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Turkey: Background and U.S. Relations

Summary

Congress has an active role to play in shaping and overseeing U.S. relations with Turkey, and
several Turkish domestic and foreign policy issues have significant relevance for U.S. interests.
This report provides background information on Turkey and discusses possible policy options for
Members of Congress and the Obama Administration. U.S. relations with Turkey—a longtime
North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) ally—have evolved over time as global challenges to
U.S. interests have changed. Turkey’s economic dynamism and geopolitical importance—it
straddles Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia and now has the world’s 16"-largest
economy—have increased its influence regionally and globally. Although Turkey still depends on
the United States and other NATO allies for political and strategic support, growing economic
diversification and military self-reliance allows Turkey to exercise greater leverage with the West.
These trends have helped fuel continuing Turkish political transformation led in the past decade
by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the Justice and Development Party (AKP), which
has Islamist roots. Future domestic political developments may determine how Turkey reconciles
respect for democratic views that favor Turkish nationalism and traditional Sunni Muslim values
with protection of individual freedoms, minority rights, rule of law, and the principle of secular
governance. Debate on issues such as the status of Turkey’s ethnic Kurdish population, the civil-
military balance, the role of religion in public life, and heightened concern over press freedom
could coalesce in 2012 or 2013 around a proposal for a new constitution.

Congressional interest in Turkey is high with respect to the following issues:

e Addressing ongoing change in the Middle East by coordinating policies and
using Turkey’s regional example to influence political outcomes in Syria, Iraq,
Afghanistan, and elsewhere; counter Iranian influence; and preserve stability;

e The decline in Israel-Turkey relations and how that might affect U.S.-Turkey
defense cooperation, including arms sales to counter the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK), a U.S.-designated Foreign Terrorist Organization; and

e A potential congressional resolution or presidential statement on the possible
genocide of Armenians by the Ottoman Empire (Turkey’s predecessor state)
during World War 1.

Many U.S. policymakers also are interested in the rights of minority Christian communities
within Turkey; the currently stalemated prospects of Turkish accession to the European Union
(EU); promoting increased trade with Turkey; and Turkey’s role in the Cyprus dispute. Congress
annually appropriates less than $10 million in military and security assistance for Turkey. The EU
currently provides over $1 billion to Turkey annually in pre-accession financial and technical
assistance.

In 2011, U.S.-Turkey cooperation on issues affecting the Middle East became closer, partly
because Turkey agreed to host a U.S. radar as part of a NATO missile defense system.
Nevertheless, developments during the Obama Administration—including Erdogan’s
downgrading of relations with Israel—have led to questions about the extent to which U.S. and
Turkish strategic priorities and values converge on both a short- and long-term basis. Issues on
which congressional action could affect future cooperation one way or another include the
possible sale of drone aircraft to Turkey to counter the PKK and a potential Armenian genocide
resolution.
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Introduction and Issues for Congress

Turkey has been an important ally for the United States since the Cold War era. As global
challenges to U.S. interests have changed over time, U.S. relations with Turkey have evolved.
During that time, Turkey has experienced fundamental internal change—particularly the
economic empowerment of a middle class from its Anatolian heartland that emphasizes
traditional Sunni Muslim values. This change has helped fuel continuing political transformation
led in the past decade by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan, President Abdullah Gul, and
Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu (all of whom are profiled in Appendix A) from the Islamic-
leaning Justice and Development Party (known by its Turkish acronym, AKP, or Adalet ve
Kalkinma Partisi). For decades, the Turkish republic relied upon its military, judiciary, and other
bastions of its “secular elite” to protect it from political and ideological extremes—sacrificing at
least some of its democratic vitality in the process. Through a series of elections, popular
referenda, court decisions, and other political developments within the existing constitutional
order, Turkey has changed into a more civilian-led system that increasingly reflects the new
middle class’s dedication to market economics and conservative values.

Turkey’s internal transformation has at least partly driven increased engagement and influence
within its own region and the Muslim world, where its leaders have aspired to a foreign policy of
“zero problems.” At the same time, its leaders have tried to maintain Turkey’s traditional alliances
and economic partnerships with Western nations in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization
(NATO) and the European Union (EU), routinely asserting that Turkey’s location at the
crossroads of Europe and Asia and its increasing soft power provides it and its allies with
“strategic depth.” Thus, the geopolitical importance of Turkey for the United States in a post-
September 11, 2011, world is now intertwined with its importance as a regional partner and
symbol—politically, culturally, economically, and religiously.

Congressional interest in Turkey is high with respect to the following issues and questions:

e Addressing Regional Change in the Greater Middle East. Will Turkey’s policies
and actions be reconcilable with U.S. interests in countries such as Syria, Iraq,
Egypt, Tunisia, Libya, and Afghanistan with regard to political and material
support for populations, opposition movements, and transitional governments;
existing and potential future sanctions against autocratic regimes; internationally
mandated humanitarian and/or military action that includes or may include the
use of Turkish bases or territory; and limiting Iranian influence?

o Israel and U.S.-Turkey Defense Cooperation: Will increasing tensions in Turkey-
Israel relations hamper U.S. efforts at regional security coordination? Should
these tensions affect congressional views generally on Turkey’s status as a U.S.
ally and/or specifically on sales of weapons—particularly those such as drone
aircraft that involve highly sensitive technology—that Turkey seeks to combat
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK, or Partiya Karkaren Kurdistan), a U.S.-
designated Foreign Terrorist Organization?

o Armenian Genocide Resolution: What are the arguments for and against a
potential U.S. congressional resolution or presidential statement characterizing
World War I-era deaths of hundreds of thousands of Armenians through actions
of Ottoman Empire (Turkey’s predecessor state) authorities as genocide,
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including considerations of how such a resolution would affect U.S.-Turkey
relations and defense cooperation?

o Rights of Non-Muslim Minority Religions: What is Congress’s proper role in
promoting the rights of established Christian and Jewish communities and
religious leaderships and their associated foundations within Turkey to choose
leaders, train clergy, own property, and otherwise function independent of the
Turkish government?

