
1 

 

www.pulaski.pl |  facebook.com/FundacjaPulaskiego | twitter.com/FundPulaskiego  

Pulaski Policy Papers 
Komentarz Międzynarodowy Pułaskiego 

ISSN 2080-8852                 Warsaw, 04.02.2020 

Author: S.Koziej  

 
Scenarios for the Turkish Crisis in NATO 
 
In recent years, the North Atlantic Alliance has faced a number of external challenges, 
whose majority was related to the Russian neo-imperialism, the permanent crisis in the 
Middle East and North Africa, as well as the China-US hegemonic rivalry across the world. 
NATO has also been struggling with a 
plethora of internal issues such as 
Transatlantic tensions that had been 
provoked by Donald Trump’s policies as 
well as the growing risk of European 
disintegration. The Turkish crisis has 
become another problem that the 
Alliance must face. The recent decisions 
of the Turkish government – conducting 
an unexpected operation against Syrian 
Kurds; purchasing the Russian air 
defence systems that led to removing Turkey from the F-35 programme[i]; blackmailing 
NATO by rejecting the defence plans for the Eastern Flank[ii]; and finally threatening to close 
the strategic nuclear bases of NATO and the United States in Turkey – seem to prove that 
the future of the Alliance may depend upon the evolution of Ankara’s foreign policy.  

Therefore, to determine potential consequences of the Turkish crisis for NATO, it is crucial to 
consider the internal and regional situation of Ankara as well as the response of NATO 
member states to Turkey’s political stance.[iii] There are two general scenarios worth 
considering; each of them comprises at least two possible political choices for Turkey 
regarding its relations with NATO. According to the first scenario, Turkey will remain a 
member state of NATO; the second scenario is the Turkey’s withdrawal from the Alliance. 
Turkey, as a member state, has two options as far as its relations with NATO are concerned. 
Ankara can either a) maintain status quo and remain a troublesome ally or b) it can change 

Possibly, Turkey may suspend its membership in 
NATO military command which could potentially 
lead to the full withdrawal from the Alliance in 

the long run, which is more likely than changing 
its current political course and becoming a full 

member once again 
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its political stance and once again become a solid and reliable ally. In the second scenario, 
Turkey can either a) become neutral and maintain a balanced position in its relations with 
the East and the West or b) move to the camp of Alliance’s foes. Nonetheless, it is worth 
noting that the current stance of Turkey has a detrimental impact on NATO. Until recently 
Turkey had been perceived as a strong and reliable NATO member state that played a key 
role in two dimensions: 1) as a buffer against the threats from the Middle East; 2) as one of 
the pillars of the Alliance’s defence and deterrents against the Soviet Union’s and Russia’s 
military clout. Today, it is no longer certain whether Turkey can play either of those roles 
given that Ankara’s current domestic and foreign policy is questionable, to say the least, 
when it comes to being a partner that contributes to the common mission of the Alliance.  

Currently, Turkey can be perceived as an ‘uncertain’ ally. Following the failed military coup in 
2016, the Turkish government has been purging the military and has successfully 
decimated the officers that had pro-Western or pro-NATO orientation.[iv] Turkey’s stance on 
Russia is another issue that brings Ankara’s credibility as an ally into question. The 
aforementioned uncertainties should be considered and addressed in the Alliance’s defence 
plans for the Eastern Flank given that Turkey might refuse to support allied defence 
operations. Therefore, the position of Turkey seems to be a major political, strategic, and 
operational dilemma for NATO, especially in the context of the military threats in the Black 
Sea region.[v] The future, however, may be even more complex. Turkey may decide to 
change its current anti-Western and pro-Russian political discourse (e.g. if Erdoğan’s party 
loses elections), although such a scenario seems very unlikely in the near future. The 
decision to alter the current foreign policy and make Turkey a pro-Western nation once 
again does not mean that Ankara will be seen as a credible ally immediately. Most problems 
in Ankara’s relations with its allies are a permanent fixture, for example the Kurdish issue, 
the tensions with Greece and Cyprus, as well as Turkish migrants in Western Europe.  

Consequently, Turkey as an uncertain and ‘troublesome’ NATO member state can become 
an ‘unwanted’ ally which ultimately can lead to growing tensions within the Alliance. NATO 
has no procedures to remove an ‘unwanted’ member state even though the membership 
criteria can be found in the main principles of the Alliance (e.g. respecting democracy, civil 
liberties and rule of law) as well as the Washington Treaty whose Article 8 stipulates that 
none of the international engagements [of a member state] now in force between it and any 
other of the Parties or any third State is in conflict with the provisions of this Treaty, and 
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undertakes not to enter into any international engagement in conflict with this Treaty, .particularly 
in the context of collective defence.[vi] The Treaty, however, includes no provisions that could 
determine a course of action if a country does not meet or violates the membership criteria. 
Practically speaking, other members could only turn away and ignore an unwanted ally by 
withdrawing from common initiatives and projects, limiting official contacts, cancelling 
infrastructure developments in its territory etc. In other words, it would be necessary to 
create parallel procedures to allow effective cooperation among allies without Turkish 
presence.  

