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T 

he longstanding alliance 
between the United States 
and Turkey could collapse 
under the strain of an es-
calating crisis in Syria, as 

a direct military confrontation be-
tween the two NATO partners can 
no longer be ruled out, analysts 
said.

“If one side kills a soldier on the 
other, then there will be a genuine 
crisis,” W. Robert Pearson, a former 
US ambassador to Turkey, said re-
garding tensions between the two 
countries in northern Syria.

A Turkish military intervention 
against a Kurdish militia closely al-
lied with the United States in the 
fight against the Islamic State near 
the Syrian city of Afrin raised the 
spectre of clashes between Turkish 
and US troops further east in Man-
bij. It is the city that Ankara is ap-
parently targeting next.

Washington and Ankara have 
long been at odds over northern 
Syria because of US support for the 
Peoples’ Protection Units (YPG), a 
Kurdish militia that is seen as a ter-
rorist group by Turkey.

Both governments have tried to 
keep the issue from poisoning over-
all relations but the Turkish incur-
sion into the Afrin area that started 
on January 20 could become a tip-
ping point. A serious rift between 
Turkey and the United States could 
plunge NATO into crisis and push 
Ankara further away from the West. 
It also allows for increased Russian 
influence in the region.

For decades, US-Turkish ties were 
shaped by a close military partner-
ship and joint political positions 
such as a staunch anti-communist 
stance during the Cold War. Rela-
tions took a first serious hit in 2003 
when Turkey refused to grant Wash-
ington permission to attack Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq from Turkish terri-
tory. The latest spat, however, is 
unprecedented. Turkish President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan has accused 
the Americans of protecting a “gang 

of killers” in Syria and pro-govern-
ment media in Turkey describe the 
United States as an “enemy” of their 
country.

Abdulkadir Selvi, a well-con-
nected columnist for the Turkish 
Hurriyet newspaper, said Erdogan 
told US President Donald Trump 
in a phone call on January 24 that 
Turkey’s troops would march from 
Afrin to Manbij, a city taken by the 
YPG with US help last year. When 
Trump replied that there were US 
forces in Manbij, Erdogan told the 
US president to withdraw them, 
stated Selvi’s account, which has 
not been disputed by Ankara.

The call triggered another round 
of accusations between Washing-
ton and Ankara when the Erdogan 
government denied a White House 
statement saying Trump urged 
Turkey “to exercise caution and to 
avoid any actions that might risk 
conflict between Turkish and Amer-
ican forces.”

US Army General Joseph Vo-
tel, commander of the US Central 
Command, has said America has 

no intention of withdrawing its 
troops from Manbij. Representa-
tives of Syria’s Kurds are calling 
on the United States, which has 
deployed about 2,000 soldiers 
in northern Syria, to do more to 
stop Turkey’s intervention in the  
region.

The United States is reading the 
escalation over Afrin and Manbij 
as a consequence of Erdogan’s do-
mestic agenda a year before key 
elections in Turkey, as the military 
intervention in Syria could motivate 
nationalist voters to support the 
president.

“There is room for pulling back 
from confrontation, even for coop-
erating,” Pearson wrote via e-mail. 
“But if [President] Erdogan is more 
interested in building domestic sup-
port than in finding a solution both 
the US and Turkey can live with the 
risk if a clash arises.”

Turkey’s military operation in 
Afrin is not the only reason that 
finding a way out of the confronta-
tion is difficult. Washington has an-
nounced a new Syria strategy that 
includes a permanent US military 
presence in the country and the cre-
ation of a Kurdish-dominated force 
of 30,000 fighters to control areas 
captured from ISIS. Even a US with-
drawal from Manbij would not calm 
Turkey’s more general concerns 
over the YPG.

Some observers said the row in-
dicates a more fundamental chasm. 
“It is hard to imagine a scenario in 
which Erdogan’s Turkey continues 
in its current trajectory and bilateral 
relations between Washington and 
Ankara remain unchanged,” said 
Tally Helfont, director of the Pro-
gramme on the Middle East at the 
Foreign Policy Research Institute in 
Philadelphia.

US alliances, “despite all the hy-
perbole about friendship,” were 
based on such factors as shared ob-
jectives and threat perceptions, she 
wrote in an e-mail.

“When a key ally like Turkey 
not only takes such a steep auto-
cratic turn but has also an increas-
ing number of objectives that are 
at cross purposes with the United 
States, it should cause Washington 

to rethink its relationship with An-
kara or at least explore how it may 
facilitate bringing Ankara back into 
the fold,” Helfont added.

Richard Haass, president of the 
Council on Foreign Relations, a 
Washington think-tank, wrote on 
Twitter that US-Turkish ties had 
passed a point of no return.

“A break with Erdogan’s Turkey 
is inevitable, if not over this than 
over other differences,” Haass said. 
The United States should cooperate 
with the Kurds in Syria “for moral 
and strategic reasons alike” while 
the Pentagon should look for alter-
natives to military bases used by the 
US in Turkey.

