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MR. ECEVIT COMES TO WASHINGTON 
 
On Sunday September 26, Turkish Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit arrived in Washington to begin a visit 
to the United States. Ecevit was invited soon after his Democratic Left Party emerged as the leading 
party in the Turkish elections of April 18 and formed a coalition with the Nationalist Action Party and 
the Motherland Party but chose to delay his trip. The intervening period helped foster expectations on 
both sides that the visit would underline the close U.S.-Turkish relationship on the eve of the 21st 
Century. 
 
In an unusual gesture of courtesy to the veteran social democratic leader who had once been a leading 
critic of the United States, and who last came to Washington as Prime Minister in 1978, the White 
House is hosting Ecevit at Blair House throughout his four day stay in the U.S. capital. Moreover, his 
meeting with President Clinton on September 28 will extend through a working lunch. 
 
The atmospherics of the visit, choreographed by the Clinton administration, which is rightly praised for 
its deft public relations, are certainly positive. It is worth recalling, however, that the visits to 
Washington of Tansu Ciller in May 1995 and Mesut Yilmaz in December 1997 as Turkish premiers 
were similarly characterized by a determined effort to emphasize the positive while downplaying the 
negative in U.S.-Turkish relations prior to the virtual eclipse of both politicians amid a welter of 
allegations of corruption. It remains to be seen whether the trip of Ecevit, who is 74 years old and 
reputed to be in bad health, will set the stage for an even closer relationship or display the limits of the 
relationship. 
 
To be sure, there is a long and complex array of pressing issues on the U.S.-Turkish agenda. These 
include post-quake relief and economic aid to Turkey by the United States, Turkey's critical talks with 
the IMF and the World Bank, the Cyprus problem, Iraq, and the transportation of Caspian energy 
resources through Turkey.  
 

Economic aid 
 
Last month's 7.4 magnitude earthquake in Turkey's industrial heartland which claimed over 15,000 lives, 
destroyed the homes of hundreds of thousands, caused billions of dollars of damage to the fragile 
Turkish economy, and undermined the faith of Turks in their government, prompted immediate 
statements of support by the U.S. Government. However, it still remains unclear exactly how much real 
help Washington will be able to provide. 
 



 

 

Even before the quake, the United States had been looking for ways to help Turkey. The reinvigorated 
efforts since the disaster have included the renegotiations of U.S. quotas on Turkish textile imports. 
Previous attempts on this issue, however, were fruitless because of lobbying by the powerful domestic 
textile industry. There has also been discussion of a possible U.S willingness to waive foreign military 
sales credits or interest but such a gesture also looks unlikely. Until just before his departure, Ecevit 
himself suggested that the main U.S. support would be in the issuing of Turkish Government bonds for 
housing construction guaranteed by the U.S. government - similar to those issued after the 1995 
Mexican Peso collapse. The idea was reminiscent of the desire of President Turgut Ozal to seek US 
Treasury backing as Turkey sought to recoup lost transport revenue from Iraqi oil after the 1990-1991 
Gulf War. The Bush administration had rebuffed those efforts on the grounds that it would set a negative 
precedent, undermining international confidence in Turkey's economy, making it effectively dependent 
on U.S. support for all future borrowing. The Ecevit government, which is finding it difficult to borrow 
on the international markets, seems to have reluctantly accepted the same argument. 
 
The Clinton administration is in a difficult position to provide aid to Turkey as discussion of previous 
non-budgeted obligations, including the implementation of the 1998 Wye Accords, funding for Kosovo 
and Colombia, and debt relief for Africa are dominating the complex budgetary negotiations between 
the Executive branch and Congress. Consequently, while Clinton and Ecevit are expected to sign an 
agreement on trade and investment, Turkey may have to look elsewhere for substantial aid. Clinton is 
confidently expected to inform his Turkish visitor that the United States will use its influence with the 
IMF and the World Bank to try to ensure the successful conclusion of discussions on additional financial 
support from these two institutions. 
 
 
Diplomatic Minuet 
 
The general discussion between the two leaders on cooperation based on further developing Turkey's 
multi-regional international role, as "a stabilizing force" looks more promising. Although neither the 
United States nor Turkey has been able to define precisely the joint goals or the agreed means, the two 
countries are in accord that cooperation in the post-cold war era is vital for both. To a greater extent than 
either side is willing to acknowledge publicly, however, Turkey's estrangement from Western Europe 
resulting from its exclusion from the enlargement process of the European Union, is partly responsible 
for the growing closeness between Washington and Ankara. As the United States is unwilling and 
unable to assume the sole burden of helping to maintain Turkey's links to the West, Clinton will 
encourage the current efforts designed to revive Turkey's discussions with the European Union on 
membership. To that end, the U.S. president will also try to accelerate the Turco-Greek rapprochement 
which followed the popular outpouring of sympathy and support from Greece after the Turkish 
earthquake, reciprocated by Turkey when a subsequent quake rocked Athens two weeks later. A number 
of positive developments have indeed emerged recently including the toning down of rhetoric on both 
sides of the Aegean Sea and constructive sessions between Turkish Foreign Minister Ismail Cem and his 
Greek counterpart, George Papandreou. 
 
