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American-Turkish Relations in the AKP Era
Alexandra Trangka

While Moscow and Washington antagonized over the imposition of UN sanctions on Syria," Turkish
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan revealed Ankara’s plans? for the Turkish Army’s slow advance in
Syrian territory. During an interview with the Al-Arabiya television network, Erdogan announced that,
after the completion of the long al-Bab operation,® the Turkey-backed Free Syrian Army (FSA)
would continue its advance towards the Kurdish-held northern Syrian city of Manbij.* Its objective
will be to dislodge the forces of the Syrian Kurdish socialist Democratic Union Party PYD — which is
accused by Ankara for being directly linked with the “terrorist” Kurdistan Worker's Party PKK in
Turkey — from the region west of Euphrates river. Importantly, these forces of the Kurdish People's
Protection Units YPG, the armed wing of the PYD, form the backbone of the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), a vital armed alliance between Kurds, Arabs and Assyrians that is sponsored by the
US-led international coalition against the Islamic State (1S).

Since the beginning of the Syrian civil war, US-Turkish relations® showed severe signs of
crumbling. Exploiting the geopolitical vacuum left by Washington in the Middle East, Ankara
gradually began de-aligning itslef from the West, in pursuit of its own strategic interests in the
volatile Islamic Middle East. The roots of this strategic divergence can be identified in the distant
2003, when Recep Tayyip Erdogan was appointed as the 57th Prime Minister of the Turkish
Republic.

Alexandra Trangka is a postgraduate candidate at the MA International Relations and European Studies program of the
University of Nicosia.
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American-Turkish relations between 2003 and the first Obama administration

The rise of the Justice and Development Party AKP into power, in 2002, turned into a landmark of
Islamic “resistance” over the perceived American hegemony of Turkish affairs. Utilizing the theory of
Ahmet Davutoglu’s Strategic Depth, the AKP sought to liberate Ankara from Western and American
strategies and to become an alternative regional, if not global, center of power, founded on the
ideology of political Islam.® This ambitious strategy firstly appeared in the form of Turkish de-
satellization when, in early March 2003, a parliamentary decision forbade the opening of a northern
front during the US-led invasion against Iraq.” The establishment of a semi-autonomous Kurdish
state in Iraq has always been an extremely sensitive issue for Ankara and a potential threat for
Turkish security and sovereignty; it was considered that any American backing of the Iraqi Kurds
would be equivalent to an indirect effort of weakening Turkey.

Meanwhile, Ankara’s efforts to improve relations with Iran and Syria — Washington’s so-
called “axis of Evil,” burdened further by the deterioration and eventual collapse of Israeli-Turkish
relations after the Mavi Marmara incident, had a negative influence on American-Turkish relations.®
Regarding Israel, we should never underestimate its importance for Washington’s Middle-Eastern
strategic calculations. Agreeing with the Mearsheimer-Walt perspective about the powerful “Israeli
Lobby,”® Brezinski, acknowledged the influence of Israel and the Israeli lobbies in the formation of
the United States’ foreign policy. On the other side, Ankara regarded Israel as an obstacle to its own
maximization of power and influence in the region and considered that Israel's territorial
confinement to its natural limits, those of former Palestine, would perfectly serve the revived Turkish
ambitions of a Pax Ottomanica.™

The rupture of the multi-level Turkish-Israeli relation was a blow to US regional policy which,
for decades, was founded on the axes of its Moslem NATO ally and its Jewish strategic partner; a
strategic relationship between Ankara and Tel Aviv that enabled Washington to promote its post-
Cold War strategy in the Middle East."

American-Turkish relations were further undermined, when presidents Gul and Medvedeyv,
signed on 13 February 2009 a joint declaration on strengthening Turkish-Russian relations. The
alignment of Ankara with the eternal enemy of Washington, for the containment of American
influence in the energy-pivotal Caucasus, increased the pressure of the Republican US Congress
for the adoption of the Armenian Genocide resolution, filed in March 2009 and passed by the
Foreign Affairs Committee on 4 March 2010."

