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he November 24th shoot-
down of a Russian war-
plane by Turkish jets 
near the Turkish-Syrian 
border has led to a rapid 

downturn in relations between An-
kara and Moscow.

Prior to the Russian intervention 
in Syria at the end of September, 
Russian-Turkish relations were rel-
atively good, especially in the trade 
realm. The question now is: Can 
Russian-Turkish relations over-
come this incident and return to 
normal or will they remain acrimo-
nious or even deteriorate further?

One thing seems clear: A return 
to normalcy is not likely anytime 
soon as the leaders of both coun-
tries feel deeply aggrieved.

The Turkish side maintains that 
its actions were justified since Rus-
sian warplanes have repeatedly 
violated Turkish airspace despite 
warnings. Russia denies that its air-
craft did such a thing on November 
24th and that Ankara should not 
object to Russian air strikes against 
“terrorists” in Syria since their de-
feat also serves Turkish interests.

Underlying everything is the 
two countries’ basic disagreement 
on the future of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad in Syria: Moscow 
wants its longtime ally to remain 
in power while Ankara wants to see 
Assad and his Alawite minority re-

gime replaced by a Sunni majority 
one.

Moscow and Ankara, though, 
have disagreed about Assad since 
the uprising against his regime be-
gan in 2011, yet the Russian-Turk-
ish relationship was quite strong 
until recently.

For the past three years, their 
bilateral trade has been more than 
$30 billion per year and the two 
sides announced plans increase 
this to $100 billion by 2023. In 2014, 
about 4.4 million Russians visited 
Turkey — a major source of income 
for the Turkish tourism industry. 
Turkey imports much of its natural 
gas from Russia.

Moscow also valued Turkey for 
not joining the West in imposing 
economic sanctions against Russia 
over the Ukraine conflict. The lead-
ers of both countries reportedly 
enjoyed friendly relations, based 
on their common antipathy for US 
foreign policy and Western criti-
cism of their human rights records.

In short, until recently Moscow 
and Ankara agreed to not allow dis-
agreements over Syria encumber 
their otherwise mutually beneficial 
cooperation. Perhaps Russian Pres-
ident Vladimir Putin and Turkish 
leader Recep Tayyip Erdogan each 
assumed that events would inevi-
tably result in the outcome each 
preferred in Syria and the other 
would have no choice but to accept 
the situation. But if this was what 
each overconfidently assumed, the 
Russian intervention to protect 
the Assad regime and the Turkish 
shoot-down of a Russian warplane 
on November 24th threaten their 
formerly close cooperation.

Moscow is ending visa-free travel 
to Russia for Turkish citizens effec-
tive January 1st and urged Russians 
not to travel to Turkey. Planned 
joint economic projects and the 
continuation of Russian gas ex-
ports to Turkey are in doubt.

More ominously, Moscow has an-

nounced that it is deploying S-400 
air defence missile systems to Syria 
from where they can hit targets 
well inside of Turkey. Moscow has 
increased its targeting of Syrian op-
position groups aligned with Tur-
key along the Turkish-Syrian bor-
der, thus heightening the prospect 
of Russian violations of Turkish 
airspace.

Russian commentators have 
raised the possibility of Moscow 
not only aiding Kurdish opposition 
forces opposed to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria but of also supporting 
the Kurdish opposition inside Tur-
key itself. If Russia did this, Turkey 
could retaliate by supporting the 
Turkic-speaking Muslims opposing 
Moscow’s rule in the North Cauca-
sus and elsewhere in Russia.

And if Russian-Turkish hostili-
ties escalate, Ankara might invoke 
clauses of the 1936 Montreux con-
vention governing transit between 
the Mediterranean and Black seas 
via the Turkish straits that allow 
it to deny transit of foreign naval 
vessels during wartime or when 
Turkey is threatened with aggres-
sion. Finally, Turkey is a member 
of NATO and other NATO members 
are obliged to defend Turkey if it is 
attacked.

But as bad as relations are now 
between Moscow and Ankara, will 
they deteriorate to this extent?

It is to be hoped that both Rus-
sian and Turkish leaders will not 
allow this to happen, since neither 
would benefit from the loss of bi-
lateral trade and both would suffer 
from further conflict. If either side 

supports opposition groups inside 
the other country, it could lead to 
powerful rebellions that each side 
may be unable to quash even if 
the other stops aiding them. Con-
flict between different ethnic and 
sectarian groups could become as 
prevalent in the Kurdish regions 
of Turkey and the Muslim regions 
of Russia as they have already be-
come in Syria and Iraq.

Let’s hope both Putin and Er-
dogan will soon realise that they 
have much to gain from preserving 
Russian-Turkish cooperation and 
much to lose from increased hostil-
ity.

Neither of them, unfortunately, 
is known for being self-restrained 
or accommodating towards others. 
Both, though, are strongly motivat-
ed by the desire for self-preserva-
tion. There is hope, then, that — to 
paraphrase the 17th-century Eng-
lish political philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes — fear will give rise to clar-
ity of vision in both men.
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government and politics at 
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Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev (C, back) chairs a 
government meeting in Moscow, Russia, on November 26th. 
Medvedev ordered the Russian government to draw up retaliatory 
measures against Turkey.
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T 

urkey and the European 
Union have resolved to 
inject new life into their 
relationship but that 
might not be enough to 

put their ties on a new level.
The European Union needs Tur-

key’s help to limit refugee num-
bers, while Turkey is keen to extract 
long-sought political concessions 
from Brussels. But the convergence 
of interests, which opened the way 
to a deal covering Europe’s refugee 
crisis and Turkey’s EU accession 
process, is unlikely to unblock un-
solved problems that have bedev-
illed relations between the two 
sides in recent years.

