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This paper examines Turkey as a rising provider of 
resources and expertise to support development 
efforts in other countries. Turkey’s efforts have at-
tracted less attention internationally than the ac-
tivities of other cooperation providers including 
China and India. However, in light of the recent 
expansion of its engagement, analyzing the pro-
file of Turkish cooperation is useful both in un-
derstanding similarities between the orientations 
adopted by “old” and “new” aid providers, and 
the potential for learning from actors now gain-
ing visibility as development partners. The paper 
provides an overview of Turkish development co-
operation priorities, highlights the specificities of 
the Turkish model compared to those of other aid 
providers, and concludes with reflections on how 
UN entities and other actors can foster improved 
engagement with Turkey as an aid provider. 

General profile of Turkish development coop-
eration

Overview of volume, geographical and sectoral 
priorities

Turkey has been providing Official Development 
Assistance (ODA) since the mid-1980s. The scope 
of its assistance was initially minimal, but has in-
creased significantly over the last decade. In 2013 
it amounted to 3.3 billion US dollars, nearly 50 
times the size of Turkey’s 2003 ODA allocations 
(67 million US dollars).1 Particularly sharp increas-
es were registered between 2011 and 2013, 
when the amount of Turkish assistance more than 
doubled due to massive amounts of aid for Syr-
ian refugees and increased support provided to 
North African countries in the aftermath of the 
Arab spring. When compared to the 28 OECD 
Development Assistance Committee (DAC) donor 
countries, Turkey ranked in 11th position in 2013, 
providing more assistance than donors such as It-
aly, Switzerland, or Denmark. Providing 0.42 per-
cent of its GNI as ODA, Turkey does not meet the 
UN target of 0.7 percent but ranks well above the 
DAC average of 0.30 percent.2

According to estimates compiled by the OECD, 
Turkey has now become the biggest aid provider 
among the emerging economies, surpassing even 
China for the first time in 2013. Of all non-DAC 
donors only Saudi Arabia and the United Arab 
Emirates provide more assistance than Turkey.3 At 
the same time Turkey still receives a considerable 
amount of ODA – 2.84 billion US dollars in 2013, 
with close to 90 percent coming from the EU insti-
tutions.4 

A particularity of Turkey’s development assistance 
is its strong bilateral focus. In 2013 for instance, 
multilateral contributions were unusually high for 
Turkey but still accounted for only 151 million US 
dollars, corresponding to 4.6 percent of its total 
ODA (compared to a DAC average of 30 percent). 
Preliminary data for 2014 suggests a moderate 
overall increase of the Turkish ODA to 3.4 billion 
US dollars with an increase in bilateral aid and a 
decrease in multilateral aid to 89 million US dol-
lars.5

Turkey’s ODA is broad in its geographical scope. 
In 2013 Turkey provided development assistance 
to a total of 128 countries worldwide, with Syria 
being by far the largest recipient (52 percent of 
bilateral ODA) followed by Egypt, Kyrgyzstan, So-
malia and Afghanistan. Together, these five coun-
tries accounted for 80 percent of Turkey’s bilateral 
ODA. For Syria, Kyrgyzstan, and Turkmenistan, 
Turkey is the largest donor country.6 The strong 
concentration of funds in these recipient countries 
leads to a regional bias in Turkey’s ODA distribu-
tion. In 2013, 56 percent of Turkey’s ODA went to 
the Middle East, 19 percent to Northern Africa, 15 
percent to South and Central Asia, 6 percent to 
Sub-Saharan Africa, 3 percent to Europe, and less 
than 1 percent to America and Oceania.7 Even so, 
it is remarkable that in 2013, with the exception of 
three island countries, all 51 Sub-Saharan African 
states received Turkish ODA (though most of them 
received quite small amounts of less than two 
million US dollars). Of the 191 million US dollars 
provided to Sub-Saharan Africa, Somalia alone re-
ceived 116 million US dollars, making Turkey the 
fourth largest donor there.

Viewing allocations by income grouping, Turkey 
strongly favors lower middle income countries, 
which received 79 percent of the country’s 2013 
ODA, while low income countries only received 9 
percent. At the same time, there is a strong fo-
cus on states classified as “fragile” (84 percent of 
Turkish ODA).8 In 2012 Turkey was the sixth largest 
bilateral ODA provider for fragile states, making 
the country a crucial global actor for peacebuild-
ing and for achieving the respective Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG 16).9

Most of Turkey’s key recipient countries are Mus-
lim-majority countries which were in the realm of 
influence of the Ottoman Empire or have close 
ethno-cultural connections to Turkey. Turkey’s geo-
graphical priorities are also reflected in the distri-
bution of the Turkish Cooperation and Coordina-
tion Agency (TIKA)’s 37 Programme Coordination 
Offices in a total of 31 partner countries. However, 
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the funds received by a specific country can fluc-
tuate quite heavily from year to year as there seem 
to be no formal aid allocation criteria. Rather, ac-
cording to Turkish and German government offi-
cials interviewed in May 2013, the selection often 
seems to follow the Prime Minister’s priorities.10 

