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Ankara

T 

urkey has lost momen-
tum in the war in north-
ern Syria as the United 
States draws on Kurdish 
allies in the assault on 

Islamic State-held Raqqa. Ankara, 
however, is still pressing Washing-
ton for a deal that allays its fears of 
Kurdish ascendancy.

Syrian Kurdish groups, though, 
sense Washington is more firmly 
behind them than before, a shift 
they hope will aid their ambitions 
for autonomy after years of perse-
cution by the Syrian government.

One of the most complicated 
theatres in the multisided Syrian 
conflict, the war in the north has 
played out at lightning pace in re-
cent weeks with Islamic State (ISIS) 
fighters losing territory.

The Russian-backed Syrian Army 
has benefited from this, creating a 
corridor to the Euphrates river that 
secures Aleppo’s water supplies 
and suggests at least tacit coordina-
tion with US-allied Kurdish militia 
— at Turkey’s expense.

In a swipe at Washington, Turk-

ish Prime Minister Binali Yildirim 
said it was unfortunate that some 
of Turkey’s allies had chosen the 
Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection 
Unions (YPG) militia as a partner in 
the fight against ISIS in Syria.

“Such a harsh step in completely 
excluding Turkey there will cause a 
problem for relations between the 
countries,” a senior Turkish official 
said. “Hence a share point must be 
found. Talks are still continuing.”

Turkey has seized a pocket of 
Syrian land on its southern borders 
since launching Euphrates Shield 
operation in August. Its main aim 
was to prevent a contiguous Kurd-
ish-held corridor it fears could 
threaten its security.

The rise of Kurdish power in 
northern Syria has alarmed Ankara, 
which views the Kurdish groups 
there as an extension of the Kurd-
istan Workers’ Party (PKK) that has 
been fighting Turkey for 32 years.

Turkey’s military chief has dis-
cussed Syria with his US and Rus-
sian counterparts.

Ankara had hoped to advance its 
strategy in northern Syria by per-
suading Washington to abandon its 
Kurdish allies and switch support 
to Free Syrian Army (FSA) rebels for 
the final assault on Raqqa, a north-
ern Syrian city that is the Islamic 
State’s de facto capital.

Such hopes, however, have 
faded. Conflicting US and Turkish 
agendas have surfaced over Manbij, 
a city controlled by Kurdish-allied 
militia since its 2016 capture from 
ISIS. A deployment of US forces 
there recently deterred a threat-
ened Turkish attack.

Turkish Foreign Minister Mev-
lut Cavusoglu made clear Turkish 

sensitivities about the presence of 
the YPG militia, which is associated 
with the Kurdish Democratic Union 
Party (PYD), in Manbij.

“We will not allow the YPG’s can-
ton dreams (to come true),” NTV 
television cited Cavusoglu as say-
ing. “If we go to Manbij and the PYD 
is there, we will hit them.”

The YPG says it withdrew from 
Manbij after helping capture it last 
year, leaving it in the control of al-
lied militia of the Syrian Democrat-
ic Forces (SDF) — an alliance that 
includes the YPG and Arab fighters. 
Washington has built its strategy 
around the SDF.

The Pentagon said the aim of its 
Manbij deployment was to ensure 
parties in the area did not attack 
each other.

A top US commander has given 
an unusually robust defence of the 
YPG, saying he had seen no evi-
dence linking it to attacks on Tur-

key and signalling a role for it in the 
final push for Raqqa — a predomi-
nantly Arab city.

With US-led coalition air sup-
port and special forces backing on 
the ground, the SDF has gradually 
encircled Raqqa since November. 
It has cut the last main road from 
Raqqa to the jihadists’ stronghold 
of Deir ez-Zor.

Apart from the pocket of territory 
held by Turkey, the YPG controls 
the northern Syrian border.

Senior Syrian Kurdish official Al-
dar Xelil said recent events showed 
Washington was telling Ankara: 
“Look, these are your limits… It 
appears that the Americans have 
made up their minds”, he said by 
telephone from the Kurdish-dom-
inated city of Qamishli in north-
eastern Syria.

Xelil said he foresaw eventual US 
political engagement with Syrian 
Kurdish groups — something Wash-

ington has largely avoided. In line 
with Turkish wishes, the PYD has 
been consistently left out of UN-led 
peace talks on Syria.

“Let’s say tomorrow Daesh (ISIS) 
is finished — and it will be — what 
about the political solution?” Xelil 
asked. “Won’t they ask what is the 
solution? It needs a plan and the 
most reasonable one is a federal 
one based not on ethnicity or reli-
gion, but geography.”

Turkey still hopes Washington 
will be forced to draw on its support 
in one way or another.

Away from the battlefield, Turk-
ish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan cannot afford to appear to 
have been sidelined. He faces an 
April referendum on sweeping new 
powers he deems vital to a country  
facing spillover of violence from 
Syria.
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Manbij could mark collapse of Turkey’s Syria policy

A
fter years of diplo-
matic and military 
manoeuvring, the 
northern Syrian 
town of Manbij 
appears to be 

defining the end of the Syrian 
puzzle and the war against 
Islamic State-led fighters in the 
region.

