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In January 2017, Turkish Heritage Organization released the first edition in an annual report series assessing 
the previous year’s most pressing developments in U.S.-Turkey relations. 

With this report series, now in its second year, we aim to present a comprehensive, yearly accounting of the 
state of the bilateral relationship between Washington and Ankara across THO’s six issue areas: security, 
humanitarian aid, economy, energy, education, and technology.

It is our hope that this series can serve as a guidepost for those in the U.S. and Turkey who seek to better 
understand the dynamics between Washington and Ankara, whether they are policymakers, business lead-
ers, media professionals, or members of academia. 

Since 2015, THO has been dedicated to supporting a strong partnership between the U.S. and Turkey by 
providing a platform for constructive and informative dialogue. To this end, in 2017 we organized 25 events, 
released more than 20 original publications, and conducted 14 “Exclusive Insight” video interviews with 
experts and practitioners on a wide variety of subjects in U.S.-Turkey relations.

Now more than ever, it is crucial that both the American and Turkish communities are given opportunities to 
engage with each other and participate in candid and constructive dialogue. Tensions that had been simmer-
ing in U.S.-Turkey relations reached their most serious level in 2017 with the October 8 decision by Washing-
ton to suspend non-immigrant visa services at its embassy and consulates in Turkey, prompting Ankara to 
respond in kind. Though this visa dispute was resolved at the end of December, the potential for U.S.-Turkey 
relations to sour further in 2018 remains high.

We believe that it is crucial for policymakers in both Washington and Ankara to engage in more effective 
communication in 2018 to resolve tensions between these two NATO allies. We also believe that even in 
times of difficulty, there remain ample opportunities for both the U.S. and Turkey to cooperate with each 
other and advance their bilateral relationship.

As such, in 2018 we look forward to strengthening our portfolio of programs and activities in order to contin-
ue to provide a platform for members of the American and Turkish communities to improve their existing ties 
and build new, lasting bonds.

 

Ali Cinar 
THO President
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U.S.-TURKEY RELATIONS IN 2017: AN OVERVIEW

2017 was a year of rising tensions for U.S.-Turkey 
relations. Washington and Ankara experienced 
disagreements over a variety of issues, including:

the U.S.’ arming of the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) in Syria;

the Iran sanctions trial of Halkbank executive 
Mehmet Hakan Atilla;

the Trump administration’s decision to rec-
ognize Jerusalem as the capital of Israel;

Turkey’s purchase of the S-400 missile sys-
tem from Russia; and

the U.S.’ ongoing review of Turkey’s extradi-
tion request for Fethullah Gulen.

In October 2017, tensions heightened when the 
U.S. decided to suspend non-immigrant visa 
services at its embassy and consulates in Tur-
key over the arrest of Turkish nationals working 
at U.S. consulates. Turkey responded in kind. 

The visa dispute was resolved at the end of 
December 2017.

Despite these tensions, there were over 30 
instances of high-level engagement between 
Turkish and American government officials.

Turkish officials such as President Recep Tayy-
ip Erdogan, Prime Minister Binali Yildirim, For-
eign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, then Defense 
Minister Fikri Isik, and then Justice Minister 
Bekir Bozdag visited the U.S. during 2017 to 
meet with their counterparts.

U.S. officials such as Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff 
Gen. Joseph Dunford, Deputy Assistant Sec-
retary of State Jonathan Cohen, and U.S. Per-
manent Representative to the United Nations 
Amb. Nikki Haley visited Turkey in 2017.

Major Developments in 2017

In May 2017, the U.S. announced its 
decision to directly arm the YPG in Syria 
as part of its plan to defeat ISIS. The move 
angered Turkey, which sees the YPG as a 
major threat to its domestic security due to 
the group’s ties to the PKK.

Turkey moved forward with plans to 
acquire the S-400 missile system from 
Russia, sparking concern in the U.S., given 
that the system would not be interoperable 
with NATO technology.

Prospects for 2018

Turkey’s January 2018 launch of “Operation 
Olive Branch” against YPG elements in the 
Afrin district of northwestern Syria, combined 
with continued U.S. support of the YPG east 
of the Euphrates, indicate that U.S.-Turkey 
tensions over the YPG will continue in 2018.

While the S-400 deal between Ankara and 
Moscow has not yet been finalized, there are 
concerns that it could trigger U.S. sanctions 
in 2018 under the “Countering America’s Ad-
versaries Through Sanctions Act” (CAATSA), 
which was signed into law in August 2017.

6
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Major Developments in 2017

Rising tensions between international 
non-governmental organizations (INGOs) 
and the Turkish government regarding 
registration procedures worsened when 
U.S.-based aid organization Mercy Corps’ 
registration was revoked due to Turkey’s 
security concerns about its cross-border 
operations in northern Syria.

To emphasize U.S. commitment to coop-
erating with Turkey on the humanitarian 
crisis, U.S. Permanent Representative 
to the United Nations Amb. Nikki Haley 
visited Turkey to assess Ankara’s refu-
gee response. Amb. Haley commended 
Turkey for continuing to provide aid to its 
Syrian refugee community.

Prospects for 2018

In 2018, the global community will continue to 
emphasize burden-sharing in order to relieve 
some of the financial burden on host coun-
tries with large refugee communities. Though 
Turkey is still waiting to receive the entirety of 
funds promised by the EU as part of a 2016 
deal, cooperation between Turkey and the EU 
will continue, with the latter providing increas-
ing assistance to Turkey’s refugee population.

Many INGOs remain in Turkey despite 
bureaucratic tensions, carrying out valuable 
programs and providing aid to refugees both 
in Turkey and across the border in Syria. 
In 2018, Turkey’s government will need to 
better communicate rules and regulations to 
INGOs so that these organizations may con-
tinue to operate legally within the country. 

Major Developments in 2017

Overcoming the residual challenges of 2016, 
Turkey’s gross domestic product (GDP) 
experienced 11.1% growth in Quarter 3 of 
2017. Overall, Turkey closed out 2017 with 
higher growth expectations than initially fore-
casted by organizations like the World Bank, 
the OECD, and the European Commission.

Throughout 2017, the Turkish lira (TRY) 
fluctuated against the U.S. dollar (USD), 
hinting at underlying instability despite high 
GDP growth. The lira hit a new record low 
of 3.98 TRY to one USD on November 22, 
a month after the U.S. and Turkey mutually 
suspended non-immigrant visa services.

Prospects for 2018

Turkey is expected to continue its positive 
GDP growth, with the World Bank project-
ing growth of 3.5% in 2018. With moder-
ate to high GDP growth, Turkey is consid-
ered one of the most attractive emerging 
markets going into 2018.

Consumer inflation remains high and will 
continue to be a challenge for Turkey’s in-
vestment atmosphere in 2018 if household 
income does not rise to meet the inflation 
rate. The private sector will become in-
creasingly hesitant to pursue new invest-
ments in Turkey if inflation is not stabilized.
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Major Developments in 2017

In April 2017, Turkey unveiled a national 
energy policy that is aimed at reducing its 
dependence on foreign energy imports, 
which come primarily from Russia and Iran. 
In 2017, over 50% of Turkey’s natural gas 
imports came from Russia, while almost 
half of its crude oil imports came from Iran.

The U.S. made modest strides toward 
deepening U.S.-Turkey energy coopera-
tion by increasing its liquefied natural gas 
(LNG) exports to Turkey. U.S. companies 
like General Electric (GE) also made invest-
ments in Turkey’s renewables sector.

Prospects for 2018

Despite Turkey’s desire to wean itself off 
Russian energy, progress on the Turk-
Stream national gas pipeline will do the 
opposite in 2018 and could even trigger 
U.S. sanctions.

Regardless, Turkey will continue to shore 
up its domestic energy sector in 2018, 
especially its renewables sector, and U.S. 
companies will have even greater opportu-
nities to invest. 

Major Developments in 2017

U.S.-Turkey academic ties continued to 
weaken in 2017 as both the number of 
Turkish students studying in the U.S. and 
the number of American students study-
ing abroad in Turkey continued to drop.

Following the July 2016 coup attempt and 
throughout 2017, a majority of U.S. higher 
education institutions as well as some 
U.S. government-funded programs chose 
to continue the suspension of their study 
abroad programs in Turkey. 

Prospects for 2018

There are signs that some study abroad 
opportunities for American students will come 
back online in 2018; for example, it is expect-
ed that the Fulbright English Teaching Assis-
tantship (ETA) program in Turkey, which has 
been suspended since the fall of 2016, will 
reopen during the 2018-19 academic year.

However, in January 2018 the U.S. updated 
its travel warning for Turkey, advising U.S. 
citizens to reconsider travel to the country. 
As long as this travel warning remains in ef-
fect, many U.S. institutions will likely refrain 
from sending students to Turkey.
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Major Developments in 2017

Despite initially feeling the negative effects of 
the July 2016 coup attempt on the invest-
ment environment, Turkey’s innovation eco-
system regained some of its momentum, with 
Turkish startups – overwhelmingly dominated 
by tech ventures – receiving $140 million in 
investment in the first 11 months of 2017.

Additionally, some U.S. companies made 
strides toward building up ties with Tur-
key’s innovation ecosystem. In November 
2017, Boeing revealed plans to open a de-
velopment center in Istanbul, while in July 
2017, Chobani founder Hamdi Ulukaya 
launched an initiative to train promising 
Turkish entrepreneurs.

Prospects for 2018

Turkey will continue to build up its research 
and development (R&D) potential in 2018 
by increasing the number of its technoparks 
to 80, its R&D centers to 1,000, and its 
design centers to 250.

However, Turkey’s innovation ecosystem 
remains reliant on foreign investment, 
which is still being negatively affected by 
the security and political situation in the 
country. Additionally, Turkey’s economy 
remains fragile going into 2018; if it experi-
ences a crisis this year or beyond, Turkish 
tech startups will suffer.

THO RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 2018

In 2018, Washington and Ankara need to 
make strides towards overcoming the ten-
sions that have brought this bilateral relation-
ship to the lowest point in recent memory.

To do so, direct high-level engagement 
between American and Turkish officials 
should continue in 2018 and should consist 
of dialogue that is clear and constructive. 
As such, it is imperative that a new U.S. 
ambassador to Turkey be appointed and 
confirmed as soon as possible to ensure 
that communication can continue without 
interruption during this critical period.

Additionally, officials on both sides should 
avoid harsh, unproductive rhetoric that 

could further inflame tensions between the 
two countries.

Instead, in 2018 both sides should make 
efforts to translate rhetoric about the “stra-
tegic” importance of the alliance into a part-
nership that goes beyond the transactional 
approach that both countries have increas-
ingly taken toward each other. 

Finally, despite ongoing tensions, American 
and Turkish actors at both the state and 
non-state levels should strive to find oppor-
tunities for collaboration in 2018, especially 
in the areas humanitarian aid, economy, 
energy, education, and technology.

9
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On September 21, 2017, for the second time since 
his inauguration eight months earlier, U.S. President 
Donald J. Trump met face-to-face with his Turkish 
counterpart, President Recep Tayyip Erdogan.

“We have a great friendship as countries,” he told the 
press prior to their meeting. “I think we’re, right now, 
as close as we have ever been.”1

Eight months earlier, such a sentence would have 
been exactly what many high-level officials in Ankara 
were likely hoping to hear. When Donald Trump was 
elected president in November 2016, various Turk-
ish officials expressed their hopes that the outcome 
would offer a clean slate for the U.S. and Turkey to 
overcome differences that had been building during 
the latter years of the Obama administration.

