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S 

harp divisions between Tur-
key and Russia over Syria 
are escalating following 
Turkish complaints about a 
new air incursion by a Rus-

sian jet and revelations that a Turk-
ish national accused of killing a Rus-
sian pilot can move freely in and out 
of Syria.

The government in Ankara said 
a Russian SU-34 warplane operat-
ing over northern Syria entered 
Turkish airspace on January 29th 
despite several warnings. No shots 
were fired, unlike an incident last 
November in which Turkish fighter 
jets downed a Russian aircraft on 
the Turkish-Syrian border. One of 
the two pilots was killed after he had 
ejected from the plane.

Moscow dismissed claims of an 
incursion as propaganda but Ankara 
sent additional planes to the border 
and gave its pilots permission to at-
tack foreign warplanes in Turkish 
airspace without first checking with 
the military leadership, according to 
news reports. The United States and 
NATO called on Russia to respect 
Turkish airspace.

Turkey’s leadership sent stern 
messages to Moscow. Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan warned 
Russia would have to bear the con-
sequences if air incursions contin-
ued. Prime Minister Ahmet Davu-
toglu accused Russia of helping the 
jihadist Islamic State (ISIS) by at-
tacking moderate opposition groups 
in Syria. He also said Russian air 
strikes in northern Syria were forc-

ing additional refugees across the 
border into Turkey.

“We are warning Russia one 
more time,” Davutoglu said during 
a late January visit to Saudi Arabia. 
“Weakening the Syrian opposition 
and constant threats are not in Rus-
sia’s interest.”

Russia entered the war in Sep-
tember 2015 to support Syrian 
President Bashar Assad. Turkey is 
backing opposition groups seeking 
Assad’s removal from power. For a 
long time, Ankara and Moscow put 
conflicting interests aside to safe-
guard close political and economic 
ties but the downing of the Russian 
warplane in November threw the re-
lationship into crisis.

Davutoglu, a former foreign min-
ister and the architect of a Turkish 
foreign policy that sees the country 
as a regional leader, said Moscow’s 
aims in Syria were not constricted 
to helping Assad. Russia was trying 
to regain influence in the Middle 
East that it lost after the collapse of 
the Soviet Union in the 1990s and 
viewed Turkey’s plans for the region 
as a stumbling block, he said.

“Two visions are clashing here,” 
Davutoglu said in Saudi Arabia. 
“Our vision of bringing the region 
together with the help of economic 
relations and their vision of splitting 
up the region with the help of sec-
tarian and ethnic confrontation.”

After the latest alleged Russian 
incursion, signs are that matters are 
likely to get worse. Erdogan publicly 
asked for a meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin but report-
edly did not receive a reply. The 
news of the SU-34 entering Turk-
ish airspace came as a Turkish man 
wanted by Moscow for the killing of 
its pilot after the November incident 
boasted that he could travel between 
Turkey and Syria as he pleased.

Alparslan Celik, son of a local 
leader of the right-wing National-
ist Action Party (MHP), an opposi-
tion group with 40 lawmakers in 
Ankara’s parliament, attended the 
funeral of a party member who had 

been killed in Syria while fighting 
with the Turkmen, an ethnic group 
in northern Syria with close links to 
Turkey. Celik has also been fighting 
alongside the Turkmen.

Russia says Celik was among 
those who killed a Russian pilot 
parachuting from the stricken plane 
in November. Celik has publicly de-
fended the killing, saying the pilot 
had bombed Turkmen villages min-
utes before his plane was shot down. 
At the funeral in Istanbul, Celik said 
he frequently travelled to Syria to 
fight. “I’m here for the funeral only,” 
he said. “I am going back” to Syria.

The Turkmen region of north-
western Syria has been under attack 
by Russian planes and Syrian gov-
ernment forces for months. Turk-
ish authorities said more than 1,600 
refugees entered Turkey in two days 
in late January. News reports said 
another 20,000 could be preparing 
to cross the border.

Erdogan has accused Assad and 

Russia of stepping up their offen-
sive in the Turkmen region close to 
the Turkish border as part of a wider 
push to secure the area around the 
port city of Latakia on the Mediter-
ranean coast. Latakia, a stronghold 
of the Alawite community to which 
Assad belongs, was to form the core 
of a “boutique state” in the event 
that Syria broke up, Erdogan said.

Syrian Turkmen National Move-
ment Party Vice-Chairman Tarik 
Sulo Cevizci said recent attacks by 
Syrian troops and Russian aircraft 
around Mount Turkmen on the 
Turkish border were supposed to 
strengthen the government’s posi-

tion at peace talks in Geneva.
“This place is of strategic impor-

tance,” Cevizci said. “If no solution 
comes out of the Geneva talks and if 
everybody starts to create their own 
state, Assad wants to put the Mount 
Turkmen area within the borders of 
the Nusayri state he wants to form,” 
he added, using another term for 
Alawite.

With Turkish-Russian tensions 
climbing, some Turks wonder 
whether their country is sliding to-
wards an open confrontation with 
Moscow.

“At this point, my country runs 
the risk of entering an open war if 
it continues to support confronta-
tions in Syria,” columnist Nuray 
Mert wrote in the English-language 
newspaper Hurriyet Daily News. 
“We should know whether we are at 
war with Russia.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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The Russian Navy’s landing ship Minsk (background) sets sail in the Bosphorus, on its way to the 
Black Sea, on February 1st.
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T 

he delicate geopolitical 
tango between Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and Russian 
President Vladimir Putin 

in Syria is both an extension of his-
torical rivalry and a fundamental 
clash of world views.

