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Introduction and Assessment 
Turkey, a NATO ally since 1952, is significant for U.S. interests. It is a constitutional republic 

with a large, diversified economy and a Muslim-majority population that straddles Europe and the 

Middle East.  

The history of the U.S.-Turkey relationship is complicated. Although the United States and 

Turkey support each other’s interests in some vital ways (see “U.S./NATO Cooperation with 

Turkey”), harmonizing priorities can be difficult. These priorities sometimes diverge irrespective 

of who leads the two countries, based on U.S.-Turkey contrasts in geography, threat perceptions, 

and regional roles.  

Turkish leaders, including President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (pronounced air-doe-wan), may be 

contributing to problems between the United States and Turkey by ruling in an increasingly 

authoritarian manner and apparently encouraging strong criticism of U.S. policy in Turkish public 

discourse.
1
 Conflict around Turkey’s borders with Syria and Iraq, particularly since 2011, has also 

fed U.S.-Turkey tensions.  

Within this challenging environment, two specific points of bilateral contention arguably stand 

out:  

 Syria and the Kurds. Turkey’s military operations in Syria against largely 

Kurdish militias supported by the United States over Turkey’s strong objections. 

 Possible S-400 acquisition from Russia. Turkey’s planned purchase of S-400 air 

defense systems from Russia, which has possible implications for Turkey’s future 

in NATO. 

Trump Administration officials have expressed significant concern about the possibility of direct 

conflict between Turkey and U.S. or U.S.-supported forces in Syria.
2
 Turkish officials assert that 

their military operations in Syria are primarily for self-defense,
3
 given links between the Syrian 

Kurdish YPG (People’s Protection Units) and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers’ Party, a U.S.-

designated terrorist organization). The PKK has significantly challenged the Turkish 

government’s control over parts of southeastern Turkey since the 1980s.  

U.S. officials and lawmakers also have voiced opposition to Turkey’s planned acquisition of S-

400 systems from Russia and have acknowledged that the acquisition could trigger U.S. sanctions 

on Turkey under existing law (see “Possible S-400 Acquisition from Russia” below). 

In February 2018, several high-ranking Administration officials met with their Turkish 

counterparts in an effort to avoid direct U.S.-Turkey conflict in Syria and broader deterioration of 

the bilateral relationship. After Secretary of State Rex Tillerson visited Turkey, the two countries 

issued a joint statement agreeing to activate a “results-oriented mechanism” for the purpose of 

resolving outstanding issues between them.
4
 

                                                 
1 See, e.g., Erin Cunningham, “In Turkey, soaring support for Syrian offensive and rising anti-Americanism,” 

Washington Post, February 4, 2018. 
2 Rebecca Kheel, “US ‘deeply concerned’ with situation in Syrian city taken by Turkey,” thehill.com, March 19, 2018; 

White House, Readout of President Donald J. Trump’s Call with President Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey, January 

24, 2018. 
3 Ahmet Sait Akcay, “‘Ankara exercising its right to self-defense on Afrin,’” Anadolu Agency, January 18, 2018. 
4 State Department Office of the Spokesperson, Joint Statement on Turkey-U.S. Strategic Partnership, February 16, 

2018. 
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Turkey’s International Relationships and Regional Profile 

A number of considerations drive the complicated dynamics behind Turkey’s international relationships. Turkey’s 

history as both a regional power and an object of great power aggression translates into wide popularity for 

nationalistic political actions and discourse. Given this nationalistic sentiment, Turkey’s partial reliance on other key 

countries (for example, the United States for security, European Union countries for trade, and Russia and Iran for 

energy) may generate some resentment among Turks. Turkey’s maintenance of cooperative relationships with 

countries whose respective interests may conflict involves a balancing act. Turkey’s vulnerability to threats from Syria 

and Iraq increases the pressure on it to manage this balance. Involvement in Syria and Iraq by the United States, 

Russia, and Iran further complicates Turkey’s situation. Additionally, grievances that President Erdogan and his 

supporters espouse against seemingly marginalized domestic foes (the military and secular elite who previously 

dominated Turkey, the Fethullah Gulen movement, Kurdish nationalists, and liberal activists) extend to the United 

States and Europe due to apparent suspicions of Western sympathies for these foes.  

Turkey’s Middle Eastern profile expanded in the 2000s as Erdogan (while serving as prime minister) sought to build 

economic and political linkages—often emphasizing shared Muslim identity—with its neighboring countries. However, 

efforts to increase Turkey’s influence and offer it as a “model” for other regional states appear to have been set back 

by a number of developments since 2011: (1) conflict and instability that engulfed the region and Turkey’s own 

southern border, (2) Turkey’s failed effort to help Muslim Brotherhood-aligned groups gain lasting power in Syria and 

North Africa, and (3) domestic polarization accompanied by government repression. Although Turkey shares some 

interests with traditional Sunni Arab powers Saudi Arabia and Egypt in countering Iran, these countries’ leaders 

regard Turkey suspiciously because of its government’s Islamist sympathies and close relationship with Qatar. Turkey 

maintains political and economic relations with Israel, but the two countries have become distant during Erdogan’s 

rule; he openly champions the Palestinian national cause and sympathizes with Hamas. 

