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ith nearly 3 million 
Syrian refugees, a 
weak Baghdad una-
ble to appease either 
its large Sunni dias-

pora or manage relations with its 
resource-rich Kurdish north, Iran’s 
growing influence and a Syrian civil 
war giving birth to the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and a new generation of anti-
Turkish Kurdish militias, Turkey’s 
Middle East policy has been left 
with few options but to assume a 
more assertive and interventionist 
role.

Turkey’s policies regarding Syria 
and Iraq are increasingly framed 
around national security and coun-
terterrorism concerns but these in-
variably create repercussions.

Turkey aims to prevent Kurdish 
hegemony in northern Syria and 
block anti-Turkish Kurdish groups 
from creating a corridor along its 
southern border to threaten its ter-
ritorial integrity.

On August 24th, Turkey launched 
a large operation — the Euphra-
tes Shield offensive — in northern 
Syria when its artillery shelled ISIS 
targets before Syrian rebel fighters 

crossed into Jarabulus under air 
cover provided by Turkish and US 
forces.

Turkey is hoping to retake Al Bab 
and Manbij and gain access to Alep-
po’s rural areas as it reverses gains 
made by the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party’s (PKK) Syrian offshoot, the 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) and 
ISIS.

But, with the battle for Mosul, the 
focus of Turkish activity has shifted 
to Iraq.

On November 1st, as Iraqi forces 
entered Mosul, Ankara ordered 
tanks, artillery and armoured ve-
hicles to Silopi near its border with 
Iraq in preparation for what Turk-
ish Defence Minister Fikri Isik 
described as “important develop-
ments in the region”.

Ankara had been vying for a role 
in the anti-ISIS offensive in Mosul. 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan told the Turkish parliament 
in October that Turkey would resist 
any obstacles to play a role in Mosul 
with the goal of ensuring the city 
did not fall to PKK-affiliated Kurdish 
groups or into Shia control, both of 
which were threats to Turkish secu-
rity interests.

Mosul is the second most popu-
lous city of Iraq, with a population 
that has dwindled from 2.5 million 
when ISIS took control to perhaps 
1.5 million today. It has a large Sunni 
Turkmen and Sunni Arab popula-
tion.

Mosul was under Ottoman rule 
for almost four centuries and was 
one of three provincial capitals for 
Ottoman Iraq until its capture by 
Britain in 1918. The 1923 Treaty of 
Lausanne assigned Mosul to Iraq 
under the British, though the Turks 

always contended the decision by 
the League of Nations was unjust. 
Erdogan recently called for the 
Treaty of Lausanne to be reconsid-
ered, saying it confined Turkey to a 
“vicious circle”.

On October 24th, Turkish-Iraqi 
tensions intensified as Turkish 
Prime Minister Binali Yildirim an-
nounced that Turkish troops near 
Mosul were supporting peshmerga 
forces “with artillery, tanks and 
howitzers” following a request from 
the Kurdistan Regional Government 
(KRG) and had assigned F-16 aircraft 
to provide air cover when neces-
sary.

Ankara wants to keep PKK-allied 
forces away from the Mosul opera-
tion and block their advance into 
Sinjar, which could allow PKK-allied 
forces in Rojava, Syria, to survive 
Turkey’s land blockade there.

Erdogan recently warned Iraqi 
Prime Minister Haider al-Abadi: 
“You are not at my level… The army 
of the Turkish republic has not lost 
such standing as to receive instruc-
tions from you… You should know 
that we will do what we want to do.”

In response, Abadi told Turkey 
that any incursion into Iraq would 
be treated as an invasion and Bagh-

dad would be forced into war with 
Turkey, which would prove costly 
to all.

Turkey has 2,000 troops deployed 
in Iraq, including 500 in Bashiqa. 
The Turkish parliament recently 
extended Turkey’s deployment for 
another year.

The Bashiqa camp was estab-
lished under the provincial assem-
bly of Mosul and with consent from 
the KRG but Baghdad has charged 
Turkey with violating Iraqi sover-
eignty.

Ankara has developed very close 
ties with the KRG in recent years 
and there are about 18 Turkish mili-
tary and intelligence bases around 
Iraqi Kurdistan. Turkey has thus 
justified its military presence in 
Iraq and extended considerable as-
sistance to Iraqi Kurds, whose po-
litical aspirations of independence 
and a redrawing of national borders 
represent Baghdad’s greatest chal-
lenge.

Turkey hopes Iraq’s Sunnis will 
sympathise with its agenda in any 
potential competition with Iran if 
the partition of Iraq occurs as many 
predicted following the toppling 
of Saddam Hussein. The battle for 
Mosul will shape not only the city 

post-ISIS but potentially Iraq itself. 
This is why Baghdad and Iran have 
become increasingly concerned by 
Turkish encroachment.

On the other hand, Ankara sees 
the emergence of ISIS as a direct 
result of Baghdad’s failure in devel-
oping inclusive policies and Sunni 
distrust of the Iran-allied, Shia-
dominated government in Baghdad. 
Mosul fell to an estimated 800 ISIS 
militants in 2014 before Abu Bakr al-
Baghdadi announced his caliphate 
from Mosul’s Great Mosque. There 
have been widespread reports of 
Shia militias from the Popular Mo-
bilisation Forces (PMF) abusing 
Sunnis during anti-ISIS operations 
in Falluja, Tikrit and Amirli.

