REMARKS TO THE AMERICAN TURKISH COUNCIL FORUM

Istanbul, Turkey  – September 26, 2003

For the past year, the attention of U.S. policymakers has been focused on Iraq.  We have been inclined to see virtually everything in the region – including Turkey – through the lens of Iraq.  Indeed, since Turkey’s election last year, the formation of a new government and parliament in Turkey, much of the dialogue between the U.S. and Turkey has been related to Iraq.

However, our bilateral relationship is much wider and richer than just Iraq.  We must not allow exclusive attention to that one issue divert attention from other key issues of mutual interest.  It is certainly true that Turkey, sharing a border with Iraq, has a vital interest in the outcome of Iraq. Turkey will be deeply affected by efforts to reconstruct and remodel Iraq.

Turkey’s national interests, its resources and its expertise in the region mean that it can – and should – play a constructive role with the U.S. in ensuring that a stable and secure Iraq emerges.

I certainly do not need to remind this audience that the U.S. and Turkey have had a deep and varied relationship that predates our focus on Iraq.  Indeed, our close relationship began as a Cold War partnership.  There are any number of issues of significance to each of us where cooperative action can be mutually advantageous.  Let me mention a few:

· Turkey’s other neighbors  – Syria, Iran, Russia, Georgia, and the Caucasus – are all countries of considerable interest, and even of concern, to the U.S.

· Turkey is a model of a secular and democratic Muslim state in a region where the relationship of Islam and democracy to the state is of considerable importance to the U.S.

· Turkish membership in the EU is a priority objective for both our countries.

· Turkey is a pillar of NATO and anchors its eastern border.

· In a very direct way, Turkey has made a major contribution to the war on terrorism.  It deployed troops during the conflict in Afghanistan and has provided leadership for the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF).  Turkey’s understanding of the region has been of great assistance to the U.S.  Your direct experience with terrorism provides important insights.  There are substantial areas where our countries can  -- indeed do --  cooperate in fighting terrorism.

· More specifically in Iraq, the U.S. is interested in more than just Turkish military forces.  We welcome Turkey’s wisdom and experience in playing a significant economic, political and commercial role as the only secular democratic neighbor of Iraq.

· Much of the energy resources of Central Asia are landlocked.  Turkey plays an important geographic position as a corridor for energy exports.  This is a role that will increase in significance as both oil and gas infrastructure projects associated with Caspian energy reserves come on line.

Turkey has done an enviable job managing its economic problems through a combination of economic policy and institutional reform measures.  Prime Minister Erdogan and his team have built on the strong foundation laid by Kemal Dervis where he was in charge of the economy in the previous government.  The Prime Minister is to be congratulated for the economic and institutional reforms he has pushed through Parliament.  I am delighted that our two countries have recently signed an agreement that will provide a billion dollars towards debt reduction in Turkey.

As welcome as all this progress is, these economic gains are still fragile.  The American Turkish Council, as well as other friends of Turkey, will do all we can to help Turkey continue its encouraging progress.  It would be only too easy to slip back into old patterns.

While many in Turkey and the U.S. have been disappointed in a slow pace of membership discussions with the European Union, it seems to me we are finally moving to a condition where the basic question of accession is “when” rather than “if.”  The U.S. strongly supports Turkey’s hopes to begin formal talks with the EU.  I believe the economic and institutional reforms that Turkey has undertaken should significantly improve the climate for a positive response from the EU.  I am convinced that the positive role that Turkey is playing in improving the stability of this troubled region should be viewed favorably by our European friends.  Certainly Turkey’s membership in the EU would be a very positive development for Turkey, for the EU, and for a transatlantic relationship.

Let me say a word about Cyprus.  This issue has bedeviled well-intentional people for decades.  But the time has come to be decisive, so that a united Cyprus can enter the EU next year.  It is too costly to remain captive to narrow interests – for Turkey, for Cyprus, and for the EU.  A lasting solution to this issue would almost certainly guarantee the start of Turkey’s negotiations with the EU.  The alternative would be a catastrophe for all of us.

Good friends of Turkey understand well how far it has come in the past several decades, both politically and economically.  These friends also know that there is more travel ahead before Turkey can reach its full potential.  While we all hope that Iraq will become an example of democracy in the Middle East, we must never forget that the region already has a model for democracy – Turkey.

Thank you.