In a remarkable way, Manbij, 
20km from the Syrian-Turkish 
border, has become a junction 
where the key players in Syria 
met. This explains its strategic 
significance but also its role in 
determining the winners and 
losers in the complicated Syrian 
conflict. Manbij was the destina-
tion Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan had declared was 
to be conquered by the Free 
Syrian Army (FSA), backed by the 
Turkish armed forces after the 
seizure of al-Bab.

The local military council of 
Manbij, a coalition of 36 tribes, 
seeing the Turkish-led advances 
as a destabilising move recently 
transferred control of the town 
and its surrounding villages in 
the south-west flank to Syrian 
regime forces.

At about the same time, Russian 
forces rapidly deployed at the Mil 
Wiran-Girhiyok-Al Abash line on 
the western side and US troops 
took their positions at the Arab El 
Hasan-Dadat-Rafiah track on the 

eastern side. The two powers 
raised their flags only 10km from 
each other, a move that marks the 
most dramatic shift in the Syrian 
quagmire.

It is clear Russia is building a 
buffer zone against the FSA, while 
US ground troops are positioned 
to block Turkish special opera-
tions forces from approaching 
Manbij from the east.

This seemingly coordinated 
position has multilayered 
significance: Washington and 
Moscow seem to have come to a 
tacit agreement that the common 
denominator is to destroy the 
logistical routes to jihadists and 
exterminate Islamic State (ISIS) 
bases and it requires minimum 
cooperation.

The US side may have given in 
to the notion that Syrian regime 
forces retaking control of the 
Syrian soil helps serves that 
purpose. US military leaders and 
Russian President Vladimir Putin 
seem to be in sync with the idea 
that the Syrian Democratic Forces 
(SDF), whose backbone is the 
Syrian Kurdish Popular Mobilisa-
tion Units (YPG), remain an 
indispensable part of the upcom-
ing Raqqa offensive.

The most powerful conse-
quence of the Manbij episode is 
the message the situation sends 
to Erdogan: “What you did with 
the cleansing of jihadist elements 
from al-Bab and surroundings 
was fine but no longer. You are 
not in sync with us on the 
endgame, neither with its means. 
We’ll handle the rest from now 
on. It is fine if you offer us your 
support, as long as it remains 
well-defined and agreed.”

What brought Russians and 
Americans closer has another 
common denominator due to 
what is perceived as strategically 
erratic anti-Kurdish obstinacy: 
Turkey will have to be — sooner 
rather than later — invited in the 
Syrian territory altogether. In 
other words, Manbij may have 
come to mark the collapse of 
Turkey’s Syria policy, which was 
based on a regime change, after 
endless series of twists and turns.

The failure leaves the Erdogan 
administration with scarce 
choices: a) it can choose to pull 
back its troops, which have 
suffered significant losses, and 
focus on diplomacy; b) it complies 
to the US-Russian consensus over 
the SDF and minimises its 
support to air strikes in the Raqqa 
offensive; c) seeing the continuity 
of complex war in Syria as a 
strategic choice, it can decide to 
go on its own.

Given the domestic pressure 
Erdogan feels at home and the 
stress he is under to win a key 
referendum that he hopes will 
legitimise his de facto authoritar-
ian rule, further adventurism is 
not at all unthinkable.

Patrick Cockburn noted in the 
Independent: “Turkey could 
strike at Raqqa from the north, 
hoping to slice through Syrian 
Kurdish territory but this would 
be a very risky venture likely to be 
resisted by YPG and opposed by 
the United States and Russia. 
Otherwise, Turkey and the two 
other big supporters of the Syrian 
armed opposition, Saudi Arabia 
and Qatar, are seeing their 
influence over events in Syria 
swiftly diminish.”

The March 7th-8th meetings 
with US, Turkish and Russian 
generals in Antalya should 
provide answers on how Turkey 
plays its cards. The Köln-based 
online news site ArtiGercek 
reported that the chief of Turkish 
General Staff, Hulusi Akar, 
insisted on the anti-SDF position, 
proposing that a joint Turkish-US 
force along with FSA units enter 
from Turkey and, carving out a 
corridor through the YPG-con-
trolled area, proceed towards 
Raqqa. The proposal, however, 
was unlikely to win support from 
the Russian side, let alone the 
United States.

Erdogan is in an ever weaker 
position. He can exert some 
pressure on the Americans over 
the use of Incirlik base in 
exchange for having YPG 
excluded. Yet, he is realising that, 
after a damaging antagonisation 
with Putin, which ended with him 
apologising to Russia, he cannot 
afford doing so with Trump, 
whose fierce temperaments are as 
dominating as his.

The best for Turkey at this stage 
would be, no doubt, that it 
focuses only on the humanitarian 
dimension of the conflict and 
secures its borders. Then, it is the 
Kurdish issue: Erdogan’s erratic 
choices in Syria made a mess out 
of that policy, and, if he wants a 
seat at the table where the 
region’s future is to be designed, 
he has to make peace with Kurds, 
at home and along Turkey’s 
borders.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
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contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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View point

 If he wants a seat at the table 
where the region’s future is to 
be designed, Erdogan has to 
make peace with Kurds.

The most 
powerful 
consequence 
of the Manbij 
episode is 
the message 
the situation 
sends to 
Erdogan.

If we go to Manbij 
and the PYD is 
there, we will hit 
them.”Turkish Foreign Minister 
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