Following President Trump’s inauguration, Turkish 
presidential spokesman Ibrahim Kalin said that the 
new administration “has a perspective that will guard 
Turkey’s sensitive position in the region.”2 

Ankara held out hope that the Trump administration 
would bring new approaches to two of the most ma-
jor issues in the bilateral relationship: the requested 
extradition of Fethullah Gulen and the U.S.’ support 
of the Democratic Union Party (PYD) and its armed 
wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG), in Syria. 

“We are convinced and hopeful that, especially 
regarding Turkey and the U.S. relations, the old 
administration’s mistakes will not be repeated,” then 
Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kurtulmus said fol-
lowing the inauguration.3 

Unfortunately, however optimistic President Trump’s 
remarks in New York on September 21 seemed, they 
have not reflected the relationship on the ground, 
which is fraught with disagreement and a lack of trust.

2017 was a tough year for the U.S.-Turkey bilateral re-
lationship. Whereas 2016 saw tensions in the alliance 

deepen, 2017 saw the relationship hit its lowest point 
in recent memory with a mutual non-immigrant visa 
suspension by both countries in October 2017. The 
visa dispute ended on December 28 when both coun-
tries announced a resumption of full visa services.4 

This visa dispute marked a new low in a relation-
ship that, while sometimes rocky, has undoubtedly 
been one of the most crucial for both the U.S. 
and Turkey for more than 60 years. Beyond the 
visa dispute, a number of additional developments 
in 2017 served to deepen the tensions between 
these two NATO allies.

WASHINGTON’S ARMING OF THE YPG  
IN SYRIA
In May 2017, the Trump administration approved 
a plan to provide arms to the YPG in Syria, putting 
an end to Ankara’s hopes that a Trump presidency 
would reject a policy that had first been considered 
by the Obama administration. 

While Turkey sees the YPG as a terrorist actor due to 
its links to the PKK, the U.S. views the YPG as the 
most effective actor in the fight against ISIS in Syria. 
(Learn more about the effects of this decision in the 

“Security” section of this report, beginning on page 18.) 

THE REQUESTED EXTRADITION OF 
FETHULLAH GULEN
More than a year after Turkey submitted an official 
request for the extradition of Fethullah Gulen – a 
Pennsylvania-based cleric who is considered by the 
Turkish government and the majority of the Turkish 
public to have masterminded the July 2016 coup 
attempt – the case remains under review.

The extradition request remains one of the major is-
sues brought up by Turkish officials in high-level dis-
cussions with their American counterparts. Turkish 
officials continue to push for the case to be resolved 
quickly and bemoan a perceived lack of urgency on 
the part of U.S. officials. 

10
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During an August 2016 interview with the Turkish 
press, then Justice Minister Bekir Bozdag argued 
that the U.S. is required per a 1979 agreement to 
provisionally arrest Gulen while the review of Tur-
key’s extradition request is being carried out.5 As of 
January 2018, Gulen had not been arrested.

In response to Turkish concerns, U.S. officials have 
endeavored to underline the seriousness with which 
the U.S. government considers the request. 

“The Department of Justice has allocated unprece-
dented resources to the review of Turkey’s Gulen-re-
lated requests and is continuing to review material 
that’s been provided by Turkey. I’m told by my col-
leagues at the Department of Justice that they have 
allocated more resources to this extradition request 
than any other extradition request they’ve dealt with 
since the Shah of Iran,” Jonathan Cohen, Deputy As-
sistant Secretary of State for European and Eurasian 
Affairs, told the audience at a think tank conference 
in Washington, D.C. in December 2017.6 

THE TRIAL OF HALKBANK EXECUTIVE 
MEHMET HAKAN ATILLA
In March 2016, Turkish-Iranian businessman Reza 
Zarrab was arrested by U.S. authorities in Florida on 
charges that he had conspired to evade sanctions 
against Iran. A year later in March 2017, Mehmet 
Hakan Atilla – a deputy chief executive officer at the 
Turkish state-owned Halkbank – was also arrested in 
the U.S. on similar charges.

On November 27, 2017, a trial anticipated since Zarr-
ab was first arrested more than a year before began 
with a major twist: Zarrab had decided to cooperate 
with U.S. prosecutors, leaving Atilla “the sole defen-
dant standing trial.”7 Atilla pleaded not guilty. 

Since the arrest of Zarrab, the case has added 
yet another wrench to U.S.-Turkey relations, as 
his sanctions evasion scheme allegedly involved 
high-level ministers and officials in the Turkish 
government. In September 2017, four addition-
al Turkish officials were indicted as part of the 
scheme, including the former Minister of Economy, 
Zafer Caglayan.8 

Officials in Turkey denounced the trial as a con-
spiracy to discredit Turkey, and President Erdogan 

labeled the trial a “clear plot” devised by followers of 
Gulen in the U.S.9 

As Amanda Sloat, former U.S. Deputy Assistant 
Secretary of State for Southern Europe and Eastern 
Mediterranean Affairs, explained in a November 21 
blog post, the accusations of involvement by fol-
lowers of Gulen are derived from a December 2013 
anti-corruption investigation in Turkey against Zarrab 
as well as various Turkish government officials.

“It was widely believed Gulenist police and judicial 
officials were behind the probes,” she writes. “Turk-
ish officials have criticized American prosecutors for 
basing part of their case against Zarrab and Atilla on 
evidence from this period.”10

On January 3, 2018, the jury convicted Atilla of four 
conspiracy-related charges and one bank fraud 
charge. He was acquitted of money laundering.11 
The Turkish foreign ministry denounced the convic-
tion, decrying the trial as an “unprecedented inter-
ference in Turkey’s internal affairs” and saying that 
the evidence used was “fake and open to political 
exploitation.”12 The conviction left open the possibil-
ity that some Turkish banks may face fines over their 
potential role in the sanctions evasion.13

THE VISA DISPUTE
On October 8, 2017, the U.S. government took an 
unprecedented decision to indefinitely suspend the 
processing of all non-immigrant visas at its embas-
sy and consulates in Turkey. The move came as 
a response to the arrest of Metin Topuz, a Turkish 
national employed at the U.S. Consulate in Istanbul. 

Topuz was arrested on terrorism charges, with 
Turkish authorities alleging that he had been in 
regular contact with members of the Fethullahist 
Terrorist Organization (FETO), the name that the 
Turkish government uses for followers of Gulen.14 
Topuz was the second U.S. consulate worker 
arrested on terrorism charges in 2017. In March, 
Hamza Ulucay, an employee at the Adana con-
sulate, was arrested on terrorism charges due to 
alleged links with the PKK.15 

Following the initial arrest of Topuz, outgoing U.S. 
Ambassador John Bass – who finished his term in 
late October 2017 – strongly criticized the move. 

12
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“There is a big difference between pursuing justice 
and pursuing vengeance in terms of the rule of law 
and the democratic norms that this country, and 
my country, have committed themselves to, both 
through the Helsinki Charter and their own constitu-
tions,” he said in a statement to the press.16

Turkish Justice Minister Abdulhamit Gul responded 
that the decision to arrest Topuz was taken by the ju-
diciary and could not be carried out by the executive.17 

In response to the U.S.’ decision, the Turkish gov-
ernment immediately responded with a similar mea-
sure, halting visa processing for U.S. citizens at its 
U.S. embassy and consulates as well as preventing 
U.S. citizens from being able to obtain visas through 
the e-visa system and on arrival in Turkey. 

The seriousness of the dispute was not lost on ob-
servers of the U.S.-Turkey relationship. According to 
Amb. James Jeffrey, a former U.S. Ambassador to 
Turkey, the situation was “very, very serious because 
suspending all visa issuance has a huge effect on 
routine business of every sort between the two 
countries, not just the two governments. It involves 
your military programs, military sales, business ac-
tivities, education, culture, etc.”18 

The effects of the dispute were immediately felt on 
the ground. Prior to October, the number of U.S. 
non-immigrant visa issuances to Turkish nationals 
in 2017 ranged from 7,419 (September 2017) to 
10,530 (March 2017). However, only 2,558 non-
immigrant visas were issued to Turkish nationals 
in October 2017, a 65.5% drop from the previous 
month. The number dropped a further 5.6% in 
November to 2,416; it then increased 31.5% in 
December to 3,177. 

The dispute triggered a flurry of high-level contact to 
resolve the issue, including an October visit to Anka-
ra by a U.S. delegation headed by Deputy Assistant 
Secretary Jonathan Cohen. Following these efforts, 
on November 6, the U.S. announced “the resump-
tion of limited visa services in Turkey.”19

On December 28, the U.S. announced that it would 
resume all visa services in Turkey. In a December 
28 Media Note, the U.S. State Department gave the 
following reason for the resumption:

13
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“Since October, the government of Turkey has 
adhered to the high-level assurances it provided to 
the United States that there are no additional local 
employees of our Mission in Turkey under investiga-
tion, that local staff of our Embassy and consulates 
will not be detained or arrested for performing their 
official duties – including communicating with Turk-
ish officials also working in an official capacity – and 
that Turkish authorities will inform the U.S. Govern-
ment in advance if the Government of Turkey intends 
to detain or arrest any member of our local staff in 
the future.”20

Turkey also resumed its visa services for U.S. citi-
zens, including the issuance of e-visas.21 However, 
Turkey denied that it had offered any assurances 
of the nature described by the State Department. 
Speaking about a December 28 phone conversa-
tion with Secretary of State Rex Tillerson, Turkish 
Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu told media bu-
reau chiefs in Ankara, “I asked him: ‘Rex, can you 
give me any assurances on ongoing legal cases 
in the U.S., given the principle of the rule of law? 
No, you can’t. How can you expect me to give you 
such assurances?’”22

OTHER ISSUES
Numerous other issues and developments 
throughout 2017 chipped away at once strong 
U.S.-Turkey relations. 

The Jerusalem Decision 
President Trump’s December 6, 2017 recognition of 
Jerusalem as Israel’s capital and announcement of 
his intent to move the U.S. embassy from Tel Aviv 
to Jerusalem earned strong retribution from Presi-
dent Erdogan. The announcement not only opened 
yet another rift in U.S.-Turkey relations but also in 
Turkey-Israel relations. 

S-400 Purchase
Turkey’s decision to move forward with the purchase 
of the S-400 missile system from Russia bolstered 
worries in NATO about Ankara’s commitment to the 
alliance. NATO has warned that the system is not 
interoperable with its technology, while Turkey has 
underlined that it has only moved forward with the 
system out of a lack of options from its NATO allies.23 
Meanwhile, it is still uncertain whether the purchase 

will trigger sanctions under the “Countering Ameri-
ca’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act” (CAATSA), 
which was signed into law in August 2017.24 (See 

“Turkey’s Rapprochement with Russia” on page 21.)

Turkey’s State of Emergency
Throughout 2017, various U.S. government officials 
expressed concern over Turkey’s rule of law and 
human rights abuses under the ongoing state of 
emergency, which has been in place since shortly 
after the July 2016 coup attempt. In an October 2017 
bipartisan letter signed by select members of the 
Commission on Security and Cooperation in Europe, 
U.S. lawmakers wrote that “[t]he prolonged state of 
emergency is gravely undermining Turkey’s demo-
cratic institutions and the durability of our countries’ 
longstanding strategic partnership.”25 (See “Terror-
ism and the State of Emergency” on page 18.)

