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F 

ollowing Turkish Presi-
dent Recep Tayyip Er-
dogan’s tacit acceptance 
of a post-war role for Syr-
ian leader Bashar Assad, 

Turks are wondering whether the 
political turnaround will serve to 
secure the country’s interests as ef-
forts to rebuild Syria after almost 
seven years of war gather steam.

At a summit with Russian Presi-
dent Vladimir Putin and Iranian 
President Hassan Rohani in the 
Russian Black Sea resort of Sochi on 
November 22, Erdogan said there 
was agreement between the three 
key players for a “transition to an 
inclusive, free, fair and transparent 
political process that will be carried 
out under the leadership and own-
ership of the Syrian people.”

But the Turkish president, one of 
the fiercest critics of Assad in recent 
years, did not call on the Syrian 
leader to step down, even though 
that demand was a key element of 
Ankara’s Syria policy for years. In 
Sochi, Erdogan sat down with Pu-
tin a day after Assad met the Rus-
sian leader, his most important 
international ally, in the same city. 
Erdogan’s new stance is likely to irk 
Syrian opposition groups that have 
enjoyed Turkish support in their 
fight against Assad.

Analysts say Turkey has changed 
its stance on Assad in order to 
achieve a goal that is now more 
important to Ankara than the fate 
of the Syrian president: preventing 
Kurds in Syria from building a large-
ly autonomous or even independ-
ent homeland along the 900km 
border with Turkey.

On his return flight from Sochi, 
Erdogan told reporters travelling 
with him that contact between 
Ankara and Damascus was not im-
possible as things move forward. 
“What may be possible tomorrow 
depends on the conditions then,” 
Erdogan said, according to TRT 

state television. “As you know, the 
doors of politics remain open until 
the end.”

Mahir Unal, a spokesman for Er-
dogan’s ruling Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP), confirmed 
that Turkey no longer sees Assad’s 
resignation as a precondition for a 
political solution in Syria. “It’s not 
within the logic of negotiations to 
have a precise position today on the 
political solution and on whether 
the transition will be with or with-
out Assad,” Unal said. He added 
that Ankara did not want to see As-
sad continue as head of state, draw-
ing a “red line” but at the same time 
implying that Turkey would accept  
some sort of role for the Syrian 
president.

Ending its diehard opposition to 
Assad became necessary for Tur-
key to win Russia’s support on the 
Kurdish issue after efforts to get US 
help failed, said Turkish political 
scientist Serdar Erdurmaz. “Tur-
key was eager for cooperation with 
the US” to fight the Islamic State 
(ISIS) in Syria, Erdurmaz, head of 
the political science and foreign 
relations department at the Hasan 
Kalyoncu University in Gaziantep, 
near the Syrian border, said. “But 
the US preferred to cooperate with 
the PYD,” he added, referring to the 
Democratic Union Party, the Syrian 
Kurdish party that holds sway over 
big parts of northern Syria with 
its militia, the People’s Protection 
Units (YPG).

Turkey says PYD and YPG are Syr-
ian affiliates of the Kurdistan Work-
ers’ Party (PKK), a guerrilla group 
that has been waging war against 
Ankara since 1984 and is seen as a 
terrorist group by many Western 
countries, including the US. De-
spite Turkish criticism, Washington 
says its cooperation with the PYD is 
indispensable to defeat ISIS. “That 
has pushed Turkey towards Rus-
sia,” Erdurmaz said. Erdogan’s in-
creased cooperation with Putin has 
enabled Turkey to send troops into 
northern Syria to check the Kurds’ 
advance there.

The big question is whether 

Erdogan’s new partnership with 
Putin will guarantee that his gov-
ernment’s wishes are met when 
it comes to working out a political 
future for Syria. Erdogan said Putin 
told him that Assad regarded PYD 
and YPG “negatively” as well. The 
first test will arrive in the coming 
weeks, when a Syrian national dia-
logue congress between the Assad 
government and opposition groups 
is to be held in Sochi.

In a joint statement, Erdogan, Pu-
tin and Rohani called on opposition 
representatives “committed to the 
sovereignty, independence, unity, 
territorial integrity and non-frac-
tional character of the Syrian state” 
to participate. Referring to the PYD 
and the YPG, Erdogan made clear 
that Turkey was not prepared to 
“be under the same roof with terror 
organisations.”

But Erdogan critics warn the 
Turkish president’s turnabout on 
Syria might result in failure. The 
joint statement’s call for the pres-
ervation of Syria’s integrity did 
not exclude autonomy for the Syr-
ian Kurds, journalist Hasan Cemal 
wrote in a column for the Turkish 
news website T24. Syria’s Kurds 
continued to enjoy the support 
of the US, Russia and Iran, Cemal 
wrote. “Erdogan can shout all he 

wants, it won’t change a thing.”
Murat Yetkin, a columnist for the 

Hurriyet newspaper, also pointed 
out that Turkey is not the player 
that can make the rules with re-
gards to Syria. “Russia and Russia’s 
president, Vladimir Putin, are call-
ing the shots.”

