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T 

his was a referen-
dum that showed the 
profound difference 
between words and 
deeds.

Turkey, once again, 
repeated its usual pattern of 
behaviour — over-the-top threats 
to the Iraqi Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG) over the 
independence referendum and 
conflicting steps to implement the 
threats.

However, 24 hours after the 92% 
“yes” vote for Kurdish independ-
ence, the public was wondering 
whether the fury whipped up by 
Turkey’s governing Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) and its 
leader, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, was in vain.

Turkey, like Iran, was frustrated 
by the Iraqi Kurds’ insistence on 
proceeding with the referendum. 
Both countries targeted Iraqi 
Kurdistan’s chief vulnerability — 
its economy. However, both acted 
reluctantly, perhaps because 
they knew they were historically 
locked into the role of rival pow-
ers.

Turkey’s official tone remained 
aggressive, reflecting the high-
decibel utterances of Erdogan. 
Even before the vote, there 
seemed to be hesitation about 

what was possible for Ankara to 
do. Three days before vote, Tur-
key’s National Security Council 
issued a carefully worded com-
muniqué that took a cautious line 
within international law.

The parliamentary vote on a 
cross-border operation may be the 
real litmus test for Kurdophobia 
in Turkey.  It was supported by 
most parliamentarians. The main 
opposition — the secular Republi-
can People’s Party (CHP) — joined 
its archrival AKP and its de facto 
partner, the Nationalist Move-
ment Party (MHP), in voting for 
military action in northern Iraq.

That vote reflected a basic fact 
— nearly 90% of Turkish parlia-
mentarians are afflicted with 
populism, a “Kurdish allergy,” as 
observers noted.

The parliamentary vote was 
the most concrete result of the 
mood in Turkey after the Kurdish 
referendum. There were conflict-
ing reports about the imposition 
of Turkish sanctions on trade with 
KRG but that was a non-starter 
when it became clear there were 
severe disagreements within the 
cabinet about moving ahead.

Economy Minister Nihat Zey-
bekci explained it in the context 
of “national interests.” He said the 
government’s reflex action was 

“business as usual.” He added that 
“people may criticise me now, 
saying, ‘We talk about Mosul and 
Kirkuk as sacred causes but you 
are just talking about trade.’ But 
my job is trade.”

The facts provide context. Trade 
between Turkey and the KRG has 
increased to $5 billion this year, a 
20% rise on 2016. The KRG’s debts 
to Turkish businesses total nearly 
$2 billion, reports stated.

The Turkish oil pipeline, which 
is used to move Kurdish oil to 
market, is a huge factor as well. 
KRG’s largest oil company is the 
Britain-listed Genel Energy, which 
has strong links with pro-AKP 
business circles in Turkey. Erdog-
an has spoken of “shutting off the 
valves because we control them” 
but Turkey has not done so.

Instead, Ankara stopped flights 
to Erbil and declared that military 
training for the Kurdish peshmer-
ga forces will cease. The Turkish 
media regulatory body, RTUK, has 
taken Kurdish channels Rudaw TV 
and K24 off Turksat.

These measures drew an unex-
pected response. Rudaw Editor 
Rebwar Karim Wali wrote an opin-
ion piece on his channel’s website 
contrasting Erdogan’s bluster 
about “valves” with his actual 
actions.

“Why did you not shut down the 
valves when the Kurdish oil was 
being sent to (the Turkish port of) 
Ceyhan and transported by ships 
all the way to Mexican gulf?” Wali 
thundered. “Where did all the 
money from the Kurdish oil sold 
go?”

Even so, the KRG is bound to suf-
fer the effects of its neighbours’ 
displeasure. Nearly 90% of its 
supplies are dependent on Turkey 
and Iran.

Meanwhile, Russia will step into 
the frame. It did not speak against 
the Kurdish vote for independence 
before the referendum. Moscow 
maintains a dialogue with the 
KRG, which has signed a $2 billion 
oil deal with Rosneft, the Russian 
oil company.

There is little doubt that Russia 
will try to moderate the crisis. It 
will play on Iran’s good relations 
with Baghdad. It will attempt to 
influence Erdogan, who seems 
to believe that Russian President 
Vladimir Putin can play a bal-
ancing role against the United 
States. Erdogan, of course, blames 
the Americans for the Kurdish 
“surge.”

Eventually, Turkey’s knee-jerk 
reactions to the Kurdish referen-
dum may be no more than a pass-
ing storm.
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n a move condemned by crit-
ics as an indication that Tur-
key is holding Westerners hos-
tage, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan offered to free 

a US pastor jailed in his country if 
Washington extradites a suspected 
coup plotter.

Erdogan’s proposal, immediate-
ly rebuffed by the US State Depart-
ment, could add to existing strains 
between Turkey and the United 
States and cement a perception in 
the United States and Europe that 
Turkey is moving away from the 
West.