Outside the Syrian war, relations 
are plagued by other problems as 
well. Turkey has voiced frustra-
tion over Washington’s reluctance 
to extradite Fethullah Gulen, a US-
based Muslim cleric accused by 
Ankara of being the mastermind 
of a coup attempt against Erdogan 
in 2016. The US administration is 
protesting detention of a US priest 
and employees of US consulates 
in Turkey. Last year’s involve-
ment of Erdogan’s bodyguards in 
a brawl in Washington during a 
visit by the Turkish president to 
the United States further soured 
the mood among US politicians  
against Turkey.
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Tipping point. Turkey’s Chief of General Staff General Hulusi Akar (L) 
arrives to discuss the Operation Olive Branch in Afrin at Turkey’s 
General Staff Headquarters in Ankara, on January 20.  (Turkish Armed Forces)
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Longstanding US-Turkish alliance 
could break under Syrian strain

A
lthough he tried to 
strike a conciliatory 
tone on domestic 
policy during his 
State of the Union 
speech, US Presi-
dent Donald Trump 

seemed to relish taking a belligerent 
line on foreign policy, suggesting 
that the year ahead would be simi-
lar — and perhaps even tougher — to 
his approach in 2017 when it comes 
to the issue of US foreign aid.

Trump gave himself a pat on the 
back for the defeat of the Islamic 
State (ISIS) in Iraq and Syria but 
failed to mention that he essentially 
carried out Obama administration 
policies of supporting anti-ISIS, lo-
cal ground forces with US advisers, 
air strikes and logistical and intel-
ligence support.

Movingly, he paid tribute to a US 
Army staff sergeant in the audience 
who saved a comrade’s life while 
the two were searching for booby 
traps in Raqqa after it was liberated 
from ISIS. Trump was not only un-
derscoring a particular act of hero-
ism but also how the fight against 
ISIS has entailed American casual-
ties and probably will continue to 
do so as ISIS regroups.

However, Trump was noticeably 
silent about US plans for Syria that 

have been the focus of attention 
of much of the US foreign policy 

establishment, especially as some 

officials, such as Secretary of State 
Rex Tillerson, suggested that sever-
al thousand US troops likely would 
remain in Syria for some time.

Trump also reversed an Obama 
policy — though never carried out — 
about closing the US detention facil-
ity at Guantanamo Bay, suggesting 
it would stay open indefinitely and 
would be the place where captured 
terrorists, whom he termed “unlaw-
ful enemy combatants,” would be 
detained.

He did not mention, nor did he 
seem to care about, that Guanta-
namo’s controversial history of 
ill-treatment of prisoners had dam-
aged the US image abroad. Keeping 
this facility open was Trump’s way, 
in part, of defying the international 
community and catering to his 
political base.

On Iran, Trump struck a tough 
tone against the regime and in fa-
vour of the Iranian people. He again 
called on Congress to “address the 
fundamental flaws” in what he 
called the “terrible Iran nuclear 
deal” but he did not threaten to ab-
rogate it as he had in other venues.  
Whether this was an acknowledge-
ment that the other members of the 
P5+1 countries are opposed to scut-
tling the deal or whether he wanted 
to appear more conciliatory towards 
these countries was not clear.

However, on the issue of inter-
national opposition to US recogni-

tion of Jerusalem as Israel’s capital, 
conciliation was thrown out the 
window. Trump doubled down on 
his policy of threatening to punish 
countries that voted in the United 
Nations against the US decision on 
Jerusalem.

He said “dozens of countries 
voted in the United Nations General 
Assembly against America’s sover-
eign right to make this recognition” 
and went on to say that, in 2016: 
“American taxpayers generously 
sent those countries more than 
$20 billion in aid.” Trump called 
on Congress to pass legislation 
“to help ensure American foreign 
assistance dollars always serve 
American interests and only go to 
friends of America, not enemies of 
America.”

This language was vintage Trump 
but he took it a step further by 
essentially labelling the major-
ity of countries in the world as 
America’s “enemies.” Never mind 
that Trump’s Jerusalem decision 
not only reversed the international 
consensus but also longstanding US 
policy and put the peace process in 
reverse gear.

Whether Trump carries through 
with this threat is a different mat-
ter, since Congress has ultimate au-
thority on appropriation of foreign 
aid, but the issue may shape up as 
another partisan fight.

While Trump’s comments on 

Jerusalem and punishing coun-
tries that voted against the United 
States won a standing ovation from 
Republicans in the chamber, most 
Democrats sat silently during these 
remarks.

This episode was telling in that, 
while Democrats are on record in 
favour of recognising Jerusalem as 
Israel’s capital, they have realised 
that such a provocative step is 
premature before there is an actual 
Israeli-Palestinian peace deal. This 
is why Democrats put in a “national 
security waiver” to the Jerusalem 
legislation several decades ago, 
giving the president the discretion 
to delay the decision until peace is 
achieved.

Democrats generally believe it 
is foolhardy to punish countries, 
including longstanding US friends 
and allies, simply because they 
voted against Trump’s position on 
Jerusalem.

However, Trump and his follow-
ers, including most Republicans 
who are responsive to the views of 
American evangelical Christians 
and more hawkish members of the 
Jewish-American community, do 
not care about such nuances. This 
fits the president’s “America First” 
approach.

Trump’s State of the Union 
speech underscored that  
belligerency in his foreign policy 
will remain his modus operandi.

Trump stays belligerent on foreign policy 
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A break with 
Erdogan’s Turkey is 
inevitable, if not over 
this than over other 
differences.

Richard Haass, 
president of the Council
on Foreign Relations
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