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Turkey has started the new year with an impor-
tant new military operation directed towards 

the Afrin region in Syria. Turkish government de-
ems it necessary to sanitize its border area from 
being prone to all kinds of terrorist activities.

In Syria, the international community identifies 
ISIL and other derivatives of radical extremist or-
ganizations exploiting Muslim religion as “terro-
rists” and fails to comprehend Turkey’s subjective 
security concerns. Turkey’s “olive branch” opera-
tion, therefore, may not receive the understanding 
it deserves.

A military operation to Afrin region in Syria has 
been on Turkey’s agenda since the summer of 
2017. Obviously, the strategic decision to laun-
ch it required serious strategic coordination. The 
reason why it has been delayed for such a long 
period has much to do with Turkey’s relations with 
Russia. It is important, therefore, to review the dy-
namics of Turkish-Russian relations within the last 
three years.

Interestingly, bilateral relations between Turkey 
and Russia have been both negatively and positi-

vely affected due to the emergence of the Syrian 
problem and the developments related to it. Rus-
sia’s intervention in Syria at the end of September 
2015 manifested that two countries were not in full 
harmony in terms of their vision about the resolu-
tion of the Syrian quagmire.

Russia argued that the fight against terrorism on 
the Syrian theater had to be conducted in coor-
dination with the Syrian government. Turkey, on 
the other hand, was entirely against President 
Assad and his government in Damascus. These 
differences of opinions marked the main parame-
ters of the disaccord between Turkey and Russia 
in Syria. In a nutshell, Russia was supporting the 
Syrian government and Turkey was helping the 
opposition. At times, the two governments were 
even accused of having an indirect proxy war in 
the Syrian theatre. 

Incursions of Russian military aircraft into the 
Turkish airspace raised the tension between the 
two countries. On the 24th of November 2015, 
Turkish-Russian bilateral relations were affected 
by a shocking development. Turkey shot down a 
Russian military aircraft, an event which left two 

Olive Branch Operation



The Strategist - 2018/1

29

Russian officers dead. This tragic de-
velopment marked a serious deteriora-
tion in the bilateral relations.

Turkish-Russian bilateral relations 
have developed at a slow pace in the 
aftermath of the historic disintegration 
of the Soviet Union. Russia has perce-
ived Turkey as a serious competitor in 
its hinterland, namely in Central Asia 
and in the South Caucasus. To a certa-
in extent, this could be considered as 
a legitimate concern because Turkey’s 
cultural and linguistic familiarity with 
the post-Soviet independent republics 
in Central Asia, and with Azerbaijan 
in the South Caucasus helped Turkey 
to establish advanced economic and 
political relations with them very easily. 
Meanwhile, Russia’s Chechnya prob-
lem in the North Caucasus caused 
Moscow to suspect that Turkey was tr-
ying to reach out to the peoples of the 
Caucasus through religious affiliations, 
too.

Turkey and Russia started to overco-
me their mutual mistrust and suspicion 
only after the resolution of the Chech-
nya problem and with the grip of Pre-

sident Putin on domestic politics in the 
country. Consequently, Putin’s visit to 
Turkey in 2004 marked the beginning 
of the ascent in Turkish-Russian bilate-
ral relations in trade and commerce as 
well as in economic cooperation focu-
sing mainly on the energy sector.

In 2009, two countries have managed 
to promote these relations to an upper 
level with intensified bilateral coope-
ration and joint projects on oil, natural 
gas, and nuclear energy. Turkey he-
avily relies on imports of oil and gas 
from Russia to supply its energy need. 
Construction of the nuclear plant in 
Akkuyu, Mersin, will also increase Tur-
key’s dependence on Russia in terms 
of its energy generation. Moreover, 
Turkey also hosts some 3 to 4 million 
Russian tourists every year.

These relations, obviously, were nega-
tively affected due to the shooting of 
the Russian military aircraft by Turkey 
on the 24th of November in 2015. Yet, 
mutual interdependence of the two 
countries obliged them to find a quick 
solution to prevent further deterioration 
of bilateral relations. At the end of June 
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2016, President Erdogan’s letter to Putin, interpre-
ted as an apology by the latter, started the norma-
lization of bilateral relations.

