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Abstract 

This study aims to analyse how Brexit has affected Anglo-Turkish relations. It evaluates elements of 

continuity and possibilities of change in bilateral relations. In the first two sections, the article offers background 

information on the Brexit referendum and the history of Anglo-Turkish relations. It then discusses the potential 

risks and opportunities for foreign policies of both countries with regards to their relations with each other. In the 

final section, it analyses the significance of Anglo-Turkish commercial ties and areas of further economic 

cooperation. The article concludes that despite the obstacles that were posed by Brexit, Anglo-Turkish relations 

have continued as usual. There is potential for the deepening of relations in economy, trade and security. 

However, the future of bilateral relations will also depend on the willingness of both sides to engage with each 

other and Europe while also developing realistic expectations from one another in an era of global uncertainty. 
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Introduction 

Global politics and the economy have undergone major crises in the aftermath of the 

2007/2008 financial crash. As populism and economic nationalism escalated in many 

countries, Brexit became one of the flagrant examples of epoch-shifting global turmoil. This 

study aims to analyse how Brexit has affected Anglo-Turkish relations in this era of global 

uncertainty. It evaluates elements of continuity, as well as possibilities of change in Anglo-

Turkish relations and the foreign policies of both countries. 

Recently, there has been a significant increase in the number of studies on Brexit, as 

well as its consequences for the international world order, politics of the European Union 

(EU), and the United Kingdom’s (UK) relations with other countries.
3
 However, there is 

limited research examining the specific impact of Brexit on Turkish-UK relations. Aiming to 

fill this gap in the literature, this article provides an outline of the past, present and future of 

political and economic relations. 

In order to analyse elements of continuity and change post-Brexit, the article first offers 

background information on the Brexit referendum and the history of Anglo-Turkish relations. 

It then discusses the potential risks and opportunities for foreign policy, before analysing the 

significance of Anglo-Turkish trade relations and areas of further economic cooperation. 
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The Road to Brexit: EU-UK Relations and the Referendum Campaign 

The results of the Brexit referendum on 23 June 2016 revealed that 52% of the voters 

were in favour of leaving the EU. The outcome was narrow and gave the impression to those 

who favoured staying in the Union that with a better campaign and more suitable political 

atmosphere, the results could have favoured remaining in the EU.
4
 In reality, the results were 

influenced by contingent factors leading up to the vote as well as long-term uneasiness 

between the EU and the UK. Therefore, explaining the reasons behind Brexit requires an 

analysis of both the background of EU-UK relations and the referendum campaign itself.  

Background of EU-UK Relations 

When the UK first joined the European Community in 1973, it already had an 

exceptional relationship with it, due to its decision not to be a founding member of the 

communities in 1957. This hesitation was a result of the self-perception that Britain could be 

detached from European affairs and continue to be a global and transatlantic power. While 

this self-perception delayed British membership, it also determined its subsequent relations 

with the EU.
5
 Once in the EU, the UK preferred a wider Union with more members, which 

cooperated with each other economically while also safeguarding their security interests. This 

position at times put the UK at odds with the increasingly deepening supranational project of 

European integration. 

While the UK approached political integration with caution, it also established limits to 

economic deepening. On at least two occasions, the reluctance in economic integration 

resulted in exceptions. First, reminiscent of its membership decision, the UK initially did not 

participate in the European Monetary System (EMS), which took effect in 1979. When it did 

so 11 years later, the experience was short-lived, and the UK withdrew from the EMS after 

currency fluctuations in 1992. Subsequently, the UK opted out of the single currency agreed 

by the EU in the 1993 Maastricht Treaty. Second, due to disputes about the contributions of 

the UK to the EC budget, Britain negotiated a rebate, whereby its payments were reduced to 

better reflect its revenues from the EU.
6
 Despite the rebate, the controversy over how much 

Britain contributed to the EU budget continued, flaring up once again during the Brexit 

referendum campaign. 
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For the majority of the British public and the governing elite, the EU was a limited 

economic project. As a result, when the 2007/2008 financial crisis triggered a Eurozone 

crunch in 2009, it also precipitated heightened scepticism toward the EU.
7
 This cynicism 

toward the Union was not unique to the UK; however, given the background of already 

existing suspicions, it set Britain on a unique path of holding a referendum on the matter. 

The Brexit Referendum 

The Conservative Party decision to hold the Brexit referendum in the summer of 2016 

was in part due to a sense of general political crisis.
8
 Prior to the 2015 general elections, 

Britain’s two-party system seemed to be on shaky ground. In the last decade, the combined 

votes of the Conservative and Labour Parties had declined. In the aftermath of the 2010 

general elections, for the first time since the Second World War, a coalition government was 

formed between the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats. Fearing the possibility of defeat or 

another coalition government, the Conservative leadership pledged in 2013 to hold a 

referendum on leaving the EU if it was re-elected to power. 

