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Ottawa

T 

urkey is working to bet-
ter secure its border with 
Syria with the Turkish 
Army expected to install 
new air-defence systems 

around the southern province of Ki-
lis, an area repeatedly hit by rocket 
fire from Syria.

The systems, which were devel-
oped in Turkey, will be deployed at 
the Elbeyli border crossing, security 
officials said. The new capabilities 
include a counter-mortar radar sys-
tem, a self-propelled air-defence 
gun system capable of firing 1,100 
rounds per minute and expected 
to destroy rockets 4km away and 
two batteries of High-Mobility Artil-
lery Rocket System (HIMARS) along 
with scores of armed drones.

Turkey has deployed similar de-
fence systems at the Oncupinar bor-
der crossing, also in Kilis. Turkey 
said expansion and further devel-
opment of the air defence systems 
to the Elbeyli border crossing will 
boost the overall border security.

The bolstering of security at this 
section of Turkey’s borders high-
lights the prospects for establishing 
Ankara’s long-demanded vision of a 
safe zone in Syria. A safe zone would 
serve Turkish interests in northern 
Syria by aiding Turkish-backed Arab 
and Turkmen rebels and, as a result, 
decreasing the likelihood of further 
Kurdish advancement towards the 
border.

In addition, a safe zone would 
create a region of refuge for dis-

placed Syrians, easing the influx of 
refugees to Turkey and Europe.

This idea of a safe zone remains 
ambitious. With massive support 
from the United States and Euro-
pean countries, the Syrian Kurdish 
Democratic Union Party (PYD) — an 
offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) that Turkey lists as a 
terrorist group — has made signifi-
cant advances in the territory that 
Ankara once labelled as a “red line”.

PYD forces crossed the line ear-
lier this year and moved west of the 
Euphrates. The PYD is conducting a 
major campaign against the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Manbij, 30km west of 
the Euphrates.

Turkey aims to keep the two 
Kurdish-controlled regions of Syria 
(east of the Euphrates region and 
the canton in north-western Syria) 
separated from each other. Ankara 
fears that there is an increasing pos-
sibility that Kurdish forces will link 
territory captured from ISIS west 
of Manbij with another Kurdish-
held area east of Marea. The Kurd-
ish question remains the most toxic 
threat facing Turkish national iden-
tity and security.

Although Turkey’s government 
has the parliamentary authorisation 
as well as the support and capability 
of the army to take unilateral mili-
tary action in Syria, Ankara is faced 
with roadblocks from international 
powers.

The United States and its allies 
rely on the PYD to conduct the anti-
ISIS fight. Washington has pushed 
for the establishment of the Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF), an um-
brella of armed groups in north-
ern Syria composed mainly of PYD 

troops with smaller contingents 
of Arab fighters to counter 
ISIS. Ankara, however, re-
mains concerned, given 
the leading role of the 
PYD within the SDF.

Adding to the complex-
ity of Turkey’s strategy in 
Syria is the role of Rus-
sia. Ankara and Moscow 
have had tense relations 
since Turkey downed 
a Russian Su-24 war-
plane in November 2015. 
Moscow increased its military 
presence in Syria considerably after 
the incident, which pushed Ankara 
to rethink its vision for the no-fly 
zone, in fear of Russian retaliation 
and further complications.

With limited options, Turkey is 
looking to adopt a new policy to-
wards the war in Syria. The Turk-
ish government is approaching the 
changing realities on its southern 
border with pragmatism. Ankara 
has downsized its demand for a safe 
zone along its entire 800km border 
with Syria to calling for the frontier 
under Arab rebel control between 
Azaz and Jarabulus — about 90km — 
to be protected. It is likely that Tur-
key will increase its arming rebels 
near Azaz to capture areas between 
al-Rai and Jarabulus from ISIS.

Though Turkey has compromised 
with the United States on PYD’s 
move west of the Euphrates, it 
remains cautious and mili-
tarily ready 
and is likely 
willing to 
make an in-
cursion if Kurd-
ish militants ad-
vance offensively.

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter: 
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Fighters from the Syrian Democratic Forces (SDF) gather on the 
outskirts of the northern Syrian town of Manbij held by ISIS as 
they encircle the town cutting off the jihadists main supply route 
between Syria and Turkey.

With limited options, 
Turkey is looking to 
adopt a new policy 
towards the war in 
Syria.

The Kurdish question 
remains the most toxic 
threat facing Turkish 
national identity and 
security.

Istanbul

T 

he devastating triple 
suicide bomb attack on 
Turkey’s largest airport 
killed more than 40 peo-
ple and wounded hun-

dreds of others, raising serious 
questions about security shortfalls 
that are seriously damaging Tur-
key’s economy.

