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Th�s paper addresses three cruc�al quest�ons that keep pund�ts and scholars busy: (1) The growth of
b�lateral trade �n 2023 was astound�ng, yet we can see that �t has grown even more asymmetr�cal (�.e.,
Russ�a benef�ts more than Turkey does). What should we make of the 70 b�ll�on USD per annum trade
volume? (2) In what areas does Turkey comply w�th EU and US sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a? Can Ankara
be ent�ced to comply more, and how? (3) Turkey seeks to d�vers�fy �ts dependence on Russ�an energy,
but how real�st�c �s th�s quest? What alternat�ves are there for d�vers�fy�ng Turkey’s energy resources?
F�nally, �ts conclus�on offers pract�cal pol�cy recommendat�ons.

For pol�cymakers �n Ankara, Russ�a’s �nvas�on of
Ukra�ne �n February 2022 was a gr�m rem�nder
of the ongo�ng volat�l�ty �n the w�der Black Sea
reg�on. Resort�ng to �ts age-old convent�onal
d�plomat�c tool of neutral�ty, the Ankara
government has sought to keep equ�d�stance
from warr�ng part�es but also made clear that �t
does not condone Russ�a’s land grab. Even
before the �nvas�on, Turkey condemned
Russ�a’s recogn�t�on of the so-called “Republ�cs
of Donetsk and Luhansk,” cla�m�ng that th�s
was “a v�olat�on of Ukra�ne’s terr�tor�al �ntegr�ty…
[effect�vely] underm�n�ng the M�nsk Process”
(MFA, 2022a). On the day of the �nvas�on, Turkey
rejected Russ�an cla�ms and stated that “the
m�l�tary operat�on [was] an unacceptable
v�olat�on of �nternat�onal law,” and called for an
�mmed�ate cessat�on of “th�s �llegal and
unlawful act of v�olence (MFA, 2022b).

Then, on the th�rd day of the �nvas�on, Turkey
�nvoked Art�cle 19 of the Montreux Convent�on,
declar�ng that the developments amounted to
war �n the reg�on, shut down the passage of
warr�ng countr�es countr�es’ warsh�ps through
the Turk�sh Stra�ts, and asked other countr�es
not to send the�r warsh�ps to the Black Sea
e�ther (See Global Strateg�c Ins�ght No 2024/1).
More than two years through the war, the 

geopol�t�cal cl�mate rema�ns precar�ous, and
many observers po�nt to the del�cate nature of
Russ�an-Turk�sh relat�ons. As much as the
pund�ts emphas�ze geopol�t�cs as a d�ctat�ng
determ�nant on the ground, we should -and
�ndeed could- not �gnore the grow�ng trade and
energy t�es between Ankara and Moscow,
demonstrat�ng the res�l�ence of non-pol�t�cal
aspects of the relat�ons that underg�rd Turkey’s
neutral�ty, w�thout wh�ch the balance of power
�n the Black Sea reg�on could eas�ly t�p.

Indeed, the �mpact of econom�c connect�ons on
Turk�sh-Sov�et/Russ�an relat�ons has largely
been �gnored �n pol�t�cal analys�s, weaken�ng
the�r ab�l�ty to expla�n the var�ous �ntr�cac�es of
the partnersh�p. S�nce the early 1920s, Ankara
and Moscow have carefully used econom�c
cooperat�on to manage the�r confl�ct�ng
�nterests. The two states have �nhab�ted a post-
�mper�al space w�th a legacy of geopol�t�cal
confrontat�on that cannot be eas�ly al�gned.
However, they have developed a strong trade
connect�on and econom�c t�es that rendered
armed confl�ct too costly for both s�des. Indeed,
co-ex�st�ng ep�sodes of confl�ct and cooperat�on
def�ned Turk�sh-Russ�an relat�ons across the
past century.

Introduct�on
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In the aftermath of the F�rst World War,
Moscow extended a�d to Ankara because
Turk�sh revolut�onar�es, l�ke the�r Russ�an
counterparts, faced the consequences of
reject�ng the terms of the post-World War One
�nternat�onal order. Between 1920 and 1922,
Sov�et m�l�tary and f�nanc�al ass�stance helped
Turk�sh forces defeat European occupy�ng
arm�es. By the 1930s, Moscow was able to send
equ�pment and eng�neers to bu�ld two text�le
factor�es (�n Kayser� and Naz�ll�) that were the
centerp�eces of Turkey’s F�rst F�ve-Year Plan -
acc�dentally the f�rst Sov�et-adv�sed plan
voluntar�ly adopted by a fore�gn state. 

