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Regional shifts impact Ankara-Cairo relations

Cairo

P 

ressure on Turkey by Gulf 
countries, including Saudi 
Arabia, may result in bet-
ter relations between An-
kara and Cairo, two Sunni 

powers that drifted apart against 
the background of political devel-
opments in Egypt.

Saudi Arabia is trying to build 
a Sunni coalition to counter what 
Riyadh describes as Shia Iran’s “re-
gional ambitions” and “interven-
tion” in the region but analysts say 
the coalition cannot gel while Cairo 
and Ankara remain diplomatically 
at odds.

“I think Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan will be positive 
to this pressure from Saudi Ara-
bia,” said Gamal Bayoumi, Egypt’s 
former assistant foreign minister. 
“Turkey has deep political and eco-
nomic interests in having close ties 

with Saudi Arabia, which is why it 
will not take the reported Saudi 
pressure in this regard lightly.”

Ties between Cairo and Ankara 
worsened after the Egyptian Army 
ousted Islamist president Muham-
mad Morsi in July 2013. Erdogan, 
whose Justice and Development 
Party was close to Morsi’s Muslim 
Brotherhood movement, criticised 
Egypt, its army and the post-Morsi 
leadership.

In Cairo, the moves were viewed 
as Turkish attempts to destroy 
Egypt, impose political Islam on its 
people and weaken the country as 
a regional rival. In November 2013, 
Egypt declared the Turkish ambas-
sador in Cairo persona non grata. 
Turkey responded in kind.

Pressure from Saudi Arabia and 
the anti-Iran, Saudi-led Sunni coali-
tion are small parts of the larger pic-
ture of regional changes, ones that 
might result in a shift of regional 
loyalties as well, analysts said.

Suffering isolation, Erdogan has 
to forget his traditional stances and 
mend diplomatic fences. He took a 
step in this direction by brushing 
off differences with Israel, which 
were triggered by an Israeli attack 
on a Gaza Strip-bound Turkish aid 
flotilla in 2010.

According to Israeli media, Tur-
key wants Israeli approval for a 
maritime line between the coastal 
Palestinian enclave and a Turkish 
city on the Mediterranean.

Turkey’s presence in Gaza, Egyp-
tian analysts said, would fit into Er-
dogan’s line of defending Muslims’ 
rights and helping the besieged Pal-
estinians of Gaza, which is ruled by 
Hamas, also an ideological offshoot 
of the Muslim Brotherhood.

“But this is exactly where Erdog-
an is stepping into a territory that 
deeply affects Egyptian national 
security,” political analyst Wahid 
Abdel Meguid said. “Egypt will not 
likely stand idly by while Turkey 

gains a foothold in Gaza.”
Egypt has been battling militan-

cy, which it claims originates in the 
Gaza Strip, in the Sinai peninsula on 
the borders of both Israel and Gaza. 
The Arab state says Sinai militants, 
who in late 2014 swore allegiance to 
the Islamic State (ISIS), use tunnels 
with Gaza to smuggle arms, recruits 
and explosives into the peninsula.

This is why Egypt is pressuring 
Israel to rein in its desire to improve 
ties with Turkey and deny Turkey 

access into Gaza.
This is, analysts said, where Tur-

key needs Egypt not to be a hin-
drance.

But this is not only where Tur-
key needs Egypt, the same analysts 
said. 

Turkey is expected to host the 
summit of the Organisation of Is-
lamic Cooperation (OIC) in April. 
Egypt holds the rotating OIC lead-
ership and President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi would have to travel to Tur-
key to hand over the presidency to 
Erdogan at the April meeting.

Erdogan has not shown affinity 
to Sisi. The Egyptian president re-
ceived the bulk of Erdogan’s undip-
lomatic rhetoric since 2013.

Now, it seems, Erdogan is at Sisi’s 
mercy. If Sisi does not attend the 
summit, he will significantly un-
dermine the event and deal a seri-
ous blow to Turkey’s reputation.

“This is a man who has for long 
been claiming that he is the defend-
er of Muslims and the protector of 
Islam,” Abdel Meguid said. “His 
failure to organise Muslims’ most 
important political event will nega-
tively affect his reputation.”

Bayoumi said that in politics 
there is no everlasting friendship or 
enmity.

“This is why I strongly believe 
that everything is possible,” he 
said. “Political conditions in the re-
gion are now ripe for a real change 
in Egyptian-Turkish relations.”

Changing winds. A Turkish flag flying on a ferry as Russian 
warship the BSF Saratov 150 sails through the Bosphorus off 
Istanbul.
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Pressure on Turkey 
by Gulf countries, 
including Saudi 
Arabia, may result in 
better relations 
between Ankara and 
Cairo.