According to the Turkish Coalition of America, there are 134 Members of Congress in the
Congressional Caucus on Turkey and Turkish Americans.' Congress appropriates relatively small
amounts of military and security assistance for Turkey compared with past sums—Iess than $6
million in FY2012, with less than $5 million requested by the Obama Administration for FY2013.
The Administration does not currently request, nor does Congress appropriate, Economic Support
Fund assistance for Turkey—perhaps partly owing to the over $1 billion in pre-accession
financial and technical assistance Turkey receives from the European Union (EU).

Many U.S. policymakers also are interested in the currently stalemated prospects of Turkish
accession to the EU; promoting increased trade with Turkey; and Turkey’s role in the Cyprus
dispute. Domestic Turkish political developments, possibly including a new constitution in 2012
or 2013, seem likely to affect the country’s civil-military balance, its debate on religion in public
life, the status of its Kurdish and other minorities, and heightened concerns about press and civil
society freedoms, which are in turn likely to determine who shapes Turkey’s foreign policy and
how they conduct it. Turkey’s continued regional influence could depend on its maintaining the
robust economic growth from its past decade that has led to its having the world’s 16™-largest
economy.

! See http://www.facebook.com/pages/Congressional-Caucus-on-Turkey-and-Turkish-Americans/139299092771074.
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Gauging how U.S. and Turkish interests coincide has become increasingly complicated and
dynamic. U.S.-Turkey closeness on issues affecting the Middle East has increased in 2011 and

2012 because

e Turkish leaders perceive a need
for U.S. help to encourage
regional democratic transition
while countering actors with the
potential to undermine internal
Turkish and regional stability—
including the Iranian and Syrian
regimes and terrorists from its
own ethnic Kurdish population;
and

e The United States may be more
dependent on its alliance with
Turkey because the end of its
military mission in Iraq and other
possible future reductions in its
Middle East footprint probably
give Turkey greater influence
over developments in Iraq and
other parts of the region whose
stability is of critical U.S.
interest.

These factors have led to frequent high-
level U.S.-Turkey consultation on
developments in Syria and the broader
region. In addition, U.S. officials
reportedly interpreted Turkey’s
agreement in September 2011 to host a
U.S. early warning radar as part of a
NATO missile defense system for Europe
as a critical sign of Turkey’s interest in
continued strategic cooperation with
Washington. During the previous year,
some U.S. and European policymakers
and analysts had voiced concern about

Table 1.Turkey in Brief

Population:

Area:

Most Populous Cities:

Ethnic Groups:

Religion:

Literacy:

% of Population 14 or
Younger:

GDP Per Capita:
Real GDP Growth:
Inflation:
Unemployment:

External Debt as % of
GDP:

Current Account
(Trade) Deficit as % of
GDP:

74,724,269 (2011 est.)

783,562 sq km (302,535 sq.
mi., slightly larger than Texas)

Istanbul 13.6 mil., Ankara 4.9
mil., Izmir 4.0 mil,, Bursa 2.7
mil., Adana 2.1 mil. (2011 est.)

Turks 70%-75%; Kurds 18%;
Other minorities 7%-12%
(2008 est.)

Muslim 99.8% (Sunni 75%-
88%, Alevi 12%-25%), Others
(mainly Christian and Jewish)
0.2%

87% (male 95%, female 80%)
(2004 est.)2

25.3% (2011 est.)?

$10,624 (2011 est.)

7.5% (2011 est.)

10.4% (March 2012 est.)
10.2% (January 2012 est.)

43% (2011 est))

9.8% (2011 est.)

Sources: Turkish Statistics Institute, Turkish Ministry of
Economy; OECD Economic Outlook; Economist Intelligence
Unit; CIA, The World Factbook

Turkey’s reliability as a bilateral and NATO ally owing to its active opposition to United Nations
sanctions against Iran for its nuclear program and its deteriorating relationship with and criticism
of Israel—particularly in the wake of the May 2010 Gaza flotilla incident that resulted in the
death of eight Turks and an American of Turkish origin.

? Literacy rates in Turkey are higher than those of other large Muslim-majority countries. For example, the Central
Intelligence Agency’s World Factbook says that Egypt has a 71.4% total literacy rate, with only 59.4% of its women
able to read and write, while Iran has a literacy rate of 77%, with 70.4% of women able to read and write.