The tens�ons between Turkey and Russ�a
unleashed dur�ng the early years of the Cold
War (roughly between 1945 and 1954) have
never been fully put to rest, but as early as 1957,
Moscow and Ankara began to temper pol�t�cal
confl�ct �n the name of econom�c cooperat�on.
At the he�ght of the Cold War and desp�te
membersh�p �n oppos�ng blocs, Moscow
rev�ved the earl�er comm�tment to �ndustr�al�ze
Turkey and contr�bute to bu�ld�ng several
factor�es across Anatol�a. For example, the
factory completed �n Seyd�şeh�r �n 1972 rema�ns
Turkey’s only large-scale alum�num product�on
s�te. The steelworks opened �n İskenderun �n
1975 �s st�ll the b�ggest �n the country. The o�l
ref�nery bu�lt w�th Sov�et support �n Al�ağa �n
1972 was the th�rd [MA1] [OI2] ref�nery bu�lt �n
Turkey after Batman and İzm�t and suppl�es
25% of the country’s petroleum even today.
Moscow also bu�lt a sulfur�c ac�d plant �n
Bandırma and a lumber factory �n Artv�n but
d�d not complete two �ntended projects that
were clearly seen as less v�tal to state �nterests:
the expans�on of the glass factory �n Çayırova
and the add�t�on of a vodka fac�l�ty to the
Turk�sh state d�st�llery w�th an annual capac�ty
of two m�ll�on l�ters (H�rst and Isc� 2020).

Beyond the eng�neer�ng support and types of
mach�nery rece�ved for var�ous factor�es �n
Turkey from Russ�a, Turkey also became the
country that rece�ved the largest amount of
fore�gn econom�c a�d from the Sov�et Un�on
dur�ng the Cold War, apart from Comecon
countr�es. In the post-Cold War era, Russ�an-
Turk�sh econom�c relat�ons and energy t�es 

Early Years of Econom�c
Cooperat�on

developed extens�vely. As before, econom�c
cooperat�on pers�sted desp�te numerous
confl�cts of �nterest. Throughout the 1990s,
compartmental�z�ng the�r relat�ons, Moscow
and Ankara suppressed the �ssues that d�v�ded
them and furthered b�lateral econom�c and
trade relat�ons. More than anyth�ng else, a
rev�ved and shared comm�tment to econom�c
development underg�rds the rapprochement
between the two countr�es. The frequency of
h�gh-level state v�s�ts devoted to econom�c
cooperat�on �n the 2010s matched the
exchanges �n the 1930s and 1960s. The barter
system that ex�sted from the 1920s unt�l the
1980s �s gone, but Pres�dents Erdoğan and
Put�n have repeatedly spoken about the need
to move Russ�an-Turk�sh trade off the dollar
and �nto local currenc�es (Kommersant
December 2, 2016; Cumhur�yet October 2, 2016).
The TurkStream p�pel�ne, whose construct�on
between 2014 and 2018 halted only temporar�ly
after the down�ng of the Russ�an jet, was one
more step �n the deepen�ng t�es between
Ankara and Moscow.

The apogee of today’s Russ�an-Turk�sh
econom�c development -the nuclear power
stat�on under construct�on �n Akkuyu- offers the
most apparent ev�dence of the past century’s
patterns. If completed, Akkuyu w�ll be a
Russ�an-owned hamlet on the Med�terranean
and �s very much �n the trad�t�on of jo�nt
enterpr�ses. The 2010 agreement s�gned
between the Russ�an Federat�on and the
Turk�sh Republ�c st�pulates that the Russ�an
s�de w�ll own a m�n�mum of 51% of the plant’s
shares for the ent�rety of �ts ex�stence. As w�th
prev�ous projects, the terms of payment for
Turkey are generous. Ankara pays noth�ng unt�l
the electr�c�ty arr�ves and then pays through a
guaranteed purchase of set quant�t�es from
each reactor for f�fteen years (Resm� Gazete,
October 6, 2010).

The War �n Ukra�ne has the potent�al to change
th�s del�cate equ�l�br�um. In add�t�on to �ts
pol�t�cal evaluat�ons, the Turk�sh government
refuses to comply fully w�th the Western
sanct�ons to avo�d �ncurr�ng the �re of Moscow
and benef�t from the �ncreased trade
opportun�t�es for �ts fra�l economy. St�ll, Ankara
�s acutely aware that there needs to be some
level of cooperat�on w�th the US and the EU,
g�ven �ts strong econom�c t�es w�th the West.
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Turkey ma�nta�ns strong econom�c relat�ons
w�th Western countr�es and the�r adversar�es,
�nclud�ng Russ�a and Ch�na. Turkey’s rel�ance
upon Russ�a -the largest suppl�er of Turkey’s
energy �mports (TUİK 2023)- �s part�cularly
str�k�ng and has ra�sed quest�ons about pol�t�cal
dependency. Indeed, before February 2022,
scholars descr�bed the Russ�an-Turk�sh
relat�onsh�p as an asymmetr�c �nterdependence
(Köstem 2018: 10-32), po�nt�ng to Turkey’s
mass�ve def�c�t �n b�lateral trade and Moscow’s
successful leverag�ng of econom�c power
through �mpos�ng sanct�ons after the down�ng
of a Russ�an jet by the Turk�sh forces on the
Turk�sh-Syr�an border �n November 2015. Today,
more than two years after the Ukra�ne �nvas�on
began, that �nterdependence has grown, but
Russ�a’s �nternat�onal �solat�on makes the
power asymmetry less pronounced. Gam�o and
Swanson (2022), �n the�r p�ece �n The New York
T�mes, used dramat�c v�suals to h�ghl�ght
Turkey’s �ncreased trade volume (+198% 

�ncrease compared to the prev�ous year) w�th
Russ�a �n the�r study of Moscow’s f�nanc�ng of
the war effort. 

