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Washington

U 

S-Turkish relations, un-
der strain because of dif-
ferences in Syria, took 
another plunge after 
bodyguards of Turkish 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
beat and kicked protesters, includ-
ing American citizens, during his 
recent visit in Washington.

Both governments summoned 
the other’s ambassadors to issue 
protests over the May 16 incident 
outside the residence of the Turk-
ish envoy in Washington. Paul 
Ryan, the speaker of the US House 
of Representatives, said the Turk-
ish bodyguards’ actions were “com-
pletely indefensible” and demand-
ed an apology.

The House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee passed a resolution accus-
ing the Turkish security guards of 
violating the rights of free speech 
and assembly and saying that the 
Turkish officials involved should 
be brought to justice. Commit-
tee Chairman Ed Royce said the 
United States should start efforts 
in Turkey to counter the “indoc-
trination” of Turks by the Erdogan 
government.

That sort of tension is highly unu-
sual between NATO allies and two 
countries that regard each other as 
strategic partners. The row erupts 
when Turkey is becoming a politi-
cal hot potato in Washington, with 
reports that a former adviser to US 
President Donald Trump worked 
as a paid lobbyist for Ankara and 
blocked an offensive against the 

Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria because 
Erdogan opposed the plans.

The suspicion that Turkey may 
have tried to steer US policy by 
giving money to Trump advisers 
is another blow to Turkey’s image 
in Washington following the video 
clips of the melee outside the Turk-
ish ambassador’s residence. In one 
clip, Erdogan is seen looking at the 
melee from a distance; some Turk-
ish critics of the authoritarian lead-
er said the Turkish president might 
have ordered his guards to attack 
the protesters.

An editorial in the Washington 
Post spoke of “sickening images of 
protesters being chased, kicked and 
bloodied by black-suited members 
of Mr Erdogan’s security detail.” It 
added a piece of advice to the Turk-
ish leader: “Mr Erdogan and his 
thugs can stay home.”

District of Columbia Police Chief 
Peter Newsham condemned the 
“brutal” attack and had two mem-
bers of Erdogan’s security detail de-
tained. They were released under 
international diplomatic rules. The 
US State Department summoned 
Turkish Ambassador Serdar Kilic to 
protest the behaviour of the body-
guards.

Turkey countered by summoning 
the US envoy John Bass to the For-
eign Ministry in Ankara to tell him 
about “aggressive and unprofes-
sional actions” by US police officers 
against Erdogan’s entourage. Tur-
key said the bodyguards stepped 
in when efforts by local police to 
contain the anti-Erdogan protesters 
failed and pro-Erdogan demonstra-
tors were injured.

That is not the way the United 
States sees it. A subcommittee of 
the House Foreign Affairs Com-
mittee had a hearing May 25 dur-
ing which witnesses told of be-
ing beaten by Erdogan’s security 
guards. A resolution adopted by the 
full committee that same day said: 
“Turkish security forces acted in an 
un-professional and brutal manner, 
reflecting poorly on President Er-
dogan and the government of Tur-
key.”

It also said: “The United States 
should take steps to strengthen 
freedoms for the press and civil so-
ciety in countries such as Turkey, 
and combat efforts by foreign lead-
ers to suppress free and peaceful 
protest in their own countries.”

Royce told a panel in Washington 
on May 23 that the United States 
should establish “platforms” on so-
cial media as well as on radio and 
television to bring pro-democracy 
messages to Turkey, as Erdogan, 
who is accused by critics of sup-
pressing dissent, had made a free 
debate in Turkey impossible.

“I think we have not been as 

forthright and strong an advocate 
for freedom in Turkey as we should 
have been,” Royce said. “We need 
something that will assist people 
in Turkey to at least be able to lis-
ten to Turks who want to explain 
why freedom of religion, freedom 
of speech, freedom of assembly are 
important.”

Royce said a “process of slow in-
doctrination” by the Erdogan gov-
ernment was going on in Turkey.

In his May 16 meeting at the White 
House, Erdogan failed to convince 
Trump to stop American support for 
Kurds in Syria, seen as enemies by 
Ankara. Trump’s Syria policy calls 

for a local rebel force, led by Syrian 
Kurds, to attack the ISIS’s self-pro-
claimed capital of Raqqa.

According to the McClatchy news 
service in Washington, Trump’s for-
mer national security adviser Mi-
chael Flynn in January halted a plan 
by the administration of former 
President Barack Obama for an at-
tack on Raqqa. It was not disclosed 
at the time that Flynn had been paid 
more than $500,000 to represent 
Turkey in Washington, the report 
said. Flynn is also a key figure in the 
scandal surrounding alleged con-
tacts between Trump’s campaign 
team and Russia.
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Shaping an undemocratic image of Turkey

D
uring his recent trip 
to Washington, 
Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan no doubt 
had high hopes for a 

successful visit. After all, US 
President Donald Trump had told 
everyone in the media how 
pleased he was that Erdogan had 
called to congratulate him after 
his electoral victory.

