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T 

he United States and Tur-
key succeeded in steering 
their relations away from 
an abyss over conflict-
ing priorities in Syria but 

problems have been postponed 
rather than solved, analysts said.

Talks between US Secretary 
of State Rex Tillerson and Turk-
ish leaders in Ankara produced 
promises of improved cooperation 
in Syria but few concrete details 
about that could be achieved, given 
their vastly different political agen-
das in the war-torn country.

“We are not going to act alone any 
longer. We’re not going to be the 
United States doing one thing and 
Turkey doing another,” Tillerson 
said after meetings with Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
and Foreign Minister Mevlut Ca-
vusoglu in the Turkish capital. The 
two sides agreed to set up working 
groups by mid-March to identify 
problems and come up with ways 
to solve them.

Erdogan’s office said the Turk-
ish leader conveyed his country’s 
“priorities and expectations” to 
Tillerson in more than three hours 
of talks on February 15, in which 
Cavusoglu served as an interpreter. 
Tillerson and Cavusoglu met the 
following day and talked about 
“proposals on how we can address 
all of the critical issues that are 
standing between our countries,” 
the US secretary of state said.

The main obstacle between the 
two countries remains, however. 
The United States is supporting, 
arming and training the Syrian-
Kurdish militia the People’s Pro-
tection Units (YPG) as a partner in 
the fight against the Islamic State 
(ISIS). The YPG is the core of a 
planned Syrian force to be tasked 
with blocking a further expansion 
of Iran’s influence in Syria.

Turkey regards the YPG a terror-
ist group and has sent its army to 

fight against it in the north-western 
Syrian region of Afrin to block the 
Kurdish drive for self-rule in Syria.

In a nod to Turkish concerns, 
a joint Turkey-US statement said 
they “will decisively stand against 
all attempts to create faits accom-
plis and demographic changes 
within Syria and are dedicated to 
coordination on transition and sta-
bilisation of Syria.” Tillerson also 
admitted, though, that the United 
States and Turkey were “at a bit of 
a crisis point in the relationship.”

Similarly, US Defence Secretary 
James Mattis acknowledged differ-
ences between Washington and 
Turkey. “I believe we are finding 
common ground and there are ar-
eas of uncommon ground where 
sometimes war just gives you bad 
alternatives to choose from,” Mat-
tis said in Brussels, where he was 
with Turkish Defence Minister 
Nurettin Canikli. 

The Turkish minister said Mat-
tis told him the United States 
was working on a plan to retrieve 
weapons, especially heavy weap-
ons, given to the YPG. However, 
Tillerson later said Washington 
had “never given heavy arms” to 
the YPG and there was therefore 
“nothing to take back.”

In Ankara, Cavusoglu described 
the Turkish-American discord as 
extremely serious. Before Tiller-
son’s visit tensions had reached a 
point “we were either going to cor-
rect this and continue our relations 
or we were going to go into a much, 
more worse position,” Cavusoglu 
said.

Even though such a breakdown 
has been avoided, analysts said the 
lack of concrete agreements during 
Tillerson’s visit is a sign that differ-
ences remain.

“My sense is that nothing much 
was agreed to other than to kick the 
crisis down the road,” said Howard 
Eissenstat, an associate professor 
at St Lawrence University in New 
York and non-resident senior fel-
low at the Project on Middle East 
Democracy in Washington.

A looming crisis over the YPG-

held city of Manbij, about 100km 
east of Afrin, heated up shortly be-
fore Tillerson’s visit when Erdogan 
warned of a possible military con-
frontation between the United 
States and Turkey. Turkish officials 
said Ankara proposed a solution 
under which the YPG would leave 
Manbij, which had been declared 
the next goal of Turkey’s military 
intervention, and withdraw to the 
eastern side of the Euphrates River. 
The city would be put under joint 
Turkish-US control.

Cavusoglu said during a news 
conference with Tillerson that the 
United States had accepted that 
the YPG had to go. “This is a com-
mitment that the United States of 
America has made to us, and we 
will be talking about the imple-
mentation of how this promise will 
be kept,” he said.

Tillerson, however, did not con-
firm a possible YPG withdrawal. He 
said it would “be a topic for discus-
sion in terms of how we go forward 
to ensure Manbij remains within 
our control because of its strategic 
importance.”

Gonul Tol, director of the Centre 
for Turkish Studies at the Middle 
East Institute in Washington, said 
she did not believe that the United 

States would accept the Turkish 
proposal. “That makes very little 
sense,” Gonul said. “America wants 
the Kurds to run the town,” she 
said about Manbij. “It is crucial for 
the stabilisation effort the United 
States has in mind.”

Also, asking the YPG to give up 
the city would jeopardise relations 
between the United States and the 
Kurdish militia. “The Americans 
wouldn’t want to signal to the 
Kurds that they are not committed 
to their alliance,” Gonul said.

Tillerson’s visit did not produce 
breakthroughs in outstanding is-
sues between the United States 
and Turkey either. Washington 
is asking Ankara to release US 
citizens from Turkish jails, while 
Turkey wants the United States to 
extradite Fethullah Gulen, a Penn-
sylvania-based cleric accused by  
Erdogan of being the mastermind 

behind the 2016 coup attempt in 
Turkey.

Eissenstat noted that Tiller-
son had openly talked about the 
rule of law and about US citizens 
held in Turkish jails, an issue that 
Washington’s top officials had 
been reluctant to raise in public. 
“That is quite new for the Trump 
administration,” Eissenstat said by 
telephone. “That is a shift in tone, 
which I think has become much 
more pronounced in the last month 
or so.”

