
 
 

TIP Conference Call with Danny Yatom 

 

Omri Ceren: Thank you every body for joining us this afternoon or this evening, or I 

guess for some of you still this morning. We wanted to put together a call as soon as 

we could here at The Israel Project on a bombshell that David Ignatius published last 

night that hit the internet and in this morning’s Washington Post regarding a story 

about Turkish Prime Minister Erdogan, and to a greater or lesser extent Turkish 

intelligence chief Hakan Fidan, who are alleged to have burned up to ten Israeli spies 

that were working inside Iran and their handlers were according to this report, were 

meeting with them in Turkey. The story got a ton of attention immediately. It comes at 

a time when there has been heightened concern about the reliability of Western, and to 

a lesser extent, Israeli intelligence that’s been shared with Turkey. Of course, I’m sure 

many of you are familiar with the story that’s been brewing about Turkish missile 

purchases from China, which would have to in some way be integrated into the NATO 

act, which has triggered similar concerns, and so we wanted to be in a position to 

provide journalists, policy makers, diplomats with the context behind both the specific 

controversy that has emerged in the last 18 hours or so and the broader intelligence 

environment in the region. So we have with us today, and we’re honored to have with 

us today, Major General Danny Yatom, who among other things has served as the head 

of the Mossad in Israel and he was chief of staff to Ehud Barack. I won’t take any more 

time than we need to and I’ll turn it over to Danny right now. Afterwards, we will have 

time for questions. So Danny, thank you for coming on the line today and please begin. 

Danny Yatom: Thank you very much. I would like to thank all of you for attending this 

conference call.  

I will relate firstly to the information that was published by the Washington Post and of 

course I lean and count on this information only. This is the only source of information 

that I refer to and I would like to say that assuming what is published, or was published 

by David Ignatius, assuming it is correct, accurate, and true, this was despicable act of 

the Turks, of the head of the MIT. The MIT is the intelligence organization which is 

equivalent to the CIA plus the FBI. And the guy that heads it, Hakan Fidan, he has a 

very, very strong power in Turkey and assuming the publication is true, this is 

something that is not … is unheard of. I don’t remember during the many, many years 

that I served in the Israeli intelligence apparatuses, and very close advisor to three 

prime ministers, and many many years in the Israel Defense Forces, I don’t recall such 

a phenomena where information was used by so-called friendly intelligence 



 
 

apparatuses, because we are talking about information that probably the Turkish 

intelligence apparatus organization probably knew from the Mossad, because when 

talking about modus operandi usually in such cases, usually in such cases when there 

are meetings between handlers and their spies, so-to-speak, agents - usually it is 

informed by the country, let’s assume Israel did it on Turkish soil, then usually Israel 

informs Turkey, the MIT, the intelligence apparatus of Turkey, about such meeting, in 

order to avoid a misunderstanding and in order to avoid a Turkish claim as if Israel 

breach the laws of Turkey. So if it is true, and if my assumption is also true, those ten 

spies, let’s call them spies, were burned by the Turks by purposely inform the Iranians. 

This is not only despicable act; this is an act that brings Turkish intelligence 

organization to a position where I assume nobody will any longer trust it, because not 

only they got the information from Israel, not only they got the information from Israel 

due to the fact that even though the information was very, very sensitive, what they did 

is in a very blunt way, they breached all the rules of cooperation between intelligence 

organizations.  

Today, due to the nature of global terror, the cooperation between friendly intelligence 

apparatuses is rising. And sharing intelligence information is not any longer something 

unusual. On the contrary, we share a lot of information with the CIA, with the MI6, with 

the Bandt, with all other friendly intelligence apparatuses. And we used to do it, up until 

recently, also with the Turks because we, our nation, shared the same goals and aims: 

to fight terror and to avoid Iran from becoming a nuclear military, nuclear state. If the 

publication is true, and I say it again and again and again, if the publication is true, 

then what was done by the head of the Turkish intelligence organization, no doubt with 

the knowledge of its Prime Minister Erdogan, is something that I don’t recall during the 

so many years of my experience. And it is highly bothering because such an 

information, of course we have also information that we receive from friendly 

intelligence organizations, and no one here or in the United States. or elsewhere, even 

dares to use this information that was received from, let’s say, Israel in order to harm 

Israel, but only one and this is the Turkish head of intelligence organization and the 

Prime Minister of Turkey.  

I’ve heard that the Turks denied the allegations, and they claim those are nonsense. I 

hope that they are right. I hope that they are correct. But knowing the Turks and 

knowing the reporter, the journalist, David Ignatius, I tend to believe to him and not to 

them. It was published about two years ago, when this Hakan Fidan was nominated to 

head the MIT, by then the missile defense of Israel General retired Ehud Barak that 

Fidan is a very close man to the Iranians, and that he transferred then information, 



 
 

sensitive information, to Iran. We never ever thought that he will do something that 

was not done before and will expose Israeli spies or agents to the Iranians, probably 

knowing them because he got the information from Israel. Now, as a matter of fact, 

knowing Iran, if this is true, what did the intelligence apparatus of Turkey was as a 

matter of fact, to threaten the lives of those Iranians, and I really don’t know what is 

their fate, maybe they were executed. Maybe they will be executed. I really don’t know. 

But it is not only to transfer their names to a democratic regime, but it is to transfer the 

names to a regime where with no mercy, no doubt in my mind, if this is true, they 

either have been executed or they will be executed.  

This is today the main reason why the relations between the two organizations, 

intelligence organizations that during my time as director of Mossad were excellent and 

were excellent also beforehand and after hand. But what happened caused us to 

mistrust or distrust the Turks and this is the main reason why the relations are now 

losing their intimacy and are deteriorating.  

