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T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan has said 
Turkey-backed rebel groups 
under the loose umbrella of 
the Free Syrian Army (FSA) 

might continue their advance into Syr-
ian territory to expand their zone of 
control to an area spanning 5,000 sq. 
km. This would include the tactically 
crucial town of al-Bab, currently in the 
hands of Islamic State (ISIS) militants.

Erdogan also renewed his call for 
the establishment of a safe zone along 
the Turkish-Syrian border.

Analysts warned that this new ad-
vance might lead to a conflict of inter-
est with other parties involved in Syria 
and to an escalation of the war.

“Jarabulus has been [taken]. Are 
the city’s residents happily return-
ing? They are. Al-Rai has also been 
[cleansed of ISIS militants]. Now we 
are advancing south as far as al-Bab,” 
Erdogan said prior to his departure 
for the UN General Assembly in New 
York. “Why are we going there? We 
need to make sure that these places 
cease to be a threat to us.”

Local media reported that the Turk-
ish military announced it had hit 67 
ISIS targets between Azaz and al-Rai 
inside Syria and that at least five ISIS 
militants were killed.

Ankara launched the military incur-
sion — dubbed Euphrates Shield — into 
Syria on August 24th, deploying Tur-
key-backed Syrian opposition forces 
as well as Turkish troops with the aim 
of clearing its border areas from ISIS 
and block further territorial gains by 
the fighters of the People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG), the armed wing of 
the Syrian-Kurdish Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), which Ankara says is a 
sister organisation to the outlawed 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).

After sealing the southern Turkish 
border at Jarabulus and al-Rai, cutting 
off a crucial ISIS supply route, Turkey 
is pushing to strengthen its position in 
Syria and to roll back YPG territorial 
gains in the country’s north. One way 
to achieve this would be to wrest al-
Bab, a town 30km south of the Turkish 
border, from the hands of ISIS, which 
captured it in January 2014.

“Al-Bab holds important strategic 
values for several reasons,” said Me-
tin Gurcan, a security analyst and 
columnist for Washington-based Al-
Monitor. “Geographically it is a crucial 
spot for the control of the north of Syr-
ia. If Turkey captures al-Bab, it would 
end the dream of uniting the Kurdish 
cantons along the Turkish border as 
well.”

Turkey has long been unnerved 
by the territorial gains of the Kurds 
in northern Syria and the possibility 
of more Kurdish autonomy across its 
border, which might fuel the ambi-
tions of Kurdish insurgents inside 
Turkey.

This position puts Ankara at odds 
with Washington where the YPG is 
seen as a strong ally in the fight against 
ISIS. Gurcan stressed that while the 
first phase of Operation Euphrates 
Shield, with the objective to clear ISIS 
from Turkey’s borders, had been in the 
interest of all actors involved in Syria, 
including Moscow and Damascus, the 
new push by Ankara represented a di-
vergence of interests.

“Ankara wants the green light from 
Washington to capture al-Bab,” said 
Gurcan, “and Washington wants to 
see the performance of the Turkey-
backed FSA on the ground. The Amer-
icans know that the YPG is both moti-
vated and combat-proven in the fight 
against ISIS but it remains to be seen 
how effective the FSA will be. Ankara 
is eager to prove to its allies that they 
can do the job and that the United 
States does not need the Kurds in Syr-
ia anymore.”

Speaking September 20th at the 
United Nations, Erdogan defended the 
Turkish military operation in Syria as 
having brought “peace and stability” 
to “a region taken over by despera-
tion” and reiterated his demand to es-

tablish a “safe zone” or “no-fly zone” 
inside Syria.

“We have been planning to build 
homes and social facilities in a safe 
zone in northern Syria,” Erdogan said 
before leaving Turkey. “This has not 
happened until now but I do hope that 
we will be able to from now on.”

Approximately 120,000 displaced 
Syrians live in camps set up and run by 
the Turkey-based Humanitarian Relief 
Foundation just across the border. Aid 
workers familiar with the area warned 
that some of the camps were danger-
ously close to the front lines of the 

conflict. Turkey has repeatedly argued 
for the creation of safe zones but in-
ternational human rights groups have 
warned that setting them up on the 
Syrian side of the border and refusing 
to allow those fleeing the conflict to 
seek protection could be a violation of 
international law and put vulnerable 
people at risk.

“Calling a place embroiled in con-
flict ‘safe’ matters,” said Gerry Simp-
son, senior refugee researcher at 
Human Rights Watch. “The Geneva 
Conventions, one of the principal 
sources of the laws of war, use specific 

terms such as ‘neutralised zone’ and 
‘safety zone’ to describe places such as 
hospitals that are deemed to be neu-
tral, demilitarised and therefore areas 
of safety that all parties to any conflict 
must respect. It is more likely to be a 
death trap than a place of sanctuary.”

Simpson underlined that the area 
proposed by Turkey was highly con-
tested by all warring parties, making it 
difficult to meet the standards set by 
the Geneva Conventions.
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Syrian Kurds’ delicate balancing act
“ T

he Turkish president 
gives the impression 
of attempting to play 
the piano with several 
people at the same 

time.”
This is how Frants Klintsevich, 

vice-chairman of the Russian Fed-
eration Council Committee for De-
fence and Security, described the 
political choreography of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
given the twists and turns in Er-
dogan’s Syrian policy. Many would 
agree with this sarcastic remark.