Pastor Andrew Brunson
Since October 2016, American pastor Andrew 
Brunson has been imprisoned in Turkey on charges 
of terrorism. Brunson’s case has been brought up 
in discussions between U.S. and Turkish officials, 
including by President Trump in his May 16 meet-
ing with President Erdogan and by Vice President 
Mike Pence in his November 9 meeting with Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim.26 During his meeting with 
Vice President Pence, Prime Minister Yildirim also 
expressed concerns about Turkish citizens who had 
been arrested in the U.S., referencing Reza Zarrab 
and Mehmet Hakan Atilla.27 

The May 2017 Bodyguards Incident
Following President Erdogan’s May 16 meeting 
with President Trump, a violent incident between 
the former’s bodyguards and protestors occurred 
outside of the Turkish ambassador’s residence 
in Washington, D.C. In response, the D.C. police 
issued arrest warrants for 12 members of Presi-
dent Erdogan’s security team.28 Ankara has said 
that the issuing of the arrest warrants “is wrong, 
biased and lacks legal basis” and that the incident 
was the result of insufficient security measures 
put in place by local U.S. authorities to protect 
President Erdogan.29 The incident triggered harsh 
criticism from U.S. officials and lawmakers. (See 

“Turkey-Related Legislation Introduced in Congress 
in 2017” on page 14.)

15
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MAY 9
President Trump announc-

es that the U.S. will arm 
the YPG as part of the 

fight against ISIS in Syria, 
drawing Turkey’s ire.

MAY 16
President Erdogan visits 
Washington, D.C. for his 
first meeting with Pres-
ident Trump since the 
latter’s inauguration. 

MAY 24–25
U.S. Permanent Repre-

sentative to the U.N. Amb.
Nikki Haley travels to Tur-
key to observe and assess 
Turkey’s refugee response. 

MAY
Registration for the Emer-
gency Social Safety Net 

(ESSN), which began in No-
vember 2016, reaches half 
a million refugees in Turkey.

APRIL 25
Turkey carries out air-

strikes on YPG positions 
in Syria, a few miles 

from U.S. troops.

FEBRUARY 28
Turkish Aerospace In-

dustries and U.S.-based 
Sikorsky sign a $270 

million deal to produce 
components for various 

helicopter platforms. 

APRIL 6
Turkey unveils a new 
national energy policy 
aimed at reducing Tur-
key’s dependence on 

foreign energy sources.

HUMANITARIAN AID

EDUCATION

ENERGY TECHNOLOGY

ECONOMYSECURITY

JANUARY 1
An ISIS attack on the 

Reina nightclub in Istan-
bul leaves 39 dead.

JANUARY 11
Turkey changes the law to 
offer citizenship to foreign 
property buyers in a move 
to encourage investment.

FEBRUARY 7
Putin ratifies the deal on 
the TurkStream natural 
gas pipeline project.

MARCH 29
Turkey ends Opera-

tion Euphrates Shield 
in northern Syria.

MARCH 7
The Turkish government 

revokes U.S.-based 
aid organization Mer-
cy Corps’ registration 
to operate in Turkey.

16
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JUNE 28
The European Commission 

pledges €714 million in 
humanitarian assistance to 
Syrian refugees in Turkey 

and an additional €50 
million in skills training.

NOVEMBER 21
The Turkish lira hits a record 
low against the U.S. dollar, 
with an exchange rate of 

3.978 lira to the dollar.

DECEMBER 28
The U.S. and Turkey 
announce a mutual 

restoration of non-im-
migrant visa services. 

NOVEMBER 13
The Institute of International 
Education releases its annu-
al Open Doors report, which 
shows that there has been a 
drop in the numbers of Turk-
ish students studying in the 
U.S. and American students 
studying abroad in Turkey. 

END OF NOVEMBER
Turkish startups attract $140 
million in investment in the 

first 11 months of 2017. 

JULY 9
U.S. Secretary of State Rex 
Tillerson attends the World 

Petroleum Congress in 
Istanbul, where he receives 
an award for his previous 

work at ExxonMobil.

JULY 2
The inaugural class of 
Hamdi Ulukaya’s HUG 
Program arrives in the 

U.S. for several weeks of 
trainings and networking 

on entrepreneurship.

SEPTEMBER 21
President Trump and 

President Erdogan meet 
for a second time on the 
sidelines of the annual 

meeting of the UN General 
Assembly in New York City.

OCTOBER 6
The Fulbright U.S. Student 
Program application for the 

2018-19 academic year 
closes. The Fulbright Pro-

gram accepted applications 
for 20 ETAs, suggesting 
that the program will be 
reopened in 2018-19. 

JULY 11
GE’s LM Wind Power 
opens a factory in Tur-
key that will produce 
wind turbine blades.

JULY 24–AUGUST 24
American students 
participate in Yunus 

Emre Institute’s Summer 
Turkish Language School 
in Turkey for the first time.

SEPTEMBER 7
The U.S. dollar hits the 
lowest level against the 
Turkish lira in 2017, with 

an exchange rate of 
3.415 lira to the dollar.

OCTOBER 17
The European Commission 
announces that the ESSN 

has reached its target 
of one million registered 

refugees in Turkey. 

SEPTEMBER 13
Turkey signs a deal with 
Russia to purchase the 

S-400 anti-aircraft missile 
system, triggering concerns 

about U.S. sanctions. 

OCTOBER 8
The U.S. suspends 
non-immigrant visa 

services in Turkey; Turkey 
responds in kind.



18

In the early hours of January 1, 2017, a gunman 
stormed into the Reina night club in Istanbul, 
killing 39 people in an attack eventually claimed 
by ISIS.

The horrific attack at the very start of the new year 
fed fears that Turkey would experience terrorism in 
2017 to a similar or even greater extent than it had 
in 2016, when more than 500 people were killed 
in at least 26 terrorist attacks that caused four or 
more fatalities.1

However, Turkey’s domestic security showed signs 
of modest stabilization in 2017. It suffered fewer 
major terrorist attacks, though these attacks still 
claimed more than 45 lives.2 (See “Major Acts of 
Terror” on page 23.) The conflict between the Turkish 
state and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) terror-
ist group, which was reignited after a breakdown in 
a peace process in 2015, also saw fewer fatalities 
in 2017 compared to 2016. (See “Fatalities from the 
PKK Conflict” on page 23.)

Despite the decrease in major terrorist incidents, 
Turkey’s security in 2017 remained fragile. Beyond 
domestic terrorism, Turkey continued to confront the 
aftermath of the coup attempt of July 15, 2016; it 
also struggled to manage the fallout of the ongoing 
civil war in Syria, where Turkey remains at odds with 
the U.S. over differences in policy.

TERRORISM AND THE STATE OF EMERGENCY
After 2016, Turkey’s domestic security in 2017 
seemed on the mend. 

After suffering five major ISIS attacks in 2016, Turkey 
cracked down on the group in 2017. According to 
the Turkish press, at least 739 people were arrested 
and 4,765 were detained as part of this crackdown.3 
Turkey also made progress on efforts to strengthen 
its border security, including by building a wall on its 
border with Syria.4

But Turkey hasn’t just been targeting ISIS. Through-
out 2017, Turkey’s domestic counterterrorism efforts 
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focused heavily on two other groups: the PKK, with 
which it has been in conflict for four decades; and 
followers of Fethullah Gulen, who are considered 
terrorists by the Turkish government.

A state of emergency has been in place since shortly 
after the coup attempt. According to Metin Gurcan, a 
Turkish security analyst, while the state of emergency 
was initially put in place to root out individuals within 
the state bureaucracy and military who were respon-
sible for the coup attempt, Turkish officials have since 
rationalized that it is also needed to respond to threats 
posed by terrorist organizations, including the PKK.5

Since the state of emergency was first instated, 
more than 50,000 people have been arrested on 
allegations of involvement in the 2016 coup attempt 
alone.6 More than 100,000 individuals from state 
institutions, including from the military, have been 
purged from their positions.7

The U.S. government has criticized Turkey’s ongoing 
state of emergency – which was extended for another 
six months in early January 2018 – particularly as it 
relates to multiple American citizens who have been 
detained and arrested since 2016. An October 2017 
Congressional letter issued by the Commission on 
Security and Cooperation in Europe urged the Turkish 
government to “lift the state of emergency and imme-
diately restore Turkey’s commitment to international 
standards of due process and judicial independence.”8

The U.S.’ concern over Turkey’s state of emergency 
resulted in concrete action in October 2017, when 
Washington decided to temporarily suspend non-im-
migrant visa services at its embassy and consulates 
in Turkey following the arrest of a second Turkish 
national working at a U.S. consulate in Turkey. The 
Turkish government responded in kind, and the 
dispute was resolved more than two months later at 
the end of December 2017. (See “The Visa Dispute” 
beginning on page 12.)

Turkey has defended the state of emergency as 
necessary to restore security by bringing to justice 
those who attempted to overthrow the govern-
ment in July 2016. In response to an October 2016 
Human Rights Watch report alleging that the state 
of emergency had led to a resurgence in the use 
of torture in Turkish prisons, the Turkish Ministry of 
Justice issued a statement saying that its efforts 
against the coup plotters “comply with the funda-
mental human rights set out in our Constitution, 
[and] the principles of the rules of law and our inter-
national obligations.” 

The statement also said that the state of emergency 
was announced “[w]ith a view to eliminating the risk 
of armed coup aimed at overthrowing the demo-
cratic order” and that its extension has been “aimed 
at taking and completing sound and right decisions 
more swiftly and effectively given the type and gravi-
ty of security threat[s].”9
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TURKEY’S SYRIA POLICY
Turkey’s volatile domestic security situation in recent 
years – particularly ISIS and PKK terrorism – can be 
directly linked to the ongoing civil war in Syria. 

Turkey remains a key member of the Global Coalition 
to Defeat ISIS, and as such, has pursued combat 
operations against the terror organization in Syria. 
Turkey’s Operation Euphrates Shield – which was 
launched in August 2016 to preserve border security 
as well as to confront ISIS and the YPG in the field10 
– was declared complete in late March 2017. The 
operation encompassed nearly 2,000 km of territory 
in northern Syria, where elements of the Free Syrian 
Army (FSA) backed by Turkish soldiers cleared ISIS 
from towns like Azaz and Al-Bab and blocked the 
advance of the YPG.11 

Following the resolution of Euphrates Shield, Ankara 
has undertaken the task of stabilizing the region in-
cluded in the operation; Turkey’s efforts have includ-
ed reconstruction, providing security, and facilitating 
local governance. An Atlantic Council report as-
sessing these efforts between March 1 and June 20, 
2017 found that more than 80% of the governance 
of the area was being carried out by local civil soci-
ety – though their efforts were still “subject to Turkish 
political oversight.”12

The report also found that despite clearing ISIS 
from the area, the terrorist organization retained “the 
capability to carry out attacks” over the three-month 
period that was assessed. In addition, the report 
attributed more than half of the violence during that 
period to “inter- and intra-rebel clashes.”

In the second half of 2017, Turkey expanded its 
military presence in northern Syria with an “obser-
vation” mission in Idlib. The province had gradually 
come under the control of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham 
(HTS), formerly the Nusra front. When announcing 
the mission in October 2017, President Erdogan in-
dicated that the move was part of efforts to enforce 
a “de-escalation zone” agreed upon during the 
Astana peace talks, which are headed by Ankara, 
Moscow, and Tehran.13 (See “Turkey’s Rapproche-
ment with Russia” on page 21.)

