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T 

he multilayered Russian-
Turkish agreement over 
Syria, reached in August, 
is still unfolding but all 
the signs are that it gives 

the Turks much of what they want 
in Syria, while Syrian President 
Bashar Assad gets a lot out of it, too.

The main point for Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Erdogan is that 
it secures firm Russian backing for 
Turkey’s adamant rejection of the 
establishment of a Kurdish state on 
its border with Syria that would in-
flame its own Kurdish problem.

Erdogan wants the Kurds’ long-
cherished project eradicated and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
is lending a helping hand. He has 
closed the Moscow office of the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD), the 
Syrian branch of Turkey’s seces-
sionist Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) and waived his earlier sup-
port for Kurdish participation in the 
Syrian peace talks in Geneva.

In mid-August, the Syrian Air 
Force began pounding Hasakah, a 
strategic city in the north-eastern 
corner of Syria controlled by the 
Kurdish People’s Protection Units 
(YPG) since 2015.

The assault took most observ-
ers off-guard. Syrian Kurds have 
been largely neutral in the conflict 
between the Syrian government 
and the main rebel groups. Due to 
Turkey’s embrace of the Syrian op-
position since 2011, the Kurds have 
refused to join any of the main po-
litical opposition groups.

They have collaborated with the 
Syrian Army and with both Russia 
and the United States in the fight 
against the Islamic State (ISIS). 
Since the Russians intervened in 
Syria in September 2015, they have 

given the Kurds both arms and 
money, ostensibly to boost their 
positions in counterterrorism.

Never since 2011 had the Syrian 
Army struck at Kurdish positions — 
a feat now applauded by both Mos-
cow and Ankara.

The Turkish-Russian deal seem-
ingly calls for Syrian participation 
in the war on the Kurds in exchange 
for two things: Turkey will help ex-
terminate ISIS on Syria’s northern 
border and turn a blind eye as Syr-
ian troops retake the strategic city 
of Aleppo.

The assault on Hasakah lasted 
for one week and sent a strong 
message to Syrian Kurds. Immedi-
ately afterward, Turkish tanks and 
special forces thrust across the bor-
der, expelling ISIS from the city of 
Jarabulus.

The Russians did not complain. 
Instead, they issued a mild state-
ment calling on Turkey to “coor-
dinate” its military activities with 
the Damascus regime that Moscow 
wants to keep intact.

In the Syrian capital, apart from 
a knee-jerk condemnation by the 
Foreign Ministry, no action was 
taken to counter the Turkish inva-
sion — probably at the urging of the 
Kremlin.

Erdogan was seemingly being ac-
commodated on two fronts; Jarab-
ulus and Hasakah and it was time 
to repay the favour.

In return, Ankara remained silent 
on Russian plans to send ground 
troops to hold the Castello Road, 
which until July was the Syrian op-
position’s main lifeline, running 
from Turkey to the then-besieged 
eastern sector of Aleppo in north-
ern Syria.

The road has been held by gov-
ernment troops since mid-July. 
The Russians suggest that humani-
tarian aid be allowed into regime-
controlled western Aleppo, with 
1.2 million inhabitants, and the 
rebel-held eastern sector, where 
250,000-300,000 civilians are 
trapped.

The Syrian opposition is asking 
that any aid be funnelled through 
the rebel-held Ramousa district in 
south-western Aleppo but the Rus-

sians have curtly refused, arguing 
that the route is unsafe and con-
trolled by warring militias.

Moscow argues that the aid be 
shipped via the Castello Road, 
which will be jointly manned by 
Russian and Syrian troops.

This proposal, which the Turks 
have not rejected, calls for Russian 
checkpoints and observation units 
on everything entering or leaving 
Aleppo.

If that comes to pass, it would 
be the first deployment of Rus-
sian ground troops outside of their 
Hmeimim airbase near the Medi-
terranean port of Latakia.

Opposition groups are furious 
with Turkey’s silence over the Rus-
sian proposal and Syrian Kurds feel 
stabbed in the back by both Damas-
cus and Moscow.

The Erdogan-Putin agreement 

seemed to take another dramatic 
turn in late August when the Syrian 
Army retook the town of Daraya on 
Damascus’ south-western edge. 
Daraya has long been a symbol of 
the anti-Assad rebellion. The town 
was one of the first to take up arms 
against the regime in 2012.

The fighters who remained in 
Daraya surrendered to Damascus 
in late August. They had no choice. 
They were starving under a regime 
blockade as well as a Russian air 
blitz that began in September 2015.

Ankara did not say a single word 
about Daraya, deepening suspi-
cions that Daraya, Jarabulus and 
Hasakah were part of the Turkish-
Russian agreement and were being 
sacrificed by different players on 
the Syrian chessboard.

Ultimately, the Russians are ac-
commodating Erdogan, with the 

fate of Aleppo, once Syria’s eco-
nomic capital, as the big prize. It 
has immense political significance 
and controlling it is a paramount 
objective for everyone.

If the Turks allow Syrian govern-
ment troops to overrun Aleppo, 
with Russian soldiers manning the 
city’s gateways, it would mean the 
end of the uprising in northern Syr-
ian.