In terms of the sectoral distribution of ODA, there 
is a strong focus on humanitarian aid (51.6 percent 
of the total). Relatively large shares of Turkish as-
sistance are also used to support social infrastruc-
ture and services (22.3 percent) and multi-sectoral 
or cross-cutting issues (17.8 percent). A small per-
centage of the funds go to economic infrastruc-
ture and services (mainly transport and storage) 
and the production sector (mainly agriculture, for-
estry and fishing).11

Aid provided to the social infrastructure and 
services sector finances projects in the educa-
tion field (405 million US dollars) with a focus on 
post-secondary education, health (119 million US 
dollars), government and civil society (63 million 
US dollars), and water and sanitation (8 million US 
dollars). The Ministry of Foreign Affairs explains 
its selection of these sectors with the strongly de-
mand-driven orientation of Turkish development 
policy that focuses primarily on addressing the ba-
sic needs of local populations.12

Preferred cooperation instruments

Turkey employs a wide range of cooperation in-
struments. In 2013 the country’s bilateral assis-
tance encompassed humanitarian aid (1.629 bil-
lion US dollars), concessional lending (561 million 
US dollars), programme assistance (319 million 
US dollars), technical cooperation (225 million US 
dollars), imputed student costs (223 million US 
dollars), support for asylum seekers (87 million US 
dollars), and - to a much smaller degree - direct 
budget support (17 million US dollars) and assis-
tance to national NGOs (5.6 million US dollars).13

Even though Turkey provided quite a large share 
of its ODA as concessional lending in 2013, the 
total amount of this consisted of just two loans: 
Egypt received one billion US dollars – of which 
500 million were made available in 2013 – and 
Kyrgyzstan received a 100 million US dollar loan 
of which almost 61 million were allocated in 2013. 
Turkey typically provides loans and grants as part 
of a larger package that also includes technical co-
operation. Turkey has not formulated any criteria 
specifying which country can receive loans and on 
which terms. Decisions are made on a case-by-
case basis in which political and economic consid-

erations play a decisive role. 

Direct budget support was provided to only two 
countries in 2013. Somalia received 15 million US 
dollars and Kyrgyzstan 2.2 million US dollars. Most 
of Turkey’s programme assistance involves small 
projects rather than comprehensive programmes, 
although the project size can vary widely. The fi-
nancing of infrastructure (particularly social infra-
structure) plays a prominent role in programme 
assistance while capacity building is often an ac-
companying measure. In general, Turkey expects 
its partner countries to provide some input to the 
projects, either financially or in kind, but this most-
ly makes up only a small part of the project bud-
get.14 

Linkages between Turkish foreign policy and de-
velopment cooperation

In Turkey’s overriding foreign policy strategy the 
expansion and strengthening of its cooperation 
with other countries in various sectors plays a deci-
sive role. Cooperation is perceived as a means for 
promoting Turkey’s security and foreign economic 
policy interests. In this context, development co-
operation is one of several instruments in Turkish 
foreign policy (alongside peace missions, conflict 
mediation, and economic interdependence, to 
give a few examples) that is not actually given a 
central role but is nevertheless increasingly and 
intensively used by the Turkish government to po-
sition itself as a civilian power. By using develop-
ment cooperation as a way to convey a positive 
image of the country to the foreign public, Tur-
key aims to gain support for Turkish concerns in 
international forums and to foster the expansion 
of foreign trade.

Turkey’s Ministry of Foreign Affairs explicitly sets 
the creation of a more peaceful and more stable 
environment in its neighbouring regions as an 
over-arching goal of its own development coop-
eration.15 Poverty reduction and the promotion of 
sustainable development are viewed as a means 
for moving closer to the foreign policy goals of 
regional peace and stability. Yet Turkey also pro-
vides aid to more distant regions such as Southern 
Africa where ambitions to enhance the country’s 
global reputation also play a role. 

A consequence of the perception of development 
cooperation as a foreign policy instrument is that 
Turkish development cooperation is normally ac-
companied by other public diplomacy measures. 
These include the diffusion of Turkish television, 
the expansion of airline routes through Turkish Air-
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lines, the expansion of diplomatic presence and 
visa facilitations, the conclusion of preferential 
trade agreements, and the establishment of insti-
tutional religious connections. These public diplo-
macy measures are paralleled by private initiatives 
such as the Hizmet movement16 that maintains 
schools and private sector investments.17

Comparison of Turkish development cooperation 
to DAC donors and other South-South Coopera-
tion providers

