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Turkey prepares for Russian
retaliation after jet incident
Istanbul

T 

urkey insists it was with-
in its rights when it shot 
down a Russian jet on 
the Syrian border but the 
action could have far-

reaching consequences in Ankara’s 
relations with Moscow and further 
complicate the diplomatic and mil-
itary morass over Syria.

“This incident took place com-
pletely within rules of engagement 
that were clear beforehand,” Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan said after Turkish F-16 jets  
shot down a Russian SU-24 war-
plane near the southern Turkish 
province of Hatay on November 
24th.

Turkey and Russia are in oppos-
ing camps in the Syrian conflict, 

with Ankara calling for an end to 
the rule of President Bashar Assad 
and Russia supporting the Syrian 
leader. Before the downing of the 
Russian jet, both countries were 
determined to maintain good re-
lations despite sharp differences 
over Syria. The incident on the 
border has shattered that tacit un-
derstanding.

Erdogan accused Russia of us-
ing the stated aim of fighting the 
Islamic State (ISIS) militia as a 
pretext to bomb other groups in 

Syria, including moderate Syrian 
Turkmen rebels, an ethnic group 
linked to Turkey in north-western 
Syria, where the Russian SU-24 
was brought down.

Russian President Vladimir Pu-
tin accused Turkey of a “stab in the 
back” and of helping terrorists in 
Syria. Moscow suspended military 
cooperation with Ankara and sent 
a guided missile cruiser to the wa-
ters off the Syrian coast.

Erdogan signalled Turkey was 
ready to overcome the crisis. “We 
have no intention to escalate this 
incident,” he said. “Turkey is not 
on the side of tension, crisis and 
hostility but has always stood on 
the side of peace, dialogue and di-
plomacy.”

Retaliatory action by Russia 
could hurt Turkey economically, 
observers say. As Turkey is heav-
ily dependent on Russian natural 
gas for its energy needs, any move 

by Moscow to restrict or stop the 
flow of gas could bring Turkey to a 
standstill.

“The Russians have 100% con-
trol” over gas supplies, the Hurri-
yet newspaper quoted an unnamed 
representative of the natural gas 
sector as saying. Another concern 
for Ankara is a possible boycott 
by Russian tourists, 4 million of 
whom visit Turkey and its beaches 
every year.

With so much at stake, Turkey 
and Russia should try everything 
they can to contain the crisis, Me-
hmet Barlas, a columnist close to 
Erdogan, wrote in the Sabah news-
paper. Both countries should not 
“make the atmosphere of dialogue 
and friendship a victim of the ina-
bility of an ignorant military pilot”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in 
Istanbul.

The day a bus was bombed in downtown Tunis
Tunis Diary

Tunis

I 

t rained most of the day in Tu-
nis. That meant it was almost 
impossible to find a taxi in the 
afternoon rush hour on Avenue 
Mohamed V. Despite the rain, 

there was no option but to walk 
towards the clock tower some 2 
km away, hoping I could find a taxi 
along the way.

Suddenly, I heard an explosion. 
It was loud and came from the di-
rection of the clock tower. It was 
exactly 16.58. People carried on 
walking in the rain as if nothing had 
happened.

I continued towards the clock 
tower. Eight minutes later, police si-
rens were heard. One or two police 
vehicles rushed past. Then another, 
then a couple of fire trucks and the 
first ambulance. It was beginning 
to get dark and their flashing lights 

could be seen ahead by the iconic 
but closed-down Hotel du Lac.

Sirens began to fill the air, as more 
police cars and ambulances sped 
past. The first ambulances were 

now heading in the opposite direc-
tion, presumably taking the wound-
ed to hospital.

About 20 minutes after the explo-
sion, I stood at the intersection of 

Mohamed V and Rue Medhat Pa-
cha, which runs along the side of 
the empty hotel. The street lights 
were not working, but the small 
street was lit by a mass of flashing 
blue and red lights. Armed police 
blocked off the side street. A small 
crowd had gathered, many taking 
photos with their phones.

“What happened?” I asked. Some 
did not know. “A bomb,” said oth-
ers. “It was a police bus,” a woman 
standing next to me said. “Members 
of the presidential security. All 15 
have been killed.”

The toll was later put at 12 secu-
rity guards dead and 20 wounded.

It was still raining but the crowd 
was growing and starting to block 
the avenue, which was now closed 

off to traffic. The police started or-
dering people away. Calmly they 
moved on. There was no sense of 
danger or, at that point, even of 
horror — even though the word 
“Daesh”, an Arabic term for the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) terror group, could 
already be heard on people’s lips. 
The crowd was calm.

“We need to move away from 
here,” I said to two people I had 
been talking to. “These people often 
have a second bomb that goes off a 
little later.”

We walked the couple of hundred 
metres to a café. Inside, everyone 
was quiet as if they did not know 
what to think. Shock, emotion and 
anger had not yet sunk in.

I went off to look for a taxi. It was 
still raining.

Michel Cousins is the
editor-in-chief of the Libya 
Herald.

Tunisian forensic police inspect the wreckage of a bus after the 
November 24th bomb attack in Tunis.

Belgian soldiers patrol near 
deserted terraces in Brus-
sels. The city was on com-
plete lockdown for four days 
beginning November 21st 
amid an “imminent threat” 
of a Paris-style attack. 
Schools and metro stations 
were closed and hundreds 
of armed police and sol-
diers patrolled the streets, 
bringing life in the city to a 
standstill. Security forces 
launched more than 22 anti-
terror raids across the city, 
making 16 arrests, although 
suspected Paris attacks 
gunman Salah Abdeslam 
remained on the run. Two of 
the Paris gunmen have ties 
to Brussels’ now infamous 
Molenbeek district. The 
lockdown was partially 
lifted November 25th with 
schools and metro stations 
reopening but a strong 
armed security presence 
remained on the streets.

Suddenly, I heard 
an explosion. It 
was exactly 16.58.

Any move by 
Moscow to restrict 
or stop the flow 
of gas could 
bring Turkey to a 
standstill.
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