Along with the decline of the two-party system, Euroscepticism after the 2009 financial 

crisis resulted in the rise of the radical right “challenger” UK Independence Party (UKIP). 

The party’s vote share increased from 3% in 2010 to 13% in 2015. The growing success of 

UKIP in polls was also evident from its 27% vote share in the European parliamentary 

elections.
9
 For the Conservative leadership that also included Eurosceptics, UKIP was a threat 

to its parliamentary majority in the 2015 elections. Thus, the promise of a referendum on 

Britain’s membership in the EU was an attempt to stop the decline of the two-party system 

and curb the increasing popularity of Eurosceptic political groups. 

While the background conditions and the contingent political factors paved the way for 

the ballot, the Brexit referendum campaign impacted the results. The Remain campaign 

focused on the economic risks of Brexit, trying to tap into the public sentiment that perceived 

the EU as a limited economic project.
10

 In contrast, the Leave campaign adopted a populist 

stance
11

 and stressed the possible benefits of leaving the EU, such as a reduction in the 

number of immigrants, more employment, taking back control of the borders, and transferring 

the funds saved from the EU budget to the National Health Service (NHS). 
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Despite these assurances, the immediate aftermath of the referendum proved 

unexpectedly difficult to handle. As the first country disintegrating from the EU, negotiating 

the terms of the withdrawal took four and a half years to complete. Within the UK political 

system, Brexit negotiations consumed three prime ministers. David Cameron had to resign 

after his defeat in the poll. His successor, the pro-Remain politician, Theresa May, struggled 

to receive parliamentary approval for her terms of withdrawal from the EU and was replaced 

by Boris Johnson. It was Johnson, one of the prominent names of the Leave campaign, who 

oversaw the official separation from the EU on 31 January 2020. 

One of the major points of tension between the UK and the EU was the border between 

the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland. This border had been frictionless since the 1998 

Good Friday (Belfast) Agreement. The EU had facilitated the necessary conditions of the 

agreement through the single market which guaranteed the free movement of people and 

goods across the Irish border.
12

 With Brexit, one of the most pressing issues became the future 

of the Belfast Agreement as the UK re-established its borders. The matter was tentatively 

resolved with a protocol that ensured that Northern Ireland would remain integrated into the 

EU in some areas of trade.
13

 

In December 2020, just days before the end of the transition period and the UK’s 

complete withdrawal from the EU, the two entities signed a free trade and cooperation 

agreement.
14

 For the time being, in 2021, this agreement regulates post-Brexit relations 

between the UK and the EU. However, the terms of this agreement and relations are subject to 

reviews and evaluation in the future.
15

 The UK’s relations with the EU will continue to evolve 

in response to bilateral dynamics and domestic political change. Like in the past, the UK’s 

future relations with the EU will continue to be exceptional. 

A Brief History of Anglo-Turkish Relations 

Similar to the UK’s relations with the EU, Anglo-Turkish relations have been unique as 

well. The two countries have had historical ties and experiences, which saw wars, conflict and 

close cooperation. Despite episodes of tension, however, over the centuries, relations were 

mostly friendly because, as the British Ambassador to Turkey Sir Dominick Chilcott nicely 

summarised, the two countries’ “interests haven’t clashed generally. But [they have] both had 
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the common interest of preventing any one power on the European continent becoming so 

dominant that it threatens … both [of them].”
16

 

Affirming their understanding of each other’s significance, formal commercial and 

diplomatic relations were established four centuries ago when Queen Elizabeth I was granted 

a treaty of peace and friendship by Sultan Murad III in 1583.
17

 Commercially as well, 

relations were institutionalised early on, for example, through the foundation of the British 

Chamber of Commerce in Turkey (BCCT) established in 1887 as the second oldest British 

Chamber abroad in the world.
18

 

Bilateral Relations in the Twentieth Century 

However, bilateral relations started off on the wrong foot at the start of the twentieth 

century. Britain and Turkey were on opposite sides of World War I and Anglo-Turkish 

antagonism had intensified throughout the second decade of the century. Köymen argues that 

there are three reasons that could be pointed out for this hostility. First, the Turks blamed 

Britain for the atrocities caused by the Greek troops in Anatolia during and in the aftermath of 

WWI. Second, the Turkish nationalists believed that the riots that erupted simultaneously with 

the Greco-Turkish War were caused by Britain. Third, although occasionally it was disowned 

by the Foreign Office, British Prime Minister Lloyd George’s personal dislike of the Turk that 

was derived from Venizelos’ direct influence on him, led to decisions made by his extremely 

negative emotional attitudes, which in return escalated the mutual resentments.
19

 

Although they fought against each other in World War I, the UK and Turkey have 

maintained good bilateral relations since then. One of the most crucial challenges of the 

bilateral relationship was the demilitarisation of the Straits in the 1930s. However, as Barlas 

and Yilmaz argue, “the British Chiefs of Staff believed that the importance of Turkish 

friendship with Britain outweighed the disadvantages of complete remilitarization of the 

