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Foreword

Since it emerged from the remnants of the Ottoman Empire at the end 
of the First World War, modern Turkey has always occupied a crucial 
location in contemporary global politics. At the end of the Second World 
War, it was embraced by the United States as a country crucial to the 
interests of Western powers. Not only did TurkeyӚs geographic location 
enhance its geostrategic importance in the evolving rivalry between the 
United States and the Soviet Union in the Cold War, but its liminal loca-
tion as a secular Muslim state between òeastó and òwestó gave it added 
importance as a bridge in contemporary global politics. In the last decade 





Canada and Turkey:  
Rethinking the Relationship

The need to diversify CanadaӚs international economic relations has been 
a leitmotif of Canadian foreign policy for over þfty years. In the late 1950s, 
the government of Prime Minister John G. Diefenbaker proposed to shift 
þfteen percent of CanadaӚs trade from the United States to the United 
Kingdom. In the 1970s, the government of Prime Minister Pierre Elliott 
Trudeau sought to create greatly enhanced economic and commercial re-
lations with the European Economic Community and Japan as part of the 
òThird Optionó policy. The governments of Prime Ministers Brian Mulroney 
and Jean Chr®tien placed a heavy emphasis on developing new markets 
for Canada in the Asia-Paciþc region. More recently the government of 
Prime Minister Paul Martin shifted the focus to newly emerging economies, 
stating that òEmerging economic powers like China, India and Brazil are 
the key drivers of a new era of global economic growth. As a result they 
will have a profound impact on CanadaӚs long term economic future.ó1
After a few false starts in the case of China, the government of Prime 

Minister Stephen Harper has devoted considerable attention to the three 
major emerging economies identiþed by its predecessor. It has also 
sought to pursue the process of diversiþcation through the conclusion of 
a number of bilateral free trade agreements, albeit some with countries of 
relatively limited importance to Canada, e.g., Panama and Jordan. In the 
aftermath of the economic and þnancial crisis of 2008, and the dramatic 
shrinkage of the American market for Canadian exports, the Canadian 
government began the process of initiating free trade negotiations with 
India and the European Union, negotiations which promise to be of long 
duration.
What the Canadian government has been somewhat slower to recog-
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Turkey, the somnolence of the Canadian government may be explained 
at least in part by the fact that the two countries have historically enjoyed 
a relationship largely devoid of bilateral substance. Although diplomatic 
relations were established in the late 1940s, contacts between the two 
governments largely revolved around their common membership in the 
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and the United Nations. Purely 
bilateral political, economic and social relations were, to say the least, 
anaemic. And even in the multilateral domain, the relationship got off to 
a rather unpromising start.
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in their reaction to the Turkish candidacy. Among these were Britain, 
Holland, Belgium, Norway, Denmark and Canada.
When the Turkish ambassador in Ottawa þrst approached the De-

partment of External Affairs in August 1950 to seek Canadian support 
for Turkish membership in the North Atlantic alliance, he was given a 
polite but non-committal response. In fact the policy community within 
the Canadian government harboured the most serious reservations 
on the matter. Their objections to Turkish membership were numerous 
and varied. Some were essentially geo-strategic in character. Turkey 
was neither a northern nor an Atlantic country and its inclusion would 
extend the Treaty area a further thousand miles to the east, thus greatly 
extending the defence commitments of the existing members. Despite 
the substantial armed forces which Turkey would bring to the Alliance, 
this could cause existing members òto lose more on the commitment 
roundabout than they stood to gain on the manpower swing.ó5 Would the 
admission of Turkey not also elicit candidacies from countries yet further 
aþeld such as Iran. Finally there were concerns about the Soviet reaction 
to Turkish membership: òwould it provoke the Kremlin into a new phase 
of military adventurism?ó6
Other objections related more to the Canadian governmentӚs concept 

of the Alliance and to the way it had portrayed it to the Canadian public. 
To admit Turkey would undermine the idea of the Alliance as an asso-
ciation of democratic nations given that the government of Ismet Inonu 
was hardly notable for its democratic credentials. It would also seriously 
weaken the idea of the North Atlantic Pact as the basis of a political, 
economic and social community of nations given the socio-economic gulf 
which existed between Turkey and other NATO members. Finally there 
was the largely unspoken objection that Turkey did not really belong in 
the Alliance because it was a Muslim, not a Christian, country. To quote 
the elegant phrase of John W. Holmes, òIn the often noble concept of 
the civilization of the North Atlantic there was a trace of the old idea of 
Christendom, and the Turks hardly qualiþed for that.ó7
The strength of the Canadian objections to Turkish membership in 

NATO is perhaps best captured in the uncharacteristically vigorous prose 
of Lester Pearson, who was then Secretary of State for External Affairs:

I had opposed bringing in these two Eastern Mediterranean 
countries [Turkey and Greece] since I believed that this made 
a nonsense of the North Atlantic character of our association, 
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diminished our credibility as the foundation for an Atlantic com-
munity and gave greater validity to the criticism that we were 
purely and simply a military alliance.8

