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S-backed Syrian forces 
said they had complet-
ed the capture of the 
strategic Euphrates Riv-
er town of Tabqa, its air-

base and the county’s largest dam 
on May 10 after weeks of combat, 
opening the way for a final assault 
on Raqqa, the self-proclaimed capi-
tal of the shrinking Islamic State 
(ISIS) caliphate spanning Syria and 
Iraq.

With the inevitable fall of ISIS’s 
last major urban stronghold in Syria 
expected in the months ahead, the 
United States will have achieved 
one of its key objectives in the war 
against the jihadists, which for 
Washington takes priority over the 
wider Syrian conflict.

However, by actively intervening 
in the complex Syrian conflict, the 
United States has also ensnared it-
self in the region’s deadly cobweb of 
sectarian rivalries that it has sought 
to avoid after disastrous American 
military adventures in the Middle 
East over three decades.

Turkey, a key NATO ally, will be 
the main problem. Ankara bitterly 
opposes the United States’ support 
and arming of the 50,000-strong 
Kurdish-dominated Syrian Demo-
cratic Forces (SDF) to conquer 
Raqqa, a predominantly Sunni Arab 
city 40km east of Tabqa.

This underlines the shifting stra-
tegic equation across the entire 
Middle East far beyond the Syr-
ian carnage, particularly a looming 
confrontation with expansionist 
Iran that could determine the re-
gion’s future.

“Washington is focusing on tac-
tical feel-good wins while ignoring 
the messy day-after politics and 
thus risking long-term losses,” ob-
served analyst James Jeffrey of the 
Washington Institute for Near East 
Policy.

Now, he said, US President Don-
ald Trump “faces a possible con-
frontation with NATO ally Turkey 
— economically and militarily the 
strongest state in the region and ir-
replaceable in any strategy to con-
tain Iran.”

Turkey, which has ambitions 
to expand its influence, fears the 
emergence of a Syrian Kurdish 
statelet on its southern border and 
claims the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG), the main compo-
nent of the SDF, is an arm of the 
outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK) that has been waging a sepa-
ratist insurgency in Anatolia since 
1984.

Ankara launched air strikes 
against the YPG in April, killing sev-
eral dozen fighters, and has threat-
ened tougher action that could con-
ceivably thrust Turkey into open 
conflict with US forces.

The US administration’s deci-
sion to provide the YPG with heavy 
weapons and sensitive high-tech 
equipment, reportedly including 
120mm mortars, .50-calibre ma-
chine guns and Stryker armoured 
vehicles, for the Raqqa operation 
has incensed Turkey, which of late 
has been aligning itself with other 
outside powers engaged in Syria, 
such as Russia and Iran.

Even with the additional weap-

onry, the SDF faces a tough battle, 
and possibly a long one, to retake 
Raqqa. ISIS is well dug in and us-
ing mobile suicide squads, armed 
drones and extensive tunnels and 
minefields. The jihadists could hold 
out for weeks at least.

Raqqa, however, is expected to 
fall in the end, as is Mosul, ISIS’s 
last major urban bastion in Iraq 
— although such victories are not 
likely to mean the end of ISIS or of 
the upheavals in Syria or Iraq.

The US military presence in Syria 
is officially limited to some 500 
“advisers” but under the new and 
largely untested US administration 
of President Donald Trump, there 
has been a steady buildup of Amer-
ican military personnel, including 
more special forces teams, elite 
Army Rangers and Marine Corps ar-
tillery units.

These, Washington maintains, 
consist of about 500 personnel but 
the number of US combatants is 
likely to be substantially higher.

It does not include the ground-
based personnel operating at least 

five US airbases in northern Syria 
and neighbouring Iraq, two of them 
for Apache attack helicopters that 
would be crucial against ISIS.

These bases include a large air-
field at Kobane, 140km north of 
Raqqa. It has been expanded by 
the US Air Force with hardened 
runways to take four-engine C-130 
transports and even the giant C-17, 
carrying equipment such as ar-
moured vehicles and artillery or a 
significant number of troops if the 
crisis deteriorates.

Russia, which has a combat air 
wing based near Latakia since Mos-
cow’s armed intervention in Sep-
tember 2015, is eyeing the US op-
eration warily.

The new air bases “will enable 
the US to deploy twice as many war-

planes and helicopters in Syria as 
the Russians currently maintain,” 
observed analyst Andrei Akulov of 
the Strategic Culture Foundation, a 
Moscow think-tank.

There are wider, longer-term 
perils looming once ISIS loses its 
key citadels as the region’s warring 
powers grab what they can “in the 
larger carving up of the Levant fol-
lowing the Islamic State’s inevita-
ble demise,” observed Jeffrey.

Turkey’s air strikes against the 
YPG along with the threat of more 
to come and recent Israeli air strikes 
against Hezbollah arms depots out-
side Damascus are “chess moves in 
the larger game,” he wrote in a May 
9 assessment.

This involves “efforts by the 
Turks, Israelis, Iraqi Kurds, the 
region’s Sunni Arab majority and 
(they all hope) the United States to 
push back against an Iranian- and 
Russian-led upheaval of the region-
al order,” Jeffrey said.