GEOPOLITICAL CONSEQUENCES FOR 
U.S.-TURKEY RELATIONS
Turkey’s actions in Syria have come with a series of 
foreign entanglements and disputes. In 2017, the al-
ready strained ties between the U.S. and Turkey over 
divergent approaches to the Syrian conflict were 
exacerbated further by two major issues: 1) the U.S.’ 
decision to provide arms to the YPG; and 2) Turkey’s 
close cooperation with Russia.

The U.S. Decision to Arm the YPG
The strain between the U.S. and Turkey over the 
former’s support of the YPG against ISIS is a hold-
over from the Obama administration, which stopped 
short of directly arming the group despite drawing 
up plans to do so. 

Despite hopes in Ankara that President Trump 
would scrap these plans and instead choose to 
work more closely with Turkey and the FSA to fight 
ISIS, in May 2017, the Trump administration offi-
cially decided to arm the YPG. (See “The U.S.-YPG 
Arms Deal” on page 23.)

Ankara strongly criticized Washington’s decision, as 
it sees the YPG as a terrorist group due to its links 
with the PKK. “We want to believe that our allies will 
prefer to side with us, not with a terrorist organiza-
tion,” President Erdogan said.14

The decision was made in advance of a final push to 
oust ISIS from Raqqa, at the time its de-facto capital 
in Syria. The U.S. has insisted that the weapons it 
has provided the YPG are on loan and will be re-
turned once ISIS has been fully defeated. The battle 
for Raqqa ended in October 2017, but analysts have 
cautioned against considering ISIS as completely 
defeated, even after the loss of its capital.15

According to a White House readout of a November 
2017 phone call between President Trump and Presi-
dent Erdogan, the former expressed to the latter that 
his administration is expecting to make “adjustments 
to the military support provided to our partners on 
the ground in Syria.”16

Jack Detsch, the Pentagon correspondent for Al-Mon-
itor, wrote in a November 2017 article that such 
adjustments could include “recouping” weapons but 
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are not likely to include rescinding all support for the 
YPG. In addition, he noted that the process of getting 
weapons back from the YPG would be complicated.17  

Turkey is concerned that the YPG’s links with the 
PKK will result in the latter using U.S. weapons sup-
plied to the former in its armed struggle with Turkey. 
According to Detsch, the Pentagon is sharing lists 
with Turkey of the “major military equipment provid-
ed to the YPG” that is slated to be returned. 

Following a January 24, 2018 phone call between 
President Trump and President Erdogan, Turkish 
sources said that the former told the latter that the 
U.S. had stopped providing arms to the YPG and 
would not resume arming the group in the future.18  

The threat to Turkey’s domestic security from the 
conflict in Syria was further compounded in late 
2017 by measures that were taken at the end of the 
battle for Raqqa. According to an investigation con-
ducted by the BBC, the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF) – of which the YPG is the dominate actor – 
allowed approximately 250 ISIS fighters to evacuate 
from Raqqa with weapons in tow, a development 
that was confirmed by a Coalition spokesperson.19 

According to interviews with individuals who drove 
trucks that were part of the convoy of ISIS evacuees, 
some of the fighters indicated their intent to flee to 
Turkey. Ankara responded harshly to the evacua-
tion deal, warning that these fighters could go on to 
threaten not only Turkey’s citizens but also people in 
Europe and the U.S.20

Turkey’s Rapprochement with Russia
Turkey’s ongoing tensions with the U.S. over Syria 
contrasted starkly with its close cooperation with 
Russia throughout 2017. A rapprochement with 
Moscow that was launched in 2016 gained momen-
tum the following year, especially with regard to the 
“Astana process” to resolve the conflict in Syria.

Hosted by Kazakhstan, the Astana peace talks 
are headed by Russia, Turkey, and Iran. Officially 
launched in late January 2017, the talks have been 
plagued by many of the issues that have stymied 
other efforts to resolve the conflict, namely seem-
ingly insurmountable differences between the 

regime and the opposition that are compounded by 
disagreements among the mediators (in this case, 
Russia, Turkey, and Iran). 

For example, in May 2017 the talks briefly ground to a 
halt when the Syrian opposition suspended its partic-
ipation over continued regime shelling.21 Meanwhile, 
Turkey has remained adamant that the YPG should 
not be included in the talks, despite the fact that Rus-
sia is also cooperating with the YPG in Syria.22

However, despite these difficulties, the Astana pro-
cess appeared to make some strides in September 
2017 when the parties to the talks agreed to estab-
lish four de-escalation zones in Syria for a six-month 
period.23 The agreement spurred the Turkish mili-
tary’s entrance into Idlib in the latter half of 2017.

However, while Turkey’s cooperation with Russia 
as part of the Astana process may make officials in 
Washington uncomfortable, it was a different area of 
defense cooperation between Ankara and Moscow 
that further soured U.S.-Turkey relations in 2017. 

In November 2017, Turkey announced that it had 
“completed” its purchase of the S-400 missile 
system from Russia.24 The purchase of the S-400 
system – which is not interoperable with NATO’s air 
defense system – prompted a harsh reaction from 
the chairman of NATO’s military committee, which 
warned that Turkey would be responsible for “facing 
the consequences of” its decision.25

In terms of U.S.-Turkey ties, those consequences may 
include sanctions. (See “Prospects for U.S.-Turkey 
Relations in 2018” beginning on page 48.) The U.S. 
has urged Turkey to instead acquire a missile defense 
system that is interoperable with NATO, but Turkey 
has said that its decision to buy the S-400 system is 
due to it providing “more advanced technical features 
than its rivals, with a better price and shorter delivery 
time,” according to the head of Turkey’s delegation to 
the NATO Parliamentary Assembly.26 

While progress has been made on purchasing the 
S-400 system, the deal is not yet set in stone. As 
of the end of 2017, negotiations were continuing 
between Ankara and Moscow regarding technology 
transfer relating to the system.27
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TURKEY’S SYRIAN REFUGEE RESPONSE
As the Syrian civil war enters its eighth year, Turkey 
continues to host growing numbers of refugees. In 
2016, Turkey was host to 2.7 million registered Syrian 
refugees. In 2017, that number grew to 3.4 million Syrian 
refugees. In addition, Turkey remains host to more than 
350,000 Iraqi, Afghan, and Iranian asylum-seekers.1

Turkey continued to make strides in providing aid and 
support to refugees and asylum-seekers throughout 
2017, including by proposing an opportunity for Syri-
an refugees and Iraqi asylum-seekers to obtain Turk-
ish citizenship if they qualify after a series of back-
ground and security checks.2 Additionally, with over 
half a million Syrian refugee children receiving an 
education in Turkey and a remaining 40% still out of 
school, a cooperative program between UNICEF and 
the Turkish Red Crescent was established to sup-
port education for refugee children.3 This program 
enables vulnerable families to send their children to 
school by providing them with monthly cash transfers 
to pay for educational expenses.4

Despite this progress, concerns regarding international 
non-governmental organization (INGO) aid operations 
in Turkey arose last year, most pointedly on March 7, 
when the Turkish government revoked U.S.-based 
Mercy Corps’ registration, causing the organization to 
cease all operations in Turkey.5 Tension in the human-
itarian aid sector continued when Turkey detained 
15 members of the staff of the International Medical 
Corps and deported four of its foreign workers.6 

While many international aid organizations operating 
in Turkey fear potential expulsion and feel uncertainty 
over their own registrations, Turkish government 
officials have stated their own concerns regarding 
INGO operations in Turkey. Specifically, Turkey 
is concerned about some groups’ cross-border 
operations in northern Syria, which the government 
perceives to pose potential security threats due to 
the presence of terrorist groups in this region.7

Despite the emerging concerns over humanitarian 
assistance in Turkey, multiple UN organizations such 

as UNHCR and UNICEF continue to operate in the 
country and coordinate with Turkey’s own human-
itarian response organizations, such as the Disaster 
and Emergency Management Presidency (AFAD) and 
the Turkish Red Crescent. Turkey’s response and in-
ternational cooperation in this regard have not gone 
unnoticed by the U.S. 

In late May 2017, Amb. Nikki Haley, the U.S. Permanent 
Representative to the UN, visited Turkey to observe the 
humanitarian response to the Syrian refugee crisis. Her 
stay included visiting the Bab al-Hawa border crossing 
between Turkey and Syria and attending the opening 
of a new school for Syrian refugees in Adana that was 
funded by the U.S. Department of State and built by 
UNICEF.8 Amb. Haley commended Turkey for wel-
coming refugees and “doing as much as they can” to 
support and train these communities.9 (See “How Much 
is the Refugee Crisis Costing?” on pages 26 and 27.)

Throughout 2017, Turkey underlined the need for 
greater global burden-sharing to meet the needs 
of refugee communities. In February 2017, United 
Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres called 
for more effective burden-sharing alongside Turkish 
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim at a press conference 
in Istanbul. Secretary-General Guterres emphasized 
the need to support countries of first asylum and 
host communities as well as to support projects that 
help both refugee populations and their host com-
munities.10 (See “Current International Cooperation 
Deals for Refugees” on page 28.)

Amb. Haley echoed the same sentiment during her 
trip to assess the refugee response in Turkey and 
Jordan, stating that, as the top-ranking provider 
of humanitarian aid, the U.S.’ “goal should be [to] 
support those host countries that are feeling the 
pressure and the strain.”11 

Turkey ranks second in the world behind the U.S. in 
terms of the amount of money its spends on humani-
tarian assistance, though the majority of the $6 billion 
that Turkey spent on humanitarian assistance in 2016 
(the latest year for which numbers are available) has 
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been used to provide aid for refugees in Turkey.12 As 
host to the largest refugee community in the world, 
including the largest number of Syrian refugees, 
Turkey has continually appealed to the international 
community for help. Due to the current state of the 
conflict in Syria, refugees are still unlikely to return 
home in 2018, making global burden-sharing even 
more important as host countries continue to struggle 
to provide the necessary aid to refugee populations.13 

TURKEY’S INTERNATIONAL 
HUMANITARIAN AID
Beyond its support to Syrian refugees, Turkey also 
continues to provide hundreds of thousands of dollars’ 
worth of humanitarian aid to communities affected by 
crises in countries such as Somalia and Yemen. (See 
“Where Else is Turkey Sending Aid?” on page 29.) In 
Somalia alone, Turkey has provided nearly $1 billion 
worth of humanitarian aid since 2011, with continuing 
efforts such as a delivery of 60 tons of aid for children in 
Somalia in August 2017.14 In July 2017, Turkey pledged 

$1 million of humanitarian aid to Yemen, after having 
sent over 5,000 tons of aid to Yemen earlier in the year.15

Additionally, last year Turkey contributed significantly to 
the international humanitarian response to the Rohing-
ya crisis. In August 2017, a crisis in Myanmar broke out 
when an attack by Rohingya militants on police posts 
led to a brutal government response against the broad-
er Rohingya Muslim minority.16 The clashes brought 
more violence to the already highly persecuted minority 
group, with both Myanmar troops and local Buddhists 
carrying out a massacre against the Rohingya, forcing 
thousands to flee to neighboring countries such as 
Bangladesh.17 Following the outbreak of the crisis, 
Turkey responded by pledging to send 1,000 tons of 
aid – including emergency kits, food, and clothing – to 
the Rohingya community in both Myanmar and in Ban-
gladesh.18 Among Turkey’s humanitarian agencies, the 
Turkish Cooperation and Coordination Agency (TIKA) 
has been able to deliver food daily to about 25,000 
Rohingya refugees in Bangladesh.19
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Turkey’s economy has been progressively recovering 
since the challenges it faced in 2016 as a result of 
the coup attempt and terror attacks, which threat-
ened Turkey’s investment atmosphere. However, 
due to concerns about potential risks and instability 
caused by political uncertainty, the American busi-
ness community closely followed the developments 
surrounding Turkey’s April 2017 referendum on a 
proposed presidential system of government.1 

Despite these concerns, after experiencing the first 
contraction in its economic growth since 2009 during 
the third quarter of 2016, Turkey’s economic growth 
forecast has been revised multiple times to reflect 
a recovering economy.2 In January 2017, the World 
Bank revised down Turkey’s growth projection for 
2017 from 3.5% to 3%, citing political uncertainty and 
financial market volatility.3 However, by October the 
World Bank had revised this projection again, raising 
Turkey’s growth forecast to 4% for 2017, with a de-
crease to 3.5% in 2018.4 The European Commission 
initially forecasted Turkey’s 2017 growth to be 2.8%, 
but that number was revised to 5.3% in November. 
The European Commission’s autumn 2017 report 
forecasted Turkey’s 2018 GDP growth to be 4%.5 (See 
“Turkey’s Economic Growth Projections” on page 31.)

