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T 

he Turkish operation in 
Afrin is not going well — 
not at all. Militarily, it has 
been almost one month 
since operations started 

yet Kurdish troops are still deeply 
entrenched in Afrin. There are no 
signs that they are about to go any-
where anytime soon.

The Turkish-backed forces 
have been unable to penetrate or  
weaken — let alone take — the con-
tested Kurdish city west of the 
Euphrates River. Kurdish warriors 
have put up a brave resistance, 
fighting from caves, tunnels and 
mountains.

To them, this is a matter of life or 
death but to Turkish forces it is an 
uphill battle in rugged and unfa-
miliar territory, one that is looking 
more difficult than they had ex-
pected or been told by the Turkish 
government.

In just one day — February 10 — 
11 Turkish troops were killed, rais-
ing the death toll on the Turkish 
side to 28 combatants. Although 
far lower than the 1,369 killed on 
the Kurdish side, according to a 
Turkish military count, and the 
30,000 displaced from Afrin and 
its countryside, Turkey is having a 
hard time digesting the death toll.

One factor that painfully con-
tained Turkish forces’ progress 
was the Russian Army grounding 
its air force, preventing it from 
pounding Afrin from the sky. This 
restriction came shortly after a 
Russian warplane was downed by 
Turkey-backed Syrian rebels on 
February 3, after which Syrian air-
space was sealed off for the Turk-
ish forces. Then came bad weather 

conditions, which greatly slowed 
Turkish advances.

Erdogan had originally promised 
to eradicate the Democratic Union 
Party (PYD) and its armed wing, 
the People’s Protection Units (YPG) 
from Afrin, writing them both off 
as “terrorists.” Perched west of the 
Euphrates within Russia’s sphere 
of influence, Afrin is a strategic 
city that would have been one of 
the three cantons that the Kurds 
regarded as a cornerstone of their 
federal government in the Syrian 
north.

Erdogan was willing to go out 
of his way to prevent that project 
from bearing fruit on Turkey’s bor-
ders with Syria. In the summer of 
2016, he carved out a safe zone in 
the towns of Jarabulus, Azaz and 
al-Bab, which he hoped would 
serve as a buffer between Turkish 
territory and both the Islamic State 
(ISIS) and the Syrian Kurdistan 
project.

In exchange for letting him do 
that, Erdogan looked the other 
way as Russian and Syrian gov-
ernment troops marched on the 
city of Aleppo in December 2016. 
Once done with ejecting the Kurds 
from Afrin, Erdogan had hoped to 
march on Kurdish-held Manbij, 
30km west of the Euphrates, liber-
ated from ISIS rule two years ago.

The White House is furious 
with Erdogan’s policies towards 
the Kurds, whom US President  
Donald Trump sees as strategic 
allies in his version of the war on 
terror. US military leaders have 
clearly stated that they would re-
spond “aggressively” to any attack 
on Manbij.

Trump has embraced the Kurd-
ish project, seeing something to be 
rewarded in the Kurds’ resilience 
against ISIS. Now, they are the 
only military group in the Syrian 
battlefield receiving US arms and 
money. On February 12, the Penta-
gon revealed that in its 2019 fiscal 
year budget, $550 million was to be 
set aside for the YPG, likely send-
ing shivers down Erdogan’s spine.

The Afrin offensive is also giving 
Erdogan a bad name. The last thing 
he needed was further character 
assassination after being accused 

of becoming a dictator for arrest-
ing thousands of people after the 
failed summer coup of 2016. Now 
human rights groups are saying 
that he is using napalm, a flam-
mable liquid that international law 
prohibits in combat, on Afrin.

At least two videos of the con-
flict have gone viral, adding to Er-
dogan’s worries. One is of Turkish 
troops beating a Kurdish prisoner 
and another is of Turkey-armed 
and -funded Syrian warriors 
stomping the corpse of a female 
Kurdish fighter, whose breasts 
were chopped off. On January 24, 
a 17th-century mosque in Turkey 
was hit by Kurdish fire. Its dome 
was destroyed, two people killed 
and 11 injured, bringing the conflict 
deep into the Turkish heartland.

Additionally, hundreds of Turk-
ish citizens, journalists, bloggers 
and peace activists have been 

jailed for saying “no” to the Afrin 
battle. More than 600 of them are 
behind bars. Hours after the Afrin 
operations started, Erdogan said 
protesters would pay a “heavy 
price,” adding “our security forces 
are on your necks.”

When the Turkish Medical As-
sociation said the war could lead 
to a “human tragedy” Erdogan 
snapped back, calling its doc-
tors “filth, agents of imperialism” 
and “terrorist lovers.” They were 
immediately taken to court and  
11 doctors were detained. They 
were prevented from using the 
word “Turkey” in their title, with 
Erdogan claiming: “This institu-
tion has nothing to do with Turk-
ishness and nothing about them is 
worthy of the notion of Turkish-
ness.”

Foreign Minister Mevlut Cavu-
soglu said those who support the 

PKK do so because they share the 
organisation’s “Marxist, commu-
nist ideology.”

Erdogan has two options. One 
is to announce his defeat and call 
on his troops to withdraw, letting 
the Kurds have Afrin. Judging by 
his history, Erdogan would rather 
jump off a cliff than do that. Or 
he could be the stubborn-headed 
leader he always has been, push-
ing ahead with his operations as a 
horrific death toll on both sides of 
the conflict mounts.

It might take years — and a frac-
tured Turkish society to achieve 
that, plagued by terror and  
unrest — but these are things  
Erdogan is willing to shoulder just 
to show the world: “I was right!”
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Stalled advance. A family member kisses the flag-covered coffin of a Turkish soldier after his funeral 
prayers in Izmir, on February 11.                             (AP)

Hundreds of Turkish 
citizens, journalists, 
bloggers and peace 
activists have been 
jailed for saying “no” 
to the Afrin battle.

