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hroughout the last five 
years of conflict in Syria, 
Turkey has been among 
the most active regional 
powers supporting the 

opposition. Before joining the war 
effort with military force, the Turk-
ish government consistently aided 
Syria’s political and armed opposi-
tion and developed bonds of trust 
with Syrian Arab rebels in the pro-
cess.

Preparations for the next round 
of talks between the Syrian regime 
and opposition, scheduled to take 
place January 23rd in Astana, Ka-
zakhstan, offer a window into the 
relations between the Turkish gov-
ernment and Syria’s various armed 
opposition groups.

Rebel factions decided to send a 
delegation to the Astana talks after 
reportedly spending five days in 
internal negotiations in Turkey’s 
capital, Ankara. In previous talks, 
such as those in Geneva and Vien-
na, the opposition delegation has 
been composed of political figures 
backed by and representative of the 
armed factio

However, at this round of talks, a 
military delegation is to represent 
the anti-government groups. Some 
non-Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebel 
groups, such the Islamist Ahrar al-
Sham, are reportedly not attending.

What also makes this round dif-
ferent from the others is that Tur-
key and Russia are the main powers 
sponsoring the talks.

Though they have been support-
ing opposing sides in the conflict, 
Turkey and Russia have been work-
ing closely in recent weeks in re-
gards to Syria. Both countries have 
been involved in the high-level 
diplomatic effort aimed at putting 
an end to the Syrian conflict. The 
agenda of the Astana talks report-
edly will not involve discussions 
on transition or the fate of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad, but only 
reinforcing the ceasefire and hu-
manitarian issues.

Since the start of the Syrian revo-
lution, Turkey has opposed the As-
sad regime. Ankara on multiple oc-
casions has called for Assad to step 
down. However, Kurdish forces in 
northern Syria are the main con-
cern for Ankara.

The country has a long history 
in fighting Kurdish militias. An-
kara considers the Syrian Kurdish 
People’s Protection Units (YPG) an 
offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), a group it has been in 
conflict with since 1984 and is re-
garded as a terrorist organisation 
by the United States, the European 
Union and Turkey.

Though shifts have become ap-
parent between Turkey and the Syr-
ian opposition, FSA groups contin-
ue to view Ankara as their key ally.

Since Turkey began diplomatic 
talks with Moscow, the Russian 
military behaviour in Syria has 
changed, said Mohamed al-Abdul-
lah, a spokesman for the Turkey-
backed FSA-affiliate al-Hamza 

Division. “Turkey’s interest with 
Russia would result in a positive 
outcome for our revolution and the 
Free [Syrian] Army,” said Abdullah, 
whose group is part of the Turkish 
Army-led operation against Islamic 
State (ISIS) in northern Syria.

On December 30th, Russian jets 
carried out air strikes against ISIS 
targets near al-Bab in northern 
Syria, in support of Turkey’s opera-

tion, a move seen as major shift in 
Moscow’s position and a milestone 
towards strengthened Turkish-
Russian cooperation. Abdullah said 
this would result in an improved 
strategy for Turkey to counter ISIS 
and Kurdish autonomy in northern 
Syria.

“[Russia and Turkish] interests 
share the idea of maintaining Syr-
ia’s unity,” said Abdullah.

Pro-opposition media have re-
ported that Turkey was backing a 
proposal by the opposition to unify 
all armed groups into one national 
army. This suggests that a Turkish-
Russian partnership on Syria is fea-
sible and could produce tangible 
outcomes. In the last year, Russia 
has been loudly calling on the in-

ternational community and powers 
backing the opposition to separate 
moderate opposition forces from 
hardliners. The rebel unity propos-
al would likely serve this aim.

“The one conflict that may occur 
[between Russia and Turkey] is on 
the fate of Bashar Assad,” said Ab-
dullah. “Turkey views that there 
would be no unified Syria with As-
sad in power, while Russia thinks 
this is an early topic for discussion 
now, as there is no alternative in the 
opposition.”

Abdulrahman al-Masri reports on 
politics and news in the Middle 
East and Syria in particular. He can 
be followed on Twitter: 
@AbdulrhmanMasri.
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Russian Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov (R) and his Turkish counterpart Mevlut Cavusoglu enter a hall as they meet in Moscow, Russia, 
last December.                                                   (Reuters)
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active regional 
powers involved in 
supporting the 
Syrian opposition.

