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n a sign of an emerging alli-
ance two years after Turkish-
Russian relations plunged into 
crisis, Ankara is banking on 
Moscow to help Turkey reach 

its main goals regarding the conflict 
in Syria.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan had four hours of talks 
with Russian President Vladimir 
Putin in the Black Sea resort of 
Sochi. It was the second meeting 
of the two leaders in two months 
and their fifth encounter this year. 
Another Erdogan-Putin session in 
Sochi, this time including Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani, is set for 
November 22.

Turkey recently sent troops into 
the Syrian province of Idlib follow-
ing an agreement with Russia and 
Iran to set up so-called de-escala-
tion zones in Syria. The increasing 
Turkish-Russian cooperation in 
Syrian matters stands in stark con-
trast to differences between Turkey 
and the United States, its tradition-
al ally, over US support for Syrian 
Kurds.

Only hours before the Sochi 
talks on November 14, Erdogan 
slammed US and Russian policies 
in Syria, saying the two global pow-
ers should withdraw their military 
forces from the war-torn country if 
they were serious about a political 
solution of the 6-year-old conflict.

The Turkish leader referred to a 
statement by Putin and US Presi-
dent Donald Trump that there was 
“no military solution” to the war in 
Syria. Erdogan said Turkey knew 
better than other players “what 
is going on in the region.” Turkey 
shares a 900km border with Syria 
and has taken in 3 million refugees 
from the country since fighting 
there started in 2011.

While Erdogan was critical of 
the Putin-Trump statement be-
fore he sat down with the Russian 
president in Sochi, his outlook 
was markedly different afterward. 
Emerging from talks with Putin, 
Erdogan said: “There is now a base 
that allows us to focus on the politi-
cal process.” The Russian president 
stressed that, with respect to Syria, 

Moscow and Ankara were “united 
in the need to increase efforts to 
ensure the long-term stabilisation, 
above all to advance the process of 
a political settlement.”

The show of unity in Sochi came 
two years after the Turkish Air Force 
shot down a Russian warplane near 
the Turkish-Syrian border. The No-
vember 24, 2015, incident, which 
killed a pilot and a Russian soldier 
taking part in a rescue mission, 
triggered a political crisis between 
Ankara and Moscow, with Russia 
blocking Turkish imports and Rus-
sian tourists boycotting Turkish 
holiday destinations.

The spat ended with an apol-
ogy by Erdogan in June 2016. Since 
then, relations rapidly improved. 
Erdogan’s November 14 meeting 
with Putin marked a “historic high 
in Turkish-Russian relations,” Tur-
key’s state-run Anadolu news agen-
cy said.

Analysts said Turkey, frustrated 
by US policies in Syria, regards Rus-
sia as a partner that can help An-
kara reach its main goal in the Syr-
ian conflict: Stopping Syria’s Kurds 
from expanding the area under 
their control along the Turkish bor-
der and preventing the Kurds from 
forming their own state there.

Ankara said Russia postponed a 
conference bringing together differ-
ent Syrian groups following Turk-
ish objections to an invitation for 
two Syrian-Kurdish organisations. 
The Turkish government said the 
two groups, the Democratic Union 

Party (PYD) and its military arm, 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG), 
are Syrian affiliates of the Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), which is con-
sidered a terrorist group by Ankara 
and the West. The PYD and the YPG 
are US partners in the fight against 
the Islamic State.

As blocking the Kurds has be-
come a priority for Ankara, the 
Turkish government is signalling 
that its opposition to Syrian Presi-
dent Bashar Assad is softening, 
analysts said. Deposing Assad was 
Erdogan’s focus in the first years of 
the Syrian war.

Aykan Erdemir, an analyst at the 
Foundation for Defense of Democ-
racies, a Washington think-tank, 
and a former Turkish lawmaker, 
pointed out that Erdogan referred 
to the Assad regime as the “central 
government” of Syria. That word-
ing was an indirect acceptance of 
Damascus by Erdogan and “a sign 
that he was ready to accept the le-
gitimacy of and a role for Assad in 
post-war Syria,” Erdemir said via 
e-mail.

Murat Yetkin, a columnist for 
Turkey’s Hurriyet newspaper, won-
dered whether “Ankara has started 
wto cooperate with Damascus via 
Moscow.” Erdogan might be sig-
nalling Turkey’s readiness to agree 
with the Russian position to allow 
Assad to stay in power for a tran-
sitional period after an end of the 
fighting in Syria, Yetkin wrote.

Turkey’s opposition leader Ke-
mal Kilicdaroglu went further, say-
ing “Erdogan is working for Assad 
now.” Speaking to the Haberturk 
newspaper, Kilicdaroglu criticised 
a “180-degree turn” by Erdogan 
because the president had rejected 
talk of a political solution for Syria 
before embracing the same idea 
after meeting Putin several hours 
later.

