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Turkey and Russia are involved in a tit-for-tat over alleged air space violations as 

they both continue to immerse themselves in the war in Syria. What is going on? 

Turkey, long accustomed to often hypocritical support from the West, is indeed 

playing with fire and appears willing to cross into territory that has been off-limits 

since 1945— viz. initiating an open challenge of Russia. The Syrian war offers the 

perfect battlefield for such dangerous Turkish antics which, so far, both NATO and 

Europe more than tolerate. Turkish claims of air space violations by Russian 

warplanes are far from convincing and Western intelligence is well aware of the facts. 

As one recent report, focusing on the shooting down of a Russian bomber by a 

Turkish fighter on November 24, 2015, explained: “Turkey claimed that it was 

responding to the Russian plane entering its airspace for 17 seconds, but the Turkish 

fighters made every effort to conceal themselves by flying at low altitude, and they 

appear to have been on a special mission to destroy the Russian aircraft.”  

Turkey has followed up with yet another claim of an alleged Russian air incursion on 

January 29. Predictably, Mr. Putin was not amused. Russia is moving some of its 

state-of-the-art Su-35 fighters to Syria and has already deployed S-400 surface-to-air 

missiles in support of the Assad regime. The S-400 can easily interdict any Turkish air 

attack against Russian forces from the very moment it begins developing deep into 

Turkish airspace. Undoubtedly, the Turks understand the implications, yet they appear 

locked into a game of Russian roulette of their own making involving the highest and 

riskiest stakes. It is also a grotesque irony that Turkey, a country that routinely sends 

its warplanes to violate Greek air space and fly over inhabited Greek islands, day in 

and day out, would pose as the “victim” of 17-second air violations by another power 

and reacts with deadly force. 

How does the West react to this latest spat in an already complicated and dangerous 

situation? 

The West, as mainly represented by NATO and the United States, continues to support 

Turkish claims and tacitly encourages the Islamist Mr. Erdogan to pursue a hard line 

toward Moscow. This is compatible with the long-standing blinkered Western 

approach to Turkey that ignores this country’s older and more recent history and its 

disruptive role in the Eastern Mediterranean and the Middle East. We should not be 

surprised, however, by the West’s summary dismissal of the stark truths about Turkey. 

http://www.rieas.gr/
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/syrian-civil-war-could-turkey-be-gambling-on-an-invasion-a6844171.html
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The post-WWII, NATO-induced and carefully nurtured myth of Turkey as the 

“forward line of the Western defense” is still going strong. That this “forward line” 

never really existed makes no difference upon powerful, pro-Turkish diplomatic 

lobbies, especially in Washington and London, not to mention Berlin, whose rather 

schizophrenic Muslim migrant decisions lately continue to baffle and complicate the 

approach to Turkey even further. We should expect more of the same confused, 

lukewarm treatment of Turkish belligerence as part of the West’s “determined” 

posture toward Mr. Putin. Needless to say, the “wisdom” of this behavior is flawed as 

well as misconceived in light of Turkey’s dangerous unpredictability and Islamic 

imperial dreaming. 

The old adage “it takes two to tango” though is true in this Turkish-Russian 

confrontation as well, isn’t it? 

There is no doubt about that. Turkey has invested heavily in overthrowing Mr. Assad 

and crushing the Kurds operating from inside Syria. To this end, Ankara has aided and 

abetted ISIS and the al-Qaida linked al-Nusra Front fundamentalist jihadists. The 

Turks have trained, sustained, and supplied anti-Assad Islamic terrorist insurgents in 

their efforts to overthrow the Damascus regime. The Turkish army continues to 

bombard Kurdish fighters supported by the United States. And Mr. Erdogan, it is 

almost certain, is preparing for a military incursion into Syria when both Washington 

and Moscow oppose any such move.  

As for Russia, its interests in Syria are well established and long standing. However, 

Mr. Putin, in contrast to the thinly veiled Islamists in Ankara, has a much clearer 

understanding of the global implications of the Syrian war. It would be safe to assume 

that he won’t risk a wider conflict with the West over manic Turkish reactions to 

Turkey’s losing whatever initiative it had in Syria through supporting Islamic 

terrorism. Having said that, Moscow should not be expected to sit and wait while the 

Turks attempt to shoot down Russian warplanes or interfere with the recent advance 

of Assad military forces under a US and Russian air umbrella. A Russian reaction of 

unspecified nature and intensity to any further Erdogan spasms should not be 

excluded at all – and that reaction could very well involve other pro-Assad 

protagonists, like the Iranian-sponsored Hizb’allah fighters, who have deployed 

substantial land forces in support of Damascus. 

Turkey’s NATO membership is a definite advantage for Ankara. What are the 

potentialities and implications emerging from Ankara’s obvious effort to exploit 

NATO to the hilt? 

The NATO allies will be best advised to review and re-consider Turkey’s role in the 

Alliance, especially in light of Mr. Erdogan’s dangerous toying with Article 5 of the 

NATO Charter. Mr. Erdogan’s labors to transform his country into an Islamic republic 

are succeeding. The Turkish president steadily expands his thinly veiled authoritarian 

powers and attacks any opposition with ruthless determination. Turkey, never really a 

Western-style democracy, is now moving to abrogate every rule in the West’s 

rulebook concerning the nature of the state, the functions of democracy, the protection 

of human rights, and the inviolability of individual liberties.  

