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We have recently commemorated the second anniversary of the tragic events of September 11th. These terrorist attacks have stimulated intensive debate in the US about Islam and the relationship between Muslim countries and the western world. Obviously, this is a very complex analysis that requires extensive knowledge, tolerance and care. Rather, I will limit my presentation to the importance of trade and economic relations in promoting democracy and stable social structures in Muslim countries.

As a Turk, I represent a Muslim country which has been under secular practice since the inception of the Republic in 1923. Moreover, as a country aspiring to become a member of the western world since mid-19th century, Turkey has been an ally of the US and European countries in NATO as well as other organizations or initiatives in the last 50 years. [The fact that Turkish Parliament did not authorize the opening of the Turkish soil to American troops last March should not diminish the importance of Turkey’s western vocation. Turkey is strongly committed to western ideals as demonstrated by our determined steps along modernization and most recently, our strong commitment and major achievements to become a full member of the EU. Concerning the fight against terrorism, Turkey’s strong involvement in peace making operations in Bosnia, Kosovo and Somalia, active participation in Afghanistan, and our desire to cooperate with the US throughout the reconstruction process in Iraq are the most recent examples of this policy. ]

In this regard, Turkey is a good showcase of secular and westernized Muslim state aspiring to intensify its cooperation with and engagement in the western world. 

I believe that there is a strong correlation between democracy and the degree of economic development in a given country. In the long run, I cannot identify any single country where democracy has flourished in the absence of a relatively stable and high level of per capita income, which in turn has given way to modernization and institution building. The recent world history supports this hypothesis when one looks at the experiences of countries like Japan, Korea and Taiwan in the Far East; Spain, Portugal, and Greece in Europe; and Chile and Mexico in the Americas.  

The US has been highly active in supporting the development of democracy through trade and investment in the Far East, and more importantly, in  Mexico through the NAFTA arrangement. When China’s WTO accession was an issue in this town a few years ago, the strongest argument made by its proponents was its positive implications for the democracy in China, which I agree 100 %. 

The economic theory and the earlier initiatives taken by various US Administrations, including the Bush Administration, clearly demonstrate  that there is a widely accepted link between trade and economic development. Also, we all know that there is a highly strong and positive correlation between economic prosperity and democracy.

Let me illustrate the impact of improved economic relations using the recent history of the US-Turkish relations. As you all know quite well, Turkish-US political relations started after World War II, and gained further momentum when Turkey joined NATO in 1952. It was primarily a security dominated partnership to contain the Soviet Union until 1990s, and to contain Saddam Hussein until earlier this year. 

Yet, the 1990s witnessed significant changes in the attitudes of both countries towards each other in terms of bringing a commercial perspective into this partnership. 

From the Turkish perspective, the security dominated bi-lateral relations had to be diversified and that the US had to relax some of its import duties on goods imported from Turkey. The late Turgut Özal, Prime Minister at the time, emphasized that Turkey favored increased trade over aid, by asserting Turkey’s stance of “trade, not aid!”

The US, on the other hand, was undertaking a major policy shift towards emerging economies, which would be in a pivotal position in shaping the future of the global economy and trade. In 1994, Turkey was listed among the ten big emerging markets, which included China, India, Indonesia, South Korea, Poland, South Africa, Argentina, Brazil and Mexico. 

The results of this policy shift and the subsequent steps taken by both countries were reflected positively in the figures. In the 1990s, the bilateral trade volume increased nearly 70 percent. During that same period, while fluctuating considerably, the volume of foreign investment permits granted to US companies more than tripled compared to the previous decade. Tourism has been an area where satisfactory progress was recorded. However, despite all this progress, Turkey’s share in US exports remained at 0.4 %, its share in US imports at 0.2 %, its share in US FDIs at 0.1%, and finally Turkey’s share in US portfolio investments and bank loans at only 0.3 % by the end of 2000. Turkey, by the way, is the 18th economy in the world in terms of GNP size.

I would describe the 1990s as the golden years of the Turkish-US partnership. The two nations enjoyed the best period of their relationship in their entire history. This was achieved as a result of not only common strategic and political interests, but also thanks to the increased economic relations which were somewhat reflected in the daily lives of the citizens of both countries.

Unfortunately, this upward trend, which started in the 1990s, did not continue in the new millennium partly due to the economic crises taking place in Turkey, and partly because of the economic slowdown witnessed in the US. Obviously, the events of 9/11 also contributed to this outcome.

Currently, the US Congress and Administration have rightly focused on combating terrorism. However, the emphasis of this war against terrorism so far has been on using force and almost nothing else. When I raise this issue with my friends in the Administration, I’m told that this is the first stage of a long process, and that the time for other measures would come. However, every time I look at the results of the polls revealing constant deterioration of the US image in particularly Muslim countries, including Turkey, I keep telling myself “the sooner, the better!” 

America bears the responsibility to show the world that the fight  against terrorism is not only about eliminating terrorists today, but also about a grand vision and long-term commitment to engage the Muslim world and help these countries improve their economic, as well as political and social conditions. The US is currently the sole global power. It’s not only a military and economic power but also a world leader in technology, education and research, a position that will secure the American leadership for a long time to come. However, this leadership will remain handicapped if it’s not complemented with a more engaging approach, and international legitimacy in the eyes of other nations.

Trade is a key component of this vision. Be it a “Preferential Trade Program” or a “Free Trade Area”, the US Congress and Administration ought to act swiftly in order to complement the current method of fighting terrorism with broader economic measures. In my personal opinion, a Preferential Trade Program is better suited to this purpose as it aims to undertake a quicker and more comprehensive approach. Such a move would definitely help the US sending  a positive message to Muslim nations.

This recent wave of Anti-Americanism across the Muslim world has also shown that there is a danger of losing a Muslim public, such as the Turkish people, who have traditionally been one of the most pro-Western people, and the most pro-American in particular, among the Muslim countries. Turkey’s sympathy towards the US has been due to the fact that the two countries considered each other as strategic partners. However, one of the major concerns within the past few years has been that the Turkish-American strategic relationship seemed rather limited and unbalanced, disfavoring Turkey. This perception coupled with certain disagreements vis-a-vis the war in Iraq has triggered an unforeseen sense of anti-Americanism in the country. Now, as there is a need to redefine the Turkish-US ties on firm and permanent grounds, one of the main pillars of such an initiative should be strengthening the economic and trade component, that has been relatively absent in the previous decades. 

Before I conclude, I would like to congratulate Senator Baucus, Senator McCain as well as Representatives Dooley and Smith for taking the initiative to introduce the Middle East Trade and Engagement Act of 2003. I hope this would accelerate the decision making process in this town. Once again, “the sooner, the better!”
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