan, Syria, African partners, the U.S. and Europe ex-
panded Tirkiye’'s partnership network and diversified supply
routes

Domestically, rising production from the Gabar and Sakarya
fields, a 92 bcm Black Sea discovery and the expansion of the
deepwater fleet strengthened Tiirkiye’s indigenous resource
base

Rare earth elements and other critical minerals, centered on the
Beylikova deposit, alongside nuclear power, emerged as strate-
gic pillars beyond hydrocarbons

Looking ahead to 2026, policy will focus on reinforcing supply
and demand security while advancing Turkiye’s ambition to be-
come a regional natural gas trading hub
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INTRODUCTION

Turkiye’s energy policy in 2025 was shaped by the parallel deepening of exter-
nal energy diplomacy and the acceleration of strategic projects at home. Build-
ing on its growing diplomatic activism, Ankara pursued an assertive energy
diplomacy from Africa and the broader Middle East to Europe, the United
States, Russia and China. Energy thus emerged both as a tool of national
and regional security and as a key instrument through which Tiirkiye seeks
to consolidate its role in regional energy trade and move closer to the goal of

becoming a gas trading hub.

Externally, landmark arrangements with Turkmenistan and Azerbaijan aimed to
channel Turkmen gas to the Turkish market and onward to Europe, while a tri-
lateral framework involving Azerbaijan and Qatar opened the way for gas deliv-
eries to post-conflict Syria." In Africa, Tiirkiye consolidated its presence through
new hydrocarbon agreements with Somalia, Gabon and The Gambia, building
on a wider web of energy and mining partnerships.” Relations with the United
States gained a new dimension via unconventional hydrocarbon exploration,
long-term LNG contracts and a nuclear energy memorandum of understanding
centered on small modular reactors. Europe remained a key pillar, with Tiirkiye’s
first upstream investment in an EU member state, sizable LNG deals with major

international companies, and new electricity interconnections linking Azerbai-

1 Zafer Fatih Beyaz, “Tiirkiye to receive 1,3 bem of Turkmen gas in 2025, says Turkish energy min-
ister”, AA, 12 February 2025, (Access: 23 December 2025) ; Giilsen Cagatay, “Tirkiye, Azerbaijan,
Qatar and Syria inaugurate cross-border natural gas pipeline”, AA, 2 August 2025, (Access: 23 De-
cember 2025).

2 Handan Kazanci, “Tiirkiye and Somalia ink onshore oil and gas exploration deal”, AA, 10 April
2025, (Access: 23 December 2025); Handan Kazanci, “Tiirkiye, Gabon sign energy and mining
deals”, AA, 1 August 2025, (Access: 23 December 2025); Firdevs Yiiksel & Handan Kazanci, “Turkiye
signs renewable energy deal with Gambia as ties with Africa deepen”, AA, 17 October 2025, (Access:
23 December 2025).
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jani renewables to European markets.® At the same time, Ttirkiye maintained
energy trade with Russia, benefiting from discounted oil, while China featured
prominently as a partner in renewable technologies and in the prospective de-

velopment of the Beylikova rare earth element deposit.

Domestically, rising production from the Gabar and Sakarya fields, the dis-
covery of 92 billion cubic meters (bcm) of gas in the Black Sea, the expansion
of the deepwater drilling fleet to six vessels, steps toward the commercializa-
tion of Beylikova’s rare earth reserves and regulatory changes enabling exports
of Black Sea gas set the stage for 2026. The year ahead will be defined by
efforts to reinforce security of supply and demand, advance the ambition to
become a regional gas trading hub, and consolidate Tiirkiye’s emerging role in

nuclear power and critical minerals.

MAIN DYNAMICS

Building on its growing diplomatic activism, Ttirkiye has continued to pursue
an increasingly assertive energy diplomacy spanning a wide geography from
Africa to Asia. This gradual transformation from a regional power into an
emerging global actor is clearly reflected in its evolving relations with partner
countries. Throughout the year, engagements with a broad range of states have
focused on projects and cooperation frameworks aimed at strengthening both
national and regional energy security. In several of these meetings, the bilat-
eral agreements concluded have explicitly underscored the role of energy as a

unifying rather than a divisive factor.