Despite the initial low growth forecasts and over-
all investment uncertainty, Turkey’s Quarter 1 (Q1) 
GDP in 2017 reflected 5% growth compared to the 
projected 4% by a Reuters poll.6 In Q3, Turkey’s 
GDP surged to 11.1%, massively beating previous 
projections.7 This gargantuan increase was due in 
part to the fact that Turkey had registered negative 
growth in Q3 of 2016.8 With the rise in GDP comes a 
rise in confidence, though concerns and risks con-
tinue. Consumer inflation hit its highest annual rate 
in November, reaching 12.98%.9 

The Turkish lira (TRY) also continued to struggle 
against the U.S. dollar (USD), a protraction of the 
devaluation that the lira observed at the end of 2016. 
The lira had hit a record low (at the time) on January 
10, 2017, reaching 3.89 TRY to one USD.10 Further 
on in the year, the lira hit a six-week high against the 
dollar in late August, with an exchange rate steadily 
around 3.49 TRY to one USD. Its recovery progressed 

even further to 3.40 TRY to one USD on September 
7.11 However, in October, the lira took a plunge again 
due to the visa dispute.12 The lira eventually hit a new 
record low of 3.98 TRY to one USD on November 22.13

To encourage investment and combat the rise in 
inflation and economic uncertainty, Turkey passed 
a new citizenship law in 2017 that allows foreign in-
vestors to obtain Turkish citizenship if they purchase 
at least $1 million worth of real estate in Turkey (after 
maintaining possession for three years) or if they 
bring $2 million of capital investment to Turkey.14 

Despite ongoing political and security concerns in 
Turkey, the trade volume between the U.S. and Turkey 
looked likely to improve slightly by the end of 2017. 
U.S.-Turkey trade reached $17.314 billion between Jan-
uary 2017 and November 2017, while it was at $16.058 
billion during the same 11-month period in 2016.15 

However, the U.S. and Turkey have not yet been able 
to match the peak trade volume of $19.916 billion 
in 2011.16 Foreign direct investment (FDI) from the 
U.S. has also fallen in the last two years. According 
to statistics provided by Turkey’s Ministry of Econo-
my, FDI from the U.S. amounted to $1.619 billion in 
2015. It was just $338 million in 2016, and between 
January and November of 2017, it had dropped to 
$162 million (compared to $289 million during the 
same period in the previous year).17

Turkey’s foreign direct investment (FDI) overall 
dropped approximately 19% in the first nine months 
of 2017, declining to $7.34 billion from $9.04 billion 
during the same period in 2016.18 

Despite recovering its growth in 2017, Turkey’s 
economy continued to face challenges that will likely 
affect its economic prospects in 2018. In reference 
to persistent challenges such as inflation, U.S. credit 
agencies such as Moody’s and Standard & Poor’s 
(S&P) both cut Turkey’s ratings in 2017 to “negative” 
after formerly ranking Turkey as “stable” at the end 
of 2016.19 Continuing to take the necessary mea-
sures to address the challenges currently facing 
Turkey’s economy will be essential to improving its 
foreign investment and trade prospects in 2018. 
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In April 2017, the Turkish government unveiled a new 
national energy policy that focuses on diversifying 
local energy resources in order to reduce Turkey’s 
dependence on energy imports. According to the 
World Bank, Turkey meets approximately 75% of its 
energy needs through imports.1

Turkey plans to increase the share of energy coming 
from local sources through four main avenues: 1) 
exploration of potential oil and gas reserves; 2) the 
construction of three planned nuclear power plants; 
3) investment in its coal reserves; and 4) improve-
ment of its local renewable energy capacity. 

OIL AND GAS 
According to the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
Turkey’s energy demand is growing at the fastest rate 
of all OECD countries.2 With only a fourth of its ener-
gy needs currently being met by domestic resources, 
Turkey is reliant on crude oil and natural gas imports.

Between January and October 2017, Turkey import-
ed approximately 43.8 billion standard cubic meters 
(Sm3) of natural gas, while it imported approximately 
22.4 million tons of crude oil. In each case, imports 
were dominated by a limited number of exporting 
countries. (See “Turkey’s Natural Gas Imports” and 

“Turkey’s Crude Oil Imports” on page 39.)

Chief among the top exporters of energy resourc-
es to Turkey are Russia and Iran. In 2017, Russia 
accounted for 53.3% of Turkey’s natural gas imports, 
while Iran accounted for 17.5%. With crude oil, Iran 
dominates – and its share is growing. In 2016, Iran 
accounted for 27.8% of Turkey’s crude oil imports. 
This percentage jumped to 48.2% in 2017. In con-
trast, Russia’s share of Turkey’s crude oil imports 
decreased in the same period, falling from 13% in 
2016 to 6.2% in 2017.

In an effort to reduce its dependency on Russian 
and Iranian gas and oil, Turkey has begun exploring 

its own reserves of each resource. In April 2017, Tur-
key began exploratory seismic studies in the eastern 
Mediterranean in an effort to further its plans for oil 
and natural gas drilling in the area.3 In October 2017, 
it was announced that Turkey would begin offshore 
oil drilling in the Mediterranean in 2018 using its first 
drillship, the Deepsea Metro 2.4 

These activities – and any future use of oil and nat-
ural gas resources in the Mediterranean – will have 
consequences that go beyond diversifying Turkey’s 
energy mix. Both Turkey and the Republic of Cyprus 
dispute ownership of waters around the island of 
Cyprus, where both entities have been conducting 
exploration. According to Metin Gurcan, the failure 
of the Cyprus reunification talks in mid-2017 all but 
guaranteed that tensions between the Greek Cypri-
ots and Turkey over eastern Mediterranean energy 
sources will continue in 2018.5

In late December 2017, these tensions were partic-
ularly apparent. The Saipem 12000 drillship arrived 
in the exclusive economic zone (EEZ) to which the 
Greek Cypriots lay claim, ready to begin drilling an 
exploratory gas well; meanwhile, the Deepsea Metro 
2 was seen passing through the Aegean escorted by 
a Turkish naval warship.6

NUCLEAR ENERGY
Much of Turkey’s effort to reduce its dependence on 
energy imports will require the expanded utilization 
of domestic resources beyond any local natural gas 
and oil reserves. Nuclear energy is a component 
of this strategy. Turkey currently has plans to build 
three nuclear power plants. Furthest along is the 
Akkuyu plant in Mersin, a build-own-operate plant 
that is being constructed by a subsidiary of Rosa-
tom, Russia’s nuclear regulatory body.

Russian President Vladimir Putin said in November 
2017 that the launch of the Akkuyu plant is expected 
for 2023.7 In December 2017, ground formally broke 
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on the plant.8 Once completed, the Akkuyu plant will 
have an installed capacity of 4,800 megawatts (MW).9

Two additional plants are being planned for Sinop 
and Igneada, both on the Black Sea coast. The 
Sinop plant’s contract was awarded in 2013 to a 
Japanese-French consortium; the first of four units 
is expected to come online in 2023.10 Throughout 
2017, feasibility studies assessing the site’s suitabil-
ity continued, with the aim being to finish them in 
early 2018.11 Once operational, the plant will have an 
installed capacity of 4,480 MW.12

The contract for the third nuclear plant at Igneada has 
not yet been awarded. According to Daniel Metz writing 
for Diplomatic Courier, the Chinese State Nuclear Pow-
er Technology Corporation “appears to be the most 
likely candidate and is more assertive than its compet-
itors,” which include “the Japanese firm Westinghouse 
and the American firm General Electric.”13 The future 
installed capacity of the plant has not yet been decided. 

COAL
Coal is already a core component of Turkey’s en-
ergy strategy, accounting for 21.5% of its installed 
capacity and 31% of its electricity generation as of 
July 2017. (See “Electricity Generation and Installed 
Capacity” on page 38.)

Turkey’s coal reserves are estimated to amount 
to roughly 8.7 billion tons. Of that number, lignite 
(”brown”) coal accounts for 8.4 billion tons. In the 
past year, Turkey has begun the process of privatiz-
ing its domestic lignite coal reserves in an effort to 
expand their use for electricity generation, with the 
expected outcome of further reducing Turkey’s de-
pendence on energy imports, including on imported 
anthracite (“hard”) coal.14

As part of this approach, the privatization process 
for the Cayirhan-2 lignite coal reserves and the 
building of a coal-fired power plant in the area was 
completed in February 2017. Once operational, the 
plant is expected to have an installed capacity of 
700 to 800 MW.15

The second such privatization tender – this one for 
the Eskisehir-Alpu coal-fired plant – was announced 

in September 2017. The bid will end in January 2018. 
Five additional coal-fired plant projects are in waiting 
to undergo this first stage of Turkey’s new lignite 
coal privatization process.16

RENEWABLES
Renewables are a newer component of Turkey’s 
domestic energy policy – one where considerable 
progress was made in 2017, especially in geother-
mal power (energy generated from the Earth’s heat), 
solar power, and wind power.

With the Kizildere and Efeler geothermal power 
plants coming online in 2017, Turkey passed an 
installed geothermal capacity of 1,000 MW, making 
it one of only four countries in the world with an 
installed geothermal capacity of one gigawatt (GW) 
or more.17 At the end of 2017, the Melih geothermal 
power plant became operational, allowing Turkey 
to close out the year with 1,100 MW in installed 
geothermal capacity.18 Turkey’s geothermal gains in 
2017 have allowed it to pass its goal of 1,000 MW of 
installed geothermal capacity five years ahead of the 
original 2023 deadline.  