Despite bilateral tensions, Turkey continues to allow the United States and other members of the 

coalition assembled to fight the Islamic State (IS, also known as ISIS/ISIL or by the Arabic 

acronym Daesh) to use Turkish territory for operations against the Islamic State in Syria and Iraq. 

The United States and NATO continue to base key defense installations in Turkey. 

Other ongoing U.S.-Turkey controversies attract attention from Congress and add to concerns 

about the future of bilateral relations.
5
 Many of these are connected to a failed July 2016 coup 

attempt and how the government’s response to the plot has affected rule of law in Turkey. The 

coup attempt came from a group within Turkey’s military that is widely believed by analysts to 

have some links with the Fethullah Gulen movement.
6
 Gulen’s U.S. residency fuels Turkish 

speculation about a possible U.S. connection to the plot; U.S. officials deny any such connection. 

Turkey’s government has called for Gulen’s extradition, and the matter remains pending before 

U.S. officials.
7
  

This report provides information and analysis on the issues mentioned above. For more 

comprehensive background on U.S.-Turkey issues, see CRS Report R41368, Turkey: Background 

and U.S. Relations, by (name redacted) and (name redacted).  

                                                 
5 Perhaps the most prominent case is that of Andrew Brunson, who has long served as a pastor in Izmir. Brunson was 

detained in October 2016 and charged in December 2016 with membership in a terrorist organization, reportedly due to 

claimed but undocumented ties to the Gulen movement. Brunson was charged with additional offenses, including 

espionage, in August 2017. For information on Brunson’s case and others, see the transcript of a September 14, 2017, 

Commission on Security and Cooperation and Europe hearing at https://www.csce.gov/sites/

helsinkicommission.house.gov/files/unofficial-transcript/Prisoners%20of%20the%20Purge%20-

%20The%20Victims%20of%20Turkeys%20Failing%20Rule%20of%20Law%20UNOFFICIAL%20SCRUBBED%20-

%20EJSP.pdf. For a discussion of possible sanctions against Turkey, see Blaise Misztal and Jessica Michek, “Is U.S. 

Finally Ready to Get Tough on Turkey?” Bipartisan Policy Center, February 7, 2018. 
6 See, e.g., House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee, The UK’s relations with Turkey, Tenth Report of Session 

2016-17, March 21, 2017, pp. 28-36. 
7 For more on Gulen, the Gulen movement, and the question of possible extradition, see CRS In Focus IF10444, 

Fethullah Gulen, Turkey, and the United States: A Reference, by (name redacted) and (name redacted). 
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Syria and the Region  

Turkish Emphasis on Countering Kurds 

Turkey’s involvement in Syria’s conflict since 2011 has been complicated and costly.
8
 

Increasingly, Turkey’s objective has been to prevent the YPG from controlling areas between the 

Kurdish-held cantons of Afrin (in the west) and Kobane (in the east)—with direct Turkish 

military operations in Syria beginning in August 2016 against IS-held territory. The PKK-linked 

YPG plays a leading role in the U.S.-partnered umbrella group known as the Syrian Democratic 

Forces (SDF), which also includes Arabs and other non-Kurdish elements. Since 2014, U.S. 

forces have openly assisted Kurdish-led forces against the Islamic State. This support has been 

concentrated in areas east of the Euphrates River, and according to U.S. officials has not included 

support to Kurdish units in Afrin.
9
 In May 2017, U.S. officials announced a decision to arm YPG 

elements directly, while contemplating measures to limit the prospect of YPG use of U.S.-

provided arms against Turkey.
10

  

Turkey appears to view the YPG as the top threat to its security, given the boost the YPG’s 

military and political success could provide to the PKK’s insurgency within Turkey.
11

 In February 

2018, U.S. Director of National Intelligence Daniel Coats submitted written testimony to the 

Senate Select Committee on Intelligence stating that the YPG was the Syrian militia of the PKK 

and “probably will seek some form of autonomy.”
12

 The joint U.S.-Turkey statement from 

February said the following: 

Turkey and the United States reaffirm their commitment to the preservation of the 

territorial integrity and national unity of Syria. To this end, we will decisively stand 

against all attempts to create faits accomplis and demographic changes within Syria, and 

are dedicated to coordination on transition and stabilization of Syria.
13

 

Since 2014, U.S. military commanders have generally differentiated between the YPG and the 

PKK, and have partnered with the YPG because—with the possible exception of certain forces 

aligned with the Syrian regime—it has arguably been the most successful anti-IS ground force in 

Syria.
14

  

                                                 
8 For background, see Burak Kadercan, “Making Sense of Turkey’s Syria Strategy: A ‘Turkish Tragedy’ in the 

Making,” War on the Rocks, August 4, 2017. 
9 Cansu Camlibel, “US: No support to YPG units that go to Afrin,” Hurriyet Daily News, February 6, 2018. 
10 Pentagon statement quoted in Michael R. Gordon and Eric Schmitt, “Trump to Arm Syrian Kurds, Even as Turkey 