Gas Corridor Politics

At the beginning of the year, Tiirkiye’s diplomatic engagements in the United
Arab Emirates were followed in February by the conclusion of a landmark
cooperation agreement with Turkmenistan.* Pursuant to this agreement, as
of March 1, Tiirkiye commenced imports of Turkmen natural gas via Iran. In
line with the provisions of the agreement signed with Azerbaijan in the previ-
ous year, an increase in currently limited export volumes is envisaged once the
Turkmenistan-Azerbaijan interconnection becomes operational. The project
is designed to enable Turkmen gas to access the Turkish market —one of the
largest energy consumers in the region— and, through Turkiye’s transit role, to

be delivered onward to European markets.

3 “Tiirkiye’s TPAO, MOL join forces to explore hydrocarbons in Hungary”, Daily Sabah, 30 April
2025, (Access: 23 December 2025).

4 Beyaz, “Tiirkiye to receive 1,3 bem of Turkmen gas in 2025, says Turkish energy minister®.
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Following the fall of the Assad regime, a significant step has been taken re-
garding the supply of natural gas to Syria, which remains in a protracted post-
conflict reconstruction process. Natural gas produced in Azerbaijan has begun
to be delivered to Syria via Tiirkiye, transiting through the province of Kilis.
Supported by financial backing from Quatar, the project envisages the use of
the supplied gas for electricity generation at thermal power plants located in
Aleppo and Homs. In addition, the parties are working towards undertaking
oil and natural gas exploration and production activities in Syria in the forth-

coming period.’

Africa Expansion: Turrkiye as a Trusted Partner

Tiirkiye’s presence on the African continent was further consolidated over the
year through high-level engagements with a number of African countries, in-
cluding Somalia, Gabon, Angola, Guinea and The Gambia. A new agreement
was signed with Somalia, under which the existing cooperation on offshore
hydrocarbon exploration and production was extended to include onshore
activities.® Cooperation agreements in the field of hydrocarbons were likewise
concluded with Gabon and The Gambia.” It is highly significant that resources
such as oil and natural gas —which are expected to remain strategically impor-
tant for many years and to play a key role in the continent’s development— are
to be produced under agreements concluded with Tiirkiye. Moreover, by this
point nearly 20 African countries had signed cooperation agreements with
Turkiye in the fields of energy and mining, providing a concrete indication of
the level of trust that regional countries place in Ankara as a partner. Tiirkiye’s
effort to differentiate its Africa engagement from traditional colonial legacies
by emphasizing partnership in strategic domains such as energy is evidenced
by the positive and sustained reception Ankara has received across parts of the

continent for over two decades.

A Consolidating Track with the United States

The United States emerged in 2025 as another key partner with which Tiir-
kiye’s energy relations deepened. In March, agreements were signed with two
American companies for the exploration and production of Tiirkiye’s uncon-

ventional hydrocarbon reserves.® Given the United States’ global leadership in

5 Cagatay, “Tiirkiye, Azerbaijan, Qatar and Syria inaugurate cross-border natural gas pipeline”.

6 Kazanci, “Tiirkiye and Somalia ink onshore oil and gas exploration deal”.

7 Kazanci, “Tiirkiye, Gabon sign energy and mining deals”; Yiiksel & Kazanci, “Tiirkiye signs renew-
able energy deal with Gambia as ties with Africa deepen”.

8 Mucahithan Avcioglu, “Turkish Petroleum inks deal with US oil giants”, AA, 12 March 2025, (Ac-
cess: 23 December 2025).
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unconventional oil and gas, this partnership is regarded as the most suitable
framework for unlocking production potential in the relevant Turkish fields.
During President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s visit to the United States in Sep-
tember on the margins of the U.N. General Assembly, two further agreements
were concluded, signaling both sides’ mutual commitment to expanding co-

operation in the energy domain.