As Turkey accuses Russia of an-
other violation of its airspace with 
ground-attack aircraft, Russia is 
refurbishing and expanding airbas-
es — one in Latakia and another in 
Hasakah — in northern Syria mere 
kilometres from the Turkish bor-
der. The prospects for even more 
serious clashes between Turkey 
and Russia have never been higher.

Putin believes that Russia’s near-
abroad is threatened by NATO and 
an aggressive US policy to surround 
and constrain Russia and its strate-
gic allies. Conversely, Erdogan sees 
a Moscow that increasingly echoes 
historical imperial ambitions as it 
looked to expand beyond the Cau-
casus and the Black Sea into areas 
considered by the Turks to be their 
traditional sphere of influence.

A mere seven years earlier, Er-
dogan was personally heavily in-
vested in pulling Syrian President 
Bashar Assad into the Turkish orbit 
and made major strides in expand-
ing trade and political engagement 
between Turkey and Syria. Tur-
key’s foreign policy in the Middle 
East was not geared towards nec-
essarily constraining or compet-
ing with either Iran or Russia but 
became increasingly strained with 
Iran’s hegemonic ambitions in Iraq 
and Iraqi Kurdistan and, by 2011, in 
Syria.

Turkey faces a unique conun-
drum with its support for anti-As-
sad Sunni rebels as Russia expands 
its presence on the ground backing 
Assad’s forces.

At a time when both Islamic 
State (ISIS) and Kurdish separatists 
are launching terror strikes within 
its borders, the prospect of further 
entanglement with a Russia eager 
to flex its newly outfitted military 
is leaving many officials in Ankara 
on edge.

With the recent revelation of a 
secret basing-rights agreement be-
tween Assad and Putin that gave 
Russians troops and personnel spe-
cial exemptions and extraterrito-
rial immunities from regime state 
authorities, Russia enjoys almost 
total freedom of manoeuvre in ar-
eas under nominal regime control. 
Assad’s extraordinary dependency 
on Russian logistical, intelligence 
and materiel support has arguably 
turned Damascus into an auxiliary 
vassal-type of Moscow.

But it was just a year before the 
Syrian uprising in 2011, when po-
litical and military analysts were 
heralding the new era of strategic 
cooperation between Ankara and 
Damascus. Erdogan did not totally 
break ties with Assad until August 
after investing significant effort to 
convince the Syrian president to 
enact sensible limited reforms and 
to halt violence aimed at the un-
armed protesters filling the streets 
from Deraa to Deir ez-Zor. Erdogan 
felt betrayed as Assad reneged on 
the purported commitments he 
made.

No one can say with absolute 
certainty why Assad opted to spurn 
Erdogan’s entreaties. Economically 
and strategically speaking, Assad 
would have been much wiser to en-
trench bilateral bonds with Ankara 
and Gulf Arab states. Saudi Arabia 
and the other Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) members invested 
heavily to draw Assad away from 
Iranian influence. Assad, however, 

chose to believe his own propa-
ganda that the uprising was not a 
by-product of his regime’s incom-
petence and misrule but was a re-
sult of a concerted Turkish and Gulf 
conspiracy.

Indeed, within the first few 
months of the uprising’s civil resist-
ance phase, pro-Assad politicians 
and media outlets were deriding 
Turkey’s “neo-Ottoman” designs 
over Syria. Russian state media and 
Kremlin insiders likewise argued 
that the uprising in Syria was an ex-
tension of long-standing US backed 
“colour revolution” strategy to 
destabilise states that Russia con-
sidered as falling under its clientele 
umbrella.

Just as Putin fears an expansion-
ist NATO, he clearly views Turkish 
aims in Syria to be mutually ex-
clusive with Moscow’s expanded 
ambitions in the region. Turkey’s 
alignment on its Syria policy as part 
of its new-found rapprochement 
with the GCC and Saudi Arabia 
presents a formidable threat to the 
Russian backed axis.

The recent statement by the 
Turkish and Saudi foreign ministers 
on their respective commitment to 
the Syrian opposition signalled that 
Russia’s aggressive expansion of its 
military presence and flaunting of 
firepower in Syria will face a deter-
mined counter-force.

The military competition for 
Syria between all sides has one 
wild card that could dramatically 

alter the current course: the United 
States.

Neither the Turks nor allied Arab 
states have succeeded in convinc-
ing the United States to enhance its 
involvement in Syria. The Obama 
White House has vetoed establish-
ing safe zones and limited no-fly 
zones for fear of directly clashing 
with Russia. Expanding the quality 
and quantity of military aid to the 
rebels has likewise faced trepida-
tion from a Washington that sees 
little national security benefit in 
directly confronting Iranian and As-
sad forces.

The United States views Syria 
from a narrow aperture. Countering 
ISIS is the main effort. But the Unit-
ed States would do well to explore 
the strategic benefits of pushing the 
Syrian Democratic Forces coalition 
it is backing to align and cooperate 
with Sunni rebel forces operating in 
Aleppo.

Assad will continue to attempt 
to triangulate the Kurdish self-de-
fence forces as a means to thwart 
Turkish interests and to place 
pressure on Sunni rebels. The Rus-
sians are also doing their part to 
co-opt Syrian Kurdish fighters as 
they expand their presence in the 
regime-controlled airbase outside 
the predominately Kurdish town of 
Qamishli in the north-east.

The intricate dance for Syria con-
tinues. Assad believes that he has 
outsmarted the Americans, Turkey, 
Saudi Arabia and company.

Or, perhaps in a case of being 
overly clever by half, Assad may just 
very well find himself overly reliant 
on Russian-Iranian commitments 
that may not prove sustainable.

Oubai Shahbandar is a former US 
Defense Department analyst. He is 
a private strategic consultant.
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