The main obstacle to rapid progress on this front may be Cyprus. While the UN Secretary General is 
expected to issue an invitation to the Turkish Cypriots and Greek Cypriots to resume negotiations soon 
after Ecevit's visit, a recent CSIS Turkish Studies meeting with the Turkish Cypriot leader, Rauf 
Denktas, provided a vivid reminder of the intractability of the problem. With Denktas confirming his 



 

 

reluctance to participate in talks prior to resolution of the thorny question of international recognition, 
Clinton will endeavor to persuade Ecevit to help ensure Turkish Cypriot entry into peace talks. This is 
no easy feat as Ecevit was the Turkish leader who ordered the Turkish military intervention in Cyprus in 
1974 and has consistently taken a "hawkish" position on the question. Notwithstanding the stated desire 
of Clinton to solve the problem, which has frustrated many previous American initiatives, before his 
departure from office, the most that might be expected from his discussions with Ecevit is a resumption 
of indirect "proximity talks" without any promise of "pressure" on Denktas. 
 
There is also likely to be some disagreement on Iraq. Turkey, which is host to U.S. forces participating 
in Operation Northern Watch, patrolling the "no-fly zone" in northern Iraq, is concerned that the 
growing U.S. diplomatic offensive against Saddam Hussein may lead to the break-up of Iraq. With U.S. 
support, the Iraqi opposition, including Iraqi Kurdish groups, which have de facto control over Northern 
Iraq, is currently lobbying to be recognized as the real representative of the Iraqi people. Despite 
Turkey's victory after ten years of struggle with the PKK and the capture of its leader, Abdullah Ocalan, 
the prospect of greater U.S. support to Iraqi Kurdish groups and the possible dismantling of Iraq is of no 
small concern to Ecevit who, it is worth remembering, had chosen to visit Saddam Hussein in Baghdad 
in 1990 between the latter’s annexation of Kuwait and the Gulf War. 
 
 
Baku-Ceyhan Pipeline 
 
Ever since January 1995 when Marc Grossman, then U.S. Ambassador to Turkey now assistant 
secretary of state for Europe, had declared U.S. support for a pipeline to the Turkish Mediterranean port 
of Ceyhan to carry Caspian oil to world markets, the Baku-Ceyhan project has been a permanent and 
important fixture in U.S.-Turkish relations. The U.S.-Turkish agreement on transforming Turkey into a 
corridor for Caspian energy was justified in strategic terms, underlining U.S.-Turkish cooperation in the 
post-Cold War era and helping the energy-rich ex-Soviet Turkic states develop their economies free 
from undue Russian or Iranian influence. However, the project is now being seriously challenged by 
commercial realities as well as contradictions in U.S. and Turkish policies.  
 
The Azerbaijan International Operating Company (AIOC) -- the 11- member consortium led by BP-
Amoco has openly balked at committing its oil to Baku-Ceyhan. Although Turkey believes that the 
pipeline could be built for $2.7 billion, AIOC studies suggest construction costs as high as $3.7 billion - 
with as yet insufficient volumes of oil to commercially justify Baku-Ceyhan. With the series of talks 
between Turkey and the AIOC during the past year having failed to make any headway, Ecevit is 
expected to ask for renewed confirmation of US. support at the highest level. However, the U.S. 
government has made it clear that it will not subsidize the project. Although Turkey has apparently 
promised to cover any overruns past $2.7 billion, in view of the fragile condition of the Turkish 
economy, especially after the disaster, there are doubts concerning its ability to provide the necessary 
financial guarantee.   
 
With the doubling of oil prices during the past year, the member companies of the AIOC are making 
substantial profits from other fields worldwide, and may not be in a hurry to produce additional volumes 
unless they are profitable. Moreover, the AIOC would surely prefer to follow the less costly example of 
the Tengiz producers, who are planning, with the blessing of the United States, to ship much larger 
volumes of oil from their Kazakhstan venture through the CPC pipeline via Russia and the Turkish 



 

 

Straits. To that end, the AIOC has suggested, to the consternation of Turkey and the United States, that 
the early oil pipeline from Baku to the Georgian Black Sea port of Supsa should be expanded until the 
volumes build up to levels that could justify Baku-Ceyhan. It has also let it be known that it might hold 
up the slated $3.1 billion investment needed for the next phase of production if a satisfactory solution is 
not found.  
 
As Turkish strategy for Baku-Ceyhan has been based on the expectation that the United States could 
deliver the support of the oil companies, there is also real danger of a negative impact on U.S.-Turkish 
relations resulting from a delay in the project. Perhaps the best that could be hoped for at the Clinton-
Ecevit meeting is that the disappointment is deferred. However, at some future stage the United States 
and Turkey  will have to talk frankly about the need to match strategic goals with commercial realities, 
not just on Baku-Ceyhan but also on the projected and competing gas pipelines from the Caspian, 
Russia, and Iran to Turkey. When that day comes, it is also essential that the distinction between 
Turkey’s national interests on energy issues and the aims of the Motherland Party, which has had formal 
or de facto control of Turkey’s energy policy since 1996, be made clear. Confusingly to everyone 
involved, Mesut Yilmaz, the Motherland Party leader who stayed out of the cabinet pending clarification 
of accusations of corruption directed at him, recently visited Washington and Moscow to talk about 
energy issues just days before the Ecevit visit.  
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