Turkey would be content, secure 
in the belief that no serious Kurd-
ish threat is now possible. Russia 
would be happy retaking Aleppo 
and shutting down a major front 
and the regime would be happy too 
as it secures the countryside around 
the capital as it did in Daraya.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of Under the 
Black Flag (IB Taurus, 2015).
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Euphrates Shield and the complexities of fighting the Kurds

S
ince Turkey launched 
Operation Euphrates 
Shield, its first major 
intervention in the 
Syrian war, its leaders 
have done little to 

disguise the fact that their main 
target was not the retreating 
forces of the Islamic State (ISIS) 
but rather the advancing forces of 
the Syrian Kurds.

“We will absolutely not allow 
any terror activity on or near our 
borders,” Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan declared a few 
days into the offensive.

He made no distinction, 
however, between ISIS “terror” 
and the Kurdish Democratic 
Union Party (PYD), which Turkey 
sees as a terrorist group and has 
vowed to confront with “the same 
determination”.

The initial target of the Turkish 
operation, which began August 
24th, was Jarabulus, a Syrian 
border town west of the Euphrates 
river that ISIS seized in mid-2013 
without, until now, incurring any 
Turkish military response. Erdogan 
ordered the offensive after a bomb 
attack blamed on ISIS killed 55 

people in south-eastern Turkey.
Just as significantly for 

Turkey, it also followed the defeat 
of ISIS at the town of Manbij, also 
west of the Euphrates, by rebels of 
the US-backed Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF).

The SDF is an alliance that 
includes Arabs, Assyrians and other 
minorities but is dominated by 
the PYD. The presence of Kurdish 
forces west of the Euphrates 
represented a red line for Ankara.

Turkey-backed rebels of the Free 
Syria Army, supported by Turkish 
tanks and warplanes, mopped up 
ISIS resistance with remarkable 
speed, prompting accusations from 
the Kurds of collusion between 
Ankara and the jihadists.

The Turkish intervention, which 
swiftly transmogrified into a 
Turkish-Kurdish conflict, added 
one more layer of confusion and 
contradiction to the Syrian drama.

The first week of Operation 
Euphrates Shield saw clashes 
between units of the SDF and 
the Free Syria Army, both backed 
by the United States with the 
ostensible purpose of confronting 
ISIS rather than each other.

Ankara appeared at least as 
alarmed by the Kurds linking up 
their advancing forces along the 
entire Syrian border with Turkey 
as it was with a continued ISIS 
presence on the frontier. In the 
absence of a clear strategy from 
Washington on how to respond, 
Erdogan decided to go it alone.

The United States expressed 
its frustration by demanding that 
Turkey stop attacking the SDF 
and focus on ISIS. Pentagon Press 
Secretary Peter Cook condemned 

the fighting south of Jarabulus, 
where Turkish armed troops had 
fought with the SDF.

“We want to make clear that we 
find these clashes unacceptable 
and they are a source of deep 
concern,” he said. “This is an 
already crowded battle space. 
Accordingly, we’re calling on 
all armed actors to stand down 
immediately and take appropriate 
measures to de-conflict.”

The Pentagon’s concerns are 
understandable. Its backing for 
the SDF and for the PYD’s armed 
wing, the People’s Protection 
Units militia (YPG), is a reflection 
of the success of those forces in 
confronting ISIS compared with 
the often lacklustre performance of 
other supposed allies.

The YPG’s reputation was 
founded on its successful defence 
of the border town of Kobane in the 
face of an ISIS siege in 2014-15.

Washington has backed the 
Kurds in the face of Ankara’s 
insistence that the YPG is merely 
an offshoot of the Kurdish 
Workers’ Party (PKK) against 
which it is fighting a renewed war 
in south-eastern Turkey that began 
in 1984.

The Kurds may have proved 
the most dependable partner in 
the conflict against ISIS but their 
role in the Syrian civil war is more 
complex. The Kurds’ self-declared 
autonomous region of Rojava is 
regarded with suspicion by Syrian 
rebel groups, who see it is a step 
towards Kurdish separatism and 
the dismantling of the Syrian state.

The Kurds are also accused of 

cooperating with Damascus since 
the start of the conflict rather than 
fighting the regime but that has 
not prevented intermittent clashes 
or government attacks on Kurdish 
targets.

The Kurds fought regime forces 
for control of Hasakah in north-
eastern Syria in mid-August. The 
Kurds won a battle that saw Syrian 
planes bomb Kurdish territory for 
the first time in the war.

Officially, the Kurdish-dominated 
government of Rojava supports 
a federal system for the whole 
of Syria. Its strategy has been 
to underline its commitment to 
bringing Arabs and other non-
Kurds into the administration, a 
policy reflected in the multi-ethnic 
make-up of the Syrian Democratic 
Forces.

The Kurds may have been 
tempting fortune by trying to link 
up the pockets of territory they 
hold west of the Euphrates. There 
were indications by the end of 
August that units were moving 
back to the stronghold of Rojava 
after the United States told them to 
retreat or risk losing American air 
cover.

From the Turkish perspective, 
Operation Euphrates Shield may 
serve its purpose but it fails to 
resolve who will ultimately control 
the length of the border region as 
ISIS continues to be pushed back.

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, including 
No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds 
published in 1993.
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