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T 

urkey and Israel are set to 
put their deepest diplo-
matic crisis behind them 
and normalise relations.

Reports in both coun-
tries said negotiators from Turkey 
and Israel would soon announce a 
deal, with a formal signing of the 
agreement likely in July. The re-
ports came after Turkish Prime Min-
ister Binali Yildirim said a solution 
in the long-lasting row with Israel 
was not far off.

Close allies in the 1990s, Tur-
key and Israel fell out in May 2010 
over the Israeli seizure of the Mavi 
Marmara, a ship owned by a Turk-
ish charity that was approaching 
the blockaded Gaza Strip with sup-
plies. Israeli commandoes stormed 
the ship and killed ten activists on 
board. Turkey expelled the Israeli 
ambassador and reduced contacts 
with the Jewish state to a minimum.

Under pressure from the United 
States, which was concerned about 
the row between two of its closest 
partners in the Middle East, Israel 
apologised to Turkey in 2013 and 
said it would pay compensation to 
the families of the victims, meet-
ing two of three conditions set by 
Ankara for a return to normal rela-
tions. Turkish media say Israel will 
pay $20 million.

Turkey’s third demand — lifting 
of the Israeli blockade of the Gaza 
Strip — proved the hardest obstacle. 
Diplomats from both countries have 
met several times over the past year 
to hammer out a deal and differenc-
es over Gaza appear to have been 
overcome.

Turkey’s Hurriyet newspaper re-
ported that Israel was allowing Tur-
key to complete, staff and supply a 
hospital in Gaza. Israel would grant 
permission for a Turkish-German 
project to build a power plant in 
Gaza to ease chronic energy short-
ages. Turkey would build a seawater 
desalination plant to boost potable 
water supplies for Gaza, the news-
paper said.

With these arrangements, Tur-
key’s government can argue that 
the Israeli blockade is lifted enough 
to improve the daily lives of Gazans 
and Israel is still keeping a close eye 
on what is going into and out of the 
territory. Israel’s Haaretz newspa-
per reported that Turkey agreed to 
send aid to Gaza via the Israeli port 
of Ashdod rather than directly to 
Gaza.

According to Haaretz, another 
obstacle to a comprehensive set-
tlement was Israel’s demand that 
Turkey close an office of Hamas, the 
Islamist group that governs Gaza, in 
its territory. The newspaper said a 
“formula” had been reached on the 
issue.

Signs of a rapprochement be-
tween the two countries multiplied 
in recent months. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan said in Janu-
ary the Turks had to accept “that we 
need Israel”. Israeli Energy Minister 
Yuval Steinitz told the Reuters news 
agency that he met with Erdogan at 
a nuclear security summit in Wash-
ington in March “in a very good at-
mosphere”. The Erdogan-Steinitz 
meeting was the highest level face-
to-face contact between the two 
countries since May 2010 ship inci-
dent.

One reason Turkey and Israel 

are working to overcome the cri-
sis is that both sides are interested 
in energy cooperation. Natural gas 
resources under Israeli and Cypriot 
waters in the Mediterranean could 
be exploited and exported to world 
markets with Turkey’s help.

On the political front, Turkey has 
become increasingly isolated in the 
Middle East. Ties with Egypt, Syria, 
Iraq and Iran have soured, while the 
downing of a Russian military plane 
by Turkish fighter jets on the Syrian 
border in November developed into 
another crisis.

Analysts in Turkey say Erdogan 
and his new prime minister are 
seeking a more conciliatory ap-
proach in foreign policy after the 
departure of Yildirim’s predeces-
sor, Ahmet Davutoglu. According to 
news reports, Yildirim told a group 
of journalists during a closed-door 
meeting that Ankara was looking to 

repair relations with its neighbours. 
“Israel, Syria, Russia, Egypt — there 
is no eternal enmity between these 
countries bordering the Mediter-
ranean and the Black Sea,” Yildirim 
was quoted as saying.

While trying to normalise ties 
with Israel, Erdogan has been 
reaching out to Russia. In a letter to 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
Erdogan said he hoped for a return 
to the good relations with Moscow 
that Ankara enjoyed before the 
downing of the Russian plane.

Political columnist Murat Yet-
kin said it looks as though a major 
policy shift was under way and that 
the era of Turkey’s isolation is com-
ing to an end. Yetkin referred to the 
term “precious loneliness”, coined 
by Ibrahim Kalin, Erdogan’s presi-
dential spokesman, during Davuto-
glu’s tenure. Kalin used “precious 
loneliness” to argue that Turkey had 

problems with some neighbours 
because it was following a foreign 
policy based on moral values.