It is worth noting that in this scenario the conflict between Turkey and other member states 
would make the former a Trojan Horse in NATO that would have political power to veto all 
major decisions and thus effectively paralyse the entire Alliance. In these circumstances, 
Turkey could undermine deterrence and defence capabilities of the Alliance which would 
allow Russia to conduct its hybrid warfare against the West.[vii] Certainly, NATO would have 
no chance to survive as an effective military force which could lead to shutting down NATO 
and establishing a new defence organisation in its place. 

According to another scenario, Turkey could remain a NATO member state and leave the 
military structure of the Alliance. France followed the same path in 1966, when the French 
president Charles de Gaulle decided to withdraw from the integrated military command but 
France remained a political member of NATO. Today, this kind of ‘half-alliance’ option seems 
the most feasible scenario for Turkey. Furthermore, this solution of the Turkish crisis has 
the least detrimental implications compared with other possible options. As a half-member 
of NATO, Turkey would have an impact on the Alliance’s political decisions; however, in the 
same time Ankara would not have to follow any technical obligations or military limitations, 
for instance, in the field of defence procurement. Moreover, the Turkish government could 
rejoin the NATO military command and thus become a full-member at any time which could 
be a convenient option for Ankara in its strategic game with the third parties, such as 
Russia. Even though the Alliance would have to face certain difficulties related to the 
existence of an ‘unwanted’ member, the political situation would be clear and the military 
planning would not require the Turkish involvement. This solution also provides NATO with 
flexibility in terms of decision-making procedures regarding crucial defence issues that could 
be no longer blocked by Turkey. It is worth noting that NATO had operated effectively 

https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_edn6
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_edn7


4 

Scenarios for the Turkish Crisis in NATO 
 

www.pulaski.pl |  facebook.com/FundacjaPulaskiego | twitter.com/FundPulaskiego  

without the French involvement for more than 40 years; therefore, it seems reasonable to 
assume that a ‘half-alliance’ with Turkey would not hinder NATO’s major objectives. 

The next scenario assumes a complete withdrawal of Turkey from NATO.[viii] The first option 
to consider is a sudden, unplanned withdrawal as part of direct political and strategic 
confrontation of Ankara with the US and other former allies. Simultaneously, Turkey would 
seek a rapprochement with Moscow which could be deeply interested in offering political 
and strategic (economic and military) gains to have Turkey on its side. Nonetheless, it would 
not be the best option for Ankara given that the difficult relations with NATO members 
would be replaced with equally difficult relations with Moscow, whose interests are very 
often in contradiction to Ankara’s interests.[ix] Due to the aforementioned political nuances, a 
sudden shift to Russia and open confrontation with NATO seem rather unlikely. 

However, Turkey’s withdrawal from the Alliance can be also based on a deliberate decision 
to assert itself as a regional power over the long run and balance global interests of the 
West (the United States, NATO, the European Union) and the East (Russia and China) in the 
region. From the NATO perspective, Turkey could become a ‘strategic rival’. Ankara could 
perceive China’s path to the position of a global power as an approach that could be also 
implemented on a regional scale. Turkey could also attempt to extend its political influence 
and, perhaps, join BRICS in the future.  

 

Conclusions 

1. The Turkish crisis seems to be one of the major factors shaping the future Euro-Atlantic 
security environment. Apparently, the dispute has reached its apogee and it will be very 
difficult to relieve the current tension and put back the relations between Turkey and the 
West, including NATO, on the right track. 

2. Turkey is very likely to remain an ‘uncertain’ member state of NATO which may eventually 
lead to further deterioration of relations with other allies and the perception of Ankara as an 
‘unwanted’ member of the Alliance. 

3. Possibly, Turkey may suspend its membership in NATO military command which could 
potentially lead to the full withdrawal from the Alliance in the long run, which is more likely 
than changing its current political course and becoming a full member once again. On the 
other hand, Turkey may be interested in using its geopolitical position and becoming a 
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regional power capable of balancing interests of other powerful states along the border of 
the Euro-Atlantic and Asian regions.  

Author:  Prof. Stanisław Koziej, Senior Fellow, Security and Defence Programme, Casimir Pulaski 
Foundation, Head of the National Security Bureau (2010-2015) 

[i]  M. Kibaroglu, On Turkey’ s Missile Defense Strategy: The Four Faces of the S-400 Deal between Turkey and 
Russia, “Perceptions, Journal of International Affairs” Autumn-Winter 2019, Volume XXIV, Number 2-3, 
http://sam.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Perceptions-Autumn-Winter-2019.pdf (Access: 
21.01.2020). 

[ii] J. Palowski, Groźby Turcji niszczą spójność NATO i wiarygodność wobec Rosji [KOMENTARZ], DEFENCE24, 
https://www.defence24.pl/grozby-turcji-niszcza-spojnosc-nato-i-wiarygodnosc-wobec-rosji-komentarz 
(Access: 16.01.2020). 