Straits.” As a result, “the British did not object and in July 1936 at Montreux accepted the 

new status of the Straits” which then “was the turning point in Turkish-British 
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rapprochement.”
20

 Indeed, in the aftermath of World War II, the UK and Turkey became 

allies as both countries joined NATO and the Council of Europe. The foundation of CENTO 

was also an important aspect of the Anglo-Turkish rapprochement in the 1960s.
21

 

The Cyprus issue has also been an important part of Anglo-Turkish relations as both 

Britain and Turkey (together with Greece) are signatories of the Treaty of Guarantee on the 

protection of the independence of Cyprus which was promulgated in 1960. Today, there is 

also a significant number of Cypriot Turks living in London. According to Home Office 

estimates in 2001, the number of Cypriot Turks living in the city is around 300,000 –twice the 

number of those in Cyprus.
22

 The escalated political violence towards Kurds, Alevis, and the 

leftists in the 1970s and 1980s in Turkey also made the UK a destination of asylum for the 

Turkish dissent and minority groups. Today, approximately 150,000 Turks live across the 

UK, though mainly concentrated in London.
23

 

Bilateral Relations in the Twenty-First Century 

Up until Brexit, Anglo-Turkish relations were most crucially shaped by the EU. Turkey 

signed the Ankara Agreement with the EEC in 1963, which formulated Anglo-Turkish 

relations on a number of areas, including migration. Furthermore, the UK, as a full member 

between 1973 and 2020, has been one of the strongest supporters of Turkey’s EU 

membership. Both Labour and Tory governments supported Turkey’s accession to the Union 

along with an understanding of its strategic importance. For example, both David Miliband,
24

 

the Foreign Secretary of the Labour government under Gordon Brown’s premiership, and 

David Cameron,
25

 the Prime Minister of several Conservative governments, showed their 

support on multiple occasions. 

Despite the supportive relations at official levels, other political parties and the public 

approached Turkish membership of the EU with scepticism. Turkey’s candidate status 

became a contentious subject during the Brexit referendum campaign as pro-Leave 

campaigners argued that Turkey’s accession to the EU would cause an influx of migrants 
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towards the UK. The campaign suggested that leaving the EU would be the only solution to 

prevent this undesirable outcome. 

Ironically, the number of applicants from Turkey for residence/work permits in the UK 

via the Ankara Agreement, which stopped at the beginning of 2021, increased sixty times 

(6000%) in the aftermath of the Brexit referendum.
26

 This was mostly due to Turkey’s own 

political turbulence after the 2016 coup attempt.  Shortly after the Brexit poll, Gülenist-linked 

army officers in Turkey unsuccessfully tried to overthrow the Erdoğan government. In 

response to the putsch, the Turkish government declared a state of emergency, which was 

extended eight times between 2016 and 2018. The purges by the Decree-Law continued to go 

beyond the Gülenists, including many left groups. 

Immediately after the coup attempt in Turkey on 15th July 2016, the UK Government 

gathered the Cabinet Office Briefing Room and discussed emergency decisions on security 

and counter-terrorism in close cooperation with Turkey. Only three days after the coup 

attempt, Sir Alan Duncan, the State Minister Responsible for Europe and the US at the 

Foreign Office, visited Turkey to deliver a special message of solidarity. This was the first 

official visit after the coup attempt at the ministerial level from Europe to Turkey. Thereupon, 

Prime Minister Yıldırım thanked Prime Minister May in his interview with The Guardian on 

27 July 2016.
27

 He highlighted that May sent one of her ministers specifically to show 

solidarity with Turkey. Yıldırım also criticised other Western countries for not showing 

enough and genuine support to Turkey in the aftermath of the coup attempt. 

In the decade before the coup attempt and despite concerns over rising authoritarianism 

in Turkey, the UK governments have approached Turkey for more advanced trade and 

security cooperation. A Strategic Partnership Document was signed by the countries in 2007 

and it was renewed in 2010. The Document listed the relationship under these titles:
28

 

 Bilateral Relations,  

 Bilateral Trade and Investment,  

 Turkey's EU Membership,  

 Regional Stability and Peace,  

 Cyprus,  
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 Defence,  

 Global Security,  

 The Illicit Trade of Small and Light Weapons,  

 Combating Illegal Migration,  

 Energy Security and Low-Carbon Fuel Future,  

  Intercultural Dialogue  

 Education and Culture. 

