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Nation-Branding,
Interest-Based Policy,

In a Nutshell

Over the past two decades, Turkey has become a
leading provider of humanitarian aid and development
cooperation. Under successive AKP governments, the
country has created its own model of development
cooperation that claims to combine humanitarian
values with economic and geopolitical interests.

Institutions such as the state development agency
TIKA, the Maarif Foundation, and the Turkish Red

Crescent operate worldwide, particularly in Africa, the
Middle East, and the Balkans. Turkey draws on cultural
and religious ties in order to strengthen its soft power.

In Africa, Turkey combines humanitarian aid with a
military presence and export promotion (“drone diplo-
macy”). In Somalia, Turkey is the largest donor, investor,
and security partner. As a Muslim NATO member, Tur-
key has also played an important role in Afghanistan.

Turkey's development cooperation is criticized for
its lack of transparency. In many countries, Turkey's
increasing military involvement and its targeted
promotion of certain religious and political groups is
also likely to weaken its role as a neutral donor in the
medium term and to provoke resistance.
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Over the past two decades, Turkey has risen
to become one of the world’s largest donors of
development and humanitarian assistance. As
an upper-middle-income country, it temporarily
ranked first globally in humanitarian aid in 2018,
providing more than eight billion US dollars in
aid - ahead of the US, the EU, and Germany.*
Measured against GDP, Turkey claims to hold
second place worldwide as a humanitarian donor.?
Its Official Development Assistance (ODA) ratio
is also one of the highest among OECD members,
due largely to the inclusion of substantial assis-
tance to Syrian refugees in Turkey.?

The role of humanitarian donor has become part
of Turkey’s foreign policy identity. From 2013
onwards, then-Foreign Minister Ahmet Davu-
toglu promoted the concept of “humanitarian
diplomacy”+ as a key pillar of Turkish foreign
policy. The “Century of Turkey” - proclaimed by
President Erdogan in May 2023 - also rests on
Turkey’s enhanced role in international coop-
eration. The country seeks to position itself as
a credible partner in the so-called Global South
and as an alternative both to Western donor
countries and to China. It claims to follow a third
path between the traditional Western Develop-
ment Assistance Committee (DAC) donors and
more recent “southern” non-DAC donors, such
as China, Brazil, and India. A founding mem-
ber of the OECD, Turkey has held observer sta-
tus in the OECD-DAC since 1991 but does not
seek full DAC membership.> This special status
allows the country to operate within the DAC
framework of traditional donors and to share
data or to distance itself politically from Western
donors, depending on its interests. Its self-de-
clared “Turkish-type development assistance
model” aims to strike a balance between values
and interests openly acknowledging the inter-
play of humanitarian, geopolitical, and security
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interests. Turkey promises “win-win” relations
on equal footing without a “hidden agenda” or a
neo-colonial stance” while combining humani-
tarian values with foreign policy aims and eco-
nomic diplomacy in partner countries.

Over the past two decades, Turkey has signifi-
cantly expanded and diversified its political,
economic, and military engagement in many
world regions. This diversification began under
Prime Minister Necmettin Erbakan (1996-1997)
and has continued under AKP governments.
While the former secular Kemalist elites® pur-
sued a purely Western alignment in foreign
policy and avoided closer ties with southern or
Muslim-majority countries, the AKP leadership
has pursued a multi-vector foreign policy, draw-
ing on the Muslim Ottoman and Afro-Eurasian
heritage as an identity-forming reference point.®
Turkey also distances itself from former Western
colonial powers by means of anti-colonial rheto-
ric in international forums. The country is thus
asserting its new place in the world with Presi-
dent Erdogan’s high-profile call for UN Security
Council reform under the motto “The world is
bigger than five”.1° In Africa, the Balkans, and
the Middle East, Turkey has become one of the
most significant actors, combining humanitarian
and development aid with private direct invest-
ment, education and scholarship programmes,
arms exports, security and defence agreements,
and a diplomatic presence. In so doing, the Turk-
ish model has successfully turned soft power into
hard power.

Turkish-style development aid -
an AKP success story?

Under the AKP-led governments since 2002,

development cooperation has gained markedly
in importance in Turkey’s foreign policy. One
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reason for this was that the new AKP leaders
initially sought to gain influence over and con-
trol of smaller state bodies such as the Turkish
development cooperation agency TiKA, because
the old Kemalist elites still held firm sway in the
major ministerial bureaucracies.'* It is therefore
no surprise that today’s foreign minister - Hakan
Fidan - headed TIKA from 2003 to 2007 and was
appointed head of the Turkish National Intelli-
gence Organization in 2010. Under Fidan’s lead-
ership, TIKA’s activities quadrupled, expanding
particularly in the Balkans and in sub-Saharan
Africa. Overall, TIKA’s budget from 2003 to 2013
was five times higher than from 1992 to 2002.12

Democracy promotion is not
a feature of state-run Turkish
development cooperation.

