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News & Analysis

Istanbul summit strong on the
rhetoric, weak on concrete steps

I 

have argued that US President 
Donald Trump’s decision to 
recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s 
capital was a gift for Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan. Erdogan, a master 

reader of domestic and interna-
tional mood, seems determined to 
procure a bonus as well.

Without missing a beat after 
Trump’s announcement, Erdogan 
rapidly convened an emergency 
summit of the world’s leading 
pan-Islamic body, the Organisation 
of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) in 
Istanbul.

Both the level of participation 
and the outcome probably ex-
ceeded Erdogan’s expectations: 
16 of the dozens of members that 
attended were represented by 
heads of state. The final statement 
declared that East Jerusalem is 
“the capital of the state of Pales-
tine” and invited “all countries to 
recognise the state of Palestine 
and East Jerusalem as its occupied 

capital.”
From the point of view of 

Erdogan’s Justice and Develop-

ment Party (AKP), the summit and 
its final statement served as a great 
public relations stunt. For Erdogan, 
the summit topped several days of 
decisive and unexpected moves.

First, he took Athens by surprise 
with the suggestion that the 1923 
Treaty of Lausanne needed to be 
“revised.” The treaty has long gov-
erned Greek-Turkish relations and 
been considered a cornerstone of 
regional peace. Though the Greeks 
were confused and angry, Erdogan 
emerged as a strong leader who 
protects the interests of the Turk-
ish nation.

This is how — with small, cal-
culated political steps — Erdogan 
manages to change the narrative 
about him, especially the ugly 
storyline emerging from the Zarrab 
trial in New York. The “oil-for-gold” 
case alleges attempts to evade US 
sanctions against Iran. Reza Zarrab, 
a Turkish-Iranian businessman 
arrested in 2013 and charged with 
money laundering and sanctions 
violations, has implicated Erdogan, 
who was prime minister at the 
time.

Unsurprisingly, Erdogan has felt 
the need to change the subject and 
he did with his loud denunciation 
of Israel at the OIC summit. He said 
it is a state defined by “occupa-
tion” and “terror” and lambasted 
Trump. “With this decision, Israel 
was rewarded for all the terrorist 
activities it has carried out. It is 
Trump who bestowed this award 
even,” he said.

The summit was a diplomatic 
coup for Erdogan. There has been 
little or no criticism or question-
ing of the summit’s outcome from 
Turkish diplomats and analysts. 
Instead, there has been an overall 
agreement that the meeting was 
a success. This, even though it is 
rather far-fetched to think the deci-
sion to recognise East Jerusalem as 
the capital of a Palestinian state can 
be implemented. Still, the declara-
tion was considered a balancing act 
to counter the destructive decision 
taken by Trump. How many OIC 
members will recognise a Palestin-
ian state is another open question.

However, neither issue counts 
for Erdogan as he continues to ag-

gregate power at home.
Indeed, his comments on the 

Treaty of Lausanne in Greece and 
the Jerusalem issue in Istanbul 
showed the weakness and disarray 
of the Turkish opposition.

Kemal Kilicdaroglu, leader of the 
main opposition Republican Peo-
ple’s Party, could do nothing other 
than agree with Erdogan on the 
Treaty of Lausanne. He added that 
several Aegean islands were under 
Greek occupation. It illustrated 
the increasing force of national-
ism across the Turkish political 
spectrum.

As for the Jerusalem issue, Er-
dogan’s critics showed themselves 
to be spectacularly divided. Some 
demanded that Turkey move its 
embassy to East Jerusalem im-
mediately. Others said that Turkey 
should cut diplomatic ties with Is-
rael because Erdogan had branded 
it a “terrorist state.”

Erdogan’s star looks set to shine 
so long as he beats the drum for 
religion and a populist notion of 
nationalism but he’s also a master 
of survival tactics.

Erdogan’s populist diversion serves his survival goals well
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M 

ore than 50 Muslim 
countries, led by Tur-
key, slammed the US 
decision to recognise 
Jerusalem as Israel’s 

capital but a failure to back up 
the rhetoric with concrete action 
showed the extent of internal rifts, 
analysts said.

A statement issued in Istanbul af-
ter a December 13 emergency sum-
mit of the Organisation of Islamic 
Cooperation (OIC), a body compris-
ing 57 Muslim countries, said mem-
bers “reject and condemn” the US 
move.

OIC members invited “all coun-
tries to recognise the state of Pales-
tine and East Jerusalem as its occu-
pied capital.”