Whilst signing the renewal of the Document with the then Prime Minister of Turkey 

Erdoğan, David Cameron described Turkey as the “BRICS of Europe” and he wished to 

double the bilateral trade volume in the next five years.
29

 Subsequently, Turkey and the UK 

have increased their trade volume (see below) with repeated pledges to work on intensifying 

relations. For example, Cameron and Erdoğan agreed to advance the commercial relationship 

between the UK and Turkey in the post-Brexit era when they met during the Warsaw NATO 

Summit in July 2016.
30

 

Thus, bilateral relations between the UK and Turkey have remained stable in the 

twenty-first century despite Brexit and the intensified democratic backsliding in Turkey.
31

 

This rapprochement is increasingly significant not only for the augmentation of Britain’s soft 

power in the post-Brexit era,
32

 but also for the future of a sustainable and stable Turkish 

foreign policy in the age of global challenges. 

The Political Impact of Brexit on Foreign Relations 

While Brexit has no immediate and direct impact on Turkey, as a candidate country of 

the EU and a European neighbour, Ankara’s relations with both London and Brussels will 

change after Brexit, with possible consequences for its foreign relations with the EU and 

beyond. The negative and positive impacts of Brexit on Turkey would reflect the long-term 

alliance and cooperation between Ankara and London in foreign and security policy. 

Although it is hard to predict the future, potential risks and opportunities for Turkey exist in 

terms of its relations with the rest of the Western alliance. 
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Risks for Turkey’s Membership of the EU 

The most important risk facing Turkey is the loss of a like-minded power as an ally 

within the EU. As explained above, the UK had preferred a relatively loosely integrated 

intergovernmental EU with strong security ties to the US. Partly as a result of this preference, 

and despite more sceptical public opinion, Britain had been one of the chief champions of 

Turkey’s membership in the EU.
33

 

With Brexit, Turkey had lost an important advocate of its bid at a time when prospects 

of membership already declined. Since 2006, Turkey-EU relations faced three main obstacles, 

which appear to be irreconcilable for the time being.  First, the EU has raised concerns over 

Turkey’s democracy and human rights. While these issues are related to general humanitarian 

concerns, they also have a concrete bearing on membership since it is enshrined in the EU 

through the Copenhagen criteria that candidates cannot accede unless they are full 

democracies and until they share the same political liberal values with the rest of the 

members.
34

  

Second, Turkey’s assertive foreign policy in its neighbourhood and Syria have raised 

concerns in the EU over the mutual defence and security goals. On the one hand, accusations 

that Turkey supports Islamic groups against Damascus led to questions on whether there are 

any shared foreign policy interests and values between the EU and Turkey. On the other hand, 

the influx of refugees from Syria and the wider Middle East, necessitated the EU to cooperate 

with Turkey from a transactional point of view. The two entities signed a migration agreement 

in 2016, which ensured that relations continued despite problems in the accession 

negotiations.
35

 

Finally, as a result of the membership of Cyprus in 2004, Turkish negotiations with the 

EU came to a halt. Turkey has refrained from extending the 1963 Ankara Agreement to the 

Greek Cypriot Administration of Southern Cyprus. Practically, the resolution of the conflict 

on the island became one of the primary conditions for Turkey’s possible accession to the EU 

in the future. From a broader perspective, the ongoing dispute in the Eastern Mediterranean 
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between Turkey and EU member states, including Cyprus, Greece and France, put further 

strains on Turkey’s accession negotiations.
36

 

In such areas of dispute, as a member of the EU, the UK could have played an important 

mediating role between Brussels and Ankara. Because of the legacy of its colonial rule, as 

well as its status as one of the guarantor powers, the UK has historical ties with both the 

Greek and Turkish communities of the island. Furthermore, in the aftermath of the Cypriot 

accession, the UK made “attempts to end the isolation of the Turkish Cypriots.”
37

 As a result, 

the UK is relatively equidistant from both sides, allowing it to be well placed in taking up a 

balancing role in resolving the dispute. Therefore, from Ankara’s perspective, Brexit 

complicates EU’s involvement in the Cypriot dispute since no EU member is seen impartial 

anymore. Thus, Brexit has negative consequences for Turkey’s accession beyond the mere 

loss of an advocate in the EU. Since membership is directly linked to the resolution of the de 

facto separation of island of Cyprus, Brexit has the potential to further complicate relations 

between the EU, Turkey and Cyprus. 

Opportunities for the UK and Turkey within and beyond NATO 

While Turkey’s relations with the EU have deteriorated in recent years, similar tensions 

also occurred within NATO and with the US. Turkey’s position in the Western alliance has 

been questioned since 2011, due to Ankara’s foreign policy changes after the Arab Spring, the 

2016 coup attempt and its cooperation with Russia. Turkey’s position against the Egyptian 

government following the 2013 coup in the country and against Kurdish forces in Syria 

clearly indicated different national interests and ideological predispositions between Ankara 

and Washington. The purges and domestic security practices of the government after the 2016 

failed coup further put in doubt Turkey’s adherence to common Western values of democracy 

and human rights in similar ways to the reactions of EU members. As Ankara sought new 

allies, including the purchase of the S-400 defence system from Moscow, relations 

significantly worsened with a long list of grievances on both sides, getting harder to detangle 

and reverse.
38

 

