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Award for Yazidi sex slave underlines stakes in war on ISIS

New Turkish-Russian partnership 
could change balance in Syria

Washington

A 

new partnership be-
tween Turkey and Rus-
sia, sealed during a visit 
by Russian President 
Vladimir Putin to Istan-

bul, could alter the balance of pow-
er in the Syrian war and help under-
mine the role of the United States in 
the region, analysts said.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan and Putin, after their talks 
October 10th in Istanbul, said they 
hoped to intensify relations quickly 
after overcoming a spat triggered by 
the downing of a Russian fighter jet 
by Turkey on the Syrian border in 
November 2015.

The two countries signed a deal to 
build a multibillion-dollar gas pipe-
line from Russia under the Black Sea 
to Turkey. The Erdogan government 
also said it would look at a Russian 
offer to supply a modern air defence 
system to the NATO country.

Ankara and Moscow remain in 

opposing camps regarding the Syr-
ian conflict, with Erdogan calling 
for the removal of Syrian President 
Bashar Assad and Putin supporting 
the Damascus government. How-
ever, there are signs that the rap-
prochement between the two coun-
tries is affecting the five-year war 
tearing apart Syria.

Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Marmara University, 
said recent developments pointed 

to a possible “deal”: While Tur-
key was allowed by Russia to send 
troops across the border to counter 
gains by Syria’s Kurds, Ankara had 
most likely agreed that Assad’s forc-
es could take the city of Aleppo, the 
scene of ferocious fighting between 
government troops and Russian 
fighter jets on one side and rebels in 
the eastern part of the city.

The Turkish-Russian rapproche-
ment comes at a time of height-
ened tensions between Moscow 
and Washington over Syria. Joshua 
Landis, director of the Middle East 
Center at the University of Okla-
homa, said Washington had to be 
careful not to “push Turkey into the 
arms of Russia”.

Turkey’s military intervention 
into northern Syria, which started 
two months ago, has met with little 
protest from Russia, the dominant 
military power in Syria.

“Turkey could not have done this 
against Russia’s will,” Ozkan said. 
He noted that Russia could have 
fired on Turkish fighter jets with air 
defence batteries in Syria but did 
not.

Turkey’s push into Syria was de-
signed to drive militants of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) from the border, 
while at the same time checking the 
advance of Syrian Kurdish forces. 
Ankara says the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), Syria’s main Kurdish 
party, and its military arm, the Peo-
ple’s Protection Units (YPG), are af-
filiates of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), a rebel group in Turkey 
seen as a terrorist organisation by 
Ankara and the West.

Erdogan’s rapprochement with 
Assad’s ally Putin is sure to raise 
eyebrows in Saudi Arabia and the 
Gulf states, which have formed an 
informal Sunni alliance with Turkey 
against what they see as an attempt 
by Shia power Iran to widen its in-
fluence.

“This is not sustainable,” Ozkan 
said about Turkey’s current course 
in Syria. “Turkey will be forced to 
choose sides.”

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Washington.

Brussels

A 

human rights award for 
a Yazidi woman who 
was raped and tortured 
by members of the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) focuses 

much-needed attention on trag-
edies inflicted by the brutal extrem-
ist group on the region and on one 
of Iraq’s oldest minority communi-
ties.

The Vaclav Havel Human Rights 
Prize given to Iraqi activist Nadia 
Murad is a reminder of how much 
is at stake in the fight against ISIS. 
A complex US-backed offensive 
to dislodge the group from Mosul, 
Iraq’s second-largest city, is expect-
ed within weeks. Losing control of 
Mosul would likely spell the defeat 
of ISIS in Iraq.

But for Murad and other mem-
bers of the 700,000-person Yazidi 
community, an ethnic and religious 
minority concentrated in northern 

Iraq in and around Sinjar, the horror 
is ever present.

Murad, who was captured and 

taken to Mosul by ISIS fighters, was 
among 5,000 Yazidi women abduct-
ed to serve as sex slaves as the group 

swept through Iraq. Nearly 4,000 
Yazidi women and girls remain in 
captivity. Murad is calling for the 
establishment of an international 
court to judge crimes committed by 
ISIS fighters.

The $66,000 Havel prize given 
annually by the Parliamentary As-
sembly of the Council of Europe 
for outstanding civil society action 
in defence of human rights, recog-
nised Murad’s courage, dignity and 
determination.

The Yazidis’ plight came to the 
world’s attention in August 2014 
when militants rounded up thou-
sands of people. Men and boys over 
the age of 12 were separated from 

the others and killed if they refused 
to convert to Islam. Six of Murad’s 
brothers were among the thousands 
of Yazidi men and boys slaughtered 
by the group.

Women like Murad, who was 
21 when she was enslaved, were 
forced to convert as well as to watch 
their relatives being shot. Accord-
ing to UN human rights investiga-
tors, Yazidi girls as young as 9 years 
old were treated as “spoils of war”, 
handed around as “gifts” and sold 
in slave auctions.

Murad escaped to Germany, be-
coming a human rights activist and 
the face of a campaign to protect 
her people and other groups that 
Murad says ISIS is prosecuting.

The Havel prize symbolically 
brings attention to the agony of 
women such as Murad, who es-
caped enslavement and rape by 
the militants, but who received lit-
tle or no help to rebuild their lives. 
Amnesty International said several 
of those who were able to escape 
killed themselves or attempted sui-
cide.

A June 2016 file photo shows Nadia Murad arriving at a US Senate 
hearing in Washington.                                                                            (AFP)

Turkey’s President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) and Russian President Vladimir Putin attend a press conference following their meeting in
Istanbul, on October 10th.                                                                                                                                                                                                                 (AP)
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