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Biden tries to reassure Ankara but a new problem emerges

Ankara

T 

he leaders of three of 
Turkey’s main political 
parties recently met to 
discuss cooperation in 
the fight against terror-

ism and consider a modest packet 
of constitutional changes.

Only a few weeks ago such a 
meeting between the three men 
— Prime Minister Binali Yildirim, 
chairman of the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP); main 
opposition leader Kemal Kilicdaro-
glu of the centre-left Republican 
People’s Party (CHP); and Devlet 
Bahceli of right-wing Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP) — would 
have been unthinkable.

The August 22nd meeting was 
the product of a new spirit of coop-
eration between the parties that is 
one of the few good things to have 
emerged after the attempted coup 
on July 15th, an event that all Turks 
— including hard-line Kurdish radi-
cals in the south-eastern Turkey — 
fiercely opposed.

The need for solidarity was un-
derscored two days before the 
meeting when a Kurdish wedding 
in Gaziantep was bombed, killing 
at least 51 people.

This common front of opposi-
tion politicians in the face of an at-
tempt to overthrow the country’s 
government led Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan to receive 
the leaders in his palace. All three 
agreed to drop the series of court 

cases, mostly for insults, against 
each other and work together.

However, a fourth party, the left-
ist pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP) was excluded 
from the dialogue. Its leaders 
— Selahattin Demirtas and Figen 
Yuksekdag — and four other of its 
members of parliament are facing 
prosecution for praising terrorism 
by the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) in speeches. They strongly 
deny the allegations.

The government, which passed 
a special amendment to lift their 
parliamentary immunity, refuses 
to enter into dialogue with them.

Nevertheless, a new consen-
sus seems to be forming in main-
stream Turkish politics. The softer 
attitude is not just a product of the 
unanimous condemnation of the 
coup. It is reinforced by threats 
to the country from terrorism on 
three fronts.

The first and most urgent of 
those threats is seen as the Gulen-
movement, an eclectic Sufi group 
accused of infiltrating the army, 
civil service and universities and 
staging the coup. Though Fethul-
lah Gulen, the US-based alleged 
leader of the group, strenuously 
denied any involvement, almost 
all politicians and public opinion 
in Turkey blame the movement 
and support government calls for 
him to be extradited from the Unit-
ed States.

Also, since July, approximately 
50 police officers and soldiers 
have died in clashes with the PKK 
in south-eastern Turkey. That in-
cludes three attacks in mid-August 
that killed ten police and soldiers.

The threat from the Islamic State 
(ISIS) is equally deadly. Not only 
was the political meeting over-
shadowed by news of the Gazi-
antep bombing, which has been 
blamed on ISIS, but politicians are 

conscious that attack was the lat-
est in an apparently unstoppable 
series. More than 340 people have 
died in bomb attacks in Turkey in 
the last year.

That has led the attitudes of Tur-
key’s mainstream political parties 
to shift towards greater coopera-
tion.

Bahceli has become almost an 
ally of the AKP, backing it strongly 
on issues such as Kurdish unrest 
and the fight against terrorism.

The CHP, Turkey’s main opposi-
tion, may be tacitly recognising that 
under Erdogan Turkey is evolving 
towards a monolithic presidential 
system. The move to a strong ex-

ecutive presidency, which seems 
almost certain, means that Turk-
ish politics will perhaps be closer 
to the sort of inter-party dialogue 
around the president that exists in 
the United States than the classic 
parliamentary template.

The AKP has dangled enticing 
political carrots to encourage dia-
logue with the opposition. Just be-
fore going into summer recess, the 
Turkish Grand National Assembly 
passed an omnibus law of 75 mis-
cellaneous measures. Even though 
it had easily the necessary major-
ity to pass the law, the government 
bowed to requests from the oppo-
sition and removed a handful of 

highly controversial measures.
These included the right to re-

move and replace mayors of mu-
nicipalities; the privatisation of 111 
state corporations ranging from 
national broadcaster Turkish Ra-
dio and Television Corporation 
(TRT) to the Turkish History and 
Language Foundations, bodies 
mandated in the will of republic 
founder Mustafa Kemal Ataturk. 
These were seen as major conces-
sions.

David Bachard is a Turkey-based 
writer. He is preparing a book on 
the final century of the Ottoman 
Empire.

Washington

U 

S Vice-President Joe 
Biden visited Ankara to 
repair ties with Turkey 
but he failed to remove 
major stumbling blocks 

even as a new source of stress 
emerged when Turkey launched a 
military intervention in Syria.

Biden sparred with Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan on live 
television about a Muslim cleric in 
the United States who is wanted for 
treason in Turkey. The exchange 
came as Turkish tanks and troops 
entered Syria in an operation direct-
ed against both the Islamic State’s 
last foothold on the Turkish border 
in the town of Jarabulus as well as 
the advance of a Syrian-Kurdish 
group closely allied with the United 
States in the fight against the terror 
group.

