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Clash of the Titans?

Turkish-Russian Relations on a Slippery Slope
Zvi Magen, Gallia Lindenstrauss, and Sarah Fainberg

The downing of the Russian jet by the Turkish aicé on November 24, 2015 sparked a
rapid deterioration of relations between the twbams. In fact, the incident has created a
new international reality with ramifications forldieral Turkish-Russian issues, regional
dynamics, and the international community.

According to Turkey, the Russian fighter jet, wha$entity was unknown at the time of
the incident, entered Turkish airspace, and attertgptwarn it to stay clear of Turkish
airspace were ignored. Russia denied these exmasand claimed that the Turks could
have used existing Russian-NATO coordination meishas to prevent the incident, in
particular the hotline connecting Ankara and Mosc@which Russia has since
disconnected). In fact, the Russian version is that downing of the plane was an
intentional Turkish ambush designed to positionkéyras an influential actor in the
regional arena and damage Russia directly by etmgoit in a conflict with NATO
members.

Turkey has thus far refused to apologize for theident, but on several occasions
Turkish spokespeople have expressed regret theppened. Turkish President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan even stated that were it known thiatwas a Russian jet Turkey might
have acted differently. In any case, the UnitedeStand NATO expressed their support
for the Turkish assertions on the incident’s cirstamces and backed Turkey’s right to
self-defense, while also trying to defuse the @msUS President Barack Obama called
on both sides to concentrate on the important tligeof defeating the Islamic State. The
Foreign Ministers of Turkey and Russia met in Battgr on December 3, 2015, but the
meeting did not produce any progress toward anrstateling between the nations.

The downing of the Russian jet was not emblemdti€uwkey’s foreign policy toward
Russia, which tends to be very cautious. It sedras Turkish frustration with Russia’s
intervention in Syria, which began on September ZTL5, and repeated violations of
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Turkish airspace by Russian planes served as adtmrhko the incident. To Turkey,
which is the most vocal opposition to President Haasal-Assad’s continued rule,
Russia’s intervention was seen asignificant obstacle to toppling the Syrian preside
Turkey may even have looked askance at the Viealks,twhich signaled that Assad
would remain in power, at least for an interim pdri Turkey's frustration is also
connected to events in northwest Syria: contrayltscow’s claim that Russia operates
against Islamic State targets in Syria, Turkey@ssbat most Russian activity is actually
directed against the opposition to Assad, espgcih# Turkmen minority being armed
by Turkey. Furthermore, Russia’s ties to the PYi2 (Kurdish Democratic Union Party),
the Syrian arm of the PKK (the Kurdistan Workerarty), the Kurdish underground
operating within Turkey, are viewed with great sagusness by Turkey.

In Russia, which has a long, charged history witink€y, the downing of the plane was
seen as a severe blow to its image in several watgsnationally, in the context of the

Syrian crisis, and internally. Russian Presidergduhir Putin went so far as to describe
the incident as a “stab in the back” of Russia, s&id that “Allah decided to punish the
ruling clique in Turkey by stripping it of its sani” Moreover, despite its impressive

cooperation with Moscow, Turkey has acted to pranitst regional ambitions, often at

the expense of Russian interests, both in the pogiet sphere and in the Middle Eastern
and Mediterranean sphere. Consequently, the Rutsaaership cannot gloss over the
fighter jet incident and must show a response.

Russia, however, has so far avoided taking offensiilitary action against Turkey,
despite the impassioned rhetoric, which includeclisations that Turkey is engaged in
subversive activity within Russia’s Muslim poputati and is cooperating with the
Islamic State in a range of fields, as well as mifchases (with accusations aimed
directly at Erdogan’s own family). Moscow announdéedvill not be drawn into “a
hysterical, dangerous reaction,” and that it “wouddpond in a responsible manner,
without threatening the use of force.” Nonethel&asssia reinforced its military presence
in Syria, including stationing S-400 air defensessiles at its Syrian base. Russia’s
avoidance of a disproportiotgaresponse is a result of the fact that Turkey AT O
member and, if attacked, is assured NATO backiog.Russia, this would mean an all-
out confrontation with the West, something Russtaul like to avoid. Therefore, of all
possibilities, Russia has opted for a relativelyderate, controlled response, manifested
primarily in diplomatic and economic realms.