Strongly Objects,” New York Times, May 9, 2017; Anne Barnard and Patrick Kingsley, “Arming Syrian Kurds Could 

Come at a Cost,” New York Times, May 11, 2017. The Pentagon statement sought to reassure Turkey that “the U.S. is 

committed to preventing additional risks and protecting our NATO ally.” It further said, “The U.S. continues to 

prioritize our support for Arab elements of the SDF. Raqqa and all liberated territory should return to the governance of 

local Syrian Arabs.” President Trump’s FY2018 and FY2019 requests for defense funding to support train and equip 

operations in Syria call for continued U.S. weapons transfers, stipends, and other assistance to forces that include the 

SDF. For information on U.S. authorities to train and equip select armed Syrian groups to fight the Islamic State, see 

CRS Report R43612, The Islamic State and U.S. Policy, by (name redacted) and (name redacted) . 
11 International Crisis Group, The PKK’s Fateful Choice in Northern Syria, Middle East Report No. 176, May 4, 2017. 
12 Daniel R. Coats, Director of National Intelligence, Statement for the Record: Worldwide Threat Assessment of the 

US Intelligence Community, Senate Select Committee on Intelligence hearing, February 13, 2018. 
13 State Department Office of the Spokesperson, Joint Statement on Turkey-U.S. Strategic Partnership, February 16, 

2018. 
14 “Tension rises as Turkey sends troops to YPG stronghold,” Al Jazeera, January 21, 2018. 
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In August 2016, Turkish forces began military operations (termed “Operation Euphrates Shield”) 

in the area between Afrin and Kobane by working with ground forces drawn from Syrian Arab 

and Turkmen units nominally associated with “Free Syrian Army” (FSA) opposition to the Syrian 

regime.
15

 These operations (which were declared to be over in March 2017) and some that 

followed have led to several tense interactions between Turkey and key actors. Additionally, 

Turkey has inserted troops directly into areas of Idlib province as part of efforts to establish “de-

escalation” zones in concert with Russia and Iran.
16

  

Afrin Operation and U.S.-Turkey Tensions 

With the beginning of an offensive against YPG fighters in the Afrin canton in January 2018 

(termed “Operation Olive Branch”), Turkey’s objectives became more directly opposed to those 

of the United States—considerably increasing tensions between the two allies. The operation 

began a few days after a spokesperson for the U.S.-led anti-IS coalition suggested that the SDF 

would form the core of a border security force in the areas it controls, with a “new mission” as the 

fight against the Islamic State winds down.
17

 Previously, U.S. officials had assured Turkey that 

U.S. support for the YPG would be limited to anti-IS operations. They have since clarified that 

continued support for the SDF will not involve creating a new force, but rather ensure that partner 

forces can hold territory against IS remnants.
18

  

Turkey justified its operation in Afrin as self-defense by alleging YPG threats against Turkish 

territory
19

 and calling the area a terrorist safe haven of the PKK.
20

 Some Turkish officials have 

touted the benefits of creating a secure zone along the Turkish-Syrian border to prevent attacks 

and create space for the return of Syrian refugees currently living in Turkey.
21

 From a strategic 

standpoint, one analyst who anticipated the offensive said that “Ankara is willing to rock the boat 

in Syria in a game of brinkmanship and prefers to take the risk of fighting the YPG/PKK in Syria 

soon, as opposed to fighting it in Syria and Turkey in the future.”
22

 Russia, which had previously 

maintained a measure of control in Afrin and still has de facto control over its airspace, reportedly 

acquiesced to the Turkish operation—including by withdrawing personnel that had been stationed 

in Afrin.
23

  

After two months of fighting, including after U.N. Security Council Resolution (UNSCR) 2401 

called for a 30-day cease-fire in February, Turkish-backed forces captured the city of Afrin in 

mid-March. Shortly thereafter, the State Department spokesperson expressed U.S. commitment to 

Turkey’s “legitimate security concerns” and to SDF partners fighting the Islamic State in Syria, 

                                                 
15 Some of these FSA-affiliated units have reportedly received additional external support from Gulf Arab and Western 

sources.  
16 Charles Lister, “Turkey’s Idlib Incursion and the HTS Question: Understanding the Long Game in Syria,” War on 

the Rocks, October 31, 2017. 
17 Tom Perry and Orhan Coskun, “U.S.-led coalition helps to build new Syrian force, angering Turkey,” Reuters, 

January 14, 2018. 
18 “Syria ‘ready to down Turkish jets attacking Kurds Afrin,’” BBC News, January 18, 2018. 
19 Turkey had been shelling YPG targets in Afrin for months before beginning the offensive. 
20 Zeina Karam, “Shades of gray in Turkey’s stated Syria goals,” Associated Press, January 24, 2018. 
21 Carlotta Gall, “Syrian Militias Enter Afrin, Dealing a Setback to Turkey,” New York Times, February 22, 2018. 