However, Russ�a’s s�gn�f�cance for Turkey’s
economy should not be overstated, as the West
rema�ns a cr�t�cal component of Turkey’s
economy. Turkey’s per cap�ta gross domest�c
product tr�pled �n the f�rst decade after the
Just�ce and Development Party (AKP) came to
power �n 2002, and econom�c success was
overwhelm�ngly dependent upon �ntegrat�on
�nto European markets. Wh�le Turkey’s f�nanc�al
performance has been less �mpress�ve �n the
2010s, �t cont�nues to benef�t from cheap labor
for manufacturers or�ented towards the
European market. As cl�ched as the plat�tude
about Turkey be�ng a br�dge between East and
West �s, �t helps to descr�be trade flows: Turkey
�mports energy from Russ�a and goods from
Ch�na (F�gure 1) to cover domest�c demand, and
local factor�es assemble components for
Europe (F�gure 2). Turkey’s most s�gn�f�cant
trade surpluses are close to home -w�th
countr�es l�ke Azerba�jan and Iraq- but the
European market allows Turkey to ma�nta�n an
export-or�ented manufactur�ng sector of scale.

3
A Precar�ous Interdependence between Russ�a and Turkey: Econom�c Cooperat�on, Energy T�es, and Sanct�ons
Global Strateg�c Ins�ght | July 2024

Econom�c Partnersh�p vs
Dependency

F�gure 1: Turk�sh Imports (as a percentage of total)

Source: https://data.tu�k.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=D�s-T�caret-Istat�st�kler�-Aral�k-2022-49633

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/10/30/business/economy/russia-trade-ukraine-war.html
https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2022/10/30/business/economy/russia-trade-ukraine-war.html
https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Dis-Ticaret-Istatistikleri-Aralik-2022-49633


In the�r study, Gam�o and Swanson (2022)
showed a 113% �ncrease �n Turk�sh exports to
Russ�a over the year s�nce the war, but that was
growth from a low start�ng po�nt and st�ll
represents a fract�on of Turkey’s total. The
automot�ve, text�le, and steel �ndustr�es account
for an enormous share of Turkey’s exports
(F�gure 3), and European consumers buy much
of that product�on. For the past decade, 

F�gure 2: Turk�sh Exports (as a percentage of total)
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Source: https://data.tu�k.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=D�s-T�caret-Istat�st�kler�-Aral�k-2022-49633

F�gure 3: Compos�t�on of Turk�sh Exports (Avg. 2019-2022)

Source: https://data.tu�k.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=D�s-T�caret-Istat�st�kler�-Aral�k-2022-49633

Germany has cons�stently been the largest
purchaser of Turk�sh exports, w�th the
automot�ve and text�le �ndustr�es account�ng
for more than half of Turk�sh sales (TÜİK
December 2022). Cons�der�ng the Turk�sh
economy’s d�re need to earn/attract large
amounts of hard fore�gn currency, Europe’s role
�n Turkey’s near-to-m�d-term future �s
unquest�onable.

https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Bulten/Index?p=Dis-Ticaret-Istatistikleri-Aralik-2022-49633
https://tim.org.tr/en/export-export-figures
https://tim.org.tr/en/export-export-figures


Off�c�al trade stat�st�cs tell only part of the story,
but almost any sector would conf�rm Turkey’s
s�multaneous t�es to the West and �ts
compet�tors. Wh�le US off�c�als compla�n about
reexport�ng Western-produced m�croch�ps and
cr�t�cal chem�cals from Turkey to Russ�a (Sp�cer,
2023), Turk�sh leadersh�p cont�nues to �ns�st
that �t proh�b�ts the export of mater�als that
would a�d Russ�a’s m�l�tary (Reuters, February
20, 2023). Beyond th�s, however, what seems to
be the real source of apprehens�on �n the West
�s the steady �ncrease �n trade volume,
�nclud�ng Western-produced goods, s�nce the
beg�nn�ng of the Russ�a-Ukra�ne War. 