? The youth population is considerably higher in Turkey than in countries in the EU, which Turkey aspires to join.
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Short-term fluctuations in the U.S.-Turkey relationship could become the norm as greater fluidity
in domestic, regional, and global developments leads both actors to more frequently reassess their
circumstances and positions vis-a-vis each other and significant third party actors. The two
countries’ acceptance of this situation might lead to shared longer-term views regarding mutual
interests that facilitate broad strategic cooperation, or to more limited expectations regarding the
conditions and timing under which they might make common cause.
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Figure 1.Turkey and Its Neighbors
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Background and Domestic Political Issues

Since the end of the Cold War in the early 1990s, a number of developments have transformed
Turkey and its relationship with the United States. Per capita income has more than tripled (from
approximately $3,000 to over $10,000) in the past decade. Economic dynamism and Turkey’s
geopolitical importance—straddling Europe, the Middle East, and Central Asia—have increased
its influence regionally and globally. Although Turkey still depends on the United States and other
NATO allies for political and strategic support, growing economic diversification and military
ties with non-NATO countries have contributed to greater Turkish leverage with the West. A
number of internal and external developments have contributed to political changes, most notably
the rise of the AKP and the dwindling capacity of the military and other bulwarks of Turkey’s
traditional secular elite to counter the initiatives of elected government representatives. Over the
past decade, Prime Minister Erdogan has consolidated the AKP’s hold on power.

Historical Overview

Starting with the founding of the Turkish Republic in 1923 by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, state
officials self-consciously sought to define Turkey as a secular state patterning itself after the West
politically, legally, socially, economically, and militarily. The military was the ultimate protector
of a Kemalist order that included state control of religion; discontinuing the use of Arabic script
in favor of the Latin alphabet; discouraging Islamic modes of dress; and actively promoting
literacy, education, and employment among men and women of all classes and backgrounds.

Changes to the Kemalist Order

In the Past Decade

That the old order is changing is clearly manifested by the political mandate enjoyed for the past
decade by the AKP, which has Islamist roots. These changes have gained greater attention and
momentum through failed attempts (or purported attempts) by elements within the military, the
judiciary, the opposition Republican People’s Party (known by its Turkish acronym, CHP, or
Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi), and others within the Turkish secular elite to thwart the AKP on key
issues. Major AKP victories in the face of domestic pressure included

e the 2007 election within parliament of the AKP’s Abdullah Gul (a former prime
minister and foreign minister) as Turkey’s president;

o alleged unsuccessful plots to undermine or overthrow the government;

o the unsuccessful 2008 Constitutional Court case attempting to ban and dissolve
the AKP; and

e the September 2010 passage of amendments to the 1982 military-backed
constitution in a nationwide referendum, increasing military and judicial
accountability to civilian and democratic institutions.*

4 “Balance of power,” Economist, October 21, 2010.
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Additionally, in July 2011, on the eve of the annual Turkish Supreme Military Council meetings
to discuss promotions and retirements, the chief of the Turkish General Staff (TGS), Isik Kosaner,
resigned simultaneously with the generals who commanded the Turkish land, naval, and air
forces. According to most reports and Kosaner’s account, the resignations were connected with
the generals’ concern about the government’s detention or passing over of several high-ranking
officers. Civilian leaders opposed rewarding officers allegedly involved in plots purportedly
hatched within the military in the early 2000s (called “Ergenekon” and “Sledgehammer”) to
overthrow or undermine the AKP government. Many analysts have portrayed Kosaner’s
resignation and his subsequent replacement by Necdet Ozel, previously the commander of the
Turkish Gendarmerie, as an indication that domestic power has shifted decisively to civilian
government leaders, who are now able to appoint more deferential and constrained military
leaders.” In January 2012, Turkish authorities took the unprecedented step of arresting former
TGS Chief Ilker Basbug in connection with the Ergenekon case. One Turkish analyst was quoted
as saying in reaction, “The fact that prosecutors are now touching senior generals is a turning
point in the democratization process of Turkey.”

In early 2012, prosecutors also detained retired officials who were participants or alleged
participants in the 1980 coup—including former TGS Chief and President Kenan Evren—and the
1997 forced resignation of the government. Additionally, Turkey’s parliament established a
commission in April 2012 to investigate all coups and military and civilian interventions since
1960 that have sought to change Turkey’s governments. Deputy Prime Minister Besir Atalay has
been quoted as saying, in reference to these investigations, “We should make these studies (on
coups) in a very detailed way for the future of society but not in a revanchist way.... The
Parliament’s best response to the coups should be the new constitution.”’

In Historical and Societal Context

The changes to the old order did not materialize suddenly with the AKP’s rise to power. They
reflect long-standing dynamics in Turkish politics and society that continue to evolve within
Turkey’s existing constitutional framework. Popular desires to allow greater public space for
traditional Islamic-oriented lifestyles and societal participation manifested themselves politically
as early as the 1950s during the rule of Turkey’s first democratically elected leader, Adnan
Menderes. Menderes was eventually overthrown by a military-led coup in 1960 (and
subsequently hanged), and the military continued to discourage the overt influence of religion in
politics, intervening again in 1971 and 1980 to replace governments that it deemed had lost
control of the country or had steered it away from secularism or toward ideological extremes.

The military allowed Deputy Prime Minister for Economic Affairs (later Prime Minister and
President) Turgut Ozal to begin liberalizing the traditionally statist Turkish economy following its
restoration of internal order in 1980. This helped set in motion a chain of events leading to the
economic and political empowerment of millions of Turks hailing from traditional communities
removed from Turkey’s more secular urban centers. Subsequent social and political developments
reflected accommodation of this rising middle class—many of whom migrated to bigger cities—

5 Gareth Jenkins, “Ergenekon, Sledgehammer, and the Politics of Turkish Justice: Conspiracies and Coincidences,”
MERIA Journal, vol. 15, no. 2, June 2011; Soli Ozel, “Military Resignations: Crisis or New Beginning?”, German
Marshall Fund of the United States, August 3, 2011.

