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Turkish-Israeli Relations in Crisis:
How to Cut the Gordian Knot?
by Prof. Gencer Özcan1

Istanbul Bilgi University, Istanbul, Turkey

In the wake of the deadly assault on May 31st
last year on the aid Flotilla led by the Turkish
ship Mavi Marmara during which eight Turkish
citizens and a Turkish-American died TurkishIsraeli relations entered a deep crisis. They
now seem to have been stuck in a deadlock.
Turkey withdrew its ambassador declaring
that the ambassador will not return to Tel Aviv
unless Israel offers its apologies and pays
compensation to the relatives of the victims.
Israeli Foreign Ministry although on several
occasions it came close to striking a deal
with Ankara; refused to accept the conditions
Turkey put forward for the normalization of
relations.2
Although unique in the history of bilateral
relations, the crisis was the last of several mini
crises reflecting the changing mood in both
capitals. The relations had been exposed to
a new set of internal and external dynamics
that were different than those that shaped
the alignment almost twenty years ago. The
pressure brought by regional developments,
which gained momentum after the second
intifada, was already strangling the relations.
Despite the suffocating pressures, the
alignment sailed through these mini crises.
Until the Freedom Flotilla Raid, the alignment
seemed to have developed a sort of immunity
to these challenges and miraculously survived
these crises. However, the Freedom Flotilla
Raid had an impact of unprecedented
magnitude. First and foremost, having caused
civilian casualties, the crisis left deep scars
in the minds and hearts of peoples in both
countries. The crisis also shook the very
foundations on which the alignment has been
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standing. Furthermore, in the aftermath of
the crisis, the constituencies that previously
bolstered the alignment were ostracized.
This development also complicated Turkey’s
relations with the US.
Alignment with Israel was devised to meet
a number of strategic requirements that
Turkey aimed to satisfy at the turn of the
nineties. In the nineties Turkey’s regional
outlook in the Middle East was overwhelmed
by its struggle with the Kurdish separatist
movement that used Northern Iraq as a
rear base and received support from Syria
and Iran. Therefore, the regionalization
of Kurdish separatism compelled Ankara
to formulate an assertive policy for which
Israel appeared to be a suitable partner.
Furthermore, Israeli readiness to respond
to Turkey’s procurement of military supplies
served as another element in the making
of the alignment. Intelligence sharing and
cooperation on other security related issues
were key elements of the rapprochement and
therefore major actors who played key role
in the making of the alignment came from
the security establishments.

“In the wake of the assault on May
31st last year on the aid Flotilla led
by the Turkish ship Mavi Marmara,
Turkish-Israeli relations entered a deep
crisis.

”

1
1

www.iepn.org

However, in the 2000s, the US occupation of
Iraq began to change the strategic landscape
in the region and therefore decision makers
in Ankara started seeing Turkey’s vicinity
through different lenses than those used in the
nineties. Coping with a multi variable regional
context emerged after the occupation of Iraq;
Ankara’s foreign policy has increasingly
become more multi focal and diversified.
As of the beginning of the 21st Century,
Turkey transformed itself from being a sort
of introverted country strained by manifold
internal problems, from ongoing political strife
to occasional financial crises, into an outward
looking one with more diversified regional
prospects. First and foremost, Turkey’s
relations with its neighbors are steered by
economic motivations rather than security
considerations. Many observers branded
the change as one of transformation from
a national security state to a trading state.
Reflecting Turkey’s growing self-confidence,
lifting visa requirements with many neighbors
is also related with this transformation. In a
marked contrast to the situation during the
period of tight visa regimes of the 90s, now
figures of incoming and outgoing tourists
from and to the neighboring countries are
in steady increase. Moreover, Arab markets
are flooded with Turkish goods while Turkish
TV serials are becoming popular across the
Middle East.
Another tendency that became conspicuous
in Turkish foreign policy was Ankara’s
growing engagement with sub state actors.
JDP governments were extremely diligent in
cultivating good relations with local parties
and organizations such as Hamas, Hizbullah,
Ihvan or Iraqi groups. Therefore, many substate actors seeking Turkish diplomats’ good
offices for the local crises they try to cope with,
turned Ankara in to a sort of diplomatic Mecca.
The change in foreign policy discourse is also
remarkable. While threats to use force or of
“drawing red lines” were part and parcel of
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“Having diversified its content, Turkey’s

