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Special Focus Russia, Iran and Turkey in Syria’s war

Stuck in Syria: Will Turkey end up losing once more?

A
mong the uncertain-
ties revolving 
around Turkey’s 
foreign policy, the 
manner in which 
Ankara runs affairs 

along its southern border is 
enough to make one dizzy.

It started with the Gaza flotilla 
affair in 2010 and followed with 
one dramatic episode after 
another, each exposing an even 
more erratic move than the 
previous.

Now Turkey appears to be set 
on a new course. Following the 
ousting of his predecessor, 
Ahmet Davutoglu, Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim declared 
that Ankara’s regional policy 
would now be based on increas-
ing its friends and decreasing its 
enemies.

People were puzzled: What was 
new compared to Davutoglu’s 
grandly failed zero problem 
neighbourhood policy?

The new element involved a 
series of tactical moves that are 
aimed at establishing Ankara as a 
player in the ever-complex 
Middle East.

The picture became clear 
when the July coup attempt 

accelerated rapprochement with 
Russia, which Turkish President 
Recep Tayipp Erdogan hopes 
revives the key issue that has 
haunted and troubled Turkish 
foreign policy for decades: The 
Kurds.

This is how we should explain 
the most drastic Turkish move 
this week. The Euphrates Shield 
operation, involving Turkish 
fighter jets and tanks in and over 
Syrian soil, came after Yildirim 
marked two more U-turns in 
Ankara’s line: Assad’s departure 
was no longer a Turkish condition 
for reaching a settlement to the 
conflict but a triviality and the 
most important point, at the 
moment, is the territorial 
integrity of Syria. For years 
Erdogan had insisted on a future 
without Assad, as his government 
had pursued a regime-change 
line, by supporting Syrian 
jihadists.

Statements by Yildirim 
revealed more than that. “We did 
this to chase out ISIS [the Islamic 
State] from the area and to 
prevent PYD/YPG [Democratic 
Union Party/People’s Protection 
Units] to fill in the vacuum, to 
take advantage,” he said. “The 
entire area, including Jarabulus, 
must be cleaned out of PYD/YPG. 
There is no other way.”

Dizziness has to do also with 
the visit of US Vice-President Joe 
Biden and Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani in Ankara, following 
manoeuvres that appear to signal 
a formation of a Russian-Iranian-

Turkish axis.
Turkey’s U-turn, after Erdog-

an’s meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin, seems 
to have triggered a large-scale 
complex dynamic into Syrian 
theatre. This, however, is where 
the dizziness ends as it begins. 
The change of heart may be based 
on a calculation that comes not 
only too late but also looks too 
simple — and dangerous.

By bowing to Russia, Erdogan 
may be hoping to kill more than 
two birds with one stone. He may 
calculate that Ankara can play 
Moscow and Washington against 
each other, considering that the 
latter, which he is in a rift with, 
has a softer spot because of the 
distraction presidential elections 
offer.

By approaching and appeasing 
Tehran and Barzani, the plan 
seems to be to alienate and 
eliminate the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and its PYD/YPG 
offshoots. Erdogan is also keen 
that ISIS remains a common 
target to keep the United States 
close enough, although ISIS’s 
labelling is somewhat equated 
with the ground forces of the 
Syrian Kurds as terrorists.

There are seriously missing 
links in all of those.

First, Russia and the United 
States may not have overcome 
their differences over the future 
of Syria but since the downing of 
the Russian jet by the Turkish Air 
Force in late 2015 minimised 
them.

For the Russians, the main 

issue was to be reaccepted by the 
Americans as a major player in 
the Middle East and they have 
come that far. So, for Putin, 
Erdogan’s olive branch is no more 
than another tool cementing his 
position. Ankara’s military 
manoeuvring space in Syria has 
fallen under the full control of 
Moscow. The operation on 
Jarabulus would not have 
happened without Putin’s 
consent.

There is no concrete sign that 
Erdogan and Putin see the 
aspirations of the Kurds in Syria 
in the same way. Barzani will not 
stand between his cognates and 
their pursuit of self-rule in Syria. 
The PYD/YPG commanders know 
that, as long as ISIS and its 
derivatives remain in the area, 
they will be under the protection 
of US forces, also as balancing 
elements against Russia.

Perhaps the most alarming part 
about Ankara’s U-turn has to do 
with attacks against ISIS. 
Increased bombings leave the 
latter to flee into Turkey, in rage, 
and as video footage of a bomb 
exploding near a wedding 
celebration in the Turkish town of 
Gaziantep shows, exposes Turkey 
more as a vulnerable target.

Ankara’s problem is not taking 
a side; it sticks to its old game of 
juggling with far too many balls 
as with the Kurdish distraction. 
The risk is dropping all of them to 
the ground.