¢ “Former Turkish armed forces chief ordered held for trial,” Reuters, January 6, 2011.
7 «“Commission set to probe military coups,” Hurriyet Daily News, April 12, 2012.
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and their values. For example, imam hatip religious schools, initially established for young males
seeking clerical careers, became widely attended by youth from religiously conservative
families.® In 1997, Turkey’s first-ever Islamist-led coalition government was compelled to resign
by the military, but junior members of the coalition-leading Refah (Welfare) Party went on to
form the AKP,” which they characterize as a center-right reformist party without an Islamist
agenda.

Popular discontent with coalition rule stemming from a 1999-2001 economic and financial crisis
and perceptions of government corruption and ineffectiveness opened the way for the AKP to
achieve single-party rule with its first election victory in 2002. Since the AKP came to power, the
military has reportedly become less scrutinizing of its rising officers’ religious backgrounds and
views, taxes and regulations on the consumption of alcohol have increased, and the wearing of
headscarves by women in universities and other public places has gained legal and social
acceptance. In early 2012, an education reform bill enacted by parliament to extend the length of
compulsory education also reportedly reversed constraints that were placed on imam hatip
schools following the 1997 military intervention and increased the emphasis on Islamic education
in the state’s general curriculum.'’

Concerns Regarding Press Freedom and Other Civil Liberties

Domestic and international observers have raised concerns about Erdogan’s and the AKP
government’s respect for civil liberties.'' Although infringement upon press freedom is of routine
concern in Turkey, recent measures taken by authorities have been criticized inside and outside of
Turkey as unusually severe and ideologically driven.'? These measures include multiple arrests of
journalists—according to some sources, more than in any other country'>—and nearly $600
million ﬁl tax fraud penalties against the country’s largest pro-secularist media firm (the Dogan
Group).

Concerns about press freedom exist against the backdrop both of tensions involving Turkey’s
Kurdish population and of ongoing criminal investigations into the Ergenekon and Sledgehammer
cases discussed above. Many in the media claim that even if some of the anti-government plots
were real, authorities with pro-AKP leanings or sympathies for the Fethullah Gulen movement
(discussed below) have used the allegations to silence or weaken political and ideological

¥ According to one report, 40% of Turkey’s current cabinet ministers, including Prime Minister Erdogan, attended
imam hatip schools. M. Kemal Kaya and Halil M. Karaveli, “Remolding Compulsory Education, the AKP Erases a
Secularist Legacy—and Seeks to Check the Gulen Brotherhood,” Turkey Analyst, vol. 5, no. 7, April 2, 2012.

9 AKP members generally use the acronym “AK Party” or “AK,” partly because the Turkish word ak means “clean”
and “unblemished,” thus presenting an image of incorruptibility.

1% Kaya and Karaveli, op. cit.

" For examples, see the U.S. State Department’s Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2010.

'2 During her July 2011 visit to Turkey, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton referred to these measures by saying, “I do
not think it is necessary or in Turkey’s interests to be cracking down. It seems to me inconsistent with all the other
advances Turkey has made.” “Clinton says Turkey must address concerns on backsliding on rights,” Associated Press,
July 16, 2011.

13 Dexter Filkins, “Turkey’s Jailed Journalists,” newyorker.com, March 12, 2012.

1 «“Tyrkey’s Dogan Yayin posts 1.2 bln lira loss after tax fines,” Reuters, April 9, 2012. An aggregate amount of over
$3 billion in penalties (representing nearly the entire market value of the company) was originally assessed, but the
amount was reduced following appeals by the Dogan Group to Turkish courts.
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opponents."” Concerns about AKP overreach reflect anxieties among some Turks that, with the
weakening of the military and other guardians of the Kemalist order, it is unclear to what extent
effective checks and balances exist on Erdogan’s charismatic and Islamic-friendly single-party
rule.

Fethullah Gulen Movement

The Fethullah Gulen movement (or community) became a nationwide grassroots movement in the
1980s as part of the emergence of the new conservative Turkish middle class. Its societal rise has
roughly paralleled the AKP’s political rise, and Gulen-inspired businesses, media enterprises,
schools, charitable organizations, and civil society groups now exercise considerable influence in
Turkey.'® The movement is comprised of adherents of Turkish imam Fethullah Gulen, who is now
a permanent U.S. resident,'” and who insists that he is neutral as to political parties and leaders in
Turkey.'® Gulen preaches a distinctly Turkish brand of Islam that condemns terrorism,'® promotes
interfaith dialogue and cross-cultural understanding, and can function in concert with secular
democratic mechanisms and modern economic and technological modes of living. Gulenist-
affiliated schools™ and other organizations®' are also located in the United States and other
regions worldwide.

1> One widely discussed case involves the April 2011 arrest of Ahmet Sik and Nedem Sener, two prominent
investigative journalists who were charged with involvement in the Ergenekon plots. Sik was reportedly close to
finishing a book whose title translates as The Imam’s Army. The book is reportedly about the Gulen movement’s
alleged infiltration of the Turkish police over the past 25 years. Several observers believe that the detentions of Sik and
Sener were motivated by a desire to silence them rather than legitimate evidence of their criminal involvement. Jurgen
Gottschlich, “Arrested Journalist’s Book Claims Turkish Police Infiltrated by Islamic Movement,” Spiegel Online,
April 6,2011. Sik and Sener were released on bail pending trial in March 2012.

'8 For example, adherents of Gulen’s teachings launched the Zaman newspaper in 1986. It is now the most widely
circulated newspaper in Turkey, and has an English-language sister publication, Today’s Zaman. Gulen also
encouraged a group of businessmen to launch the Samanyolu television channel-—today a major channel in Turkey
with a worldwide reach through satellite and Internet transmission—in 1993.