[iii] Turkey’s Nationalist Course: Implications for the U.S.-Turkish Strategic Partnership and the U.S. Army, RAND 
Corporation, 2020, 
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2500/RR2589/RAND_RR2589.pdf 
(Access: 21.01.2020) 

[iv] A. Beyoghlow, Turkey and the United States on the Brink: Implications for NATO and the US-Turkish Strategic 
and Military Partnership, Strategic Studies Institute And U.S. Army War College Press, January 2020, 
https://publications.armywarcollege.edu/pubs/3721.pdf, (Access: 1.01.2020) 

[v] Ben Hodges, Janusz Bugajski, Peter B. Doran, Strengthening Nato’s Eastern Flank. A Strategy for Baltic-Black 
Sea Coherence, , CEPA, November 2019, https://1f3d3593-8810-425c-bc7f 
8988c808b72b.filesusr.com/ugd/644196_8754c3428d9d4da0adb29bef6df2f5b4.pdf (Access: 16.01.2020) 

[vi] The North Atlantic Treaty (1949), Washington D.C. – 4 April 1949, 
https://www.nato.int/nato_static_fl2014/assets/pdf/stock_publications/20120822_nato_treaty_en_light
_2009.pdf (Access: 21.01.2020) 

[vii]  S.Koziej: Nowa zimna wojna na wschodniej flance – scenariusze dla rozwoju środowiska bezpieczeństwa 
państw Europy Środkowo-Wschodniej, Pułaski Policy Paper Nr 3, 2019, 02 kwietnia 2019 r., 
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-nowa-zimna-wojna-na-wschodniej-flance-scenariusze-dla-
rozwoju-srodowiska-bezpieczenstwa-panstw-europy-srodkowo-wschodniej/ (Access: 16.01.2020) 

[viii]  K. Mezran, A. Varvelli (eds.), The MENA Region: A Great Power Competition, ISPI and Atlantic Council, 
2019, https://atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/MENA-Region-Great-Power-Competition-
Report-Web-2.pdf (Access: 16.01.2020) 

[ix]  „Perceptions, Journal of International Affairs”, Summer 2018, Volume XXIII, Number 
2, http://sam.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/perceptions_Summer-2018_2-butun2.pdf, (Access: 
21.01.2020) 

https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref1
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref2
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref3
https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR2500/RR2589/RAND_RR2589.pdf
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref4
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref5
https://1f3d3593-8810-425c-bc7f-8988c808b72b.filesusr.com/ugd/644196_8754c3428d9d4da0adb29bef6df2f5b4.pdf
https://1f3d3593-8810-425c-bc7f-8988c808b72b.filesusr.com/ugd/644196_8754c3428d9d4da0adb29bef6df2f5b4.pdf
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref6
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref7
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref8
https://atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/MENA-Region-Great-Power-Competition-Report-Web-2.pdf
https://atlanticcouncil.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/MENA-Region-Great-Power-Competition-Report-Web-2.pdf
https://pulaski.pl/pulaski-policy-paper-s-koziej-kryzys-turecki-w-nato-i-jego-scenariusze/#_ednref9
http://sam.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/perceptions_Summer-2018_2-butun2.pdf


6 

Scenarios for the Turkish Crisis in NATO 
 

www.pulaski.pl |  facebook.com/FundacjaPulaskiego | twitter.com/FundPulaskiego  

The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is an independent, non-partisan think-tank 

specializing in foreign policy and international security. The Pulaski Foundation provides 
analyses that describe and explain international developments, identify trends in 
international environment, and contain possible recommendations and solutions for 
government decision makers and private sector managers to implement. The Foundation 
concentrates its research on two subjects: transatlantic relations and Russia and the post-
Soviet sphere. It focuses primarily on security, both in traditional and non-military 
dimensions, as well as political changes and economic trends that may have consequences 
for Poland and the European Union. The Casimir Pulaski Foundation is composed of over 40 
experts from various fields. It publishes the Pulaski Policy Papers, the Pulaski Report, and 
the Pulaski Viewpoint. The Foundation also publishes “Informator Pułaskiego,” a summary 
of upcoming conferences and seminars on international policy. The Foundation experts 
cooperate with media on a regular basis. Once a year, the Casimir Pulaski Foundation gives 
the Knight of Freedom Award to an outstanding person who has promoted the values 
represented by General Casimir Pulaski: freedom, justice, and democracy. Prizewinners 
include: Professor Władysław Bartoszewski, Professor Norman Davies, Alaksandar 
Milinkiewicz, President Lech Wałęsa, President Aleksander Kwaśniewski, President Valdas 
Adamkus, Bernard Kouchner, and Richard Lugar. The Casimir Pulaski Foundation has a 
partnership status with the Council of Europe and is a member of the Group Abroad, an 
association of Polish non-governmental organizations involved in international cooperation.  
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