If we look at the long curve of Russ�an-Turk�sh
trade relat�ons s�nce the end of the Cold War, �t
�s poss�ble to see a pattern. Turkey needs to pay
for energy �mports w�th revenue from a
manufactur�ng sector �ntegrated �nto European
markets. G�ven the breadth of Western
sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a, aggravated �n 2023
and 2024 w�th added measures such as the
pr�ce cap on Russ�an o�l, Turkey’s fore�gn pol�cy
dec�s�ons get compl�cated by �ts econom�c
dependenc�es on both s�des. Indeed, Turkey has
s�gn�f�cant �nvestments �n Russ�a. Numerous
Turk�sh construct�on compan�es work �n Russ�a,
the largest be�ng Rena�ssance Hold�ng.
Rena�ssance bu�lt the Lakhta Center �n St.
Petersburg and the Federat�on Tower �n
Moscow C�ty -the two tallest bu�ld�ngs �n
Europe. Turkey’s econom�c growth has reversed
some of the prev�ous patterns: The operat�ons
of the Turk�sh glass company Ş�şecam - state-
founded and owned by the largest commerc�al
bank �n Turkey- were dramat�cally expanded �n
the late 1950s w�th the open�ng of the Sov�et-
bu�lt factory �n Çayırova, moved �nto the post-
Sov�et market �n 2000 and now operates f�ve
factor�es �n Russ�a (H�rst and İşç� 2020, 857). 

of p�pel�ne projects from the Casp�an Bas�n
pass�ng through the�r respect�ve terr�tor�es
(Teng�z-Novoross�ysk o�l p�pel�ne for Russ�a and
Baku-Tb�l�s�-Ceyhan (BTC) o�l and Baku-Tb�l�s�-
Erzurum (BTE) gas p�pel�nes for Turkey) helped
to reduce the �ntens�ty of compet�t�on. It
allowed relat�ons to move from “geopol�t�cal
r�valry” to “strateg�c cooperat�on.” So much so
that the then Secretary General of the Turk�sh
Nat�onal Secur�ty Counc�l, General Tuncer Kılınç,
descr�bed Russ�a as ‘potent�ally Turkey’s most
strateg�c partner’ at a conference of m�l�tary
academ�es �n İstanbul on March 6, 2002 (Dem�r
and Erdem 2002).

The backbone of the �ntens�f�ed relat�ons
between the two countr�es was a shared
understand�ng of the benef�ts of
compartmental�z�ng the�r relat�ons (Ön�ş and
Yılmaz 2016: 72) and expand�ng the�r econom�c
t�es even as they competed for pol�t�cal
�nfluence �n Euras�a (Aydın forthcom�ng). The
dec�s�on to separate econom�cs from pol�t�cal
�ssues, �nclud�ng secur�ty concerns, was ev�dent
�n the�r earl�er cooperat�on �n mult�lateral
reg�onal organ�zat�ons such as the Black Sea
Econom�c Cooperat�on Organ�zat�on.

The �n�t�al area of cooperat�on between Russ�a
and Turkey was energy trade (Erşen 2017: 148;
Erşen 2011: 264-265). Although the two
countr�es were compet�tors rather than
partners �n connect�ng the Casp�an energy
resources to Europe, they s�multaneously
expanded the�r d�rect natural gas connect�on.
Turkey and Russ�a f�rst s�gned an agreement �n
1984 that allowed the purchase of Russ�an gas
�n exchange for Turk�sh products and
contractual serv�ces. The del�very of 6 b�ll�on
cub�c meters (bcm) of natural gas �n 1987
through a p�pel�ne that crossed Ukra�ne,
Roman�a, and Bulgar�a �ncreased to 27.6 bcm
by the end of 2017, w�th two further p�pel�nes
(Blue Stream I and II) connect�ng them under
the Black Sea. Th�s made Turkey the second
largest consumer of Russ�an gas to Germany.
Another d�rect connect�on, the TurkStream
p�pel�ne, wh�ch would transport 31.5 bcm of
natural gas through �ts two p�pel�nes under the
Black Sea to Turkey and Europe, was
�naugurated on January 8, 2020 (Anadolu
Agency 2020).
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Energy T�es

Before Russ�a �nvaded Cr�mea �n 2014,
beg�nn�ng w�th the second half of the 2000s, as
the perce�ved Russ�an threat decl�ned, Turkey
began to see that the benef�ts of cooperat�on
w�th Moscow outwe�ghed the dangers of
geopol�t�cal confl�ct (Aydın 2003: 136; Çel�kpala
2019: 6). Th�s opened up the poss�b�l�ty of
Turk�sh-Russ�an jo�nt energy �n�t�at�ves,
replac�ng the �ntense compet�t�on of the 1990s
over Euras�an energy resources. The complet�on 



Although many quest�oned Turkey’s almost 65
percent dependence on Russ�an natural gas
(B�lg�n 2010; Kaynak 2018; Hale 2022), as
compet�t�on for Casp�an resources �ntens�f�ed �n
the 1990s, success�ve Turk�sh governments
chose to �ncrease gas �mports from Russ�a �n
response to r�s�ng demand (Kardaş 2012).
Furthermore, �n May 2010, Turkey
comm�ss�oned the Russ�an company Rosatom
to bu�ld �ts f�rst nuclear power plant �n Akkuyu,
Mers�n, at an est�mated cost of 25 b�ll�on dollars.
The fact that the nuclear power plant, a
strateg�c asset by any reckon�ng, w�ll be bu�lt,
owned, and operated by Russ�a shows the
extent to wh�ch the two countr�es have moved
on. St�ll, frequent quest�on�ng of allow�ng Russ�a
to bu�ld and operate a port next to the nuclear
power plant �nd�cates that doubts cont�nue to
ex�st �n the m�nds of a sect�on of Turk�sh soc�ety
towards Russ�a.

