SIR DAVID LOGAN - Turkey

This morning‘s topic is “emerging regional threats”. But many threats are no longer regional, they are global. Besides, the nature of threats has changed.

Take the UK. After the demise of the Soviet Union, it is impossible to think of a geographically-based, or regional, threat to this country. There are, now, no threats, to our boundaries.

On the other hand, there are no boundaries to the nature of the threats against us. Conventional threats have been replaced by truckloads of explosives (as against the British consulate in Istanbul), suicide bombers (as regularly in Israel) and aircraft hijacked and crashed into public buildings (as in New York). We can conceive of many more unconventional threats; water supplies poisoned; power supplies cut off; nuclear power plants subjected to missile attack; poison gas diffused in enclosed spaces.

So many regional threats are not regional but global, and threats are unprecedented, and hard to predict.

Since this weekend‘s proceedings are partly sponsored by NATO, I shall give a small illustration of the challenge which the new security age means for its member states. A large part of the surface assets of the British Navy, the largest such force in NATO Europe, consists of ASW frigates. Yet, inventive though Al Quaida may be, it‘s hard to conceive that a naval force configured for anti-submarine warfare will be much use against a terrorist attack. The same question of relevance to the new security order applies to aircraft such as the Typhoon and to Main Battle Tanks. The challenge to the armed forces of NATO to evolve so that they can credibly deter non-traditional threats is enormous.

Another problem  is the inability of the West to deal with the threat from Islamic fundamentalism in a way which does not insult and alienate ordinary Muslim members of society. It is sometimes argued that there is a seamless link between the mountain fastnesses of Al Quaida and, for example, the North African slums of Paris. It is clearly not an entirely vacuous proposition. But which western government has acted decisively to break whatever link there might be, through positive acts of reassurance to their Muslim fellow country people? A British Minister remarked recently that British Muslims must demonstrate their commitment to democracy and rejection of violence. He then had to withdraw his remarks. But in Britain‘s second city, where I work, and where in ten years‘ time a majority of the population will be Muslim, damage was done. Western Europe, and the United States, need to recognise that one part of dealing with contemporary threats is to ensure that our Muslim populations are included, not alienated, by our response to these.

I‘d like now to turn to Turkey, which illustrates what I have been saying in some ways but which potentially confronts at least one threat of a more traditional sort. 

First, Turkey has a lot of neighbours, not all of them well-disposed. But are any of them threats? That old foe, Russia, is no longer a neighbour and is otherwise preoccupied. The Syrians were faced down four years ago. The present Greek government want Turkey to join the EU, calculating that its problems with the Turkey are more likely to be susceptible to resolution if Turkey is inside the tent rather than out. Yet Turkey maintains enormous conscript armed forces which are largely irrelevant to the modern security era. If the British have a lot of irrelevant ASW frigates, what price Turkey‘s enormous and ageing fleets of tanks?

Turkey is a secular Muslim country, with few fundamentalists, which reacted with outrage to the attacks on British targets in Istanbul last November. I believe that since Turkey is both Muslim and moderate, she is better equipped than, say, France or the UK, to deal with the challenge which extremism represents to society.  As I have said, Western democracies seem to have no policies with which to counter the damage done by Islamic extremism to the coherence of their societies. On the contrary, by failing to take positive steps to reassure and to integrate their Muslim fellow-countrypeople,  they seem willing to accept the risks of polarisation and alienation. This is, inherently, not a failure which a Muslim state like Turkey can make. Turkey is, moreover, a society sufficiently successful to make extremism attractive only to a very small minority.

Turkey may, however face a transboundary threat, not quite of the old-fashioned sort, but one which is a consequence of the “coalition” invasion of Iraq. This turns on the future nature of the Iraqi state, and in particular the risk of its break-up. Through the 1990s, the Turkish attitude towards Northern Iraq became steadily less intrusive as the PKK were defeated and as Ankara established a modus vivendi with the PUK and KDP. In the recent war, inspite of dire predictions to the contrary, the Turks did not invade. But in the future they may be faced with the prospect of an independent or virtually independent Kurdish state in Northern Iraq. One consequence would be to bring Ankara, Tehran and Baghdad, faced with a similar threat to national integrity, into a closer relationship. Another might be a reversion to the habits of the Turkish army in the mid-1990s, when massive incursions into Northern Iraq were commonplace. This is speculative stuff, but it raises important questions about Ankara‘s relationship firstly with Turkey‘s own Kurds, where real progress is currently being made; secondly with the United States, given its stake in the future both of Iraq and Iraq‘s Kurds; and finally with the European Union, accession negotiations with which Turkey is intent on starting at the beginning of 2005.