policies appear to correspond better to
the changing realities of the Middle East.
As many observers noted, the recent Arab
uprisings vindicated JDP’s endeavors to
diversify its foreign policy towards the
Arab Middle East.
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the official discourse in the nineties, Ankara
de-securitized its language. This was also true
at the level of actors. Although the military
was enjoying a powerful position in foreign
policy decision-making process until the end
of the 1990s, it paled into insignificance by
the mid 2000s.
Having diversified its content, Turkey’s
policies appear to correspond better to the
changing realities of the Middle East. As many
observers noted, the recent Arab uprisings
vindicated JDP’s endeavors to diversify its
foreign policy towards the Arab Middle East.
To put this into perspective, it is helpful to
take a closer look at Turkey’s Iraqi policy
that made a dramatic volte-face after 2005.
Since Iraq remained in a state of quagmire in
the nineties, Turkey’s policy in Northern Iraq
had focused on the suppression of the PKK
activities there. The Turkish Armed Forces’
continual cross border operations in Northern
Iraq were the embodiment of Ankara’s
concerns there. Notwithstanding limited
occasional deals with KDP and PUK, Ankara
deliberately refrained from recognizing the
Regional Government of Kurdistan. Yet after
2005, Ankara improved its relations with the
Kurdish groups and ended its policy of enmity
towards the RGK. Beyond Iraqi Kurdistan,
Ankara cultivated and retained good relations
with all political groups active on the ground
and offered its good offices for them if and
when necessary. In the 2005 elections in
Iraq, Ankara played key role in convincing
the Sunni parties not to turn their back to
the political process. The recent visit to Iraq
by Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan
that took place in late March displays the
changing content of Turkey’s foreign policy.
He became the first Turkish Prime Minister to
pay an official visit to Iraqi Kurdistan as well
as Shiite shrines in Najaf including Imam Ali’s
shrine, and to held talks with Great Ayatollah
Sistani there. In a clear departure from earlier
state centered diplomatic practices, the visit
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indicated Turkey’s determination to diversify
its regional policy.
Against the background of Ankara’s changing
policy, now we can move to making some
observations that are relevant to understand
the ongoing crisis in Turkish-Israeli relations.
Of course, it goes without saying that every
aspect of the transformation that Turkish
foreign policy has undergone has its bearing
on the Turkish-Israeli alignment. While
Turkey’s trade with regional countries rose
to an unprecedented degree, trade with Israel
became relatively less significant. Accordingly,
Turkey’s need for military rapprochement
with Israel to counterbalance regional rivals
shrunk. As was the case with engaging
Hamas, in spite of Israeli reprimands Ankara
maintained its contacts with influential sub
state actors. Last but not least, the military, the
major institution that propped the alignment
up has no longer called the tune in conducting
Ankara’s relations with Tel Aviv.
The inevitable implication of Turkey’s
increasing regional activity is the relative
decline of Israel’s weight in Ankara’s policy
configurations. However, the decline is also
attributable to the changing perceptions
prevailing in Turkey of Israel’s relations with
the United States. Since many in Turkey
began to perceive the United States as a
sunset power, they anticipate that Israel’s
pivotal position in the Middle East would
also be eclipsed. Furthermore, Israel is
now considered to be a security consuming
country that fails to produce relevant
policies to address regional problems.
Such perceptions are of significance since
they indicate that Israel has lost its position
in the eyes of many Turks as a country of
military prowess. One of the events that led
to a sharp decline of Israeli image was the
infamous “armchair crisis” in January 2010.
Since Israeli diplomats attempted to humiliate
the Turkish ambassador Oğuz Çelikkol by
seating him on a lower armchair, Turkish
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“Right before the Flotilla crisis broke out;