Now last point is this is like the Turks shot in their own legs because they need very 

badly also cooperation with friendly intelligence apparatuses. They are highly worried 

about what’s going on in Syria. They are against the Iranian military nuclear program. 

So they need, of course they need, to collaborate with friendly apparatuses in order to 

fight terror in their own country, Turkey. Who is going now to trust them? Who is going 

now to cooperate with them? Who is going to share sensitive information with them? 

You know, I think, what we will see in the very near future is deterioration in 

intelligence relations between this MIT and all until today, friendly, parallel 

organizations in all friendly countries to Turkey. And I assume that what will happen is 

that we will find the MIT, the Turkey intelligence apparatus, isolated from getting and 

receiving any sensitive information for the time being, and probably in the foreseeable 

future. Thank you. 

Omri Ceren: Thank you very much for that, while we wait for  people to queue up, I 

just have a very quick question - You said the MIT would not have acted without the 

knowledge of, not just of the Prime Minister’s office but of Erdogan himself. Do you 

have any sense from what’s been published about the degree to which anything like 

this would have come out of the Prime Minister’s office versus the MIT. Is this 

something that would’ve been done with permission or is this something that would’ve 

been driven by elements outside the MIT? 



 
 

Danny Yatom: Oh I think even if it was initiated by the MIT, I think that such an act, 

which is a very problematic one, probably, should Mr. Hakan Fidan, the head of MIT ask 

for permission, at least inform the Prime Minister. But I assume knowing the procedures 

and the rules in democratic countries and semi-democratic countries, that probably 

such a very unusual act cannot be done unless it is approved directly by the Prime 

Minister. 

Oren Borel (USA Today): Thank you taking my call, I wanted to ask the general 

about the impact this is gonna have on the United States and on the intelligence that’s 

coming out of Iran. How much - how important was Turkey to Israel’s intelligence 

operation in Iran and how damaging is this? 

Danny Yatom: You know looking at the map one can easily understand that the 

relations, the engagements, relations with Turkey are important to Israel and with the 

full knowledge of the Turks we used to use the Turkish soil in order to run intelligence 

operations. Of course, we can do it from many other places, in many other places, but 

it was relatively comfortable to use Turkish soil. So it will bring us to think, and 

probably it was done already, an alternative to Turkey. And I think it will also cause 

damage to the capabilities of the CIA because now the CIA will be a lot much more 

reluctant to operate via Turkey due to its concerns that the Turks are leaking 

information to the Iranians. We think that the information that was leaked by the head 

of the MIT in previous years, this information, caused harm not only to Israel but also 

to the United States. 

Richard Schoenfeld: General Yatom, I’m a little surprised that Israeli intelligence at 

this recent date would have been working or informing Turkish intelligence about 

anything, at least up until the last two or three years. If I had been in Israeli 

intelligence I wouldn’t have been giving the Turks a damn thing. So I don’t know 

understand how you can call it Israeli intelligence when you’re working and giving 

secrets to the Turks. 

Danny Yatom: Well you know it is a question of assessing the situation and deciding 

what to give vis-a-vis what we receive and you will, can understand by yourself that 

after the nomination of Hakan Fidan we started to limit the information that we were 

sharing with the Turks. And this information that was transferred by the Turks to the 

Iranians about a year ago, this is information that they might acquire from Israel many 

years ago, let’s say three years, four years ago, not necessarily when they passed it  to 

the Iranians, this was immediately after any meeting between a handler and an agent. 

So you can count on us that firstly yes, we are an intelligence apparatus, and not only 



 
 

an intelligence apparatus, but one of the best in the world, as you know. And secondly 

that we took into consideration, in due time, the problematic behavior of the MIT and 

we behaved accordingly. 

Dan Raviv: Thanks General Yatom. I was wondering with the civil war raging in Syria 

and that’s sandwiched between Turkey and Israel, I would think that there would be 

many shared interests and concerns. So the Syria situation as far as you know has not 

brought Turkey and Israel back together for the military and the intelligence? 

Danny Yatom: Well, unfortunately, not. And if this publication is true, you can see one 

of the main reasons why we could not bring the relations to be the same as they were. 

And yes I agree with you, it is surprisingly, because Israel and Turkey, we share many, 

many interests. For instance we have common borders with Syria, and what will happen 

in Syria will affect both Israel and Turkey, and this is something that calls for 

cooperation between Israel and Turkey. We share also today the concerns of Iran being 

nuclear and this is also a topic and a very, very important one to bring Israel and 

Turkey to discuss shared interests and goals, but unfortunately this is not the attitude 

of the Turks, Erodgan who continue to blame us and to claim many things against us, is 

supporting Islamic - extreme Islamic movements in the Middle East, for instance the 

Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt and the Hamas in the Gaza Strip. Look he’s even irritating 

the United States of America by purchasing ground to air systems from China, and from 

a company, Chinese company, which the United States of America blamed as if 

breaching the embargo and assisting Iran in its activities connecting to missiles and 

connecting to the nuclear. So this is Erdogan and I don’t think this is the first time that 

he makes the Americans crazy, and no, it’s not the first time that he makes President 

Obama crazy at him and the same with us. So what can we do? The only thing that we 

can do vis-a-vis Turkey today is try to even the situation because I think that for the 

benefits of both countries and for the benefits of a better and stable, more stable 

Middle East it’s important that we, Israel and Turkey, cooperate but unfortunately I 

don’t think that it is going to happen in the near future due to the behavior of the 

Turks. 

 