But Erdurmaz, the political sci-
entist, said Erdogan’s alliance with 
Russia and Iran is a merely tactical 
one. “Turkey does not rely on Rus-
sia,” he said, because Moscow’s pol-
icies in Syria could change quickly. 
Ankara’s immediate aim was to 
see Syria stabilised and to have the 
threat posed by the PYD removed 
from its southern border, Erdurmaz 
said. Once this goal was reached, 
the significance of Turkey’s alliance 
with Russia would decrease. “In the 
medium term, Turkey will improve 
relations with the West.”
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Turnaround. Iran’s President Hassan Rohani (L), Russia’s Vladimir Putin (C) and Turkey’s Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan meet in Sochi, on November 22.                                                                                            (Reuters)
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now more important to 
Ankara than the fate of 
the Syrian president.
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A 

fter much delay, the Syri-
an opposition held a con-
ference in Riyadh No-
vember 22-24 aimed at 
achieving two main ob-

jectives. One was to create a united 
opposition delegation ahead of the 
eighth round of UN-mandated Ge-
neva talks, scheduled for November 
28. Secondly, members of the oppo-
sition drafted a political road map 
for the Syrian endgame, stressing 
that there is no military solution to 
the nearly seven-year conflict.

Although they called on President 
Bashar Assad to step down, stress-
ing that he had no role in the Syr-
ian transition, they also said that 
no side could bring preconditions 
to the negotiating table. Previous-
ly they had stressed that nothing 
would start before Assad left the 
scene.

Seventy of the Syrian delegates 
in Riyadh were political independ-
ents, along with 22 members of 
the Turkey-backed Syrian National 
Coalition, 21 members of the High 
Negotiations Committee (HNC) and 
14 representatives of the National 
Coordination Committee (NCC), a 
Syria-based opposition group. Addi-
tionally, ten people represented the 
Cairo platform and seven attended 
on behalf of the Moscow platform, 
while 21 were from the armed op-
position.

The Russians have long com-
plained that the Syrian opposition 
was fragmented and divided, de-
manding a unified delegation of 
Syrian interlocutors at the Geneva 
process. Moscow was unhappy 
with the dominance of the Saudi-
backed HNC’s monopoly of the 
opposition, insisting on injecting 
it with Kurdish politicians and a 
variety of Moscow-backed figures, 
who were shunned by Ankara and 
Riyadh either as “regime friendly” 
or “regime created.”

Technically, that monopoly is 
now finished, at the urging of Rus-
sian President Vladimir Putin, who 
received Saudi King Salman bin 
Abdulaziz Al Saud in Moscow last 
October and sent his special envoy, 
Alexander Lavrentiev, for talks 
with Crown Prince Mohammed 
bin Salman bin Abdulaziz on No-
vember 19. Days before the Riyadh 
summit Putin met Assad in Sochi, 
followed by Turkish President Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan and Iranian 
leader Hassan Rohani, seemingly 
putting the final touches on what 
his endgame will look like in Syria.

The Riyadh conference stressed 
the need to create a democratic 
system in Syria, with UN-moni-
tored presidential and parliamen-
tary elections. However, differ-
ences between the opposition and 
their sponsors remain. While the 
delegates in Saudi Arabia called for 
a transitional governmental body 
to be established in place of the 
Assad regime, Moscow and Teh-
ran have consistently argued that 

“transitional government” meant 
moving from war to peace and 
from one constitution to another, 
rather than regime change. At best, 
they are calling for power-sharing 
with the opposition, while under-
lining their commitment to letting 
Assad run for another term in of-
fice when his current tenure ends 
in 2021.

Days before the conference 
started, several opposition figures 
warned that huge pressure was 
being applied on them to accept 
Assad as a de facto reality or be 
pushed out of the political process 
completely. Others who insisted 
on his departure were not invited 
to Riyadh, prompting them to pre-
sent their collective resignations, 
crying foul play.

Russian Foreign Minister Sergei 
Lavrov quickly commented on this 
single development, saying that 
it helps unite the opposition on a 
“realistic and constructive” basis.

Veteran opposition member 
Suheir al-Atassi resigned in soli-
darity with her comrades, writing 
on Twitter: “They asked us to ac-
cept Assad or there would be no 
room for us.

“Our resignation is a response to 
an overall international tendency 
to apply pressure only on the op-
position to accept Assad in the 
transition period,” al-Atassi added. 
When asked who was applying 
such pressure, she replied that no 
single country was behind it, but 
it reflected an overall mood in the 
international community.

The figures excluded from Ri-
yadh who collectively resigned 
were mostly ex-Ba’athists and re-
gime defectors hailing from cities 
and towns that had served as hot-
beds for early anti-regime protests. 
Riad Hijab is a former prime min-
ister from Deir ez-Zor who chaired 
the HNC since its creation in 2015, 
while Riad Naasan Agha is a former 

culture minister and former parlia-
mentarian, hailing from Idlib in the 
Syrian north-west.

Salem al-Muslet, a native of 
Qamishli in the Syrian north-east, 
is chief of the powerful Jabour tribe 
that bestrides Syria and Iraq. Ab-
dulhakim Bashar is a medical doc-
tor from Hasakah who serves on 
the political bureau of the Kurdish 
Democratic Party. Nawaf al-Fares 
of Abu Kamal hails from a powerful 
tribe; he was Syria’s ambassador to 
Iraq from 2008-2012. Previously he 
had been governor of Deir ez-Zor, 
Idlib and Quneitra and a ranking 
member of the Ba’ath Party.

Although the final communiqué 
of the Riyadh conference sounds 
tough, with full commitment to 
regime change, it includes a giant 
loophole, inserted carefully by 
Russia’s proxies in the Syrian op-
position, through which Damas-
cus, Moscow and Tehran can es-
sentially drive a truck.

Sami Moubayed is a Syrian 
historian and author of “Under 
the Black Flag” (IB Tauris, 2015). 
He is a former Carnegie scholar 
and founding chairman of the 
Damascus History Foundation.
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New realities. National Coalition 
for Syria spokesman Firas 
Al-Khaldi speaks to the media in 
Riyadh, on November 24.          (AFP)
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