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T 

he conflict in Syria is ex-
pected to dominate the 
Group of 20 summit of 
world leaders in Turkey 
but conflicting interests 

of major players at the event make 
progress towards a solution unlike-
ly.

US President Barack Obama, 
Russian leader Vladimir Putin and 
German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
are among leaders expected at the 
annual gathering of the world’s 20 
biggest economies. The two-day 
summit is to begin on November 
15th in the southern Turkish re-
sort of Antalya. The Syrian war, in 
which more than 250,000 people 
have died since 2011, is raging just 
500 km to the east of the meeting 
venue.

The meeting’s host, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
was expected to renew his call for 
Syrian President Bashar Assad to 
be removed from power. “We think 
that a controlled transition period is 
necessary,” Turkish Foreign Minis-
try spokesman Tanju Bilgic said on 
November 5th. He said talks at one 
of two working dinners during the 
summit would be dedicated to the 
Syrian conflict and the refugee cri-
sis in Europe.

The war in Syria includes the Is-
lamic State (ISIS), considered one of 
the most violent and dangerous ter-
rorist groups in the world, and has 
created shock waves in countries 
more than 3,000 km from Syria’s 
borders as EU countries struggle to 
accommodate hundreds of thou-
sands of Syrian refugees.

At the same time, the crisis has 
rekindled Cold War antagonisms 
as Russia throws its political and 
military weight behind Assad and 

Western countries want the Syrian 
president to step down. Erdogan 
criticised Putin for meeting Assad 
in Moscow. The Russian Air Force 
has been bombing rebel positions in 
Syria since September 30th.

Khaled Khoja, the head of the 
Syrian National Coalition (SNC), an 
opposition umbrella group, in No-
vember called on the West to sup-
ply anti-aircraft missiles to the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA), a rebel force 
fighting Assad that has come under 
attack from Russian jets in Syria.

Khoja said more had to be done 
to protect civilians from indiscrimi-
nate air strikes. “The formula is 
clear. What we want from friendly 
countries is either to open up safe 
areas or to enable the FSA to do so,” 
Khoja told the Turkish state-run 
news agency Anadolu.

The SNC and other Syrian opposi-
tion groups, branded “terrorists” by 
the government in Damascus, ac-
cuse the West of not doing enough 
to strengthen rebel formations. The 
United States and other Western 
powers have been reluctant to sup-
ply weapons for fear they might end 
up in the hands of Islamist extrem-
ists. That concern is likely to grow 
after ISIS claimed it downed a Rus-
sian passenger plane over Egypt on 
October 31st, killing all 224 people 
on board.

Even traditional partners are at 
odds over Syria. The United States 
has been supporting the People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), a Kurdish 
militia fighting ISIS in northern Syr-
ia, angering NATO ally and Syrian 
neighbour Turkey. Ankara regards 
the YPG as a terrorist threat and 
the Syrian affiliate of the separa-
tist Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) 
fighting in Turkey.

According to the pro-government 
daily Sabah, Erdogan planned to tell 
Obama in a private meeting on the 
fringes of the summit that Turkey is 
ready to intervene in Syria militarily 
in the event that YPG fighters cross 
to the western side of the Euphra-
tes river. Such a move by the Kurds 
would be seen by Ankara as an at-
tempt to create a unified Kurdish 
area in northern Syria. On the other 
hand, US officials are reportedly 
concerned about Turkey’s military 
moves against the PKK, because 

that could weaken the YPG’s fight 
against ISIS.

Other summit participants can be 
expected to push their own agendas 
as well. EU leaders are expected to 
call on world leaders to tackle the 
refugee crisis. “Meeting in Turkey 
in the midst of a refugee crisis due 
to conflicts in Syria and elsewhere, 
the G20 must rise to the challenge 
and lead a coordinated and innova-
tive response to the crisis that rec-
ognises its global nature and eco-
nomic consequences and promotes 
greater international solidarity in 
protecting refugees,” European 
Council President Donald Tusk and 
European Commission President 
Jean-Claude Juncker wrote in a let-
ter.

EU leaders want Turkey to do 

more to stop the flow of Syrian refu-
gees to their countries and are offer-
ing billions of dollars in financial 
support as well as progress in Tur-
key’s EU membership bid as incen-
tives. In talks with Erdogan in Oc-
tober in Istanbul, Merkel promised 
fresh progress in Turkey’s accession 
talks before the end of the year.

Coming shortly after the crash of 
the Russian plane in Egypt and a 
month after suspected ISIS mem-
bers killed 102 people in twin sui-
cide attacks in Ankara, security 
around Antalya is tight. Less than 
ten days before the summit, Turk-
ish police detained 20 suspected 
ISIS supporters in Antalya.

News reports say about 12,000 
police officers will be on duty dur-
ing the summit at a coastal resort 

in Belek, a cluster of hotels on the 
Mediterranean about 20 km east of 
Antalya airport. A total of 28 hotels 
have been set aside for summit par-
ticipants. Bilgic said 25,000 people, 
including 2,500 journalists, were 
expected in and around Belek for 
the summit.