In its self perception Turkey positions itself between 
longstanding donor countries and the “emerging 
powers” that conceive their cooperation activi-
ties as a form of South-South Cooperation (SSC). 
Turkey is a founding member of the OECD (1961) 
and has held observer status with the OECD-DAC 
since 1991. The country fulfils the membership 
criteria and the DAC has repeatedly invited Tur-
key to join the Committee, but Turkey currently 
seems to have no political desire for membership. 
However, it regularly participates in the committee 
meetings and reports its development assistance 
flows to the DAC. In general, Turkey seems to be 
interested in exchange with the DAC donors and 
is striving for the international prestige that stems 
from its role as an emerging donor country. It has 
endorsed the aid effectiveness principles outlined 
in the Paris Declaration and shares the basic val-
ues represented by the DAC, suggested by the 
promotion of human rights and gender equality. 
This proximity to the OECD-DAC and the Euro-
pean Commission differentiates Turkey from other 
emerging powers that tend to dissociate them-
selves from the established donors. However, the 
willingness to embrace OECD discourse does not 
necessarily mean that the implementation of Turk-
ish aid reflects OECD-DAC best practice. For in-
stance, Turkish efforts to monitor and evaluate de-
velopment strategies and projects lag far behind 
DAC standards.

Even though Turkey frames its development coop-
eration in similar terms to the OECD-DAC donors, 
for example by emphasizing the responsibility to 
support sustainable development in partner coun-
tries as a core underlying motive for providing as-
sistance, there are fundamental differences in the 
implementation of cooperation activities. These 
most notably arise due to the strong focus on bi-
lateral assistance, the important role of humanitar-
ian assistance, the renunciation of political condi-
tionalities, limited coordination with other donor 

countries, and Turkey’s strong presence in its own 
neighborhood.

Although this approach may bear the hallmark of 
SSC, unlike other emerging powers such as Chi-
na, India or Brazil, Turkey barely mentions the 
principles of SSC (solidarity between developing 
countries, mutual benefit of the cooperation, no 
political conditions, and so forth) in the presen-
tation of its development policy. Turkey’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs considers SSC to be merely one 
important aspect of Turkish development cooper-
ation.18 In practice, though, the concept of mutual 
benefit and the waiver of political conditionalities 
actually play an important role for Turkey.19

It is difficult to compare Turkey with other “emerg-
ing donors”, as these heterogeneous countries 
mainly share the characteristics that they have 
experience as recipient countries and are not 
OECD-DAC members. The core development 
cooperation priorities and preferred implemen-
tation instruments vary widely among these do-
nors. What Turkey shares with some of them is its 
status as an emerging economy, its experience as 
an aid recipient, a limited strategic foundation for 
development cooperation, the waiving of political 
conditionalities, and the focus on isolated projects 
(no comprehensive programmes). Turkey could 
tentatively be most easily compared with Mexico 
and Brazil. Mexico also holds observer status with 
the OECD-DAC and, like Brazil, promotes val-
ues similar to those of the DAC donors. None of 
these three countries are subjected to accusations 
that cooperation programmes disproportionately 
benefit them economically (as with China) and all 
three countries refrain from financing prestigious 
infrastructure projects. In contrast to Mexico and 
Brazil, however, Turkey displays greater transpar-
ency with regard to the volume and character of its 
aid flows by reporting funding to the DAC. While 
Turkey is similar to Arab donors in this respect, 
Turkey’s aid profile differs from the Gulf states’ 
cooperation portfolios given the latter’s stronger 
emphasis on infrastructure financing, and their re-
liance on development banks and multilateral or-
ganizations to channel development funding.

The future of international cooperation: Tur-
key’s potential role

The features of Turkish cooperation outlined above 
suggest core areas where Turkey might have a 
comparative advantage in relation to other aid 
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providers. This section highlights the value-added 
of the Turkish model in international comparison 
and provides an overview of its engagement both 
with other donors and in international develop-
ment discussions. 

Perceived value added of Turkish cooperation ap-
proaches
 
As the summary of sectoral aid allocation indi-
cates, Turkish assistance is notably characterized 
by the high share of funding for development di-
rected toward humanitarian aid. Guided by prin-
ciples of impartiality and responsiveness to local 
needs, Turkish humanitarian aid involves a variety 
of governmental, non-governmental, and private 
sector actors and is marked by its bilateral orienta-
tion. Important areas of engagement for Turkey in 
recent years have been Somalia, where its ground 
presence distinguishes it from other international 
actors operating at greater distance and potential-
ly signals a higher risk tolerance, and the response 
to the crisis in Syria involving hosting large num-
bers of Syrian refugees on its territory.20 Due to 
its Syrian refugee population, Turkey is the world’s 
largest host of refugees. Its role in managing the 
crisis extends beyond domestic commitments to 
coordinating the international response, however 
in this case humanitarian aid has a strong domes-
tic component.21 These activities reflect efforts to 
address deficits in the extent and quality of in-
ternational engagement where Turkey can play a 
credible role due to cultural-religious affinities and 
geographic proximity.22