According to its own figures, TIKA operates in 170

countries and maintains 63 overseas offices.*® Its

original mandate was to coordinate and promote

economic, commercial, social, and cultural coop-
eration with developing countries. The agency

also works to promote the teaching of the Turkish

language abroad. Founded in 1992 as a depart-
ment within the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, TIKA
now reports to the Ministry of Culture and Tour-
ism.

In its first decade (1992-2002), TiKA focused
on cooperation with the Turkic states of Central
Asia and with countries in the Balkans that have
Turkic-speaking minorities. Turkey saw itself
as a natural protecting power that supported
the process of state identity-building after the
collapse of the Soviet Union by means of poli-
cies on Turkish language, culture, and religion.
Beginning in 2002, under AKP-led governments,
TiKA’s activities expanded globally, most notably
through a significant increase in Turkey’s pres-
ence in Africa.

TiKA’s programmes align with the 17 United
Nations Sustainable Development Goals adopted
in 2015, which cover areas such as infrastructure,

administrative capacity-building, police training,
health and education, climate adaptation, and
the promotion of the economic and social inclu-
sion of marginalized groups, including women,
rural populations, and young people.*® Like West-
ern agencies, TIKA is active in crisis and conflict
management and in state-building. However,
democracy promotion and political participation
are not part of its remit, nor are they a feature of
state-run Turkish development cooperation more
broadly.

Alongside TiKA, a range of other state institu-
tions shape Turkey’s international cooperation.
Key actors include the Yunus Emre Institute for
language and culture,'® the state-run Maarif
Foundation, the Directorate of Religious Affairs
(Diyanet), the Presidency for Turks Abroad and
Related Communities (YTB),'” the Disaster and
Emergency Management Authority (AFAD),'8
and the semi-state Turkish Red Crescent
(Kizilay). The Turkish state also works closely
with numerous civil society organizations in a
highly networked operation. Until 2016, schools
and organizations linked to the Giilen movement
were seen as useful front organizations for build-
ing local contacts and relationships. After the
failed coup of 2016, the Turkish state increased
its control over Turkish institutions abroad. The
many Giilen-affiliated schools and educational
establishments overseas were taken over by
the newly created state-run Maarif Foundation,
which now operates schools, higher-education
institutions, and scholarship programmes in
more than 60 countries, including in Afghani-
stan, Iraq, and Somalia.

Parallel to this network of state and non-state
organizations, export-oriented Turkish compa-
nies - whose owners are often close to the AKP
or to individual members of the government - are
important players in this integrated approach.
One prominent example is Selcuk Bayraktar -
President Erdogan’s son-in-law, who is Chief
Technology Officer of the drone manufacturer
and exporter Baykar and a key figure in the
research and development of Turkey’s drone pro-
grammes. The rise of numerous medium-sized,
export-oriented companies in Anatolia in the
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early 2000s - often referred to as the “Anatolian

Tigers” - formed the economic foundation of the

AKP’s success model. Conservative small-busi-
ness owners and entrepreneurs are an important
voter base for the AKP leadership and con-
stantly seek new markets.'® Operating under the

umbrella of MUSIAD - the conservative, AKP-
aligned business association - they played a pio-
neering role in forging close international trade

relations.2® When political ties with many Arab

states soured after the Arab Spring of 2011, Africa

in particular came into focus as a potential mar-
ket. Following the attempted coup in 2016, Tur-
key’s defence industry also received a fresh boost

and began looking for new customers abroad.?*

Regional priorities for cooperation

Encouraged by then-Foreign Minister Ahmet
Davutoglu, AKP-era foreign policy saw a delib-
erate return to the legacy of the Ottoman Empire.
Described by some observers as “Neo-Otto-
manism”, this approach assigned Turkey a role

beyond its current geographical borders: For the

first time since the staunchly Western orientation

of Atatiirk and the Kemalist elites, the country
diversified its foreign relations towards Africa,
the Middle East, and the Muslim regions of Asia.

The historical connections of the Ottoman
Empire serve as an ideological touchstone. In
countries once within the empire’s sphere of
influence, Turkey claims a special duty of solidar-
ity and assistance, emphasizing shared histori-
cal, cultural, linguistic, and religious ties.?2 Such
countries receive five times as much humanitar-
ian aid and development funding as others, while
Turkic-speaking Muslim states receive twice as
much as other Muslim-majority countries. Under
AKP governments, the share of humanitarian
aid going to Muslim states has grown, while eco-
nomic assistance has increasingly been directed
to key trading partners.??

