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Istanbul

T 

he Turks have a saying: 
“The one who arrives 
makes you miss the one 
who has gone.” While 
many in Turkish gov-

ernment circles could barely dis-
guise their glee at the departure 
of Barack Obama and the arrival 
of Donald Trump as US president, 
there are signs they may come to 
rue their initial enthusiasm.

Turkish leaders were infuriated 
by the Obama administration’s 
refusal to bypass extradition pro-
cesses and simply hand over Penn-
sylvania-based cleric Fethullah Gu-
len after Ankara blamed him for the 
failed Turkish coup last July.

US support for Syrian Kurds fight-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria 
also angered many Turks who fear 
it will lead to the establishment of 
a hostile Kurdish statelet allied to 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) re-
bels fighting for a homeland inside 
Turkey.

“Obama… left office in Wash-
ington as one of the least success-
ful presidents in the history of the 
United States,” concluded Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s 
foreign policy adviser Saadet Oruc 
in a column for the pro-govern-
ment Star newspaper.

So it was with some hope that 
Trump’s election was greeted in 
Turkey. Anti-Trump demonstra-
tions were a “disrespect to de-
mocracy”, said Erdogan, who also 
praised the new US president for 
“putting in his place” a CNN re-
porter at his first news conference 
after his inauguration.

“Both Erdogan and Trump repre-
sent a nationalist, nativist, populist 
battle cry against the global liberal 
order, and this creates common 
ground between the two sides,” 
Mustafa Akyol wrote in Al-Monitor.

Thin-skinned populists with a 
predilection for suing critics, Er-
dogan and Trump may just hit it 
off. Either that or the two strong-
men may become bitter rivals. 
Politics and national interests will 
probably decide.

After the initial euphoria, a new 
realism has settled into Turkish at-
titudes towards Trump, especially 
after his executive order banning 
entry into the United States from 
seven Muslim-majority countries 
and suspending a programme to 
admit Syrian refugees.

Even so, reaction to what has be-
come known as the “Muslim ban” 
from Erdogan, who sees himself as 
a champion of the Muslim world 
and whose country hosts close to 
3 million Syrian refugees, has been 
muted.

Turkey’s main concerns appear 
to be US policy regarding the Syrian 
Kurds — US Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson called them “our greatest 
allies” in Syria during his confirma-
tion hearings — and whether US au-
thorities agree to Turkey’s request 
to extradite Gulen, a former Erdog-
an ally, to face charges of master-
minding the botched coup.

“What is going to be Trump’s at-
titude to the Middle East? Because 
right now the Middle East is boil-
ing over,” Erdogan said before the 
ban was put in place. “Now some 
statements regarding the Middle 
East are coming to our ears and if 
these statements are true, they are 
disturbing.”

Erdogan-watchers saw that as a 
reference to Syria. While Trump 
said he “will absolutely do safe 
zones in Syria” — an idea touted 
by Turkey almost since the conflict 

began in 2011 — Turkish leaders 
fear Trump might establish them in 
areas controlled by the Kurds. That 
would lend Kurdish aspirations le-
gitimacy and boost their chances of 
consummating their autonomy.

“Seen from Ankara, Washing-
ton’s support for the Syrian Kurds 
is an expression of hostility against 
Turkey,” Halil Karaveli wrote in The 
Turkey Analyst.

“The most powerful country in 
the Middle East is Turkey and the 
determining country is Turkey,” 
Erdogan said. “I think that it would 
not be right for humanity, for our 
world, if those who have no rel-
evance or interest in the Middle 
East, to make a very historical mis-
take and make decisions regarding 
the Middle East.”

Erdogan said he sought to meet 
with Trump as soon as possible but, 
despite the US president having 
called several world leaders, there 
was no White House acknowledge-
ment of a call with the leader of an 
important NATO ally. Turkey hosts 
both US troops and nuclear mis-
siles and is a member of the Group 
of 20 forum of major economies.

Whenever that conversation 
takes place, Erdogan said he would 
also bring up the matter of Gulen 
and the evidence Turkey has given 
US authorities to support its extra-
dition request.

“We gave them 85 dossiers and 
will ask what has happened to 
them,” Erdogan said. “Our wish is 
that this task is concluded as soon 
as possible.”

For Turkey, much will depend 
on the outcome of the extradi-
tion proceedings. In a country that 
has imprisoned 40,000 people on 
coup-related charges and holds 
more journalists in its jails than any 
other, the US verdict is likely to be 
seen as a deliberate snub if it goes 
the wrong way.

While Erdogan’s supporters have 
railed against Trump’s policies to-
wards Muslims, the Turkish presi-

dent has chosen to refrain from 
criticism and even his ministers’ 
admonitions have been mild.

What must be disturbing for Er-
dogan, though, is that one of the 
first foreign leaders Trump spoke 
with on the telephone was Egyp-
tian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi. 
Relations between Turkey and 
Egypt have been frosty since Sisi 
overthrew the Muslim Brother-
hood government in 2013.

Erdogan, an Islamist who sees 
himself as a protector of Sunni 
Muslims, was close to the Muslim 
Brotherhood government in Egypt 
and has given refuge to some of its 
leaders. He has also hosted Hamas 
and several Syrian Islamist rebel 
groups.

A bill before the US Congress to 
designate the Muslim Brotherhood 

a terrorist organisation would sour 
relations with Turkey, as would the 
realisation of Trump’s pledge to 
move the US embassy in Israel from 
Tel Aviv to Jerusalem.

