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special emphasis to how these relations have been impacted by current Western
sanctions against Iran. Furthermore, the Brief argues that Iran’s relations with
Turkey will play a crucial role in determining how Iran responds to the latest
round of unilateral sanctions against its central bank and its oil sales.

Diplomatic Relations

During the 1980s and 1990s, diplomatic relations between Iran and Turkey were
tense. Turkey’s secular governments frequently accused Iran’s Islamic regime
of supporting the Kurdish separatist movement (PKK) and Turkey’s radical
Islamists. Iran, for its part, disapproved of Turkey’s close relations with Israel
and accused Turkey as well of supporting the opposition groups that were
fighting against the Islamic regime. Nonetheless, both governments allowed trade
and tourism relations to expand during this period. Turkey was interested in
importing oil and natural gas from Iran, while Iran relied on Turkey for imports
during the Iran-Iraq war, because the Persian Gulf was not safe for commercial
vessels.?

Although Turkey’s foreign policy was still controlled by the secular Kemalist elite
in the 1990s, Turkish society itself was becoming more religious. The conservative
Islamists were gradually gaining more economic and political power and were
trying to assert their cultural rights, even as they faced hostility from the military
as well as from the secular elite.’ After Turkish courts declared the first Islamist
party, the Refah Party, illegal and forced Prime Minister Erbakan to resign in 1998,
members and supporters of this party reorganized as the Justice and Development
Party (Adalat ve Kulkanma Partisi, or AKP), which performed well in the 2002
parliamentary elections and was able to form the next Turkish government.

Unlike Turkey’s secular elite, who had a strong cultural bias toward Europe
and viewed Iran and the Arab countries as unstable and hostile neighbors, AKP
supporters felt more affinity for Turkey’s Muslim neighbors. Meanwhile, the
export-oriented economic reforms first introduced by former Prime Minister
Turgut Ozal in the 1980s had gradually transformed Turkey from a “security state”
into a “trading state,” in which the promotion of trade and investment had become
the main objective of foreign policy.* The export-oriented business and industrial
interests that gradually gained influence on Turkey’s foreign policy throughout
the 1990s were further empowered by the victory of the AKP;’ they pushed for a
reduction of tensions and an expansion of economic relations with the Middle
East, the Balkans, and Russia.

The rise of the AKP thus catalyzed a significant revision of Turkish foreign policy
toward its Middle Eastern neighbors generally and a new era in Turkish-Iranian
relations in particular. Iran immediately welcomed the AKP’s victory and praised it
as a victory for Islam in Turkey.® The subsequent improved relations between Iran
and Turkey after 2002 resulted in a sharp increase in high-level diplomatic visits,
which are enumerated in Table 1. As seen in the table, between January 1979 and
June 2002 there were only three heads-of-state visits between Iran and Turkey.
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While trade and investment have served as the main driving force behind
improved Iran-Turkey relations over the last ten years, a number of geopolitical
developments have also brought the two countries closer together. Turkey’s refusal
to support the United States invasion of Iraq in 2003 and the willingness of AKP



leadership to tolerate the deterioration of Turkish-Israeli
relations were welcome developments from Iran’s point
of view. Iran and Turkey also shared common objectives
with respect to the Kurdish region of Iraq and the
Kurdish separatist movements in both countries. Through
diplomatic negotiations they agreed to work to prevent the
disintegration of Iraq, which might have led to the creation
of an independent Kurdish homeland. They also agreed
to cooperate in the fight against separatist and terrorist
movements along their common borders.®

As good as relations between Iran and Turkey have become
in recent years, they remain vulnerable to occasional
tensions and disagreements. Some of these problems arise
because of Turkey’s multifaceted foreign policy agenda.
At the same time that it seeks good relations with Iran,
Turkey has also tried to maintain good relations with the
GCC States and with the United States, which are at odds
with Iran over numerous issues. Turkey and Iran have also
experienced some tensions in recent months because of
their opposite stands on the Syrian conflict. While Iran has
strongly supported the Bashar Assad regime, Turkey has
joined the United States and the GCC states in expressing
support for the uprising.’

Table 1. High-Ranking Diplomatic Visits
between Iran and Turkey since 1979

Jul. Prime Minister Suleyman
1994 Demirel visits Iran.
Au Prime Minister Necmettin
19 9g6' Erbakan visits Iran and signs
a $23 billion natural gas deal.
President Ali Akbar
Dec. . S
Hashemi Rafsanjani visits
1996
Turkey.
President Ahmet Necdet
ul Sezer visits Iran. He
Jul becomes the first Turkish
2002 . ..
president to visit the
Azerbaijan province.
Jul. Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
2004 Erdogan visits Iran.
Aug | President Ahmadinejad
2008 | visits Turkey.
Spealker of Parliament
Jan. Ali Larijani visits Turkey
2009 | and meets with President
Abdullah Gul.

President Ahmadinejad
visits Turkey for a
one-day summit of the

2NO(8/9 Organization of the

Islamic Conference. He

meets with Prime Minister

Erdogan.
The presidents of Turkey
and Brazil, who attended
the Group 15 summit
in Tehran, announce an

May .

2010 agreement with the leaders
of Tran regarding its nuclear
program; it is subsequently
rejected by the United
States.

May Foreign Minister Ahmet

2010 Davutoglu visits Iran.

President Ahmadinejad
Dec. | attends the ECO summit
2010 | in Turkey and meets with

Turkish leaders.
Feb. President Abdullah Gul
2011 visits Iran.

President Ahmadinejad

meets with President
May . .
201l Gul in Istanbul during a

UN conference on Least

Developed Countries.

Spealker of Parliament

Larijani visits Turkey
Jan. . .
o | © discuss the Syrian

uprising and Iran’s nuclear

program.

Foreign Minister Davutoglu

Jan. .. . .
201 visits Iran to discuss Syria

and Iran's nuclear program.

Source: Various news reports of diplomatic visits, accessed on the internet
in February 2012.
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