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Turkey still dreams of Ottoman Empire

W
hen Ankara 
decided to join 
the interna-
tional coalition 
against the 
Islamic State 

(ISIS) and allow US warplanes to 
fly combat missions from one of 
its airbases, there were doubts 
regarding Turkey’s definitive 
position on fighting the terror 
group.

Several countries have accused 
Turkey of supporting terrorism, 
claiming that it offers safe pas-
sage for militants trying to join the 
fighting in Iraq and Syria.

They are not wrong. Ankara is 
definitely supporting these al-
legations by not giving any logical 
explanation as to why it is finding 
it so difficult to control its  
borders.

With all the support that Ankara 
is pretending to show, the White 
House is both frustrated and puz-
zled about the Turks’ reluctance 
to properly police their borders. 
It appears to some as though they 
are ignoring calls from the United 
States to do more about the situ-

ation.
On August 20th, US Defense 

Secretary Ashton Carter said 
quite clearly that Ankara needs 
to step up its efforts to control 

its long borders with Iraq and 
Syria.

Obviously, there are many 
reasons behind Turkey’s decision 
to join the coalition. The foremost 
being to serve its hidden agenda, 
which is not so hidden anymore.

Turkish warplanes did not only 
target ISIS strongholds; the main 
focus was attacking positions 
of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK), which the United States did 
not object to. Washington consid-
ers the PKK a terrorist group.

Turkey’s long-term goal goes 

as follows: Remove Bashar Assad 
from Syria and have him replaced 
with an Islamist government that 
will be pro-Sunni and allied to the 
Turks.

If all goes as planned, ISIS will 
be the perfect government. 

It will make Syria the perfect 
ally; it will help in the fight against 
the PKK and the Syrian Kurds. All 
of this will definitely ease Turk-
ish fears, especially since it will 
never be able to take control of the 
Iraqi Kurds, who have their own 
government and region.

When Turkey failed to become 
a member of the European Union, 
the goal was shifted to asserting its 
power in the Middle East. With all 
of the political changes happen-
ing, Ankara is strongly attempting 
to form a new pro-Sunni nation 
— one that will vigorously fight 
the Shia influence of Iran and the 
growing power of Shia political 
parties in Iraq. Iraq and Iran defi-
nitely pose a threat to Ankara.

Who is more worthy of leading 
the Sunni world in stopping the 
Shia expansion in the region than 
Ankara?

Turkey looks at Iran as an 
uncontained threat since Tehran 
has reached a nuclear weapons 
agreement with the United States 
and is beginning to gradually make 
its comeback in the international 
community. 

Turkey will continue to secretly 
support Sunni islamists move-
ments across the region in hopes 
of achieving the ultimate dream: 
to build a modern Ottoman Empire 
and restore its glory days.

Ankara knows quite well that 
the best way to gain Arab sup-
port is to stand against Israel and 
support Hamas and other Palestin-
ian groups in the name of justice 
(which has been working quite 
swimmingly so far.)

It’s time for US diplomacy to put 
stronger efforts into dealing with 
Ankara. The world does not need a 
second Ottoman Empire.

Dalia Al-Aqidi is an Arab-American 
reporter based in Washington.
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T 

he US government is call-
ing on Turkey to step up 
its contribution in the 
fight against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in northern 

Syria but Ankara is busy prepar-
ing to set up a “safe zone” inside 
Syria with the help of allied militia 
groups.

Officially, Turkey joined the 
military battle against ISIS on July 
24th, when it conducted air strikes 
on jihadist targets in northern Syr-
ia. Ankara also opened its air bases 
close to the Syrian border to US 
fighter jets and drones. However, a 
month later, there have been only 
three Turkish air strikes on ISIS 
while the Turkish air force has at-
tacked positions of Kurdish rebels 
in northern Iraq and Turkey doz-
ens of times.

US officials say Turkey is not 
doing enough to keep ISIS fight-
ers from crossing into Syria from 
Turkish territory. “This needs to 
be done,” US Defense Secretary 
Ashton Carter said on August 20th. 
“It’s overdue, because it’s a year 
into the campaign. But they’re in-
dicating some considerable effort 
now, including some — allowing us 
to use their airfields. That’s impor-
tant but it’s not enough.”

