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A New Challenge for Turkey:
Civil War in Syria

NURSIN ATESOGLU GUNEY*

ABSTRACT The Arab Spring gave rise to a variety of transitions in the
Middle East. Although initial developments in Tunisia and Egypt
created optimism, tragic events in Egypt, Syria, Tunisia and else-
where revived fears about a return to authoritarian governments,
failed states and civil war. With no foreseeable change in the UN
Security Council with regard to Syria, the country’s neighbors, in-
cluding Turkey, face the risk of instability. Although a recent agree-
ment between the US and Russia marked a major step toward
destrying the regime's chemical stockpile, it fails to address the
conflict itself. As such, spillover effects continue to threaten Syria's
neighbors. This paper highlights the critical nature of the situation

and the international community’s role in finding a solution.

The Arab Spring and its Aftermath

Ithough it is a truism that the
Asudden outbreak of the Arab

Spring in 2011 was unexpect-
ed, some IR scholars believe that the
signs of an imminent bottom-up
revolt had been present in the Mid-
dle East at the beginning of the new
millennium.' The uprisings were rap-
id and intense, a near simultaneous
explosion of popular unrest across
an Arab world which was united and
galvanized by a shared transnational
media and bound by a common iden-
tity. The use of new information and
communications technologies - in-
cluding satellite television, the inter-
net and cheap mobile phones - em-

powered and connected the people of
the Middle East to such an extent that
the Arab street, with the effect and
spread of a third wave of democra-
tization®, has become a new strategic
player in the politics of the region.

The Arab uprising erupted a mere
two and a half years ago within the
context of a decade-old ‘cold war’ that
polarized the region into an ‘axis of
resistance’ led by Iran, Syria, Hez-
bollah and (until recently) Hamas,
and a ‘moderate axis’ consisting of
Arab states aligned with the US and
Israel’ This new ‘cold war’ weighed
regional interactions in a classical bi-
polar fashion that ignored Arab pub-
lic opinion and thus actually created
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amongst both Arab and non-Arab
actors in the region, as well as further
afield. The pace of adaptation to the
new reality of the power of the Arab
street has made the struggle for in-
fluence among regional and extra-re-
gional actors more challenging than

Over the last two and a half
years, the reality of the Arab

Spring uprisings has led to
different outcomes across the
entire Middle East

conditions for the Arab Street could
express its rage against its autocratic
leaders.

Over the last two and a half years, the
reality of the Arab Spring uprisings
has led to different outcomes across
the entire Middle East, whereby vary-
ing typologies of transitions have de-
veloped. The hope and belief that the
Arab revolts would usher in democ-
racies now seems to have vanished
among the international communi-
ty.* Although there was optimism
when events unfolded in Tunisia that
the Arab awakening would head in
the ‘right’ direction, this year’s tragic
events in Egypt, Syria, and to a cer-
tain extent Tunisia and elsewhere,
have proved that there is also a very
real possibility of a return to re-
trenched dictatorships, rejuvenated
monarchies or even the collapse of
the state and resultant civil wars. The
uncertainty in the region coupled
with popular unrest and demands for
better economic and political gov-
ernance has accelerated the condi-
tions required for an intensification
of regional and global competition
in which new alliances and rival-
ries may develop. The present situa-
tion of intense flux has undoubtedly
changed the nature of power politics

ever, to the degree that some regional
heavyweights — such as Iran, Israel
and Al-Qaeda - have for some time
been left behind in the face of new-
ly emerging influences in the region.
Now that this struggle for influence
has increased in complexity, the no-
tion of two diametrically opposed
axis pitted against one another in
the Middle East seems increasingly
redundant. The conditions of align-
ment in these previously defined axes
are no longer determined by rigid
ethnic or religious identities but by
geopolitical concerns.

In the aftermath of NATO’s interven-
tion in Libya and consequent Russian
concerns, different types of coop-
eration and conflict have emerged
during the Syrian civil war and the
Egyptian coup between two oppos-
ing axes: the Iranian-led axis that
has received Russian political back-
ing much of the time and the broad
US-led coalition. The unpredictable
conditions of the Middle East under
the impact of the stalled Arab Spring
have also generated opportunities for
issue-based cooperation not only be-
tween rival external powers but also
among competing regional powers.’

