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Attacks on ISIS and PKK 
to shape Turkey’s stance 
in Middle East
Thomas Seibert

Istanbul

T 

he Turkish government 
says its military action 
against the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria and Kurd-
ish rebels in northern Iraq 

demonstrates the country’s power 
to shape events in the region. But 
some observers say Ankara’s show 
of force might have weakened, not 
strengthened, Turkey’s stance in 
the Middle East.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoğlu, meeting with Turkish 
newspaper editors on July 26th, 
said Ankara’s action had created 
“new conditions” in the region.

“We want everyone to read and 
assess those new conditions creat-
ed by our Syria and Iraq operations 
once again correctly and review 
their own position accordingly,” 
Davutoğlu said, according to an 
account of the meeting in the Hur-
riyet Daily News. “The presence of 
a Turkey that can use its force ef-
fectively can lead to consequences 

which can change the game in Syr-
ia, Iraq and the entire region; eve-
ryone should see that.”

Turkey, a NATO member and 
European Union candidate coun-
try with a powerful army and the 
17th biggest economy worldwide, 
regards itself as a role model for 
other countries in the Middle East 
and a natural leader for the region. 
But Ankara’s efforts to project in-
fluence by supporting the Mus-
lim Brotherhood and other Sunni 
groups as well as political differ-
ences with several countries have 
led to a growing isolation in recent 
years.

Davutoğlu spoke after Turkey 
attacked ISIS positions in Syria for 
the first time and agreed to open its 
air bases to the United States and 

other 
allies to 
conduct air 
strikes on 
the jihadist 
group with-
in Syria. 
The events 
marked a ma-
jor turnaround 
for Turkey, which 
had been reluctant 
to join the interna-
tional military campaign against 
ISIS.

The shift brought Turkey closer 
to the position of the United States, 
Ankara’s key Western partner, 
while cross-border operations by 
Turkey’s fleet of modern F-16 fight-
er jets demonstrated that Ankara is 
determined to take drastic action if 
it sees its national interests and se-
curity at stake.

Davutoğlu said Turkey faced 
threats from ISIS and the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) at the same 
time. The PKK has been fighting for 
Kurdish self-rule in south-eastern 
Anatolia since 1984. A ceasefire, 
in place since 2013, has all but col-

lapsed as the PKK attacked Turkish 
security forces in the wake of the 
death of 32 people in a July 20th 
suicide attack that the PKK partly 
blamed on Ankara. In response, 
Turkey bombed PKK positions in 
northern Iraq.

The Turkish Foreign Ministry 
brushed off protests by the Iraqi 
government that criticised the 
raids on PKK positions in the north 
as an assault on its sovereignty. 
Pointing to the long-standing pres-
ence of PKK, regarded as a terrorist 
organisation by much of the inter-
national community, in northern 
Iraq, the Foreign Ministry said July 

31st that complaints from a country 
that could not control its borders 
were unacceptable.

Even though the government 
in Ankara is talking of a show of 
strength by Turkey in the region, 
recent events could shake domes-
tic stability in the country itself and 
end up eroding its stance abroad, 
said Behlul Özkan, a political scien-
tist at Istanbul’s Marmara Univer-
sity. He said the raids against ISIS 
carried the risk of provoking re-
venge attacks of the jihadist group 
inside Turkey. “ISIS has become 
a domestic threat,” he said. “That 
weakens foreign policy.”

Veysel Ayhan, director of the 
International Middle East Peace 
Research Center (IMPR), a think-
tank in Ankara, said domestic dy-
namics carried another danger. He 
said rising tension between the 
Turkish government on one hand 
and Kurds and Alevis on the other 
could turn into a crisis “that could 
weaken Turkey’s role in the region 
in the medium term”.

Relations with the West could 
also suffer. Attacks on PKK posi-
tions, launched at the same time 
as air strikes against ISIS, triggered 
concerns that Ankara was using the 
campaign against ISIS as an excuse 
to step up its fight against Kurdish 
rebels as well.

Even though NATO sent a mes-
sage of support to Turkey, some 
Western leaders, including Ger-
man Foreign Minister Frank-Walter 
Steinmeier, publicly warned the 
Turkish government not to end 
the peace process aimed at find-
ing a political solution to the long-
running Kurdish conflict. Germany 
and the United Kingdom upgraded 
official travel warnings for Turkey, 
pointing to a danger of terrorist at-
tacks.

Turkey’s action against the PKK 
has clearly irritated its allies, Özkan 
said. The US, for example, has been 
supporting PKK-linked Kurdish 
forces in Syria with air strikes in or-
der to weaken ISIS. Some German 
politicians accused the Turkish 
government of increasing pressure 
on the Kurds for domestic gains.

“The West is definitely shocked,” 
Özkan said. While Western coun-
tries issued official statements of 
support for Turkey, they expressed 
their discomfort “behind closed 
doors”, he added. “If this contin-
ues, there will be real problems 
with the West and the US.”

There are also signs that 
Davutoğlu’s warning to Middle 
Eastern countries to take note of 
Turkey’s show of strength may not 
have the desired effect. The em-
battled government in Syria put 
a question mark behind Turkey’s 
stated determination to fight Is-
lamic extremists and asked wheth-
er Ankara’s real aim was to “hit the 
Kurds in Syria and Iraq”.

Syria’s backer Iran, another Turk-
ish neighbour and a regional rival, 
said Ankara might have commit-
ted a serious miscalculation that 
could cost the country dearly. 
Hassan Firouzabadi, Iran’s chief 
of General Staff, said it was a “stra-
tegic mistake” by Turkey to attack 
Kurdish groups because this would 
strengthen ISIS.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.