Another illustration of the unique contribution that 
Turkey can make to international cooperation con-
cerns its engagement in Afghanistan since 2001. 
Delivering project assistance through multiple 
TIKA field offices involving investments in areas 
including education, health care, infrastructure, 
and capacity-building support for public admin-
istrations, Turkish aid to the country is part of a 
more comprehensive approach to engagement 
that also has a significant military and diplomatic 
component. Its interest in convening regional ac-
tors to support stabilization and reconstruction is 
indicative of its potential to act as a broker in its 
regional neighbourhood, where it has an unusual 
reservoir of goodwill in comparison to other inter-
national actors.23 The case is illustrative of Turkey’s 
engagement in fragile contexts. There is potential 
to learn more from the Turkish experiences work-
ing in these contexts, particularly in terms of how 
the country manages personnel and generates ex-
pertise to confront challenges in these difficult en-
vironments. However, it is important to note that 

Turkey’s assistance in fragile contexts has to date 
mainly focused on addressing the basic needs of 
local populations, having been directed only to a 
limited degree to institution and peace building 
measures at the national level.

In addition to its sectoral and geographic priori-
ties, Turkey can be considered to have compara-
tive advantages related to its approach to aid pro-
vision. As suggested above, a defining element of 
Turkish aid is the readiness to adopt a holistic ap-
proach to engagement. This carries over to the in-
volvement of diverse governmental institutions in 
project implementation, as TIKA has access to an 
unspecified number of sectoral experts from other 
administrative units that it can engage on a proj-
ect-by-project basis, giving Turkish aid a potential 
cost advantage over efforts from other donors.24 
Its implementation processes are considered to 
create limited red tape.25 While an absence of 
strategic frameworks may reflect a case-specif-
ic approach to investment, this can also be per-
ceived as a source of flexibility in the system. At 
the same time, TIKA emphasizes the partner and 
demand orientation of its development cooper-
ation and takes national development strategies 
into account in programme planning.26 In accept-
ing principles such as country ownership, sustain-
ability, and coordination with the donor communi-
ty,27 Turkey places its cooperation within the logic 
of internationally-accepted aid effectiveness prin-
ciples, opening the question of how well the prin-
ciples guide actual practice.

Examples of Cooperation with Other Aid Provid-
ers and Engagement in International Discussions

Although the Turkish aid programme remains 
overwhelmingly bilateral in orientation, the will-
ingness of Turkey to collaborate with other donors 
is evident from small-scale initiatives. Turkey was 
declared a pivotal country for UNDP’s “Techni-
cal Cooperation among Developing Countries 
(TCDC)” mechanism.28 Since 1988, the Turkish 
UNDP Country Office and Turkey (1988–2007 
State Planning Organization, 2008–2013 TIKA) 
have been implementing a three-phase TCDC 
programme. By supporting Turkey in develop-
ing national institutions for technical cooperation 
with other countries, UNDP first wanted to pro-
mote and popularize SSC as a modality. Region-
al SSC was promoted in the second phase of the 
programme. The third phase of the programme 
(2008–2013) took Turkey’s role as a new donor into 
account and aimed to strengthen the national ca-
pacities of the country to plan and implement de-
velopment assistance in line with aid effectiveness 
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principles, and encourage Turkey to contribute 
more intensively to global development forums 
and networks. One output of the strategic part-
nership between UNDP and the Turkish govern-
ment was the creation of the Istanbul International 
Center for Private Sector Development, signaling 
UNDP’s interest in using the technical assistance 
programme to mobilize Turkish competencies to 
support engagement internationally.29

Collaboration with other aid providers has also in-
cluded selected triangular cooperation projects on 
a small scale. One indication of the low visibility of 
Turkey in triangular cooperation is that it does not 
appear on the list of triangular cooperation pro-
viders in the OECD survey on triangular coopera-
tion from 2012.30 Within this limited framework for 
joint work, the Japanese government (via JICA, 
the Japan International Cooperation Agency) has 
been one privileged partner, with TIKA and JICA 
signing an MoU in 2012 to expand triangular co-
operation in Afghanistan, the Middle East, Central 
Asia, the Caucasus, the Balkans and Africa and to 
strengthen the partnership between the two do-
nors in the design and implementation of techni-
cal cooperation.31 Other examples include an agri-
cultural project in Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan jointly 
implemented by TIKA and Sweden’s SIDA, and 
agreements between Turkey and the Korea Inter-
national Cooperation Agency (KOICA) and USAID 
to pursue collaboration. Cooperation with UN or-
ganizations has similarly been limited in scope. 

Beyond these operational examples, Turkey has 
also demonstrated a growing interest in engaging 
in global development discussions. Its interest and 
involvement has varied depending on the forum 
and process. Turkey was considered to be mini-
mally involved in the post-Busan process. Howev-
er, Turkey appears to have taken a keen interest 
in the deliberations on the post-2015 Develop-
ment Agenda. In the context of debates within the 
Open Working Group on the shape of the post-
2015 agenda, Turkey coordinated its input with 
Italy and Spain, with which it shared a seat. In this 
context, Turkey showed a special interest in issues 
such as promoting food security and nutrition, ad-
dressing unemployment, combating inequality, 
and advancing a development agenda conscious 
of the underlying role of peace, rule of law, and 
governance in achieving development goals.32

Using its own voice in the intergovernmental ne-
gotiations for the MDG successor framework, Tur-
key called for supporting least developed coun-
tries (LDCs), through measures such as offering to 
host a technology bank to foster science and inno-

vation in these country contexts. Turkey also high-
lighted aspects related to the operationalization 
of the post-2015 agenda, including enhancing ca-
pacities to take part in the monitoring and review 
of the agenda and the importance of promoting a 
variety of partnerships to improve implementation 
prospects. 