Today, it is counter-revolutionary
movements that have benefitted from
the power vacuum in certain Mid-
dle Eastern states as a result of the
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stalled Arab Spring.® In some places,
these marginal, radical groups have
stepped in and countered popular
desire for good governance in favor
of an extremist agenda.” This is the
current picture, for instance, in the
northern part of Syria,® as well as
for other regions of the Middle East.
Some regional states have also ben-
efitted from the continuing struggle
to fill the power vacuum and have
thus extended regional rivalries with
the help of proxies operating on the
ground in those countries plagued by
conflict. The ‘incompleteness’ of the
revolution in Egypt and the resulting
gap between popular desire for bet-
ter living conditions and the reality
(and apparent failure) of the Muslim
Brotherhood’s governance led to a
forceful military takeover.’

The emergence of non-traditional
security concerns is re-configuring
regional alliances and increasing the
likelihood of issue-based coopera-
tion. Since these new security threats
have found legitimate ground in fail-
ing states like Syria, they have rapid-
ly become a great concern for some
of the members of opposing axes. In
this regard, the portrayal of the recent
use of chemical weapons in Syria as a
major global security threat has made
the idea of cooperation an unavoid-
able reality, even between members
of rival axes. However, this recent
cooperation has emerged merely to
prevent the spread and use of chemi-
cal weapons, which is a side effect of
the continuing civil war and its nega-
tive security repercussions. However,
the international community, which
is still divided along the lines of two
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axes competing with each other in an
attempt to impose a particular agen-
da on the Middle East, does not ap-
pear to have a cure for the suffering
of people on the ground in the case of
Syria. As the complex security dilem-
ma conditions of the Middle East has
led to more uncertainty, both region-
al states and external forces are find-
ing it difficult to adapt to the rapidly
changing and arguably ‘deteriorating’
environment, a fact that is valid for
Turkey as well.

Turkey’s Decision to Back the
Arab Street and Democratic
Demands in Syria

During the last decade of volatile
conditions in the Middle East, Tur-
key has been challenged to find its
place in the region. Before the out-
break of the Arab Spring, Ankara has
endeavored to operate along the lines
of “cooperative security” in the Mid-
dle East via material and ideational
capabilities developed over the last
two decades. During this time, Tur-
key temporarily improved relations
with its neighbors due to the creation
of a zone of peace in the South and
East and an emphasis on cooperation
through the introduction of econom-
ic and cultural mechanisms based on
a balance of power mindset.”® This
development led to accusations that
Turkey was departing from an 80-
year old policy of Westernization in
favor of cooperation with the “axis of
resistance”. However, soon after the
outbreak of the Arab revolts, Turkey,
which has associated itself with cer-
tain initiatives to market itself as a
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An opposition
fighter prepares a
home-made rocket
before launching

it towards
government
forcesin Syria's
northeastern city
of Deir Ezzor.

AFP

successful democratic Muslim coun-
try, re-aligned itself with the Arab
people’s pleas for democracy and has
since started to be seen as part of the
newly constructed western coalition.
Despite unfair accusations of oper-
ating with the “axis of resistance’,
Ankara was later recognized as an
influential non-Arab actor capable of
operating with greater independence
but not beyond the general contours
of the “moderate axis” that now in-
cludes various Arab partner states.