What will Putin expect for supporting Assad?

I
t is a not insignificant 
consideration, as it is 
beyond dispute that Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s 
regime would not have 
survived the last five years 

without Russian diplomatic, 
military and economic assis-
tance.

Offering diplomatic support, 
after pro-democracy protests in 
Syria that erupted in March 2011 
descended into a vicious civil 
war, Russia used its veto power 
in the UN Security Council to 
block attempts to remove Assad 
from power.

On the economic front, Russia 
provided the Syrian government 
with the sinews of war. The 
Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute (SIPRI) 
reported that Syria’s arms 
contracts with Russia in 2011 and 
2012 were worth $687 million. As 
the Syrian conflict spiralled into 
military deadlock, Russia began 
direct military intervention in 
the Syrian civil war in September 
2015, sending troops, aircraft and 
warships.

More than any other external 
factor, this unprecedented show 
of Russian support for the 
beleaguered Syrian government 
allowed it to survive, even as the 
death toll and refugee flows 
surged.

This raises the question: What 
will Russian President Vladimir 
Putin seek as recompense for his 
commitment of diplomatic cover, 
military support and money? Not 
an altruistic man, Putin has 
cynically exploited the war for 
Russia’s own purposes, shoring 
up Moscow’s only significant 
Arab ally while using Syrian 
naval and air bases.

Russian expectations are likely 
to be twofold — military and 
economic.

On the military front, Russia 
will seek permanent use of 
Tartus as a naval base and 
probably Hmeimim as an air 
base; both already host Russian 
military forces. This would be a 
development of prime impor-
tance for Russia, as it would 
counter eastern NATO maritime 
deployments into the Black Sea 
and the United States’ use of 
Incirlik air base in Turkey as well.

As for economic benefits, 
Russia will undoubtedly be 
invited to help renovate Syria’s 
battered hydrocarbon infrastruc-

ture, which before the civil war 
was a key component of the 
country’s economy. Syria’s oil 
production has decreased from a 
peak close to 610,000 barrels per 
day (bpd) in 1995 to approxi-
mately 379,000 bpd in 2008.

Following the outbreak of war, 
many oil fields fell under Islamic 
State (ISIS) control. By 2015 
production had plummeted to 
33,000 bpd. Russia is likely to 
gain a significant foothold in 
Middle East oil production, a 
region where foreign partnership 
has been fraught with difficul-
ties.

The consequences of Russian 
intervention are not limited to 
Syria. On December 19th, a 
22-year-old Turkish police officer 
assassinated the Russian ambas-
sador to Turkey, Andrei Karlov, at 
an art exhibition in Ankara, 
shouting “Allahu akbar,” 
“Aleppo” and “revenge” before 
he was killed by security guards. 
Russia labelled Karlov’s killing “a 
terrorist act with all its implica-
tions”.

Turkey and Russia have been 
on opposite sides of the conflict 
in Syria — the Russian govern-
ment supports Assad and Turkey 
has been assisting the rebels. 
Despite this, Turkey and Iran, the 
major regional players in the 

Syrian tragedy, have sought to 
align their policies with Russia’s. 
Turkish Foreign Minister Mevlut 
Cavusoglu and Iranian Foreign 
Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif 
have travelled to Moscow to 
confer with Russian Foreign 
Minister Sergei Lavrov.

During the past five years, as 
the Syrian uprising transformed 
from domestic demonstrations 
into a major civil war, at least 
400,000 Syrians have been 
killed, 1.9 million wounded and 
more than half the country’s 23 
million population forced to flee 
their homes.

While the Assad regime with 
Russian military assistance 
slowly gains the upper hand, the 
only certainty seems to be that 
the killing will continue, from 
the battlefields of Syria to 
Russian soft targets beyond the 
killing fields. Whether Putin 
regards this as a worthwhile price 
to pay for increased Russian 
influence in the Middle East, no 
one can say.

What is also certain is that, 
more than any other outside 
influence, Russian military 
intervention has been the 
decisive one leading the Syrian 
warring factions to return to 
peace negotiations in Astana on 
January 23rd.
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