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Gaziantep, Turkey

R 

ussian air strikes have ex-
tensively targeted Syria’s 
minority Turkmen com-
munity in obvious retali-
ation for the downing of 

a Russian warplane by Turkey near 
the Syrian-Turkish border.

Heavy bombardment hit Turk-
men villages in north-western Lata-
kia province, where Turkmen rebels 
claimed to have killed one of the 
pilots of the Russian jet as he para-
chuted out of the flaming wreckage.

Within days, more than 10,000 
Turkmen were displaced by Russian 
air strikes and assaults by regime 
forces, with many seeking shelter in 
southern Turkey.

Ankara has traditionally ex-
pressed solidarity with the Syrian 
Turkmen, who are Syrians of Turk-
ish descent. For many Turks, they 
are considered an indivisible part of 
the Turkish people.

Since the outbreak of the rebellion 
against Syrian President Bashar As-
sad’s regime almost five years ago, 
Turkmen have received the biggest 
Turkish support of all Syrian oppo-
sition groups — political, military 
and financial. Turkish politicians 
consider support for Turkmen in 
Syria and Iraq a “national duty” at a 
time when Turkish President Recep 

Tayyip Erdogan is seeking to create 
a “safe zone” on the Turkish-Syrian 
border, mainly to protect Turkmen.

Ankara has used its political in-
fluence to ensure that Turkmen 
had leading positions in the Syrian 
opposition. Khaled Khoja became 
president of the National Coalition 
for Syrian Revolutionary and Oppo-
sition Forces in January and Wajih 
Jomaa’, another Turkmen, was ap-
pointed health minister in the Syr-
ian government in exile.

However, the president of the 
Syrian Turkmen Council, Abdel 
Rahman Mohamad, denied Anka-
ra’s bias towards the Turkmen com-
munity. “Our relationship with the 
Turks is similar to other groups in 
the opposition. Turkey is support-
ing all components of the moderate 
opposition both morally and finan-
cially,” Mohamad said.

He stressed that the creation of 
the “safe zone” for which Ankara 
is trying to win Western support is 
a common demand of all Syrians. 
“The zone is useful from a humani-
tarian aspect and had it been there 
from the start, there would not 
have been any Daesh or YPG, and 
not even refugee camps,” he said in 
reference to the Islamic State (ISIS) 
and the Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units.

Jomaa’ underlined that the Turk-
men rebels in rural Latakia “are de-
fending their ancestral land against 
Russia’s ballistic missiles and clus-
ter bombs”.

“A big world power (Russia) has 
been attacking the rightful owners 
of the land, targeting field hospitals, 
markets and other civilian plac-
es and killing some 34 children,” 
Jomaa’ said.

Jabal al-Turkmen, or the Turk-
men Mountain, in north-western 
Latakia was seized by opposition 

groups more than two years ago. 
The area was thrust into the news 
after Turkey shot down the Russian 
jet, triggering a harsh retaliation by 
Moscow’s air force that caused the 
flight of more than 10,000 Syrian 
Turkmen to the Turkish border.

A commander in the Turkmen 
Brigade of Sultan Abdel Hamid said 
Turkmen fighters would be using 
“all kinds of weapons in their pos-
session” to defend their region 
against Russian and regime attacks. 
The commander, who asked for an-
onymity, refused to say what type 
of weapons they possessed and 
whether they included anti-aircraft 
missiles.

He played down the possibility 
of an intervention by the Turkish 
Army in Syria, noting, however, that 
“hundreds of Turkish volunteers 

are fighting alongside the Turkmen 
in several parts of Syria”.

The commander appeared con-
fident that the “safe zone” that Er-
dogan has been marketing to the 
West “is coming and will be set up 
within the coming three months to 
the latest… We have received US 
and Turkish promises,” he said.

The bombardments on Jabal al-
Turkmen prompted Turkish op-
position parties to call on the gov-
ernment to intervene in support of 
their “Turkmen kin”.

The leader of the far-right Turkish 
Nationalist Movement Party, Devlet 
Bahceli, said in recent declarations 
to the media that “Turkey should 
defend its borders, its sovereignty 
and its kin in Syria till the end”. 
Bahceli said on this issue his party 
stands on the side of Erdogan’s rul-

ing Justice and Development Party 
(AKP), despite political differences, 
“because it is a national matter that 
rises above parties and politics”.

While Turkmen in rural Latakia 
apparently have Ankara’s full sup-
port, their counterparts in Raqqa 
province feel abandoned, despite 
their persecution at the hands of 
Kurdish YPG fighters who have 
reportedly displaced residents of 
several Turkmen villages. Ibra-
him al-Turkmani from the village 
of Hammam al-Turkmen charged 
that Ankara was using the Turkmen 
of Latakia province “as a card to 
achieve political objectives”.

“Had it (Ankara) been really mo-
tivated by nationalistic consid-
erations, it should have treated all 
members of the community equally, 
as Iran did with the (Syrian) Shias. 
More than 20,000 Turkmen in the 
area of Tal Abyad have been forced 
to leave their farms and villages and 
all what the Turks did is to let them 
into Turkey… We all know the alli-
ance existing between them and the 
YPG,” Turkmani said.

There are no clear estimates on 
the number of Turkmen in Syria, 
although Turkish sources estimate 
they total more than 2 million.

