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A 

lthough for 
various reasons it 
doesn’t seem to 
have registered 
with democratic 
governments, 
Turkey stands 

out among the Western allies by 
far the least tolerant of peaceful 
dissent and the most aggres-
sive against those who disagree 
with the views of the Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) and its 
leader, President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

The oppression has long spilt 
over across Turkey’s borders. 
The government and its security 
apparatus attempt to engage two 
main tools to assert its repressive 
will: First, by applying the meas-
ures through the red bulletins 
sent to Interpol, it tries to have 
all dissidents, mainly Kurds and 
Gulenists, extradited to Turkey 
from across the world. Second, it 
has turned the arrests of foreign 
nationals within its borders into 
a kind of a routine, leading to the 
coining of hostage diplomacy.

The remarkable part is that 
these unending practices con-
tinue as the allies of Turkey watch 
“from the balcony,” as one furious 
Kurdish politician active in a 
centre-left party in the European 
Union said recently.

In this context, the arrest in the 
Czech Republic of Saleh Muslim, 
the ex-leader of the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), the Syrian 

Kurdish party that collaborated 
with the Western coalition to 

combat the Islamic State (ISIS) 

and jihadist armed groups, should 
have been an eye-opener.

That he was arrested by the 
demand of the AKP government 
came as a shock to the organisers 
of the elite international confer-
ence, whose name coincidentally 
included the term “security” and 
was an embarrassment for the 
VIP-level participants from the 
major countries of the West.

Muslim was released but the 
damage was done. Prague will 
probably be abandoned as an op-
tion for future meetings of think-
tanks, considered a “non-secure” 
venue. In any case, invited guests 
will have to think twice about go-
ing there should they feel threat-
ened by the Turkish government.

Yet, no matter what, the trend 
continues. Deutsche Welle report-
ed that Ankara has sent a formal 
request to Stockholm for Muslim, 
who was allegedly seen in Swe-
den, to be arrested and extradited 
to Turkey, although Muslim is not 
a Turkish citizen. It was not clear 
whether Sweden had responded 
to the Turkish request.

Cynics may associate such 
moves with Erdogan’s attempts 
to win votes for the upcoming 
elections. He banks on presumed 
propaganda value from the arrest 
and imprisonment of a major 
figure.

This trend, however, has an 
effect far beyond developments in 
Turkey. Trying to utilise the Inter-
pol system in favour of persecut-
ing the Turkish and Kurdish dis-
sidents abroad by branding them 
all “terrorists” and “accomplices 

of terrorists” is a toxic pattern that 
can be copied by similarly intoler-
ant regimes intent on silencing 
their opposition.

It was reported that soon after 
the attempted coup in Turkey 
in July 2016, Ankara sent out re-
quests for approximately 60,000 
Turkish citizens abroad to be 
rounded up by Interpol and extra-
dited. The requests were rejected 
but that did not deter Ankara from 
pursuing its endeavours even if 
this time on a smaller scale.

Now, Ankara and Interpol seem 
at odds about whether the red 
bulletins for arrest were abusive. 
Recently, the pro-government 
Turkish daily Sabah reported that 
Interpol “suspended” more than 
50 such bulletins, which include 
lists of people wanted by Ankara. 
If true, this is a sign that the in-
ternational security mechanisms 
seem keen on drawing lines that 
are not to be crossed.

Yet, given the oppressive frenzy 
in Turkey, such arm-wrestling is 
likely to continue. The reason for 
this may be that most EU coun-
tries either watch what is called 
“Turkey’s global purge” from the 
balcony or are too timid to alien-
ate Ankara because of their fear of 
the jihadist threat. The European 
Union’s appeasement policies are, 
no doubt, perceived by Ankara as 
a weakness to be used.

However, the arrest of foreign 
nationals, including an American 
pastor and German citizens, has 
deepened concern.

”Turkish hostage-taking has 
become one of the most pressing 

problems in relations between 
Ankara and its Western allies. It is 
something that everyone knows 
is happening, but political leaders 
and diplomats are reluctant to call 
it by its name,” Nate Schenkkan, 
a director with Freedom House, 
wrote in Foreign Policy.

What raised the eyebrows was 
the way Deniz Yucel, a German-
Turkish journalist working for 
Die Welt, was released after what 
he described as a “dirty deal” be-
tween Ankara and Berlin. (He was 
unlawfully held for a year mostly 
in solitary confinement.)

Reports said there are at least 
five more Germans, three Ameri-
cans and an unknown number of 
Dutch dual citizens held in Turk-
ish jails. Their situation appar-
ently causes not only concern but 
also extra caution in the West’s 
relations with its Turkish ally.

Most recently, the arrest of two 
Greek soldiers patrolling the Turk-
ish-Greek border and its aftermath 
showed that Ankara would insist 
on the pattern of what Schenkkan 
called “hostage policies.”

Turkey asked for the extradition 
of eight Turkish officers accused 
of taking part in the attempted 
coup as a swap deal, which Athens 
fiercely refused. The rift is an 
issue for the European Union, 
NATO and the United Nations, 
with an unknown outcome.

How long this behavioural 
pattern will go on depends very 
much on how — or if — Turkey’s 
Western allies will redefine their 
relations with the ruling AKP 
government.

Trying to utilise 
the Interpol 
system in favour of 
persecuting 
dissidents abroad 
is a toxic pattern 
that can be copied 
by similarly 
intolerant regimes.
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urkey may have im-
proved prospects for rap-
prochement with Europe 
with the release of two 
high-profile government 

critics from detention ahead of a 
key meeting with EU leaders but 
further calls by Brussels to widen 
free speech in Turkey and other 
sources of friction suggest normali-
sation is uncertain.

