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Turkey: power-balance concerns

first began to wane in
1964, when US President
Lyndon Johnson warned
that Turkey would be
on its own if its planned
military intervention in
Cyprus led to a Soviet
intervention in response.

Other factors contri-
buting to Ankara’s lack
in US
security guarantees have

of confidence

been its anguish over
America’s handling of

Iraq and the perceived

lack of US support for

President Abdullah Gul (L) and Chief of the Turkish General Staff General Yasar Buyukanit
attending a graduation ceremony at the Air Force Academy in Istanbul, 31 August 2007

however, growing strains in Turkey’s relations with
the West diminish the salience of that guarantee in
Ankara’s eyes.

Some in Turkey believe that the tactical nuclear
weapons that NATO still keeps in Turkey reinforce
the nuclear umbrella provided by the Alliance. A
few dozen B-61 gravity bombs are understood to
be kept in Turkey: at Incirlik air base, and possibly
also at Akinci air base. Around half these bombs
are reported to be assigned for release to Turkey for
delivery by dual-use aircraft in time of war if the US
and Turkey both approve.” But of the populations
of the six nations in which NATO deploys tactical
nuclear weapons, the Turkish population is the most
opposed to their continued deployment.?!

It is difficult to judge the extent to which the
presence of these weapons keeps at bay any latent
Turkish desires for their own weapons. Some Turks
believe that the weaponry is critical to Turkey
remaining a non-nuclear state. But more often, the
Turkish elite points to NATO's initial refusal in 1991
to furnish Turkey with the Patriot missile batteries it
requested to counter possibleIraqi Scudmissileattacks,
and complains that, after NATO finally delivered the
missile-defence system, it then withdrew it upon
cessation of hostilities. The initial NATO response
was also negative when Turkish officials requested
Article V consultations in February 2003, prior to
the US-led invasion. Some in Turkey feel that such
rebuffs are part of a pattern: Turkey’s faith in NATO

Turkey’s fight against
the terrorist threat from
the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK). From Turkey’s point of view, Kurdish
separatism — an issue on which Iran is seen as having
been helpful - poses a far more direct and immediate
threat to its national interests than Iranian ambitions.
Turkey views its security and much of its foreign
policy through the prism of cross-border terrorism
by the PKK, and is preoccupied by what it sees as
the destabilising prospect of a separate Kurdistan in
northern Iraq. The Turks fear that US actions have
increased the likelihood of a Kurdish state emerging
in northern Iraq that would support Kurdish rebels
in Turkey and might even have irredentist designs
on Turkish (and Iranian) territory. The declaration
by the Bush administration in November 2007 that
the PKK was a ‘common enemy” and subsequent US
steps taken in early 2008 to help Turkey confront
PKK border incursions have helped to improve
US-Turkey relations,” but confidence in American
leadership remains low.

Unhappiness is also voiced in some quarters in
Turkey about the pressure that was put on Turkey
not to impede the EU accession of the Republic
of Cyprus in 2004.” Statements by the French
Parliament and the US House of Representatives
Foreign Affairs Committee designating as genocide
the deaths of large numbers of ethnic Armenians in
Ottoman Anatolia during the First World War and
coolness on the part of several European countries
towards Turkish accession to the EU have exacer-
bated a sense of alienation from the West.
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The cumulative effect of these alienating factors
has been to make Turkey more inclined to rely on
itself, making it more likely that it will feel compelled
to seek its own nuclear-weapons capability. Within
the Turkish military, such sentiments are reported —
perhaps unsurprisingly — to be felt most strongly by
junior officers.

Ongoing EU accession talks do nevertheless
remain a potential palliative. EU membership would
substantially bolster Turkey’s status regionally and
lend it weight in its power balance with a nuclear-
empowered Iran. It is far from certain, however, that
Turkey will be admitted to the EU any time soon,
and the momentum appears to have gone out of
the accession process, at least for the time being.
Turkish relations with the EU reached a low point
in late 2006 when the EU suspended eight of the 35
chapters of accession negotiations, and were further
undermined seven months later when new French
President Nicolas Sarkozy reaffirmed his opposition
to Turkish membership.

It is thus not clear how Turkey will respond to
a nuclear-armed Iran. Although Iranian success in
acquiring nuclear weapons would signal in Turkey,
as elsewhere, damage to the non-proliferation norm,
the Turks do not themselves know whether in this
event they would try to reinforce NATO nuclear
guarantees, accommodate Iran, or seek to acquire
their own nuclear capabilities. When pressed, many
Turkish opinion leaders say the country would at
least have to consider having its own deterrent,
for the purpose of keeping a power balance. Some
contend that the US would even encourage this, or
at least would acquiesce in it, as it did with India.

Conclusion
On balance, the prospect of EU membership and
the NATO security guarantee are likely to prove
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