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Abstract 

Relations between Turkey and Israel are thawing. Historic visits by foreign ministers and Israel’s president have 
highlighted the desire of both countries for rapprochement. However, this process may be impeded by domestic 
politics and the Middle East conflict. Turkey, as the driving force, has a strong interest in an energy partnership, 
whereas Israel is approaching the Turkish charm offensive with a degree of caution. However, if the 
rapprochement succeeds, both Brussels and Berlin should be supporting this process. 

 

About ISPSW 

The Institute for Strategic, Political, Security and Economic Consultancy (ISPSW) is a private institute for research 
and consultancy. The ISPSW is an objective, task-oriented and politically non-partisan institute. 

In the increasingly complex international environment of globalized economic processes and worldwide 
political, ecological, social and cultural change, which occasions both major opportunities and risks, decision-
makers in the economic and political arena depend more than ever before on the advice of highly qualified 
experts. 

ISPSW offers a range of services, including strategic analyses, security consultancy, executive coaching and 
intercultural competency. ISPSW publications examine a wide range of topics connected with politics, the 
economy, international relations, and security/ defense. ISPSW network experts have held – in some cases for 
decades – executive positions and dispose over a wide range of experience in their respective fields of expertise. 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 2 

©  Institut für Strategie- Politik- Sicherheits- und Wirtschaftsberatung ISPSW 

Giesebrechtstr. 9               Tel   +49 (0)30 88 91 89 05        E-Mail:   info@ispsw.de 
10629 Berlin                 Fax  +49 (0)30 88 91 89 06       Website:  http://www.ispsw.de 
Germany 

 

ISPSW Strategy Series: Focus on Defense and International Security 

Different and Yet the Same? Prospects for a New Start in Israeli-Turkish Relations 

Philipp Burkhardt and Nils Lange 

Issue 

No. 873 

Sept 2022 

Analyse 

Regional Panorama 

After fifteen years of tense diplomatic relations, it was a landmark moment when Isaac Herzog became the first 
Israeli head of state to visit Turkey once again, on 9 March 2022. The two countries had once enjoyed close 
strategic ties, but relations between Turkey and Israel had deteriorated, particularly after an incident, in 2010, 
in which nine Turkish citizens were killed when Israeli Defence Forces raided a Turkish ship, the Mavi Marmara, 
part of a humanitarian flotilla bringing aid to Gaza. As a result, Ankara expelled the Israeli ambassador, withdrew 
its own ambassador, and all bilateral military agreements were suspended. 

An agreement was reached over the Mavi Marmara incident in 2016, but that first attempt at reconciliation 
ground to an abrupt halt in 2018 when a dispute escalated regarding the opening of the US embassy in Jerusa-
lem. 

Today, the signs are once again pointing to détente and, each in its own way, Turkey and Israel both seem to be 
working to relaunch the old partnership. But how sustainable can such a revival of relations be? And what impact 
will it have on Germany and Europe? 

Despite the longstanding diplomatic stalemate, both sides have a strong interest in rapprochement. The geo-
political climate in the Middle East and eastern Mediterranean is changing rapidly. Over recent years and 
months, geopolitical shifts and, above all, the war in Ukraine have led to unprecedented rapprochements and 
normalisations between very different actors in the region. There are many reasons for this. 

The first of these is the diminishing involvement of the United States in the region, with the chaotic US with-
drawal from Afghanistan being the latest factor that has changed mindsets in the region. Regional actors are 
realising that they have to find a new direction, preferably cooperatively, in order to deal with today’s 
challenges.1 Second, the region faces major economic difficulties2, partly caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the resulting economic shocks. Third, the Middle East is facing the implications of climate change, which can 
only be addressed collectively. Fourth, the threat posed by the hegemonic and nuclear ambitions of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran represents a security challenge to many countries, and it requires a coordinated response. And 
finally, Russia’s war in Ukraine also poses major problems for the region. On the one hand, many countries in 
the region rely on food supplies from Ukraine but, on the other hand, Russia is a regional player that cannot be 
ignored due to its presence in Syria. As a result, many countries in the region are facing a complicated balancing 
act. 