'7 Gulen lives in seclusion at a retreat center with some of his adherents in Saylorsburg, PA, in the Pocono Mountains.
He came to the United States in 1999 for medical treatment for a cardiovascular condition, and elected to stay after an
ultimately unsuccessful case was brought against him in Turkey charging that he sought to undermine Turkey’s secular
government.

'8 Gulen asserted in August 2010 that “we are still at an equal distance from every party. We never told anybody to
enroll in a specific [party], attend its rallies or act as its supporters.” “Gulen Endorses Reform Package, Appealing for
‘Yes’ on Sept. 12,” Today’s Zaman, August 1, 2010. He has backed AKP-proposed constitutional amendments, but
distinguished his support for the substance of the initiatives from support for the party or individual leaders that had
proposed them. “Gulen Says His Call for Yes Vote Not Linked to Political Motives,” Today’s Zaman, August 25, 2010.

' Days after the Al Qaeda terrorist attacks on September 11, 2011, Gulen took out advertisements in the New York
Times and Washington Post condemning the attacks as incompatible with the teachings of Islam.

2% Gulenist organizations have reportedly founded and operate more than 120 public charter schools in over 25 U.S.
states. These schools have generated publicity both for their high academic quality and for questions and possible
federal investigations regarding their hiring and business practices. Phyllis Schlafly, “Look What’s Going On in
Charter Schools,” creators.com, April 10, 2012; Stephanie Saul, “Charter Schools Tied to Turkey Grow in Texas,” New
York Times, June 6, 2011; Martha Woodall and Claudio Gatti, “U.S. charter-school network with Turkish link draws
federal attention,” Philadelphia Inquirer, March 20, 2011. In April 2012, Tennessee’s legislature passed a bill limiting
the percentage of foreign employees permitted to work in its charter schools. The initiative was reportedly driven in
large part by political activists citing various media reports on Gulen-inspired schools. Mark Todd Engler, “Legislature
Passes Limits on Foreign Staffers at TN Charter Schools,” tnreport.com, April 16, 2012.

2! Gulenists are involved with Turkish and Turkish-American trade associations and foundations active in the United
States—both regionally and in the Washington, DC, area. Such organizations reportedly include the Turkic American
Alliance umbrella of organizations and the business confederation TUSKON. Ilhan Tanir, “The Gulen movement plays
(continued...)
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The parallel rise of the AKP and the Gulen movement has unsettled many pro-secularist Turks
who detect greater ideological bias within Turkish state and civil society institutions and who are
concerned about the potential for imposition of Islamic norms and suppression of dissent. Other
observers see the AKP’s and Gulenists’ emergence as an authentic and even necessary
development in Turkey’s democratic evolution because of their views’ representativeness of large
segments of the population. This, in these observers’ view, provides a counterbalance to Turkish
secularist ideology that in the past had been rigidly enforced and inculcated.

Some reports allege a growing rift between the AKP and adherents of Gulen’s teachings who
occupy influential positions in Turkey, on matters of both domestic and foreign policy.*> A series
of events from February 2012 has been cited by the media as evidence that this rift is becoming
more public. First, a special prosecutor subpoenaed the head of Turkey’s National Intelligence
Organization (MIT) and four other intelligence officers over issues relating to MIT’s possible
involvement with a Kurdish political organization suspected to be linked with the PKK. In
response, Prime Minister Erdogan vetoed the subpoena after parliament expeditiously passed a
law providing him this authority in cases involving intelligence officials. A March 2012 analysis
conveyed one view of these developments’ ramifications for the Gulen movement and the AKP:

At present, both sides are trying hard to tone down their differences and to mend fences
following the altercation over the intelligence services. But no one should be fooled by this
veneer: the split is out in the open, and it is a divide that could well develop into one of the
chief fault lines of Turkish politics in the coming years, with considerable implications.”

Following the MIT subpoena incident and the resulting media commentary, the Gulen-inspired
Journalists and Writers Foundation issued a lengthy statement in April 2012 asserting both that
Hizmet (the Gulen movement’s name for itself—a Turkish word meaning “service”) does not
have a hierarchy to direct the actions of individuals who adhere to its teachings, and that the
movement’s support for principles of democracy, human rights, and rule of law is not defined in
terms of loyalty or opposition to the AKP or any other political party.**

Economy and Trade

The AKP’s political successes have been aided considerably by robust Turkish economic growth
that was set back only briefly as a result of the 2008-2009 global economic crisis. Growth rates,
fueled by diversified Turkish conglomerates such as Sabanci and Koc as well as “Anatolian
tigers” (small- to medium-sized, export-oriented businesses concentrated in central and southern
Turkey), have been comparable in the past decade to those of China, India, and other major
developing economies. According to the Turkish Ministry of Economy, Turkey’s construction
industry, with extensive projects domestically as well as in Russia, Central Asia, the Balkans, the
Middle East, and Africa, was listed by Engineering News Record in 2010 as second only to

(...continued)

big in Washington,” Hurriyet Daily News, May 14, 2010; Helen Rose Ebaugh, The Gulen Movement: A Sociological
Analysis of a Civic Movement Rooted in Moderate Islam, New York: Springer, 2010, p. 49.

22 M. Kemal Kaya and Svante E. Cornell, “The Big Split: The Differences That Led Erdogan and the Gulen Movement
to Part Ways,” Turkey Analyst, vol. 5, no. 5, March 5, 2012.

