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2 Policy Contribution

1 	Energy and climate within the broader EU-
Turkey relationship

�e relationship between the European Union and Turkey has historically been close, con-

tested and tortuous. Turkey has sought to become a full member of the European integration 

project since 1987 but, notwithstanding signi�cant advances such as the establishment of the 

EU-Turkey customs union in 1995, bilateral relations have faced many di�culties: the dispute 

over Cyprus, episodes of economic and political turbulence in Turkey, and the open opposi-

tion to Turkish EU membership of core EU countries such as Germany and France.

�e EU-Turkey relationship has deteriorated recently because of the Turkish government’s 

worrying pattern of imprisonment of a large number of members of the political opposition, 

journalists and human rights defenders after the failed 2016 coup. In this context, the Euro-

pean Parliament demanded EU leaders suspend Turkey’s EU accession process. Numerous 

voices from European civil society and the political and academic spheres have even called 

for its termination.

In this complicated context, the EU-Turkey energy and climate relationship is consid-

ered by the EU as one of the few components of the EU-Turkey ‘Positive agenda’1 – areas in 

which strong mutual interests prevail even during politically di�cult times (EEAS, 2017). �e 
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Gas transit is not the only way to evaluate the strategic level of the EU-Turkey gas 

relationship. Even if limited in volumes, the Southern Gas Corridor could make it pos-

sible for both the EU and Turkey to access new suppliers. In gas markets, such options 
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Figure 2: The EU-Turkey electricity trade

Source: Bruegel based on International Energy Agency.

4 	Bilateral cooperation on renewables and 
efficiency: still a long way to go

EU-Turkey cooperation on renewables and energy e�ciency is much less developed than co-

operation on gas and electricity, and has mainly consisted of European �nancial support for 

renewable energy and energy e�ciency projects in Turkey. �is support has been provided 

by the European Investment Bank (EIB), the European Bank for Reconstruction and Develop-
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5 	Nuclear energy: the first gap in bilateral 
cooperation
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Figure 3: Turkey’s and the EU’s greenhouse gas emissions (million tonnes CO2)
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Reinforced cooperation with the EU on climate issues could make an important contri-

bution to Turkey’s decarbonisation. However, given Turkey’s still modest political momen-

tum on the issue, decarbonisation should not be considered as the winning argument to 

engage Turkey in stronger cooperation in the �eld. By contrast, Turkish policymakers are 

likely to be receptive to solutions that reduce the country’s external energy dependency in a 

sustainable manner.

8 	Reducing Turkey’s external energy 
dependency while avoiding the coal rush

Having negligible domestic resources, Turkey imports almost all of the oil and gas it con-

sumes. �e Turkish government considers this to be a major vulnerability, both from an 

economic (ie the energy import bill) and a foreign policy (ie over-reliance on Russian gas) 

perspective (Kömürcüler, 2017)(Figure 4).

Figure 4: Turkey’s external energy vulnerability

Source: Bruegel based on Central Bank of the Republic of Turkey and International Energy Agency.

O�cially, the Turkish government wants to reduce its external energy dependency by 

“increasing the share of renewable energy sources in and adding the nuclear power to its energy 

mix”13. A national renewable energy target of 30 percent of the total electricity generated has 

been set for 202314, alongside an energy e�ciency target that would reduce the country’s 

energy intensity by at least 20 percent between 2011 and 2023. However, these targets seem 

rather questionable because:

1.	 �e renewable target lacks ambition: the 2023 target was already met in 2015 on the basis 

of existing hydropower;

13   Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Foreign A�airs (2017).

14   Republic of Turkey, Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources (2015).
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2.	 �e energy e�ciency target seems to exist only on paper because between 2005 and 2015, 

Turkey’s energy intensity (ie energy consumption per unit of GDP) increased by 7 percent, 

while it decreased in all other IEA countries by 16 percent on average.

In reality, as previously noted, the Turkish government seems to be addressing Turkey’s 

energy import dependency issue by making greater use of coal. According to estimates by 

Sahin et al (2016), Turkey’s current coal programme could double the country’s greenhouse 

gas emissions from around 460 million tons in 2013 to around 860 million tons per year.

In addition to its clearly detrimental impact on the climate, this programme would have 

other negative e�ects:

1.	 Pollution: coal also has negative impacts in terms of air, water, soil and food pollution;

2.	 Health: coal emissions have a number of adverse e�ects on human health, from respira-

tory and circulatory system diseases to respiratory system cancers;

3.	



11 Policy Contribution  |  Issue n˚27  |  October 2017

the risks for private investors and would enable European energy companies to act more 

con�dently in the Turkish market. �is would seem to be particularly important in the current 

investment climate, in which foreign direct investment (FDI) in Turkey is rapidly falling (from 

$17 billion in 2015 to $12 billion in 2016; see OECD, 2017).

Given the magnitude of Turkey’s coal programme and of the related potential green-

house gas emissions, increasing the EIB’s support for the development of renewable energy 

and energy e�ciency in Turkey would be a signi�cant step in contributing to global climate 

change mitigation.

10 Conclusions
Cooperation over energy and climate issues could be one of the few components of the 

EU-Turkey positive agenda. However, to make a real impact on long-term energy, climate and 

http://turkishcarbonmarket.com/
http://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/energy-and-climate-strategies-interests-and-priorities-eu-and-turkey
http://www.iai.it/en/pubblicazioni/energy-and-climate-strategies-interests-and-priorities-eu-and-turkey
http://www.ecofys.com/en/press/mapping-the-cost-of-capital-for-renewable-energy-investments-in-the-eu/
http://www.ecofys.com/en/press/mapping-the-cost-of-capital-for-renewable-energy-investments-in-the-eu/
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/markets_en
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/ets/markets_en
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/10/25-climate-change-finance/
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2016/10/25-climate-change-finance/
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