In addition to an increasing geothermal capaci-
ty, Turkey’s wind and solar projects were allocated 
more than $2 billion in 2017.19 Since 2011, wind 
energy in Turkey has attracted more than $12.3 
billion in investments.20 Two major megaproject 
tenders in 2017 highlighted the growing potential 
of Turkey’s renewable energy sector. In March 2017, 
the Kalyon-Hanwha Group secured the right to build 
Turkey’s largest solar plant to date, which will have 
the capacity to generate 1,000 MW of electricity.21 In 
August 2017, Siemens, Kalyon, and Turkerler won a 
$1 billion tender “to construct and implement 1,000 
megawatts MW in wind projects in five different 
regions across Turkey.”22

Turkey added 1.7 GW of solar capacity in 2017, 
bringing its total installed capacity to 2.674 GW.23 By 
July 2017, Turkey had added 377 MW of wind capac-
ity, for a total installed capacity of almost 6.5 GW.24 

According to the Renewable Energy Country At-
tractiveness Index (RECAI), Turkey is one of the top 
20 most attractive countries. In October 2017, the 
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RECAI ranked Turkey as 16th in attractiveness, an 
improvement upon its October 2016 rating, when it 
was 21st. (See “Turkey’s Ranking in the Renewable 
Energy Country Attractiveness Index” on page 39.)

THE IMPLICATIONS OF TURKEY’S 
ENERGY POLICY FOR THE U.S.
As Turkey strives to shore up its domestic energy 
generation capacity, companies around the world 
will have ample opportunity to invest. For U.S. firms, 
Turkey’s efforts present an attractive option. In 2017, 
LM Wind Power launched a new factory in Bergama. 
It was its first new blade manufacturing site since 
being acquired by GE Renewable Energy, which 
operates eight additional facilities in Turkey.25 

However, while Turkey’s progress in renewables can 
be a potential area for greater cooperation between 
Turkey and the U.S., it isn’t the only energy-related 
opportunity for strengthening U.S.-Turkey ties, which 
are crucial for balancing Russia’s, Iran’s, and China’s 
energy ambitions in Turkey. The U.S. can invest in 
other domestic energy ventures in Turkey such as 
the construction of nuclear plants, and it is also able 
to increase its energy exports to Turkey, thus chip-
ping away – albeit very modestly – at Russian and 
Iranian dominance.

Despite the fact that General Electric (GE) has ex-
pressed interest in Turkey’s Igneada nuclear power 
plant, China is the current frontrunner. Russia has 
already solidified its cooperation with the Akkuyu 
nuclear plant. At the groundbreaking for the Akkuyu 
plant, Alexey Likhachev – the director general of 
Rosatom – proclaimed that the plant would launch 
100 years of nuclear power cooperation between 
Moscow and Ankara.26 The Sinop contract has simi-
larly already been awarded. If U.S. companies are to 
invest in Turkey’s nuclear energy, the Igneada plant is 
the only current opportunity.

When it comes to natural gas, Turkey’s dependence 
on Russia is even more pronounced. Despite the fact 
that Turkey’s national energy policy aims to reduce 
its dependence on foreign imports, Turkey has taken 
steps in recent years that look likely to only strength-
en its energy ties with Russia. After the relaunch of 
the TurkStream natural gas pipeline project in late 

2016, construction of the pipeline – which will trans-
port Russian gas to Turkey and the European Union 

– began under the Black Sea in May 2017.27 Con-
struction of the pipeline started in Turkish waters in 
November 2017.28 The pipeline is expected to reach 
the Turkish shore in May 2018 and come online by 
the end of 2019.29 

Based on geography alone, the U.S. will likely never 
rival Russia in terms of exporting natural gas to 
Turkey. But Turkey’s growing regasification capacity 
is expanding its ability to import and use liquefied 
natural gas (LNG), which the U.S. is exporting on an 
ever-greater scale.

The regasification process converts LNG back into 
usable natural gas, allowing countries to import 
natural gas without the use of a pipeline.30 Turkey’s 
current regasification capacity of 17 billion cubic 
meters annually (bcm/y) is expected to increase to 
38 bcm/y by 2019.31

The U.S. began exporting LNG to Turkey in 2016, 
during which its exports to the country reached 
242.86 million Sm3. Between January and October 
2017, the U.S. exported 473.4 million Sm3 to Tur-
key. These numbers pale in comparison to Russia’s 
exports, which amounted to more than 23 billion 
Sm3 in the January-October period of 2017. (See 

“Turkey’s Natural Gas Imports” on page 39.)

However, according to Fatih Birol, executive director 
of the International Energy Agency, Turkey can still 
benefit from a more diversified natural gas portfolio 
and market. In a December 2017 speech in Ankara, 
Birol estimated that the number of LNG-importing 
countries will increase to approximately 50 in the 
coming years, a drastic jump from the five countries 
that were importing LNG in the early 2000’s.

As a result, the LNG market will become more com-
petitive, and newly exporting countries like the U.S. 
and Canada may be able to chip away at Russia’s 
dominance. According to Birol, “[e]ven if they will 
not import gas from the U.S. or Canada, it is a good 
option for countries like Turkey to have them. It 
may bring better conditions in existing contracts. It 
should be eyed very well.”32
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The once robust academic ties between the U.S. 
and Turkey continued to suffer setbacks in 2017 
after security concerns and a coup attempt in 2016 
prompted many U.S. academic institutions to sus-
pend their study abroad programs in Turkey.1

In 2017, many U.S. government-funded exchange 
programs for American students to study in Turkey – 
including the Critical Language Scholarship, the Boren 
Awards, and the Fulbright English Teaching Assistant-
ship (ETA) program – also remained either suspended 
or located in a third country, such as Azerbaijan. 

According to the Institute of International Educa-
tion’s latest Open Doors report, the downward trend 
in U.S.-Turkey academic ties continued in 2017. In 
the 2016-17 academic year, the number of Turkish 
students in the U.S. dropped to 10,586, which is the 
lowest the number has reached since the 1999-2000 
academic year, when 10,100 Turkish students were 
studying in the U.S. In 2016-17, Turkey was the 
15th-leading place of national origin for international 
students in the U.S.; it was in 13th place in 2015-16.

The number of American students studying abroad 
in Turkey has dropped more drastically in recent 
years. In the 2015-16 academic year – the latest for 
which information is available – the number of Amer-
ican students studying abroad in Turkey dropped to 
705, a 62.7% decrease from the previous year.2 (See 
“Number of American and Turkish Students Studying 
Abroad in Turkey and the U.S.” on page 43.)

The drop was likely triggered by multiple major 
terror attacks throughout 2015 and 2016 in Istan-
bul and Ankara, where many American exchange 
students choose to study. While the 2016-17 study 

abroad numbers are not yet available, they are 
likely to hold with this downward trend, as the July 
2016 coup attempt in Turkey derailed many study 
abroad programs.

Many U.S. colleges and universities are no longer 
offering study abroad or exchange opportunities in 
Turkey due to the current State Department travel 
warning for Turkey, though an appeals process is 
occasionally available on an individual basis to un-
dergraduate and graduate students wishing to study 
in the country.3 U.S. government programs are also 
erring on the side of caution. For example, students 
who receive a Gilman Scholarship may not use it to 
travel in countries with an active travel warning; as 
such, they may not currently study in Turkey.4

Terrorism, the 2016 coup attempt, and concerns about 
the state of academic freedom in Turkey are all issues 
that U.S. academic institutions currently weigh when 
deciding whether to send their students to Turkey.5

The lack of opportunities for American students to 
study in Turkey has limited students to opportunities 
in the U.S. for the pursuit of Turkish studies, including 
Turkish language instruction. However, these programs 
and offerings are neither robust nor widespread. 
Nearly half of U.S. states have at least one university 
or college that offers regular Turkish language in-
struction; however, this amounts to only 40 programs, 
some of which do not extend beyond elementary 
Turkish courses. (See “U.S. States with University/Col-
lege-Based Turkish Studies Programs” on page 42.)

However, despite continued setbacks in 2017, there 
were signs throughout the year that academic ties may 
be on the mend in some instances. While the Fulbright 

D I D  Y O U 
K N O W ?

40



41

ETA program remained suspended in the 2017-18 aca-
demic year following its initial suspension during 2016-
17, there are hopes that it will be reinstated in 2018-19.6 

In addition, while traditional study abroad and 
exchange programs for Turkey continue to be on 
hold at many U.S. institutions, new opportunities are 
emerging. In the summer of 2017, the Yunus Emre 
Institute – a non-profit organization created by the 
Turkish government to advance understanding of 
the Turkish language and culture – brought American 
students to Turkey for a cultural exchange involving 
Turkish classes and cultural activities.7 

Interestingly, while the number of American students 
who have chosen to study abroad in Turkey has 
dropped, the number of American students who have 
chosen to directly enroll in Turkish higher education in-
stitutions has increased, according to statistics kept by 
Turkey’s Council of Higher Education. In the 2016-17 
academic year, 472 American students were enrolled 
in Turkish higher education institutions, up from 334 in 
2015-16. (See “American Students Directly Enrolled in 
Turkish Higher Education Institutions” on page 42.) 

However, the visa dispute between the U.S. and 
Turkey triggered in October 2017 initially dealt a new, 
even more serious blow to prospects for U.S.-Turkey 
academic ties. What has been a downturn in op-
portunities for American students to study in Turkey 
became – briefly – a full restriction for both American 
and Turkish students alike.

The resolution of the dispute at the end of 2017 was 
a relief for students on both sides hoping to secure 
visas to each other’s countries. Following the resump-
tion of visa services, Serap Aslantatar, managing 
director of an education counseling agency in Turkey, 
told The PIE News that the short-lived dispute did not 
seem to have significantly derailed Turkish students’ 
desire to study in the U.S. According to Aslantatar, 
only a “small number” of students set their sights on 

the U.K. as an alternative; the majority decided to 
stick with the U.S. once visa services resumed.8

Had it lasted longer, the visa dispute could have 
majorly disrupted the core of U.S.-Turkey academic 
ties and caused thousands of Turkish students to go 
elsewhere for education. 

In 2017, it was estimated that nearly 30% of Turkish 
students pursuing their education abroad chose to 
do so in the U.S.9 A recent survey of Turkish students 
found that of the 49% who indicated that they wanted 
to pursue a degree abroad, 11% pointed to the U.S. 
as their first choice.10 The more than 10,000 Turkish 
students who study in the U.S. each year contribute 
millions of dollars to the U.S. economy, to the tune of 
$435 million in 2016 alone. (See “Turkish Students’ 
Contributions to the U.S. Economy” on page 42.)

While the visa dispute has been resolved, the U.S. 
is seen as being tougher on visas under the Trump 
administration due to various iterations of its travel 
ban. This perception could potentially impact the 
number of Turkish students who choose to study in 
the U.S. in the coming years. 