 

http://thinkprogress.org/security/2012/04/12/463235/erdogan-article-5-syria/
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These indisputable facts Western governments continue to quietly push aside, save 

occasional symbolic criticism of Ankara, because of ill-advised “geo-political and 

security concerns,” not to mention the permanency and resilience of the pro-Turkish 

lobby working in the background of Western chanceries.  Sooner or later though, 

Turkey’s proximity to the bosom of the West can, and will, cause serious 

complications. Those familiar with NATO’s workings, par example, would testify to 

Turkey’s notorious status as the perennial “asterisk footnote” and “critical comment” 

generator during sessions of the Military Committee, with Turkish representatives 

stubbornly objecting, refusing, denying, muddying, and demanding at the expense of 

others (and with Greece the usual and convenient target). If NATO does not change 

posture toward Ankara, its future could be threatened and its leaders presented with 

accomplished facts that would trigger unexpected and destructive chain reactions. Mr. 

Erdogan’s presence at the helm compounds these fears to an unacceptable degree. To 

put it bluntly, the question of removing Turkey from NATO should be the prudent 

next step. 

Russia has predictably denounced Turkish air violation claims as “pure 

propaganda.” What could be Mr. Putin’s follow-up steps? 

Russia, as mentioned above, is already enhancing its military deployment in Syria. In 

every practical sense, Turkey’s control of the Turkish-Syrian border, which Ankara 

used freely to supply and sustain its Islamic terrorist partners fighting the Assad 

regime, is all but gone following Kurdish military action with both US and Russian 

support. Mr. Putin will continue applying pressure on Turkey both economically and 

militarily. Turkey is feeling the pinch, with its economic ties to Russia severely 

damaged and its exports suffering because of the altered military situation in the 

border areas, which include access to Iraq as well.  

Ankara is also biting its lips over the fleeing of Turkmens from Syria under pressure 

from the Russian-supported victories of the Syrian army. The numbers of those 

fleeing may not be overwhelming but Turkmen fortunes remain a central personal 

credibility issue on Mr. Erdogan’s list of the many chauvinist Islamic claims and 

demands. Mr. Putin is also aware that Turkish human smugglers do brisk business 

with pushing illegal migrants over the border for transfer to the Aegean coast and 

thence to the Greek Aegean islands. A slight change of tactics by the pro-Assad 

forces, with Russian prompting and contribution, could severely hurt this cash cow 

since Turkish authorities do nothing to disrupt the traffic in human beings and enjoy 

healthy bribes in return—contrary to Ankara’s constant phony protestations that it is 

doing “all that is possible” to “protect” Europe against illegal immigration. Overall, 

there are many incremental measures that Mr. Putin can initiate to frustrate Turkish 

efforts and fuel Mr. Erdogan’s often frenzied, irrational fears that Turkey is 

“threatened” by so many infidels, not to mention his many Moslem devout enemies as 

well. 

Overall, where do we stand now and where are we headed? 

Turkey’s perennial obsession with Syria, dating way back in the 1920s, has been 

always a damaging adviser to Turkish Kemalist militarists and their Islamic 

successors. The end of the Cold War has changed the balance of forces, however, and 

introduced much unpredictability into a game Ankara thought could continue playing 

almost ad infinitum.  

http://www.danielpipes.org/comments/218520
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http://www.politico.eu/article/refugee-crisis-smugglers-syria-turkey-migrants-the-worlds-largest-human-bazaar-migration-refugees-smugglers-greece-turkey/
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More recently, Turkey’s belief that anything that Ankara does to undermine the Assad 

regime would be accepted by the West, no questions asked, has also been shattered by 

the Syrian war (in large part fueled by direct Turkish prodding of anti-Assad forces). 

Mr. Erdogan’s obsessions have unhinged a healthy relation with Moscow, which was 

to the mutual benefit of both Ankara and Moscow, much to the chagrin of Western 

capitals.  

In the short term, Turkey may be pushed by necessity to act “in favor” of NATO and 

Western interests, although the mercurial nature of the Islamist authoritarians in 

Ankara offers no guarantees against sudden escalation. Mr. Putin, on the other hand, 

whether by plan or opportunity, has neutralized Turkey’s long standing Syrian policy 

and delivered a decisive blow to Turkish fantasies of reclaiming parts of Syria and 

extending Turkey’s domain across parts of the extinct Ottoman Empire. Turkey will 

be forced into painful contortions in an effort to reach the next equilibrium that 

satisfies Mr. Erdogan’s arrogance and unrealistic imperial projects. The exercise 

though will most likely fail and, thus, renewed friction and unpredictability should be 

expected. 

Finally, where does Greece stand in all of this? 

Regrettably, Greece, although exposed to Turkish threats and debilitating infiltration 

via Moslem illegal immigration, has no concrete policy on the unfolding 

developments in Syria and the Middle East. This is hardly the fault of the present 

tottering administration of Mr. Tsipras. Successive Greek governments, ever since the 

1980s, have underestimated or ignored the Turkish threat and kowtowed to Western 

and NATO demands to accommodate Turkish claims upon Greek sovereignty 

“peacefully.” This behavior is deeply embedded in Greek political practice and cannot 

be altered save a veritable revolution in Greek politics—which is not forthcoming. 

With Greece under virtual occupation by its creditors, and the subject of constant 

Brussels strong arming and threatening, Athens has no room, or willingness, to either 

express concerns or attempt to influence developments even at the figurative level. 

One glaring example of Greece’s powerless approach to the whole Middle East deluge 

is the constant harping by the Greek European Union Commissioner for Migration, 

Home Affairs and Citizenship about how the country “is not alone” under the 

umbrella of European (non-existent) “solidarity,” a claim that is now one of the most 

cutting political jokes in Athens.  
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