In this context of Turkey’s foreign and security relations, there is an opportunity for the 

UK to play a more active role in balancing Turkey’s relations with the EU and NATO allies. 
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The extent to which the UK would be willing to play such a role would depend on its own 

interests and goals in becoming a global power. Since the Brexit referendum, foreign 

policymakers in the UK have focused on enhancing Britain’s soft power with the intention of 

embracing the chance of formulating foreign and security policy independently of the EU. For 

instance, the 2018 National Security Capability Review outlines Global Britain as the “vision 

… for a secure and prosperous United Kingdom, with global reach and influence.”
39

 

Similarly, the Integrated Review of Security, Defence Development and Foreign Policy 

published in March 2021 describes UK’s vision for 2030 in following terms: “departure from 

the European Union (EU) provides a unique opportunity to … exploit the freedom that comes 

with increased independence, such as the ability to forge new free trade deals.”
40

 

In this new vision of Global Britain, the significance of the UK’s ties with the US and 

Europe are stressed as unchanging elements of foreign and defence policy. It is further 

highlighted that “the UK has a seat in every major multilateral organisation”
41

 including 

NATO, the UN Security Council, and the Commonwealth. Through the Global Britain vision, 

the UK intends to strengthen its relations with non-EU countries while also utilising its 

position and relations within international organisations and European partners. The priority 

nations listed are, first, the US, and then, European neighbours and allies, including Turkey. 

Thus, the Global Britain vision would make it possible for the UK to play a more positive role 

between Turkey – a country it considers as a strategic partner — and the EU and NATO. 

London’s historical connections and common foreign policy goals with Washington would 

also place it in a distinctive position to mediate between Turkey and the USA. In addition to 

positive prospects in Western security cooperation for Turkey, there is also a chance to 

strengthen bilateral ties between London and Ankara through defence deals, such as Turkey’s 

purchase of TF-X fighter jet engines from the UK.
42

 

Despite these optimistic scenarios, however, Ankara needs to be cautious in its 

expectations. Although London appears to have stronger connections to Ankara than other 

Western capitals, for the time being, the chances for Britain to oppose its European and 

American allies are weak. In case of a dispute, the UK is more likely to maintain its 
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equidistance while supporting a multilateral approach in line with NATO and the UN. Thus, 

the UK may not be as proactive and as willing to throw its weight behind Ankara as expected. 

Nevertheless, Brexit may still provide political openings for Turkey through passive 

means and by setting positive examples. First, the nature of Turkey-EU relations is in flux 

because of the freezing of Turkey’s accession process and the development of a new 

transactional approach. Moreover, the Customs Union between Turkey and the EU is being 

reconsidered because of its restrictive elements. Turkey and the EU are in search of a new and 

accommodating relationship taking into account their historical trade relations and Turkey’s 

decades-long candidacy.
43

 Although the Trade and Cooperation Agreement signed between 

the UK and the EU in December 2020 established in some respects a less integrated 

association than that of Turkey’s relationship with the EU, London and Brussels will continue 

to evaluate and negotiate elements of the agreement. Thus, in the long run, the UK’s 

arrangement with the EU has the potential to stimulate similar accords between Turkey and 

the EU. In the immediate aftermath of the referendum and the subsequent period, officials 

from both sides have expressed their willingness to take Brexit as an example for the future of 

Turkish-EU relations, suggesting that such modelling might be possible and desirable in the 

future.
44

 

Second, as Turkey seems to be further detached from liberal democratic nations of the 

West, maintaining political and economic ties with a European democracy would have 

implications beneath the surface. Continued bilateral visits and the signing of the Free Trade 

Agreement (FTA) between Ankara and London (see below) were criticized by opposition 

groups in both countries because they neglected concerns over Turkey’s democracy and 

human rights conditions. In its memorandum to the Parliament explaining the FTA, the UK 

Department of International Trade addressed these concerns by stating that “we regularly 

raise human rights issues with Turkey at all levels.”
45

 Regardless of the probable impact of 

raising such problems behind closed doors, previous research has shown that among Turkish 

politicians, Britain is considered as an important role model with its political system and 

democracy.
46

 Thus, a continued partnership between the two countries would potentially 
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safeguard the diffusion of liberal values from the UK through subtle persuasion and by setting 

up a positive example at a time when such flows from the EU have deteriorated. 

Finally, and beyond the mediator role, the advantage of having another non-EU ally in 

NATO may strengthen Turkey’s position in strategic partnerships. Further cooperation 

between the EU and NATO has created problems for Turkey as a non-EU NATO member.
47

 

In particular, the accession of Cyprus to the EU has led Ankara to block Nicosia’s 

participation in the Partnership for Peace programme aiming to build cooperation between 

NATO and Euro-Asian countries. In response, Cyprus blocked Turkey’s inclusion in the 

European Defence Agency and the sharing of classified information between the EU and 

Turkey. This resulted in a stalemate between the EU and NATO in furthering defence 

cooperation. Brexit now has the potential to break these types of deadlock, in especially 

schemes such as the Permanent Structured Cooperation (PESCO), where Britain and Turkey 

will both share the same status as a third party possibly collaborating with the EU.
48

  Britain’s 

future position in EU-NATO cooperation can provide a positive model for Turkey’s status as 

well. 

