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urkey and Israel, two 
key political and military 
powers in the Middle 
East, are close to normal-
ising ties after six years of 

crises.
Following talks by high-ranking 

officials in London, the Turkish 
Foreign Ministry said there was 
hope for an agreement to re-estab-
lish full relations with Israel. “The 
teams made progress towards fi-
nalising the agreement and closing 
the gaps and agreed that the deal 
will be finalised in the next meet-
ing, which will be convened very 
soon,” the ministry said.

No date for a follow-up meet-
ing was announced but, given that 
Turkish leaders have been keen to 
downplay chances for a return to 
normal ties with the Jewish state, 
the upbeat statement by Ankara 
suggested an agreement could be 
near. Turkish Prime Minister Ah-
met Davutoglu told the Vatan daily 
that both sides hoped to enter a “fi-
nal stage” in the talks soon.

Close allies in the 1990s, NATO 
member Turkey and US ally Israel 
fell out over Israel’s approach to 
the Hamas-ruled Gaza Strip. Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan, Turkey’s cur-
rent president who served as prime 
minister from 2003-14, accused Is-
rael of waging “state terror” against 
Palestinians.

The breaking point came on May 
31st, 2010, when Israeli comman-

dos stormed the Mavi Marmara, a 
ship owned by an Islamic Turkish 
charity, which was trying to deliver 
aid to the cordoned-off Gaza Strip. 
Ten Turkish activists were killed in 
the raid. Turkey expelled the Israeli 
ambassador and cancelled military 
cooperation with Israel in the after-
math.

Following pressure by Washing-
ton, Israeli Prime Minister Biny-
amin Netanyahu apologised to 
Erdogan in 2013, fulfilling a key 
Turkish demand for normalisation 
of ties, but several rounds of nego-
tiations failed to produce results. 
Ankara wants compensation pay-
ments by Israel for the families of 
the Mavi Marmara victims as well 
as a lifting of the Gaza blockade. In 
return, Israel wants Turkey to drop 
a criminal case in which Israeli of-
ficers and politicians are being 
tried in absentia for their role in the 
Mavi Marmara raid.

Israel has reportedly agreed to 
pay about $20 million in compen-
sation. Both sides are also said to 
be close to a solution for the Gaza 
issue. Israel is unwilling to lift the 
blockade completely but the Net-
anyahu government is pondering 
a compromise that would make 
it possible for Turkey to provide 
humanitarian aid to Gaza, Turk-
ish news reports said. One sticking 
point is Turkey’s proposal to pro-
vide floating power plants on ships 
that would be anchored off Gaza to 
address the acute energy shortage 
in the territory.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu confirmed that Israel’s 
Gaza embargo was one of the rea-
sons preventing a deal so far. The 
blockade was a “sensitive issue”, 
Cavusoglu told the Turkish news 
channel a Haber. “There are basic 
needs like electricity, water and 
energy,” he said, indicating that 
tentative agreements reached on 

compensation and other questions 
were not enough. “Those hurdles 
have to be overcome as well.”

Possible anger among the Mus-
lim-conservative grass roots of 
Erdogan’s governing Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) is one 
reason that Ankara is so cautious 
about an agreement with Israel. 
The Humanitarian Relief Founda-
tion (IHH), the charity that owns 
the Mavi Marmara, says it is op-
posed to dropping the case against 
Israeli officials.

IHH official Hanefi Sinan told 
the Islamic Vahdet newspaper 
that the reported agreement was a 
“shame”. Calling Israel a “centre of 
terrorism”, Sinan said Turkey must 
not trust the Jewish state. “A peace 
agreement will certainly not be to 
the benefit of Turkey and Gaza,” he 
said.

But Yahya Bostan, a columnist 
for the pro-government Turkish 
Daily Sabah, said a comprehen-
sive settlement is likely. “Neither 
side wants this to continue for 
much longer,” Bostan wrote April 

11th, adding that the next and final 
meeting between negotiators of 
both sides was likely to take place 
within two weeks.

Turkey and Israel have found 
themselves isolated in the Middle 
East and are keen to find partners in 
a region rocked by the Syrian war. 

Following confrontation with 
Moscow triggered by the shooting 
down of a Russian warplane by the 
Turkish Air Force near the Syrian 
border in November, Turkey has re-
inforced efforts to find alternative 
suppliers of energy. Reports say 
Ankara has set its sights on newly 
discovered natural gas fields off the 
Israeli coast.

Political progress has been ac-
companied by symbolic gestures 

underlining the parties’ willing-
ness to overcome the Mavi Mar-
mara crisis. During a recent visit 
to Washington, Erdogan met with 
Jewish leaders and was quoted by 
Turkish media as telling students 
that he was to attend a Jewish 
wedding in Turkey in May or June, 
which would be the first participa-
tion of a Turkish president in such 
a ceremony.

When a suicide bomber of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) killed three Israe-
lis and one Iranian with an attack 
in Istanbul on March 19th, Israeli 
President Reuven Rivlin phoned 
Erdogan to thank him for express-
ing his condolences.