2 Tbid.

24 «GYV: Hizmet a civilian movement, has no political ambitions,” Today’s Zaman, April 5, 2012.
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China’s in the number of projects undertaken worldwide.* Its dependence on foreign investment
and exports could bring on future challenges from a potential economic slowdown in the
European Union—Turkey’s main trading partner.

An Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) forecast from 2009
projected that Turkey’s economy would grow at the highest rate of any OECD member from 2011
to 2017, with projected average annual real GDP growth of 6.7%.>° However, a potential Europe-
related slowdown could slow 2012 growth to between 2% and 4%. Recent monetary policy
decisions by Turkey’s central bank to lower interest rates have limited foreign capital inflows and
contributed to current consumer-spending-driven growth. They also have contributed to a
depreciation in Turkey’s currency (the lira) that might help Turkey with its import-export balance,
but also possibly fuel inflation,”” which Turkey seeks to control through relatively conservative
fiscal policies and banking practices. Major Turkish exports include textiles, foodstuffs, iron and
steel, and machinery; while major imports include chemicals, fuels, and semi-finished goods.
Structural economic goals for Turkey include incentivizing greater research and development to
encourage Turkish technological innovation and global competitiveness, harmonizing the
educational system with future workforce needs, and increasing and diversifying energy supplies
to meet ever-growing consumption demands.

The European Union is Turkey’s main trading partner by far, while the United States is Turkey’s
fourth-largest trading partner (behind the EU, Russia, and China—see “Bilateral Trade
Promotion” below). Though Turkish pursuit of new markets since 1991 has reduced trade with
both the EU (from nearly 50% to just over 40%) and the United States (from over 9% to under
5%) as a percentage of Turkey’s total trade, overall trade volume with both continues to increase.
Over the same period, trade with Russia as a percentage of Turkey’s total trade has more than
doubled—from 5% to over 11%—Ilargely due to energy imports. China’s share of Turkish trade is
also increasing, with volume reportedly rising from $1 billion per year to $24 billion per year in
the past decade.” Iran (as discussed below) is—Ilike Russia—a major source of Turkish energy.
Turkey’s importance as a regional energy transport corridor (see “Turkey as a Transit Corridor
and Potential Source” below) elevates Turkey’s increasing relevance for world energy markets
while also providing Turkey with opportunities to satisfy its own growing domestic energy
needs.”” Additionally, Turkey has actively pursued economic opportunities with many Arab
Middle Eastern countries in recent years through free trade and no-visa agreements. As political
upheaval in the region continues, it could contribute to future challenges to Turkish economic
growth and foreign investment.

%5 Turkish Ministry of Economy correspondence with CRS, December 2011.
26 OECD Economic Outlook No. 86, November 2009.
27 “TEXT-Fitch revises Turkey’s outlook to stable,” Reuters, November 23, 2011.

8 Gokhan Bacik, “Envisioning the Asia-Pacific Century: Turkey between the United States and China,” On Turkey,
German Marshall Fund of the United States, December 8, 2011.

% Transatlantic Academy, Getting to Zero: Turkey, Its Neighbors, and the West, June 2010, citing Turkish government
statistics.
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Major Minority Groups

Kurds

Ethnic Kurds constitute 15%-20% of Turkey’s population, and are concentrated in urban areas
and the relatively impoverished southeastern region of the country. Kurdish reluctance to
recognize Turkish state authority—a dynamic that also exists between Kurds and national
governments in Iraq, Iran, and Syria—and harsh Turkish measures to quell claims of Kurdish
identity have fed tensions that have periodically worsened since the foundation of the republic in
1923. Since 1984, the Turkish military has waged an off-and-on struggle to put down a separatist
insurgency and urban terrorism campaign by the PKK (whose founder, Abdullah Ocalan, is
profiled in Appendix A).** This struggle was most intense during the 1990s, but resumed after a
lull in 2003 after the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq. The PKK uses safe havens in northern Iraq to
coordinate and launch attacks, and according to the U.S. government partially finances its
activities through criminal activities, including its operation of a Europe-wide drug trafficking
network.”’ The initially secessionist demands of the PKK have since evolved to a less ambitious
goal of greater cultural and political autonomy. The Turkish military’s approach to neutralizing
the PKK has been routinely criticized by Western governments and human rights organizations
for being overly hard on ethnic Kurds—thousands have been imprisoned for PKK involvement or
sympathies and hundreds of thousands have been displaced.

Turkey’s AKP government—which has a sizeable constituency in rural Kurdish areas because of
its appeal to traditional values—has acknowledged that the integration of Kurds into Turkish
society will require political, cultural, and economic development approaches in addition to the
more traditional security-based approach. By appealing to common Islamic identity, Erdogan and
other government ministers have moved away from the state’s traditional unwillingness to
acknowledge the multiethnic nature of Turkey’s citizenry. Thus far, however, government
statements or efforts aimed at giving greater rights to Kurds and greater normalized status to
Kurdish nationalist leaders and former militants have been politically undermined by upswings in
PKK attacks and public manifestations of Kurdish nationalist pride. The government has adopted
some measures allowing greater use of Kurdish languages in education, election campaigns, and
the media. Kurdish nationalist leaders demand that any future changes to Turkey’s constitution
not suppress Kurdish ethnic and linguistic identity. They also seek to modify the electoral law to
allow for greater Kurdish nationalist participation in Turkish politics by lowering the percentage-
vote threshold (currently 10%) for political parties in parliament.’”