No doubt he had high hopes 
that Trump, who had praised 
Erdogan’s leadership in the past, 
would see clearly how important 
it was to clear the way for the 
extradition of Erdogan’s long-
time adversary Fethullah Gulen to 
stand trial for the alleged role he 
played in last year’s attempted 
coup in Turkey.

Instead, Erdogan left a three-
time loser: He failed to convince 
the Trump administration not to 
arm and support the Syrian Kurds 
in their battle against the Islamic 
State. He really made no headway 
in convincing Trump to help him 
speed up the extradition of Gulen. 
And the brawl between his 
security team and protesters 
outside the Turkish ambassador’s 
residence in Washington created 
an embarrassing moment for 
Turkey.

Court documents describe what 

happened: A “peaceful” demon-
stration consisting of about two 
dozen Turkish and Kurdish 
demonstrators were protesting 
outside the Turkish ambassador’s 
residence in Washington, which 
you are allowed to do in the 
United States. In front of the 
residence were members of 
Erdogan’s security detail and from 
the embassy. Between the 
protesters and the security men 
was a small contingent of local 
police, deployed to keep the two 
groups apart because during 
Erdogan’s previous visit to 
Washington there had been a 
brawl in which his supporters 
attacked another group of 
protesters.

What then happened was 
captured on video by two separate 
sources. Erdogan is seen in the 
back of a car, watching the 
protesters. He then speaks to an 
aide, who talks to another man. 
Voice of America enhanced a 
recording made of the scene and 
played it for several Turkish 
experts, who agreed that one of 
the security team says something 
like “he says attack.” The Turkish 
Embassy denied that this is what 
happened.

The security team charged past 
the local police and began beating 
the protesters. The police tried to 
intervene but several people, 
including protesters, a policeman 
and a pro-Erdogan supporter, 
were injured. The video included 
footage of three security men 
repeatedly kicking a woman in the 
head.

All official Turkish personnel 
who had been detained were 

released “under a globally 
recognised custom under which 
nations don’t arrest or detain 
visiting heads of state and 
members of their delegations,” 
one US official told the media.

Condemnation was swift and 
damning. US Senator John McCain 
said: “This isn’t Turkey. This isn’t 
a third-world country” and that 
the United States “should throw 
the Turkish ambassador the hell 
out of the country.” The US State 
Department called in the Turkish 
ambassador to register a com-
plaint about the incident. House 
Foreign Affairs Committee 
Chairman Edward R. Royce said: 
“Agents of foreign governments 
should never be immune from 
prosecution for felonious behav-
iour.” The District of Columbia’s 
police chief said the incident 
“appeared to be a brutal attack on 
peaceful protesters.”

Media condemnation was just 
as tough. MSNBC cable news host 
Andrea Mitchell specifically 
referred to Erdogan as a “thug,” 
based on this incident and the 
way he treats members of the 
media, the courts and other 
institutions in Turkey.

Then the US House of Repre-
sentatives passed a non-binding 
resolution condemning the attack 
by the Turkish security detail and 
called for the prosecution of those 
involved. House Speaker Paul 
Ryan called what the incident 
“completely indefensible” and 
demanded that Turkey condemn 
the violence and apologise. He 
said the response from the 
Erdogan government was “wholly 
inadequate.”

In 2016, Erdogan’s security team 
was accused of attacking protest-
ers in Quito, Ecuador, and broke 
the nose of an Ecuadorian law-
maker.

Unsurprisingly, official Turkish 
media presented a different 
version of the events saying the 
local police failed to adequately 
protect the ambassador’s resi-
dence from violent protesters. A 
claim that is totally unsupported 
by video of the event.

Then, the Turkish Foreign 
Ministry, to complete the charade, 
lodged a formal complaint with 
the US ambassador in Ankara over 
what it said were “lapses of 
security” during Erdogan’s visit. 
After the non-binding resolution 
in the US House, Turkey reiterated 
that it had no reason to apologise.

Under the Trump administra-
tion, concerns for human rights 
have been put on the back burner, 
particularly in the Middle East and 
in countries such as Turkey. 
However, when Erdogan brings 
that lack of respect for human and 
civil rights to the United States, he 
just cements his image as an 
autocrat and one who is not 
particularly welcome in the 
country.

He also creates an image of 
Turkey as an undemocratic 
country that many Americans will 
not want to visit.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, 
the Boston Globe and the 
Canadian Broadcasting 
Corporation.
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Turkish media presented a 
different version of the events, 
saying the DC police failed to 
adequately protect the 
ambassador’s residence.

Raw violence. Protesters testify before the House Foreign Affairs Europe, Eurasia and Emerging 
Threats Subcommittee about the attack on demonstrators by members of Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s security detail, on Capitol Hill in Washington,  on May 25.                                       (Reuters)