According to a document Putin signed on NovembeRP&5, scheduled to go into effect
in early January 2016, Russia will impose reswitsi on food and agricultural imports
from Turkey; Russian companies will not be allowedemploy Turkish citizens; limits

will be imposed on Turkish companies doing busines&ussia; and charter flights
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between the countries will be suspended. Russereltragencies have already been
instructed not to sell any more Turkish vacatiookages. In addition, citizens traveling

between the countries are once again required iy e@sas, and security checks on
Turkish trucks entering Russia with goods have beereased. Furthermore, the Turkish
Stream project, designed to provide gas from Russigouthern Europe, has been
suspended, although difficulties in the negotiadi@ver the project had already arisen
before the plane incident. Security coordinationween the two has also been
suspended. In the meantime, there has been no erorsinctions on the import of

industrial products from Turkey and on Russiangigsply to Turkey; similarly, there has

been no report that work on Turkey’s first nuclpawer station being built by Rosatom,
the Russian state corporation, has stopped.

The Russian responses have caused Ankara to rethénlstrategic wisdom in the
decision to down the plane. Despite the initialkiag NATO provided for the Turkish
move and despite the November 29 agreement betthedtU and Turkey on the Syrian
refugees, it is clear to Turkey that support fras Western partners is not entirely
guaranteed should there be further escalation,can@inly not if Turkey’'s conduct is
viewed as reckless. The Turkish-Russian crisis dssiclered by Turkey's Western
partners as bilateral, one that must be resolveanibybetween both parties. At the same
time, however, the West’s intensifying efforts amgaithe Islamic State have resulted in
British fighter jets operating against it from base Cyprus, and in France and Germany
having received authorization to attack the IslaBtate from Turkish air bases. In this
sense, the airspace over Syria is getting moredsdw

The crisis over the downing of the Russian plang tnadone some of the significant
improvements in Turkish-Russian relations achiesiede the Justice and Development
Party rose to power in Turkey in 2002. The crisi mphasize Turkey’'s desire to
reduce its major dependence on Russian gas imgadtsould result in Turkey softening
its stance in the Cyprus peace talks and perhaps with regard to its relations with
Israel. From Russia’s point of view, the questismow far it will go in aggravating the
crisis with Turkey, especially given the fact tretme of the punitive measures will
damage Russia’s own economy. Russia is willingayp this economic price because it
wants to reduce Turkey's scope for maneuverindiérdisagreement over the future of
Syria and the new regional order (though even leefoe plane incident Turkey’s impact
on the talks designed to promote a resolution@d3yrian crisis was limited). Beyond the
regional competitive aspect and its implications &new regional order, the Russian
response is also meant to serve the global aspedbscow’s policy: Russia’s leaders
have proven skills in managing international crigefirly effective political tool in the
absence of other superpower tools of a militarye@nomic nature. In fact, this is the
chief means of leverage in Russia’s involvementthie Syrian crisis. Its assertive
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management of the crisis seems to be designedtbFurope and the United States into
offering a compromise that would link the crisisttwirurkey to other Russian-Western

crises and thus create a package deal.

One may view the crisis developing between RussthTairkey as yet another piece of
the regional Middle Eastern crisis in general ahd Syrian crisis in particular, and
conclude that the issue will be discussed amongviitd powers in the context of the
effort to resolvahe Syrian predicament. It may be that after settling certain issuegaait

to Russia in other sectors — especially the samtimposed on it because of its Ukraine
policy — a compromise on the Russian-Turkish cnils also be found. This formula
would likely strengthen Russia at Turkey’s expense.
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