During the early years of Syria’s conflict, Turkey sought U.S. assistance (particularly airpower) in establishing “safe 

zones” in northern Syria, but U.S. officials raised concerns about the risks and ambiguities such efforts would entail. 
22 Kadercan, op. cit. 
23 David Ignatius, “The Turks have taken Afrin. Let’s not let Manbij fall next,” Washington Post, March 18, 2018. 
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while also voicing concern about the displacement of hundreds of thousands of residents in the 

Afrin canton and reiterating U.S. support for UNSCR 2401.
24

 Throughout the campaign, there 

were some reports of civilian casualties on both sides.
25

 Additionally, media reports indicated that 

significant numbers of YPG forces previously based with U.S.-supported SDF units east of Afrin 

left their posts to help YPG members fighting Turkish forces in Afrin.
26

  

Figure 1. Turkey-Syria Border: Contested Territorial Areas  

 
Sources: Areas of influence based on data from IHS Conflict Monitor, and adapted by CRS based on media 

accounts. Other sources include UN OCHA and Esri. 

The town of Manbij, which the SDF seized from the Islamic State in 2016 with U.S. support, is a 

focal point of U.S.-Turkey tensions in Syria. After concerns grew that Turkish forces could 

conceivably clash with U.S. Special Operations personnel patrolling Manbij or its vicinity if 

Turkey advanced on the area, high-level bilateral discussions took place in February 2018. 

Secretary Tillerson said on February 16, after meeting with President Erdogan in Ankara, that the 

United States has not completely fulfilled commitments it made to Turkey on Manbij (regarding 

the evacuation of YPG elements from there), and that a bilateral working group would address the 

                                                 
24 Heather Nauert, State Department Spokesperson, Concern Over the Situation in Afrin, Syria, March 19, 2018. 
25 Gardiner Harris and Carlotta Gall, “Turkey and U.S. Promise More Talks on Syria Crisis,” New York Times, 

February 17, 2018. “Syria: Civilian Deaths in Turkish Attacks May Be Unlawful,” Human Rights Watch, February 23, 

2018; “Civilian death toll in Afrin nears 200: local officials,” Rudaw, February 27, 2018. 
26 Eric Schmitt and Rod Nordland, “Kurdish Forces Are Pulled from U.S. Fight with ISIS,” New York Times, March 1, 

2018; Nancy A. Youssef, “U.S. Faces Syria Void as Rebels Quit Fight,” Wall Street Journal, March 8, 2018. U.S. 

officials have voiced concerns about possible adverse effects on U.S.-supported anti-IS efforts in eastern Syria. Schmitt 

and Nordland, op. cit.; State Department Press Briefing, February 22, 2018. The spokesman for President Erdogan said 

in March that Turkey expected that the United States should “step in” to prevent the movement of Kurdish forces to 

Afrin. Anne Barnard, “Turkey Is Pressuring U.S. to Curb Kurdish Fighters,” New York Times, March 8, 2018.  
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issue on a priority basis.
27

 On March 1, a senior U.S. official reinforced Tillerson’s points, stating 

that Turkey is the U.S. ally, and that the U.S. relationship with the YPG is a “temporary tactical 

arrangement aimed entirely at combating Daesh.”
28

 

After the Turkish-backed capture of Afrin in March, President Erdogan indicated that Turkey will 

push eastward toward Manbij. Later, a Pentagon spokesman said, “It’s been very clear to all 

parties that U.S. forces are there, and we’ll take measures to make sure that we de-conflict.”
29

 

Going forward, it is unclear 

 how Turkey will administer areas that it controls in Syria; 

 to what extent Turkish-supported forces will hold their positions and/or advance 

farther in Syrian territory; and 

 how Turkey might connect its military operations to political objectives regarding 

broader outcomes in Syria, Iraq, and the region, and to its dealings with the 

United States and other key stakeholders, including Russia, Iran, and the Asad 

regime. 

Turkey appears to be contemplating a joint military operation with the Iraqi government—

perhaps after Iraqi elections in May 2018—to dislodge PKK elements from the Sinjar region of 

northwest Iraq.
30

  

Possible S-400 Acquisition from Russia 
In December 2017, Turkey and Russia reportedly signed a finance agreement for Turkey’s 

purchase of the Russian-made S-400 surface-to-air defense system. Media reports indicate that 

the deal, if finalized, would be worth approximately $2.5 billion, and that Turkey would finance 

55% of the cost via a Russian loan.
31

 Turkey’s procurement agency anticipates initial delivery in 

the first quarter of 2020.
32

  

As mentioned above, Turkey’s planned acquisition of S-400 systems from Russia has raised a 

number of U.S. and NATO concerns, ranging from technical aspects of military cooperation 

within NATO to broader political considerations. In a September 2017 press briefing, a State 

Department spokesperson said that “it’s important for NATO countries to have military 

equipment that’s considered interoperable with the … systems that NATO nations currently have. 