T 

he escalation of ten-
sions in Syria between 
Iran, Hezbollah and 
Israel suggests that all 
sides are manoeuvring 
to establish new rules 

of the game that dictates the scale 
and intensity of their long-sim-
mering conflict.

However, this adjustment pe-
riod, which has seen the downing 
of an Iranian drone and an Israeli 
fighter jet as well as multiple air 
strikes in Syria, is fraught with 
potential miscalculations that 
could trigger a war that neither 
side seeks nor desires.

In Lebanon, the level of antici-
pation among Hezbollah’s cadres 
that another war with Israel is 
drawing close hasn’t been higher 
since the latest conflict ended in 
August 2006. Hezbollah fighters, 
some of whom have been with-
drawn from Syrian battlefields 
to Lebanon, are preparing for 
the possibility of a war breaking 
out, one that the cadres describe 
apocalyptically as the “last war” 
with Israel.

The conflict between Hezbollah 
and Israel has long been con-
ducted by unspoken “rules of the 
game,” which both sides implicitly 
understand and usually abide by. 
In the context of the war in Syria, 
new rules were established in 
January 2013 when Israel staged 
its first air strikes against targets in 
Syria associated with Hezbollah. 
They included alleged arms con-

voys rolling towards the Leba-
nese border or facilities where 

armaments destined for Hezbollah 

were stored.
When the air strikes began, it 

was unclear whether Hezbollah 
or the Syrian government would 
respond. In May 2013, Israel 
carried out two separate strikes 
inside Syria. After the second, Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad said: 
“We will respond to any Israeli 
aggression next time,” hinting at 
opening a resistance front against 
the Israeli occupation of the Golan 
Heights.

However, when Israel made a 
fourth strike in July 2013, there 
was no reaction from the Syr-
ian regime. The lack of response 
confirmed a new set of rules had 
been drawn — Israel could strike 
Hezbollah-related targets in Syria 
with relative impunity.

Israeli jets in February 2014 
destroyed a building used for 
arms transfers in a Hezbollah-con-
trolled zone just inside Lebanon’s 
eastern border with Syria. Hezbol-
lah vowed that the party would 
retaliate. There followed over 
the next three weeks a series of 
unclaimed attacks or attempted 
attacks against Israeli troops, all 
but one emanating in the north-
ern Golan Heights. The exception 
was a roadside bomb ambush in 
the Shebaa Farms, a mountain-
side on Lebanon’s south-eastern 
border that is occupied by Israel 
but claimed by Beirut as Lebanese 
territory.

The reprisal operations ended 
after four Israeli soldiers were 
wounded when their vehicle was 
struck by a bomb in the Golan. 
The episode led to a readjustment 

of the rules of the game. While air 
strikes in Syria would be ignored, 
Hezbollah would retaliate to any 
attack inside Lebanon. Since then, 
both Israel and Hezbollah have 
abided by this unspoken rule.

Most of Israel’s air raids in Syria 
emanate from Lebanese airspace. 
The attacking aircraft fire long-
range missiles to protect against 
the possibility of coming under 
attack by Syrian air defences.

In March 2017, Israeli jets flew 
deeper into Syria to attack a 
suspected Hezbollah arms convoy 
near the T4 air base north of 
Palmyra. The returning jets came 
under fire by Syrian air defence 
units. Two SA-5 anti-aircraft mis-
siles were launched, one of them 
shot down by Israel’s Arrow anti-
missile system. The launching of 
anti-aircraft missiles represented 
a new threat to Israeli aircraft and 
signalled a readjustment of the 
existing “rules.”

The latest events point to the 
fluidity of the rules of the game 
and that another further adjust-
ment is currently under way.

In response to the breaching on 
February 10 of Israeli airspace by 
an Iranian drone, which was shot 
down, Israeli aircraft attacked 
several targets in Syria, including 
the command-and-control centre 
at the T4 airbase where the drone 
had originated. The Syrians — or 
possibly the Iranians — responded 
by launching some 20 anti-aircraft 
missiles at the Israeli aircraft, 
hitting an F-16, which crashed 
in northern Israel after the crew 
ejected.

This was a significant escalation 
in terms of the number of missiles 
fired at the Israeli jets and ap-
peared to be a determined effort 
to down an aircraft and warn of 
the consequences of further Israeli 
air raids into Syria. However, the 
Israelis swiftly responded with 
wide-ranging strikes against un-
specified Iranian targets and Syr-
ian air defence positions, appar-
ently reducing Syria’s air defence 
assets by half, the Israelis said.

So, once more, in this lethal 
game, the ball is back in the Syrian 
court.

Will Syria and its Iranian partner 
repeat the heavy barrage of anti-
aircraft missiles the next time 
Israeli jets pound targets in Syria 
and risk further reprisals against 
its air defence network? With the 
first Israeli jet shot down in action 
since 1982, will Israel adopt a more 
cautious approach when it feels it 
must attack targets in Syria?

In such situations, there are 
many variables that can upset 
finely laid plans and trigger an 
unwanted escalation. For exam-
ple, what if the next time an Israeli 
jet is shot down, the crew, instead 
of bailing out and landing safely 
in Israel, find themselves ejecting 
over enemy territory in Syria or 
Lebanon and are captured?

With all sides manoeuvring for 
advantage and with the latest 
iteration of the rules of the game 
still to be settled, it is worryingly 
apparent that the continuance of 
the tense calm and a disastrous 
large-scale war are separated by 
the most fragile of divides.

The events point to 
the fluidity of the 
rules of the game 
and that an 
adjustment is 
under way.
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