Turkey in May 2010 did not veto Israel’s
admission into the OECD. Cooperation
on security affairs went on even after the
Flotilla Raid. Turkish Armed Forces kept
receiving training for Heron UAV’s and
used them in Northern Iraq. Even after the
crisis, Turkey assisted Israel by sending
two planes to extinguish the forest fire
that broke out in Mount Carmel.
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public opinion was shocked and the media
qualified the act as “a medieval practice”.
The bilateral relations are soured as a result
of consecutive regional crises. When we
remember the last decade, it is remarkable
that three major wars broke out in the region
-the occupation of Iraq in 2003, the war in
Lebanon in 2006 and in Gaza in 2008- while
the Palestinian–Israeli peace process could
not come out of the coma. The crises of the
2000s stand in stark contrast to those we had
in the nineties. First and foremost, neither the
civilian casualties nor political complications
they caused were by any means comparable
with those that took place in the nineties. In
the 2000s, each crisis decreased the public’s
support for the alignment; created loss of
trust on both sides; weakened other social
actors that supported the bilateral relations.
Nevertheless, despite these regional dynamics
bilateral relations remained on a cooperative
basis and were successful in coping with
the fallouts of the mini crises that broke
out during the 2000s. After the bombings
of two Istanbul synagogues in November
2004 which killed scores of Muslims and
Jews, the Foreign Ministers of Turkey and
Israel stood side-by-side and vowed to fight
terrorists together. Turkey appointed its best
diplomats as ambassadors to Tel Aviv. Ankara
overlooked the use of Turkish airspace Israeli
fighters when they bombed Syrian nuclear
facilities in September 2007. Until the Gaza
War, Israel joined the Anatolian Eagle drills
carried out in Konya. Right before the Flotilla
crisis broke out; Turkey in May 2010 did
not veto Israel’s admission into the OECD.
Cooperation on security affairs went on even
after the Flotilla Raid. Turkish Armed Forces
kept receiving training for Heron UAV’s and
used them in Northern Iraq. Even after the
crisis, Turkey assisted Israel by sending two
planes to extinguish the forest fire that broke
out in Mount Carmel.
However, despite the deterioration due to
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the crisis, the relations are still alive. There
are strong signals that they will survive this
crisis with the help of new improvised new
modalities to coexist with it. Clearly Ankara
is careful not to let the relations slide any
further. Diplomats of both countries worked
hard to contain the crisis. JDP did not wish
to aggravate the crisis. With the exception of
some remarks by Prime Minister Erdoğan,
party officials deliberately refrained from
making provocative remarks; therefore
cautiously avoided further escalation. JDP did
not let its supporters to take to the streets after
the Raid. High level contacts were sustained
and many other channels were kept open.
As of April 2011 the anticipations that the
escalation may lead to the annulment of all
bilateral agreements have not come true.
Furthermore, some other overtures made
by the government are also remarkable.
Despite the severe reprimands by both sides
following the Flotilla crisis, diplomatic relations
were not suspended. In February 2011, the
first Holocaust Day was commemorated in
Istanbul. The government sent messages and
the governor of Istanbul alongside some JDP
members were present in the commemoration.
The absence of JDP representatives in the
welcoming ceremony given on the occasion
of the return of the flagship Mavi Marmara
to Istanbul was also noticeable. In the wake
of the recent military operations in Gaza
and the suicide bomb attack in Jerusalem
in March 2011, the Foreign Ministry notably
took a balanced approach condemning both
incidents.3
Notwithstanding these signs, it is obvious
that the current deadlock will remain
insurmountable as long as the given political
circumstances prevail in both countries. There
is no room for creative solutions. Both sides
keep their initial positions on the issue making
any significant concession impossible.
Unless a sort of unconditional apology and
reasonable compensation is offered by Israel,
6
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“Turkey will not accept returning to the

status quo ante. Israeli Foreign Ministry,
on the other hand wrecked at least two
initiatives that came near to yielding a sort
of compromise. It is therefore difficult to
strike a balance between the two parties
in the foreseeable future.
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Turkey will not accept returning to the status
quo ante. Israeli Foreign Ministry, on the other
hand wrecked at least two initiatives that
came near to yielding a sort of compromise.
It is therefore difficult to strike a balance
between the two parties in the foreseeable
future. There are other reasons that make
any compromise difficult, if not impossible.
Turkey benefits from protracting the crisis. As
an observer commented for the government
the crisis turned into “a hen that layed golden
eggs”.4 This is particularly true that the more
Turkey lambasts Israel, the more its prestige
rises in the Arab street where nowadays the
heart of the Arab politics beats.
Given the changing political circumstances in
the region, the need for a balanced TurkishIsraeli relation is higher than ever. In order
to salvage the relations before it turns into a
useless wreck, a stronger external intervention
is required. There are two actors that are able
to break the deadlock: the United States and
the European Union. The latter failed to exert
influence during the crisis. On the European
Union’s part, there has been no determined
initiative of any kind. Being embroiled in their
problems, the leading European countries
saw the affair as an out of area contingency,
and by the same token, turned a blind eye
to the crisis.
In stark contrast to European indifference,
Washington was alarmed with the flotilla
incident and displayed decisive leadership
during the initial phases of the crisis. The
Obama administration played a crucial role in
securing the return of the bodies of victims as
well as safe passage for those who survived
the raid. Furthermore, Washington probably
intervened through back channels and used
its influence on Fethullah Gülen, the leader
of an influential Islamic community in Turkey
who currently lives in Pennsylvania. In a
carefully given interview, Gülen criticized the
IHH and told an American journalist that those
who organized the Freedom Flotilla should
7
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have struck a deal with Israel beforehand. It
was also important to see that Gülen criticized
the activists who “disobeyed the authorities”,
alluding to the Israeli Navy, stressing that such
behavior would do no good.5 The only actor
that has significant leverage and political will,
Washington can and should spare more time
and energy to break the current deadlock.
However, should there be a compromise
ending the crisis, there is still little room for
optimism. Even if Turkey’s specific conditions
are met; the dynamics that undermined the
alignment will continue to be at work. These
dynamics will not permit the relations to go
back to what they used to be in the early
2000s. Under the given regional power
configuration the prospects that the two
countries would dovetail their regional policies
look grim.
The author is the sole responsible for the content of this article which
do not reflect the opinion of the coordinators of the IEPN project or the
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung.
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