Ambivalent Bilateral Relations between Turkey and Israel 

Israel and Turkey are particularly affected by these developments and are, each in its own way, striving to realign 
themselves within the region. Turkey is currently trying to normalise its relations not just with Israel, but also 
with other countries in the region. This has been fuelled by Turkey’s financial and economic crisis, and the 
upcoming elections in 2023. Furthermore, Ankara views rapprochement with Israel as a step towards 
normalising relations with the US. Ankara is seeking, at record speed, to repair relations with its neighbours and 

 
1 Shavit, Eldad et al. 2022: The Regional Arena: Friction and Divides alongside Detente and Cooperation, Strategic Survey for 
Israel 2022, The Institute for National Security Studies (INSS), p. 14, in: https://bit.ly/3bVnEMG [1 Jun 2022]. 
2 Rivlin, Paul 2021: The Impact of Covid-19 and Conflict on Middle Eastern Economies, 21 Jan 2021, in: https://bit.ly/3nTqowL 
[12 Jul 2022]. 
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other regional powers, which have been damaged over the past decade, and to restore its reputation in the 
region. Turkey also remains a key state in the region for Israel, although relations between the two countries 
have seriously deteriorated in recent years. Back in 1949, Turkey was the first Muslim-majority country to 
recognise the Jewish state and it sent an ambassador to Israel in 1950, even before the US. These two non-Arab 
powers in the Middle East were long considered natural allies, cooperating at various levels and pursuing 
common interests in their neighbourhood. Relations between Turkey and Israel reached a high point in the 
1990s after hopes for a lasting peace between Israelis and Palestinians were fuelled by the Oslo Accords. In 
1996, Turkey and Israel signed a free trade agreement3 and a comprehensive military cooperation agreement. 
Perhaps the most visible component of this formalised Turkish-Israeli defence agreement was the opportunity 
for Israeli pilots to conduct training flights from Turkish air bases and gain experience in long-range overland 
missions.4 

However, the Israeli-Turkish relationship has been characterised by regular ups and downs. In nearly seven 
decades of bilateral relations with Israel, Turkey has downgraded them three times, most recently in 2016.5 
After a decade of close cooperation, the first fractures in relations appeared back in 2007, when the 
rapprochement between Turkey and the Muslim Brotherhood, and Hamas in the Palestinian territories was met 
with great scepticism. High-ranking members of Hamas made frequent visits to Turkey, attracting strong 
criticism from Israel. 

The “golden era” of bilateral relations finally ground to a halt with Operation Cast Lead, the first war in Gaza in 
2008. Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, who was Turkey’s prime minister at the time, called the military operation a “crime 
against humanity”.6 Shortly thereafter, a panel discussion on the Middle East conflict between Israel’s then 
president, Shimon Peres, and Recep Tayyip Erdoğan escalated at the 2009 World Economic Forum in Davos, 
casting a lasting shadow over relations between the two countries.7 Subsequently, in October 2009, Turkey 
excluded Israel from the Anatolian Eagle joint military exercise.8 

Relations reached a low point in May 2010, when the Mavi Marmara was purchased with a view to breaking 
Israel’s naval blockade of the Gaza Strip. Nine Turkish citizens were killed in the confrontation between the 
(partly extremist) activists and the Israeli commandos who stormed the ship. In September 2011, Turkey 
downgraded diplomatic relations with Israel and suspended military cooperation after the United Nations 
published its report on the flotilla incident. 

Attempts at rapprochement in 2016 came to nothing, but since 2021 there have been signs that Turkey is once 
again interested in improving its relations with Israel. Indeed, it is possible to identify a number of common 
interests that could be the key to rapprochement. 

 
3 Ministry of Trade of Türkiye 2022: Israel, in: https://bit.ly/3asjbB2 [31 May 2022]. 
4 Strategic Comments 1996: Turkey-Israel Defence Agreement, International Institute for Strategic Studies (IISS), 2: 6, 07/1996, 
p. 1-2, in: https://doi.org/10.1080/1356788960261 [13 Jul 2022]. 
5 In 1956 with the Suez crisis, in 2011 after the escalation of the dispute over the Mavi Marmara, and in 2016 with the relocation 
of the US embassy to Jerusalem. 
6 Focus Online 2015: „Alle Anzeichen von Kriegsverbrechen“, 9 Sept 2015, in: https://bit.ly/3RqvCO6 [12 Jul 2022]. 
7 Cf. World Economic Forum 2009: Gaza: The Case for Middle East Peace | Davos Annual Meeting 2009, YouTube, 29 Jan 
2009, in: https://bit.ly/3nVNHGk [31 May 2022]. 
8 Borger, Julian 2009: Turkey confirms it barred Israel from military exercise because of Gaza war, The Guardian, 12 Oct 2009, 
in: https://bit.ly/3P37QGz [31 May 2022]. 
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Potential Keys to Rapprochement 