Turkey has stepped up security 
in the face of that and other at-
tacks amid reports that the coun-
try’s Jewish community of about 
20,000 people could be targeted. 
Sky News reported in March that 
ISIS was planning to attack Jew-
ish schoolchildren in Turkey and 
that undercover counterterrorism 
measures were under way to foil 
any such attacks.
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The flag-draped coffins of Israeli victims of a suicide bombing are loaded onto a military aircraft at 
Ataturk International Airport in Istanbul on March 20th.

Both Turkey and 
Israel have found 
themselves isolated 
in the Middle East.

A gloomy mood in Turkey

S 

igns of Turkey’s 
economic troubles are 
everywhere, particu-
larly in the tourism 
industry.

Tens of thousands of 
tourists have cancelled vacation 
plans to visit Turkey, decisions 
that will lead to a serious loss 
of revenue. Foreign students 
who may have planned to spend 
months studying in Turkey are 
reportedly changing their minds 
and their destinations.

An American college student, 
the daughter of an acquaintance, 
had planned to visit Istanbul for 
the summer. However, her univer-
sity cancelled its Turkish summer 
courses in the aftermath of Islam-
ic State-inspired suicide bombings 
that killed more than a dozen 
tourists in some of Istanbul’s main 
tourist spots along with Kurdish 
Workers’ Party (PKK) attacks in 
Ankara and other cities that killed 

dozens. His daughter will study in 
Germany instead.

Add to this the Obama admin-
istration ordering the families of 
700 military personnel to leave 
Turkey because of possible at-
tacks. The US State Department 
updated its travel warning, advis-
ing that “there were increased 
threats from terrorist groups 
throughout Turkey” and with-
drew staff members’ families from 
the consulate in Adana and offices 
in Izmir and Mugla.

All this means that fewer and 
fewer Europeans and Americans 
will be going to Turkey this year 
and this could not happen at a 
worst time. Tourism accounts 
for about 4.5% of the country’s 
$800 billion economy and injects 
billions in much-needed foreign 
currency. In 2015, before the latest 
round of attacks, Turkey’s tourism 
industry was expected to lose $10 
billion-$11 billion, much of this 
coming from the drastic drop in 
visitors from Russia and plummet-
ing hotel room prices designed, 
but failing, to attract more visi-
tors. Already media in Turkey are 
calling 2016 “a lost year” for the 
country’s tourism sector.

This is only the tip of the eco-
nomic iceberg.

From 2002-06, during the Jus-
tice and Development Party’s first 
term in government, the economy 

grew 7.3%. This gave Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan, then the prime minis-
ter, credibility with the Turkish 
people and his party proceeded to 
win three more terms and he was 
eventually elected president.

This bright picture has dimmed. 
Turkey struggles with myriad 
problems, including a rapid drop 
in the value of the lira, slowing 
economic growth and increasing 
debt. The International Monetary 
Fund predicts a 3.5% growth rate 
in 2016, mostly a result of the fall 
in global oil prices and a 30% in-
crease in the country’s minimum 
wage. However, it also expects in-
flation to exceed the government’s 
5% target by “a wide margin”.

While some of these problems 
are global in nature — the flood of 
Syrian refugees to name a major 
one — many are of Erdogan’s mak-
ing. Among them are the decision 
to shoot down a Russian fighter 
jet that crossed into Turkish 
airspace and allowing individuals 
who wanted to join the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to slip across Turkey’s 
border with Syria as part of a plan 
to undermine the government of 
Bashar Assad — a plan that has 
backfired as ISIS sees Turkey as a 
partner in the US war on its exist-
ence. There is also the decision to 
forget about peace with the Kurds 
and return to open-ended conflict.

Foreign investors, key to much 

of Turkey’s earlier growth, are 
increasingly nervous over what is 
happening politically inside the 
country. Erdogan’s crackdown on 
dissent, including jailing jour-
nalists on trumped-up charges, 
undermining police and judicial 
independence and basically 
criminalising free speech that isn’t 
pro-government, will not help 
convince investors that Turkey is 
a stable country in which to put 
their money.

Erdogan, who once had such 
a steady hand on the helm, now 
looks lost and increasingly angry 
as he lurches from crisis to crisis. 
As the economic picture darkens, 
so does his mood. His new tactic 
seems to be using terrorism and 
the Kurds to take Turks’ attention 
off the fact that people are losing 
their jobs and the situation is only 
going to get worse.

It is unlikely that the old Er-
dogan, the one with the steady 
hand, will return any time soon, 
which means that he and his fel-
low Turks are in for a very rough 
next few years.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public 
Radio, the Boston Globe and 
the Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.

Tom Regan

View point
It is 
unlikely 
that the old 
Erdogan, 
the one 
with the 
steady 
hand, will 
return any 
time soon.

Foreign investors, key to 
much of Turkey’s earlier 
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Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu told the 
Vatan daily on April 
8th that both sides 
were hoping to enter a 
“final stage” in talks 
soon.


