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Ministers Desire an End
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Seen as Tied to Its Politics
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Efforts to clear the way for Turkey to begin membership negotiations with the European Union today went down to the wire, as EU foreign ministers sought to persuade Austria to drop last-minute objections.
At a working dinner in Luxembourg last night, foreign ministers from the 25 EU member states debated Austria's demand that Turkey's negotiating mandate should include a lesser status of "privileged partnership" with the bloc as a possible outcome, in addition to full membership.

Diplomats said Turkey's future in Europe had become ensnared in domestic Austrian politics -- the government faced regional elections yesterday -- and efforts to use Turkey as a lever to force the EU to also agree to open membership talks with Croatia, a close Austrian ally.

After decades of rebuffs from the EU and what Turkey took to be a promise of full-membership talks made in December, Austria's proposal and last-minute veto threat sparked anger in Ankara, the Turkish capital.
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"Either it will show political maturity and become a global power, or it will end up a Christian club," Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan said of the EU yesterday, in remarks reported by the Associated Press. Turkey's foreign minister, Abdullah Gul, said in a local newspaper interview that if the EU didn't "keep its word" on membership talks, partnership would be impossible.

"What we propose is an option in case membership does not work out," Austrian Foreign Minister Ursula Plassnik said Friday. Proponents of Turkey's entry, however, worry that a lesser alternative would become self-fulfilling.

An EU diplomat familiar with the talks said it seemed likely the Austrians would require two things to get them to back down: an assurance that Croatia could start talks soon, and language in a statement attached to the framework for Turkey's talks saying that if the bloc is unable to absorb new members, it won't do so.

Croatia's path to the EU depends in part on Carla del Ponte, the chief prosecutor at the Yugoslav war-crimes tribunal in The Hague. She is due today to give a formal assessment of whether Croatia is now fully cooperating with the tribunal.

The EU has been split on whether to admit Turkey, a mainly Muslim country that straddles East and West and has a largely poor, fast-growing population of almost 70 million. Admitting Turkey is unpopular with many of the bloc's 25 member nations, but most national leaders believe that to refuse Turkey even the chance to join would be a major strategic blunder, bolstering the argument of Islamists who say Islam and Christianity are in conflict.

"We're concerned about a so-called clash of civilizations," British Foreign Secretary Jack Straw told British Broadcasting Corp. television yesterday. Britain currently holds the EU's rotating presidency and is pushing hard for the start of talks with Turkey. "We need to see Turkey in the European Union and not pushed the other way," Mr. Straw said.

Even if talks do start this week, their course is likely to be rough, taking at least a decade and including the possibility that once Turkey has successfully completed the procedure for joining the EU, it still could be rejected. All EU members have to agree to admit another country, and some have promised referendums on whether to accept Turkey.

France threatened to block the start of Turkey's talks last month, saying Ankara should first recognize the Greek half of Cyprus that joined the EU last year, though France later dropped that demand. When Austria then raised objections to the negotiating framework, some other EU countries sympathized, but none joined its veto threat.

The EU diplomat familiar with the talks said Austria had increasingly linked Turkey's membership prospects with those of Croatia. Croatia was expected to start talks earlier this year, but was blocked because of its failure to hand over Gen. Ante Gotovina, a hero in Croatia for his role in the war with Serbia in the 1990s, to stand trial in The Hague for alleged war crimes.
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