Tiirkiye has been importing LNG from U.S. energy companies since 2016,
and in 2024 the United States became its largest supplier of LNG. To ren-
der these spot-market purchases more sustainable, the agreement signed with
ExxonMobil in May 2024 was complemented by new arrangements aimed
at ensuring the long-term delivery of American LNG to Tiirkiye. BOTAS
concluded a gas supply contract with U.S.-based Mercuria for 4 bem annually
as of 2026, amounting to a total of 70 bem over the life of the agreement. In
addition, an agreement was signed between BOTAS and the Australia-based
company Woodside to enable gas exports from its projects in the United States
to the Turkish market.’

At the same meeting, a memorandum of understanding on cooperation in
the field of nuclear energy was also signed between the two countries. The
agreement, which envisages collaboration on the peaceful uses of nuclear en-
ergy, is intended to promote joint work on technology development. Planned
activities, to be conducted primarily in small modular reactors (SMRs), are
expected to contribute to the diversification of Tiirkiye’s nuclear energy port-

folio and to the reduction of fossil fuel consumption.

Europe: Building Physical and Commercial Connectivity

Europe has constituted another key pillar of Tiirkiye’s energy diplomacy. With
Hungary —to which Tiirkiye already exports natural gas— an agreement was
signed for Tiirkiye’s first upstream investment in a European country.'® Under
this framework, TPAO and Hungary’s MOL will jointly conduct exploration

and production activities in two separate blocks.'!

9 Handan Kazanci, “Tiirkiye’s BOTAS signs 20-year LNG deal with Mercuria, inks preliminary pact
with Woodside”, AA, 24 September 2025. (Access: 23 December 2025).

10 Under this agreement, Tiirkiye’s state oil company, TPAO, will for the first time undertake oil
and gas exploration and production activities on the European mainland. Given that the upstream
is both capital and technology intensive and typically dominated by firms with extensive operational
experience, Europe hosts a number of well-established companies with strong track records in this
domain. Therefore, the agreement indicates that TPAO has growing institutional credibility and tech-
nical capacity, and suggests that European counterparts increasingly regard the company as a reliable
and value-adding partner.

11 “MOL and Turkish Petroleum to jointly explore hydrocarbons in Hungary”, Offshore chhnol()gy,
1 May 2025. (Access: 23 December 2025).
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During the visit to Italy in September, Tiirkiye concluded LNG supply agree-

ments totaling 15 bem with leading hydrocarbon producers, including Shell,

BP and Equinor."* Deliveries under these contracts are scheduled to commence

in the winter period. In parallel, electricity transmission agreements were signed

with Bulgaria and Azerbaijan to connect Central Asia to European markets.'

Within this scheme, electricity generated from renewable sources in Azerbaijan

is to be exported by Tiirkiye to Bulgaria. This arrangement has further strength-

ened Tiirkiye’s position as a pivotal actor in managing regional energy trade.

Balancing Risks and Gains in the Russia-China Portfolio

Tiirkiye’s balanced stance in the Ukraine war has
enabled it to procure discounted oil from Russia,
which, together with several additional factors,
has contributed to a reduction in the country’s
overall energy import bill. In defiance of U.S.
President Donald Trump’s calls for an embargo
on Russian energy supplies, Tiirkiye has con-
tinued to import oil, coal and natural gas from
Russia since such a policy is aligned with its na-
tional interests. While alternative suppliers can
be found for coal and crude oil imports, the same
is not true for natural gas because the long-term
contracts signed with Russia are take or pay con-
tracts; you either import the gas, or you pay for it

even if you don't take it.