Closer ties between Turkey and Gulf countries

Dubai

T 

urkey-Gulf Arab relations 
are again warming as the 
Syrian civil war provides 
impetus for both sides to 
re-explore possibilities for 

a strategic partnership.
Turkish regional influence had 

been on the rise until the “Arab 
spring” strained Turkey-Arab rela-
tions when Ankara sided with the 
Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Now 
Turkey and the Gulf Arabs are at-
tempting to put recent chasms be-
hind them. Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan remarked that 
“Egypt, Saudi Arabia and Turkey 
— this trio — are the most impor-
tant countries of the region”, add-
ing they “have duties to carry on for 
the peace, calm and welfare of the 
region”.

The Russian entry into the Syrian 
civil war transformed the prospects 
of survival for the Assad regime and 
unexpectedly heightened tensions 
with Moscow for Ankara, which is 
a major energy source for a growing 
Turkish economy. Having invested 
so heavily in a post-Assad Syria, 
many of Turkey’s regional goals de-
pend on the outcome of the Syrian 
civil war.

Turkey has for years tried to posi-
tion itself as transit hub for energy 
supplies from Russia and the Mid-
dle East into Europe but Syria has 
become the single most important 
obstacle to that vision.

First, the Syrian factor escalated 
Turkish-Russian tensions to un-
precedented levels from which nor-
malisation will take years and acts 
as an impediment to deeper ties 
with a resurgent and oil-rich Iran.

Second, the Syrian civil war adds 
an unwelcome dimension to Kurd-
ish separatism that can threaten 
Ankara’s broader regional influ-
ence, especially in Iraqi Kurdistan, 
and create problems by threaten-
ing internal security and European 
perceptions of how reliably Turkey 
really could act as an energy bridge.

Turkey needs to reopen doors it 
has closed on itself and the Arab 
Gulf is the place to begin. Turkey 
and the Arab Gulf are majority Sunni 
adherents of Islam, have pro-West-
ern outlooks and closely aligned in-
terests in Syria, where the future of 

the region is being decided.
Turkey can rebalance its energy 

dependence on Russia via the Gulf 
and reorient towards prioritising 
energy supplies primarily from the 
Middle East rather than Russia to 
be transited to energy-hungry Eu-
rope. Turkey can also collaborate 
with the Gulf to counter Iranian 
influence in countries such as Iraq, 
especially its oil-rich Kurdistan re-
gion, to consolidate its regional role 
and influence.

More widely, Turkey and Gulf 
Arab countries represent rapidly 
growing markets with huge poten-
tial for trade and investment be-
tween them that both sides are keen 
to exploit.

The Turkey-Gulf Arab partner-
ship can also be buttressed at the 
security level. Turkey’s capable de-
fence industry can play a bigger role 
in Gulf Arab defence and with both 
sides reliant on Western-manufac-
tured defence equipment, deeper 
military-to-military ties and joint 
operations are technically feasible.

Turkey is working to develop 
deeper ties with the Arab Gulf. In 
late 2015, during Erdogan’s third vis-
it of the year to Riyadh a “strategic 
cooperation council” to strengthen 
bilateral military and economic co-
operation was set up. Since then, 
Turkey has supported Saudi efforts 
at unifying the moderate Syrian 
opposition and confirmed partici-
pation in the 34-country counter-
terrorism coalition announced by 
Riyadh.

Turkey is also establishing a mili-
tary base in Qatar, which will see 
Turkish military personnel deploy 
into the Gulf for the first time since 
the fall of the Ottoman empire. The 

base is designed to confront “com-
mon enemies”, according to the 
Turkish ambassador to Qatar, and 
will station 3,000 personnel in air, 
naval and special operations units.

Qatar already hosts the largest US 
air base in the region and the Turk-
ish announcement comes at a time 
of perceived US disengagement 
from the Middle East and improv-
ing relations with Iran.

Although Turkey is in no position 
to assume the security guarantor 
role traditionally performed by the 
United States, recent developments 
in Turkey-Gulf Arab relations are 
significant. Turkey is, however, re-
luctant to spearhead the regional 
Sunni counterweight to Iran. Er-
dogan has been cautious about 
suggesting that he harbours Sunni 
sympathies against Shias and gen-
erally prefers to appeal to the wider 
Islamic audience.

Beyond the Syrian civil war, Tur-
key is unlikely to have an interest in 
playing the sectarian card and will 
take a balanced approach with Iran 

given wider strategic interests in 
trade and energy.

Erdogan was seen to side with 
Saudi Arabia when he called the re-
cent execution of Shia cleric Nimr 
al-Nimr “an internal legal matter” 
and condemned the attack on the 
Saudi embassy in Iran but Turkish 
Deputy Prime Minister Numan Kur-
tulmus later spoke of Turkey’s op-
position to “politically motivated” 
executions.

Turkish-Iranian relations are 
more likely to be framed by com-
petitive rivalry and engagement 
than confrontation but this can 
change if Turkey feels it has more 
benefits to accrue otherwise. What 
exactly these benefits are is where 
the question lies.
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Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister Adel al-Jubeir (L), and his Turkish counterpart Feridun Sinirlioglu speak to the media after talks in 
Ankara, last October.

Turkish-Iranian 
relations are more 
likely to be framed 
by competitive 
rivalry and 
engagement than 
confrontation.