There are indications that academic institutions are 
already seeing a negative effect on their international 
student communities on a whole. In the fall of 2017, 
a survey of 500 higher education institutions across 
the U.S. found an average 7% drop in newly arriving 
international students.11 International students are 
still studying in the U.S. at record numbers, but the 
rate of growth is slowing.12

More and more, U.S. institutions are worried that the 
political atmosphere in the country – which is seen as 
increasingly polarized – is causing international stu-
dents to look elsewhere for their higher education.13 
It remains to be seen whether Turkish students will 
do the same, which would cause their numbers in the 
U.S. to drop even more in coming years.
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Turkey’s seemingly ever-growing reputation as a 
hub for research and development (R&D) innovation 
made serious strides in 2017. As with many sectors 
of the Turkish economy, the tech world’s growth fal-
tered in 2016 largely due to security concerns, caus-
ing foreign investment to slow and many researchers 
to leave the country.1 

Despite this, Turkey’s innovation economy showed 
remarkable resilience. As security concerns like 
terrorism became a diminishing concern over the 
course of 2017, mere resilience gave way to pre-
2016 levels of strong growth. In the first 11 months 
of 2017, Turkey’s startup ecosystem – which is 
populated overwhelmingly by technology startups – 
received $140 million in investment, up 103.2% from 
$68.9 million during the same period in 2016.2

Turkey’s market remains attractive to tech investors 
and tech companies. Amazon, for instance, set up 
its first office in Turkey in August 2017.3 Much of 
Turkey’s attractiveness is due to a young, tech-savvy 
workforce and a tech-reliant consumer base. Turkey 
has a large population (80 million), the majority of 
which is under the age of 30. Metrics measuring ac-
cess to tech continue to skyrocket: in August 2017, 
the government announced that 80% of Turkish 
households have internet access.4 Turkey’s smart-
phone saturation rate stands at 84% – up from 
59% of Turks in early 2016 and second only to China 
among emerging economies.5 

The Turkish government has been focused on moves 
that attract investment. As of the end of 2017, Tur-
key was host to 69 technoparks (hubs for research 
and business), 773 R&D centers, and 142 design 
centers.6 (See “Turkey as an R&D Hub” on page 46.) 
The government also incentivizes private investment 
in tech through tax breaks.7 If foreign companies set 
up R&D operations in Turkey, for instance, Turkey’s 
premier research institute can pay up to 60% of 
researchers’ salaries.8 

These exertions have yielded substantial returns, 
and Turkey’s scientific and tech communities have 
grown in international stature over the past few 
years.9 While the government can be a difficult 
partner for some foreign tech and internet com-
panies (Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia, was 
banned in Turkey last year), they are more forth-
coming for Turkish companies, which often face 
fewer bureaucratic hurdles.10

Turkey’s 2017 push for homegrown technology 
included some notable industrial projects. Late last 
year, a consortium of companies agreed to jointly 
manufacture Turkey’s first indigenous automo-
bile.11 Turkish officials also signaled a desire to 
expand Turkey’s homegrown military industry. 
Turkey’s domestically-built drone line – the Anka 
UAV – saw its first combat use last year.12 Turkey 
also showcased its first locally-built helicopter and 
long-range missile, approved the development of 
domestic amphibious vehicles, and signaled its 
desire to build its own line of aircraft carriers.13 
This is not to say international collaboration on 
defense tech was lacking; in February 2017, for 
example, Turkish Aerospace Industries (TAI) signed a 
$270 million cooperation deal with the American 
firm Sikorsky, under which components for multi-
ple helicopter platforms will be produced over the 
next decade.14

U.S.-TURKEY INNOVATION 
COOPERATION
While defense deals like 2017’s TAI-Sikorsky agree-
ment allow Turkish firms to manufacture technology, 
American companies are also contributing to R&D 
and the advancement of innovation in Turkey. 

For example, in 2015, GE opened its “Turkey 
Innovation Center” at Teknopark Istanbul.15 (See 
“American Companies Present at Select Turkish 
Technoparks” on page 46.) In November 2017, 
Boeing revealed details for its contributions to the 
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“Turkey National Aerospace Initiative” that Pres-
ident Erdogan first announced during his visit to 
the U.S. for the UN General Assembly meeting in 
September. As part of the initiative, Boeing will 
make R&D investments, including by opening an 
Engineering and Technology Development Center 
in Istanbul.16

Turkey’s geography makes it even more attractive for 
international actors looking to invest in R&D in the 
country. Located between Europe, the Middle East, 
and Central Asia, Turkey can serve as a regional 
hub for innovation. In fact, Turkey took a major 
step towards its realization as a tech hub with the 
September 2017 signing of a “Host Country Agree-
ment” and “Contribution Agreement” with the United 
Nations, which will allow the Technology Bank for 
Least Developed Countries (LDCs) to be established 
in Gebze, Turkey.17

According to a UN press release, this technol-
ogy bank will “improve the utilization of scien-
tific and technological solutions in the world’s 
poorest countries and promote the integration of 
least developed countries into the global knowl-
edge-based economy.”18

Beyond investment in R&D, 2017 also saw U.S. 
investment in the entrepreneurs driving Turkey’s 
innovation ecosystem. Last year, Hamdi Ulukaya 
– a native of Turkey who founded the popular U.S. 
yogurt brand Chobani – launched the Hamdi Ulu-
kaya Initiative (known by its Turkish acronym, HUG). 
HUG aims to train promising Turkish entrepreneurs, 
including those who have already established start-
ups and those who are seeking to “turn their ideas 
into profitable ventures.”19 The inaugural class of 24 
entrepreneurs – many working in the tech sector – 
arrived in New York City for a three-week training 
program in July 2017.

Speaking on the reasoning behind his initiative 
during a November launch event at New York Uni-
versity, Ulukaya told the audience that people from 
Turkey “find solutions.”20

“We don’t give up, we have optimism, and we are 
survivors,” he said. “If you implement these in a 
field of business or entrepreneurship, you have a lot 
of advantage.”
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THO RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 2018

In 2018, Washington and Ankara need to make 
strides towards overcoming the tensions that 
have brought this bilateral relationship to the 
lowest point in recent memory.

To do so, direct, high-level engagement be-
tween American and Turkish officials should 
continue in 2018 and should consist of dia-
logue that is clear and constructive. As such, 
it is imperative that a new U.S. ambassador 
to Turkey is appointed and confirmed as soon 
as possible to ensure that communication 
can continue without interruption during this 
critical period. 

Additionally, officials on both sides should avoid 
harsh, unproductive rhetoric that could further 
inflame tensions between the two countries.

Instead, in 2018 both sides should make efforts to 
translate rhetoric about the “strategic” importance 
of the alliance into a partnership that goes beyond 
the transactional approach that both countries 
have increasingly taken toward each other. 

Finally, despite ongoing tensions, American and 
Turkish actors at both the state and non-state lev-
els should strive to find opportunities for collabo-
ration in 2018, especially in the areas humanitarian 
aid, economy, energy, education, and technology.

PROSPECTS FOR U.S.-TURKEY RELATIONS IN 2018
The resolution of the visa dispute between the U.S. 
and Turkey in late December 2017 was a welcome 
start to the new year. But developments throughout 
January 2018 have shown that U.S.-Turkey relations 
will likely continue to experience serious tensions.

The inaugural meeting of a joint U.S.-Turkey working 
group “on legal affairs” on January 24 – which had 
been planned since late 2017, according to Turkish 
media1 – came just days after Turkey launched a 
military operation targeting YPG elements in the Afrin 
district of northwestern Syria.

While the meeting of the working group indicated a 
willingness on both sides to work through tensions 
that are plaguing the relationship, miscommunica-
tion remains the new normal in the alliance.

Ankara and Washington have already miscommuni-
cated and disagreed considerably in January 2018, 
most notably over an alleged border security force 
the U.S. is training in Syria (which the U.S. has denied 
it is doing); the content of a January 24 phone call 
between President Trump and President Erdogan; and 
an alleged proposal from the U.S. (which it denies 
proposing) to establish a “safe zone” on the Syrian 
border in response to Turkey’s security concerns.2

Throughout 2018, the U.S. and Turkey will face a variety 
of different potential flashpoints that could exacerbate 
tensions in their bilateral relationship. However, there 
will also be opportunities for American and Turkish ac-
tors to strengthen the ties between their two countries, 
particularly through cooperation on humanitarian aid, 
economy, energy, education, and technology.
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Despite President Trump’s mention of potential 
“adjustments” to U.S. support for its partners in 
Syria, Washington has shown no signs that it will 
drastically pull back from cooperating with the YPG 
in 2018. As such, U.S. support of the YPG will likely 
remain a major flashpoint in U.S.-Turkey relations in 
the coming year.

On January 20, tensions over this issue deepened 
when Turkey launched “Operation Olive Branch” in 
northern Syria. According to the Turkish Prime Min-
istry, the operation aims to confront the YPG in the 
Afrin district, with the eventual goal of turning over 
a 10,000-square-kilometer area to Turkish-backed 
FSA forces.3

Secretary Tillerson has expressed “concern” over 
the operation but has also recognized Turkey’s “le-
gitimate right to protect its own citizens from terrorist 
elements that may be launching attacks against 
Turkish citizens and Turkish soil from Syria.”4 In the 
week prior to the launch of the operation, a spokes-
person for the Combined Joint Task Force-Operation 
Inherent Resolve told the Turkish media that YPG el-
ements in Afrin are not part of the anti-ISIS coalition 
and therefore do not receive U.S. support.5

Some experts believe that while the U.S. does not 
approve of Turkey’s operation in Afrin, tensions will 
only escalate significantly between the allies if Turkey 

decides to target YPG forces in the northeast of Syr-
ia, where U.S. troops are present.6 In the wake of the 
Afrin operation, Ankara has indicated that it is also 
eyeing moves against the YPG in Manbij, which is in 
northeastern Syria.7 

The closest the U.S. and Turkey have come to a 
direct clash – and thus, a serious crisis – in north-
ern Syria was in April 2017, when Turkish airstrikes 
against PKK targets in northeastern Syria endan-
gered the lives of nearby U.S. troops, according to 
the Pentagon, which said Ankara gave inadequate 
advance notice of the strikes.8

Beyond Syria, any progress made on the purchase 
of the S-400 system from Russia could escalate 
from tension to crisis in 2018 if the U.S. Congress 
decides to pass sanctions against Turkey under 
CAATSA.9 Additionally, the extradition of Fethullah 
Gulen remains a key security concern for Turkey. In 
mid-January 2018, Philip Kosnett, Charge d’Affaires 
at the U.S. Embassy in Ankara, indicated that the 
discussion between Washington and Ankara over 
the Gulen extradition request “will be continuing 
quite intensely in the weeks and months ahead.”10 
President Erdogan indicated that as long as Gulen 
has not been extradited to Turkey, Ankara will re-
frain from fulfilling any potential extradition requests 
from the U.S.11 

Turkey has become one of the biggest contribu-
tors globally of humanitarian assistance, spending 
billions of dollars in aid to support the community 
of refugees and asylum-seekers it hosts within 
its borders, which included almost 3.8 million 
people by the end of 2017.12 Turkey also sends 
aid abroad in response to myriad conflicts and 
humanitarian disasters. With many conflicts, not 
least the Syrian crisis, likely to continue in 2018, 
Turkey is liable to remain a major humanitarian 
actor in the coming year. 

Lack of sufficient international support and bur-
den-sharing among the global community remains an 
issue that will persist throughout 2018. Turkey, Leba-
non, and Jordan host the majority of registered Syrian 
refugees, amounting to more than 5 million people;13 
thus, these countries shoulder the largest financial 
burden when it comes to Syrian refugee response.

It is unlikely that Syrian refugees will be going home 
in large numbers anytime soon. The protracted con-
flict in Syria is continuing to displace people. As of 



50

(HUMANITARIAN AID CONT.)

January 2018, increasing Syrian regime airstrikes in 
Idlib province have displaced thousands, and Turkey 
has intensified its humanitarian response in northern 
Syria as a result.14 While Turkey has ended the “open 
door” policy that initially allowed Syrians to seek 
refuge in the country, the Turkish government and 
Turkish aid organizations have set up camps in areas 
in northern Syria that came under Turkish and FSA 
control during Operation Euphrates Shield. 