To conclude this section, the direct impact of Brexit on Turkish politics is mostly 

associated with Ankara losing an important ally in the EU when such a partner was perhaps 

needed the most. However, Brexit may also lead to new and unexpected opportunities due to 

the ability of the UK to act more independently of the EU and becoming a model for the 

future of EU-Turkey relations and domestic politics. It should be kept in mind, however, that 

the ability to reap the benefits of Brexit would depend on the continuation of good relations 

between London and Ankara, as well as the UK’s ability and willingness to engage with 

Europe and Turkey, not only in trade but also in foreign and security policy. 

Economic Relations post-Brexit 

In Anglo-Turkish relations, bilateral trade and the economic interactions have marked 

one of the most concrete aspects of high degrees of cooperation between the two nations. For 

both countries, economic partnership is significant for various domestic and foreign reasons. 

Although Brexit threatened this partnership, the worst-case scenario was avoided by the 

signing of the FTA in December 2020.
 49

 The future of bilateral trade would depend on the 

renewal and expansion of the FTA with the likelihood of spilling over to other areas of 

cooperation in politics. 
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The Significance of Bilateral Trade for the UK and Turkey 

Trade volume between Turkey and the UK has been on a rising trend. According to the 

Istanbul Chamber of Commerce data, the trade volume between Turkey and the UK was £9.4 

billion at the end of 2009.
50

 After mutual declarations of increasing cooperation, the trade 

volume increased to £16.1 billion in 2016 and further to £18.6 billion in 2019, according to 

the data provided by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
51

 Today, more than 2,900 British 

companies are operating in Turkey which makes the UK one of the largest investor countries 

and “the fifth in line among the countries which have invested in Turkey the most.”
52

 

Bilateral trade with the UK is particularly significant for Turkey due to two factors. 

First, Britain is the sixth biggest trade partner and the second (after Germany) biggest 

exporting market, according to the figures in 2019.
53

 As it can be seen in the below figure, 

Turkey has a significant foreign trade surplus with the UK. 

Figure: Turkey’s foreign economic relations with the UK (Data collated from 

https://data.tuik.gov.tr/ in May 2021).  

 

Furthermore, trade with the UK covers a wide range of Turkish goods. In 2018, the top 

three items Turkey exported to the UK consisted of land vehicles (24.13%), garments and 
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textiles (22.19%) and electronic devices and machinery (12.08%) whereas the top three items 

imported included power generating machines and devices (20.38%), non-monetary gold 

(19.84%) and metal scraps (12.72). Given these figures, the UK is an important trading 

partner for Turkish businesses and industrialists based on purely economic interests. 

The second reason why the UK is an important trading partner for Turkey is more 

political in nature. Since Turkey opted for a new presidential system in 2018 and severed its 

ties with the US and the EU, it has suffered from a currency and debt crisis predominantly 

caused by a notoriously acute high current account deficit. Currently, Turkey is suffering from 

an economic downturn characterised by high inflation, devaluation of the Turkish Lira and 

loan defaults.
54

 This has increased tendencies towards economic nationalism in some sectors, 

further intensifying due to the Covid-19 pandemic since 2020. In this setting, transnational 

capitalist groups in Turkey still desire to be part of the US-led liberal international order, 

including the Customs Union. This is counteracted by emerging capital groups that desire to 

expand their businesses further domestically and beyond the Customs Union internationally, 

including the Middle East. Ironically, however, both groups view a post-Brexit FTA with the 

UK as a viable option. For the first group, cooperation with the UK still implies ties with the 

international liberal trade order whereas for the second group, it suggests an opportunity 

beyond the Customs Union they can benefit from. Thus, there is an economic and political 

convergence among government and business circles on the importance of developing 

commercial ties with the UK. 

Especially after the Brexit referendum, the significance of bilateral trade has been 

emphasised from both sides and at every level of diplomacy. For example, Turkey's 

Ambassador to London made a speech at the Turkey-UK Science and Innovation Platform on 

21 November 2016. In his speech, Ambassador Abdurrahman Bilgiç highlighted the 

importance of the growth in the UK's trade with Turkey after Brexit.
55

 The Ambassador also 

spoke at the opening of Beko’s new Research and Development Centre in the UK and he 

underlined that the UK is the second-largest market for Turkish exports and that this situation 

strengthens despite the fluctuations in the global market. He also described the UK as one of 

the few developed countries with which Turkey has a foreign trade surplus in foreign 

economic relations.
56

 

Similar sentiments were voiced from the British side as well. After the Brexit 

referendum and the coup attempt in Turkey, in September 2016, Boris Johnson visited Turkey 
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as the UK Foreign Minister. Besides the symbolism of solidarity with Turkey, the talks 

covered security and counter-terrorism, including fighting against ISIS, the Syrian civil war, 

and the migrant crisis. The visit also highlighted the importance of developing better and 

advanced mutual commercial and economic relations. For example, Johnson mentioned that 

his washing machine at home was a Turkish brand (Beko) and he wished to sign a “jumbo” 

FTA with Turkey to continue developing commercial relations after Brexit.
57

 Johnson then 

met with the Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu to discuss economic relations. 