Until events unfolded in Libya and
Syria, the situation appeared to be

within the limits of viability. In the
case of Libya, Ankara, after some
hesitation, gave the green light to
NATO operations directed against
the Qaddafi regime. In Syria, after
failing to persuade the Al-Assad re-
gime to introduce reforms in ac-
cordance with the Syrian people’s
demands and the regime’s use of vi-
olence against its own people, An-
kara decided to side with the oppo-
sition forces. Since then, Turkey has
been exposed to both soft and hard
security threats."" These include an
inflow of refugees that now numbers
500,000, the downing of a Turkish
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jet, frequent instances of border vi-
olations and mortar shelling, and of
course the terror attacks in Reyhanli,
all of which are a result of the Assad
regime’s actions. The threats that Tur-
key now faces are the result of spill-
over effects from the on-going Syrian
civil war. From the inception of the
Syrian crisis, Ankara has maintained
that the problem could only be solved
with the removal of Assad from pow-
er'? Turkey was not alone in this view,
which is why Ankara allied itself with
the extended US-led coalition that
includes not only NATO countries
but also members of the GCC and a
number of Arab League countries.
The Turkish government’s threat per-
ception regarding the Syrian regime
in the aftermath of the downing of
a Turkish jet is shared by Ankara’s
Western allies; hence, the situation
confirmed the necessity of stationing
NATO patriots in the southern part
of the country as an important deter-
rent mechanism."

All in all, we can say that the strate-
gic visions of Ankara and its Western
allies were very much identical at the
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inception of the Syrian civil war. Most
of the Euro-Atlantic capitals share the
view that the Syrian crisis cannot be
resolved without the removal of As-
sad. However, where Ankara and its
allies differ is in how to realize this
aim and which instruments and pro-
cedures should be utilized. Due to
its 900 kilometer border with Syria,
Turkey is vulnerable to all manner
of threats from the current regime in
Damascus. So far, Ankara has tried
to explain its current and future con-
cerns about the prolonged civil war
in Syria. There are several worst case
scenarios related to a post-conflict
Syria, one of which is already emerg-
ing with historic conflicts associat-
ed with ethnic and religious divides
continuing to destabilize the Middle
East. Both the government and op-
position in Turkey believe that if the
conflict in Syria continues, the dis-
integration of the country is a real
possibility. Such a scenario would be
the most unwelcome and risk-lad-
en outcome in terms of the Turkish
security framework. According to
actors in Turkey, the third undesir-
able option would be the failure of
the international community to solve
the crisis - in essence, failure to in-
tervene and help create a transitional
government — and to leave Syria to
its own destiny. According to Anka-
ras calculations and predictions, the
“Lebanonization” of a major conflict
alongside Turkey’s borders could well
be the unavoidable outcome of such
a scenario."*

Today, the AK Party government ex-
plains its current stand in the new
Middle East and Syria in particular
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as a new policy based on moral val-
ues rather than rational interests. The
government states that it is a moral
duty to side with the international
community, which also has an ethical
responsibility to help the Syrian peo-
ple. The Ankara government justifies
its acceptance of Syrian refugees on
the basis of Turkey’s traditional open
door policy. Facing both hard and

Ankara is trying to draw the
international community’s
attention to the suffering of

the Syrian people while the
US-Russia deal focuses on the
elimination of Syria’s chemical
weapons

soft Syrian-based security threats, the
current government emphasizes the
urgent necessity of confronting and
resolving the root cause of the crisis.
During Turkish Prime Minister Re-
cep Tayyip Erdogan’s visit to the US
to discuss relations between the two
nations, US President Obama de-
clared that Syria’s future transitional
government should be assembled
without Assad. In the aftermath of
Erdogan’s visit to the US, the Turkish
government had high expectations
regarding future diplomatic negoti-
ations to assist in the formation of a
Syrian transformational government
in line with the previous year’s Gene-
va talks. However, in the subsequent
US-Russian meeting, the question of
whether a transitional government
should include Assad or not led to

deadlock. Soon after the failure to
convene the Geneva II talks and the
August 21 UN report that made it
clear chemical weapons had been
used in Syria, diplomatic and US-led
military pressure led the Assad re-
gime to confess to possessing chem-
ical weapons. Moreover, the Assad
regime decided to comply with US
calls for the dismantling of its chem-
ical weapons and thus chose to join
the OPCW by accepting the terms of
a US-Russian deal. According to the
terms of this deal, the Syrian regime
is expected to dispose of its chemical
weapons by mid-2014.

