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J 

ust a few months ago, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan compared Euro-
pean leaders to Nazis and 
condemned them as Islamo-

phobes but when he recently talked 
about his EU colleagues, Erdogan 
referred to them as his “old friends.”

Analysts said Erdogan, a master 
of political tactics, is hoping for 
a rapprochement in ties with EU 
countries amid deep differences be-
tween Turkey and the United States 
and a growing isolation of Turkey 
in the Middle East. The 63-year-old 
leader is also faced with challenges 
domestically as he prepares for cru-
cial presidential, parliamentary and 
local elections in 2019.

In a series of bitter exchanges 
with EU leaders last year, Erdogan 
accused Europeans of using “Nazi 
methods” and of stoking Islamo-
phobia for populist reasons. Turk-
ish prosecutors had several Ger-
man and French citizens arrested. 
In response, German politicians 
spoke of “hostages” held by Ankara 
and took steps to limit government 
guarantees for investment in Tur-
key by German companies. Several 
foreign inmates have been freed but 
others remain behind bars.

Turkey’s EU accession process 
had ground to a halt even before the 

latest tensions. There is no sched-
ule for a resumption of membership 
talks.

Answering questions from Turk-
ish media accompanying him on a 
foreign trip on December 27, howev-
er, Erdogan said he wanted to “de-
crease the number of enemies and 
increase the number of friends,” 
adding he had no problems with 
Germany, the Netherlands or Bel-
gium. He praised EU politicians for 
their criticism of the US decision to 
recognise Jerusalem as Israel’s capi-
tal, a move that was strongly con-
demned by Turkey. “We are on the 
same page,” the Turkish president 
said.

Erdogan met with French 
President Emmanuel Macron  
January 5 in Paris, the Turkish pres-
ident’s first trip to France in two 
years. Erdogan said he might also 
visit Pope Francis. Ahead of a trip 
to Germany, Turkish Foreign Minis-
ter Mevlut Cavusoglu used a Janu-
ary 1 interview with the German 
news agency DPA to say Turkey was 
ready to take two positive steps to-
wards Berlin for every step taken by 
the German government.

Part of the reason behind the 
Turkish initiative is concern in An-
kara that tensions with the Europe-
an Union could hurt the economy 
in the run-up to the elections, said 
Selim Sazak, a Washington-based 
fellow of the Delma Institute think-
tank in Abu Dhabi.

“Europe, by and large, is Turkey’s 

main trading zone,” Sazak said via 
Twitter. “So, they need to shore 
up some credit among European 
investors. Otherwise, the already 
strained economy would likely 
break under pressure.”

The charm offensive does not 
mark a return to Turkey’s pro-Eu-
ropean reform period of the last 
decade. Sazak and other analysts 
described the new Turkish position 
as “transactional.”

Ankara seeks political and eco-
nomic rewards with the shift but 
could easily revert to its harsher ap-

proach should the need arise, they 
point out. Aykan Erdemir, a senior 
fellow at the Foundation for De-
fense of Democracies, a Washington 
think-tank, and a former Turkish 
lawmaker, said it is significant that 
Turkey does not make a new start 
with the European Union as a whole 
but with individual members.

“In 2018, the Turkish government 
will continue to treat relations with 
EU member states as transactional, 
oscillating between hostile rhetoric 
and pragmatic outreach as required 
by the quotidian needs of Erdogan’s 
electoral campaign,” Erdemir wrote 
via e-mail.

In a sign of how quickly ties could 
sour, Erdogan, during a news con-
ference with Macron, angrily dis-
missed a question from a French 
reporter about suspected Turkish 
arms supplies to Syrian rebels. He 
also defended his government’s 
crackdown on journalists, saying 
some media workers encouraged 
terrorists. By contrast, Macron told 
Erdogan that Turkey had to respect 
the rule of law and could not hope 
for progress in its EU accession 
talks.

Sazak said Erdogan is also likely 
to seek a new agreement with the 
European Union on the refugee is-
sue. Under a 2016 deal, Turkey is 
obliged to stop refugees from cross-
ing from its territory to EU member 
Greece via the Aegean while the 
European Union pays Ankara bil-
lions of dollars to care for approxi-

mately 3 million Syrians in Turkey. 
The numbers of refugees arriving in 
Greece decreased significantly after 
the agreement went into force.

Erdogan, however, is coming un-
der increasing pressure at home 
as the cost for Turkey to feed and 
house the refugees climbs despite 
the EU payments, Sazak pointed 
out. “If Erdogan could broker a 
‘grand deal’ about refugees in the 
lead-up to the 2019 elections, that’s 
something he sorely needs,” he 
wrote.