3% In footnote 2 of a September 2011 report, the International Crisis Group stated that Turkish government figures
estimate that 11,700 Turks have been killed since fighting began in the early 1980s. This figure includes Turkish
security personnel of various types and Turkish civilians (including Turkish Kurds who are judged not to have been
PKK combatants). The same report states that Turkish estimates of PKK dead during the same time period run from
30,000 to 40,000. International Crisis Group, Turkey: Ending the PKK Insurgency, Europe Report No. 213, September
20,2011.

31 U.S. Treasury Department Press Release, “Five PKK Leaders Designated Narcotics Traffickers,” April 20, 2011.

32 In the 2011 election, 61 members of the Kurdish nationalist Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) ran as independents
for individual geographic constituencies because of a calculation that the party would not reach the 10% threshold.
These independents won 36 of the constituencies and 6% of the national vote.
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Alevis

Most Muslims in Turkey are Sunni, but 10 million to 20 million are Alevis (of whom about 20%
are ethnic Kurds). The Alevi sect of Islam is an offshoot of Shiism™ that contains strands from
pre-Islamic Anatolian traditions. Alevism has been traditionally influenced by Sufi mysticism that
emphasizes believers’ individual spiritual paths, but it defies precise description owing to its lack
of centralized leadership and reliance on oral traditions historically kept secret from outsiders.
Alevis have long been among the strongest supporters of Turkey’s secular state, which they
perceive as their protector from the Sunni majority.

A New Constitution?

The AKP has proposed that a new constitution replace the one imposed by the military in 1982.
Most observers expect that a new constitution would more firmly place the state’s governing
mechanisms—including the executive, military, judiciary, Supreme Electoral Council, Council of
Higher Education, and Supreme Board of Radio and Television—under democratic civilian
control. Other possible changes include greater emphasis on individual rights and greater
delegation of authority to provincial and local officials. It is unclear whether furthering civilian
control in an era of AKP dominance is compatible with the goal of strengthening Turkish civil
liberties and decentralizing state power. Future debate over a new constitution and its
implementation might include discussion of the potential merits and drawbacks of single-party
rule and robust executive power. Do Turks prefer a system that is more subject to the personal
direction of popular leaders, or one that might sacrifice some expediency of action in favor of
greater consensus across party and ideological lines? This debate could be shaped by Turkey’s
economic outlook and its citizens’ concerns about potential national security threats.

Although the AKP’s June 2011 electoral victory provided it with a significant mandate and nearly
50% of the vote, its inability to garner a 60% supermajority in Turkey’s unicameral parliament
(the Turkish Grand National Assembly) has led most analysts to conclude that the AKP will need
to find opposition support for its constitutional proposals. The need for consensus has dimmed the
prospect that Erdogan could use the constitutional reform process to vest greater power in the
presidency—an office that he may seek in 2014 near the end of his current term as prime minister,
assuming the Constitutional Court does not require a presidential election in 2012.**

A Constitutional Reconciliation Commission including all four parties represented in
parliament—the AKP, the secular-leaning CHP, the Nationalist Action Party (MHP), and the
Kurdish nationalist Peace and Democracy Party (BDP)—was formed in late 2011, led by
Parliamentary Speaker Cemil Cicek, who appears to be seeking the approval of a new
constitution through popular referendum by 2013.*° Analysts debate whether Erdogan will seek to
redefine himself as a more consensus-oriented politician in the debate over constitutional reform,

33 For information comparing and contrasting Sunnism and Shiism, see CRS Report RS21745, Islam: Sunnis and
Shiites, by Christopher M. Blanchard; and CRS Report WVBO00001, Sunni and Shi'a Islam: Video Brief, by Christopher
M. Blanchard.

3*1t could do so by favorably ruling on a petition supported by the opposition CHP seeking to subject the current
presidential term ex post facto to a 2010 constitutional amendment reducing presidential terms from seven to five years.
This would overrule a January 2012 law that keeps the current term at seven years. “CHP to push to annul new law on
Gul’s term,” Hurriyet Daily News, February 22, 2012.

35 Merve Busra Ozturk, “Abant Talks on Constitution,” T oday’s Zaman, March 12, 2012.
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or whether he will try to establish his preferences by applying greater political pressure on his
opponents if significant disagreements arise.

Table 2. Parties in Turkey’s Parliament

(Based on national elections held in June 201 1)

June 2011 Members of

Party Pct Vote Parliament General Orientation
Justice and Development Party (AKP) 49.8% 326 Economic liberalism, social
Leader: Recep Tayyip Erdogan conservatism
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 26.0% 135 Social democracy, pro-secular
Leader: Kemal Kilicdaroglu
Nationalist Action Party (MHP) 13.0% 53 Nationalism
Leader: Devlet Bahceli
Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) 6.6%:> 36 Ethnic Kurdish interests, social
Leader: Selahattin Demirtas democracy

Source: Supreme Electoral Board of Turkey, Parties and Elections in Europe Website

a. This is the percentage vote figure for the 61 BDP members who ran in the election as independents for
individual geographic constituencies, as described in footnote 32.

BDP support for constitutional proposals that address the questions of Kurdish civil, linguistic,
and cultural rights and local autonomy could become particularly important in light of increases
in PKK violence and Turkish reprisals following the June election, as discussed above. The first
clause of Article 3 of the 1982 constitution reads, “The Turkish state, with its territory and nation,
is an indivisible entity. Its language is Turkish.” Because the constitution states that its first three
articles are unamendable, even proposing a change could face judicial obstacles. Some observers
believe that recent arrests of prominent BDP members and other Kurdish nationalist political
activists, as well as a December 2011 Turkish air strike that mistakenly killed 35 civilians,*
might be souring the atmosphere for constitutional compromise.