Tillerson’s talks in Turkey came 
at the end of a tour through several 
Middle Eastern countries aimed 
at showing US commitment to its 
allies in the region. He said the 
United States stood by Egypt in 
its fight against Islamic militants 
and underlined the importance of 
Washington’s ties to Jordan. Both 
countries receive billions of dollars 
in US aid even as foreign support 
payments are being scaled back by 
the Trump administration. Tiller-
son also visited Kuwait to take part 
in a conference on rebuilding Iraq 
and had talks in Lebanon.

Thomas Seibert is a 
Washington correspondent 
for The Arab Weekly.
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Postponing tensions. US Defence Secretary James Mattis (L) with Turkish Defence Minister Nurettin 
Canikli at the NATO headquarters in Brussels, on February 14.                                                                         (AFP)
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US-Turkey relations 
back from the brink 
but not by much

U
S President Donald 
Trump threatened 
to cut aid to coun-
tries that voted in 
the United Nations 
to condemn the US 
decision to recog-

nise Jerusalem as Israel’s capital. 
“They take hundreds of millions of 
dollars and even billions of dollars, 
and then they vote against us. Well, 
we’re watching those votes. Let 
them vote against us. We’ll save a 
lot. We don’t care,” Trump said.

His comments were echoed by 
US Ambassador to the United Na-
tions Nikki Haley, who warned in 
a letter to dozens of UN members 
that Trump had requested that she 
“report back on those countries 
who voted against us.”

If Trump were to carry out this 
threat, it would negatively af-
fect several traditional US allies, 
including Egypt, the country that 
sponsored the UN resolution con-
demning the Jerusalem decision. Of 
all the potential targets of Trump’s 
threat, however, it is Jordan that 
may be at greatest risk in the event 
of a cut-off in US aid.

The Hashemite kingdom has 
received US aid — economic and 
military — since 1951. In the 2017 

budget, the US Congress ap-
propriated “not less than $1.29 

billion” in aid to Jordan.

Over the past decade, Jordan has 
had its stability tested by a wide 
range of challenges, including the 
2008 global financial crisis, the 
effects of regional unrest in 2011, 
the influx of hundreds of thousands 
of Iraqi and Syrian refugees, vocal 
domestic Islamist opposition forces 
and threats posed by the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

US aid and the widely held 
perception that the United States is 
committed to the kingdom’s stabil-
ity have helped Jordan withstand 
those challenges. The prospect of 
that aid being cut should concern 
Amman.

There is no need for panic, 
though.

For one thing, King Abdullah II 
appears to have a good personal 
relationship with Trump; the two 
leaders met four times in 2017.

Jordan also has other powerful 
friends in Washington, first and 
foremost, the Pentagon. Not only 
does the United States provide 
Jordan with high levels of military 
assistance, it has stationed nearly 
3,000 military personnel in Jor-
dan and an unknown number of 
intelligence personnel who use 
the country as a base to monitor 
developments in Syria and the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS).

The Pentagon would furiously 
resist — to put it mildly — any effort 

to sever the US-Jordanian military 
relationship over a mere UN vote.

Jordan also has friends in Con-
gress. While Trump — or any other 
president — may threaten to cut 
or promise to increase US aid to 
countries, only Congress has the 
authority to appropriate funds. 
On February 5, the US House of 
Representatives, with support from 
both Republicans and Democrats, 
passed the United States-Jordan 
Defence Cooperation Act. The 
measure increases assistance and 
defence coordination with Jordan 
and calls on the administration 
to negotiate a new memorandum 
of understanding with Jordan 
to ensure US assistance through 
2022. It does not set specific dollar 
amounts of aid.

In introducing the act for a vote, 
Chairman of the House Interna-
tional Affairs Committee Ed Royce, 
a Republican from California, said: 
“We are here to reaffirm our strong 
commitment to one of our closest 
partners in the Middle East.”

Jordan soon will have a sup-
porter in a senior position in the 
US State Department: Nearly a year 
into his term, Trump is expected to 
soon appoint an assistant secretary 
of state for Near Eastern Affairs. 
David Schenker, director of the 
programme on Arab Politics at the 
pro-Israel Washington Institute 

for Near East Policy, is expected 
to assume the position once he 
is confirmed by the US Senate. 
Schenker’s appointment breaks 
with the longstanding tradition of 
naming a senior career diplomat to 
the position.

In a policy analysis for the Wash-
ington Institute in 2017, Schenker 
said: “Jordan today is Washing-
ton’s most reliable Arab security 
partner” and called on the Trump 
administration “to strengthen the 
relationship and improve Jordan’s 
capabilities.”

Those are not the words of some-
one who would favour cutting aid 
to the kingdom.

Because of Jordan’s unique 
vulnerabilities, Trump’s threat 
to cut aid must have generated 
anxiety in Amman but Jordan’s 
friends in Washington are powerful 
and include both Republicans and 
Democrats.

It is no coincidence that the 
United States-Jordan Defence Co-
operation Act was pushed through 
the House just weeks after Trump’s 
blustery threat. By this point, King 
Abdullah, like most astute world 
leaders, probably has learned that 
the words that fly out of Trump’s 
mouth rarely have any connection 
to actual policy.

Still, it’s good to have friends in 
Washington.

With continued support in Washington, 
Jordan unlikely to be affected by US aid cuts

Not only does the 
United States 
provide Jordan 
with high levels of 
military 
assistance, it has 
stationed nearly 
3,000 military 
personnel in 
Jordan.
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Viewpoint

The lack of concrete 
agreements during 
Tillerson’s visit 
is a sign that 
differences remain.
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