Erdogan said Turkey has spent 
about $30 billion on the refugees, 
a statement a new right-wing party 
in Turkey pounced on. Umit Ozdag, 
a leader of the Good Party, which is 
challenging Erdogan’s ruling Jus-
tice and Development Party, said 
in November that one out of three 
Syrians in Turkey was overweight 
while 1.25 million Turks lived be-
low the poverty level. Ozdag’s fig-
ure came from Turkey’s Statistical 
Institute, which defines the pov-
erty line for an individual as daily 
purchasing power of $4.30 or less 
and says 1.58% of Turks are below 
that line.

Sazak said the issue could put 
Erdogan in a bind. “He’s spent 20+ 
billion in actual capital and a sig-
nificant amount of political capi-
tal,” Sazak wrote about the Turkish 
president. “He’s already squeezed 
tight. He’s not in a position to invest 
anymore — he simply doesn’t have 
the capital.”
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T 

o the casual ob-
server, the strife that 
rocked Turkey in 2016 
may appear to have 
calmed. Gone are 
the regular headlines 

relaying terrorist attacks and 
political convulsions.

Despite the jailing of thousands 
of suspected Islamic State (ISIS) 
extremists and hundreds of Kurd-
ish separatists over the past 18 
months, Turkey is struggling to 
shake off the spectre of unrest. 
The threat of violence bubbles un-
der the surface.

The arrest of nine left-wing 
Turkish extremists in Athens on 
charges of plotting to assassinate 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
reveals that, while terror attacks 
have waned, threats remain.

Istanbul had a near miss in De-
cember when a mini-bus carrying 
60 kilograms of explosives was 
found in the city. Turkish media 
reports said the failed attack, 
blamed on Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party insurgents, was to target 
world leaders attending the Or-
ganisation of Islamic Cooperation 
summit.

In the year since the Reina 
nightclub massacre, ISIS suspects 
are rounded up on an almost 
weekly basis across Turkey. While 
New Year’s Eve passed without 
incident, countless public celebra-
tions were cancelled due to the 
heightened threat level.

These near misses show that 
a fall in actual terror attacks 
can’t be interpreted to mean the 
dangers have disappeared. These 
groups’ individual ability to 
conduct attacks has been curbed, 
including by a wall that runs for 
hundreds of kilometres along the 
Syrian border. It has played a role 
in stopping ISIS militants from 
entering Turkey.

If there is a single reason for the 
reduction in attacks, however, it 
is the state of emergency enacted 
following the botched 2016 coup 

attempt. Under the state of 
emergency, tens of thousands of 

anti-government suspects, many 

of them innocent, were impris-
oned. Journalists and academics 
fled the country, were detained or 
silenced.

The state of emergency exacted 
a massive cost. Turkey’s most 
competent civil servants have 
been replaced with Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) lackeys 
with little experience or knowl-
edge of how to run a country of 78 
million people.

“In order to refill the ranks of 
the security agencies, Ankara has 
lowered the basic educational 
standards for police recruitment,” 
Ryan Gingeras wrote in Foreign 
Affairs. “New police have been 
sworn in without adequate train-
ing or vetting, casting doubt on 
the competency and professional-
ism of officers assigned to KOM 
(the anti-smuggling and crime 
department) and the Turkish 
National Police.”

Turkey’s parliament is a power-

less, empty vessel.
A state of emergency suspends 

most elements of day-to-day gov-
ernance in a nominally function-
ing democracy and there is little 
sign Erdogan is about to give up 
his power. “The most important 
feature of the state of emergency,” 
he proclaimed last August, “is to 
defeat terrorist organisations and 
bury them.”

With Turkey embroiled in a 
conflict with Kurdish separatists 
for decades and in battles with 
the deep state for even longer, the 
signs are not good.

Does this slide into authoritari-
anism sound familiar? It should. 
Syria was once lauded for being 
the “safest” country in the region, 
in large part because it was one of 
the most efficient and brutal po-
lice states in the world. Turkey’s 
spiral towards dictatorship is see-
ing its state institutions crumbling 
the way Syria’s did in the 1970s 

and 1980s: A hollowed-out media 
that reflect only a pro-govern-
ment line? Check. Random police 
detentions and home arrests? 
Check. A thoroughly politicised 
judiciary? Check. A toothless par-
liament? You get the point.

If the price of an improved 
security climate in the short term 
means more arrests and ever 
greater power in the AKP’s hands, 
many Turks will be willing to pay 
up. Without doubt, better security 
in the past 18 months is some-
thing many people are thankful 
for.

However, the choice did not 
have to be so stark. Erdogan 
could have given a democratic 
voice to millions of conservative 
Turks who had been repressed for 
decades and allowed the coun-
try’s independent institutions to 
function properly. Instead, we’re 
looking at Syria Mark II. We know 
how that ended.
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Security folly. Turkish police officers escort people after their arrest for alleged links with US-based 
Muslim cleric Fethullah Gulen, last April.                            (AFP)
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