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T 

he United States and Tur-
key have resolved to kiss 
and make up after weeks 
of differences and of-
ten bitter exchanges that 

tested the limits of one of the oldest 
partnerships in the Middle East.

“Both sides recognise that they 
need each other,” said Kemal Kiris-
ci of the Brookings Institution in 
Washington. For the United States, 
Turkey was a “pain in the neck ally” 
but also a partner of 70 years, he 
said, adding: “Are you really just go-
ing to dump him and move on?”

US President Barack Obama, who 
met with Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan on the fringes of the 
Group of 20 summit in China, was 
full of praise for the way Turkey de-
feated a coup attempt by parts of its 
armed forces in July, battling terror-
ism and helping in the fight against 
the Islamic State (ISIS) in Syria.

“Turkey is a strong NATO ally, 
a critical member of the coalition 
against ISIL,” Obama said, using an-
other acronym for the Islamic State. 
He did not mention the arrests of 
tens of thousands of people follow-
ing the coup attempt. Erdogan said 
the United States was a “strategic 
partner and a very close ally”, call-
ing the bond between the two coun-
tries “a model partnership”.

Only ten days earlier, US Vice-
President Joe Biden had a decidedly 
frosty meeting with Erdogan in An-
kara. Pro-government media in Tur-
key accused the United States of be-
ing involved in the attempted coup 
and in efforts to create a Kurdish re-
gion in northern Syria to cut Turkey 
off from the rest of the Middle East.

“America is laying siege to Turkey 

and is trying to destroy it,” Ibrahim 
Karagul, editor of the pro-Erdogan 
newspaper Yeni Safak, wrote on 
August 25th. A Turkish government 
minister accused Washington of be-
ing behind the coup attempt. A re-
cent opinion poll said 90% of Turks 
did not trust the Americans.

One reason for the accusations 
was that Washington rejected Turk-
ish demands to immediately arrest 
and extradite Fethullah Gulen, an 
Islamic scholar and a former sup-
porter of the Turkish government, 
whom Erdogan accuses of hav-
ing staged the coup attempt. After 
his meeting with Obama, Erdogan 
touched on the subject but in a 
much softer tone. Evidence against 
Gulen “will be amassed and they 
will be submitted to our friends in 
the United States” to bolster the ex-
tradition request, Erdogan said.

Turkey’s intervention into Syria 
near the border town of Jarabulus 
with a second stage in which Turk-
ish tanks and pro-Turkish militia 
groups crossed into Syria further 
west has boosted Ankara’s confi-
dence and the Turkish role in Syria.

Turkish Prime Minister Binali 
Yildirim said the swift military ad-
vance in northern Syria “repulsed” 
terrorist groups from the border 
area. The action deprived ISIS of its 
last toehold along the 900km Turk-
ish-Syrian border, a longstanding 
aim of the US-led coalition fighting 
the jihadists. Losing access to the 
border cut ISIS supply lines used to 
bring in weapons and fighters.

Turkey does not want to stop 
there. Erdogan said he proposed 
to Obama and Russian President 
Vladimir Putin establishing a no-fly 
zone over land seized by Turkey’s 
forces and their allies. It was not 
clear how the planned ceasefire, 
agreed to by the United States and 

Russia and to go in effect September 
12th, would affect those plans.

For Ankara, Turkey’s rapid ad-
vance into Syria served to make 
another point to Washington: The 
fact that Turkish troops and Sunni-
Arab allies of the Free Syrian Army 
(FSA) could push back ISIS so quick-
ly shook the US argument that the 
Syrian Kurds are the only efficient 
fighting force against the extremists 
in Syria.

“Turkey is saying: ‘Yes, we are 
ready to conduct military opera-
tions if we choose to do so,’” said 
Andrea Taylor, associate director of 
the Rafik Hariri Center for the Mid-
dle East at the Atlantic Council in 
Washington.

Turkey said it is wrong for the 
United States to rely on the Demo-
cratic Union Party (PYD), Syria’s 
main Kurdish party, and its People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) militia. Both 
the PYD and the YPG are linked to 

the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
a rebel organisation that has been 
fighting against Ankara since 1984 
and that is considered a terrorist 
group by Turkey and the West.

Washington’s insistence on train-
ing and arming Kurdish fighters in 
Syria has developed into a major 
problem between Turkey and the 
United States. For Turkey, prevent-
ing the unification of two Kurdish-
controlled regions in northern Syria 
was a major reason to send troops 
across the border in the first place.

“Turkey hopes that this operation 
will serve its long-term interests,” 
said Oytun Orhan, an analyst at the 
Centre for Middle Eastern Strategic 
Studies (ORSAM), a think-tank in 
Ankara. “The most prominent is to 
prevent the PKK/YPG from having a 
unified territory in northern Syria,” 
Orhan told the pro-government Dai-
ly Sabah newspaper in Turkey.

