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T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan and Rus-
sian President Vladimir 
Putin are making much of 
their high-profile August 

9th reconciliation in St Petersburg 
to end a nine-month confrontation 
over Syria.

But the perplexing Syrian con-
flict, in which they have widely 
divergent objectives, could haunt 
them and doom their ostentatious 
rapprochement, which stemmed 
largely from economic pressures.

Turkey and Russia remain sepa-
rated on several geopolitical fronts 
and by the grandiose strategic ambi-
tions of their autocratic leaders.

These differences are most likely 
to play out in the Middle East, a re-
gion where both countries seek to 
expand their influence as it teeters 
on the brink of disintegration. Syria, 
in particular, will be a bone of con-
tention, as well as a barometer of 
how the rapprochement is faring.

Erdogan sees the prospect of ex-
ploiting the Middle Eastern chaos 
to restore Turkey’s regional domi-
nance, with himself as the new 
leader of a Sunni world fearful of 
Shia Iran’s expanding power.

He wants to see Syrian President 
Bashar Assad, an Iranian ally, top-
pled. The Russians want to keep As-
sad in power as part of Putin’s drive 
to restore Russia as a global power.

“Syria… is an area where Russia 
and Turkey are unavoidably and 
diametrically opposed,” observed 
the US-based global security con-
sultancy Stratfor.

“The ongoing battle in Aleppo is 
a case in point. Putin and Erdogan 
can discuss their desire for a peace 
settlement in Syria but the two 
main parties to the negotiations — 
Turkish-backed Sunni rebels and 
Russian-backed Alawite-led gov-
ernment forces — are still grappling 

over the city, a strategic piece of ter-
ritory.

“Neither side will come seriously 
to the negotiating table unless they 
have Aleppo firmly in their grasp,” 
Stratfor noted.

“With Turkey’s priorities concen-
trated in Syria, Moscow can keep 

Turkey on the hook by continuing 
to support Kurdish separatists and 
by complicating any Turkish mili-
tary designs for Syria through Rus-
sia’s presence on the (Syrian) bat-
tlefield…

“Rest assured, there will be more 
points down the line where Turkish 
and Russian national interests col-
lide.”

Erdogan is already at worsening 
odds with the United States, Tur-
key’s long-time NATO ally, and the 
West. The botched July 15th coup 
attempt has widened the rift.

Erdogan accuses US authorities 
of refusing to extradite the alleged 
mastermind of the failed coup, Is-
lamic preacher Fethullah Gulen, 
who has lived in the United States 

since 1999.
Turkey’s brief post-plot closure of 

Incirlik air base, a key NATO facility 
the US Air Force is using to bomb 
ISIS in Syria and Iraq, is a possible 
sign of what could be in store.

“We’re in for a very bumpy pe-
riod in US-Turkey relations,” Eric 
Edelman, a former US ambassador 
to Ankara and a former undersec-
retary of Defence for policy, cau-
tioned a July conference on the 
crisis in Washington. “If we don’t 
return (Gulen), I think we can count 
on some problems.”

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.

Troubles ahead despite 
Erdogan-Putin pact

Russian President Vladimir Putin (C-L) and his Turkish counterpart Recep Tayyip Erdogan (C-R) 
before the start of a meeting in Konstantinovsky Palace outside St Petersburg, on August 9th.

Erdogan sees 
the prospect of 
exploiting the 
Middle Eastern 
chaos to restore 
Turkey’s regional 
dominance. P12-13

London

A 

t a time of unprecedent-
ed chaos and division 
across the Middle East, 
Arab athletes joined oth-
ers from across the world 

to compete in the XXXIst Olympic 
games in Rio de Janeiro.

“We are living in a world of cri-
ses, mistrust and uncertainty. Here 
is our Olympic answer: The 10,000 
best athletes in the world, compet-
ing with each other, at the same 
time living peacefully together in 
one Olympic Village. In this Olympic 
world, we see that the values of our 
shared humanity are stronger than 
the forces which want to divide us,” 
International Olympic Committee 
(IOC) President Thomas Bach said 
during Opening Ceremonies of the 
2016 Rio games.

Arab athletes are doing more than 

merely competing; they are win-
ning historic medals.

Fehaid al-Deehani, a Kuwaiti mili-
tary officer, took an early lead in the 
men’s double trap shooting event 
and maintained his position for the 

rest of the competition in winning 
the gold medal.

But Kuwait is under sanction from 
the International Olympic Commit-
tee for having laws that permit gov-
ernment interference in sports and 

is not allowed to compete. Deehani, 
therefore, took part as a member of 
the Independent Olympic Athletes 
(IOA) team. His was the first gold 
medal for the IOA, although Dee-
hani saw it as Kuwait’s.

“That was for my country, for the 
people who don’t want us to partici-
pate in the Olympics,” Deehani said.

Deehani also won bronze medals 
in shooting at the 2000 and 2012 
Olympics.

Egypt won two bronze med-
als in the first week of the games. 
Sara Ahmed, 18, placed third in the 
women’s 69kg weightlifting class 
after lifting 255kg, 6kg behind the 
gold medallist. “Sara Ahmed, you 
have lifted the spirits of all Egyp-
tians,” tweeted one delighted fan.

“This is such a big honour. All 
Egypt was waiting for one or two 
medals from our team,” Ahmed 
said. Her Olympic medal was the 
first for an Egyptian woman.

Compatriot Mohamed Ihab won 
a bronze medal in the men’s 77kg 

weightlifting category, lifting 361kg.
Tunisian fencer Ines Boubakri, 27, 

also took home a bronze, finishing 
third in the individual foil category. 

“This medal, it’s historic for Tuni-
sia. It’s incredible. I hope that this 
will be a message for all Tunisians… 
[and] all Arab women. A message 
that says that you must believe that 
women exist and they have their 
place in society,” Boubakri said.

Mahmud el-Shafey is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in London.

Egyptian weightlifter Ahmed Saad competes in the men’s 62kg 
competition at the 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, 
on August 8th.
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