Under the Assad regimes in Syria, 
Turkmen were banned from pub-
lishing or writing in Turkish. The 
Turkmen have formed numerous 
Turkish-trained rebel groups, in-
cluding the Syrian Turkmen Bri-
gades, reported to be 2,000-10,000 
strong, in 2012, and units named 
after Ottoman rulers, including 
the Brigade of Sultan Abdel Hamid 
and the Brigade of Sultan Murad in 
Aleppo.

Manar Abdel Razzak is a Syrian 
reporter based in the southern 
Turkish city of Gaziantep.
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Armed Syrian Turkmen villagers near the northern Syrian
village of Yamadi, on the Turkish-Syrian border, Syria, on 
November 24th.
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B 

ritain and Germany have 
joined the French air 
war against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Syria and 
pressure is mounting on 

the Netherlands to join the US-led 
coalition fighting the group Brit-
ish Prime Minister David Cameron 
branded “medieval murderers”.

But despite the European surge 
to join the fray, largely in response 
to ISIS’s savage November 13th at-
tacks in Paris in which 130 people 
were killed and hundreds wound-
ed, there is growing concern that 
air power alone will not crush ISIS, 
which has flourished amid the tur-
moil in Syria and Iraq and controls 
a self-proclaimed Islamic caliphate 
spanning both countries.

It is becoming increasingly evi-
dent that 15 months of coalition 
air strikes in Iraq, 95% of them car-
ried out by the Americans, have not 
driven ISIS out of territory it has 
conquered.

The addition of a few dozen Euro-
pean strike jets is not going to make 
much difference unless there is a 
sustained and large-scale offensive 
on the ground. Cameron warned 
darkly that the fight will be long and 
hard.

“It’s important to highlight that 
a victory against such a group will 
neither be easy nor fast,” observed 
Beirut-based analyst Haid Haid. 
“The slow progress of the current 
air strikes is allowing the group to 

adapt its tactics to reduce losses.
“The anti-ISIS air strikes in Iraq 

and Syria were able to harm ISIS on 
many different levels: financially, 
militarily and by restricting their 
movements and so on. However, 
the majority of these gains are tac-
tical and have not translated into a 
strategic victory over ISIS… In other 
words, the air strikes are not an ex-
istential threat to ISIS.”

There are signs that US President 
Barack Obama is finally moving to-
wards what he has long struggled 
to avoid: American boots on the 
ground in Syria. Right now, that is 
limited to inserting a 100-man spe-
cial operations forces team in Iraq 
to operate in the Syrian desert east 
of the Euphrates, with killing or 
capturing ISIS leaders its primary 
mission.

There is a swell of opinion in the 
military establishment that this 
could be the nucleus of a larger 
US-led force similar to the special-
ised US-British counter-insurgency 
group that proved so effective dur-
ing the Iraq war.

The British and German contribu-
tions to the growing air offensive 
are modest —  a reinforced wing of 
a dozen Tornado and Typhoon jets 
operating from the Royal Air Force 
base at Akrotiri on Cyprus from 
Britain; six Tornado reconnaissance 
jets, a navy frigate and an A310 aeri-
al tanker aircraft from Germany.

France, which also has forces in 
Mali fighting jihadists in the Sahel 
region, remains the main Euro-
pean contributor. It has 15 fighter 
jets based in Jordan and the United 
Arab Emirates and 25 more aboard 
the nuclear-powered aircraft carrier 
Charles de Gaulle now heading to 
the eastern Mediterranean.

Britain’s parliament approved 
Cameron’s call to hit ISIS in a re-
sounding 397-223 vote on Decem-
ber 2nd after a fiery debate, setting 
aside bitter memories of how the 
country was hoodwinked into join-
ing the United States in the 2003 in-

vasion of Iraq, which spawned what 
is now ISIS.

Two days later, Germany’s Bun-
destag gave the green light for send-
ing forces to join the war against 
ISIS, a sharp reversal of Germany’s 
traditional reluctance to engage in 
foreign military operations.

The air build-up underlines Eu-
rope’s alarm over the ISIS threat but 
it also increases the perils inher-
ent in the steady expansion of the 
complex, multifaceted war in Syria, 
now in its fifth year. Bombing ISIS 
bases will undoubtedly cause civil-
ian casualties that could drive many 
recruits into the group’s arms.

Cameron claims there are 70,000 
“moderate” rebels in Syria who can 
beat ISIS but his assessment is con-

sidered to be wildly optimistic be-
cause of the poor military capabili-
ties of the groups and their endless 
ideological rivalries.

What is missing is a political strat-
egy aimed at understanding what 
makes ISIS tick and why it attracts 
such large numbers of recruits.

And there is the question of Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad and his 
brutal regime backed by Iran and 
Russia, whose air force has been 
bombing Western-backed rebels 
rather than ISIS because Moscow’s 
main objective is keeping Assad in 
power. That can only prolong a war 
that has killed 250,000 people and 
left half of Syria’s 23 million popula-
tion displaced.

Charles Lister of the Brookings 

Doha Centre in Qatar, author of the 
just-published The Syrian Jihad: 
Al-Qaeda, the Islamic State and the 
Evolution of Insurgency and who 
has met many of the rebel chief-
tains, notes that the rebels are badly 
splintered with many sharing jihad-
ist ideology.

He conceded that Cameron’s 
70,000 fighters exist but stressed: 
“In reality, they will not dedicate 
all their forces in fighting ISIS. They 
will not suddenly overnight become 
British tools to fight ISIS as long as 
they’re having to fight Assad.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly. He has covered 
Middle Eastern affairs since 1967 
and lives in Beirut.
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A reconnaissance jet of the German Air Force at the military airfield in Jagel, Germany,
on December 4th.
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