It would seem that Erdogan 
believes that both Russia and the 
United States — the two main play-
ers in the region — need Ankara’s 
support to influence regional 
politics.

Keeping his idea of a buffer zone 
and the insistence on a no-fly zone 
for Syria on the table, Erdogan 
hopes to win simply by playing a 
divisive game between the Rus-
sians and the Americans.

Naturally, the Turkish presi-
dent sees disagreements between 
Washington and Moscow over the 
future shape of Syria as a chance 
to reassert a key Turkish role, with 
a strategic priority blocking any 
Kurdish advance to establish a 

form of self-rule along the Turkish 
border.

This notion is the core element 
with which Erdogan agreed with 
the Turkish military, which he 
sees as necessary to forge a new 
nationalist alliance that he hopes 
will secure him one-man rule.

Erdogan has shown that he likes 
Russian President Vladimir Putin’s 
approach in dealing with the West, 
with the crisis in Ukraine an ex-
ample. In many ways this explains 
why Turkey continues its military 
incursion into Syria, which many 
observers predict will be a long-
running one.

On his way to the UN General 
Assembly in New York, Erdogan 
sounded determined to send a 
strong message about how fiercely 
he was opposed to the Syrian 
Kurds, led by the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) and its military arm the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
which continue to be favoured by 
Washington.

Is Erdogan reading the multi-
dimensional Syrian chess game 
correctly? So far Russia is satisfied 
— cautiously — as Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov recently 
declared, so long as Erdogan gives 
up on the idea that Syrian President 
Bashar Assad “must go”. Moscow 
noted, gladly, that Ankara was 
warming up to Damascus.

In that context, the main indica-
tor will be how willing Erdogan 
is to ignore the Syrian advances 
northward, as far as he will be 
given a free ride on expanding, to-
gether with Free Syrian Army (FSA) 
elements, to the disadvantage of 
the Kurdish PYD/YPG forces. On 
that path he treads also carefully by 

talking to the person he sees as the 
good Kurd who can add to Turk-
ish interests — Kurdistan Regional 
Government President Masoud 
Barzani.

This is where many observers 
agree that Erdogan’s vision has 
become myopic. Relations between 
Washington and Ankara have been 
tense and remain so. The rift is no 
longer well-disguised. Erdogan did 
not mince words when, as he left 
for New York, he took shots at US 
President Barack Obama: “They tell 
us not to advance anymore but we 
shall. We shall go as far as we must 
go. We have to get rid of all threats 
to us in this area.”

Erdogan complained bitterly in a 
way revealing that his proposal on 
establishing a safe zone found no 
support from the Americans, the 
Germans or even from the Rus-
sians.

What seems to be taking shape, 
much to Ankara’s displeasure, is 
a shift conjured up at the White 
House that plans to directly arm 
PYD/YPG units fighting the Islamic 
State (ISIS) to take over ISIS’s cen-
tral foothold in Raqqa.

‘”Mr Obama has told aides that 
he wants an offensive well under 
way before he leaves office that is 
aimed at routing the Islamic State 
from Raqqa, the group’s de facto 
capital in northern Syria,” the New 
York Times reported.

“Directly providing weapons for 
the first time to the Syrian Kurds, 
whom American command-
ers view as their most effective 
ground partner against the Islamic 
State, would help build momen-
tum for the assault on Raqqa. But 
arming them would also aggravate 

Mr Obama’s already tense relations 
with Turkey’s president, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan. The United States 
and Turkey sharply disagree over 
Syria’s Kurdish militias, which 
Turkey sees as its main enemy in 
Syria,” the newspaper said.

“The review of the military plan 
comes as American commanders 
fear that their timetable to take 
Raqqa was set back after Turkey 
recently plunged into Syria with 
ground forces for the first time. The 
Turkish offensive cut off a crucial 
Islamic State supply route but also 
rolled back the territorial gains of 
Kurdish militias who despite help 
on the ground from American 
Special Operations advisers have 
criticised the United States for ally-
ing with Turkey.”

What may end up as another 
grave miscalculation by Erdogan 
is that Washington and Moscow, 
despite disagreements, give the 
highest priority to trying to find 
compromises with each other. They 
rank this at a higher level than 
agreeing with Ankara.

The issue is at this utterly com-
plicated stage in the Syrian quag-
mire that none of these powers 
would want to have the luxury of a 
persistent, additional warring ele-
ment such as Turkey, seen as sheer 
annoyance, rather than productive.

Nevertheless, given Erdogan’s re-
solve, however erratic it may seem 
on key issues, the imminent phase 
of the Raqqa and Mosul offensives 
will mark a complicated, painful 
affair.
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Given 
Erdogan’s 
resolve, the 
imminent 
phase of 
the Raqqa 
and Mosul 
offensives 
will mark a 
complicated, 
painful 
affair.

Erdogan believes that both 
Russia and the United 
States need Ankara’s 
support to influence 
regional politics.


