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Turkey Drifting in the Middle East Winds of Change
Gallia Lindenstrauss and Sufyan Kadir Kivam

The abduction of some 80 Turkish citizens in Iradiplomats, their families, and truck
drivers — by Islamic State (IS, formerly known as ISIS, tkamic State of Iraq and
Syria) militants and their affiliates symbolize® tmajor potential dangers of the current
turmoil in the Middle East to Turkey’s security,o@momy, and trade relations, as well as
to its regional influence. The ban imposed on thekiEh media regarding coverage of
the hostage crisis, even if it would assist in rilease of some of those abducted, does
little to hide these negative ramifications.

While Turkey’'s emphasis in its foreign policy incemt years has been to a large extent
on challenging the status quo, or at least raisritggism of it, the capture of Mosul by IS
has been another, if unexpected, reminder that éjurkas much to lose from
destabilizing processes in the region. Turkey'satgne economic interdependence with
Middle East states, as well as growing energy neieasslates into little tolerance for
events that in all likelihood will result in a spadlecrease in regional trade (adding to the
already closed transportation routes in Syria) @sidg energy prices. Iraq is the second
largest export market for Turkey after Germany, #nd estimated that one quarter of
this trade and even more will be affected if thghfing in Irag continues. Nine thousand
Turkish workers have already fled Iraq, and of 2/@00 trucks that used to pass daily
through the Habur Border gate transferring goodmfiTurkey to Irag, now only 1,000
do so. The fear of the breakup of Irag also addleorurkish dilemma whether to allow
the continued flow of oil in the pipeline from nloern Iraq to Turkey, following an
agreement between Erbil and Ankara but without te@sent of Baghdad. In all
likelihood Turkey will not stop the oil flow, butsathe pipeline is critical for the Iraqi
Kurds and figures in their complicated considersioon whether to declare
independence, Turkey may have to rethink its pegici

The question of how and to what extent Turkey lasgperated with IS in its struggle in
Syria is an issue of fierce debate in and out ofk@y Some claim that the goal of
overthrowing Bashar al-Assad was so important ® Turkish government that it
overshadowed other calculations. The Kurds in morthSyria have also accused the
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Turks of cooperating with jihadist elements in orde curb their growing autonomy.
Turkish officials have strongly denied these actiuea. However, even if Turkey has
only turned a blind eye to IS militants moving tgri@ and Iraq through its borders, it is
quite clear that Turkey can no longer afford nothtve a clear policy regarding this

group.

In the current strange twist of history in which B&d Iranian interests seem to converge
regarding Iraq and both share the goal of restigim advances, Turkey presents as a
potential partner of both countries. Immediatelyobe the events in Mosul, Turkish-
Iranian rapprochement was steadily progressing. dffieial visit to Ankara by Iranian
President Hassan Rouhani on June 9-10, 2014 wadrghdranian official presidential
visit to Turkey in 18 years. One issue that washenagenda in this visit was cooperation
against radical Islamist terrorist organizationsd aregional stability. Immediately
following this visit, NATO Secretary General Anddfegh Rasmussen came to Turkey
and demanded IS release of the Turkish hostageseVv#w, contrary to the US and Iran,
Turkey has in recent years been on a collisionswith Iragi Prime Minister Nouri al
Maliki, and Turkish policies vis-a-vis the KurdidRegional Government (KRG) have
encouraged Kurdish demands for growing independefmoen the Iragi central
government.

On the one hand, Turkey wants Iraq to remain aethgtate. On the other hand, it cannot
afford the strengthening of IS in Iraq, since itelitens Turkey's dominance in northern
Irag. Turkey also has gained much from the burgeprelations with the KRG in recent
years, but has not yet accepted the notion of gotisly independent Kurdish state in
northern Iraq. In addition, while the Kurds in rietn Iraq are seen as one of the winners
of the most recent developments in Iraq, the KR&ihdact absorbed many Arab-Sunni
refugees from Mosul and the surrounding areas, mgaki much less ethnically-
homogeneous than before and hence making it mdfieudti for it in this respect to
declare independence.

Thus, Turkey has no good options with regard ta@.Ir@ontrary to its very activist
policies in the years preceding the Arab Springrk&y is now, at best, muddling
through. However, when this ambivalent policy cansehe hostage crisis, it is not clear
that Turkey has the luxury of indecision. Turkiskeddty Prime Minister Bulent Arinc
has expressed his hope that the hostages willéssesl during the month of Ramadan. It
is highly likely that their release will also beedssas part of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan’s presidential campaign (the first roungr@fsidential elections is scheduled for
August 10, 2014). Still, even if the hostages theues are released, the Turkish
dilemmas with regard to its position vis-a-vis Inr@gnain. While constantly repeating the
hope that Irag remain unified, Turkish decision erakhave little faith that this is indeed
the likely scenario.



