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Differences remain between Trump and Erdogan, but the two leaders are now talking again about vital issues such as Russian
missile purchases, Syrian jihadists, and the Gulen movement.

T urkey’s release of American pastor Andrew Brunson (https://url.emailprotection.link/?aCOGMFckCjOk2ZYEX8c55-
flztHI.c8_CTCdrlrD7q3pSX0nFdy8xvowAPtIrihuPlYeg6mlIongrQiPu0QIjfAXQ~~) from jail is a huge step forward for the U.S.-Turkey relationship. It's not been easy getting here.
An August deal (https://url.emailprotection.link/?ad9fQx66H7qFWD62u5721394YXIcikn_u-
0wxmN82VKTEIZbcic205VkWyG7Fu9TdelG5eZ6xWXZdg9m5_TgXc8A0mdY2FfOIAGju8J4rURS82EE119sBIhZHIJNp_7dvv3pHLWLMUcLaNijM8Y0q6LinSifYxWsn3aPRq_kIWok~)
between U.S. President Donald Trump and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan for the pastor’s release fell through, angering Trump personally. At the time, Trump

slapped sanctions (https://url.emailprotection.link/?aZAVkq2MDOHXvVWGO_4FQjubRnHQSKSA6Y7uoNvQe8GQgrtxAA7vrFUAxy0dixZyEp8Sdynh3aYK-
1IUFGJd_edlOriklUQ_BZgVIv4R2wWJO0TNIrayuvDcZy8loObiZfah) on Turkey, contributing to a sharp decline in the lira. He also put a freeze on bilateral ties. I joked that Trump had

effectively become the “Turkey desk officer” at the State Department—with the power to block everything.

Brunson was arrested on October 2016, on charges of allegedly being a spy and connections to terrorist groups working against Turkey. For some reporters, this was a sign of Erdogan
increasing pressure on the U.S. in negotiations on issues, such as Turkey’s request for the extradition of Fethullah Gulen, a Turkish cleric who lives in the U.S. and whose network of

followers many Turks believe played a key role in the failed July 2016 coup attempt against Erdogan.

Trump has reacted positively to Brunson’s release, saying (https:

perhaps great, relations between the United States & Turkey!” From my perspective, it seems Trump and Erdogan can also reset their ties. During the August crisis, the two presidents did
not target each other personally, leaving the door open to another fist bump (https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/jUyJCDkxkWTk3AyLhvgeAs?domain=chsnews.com) when they make
up. That day is not far off.

It’s clear that maintaining good ties with Turkey is in Washington’s interest. And Turkey is bigger than Erdogan. Despite Erdogan’s tight grip on Turkish society for nearly two decades,
half the country—a bloc demographically and economically the size of Spain—still refuses to vote or fold under him. U.S. policy regarding Turkey should not be about throwing the baby out
with bathwater. Turkey borders Iran, Iraq, Syria, formerly-ISIS-held territory, and Russia across the Black Sea. It's much easier, less cumbersome, and less costly, to implement U.S.
policies regarding those countries and entities with Turkey on board. And to be sure, Turkey needs the United States as well. In the immediate term, Ankara needs Washington’s
commitment to push back against Saudi Arabia regarding the alleged murder of journalist Jamal Khasho
citizen/) at the Saudi consulate in Istanbul.

With Trump ending his freeze of U.S-Turkish ties, U.S. government officials and their Turkish counterparts can now tackle various issues that divide the two countries. Yet while Brunson’s

release is a good step toward normal relations, there is plenty more to do.

Most immediately, Congress has threatened sanctions if Ankara goes ahead with its plans to purchase (https://www.presstv.com/Detail/2018/09/07/573447/Turkey-starts-
constructing-site-for-Russian-S400-missile-system-Report) in 2019 Russian S-400 missile defense systems, a move that goes against Turkey’s status as a NATO ally. From my

interviews, it seems Erdogan’s standing has already improved in Congress following Brunson’s release—paving the way for Congress to allow Trump to sell Turkey the U.S. Patriot missile

defense systems. To cement his reset with Trump, Erdogan should reconsider his decision regarding the S-400 system.

Trump also needs to listen to Erdogan’s concerns. Erdogan’s Oct. 13 tweet (https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/_prpCERyRWsNpxY8ukkhe3?domain=twitter.com) calling for

enhanced cooperation against Fethullah Gulen’s network, ISIS, and the Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) is instructive.