The reference to support for LDCs reflects a Turk-
ish interest in assuming a role as an advocate for 
the world’s poorest countries. It relates to Turkey’s 
hosting of the United Nations Conference on the 
Least Developed Countries in Istanbul in 2011 (UN 
LDC-IV), a conference that is held every ten years 
and which raised Turkey’s international visibility in 
the development sphere. At the conference the 
government promised a total of 200 million US 
dollars a year to the least developed countries. 
Turkey itself justifies its support of the LDCs with 
a “moral and ethical imperative”,33 citing the im-
portance of the LDCs for global peace and secu-
rity. However, as noted above, Turkey’s funding 
commitments to low income countries including 
LDCs only account for a modest share of its overall 
aid portfolio, indicating an inconsistency between 
stated and practiced priorities in this domain. 

The themes from the post-2015 discussion have 
also appeared on the Turkish agenda for the G20 
Summit it will host at the end of 2015. Framed by 
the themes of inclusiveness, implementation, and 
investment for growth, the Turkish government 
considers development to be a core element of 
the agenda alongside efforts to promote econom-
ic growth through reform in international econom-
ic regulatory frameworks. In this context, Turkey 
has again underlined the importance of opening 
avenues for lower income countries to participate 
more fully in the world economy. 

Final assessment and recommendations

Key lessons from Turkey’s experience as a coop-
eration provider

Turkey’s development cooperation is character-
ized by a “holistic” approach. Aid usually comes in 
a package with a range of other measures to fos-
ter bilateral cooperation and trade or support se-
curity and diplomatic interests. As an integral part 
of Turkey’s foreign policy, development coopera-
tion receives support from Turkey’s top leadership. 
This is reflected in the attachment of the Turkish 
development agency TIKA to the Prime Minister’s 
office and joint visits to partner countries on the 
part of the Turkish Prime Minister and the Presi-
dent of TIKA. The comprehensive perspective and 
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high-level commitment to development indicate 
an advantage for Turkey in sustaining support for 
international cooperation.

A wide range of government agencies are involved 
in the implementation of development projects, 
and are entitled to seek new cooperation projects 
with developing countries. TIKA’s role is to coordi-
nate the cooperation efforts and to act as a “door 
opener” where necessary. Even though Turkey is 
quite a “young” donor, it has already established 
a strong presence in partner countries via its 37 
Programme Coordination Offices. However, unlike 
China for instance, Turkey does not bring its own 
workforce to implement projects but works with 
local staff and a number of Turkish experts who 
only stay there in the short or medium term for a 
specific project. While the orientation toward local 
needs represents a further advantage of the Turk-
ish model, the extent to which Turkish aid reinforc-
es other donor initiatives through complementary 
investment and coordination at the country level 
requires further attention.

A particularity of Turkey’s development coopera-
tion is its strong focus on bilateral assistance, giv-
ing Turkey greater visibility in its partner countries 
and contributing to the overarching foreign policy 
objective of establishing ties to foreign countries 
via cooperation. At the same time, Turkey is striv-
ing to enhance its global strategic significance 
and acknowledges that this requires that Turkey 
assume a more active role in international orga-
nizations and multilateral decision-making plat-
forms. A stronger Turkish contribution to multi-
lateral cooperation represents one avenue for 
addressing the goal of more robust international 
engagement. 

Turkey’s development cooperation has grown re-
markably fast and has surpassed the contributions 
of many established aid providers, in both abso-
lute numbers as well as in terms of the ODA/GNI 
ratio. For several developing countries Turkey is 
one of the largest aid providers. It plays an im-
portant role in countries with which it shares its 
historical and cultural heritage, but also in Muslim 
majority countries at large.34 
A large share of Turkey’s aid goes to fragile states, 
where Turkey mainly provides humanitarian aid. 
The strong emphasis on fragile states points to the 
importance for Turkey of examining the institution-
al coherence of its bilateral activities in these con-
texts, and exploring the potential for further co-
operation with other bilateral and multilateral aid 
providers to promote specialization within a coor-
dinated division of labor in order to distribute risk 

and leverage support among external actors.35 As 
an example, although Turkey’s prominent bilateral 
presence in Somalia has been largely welcomed 
by Somalis and the international donor commu-
nity, experiences there also indicate that greater 
engagement with other donors could enhance aid 
effectiveness by supporting the analysis of conflict 
dynamics and limiting duplication.36 

Triggered by the large number of Syrian refugees 
in its own country, the experience gained with its 
work in Somalia, and not least due to Turkey’s ex-
perience with emergency aid and disaster relief at 
home, the country now seems to see a role for 
itself in the international arena as a provider of hu-
manitarian aid. Efforts to learn from the Turkish aid 
model should in the first instance examine lessons 
from its experiences as a humanitarian aid provid-
er. 