Turkey maintains close bilateral ties with the
states of the Balkans and pursues active cultural
and religious diplomacy there. Bosnia and Herze-
govina, North Macedonia, Kosovo, and Albania
are the main recipients of Turkish development
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funding. Projects range from education and
healthcare to support for small businesses and
the preservation of Ottoman heritage. The Diya-
net?* has offices in every Western Balkan capital
except Belgrade.

In the Caucasus, Turkey’s regional policy is
shaped by its special relationship with Azerbai-
jan, which is encapsulated in the principle of “one
nation - two states”. Turkey quickly recognized
the independence of Azerbaijan, Armenia, and
Georgia in 1991, and after the Soviet collapse,
it regarded the South Caucasus as both part of
the Turkic world and a bridge to Central Asia.
TiKA has become a visible player in Azerbaijan
and Georgia, funding projects in public admin-
istration, judicial reform, infrastructure, secu-
rity, healthcare, education, and cultural heritage
preservation. After Russia’s 2008 war in Georgia,
TiKA supported reconstruction efforts there.

Turkey has significantly
expanded its presence
in Africa.

The states of the Middle East and North Africa
receive the largest share of Turkish humanitarian

and development funding, with Syria, the Pales-
tinian territories, Iraq, and Libya being the pri-
mary recipients. In Syria, Turkey became one of
the most active political and humanitarian actors

after the civil war began in 2011. Following the fall

of Bashar al-Assad in 2024 and the subsequent
withdrawal of Russian and pro-Iranian or Shi’a

militias, Turkey is now considered one of the most
influential powers in the country. Even before the

regime’s collapse, Turkey had a strong military,
humanitarian, and media presence, including a

military base in Dabiq, aid agencies such as the

Turkish Red Crescent and the IHH Foundation,
and an Anadolu News Agency office in Azaz.

In the Palestinian territories, Turkey pursues
a policy of solidarity with Palestinian Muslim
interests and has long maintained ties with the
political wing of the terrorist organization Hamas.
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Export hit: Baykar's combat drones are enjoying great popularity in many countries. The company's Chief Tech-
nology Officer is President Erdogan'’s son-in-law.

Since the Gaza war, the country has expanded
its humanitarian aid to the enclave. In Gaza, the
Turkish Red Crescent, TiKA, the Ministry of
Health, and various Turkish NGOs organize cash
relief, field hospitals, medicines, food parcels,
drinking water, clothing, hygiene supplies, fuel,
and generators. The IHH - a conservative-Isla-
mist NGO supported by the Turkish government -
is a key player in Gaza, running an office there
that coordinates aid flotillas. It has repeatedly
been criticized for alleged cooperation with Isla-
mist groups.?®

Over the past two decades, Turkey has signifi-
cantly expanded and diversified its presence in
Africa, emerging as a visible actor and investor in
diplomacy, development cooperation, humani-
tarian aid, security, and defence. Turkey’s devel-
opment agency TIKA now operates 18 overseas
offices in sub-Saharan Africa. The state-run

Maarif Foundation runs 160 schools in 25 sub-
Saharan countries, most of them in West Africa -
especially in Mali - while the Yunus Emre Institute
maintains cultural centres in nine Aftrican states.

Development partnerships
and foreign trade promotion
go hand in hand.

Linking humanitarian aid, trade
promotion, and regional interests

Over the last twenty years, development cooper-
ation and humanitarian aid have helped establish
Turkey as a recognized donor state worldwide,
serving both its “nation-branding” ambitions
and its drive to build soft power across multiple
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regions.2¢ Civilian and humanitarian engage-
ment combined with active peace diplomacy?”
often paves the way for deeper ties in trade,
energy, and defence agreements. Recipient coun-
tries have in many cases also supported Turkey’s
positions in UN votes.?8

Development partnerships and foreign trade
promotion go hand in hand, often reinforcing
each other. Turkish aid flows correlate positively
with trade volumes in recipient countries. What
is more, state-owned or politically connected
companies are frequently involved in recon-
struction efforts - for example, after the second
Nagorno-Karabakh war or currently in Syria fol-
lowing the fall of the Assad regime.