The Canadian government maintained its opposition to Turkish mem-
bership for over a year, even though Britain switched sides on the issue 
fairly early on. At the NATO Council meeting of May 1951, Canada joined 
forces with Holland, Belgium and Norway in rejecting the Turkish candi-
dacy and proposing a less comprehensive Mediterranean pact to provide 
security guarantees to Turkey. It was only in the run-up to the Council 
meeting of September 1951, when it was left isolated with Norway, that 
Canada þnally agreed to support TurkeyӚs admission to the Alliance. In 
short, Canada was one of the last holdouts in opposing TurkeyӚs achieve-
ment of its highest priority foreign policy objective.
Some of CanadaӚs reservations regarding Turkish membership proved 

to be well-founded in the years after TurkeyӚs admission. The three mili-
tary coups which occurred in Turkey between 1960 and 1980 made it 
somewhat difþcult for NATO to portray itself as an alliance of democratic 
countries confronting a totalitarian Soviet bloc. When NATO decided to 
mount a propaganda campaign against General Wojciech JaruzelskiӚs 
seizure of power in Poland in 1981, it was somewhat inhibited in its ef-
forts by the fact that Turkey was then under military rule. And NATOӚs 
criticisms of human rights abuses by the Soviet Union and its allies were 
not exactly strengthened by TurkeyӚs well documented record of abuses 
against its Kurdish and Christian minorities.
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Yet another NATO related disagreement between Canada and Turkey 
was to surface in 1992. With the end of the Cold War and the Soviet threat 
to Western Europe, and in the face of severe budgetary pressures, the 
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Undoubtedly a greater immediate menace to NATO is the threat-
ened conÿict between two of NATOӚs members, Greece and 
Turkey, over Cyprus. If it were not averted, then armed conÿict 
between two NATO members, using military equipment provided 
by other members for other collective defence purposes, could 
have a fatal effect on the NATO alliance.12

The Cyprus crisis also gave rise to another concern for the Canadian 
government: the effectiveness of the United Nations as a body capable 
of playing a constructive role in promoting international peace and secur-
ity. In conversation with the Greek ambassador in Ottawa in 1964, the 
Secretary of State for External Affairs, Paul Martin, Sr., claimed that òif the 
UN is not permitted to keep the peace in Cyprus, then we must admit to 
a tragic failure for the organization.ó13 Under the circumstances, it was no 
surprise that the Canadian government played a highly active role in the 
UNӚs efforts to come to grips with the crisis. With the encouragement of 
the US Administration of Lyndon B. Johnson, the Canadian government 
took the lead in the protracted and difþcult negotiations which eventually 
led to the creation and deployment of the UN Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP), 
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leadership of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoķan, the AK government 
embarked on a slow but steady and thorough process of reform of the 
Turkish state. It launched campaigns against corruption and human rights 
abuses, took decisive legislative and constitutional action to curb the 
role of the military in politics and sought reconciliation with the Kurdish 
minority by extending the latterӚs social, cultural and linguistic rights. In 
the economic sphere, the government was successful in controlling the 
countryӚs notorious budgetary deþcits and rates of inÿation. It actively 
encouraged privatization and the development of new manufacturing 
industries, and campaigned abroad to attract foreign investment, with 
considerable success. The result has been spectacular increases in the 
countryӚs annual GDP growth rates.17
While many of these refor017n 0
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billion. From 2006 to 2008 the value of Canadian exports to Turkey more 
than doubled from $520 million to $1.2 billion.18 This all adds up to a far 
meatier, and far more promising, bilateral economic relationship.
By contrast, the Canadian governmentӚs diplomatic relations with 

the new Turkish government got off to what can only be described as 
a distinctly rocky start. In April 2004, the Canadian House of Commons 
chose to commemorate the deaths of hundreds of thousands of Armen-
ians in 1915 by adapting a so-called òArmenian genocideó resolution, over 
the strenuous protests of the Turkish government. And despite further 
warnings through diplomatic channels, Prime Minister Stephen Harper 
made further references to the òArmenian genocideó in a statement issued 
in April 2006. Both events were greeted with intense b urb я Bot g o!
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to concluding a free trade agreement between the two countries. He 
also announced that he would be leading a trade mission to Ankara and 
Istanbul from December 6 to 8, 2010.20 And at the time of his actual visit 
to Turkey, the minister opened a new Canadian consulate in Istanbul. 
As Van Loan remarked,

Canada and Turkey have long-standing diplomatic relations. The 
opening of the new consulate in TurkeyӚs largest city underlines 
CanadaӚs priority of expanding bilateral ties with Turkeyé The 
establishment of a Canadian consulate in Istanbul will support 
Canadian companies eager to expand into TurkeyӚs dynamic 
market. With one of the fastest economic growth rates in the 
worldé Turkey presents great potential for Canadian companies 
and investors.21

With this statement, Van Loan appeared to recognize, albeit somewhat 
belatedly, that Turkey had emerged as a potentially important economic 
partner for Canada. Whether the potential identiþed will be realized will 
depend, of course, on whether the ministerӚs mission to Turkey is followed 
up with the necessary hard slogging on the ground by both the Canadian 
government and the Canadian private sector.

Conclusion

In the aftermath of the economic and þnancial crisis of 2008-2009, the 
American market for Canadian exports shrank signiþcantly; for the þrst 
time in more than thirty years Canada began to record deþcits in its inter-
national trade balance. This spurred the Canadian government to renew 
efforts to diversify CanadaӚs international economic relations. These have 
produced major thrusts in the direction of China, India and Brazil, as well 
as the initiation of free trade negotiations with the European Union. And 
these initiatives are now being supplemented by increased attention to 
the òoverlookedó emerging economies. Turkey falls into that category and 
is attracting ever increasing interest on the part of Canadian corporations 
and the Canadian government.
In the pursuit of CanadaӚs economic interests in Turkey, it would be 
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