Israel and Turkey both neighbour Syria and are keen to see stability in this war-torn country. While both 
governments supported regime change at the beginning of the war, their main priority now seems to be making 
Syria as stable as possible. Moreover, both Israel and Turkey oppose Iran’s growing influence in Syria, and above 
all the Islamic Republic’s nuclear ambitions. This is linked to the fight against international terrorism, which is of 
vital interest to both countries. Turkey’s ambassador to the US, Hasan Murat Mercan, recently published an 
opinion piece for an Israeli think tank in which he called for more robust cooperation between Turkey and Israel, 
“with a specific focus on fighting terrorism in all its forms and manifestations.” He also emphasised how Turkey 
and Israel face similar “malign actors and trends” in the region.9 Both countries are also interested in preventing 
a humanitarian crisis in Gaza, which is why Israel has now welcomed an influx of Turkish humanitarian aid. 

Turkey and Israel both provided massive logistical, technical, and operational support to Azerbaijan during the 
war in Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020. The regional stimulus of rapprochement is also evident here. Israel and 
Azerbaijan share the perception of Iran as a serious threat and have developed extensive military and energy-
related ties in recent years. From the Turkish perspective, the “one nation, two states” doctrine has applied 
since Azerbaijan’s independence, under which close relations are maintained with Azerbaijan as a brother 
country. 

Despite diplomatic frictions, Israel and Turkey have maintained solid economic, trade, transportation, and 
tourism ties over the years, and could benefit still further from closer cooperation. Economic cooperation 
remained unaffected by the deterioration of bilateral relations, with the volume of trade actually more than 
doubling in nominal terms from 3.44 billion US dollars in 201010 to 8.4 billion US dollars in 2021.11 In 2021, Israel 
was one of the top ten export markets for Turkey, with a goods value of close to 6.4 billion US dollars. From 
Israel's perspective, Turkey is a large and important market. The country was Israel’s fifth-largest trading partner 
in 2020. 

There is also potential with regard to security cooperation, which represents a priority for both states. In the 
past, it has repeatedly been made public that the Turkish and Israeli intelligence services cooperate closely on 
reconnaissance and counterterrorism.12 Both countries have been targets of Islamist terrorist attacks, not least 
because of the instability in Syria and Iraq. Turkey is also regularly a location for Iranian espionage missions. 

Israel and Turkey will continue to share security interests on key strategic issues. They are mutually dependent 
when it comes to stabilising the situation in Syria, as well as containing Iran. A resurgence of strategic intelli-
gence cooperation could restore the strained relationship of trust between the security apparatuses, and 
significantly boost normalisation efforts. 

 
9 Mercan, Hasan Murat 2022: Türkiye and Israel: Optimism must prevail, Turkeyscope: Insights on Turkish Affairs, 6: 2, 12 Apr 
2022, in: https://bit.ly/3AIEWXR [31 May 2022]. 
10 Ministry of Foreign Affairs Türkiye 2022: Economic and Commercial Relations with Israel, in: https://bit.ly/3uFmzPL [31 May 
2022]. 
11 Daily Sabah 2022: Turkey, Israel vow greater potential in endeavor to boost trade, 9 Mar 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3az4U5s [31 
May 2022]. 
12 Abadi, Jacob 1995: Israel and Turkey: From Covert to Overt Relations, Journal of Conflict Studies, 15: 2, 1 Sep 1995, in: 
https://bit.ly/3IvDzNX [12 Jul 2022]. 
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Energy Security as a Catalyst for Rapprochement 

At the centre of current efforts, however, are the common interest in natural gas production in the eastern 
Mediterranean and the energy implications of the war in Ukraine, which could simultaneously strengthen 
Israel’s role as a gas exporter and make Turkey a key energy transit hub for Europe.13 Both countries are eager 
to play a growing role in diversifying Europe’s energy imports and to provide a long-term alternative to Russia. 