In general, Turkey seems to complement the work 
of established donors in many areas. Its cooper-
ation does not neatly fit in any category of “es-
tablished” or “emerging” donors as it combines 
aspects of both groups. It shares many of the DAC 
values and principles but still has its own ambitions 
and does not seek strong coordination with other 
donors. So far, the international community has no 
blueprint on how to best engage with countries 
like Turkey for mutual benefit. The differentiation 
of Turkish aid from both DAC and other non-DAC 
assistance should provide the lesson that moving 
away from bloc thinking in analyzing cooperation 
models and promoting the exchange of best prac-
tices will be increasingly important in a diverse co-
operation landscape where similarities and differ-
ences among donors cannot be attributed to their 
status as established or emerging donors alone.

Core channels for promoting cooperation be-
tween Turkey and other development actors

Turkey only cooperates with other donors when 
it expects a clear value added from the coopera-
tion, as cooperation with established donors does 
not seem to be perceived as an end in itself. The 
country is also not interested in abstract debates 
on norms and values. With this in mind, seeking 
cooperation with Turkey on a country level seems 
to be one of the most promising ways to promote 
cooperation. One example could be the common 
implementation of triangular cooperation projects 
in cases where both partners, Turkey and the other 
provider of assistance, bring complementary areas 
of expertise to the project and where transaction 
costs remain manageable. 
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While TIKA is coordinating Turkish development 
assistance, the expertise and in many cases also 
the staff for project planning and implementation 
comes from the respective Turkish line ministries 
and agencies. These government entities are also 
often the source of specific cooperation projects 
with developing countries. It would thus be rea-
sonable for other donors to address these minis-
tries and agencies directly when promoting coun-
try level collaboration. 

Triangular cooperation remains small in scale and 
larger issues surrounding the relationship between 
Turkey and other donors at the country level mer-
it further attention. A high-level political commit-
ment to Turkish participation in a division of labor 
among donors would help to provide a basis for 
improved coordination. 

As suggested above, given the weight attached to 
bilateral aid in the Turkish context, there is poten-
tial to consider how to expand its multilateral con-
tributions. Both multilateral organizations them-
selves and other bilateral donors can play a role 
in seeking stronger Turkish support for multilateral 
development initiatives. A good start would prob-
ably be to address issues in which Turkey has a 
strong interest such as humanitarian aid or LDCs. 

The potential role of the UN system in promoting 
knowledge sharing, best practice, and collabora-
tion in further developing the Turkish model

In international discussions on alternative devel-
opment assistance approaches, the Turkish mod-
el has not been prominent compared to those of 
other emerging countries such as China or India. 
Considering the volume of aid and the benefits 
of the Turkish model, the UN should do more to 
increase its visibility by investing more in outreach 
to Turkey as a donor as suggested below, both 
in the individual country contexts where Turkey is 
particularly active and in international processes. 
Given that Turkey accepts the norm-setting com-
petencies of the OECD-DAC, the operational role 
of UN entities in development provides a core en-
try point for the UN to engage with Turkey on con-
crete questions related to implementation.

In particular, in countries with which Turkey has 
close cultural, linguistic, or historical links, the UN 
could more actively seek to cooperate with Turkey 
in the implementation of specific projects and act 
as a broker promoting cooperation between Tur-
key and established donors. A goal of this cooper-
ation should be to benefit mutually from existing 
experiences in engaging with government officials 
and local populations, and to identify areas where 

cost effective solutions responding to local needs 
can draw on the specific contributions of the UN, 
Turkey, and other donors.

At the country level, the role of UN country of-
fices in stimulating dialogue around effective aid 
practice and promoting donor coordination is par-
ticularly relevant. Greater Turkish participation in 
existing coordination mechanisms would be for 
the benefit of partner countries, and would help to 
strengthen Turkey’s standing in the donor commu-
nity as well as contributing to familiarizing other 
donors with the Turkish approach to cooperation. 
This type of engagement is especially important 
in fragile contexts, where stronger donor coordi-
nation is needed in the face of limited national ca-
pacities to steer development processes. Experi-
ence shows that coordination has functioned well 
when Turkish diplomats have held key positions 
in international organizations. The UN and other 
actors should build on these experiences to seek 
coordination in areas where Turkey itself does not 
assume a leadership role. Multilateral outreach re-
lated to engagement in fragile contexts may also 
encourage Turkish reflection on how it can move 
beyond project-focused assistance to better ad-
dress institutional and capacity deficits in tandem 
with other cooperation providers. A good starting 
point for coordination in fragile contexts could be 
a joint analysis by the UN and Turkey, of how Tur-
key operates in these situations and the ways oth-
er donors can learn from these experiences.