A 

larmed by the first Is-
lamic State (ISIS) sui-
cide attack on Turkish 
territory and stung by 
Western criticism about 

the lack of efforts to stem the flow 
of fighters to jihadists in Syria, 
Turkish authorities stepped up se-
curity along the border with Syria 
and police action against suspect-
ed militants in Turkey itself.

Work by the Turkish military to 
dig trenches and build protective 
walls along the Syrian border in 
Hatay province has been intensi-
fied since July 20th when a sus-
pected ISIS bomber killed 32 peo-
ple in the border town of Suruç, 
200 kilometres east of Hatay, the 
Hurriyet daily reported.

The trench and the wall in Hatay 
serve the double purpose of pre-
venting both smuggling and the 
movement of foreign fighters 
across the border. Hatay has been 
a logistical hub for ISIS and other 
rebel groups operating in Syria 

that use Turkish territory to bring 
in new recruits as well as supplies 
and weapons.

In another sector of the 900-kil-
ometre border, the Turkish mili-
tary is building a wall of concrete 
slabs 3 metres high and 2.5 me-
tres wide in Kilis province, east of 
Hatay. ISIS militants control areas 
on the Syrian side of the border in 
that region.

Access to the Turkish border is 
crucial for ISIS. Earlier in 2015, the 
jihadists failed to take control of 
the border crossing at Kobane and 
lost the crossing of Tal Abyad to 
Kurdish militias. But while Turkey 
has been trying to keep foreigners 
from joining ISIS for some time, 
the Suruç incident highlighted a 
new threat: militants crossing into 
Turkey from Syria to stage attacks.

All border sections, including 
areas facing territory under the 
control of Syrian Kurds, are to be 
fortified, in what Turkish media 
dubbed a “Mexican wall” project 
similar to border security between 
the United States and its southern 
neighbour.

Meeting after the Suruç attack, 
the Turkish cabinet heard a report 
by security agencies about plans 
to strengthen border security with 
“physical steps”, government 
spokesman Bulent Arinc said.

“The entry and exit by terrorists 

will be prevented, crossings for 
humanitarian purposes will con-
tinue,” Arinc said. “Critical sectors 
[of the border] have been identi-
fied. An integrated border system 
of border security will be created.”

News reports said the system 

will cost around $720 million for 
the Syrian border and will include 
walls, fences, roads for military 
patrols, watchtowers, surveillance 
drones and night-vision systems 
for border guards. It is not known 
when the system is to be opera-
tional.

Turkish government officials say 
the country is doing what it can to 
keep foreigners from joining ISIS 
and other radical groups. “Turkey 
has been contributing to the global 
coalition’s efforts in Syria and Iraq 
from the outset,” Foreign Ministry 
spokesman Tanju Bilgiç said in a 
statement. “It has mobilised its 
national assets and capabilities to 
that end.”

According to news reports, 992 
foreign fighters were detained at 
the Syrian border in 2014. For the 
first six months of 2015, the figure 
was 468. While this translates to 
more than two detentions every 
day, the number of fighters making 
it through to ISIS and other groups 
is thought to be much higher. US 
intelligence officials said about 
20,000 foreigners, among them 
3,400 from Western nations, had 
travelled to Syria to join ISIS or 
other extremist groups.

Western officials have said Tur-
key was not doing enough to catch 
extremist volunteers but Ankara 
says that is not true. So-called risk 
analysis units have been set up at 
major Turkish airports to screen 
incoming passengers and question 
those who seem suspicious. Bilgiç 
said the units had checked 3,400 
people and had denied entry to 
1,340 of them.

In addition, 1,800 suspected for-
eign fighters have been deported 
by Turkey since the Syrian conflict 
began, Bilgiç said. A further 18,000 
people were blacklisted, mostly as 
a result of cooperation between 
Turkish and foreign intelligence 

and law enforcement agencies, 
and are automatically turned away 
at passport checks if they try to en-
ter Turkey.

In one recent case, a young ISIS 
recruit’s poor grasp of geogra-
phy gave Turkish authorities the 
chance to arrest him. The youth 
from the Russian region of Dag-
estan, referred to as H.A. in news 
reports, told his family he was 
holidaying in Ankara and that his 
hotel was close to the beach, ap-
parently unaware of the fact that 
Ankara is 200 kilometres from the 
nearest coast. The gaffe signalled 
to his father that something was 
wrong. The parent contacted Turk-
ish authorities, who detained H.A. 
before he could cross into Syria. 
While increasing efforts to prevent 
potential foreign fighters reaching 
Syria, Turkey has also stepped up 
arrests of ISIS supporters within 
the country. Following the Suruç 
attacks and new attacks by the 
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Par-
ty (PKK), police raids around the 
country have netted more than 
2,000 suspected jihadists, PKK 
supporters and leftists.

News reports say about 10% of 
those detained were accused of 
supporting ISIS. In an earlier stage 
of the raids, Arinc said that 137 
suspected ISIS jihadists had been 
among roughly 1,300 detainees. 
News reports say ISIS may have 
sleeper cells and suicide squads in 
Turkey.

Critics say Ankara’s real aim be-
hind the mass detentions is to go 
after Kurds and leftists and that 
the arrest of ISIS members is just 
window dressing. “Why didn’t 
you arrest them before?” Levent 
Gök, deputy parliamentary lead-
er of the opposition Republican 
People’s Party (CHP), asked the 
government during a debate in 
parliament. He said his party had 
warned the government about the 
threat posed by ISIS before but the 
warning had fallen on deaf ears.
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Men believed to be members of the Islamic State Islamist group as 
seen from Turkey at the Turkish crossing of Akcakale in the
south-east Sanliurfa province, on June 13, 2015.
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