“The only aim of the attack is to 
destabilise Turkey,” Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan said 
in a statement, adding that Turkey 
had “the power, determination 
and capacity to continue the fight 
against terrorism until the end”.

No group immediately claimed 
responsibility for the attack on 
Istanbul Ataturk Airport, carried 
out June 27th just after the time 
Muslims break their Ramadan fast. 
Turkish authorities, however, said 
evidence pointed to the Islamic 
State (ISIS).

Turkish media, quoting police 
sources, said the bombers were 
members of a Russian-speaking 
ISIS cell sent to Turkey from Syria. 
Police detained 13 suspects, in-
cluding three foreigners, in con-
nection to the airport bombings.

Turkey long unnerved both its 
NATO allies and critics at home 
with an ambivalent stance towards 
ISIS, even letting foreign fighters 
freely cross its borders into Syria 
and Iraq to join the group. This, 
analysts said, led to devastating 
security challenges that will be dif-

ficult to overcome.
After a string of deadly suicide 

attacks on Turkish soil, Turkey in-
tensified the crackdown on ISIS, 
raiding safe houses and detaining 
hundreds while carrying out cross-
border artillery attacks on ISIS 
targets in Syria. Experts said they 
expect more ISIS revenge attacks.

“Turkey has gradually stepped 
up its fight against ISIS after An-
kara’s initial reluctance to take 
military action against the group,” 
said Nihat Ali Ozcan, a counterter-
rorism expert. “The most dramatic 
shift came with Turkey opening 
the Incirlik airbase to the US-led 
coalition fighting ISIS. Then (ISIS) 
declared open war on Ankara.”

In a little more than a year, a to-
tal of 17 bomb attacks by Kurdish 
militants and ISIS have claimed 
almost 300 lives and wounded 
about 1,500 more, leaving the gov-
ernment under increasing pres-
sure regarding perceived security 
shortcomings.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim insisted there were no 
flaws in airport security and that 
a lack of preparedness was not to 
blame for the assault.

While security experts such as 
Ozcan stressed that no country 
could be entirely safe from terror-
ist attacks, many in Turkey are an-
gry that the government failed to 
keep them safe in their own coun-
try and that the wars at its borders 
have increasingly been spreading 
into Turkey.

“I would have never expected an 
attack of that scale to be possible 
at an airport,” said Eftal Erdin, 55, a 
taxi driver who has worked around 
Ataturk airport for more than 30 
years. “We are not afraid. We have 
to keep working but we are very 
nervous. Some of our colleagues 
died there. It could also have been 
us.”

The spiralling violence and the 

Turkish government’s perceived 
weakness in the face of a growing 
terrorism threat are taking a heavy 
toll on the country’s economy, too.

Turkey is no longer the popu-
lar and safe tourism destination it 
once was and several countries, in-
cluding the United States, Germa-
ny and France, have warned their 
citizens to exercise increased vigi-
lance when travelling to the coun-
try. The British Foreign Office said 
“further attacks are likely, could be 
indiscriminate and may target or af-
fect places visited by foreigners”.

The airport attack is a further 
blow to Turkey’s tourism sector, 
which was suffering its worst loss-

es in decades. In May 2016, foreign 
arrivals decreased by almost 35% 
compared to May 2015, the steep-
est decline since the 1990s, when 
violent conflict between the Turk-
ish state and the outlawed Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) was at its 
peak.

Many beaches and hotels re-
mained empty even after the start 
of the high summer season. In Is-
tanbul, tour operators said there 
had been numerous cancellations 
since the attack.

Tourism professionals said they 
hoped that Turkey’s recent rap-
prochement with Israel and Rus-
sia would lead to a recovery of 

the sector but the Ataturk airport 
assault on one of Europe’s busiest 
transport hubs might dash their 
optimism.

“The Eid is around the corner 
and business was about to pick up 
again after the explosion in [the 
central Istanbul district of] Vezne-
ciler in the beginning of June,” said 
Abdulbakir Demir, sitting in front 
of his travel agency close to the 
busy Taksim Square in Istanbul. 
“Now I am afraid that we are fin-
ished. If things continue like this, 
we will all have to close shop.”

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Deadly bombings a major blow to Turkey 
Constanze Letsch

Relatives of a suicide-attack victim mourn during his funeral in Istanbul, on June 29th.
Turkey’s ambivalence 
towards ISIS has led to 
devastating security 
challenges that will be 
difficult to overcome.

Turkish Army boosts border security with Syria


