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T 

he man suspected of kill-
ing 39 people celebrating 
New Year’s Eve in an ex-
clusive Istanbul nightclub 
told Turkish police that 

he was directed by the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria and had switched tar-
gets only hours before the attack 
due to heavy security elsewhere in 
the city.

Turkish authorities said the gun-
man confessed to the attack on the 
Reina nightclub after he was cap-
tured, ending a nationwide man-
hunt.

Parts of the suspect’s statement 
to police appeared in the Turkish 
media. The Hurriyet daily report-
ed that the suspect — Abdulkadir 
Masharipov, a 33-year-old Uzbek — 
was told by militants in Raqqa, ISIS’s 
de facto capital in Syria, to stage an 
attack around Istanbul’s central Tak-
sim Square.

“The order came from Raqqa. 
I was told to stage an attack on 
New Year’s Eve in Taksim,” he was 
quoted as saying to the police. “On 
New Year’s Eve, I went to Taksim 
but heavy security precautions had 
been taken there. It did not seem 
possible to stage an attack.”

Masharipov reportedly said he 
spoke to his contacts in Raqqa and 
was told to search for another target. 
He said he took a cab around 10pm 
and wound up on the banks of the 
Bosporus, near the Reina nightclub. 
“Reina looked suitable for an at-
tack,” he said. “There did not seem 
to be heavy security there. I told [my 
contact] that Reina seemed suitable. 
[The contact] accepted that and told 
me to stage an attack in Reina.”

Masharipov described how he 
picked up his gun in the Zeytin-
burnu neighbourhood. He returned 
to the nightclub, killed a policeman 
and a passer-by before entering and 
opening fire on a crowd of 600 par-
tygoers.

Local media published photo-
graphs that show the suspect with 
a swollen and bruised face. Blood-
stains can be seen on his face and 
T-shirt and he was being held by the 
neck. Hurriyet did not publish de-

tails on how it obtained the police 
statement. It was also unclear how 
police got the confession.

Masharipov was captured in a 
large police raid late January 16th in 
the Istanbul suburb of Esenyurt. Po-
lice also detained an Iraqi man and 
three women from Senegal, Somalia 
and Egypt. It was not clear whether 
the women had ties to ISIS. Some 
media reported that they were plan-
ning to go to Syria to join the jihadist 
group.

Police also seized two drones, 
ammunition and almost $200,000 
in cash that Masharipov reportedly 
received from ISIS to facilitate his 
escape. His wife was detained in the 
Istanbul suburb of Pendik and their 
18-month-old daughter was taken 
into care, Turkish media reported. 
Police were still looking for their 
4-year-old son.

Istanbul Governor Vasip Sahin 
said Masharipov admitted to carry-
ing out the attack.

“The terrorist confessed his 
crime,” Sahin said at a January 17th 
news conference, adding that his 
fingerprints matched those found at 
the scene of the shooting.

The governor described the Uzbek 
gunman as a “well-trained terrorist” 
who “was educated in Afghanistan 
and can speak four languages”. He 
said he police operation to capture 
the Reina shooter involved 2,000 of-
ficers. CNN Turk reported that joint 
police operations against ISIS cells 
in Turkey had also been carried out 
in other provinces, including Bursa, 
Hatay, Izmir and Kayseri. More than 
250 people, including 168 foreign 
nationals, were detained in relation 
to the Reina nightclub attack.

Hurriyet reported that 

Masharipov, who was allegedly part 
of a Central Asian ISIS cell and oper-
ated under the code name Abu Mu-
hammad al-Horasani, is thought to 
have received training in al-Qaeda 
camps before joining ISIS.

“In January last year I entered 
Turkey via Iran because I had 
been told to join the war in Syria,” 
Masharipov reportedly told police. 
He settled in the central Anatolian 
town of Konya, where he received 
the order to stage the Istanbul at-
tack. He is believed to have arrived 
in Istanbul on December 16th.

In the early hours of January 

1st, the gunman had opened fire 
on revellers in the exclusive Reina 
nightclub with an automatic rifle, 
killing 39, 27 of whom were foreign-
ers, many from Arab countries. Ac-
cording to reports, he used stun 
grenades and, in several cases, shot 
those wounded and lying on the 
ground.

It was the first terrorist attack on 
Turkish soil undisputedly claimed 
by ISIS. In a statement released fol-
lowing the attack, the group said it 
had taken revenge for the Turkish 
military involvement in Syria. In 
August, Turkish troops entered Syr-
ia to reclaim border territory from 
ISIS and to push back the advance 
of Kurdish fighters.