China occupied a prominent place in Tirkiye’s
energy diplomacy in 2025. In talks with the
country, which is the world’s largest producer of
renewable energy technologies, cooperation was
explored not only in the field of wind turbine
manufacturing but also regarding potential part-
nerships for Turkiye’s first offshore wind power
plant. Moreover, given China’s control over a

substantial share of global processing capacity

“Sixty-two reactors

are currently under
construction in 15
countries, including
Turkiye. If we want to
reduce dependence on
foreign energy sources and
achieve our 2053 targets,
nuclear energy must be
included in our production
portfolio. With Akkuyu
coming online, we will, so
to speak, finally break the
jinx.”

Recep Tayyip Erdogan/ 08.09.2025

for rare earth elements and other critical minerals, bilateral cooperation in

this domain was also placed on the agenda. In this context, projects aimed at

12 Handan Kazanci, “Tiirkiye signs LNG deals with 8 companies to secure 15 bem over three years”,

AA, 11 September 2025. (Access: 23 December 2025).

13 Handan Kazanci, “Tiirkiye-Azerbaijan energy cooperation bolsters regional, European security:

Turkish president”, AA, 2 June 2025. (Access: 23 December 2025).
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developing Tiirkiye’s Beylikova field — considered to hold the world’s second-

largest rare earth element reserves — were discussed in detail.

Domestic Upstream Momentum: Gabar, Black Sea Gas and
Deepwater Fleet Expansion

While these developments were unfolding in the realm of foreign policy, en-
ergy projects at home continued apace. Oil and gas production maintained
their upward trajectory, driven primarily by output from the Gabar and Sa-
karya fields. One of the most consequential energy decisions of 2025 was the
expansion of Tiirkiye’s deepwater drilling fleet through the acquisition of two
additional vessels.'* With a total of six ships, the fleet is expected to retain its

status as one of the world’s leading deepwater drilling floillas.

More importantly, ongoing exploration and drilling activities conducted
throughout the year by the current fleet in the Black Sea led to the discovery
of a total of 92 bem of natural gas.” With this new find, gas production activi-
ties at the Sakarya Gas Field, which have already been scaling up, are expected
to expand significantly.

Critical Minerals as Strategic Pillar

One of the most prominent items on Tiirkiye’s 2025 energy agenda was the
move toward the commercial development of the rare earth element (REE)
deposit discovered in 2022 in Eskisehir’s Beylikova district. These resources
underpin a wide range of strategic value chains, spanning energy and defense
to space, advanced communications, and related high-tech applications, mak-
ing the identification, development and responsible management of their re-
serves a critical priority. As this single site is believed to contain the world’s
second-largest REE reserve, its commissioning has been framed around the
strategic objective of transforming Tiirkiye into a supply hub in the field of
rare earths. To that end, Ankara aims not only to extract the ore, but also to
build up domestic capacities in processing and value-added manufacturing.
Over the course of the year, potential cooperation frameworks with China and
the United States in these areas were explored.

Turkiye’s Upcoming Nuclear Era

Undoubtedly, Tiirkiye’s own initiatives to build its nuclear industry is also

among the most significant issues in 2025. First, Ministry of Industry and

14 “Tiirkiye adds 2 new deep-sea drilling vessels to expand energy fleet”, Daily Sabah, 18 July 2025.
(Access: 23 December 2025).

15 “Tiirkiye 2025’te 92 milyar metrekiip dogal gaz kesfetti”, NTV, 7 November 2025. (Access: 23
December 2025).
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Technology has launched a dedicated call to develop a domestic nuclear re-
actor, inviting industry-university research consortia to generate designs and
critical components under the National Technology Initiative logic.'® Then,
Energy and Natural Resources Minister Bayraktar has stated that Baykar,
which is best known for its UAV portfolio, is working on SMR technology
and is atctempting to develop a 40MW unit in Tiirkiye, an indicator of grow-
ing private sector interest."” If translated into a credible prototype to deploy-
ment pathway, such an initiative could support Ankara’s long term nuclear
strategy where SMRs are increasingly framed as a complementary pillar along-
side large reactors with a 5000M'W SMR ambition and broader objective of
meeting roughly 15-20% of its electricity generation from nuclear by 2053.

