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O 

ne of the biggest prob-
lems the United States 
is facing in Syria comes 
from its long-time ally 
and NATO partner Tur-

key.
Its ravenously ambitious leader, 

Recep Tayyip Erdogan, is striving 
to restore the glory of the Ottoman 
Empire, which for 500 years ruled 
much of the Arab world, Greece and 
other parts of Europe.

Erdogan’s obsession with power, 
primarily his own, and his drive to 
make Turkey the centre of the Mus-
lim world once again has led him to 
ally himself in Syria with his coun-
try’s historical foe, Russia.

That’s a partnership that may not 
last amid the chaotic turbulence 
convulsing the Middle East and 
its periphery but it is dramatically 
changing the geopolitical landscape 
in the greater Middle East and ham-
pering efforts by the United States 
to crush the Islamic State (ISIS).

This is most graphically illus-
trated in the geopolitical rivalries 
the United States is struggling to 
overcome in its effort to organise a 
cohesive, multi-force offensive to 
capture the strategic city of Raqqa 
in northern Syria.

The main stumbling block is that 
the Americans want to use the Syr-
ian Democratic Forces (SDF), their 
most reliable local ally in the war, 
to spearhead the main advance on 
Raqqa, the de facto capital of the 
Islamic caliphate declared across 
Syria and Iraq by ISIS in June 2014.

Because the SDF is dominated 
by Kurdish forces, Turkey, battling 
its own autonomy-seeking Kurdish 
minority, refuses to cooperate un-
less the United States can hook up 
with an Arab-led force.

Turkey invaded northern Syria 
on August 24th, 2016, as part of 
Operation Euphrates Shield, sup-
posedly to hammer ISIS after a se-
ries of terrorist attacks that killed or 
wounded hundreds of Turks.

But Turkey’s overriding strate-
gic purpose was to prevent Syria’s 
Kurds from uniting their cantons 
along the country’s southern bor-
der into a single independent state, 
which could inspire Turkey’s own 
rebellious Kurds to intensify their 
32-year insurrection in the south-
eastern part of the country.

The carnage in Syria and the re-
gional upheaval it engendered have 
led Erdogan to move closer to Rus-
sia, which is also using the political 
disintegration of the Middle East to 
revive old glories.

This emerging alliance between 
two former empires, which be-
tween the 16th and 20th centuries 
fought 12 wars, underlines a wider 
schism developing between the 
West and an emerging Eurasian 
bloc.

As Turkey has edged closer to 
Russia, Ankara’s relations with the 
United States and its coalition in 
Syria have come under growing 
strain.

Turkey, which initially sought to 
hasten the political demise of Syr-
ia’s beleaguered president, Bashar 
Assad, but later went along with 
Russia’s strategy of keeping him in 
power, is now in a pivotal position 
in Syria. Its actions in the weeks 
ahead could determine whether 
this complex conflict drags on or is 
settled by political compromise.

Turkey has been steadily increas-
ing tensions with the Americans. 
This is benefiting ISIS and throwing 
into question a planned offensive to 
retake Raqqa.

This is a battle that could change 
the course of Syria’s war and possi-
bly trigger other lesser conflicts.

The political scrapping could also 
encourage US President Donald 
Trump to expand military forces 

in Syria for a major multipronged 
assault on Raqqa while US-backed 
forces in neighbouring Iraq are 
battling to crush ISIS in the city of 
Mosul. It could also instigate policy 
shifts among other regional powers 
engaged in the Syrian bloodbath, 
such as Saudi Arabia and Qatar, key 
backers of rebel forces battling to 
topple Assad’s forces.

“Much of the (Trump) admin-
istration’s planning depends on 
Turkey, which has very specific 
ideas about how the offensive on… 
Raqqa should be carried out,” the 
US-based global security consul-
tancy Stratfor observed on Febru-
ary 22nd. “Since Ankara does not 
expect Washington to fully support 
its plan, it is looking to its allies in 
the Persian Gulf for help in advanc-
ing its regional agenda.”

This could widen the war. Erdog-

an “has been quietly working on a 
proposal that could further crowd 
the battlefield in Syria”, Stratfor 
noted.

“Ankara has long advocated giv-
ing regional Arab forces a greater 
role in the fight against Islamic 
State. Doing so would not only add 
enough manpower and resources 
to displace the (Kurds) but it would 
also undermine the perception that 
Turkey is enabling a neo-Ottoman 
occupation of Arab lands,” the con-
sultancy said.

To this end, Erdogan visited 
Saudi Arabia, Bahrain and Qatar 
in mid-February seeking to enlist 
their support against ISIS, even 
though the Saudis and their allies 
are already in Yemen battling Shia 
Houthi rebels supported by Iran.

Since unleashing Operation 
Euphrates Shield in August, Tur-

key has more than 8,000 troops 
in northern Syria with tanks and 
heavy artillery as well as air pow-
er. With its allies, it claims to hold 
1,900 sq.km of territory and to have 
killed 1,700 jihadists.

“A stronger Arab presence in the 
(Syrian) fight… is imperative to 
Turkey’s goal to keep the Kurds in 
check in northern Syria,” Stratfor 
cautioned.

“Moscow, Tehran and Damascus 
will be watching carefully to see if 
Ankara can pull off the plan. The 
prospect of greater Arab involve-
ment in the fight will only compel 
the opposing forces to dig their 
heels in deeper for an extended 
proxy war.”