Turkish President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan is to meet with EU 
leaders in the Bulgarian Black 
Sea resort of Varna on March 26 
for a summit aimed at resetting  
Turkish-European ties after years 
of crises over Turkey’s human 
rights record and Ankara’s com-
plaints of EU Islamophobia.

A failed coup attempt in 2016 in 
Turkey led to a massive wave of ar-
rests of suspected Erdogan critics, 
putting more than 50,000 people 
in detention and leading to the dis-
missal of around 150,000 public 
sector employees.

In a decision that could im-
prove Turkey’s chances of a new 
beginning with the European Un-
ion, a court at a vast prison com-
plex in Silivri outside Istanbul on  
March 9 ordered the release of  
Ahmet Sik, a prominent reporter of 
the Cumhuriyet opposition daily, 
and Murat Sabuncu, the paper’s 
editor. The two had been in deten-
tion for almost 500 days without a 
verdict.

Akin Atalay, chairman of the 
newspaper’s executive board, re-
mains behind bars at least until 
the next trial date on March 16. Sik 
and Sabuncu were freed despite 
prosecutors’ demands they be kept 
behind bars, which is rare in cases 
with high political significance in 
Turkey.

Howard Eissenstat, associate 
professor at St Lawrence Univer-
sity in New York and non-resident 
senior fellow at the Project on Mid-
dle East Democracy in Washington, 
said in an interview that the release 
of Sik and Sabuncu could be seen 
“as a sign that Turkey recognises 

the danger that high-profile cases 
pose for its standing abroad and 
how they limit the chances of a rap-
prochement with Europe.”

The Cumhuriyet employees are 
accused of supporting the move-
ment of Fethullah Gulen, a US-
based Islamic cleric and former 
Erdogan ally who is seen by Ankara 
as the mastermind behind the 2016 
coup attempt. The accused jour-
nalists could face 43 years in prison 
if convicted.

Rights activists said charges 
against 17 defendants, 16 of whom 
have been freed pending the out-
come of the trial, were drummed 
up to silence Erdogan critics.

The reporters are accused of sup-
porting Gulen’s group as well as the 
separatist Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) and the left-extremist Revo-
lutionary People’s Liberation Par-
ty-Front (DHKP-C), organisations 
that are ideologically opposed to 
one another. Sik was detained for a 
year in 2011 for criticising the Gulen 
movement when the cleric was Er-
dogan’s political partner.

Even as Sik and Sabuncu left 
prison, courts in Turkey continued 
their crackdown on dissent. Also 
on March 9, Turkey’s top appeals 
court in Ankara ordered the retrial 
of Can Dundar, another former edi-
tor of Cumhuriyet, and Ankara bu-
reau chief Erdem Gul, seeking up 
to 20 years in prison for espionage. 
A day earlier, another court sen-
tenced 25 journalists from former 
pro-Gulen media outlets to prison 
sentences of up to seven-and-a-
half years each.

Ankara had shrugged off EU criti-
cism of the crackdown for a long 
time but recently became more re-
ceptive to demands from Brussels 
because Turkey was increasingly 
isolated in the Middle East and es-
tranged from the United States due 
to a row over Syria. Under a 2016 
deal to stop the flow of refugees via 
Turkey to Europe, Ankara commit-
ted to tightening controls over its 
sea border with Greece and the Eu-
ropean Union said it would look at 
granting visa-free travel for Turks 
in Europe.

Securing free travel for its citi-
zens in Europe and a new push 
for stalled EU membership talks 

are Ankara’s top priorities for the  
Varna summit but the European 
Union says Turkey must fulfil a 
number of criteria first. One key 
condition is strengthening free 
speech by amending Turkey’s anti-
terror law to prevent trials against 
academics, journalists and others 
for spreading “terrorist propagan-

da” with comments that are criti-
cal of the government. The Turkish 
leadership has said it is ready to 
change the law but has not done so.

Ankara was aware of the impor-
tance of good ties with Europe, 
Eissenstat said, adding: “Turkey 
needs the European Union. Europe 
is an immensely important source 
of economic support and direct in-
vestment.”

Still, Eissenstat said he was 
sceptical about the possibility of a 
broader rapprochement. EU offi-
cials warned Turkey that improved 
relations and the Varna summit it-
self are at risk because of Ankara’s 
tensions with EU members Greece 
and Cyprus.

Last month a Turkish Navy ves-
sel rammed a Greek Coast Guard 
boat in a disputed area of the Ae-

gean. Other Turkish Navy ships 
disrupted exploratory drilling for 
energy resources in waters off Cy-
prus. The actions prompted Eu-
ropean Council President Donald 
Tusk to say that European officials 
could cancel the Varna meeting. 
More recently, Turkey arrested 
two Greek soldiers on espionage  
charges. Athens said the men are 
being held as “hostages” and de-
manded their release.

“Erdogan feels that the demon-
stration of toughness and militancy 
gets results,” Eissenstat said. “This 
almost ensures new crises and 
makes ‘normalisation’ extremely 
difficult.”

Thomas Seibert is a  
Washington correspondent for  
The Arab Weekly.
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Sensing danger. Freed journalist, Cumhuriyet Turkish daily newspaper’s Ahmet Sik, surrounded by 
colleagues speaks at the newspaper’s headquarters in Istanbul, on March 10.                      (AFP)

Ahead of EU-Turkey summit, prospects of normalisation uncertain

Rights activists said 
charges against 17 
defendants, 16 of 
whom have been 
freed pending the 
outcome of the trial, 
were drummed 
up to silence 
Erdogan critics.
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