Natural gas production in the eastern Mediterranean was already a focus of the earlier attempt at rapproche-
ment, and the plans for a pipeline between Haifa and Ceyhan attracted a great deal of attention.14 At the time, 
however, there were no face-to-face talks between high-level decision-makers, and the attempts failed, unable 
to withstand the escalating tensions caused by the relocation of the US embassy to Jerusalem. 

Instead, with the establishment of the East Mediterranean Gas Forum in 2019, Israel pursued an initiative that 
included Egypt, Cyprus, France, Greece, Italy, Israel, Jordan, and the Palestinian Territories — but excluded 
Turkey. In its gas export policy, the Netanyahu government of the time preferred to focus on transcontinental 
rather than regional cooperation.15 The construction of an EastMed pipeline was planned to connect Israel’s 
Leviathan and Cyprus’ Aphrodite gas fields to Europe via Crete and Greece. However, the project was effectively 
dealt a death blow when the Biden administration withdrew its support in January 2022.16 With estimated costs 
of some 6.5 billion US dollars, the undersea pipeline was never financially viable, but it was nevertheless touted 
by the Trump administration. As a result, Turkey has been increasingly isolated in the eastern Mediterranean in 
recent years, and it has been excluded from talks on energy policy. 

From Israel’s perspective, there is the urgent problem of the profitability of its limited natural gas resources, 
along with that of viability in the region’s volatile security environment. Realistically, the question must be asked 
whether long-term pipeline projects can actually be planned at all. It is important to consider the route that gas 
exports can take. An alternative to pipeline projects is liquefied natural gas (LNG). At present, the only LNG 
terminals in the region that liquefy natural gas with considerable energy consumption are located in Egypt. 
Cairo’s long-term aim is to make Egypt a regional natural gas hub. The country has already signed agreements 
with Cyprus and Israel that will result in more gas being liquefied in Egypt.17 Specifically, this involves the delivery 
of Israeli gas to Egyptian LNG terminals for liquefaction. The Sharm el-Sheikh summit of September 2021 and 
the Negev summit in late March 2022 underlined the desire of governments to make “cold peace” a thing of the 
past. On 15 June 2022, the EU, Israel, and Egypt finally signed a landmark agreement on the export of natural 
gas to Europe. Under the terms of the agreement, the EU will help Egypt and Israel to ramp up their gas 
production and increase exploration in their territorial waters. Israel will supply the gas via Egypt, where it will 
be liquefied for export by sea to Europe. In the medium term, therefore, it is unlikely that an Israeli-Turkish 
project will attract EU support.18 

 
13 Tavsan, Sinan 2022: Turkey targets nuclear and local gas to reduce energy imports, Nikkei Asia, 12 Apr 2022, in: 
https://s.nikkei.com/3PmbdIc [31 May 2022] 
14 Girit, Selin 2016: Gas pipeline hope heals rupture in Israel-Turkey ties, BBC, 19 Oct 2016, in: https://bbc.in/3IyGKo0 [31 May 
2022]. 
15 Wolfrum, Stefan 2019: Israels widersprüchliche Gasexportpolitik, SWP-Aktuell 2019/58, Stiftung Wissenschaft und Politik 
(SWP), 30 Oct 2019, in: https://bit.ly/3uFpCqW [12 Jul 2022]. 
16 Bengio, Ofra 2022: Turkey Finds Israel Useful Again, 14 Mar 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3IvevGV [12 Jul 2022]. 
17 Krasna, Joshua 2022: Politics, War and Eastern Mediterranean Gas, Tel Aviv Notes – Contemporary Middle East Analysis 
16: 4, 24 Mar 2022, in: https://dayan.org/content/politics-war-and-eastern-mediterranean-gas [12 Jul 2022]. 
18 Deutsche Welle 2022: EU signs gas deal with Egypt and Israel to curb dependence on Russia, 15 Jun 2022, in: 
https://bit.ly/3PiRt8p [16 Jun 2022] 
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Moreover, building a pipeline is a long-term project. Profits can only be expected after many years and the 
construction requires a huge amount of planning. According to Reuters, Israeli officials have stated that a 500 
or 550-kilometre-long pipeline to Turkey would be feasible at a cost of around 1.5 billion euros, which would be 
significantly cheaper than the planned 2,000-kilometre EastMed pipeline (to Crete), which would cost at least 6 
billion euros.19 However, this would require Israel to make a long-term bet on Turkey’s reliability, which would 
be rather risky in light of the region’s domestic political challenges and volatility (see below).20 For Ankara, on 
the other hand, building an energy partnership with Israel would be a confirmation of its influence in the eastern 
Mediterranean, and would help to reduce its own energy dependence on Russia. 