While Obama is reported to have 
gone from seeing Erdogan as a 
moderate Muslim leader to an au-
thoritarian, his administration ex-
pended great diplomatic effort to 
keep the Turkish president on side 
and even allow US warplanes to use 
Turkish air bases to fly sorties in 
support of Kurdish forces fighting 
ISIS in Syria.

Quiet diplomacy though is not 
the Trump hallmark and his ad-
ministration may have its work cut 
out to meet Turkish expectations 
in the Middle East and Turkey may 
look back wistfully to the days of 
Obama.

Turkey’s high hopes 
over Trump may come 
crashing down
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A July 2016 file photo shows Turkish cleric and opponent to the 
Erdogan regime Fethullah Gülen at his residence in Saylorsburg, 
Pennsylvania.                                                                                              (AFP)
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Bells are ringing for Turkey’s moment of decision

Y
es or no? This will be 
the question for 
nearly 55 million 
voters in Turkey 
when they go to the 
polls in April, unless 

the Erdogan government changes 
its mind and calls off the vote.

A “yes” vote would legitimise a 
de facto singular rule that Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
represents as the holder of the 
executive presidency, establish-
ing a sort of sultanate that many 
analysts agree would bring an end 
to the parliamentary system 
whose roots go back to the 
foundation of the republic in 
1923.

In a nutshell, a “yes” vote 
would push Turkey into the 
league of autocracies in operation 
in Central Asia.

Erdogan was in full-scale 
“yes-I-can” mode when he 
launched the moves in January 
that led to the planned referen-
dum. Playing his Machiavellian 
cards masterfully, he kept his 
ultra-nationalist adversary, 
Devlet Bahceli, who is the leader 
of the National Movement Party 
(MHP), closer, cementing an 
Islamo-conservative bloc in the 
majority.

In return, Bahceli, is rumoured 
to have been promised cabinet 
seats for the MHP. However, given 
Erdogan’s record of political 
treachery, concerns have risen 
that Bahceli’s move was an act of 
suicide for his party.

Much has been written about 
the power shift Erdogan has 
worked so hard for since 2011. In 
short, it would abolish the 
separation of powers, hand him 
maximum powers to form a 
government and shape the entire 
state apparatus.

By way of appointments, he 
would have nearly full control 
over the judiciary, guaranteeing 
immunity from charges on abuse 
of power and corruption. By 
keeping his party affiliation, he 
would be a commander-in-chief, 
having a potential to rule the 
country by also exerting control 
of the armed forces. He would be 
empowered to issue decrees at 
will and to abolish parliament as 
he sees fit.

Sezgin Tanrikulu, a Kurdish 
deputy of the main opposition, 
secular Republican People’s Party 
(CHP), described it astutely, using 
a football club as an analogy.

“Imagine a chairman of that 
club,” he wrote. “He gets elected 
at the same time as the chairman 
of the national football federa-
tion. He has the right to appoint 
the members of the national 
referees’ committee and also 
professional football disciplinary 
commission. He shapes football 

arbitration committee as well. 
Not only that: If a player in his 
team misses a goal, he can fire 
that player. If the rival team 
happens to win against his team, 
he is entitled to punish the rival 
team. And, if despite all this, his 
team doesn’t win the champion-
ship, he has the power to cancel 
the entire league!”

Back to the question. Will it be a 
“yes” after all or “no”? Figures by 
respected national pollster AKAM 
presented a snapshot that would 
disappoint Erdogan. The survey 
in the first half of January showed 
the “no” vote at 57.6% with the 
“yes” vote at 42.4%.

This explains why there has 
been a delay by Erdogan to ratify 
the bill by parliament that would 
make the April referendum a 
must. At the time of this writing, 
ten days had passed without 
presidential approval. İs there a 
change of heart? It may that the 
presence of a large “no” vote is 
worrisome for the ruling Justice 
and Democratic Party (AKP). If so, 
a way out would be either to wait 
until 2019 elections or to declare 
snap polls. This, it seems, is the 
AKP’s hard choice.

Presuming that the chaotic and 
acrimonious politics of Turkey 
advances to referendum, how will 
the “yes” and “no” sides build 
their campaigns? Erdogan has 
made it clear that, defying once 
more the constitution, he would 
arrange at least 40 rallies. His 
strength with the public is 

unquestionable and that is what 
his party, the AKP, counts on, in 
bringing the “yes” vote to 
between 55-60%. This corre-
sponds to a total of the AKP and 
MHP vote.

There could be glitches along 
the way. The AKAM survey 
pointed out, for example, that the 
two-thirds of the ultra-nationalist 
voters of MHP said they would 
vote “no”. Anxious about this, 
Erdogan is pushing for further 
arrests and overall harassment of 
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic 
Party (HDP) deputies, just to 
appease those voters. If this is the 
pattern, it is taken for granted 
that the HDP would be under huge 
legal pressure.

On the other side of the equa-
tion: The horror for the “no” side 
would be low voter turnout. The 
AKAM study indicated that 20% 
of the HDP voters polled said they 
are not willing to vote due to fear 
or mistrust. AKP likely hopes that 
harassment of the HDP would 
increase the possibility of a 
Kurdish boycott.

There are more concerns. Some 
CHP deputies openly warned that 
voters may be scared by assassi-
nations and terrorist acts, 
accusing the AKP of using all 
means to manipulate the vote. 
Exaggerated or not, this shows 
that Turkey walks on razor’s edge.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
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