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W 

hen Saudi Arabia, 
Egypt, the United 
Arab Emirates and 
Bahrain ran out 
of patience with 

Qatar’s contrarian foreign policy 
and imposed punitive measures 
in response to its alleged support 
of terrorism, they hoped to isolate 
Doha. While this may yet prove 
successful, they also embarked on 
a course of action that risks creat-
ing unanticipated regional allianc-
es, as trade and the shared threat 
of Kurdish separatism draw Teh-
ran and Ankara into an unlikely, if 
wary, detente.

Turkey and Iran provided a be-
sieged Qatar decisive support, 
which diminished the likelihood of 
the worst-case scenarios many had 
predicted in the face of its defiance 
of the region’s most powerful Arab 
countries. Qatar is just the latest 
area of emerging common interests 
between Turkey and Iran. They 
have been growing since the US in-
vasion of Iraq that toppled Saddam 
Hussein and created chaos and 
mayhem on the borders of Turkey 
and Iran.

Despite competition to draw 
Baghdad into their own spheres 
of strategic influence, Turkey and 
Iran have maintained a common 
interest in preventing the potential 
territorial break-up of the country 

and against the emergence of an 
independent Kurdish state.

Both Turkey and Iran are home 
to significant ethnic Kurdish mi-
norities that could be emboldened 
by a breakaway Kurdish state in 
Iraq or at least see their loyalties 
transformed. For decades, Tur-
key has almost been in a constant 
state of war against the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) and Iran has 
been working to crush the Kurdis-
tan Free Life Party (PJAK), which 
opposes Tehran and seeks to court 
the support that 7 million ethnic 
Iranian Kurds could offer.

While Turkey’s involvement in 
Iraq was initially premised on pre-
venting the country’s implosion, it 
evolved towards more specific, and 
arguably more ambitious, goals to 
counter Iranian influence. Yet both 
Turkey and Iran have limited their 
rivalry to avoid the risk of open 
hostilities or armed conflict.

What at first proved a narrow 
but sufficiently strategic set of 
core common interests in Iraq 
highlighted the two actors’ stark 
differences in Syria. Driven by the 
need to contain Kurdish separa-
tism and convinced that the “Arab 
spring” represented a major turn-
ing point for Syria and its majority 
Sunni population, Ankara threw its 
weight behind Sunni rebels in Syria 
fighting the Iranian-allied Assad 
government.

Syria remains polarised, as do the 
positions of its external stakehold-
ers. However, though the mistrust 
created between Ankara and Teh-
ran’s competing agendas in Syria 
may not be easily repairable, broad-
er geopolitical developments have 
reduced the potential of any ma-
jor Turkish-Iranian confrontation. 

Russian intervention in Syria and 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s growing friction with West-
ern partners are part of the mix.

Now the problem of the Islam-
ic State (ISIS) and long-standing 
threats related to Kurdish separa-
tism provide sufficient strategic 
rationale for Turkish-Iranian co-
operation. Against this backdrop, 
Turkey and Iran have a growing 
trade relationship. Although a pref-
erential trade agreement between 
Turkey and Iran in 2015 to boost 
trade is failing to deliver its exces-
sively ambitious $35 billion target 
(trade is still less than $9 billion), 
the potential for it to grow remains 
substantial.

Iran is crucial to Turkish energy 

security, satisfying 30% of Turkish 
oil imports and representing the 
third largest supplier of natural gas 
after Russia and Iraq. From 2004-
10, Turkey’s energy imports from 
Iran increased from $1.9 billion to 
$6.9 billion. There are plans for new 
energy pipelines, building on the 
existing Tabriz-Ankara pipeline, as 
Turkey seeks to become an energy 
gateway for Europe. Turkey’s state-
run oil company, TPAO, has signed 
an agreement with Iran to develop 
three blocks of the South Pars natu-
ral gas field.

Ankara and Tehran’s relationship 
fluctuates between strategic coop-
eration in some areas and intense 
competition elsewhere. All things 
considered, the lack of synergy be-

tween Iran’s Shia revolutionary core 
and Turkey’s Sunni political reviv-
alism makes the possibility of any 
lasting Turkish-Iranian strategic 
axis unrealistic.

However, as long as Iran remains 
an anti-status quo force and Turkey 
a revisionist power in the Middle 
East, the pursuit of their regional in-
terests could continue to inadvert-
ently place them on the same side. 
To that extent, as key Arab powers 
strategically realign under the Sau-
di-Egyptian leadership, a carefully 
managed rival Turkish-Iranian part-
nership could emerge.
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Marriage of convenience? Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (R) meets with Iranian Foreign 
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T
urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan’s 
recent visits to Saudi 
Arabia, Kuwait and 
Qatar can only be 
understood as a 

required first step to defusing 
tensions with the Gulf countries 
that was created by his rash 
reactions to the Qatar crisis, 
reactions unworthy of a major 
power.