The AKP government maintains that a new constitution will advance democratization and help
the country meet criteria for EU membership. In one European observer’s analysis of
constitutional changes, however, “European integration and democratization [in Turkey] are
increasingly hostage to the struggle for power among the elites”: the “not-so-new” AKP ruling
elite and the “remnants of the so-called Kemalist establishment.””’

Minority Religious Rights

While U.S. constitutional law prohibits the excessive entanglement of the government with
religion, republican Turkey has maintained secularism or “laicism” by controlling or closely
overseeing religious activities in the country—partly in order to counter the openly Islamic nature
of previous centuries of Ottoman rule. Sunni Muslims, although not monolithic in their views on
freedom of worship, have better recourse than other religious adherents to the democratic process

3% Ayla Albayrak, “Turkey’s Erdogan Promises Probe of Airstrike,” wsj.com, December 30, 2011.

37 Emiliano Alessandri, “Democratization and Europeanization in Turkey After the September 12 Referendum,” Insight
Turkey, vol. 12, no. 4, fall 2010.
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for accommodation of their views because of their majority status. Minority Muslim sects (most
prominently, the Alevis) and non-Muslim religions largely depend on legal appeals, political
advocacy, and outside support from Western countries to protect their rights in Turkey.

U.S. and congressional concerns focus on the rights of established Christian and Jewish
communities and religious leaderships and their associated foundations and organizations within
Turkey to choose leaders, train clergy, own property, and otherwise function independently of the
Turkish government.*® Grievances are routinely expressed by Members of Congress through
proposed congressional resolutions and through letters to the President and to Turkish leaders on
behalf of the Ecumenical (Greek Orthodox) Patriarchate of Constantinople, the spiritual center of
Orthodox Christianity based in Istanbul.”” On December 13, 2011, for example, the House passed
H.Res. 306—“Urging the Republic of Turkey to safeguard its Christian heritage and to return
confiscated church properties”—by voice vote.* An identically worded resolution was introduced
in the Senate on March 8, 2012, as S.Res. 392."

In an April 2012 interview with the Chicago Tribune, Ecumenical Patriarch Bartholomew was
quoted as saying that recent changes in Turkey

have been extremely positive. Years ago, you couldn't have dreamed of the changes. You
couldn't have believed it. The prime minister has promised to restore properties confiscated
from Christians and Jews years ago. He has promised to reopen the Orthodox seminary at
Halki, which has been closed for many years. Of course, we have concerns in some areas,
and there are legal questions remaining, but the Orthodox-Islamic dialogue has been
extremely positive. More positive than I ever would have imagined.*

At various times in the Turkish Republic’s history, the state has confiscated the properties of
religious groups as part of its efforts to control religious life in the country. In late August 2011,
Prime Minister Erdogan announced that Turkey would return properties confiscated since the
adoption of a 1935 law governing religious foundations, to the extent the properties are still held
publicly.” Many of these properties were confiscated following a Turkish High Court of Appeals

3% The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom included Turkey on its watch list from 2009 to 2011, and
recommended that the State Department list Turkey as a “country of particular concern” for the first time in 2012. The
State Department is not obliged to follow the commission’s recommendations, and has not on a number of occasions.
Turkey’s 2012 designation generated controversy because one of the nine commissioners unsuccessfully tried to
change his position, which would have resulted in Turkey again only being placed on the watch list. The commission’s
website carries its 2012 annual report (covering April 2010-February 2011). See also the State Department’s
International Religious Freedom Report for July-December 2010, September 13, 2011.

3% The Patriarchate traces its roots to the Apostle Andrew. The most commonly articulated congressional grievances on
behalf of the Patriarchate—whose ecumenicity is not acknowledged by the Turkish government, but also not objected
to when acknowledged by others—are the non-operation of the Halki Theological School on Heybeliada Island near
Istanbul, the requirement that the Patriarch be a Turkish citizen, and the failure of the Turkish government to return
previously confiscated properties.

40 H Res. 306 was sponsored by Representative Edward Royce. Other proposed resolutions from the 112™ Congress
include H.Res. 180 (“Urging Turkey to respect the rights and religious freedoms of the Ecumenical Patriarchate”), and
S.Res. 196 (“A resolution calling upon the Government of Turkey to facilitate the reopening of the Ecumenical
Patriarchate’s Theological School of Halki without condition or further delay”).

41'S Res. 392 is sponsored by Senator Scott Brown.

2 John Kass, “With faith and hope, Turkey builds a new identity,” Chicago Tribune, April 11, 2012.

4 According to reports, the foundations would receive compensation for property since transferred to third parties. See

Sebnum Arsu, “Turkish Government to Return Seized Property to Religious Minorities,” New York Times, August 29,
2011.
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ruling in 1974 that had invalidated non-Muslim religious foundations’ ability to acquire real
property.** Properties to be returned potentially include schools, orphanages, cemeteries,
commercial properties, and hospitals affiliated with various Christian churches and Turkey’s
Jewish community. According to one report, “The government’s willingness to explore restitution
does not yet cover the hundreds, if not thousands, of property seizures from individuals, or the
takeovers that occurred before 1936. An even more contentious point is confiscation that occurred
prior to the formation of the Republic of Turkey in 1923.”* Property returns have begun, and
more are expected in the near future pursuant to each organization’s application