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W
hen 40 
high-rank-
ing 
Turkish 
NATO 
military 
officials 
applied for 

asylum in Germany near the end of 
January they became just the 
latest of hundreds of Turks who 
had done the same. The German 
Interior Ministry said that in 2015, 
1,700 Turkish nationals applied for 
asylum in Germany. In 2016, that 
number shot up to 5,700.

The German government’s 
decision to invite Turkish 
dissidents fleeing the increasingly 
authoritarian regime of Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
to apply for asylum is just one 
of several conflicts that have 
arisen between the two countries. 
Germany decides each asylum 
application on an individual case, 
but Michael Roth, state secretary 
at the Foreign Ministry, said in 
November that Germany is “a 
tolerant country which as a rule is 
open to the politically persecuted”, 
adding that Turkish dissidents “can 
seek asylum in Germany. That’s not 
just the case for journalists”.

As a result, Germany and Turkey 
have become Europe’s odd couple, 
bound together by strong economic 
ties but suspicious of each other 
because of allegations of Turkish 
clerics spying in Germany and 
Germany’s increasingly outspoken 
criticism of Turkey’s record on 
human rights.

German Chancellor Angela Merkel 
has taken a leading role in the 
criticism of Ankara’s human rights 
record, albeit in a very reserved 
manner. In a series of relatively 
understated comments, Merkel 
and her government have made it 
known that they do not approve of 

what is happening in Turkey. During 
a visit earlier this month to Ankara, 
Merkel raised the issue of the 
imprisonment of Turkish journalists 
and the clampdown on free speech 
across the country.

In diplomatic terms, it was a 
relatively mild rebuke but it makes 
Germany one of the few Western 
countries willing to do so. US 
President Donald Trump has said 
he was not going to criticise the 
Turkish record on human rights 
abuses and British Prime Minister 
Theresa May, who also recently 
made a visit to Ankara, seems more 
intent on forging business ties to 
help Britain deal with the economic 
fallout from Brexit.

Merkel’s decision to criticise, even 
gently, the Turkish government has 
not gone unnoticed, with one writer 
in the Washington Post recently 
referring admiringly to her as a 
“Turkish dissident”.

It was no doubt a move that 
will infuriate Turkey, which had 
complained about Germany’s 
refusal to investigate more than 
4,000 Turkish nationals in Germany 
whom Erdogan alleged have 
“terrorist ties”.

Just before Merkel’s visit, Turkish 
Deputy Prime Minister Veysi 
Kaynak attacked Germany (along 
with Greece) saying: “From our 
perspective, there is no difference 
between Greece’s refusal of 
Turkey’s extradition request for 
soldiers involved in the July 15th 
coup attempt and Germany’s refusal 
of Turkey’s extradition request for 
PKK terrorists and FETO members.”

The Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) is listed as a terrorist 
organisation by Turkey, the 
European Union and the United 
States. FETO is the name given by 
Turkey to supporters of Turkish 
cleric Fethullah Gulen, blamed 

by his former allies in the Turkish 
government of masterminding the 
July coup attempt.

Turkey is also furious that the 
German Defence Ministry decided 
not to share all imagery taken by 
German fighter jets operating out 
of the Incirlik Airbase in southern 
Turkey. The images are supposed 
to be used as part of the broader 
campaign against Islamic State 
(ISIS) forces in northern Syria but 
Germany is afraid that Turkey will 
use them against Kurdish forces, 
which are also battling ISIS and, 
therefore, is limiting what it is 
sharing with the Turks.

Yet the reality is the two countries 
need each other. Germany is the 
largest market for Turkish goods, so 
the government in Ankara cannot 
afford to totally alienate its largest 
customer. Germany is home to 4 
million Turkish immigrant worker 
families, not all of whom are upset 
with the turn of affairs in their 
native country.

It is going to make things a bit 
tricky for Merkel, especially as she 
approaches elections this year, 
elections in which her solid human 
rights record will be challenged by 
forces on the far right. She needs to 
be seen as being tough with Turkey 
but not so tough that she alienates 
much-needed votes from the 
Turkish-German community that 
she requires to remain in power.

It is going to be a rough few 
months ahead for this odd couple. 
One can only hope that, in the long 
run, they find a way to work things 
out, otherwise both sides will 
suffer.

Tom Regan, a columnist at 
factsandopinion.com, previously 
worked for the Christian Science 
Monitor, National Public Radio, the 
Boston Globe and the Canadian 
Broadcasting Corporation.
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B
e sure that Shake-
speare would die 
— once more — to 
watch all of this: 
The Syrian theatre 
deserves to be 
named the Globe 
— a grand stage on 

which a major drama takes place, 
with all the actors in uniform and 
combat outfits, swept up by crafty 
twists and turns.

The drama’s finale is unknown 
but what we see is an actor 
already hit by misfortune as a 
result of his illusions and flawed 
decisions. On the top of the list is 
Turkey, vulnerable to sudden 
changes in the plot.