Ankara and Washington are al-
ready at odds over US support for 
Syrian Kurds and Turkey’s plans to 
buy a Russian missile defence sys-
tem that would be incompatible 
with weapons used by other NATO 
countries.

In a speech September 28 in An-
kara, Erdogan mentioned Andrew 
Brunson, a Protestant pastor from 
the United States who led a small 
church congregation in the west-
ern Turkish city of Izmir before 
he was arrested in October 2016. 
Turkish news reports indicate that 
prosecutors in Izmir accuse Brun-
son of being a follower of Fethul-
lah Gulen, a Muslim cleric based 
in the United States who is seen 
by Erdogan as the instigator of last 
year’s coup attempt in Turkey. Gu-
len said he played no role in the 
coup.

Erdogan said Washington re-
fused to hand over Gulen despite 
documents and other evidence 
provided by Ankara, while asking 
Turkey to free Brunson. “They say: 
‘Give us the pastor,’” Erdogan said 
about the Americans. “You also 
have a pastor,” he added in refer-
ence to Gulen. “Give him to us, 
then we will put the other one on 
trial and hand him over.”

State Department spokes-
woman Heather Nauert rejected 
Erdogan’s idea. “I can’t imagine 
that we would go down that road,” 
she said. Nauert stressed that the 
United States would continue to 
call for Brunson’s release. “He was 

wrongfully imprisoned in Turkey,” 
she said.

US President Donald Trump 
raised the issue in meetings with 
Erdogan but there was no sign that 
Brunson, who has faced unsub-
stantiated accusations in the Turk-
ish media, could be released soon. 
One pro-government newspaper 
suggested Brunson would have 
become head of the US Central In-
telligence Agency (CIA) if the coup 
attempt in July 2016 had been suc-
cessful.

Brunson is not the only West-
erner held in a Turkish jail. Ger-
many said approximately a dozen 
of its citizens, including journalists 
and a human rights activist, have 
been arrested in Turkey. German 
Foreign Minister Sigmar Gabriel 
accused Ankara of holding Deniz 
Yucel, a newspaper reporter with 
dual German-Turkish citizenship, 
“hostage.”

Unconfirmed reports by Ger-
man media said Turkish officials 
brought up the idea of a swap of 

German suspects with Turkish dis-
sidents in confidential talks with 
German counterparts earlier this 
year.

Turkey said Germany is shelter-
ing hundreds of extremists bent 
on the destruction of the Turkish 
state, including Kurdish militants, 
Gulen followers and anti-Erdogan 
journalists. In the latest case that 
attracted attention in Germany, a 
prosecutor in the south-eastern 
Turkey city of Diyarbakir asked 
the Justice Ministry in Ankara to 
start efforts to have Can Dundar, a 
prominent Erdogan critic and for-
mer editor of a Turkish opposition 
newspaper who fled to Berlin last 
year, extradited from Germany.

Suspicions that the Erdogan 
government might be prepar-
ing to swap jailed Westerners 
with Turkish dissidents abroad 
strengthened when a decree gave 
the Turkish president the power to 
exchange prisoners in Turkey with 
Turkish citizens in other countries 
if it was in Turkey’s national inter-

est to do so.
By going public with his offer to 

trade Brunson for Gulen, Erdogan 
risked further tensions with Tur-
key’s partners in the West. “Er-
dogan’s offer of swapping Andrew 
Brunson is an unfortunate confes-
sion by the Turkish president that 
the American pastor is a pawn 
held hostage by Ankara,” Aykan 
Erdemir, a former Turkish law-
maker who works for the Wash-
ington think-tank Foundation for 
Defense of Democracies, said via 
e-mail. “This admission will fur-
ther tarnish Turkey’s global image 
as a country that borrows tactics 
from the playbook of Tehran and 
Pyongyang.”

Erdemir added that Erdogan’s 
speech could increase scepticism 
towards Turkey in the US Congress, 
where lawmakers have expressed 
outrage over violence by Erdog-
an’s bodyguards in a brawl during 
a visit by the Turkish president to 
Washington in May. The Trump ad-
ministration has withdrawn a plan 

to allow US gunmaker Sig Sauer 
to sell handguns and ammunition 
worth $1.2 million to Erdogan’s se-
curity detail, following calls from 
congressional leaders to cancel the 
project.

“At this point, it wouldn’t be sur-
prising if the US Congress pushes 
harder for the government to start 
imposing sanctions against Turk-
ish officials responsible for Anka-
ra’s hostage diplomacy,” Erdemir 
said.

In another sign of Turkish-Amer-
ican discord, Erdogan’s govern-
ment is going ahead with the pur-
chase of the Russian S-400 missile 
defence system. Erdogan hosted 
Russia’s President Vladimir Putin 
in Ankara for talks about the deal 
and about the crisis in Syria, where 
Russia and Turkey are planning 
joint military action to secure the 
province of Idlib.
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Lives upended. Activists hold placards, some with the names of those arrested in Turkey, as they 
protest outside the European Council building in Brussels.          (AFP)
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