Following the meeting, Johnson said: 

[a]nd of course we talked about all the optimistic things that we could do together and above all 

the economic inter-penetration between Britain and Turkey which is growing the whole time. I 

mean, it is not just the 2.5 million Brits we send here every year. I think our trade has been 

increasing 70% in the last 5 years and that is something that we need now to expand.
58

 

A few months after Boris Johnson’s contacts in Ankara, Prime Minister Theresa May 

visited Turkey. Similar to the previous high-profile encounter, trade and counter-terrorism 

were the most important issues. Again, the official trip was symbolic, as The Independent 

argued; May was the first foreign leader who travelled to Ankara in the aftermath of the coup 

attempt and the consecutive purges.
59

 However, the visit also had a concrete trade agenda. 

May expected to open new business channels and trade opportunities worth billions of 

pounds. This is when the deal to produce fighter jets in Turkey, worth £100 million, was 

signed. After meeting with President Erdoğan, May also announced that a joint working group 

would be established in order to discuss and negotiate the post-Brexit FTA between Turkey 

and the UK.
60

 

The goodwill of deepening trade was not exclusive to the British cabinet. In 2017, the 

UK House of Commons published a document entitled “UK’s Relations with Turkey” which 

emphasised the importance of growing trade relations with Turkey in the post-Brexit era. The 

document stated that “[d]espite the damage caused by the coup attempt and government’s 

response, Turkey represents an economy that the UK will find difficult to ignore.”
61

 A special 

emphasis was made on the £100 million worth fighter jet deal in terms of deepening the 

“strategic” partnership. 
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It is clear from the bilateral visits, speeches of government officials and published 

cabinet statements, that for the UK, Turkey constitutes an important trading partner. This is in 

part due to the Global Britain vision of the UK which emphasises increasing trade relations 

with non-EU countries. With its geographical proximity, high degrees of people-to-people 

interaction and strong historical relations, Turkey is an ideal country to forge deeper 

economic ties with. Through foreign direct investment and joint ventures, Turkey also 

provides the potential to expand further towards North Africa and the Middle East –regions 

where Turkish businesses have already initiated and completed valuable projects and 

commercial links. 

Post-Brexit Risks Avoided: The Future of Bilateral Trade 

One of the reasons for the high volume of trade between the UK and Turkey was the 

Customs Union, which allowed for unrestricted trade of goods. Brexit brought about three 

risks because the UK would leave the Customs Union. First, Turkey could have lost its 

competitive edge in its trade with the UK, which would now also trade with non-EU 

countries, such as in Asia, in equal terms. Second and relatedly, Turkey did not have the 

capacity to sign a separate FTA with the UK because of the conditions of the Customs Union 

agreement, which restricted Ankara’s signing of FTAs unless the EU also had similar deals. 

Third, Turkey could have lost some of its foreign trade advantage with the third countries 

because of the disruption in the supply chains caused by Brexit.
62

 

This worst-case scenario was avoided thanks to the preparation of an FTA, which was 

ready to be signed as soon as the UK agreed its own divorce deal and trade agreement with 

the EU. Through this foresightedness and mutual work conducted after the referendum, the 

two countries signed an agreement quickly before the end of 2020. Although the deal was 

criticised by some in the UK for ignoring rising authoritarianism in Turkey,
63

 it was mostly 

hailed by both sides as a great achievement. For example, President Erdoğan announced it as 

the second most important free trade agreement in Turkish history after the Customs Union 

with the EU.
64

 It was also welcomed by manufacturers, such as Stuart Rowley, the president 

of Ford of Europe who declared that: 

Ford welcomes the announcement today of a trade agreement between the UK and Turkey, and the 

speed with which it has been concluded underscores its importance to the economic prosperity of 

both countries. As Europe’s leading commercial vehicle brand, Ford’s Dagenham engine 
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manufacturing facility in east London exports much of its diesel engine production to our Ford 

Otosan joint venture in Turkey where the engines are fitted into Ford Transit vehicles, many of 

which are then exported from Turkey to the UK. Given that Ford and Ford Otosan business 

constitutes more than 10 per cent of the total trade volume between the UK and Turkey, this trade 

agreement is extremely significant for us and will help to secure jobs in both countries.
65

 

Despite these positive sentiments, the current FTA’s main purpose is to preserve the 

existing bilateral trade and to help manufacturers avoid any potential losses caused by Brexit. 