Russia supplied around 45 per cent of Turkey's gas consumption in 2021 and is also a key trading partner. Despite 
its stable relations with Russia, the current war in Ukraine has reminded Turkey of the need to continue 
diversifying its energy sources, and to seek other regional allies. Over recent months, President Erdoğan has 
repeatedly stressed that Turkey and Israel should work together to supply gas to Europe.21 In terms of energy 
security, for both Turkey and Europe, it is worth highlighting that gas resources in the eastern Mediterranean 
could complement the Southern Gas Corridor, an energy supply route from the Caspian Sea and Middle East. 
According to analysts, a new 500-kilometre pipeline could be up and running, supplying Israeli gas to Turkey, 
within two-and-a-half to three years. 

The Cyprus issue remains a major obstacle to the construction of an Israel-Turkey pipeline. There are two 
conceivable routes for a pipeline between Israel and Turkey. The first and less expensive route would pass 
through Lebanon and Syria, but this would entail major security risks. The second route would pass through the 
disputed territorial waters of Cyprus, which in turn would require the consent of the Republic of Cyprus, which 
is not recognised by Turkey. Without a solution to the decades-long Cyprus conflict, it is currently difficult to 
imagine how such a gas pipeline could be constructed. Israel’s relations with both Cyprus and Greece have also 
changed in the wake of the Mavi Marmara incident, filling the gap left by Turkey in Israel’s regional strategy. 

Domestic Factors 

The rapprochement process could be slowed by the volatile domestic political situation in both Israel and 
Turkey. At home, Israel’s political situation is fragile. In June 2021, after twelve years in office, Benjamin 
Netanyahu was replaced by an eight-party coalition under Naftali Bennett. However, this experiment was 
already over by the end of June 2022. The government was unable to unite the various factions of both left and 
right, including an Arab party. New elections are scheduled for November 2022, but the outcome is uncertain. 
There is reason to fear a renewed paralysis of the Knesset, which could lead to new elections. Accordingly, 
Israel’s interim government – now led by alternate Prime Minister Yair Lapid – is not in a position to make 
decisions on major pipeline projects with Turkey. Should a government led by Benjamin Netanyahu return to 
office, there is a danger that the rapprochement efforts will fizzle out. Relations between Turkey and Israel 
cooled significantly during Netanyahu’s last term in office. 

 
19 Coskun, Orhan / Rabinovitch, Ari 2022: Israel-Turkey gas pipeline discussed as European alternative to Russian energy, 
Reuters, 29 Mar 2022, in: https://reut.rs/3RovEGn [31 May 2022]. 
20 Krasna 2022, N17. 
21 Gumrukcu, Tuvan / Spicer, Jonathan / Fenton, Susan  2022: Erdogan says Turkey, Israel can jointly bring gas to Europe, 
Reuters, 4 Feb 2022, in: https://reut.rs/3aslUug [31 May 2022]. 
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Although Turkey’s current government has a stable majority, the domestic political situation is also tense. 
Turkey is in a deep economic crisis and is just over a year away from the next presidential and parliamentary 
elections, which will be held in the republic’s centennial year. The ruling Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi (AK Party) is 
seeking to normalise relations with regional actors such as Israel, the United Arab Emirates (UAE), Saudi Arabia 
and even Egypt, not least in light of the current economic situation. Ankara is trying to end its regional isolation 
and restore investor confidence. Turkey’s recent rapprochement with those Arab states that maintain good 
relations with Israel appears to be promoting normalisation between the two countries. Therefore, the timing 
of the Turkish initiative to recalibrate relations should not be ignored. In conjunction with the global geopolitical 
realignment in the wake of the Ukraine war, the government in Ankara currently has a welcome window of 
opportunity to make a radical shift in its foreign policy positions without being perceived as weak at home. Israel 
will, therefore, expect Turkey to come up with concrete initiatives before it will agree to a genuine relaunch of 
the “strategic partnership”. 