Moreover, around the same t�me (m�d-2010s),
the Ankara government s�gned a l�quef�ed
natural gas (LNG) agreement w�th the US to
d�vers�fy �ts energy suppl�ers. The s�gnature of
the contract w�th the US  was a�med at
lessen�ng �ts natural gas dependency on Russ�a,
wh�ch dropped from 51-52% �n the 2010s to
about 38-39% �n 2023. Furthermore, �n a recent
�nterv�ew w�th the F�nanc�al T�mes, Energy
M�n�ster Alparslan Bayraktar stated that Turkey
�s f�nal�z�ng negot�at�ons w�th ExxonMob�l for an
annual 2.5 m�ll�on tons of LNG purchase. 

Bayraktar revealed that the agreement would  
last ten years, and Turkey would pay 1.1 b�ll�on
dollars annually to Exxon. 

Accord�ng to the data prov�ded by the Energy
Market Regulatory Author�ty (EPDK), Turkey
�mported 50 bcm of gas �n 2023, 14,270 bcm of
wh�ch came as LNG, wh�le the rema�n�ng 36,213
bcm was transported through p�pel�nes
(Sağlam 2024). In th�s scheme, the share of LNG
was 28.37 percent, wh�le p�pel�nes reta�ned 71.73
percent. In the prev�ous year, 2022, wh�le Turkey
�mported 54 bcm of gas, 27.75 percent came as
LNG. What �s remarkable �s that �n both years,
the l�on’s share went to Russ�a. Wh�le the rate of
gas suppl�ed from Russ�a was 39 percent �n
2022, th�s rate �ncreased to around 43 percent
�n 2023. It �s noteworthy that Russ�a ma�nta�ns
�ts pos�t�on wh�le the share of LNG �n the gas
�mport p�e �ncreases. So, where does the US
stand �n th�s p�cture?

Gas exchange between the USA and Turkey
began �n 2016 after the US l�fted the export ban
�n 2015 and started export�ng gas to the global
market. Turkey bought 243 m�ll�on cub�c
meters of gas from the US �n 2016,
correspond�ng to a modest 0.53 percent share
of the Turk�sh market. However, th�s �ncrease to
10 percent �n 2022 means that the US share has
grown not�ceably �n 6 years. In 2023, Turkey
added countr�es such as France, Norway, and
Mozamb�que to the l�st of countr�es from wh�ch
�t purchased LNG (Sağlam 2024).
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F�gure 4: Turkey’s O�l Imports from Russ�a (January-Apr�l 2024, tons)

Source: T.C. Enerj� P�yasası Denetleme Kurumu
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Th�s was what Bayraktar meant �n h�s F�nanc�al
T�mes �nterv�ew: that Turkey should not meet a
v�tal need from a s�ngle source. Over 70 percent
of the 50 bcm of gas �mported �n 2023 came v�a
p�pel�nes (Russ�a, Iran and Azerba�jan). In other
words, p�pel�nes are s�gn�f�cant, but s�nce they
connect Turkey to l�m�ted suppl�ers (espec�ally
Russ�a), �t �s necessary to el�m�nate the r�sk of
be�ng left w�thout gas �n a pol�t�cal cr�s�s or war.
It �s d�ff�cult because Russ�a reta�ns 39 percent
of Turkey’s gas market v�a the Blue Stream and
TurkStream p�pel�nes. And yet, g�ven the
volat�l�ty �n the Black Sea reg�on, Turkey has to
d�vers�fy �ts energy suppl�ers. 

Th�s br�ngs us back to why geopol�t�cs �mpacts
Turkey’s geoeconom�c dec�s�ons. US-Turkey
negot�at�ons over LNG w�th a f�xed agreement -
when the fore�gn currency �s short, and 20% of
Gazprom payments are made �n local
currenc�es- reflect that Turkey’s energy secur�ty
and NATO/US relat�ons are �nextr�cably l�nked.
In other words, wh�le �t may not be poss�ble to
sever the country’s energy dependence on
Russ�an resources �mmed�ately, Turkey has
been str�v�ng to decrease th�s dependence one
step at a t�me. There �s an acute awareness �n
the Turk�sh leadersh�p that the country’s energy
dependence on Russ�a �s affect�ng �ts strateg�c
dec�s�ons, wh�ch expla�ns Turkey’s balanc�ng act
between Russ�a and the West. Hence, �t m�ght 

be fa�r to suggest that Turkey’s recent attempts
to decrease �ts energy dependence come from
an uneas�ness regard�ng the Russ�an factor �n
Turkey’s fore�gn pol�cy and a p�vot back to the
West.
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Sanct�ons Compl�ance

