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aced with growing turmoil 
in neighbouring Syria and 
a deepening row with 
Russia that could threaten 
energy supplies, Turkey is 

moving to repair ties with Israel af-
ter years of crisis.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan says rapprochement be-
tween Turkey and Israel would 
benefit a region destabilised by the 
Syrian war. Erdogan, admired by 
supporters for his tough stance to-
wards the Jewish state, argues that 
better relations between the two 
US allies are in everyone’s interest.

“Israel needs a country like Tur-
key in this region,” Erdogan said 
January 2nd during a trip to Saudi 
Arabia. “And we, too, must accept 
that we need Israel. This is a reality 
in the region.”

Ties between Turkey and Israel, 
which were close allies during the 
1990s but grew apart as Ankara 
criticised Israel’s policies in the 
Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip, broke in 
May 2010 when Israeli commandos 
killed ten Turkish activists on a ship 
bound for Gaza, the Mavi Marmara. 
Ambassadors were withdrawn and 
bilateral relations downgraded.

Under pressure from the United 
States, concerned about the ten-
sions between two of its allies in 
the Middle East, Israel apologised 
for the death of the activists in 
2013. Turkey says full normalisa-

tion of ties depends on compensa-
tion from Israel to victims’ families 
and an easing of the blockade of 
the Gaza Strip.

Erdogan added that Turkey was 
keen to see an end to Israeli actions 
around the al-Aqsa mosque in Jeru-
salem, one of Islam’s holiest sites. 
“If both sides implement necessary 
measures based on mutual sincer-
ity, normalisation will follow,” he 
said.

Turkey has been sending sig-
nals of goodwill. In December, the 
country’s small Jewish community 
was allowed to celebrate Hanuk-
kah, the Jewish Festival of Lights, 
publicly for the first time since the 
founding of the Turkish republic in 
1923.

Officials of the two countries met 
in December and both sides say ne-
gotiations are continuing. Reports 
said Turkey would scale down the 
activities of Hamas in its territory 
and expel a senior Hamas official 
as part of a deal with Israel. Turkey 
would also end a trial in Istanbul, 
in which Israeli officials are being 
tried in absentia for their role in the 
Mavi Marmara attack, the reports 
said.

After years of Israel-bashing, 
the Turkish government has to be 
careful not to give the impression 
that it is appeasing the Jewish state 
and its policies in the Gaza Strip. In 
2014, Erdogan accused Israel of be-
having worse than Nazi Germany 
in its policies towards Gaza.

“Any steps taken to improve ties 
are significant as long as it supports 
efforts to resolve the Palestinian is-
sue,” the Turkish pro-government 
newspaper Daily Sabah said in an 
editorial. “There can be no doubt 
that as long as the current Israeli 
policy towards Gaza remains, the 
Turkish public will be wholly op-
posed to any sort of rapproche-
ment.”

Erdogan is at pains to point out 
that Turkey’s change of course 

could ultimately benefit Palestin-
ians in the Gaza Strip. He said Is-
rael had suggested that the Gaza 
blockade could be lifted for goods 
and building materials from Tur-
key. The president said Turkey was 
ready to send an electricity-gener-
ating ship to the Gaza coast to help 
overcome energy problems in the 
strip.

Turkey’s efforts to find common 
ground with Israel come at a time 
of increased tension between An-
kara and Moscow over the Syrian 
conflict. Russia imposed sanctions 
on Turkey following the downing 
of a Russian warplane on the Syr-
ian border by Turkish fighter jets 
on November 24th. There is con-
cern in Turkey, which depends on 
natural gas from Russia, that Mos-
cow might cut energy supplies, es-
pecially after Russia cancelled the 
Turkish Stream gas pipeline project 
following the downing of the jet.

“The crisis with Russia has 
pushed Turkey to try to diversify its 
energy resources,” columnist Verda 
Ozer wrote in the Turkish newspa-
per Hurriyet Daily News. As newly 
discovered natural gas fields in the 
eastern Mediterranean could make 
Israel a future energy exporter, the 
issue is seen as one of the driving 
factors behind the thaw in Turkish-
Israeli relations. Reports said Turk-
ish and Israeli officials resolved to 
include cooperation in the area of 
natural gas in a possible agreement 
to seal the return to normality be-
tween the two states.

Politically, the row with Russia 
has intensified Turkey’s need for 
partners in the region as the Syr-
ian war grinds on. Ankara is push-
ing for an end to the rule of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, while its 
relations with major regional play-
ers such as Egypt, Iraq and Iran are 
difficult.

“The Syrian crisis is another is-
sue on which Turkey may seek 
quiet Israeli support, particularly 

the support of Israeli intelligence, 
which may prove crucial to Turk-
ish war efforts,” Dan Arbell, a non-
resident senior fellow at the Center 
for Middle East Policy at the Brook-

ings Institution, wrote in a recent 
analysis.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Stepping closer. A 2013 file picture shows a billboard on a main 
street by the Ankara municipality to thank Turkish Prime Minister 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan three days after Israeli Prime Minister 
Binyamin Netanyahu apologised to Turkey over the death of nine 
Turkish citizens on board a Gaza-bound flotilla in 2010.

Erdogan is at pains 
to point out that 
Turkey’s change of 
course could 
ultimately benefit 
Palestinians in the 
Gaza Strip.