The synergy between development cooperation,
diplomacy, and export promotion is particu-
larly striking in Africa. The Foreign Economic
Relations Board - which coordinates Turkey’s

it

private-sector relations abroad - runs 48 busi-
ness councils across Africa?® compared with

France’s 13 regional offices via Business France.
Ankara views Africa as a vast market for Turkish

contractors and service providers in fields such as

infrastructure, hospitality, textiles, furniture, and

defence.3° The state provides political backing for
Turkish business in Africa, easing visa rules for
African nationals and granting full visa exemption

to many countries. In 2002, Turkey maintained

only 12 embassies in Africa; today, it has 44. Turk-
ish Airlines - the semi-state carrier - now flies to

51 destinations in 39 sub-Saharan states.3*

In Africa in particular, Turkey’s geopolitical, dip-
lomatic, and development policies complement
one another. Since declaring 2005 its “Year of
Africa”, Turkey has pursued a notably successful
soft-power strategy on the continent. This strat-
egy has been supported by a public diplomacy
campaign led by First Lady Emine Erdogan, who

Mogadishu's most important partner: Turkish President Erdogan is pictured shaking hands with his Somali

counterpart Hassan Sheikh Mohamud in June 2022.
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has accompanied her husband to more than two
dozen sub-Saharan countries and in 2016 opened
the “Africa House” in Ankara to support African
women entrepreneurs. In recent years, a defence
export strategy has been added to this mix. The
sale of Turkish military equipment - most notably
Baykar’s flagship Bayraktar TB2 drone - has been
used as political capital in what is sometimes
referred to as “drone diplomacy”. Turkey has
signed bilateral security and defence agreements
with more than 30 African states and conducts
military training missions in 21 of them.32

“Istanbul” has become a
common female name
in Somalia.

Countries such as Somalia, Syria, Libya, Sudan,
and Afghanistan illustrate Turkey’s highly inte-
grated approach of combining humanitarian,
development, diplomatic, economic, and mili-
tary engagement. Somalia and Afghanistan in
particular show how humanitarian aid can open
the door to deeper strategic partnerships while
also positioning Turkey as a Muslim NATO mem-
ber that is able to act as a bridge between worlds.

Turkey’s leading role as humanitarian
donor, security partner, and investor
of Somalia

During the 2011 humanitarian crisis, Turkey was
one of the first countries to establish a presence
in Somalia and to demonstrate solidarity. Presi-
dent Erdogan’s high-profile visits from that year
onwards laid the groundwork for what remains a
unique, multi-dimensional partnership between
the two states. Somalia today serves as Turkey’s
“gateway” to Africa, with Turkey now being
Somalia’s largest aid donor, partner, and inves-
tor. The TiKA office in Mogadishu implements
a wide range of projects in infrastructure, edu-
cation, and health. Closed at the outbreak of the
civil war in 1991, the Turkish embassy in Moga-
dishu was reopened in 2011, after which the con-
sulate general in Hargeisa was opened in 2014.

Extensive scholarship programmes for Somali
students, direct investments, and a Turkish dias-
pora of businesspeople, doctors, engineers, and
aid workers have fostered close interpersonal
ties, thereby strengthening Turkey’s cultural
influence and soft power in Somalia. “Istanbul”
has even become a common female name in the
country.33

Since 2017, Turkey has operated its largest over-
seas military base -~ Camp Turksom - in Moga-
dishu for training Somali security forces and
now aims to establish a naval base in East Africa.
Turkish companies run Mogadishu’s interna-
tional airport and seaport as well as major hotels
and hospitals. In late 2024, Turkey announced
plans to build a spaceport in Somalia for rocket
testing.>* Since 2020, Ankara has also shown
interest in exploiting Somalia’s offshore oil fields.

On the diplomatic front, Turkey acts as a media-
tor in regional disputes. Since 2013, the country
has facilitated talks between Somalia and the
breakaway autonomous region of Somaliland
and has also played a prominent role in the
Somali peace process. In December 2024, Turk-
ish mediation produced the Ankara Declaration,
marking the first step towards rapprochement
between Somalia and Ethiopia.

However, with Turkey’s growing political, geo-
economic, and military engagement in the Horn
of Africa, resistance and criticism have also in-
creased. A July 2024 agreement between the
Turkish Petroleum Corporation and the Somali
Petroleum Authority to develop oil and gas
resources provoked strong domestic criticism
and resistance.3> Additionally, since 2013, Turk-
ish interests and facilities have been repeatedly
targeted by the terrorist group Al-Shabaab.