A Russian system, if Turkey were to buy these S-400s, as is being reported, [would] not meet that 

standard, so that would of course be a concern of ours.” In March 2018, General Petr Pavel, who 

chairs the NATO Military Committee, voiced concerns about the possibility that Russian 

personnel helping operate S-400 systems in Turkey could gain significant intelligence on NATO 

                                                 
27 Remarks by Secretary Tillerson, Press Availability with Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, Ankara, 

Turkey, February 16, 2018. See also Barcin Yinanc, “Turkey could face US sanctions for S-400 purchase,” Hurriyet 

Daily News, February 1, 2018. 
28 Selva Unal, “US determined to keep its word about YPG in Manbij, official says,” Daily Sabah, March 1, 2018. 
29 Kheel, op. cit. 
30 Amberin Zaman, “KRG delegation arrives in Afrin as Turkey offensive softens Kurdish split,” Al-Monitor Turkey 

Pulse, February 13, 2018. 
31 Tuvan Gumrukcu and Ece Toksabay, “Turkey, Russia sign deal on supply of S-400 missiles,” Reuters, December 29, 

2017. 
32 “Turkey Is Set to Purchase Defense Plan from Russia,” Associated Press, December 30, 2017. Turkey’s procurement 

agency said that the deal is for at least one S-400 battery, with the option of purchasing a second.  
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assets stationed in the country.
33

 Additionally, in November 2017, an Air Force official raised 

specific concerns related to Turkey’s operation of the S-400 system alongside F-35 aircraft,
34

 

citing the potential for Russia to obtain sensitive data related to F-35 capabilities.
35

 For some 

observers, the S-400 issue raises the possibility that Russia could take advantage of U.S.-Turkey 

friction to undermine the NATO alliance.
36

 In 2013, Turkey reached a preliminary agreement to 

purchase a Chinese air and missile defense system, but later (in 2015) withdrew from the deal, at 

least partly because of concerns voiced within NATO. 

Turkey, in justifying its preliminary decision to acquire S-400s instead of U.S. or European 

alternatives, has cited its sovereign rights and various practical reasons (cost, technology sharing, 

territorial defense coverage).
37

 While pursuing the S-400 deal, Turkey also is exploring an 

arrangement to codevelop a long-range air defense system with the Franco-Italian Eurosam 

consortium by the mid-2020s.
38

 In March 2018, Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu said 

that Turkey would also be willing to purchase U.S.-origin Patriot systems if the Administration 

“guarantees that the US Congress [would] approve the sale.”
39

 

The planned S-400 acquisition also could trigger sanctions under existing U.S. law. In a 

September 2017 letter to President Trump, Senators John McCain and Ben Cardin cited the deal 

as a possible violation of Section 231 of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through 

Sanctions Act (CAATSA, P.L. 115-44)—relating to transactions with Russian defense and 

intelligence sectors—that was enacted on August 2, 2017.
40

 During his February visit to Ankara, 

                                                 
33 Paul McLeary, “Top NATO General (A Czech) To Europe: ‘Grow Up,’” Breaking Defense, March 7, 2018. 
34 Turkey is a partner in the consortium that is developing the F-35, and expects to take delivery of its initial order in 

2019. Bilal Khan, “Turkish Government Invites Bids for F-35 System Integration Contract,” Quwa Defense News and 

Analysis Group, January 10, 2018. 
35 Valerie Insinna, “US official: If Turkey buys Russian systems, they can’t plug into NATO tech,” Defense News, 

November 16, 2017. 
36 See, e.g., Ben Knight, “Turkey needles NATO by buying Russian weapons,” Deutsche Welle, September 13, 2017. 
37 Burak Ege Bekdil, “Turkey makes deal to buy Russian-made S-400 air defense system,” Defense News, December 

27, 2017; Umut Uras, “Turkey’s S-400 purchase not a message to NATO: official,” Al Jazeera, November 12, 2017. 

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu insisted in February that Turkey needs additional air defense coverage “as 

soon as possible,” and referenced previous withdrawals of Patriot systems by NATO allies. Remarks by Cavusoglu, 

Press Availability with Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, Ankara, Turkey, February 16, 2018. See also 

Burak Ege Bekdil, “US Begins Removing Patriot Missiles from Turkey,” Defense News, October 11, 2015. 
38 Turkey’s procurement agency and two Turkish defense companies signed a contract in January 2018 with Eurosam 

to do an 18-month definition study to prepare a production and development contract to address Turkish demands. 