Now things are changing, Yetkin 
wrote in the Hurriyet Daily News. 
“It now looks like Erdogan has seen 
that the foreign policy line he fol-
lowed with Davutoglu is not taking 
Turkey anywhere better,” he said.

While Erdogan is trying to put out 
fires damaging Turkey’s foreign re-
lations in the region, the president 
is meeting criticism domestically. 
Harsh rhetoric used by Erdogan and 
his aides against Israel, Russia and 
other powers in the past makes it 
harder now to sell compromises to 
the Turkish public. “Why does Tur-
key need Israel all of a sudden?” op-
position leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu 
asked.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Dark days in Turkey

T
he strains facing two 
key professions in 
Turkey — journalists 
and judges — are 
becoming unbearable. 
The increased pres-

sure on the system of checks and 
balances exposes a deepening 
systemic crisis brewing on 
Europe’s south-eastern flank.

It is an undisputed fact that 
journalism has become the riskiest 
profession in Turkey. The number 
of jailed reporters and editors is 
rising and the case of the pro-
Kurdish daily Ozgur Gundem sig-
nals a new crackdown on freedom 
of speech.

The detention of three civil 
society figures in June created an 
international uproar. A court in Is-
tanbul ruled that journalist Ahmet 
Nesin, the son of humorist Aziz 
Nesin; Professor Sebnem Korur 
Fincanci, director of the Turkish 
Human Rights Foundation (TIHV); 
and Erol Onderoglu, the repre-
sentative of Reporters Without 
Borders (RSF) in Istanbul, could 
face long prison terms on charges 
of terrorist propaganda. At least 
one of them, Fincanci, is in solitary 
confinement.

The reason is astounding: All 
three stood in as editor for a day at 
Ozgur Gundem.

They were not alone. Forty-

four people, mainly journalists and 
non-governmental organisation 
(NGO) figures, took part in the act 
of solidarity and 35 of them are 
now being investigated on the 
same charges. This raises concerns 
they may also end up in prison.

In a related development, a 
liberal TV network, Can Erzincan, 
was notified that it will, in a matter 
of weeks, be taken off the TurkSat 
satellite, again due to terrorist 
propaganda charges. This will 
leave the Turkish public with only 
two or three independent channels 
— a near blackout.

With conditions in some ways 
resembling those in Egypt, Russia 

or Azerbaijan, Turkish media are 
walking with crutches. For the 
small number of brave journalists 
remaining, pursuing the truth or 
speaking out is like taking a stroll 
in a minefield.

Because free reporting is essen-
tial to any democracy, its demise 
will mean, simply, democracy’s 
end as well.

The judiciary is also feeling 
threatened.

Most recently, one-quarter of the 
judiciary was subjected to a wave 
of removals of judges and prosecu-
tors. Almost 4,000 were trans-
ferred to new positions.

According to independent 

professional organisations rep-
resenting them, such as YARSAV, 
what they call an unprecedented 
move amounts to a purge, in which 
loyalty to Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and his ruling 
party counts as the sole merit for 
promotion or demotion.

What really threatens the judici-
ary, the backbone of Turkey’s al-
ready fragile democracy, however, 
goes beyond this.

In a dramatic move that raised 
concerns in international judicial 
circles, such as the Geneva-based 
International Commission of Ju-
rists (ICJ), the government is push-
ing through a bill that would enable 
the political executive to shape and 
command all high courts of appeal, 
such as the Court of Cassation and 
the Supreme Administrative Court.

According to Minister of Justice 
Bekir Bozdag, known to be the 
closest politician to Erdogan, the 
law will be passed by the end of 
July. If the government is success-
ful, many law experts agree, it will 
mark an end to the separation of 
powers in Turkey.

“We have not witnessed any 
period in the past 50 years during 
which the judiciary was put upon 
so badly,” wrote Sami Selcuk, a 
“grand old man” of the law and for-
mer chairman of the High Court of 
Appeals, in the Cumhuriyet daily.

“This is so painful. These are the 
days, for me as a retired judge, of 
profound mourning and shame. 
There is nobody out there who 
hears the cries for help. The majori-
tarian government has now pre-
pared the coffin of the judiciary… I 
am left without hope.”

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist based 
in Istanbul.
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Demonstrators protest against the arrest of three prominent press freedom 
activists in central Istanbul, on June 21st.