Given the tight security, Turkish 
news media have been speculat-
ing about where Obama would stay 
during the summit. Some reports 
say the Turkish government spe-
cially built a villa with bulletproof 
windows for Obama, while others 
say the US president would spend 
his nights in Antalya on a US war-
ship anchored off the coast.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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Can Obama and Erdogan cozy up again?

W 

hen US Presi-
dent Barak 
Obama arrives 
in Turkey to 
attend the 
Group of 20 

summit, he will meet with his 
friend, Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. Obama listed 
Erdogan among five leaders with 
whom he was “able to forge 
bonds of trust”.

But that was in 2012 and much 
has happened in the Turkish-
American relationship since.

Obama and Erdogan have seen 
their relationship strained and 
analysts in Washington do not 
believe Obama and Erdogan can 
recapture the old sentiment. Many 
will be closely watching presiden-
tial body language at the G20.

Three issues in particular have 
changed the tone of US-Turkish 
relations: Syria, the Kurds and 
human rights (especially press 
freedom) in Turkey.

On Syria, the United States and 
Turkey have seen their strategic 
goals become increasingly diver-

gent. While the American prior-
ity has been to fight the Islamic 
State (ISIS), Erdogan wants the 

removal of Syrian President Bashar 
Assad to be the priority.

The Turkish change of position 
in allowing the United States to 
use the Turkish base in Incilik 
to attack ISIS has made Turkey 
instrumental to US strategy in the 
region.

The Kurdish issue is the one 
that could make or break the 
relationship, depending on how 
the United States deals with it and 
how strongly Turkey responds. 
Turkey is unhappy with US sup-
port for and arming of the Kurdish 
forces in Syria, mainly the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD) and its 
armed wing. For Erdogan, this is a 
red line.

On press freedoms, the United 
States has been critical, more 
vocally so after demonstrations 
at Taksim Gezi Park in 2013. It is 
common in Washington to hear 
Erdogan referred to as “authoritar-
ian” and “dictatorial”.

Because of the negative feelings 
that characterise the US-Turkish 
relationship, any move by ei-
ther side is subject to criticism. 
When the United States withdrew 
Patriot missiles from Turkey a 
month before elections, it was 
seen as a message to the Turkish 
government. Although the joint 
US-Turkish statement said they 
were “redeployed to the US for 
critical modernisation”, Turkish 
officials noted that with Russian 
planes violating Turkish air space, 
this was not the time to withdraw 
them.

The Turkish media reported on 
delays in US arms deliveries to Tur-
key. Nothing seemed going right 
between the June elections and the 
November ones.

The just-concluded elections, 
which saw Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) regain 
control, will test the relationship. 
One question asked in Washington 
is: Will Erdogan feel confident 
enough to loosen his grip on 
freedoms or will he use the AKP’s 
victory to clamp down even harder 
on the opposition?

The official US reaction to the 
AKP victory was lukewarm. The US 
State Department did not congrat-
ulate the AKP but rather congratu-
lated “the Turkish people on their 
participation in yesterday’s parlia-
mentary elections” and reiterated 
concerns over freedoms.

Trudeau said “media outlets 
and individual journalists critical 
of the government were subject to 
pressure and intimidation during 
the campaign, seemingly in a man-
ner calculated to weaken political 
opposition”.

It seems this “difficult two-track 
policy”, as Alan Makovsky, senior 
fellow at the Center for American 
Progress, described it, will be the 
future of the relationship.

“This is a classic case where our 
strategic interests and democratic 
principles are not aligned together 
well,” Makovsky said. “Our priority 
has to be the airbases and on the 
strategic level our interests are be-
ing largely met.”

Makovsky called Turkey an 
“illiberal democracy” and added: 
“We used to hold Turkey as a 
model for democracy in the Middle 
East. We cannot say that anymore.”

Makovsky called the election 
results “a vote for stability over 
democracy”.

But Soner Cagaptay, director of 
the Turkish Research Program at 
the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, saw a positive result 
in the outcome of the elections for 
the relationship. He predicts that 
Turkey will go back “to where the 
relations were two to three years 
ago, a confident interlocutor with 
reliability of decision making”.

Those critical of Erdogan’s policy 
say Turkey is heading for an “envi-
ronment of instability”, as Steven 
Cook of the Council on Foreign 
Relations said.

Washington will continue its 
two-track policy of relying on Tur-
key for its strategic interests while 
criticising Turkey over freedoms.

However, the prime issue will be 
Washington’s policy towards the 
Kurds, especially the PYD and its 
armed wing.

If the United States continues 
arming the Kurds, it and Turkey 
will face a serious crisis because, 
for Erdogan, the Kurdish issue is 
not only a national security con-
cern, it is an existential issue for 
the Turkish state.

Amal Mudallali is a Washington 
correspondent for The Arab 
Weekly.
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