The two Presidents have met eight times in 2017. 
The first meeting took place in Moscow on 10th of 
March on the occasion of the bilateral High-Level 
Cooperation Council. This was followed by a me-
eting in Sochi to discuss the developments in Sy-
ria. Following two meetings were brief encounters 
on the margins of multilateral conferences, na-
mely during the “One Belt One Road Summit” in 
Beijing on 15 May and during the G-20 Summit in 
Hamburg on 8 July. Then, Putin visited Ankara on 
the 28th of September. Turkey and Russia, having 
launched “Astana Process” to bring an end to the 
Syrian conflict had several coordination meetings 
in 2017. Two of those took place on 13 and 22 of 
November. Then, 
President Putin 
made a stopover 
in Ankara on the 
12th of December 
on his return trip 
to Moscow from 
Egypt and Syria.

Turkey, in the last 
couple of years, 
particularly after 
the implosion of 
Syria, has been 
unable to estab-
lish efficient and 
fruitful cooperation 
and coordination 
with its allies. Tur-
key’s dissenting 
views on the cau-
ses of Syrian civil 
strife has widened 
the gap with the 
United States and 
has resulted in the 
questioning of Tur-
key’s commitments to NATO and to its western 
vocation. Such concerns have exacerbated be-
cause of Turkey’s close coordination with Russia 
on the resolution of the Syrian conflict. Turkey’s 
western allies questioned Turkey’s purchasing of 
S-400 missile defense system from Russia, too.

All these developments jeopardize the perception 
of Turkey as a reliable and predictable ally. Cer-
tainly, this perception has to be corrected beca-
use Turkey’s national defense strategy still relies 
fundamentally on its membership in NATO and 
its ultimate goal is still to become a full member 
of the European Union. What then, could be the 

justification for increasing the intensity of Turkey’s 
relations with Russia? 

The rapid evolution of post-Cold War international 
system into multipolarity has also affected interna-
tional organizations and their internal homogene-
ity. The European Union (EU), for example, is stru-
ggling to limit the effects of Brexit to maintain its 
solidarity. The relations between the United Sta-
tes and its European allies are being challenged 
by Donald Trump’s new vision on Trans-Atlantic 
Trade and Investment Partnership (TTIP) as well 
as on NATO. Turkey’s relations with the European 
Union are also being affected by the perception 
about Turkey.

Today, multipolarity has started to challenge the 
unity and solidarity in terms of allied solidarity, 

too. As a result of 
those loosening 
c o m m i t m e n t s , 
international rela-
tions are transfor-
ming into transa-
ctional relations. 
This is how the 
US is looking at 
its relations with 
Europe. EU, on 
its behalf, is also 
re-defining its 
relationship with 
Turkey by means 
of suspending 
the accession 
negotiations and 
focusing more on 
issues such as 
refugees, and, if 
approved by Ger-
many, on the revi-
sion of Customs 
Union.

Turkey-Russia re-
lations will also develop on a similar basis. Alt-
hough Turkey gives the impression that its relati-
ons are beginning to become more intensive with 
Russia, first in the energy sector and now in de-
fense,  as far as S-400 procurements are concer-
ned, this should not be interpreted as a change of 
axis in Turkey’s commitments to its western allied 
relations, specifically to NATO.

Turkey and Russia, during the course of 2018, will 
continue to define their relationship as a factor of 
two important files: the development of Turkish 
Stream project for the Russian natural gas ex-
ports through a pipeline under the Black Sea; and 
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the establishment of security and stability along with the transition to a durable 
settlement of Syrian problem. The latter, particularly at a time when Turkey has 
launched a unilateral operation towards Afrin, will be tested both at military and 
at political levels.

On the military level, Turkey’s operation is a new variable in the Syrian equati-
on. To what extent it will be tolerated by the international coalition and how ef-
fective Russia will be in controlling the Assad regime to prevent an unfavorable 
escalation between Turkey and Syria will be the major determining factors. 
On the political level, Turkey’s Afrin operation and Turkey’s vision for the future 
of Sochi meetings designed to prepare a good and solid background for the 
Geneva peace talks have to become more compatible. If Turkey’s strategy to 
ensure the security of its borders is to be approved, then Turkey will have to 
support its policy with enhanced diplomatic efforts, too. All of the above makes 
dialogue between Ankara and Damascus an inevitable requirement. Turkish-
Russian relations will also continue to be tested along these parameters.

Russia’s S-400 Missile Systems

If Turkey’s 
strategy to 
ensure the 

security of its 
borders is to 
be approved, 

then Turkey will 
have to support 
its policy with 

enhanced 
diplomatic 

efforts, too. All 
of the above 

makes dialogue 
between Ankara 
and Damascus 
an inevitable 
requirement.


