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Why does Lithuania support 
Turkey’s accession to the European 
Union? The article analyzes some 
of the key domestic factors and the 
strategic thinking behind Lithuania’a 
continuous support. Domestically, 
the political culture of the foreign 
policy elite and the permissiveness 
of public opinion allow treating 
Turkey’s accession as a foreign 
policy issue, subject to cost-bene!t 
calculations. Short-term calculations 
involve mutually advantageous 
deals between Turkey and Lithuania. 
Long-term assessments focus on 
how Turkey’s membership would 
a"ect global, regional, and intra-
European dynamics of power 
relations. The article suggests that, in 
the context of lasting foreign policy 
objectives and concerns, Turkey is 
attractive to Lithuania primarily due 
to its geopolitical roles: its traditional 
transatlantic alignment, its function 
as a transit hub for energy supplies 
to Europe, and its potential to 
become a great power, engaging in 
regional competition with Russia.

ABSTRACT

The Geopolitics of Support for 
Turkey’s EU Accession: A View from 
Lithuania

To join the European Union (EU), 
Turkey in time needs to over-
come two obstacles. First, it 

-

the formal political, institutional, and 
economic conditions for membership. 

-
-

may prove to be even harder to over-
come. In the calculations of the political 
elites of certain European countries, a 
number of perceived obstacles to Tur-

-
ship. There are worries about the po-

-

the EU.
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Scholars and, especially, the media tend to focus on the position of key EU 

is likely to be of critical importance to the success of Turkey’s membership 
bid. However, the views of smaller 
states, which numerically constitute 
the majority in the EU, should not 

-
-

ment, each EU member state has a 

their population and economy. Sec-
ond, Turkey’s ability to convert its 

the EU in favor of its membership.1 Since in the absence of such a coalition, 
-
-

tries becomes more important in the accession process.2 

-
minants of Lithuanian-Turkish relations are conditioned by circumstances that 

-

-

and internal political competition. The second part will explain the dominant 

this particular issue is viewed. Finally, the third part will provide an analysis of 

Turkey’s accession. 

Support for Turkey – not an Issue of Domestic Politics

Lithuania’s interest in having 
Turkey in the EU stems from 
the country’s commitment to 
Atlanticism, as well as from the 
perceived potential bene!ts 
in terms of reducing Russia’s 
in#uence in the EU
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-

as chairmen of the parliament and presidents, is that Turkey is entitled to full 

various ministers went beyond the passive rhetoric to actively promote Turkey’s 

importance,” followed by another 
-
-

sion process.3

The position maintained by the 

-
-

dicate that, as in most other new EU member states, the public in Lithuania 

than the public in the EU-15 countries.

-

EU.5

-

-
-

EU member states where the public supported Turkey’s membership, opinions 

split than the views towards the potential membership of other countries. 

driven by political elites. Decisions on whether to allow particular candidate 
member states to join the EU have rarely been validated by national parliaments 

Thus, while recent opinion polls 
placed Lithuania in the minority 

of only !ve EU member states 
where the public supported 

Turkey’s membership
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or referendums.

7 -

they to nurture and make use of the divisions in public opinion.  Furthermore, 
a recent study showed that a coun-
try’s attitude towards Turkish acces-
sion depends critically on whether it 

national politics (as in Germany and 
Austria).9 If Turkey’s membership is 

-

-

accession is seen as an issue of national politics, i.e., when its impact on the na-
tional economies, societies and security becomes a matter of domestic debates, 

-

-
-

Despite the fairly critical media 
coverage, the EU’s enlargement 
to Turkey has never turned into 
a contentious issue of politics, 
either between di"erent 
institutions or between 
di"erent parties
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attract much interest from the public or feature in domestic political debates. 
-

11 
Thirdly, and perhaps most importantly, there is a history of consensual deci-

-

yes.12

rarely subject to widespread politi-

technical and not a political issue. 

referendum to approve the Treaty es-

was never considered and the treaty 

-
cal debates. 

The combination of the above-mentioned factors provides for considerable 

issue of politics, either between different institutions or between different par-

The security dimension 
outweighs political, economic, 

and cultural considerations and 
results in Lithuania’s positive 

assessment of Turkey’s EU bid
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-

-
ment.13 -

often tend to fall back on emotions and established identity narratives that are 

1915 in the parliament’s halls and then successfully lobbied for a parliamentary 

-
 This event did not 

an issue of domestic politics. 

Costs and Bene!ts of Support for Turkey

support for Turkey’s EU membership? The short-term rationale is to trade Lith-

-
-

erations and results in Lithuania’s positive assessment of Turkey’s EU bid. The 

-
tions between Lithuania and Turkey has to be viewed almost exclusively in the 
context of Lithuania’s security interests. While the majority of the seventeen 

-
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assistance from NATO countries to secure its airspace and seeks to either make 

15 Cooperation on these and other security-related issues 
has been one of the core reasons behind Lithuania’s support for Turkey’s EU 
aspirations. 