Ed Blanche is Analysis editor of 
The Arab Weekly.
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F 

ar from being a celebration 
of an alliance between 
their countries that dates 
back more than half a cen-
tury, the first meeting be-

tween US President Donald Trump 
and his Turkish counterpart, Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, looks more like it 
will be an exercise in crisis manage-
ment.

Erdogan, who is to meet with 
Trump during a visit May 16 to 
Washington, is expected to express 
his anger at the US president’s de-
cision to arm Kurdish fighters in 
Syria in preparation for an attack 
on Raqqa, the Syrian city serving 
as the capital of the Islamic State 
(ISIS).

Turkey is accusing Washington 
of indirectly supporting terrorists, 
because a Kurdish militia playing 
a key role in the US-backed Syrian 
Democratic Forces (SDF) is seen by 
Ankara as an affiliate of Kurdish re-
bels fighting Ankara. Turkey’s gov-
ernment has also voiced frustration 
over what it sees as Washington’s 
foot-dragging in response to its 
extradition request for a US-based 
Turkish cleric blamed for last July’s 
failed coup.

The United States and Turkey 
have been NATO allies since 1952 
and Turkey, which straddles the 
geostrategically important junc-
ture between Europe and Asia, has 
served as a key base for the US mili-
tary. The US military uses the Incir-
lik Air Base in southern Turkey for 
attacks on ISIS positions in neigh-
bouring Syria.

However, the strategic part-
nership between them has been 
strained by conflicting priorities 
in the Syrian war. Trump wants to 
see a quick-and-decisive military 
defeat of ISIS, a goal that makes the 
Syrian Kurdish People’s Protection 
Units (YPG) a precious US partner 
on the ground. The YPG is the main 
component of the SDF.

Ankara is concerned that the 
Syrian Kurds are plotting to create 
their own state in Syria along the 
Turkish border and says the YPG 
is the Syrian arm of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), a separatist 
rebel group that has been fighting 

the Turkish state since 1984.
The spat over Syria represents the 

deepest crisis in bilateral ties since 
Ankara denied Washington permis-
sion to deploy US troops to attack 
Iraq from Turkish soil in 2003. Al-
though the United States is keenly 
aware of Turkey’s significance as 
a regional player and of the risk of 
closer Turkish cooperation with 
Russia, it shows no sign of back-
ing down from the move to arm the 
YPG. Analysts doubt that Trump 
and Erdogan can come to an agree-
ment during their talks at the White 
House.

“The question now is what the 

US can do to limit the damage to its 
relations with Turkey and how far 
the Turks will go in demonstrating 
their displeasure,” said Howard Eis-
senstat, an associate professor at St 
Lawrence University in New York.

It was unclear whether Erdogan 
would be mollified by US offers to 
compensate for Ankara’s accept-
ance of the YPG role in the battle 
for Raqqa. News reports said Wash-
ington could provide Turkey with 
better intelligence sharing to boost 
Ankara’s fight against the PKK. 
Other reports said Trump could 
give Erdogan free rein for Turkish 
attacks against the PKK in Iraq.

In Turkey, opposition politicians 
and some media called on Erdogan 
to cancel his visit to the United 
States, increasing pressure on the 
Turkish president.

“Erdogan has very few cards to 
play,” says Emre Uslu, a Turkish 
journalist who fled his country in 
2014 and has been teaching at Vir-
ginia International University in 
Fairfax, Virginia, near Washington. 
Uslu said he expected Erdogan to 
present Trump with a plan for a 
Turkish role in the Raqqa area 
once the fighting there was over, to 
prevent a re-emergence of ISIS and 
to keep the Kurds from expanding 
their territory to the west of the 
Euphrates River.

Erdogan sent several senior of-
ficials, including his military and 
intelligence chiefs, to Washington 
for preparatory talks but the Turk-
ish delegation failed to prevent the 
US administration’s decision to di-
rectly arm the YPG. Reports said 
Erdogan’s aides were told by US of-
ficials about the decision on May 
8, one day before the move was 
made public.

Turkish Justice Minister Bekir 
Bozdag voiced disappointment 
about what Turkey sees as the US 
reluctance to extradite Fethullah 
Gulen, a Pennsylvania-based cleric 
accused by Erdogan of being the 
mastermind of last year’s coup at-
tempt. Bozdag reportedly told US 
Attorney General Jeff Sessions that 
Turkey would no longer respond 
to US extradition requests if the 
administration regarded evidence 
against Gulen presented by Turkey 
as insufficient.

Turkish dissidents in the United 
States say they do not expect a 
breakthrough for Erdogan’s ex-
tradition demand during his visit 
with Trump. The absence of cred-
ible evidence to back up Ankara’s 
charge that Gulen was involved in 
the coup meant that the extradi-
tion process could not start, said 
Adem Yavuz Arslan, a Turkish 
journalist who fled to the United 
States in 2014. Arslan is portrayed 
by pro-Erdogan media in Turkey 
as a high-ranking Gulen follower, 
something he denies.

Even if Ankara could get US 
courts to act, a quick decision in 
the Gulen case was unlikely, Arslan 
said via e-mail. The US judicial sys-
tem “will take years to arrive [at] 
any result given the fact that Gulen 
is protected under US laws as a per-
manent legal resident,” he said.

Complicated ties. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) 
meets with US Secretary of State Rex Tillerson in Ankara, 
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