Turkey says it is doing what 
it can to seal the border. Troops 
have started to dig trenches and to 
erect walls made of prefabricated 
slabs of concrete along the border 
to make it more difficult for ISIS 
fighters to cross. Authorities have 
stepped up the hunt for militants 
along the border. 

Army and police units arrested 
63 ISIS members on the border be-
tween Aug 18 and 24 alone, accord-
ing to army statements and the of-
ficial Anadolu news agency.

But the real rift between the 
United States and Turkey is not 
about how many arrests have been 
made along the Syrian border. 
The countries have different pri-
orities in the Syrian conflict. While 
the United States sees ISIS as the 
main enemy and is working with 

troops of the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), Syria’s Kurdish party, 
to raise pressure on jihadists, Tur-
key is concerned about gains the 
Kurds have made in northern Syria 
thanks to US air support.

Ankara has been warning that 
the Syrian Kurds, who are allied to 
the Turkish-Kurdish rebel group 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
could attempt to create a Kurdish 
state as Syria disintegrates due to 
the civil war raging since 2011.

To counter that development, 
Turkey says it wants to set up a 
“safe zone” in northern Syria. 
The zone would stretch about 100 
kilometres from Azaz in the west 
to Jarabulus on the Euphrates in 
the east and would extend about 
40 kilometres into Syria from the 
Turkish border, according to news 
reports. The zone would prevent 
Kurds from uniting Kurdish areas 
in Syria’s north-west and north-
east.

Turkish officials say their coun-
try and the US government are de-

termined to keep both ISIS and the 
PYD out of the area but Washing-
ton denies there is an agreement 
with Turkey that includes setting 
up a buffer zone.

In the absence of a clear under-
standing with Washington, news 
reports suggest that Turkey may 
be taking unilateral steps to cre-
ate the “safe zone” with the help 
of supporters in Syria. Ankara’s 
favourites are the Syrian Turk-
men, a group of several hundred 
thousand with ethnic links to Tur-
key who have welcomed Ankara’s 
“safe zone” plan.

“Turkmen with their roughly 
5,000 armed men could fight as 
volunteers against the PKK and 
Daesh”, if Turkey wanted them to, 
Samir Hafiz, general coordinator 
of the Syrian Turkmen Group, told 
the pro-government Yeni Safak 
newspaper in Turkey. Daesh is an 
Arabic acronym for  ISIS.

The Independent newspaper in 
Britain reported Turkish troops had 
escorted Turkmen fighters over 

the border from 
Turkey to 

Azaz in preparation for the “safe 
zone”. The BritishTelegraph said 
Turkey had begun training a Turk-
men police force for a planned de-
ployment inside the buffer zone. 
There was no official confirmation.

Turkey’s plan for the zone also 
received backing by Ahrar al-Sh-
am, a powerful Islamist militia in 
Syria.

 Creating the “safe zone” was “in 
the interest of the Syrian people” 
and would have “positive effects, 
from the humanitarian, military 
and political perspectives that will 
serve the interests of both coun-
tries”, the group said in a state-
ment in August.

Ahrar al-Sham called Turkey 
“the most important ally of the 
revolution” in Syria. “The strategic 
relationship between us and Tur-
key is necessary to face challenges 
and shape the future of Syria,” it 
said.

Ahrar al-Sham is part of a rebel 
coalition that includes al-Qaeda af-
filiate al-Nusra Front. It has seized 
large areas from regime forces in 
Idlib province in north-western 
Syria. Its support for the ISIS-free 
zone puts it at odds with al-Nusra.

At the same time, Turkey’s re-
lations with Ahrar al-Sham could 
deepen the rift between Ankara 
and Washington about how to pro-
ceed in Syria. Francis Ricciardone, 
a former US ambassador to Anka-
ra, said in 2014 that Turkey worked 
with al-Nusra, Ahrar al-Sham and 
other hard-line groups that were 
considered too extremist by the 
United States.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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