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Turkey’s Erdogan ousts prime 
minister, solidifies power

Navy SEAL’s death signals more US forces in Iraq, Syria
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T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan further 
tightened his grip on the 
country’s political scene 
by forcing Ahmet Davuto-

glu to resign as prime minister and 
preparing to name a close associate 
as his successor.

Davutoglu, who served as chair-
man of the ruling Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) since taking 
over as prime minister from Erdog-
an in 2014, on May 5th announced 
that he would not be a candidate 
for the party leadership at a May 
22nd extraordinary AKP congress. 
As the post of AKP chairman is tied 
to that of prime minister, Davutog-
lu is also set to quit his government 
role.

“I am not thinking of running as a 
candidate at the party congress un-
der the current circumstances,” Da-
vutoglu said in a statement. He said 
he was proud of his record as prime 
minister and party chief but felt it 
was better for the party’s future. 
Davutoglu said he would hold onto 
his seat in parliament for the AKP.

Davutoglu stressed he still felt 
close to Erdogan. “His family is my 
family,” he said. “His honour is my 
honour.”

Davutoglu warned against what 
he called “speculation” about ten-
sions between him and the presi-
dent and said he had no ill-feeling 
against anybody. However, Davu-
toglu underlined that he had never 
sought a post “without an agree-
ment”.

Howard Eissenstat, an expert on 
Turkish politics at St Lawrence Uni-
versity in the United States, posted 
on Twitter that Davutoglu was care-
ful not to burn all bridges with Er-
dogan despite leaving office against 
his will. “Davutoglu expresses re-
sentment at his removal but refuses 
to carry that resentment to Erdog-
an,” Eissenstat tweeted. “Hurt, but 
not stupid.”

Erdogan’s move against his prime 
minister followed weeks of rising 
tensions with Davutoglu, who was 
Erdogan’s foreign policy adviser 
and foreign minister before becom-
ing prime minister 20 months ago.

News of Davutoglu’s dismissal 
rattled markets already worried 
about political instability amid 

signs of problems for the Turkish 
economy. Erdogan tried to assure 
Turks and investors that any turbu-
lence would be temporary. Once a 
prime minister more aligned to the 
president was in power, the coun-
try would stabilise, Erdogan ad-
viser Cemil Ertem told the Turkish 
NTV news channel. Ertem ruled out 
snap elections before a scheduled 
vote in 2019.

No candidate for the AKP chair-
manship has yet come forward but 
observers say Erdogan will pick the 
next party leader and prime minis-
ter himself, even though the con-
stitution defines the presidency as 
a non-partisan and largely ceremo-
nial post.

Burhan Kuzu, a legal adviser to 

Erdogan, told the TGRT television 
station that, while the president 
might not be the “legal leader” of 
the AKP and the government, there 
could be no doubt that he was “the 
natural leader”.

News reports said Erdogan’s son 
in-law — Energy Minister Berat Al-
bayrak — is among the candidates 
for the top posts. Transport Min-
ister Binali Yildirim, Justice Minis-
ter Bekir Bozdag, Health Minister 
Mehmet Muezzinoglu and Mustafa 
Sentop, a top AKP official in parlia-
ment, have also been named.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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T 

he third US combat death 
in Iraq since President 
Barack Obama unleashed 
American firepower on 
Islamic State (ISIS) in Au-

gust 2014 could signal that more fa-
talities are to come in a war his ad-
ministration did so much to avoid.

The gradual expansion of US 
troop numbers in Iraq and neigh-
bouring Syria in recent weeks 
means that US troops are increas-
ingly thrust in harm’s way, despite 
Obama’s oft-repeated pledge of “no 
boots on the ground”.

The primary mission for these 
forces will be to bolster a falter-
ing and fumbling Iraqi offensive 
launched on March 24th against the 
northern city of Mosul, seized by 
ISIS in a lightning campaign in the 
summer of 2014.

The Kurdish peshmerga, who like 
their cousins in Syria are the most 

reliable fighters the Americans are 
backing, are leading the charge. US 
Navy SEAL Charles Keating IV was 
killed fighting alongside peshmerga 

fighters as they came under attack 
by a group of around 100 ISIS mili-
tants. He and fellow US troops were 
assisting the peshmerga in what US-

led coalition spokesman Colonel 
Steve Warren called “a big fight, one 
of the largest we’ve seen recently.”

The day-long battle near Tal 
Asquf, north of Mosul, was a sober-
ing reminder that ISIS is far from de-
feated and is still capable of mount-
ing ferocious counter-attacks, using 
waves of suicide bombers in heavily 
armoured vehicles in the same way 
that US forces employ air strikes to 
blast a way through enemy posi-
tions.

US commanders and sen-
ior administration officials have 
been bragging for weeks that the 
21-month-long air campaign led by 

the United States has inflicted im-
mense damage and casualties on 
ISIS.

There have been claims of 25,000 
ISIS fighters killed and the group’s 
infrastructure hammered into rub-
ble, its flow of foreign volunteers 
cut from 2,000 a month to 200 (later 
emended to 500) in recent months. 
Intelligence officials, however, have 
warned otherwise.

The deployment of special opera-
tions forces in both countries and 
the US decision to send Apache at-
tack helicopters to provide close 
air support for Iraqi troops mark a 
distinct escalation that is putting 
American fighters on the front line 
for the first time since the US with-
drawal from Iraq in December 2011.

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security issues for publications 
such as Jane’s Intelligence Review 
and Jane’s Defence Weekly. He 
lives in Beirut.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu walks off  the stage at the end of a news conference at his 
ruling AK Party headquarters in Ankara, on May 5th.

Iraqi Kurdish female fighters aim their weapons during a 
deployment near the front line of the fight against ISIS in Nawaran 
near Mosul.
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