James Bruce has written 
extensively on Middle Eastern 
security affairs.

Erdogan’s war in Syria threatens wider conflict
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Crucial battle. Turkish soldiers participate in an exercise on the border between Turkey and Syria 
near the city of Kilis, on March 2nd.                                                                                                                    (Reuters)

Turkey’s strategy is 
steadily building 
tensions with the 
Americans that are 
benefiting ISIS.

Turkey has in excess 
of 8,000 troops in 
northern Syria with 
tanks and heavy 
artillery, as well as 
air power.

The real cost of Russia’s Syrian campaign

R
ussian military 
intervention in the 
Syrian conflict began 
in September 2015. 
Six months later, 
Russian President 

Vladimir Putin stated that the 
military operations there cost the 
country’s Defence Ministry $483 
million.

For Western observers, the 
most striking element of Russia’s 
Syrian intervention was the 
deployment of a significant 
portion of Russia’s naval assets 
there, its largest surface deploy-
ment since the Cold War. At a 
ceremony in the Northern Fleet’s 
Severomorsk base honouring the 
return of the Russian sailors, 
Putin stated it was his idea to 
send Russian naval units to Syria.

The centrepiece of Russian 
naval operations was the deploy-
ment from its Northern Fleet of 
the country’s sole aircraft carrier, 
the Admiral Flota Sovetskogo 
Soyuza Kuznetsov, in its first 
combat mission.

The Kuznetsov was joined by 
other Russian warships, including 
nuclear-powered battle cruiser 
Petr Velikii, the Severomorsk and 
the Vice-Admiral Kulakov 

destroyers, support vessels and 
anti-submarine ships.

During the Syria campaign a 
new generation of Russian Kalibr 
cruise missiles debuted, launched 
from corvettes, frigates and 
diesel-electric submarines. 
During the two months of the 
Kuznetsov’s battle operations, 
the Russian Defence Ministry 
reported that its naval aircraft 
flew 420 combat missions, 117 of 
them at night, striking 1,252 
targets, including infrastructure, 
concentrations of fighters and 
military equipment.

Russian analysts reported that 
the carrier’s deployment and 
combat operations cost about 
$170 million — less than the cost 
of two new F-35 fifth-generation 
US fighter aircraft.

Despite the relatively modest 
cost of the Russian intervention, 
it has paid off handsomely for its 
military. Moscow and Damascus 
have signed a 49-year lease 
allowing the Russian Navy to use 
the Syrian port of Tartus, which 
will be upgraded to handle up to 
11 warships at once, giving the 
Russian Navy a permanent base in 
the eastern Mediterranean.

In the future, warships primar-
ily from Russia’s Black Sea Fleet 
will deploy there to support what 
the Russian Defence Ministry is 
calling the Russian Navy’s 
“permanent” group in the 
Mediterranean. This development 
should surprise no one, as 

rebuilding Russia’s military 
presence in the Mediterranean 
was one of the goals outlined in 
the 2015 edition of Russia’s 
maritime doctrine.

Above and beyond the value of 
the new naval base, however, is 
Russia’s long-standing concern 
that the chaos in Syria was 
providing a training ground for 
jihadists. The Russian General 
Staff and the Federal Security 
Service said there are as many as 
4,000 militants from Russia and 
about 5,000 from former Soviet 
republics fighting in Syria.

The Russian government is 
concerned that these battle-hard-
ened jihadists could return home 
having acquired lethal skills. 
Reinforcing this concern, at his 
meeting with the sailors, Putin 
said that Russia does not intend 
to interfere in Syria’s internal 
affairs but wants to deal with the 
terrorists and that Russia’s goal in 
Syria is to stabilise the legitimate 
government and to “put an end to 
the terrorist blight”.

The net result of Russia’s 
military support for Syrian 
President Bashar Assad’s regime 
is a guarantee that Russia has a 
place at the table in peace 
discussions along a return as a 
major diplomatic player in the 
Middle East.

However, if Russian military 
valour is helping to turn the tide 
in Syria, its presence there after 
the end of major military opera-

tions is much less clear. Analyses 
estimate that the Syrian economy 
will need more than $1 trillion to 
recover from the civil war. The 
billions of dollars needed to 
reconstruct Syria are far beyond 
Moscow’s means, which will 
likely focus instead on narrowly 
defined projects with economic 
value, such as rebuilding the 
country’s oil and hydrocarbons 
infrastructure.

In neighbouring Iraq, where 
Western military power predomi-
nated, Russian companies were 
excluded from such projects, a 
situation that the Russian 
government is certain to ensure 
will not recur in Syria.

Such concerns are far in the 
future. For the moment, Russia 
has secured the use of an invalu-
able naval base, ending NATO’s 
dominance of the Eastern 
Mediterranean. Moscow has 
deployed a pragmatic policy of 
supporting what it defines as 
“legitimate” governments, 
combined with a stout anti-ter-
rorist policy unaffected by 
notions of regime change for 
human rights lectures, policies 
that ensure it a sympathetic 
hearing in a number of Middle 
Eastern countries.

Not a bad return on a military 
investment of less than $1 billion.

John C.K. Daly is a Washington-
based specialist on Russian and 
post-Soviet affairs.
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View point
The 
billions 
of dollars 
needed to 
reconstruct 
Syria are 
sums far 
beyond 
Moscow’s 
means.

Russia has secured the use of an 
invaluable naval base, ending 
NATO’s dominance of the 
Eastern Mediterranean.