Turkey’s (non)compl�ance w�th sanct�ons
aga�nst Russ�a has been a subject of cr�t�c�sm
and analys�s. The net response �s not a
stra�ghtforward “yes” or “no.” The level of
Turkey’s compl�ance w�th sanct�ons aga�nst
Russ�a has evolved over t�me and has been
�nfluenced by var�ous factors such as econom�c
�nterests, geopol�t�cal cons�derat�ons, and
d�plomat�c relat�ons.
Turkey, a s�gn�f�cant geopol�t�cal actor
straddl�ng Europe and As�a, has often needed
to nav�gate complex d�plomat�c waters. As a
NATO member and a cand�date for EU
access�on, Turkey’s fore�gn pol�cy dec�s�ons
naturally attract �nternat�onal attent�on,
part�cularly concern�ng �ts relat�onsh�p w�th
Russ�a. The �mpos�t�on of sanct�ons on Russ�a by
Western nat�ons �n response to var�ous
geopol�t�cal tens�ons, �nclud�ng the annexat�on
of Cr�mea and �nvolvement �n the confl�ct �n
Eastern Ukra�ne, has placed Turkey �n a d�ff�cult
pos�t�on. 

https://www.epdk.gov.tr/Detay/DownloadDocument?id=xmEWhm26FX4=


F�rst, desp�te geopol�t�cal d�fferences, econom�c
cooperat�on between Ankara and Moscow has
w�dened over the years, part�cularly �n energy
trade, creat�ng an �nterdependency that cannot
be s�mply d�scarded. Moreover, ex�st�ng
p�pel�nes l�ke TurkStream and Blue Stream and
the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant construct�on
underscore Turkey’s s�gn�f�cant energy t�es w�th
Russ�a. Wh�le Turkey benef�ts from trade and
energy cooperat�on w�th Russ�a, �t also seeks to
ma�nta�n strong econom�c t�es w�th Western
all�es. Balanc�ng these �nterests requ�res careful
cal�brat�on. Compl�ance w�th Western sanct�ons
at the earl�est stages would have allowed
Turkey to demonstrate sol�dar�ty w�th �ts NATO
partners and al�gn w�th the broader Western
bloc, but �t would have heard �ts pa�nstak�ngly
establ�shed connect�ons w�th Russ�a.

Moreover, Turkey, �n pr�nc�ple, does not comply
w�th �nternat�onal sanct�ons unless �mposed by
the UN or NATO. Current Western sanct�ons are
ne�ther. In add�t�on, Pres�dent Erdoğan, when
quest�oned about them early on, compla�ned
that Turkey’s Western All�es make dec�s�ons
w�thout consult�ng Turkey and then expect
Turkey to follow them bl�ndly. Erdogan stated
that “a s�gn�f�cant port�on of the country’s
natural gas comes from Russ�a,” that “Turkey �s
bu�ld�ng the Akkuyu Nuclear Plant w�th Russ�a,”
and that “he cannot reboot the country’s
�ndustry w�thout Russ�an energy” (TASS 2022).
F�nally, Turkey’s past exper�ences w�th sanct�ons
�mposed on �ts ne�ghbors by the US and/or the
West have not been very pleasant, always
cost�ng Turkey more than benef�ts. Bes�des, by
the t�me Russ�a was sanct�oned, Turkey �tself
was fac�ng declared sanct�ons (such as US
CAATSA sanct�ons) or var�ous types of
undeclared embargoes (such as mult�ple EU
countr�es’ ban on sell�ng m�l�tary goods to
Turkey s�nce �ts operat�ons �n Northern Syr�a)
from the West.

Thus, when faced w�th Western sanct�ons on
Russ�a, �t was not a long step for Turkey to
declare �ts non-part�c�pat�on. However, non-
part�c�pat�on does not mean complete non-
compl�ance, pr�mar�ly because of the poss�b�l�ty
of secondary sanct�ons on countr�es openly
flout�ng Western sanct�ons on Russ�a. As a
result, the Ankara government off�c�ally has not
declared sanct�ons aga�nst Moscow. Yet, over
2024, Turkey has shown a grow�ng w�ll�ngness
to mostly, �f not ent�rely, al�gn w�th Western 

sanct�ons -espec�ally �n reexport�ng Western-
produced goods. 

Although sanct�ons are not b�nd�ng and Turkey,
as a sovere�gn state, has no legal obl�gat�on to
part�c�pate or comply, Ankara �s acutely aware
that �f the country’s corporat�ons want to
cont�nue play�ng a role �n global trade, wh�ch �s
conducted through US-controlled bank�ng
payment system (SWIFT), a certa�n degree of
al�gnment w�th Western sanct�ons �s necessary.
In other words, evad�ng sanct�ons �s undes�rable
for Turk�sh compan�es w�th s�gn�f�cant assets �n
Western countr�es s�nce the r�sks are too h�gh. 

