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ollowing years of ques-
tions about a fundamen-
tal axis shift by Turkey 
away from its traditional 
anchors in the West, Rus-

sia’s involvement in the Syrian war 
is pushing Ankara back towards its 
old allies in Europe and NATO.

In recent years, Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has been 
known for his harsh criticism of the 
European Union and for his pub-
lic musings about Turkey one day 
joining the Asian “Shanghai Five” 
organisation, which is dominated 
by Russia and China. But lately, Er-
dogan has condemned Moscow’s in-
volvement in Syria while sounding 
positive about the European Union 
and seeking the solidarity of NATO.

Erdogan’s shift, coupled with 
recognition by the European Un-
ion that Europe needs Turkey to 
deal with the refugee crisis, has 
opened new opportunities to revive 
dormant ties between Ankara and 
Brussels. Erdogan met EU leaders 
in Brussels on October 5th, his first 
visit to the European Union since 
becoming president more than a 
year ago. Both sides agreed to have 
further talks about the refugee issue 
and moving Turkey’s comatose bid 
for EU membership forward.

Critics of the Turkish government 
say Erdogan has been directing the 
country’s focus away from the West 
and towards the Islamic world. Tur-
key has been an EU candidate coun-
try since 2005 but has made little 
headway towards membership. 
Following his early October visit to 
Brussels, Erdogan said he asked the 
European Union to open new av-
enues in the membership talks.

Analysts say the new opening 
towards the European Union is dic-
tated by tactical interests and does 
not necessarily mark a return to Er-
dogan’s reform agenda that shaped 
Turkish policies in the early 2000s. 
“It’s a marriage of convenience,” 
said Dimitrios Triantaphyllou, an 
EU expert at Kadir Has University 
in Istanbul. “It will last until it be-
comes inconvenient.”

Turkey’s move is driven by the 
shock wave of Russia’s intervention 
in neighbouring Syria. The Krem-
lin’s decision to lend direct military 
support to Syrian President Bashar 
Assad in his fight against a multi-
tude of insurgents runs counter to 
Turkish interests in the war-torn 
country.

A Turkish government official, 
speaking on condition of anonymi-
ty, said Turkey could no longer han-
dle the Syrian crisis alone. He called 
on the European Union, NATO and 
the West in general to “take respon-
sibility”.

Russia’s action in Syria could keep 
Assad in power for some time to 
come while Turkey calls for the Syr-
ian leader’s resignation. Air strikes 
by Russian war planes south of the 
Turkish-Syrian border have hit po-
sitions of rebel groups that are sup-
ported by Turkey, violating Turkish 
airspace on at least two occasions.

Ankara is concerned that any 
change in the military balance in 
north-western Syria brought about 
by Russia’s intervention could send 
a new wave of refugees to Turkey. 
Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kur-
tulmus said more than 1 million Syr-
ians could arrive in that case, adding 
to the 2 million already in Turkey.

Erdogan has few options to coun-
ter Russia’s actions, says Behlul Oz-
kan, a political scientist at Istanbul’s 
Marmara University. “Turkey can 
do almost nothing,” Ozkan said. As 
a global power, Russia has demon-
strated the limits of Turkey’s capa-
bilities as a mere regional player, he 
said.

With Russia’s military on the 
move south of the Turkish border 
and the risk of an unintentional 
confrontation between Turkish and 

Russian warplanes in the border 
region, Turkey has been seeking 
NATO protection.

“The violation of Turkey’s air-
space is a violation of NATO’s air-
space,” Erdogan said during his visit 
to Japan. NATO Secretary-General 
Jens Stoltenberg said the alliance 
was ready to send troops to Turkey. 
“NATO is ready and able to defend 
all allies, including Turkey, against 
any threat,” Stoltenberg said Octo-
ber 8th.

Erdogan hinted that Turkey could 
take economic steps against Russia, 
a major trading partner. Turkey’s 
dependence on Russian natural gas 
did not mean the country did not 
have other options, Erdogan said 
while travelling to Japan. “If need 
be, Turkey can get natural gas from 
other places,” he said.

Referring to a multi-billion-dollar 

contract with Russian companies to 
build Turkey’s first nuclear power 
station, Erdogan added that there 
were other possible suppliers for 
that project as well. “To lose Turkey 
would be a serious loss for Russia,” 
the president warned.

He said he was disappointed with 
Russian President Vladimir Putin, 
who hosted Erdogan for talks in 
Moscow in September. “The air-
space violations [happened] after 
our talks,” Erdogan said. “It doesn’t 
make sense for me to call [Putin] 
again under these circumstances. 
Of course I am upset about what 
happened.”

While criticising Russia and Pu-
tin, Erdogan praised EU Commis-
sion Chief Jean-Claude Juncker, EU 
President Donald Tusk and Presi-
dent of the EU Parliament Martin 
Schulz who met the Turkish leader 

in Brussels. “They displayed a much 
more positive stance than in our 
previous talks,” Erdogan said.

Several EU leaders, including 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel, 
have stated opposition to allowing 
Turkey join the European Union but 
Erdogan said Juncker had told him 
that Turkey’s EU process should be 
sped up.