-

-

to the EU has to be discussed. 
Naturally, the accession of such a populous country would have a consider-

able impact on virtually all aspects of the life of the Union and the full extent of 
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Flags of Turkey and the European Union are seen from the roof of the Covered Bazaar in İstanbul.
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uncertainties in the accession timetable and future prospects of national and re-
-

-

the case of Turkey, reduce the value 
of forecasts on Turkey’s impact on 

small states like Lithuania. Certain 
other predictions, while perhaps no less speculative in their nature, provide 

-

the main source of political, economic, and military threat. A more extensive 

Lithuanian Foreign Policy, Russia, and the EU

-

to policies within NATO and the EU, various initiatives have been undertaken, 
-

on the international arena. 

Much of Lithuania’s foreign 
policy since the restoration 
of independence in 1990 can 
be explained by the incessant 
feeling of insecurity toward 
Russia
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-
ars alike. From this perspective, the view that Russia presents a constant threat 

-
th 

history of political and military relations between the two countries seems to 
indicate a historical pattern. Lithuania was able to defend its interests when 

-

-

containment.17

-
-

-

resolve internal disputes and draw 
up military plans for combat opera-

-

-
-

Although the EU and its  
leading states are considered 

largely irrelevant to Lithuania’s 
military security, they are 

essential to improving the 
economic security and 

solving the problem of energy 
dependency on Russia



AZUOLAS BAGDONAS

186 INSIGHT TURKEY

suspicion and fear, as well as to push Lithuania ever deeper into the fold of the 
United States. 

-

-
sion to sell two amphibious assault ships to Russia or Germany’s Rheinmetall’s 

-
stant differences between Lithuania and major EU players in the perception and 

the area of defense is the foundation 
of our statehood.”  Thus, when the 
alliance was put under strain by dis-

-
ly supported the U.S. position over 
Germany and France, joined the so-

19 Despite the period of more reserved relations with 

there can be little doubt over which side Lithuania would choose, should there be 
another rift in the transatlantic relations in the short- to medium-term future. 

-

-

In the context of the 
overarching Lithuanian foreign 
policy goals Turkey’s accession 
entails a number of potentially 
bene!cial consequences
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-
ample, the planned LNG terminal would not by itself secure access to alternative 

 

-
ternal EU divisions and power dynamics, and the positions taken by France and 

as the U.S.’s Trojan horse in the EU, may be forced to choose between military 
and economic security to the detriment of the latter. 

Impact of Turkey’s EU Membership 

-

as well. All in all, from Lithuania’s point of view, Turkey’s membership could 

two countries.21

th century, and the relations between Turkey and 

22

-
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23 Alex-

in Central Asia and the Caucasus, 
and should therefore become an ob-

-

separatism.
current state of political and economic relations between Turkey and Russia, 

-
tries as competitors bound to collide sooner rather than later.

-
en the U.S. position but also increase the Union’s involvement and add some 
muscle behind its policies in the Caucasus and Central Asia. Lithuania is par-

a staunch ally of the U.S. and has expressed its intention to join NATO and the 

-

Lithuania is Turkey’s position and active role as a potential transit hub for 

Russia’s interests partly derives from Russia’s dominant position on the Euro-

25 However, the dif-

The most important 
component of Turkey’s 
geopolitical appeal to Lithuania 
is Turkey’s position and active 
role as a potential transit hub 
for energy supplies to Europe
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the development of alternative supply routes and further dilution of Russia’s role 
-

only further reduce reliance on Russia’s supplies but also impede the effective-

The second major impact of Turkey’s accession to the EU would be an 

issues, the two countries continue to dominate European politics even after the 
Union expanded to 27 member states.
power of Turkey in various EU institutions would be second only to Germany 

France, and decisions in the Coun-
cil of the EU could (at least theoreti-
cally) be taken without the consent of 
the latter. 

The dominance of the German-
French axis has frustrated Lithuania 
and crippled its ability to achieve its 
aims both in the EU and NATO. The German-French tandem typically takes 

27

Within the EU, it was France and Germany who resisted the move towards in-

 While 
Turkey’s accession to the EU is unlikely to automatically translate into a bolder 

Turkey’s geopolitical 
orientation and investment into 

energy projects would open 
new possibilities in the internal 

decision-making process and 
could lead to more vigorous 

positions toward Russia
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Concluding Remarks

Lithuania’s support for Turkey’s EU 

the basis of perceived national inter-

primarily within the framework of 
national security, rather than eco-

calculations of Turkey’s EU membership include visions of Russia’s contain-
-

-
key’s membership is expected to moderate the dominance of the French-German 

Lithuania can be considered a clear success case of Turkish diplomacy in 
-

-

modus 
operandi

contradictory political reality to bare bones distinction, where Turkey is seen as 
a potential enemy of the enemy and hence a friend. Ultimately, Lithuania’s sup-

Lithuania can be considered 
a clear success case of 
Turkish diplomacy in terms 
of identifying and pursuing 
mutually advantageous venues 
for cooperation in a timely 
manner
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port for Turkey’s EU membership is primarily conditioned by Turkey’s position 
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