On the other hand, the US and �ts European
all�es cannot sever the�r trade relat�ons w�th
Russ�a completely. As a result, Moscow’s energy
resources cont�nue to flow through Turkey to
Europe. Accord�ng to a recent study by the
Centre for Research on Energy and Clean A�r
(CREA) and the Center for the Study of
Democracy (CSD), Russ�an o�l �s arr�v�ng �n the
EU v�a Turkey. The scheme �s ne�ther �llegal nor
secret due to a loophole �n the EU sanct�ons
package about the wholesale of “blended” fuels
�nto the EU �f they’re labeled as non-Russ�an
(CREA-CSD 2024). Another research by Pol�t�co
suggests that th�s trade generated up to €3
b�ll�on for Moscow from three ports, namely
Ceyhan, Mers�n, and Marmara Ereğl�s�, alone �n
the 12 months after the EU banned Russ�a’s
fuels �n February 2023 (Pol�t�co 2024). In other
words, “Turkey has emerged as a strateg�c p�t
stop for Russ�an fuel products rerouted to the
EU, generat�ng hundreds of m�ll�ons �n tax
revenues for the Kreml�n’s war chest,” sa�d
Mart�n Vlad�m�rov, a sen�or energy analyst at
CSD.

As�de from o�l, Turkey �s a strateg�c p�t-stop for
var�ous Russ�an-made Turkey-labelled products,
from pasta to wood pellets. Although exports of
Russ�an pellets to Europe -�nclud�ng Denmark,
Belg�um, Italy, and the UK- have been brought
to naught s�nce the beg�nn�ng of the Russ�a-
Ukra�ne War, sh�pments to Turkey surged.
Experts cla�m that “del�ver�es to Turkey from
Russ�a began �n July 2022 and, by the end of
that year, reached a total volume of 200,000
tons” (Walker, Olgun, and Tedesco, 2023).
Turkey seems unl�kely to consume all the
pellets domest�cally, ra�s�ng quest�ons about
Turkey’s s�gn�f�cantly �ncreased exports to the
EU countr�es -an e�ght-fold �ncrease �n January-
October to more than 82,000 tons, w�th exports 
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to Italy more than trebl�ng to 5,800 tons.
Turk�sh Stat�st�cal Agency f�gures were
cons�derably more modest than the
WhatWood data, show�ng the country
�mported 64,000 tons of wood pellets �n
January-November 2022, of wh�ch almost all
were from Russ�a and Belarus. 

However, other measures, such as the “pr�ce
cap” on Russ�an o�l and petroleum products,
w�th wh�ch Turkey �s compelled to comply,
albe�t halfheartedly, l�m�t Russ�an revenues.
Energy secur�ty has been p�votal �n Turkey’s
pol�cy calculus v�s-à-v�s Western sanct�ons.
Wh�le Russ�a rema�ns a key energy suppl�er,
Turkey has sought to d�vers�fy �ts sources to
reduce dependency. Investments �n renewable
energy and explorat�on projects �n the Black
Sea and Eastern Med�terranean reflect Turkey’s
efforts to enhance energy secur�ty. Turkey’s
nuanced compl�ance w�th Western sanct�ons
aga�nst Russ�a could be part of th�s broader
strategy to d�vers�fy energy sources and reduce
vulnerab�l�ty to geopol�t�cal fluctuat�ons. Hence,
Turkey’s compl�ance w�th Western sanct�ons
aga�nst Russ�a pr�mar�ly �ntersects w�th �ts
reg�onal asp�rat�ons and secur�ty concerns. For
�nstance, the confl�ct �n Syr�a, where Turkey and
Russ�a back oppos�ng fact�ons, underscores the
complex�t�es of the�r relat�onsh�p. Wh�le Turkey
has cooperated w�th Russ�a on spec�f�c �ssues,
such as the Astana peace process, �t rema�ns
wary of Moscow’s �nfluence �n the reg�on. As
such, �ncreas�ng compl�ance w�th Western
sanct�ons re�nforces Turkey’s al�gnment w�th
and s�gnals �ts comm�tment to the broader
Western secur�ty arch�tecture.

Put succ�nctly, Turkey’s part�al compl�ance w�th
Western sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a �s a
testament to �ts d�plomat�c balanc�ng act.
Econom�c cons�derat�ons, energy secur�ty
�mperat�ves, reg�onal dynam�cs, and d�plomat�c
pragmat�sm all shape Turkey’s stance on the
�ssue. By broadly al�gn�ng w�th Western
sanct�ons w�thout openly adm�tt�ng, Turkey
reaff�rms �ts comm�tment to �ts all�es and
demonstrates sol�dar�ty w�th �ts NATO partners
wh�le not unduly al�enat�ng or confront�ng
Russ�a. Ankara’s approach �s l�kely to rema�n
nuanced, reflect�ng �ts broader fore�gn pol�cy
object�ves and the complex�t�es of �ts
relat�onsh�p w�th Russ�a. As Turkey nav�gates
geopol�t�cal challenges, �ts compl�ance w�th
Western sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a w�ll rema�n
cr�t�cal to �ts pol�cy calculus.