Gulen is a Turkish Muslim cleric who resides in the United States. Gulen once controlled a powerful religious political network in Turkey, with deep reach inside the country’s police,
military, and judiciary. Over the past decade, Gulen helped (https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/03BdCG6A6WhQA46NTPWO0A7?domain=ft.com) Erdogan consolidate power—eroding

Turkey’s democratic checks and balances, taking over the courts, locking up journalists, and silencing opposition.

Once Erdogan and Gulen consolidated power over Turkey’s democratic institutions as a collective duo, though, things became problematic: each wanted Turkey for himself. A raw power

struggle ensued.

A majority of Turks, and not just Erdogan supporters, are now convinced (https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/M4sRCJI616WhDKwVWTY63_P?domain=nytimes.com) that Gulen-
aligned military officers led the failed 2016 coup that nearly toppled Erdogan. But here’s what Trump needs to know about Gulen: half of Turkey, which supports Erdogan, despises Gulen

because he tried to murder Erdogan. The other half, which opposes Erdogan, despises Gulen because he empowered Erdogan.

Material evidence that Gulen personally ordered the coup is hard to obtain. It’s highly unlikely he texted his supporters, telling them “go ahead with the coup”—and therefore U.S. courts

are unlikely to rule for his extradition.

In the meantime, however, U.S. and Turkish law enforcement officials continue their efforts to follow an evidentiary path. In August, Kemal Oksuz, a key figure in the Gulen movement,
was arrested in Armenia (https://www.dailysabah.com/war-on-terror/2018/08/30/high-ranking-gulenist-fugitive-kemal-oksuz-nabbed-in-armenia-on-us-arrest-warrant) —on the

basis of an FBI warrant. Both sides should continue their efforts along this path.
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Trump also needs to reconsider U.S. policy regarding cooperation with the Syrian Kurdish Peoples Protection Units (YPG), an armed group that Washington has relied on to fight ISIS. The
YPG is an offshoot (http://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/DYF4CKrGr9FG4W6yFNoi3Z?domain=hurriyetdailynews.com) of the PKK, a terrorist entity that Turkey has been fighting for

decades.

After defeating ISIS, the YPG—a group with a Marxist pedigree—took over vast, Sunni Arab areas of Syria. Washington needs to empower Sunni Arabs in Syria if it doesn’t want ISIS, which

feeds from Sunni Muslim resentment over political exclusion, to return. In my view, the seeds of ISIS 2.0 lie within the Marxist YPG’s control over conservative Arab villages.

Cooperation between Trump and Erdogan in the Middle East extends beyond Syria. In recent months, I have learned that Washington has intensified its cooperation with Ankara to target

the PKK’s leadership in Iraq. Those efforts should continue and Erdogan should acknowledge them.
Trump’s key objective in the Middle East is to push back against Iran. He wants Iran out of Syria and isolated in the region.

Erdogan should continue to support Trump’s new Syria envoy (https://protect-us.mimecast.com/s/ifFJCLIGIWFZQ97DC4wpBg?domain=state.gov) to push back against Iran, Russia,

and the Assad regime there. If Assad is brought to justice, millions of Syrians brutalized by him during the war will have closure, also shutting the door to ISIS’ return.

Erdogan can help Trump beyond Syria to isolate Iran. For example, Turkey could join U.S. economic sanctions against Iran, which are taking a toll on the regime in Tehran.

Brunson'’s release makes all of this possible, but there remains a catch: Erdogan also needs to release other American citizens and local staff of U.S. diplomatic missions in jail in Turkey.
By releasing Brunson, an evangelical pastor, before U.S. midterm elections, Erdogan has helped Trump at the ballot box. Trump’s tweets typically get 30,000-50,000 likes, with his most
popular declarations receiving around 80,000 likes. His announcement (https://url.emailprotection.link/?
a0Q7ct5_6c0dbJ86kpWB0z6ZIgHHLfGXuwRVA5xXxMAG6IsipPVWw8UlbuKBcvvaplAvfymDe_OEKmAbLdZHvDOwA-~~) regarding Brunson'’s release has received over 125,000 likes.

I believe that as powerful presidents, Trump and Erdogan will get along. The road ahead may well be rocky and differences remain between the U.S. and Turkey. But the two men, who like

each other’s style of governance, are talking again. That is what matters.

Soner Cagaptay is the Beyer Family Fellow and director of the Turkish Research Program at The Washington Institute.
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