It appears to be more inevitable 
that Turkey will intervene militar-
ily in Syria and Iraq. The Turks have 
been actively involved militarily 
but this activity has been limited 
in nature and scope. The emerg-
ing stakes may push Turkey into 
expanding its military role in Syria 
and Iraq.
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A Turkish soldier watches the border line between Turkey and Syria near the south-eastern village of 
Besarslan, in Hatay province, Turkey, on November 1st.      (Reuters)

Erdogan is closing in on vision of one-man rule

A pplying all means of 
political engineer-
ing, Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan seems to 
have set the final 

stage of the governing change 
that has left the country sharply 
polarised and anxious.

He is closer than ever to a 
constitutional referendum that 
could grant him full-scale empow-
erment — an omnipotent presi-
dency — to rule the country. It is, 
no doubt, an exercise that will 
have vast consequences in the 
region, in the global scheme of 
alliances and be a costly gamble 
for the future of Turkey.

The systemic change has been 
on the agenda for years but 
delayed because of the routine 
turbulence of Turkish politics. 
The shift to presidential rule was 
fiercely debated, with US and 
French models, and was always 
placed at the heart of broader 
constitutional reform that, 
reformists agreed, was an abso-
lute necessity for the country. 
Turkey has been in turmoil 
because of military tutelage and 
unresolved issues of collective 
rights and freedoms of ethnic and 
religious identities, such as the 
Kurds and Alevis.

Erdogan decisively steered the 
country to an authoritarian-
majoritarian direction since the 
Gezi Park protests in 2013.

Attempts to establish peace 

with the Kurdish political move-
ment — the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK) and its political wing, 
the People’s Democratic Party 
(HDP) — did not last long. Revising 
sharply his political road map for 
absolute power, Erdogan in the 
summer of 2015 headed towards 
establishing a full-scale conserva-
tive-nationalist alliance.

He cunningly manoeuvred 
towards the elements of the army 
(the militarist Kemalist flank that 
favours Russia before NATO), 
assembled circles of the establish-
ment concerned about a Kurdish 
belt alongside Turkey’s borders 
with Iraq and Syria and appeased 
the grass roots of the ultranation-
alist opposition Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP) through 
expansionist-revanchist rhetoric 
against the West.

Erdogan’s hard-line policies, 
which were played out in 
scorched-earth moves in the 
mainly Kurdish provinces, paid 
back well. On top of that, July’s 
botched coup cemented the 
foundation of his popularity, as 
the MHP, fearing implosion and in 
general content with the politics 
of fear, found itself as a de facto 
ally of Erdogan’s Justice and 
Development Party (AKP).

The road to absolute power is 
not an easy one, however. 
Erdogan and the AKP he tightly 
controls lack the seats to take the 
issue to referendum. In parlia-
ment, which has 550 seats, he 
needs 330 votes to do so. The AKP 
falls short by 14, which, due to the 
resistance of the other opposition 
parties, Kemalist Republican 
People’s Party (CHP) and pro-
Kurdish HDP, makes him depend-
ent on the MHP, which has 40 

deputies.
The next parliamentary and 

presidential elections are sched-
uled for 2019. Here Erdogan plays 
his cards masterfully on several 
fronts.

Utilising the failed coup as 
“God’s gift”, as he expressed it, he 
now rules the country by decree, 
eradicating civilian opposition by 
sheer force, tarnishing what 
remains of the rule of law.

His destruction of critical media 
is almost complete, with the 
massive raid on Turkey’s oldest, 
independent journalism institu-
tion, Cumhuriyet. The number of 
jailed journalists approaches 150, 
shuttered media outlets more 
than 180. This means a total lack 
of proper, diverse public debate 
and opens the path to unchal-
lenged political victory.

Erdogan knows that he also has 
the main opposition CHP in his 
hand. Stuck in an ideological 
impasse that prevents it from 
forging a leftist opposition bloc 
with HDP, the third largest group 
in parliament, CHP remains in 
limbo. Its leader, Kemal Kilicdaro-
glu, has time after time proven far 
too weak in his oratorical and 
strategic skills to challenge 
Erdogan.

This leaves HDP, which is the 
only voice of political resistance, 
very vulnerable and Erdogan 
keeps tightening the screws on 
the HDP. Its elected mayors in 
Kurdish provinces, one after 
another, have been arrested, 
municipalities seized and given to 
the government-appointed 
trustees.

Services in those settlements 
have been halted as the internet, 
telephone lines and garbage 

collecting have ceased to operate 
for days, paralysing daily life. The 
aim seems to be to turn the 
Kurdish voters against the HDP, 
which they solidly supported in 
the past.

Erdogan also squeezed the 
nationalist MHP into a corner. He 
knows that its leader, Devlet 
Bahceli, fears an early election, 
because the party has lost voters 
to the AKP. Therefore, he pushes 
for a vote in parliament, paving 
the way to a referendum, possibly 
next April or May.

Bahceli, a fierce opponent of the 
Kurdish demands for recognition 
and representation, seeks three 
things in return: That the new 
constitution preserves the unitary 
nature of the state, not give in to 
any demands for recognition of 
identities other than Turkish and 
that the death penalty will be 
reintroduced.

All signs are that Erdogan will 
have no objections to them as long 
as his dream comes true. His hope 
is that a referendum will end with 
a yes victory assembling AKP and 
MHP voters, which make up about 
60-65% of the electorate.

That is the plan but there are 
major problems possible. Such a 
result would mean insufficient 
consensus necessary for making a 
major change

Also, if it comes escorted by the 
death penalty, Turkey can wave 
goodbye to its aspirations for a 
closer alliance with Western 
institutions, setting sail in full 
force towards the Central Asian 
sphere.
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