In February 2017, United Nations Secretary-Gener-
al Antonio Guterres highlighted two main avenues 
through which the international community can 
share the burden of humanitarian crises: by support-
ing countries of first asylum and host communities, 
and through the resettlement of refugees.15 

While the international community has been working 
closely with Turkey to support its refugee community, 
international support is still falling short. Regarding 
the EU-Turkey deal launched in March 2016, Turkey’s 
Ministry of European Union Affairs has expressed 
that only €1.78 billion of the pledged €6 billion from 
the EU has been received by Turkish ministries and 
international organizations for the implementation of 
projects and relief efforts for refugees.16 As of Janu-
ary 2018, EU members were still disputing over how 
the rest of the promised funds will be dispersed to 
Turkey.17

A more active effort on the part of international 
donors and the global community will be necessary 
for Turkey to continue to financially sustain aid to the 
refugee population it hosts. However, Turkey must 
also sustain the necessary conditions to ensure that 
international support will be as effective as possible.

2017 saw a limited bureaucratic crackdown on INGOs 
operating in Turkey with the repeal of Mercy Corps’ reg-
istration to operate and the detainment of employees 
at other select INGOs.18 Much of UN and other interna-
tional funding is channeled through INGOs operating 
in Turkey, who also work with local Syrian and Turkish 
NGOs. Removing INGOs decreases in-country capac-
ity to provide funding and programs for refugees in 
Turkey while also carrying out cross-border activities to 
aid displaced persons in Syria. The remaining INGOs in 
Turkey are awaiting greater clarity from the Turkish gov-
ernment on official registration rules and regulations. 

Improvements on this issue for 2018 will rely on 
Turkey solidifying its INGO registration infrastructure 
and clearly conveying these regulations to INGOs so 
that they can continue to work with local Turkish and 
Syrian actors to share the burden of refugee relief. 
For their part, INGOs must also be cognizant and 
respectful of Turkey’s security concerns with regard 
to operations in northern Syria and careful to follow 
the regulations set out by the Turkish government.

Throughout 2017, Turkey’s economy seemed to 
be recovering at a surprising rate with the support 
of government incentives. Its recovery was best 
exemplified in the staggering 11.1% GDP growth 
it experienced in Q3 of 2017. However, this growth 
came at the cost of increasing inflation rates, 
which hit a new high in November. Overcoming 
high inflation rates and achieving stability will be 
one of Turkey’s greatest economic challenges in 
2018. While 2017 demonstrated that the Turkish 
economy could make progress toward recovery, 

2018 will show whether it can overcome fragility 
exemplified by rising inflation, a depreciating lira, 
and a downturn in FDI.

On a global scale, Turkey’s economic instability 
with regard to inflation may cause further issues 
for investment in 2018. The U.S. Federal Reserve 
raised interest rates to circulate less money in 
global markets in 2017, causing the cost of lending 
to increase.19 Household income in Turkey is also 
not rising to meet the inflation rate, leading the pri-
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vate sector to become more hesitant to make new 
investments. 

Despite these challenges, Turkey’s economic growth 
looks set to continue. The World Bank’s Economic 
Prospects report released in January 2018 highlight-
ed another revision of Turkey’s economic growth for 
2017, increasing it to 6.7% from the previous 4% 
reported in October.20 In contrast, the World Bank 
projects that Turkey’s GDP will grow at a more mod-
est rate of 3.5% in 2018.21 Maintaining a steady GDP 
growth while controlling inflation rates will be key to 
extending Turkey’s positive economic growth while 
securing a more stable future five to ten years down 
the line. 

For U.S.-Turkey economic ties, tensions could arise 
this year if Turkish banks become subject to fines 
as part of the Iran sanctions case involving Mehmet 

Hakan Atilla. Halkbank has denied its involvement in 
the sanctions evasion scheme, but the U.S. Treasury 
could still impose a fine.22 Deputy Prime Minister 
Mehmet Simsek stated in late January 2018 that 
Halkbank was working closely with the U.S. Treasury 
as well as the U.S. Department of Justice to iron out 
technical and economic details related to the Iran 
sanctions case.23

Economic cooperation continues to be one of the 
foundational components of the U.S.-Turkey rela-
tionship. It remains to be seen in 2018 whether the 
U.S. and Turkey can recapture the robust trade and 
FDI that was at the core of the U.S.-Turkey eco-
nomic relationship prior to 2016; nevertheless, the 
uptick in trade in 2017 was an indication that the ties 
between the business communities in both countries 
have remained strong going into 2018.

As Turkey continues to make strides in its efforts to 
increase the use of domestic energy resources to 
wean itself off imports, U.S. companies will have the 
opportunity to invest in new energy projects in 2018, 
especially in the renewables sector. While some 
companies such as GE are already investing, more 
firms could follow suit to provide some of the $60 
billion in capital that Turkey requires to achieve its 
2023 renewable energy goals.24

Regardless of Turkey’s progress in developing its do-
mestic resources, its dependence on foreign imports 
will continue in the short term. Turkey’s reliance on 
Russian and Iranian natural gas and oil keeps Tur-
key, a NATO member, closer to both countries than 
it might otherwise be, a fact that complicates the 
U.S.-Turkey relationship.

For Turkey and the U.S. both, the entrance of Ameri-
can LNG into the Turkish market – as well as the global 
market as a whole – helps chip away modestly at Tur-
key’s dependence on countries like Russia and Iran. 

For Ankara, its energy cooperation with Russia in 
particular may lead to concrete negative conse-
quences for U.S.-Turkey relations in 2018. In ad-
dition to a growing threat of U.S. sanctions should 
Turkey persist in its decision to purchase the S-400 
missile system from Russia, CAATSA has also raised 
the specter of sanctions with relation to the Turk-
Stream pipeline. 

In November 2017, John McCarrick, U.S. Dep-
uty Assistant Secretary in the Bureau of Energy 
Resources at the State Department, stated that 
Washington is opposed to the pipeline project, 
though he did not say whether it would be subject 
to U.S. sanctions.25

While the S-400 purchase will remain the focus of 
any potential for Turkey to face U.S. sanctions in 
2018, the TurkStream pipeline could add to the Rus-
sia-related tension in the U.S.-Turkey relationship.
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2017 saw the continuation of a downward trend 
in U.S.-Turkey academic ties as many U.S.-based 
higher education institutions erred on the side of 
caution and continued the suspension of their study 
abroad programs in Turkey. 2018 could be the year 
when some of these programs and opportunities are 
reopened on a limited basis.

The Fulbright program – perhaps the most well-
known example of U.S.-Turkey academic ties – 
could see its ETA program come back online in the 
fall of 2018 after having been suspended following 
the July 2016 coup attempt.

The Fulbright U.S. Student Program accepted appli-
cations for 20 ETA positions in Turkey during its appli-
cation cycle for the 2018-19 academic year.26 Howev-
er, the anticipated number of ETAs is down drastically 
from the 2015-16 year, when 90 ETAs were selected.27 
In addition, the application indicated that the coming 
year’s ETAs will likely be placed in Ankara; in previous 
years, ETAs were placed across the country.

However, while some programs may incrementally 
be reinstated in 2018, the vast majority of institutions 
are unlikely to send students abroad in high num-
bers as long as a State Department travel warning 
remains in effect for Turkey. 

In mid-January 2018, the State Department updated its 
Turkey travel warning, urging Americans to  
“[r]econsider travel to Turkey due to terrorism and 
arbitrary detentions.”28 In response, Turkey issued its 
own travel warning with similar language, urging its 
citizens to reconsider their travel to the U.S. due to 
an increase in terror attacks as well as circumstanc-
es in which Turkish citizens have been exposed to 
“arbitrary arrest” in the country.29 

While it can be expected that there has been 
a significant drop in the number of American 
students who have chosen to study abroad in 
Turkey in the 2016-17 and 2017-18 academic 
years based on the approximately 62% decrease 
between 2014-15 and 2015-16, it remains to be 
seen whether the number of Turkish students 
studying in the U.S. will also continue to drop in 
the coming year. 

The U.S. remains a top choice for Turkish students 
looking to continue their education abroad, but with 
the overall number of newly arriving international stu-
dents decreasing in the U.S., and with U.S.-Turkey 
relations remaining tense, it is likely that 2018 could 
see a further, if modest, drop in Turkish students 
studying in the U.S.

As Turkey looks ahead to 2018, the main challenge 
for the tech world remains attracting investment. Al-
ready a problem in R&D circles, continuing political 
uncertainty has also caused Turkey’s share of FDI 
to shrink.

In a January 2018 interview, the head of the Euro-
pean Bank for Reconstruction and Development 
(EBRD), Suma Chakrabarti, said that his aim is to 
bring more investors to Turkey. However, according 
to Chakrabarti, “first they need to see stability and a 
stable political situation.”30

Political uncertainty also incentivizes the departure 
of Turkish engineers, scientists, and researchers.31 A 
general economic downturn would also hurt Turkey’s 
ability to attract tech investors and top talent. 

Despite these continuing challenges, Turkey remains de-
termined to expand its tech sector in 2018. Faruk Ozlu 
– Turkey’s Minister of Science, Technology, and Industry 
– has said that 2018 will be a “breakthrough year” for 
Turkish tech, with a planned increase in R&D facilities. 
(See “Turkey as an R&D Hub” on page 46.) It remains to 
be seen whether this increase will attract more foreign 
– and particularly American – investors in 2018.
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believes that any successful bilateral relationship 
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THO and its Advisory Board of global scholars and 
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prehensive dialogue that is independent of any 
political orientation to strengthen the relationship 
between Turkey and the U.S., as well as the larger 
international community.

WHAT WE DO
THO’s events, programs, research, and publications 
provide a unique platform for exploring six critical 
issues in the U.S.-Turkey relationship: 

        Security           

        Humanitarian Aid            

        Economy

        Energy        

        Education
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To highlight these key issues, THO actively partners 
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sions, and various other programs. Additionally, THO 
works with Turkish and American academics, ex-
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on developments in U.S.-Turkey relations. 

WHY WE DO IT
The strong partnership between the U.S. and Turkey is rooted in common values and 
strategic interests, and it is reinforced by the enduring links between the people of 
both countries. As an organization with Turkish-American roots and broad diaspora 
networks, we believe it is extremely important to embrace and build on these shared 
values and relationships. 

Through its programs and publications, THO aims to encourage and facilitate strong 
U.S.-Turkey relations by fostering a better understanding between the people of 
both countries.
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where she interned at BAU’s American Studies Cen-
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“It has been my privilege to be involved with issues affecting the Turkey-United States relationship for 
the past 22 years. The Turkish Heritage Organization under the leadership of Ali Cinar and his ex-
cellent staff have contributed immeasurably to a better understanding of the complex issues facing 
both countries and the importance of considering the impact from the perspective of each country. 
Turkish Heritage Organization’s “Review of U.S.-Turkey Relations in 2017” is a unique and compre-
hensive publication that objectively captures the state of the relations under security, humanitarian 
aid, economy, energy, education, and technology. Whether you are a policymaker or casual follower 
of the bilateral relations, Turkish Heritage Organization’s annual report will serve as an informative 
resource for everyone. I wish I had this publication that highlights the trajectory of the relations when 
I was serving as the Co-Chair and Co-Founder of the Congressional Caucus on U.S.-Turkey Relations 
and Turkish Americans.”

EDWARD WHITFIELD
Former United States Congressman (1995-2016)  

& Co-Founder of the Turkish Caucus

“The Turkish Heritage Organization’s annual, in-depth review of U.S.-Turkish relations provides 
a valuable, objective analysis that will help government practitioners, academic scholars, and 
the intelligent lay public understand these difficult times.” 

PROFESSOR MICHAEL M. GUNTER
Tennessee Technological University