Istanbul

U 

nder pressure by Eu-
rope to stem the west-
ward flow of migrants, 
Turkey is introducing 
visa requirements for 

some Syrians arriving at its borders.
The regulation, which went into 

effect on January 8th and applies 
to Syrians arriving by air and by 
sea, marks the end of six years of 

visa-free travel between Turkey 
and Syria. In response, Syria said it 
would introduce visa requirements 
for Turkish citizens.

Ankara insists the visa step is a 
tool to combat rising illegal immi-
gration and that its current rules for 
Syrians at land borders remains in 
place. “Turkey remains committed 
to the open-door policy, which has 
been in place since 2011,” a Turkish 
government official told The Arab 
Weekly, requesting anonymity in 
line with government protocol.

The new visa regime is the latest 

sign of the pressures the interna-
tional refugee crisis has imposed on 
Turkey. Since the start of the Syrian 
war in 2011, the country has taken 
in more than 2 million refugees 
fleeing the conflict tearing apart its 
southern neighbour.

Although hundreds of thousands 
of Syrians travelled on to the Euro-
pean Union in 2015, refugee num-
bers in Turkey remain high as new 
people arrive, Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu said in De-
cember. “Despite the wave [of refu-
gees towards Europe], numbers in 
Turkey are not sinking,” he said.

Europe received more than 1 
million refugees in 2015, the high-
est numbers since World War II. 
Davutoglu’s government and the 
European Union have agreed on a 
deal under which Turkey is to curb 
illegal migration to Europe in ex-
change for progress in Ankara’s EU 
membership bid and an easing of 
travel restrictions on Turks visiting 
EU countries.

Davutoglu in December renewed 
Ankara’s call for the creation of safe 
zones in Syria. Turkey wants a strip 
of land in northern Syria along the 
Turkish border cleared of Islamic 
State (ISIS) militants and says it is 
ready to build entire cities made 
of container houses for hundreds 
of thousands of people. The idea 
was to provide Syrians with a safe 
environment in their own country 
“so that new people don’t come” to 
Turkey or Europe, Davutoglu said. 
Ankara has yet to win international 
support for the plan.

With the safe zone project on 
hold, Turkey is turning to other 
measures to stem the flow of refu-
gees.

The Turkish government official 
said the new visa regime for Syr-
ians was designed to tackle illegal 
migration. “Turkey introduced the 

new visa regime to address the no-
table growth in the number of Syr-
ians arriving in the country with 
fake passports,” the official said. 
“Most cases are related to vessels 
coming from Egypt and Lebanon 
but there is a broader problem. 
Considering the security environ-
ment in the Middle East right now, 
fake Syrian passports represent a 
national security threat.”

Migration experts confirm there 
has been a marked increase of Syr-
ians arriving in Turkey by air. One 
reason is a change of policies in 
Baghdad, they say. The Syrian gov-
ernment in 2015 made it easier for 
Syrians abroad to obtain or renew 
passports but increased fees. The 
Syrian newspaper Al Watan report-
ed in October that authorities had 
issued 829,000 passports since the 
start of 2015, filling government cof-
fers with $520 million in fees from 
applicants abroad.

Regular flights from Beirut or 
Amman to Turkey have taken 
many Syrians to Istanbul or other 
cities without the need of a visa. 
Although using this route costs 
several hundred dollars per head 
in visa fees and plane tickets, it is 
much easier than the trek via the 
land border.

Taner Kilic, head of Multeci-Der, 
a Turkish non-governmental or-
ganisation helping refugees, said 
many Syrians arriving by air went 
straight on to Greece. “Syrians 
from Lebanon and Iraq have been 
arriving in Turkey perfectly legally 
by air,” Kilic said. “They fly to Is-

tanbul or Bodrum and head for the 
coast.”

Ankara sees its new visa regula-
tion as a tool to weed out Syrians 
entering Turkey with fake identi-
fication. The Turkish government 
official said Syria’s change of pass-
port rules could be one reason be-
hind the increase of people travel-
ling with false passports. It was 
possible the new approach by Da-
mascus to issue more passports was 
not “meeting certain standards due 
to capacity issues”, the official said. 
“This new policy could be a con-
tributing factor in the rising num-
ber of fake Syrian passports.”

Pressure by the European Union 
has led to stricter controls by Turk-
ish law enforcement agencies along 
the Aegean, where thousands of 
Syrians board flimsy rubber din-
ghies every week to cross to one of 
the Greek islands just kilometres 
off the Turkish coast.

According to news reports, more 
than 1,000 refugees were picked up 
by police and army units along the 
Aegean in the second half of De-
cember. Authorities in the coastal 
province of Izmir said operations 
there had netted almost 26,000 
refugees in 2015. A total of 341 
suspected people smugglers had 
been arrested, they said. Almost 
3,800 people are thought to have 
drowned trying to reach the Euro-
pean Union by boat from Turkey or 
from northern Africa.

As a result of the Turkish action 
and winter weather that makes the 
crossings more difficult, the num-
bers of refugees arriving in Greece 
dropped towards the end of 2015. 
The EU border agency Frontex said 
in December that refugee numbers 
decreased in November for the first 
time. That month saw the arrival 
of 108,000 people in Greece, down 
from 150,000 in October.

Ankara imposes visas on Syrian migrants
Thomas Seibert

A man carrying a child tries to reach the shore after disembarking 
from a dinghy on which they crossed a part of the Aegean sea with 
other refugees and migrants, from Turkey to the Greek island of 
Lesbos, on January 3rd.

Since the start of the 
Syrian war in 2011, 
the country has 
taken in more than 2 
million refugees.