The Importance of the Middle East Conflict 

A permanent strain on relations between Turkey and Israel is the Middle East conflict. Over the last year, the 
Turkish president has repeatedly stated that he is open to improving relations with Israel under certain condi-
tions. However, he has previously called Israel’s policy on the Palestinians “unacceptable”, and Israel has 
stressed that relations cannot improve until Turkey expels Hamas.22 Ankara protested against the Abraham 
Accords by receiving Hamas leader Ismail Haniyeh and his deputy Saleh al-Arouri in Istanbul shortly after the 
Accords were signed, in August 2020.23 

Then, in December 2021, Erdoğan dangled the prospect of the two countries once again exchanging ambassa-
dors if Israel acted “more sensitively with regard to its regional policy towards Palestine”.24 A few weeks later, 
after phone calls with Prime Minister Naftali Bennett and President Isaac Herzog, he said that relations with 
Israel had improved. The phone call with Bennett was the first contact between an Israeli prime minister and 
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan since 2013. For its part, Israel is likely to want Turkey to tone down its rhetoric on Israel’s 
conflict with the Palestinians. Yet Turkey, and President Erdoğan in particular, see themselves as the patron 
saint of the Palestinians and Jerusalem. At a recent AK party conference, he condemned the actions of the Israeli 
security forces at the Al-Aqsa Mosque25 and described Palestine, Jerusalem and Al-Aqsa as red lines for Turkey.26 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu also told Israeli journalists that Turkey seeks a “sustainable 
relationship” with Israel, but said it depends on Israel’s policies towards the Palestinians.27 Israel viewed Turkey’s 
deportation of dozens of individuals identified with Hamas as another positive step. However, a complete 
normalisation of relations will not be possible as long as Hamas officials are able to operate out of Turkey. 

 
22 Zaman, Amberin 2021: Israel side-eyes Turkish offers of friendship as Ankara shelters Hamas, Al-Monitor, 7 Jan 2021, in: 
https://bit.ly/3P2pxWu [31 May 2022]. 
23 Egeresi, Zoltán 2020: How the Abraham Accords affected the Turkish Foreign Policy?, Turkeyscope: Insights on Turkish 
Affairs,  4: 7, 15 Oct 2020, p. 2, in: https://bit.ly/3Rp3wD5 [1 Jun 2022]. 
24 AP News 2021: Turkey calls for Israeli 'sensitivity' toward Palestinians, 8 Dec 2021, in: https://bit.ly/3RtBeXW [31 May 2022]. 
25 Daily Sabah 2022: 'Turkey condemns Israel's raid on Al-Aqsa', 18 Apr 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3yZLsbe [31 May 2022]. 
26 Özgan, Osman 2022: Cumhurbaşkanı Erdoğan Herzog ile görüşecek: Kırmızı çizgimize saygı göster (President Erdoğan 
meets with Herzog: Respect our red line), Yeni Şafak, 19 Apr 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3PkM1Sx [31 May 2022]. 
27 Berman, Lazar 2022: Turkish foreign minister says ties with Israel dependent on Palestinian rights, The Times of Israel, 13 
Apr 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3yVY0k8 [31 May 2022]. 
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In addition, the security situation in Jerusalem and the West Bank is steadily worsening, and a fresh escalation 
is possible at any time. Regardless of which prime minister is in office in Israel, or the specific form of govern-
ment coalition, the risk of escalation in the Middle East conflict remains high. In the event of the crisis intensi-
fying, and in light of Turkey’s and Israel’s different interests with regard to the conflict, it hovers like a sword of 
Damocles over the attempts at rapprochement, including in the area of energy policy. 

All Changed in 2022? A New Framework for the Bilateral Relationship 

Many variables have changed since the last attempt to recalibrate relations in 2016. Turkey is generally confi-
dent that the formerly close relations will be restored, whereas Israel approaches it with more scepticism. In 
Israel, there is a widespread feeling that Turkey is no longer a predictable and reliable actor. In its 2020 annual 
security assessment, the Israel Defence Forces for the first time identified Turkey as a strategic challenge to 
Israel.28 Public and published opinion in Israel is, therefore, cautious or sceptical about Ankara’s charm offensive. 
In March 2022, the Israeli daily newspaper Jerusalem Post described President Erdoğan as a “wolf in sheep's 
clothing”, whose economic woes and impending international isolation were the sole drivers of the sudden 
about-turn in his policy towards Israel.29 Meanwhile, Ankara is making serious efforts to convince the Israeli 
public and politicians that its intentions are sincere, and it is working proactively on positive messaging. After 
his visit to Israel, the Turkish foreign minister said that the normalisation of ties between Turkey and Israel would 
have a “positive impact” for a “peaceful” resolution to the Palestinian conflict, bringing Turkey’s position on the 
Middle East conflict closer to that of Morocco, the UAE and Bahrain.30 Nevertheless, the process of 
rapprochement between the two countries remains sluggish. An announced visit by the Turkish energy minister 
and foreign minister suddenly disappeared from the calendar.31 