The prospect of change appeared with the rise of the Democrats in Washington, in January
2009, when President Barack Obama’s first visit abroad to Turkey, inspired a “model partnership”
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that encouraged cooperation, beyond military and strategic matters. Failing to fill the big bubble of
model partnership, with concrete targets and the support of institutional structures, the two sides
eventually fell short of realizing a “special relationship.” This has paved the way for divergencies,
even on basic security and strategic issues, particularly in the Middle East. Among other questions,
the disagreement on how to deal with Iran, and specifically Turkey’s rejection of the US-initiated UN
Security Council resolution on new sanctions, caused a major rift."

When the Arab revolts erupted, despite the gradual deterioration of relations between the
two countries, Washington appeared to favor the promotion of political institutions similar to those in
Ankara. But soon, the Turkish model was questioned after AKP government’s violent suppression of
peaceful demonstrations at Gezi Park in the summer of 2013, the severe democratization problems,
and Ankara’s controversial regional policies, which encouraged destabilization and religious/ethnic
sectarianism.' Also NATO’s operation in Libya was initially opposed by Ankara; its reaction to
foreign intervention was associated with the numerous Turkish investments in the country and the
opposition to any kind of Western involvement in the Islamic world of the Middle East."” The final
blow to US-Turkish relations was given in 2012, when the Muslim Brotherhood won the presidential
elections in Egypt, before being overthrown by a military coup in 2013. Mohamed Morsi’'s overturn
terrified the Turkish President, who feared his own overthrow by a military coup.’® When Ankara
blamed Washington for Abdul Fattah al-Sisi's takeover, the Obama-Erdogan connection broke."

The influence of the Syrian crisis on US-Turkish relations

A brief examination of the Syrian-Turkish relations indicates a significant improvement after the
diplomatic and economic opening of the Assad regime towards the Islamic government of AKP in
2004. Shortly before the outbreak of the Syrian civil war, the two countries cooperated in the context
of the Turkish-Syrian Higher Cooperation Council, while conducting joint military exercises, signing
public infrastructure agreements, and planning their economic and commercial transactions. The
AKP government changed its attitude towards Damascus when the revolt became rampant:'
Ankara grew into the most formidable criticizer of the Syrian regime, not only by threatening a
military intervention in northern Syria but also by playing a central role in international negotiations
for the management of the Syrian crisis.’® The AKP government’s objective was to secure American
sympathy — over a potential Turkish military intervention in Syria to safeguard Turkish interests — as
well as the dissidents’ support if Assad lost power.?°
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The turning point in the Syrian war's evolution was the proclamation of an Islamic
“caliphate,” by the “Islamic State in Iraq and Syria” (ISIS), on 29 June 2014,%" that sparked a
Washington-led anti-ISIS coalition air campaign and close combat support of the Kurdish forces
fighting the jihadists on the ground.?” The US-PYD alignment, a continuation of a policy that
emerged after the Ankara-Washington crisis of 2003, was founded on the American preference of
the Syrian Kurdish troops that, after their training by US special forces, were considered as the most
effective fighters and reliable allies in the battle against the Islamic jihadists.?® The close American
support of the Syrian Kurds and Washington’s refusal to establish a no-fly zone® in northern Syria,
angered Ankara, since the potential evolution of Kurdistan is considered Turkey’s biggest security
threat.”® By the summer of 2016, the possible merge of the Syrian Kurdish north cantons was
considered by Erdogan as an existential threat, due to the firm Turkish perceptions about Kurdistan
and the ideological monopolization of the Syrian Kurds by the Turkish Kurd PKK.%®

The American-Turkish relations were already over-stretched. On 7 January 2015, Ankara
expressed its disappointment of Washington’s limited air strikes against 1S1S,%” while the American
alignment with the PYD, led Ankara to threat closing the Incirlik air base, that was used by the air
assets of the US-led coalition;28 a month later, the Obama administration was obliged to remove the
families of US personnel from Turkey.?

American concerns intensified after the spectacular rapprochement between Ankara and
Moscow, where the Turkish President found a convenient temporary ally to contain the northern
Syrian Kurdish threat. The rupture of American-Turkish relations turned dramatic after the failed
military coup of 15 July 2016. Erdogan accused the Pennsylvania-based cleric Fettulah Gulen —
considered Erdogan’s archenemy — for the attempted coup and demanded from Washington his
immediate extradition to Turkey; the cautious position of the Obama administration about the need
of clear evidence of his involvement,30 made Erdogan furious. Similarly, the arrest of the Turkish
commander of the Incirlik air base, for his alleged involvement in the coup, and the temporary
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closure of the Turkish airspace for American air forces,*' increased Washington’s uneasiness that
considered transferring abroad the US nuclear weapons stored on Turkish soil.*?