According to one source, a codeveloped long-range system with Eurosam would comprise part of an air defense 

umbrella that would include the S-400 as a high-altitude system and domestic systems as low- and medium-altitude 

options. Lale Sariibrahimoglu, “Turkey awards Eurosam and Turkish companies contract to define air and missile 

defence system,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, January 8, 2018.  
39 Kerry Herschelman, “US discourages Turkey from buying S-400s,” Jane’s Defence Weekly, March 19, 2018. 
40 Richard Lardner, “Senators Urge Trump to Robustly Enforce Russia Sanctions Law,” Associated Press, September 

29, 2017. CAATSA requires the President to impose at least five of the 12 sanctions described in section 235 “with 

respect to a person the President determines knowingly, on or after such date of enactment, engages in a significant 

transaction with a person that is part of, or operates for or on behalf of, the defense or intelligence sectors of the 

Government of the Russian Federation.” CAATSA permits the President to waive sanctions only if he submits “(1) a 

written determination that the waiver—(A) is in the vital national security interests of the United States; or (B) will 

further the enforcement of this title; and (2) a certification that the Government of the Russian Federation has made 

significant efforts to reduce the number and intensity of cyber intrusions conducted by that Government.” See also 

State Department, Public Guidance on Sanctions with Respect to Russia’s Defense and Intelligence Sectors Under 

Section 231 of the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act of 2017, October 27, 2017. 
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Secretary Tillerson said that U.S. consultations with various countries regarding CAATSA have 

led many of these countries to reconsider transactions.
41

 He added 

We want to consult with Turkey and at least ensure they understand what might be at risk 

in this particular transaction. We don’t have all the details yet, so I can’t give you any 

kind of a conclusion, but it’ll be given very careful scrutiny, obviously, and we’ll fully 

comply with the law.
42

 

U.S./NATO Cooperation with Turkey 
Turkey’s location near several global hotspots makes the continuing availability of its territory for 

the stationing and transport of arms, cargo, and personnel valuable for the United States and 

NATO. NATO’s traditional value for Turkey has been to help mitigate the concerns about security 

it has from surrounding geopolitical dangers. Turkey turned to the West largely as a reaction to 

aggressive post-World War II posturing by the Soviet Union.  

On a number of occasions throughout the history of the U.S.-Turkey alliance, the United States 

has withdrawn military assets from Turkey and Turkey has restricted U.S. use of its territory 

and/or airspace.
43

 Calculating the costs and benefits to the United States of a U.S./NATO presence 

in Turkey, and of potential changes in U.S./NATO posture, revolves to a significant extent around 

the following two questions: 

 To what extent does the United States rely on the use of Turkish territory or 

airspace to secure and protect U.S. interests? 

 To what extent does Turkey rely on U.S./NATO support, both in principle and in 

functional terms, for its security and its ability to exercise influence in the 

surrounding region? 

Incirlik Air Base 

Turkey’s Incirlik (pronounced een-jeer-leek) air base in the southern part of the country has long been the symbolic 

and logistical center of the U.S. military presence in Turkey. Since 1991, the base has been critical in supplying U.S. 

military missions in Iraq and Afghanistan.  

The United States’s 39th Air Base Wing is based at Incirlik. Turkey opened its territory for anti-IS coalition 

surveillance flights in Syria and Iraq in 2014 and permitted airstrikes starting in 2015. At various points in the anti-IS 

effort, the United States has reportedly deployed F-16s, F-15s, F-22 Raptors, A-10s, EA-6B Prowlers, and KC-135 

tankers at Incirlik. U.S. Predator drones based at Incirlik had reportedly flown unarmed reconnaissance missions for 

some time before 2014 to help Turkey counter the PKK in southeastern Turkey and northern Iraq.44 Drones (both 

unarmed and armed) have also reportedly flown anti-IS missions. At one point, the number of U.S. forces at the base 

was reportedly around 2,500 (previously, the normal force deployment had been closer to 1,500), but a March 2018 

article citing U.S. officials indicated that the U.S. military has sharply reduced combat operations at Incirlik owing to 

U.S.-Turkey tensions.45 Turkey’s 10th Tanker Base Command (utilizing KC-135 tankers) is also based at Incirlik. 

                                                 
41 Reportedly, Saudi Arabia and Qatar are also negotiating with Russia about the possible acquisition of S-400 systems. 

Samuel Ramani, “Russia, Qatar move forward on military cooperation,” Al-Monitor, March 1, 2018. 
42 Remarks by Secretary Tillerson, Press Availability with Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavusoglu, Ankara, 

Turkey, February 16, 2018. 
43 For more information, see CRS Report R41368, Turkey: Background and U.S. Relations, by (name redacted) and (name re

dacted) . 
44 U.S. officials reportedly are discussing upgrading efforts to share intelligence and to help Turkey target PKK targets 

in Iraq. Amberin Zaman, “Mattis pledges Erdogan US support against PKK,” Al-Monitor Turkey Pulse, August 23, 

2017. 
45 Gordon Lubold, et al., “U.S. Pares Operations at Base in Turkey,” Wall Street Journal, March 12, 2018. 



Turkey: Background and U.S. Relations In Brief 

 

Congressional Research Service 9 

Effects from some of the July 2016 coup plotters’ apparent use of Incirlik air base temporarily disrupted U.S. military 

operations, raising questions about Turkey’s stability and the safety and utility of Turkish territory for U.S. and NATO 

assets, including the reported storage of around 50 aircraft-deliverable nuclear weapons at Incirlik.46 Some observers 

have advocated exploring alternative basing arrangements in the region.47 Turkey maintains the right to cancel U.S. 

access to Incirlik with three days’ notice. 