There has also been a shift in terms of the arms trade. In 2009, Ankara was Israel’s biggest customer for arms 
exports, but Israel has found strong buyers in India and Azerbaijan, whose imports of Israeli arms exceed the 
former volume of Turkish imports many times over.32 

Moreover, following the normalisation of relations under the Abraham Accords with the UAE, Bahrain, Morocco, 
and Sudan, Israel no longer relies on its diplomatic presence in Turkey as a base in the Muslim world. Of course, 
an escalation of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict would also strain relations between, for example, the UAE and 
Israel in the long run, as shown by recent escalations on the Temple Mount.33 However, the recently signed free 
trade agreement with the UAE indicates that relations between the two countries are deepening rapidly.34 The 

 
28 Frantzman, Seth J. 2020: Israeli military and intelligence assessments see Turkey as growing threat, The Jerusalem Post, 23 
Aug 2020, in: https://bit.ly/3Iu0iKm [31 May 2022]. 
29 Weinberg, David M. 2022: Erdogan is a Turkish wolf in sheep’s clothing, The Jerusalem Post, 10 Mar 2022, in: 
https://bit.ly/3uIKkXg [1 Jun 2022]. 
30 Kucukgocmen, Ali / Toksabay, Ece / Bulter, Daren 2022: Turkey says normalisation of Israel ties will help resolve Palestinian 
conflict, Reuters, 25 May 2022, in: https://reut.rs/3nXav8C [31 May 2022]. 
31 Berman, Lazar 2022: FM’s visit shows Turkey eager to accelerate reconciliation, but Israel more cautious, The Times of 
Israel, 24 May 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3yx2iNh [31 May 2022]. 
32 Between 2009 and 2021, Israel exported arms to Azerbaijan totalling 888 million USD. Turkey exported just 99 million USD in 
the same period, according to official statistics. See: SIPRI Arms Transfers Database [31 May 2022]. 
33 Levy, Elior / Eichner, Itamar 2022: UAE reproves Israeli envoy over Temple Mount violence, Ynetnews, 19 Apr 2022, in: 
https://bit.ly/3IuLmLY [31 May 2022]. 
34 Berman, Lazar 2022: 'A historic milestone': Israel and UAE sign free trade agreement, The Times of Israel, 1 Apr 2022, in: 
https://bit.ly/3IwR1RF [31 May 2022]. 
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historic energy agreement with Egypt and the EU will also help to further stabilise Israel’s relations with its 
neighbours in this respect and strengthen ties between Egypt and Israel. 

Israel has also improved its relations with other Mediterranean actors. It is in the country’s interest not to 
jeopardise its good relations with Greece and Cyprus.35 Since the 2011 rift between Israel and Turkey, Cyprus 
and Greece have taken over Turkey’s traditional role in joint naval and air exercises with Israel. In this respect, 
the Israeli government has a number of potential options – both economically and politically. This strengthens 
Israel’s bargaining power vis-à-vis Turkey. 

Accordingly, the recent visit of Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlüt Çavuşoğlu to Israel was viewed with a degree of 
caution, though certain media outlets focused on the positive aspects of the visit.36 However, their coverage 
tended to ignore a potential energy partnership with Turkey and focused on other issues, such as the likelihood 
of the two countries restoring their ambassadors, Turkey’s position on the Middle East conflict, and above all 
Turkey’s relations with Hamas. The issue of Foreign Minister Çavuşoğlu visiting the Temple Mount in Jerusalem 
without Israeli officials also dominated the Israeli media. However, there was no mention of a potential energy 
partnership. Instead, the Director General of the Israeli Ministry of Energy, Lior Schillat, announced that talks 
were being held with the EU regarding the export of Israeli gas via Egypt. And indeed, an agreement was signed 
a few weeks later after a visit by EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen.37 

Consequences for Germany and the European Union 

Concrete prospects for improving bilateral relations between Israel and Turkey remain unclear. However, any 
change in their relation will have implications for Germany and Europe. Rapprochement and enhanced 
cooperation would make a significant contribution to strengthening regional stability in the Middle East and 
eastern Mediterranean and would be a step towards de-escalating conflicts in the region. In addition, Israeli-
Turkish cooperation would bolster international efforts to contain and, in the long run, conceivably reintegrate 
Iran into the international community. Rapprochement between Israel and Turkey would make it easier to find 
a common position with regard to Tehran. 

