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ISIS bombing a turning 
point for Turkey
London

“I
f I cannot get revenge, let 
them not bury me next to 
you Alper,” wrote the girl-
friend of 19-year-old Alper 
Sapan, one of 32 young ac-

tivists killed in a suicide bombing 
in the Turkish town of Suruç on the 
Syrian border. “It is my vow to nev-
er give up,” the young woman said 
on social media.

Pictures showed left-wing activ-
ists smiling on the bus to Suruç. 
Their plan was to travel to Kob-
ane, just across the border in Syria 
where Kurdish forces, aided by US 
air strikes, inflicted a major defeat 
on the Islamic State (ISIS) in 2014.

“We decided to go to Kobane to 
put smiles on the faces of the chil-
dren,” Turkish media quoted one of 
the survivors of the July 20th attack 
as saying. They planned to deliver 
toys, plant trees and build a play-
ground.

Video showed the activists hold-
ing up a banner in the garden of the 
cultural centre. “We are marching to 
victory,” they chanted as the bomb 
suddenly tore through the crowd.

“When the bomb exploded, I 
found myself on the floor,” said 
the survivor identified by Turkish 
media only as T.T. “There was a 
woman’s body on top of me. I called 
my grandmother. After saying I was 
all right, I said, ‘Whatever you do, 
don’t turn on the television’.”

More than 100 were wounded in 
the bombing. Though it follows a 
string of smaller ISIS attacks, the 
scale of the Suruç bombing may 
force Ankara to reverse what many 
observers see as its ambivalence to-
wards the extremists.

Turkey has said its priority in 
Syria is the overthrow of President 
Bashar Assad but has been accused 
of turning a blind eye to ISIS and al-

lowing thousands of foreign jihad-
ists to cross the border, charges An-
kara denies.

Turkey appears more wary of 
the Kurdish enclave carved out in 
northern Syria by the Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), fearing it could 
reignite the armed separatist cam-

paign by Turkey’s Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), which is closely 
aligned to Syrian Kurdish forces.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan in June accused the West 
of helping Kurds capture Tal Abyad, 
another Syrian border town, saying 
its seizure from ISIS “means paving 
the way for a structure which could 
threaten our border”.

“The PYD is much more danger-
ous than ISIS,” said a staunchly pro-
government newspaper summing 
up the government view.

In recent weeks, though, Turkish 
leaders loudly condemned ISIS and 
Turkish police rounded up dozens 
of ISIS suspects. But anger boiled 

over in cities across Turkey after the 
Suruç attack with  protesters chant-
ing: “Murderer Islamic State, col-
laborator Erdogan and AKP.”

While the PKK stopped short of 
formally ending its ceasefire, senior 
PKK leader Cemil Bayik blamed the 
government. “The AKP nourished 
ISIS and turned it into a herd of 
murderers. The massacre of young 
people who were our people’s con-
science and future was a joint attack 
by the AKP and ISIS,” he said.

Jon Hemming is an Arab Weekly 
editor in London.
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hile US President 
Barack Obama 
hailed the nuclear 
agreement with Iran 
as a historic break-

through that has delayed Tehran’s 
alleged drive to acquire nuclear 
weapons by a decade, Iranian Su-
preme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khame-
nei is yet to formally embrace the 
deal.

Khamenei’s position has raised 
concerns that he does not favour the 
agreement or is unwilling to risk an-
tagonising hardliners in the Islamic 
Revolutionary Guards Corps (IRGC) 
and their clerical allies, even though 
it would lift crippling sanctions. The 
measures are to be lifted once the 
United Nations’ nuclear watchdog 
confirms Iran is dismantling key el-
ements of its nuclear programme, 
which the West says is aimed at de-
veloping nuclear weapons.

The agreement got a big boost July 
20th when the UN Security Coun-
cil unanimously endorsed the Iran 
deal, including an arms embargo 
and a ban on ballistic missile tech-
nology that are part of five “techni-
cal annexes” to the agreement.

But that triggered a blistering 
broadside the following day from 
the IRGC commander, Major-Gen-
eral Mohammad Ali Jafari, who 
charged the resolution was an un-
warranted interference in Iranian 
military operations and crossed 

“red lines” set by Khamenei. “We 
will never accept it,” Jafari declared.

There is bitter opposition too 
from long-time US allies in the Mid-
dle East, particularly Israel and 
Saudi Arabia, which both fear the 
agreement, the most important 
piece of diplomacy in the region 
since the 1991 Middle East peace 
conference, leaves Tehran’s nuclear 
programme intact while freeing up 
upwards of $150 billion in assets 
frozen by US-led economic sanc-
tions that could be used to finance 
Iranian subversion across the re-
gion.

Political battles over the contro-
versial agreement are being fought 
in the US Congress, an assembly 
dominated by Republicans who 
bitterly oppose the deal, and Iran’s 
Majlis, the Islamic Republic’s 290-
seat parliament where hardliners, 
many linked to the powerful IRGC, 
are in control.

Obama is seeking to placate Is-
rael and Saudi Arabia with the sale 
of advanced weaponry worth bil-
lions of dollars as one of the main 

inducements. US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter headed for Tel Aviv 
and Riyadh but conceded, “I’m not 
going to change anybody’s mind in 
Israel.”

There have been suggestions the 
agreement could result in the Unit-
ed States and Iran coordinating the 
war against the Islamic State (ISIS), 
now entrenched in Syria and Iraq. 
That seems unlikely in the short 
term but it has raised concerns that 
Obama is tacitly recognising Iran’s 
expansionist aims in the region.

Ed Blanche is Analysis section 
editor of The Arab Weekly. 
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After the Iran deal 

An Istanbul protest on July 20th against the deaths of dozens of people in Suruç.

Iran’s UN Ambassador Gholamali Khoshroo, centre, listens to 
comments from members of the Security Council on July 20th.
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