Biden, who said the people of 
Turkey “have no greater friend 
than the people of the United States 
of America”, toured the parliament 
building in Ankara, which was 
damaged during July’s attempted 
coup. He voiced regret for not hav-
ing visited Turkey earlier.

Washington signalled support for 
Turkey’s intervention in Syria, even 
if it was in part directed against US 
allies, and US officials said they had 
provided Turkey with intelligence 
and air cover.

Biden’s visit came after Turkish 
government officials had accused 
the United States of being behind 
the coup attempt, a charge Wash-

ington strongly denies. Relations 
also have been rocked by Ankara’s 
anger over Washington’s refusal 
to immediately extradite Fethul-
lah Gulen, a Muslim cleric living in 
Pennsylvania who Ankara claims 
led the coup plotters.

Biden said the extradition deci-
sion rests with the US court system, 
not with Washington but Erdogan 
was not convinced. Speaking on 
live television with Biden sit-
ting next to him, Erdogan said the 
United States should at least detain 
Gulen pending extradition. Biden 
replied that according to US judicial 
procedures: “You can’t just point 
to someone and say, ‘This is a bad 
guy.’”

If the goal of Biden’s August 24th 
visit was, in the words of a senior 
US official travelling with the vice-
president, to get relations “back on 
track”, early indications are that 
the mission failed. “Biden wasted 
a trip, Turkey wasted time,” opined 
an editorial in the pro-Erdogan 
newspaper Daily Sabah.

The two allies were closer on the 
issue of Syria, although tensions 
remain there as well. Biden told Er-
dogan that Washington would pres-
sure the Syrian Kurds to withdraw 
their forces east of the Euphrates 
after their recent gains in Manbij, 
west of the river.

Turkey is concerned that the Syri-
an Kurdish Democratic Union Party 
(PYD) and its military arm, the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), aim 
to extend their territory along the 
Turkish border to unite areas under 
their control. This would result in a 

solid Kurdish-controlled area along 
the border that would cut Turkey 
off from the rest of the Middle East 
and could form the nucleus of an 
independent Kurdish state.

Ankara has long said that such a 
move by the PYD and the YPG — off-
shoots of the Turkish-Kurdish rebel 
group Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) — would be a “red line” trig-
gering government action.

Some say that action has begun. 
Mensur Akgun, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Kultur Universitesi, 
said the objectives of the Jarabulus 
operation were to drive the Islamic 
State (ISIS) out of the area, prevent 
advances by the PYD and secure “a 
bigger say in decisions about Syria’s 
future”.

Quoting unnamed sources, the 
CNN Turk news channel said Tur-
key would establish a security cor-
ridor on Syrian territory stretching 
from Jarabulus to Marea, about 
70km to the west. Turkish Interior 
Minister Efkan Ala said the cross-
border operation would continue 
until the threat of missile attacks on 
Turkish territory had ceased.

Selim Koru, a Turkish analyst, 
said on Twitter that the Jarabulus 
operation might be the beginning of 
a more permanent Turkish military 
presence in Syria. He posted a map 
showing a possible “safe zone” in 
northern Syria to be controlled by 
Turkish forces or pro-Turkish rebel 
groups. “Turkey has been calling 
for a safe zone for years,” he wrote.

A Turkish-controlled zone inside 
Syria would further complicate the 
Syria conflagration and almost cer-
tainly lead to new tensions between 
Ankara and Washington, which has 
rejected Turkish calls to set up such 
a zone with international troops. 
Russia expressed concern about the 
Turkish incursion, which the Syrian 
government slammed as a violation 
of its sovereignty.

The prospect of a Turkish-con-
trolled zone raises a larger question 

and possible irritant in Turkish-
American ties: Who is to take con-
trol in Syrian areas liberated from 
ISIS? The Free Syrian Army (FSA), 
once touted as the fighting force of 
moderate rebel groups, is too weak. 
Other groups such as Ahrar al-Sh-

am, a coalition of Islamist militias, 
have been supported by Turkey but 
are seen as radical extremists by the 
West.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.
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Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) greets Republican People’s Party opposition leader 
Kemal Kilicdaroglu in Ankara, Turkey, on July 25, 2016.

The  changed attitude 
is reinforced by 
threats to the country 
from terrorism on 
three fronts.
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US Vice-President Joe Biden (L) listens to Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan at the Turkish Presidential Complex in 
Ankara, on August 24th.

The prospect of a 
Turkish-controlled 
zone raises a larger 
question and 
possible irritant in 
Turkish-American 
ties.

“Biden wasted a trip, 
Turkey wasted time.”

    An editorial in the 
pro-Erdogan newspaper 

Daily Sabah.