The ultimate goal is to prepare bilateral trade for a more comprehensive phase-2 FTA which 

would go beyond economic relations and enhance the strategic partnership. Now that 

economic ties are freed from the restrictions of the Customs Union, there are opportunities, 

including advanced trade in services and agriculture and an increase in foreign direct 

investment. There are already signs that relations can move in this direction. For example, 

according to British Ambassador to Turkey Sir Dominick Chilcott, a new FTA would also 

cover “trade in agricultural goods, trade in services, investment and the digital economy.”
66

  

In a few years, it is expected that bilateral trade would reach over £21 billion as 

announced by the ministers of trade, who also declared their will for a more comprehensive 

and ambitious FTA in the future.
67

 Speaking about the FTA, British Trade Secretary Liz Truss 

argued that: 

[t]oday’s deal covers trade worth more than £18 billion, delivers vital certainty for business and 

supports thousands of jobs across the UK in the manufacturing, automotive and steel industries. It 

paves the way for a more new, more ambitious deal with Turkey in the near future, and is part of 

our plan to put the UK at the centre of a network of modern agreements with dynamic 

economies.
68

 

Given the evidence, as far as bilateral trade is concerned, in the post-Brexit era, there is 

a strengthening continuity in Anglo-Turkish relations. 

Conclusion 

The global political economy and international affairs have faced unparalleled 

challenges since the financial crash in 2007/2008. Undoubtedly, Brexit was one of them. The 

impact of Brexit on Britain’s relations with the EU and beyond is still a curious case for 

academics and policymakers. The multilateralism of post-Brexit affairs will remain salient for 

years to come. The purpose of this study was to analyse how Brexit has affected Anglo-

Turkish relations. We assessed the elements of continuity and possibilities of change in 
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bilateral relations and the foreign policies of both countries. We first offered background 

information on Brexit as well as a concise history of Anglo-Turkish relations. Against the 

backdrop of Brexit and global uncertainties, we then examined the potential risks and 

opportunities for the foreign policies of both countries and with regards to their relations with 

each other. Finally, we analysed the significance of Anglo-Turkish trade relations and areas of 

further economic cooperation. 

We contended that despite the difficulties that were posed by post-Brexit uncertainties, 

Anglo-Turkish relations have continued as usual. It is safe to argue that there is potential for 

deeper relations in the areas of economy, trade and security. As we maintained above, the EU 

and Turkey’s candidacy for membership is one of the main aspects of Anglo-Turkish 

relations. In terms of the political impact of Brexit on foreign relations, the close cooperation 

between the UK and Turkey has continued as usual, although there are risks imposed by 

Brexit too. Turkey’s relations with the Western world have seen challenges. Negotiations with 

the EU have stalled recently because of the Cyprus issue and Turkey’s assertive foreign 

policy in its neighbourhood, democratic backsliding and human rights problems. As a strong 

supporter of Turkey’s membership bid, the UK could have played a significant role within the 

EU. However, for the same reason that Turkey and the UK are close partners, the UK leaving 

the EU can bring opportunities as well. As a non-EU country, the UK can play a more active 

role in mediating between Turkey and the EU, US, and NATO. This becomes even more 

important for Ankara at a time when it further detaches from the liberal democracies of the 

Western world. Finally, as a non-EU NATO member, Britain may play a more proactive role 

in Cyprus. Although it is worth mentioning that the more Turkey moves away from 

democratic values and the Western world in general, the less the UK can do as a proactive 

mediator. Similarly, the post-Brexit UK’s ability to act as a global actor depends on its 

adherence to the Global Britain vision which is closely linked to its good relations with the 

EU. The possibilities of Britain being a mediator between Turkey and the EU are weaker 

where the UK’s own relationship with the EU is confrontational. 

In terms of bilateral foreign economic relations between the UK and Turkey, there is 

continuity too. Turkey’s foreign economic relations with the UK has witnessed a growing 

trend in the last decade. We argued above that this is significant for two reasons. First, Turkey 

has a trade surplus with the UK. Second, in times of economic downturn, close cooperation 

with the UK is still a viable option for the major capital groups in Turkey. It is also plausible 

to argue that there was a similar sentiment of willingness from the British side, although close 

economic relations with Turkey at a time when it slid into authoritarianism was criticised by 

some. Nonetheless, the signing of a post-Brexit FTA was welcomed from both sides. The 

FTA was not only to avoid the economic risks that were posed by Brexit, but it was also to 

prepare the countries for a phase-2 FTA in the near future with the purposes of developing 
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further and deeper economic relations. However, like political cooperation, the future of 

bilateral commercial relations will also depend on the willingness of both sides to engage with 

each other and Europe in a multilateral and liberal trading order. They also need to carefully 

develop realistic expectations from one another whilst closely working with the EU and 

NATO in the era of post-pandemic recovery. 
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