Finally, any endeavor to involve Turkey more ac-
tively in global and country-level dialogue to pro-
mote strong and sustained commitments to glob-
al development goals should happen against the 
backdrop of UNDP’s vast experience in engaging 
with Turkey in capacity building to support the 
evolution of the Turkish development cooperation 
model. 25 years of collaboration in the context of 
the UNDP TCDC programme have given UNDP 
a unique understanding of the Turkish approach. 
These experiences that come with privileged ac-
cess to Turkish decision makers and experts should 
be taken into account in planning new initiatives 
for knowledge sharing with respect to the Turk-
ish model. Given that there are mixed signs about 
Turkey’s interest in collaborating with UN entities 
– financial support for multilateral development 
cooperation has been limited, while on the oth-
er hand Turkey has sought close cooperation with 
the UN in organizing major conferences, for ex-
ample – future engagement efforts should build 
on the lessons learned through the decades-long 
collaboration between Turkey and UNDP. 



9Turkey’s Role in Development Cooperation

Endnotes

1 OECD (2015), Dataset: Total flows by donor (ODA + OOF + Private) [DAC1], OECD.stat. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?data-

setcode=TABLE1#. 
2 OECD (2014), Aid at a glance. Available at https://public.tableau.com/views/AidAtAGlance/DACmembers?:embed=y&:display_count=no?&:-

showVizHome=no#1.
3 OECD (2015) Aggregate data on non-DAC countries’ development co-operation programmes, available at http://www.oecd.org/dac/

stats/20150416_UPDATE_NONDAC_TABLES_WEB_FINAL.xlsx and OECD (2015), Estimates of the development co-operation programmes 

of: Brazil, Chile, China, Colombia, India, Indonesia, Mexico, Qatar and South Africa. Available at http://www.oecd.org/dac/stats/documen-

tupload/table33a-web-final-after%20update%20Qatari%20figures.xlsx
4 OECD (2015) Dataset: Aid (ODA) disbursements to countries and regions [DAC2a], OECD.stat. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.

aspx?datasetcode=TABLE2a#
5 OECD (2015) Dataset: Total flows by donor (ODA + OOF + Private) [DAC1], OECD.stat. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?data-

setcode=TABLE1#
6 AidFlows (2015) Dataset: Beneficiary view – Official Development Assistance, sources & uses of ODA. Available at http://www.aidflows.org/
7 OECD (2015), Dataset: Aid (ODA) disbursements to countries and regions [DAC2a], OECD.stat. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.

aspx?datasetcode=TABLE2a#
8 OECD (2015), Dataset: Aid (ODA) disbursements to countries and regions [DAC2a], OECD.stat. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.

aspx?datasetcode=TABLE2a#
9 Turkey had the highest share of GNI allocated to fragile contexts in that year (.25%). See http://www.oecd.org/dac/governance-peace/publi-

cations/documentuploads/SOF2015.pdf. 
10 Jeannine Hausmann (2014) “Turkey as a Donor Country and Potential Partner in Triangular Cooperation”, DIE Discussion Paper, No. 14/2014 

(German Development Institute: Bonn). Avail

able at http://www.die-gdi.de/uploads/media/DP_14.2014.pdf
11 OECD (2015) Dataset: Aid (ODA) by sector and donor [DAC5], OECD.stat,. Available at http://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?dataset-

code=TABLE5# 
12 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2015) Turkey’s Development Cooperation: General Characteristics and the Least Developed 

Countries (LDC) Aspect. Available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-development-cooperation.en.mfa 
13 Turkey, Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (2014) Turkish Development Assistance 2013 (Ankara), p. 22.
14 Musa Kulaklıkaya and All Aybey (2008) An emerging donor in the Mediterranean basin: Turkey, in Anuari IEMed de la Mediterrània 2008, 

(IEMed – CIDOB, ed.: Barcelona). Available at http://www.iemed.org/anuari/2008/aarticles/EN263.pdf, p. 264.
15 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2015), Turkey’s Development Cooperation: General Characteristics and the Least Developed 

Countries (LDC) Aspect. Available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-development-cooperation.en.mfa.
16 The Hizmet movement (also called Gülen movement) is a transnational religious and social movement led by Turkish Islamic scholar and 

preacher Fethullah Gülen. It has no formal structure, no visible organization and no official membership. The movement funds hundreds of 

Islamic schools as well as think tanks and media outlets.
17 In this context, it is relevant to note however that Turkish foreign direct investment remains small in relation to the size of its economy. 
18 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2015), Turkey’s Development Cooperation: General Characteristics and the Least Developed 

Countries (LDC) Aspect. Available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-development-cooperation.en.mfa 
19 The focus on partner country needs emphasized in discourse on South-South cooperation is similar to the focus on demand-driven, part-

ner-centered development or country ownership on the OECD-DAC aid effectiveness agenda. The substantive distinction between South-