It is difficult to imagine that 
Erdogan was personally making 
the trip to the region to argue 
Qatar’s case or to get a better 
picture of the conflict with Doha. 
The details of the crisis with 
Qatar are public knowledge and 
Turkish Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Ahmet Davutoglu was 
directly briefed by Saudi officials.

Erdogan chose to start with 
Saudi Arabia, a key country in the 
boycott against Qatar, in the hope 
that his initiative would also be 
welcomed by Egypt and the 
United Arab Emirates, whose 
relations with Turkey are openly 
antagonistic.

It is obvious that Riyadh and 
Ankara have gone to great lengths 
to steer clear of open diplomatic 
incidents. What’s intriguing is 
that any potential Turkish 
military force sent to Qatar would 

be perceived by Saudi Arabia and 
the Gulf countries as a provoca-
tion. This would escalate and 
deepen the crisis with Qatar, 
giving it a military dimension 
that was absent from the 
demands of the boycotting 
countries.

From the start of the crisis, 
Ankara adopted two approaches 
in tandem. The first was to clearly 
and publicly support the Qatari 
camp politically, militarily and in 
the media. The second approach 
involved showing deference to 
the Saudi position and declaring 
Ankara’s reliance on the Saudi 
monarch’s ability to find the best 
way out of the crisis.

Saudi authorities have 
refrained from verbally attacking 
Ankara and have purposely 
minimised Turkey’s position on 
the crisis, treating it as secondary 
in comparison to the positions of 
the major powers and in light of 
their foreign ministers’ shuttle 
visits to the Gulf. Riyadh has kept 
some distance from the Turkish 
position, giving Ankara leeway to 
reconsider its bias in what Riyadh 
considers an internal Gulf affair.

Erdogan, whose tour of the Gulf 
was portrayed as a mediation 
mission, knows very well that 
Turkey has no credibility as a 
mediator given its blatant bias in 
favour of Qatar. His visit to the 
Gulf was undertaken with 
different objectives in mind: 
Mending Turkey’s relations with 
the Gulf countries in general and 
Saudi Arabia in particular.

Erdogan realised that Riyadh 
and its regional allies are an 
important regional pole with 

significant international ramifi-
cations and that it would be wise 
and beneficial for his country and 
his political regime to maintain 
good economic, political and 
geostrategic relations with the 
Gulf Cooperation Council 
countries.

Erdogan is also quite weary of 
Turkey’s shaky relations with 
Moscow, Washington and the 
European Union and fears that 
his country’s influence in Iraq 
and Syria will decline.

By contrast, Riyadh received 
Erdogan with a great deal of 
confidence. Within the context of 
the crisis with Qatar, Riyadh and 
the other boycotting capitals 
present a unified front and resist 
all attempts to thwart it. Further-
more, Saudi Arabia has adopted a 
pragmatic approach to the 
Turkish position in the crisis by 
avoiding negative reactions and 
by keeping communication 
channels with Turkey open.

For the purposes of the Turkish 
president’s quick tour of the Gulf, 
the Qatari crisis does not seem to 
be at the top of Ankara’s agenda 
in terms of regional and interna-
tional issues and in relation to 
Turkey’s own security strategies. 
For Turkey, ominous changes are 
looming. With Iraqi Kurdistan’s 
independence referendum 
scheduled for September 25 and 
the quasi-international agree-
ment to protect the Kurdish units 
inside the Syrian Democratic 
Forces, fundamental strategic 
changes projected in the region 
will affect Turkey’s southern 
borders.

The daily realities of the 

More than the Qatari crisis in Erdogan’s Gulf talks
conflicts in Syria and Iraq are 
challenging Ankara’s and Teh-
ran’s stubborn refusal to allow 
the birth of Kurdish political 
entities in the region. To push its 
agenda, Turkey desperately 
needs support from Arab coun-
tries, led by Saudi Arabia. The 
Saudi media, however, recently 
gave Kurdish leaders the oppor-
tunity to express their views. 
Turkey seems to have picked up 
on the message being sent.

It will be difficult for Erdogan 
to garner Arab support for Turkey 
on the Kurdish question as long 
as the crisis with Qatar continues. 
The entire Arab world is affected 
by the crisis and, unless a suitable 
solution is soon found, Turkey 
cannot count on a unified Arab 
position on the region’s strategic 
security issues.

It would be safe to say that it is 
in Turkey’s best interest for 
Erdogan to pressure Qatar to 
make concessions and come to a 
quick resolution of the crisis. 
These concessions may include 
Qatar giving up its relations with 
political Islam and with some 
Islamist figures.

It would also be safe to say that 
Turkey’s security, whether under 
Erdogan and his party or under 
any other leadership, cannot 
remain contingent on the fate of 
certain movements or groups or 
figures. Erdogan might discuss 
these points at length with Doha. 
By insisting on Turkey’s convic-
tions, Erdogan might cause 
Qatar’s convictions to evolve.
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