Syria, Iran and Russia seem 
determined and focused on their 
own goals; Jordan and Lebanon 
have chosen deliberate, defensive 
low profiles. Turkey’s choreogra-
phy has been distorted by a 
complex duality that marked its 
rulers.

As its insisted regime-changer 
role in Syria collapsed, Ankara’s 
wobbly course was a synthesis 
between Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s sympathy for 
jihadist elements in the Syrian 
opposition and his military’s 
entrenched anti-Kurdish stand. 
This blend defines the Turkish 
pattern and has only brought 
misfortune and failure.

The current act deals with the 
offensive on al-Bab, which is the 
most intense phase of Operation 
Euphrates Shield. The operation 
began in August 2016. Since early 
February, Turkish armed forces 
have been pushing through the 
northern and western side of the 
town. About 1,500 soldiers along 
with 2,000 combatants from the 
Free Syrian Army have been 
involved. The number of Turkish 
casualties in the past six months 
top 70, US sources said. The Turks 
have also lost at least nine 
Leopard tanks in the offensive.

Given the fierce, deadly 

resistance of 800 jihadists nested 
in the centre of the town, it is a 
given that the number of losses 
will continue to rise.

Even through the dense fog of 
censorship in Turkish media, it is 
easy to decode the unease 
spreading slowly across Erdogan’s 
government. Deaths echo badly at 
home. The war is a costly business 
for a not-so-well-equipped army, 
whose top echelons were chopped 
off in a severe purge after the 
coup attempt last July. Add to that 
Russia’s assertion as the power 
broker and Trump’s enigmatic 
stand vis-à-vis Damascus.

This all helps explain why 
Numan Kurtulmus, the spokes-
man for the Erdogan government, 
talked about al-Bab offensive as 
the “final act where the Turkish 
forces would stop”, only to find 
himself the next day contradicted 
by Erdogan, who said that Manbij 
and Raqqa were next. Erdogan 
also repeated his idea about a 
4,000-sq.-km safe zone between 
the Turkish border and al-Bab for, 
as he underlined, “resettling our 
Turkmen and Arab brothers”.

This is where the plot thickens 
to almost unbearable intensity. 
What is the Turkish endgame? Is 
there any? Is it a strategic pattern 
or a gamble in despair at stake?

Given the mixed signals from 
Ankara, it is likely the latter. 
Realising how stuck his govern-
ment has become between two 
leaders, with the positions of 
Iran, Israel and Jordan leaving no 
room for further manoeuvre, 
Erdogan must decide how to play 
the final act. There are two 
possibilities: Choose a side 
between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin or US President 
Donald Trump or attempt a fait 
accompli with Raqqa as a focal 
point.

Putin and Trump seem to be on 
the same page seeking to annihi-
late all jihadist elements from the 
Syrian theatre. They eye, sepa-

rately, Raqqa, where as many as 
10,000 ISIS combatants remain 
who could possibly use more 
than 200,000 inhabitants as 
human shields. Both are not sure 
how and where Turks fit into a 
force that will attack the town. To 
Erdogan’s horror, they see Syrian 
Kurdish forces as inevitable, 
efficient partners.

Trump has not at all warmed up 
to the idea of a safe zone in 
northern Syria as he does not 
want a confrontation with 
Russian or Syrian regime forces. 
Neither does Putin favour such an 
idea, because he does not trust 
Ankara and sees a Turkish 
presence as only temporary until 
Syrian President Bashar Assad’s 
troops gain strong enough control 
against the Sunni opposition in 
general.

Russia’s offer of some form of 
self-rule to the Kurds is part of 
Putin’s grand plan. This leaves 
Trump, who seems to favour a 
safe zone along Jordan’s border 
and either arming the Kurdish 
forces for a Raqqa offensive or 
hard bargaining further with 
Erdogan, who reportedly offered 
Turkish armed forces to take the 
lead for it, without any Kurdish 
inclusion.

For Erdogan, continued 
political survival at home would 
be, no matter what, to prevent 
Kurdish self-rule taking root in 
Syria. The idea, which neither 
Putin nor Assad would likely 
accept, may include the Turkish 
hidden agenda that, if and when 
Raqqa is taken by such a force, 
the Turkish Army would attempt 
to set up a base there, both to 
prevent Kurdish self-rule and, as 
a bargaining chip, to regain a role 
to define the region’s future.

If none of this happens, could 
Erdogan’s forces go it alone 
through the north-eastern side of 
the border towards Raqqa as a 
pre-emptive move? Possible but 
very difficult. The distance is 
about 300km and would demand 
enormous logistical back-up and 
troop involvement — and likely 
would result in huge losses.

This all explains how badly 
stuck Turkey is, an actor who 
changes his lines in every act, 
leaving the audiences bewildered

Not all the other actors feel this 
way. They not only act, they also 
direct the play.
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