Turkey’s geograph�c prox�m�ty to Russ�a, along
w�th �ts h�stor�cal, cultural, and econom�c t�es,
add layers of complex�ty to �ts d�plomat�c
stance on the War �n Ukra�ne s�nce 2022.
Ankara has often emphas�zed the �mportance
of ma�nta�n�ng open commun�cat�on channels
w�th Moscow, pursu�ng a pol�cy of engagement
alongs�de conta�nment. 

Almost exclus�vely, Turkey’s fore�gn pol�cy
approach �s character�zed by pragmat�sm and
maneuverab�l�ty. Wh�le �t seeks to ma�nta�n
cord�al relat�ons w�th Russ�a, part�cularly on
�ssues l�ke Syr�a and counterterror�sm, Turkey
also values �ts t�es w�th Western all�es. Although,
as a sovere�gn state, Turkey �s not legally bound
to do so, Ankara’s vary�ng degrees of
compl�ance w�th Western sanct�ons aga�nst
Russ�a reflects the country’s d�plomat�c
pragmat�sm, allow�ng Turkey to balance
compet�ng �nterests and nav�gate a complex
geopol�t�cal landscape. It would be fa�r to
suggest that Turkey could enhance �ts
cred�b�l�ty as a rel�able partner w�th�n the
transatlant�c all�ance by further al�gn�ng w�th
Western sanct�ons.

Wh�le Turkey compl�es more w�th Western
sanct�ons aga�nst Russ�a �n 2024, �ts overall
stance �s nuanced and shaped by the
abovement�oned factors. As Turkey nav�gates
�ts relat�ons w�th Russ�a and the West, �ts
approach to sanct�ons enforcement w�ll rema�n
dynam�c and cont�ngent on evolv�ng
geopol�t�cal real�t�es and energy t�es. In th�s
context, �ts Western all�es should be
sympathet�c to Turkey’s balanc�ng act,
cons�der�ng the econom�c challenges Ankara
faces and the �nstab�l�ty �n the energy-r�ch
countr�es �n �ts ne�ghborhood. G�ven Ankara’s
recent efforts to d�vers�fy �ts energy sources and
routes, further Western support to prop up
Turkey’s needs could br�ng Ankara closer to the
Western world �n the med�um and long term.
Western all�es have tolerated Ankara’s behav�or
�n the face of sanct�ons, at least unt�l now. G�ven
that the l�m�ts of th�s tolerance w�ll depend on
the evolut�on of the war and the extent of
Russ�a’s aggress�ve behav�or, Turk�sh dec�s�on-
makers must be aware of the rugged terra�n
ahead. Dec�s�on-makers �n Ankara should be 
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prepared for poss�ble challeng�ng scenar�os and
formulate alternat�ve solut�ons.

Russ�a d�d not use the energy card aga�nst
Turkey even after the down�ng of the Russ�an
f�ghter jet �n 2015. In th�s context, ma�nta�n�ng
the mutual trust between Ankara and Moscow
and relat�vely balanc�ng the asymmetr�c trade
volume are top�cs that Moscow should address.
At least �n the med�um term, the �mage of only
Moscow benef�t�ng from the �ncreas�ng trade
volume needs to be corrected.

Ankara’s pr�or�ty �s to d�spel the �mage that
b�lateral trade benef�ts Moscow’s war mach�ne.
It should be remembered that address�ng th�s
�ssue �s cruc�al not only for a susta�ned
relat�onsh�p w�th Western all�es but also for
putt�ng Ankara on a sound foot�ng w�th the
Black Sea l�ttoral states, notably Ukra�ne, wh�ch
perce�ve threats from Russ�a.

As Ankara develops �ts new energy strategy, �t
would be prudent to keep the channels of
d�vers�ty and cooperat�on w�th Western
elements open, keep�ng �n m�nd that the
�nstab�l�t�es �n the north and south are long-
last�ng. Develop�ng energy relat�ons w�th the
US �s only one aspect of th�s. It would be
appropr�ate for Western all�es, espec�ally the US,
to act to conv�nce the Turk�sh publ�c that th�s
new trade w�ll create rel�able and susta�nable
alternat�ves to Russ�a.

F�nally, cons�der�ng that the energy �ssue has
�nfluenced and determ�ned Turkey’s fore�gn
and secur�ty pol�c�es as much as �ts econom�c
pol�c�es �n the last two decades, the �mportance
of ma�nta�n�ng relat�ons w�th all part�es �n a way
that does not negat�vely affect each other
should be kept �n m�nd.
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