Before the use of chemical weapons
in Syria, it was the expectation of the
Turkish government that the interna-
tional community would assist in the
creation of a transitional government
in Syria without Assad, who is be-
lieved to be responsible for the atroc-
ities carried out in the country. The
Turkish government also welcomed a
UN Resolution on the Syrian chemi-
cal weapons issue. The resolution was
almost unanimously acknowledged
as a significant move, as it was not
only evidence of a consensus among
the Security Council but also the
first compelling decision on Syria
to emerge from the UNSC since the
start of the conflict. However, Anka-
ra found the resolution insufficient
to stop the ongoing violence in Syr-
ia, as it neither limited the Syrian’s
regime use of conventional weapons
nor posit the threat of military force
against Damascus for failing to com-
ply.”” Since the US-Russian deal on
chemical weapons did not address
the destruction of Syrias ballistic
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missiles (the Scud B-C, the M-600
and the SS-21 missiles) and other de-
livery mechanisms, Ankara has taken
the view that a possible target of this
weaponry is Turkey itself. Ankara is
compensating for its lack of defense
against its neighbor’s long and short-
range missiles by stationing NATO
Patriot defense systems along its east-
ern and southern borders for the first
time. However, these systems shall
be located in these areas for only a
year, as a pre-emptive response to a
possible Syrian assault. Moreover, the
US-Russia deal has obliged the inter-
national community to recognize the
Assad regime as a de facto legitimate
partner in the disarmament process
in Syria because it is there to oversee
the dismantling of Syria’s chemical
stockpiles by mid-2014. This makes
it difficult to force the Syrian regime
to agree to the road map of the Ge-
neva II conditions in line with the
wishes of the West. Furthermore, due
to the chemical weapons agreement,
the Assad regime has gained a covert
political blanket that grants immuni-
ty to the use of force against the reb-
els, allowing it to continue to employ
conventional weapons, which has
already resulted in 100,000 deaths.
Although the success of the agree-
ment would benefit Turkey in terms
of disarmament and nonproliferation
by nullifying Ankara as a possible
target for an attack by the Assad re-
gime or any terrorist organizations
within Syria, it neither addresses nor
counters the real instruments that
enable the Syrian regime to contin-
ue the conflict, which has the capac-
ity to extend into Turkey. Though it
seems difficult to persuade the actors
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in Syria to come to the negotiating
table and settle the conflict, Turkey
welcomed the US-Russian deal of
June 2012 that includes a provision
formally endorsing a plan for a polit-
ical transition in Syria. While Ankara
and Moscow differ on how the Syrian
crisis should be solved, the Turkish
government’s stance is that the issue
cannot be solved without the con-
sent of the Russian Federation. Turk-
ish officials have also stated that it is
crucial that Iran be invited to partake
in negotiations to solve the present
deadlock in Syria, in light of the fact
that Tehran is already involved in the
conflict via its Republican guards and
the presence of its proxy Hezbollah
on the ground.

Conclusion

If the international community does
not act in Syria beyond the US-Rus-
sian deal on chemical weapons or
attain the conditions necessary for a
ceasefire, which in turn would lead to
the formation of a transformational
government, there is a very high prob-
ability that Turkey will continue to be
vulnerable to hard and soft security
threats along its 900 kilometer South-
ern border. In terms of unexpected
developments, the Assad regime may
employ conventional military capa-
bilities against Turkey, which would
severely test the credibility of the US/
NATO extended deterrence.

Certain preeminent figures with ex-
perience in international negotia-
tions in important political conflicts,
such as Swedish Foreign Minister
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Carl Bildt, believe that Assad will
eventually leave. For now, Ankara is
trying to draw the international com-
munity’s attention to both the immi-
nent suffering of the Syrian people
and how the US-Russia deal on the
elimination of Syria’s chemical weap-
ons could provide a future safeguard
against the atrocities currently be-
ing committed by the Assad regime.
In this regard, Ankara continues to
raise awareness about the issue so
that the real cause of the protracted
Syrian civil war can be addressed and
resolved with genuine action by the
international community. @
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