The summit was called by Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Erdog-
an, whose country holds the rotat-
ing OIC presidency and who has 
been one of the most vocal critics 
of the US decision. In his speech 
at the Istanbul meeting, Erdogan 
called Israel a “terror state” and 
Palestinian Authority President 
Mahmoud Abbas said the United 
States would no longer be accepted 
as a mediator in the Israeli-Pales-
tinian conflict.

Erdogan’s efforts to produce a 
unified and strong response to 
Trump’s plan were only partly 
successful. While criticism of the 
United States in the Istanbul decla-
ration went beyond what some OIC 
members had said individually, 
less than half of OIC members sent 
their heads of states to the meet-
ing.

Key US allies in the region limit-
ed their representation in Istanbul 
to cabinet members. Saudi Arabia, 
the guardian of the holy cities of 
Mecca and Medina and host of the 
OIC headquarters, was represented 
by its minister of Islamic affairs. 
Egypt and the United Arab Emir-
ates sent their foreign ministers.

Observers said the strong words 

in the final statement in Istanbul 
masked a lack of concrete steps. 
Gonul Tol, director of the Centre 
for Turkish Studies at the Mid-
dle East Institute in Washington, 
pointed out that, while the Istan-
bul declaration was a “symbolically 
important move” that “projected 
the image of unity” in the Mus-
lim world on the Jerusalem issue, 
there were no consequences. “It 
was the lowest common denomi-
nator. In practical terms, it changes  

nothing,” Tol said.
Deep divisions in the Muslim 

camp meant that even a poten-
tial withdrawal by the United 
States from its role in the Middle 
East would not change much, 
Tol added. “I don’t see how they 
could lead a peace process,” she 
said about countries at the table in  
Istanbul.

The OIC includes bitter regional 
rivals Saudi Arabia and Iran as well 
as war-torn Syria, where several 

regional powers are vying for in-
fluence. Saudi Arabia also leads a 
quartet of regional powers in con-
flict with Qatar, in which Turkey 
and Iran take Doha’s side.

While Turkish media hailed the 
Istanbul summit as “historic,” the 
meeting’s conclusions did not go 
beyond the affirmation of East Je-
rusalem as the capital of the Pales-
tinians, a stand already included 
in the OIC charter. The summit 
declaration did not include politi-

cal or economic steps against Is-
rael. Erdogan’s announcement fol-
lowing Trump’s declaration that 
Turkey might break off diplomatic 
relations with Israel was not men-
tioned.

Also, the OIC statement lacked 
a pledge by members to move em-
bassies to East Jerusalem to coun-
ter Trump’s decision to build a US 
embassy in the holy city. Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavu-
soglu, the day after the summit, 
said he was sure embassies would  
be opened in the eastern part of 
the city but did not offer a time 
frame.

The US State Department ac-
cused the OIC of prejudging the 
outcome of Israeli-Palestinian 
talks by calling the eastern part of 
Jerusalem the Palestinian capital, 
while Trump’s announcement did 
not specify which parts of the city 
he was referring to. “I think this 
would be the difference” between 
the OIC and the United States, 
State Department spokeswoman 
Heather Nauert said after the Is-
tanbul meeting. “We are not mak-
ing any calls on borders.”

Given the failure of the OIC to 
come up with specific steps, Israel 
said it was not worried by the Is-
tanbul summit. Israeli Prime Min-
ister Binyamin Netanyahu said 
the Istanbul decisions “fail to im-
press us,” while the Times of Israel 
newspaper wrote that “Erdogan 
and Abbas bark at Jerusalem but 
their threats have no bite.”

Some government critics in 
Turkey agreed. Ertugrul Gunay, a 
former minister in Erdogan’s cabi-
net, said on Twitter that Erdogan 
should cut all political, military 
and economic ties if he really 
viewed Israel as a “terror state.”

The OIC meeting highlighted 
Erdogan’s anti-Western rhetoric at 
a time of tension in Turkey’s ties 
with the United States over Wash-
ington’s support for Kurds in Syria 
and a growing suspicion by US of-
ficials concerning Erdogan’s lead-
ership.

Trump’s national security ad-
viser, H.R. McMaster, was quoted 
as telling a panel in Washington 
that NATO member Turkey and 
Qatar, long accused by critics of 
being sponsors of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, were key support-
ers of a “radical Islamist ideology.” 
The Turkish Foreign Ministry said  
McMaster’s statement was  
“astonishing, baseless and unac-
ceptable.”

Thomas Seibert

Hyperbole. Backdropped by a map of Israel and Palestinian territories, Turkey’s President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan addresses the Organisation of Islamic Cooperation’s Extraordinary Summit in 
Istanbul, on December 13.                             (AP)
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