In his effort to restore the cold relations between the two NATO allies, Vice President Joe
Biden’s visit to Ankara, uncoincidentally, signalled the beginning of Turkish Operation EUPHRATES
SHIELD in northern Syria as well as US Air Force support for the Turkish Army-FSA incursion
against ISIS. The American-Turkish rapprochement encountered more troubles when, in November
2016, Washington announced that it would interrupt the air support of the Turkish operation against
al-Bab, due to the Turkish bombardment of YPG'’s positions in the region® and the dismissal of
hundreds of Turkish military officers, serving NATO in Europe and the US, in the context of the
“refinement” of the Turkish Armed Forces after the failed coup attempt.

The final act of the American-Turkish drama was played in Astana of Kazakhstan, where
Russia, Iran and Turkey aligned their efforts to achieve a political agreement on ending the six-year
civil war in Syria, leaving the United States on the sidelines.® Since then, Erdogan accused
Washington of murdering the Russian Ambassador Andrey Karlov®® and of “supporting the Islamic
State and the armed wing of PYD,”’ to receive counter-accusations from American officials that
behind the July coup was the Turkish President himself.*®

Future perspectives

As already noted, American-Turkish relations plunged to an unprecedentedly low level during the
Obama administration. The reorientation of Turkish foreign policy, the corruption of Turkish-Israeli
relations, the Syrian crisis, the Kurdish question, the rapprochement of Ankara with Moscow and the
15 July coup attempt, caused American concerns over Turkish allied loyalty.*

In all likelihood, the state of American-Turkish relations under Donald Trump will probably
follow an identical path trodden by Obama. Initial optimism, for convergence of interests and re-
establishment of a trading relationship, very soon gave way to acrimony and strained cooperation.
Trump’s raw statements about Islamic terrorism and Muslims, especially his promise to ban their
entry to the United States, caused anger to Erdogan, who reacted vehemently via the Deputy Prime
Minister. “Refugees are welcome,” said Mehmet Simsek on Twitter; “We'd happily welcome global
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talent not allowed back into USA,” he wrote.*® A blow to Ankara’s policy was also the resignation of
Trump’s National Security Adviser, Michael Flynn, who had expressed willingness to extradite
Fetullah Gulen;*' in any case, Washington will avoid “burning” its strong bargaining chip to Ankara
and Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

Furthermore, Trump’s will to restore relations with Jerusalem*? could fuel further tensions in
the Middle East. If the US Embassy is indeed moved to Jerusalem, the Palestinian question could
turn into a storm. Expectedly, the Israelis will label the Palestinians as “radical Islamists” and reduce
their resistance to Hamas terrorism. If and when Turkey sides with the Palestinians, Washington will
presumably argue that Ankara backs “radical Islamic terrorism.”*?

The Syrian as well as the Kurdish questions will probably continue to be thorny issues in US-
Turkish relations. Despite the repeated visits of Trump’s administration officials — the CIA Director
Mike Pompeo, Senator John McCain and Foreign Secretary Rex Tillerson — and the two leaders’
phone call, the United States has not taken any tangible commitment to withdraw their support of
the YPG. The US-backed coalition against ISIS has boosted its support of its Syrian allies,
supplying armored vehicles, for the first time, as they prepare for a new phase in their campaign to
recapture Raqqga.** Also came to light the SDF representative’s statements, according to which,
American General Joseph L. Votel, Commanding Officer of the Joint Special Operations Command,
not only paid a secret visit to Kobani and Raqqa, but also pledged to supply heavy weaponry and
armored vehicles to the YPG-dominated group in northern Syria within the next few days.* If,
eventually, Turkey decides to extend OP EUPHRATES SHIELD, under another name, against the
Kurdish-held town of Manbij or 1S-held Raqqga, then, it will probably find itself face to face with
Russian and American forces.*®
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