During a summit in Brussels 
on November 29th, leaders from 
Turkey and the European Union 
reached a framework agreement 
that said Turkey would do more to 
stem the flow of Syrian refugees 
over its territory towards Europe in 
return for an initial $3.2 billion in 
EU aid, regular high-level meetings, 
a possible removal of visa require-
ments for Turks travelling to Eu-
rope and new talks about Ankara’s 
EU membership.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu spoke of a “historic 
day”, while European Council Pres-
ident Donald Tusk stressed that the 
“agreement sets out a clear plan for 
the timely reestablishment of order 
at our shared frontier”. Most Turk-
ish newspapers welcomed the deal, 
with several dailies highlighting the 
promise of eased travel restrictions. 
“Visa-free Europe in ten months,” 
the headline of the Vatan newspa-
per said.

Critics in Europe and Turkey say 
the European Union has chosen 
to ignore autocratic tendencies in 
Ankara, where the government has 
tightened its grip on the media. 
Only days before the summit, jour-
nalists Can Dundar and Erdem Gul 
were put into pretrial detention for 
allegedly publishing state secrets in 
articles about suspected arms de-
liveries by Turkey to Syrian rebels.

Turkey, which started EU acces-
sion talks in 2005 but has failed 
to make much progress since, can 
expect a so-called chapter of nego-
tiations with the European Union to 
be opened in December for the first 
time in two years.

But critics said the deal reached 
in Brussels is unlikely to ease the 
refugee situation and accelerate 
Turkey’s accession process. “Un-
less this deal is substantially im-
proved in the coming days and 

weeks, it simply sets the stage for 
failure,” the European Stability Ini-
tiative (ESI) think-tank said. “The 
influx of refugees coming into the 
EU from Turkey will not abate. 
Both sides will then blame each 
other.”

ESI argued that an agreement by 
Turkey to take back refugees not 
in need of international protection 
from Europe covers only 5% of the 
hundreds of thousands of Syrians 
who have travelled to Europe in 
2015. The Brussels deal does not in-
clude a clear commitment by Tur-
key to grant work permits to Syrian 
refugees, seen as a potential key 
measure because the lack of oppor-
tunities to make a living is driving 
many Syrians to leave Turkey.

Other problems that could un-
ravel the Brussels accord loom as 
well, said Ebru Turhan. There was 
no guarantee of visa-free travel for 

Turks in Europe in 2016, as the EU 
Commission would have to present 
the matter to the European Parlia-
ment for approval, she said.

Turhan, an assistant professor 
at the Turkish-German University 
in Istanbul and a research fellow 
at the Istanbul Policy Centre of the 
Sabanci University, said prepara-
tions for elections in France and 
Germany in 2017 could sap the will-
ingness of EU lawmakers to grant 
new travel privileges to Turks. “It 
will be a challenge,” she said.

Nazmi Gur, a leading member of 
the pro-Kurdish People’s Demo-
cratic Party, the second biggest 
opposition group in Turkey’s par-
liament, said it was wrong of the 
European Union to believe it could 
solve the refugee crisis by giving 
money to Turkey. “Refugees have 
no real legal status, no legal protec-
tion in Turkey,” Gur said.

He added only a radical change of 
Turkey’s Syria policy, which seeks 
the overthrow of President Bashar 
Assad and supports rebel factions 
in Syria, in favour of a more concil-
iatory course aiming for a ceasefire 
and “normalisation” in Syria could 
bring a solution to the refugee is-
sue.

Hopes by Turkey for a quicker EU 
accession process could also prove 
to be ill-founded, observers said. 
They pointed out that the Brussels 
agreement did not mean that scep-
ticism against Turkey’s EU bid had 
waned among members. Problems 
such as the unsolved Cyprus con-
flict continue to block many negoti-
ation chapters as well. Marc Pierini, 
a former EU ambassador to Turkey, 
wrote on Twitter that the summit 
agreement was “very light on ac-
cession”. Belgium Prime Minister 
Charles Michel said Turkey was still 
“far away from membership”.

There is also the question of how 
far Turkey will allow itself to be 
pressured by the European Union 
to make changes in its laws restrict-
ing press freedom and other rights 
and whether the European Union 
was willing to apply pressure at all 
in a situation where it needs Tur-
key’s cooperation on the refugee 
issue.

Pierini said the European Union 
ignored the thorny questions of 
human rights and freedom of ex-
pression in the Brussels agreement. 
“Not a word on rule of law, media, 
Kurdish issue,” he wrote. “EU real-
politik at its worst.”

Turkish government critics agree. 
“I am utterly concerned that the EU 
now sends all the wrong signals to 
Ankara, a willingness to trade, to 
bargain in the worst sort of realpoli-
tik sense, ‘bringing down to refugee 
flow’ with a swap of our freedom 
and rights,” Turkish journalist Ya-
vuz Baydar said during a recent 
conference in Brussels.

Davutoglu told Turkish report-
ers accompanying him to Brussels 
he supported the charges against 
Dundar and Gul because state se-
crets had been at stake. Davutoglu 
said he did not agree with the court 
decision to put the journalists into 
pretrial detention, instead of set-
ting them free pending trial. But he 
added his government would not 
act to change the situation.
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German Chancellor Angela Merkel (R) talks to Turkish Prime 
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu during EU-Turkey summit in Brussels 
on November 29th.
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