Erdemir said the change of course 
regarding Assad would not be easy 
for Erdogan to manage domestical-
ly after years of presenting the Syr-
ian president as the main obstacle 
for peace in Syria and of support-
ing Sunni groups fighting the Assad 
government. “It is a challenge for 
an Islamist leader like Erdogan to 
make a U-turn on Assad,” Erdemir 
said. “Erdogan, however, has dem-
onstrated his infinite political flex-
ibility before.”
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Shared interests. Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan (L) shakes hands with his Russian 
counterpart Vladimir Putin at a news conference in Sochi, on November 13.                                       (Reuters)

N
ovember looks 
to be a very 
long and very 
bad month in 
the history of 
Turkish-Amer-
ican relations. 

The possible indictment of a 
former top Trump administra-
tion official who was hired to 
do lobbying work that benefited 
the Turkish government and the 
trial in New York of a Turkish-
American financier with ties to 
elite circles in Ankara could put 
relations between the two gov-
ernments into a tailspin.

The possible indictment in-
volves retired US Army Lieuten-
ant-General Michael Flynn. He 
served as US President Donald 
Trump’s national security advis-
er for 24 days before he was fired 
because he failed to disclose to 
Vice-President Mike Pence meet-
ings with top Russian officials.

What is particularly worri-
some, however, to the Turk-
ish government is that special 
prosecutor Robert Mueller, who 
is investigating the Trump cam-
paign’s possible collusion with 
Russian officials during the 2016 
campaign, is very interested in 
the lobbying work that Flynn 
did for another businessman 
with direct ties to the family of 
Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan.

Flynn had been hired by a 
company called Inovo, run 
by Turkish-American Ekim 
Alptekin, for a fee of $600,000 
for 90 days of work to investi-
gate Fethullah Gulen, the Turk-
ish imam living in rural Penn-
sylvania whom Erdogan blames 
for the 2016 attempted coup in 
Turkey.

Flynn failed to acknowledge 
his work for Inovo until March 
of this year, after he had been 
dismissed as national security 
adviser. Although he said he had 
stopped working for Inovo at the 
time, on Election Day 2016, the 
Hill, a Washington publication, 
ran an opinion piece under his 
byline that specifically covers 
congressional business, accusing 
Gulen of being a “radical Islam-
ist” and a “possible terrorist.”

Flynn said he showed the 
column to Inovo officials before 
it ran but Alptekin said he never 
saw it.

Likely of interest to Mueller 
and his team is a September 19, 
2016, meeting between Flynn 
and members of his business, 
the Flynn Intel Group, and sev-
eral top Turkish officials, includ-
ing the son-in-law of Erdogan.

Former CIA Director James 
Woolsey, who was working at 
the time as an unofficial adviser 
to the Trump campaign, said he 
came in about halfway through 

the meeting when Flynn and the 
Turkish officials were talking 
about possibly abducting Gulen 
and secretly spiriting him to 
Turkey. Woolsey told the story 
to the Wall Street Journal, then 
to NBC and has been questioned 
about the event by Mueller and 
his investigators.

Woolsey described the meet-
ing in the media as “brainstorm-
ing but it was brainstorming 
about a very serious matter that 
would pretty clearly be a viola-
tion of law.”

If these incidents are included 
in any indictment of Flynn, the 
involvement of top Turkish offi-
cials in a discussion about break-
ing American law is not going 
to go down well in the United 
States.

The trial in question is to start 
November 27 in New York. Reza 
Zarrab is a Turkish-American 
financier who is charged with 
laundering money and ignor-
ing American sanctions on Iran. 
Zarrab is tied to political elites 
in Ankara and there has been 
speculation in the US media 
that he could testify that certain 
important Turkish officials, 
including Erdogan, knew what 
he was doing.

Media reports this year said 
Zarrab had hired former New 
York Mayor Rudy Giuliani to get 
the charges dropped. There were 
also reports that Giuliani had a 
quiet meeting with the parties 
involved to discuss a prisoner 
swap for Americans jailed in 
Turkey. In April, the New York 
Times reported that Giuliani 
attempted to talk to Trump 
administration officials about 
Zarrab.

There is word that Zarrab may 
be working with US authori-
ties to mitigate possible conse-
quences of his alleged crimes. If 
true, that would mean trouble 
for Flynn and, by extension, 
that might mean trouble for 
Trump. If Zarrab does flip, it is 
Erdogan and his circle in Ankara 
who may stand to lose the most, 
however.

None of this is good news for 
Erdogan. It is very possible that, 
by the end of November, he and 
his government officials could be 
painted as running a rather taw-
dry administration and no friend 
of America. Although Trump 
and Erdogan have appeared to 
get along well in previous meet-
ings, these two cases mentioned 
here could push Turkish-Amer-
ican relations lower at a time 
when they are the worst since 
the Turkish invasion of Cyprus 
in the 1970s.
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