But Kirisci said Turkey, which 

had been accused by Western gov-
ernments of dragging its feet in con-
fronting the threat posed by ISIS, 
had also realised that it had to do 
more to combat ISIS. “Turkey rec-
ognises that that they have to fight 
ISIS seriously and not just mess 
around,” Kirisci said.

The Obama administration has 
expressed support for Turkey’s Syr-
ia operation, while telling the Syrian 
Kurds to withdraw but Washington 
has not cut its support for the PYD 
and the YPG in Syria, even though 
Turkey would like to see that hap-
pen.

Taylor said despite their differ-
ences on Syria and other issues, the 
United States and Turkey could be 
expected to keep working together. 
“Regardless of whether or not the 
US agrees with what the Turkish 
leadership is doing, Turkey is abso-
lutely critical,” she said. “We can’t 
turn our back on Turkey.”

As US builds bridges with Turkey, tensions simmer
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Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) and US President Barack Obama in Hangzhou, China, on 
September 4th.
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A ‘death stare war’ in Hangzhou turned into the Syria deal

T
he Syrian conflict is not 
over yet. The ceasefire 
has not yet begun but 
the United States and 
Russia have at least 
agreed that this — the 

week of Eid al-Adha — can be the 
start of a new season of hope in 
the 5-year-old conflict.

No one could have predicted this 
outcome when the US and Russian 
presidents met at the Group of 
20 summit in the Chinese city of 
Hangzhou about a week ago. It is 
understood that Barack Obama 
and Vladimir Putin discussed 
the proposed deal but their body 
language did not signal they might 
be close to agreement.

Amusingly, both men were 
captured by a photographer in “a 
death stare war”, as social media 
has been calling the intense fixity of 
their expression.

And yet, the Americans and 
Russians have agreed to renew 
the ceasefire in Syria, beginning 
September 12th. There is to be 
a cessation of all air and ground 
attacks by all parties, including the 
forces of President Bashar Assad’s 
regime.

This is good news except that 
it is heavily larded with caveats 
and caution. When US Secretary 
of State John Kerry and Russian 

Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov 
announced the deal in Geneva 
early September 10th after half-a-
day of talks, they could not even 
muster enough hyperbole to call it a 
turning point.

It is a possible turning point, they 
said, after years of a brutal war, 
the deaths of more than 400,000 
people, the displacement of 
millions and a global refugee crisis 
that has caused political ructions in 
Europe and the West.

Somewhat dispiritingly, Kerry 
and Lavrov made clear that 
trust was in short supply but 
opportunities must be seized. “No 
one is building this based on trust,” 
said Kerry. “It is based on oversight, 
compliance, mutual interest. This 
is an opportunity and no more than 
that until it becomes a reality.”

Will it? Can the ceasefire slowly 
wind down Syria’s war, force out 
the extremists, allow time to bind 
wounds and rebuild shattered 
communities in their bombed-out 
cities?

Those who speak from experience 
say it can be done, if there is enough 
international political will.

Muhamed Sacirbey, a former 
Bosnian foreign minister and Bosnia 
and Herzegovina’s first ambassador 
to the United Nations, was party to 
the 1995 Balkan peace negotiations 
in Dayton, Ohio.

In Syria’s suffering, he sees 
parallels with his own country.

In Aleppo, Syria’s largest city, 
he sees a tragic twinning with 
Sarajevo in 1992, when the Serbs 
were inflicting what would become 
the longest siege of a capital city 

in the history of modern warfare. 
But NATO acted, albeit belatedly, 
said Sacirbey, and innocent Bosnian 
civilians were saved.

The same must happen for Syria, 
even though military intervention 
has become a deeply unpopular 
concept in the decades since NATO’s 
proactive stance in Bosnia. Iraq and 
Libya have made it unfashionable to 
suggest that foreign forces can — and 
should — use all available means 
to save civilian lives and stop the 
bloodshed. However, even limited 
intervention would save hundreds of 
Syrian lives each week, particularly 
with the ending of the biggest 
driver of death and displacement — 
indiscriminate air strikes.

A “no-bombing zone” established 
by the United States and a coalition 
of allies would protect civilians from 
the brutality of Assad’s forces. And 
perhaps it might prompt the regime 
to consider a creative political 
solution that allows Syria to be 
rebuilt.

Perhaps. Lavrov said the regime 
in Damascus was in agreement and 
that Russia will do “what depends 
on us (but) not everything does”.

He has a point. And yet the onus 
will be on the Russians to nudge 
Assad towards a vision of Syria that 
is in a more tranquil state than the 
temporary cessation of war.

Without the Russians delivering, 
this deal is a non-starter.

Rashmee Roshan Lall is a 
columnist for The Arab Weekly. 
Her blog can be found at www.
rashmee.com and she is on Twitter: 
@rashmeerl.
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Without the Russians 
delivering, this deal is a 
non-starter. ‘Death stare’. Russian President Vladimir Putin (L) meets with

his US counterpart Barack Obama at the G20 summit in 
Hangzhou, on September 5th.