Yavuz Baydar is a journalist 
based in Istanbul.
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A 

s Turkish forces, sup-
ported by tanks, artillery 
and fighter-bombers, 
surged into northern 
Syria on August 24th in 

a long-anticipated operation that 
adds another dimension to a stag-
geringly complex war, Ankara was 
also engaged in negotiations with 
neighbouring Iran on a diplomatic 
initiative to end the Syrian conflict.

These two seemingly incompat-
ible moves by Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan marked a sharp 
intensification of his country’s in-
volvement in the war. They also 
underlined the objectives of the An-
kara government: Preventing Kurd-
ish forces establishing a self-rule 
enclave south of the Turkish border 
and ending a conflict that is ripping 
the Middle East apart.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu declared that Operation 
Euphrates Shield, arguably the larg-
est Turkish intervention in Syria 
since the war erupted in March 2011, 
was intended to drive the Islamic 
State (ISIS) from the border.

That followed a suicide bombing, 
the latest in a wave of ISIS-inspired 
violence, that killed more than 50 
people in the Turkish frontier town 
of Gaziantep.

A Turkish offensive against ISIS in 
its border stronghold is long over-
due but there can be little doubt that 
the principal objective is to curb ad-
vances by the US-backed and Kurd-
ish-dominated Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), which holds a large 
swathe of territory south of the bor-
der.

The Turkish-backed Syrian rebels 
seized the strategic town of Jarabu-
lus on August 24th after a fierce 
Turkish bombardment by artillery 

and air strikes against up to 100 
targets and several hours of heavy 
fighting.

This force is expected to swing 
westward and push Kurdish fighters 
out of the territory they won east of 
the Euphrates river — a Turkish red 
line — since late 2015.

One of its main objectives will be 
the ISIS-held city of al-Bab, where 
the jihadists are surrounded by Syr-
ian troops and SDF units. The Kurds 
also want al-Bab, a key link in plans 
to unite their cantons along the bor-
der.

Turkey’s large-scale military ac-
tion comes hard on the heels of the 
unveiling of a preliminary agree-
ment with Iran, with which Ankara 
has frequently been at odds, on 
what was described as the funda-
mental principles for ending the 
Syrian war.

That signals a major shift in policy 
by Erdogan “towards diplomatic co-
operation with Russia and Iran on 
Syria and away from alignment with 
the United States and its Gulf allies, 
Saudi Arabia and Qatar”, observed 
American analyst and historian Ga-
reth Porter.

“The common approach to a Syria 
settlement outlined by Turkey and 
Iran represent what appears to be 
the first significant diplomatic break 
in a five-year international conflict 
on Syria that has been immune from 
any real peace negotiations up to 
now,” he noted in an analysis on the 
Antiwar.com website.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim noted that the Syrian solu-
tion needs “two basic conditions: 
First to preserve the territorial unity 
of Syria and second, establishing a 
system of government in which all 
ethnicities and religions are repre-
sented”, Porter wrote.

This implies that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad could play a role in any 
transitional leadership in the coun-
try but can have no role in its future. 
Until now, Turkey had insisted that 
Assad had to go while Ankara armed 
his opponents.

Russia and Iran have sought to 
keep Assad in play but under their 
thumb while they expanded their 
influence in the eastern Mediterra-

nean.
By insisting on Syria remaining 

a unitary state, rather than frag-
menting into ethnic and sectarian 
entities, Ankara is also seeking to 
prevent Syria’s Kurds establishing 
an independent state on Turkey’s 
southern border that would encour-
age Turkey’s own Kurdish minority 
to pursue separation.

The Turkey-Iran initiative came 
a week after Erdogan repaired rela-
tions with Russia, Assad’s strongest 
military supporter. They had taken 
a nosedive when Turkish gunners 
shot down a Russian jet on Novem-
ber 24th, 2015, on the Syrian border.

It is not clear whether Turkey’s 
moves with Iran and Russia signal 
the emergence of a new bloc to cut 
through the diplomatic logjam that 
has snarled a UN effort to gather the 
bewildering array of groups engaged 
in the Syrian bloodbath around the 
negotiating table in Geneva.

But these developments gave no-
tice to the United States and who-
ever succeeds US President Barack 
Obama, as well as Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf monarchies, that there 
seems to be a new bloc emerging 
among key powers involved in the 
Syrian war that have been backing 
rival players in that conflict.

Iran’s participation in this ini-
tiative is critical and underlines its 
concerns that its expanding military 
support for Assad, a long-time ally, 
is inflicting unacceptably high loss-
es that the Islamic Republic may not 
be able to sustain politically.

This also goes for Lebanon’s Hez-
bollah, Tehran’s most prized proxy 
force and its bulwark against Israel.

Whatever the motivations for 
these partnerships, the Syrian war 
appears to be moving into a new and 
possibly more dangerous phase.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of The 
Arab Weekly.

Turkish Army tanks and armoured personnel carriers move towards the Syrian border, in Karkamis, 
Turkey, on August 25th.
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