Furthermore, despite the LNG deal with Egypt and Israel, an energy partnership between Israel and Turkey is of 
particular interest for Europe’s energy security. Although the EU has set ambitious climate targets – Europe is 
to be climate neutral by 2050, which means that the gas fields in the eastern Mediterranean will gradually lose 
importance38 – natural gas plays an important role in the medium term as a bridging technology to climate 
neutrality. Its importance has increased due to the need for greater diversification in the wake of Russia’s war 
in Ukraine. In principle, Germany supports the European Green Deal that was presented to the European Council 
in December 2019 by Ursula von der Leyen. However, the EU is also faced with the urgent task of reducing its 
dependence on Russian gas in the medium term, for as long as this energy resource is still needed. For Germany 
(and the EU), this results in conflicting goals. More specifically, the foreign policy goals of regional integration, 
conflict containment, and multilateralism are in competition with the goal of tackling the global problem of 

 
35 Bengio 2022, N16. 
36 For example, Berman, Lazar 2022: Lapid and visiting Turkish FM agree on path forward to return ambassadors, The Times of 
Israel, 25 May 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3c3P6be [1 Jun 2022]; Lis, Jonathan 2022: Turkish FM: Reviving Israel Ties Will Have 
Positive Effect on Israeli-Palestinian Conflict, Haaretz, 25 May 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3au7BoO [01 Jun 2022]. 
37 Harkov, Lahav 2022: Israel in talks to export gas to Europe, The Jerusalem Post, 23 May 2022, p. 1. 
38 Rau, Moritz / Seufert, Günter / Westphal, Kirsten 2022: Der östliche Mittelmeerraum im Fokus der europäischen 
Energiewende, SWP-Aktuell 2022/4, 13 Jan 2022, in: https://bit.ly/3P7rNfu [12 Jul 2022]. 
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climate change, a priority for Germany’s Foreign Office under its Green Party Foreign Minister Annalena 
Baerbock.39 The question of whether Germany and the EU should support a possible pipeline between Israeli 
gas fields and Turkey should be considered from different angles. Along with climate targets, geopolitical factors 
such as regional stability, conflict resolution, and the potential for regional integration must be considered. 

The prospect of an easing of Israel-Turkey relations, and subsequently a potential easing of the Cyprus conflict, 
should therefore be taken into account. Israel has established strategic relations with Cyprus in recent years and 
consequently has an interest in resolving the conflict. In light of the volatile security situation in Israel, the 
Palestinian territories, and the region as a whole, it is particularly important to seize opportunities for 
rapprochement, even if this means accepting that it will also involve costs. However, Germany’s position will 
also be influenced by the sensitivities of the Republic of Cyprus due to its EU membership. It is in Germany’s 
interest to find a solution and work to ensure Turkey is included in regional energy formats. This could reduce 
tensions between Turkey and its neighbours and shift them into an institutionalised framework. 

Irrespective of this, it would be desirable for both Germany and the EU to provide positive support for the 
emerging re-normalisation of relations between Israel and Turkey. The increased contact between the two 
countries is a welcome sign, and it is good to see them creating channels to identify specific areas of cooperation. 
As far as Germany is concerned, they are both key states in the region – and rapprochement can only be of 
interest. While trends towards escalation and rapprochement can be observed in parallel in the Middle East, 
the possibility of rapprochement between Turkey and Israel is a positive sign. A regionally reintegrated Turkey, 
along with Israel and its new partners in the Gulf, can only increase stability in this crisis-ridden region. 

 

*** 

 

 

 

Remarks: The article reflects the personal views of the authors and first appeared in International Reports, 
Konrad-Adenauer-Stiftung e.V., Issue 3, September 12, 2022.   
 
 
 

 
39 Zaremba, Nora Marie 2022: So grundlegend baut Baerbock das Auswärtige Amt um, Der Tagesspiegel, 11 Feb 2022, in: 
https://bit.ly/3uILguK [31 May 2022]. 
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