South cooperation and OECD-DAC development cooperation is often poorly defined.  Advantages associated with South-South coopera-

tion can be found in OECD-DAC cooperation programmes and bad practices associated with DAC aid providers can also be found within 

the cooperation programmes of South-South cooperation providers.
20 Andrea Binder and Ceyda Erten (2013) “From Dwarf to Giant — Turkey’s Contemporary Humanitarian Assistance”, paper presented at the 

World Conference on Humanitarian Studies: Human Security — Humanitarian Perspectives, Istanbul 24-27 October 2013.  (Global Public 

Policy Institute: Berlin). 
21 Sophia Swithern and others (2015) Global Humanitarian Assistance Report 2015 (Development Initiatives: Bristol). Available at http://www.

globalhumanitarianassistance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/GHA-Report-2015_-Interactive_Online.pdf
22 One sign of Turkey’s increasing role as a humanitarian aid provider is that it will host the first World Humanitarian Summit in 2016.  
23 Saban Kardas (2013) “Turkey’s Regional Approach in Afghanistan: A Civilian Power in Action”, SAM Papers, No. 6 (April) (Centre for Strategic 

Research: Ankara). Available at http://sam.gov.tr/wp-content/uploads/2013/04/SAM_paper_ing_06_int.pdf
24 The Annual Report on Turkish Development Assistance 2013 lists over 30 public entities that provide aid to partner countries with TIKA only 

being the fifth biggest provider of Turkish assistance.
25 Cemalettin Haşimi (2007) “Turkey’s Humanitarian Diplomacy and Development Cooperation”, Insight Turkey, Vol. 16 / No. 1, ( SETA Founda-

tion: Ankara), p. 127. Available at http://file.insightturkey.com/Files/Pdf/insight_turkey_16_1_2014_hasimi.pdf
26 HIPC Capacity Building Programme (2009) Guide to donors: Turkey  p. 6f. Available at http://www.development-finance.org/en/component/

docman/doc_download/631-turkey-18-09-2009.html
27 Mustafa şahin (2009) Turkish International Cooperation and Development Agency (TIKA) and South-South cooperation, presentation held 



10Turkey’s Role in Development Cooperation

at the UNCTAD multi-year expert meeting on international cooperation: South-South Cooperation and Regional Integration, (UNCTAD: 

Geneva).Available at http://unctad.org/sections/wcmu/docs/ciimem2p15_en.pdf
28 United Nations (1997) “Technical cooperation among developing countries, Consideration of reports of the administrator of the United Na-

tions Development Programme”, paper prepared for the High-Level Committee on the Review of Technical Cooperation among Developing 

Countries, 10th session (UN: New York). Available at http://ssc.undp.org/content/dam/ssc/documents/HLC%20Reports/Review%20of%20

progress%20in%20implementation%20of%20BAPA/TCDC%2010_3.pdf
29 UNDP (2013) “UNDP and Government of Turkey reviews their strategic partnership”, available at http://www.tr.undp.org/content/turkey/en/

home/presscenter/news-from-new-horizons/2013/01/undp-and-government-of-turkey-review-partnership.html 
30 OECD (2013) “Triangular Co-operation: What can we learn from a survey of actors involved?” 2012 Report (OECD: Paris). Available at http://

www.oecd.org/dac/dac-global-relations/OECD%20Triangluar%20Co-operation%20Survey%20Report%20-%20June%202013.pdf  
31 JICA (Japan International Cooperation Agency) (2012), “Japan and Turkey link arms to support social and economic development assistance 

in the region”, available at http://www.jica.go.jp/english/news/press/2011/120210.html and Kazuo Kodama, Deputy Permanent Represen-

tative of Japan to the United Nations (2012), Statement to the 17th Session of the High-Level Committee on South-South Cooperation. 

Available at http://www.un.emb-japan.go.jp/statements/kodama052212.html 
32 This overview of Turkish engagement in international discussions is based on summaries of national positions appearing in the Earth Negoti-

ations Bulletin over the course of the Open Working Group’s term and during the intergovernmental negotiations on the post-2015 agenda. 
33 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs (2015) Turkey’s Development Cooperation: General Characteristics and the Least Developed 

Countries (LDC) Aspect. Available at http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-development-cooperation.en.mfa 
34 The top 14 recipients of Turkish aid in 2013 were all countries with a Muslim majority population.
35 Deniz Göle (2014) “Turkey’s Development Assistance to Fragile States: From Sporadic Actions to System Building Practices”, Alternatives: 

Turkish Journal of International Relations, vol. 13 no. 1-2 (Yalova University Center for International Conflict Resolution: Yalova), 88-104. 
36 Kathryn Achilles, Onur Sazak, Thomas Wheeler, Auveen Elizabeth Woods (2015) Turkish Aid Agencies in Somalia: Risks and Opportunities for 

Building Peace (Saferworld and Istanbul Policy Center: London/Istanbul) .