Constanze Letsch is a 
contributor to The Arab Weekly 
in Istanbul.
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A woman lays flowers by a makeshift memorial in front of the Reina nightclub in Istanbul on January 17th, a day after Turkish police 
arrested the suspected attacker.                          (AFP)
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Why Erdogan is an ideal counterpart for Europe

F
orget the old guide-
books on how to 
conduct foreign policy. 
These are times that 
require that the modes 
and codes change.

The official introduction of 
Donald Trump as the leader of the 
free world further colours a globe 
that has already fallen under the 
domination of leaders who as 
political figures represent an 
unusual mixture of personal and 
national interests.

The language of this new type of 
a leader, elected and self-confi-
dent, obstinate and relentless, 
defiant to checks and balances, 
has already been on display, 
thanks to the largely successful 
efforts of Russian President 
Vladimir Putin.

Admired by some in Europe, 
such as Marine Le Pen of France or 
Geert Wilders of Netherlands, 
Putin has also been a source of 
inspiration for Turkey’s Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, who copy-pasted 
Putin’s populistic strategies, with 
a constantly renewed crisis policy 
and ceaselessly tough rhetoric 
towards the West.

Inside the European Union, a 
similar approach has been 
enthusiastically adopted by 

Hungarian Prime Minister Victor 
Orban, whose xenophobic policies 
have been spreading like a virus 
across Slovakia, the Czech 
Republic and beyond.

Much attention has been also 
focused on how Erdogan diverted 
the course of his country towards 
autocratic rule. This backward 
shift leaves all the unfulfilled 
expectations of an extremely 
diverse society. Unresolved issues 
and the collapse of the rule of law 
have shattered Turkey’s accession 
process with the European Union. 
It is now on life support, regarded 
as in a vegetative state.

International human rights 
organisations and independent 
observers, many of them experts 
in law, have compared Turkey’s 
ruling Justice and Development 
Party’s (AKP) immense purge of 
governmental institutions, mass 
arrests, witch-hunt of dissidents 
and termination of media free-
doms to the playbook of totalitar-
ian leaderships in 1930s Europe. 
Their genuine concerns seemed, 
for a time, to have found a 
common ground among the 
European leaders.

Nothing can be further from the 
truth. What we see and hear from 
the influential European capitals 
is simply an illusion.

“The show goes on,” said a 
European diplomat, who asked to 
remain anonymous.

“In fact, Erdogan is the ideal 
Turkish leader for the EU,” he said.

“He is somebody suited down to 
the ground for them. With the 
entire discourse and attitude he 
has demonstrated in the past four 
years, he has become the proof of 
the arguments of all those in 
power positions in the EU who 
had kept saying that Turkey does 
not belong to Europe and never 
will.

“He has turned himself into a 
central figure of the clash of 
civilisations, perceived as 
imposing a political culture that 
goes right against the founda-
tional spirit of the EU,” the 
diplomat added. “He is admired 
discreetly for providing the 
ultimate argument for Turko-
phobes arguing Turkey was never 
fit to enter the EU.”

“But that EU is no longer,” I 
insisted, adding that it tolerated a 
similar type of anti-European 
leadership within itself, such as in 
Hungary, Poland or Slovakia. He 
agreed.

Which brings us to the new 
modes and codes. In Erdogan’s 
case, much boiled down from a 
European vantage point to 
keeping the refugee flow to a 
minimum.

The Turkish president does not 
disagree. With the help of a 
refugee deal that went against the 
European spirit of human values, 
he played along and helped lower 
the numbers of people trying to 
reach the European Union.

Erdogan now goes even further 

by declaring that most Syrian 
refugees would be naturalised. 
There are an estimated 2.7 million 
of them on Turkish soil. Granting 
them citizenship means curbing 
the outflow into the European 
Union and it sounds like music to 
the ears of European leaders who 
feel strained to maximum.

The AKP does its utmost to strip 
its own citizens, large numbers of 
those who stand in opposition, 
such as millions of Kurds, of the 
right to travel abroad, citing 
emergency rule. In other words, 
while he accuses the European 
Union of closing its gates to 
Turkey, he is encircling Turkey 
with barbed wire.

So, we should be left with no 
illusions. Erdogan has become the 
helping hand for the European 
Union to blow out the Turkish 
candle, a de facto guarantee for 
where its borders end, drawing 
the limits for the European 
conscience. There may even be 
those who pray in secret that 
Erdogan stays in power as long as 
possible.

What matters in the new age is a 
foreign policy reduced to just 
trade. As long as there are those to 
do business — nothing but 
business — with, forget the rest. 
Welcome to the age of new modes 
and codes.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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The rapidly 
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economy, 
which is 
showing 
signs of 
stagflation.
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