Figure 2. Map of U.S. and NATO Military Presence in Turkey 

 
Sources: Department of Defense, NATO, and various media outlets; adapted by CRS. 

Notes: All locations are approximate. All bases are under Turkish sovereignty, with portions of them used for 

limited purposes by the U.S. military and NATO. 

The cost to the United States of finding a temporary or permanent replacement for Incirlik air 

base would likely depend on variables including the functionality and location of alternatives, the 

location of future U.S. military engagements, and the political and economic difficulty involved 

                                                 
46 Dan Lamothe, “The U.S. stores nuclear weapons in Turkey. Is that such a good idea?” washingtonpost.com, July 19, 

2016. 
47 Testimony of Steven Cook of the Council on Foreign Relations, Senate Foreign Relations Committee Hearing, 

September 6, 2017; John Cappello, et al., “Covering the Bases: Reassessing U.S. Military Deployments in Turkey After 

the July 2016 Attempted Coup d’Etat,” Foundation for Defense of Democracies, August 2016. 
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in moving or expanding U.S. military operations elsewhere. Also, any reevaluation of the 

U.S./NATO presence in and relationship with Turkey would take political considerations into 

account alongside strategic and operational ones.  

Domestic Turkish Developments 

Erdogan’s Control: Implications for Rule of Law and 

Human Rights 

Over almost 15 years, President (and formerly Prime Minister) Erdogan has increased his control 

over key national institutions.
 
The Turkish parliament voted within days of the July 2016 coup 

attempt to approve a three-month state of emergency, and has extended it every three months 

since, most recently in January 2018. This allows the government to rule by decree.  

The Erdogan Era 

Since Erdogan became prime minister in 2003, he and the ruling Justice and Development Party (Turkish acronym 

AKP) have led a process of change in Turkey’s parliamentary democracy that has steadily increased the power of 

Erdogan and other civilian leaders working with him. They have been supported by a substantial political base that 

largely aligns with decades-long Turkish voter preferences and backs Erdogan’s economically populist and religiously 

informed socially conservative agenda. Analyses of Erdogan sometimes characterize him as one or more of the 

following: a reflection of the Turkish everyman, a cagey and pragmatic populist, a protector of the vulnerable, a 

budding authoritarian, an indispensable figure, or an Islamist ideologue.48 

Erdogan has worked to reduce the political power of the military and other institutions that had constituted Turkey’s 

secular elite since the republic’s founding by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk in 1923. He has also clashed with other possible 

rival power centers, including previous allies of his in the international socioreligious movement inspired by Fethullah 

Gulen—a former Turkish state-employed imam who lives in the United States. Domestic polarization has intensified 

since 2013: nationwide antigovernment protests that began in Istanbul’s Gezi Park took place that year, and 

corruption allegations later surfaced against a number of Erdogan’s colleagues in and out of government.49 After 

Erdogan became president in August 2014 via Turkey’s first-ever popular presidential election, he claimed a mandate 

for increasing his power and pursuing a “presidential system” of governance.50 Since then, Erdogan’s consolidation of 

power has continued amid a July 2016 coup attempt and an April 2017 constitutional referendum.  

There may be some similarities between Turkey under Erdogan and countries characterized as having even more 

authoritarian leanings, such as Russia, Iran, and China. However, some factors distinguish Turkey from these 

countries. For example, unlike Russia or Iran, Turkey’s economy cannot rely on significant rents from natural 

resources if foreign sources of revenue or investment dry up. Unlike Russia and China, Turkey does not have nuclear 

weapons under its command and control. Additionally, unlike all three others, Turkey’s economic, political, and 

national security institutions and traditions have been closely connected with those of the West for decades. 

During Erdogan’s initial years in power, vigorous debate took place regarding Turkey’s political 

and economic trajectory and its leaders’ commitment to democracy and pluralism. After the 

AKP’s third electoral victory in 2011, and especially after domestic contention increased in 2013 

in association with public protests and corruption charges, Turkey experienced  

                                                 
48 See, e.g., Soner Cagaptay, The New Sultan: Erdogan and the Crisis of Modern Turkey, New York: I.B. Tauris & Co. 

Ltd, 2017; Nora Fisher Onar, “The populism/realism gap: Managing uncertainty in Turkey’s politics and foreign 

policy,” Brookings Institution, February 4, 2016; Burak Kadercan, “Erdogan’s Last Off-Ramp: Authoritarianism, 

Democracy, and the Future of Turkey,” War on the Rocks, July 28, 2016. 
49 Freedom House, Democracy in Crisis: Corruption, Media, and Power in Turkey, February 3, 2014. 
50 Prior to the constitutional changes approved via popular referendum on April 16, 2017, the presidency was officially 

nonpartisan and was less directly involved in most governing tasks than the prime minister, and yet Erdogan remained 

active politically and claimed greater prerogatives of power.  
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 government efforts to influence media expression, including in some cases via 

government takeover or corporate acquisition;
51

  

 robust measures to prevent future protests, including police action and 

restrictions on social media;
52

 and 

 U.S. and European statements of concern about the state of civil liberties, rule of 

law, and stability in Turkey.
53

 