Turkey as a muslim NATO member
and mediator for Afghanistan

Until the Taliban takeover in 2021, Turkey was
a military and development partner to succes-
sive Afghan governments. Alongside the US,
Germany, Italy, the UK, Georgia, and Romania,
Turkey remained one of the largest contributors
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of troops in the country. Despite its military
presence, Turkey sought to be perceived as both
civilian and culturally sensitive. The Provincial
Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) that the country
led for NATO in Wardak and Jawzjan provinces
were the only PRTs headed by civilian diplo-
mats. Turkey also ran its largest development
programme in Afghanistan. The Maarif Founda-
tion operated 45 schools - including many girls’
schools - and offered education programmes
for women. More than 4,000 scholarships were
awarded to Afghan students.3¢

As NATO’s only Muslim member, Turkey lever-
aged its position to act as a mediator in Afghan
peace talks (“Istanbul Process”). Thanks to close
ties with Qatar, the country enjoyed trusted com-
munication channels with the Taliban leadership
in Doha at the time. Throughout the two-decade
war, Turkish Airlines maintained one of the few
international flight connections to Afghanistan -
a lifeline for many foreign aid organizations
operating there. After the Taliban takeover, Tur-
key kept its embassy in Kabul open and today
maintains political relations with the Taliban
government alongside countries such as China,
Russia, Japan, and India.

TiKA ranked 49® out
of 50 in the 2022 Aid
Transparency Index.

Overall assessment of
international cooperation

The emergence of new donors such as China,
India, the Gulf states, and Brazil has intensified
competition in the global aid landscape. Turkey
has successfully used its role as a humanitarian
and development donor to expand its global
profile and to secure regional interests. Equally
important to its influence are Turkish scholar-
ship programmes, a vast network of direct flights
operated by the semi-state-owned Turkish Air-
lines, and direct investments promising tangible
benefits for the local population.
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At first sight, Ankara seems to have tapped into
the spirit of the times in international relations,
appealing to the desire of the “Global South”
for “greater equality” and “win-win partner-
ships” instead of Western values-based policies
and “patronising” approaches. In many partner
countries, Turkey enjoys greater acceptance
and goodwill than Western donors - and more
than China. The country has benefited from the
West’s loss of prestige as well as from rising scep-
ticism towards Beijing in an era of post-colonial-
ism, multipolar alliances, emerging regional
powers, and growing prosperity aspirations in
the “Global South”.

However, despite the considerable soft power
Turkey has built up in many regions, challenges
remain. For instance, the ongoing economic and
inflation crisis in Turkey since 2018 has limited
the country’s financial resources. One structural
weakness of Turkish development cooperation is
its low ODA transparency: In the 2022 Aid Trans-
parency Index, TIKA ranked 49 out of 50.37 This
situation makes it difficult to distinguish between
rhetoric - or “nation-branding” - on the one hand
and the reality on the ground on the other hand.

Turkey’s increased military engagement in Syria,
Libya, Iraq, and Sudan - combined with an active
foreign economic policy aimed at securing raw
materials and export markets as well as its sup-
port for certain religious and political groups -
could provoke more resistance and conflict,
thereby undermining its credibility as a neutral
donor. Turkey is no longer simply a humanitarian
actor: Indeed, in many parts of the world, it now
competes directly with other players for political
and economic influence. The country’s political,
military, and geoeconomic presence inevitably
generates political pushback. However, despite
these challenges, Turkey’s influence at the cross-
roads of Asia, Europe, and Africa is set to con-
tinue growing.

Given Ankara’s expanded role in many world
regions, Germany can draw lessons from
both the strengths and the weaknesses of
the Turkish model. Germany’s international
engagement should place greater emphasis on
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market-oriented approaches and on the promo-
tion of trade and investment in order to foster
genuinely “win-win” relationships rather than
perpetuating aid economies and donor-recipient
dependencies. Genuine local ownership cannot
be created through transfer payments alone.

Partnership on equal terms does not mean that
Germany has to set aside its national interests.
Instead, the different strands of foreign relations -
that is, diplomacy, security, and defence as well
as economic and development cooperation - need
to be strategically interlinked. In operational con-
texts, multiple national interests often have to be
considered at the same time: national and collec-
tive defence; countering disinformation, crime,
and terrorism; protecting supply chains, export
markets, and overseas investments; securing
energy and raw materials; safeguarding the eco-
system; and managing migration.

Germany must remain aware of how its actions
are perceived locally. By drawing on local exper-
tise and cultural sensitivity, international engage-
ment can better take account of local concerns.
Attempting to transplant domestic socio-political
debates into other countries and societies either
fails to resonate or - at worst - provokes rejec-
tion. International cooperation is particularly
likely to gain acceptance when it delivers prac-
tical, tangible improvements for the local pop-
ulation without placing Germany’s own values
centre stage.>® The tension between values and
interests can - contrary to what is suggested by
the Turkish model - never be entirely eliminated,
but a pragmatic, less ideologically driven, and in
some areas more politically restrained approach
could prove more effective.

- translated from German -
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