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T 

urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan had said 
he was looking forward to 
turning a new page in US-
Turkish relations now that 

Donald Trump is in charge in Wash-
ington, but, as relations have nose-
dived, the meeting between the two 
presidents may be more about clos-
ing the book.

Erdogan’s remarks, made at the 
annual Istanbul summit of the At-
lantic Council think-tank at the end 
of April, came the same week that 
Turkish warplanes targeted forces 
of the Kurdish People’s Protec-
tion Units (YPG) militia, the United 
States’ most effective ally in north-
ern Syria against the jihadists of the 
Islamic State (ISIS).

The attack, which killed 20 YPG 
fighters, was condemned by Wash-
ington, as was a raid against an area 
of northern Iraq the same week in 
which five Iraqi Kurdish peshmerga 
were unintended victims.

On May 10, Erdogan threatened to 
escalate military action against US 
allies in Syria after the Trump ad-
ministration’s decision to provide 
the YPG with heavy weapons and 
high-tech equipment for an escalat-
ing offensive against Raqqa, the ISIS 
capital in Syria, despite Ankara’s 
protests at arming what it considers 
to be a terrorist organisation.

The US State Department said the 
incidents had been raised at the 
highest level with the Turkish gov-
ernment. Not only were the raids 
not fully coordinated with the anti-
ISIS coalition — or not coordinated 
at all — they had put US soldiers on 
the ground at risk, the State Depart-

ment said.
The Syrian Kurds are demanding 

US-enforced no-fly zones to protect 
them from Turkish attacks, while 
threatening to halt their advance 
on Raqqa if the Turkish strikes con-
tinue.

The diplomatic spat over the 
raids provides the unpromising 
backdrop to Erdogan’s first meeting 
with Trump in Washington in mid-
May.

Using his Istanbul speech to set 
out the agenda for his talks with the 
US president, Erdogan called on the 
United States to halt its support for 
the YPG and its political wing, the 
Democratic Union Party (PYD).

“Under the pretext of the fight 
against [ISIS], we will not be toler-
ating any cooperation with another 
terrorist organisation,” Erdogan 
said. Saying that such cooperation 
undermined good US-Turkish re-
lations, he added: “We cannot be 
holding hands with a terrorist or-
ganisation to defeat another terror-
ist organisation.”

Erdogan said he planned to tell 
Trump that focusing the fight only 
on ISIS would be a mistake.

The dispute has given rise to the 
phenomenon of US special forces 
deploying on the ground to act as a 
buffer between the Kurdish fighters 
and the forces of a NATO ally, Tur-
key.

US-Turkish relations cooled dur-
ing the Obama administration be-
cause of the reluctance of the for-
mer president to take action against 
the regime of Bashar Assad in Syria 
as well as the continuing presence 
in the United States of cleric Fethul-
lah Gulen, accused by Turkey of 
being behind the failed 2016 coup 
against Erdogan.

The Turkish leader may have 
been looking forward to a more 
solid engagement from Trump, 
particularly after the US president’s 
order launching missile strikes in 
retaliation for Assad’s alleged use 
of chemical weapons on April 4.

Erdogan may even have hoped 
he could exploit Trump’s apparent 
preference for one-on-one deal-

making with other world leaders to 
sway US policies.

Trump controversially called to 
congratulate Erdogan on winning 
the recent national referendum 
that greatly expanded his presiden-
tial powers, a sentiment that did 
not appear to be shared elsewhere 
in the US administration.

So, the Washington visit may 
prove to be more confrontational 
than conciliatory.

While Erdogan is in the US capi-
tal, the State and Defence depart-
ments are likely to try to block the 
White House from making state-
ments or taking initiatives that 
would weaken the US-Kurdish alli-
ance.

The broader US administration 
and its military chiefs are relying on 
the US-backed Syrian Democratic 
Forces (SDF), dominated by the 
YPG, to spearhead the final assault 

to oust ISIS from Raqqa.
Erdogan argues, however, that if 

the United States and Turkey joined 
forces they could turn Raqqa into 
the graveyard of ISIS.

The reality on the ground is 
that Turkey — focused on its fight 
against the YPG and its own Kurdis-
tan Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels — is 
proving more of a hindrance than a 
help.

The US-backed SDF, an alliance 
of Kurdish and Arab militias, an-
nounced on May 10 that it had cap-
tured Tabqa, a strategic strongpoint 
40km from Raqqa. That advance 
was only made possible with the 
active support of the Americans.

For the time being, the Ameri-
cans are standing up to the Turk-
ish bluster and pressuring Erdogan 
to suspend further threatened air 
strikes against the YPG.

Erdogan, for his part, has ex-

pressed “sadness” at television 
footage showing US forces operat-
ing alongside the Kurds. Ankara has 
since threatened more air strikes 
unless the United States backs 
down.

Erdogan’s pitch to Trump will 
be that the United States would be 
better off relying on its Turkish ally 
than on a doubtful alliance with ter-
rorists. He may also portray the US 
policy of backing the YPG as part of 
a failed Obama strategy that Trump 
should now overturn.

How Trump responds to Erdog-
an’s blandishments and his increas-
ingly aggressive behaviour is, as 
ever, anybody’s guess.

Harvey Morris has written 
several books on the Middle East, 
including “No Friends but the 
Mountains: The Tragic History 
of the Kurds.”

Trump unlikely to find much Turkish delight in talks with Erdogan
Harvey Morris
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The Turkish leader 
may have been looking 
forward to a more solid 
engagement from 
Trump.