Many of these trends expanded or accelerated in the wake of the July 2016 coup attempt and an 

April 2017 constitutional referendum that will considerably increase formal presidential power 

after the next round of elections (which are due by 2019).
54

 While some observers celebrated the 

2017 referendum as a sign of majority support for these constitutional changes,
55

 others expressed 

skepticism about the vote’s legitimacy.
56

 

According to a March 2018 estimate, around 150,000 Turks have been fired from government 

posts since July 2016, and more than 60,000 people have been detained.
57

 Sources indicate that 

the government’s actions have affected individuals and organizations—including several 

members of the media
58

—beyond those connected to the coup attempt.
59

 Legal due process and 

respect for prisoners’ rights have come under question as well.
60 

 

Economic Issues 

During the ongoing state of emergency, Turkey’s economy has experienced fluctuations 

associated with concerns about risk related to rule of law.
61

 As of March 2018, Turkey’s currency 

(the lira) has depreciated against the dollar by around 25% since the coup attempt. A combination 

of government fiscal stimulus and increased global demand for goods from emerging market 

economies boosted Turkey’s real GDP growth from just over 3% in 2016 (with the coup attempt’s 

                                                 
51 State Department, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2016, Turkey, updated March 3, 2017; “Turkish 

Media Group Bought by Pro-Government Conglomerate,” New York Times, March 22, 2018; “Turkey’s Zaman: 

Editorial Tone Changes after Takeover,” Al Jazeera, March 7, 2016. 
52 Lisel Hintz, “Adding Insult to Injury: Vilification as Counter-Mobilization in Turkey’s Gezi Protests,” Project on 

Middle East Political Science, June 6, 2016. 
53 State Department, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices for 2016, op. cit.; European Commission, Turkey 

2016 Report, November 9, 2016, available at https://ec.europa.eu/neighbourhood-enlargement/sites/near/files/pdf/

key_documents/2016/20161109_report_turkey.pdf. 
54 Patrick Kingsley, “Turkey Purges 4,000 More Officials, and Blocks Wikipedia,” New York Times, April 30, 2017. 
55 See, e.g., Meryem Ilayda Atlas, “Turkish referendum, Kurdish votes,” Daily Sabah, April 17, 2017.  
56 Election observers from the Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) and the Parliamentary 

Assembly for the Council of Europe produced a report criticizing the electoral board for counting unstamped ballots 

and addressing other concerns. Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe, “Turkey: Constitution 

Referendum, 16 April 2017: Final Report,” June 22, 2017. Available at http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/turkey/

324816.  
57 Carlotta Gall, “Turkish Leader’s Next Target in Crackdown on Dissent: The Internet,” New York Times, March 4, 

2018. The firings span several government sectors, including the military, law enforcement, education, and the 

judiciary.  
58 See https://rsf.org/en/turkey and https://cpj.org/blog/europe/turkey/; Human Rights Watch, “Turkey: Convicted for 

Critical Ideas,” February 16, 2018. 
59 Gareth Jenkins, “Sounds, Silences and Turkey’s Crumbling Core,” Turkey Analyst, September 19, 2017. 
60 Freedom House, Freedom in the World 2018, “Turkey”; Amnesty International, Turkey 2017/2018; Human Rights 

Watch, In Custody: Police Torture and Abductions in Turkey, October 12, 2017. 
61 Laura Pital, “Moody’s downgrades Turkish debt,” Financial Times, March 7, 2018. 
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attendant disruption) to around 7% in 2017.
62

 The Economist Intelligence Unit forecasts that 

growth will decrease to about 4% annually for the next few years due to tightened fiscal and 

monetary policy domestically and worldwide.
63

 

Government Policy Toward Kurds  

Under the post-coup-attempt state of emergency, Turkey’s government has cracked down on 

domestic political opponents. A primary focus, in addition to the Gulen movement, appears to be 

Turkey’s Kurdish minority. Heightened ethnic Turkish-Kurdish tensions predated the attempted 

coup, exacerbated by renewed conflict in 2015 between government forces and the PKK.
64

 Key 

Kurdish political figures have been imprisoned or threatened with detention, and as a result the 

pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (Turkish acronym HDP) has replaced its leaders.
65

 

Additionally, dozens of elected Kurdish mayors have been removed from office and replaced with 

government-appointed “custodians.”
66

 Turkish officials routinely accuse Kurdish politicians of 

support for the PKK, but these politicians generally deny ties of a criminal nature. 

The future trajectory of Turkey-PKK violence and political negotiation may depend on a number 

of factors, including the extent to which the United States and European actors offer incentives to 

or impose costs on Turkey and the PKK in efforts to mitigate violence and promote political 

resolution of the parties’ differences. Developments involving the YPG in Syria could also have 

an impact on Turkey’s dealings with the PKK. 
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