Further Steps for Hub Ambition

Finally, an amendment adopted by the Energy Market Regulatory Authority
(EPDK) in October paved the way for Tiirkiye to export the natural gas it pro-
duces in the Black Sea. For a country that has long imported most of the gas it
consumes, the prospect of becoming an exporter of domestically produced gas
could herald a major shift. In line with its ambition to become an energy trad-
ing hub, this step is expected to strengthen Tiirkiye’s hand, complementing its

efforts to diversify supply sources and expand storage capacity.

2026 EXPECTATIONS

Efforts to enhance energy supply security will continue to constitute a central
pillar of Tiirkiye’s energy policy in 2026. Given the dominant role of oil and
natural gas in the country’s primary energy consumption —and their high ex-
posure to geopolitical developments— continued energy imports will remain
unavoidable despite rising domestic output, making the strengthening of sup-
ply security a strategic imperative. Accordingly, priority will be attached to
increasing energy production from domestic resources. While Tiirkiye steps
up its oil and natural gas production, it will simultaneously seck to raise the

share of renewable energy sources in its overall energy mix.

On the external front, efforts to diversify the origins of imported energy sup-
plies will proceed. The LNG agreements concluded in 2025 with a wide range
of hydrocarbon producers, including U.S. companies, are a case in point. In

addition, mirroring the oil and natural gas exploration and drilling activities

16 Zeynep Duyar, “Tiirkiye, yerli niikleer reaktdr gelistirme ¢agrisi baglattr”, AA, 15 September 2025.
(Access: 23 December 2025).
17 “Bakan Bayraktar duyurdu: Baykar niikleer teknoloji gelistiriyor”, Haber 7, 4 December 2025.
(Access: 23 December 2025).
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currently under way in Somalia, Tiirkiye’s national oil company TPAO is ex-
pected to continue pursuing exploration, drilling and production projects in

other countries as well.

The legal amendment adopted in 2025 to allow the export of gas produced
from the Sakarya Gas Field is likewise set to place security of demand more
prominently on Tiirkiye’s energy agenda. Already exporting natural gas via
pipelines to Bulgaria, Hungary, North Macedonia and Serbia, Tiirkiye plans
to increase its trade volume by exporting its domestically produced gas as well.
In addition, the numerous LNG import agreements concluded in 2025 are
intended to support higher levels of re-exports. Taken together, these steps are
expected to bring Ttirkiye closer to its objective of becoming a regional natural

gas trading hub.
The first unit of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant —described as the largest

project in the history of the Republic of Tiirkiye— is expected to be commis-
sioned in the first half of the year. Once the first reactor of four begins gen-
erating electricity, it is projected to meet around 2.5% of the country’s power

demand.

Rare earth elements (REEs) and other critical minerals will likewise continue
to figure prominently on Tiirkiye’s agenda in 2026. Turkiye already ranks
among the top five countries in Europe in the production of wind turbine
components and solar panels. Preserving this position —and further advancing
it by extending competitiveness to other clean energy technologies— is closely
linked to the secure supply of REEs. Conducting both the production and
refining of REEs domestically will strengthen Tiirkiye’s hand not only in clean
energy technologies, but also in a wide range of sectors including the defense

industry, telecommunications, and the space and aviation industries.

Efforts to realize Turkiye’s vision of becoming an energy trading hub will also
continue in 2026. Work is expected to proceed on signing new LNG import
agreements that would allow the purchase of gas volumes exceeding domestic
demand, on expanding storage capacity, and on further developing the neces-
sary legal framework. In parallel, the expiring Blue Stream and Iran pipeline
gas contracts are planned to be renewed in a manner that permits re-exports.
In this way, Tiirkiye is expected not only to enhance its own security of supply,
but also to play a more active role in strengthening supply security for neigh-

boring and regional countries.
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