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Turkey’s cross border military operation in northern Syria has raised the terrifying prospect of a
direct confrontation between two Nato allies. Yet much will depend not only on the exact scope of
this campaign, but also on Washington’s reading of Turkey’s true intentions.

Ankara’s initial aim was to seize control of the Afrin enclave held by Syrian Kurdish militia the
YPG, an offshoot of the Kurdistan Workers’ party (PKK), an entity deemed a terrorist organisation
both by Turkey and the US. However, Turkish president Recep Tayyip Erdogan said that the
operation is to be extended to Manbij and possibly further east towards Rojava, both Syrian
Kurdish cantons under YPG control.

Yet unlike Afrin, where Russia has influence, Manbij and Rojava are enclaves used by the US to
equip and train the YPG for the fight against Isis. More than 2,000 American military personnel
and special forces are stationed in the region. In a rather testy recent telephone call with Mr
Erdogan, US president Donald Trump alerted his counterpart to the possibility of a military
confrontation between Turkish soldiers and US troops on Syrian soil.

This extreme scenario for two NATO allies is now within the realm of the possible. The key
consideration is whether Turkey is genuinely willing to challenge the US militarily in Syria. Or is
Ankara’s aggressive rhetoric part of a concerted effort to deter the Americans from engaging more
deeply with the Syrian Kurds? Equally important is the question whether Washington believes that
the Turks are bluffing and that they will not attack the YPG in Manbij and beyond.
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History shows that when trust erodes, parties can miscalculate. Worryingly, the institutional ties
that previously underpinned the relationship between the US and Turkey have frayed. Military
links are now obsolete. Moreover, the weakening of the traditional foreign policy establishments in
both Ankara and in Washington makes the situation even harder to manage.

A direct confrontation between Turkish and American troops will have serious long-term
implications for transatlantic security. Given the interest in Moscow, Tehran or even in Damascus
in such a scenario, the risks of a “false flag” intervention designed to provoke a crisis cannot be
discounted.

Not only would the bilateral relationship between the two countries suffer irreparable damage in
such circumstances, Turkey’s future commitment to Nato would also be thrown into question.
Turkish public opinion is already sceptical of the benefits of membership of the alliance. A poll in
November 2017 found that 67 per cent of Turks believe that the country’s security can be assured
outside of Nato.

This scepticism is even more pronounced among supporters of the ruling Justice and Development
party (AKP). According to the same survey, 65 per cent of the Turkish public and 73 per cent of the
AKP’s electorate regard the US as a hostile nation. Only 2 per cent of Turks consider the US a
friendly country.

What can the US do about this? Instead of testing Turkey’s resolve in northern Syria, Washington
should strive to identify areas of mutual interest with Ankara. Turkey and the US could jointly take
the lead in creating a humanitarian corridor for the civilians in Afrin facing the prospect either of
urban warfare or siege to be safely transported outside the conflict zone.

A climate of co-operation between the US and Turkey would help restore the trust that has been
lost. This will be essential if negotiations between the two allies on the future of Syria — not to
mention the emerging new security order in the Middle East — are to succeed.

The writer is a former Turkish diplomat, chairman of the Edam think-tank in Istanbul and a
visiting scholar at Carnegie Europe
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