“
 Y

ou’re simply not 
going to be able to 
seize Raqqa 
anytime soon 
without arming 
the Kurds with 

more powerful weapons than the 
ones they have now. In Iraq, we 
armed the Iraqis to the teeth 
before we sent them into Mosul. 
In Syria, we need to do something 
similar — albeit on a smaller scale 
— in order to go to Raqqa. Donald 
Trump wants to defeat the Islamic 
State. So Donald Trump is going to 
arm the Kurds.”

So summarised Andrew Exum, a 
US deputy assistant secretary of 
defence for Middle East policy in 
the Obama administration.

History has taught us that, at 
many critical junctures, the 
simpler the decision is, the more 
complicated its consequences 
may be. Trump’s decision recalls 
Alexander the Great’s solution to 
the Gordian knot — an impulsive 
approach to dealing with an 
intractable problem. No matter 
how justified in comparison, 
arming the Kurds is a game 
changer.

That US President Donald 
Trump did not wait longer for the 
Turks to get on board is telling in 
some aspects. The decision had 
been delayed by his predecessor, 
whose wobbly approach in Syria 
has gone down in history as an 

example of how no decision is the 
worst decision.

Trump, however, deliberately 
did not hurry because he was 
advised that any earlier move to 
arm the Kurds would be seen as an 
intervention into the critical 
referendum in Turkey.

Yet, despite warnings, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan 
had nothing creative or credible to 
offer Trump and the more he 
voiced Turkish rejections regard-
ing the Syrian Kurds, the faster 
American patience ran out. 
Following Michael Flynn’s ouster 
as national security adviser, 
Trump’s team of (ex) officers won 
against the diplomats.

It is a delicate decision. It 
declares an alliance with an armed 
group that has not directed any 
hostile attack towards Turkey, a 
US partner in NATO but there is 
little room to doubt its links to the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), 
which has been fighting for 
self-rule in south-eastern Turkey 
for more than 30 years. It will, 
therefore, alienate Turkey 
severely. It may also embolden the 
other major player in the theatre, 
Russia. If so, that means a de facto 
American retreat from the 
strategic goal of toppling Presi-
dent Bashar Assad’s regime.

These points will be debated in 
the US Congress and there is little 
doubt that Trump will face a 
backlash there. He has 30 days 
before the arms implementation 
starts and it all points to a summer 
offensive to Raqqa, probably by 
mid-July.

The biggest known unknown, to 
use the language former US 

Defence Secretary Donald 
Rumsfeld, will be how Ankara will 
react, especially before the action 
starts. ”In both Syria and Iraq, 
Turkey cannot get its way but that 
doesn’t mean it cannot play 
spoiler, making everyone’s lives 
miserable in the process. It also 
doesn’t mean that this decision 
will not cast a shadow over 
US-Turkish relations for decades 
to come,” Exum wrote in the 
Atlantic.

At first, alarmists — those who 
oppose arming the Kurds — may 
sound reasonable, yet they are 
unable to provide any argument 
that Turkey could be a reliable 
partner as long as it refuses to cut 
off its ties with some jihadist 
groups across its border and as 
long as it continues its violent, 
anti-Kurdish campaign both at 
home and in northern Syria.

Turkey is also deeply frustrated 
with its failure to change the 
Syrian regime in favour of Sunni 
supremacy.

There are also military aspects. 
Turkish armed forces have been 
damaged due to last summer’s 
botched coup, its top echelons are 
clearly showing fatigue both due 
to Erdogan’s unclear strategic 
thinking and casualties on the 
ground in Syria. The People’s 
Protection Units (YPG), the 
backbone of the Syrian Defence 
Forces, is the strongest armed 
structure, with more than 85,000 
Kurdish militia forces. It offers a 
matchless alternative.

Yet, this decision will leave the 
eastern front of NATO more 
fractured than ever. It will also 
have a spillover effect in Turkey’s 

A game changer to unveil known unknowns
already pressurised social texture, 
by the escalation of oppressive 
measures against the pro-Kurdish 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP), 
seen as the political wing of the 
PKK.

Problematic as it is, the decision 
is not a wrong one if the post-
Raqqa situation will have been 
dealt with strategically.

First, under pressure from his 
annoyed generals, Erdogan will 
not be able to respond impulsively 
to shatter Turkey’s relations with 
NATO because, even for a far-
sighted leader like him, its 
consequences are hard to predict. 
Some in Ankara may be tempted to 
send Turkish boots to Syrian soil 
but they know that it will cause 
only counter military measures. 
Turkey’s possible withdrawal of 
permission for US warplanes to 
use its Incirlik Air Base to fly 
missions over Syria may come up 
when Erdogan meets with Trump 
but it must be a given that US 
Defence Secretary James Mattis 
and his team have already done 
their calculations on it.

Second, this decision reveals a 
new opportunity for Russia and 
the United States to prepare for a 
strategic agreement and hand over 
(semi) independence to a largely 
secular ethnic group — the Kurds 
— in northern Syria, which in the 
long run may be beneficial for the 
region. Keep in mind that it is the 
Kurds of Iraq and Syria who 
represent a new dynamic and it is 
clearly an anti-jihadist one.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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View point
It is the 
Kurds of 
Iraq and 
Syria who 
represent 
a new 
dynamic and 
it is clearly 
an anti-
jihadist one.

Despite warnings, Turkish 
President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan had nothing creative or 
credible to offer Trump.