The European Union needs Tur-
key’s cooperation to stem the flow 
of hundreds of thousands of Syrian 
refugees headed towards Europe, 
many of whom travel to EU terri-
tory via Turkey. An EU action plan 
calls for building additional refu-
gee camps in Turkey but the gov-
ernment in Ankara says there is no 
agreement on the plan yet.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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ussia’s dramatic entrance 
into Syria has clearly 
made the region uneasy 
and nowhere has this un-
ease been more directly 

felt than in Turkey.
NATO Secretary-General Anders 

Fogh Rasmussen declared that Rus-
sia’s violation of Turkey’s air space 
was no accident, despite Moscow’s 
claims to the contrary. Turkish 
President Recep Tayipp Erdogan 
warned Russian President Vladimir 
Putin of the cost of losing Turkey as 
a friend.

The sudden chill in Russian-
Turkish relations is surprising given 
the previously warm ties between 
Putin and Erdogan, which led to 
comparisons of the two as heirs 
to the former Tsarist and Ottoman 
empires. Russia provides more than 
half of Turkey’s natural gas needs 
and is financing its nuclear energy 
programme. Rather than keeping 
their disagreements over Syria pri-
vate, as Ankara and Moscow had 
been doing for the last four years, 
Putin’s military actions flagrantly 
insulted Erdogan.

The removal of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad has been a personal 
mission of Erdogan’s, even though 
prior to the Syrian civil war the two 
leaders had a good relationship. 
However, there is realistically lit-
tle that Turkey can do in response 
to Russia’s military intervention in 
support of Assad other than to com-
plain. Russian-Turkish tensions 

further complicate a tense regional 
situation and makes it a potentially 
global crisis given the possibility of 
Russian conflict with a NATO mem-
ber.

Russia’s initial entry into the Syr-
ian civil war in many ways began 
similarly to Turkey’s military in-
volvement over the summer: Both 
countries claim they are combat-
ing the Islamic State (ISIS) but in 
fact Ankara has attacked its mortal 
enemies of the Kurdish Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and Moscow has tar-
geted moderate Sunni rebels that 
the United States and Turkey have 
been supporting.

Unlike Erdogan, who must an-
swer to domestic political forces 
that will determine the future of 
his Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in November 1st elections, 
Putin is free to meddle in Syria. 
Propping up Assad with direct air 
strikes and an army of Russian 
“volunteers,” Putin can distract at-
tention from Ukraine and the fail-
ing Russian economy in a way that 
Erdogan could only dream of. Simi-
lar to Iran’s strategy in Syria, Russia 
is not counting on Assad winning, 
just ensuring he doesn’t lose.

US President Barack Obama’s un-
willingness to be dragged into Syria 
creates the impression that Putin’s 
decisive actions are part of a longer-
term strategy. This may be wishful 
thinking. Rather, Moscow’s inter-
vention simply signals a new phase 

of attrition in the Syrian civil war 
that has already lasted more than 
four years without a clear winner.

In the absence of a unified Arab 
or European response to the Syria 
crisis, the imperial legacies of the 
Persians, Russians and Turks loom 
large over the conflict — with the 
notable shadow of the United States 
present. Turkey appears to have the 
most to lose, having absorbed more 
than 2 million Syrian refugees. In 
the absence of no-fly or safe zones 
in Syria, more refugees are likely to 
be on the way.

Turkey’s Kurdish problems have 
been exacerbated by tensions with 
the United States over how to best 
utilise Kurdish ground forces in 
Syria. The extent to which Turkey’s 
four-decade long struggle with the 
PKK has overshadowed the pro-
gress made for Kurds in Turkey 
and is creating a cycle of violence 

within the country has been under-
appreciated by Washington. While 
the Pentagon bemoans the loss of 
power of its Turkish military coun-
terparts, who have been effectively 
neutered by Erdogan, the US State 
Department has tried to balance 
competing interests and areas of 
mutual cooperation with Ankara.

Prior to the “Arab spring”, Turkey 
was seen as a rare Muslim-majority 
democracy that could potentially 
serve as a model. But, today, the 
state of affairs has made a state visit 
to Washington by Erdogan seem 
unlikely.

Rather than finding a unified re-
gional response, Ankara’s serious 
problems with Baghdad, Cairo and 
Jerusalem have left its former goal 
of finding “regional solutions to re-
gional problems” seem far-fetched 
and naïve. The historic Iran nuclear 
agreement, which may lead to Teh-

ran being welcomed back into the 
international community, also has 
undermined Turkey’s regional am-
bitions.

The extent to which Turkey’s 
problems are blamed singularly 
on Erdogan have made Western 
leaders more hesitant to embrace 
their traditional NATO ally. While 
it would be a mistake to not force-
fully defend Turkey’s democracy, 
freedom of the press and individual 
rights, which have suffered in re-
cent years, it would be equally mis-
guided to not seize the opportunity 
to defend Ankara against a newly 
emboldened Moscow.

The West should fully embrace 
Turkey, not just through security 
guarantees but through a more ac-
tive commercial diplomacy and 
economic agenda ahead of upcom-
ing Group of 20 summit in Turkey.

The revival of Russia’s “sphere 
of influence” in Syria — a narrative 
that dominated the Middle East 
during the Cold War — is the first 
ripple caused by Putin and should 
deeply concern US officials.

Can Washington turn the dispute 
between Ankara and Moscow into 
an opportunity to develop a coher-
ent Syria strategy? The odds are slim 
but now more than ever the United 
States must be aware of these cross 
purposes and factor them into its 
broader regional calculations.
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Turkey.
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Sphere of influence. The Russian Navy’s landing ship 
Novocherkassk sails in the Bosphorus, with the Ottoman-era 
Topkapi Palace in the background, on October 8, 2015.
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