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Introduction and summary

Relations between Turkey and its Western allies in the United States and Europe
have been on a steady downward trajectory for some eight years. While Presidents
Donald Trump and Recep Tayyip Erdogan established a measure of rapport, their
highly personalized dealings only papered over the structural differences under-
mining the relationship. With President Joe Biden unlikely to continue Trump’s
laissez-faire approach, several of these simmering disagreements could bubble
over in 2021 and lead to a deeper rupture in relations. Beyond the change of tone
and approach from a new U.S. administration, several key strategic and energy

decisions could determine Turkey’s direction for years to come.

Indeed, with Turkey militarily engaged in Syria, Iraq, and Libya—and at log-
gerheads with Greece, Cyprus, Egypt, and France over Eastern Mediterranean
maritime boundaries and potential energy resources—there is no shortage of
potential flashpoints. The possibility that Turkey will fully activate the S-400 air
defense system purchased from Russia or pursue deeper cooperation with Moscow
in response to U.S. sanctions continues to threaten the strategic relationship. The
separate threat of sanctions against Turkey’s state-owned Halkbank for evad-

ing Iran sanctions hangs over the already-weakened Turkish economy. The lira’s
weakness and Turkey’s persistent current account deficit, coupled with Ankara’s
exhaustion of its foreign currency reserves, could lead to further economic turbu-
lence and, potentially, greater repression from President Erdogan of his domestic
critics. In Libya, a fragile ceasefire has so far held back a new phase of that inter-
nationalized conflict, but Turkey stands against an array of regional players in
supporting the U.N.-recognized government. The Libyan conflict is now also tied
into a broader standoff between Turkey and its Hellenic neighbors over Cyprus,

maritime delineation, and energy exploration.

In northern Syria, frequent skirmishes along tense, complicated lines of control
hold the risk of escalation into direct clashes with the Assad regime, Russia, and
the U.S.-backed Syrian Democratic Forces. And in Nagorno-Karabakh, the map

of the Caucasus has been rapidly recast, with Turkey and Russia once again facing

1 Center for American Progress |



off—and both sides’ observers and proxy forces in close proximity along a dis-
puted boundary. Hanging over all these issues is Turkey’s assertive, independent
foreign policy line under President Erdogan and his close, if fraught, coordination
with Russian President Vladimir Putin—trends that have led many in the U.S.
government to question whether Turkey remains a fully committed ally.

This report discusses the conditions that could shape U.S.-Turkey relations under
the new administration before outlining possible flashpoints and trying to pro-
vide a risk outlook for 2021. While these challenges overlap and influence one
another—President Erdogan’s decision on the S-400, for example, could shape the
U.S. posture on other issues—they can be grouped into three broad categories: 1)
human rights, democracy, and the rule of law; 2) defense procurement and strate-
gic alignment; and 3) regional conflicts and revanchism. The complexity of these
problems and the speed at which they are changing makes it difficult to offer com-
prehensive recommendations. Likewise, a single, unified approach—as satisfying
as that might be—cannot fit all these different situations. Nonetheless, this report

seeks to offer some ideas to guide responses to 2021’s flashpoints.

The United States has significant leverage with Turkey, a NATO ally whose
economic and military security is largely dependent on its Western allies. Four of
Turkey’s top-five export markets in 2019—and eight of the top 10—are NATO
members." Still, the U.S. interest is in a stable and democratic Turkey that is part
of NATO and able to help confront Russia, manage the refugee crisis, and work
with Washington in the Middle East. The Biden administration, like those before
it, will have to balance these core interests with the fact that overly punitive steps
could cripple Turkey’s economy while doing little to strengthen its democracy and
pushing Ankara toward Moscow. The United States cannot therefore be hard-line
on every front with Turkey. Nor can U.S. or European pressure save Turkey from
Erdogan; the Turkish president is not going to change his stripes or significantly
moderate his domestic repression under duress. But Turkey will hold an election
in 2023 or before, and there is a real chance that Erdogan will lose. The United
States and Europe can therefore seek to coordinate to signal clear red lines and
credible responses to deter further Turkish escalation. In order to have an effect,
these responses must be significant and must be enforced, but they should ideally

be easily reversible.

Beyond attempting deterrence, the United States should engage in firm transac-
tionalism with Turkey, seeking to slow escalatory cycles that cannot be stopped,

bureaucratize what have too often been emotional public disputes, and compart-
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mentalize among the many discrete disagreements the countries face. Taken
together, the goal should be to put the relationship with Turkey on ice—preserv-
ing institutional ties where possible—in the hope that relations can be more
meaningfully revived in the future. While some aspects of current Turkish policy
might continue under potential Turkish successor governments, most of the likely
alternative domestic political coalitions point to a softened stance, and Erdogan’s
particular brand of aggressive unilateralism could fade. American and European
leaders should understand that there is every possibility this approach will fail

to rein in Erdogan; he is likely to escalate on multiple fronts in the run-up to his
reelection campaign. The United States should prepare by building partnerships in
Europe to multiply leverage, by drawing red lines, and by proactively establishing
lines of communication and deconfliction so that this escalation does not come as

a surprise.

A new U.S. administration

The Biden administration will inherit a U.S.-Turkish relationship worn thin by
nearly a decade of increasing tension and deteriorating trust. The litany of serious
policy disagreements between Washington and Ankara is long and well-known,
revolving primarily around Turkey’s autocratic lurch under President Erdogan,
President Barack Obama’s initial reluctance to create safe zones in Syria and sub-
sequent decision to support the mainly Kurdish People’s Protection Units (YPG)
against the Islamic State group, and Ankara’s decision to purchase the Russian

S-400 air defense system, among other disagreements.

Many of these disagreements are rooted in President Erdogan’s efforts to pursue a
more assertive, independent Turkish foreign and defense policy. Under Erdogan,
Turkey has militarily intervened in Syria, Iraq, Libya, and the Caucasus while
establishing military bases in Qatar and Somalia, alongside its long-standing
presence in Northern Cyprus, and trying to expand its influence in the Red Sea.
Turkey has worked hard to develop its domestic defense production, includ-

ing armed drones used to devastating effect in the recent fighting in Nagorno-
Karabakh, where Turkey helped its close ally Azerbaijan take back disputed
territory lost decades prior to mutual rival Armenia. Ankara has also made
significant new maritime claims in disputed waters of the Eastern Mediterranean,

leading to severe tensions with Greece, Cyprus, and France.
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President Erdogan and his supporters argue these are necessary and proper steps
to restore Turkey to what they deem its rightful place as a dominant regional
player and major global power, as well as a necessary corrective to Western neglect
of Turkey’s sovereign interests and the country’s perceived encirclement by hostile
states. To many in the U.S. government, however, Turkey’s aggressive attempts

to redraw the regional order are reckless, while the coziness with Putin is flatly
unacceptable in a treaty ally; it seems Turkey wants all of the benefits of NATO
membership while shirking the core responsibility to present a united front toward
Russia. Meanwhile, many in Washington argue it is Turkey’s own actions that have
turned some neighbors against them, while its aggressive pursuit of regional goals

pays little regard to U.S. interests.

This view has led many U.S. policy experts and government civil servants to
advocate a firmer line toward Turkey, particularly with regard to Erdogan’s rela-
tionship with Putin.> Attitudes have hardened even more dramatically on Capitol
Hill, where Turkey has been swept up in congressional concerns about Trump’s
coziness with Putin and affinity for autocrats. The resulting Trump-era approach
to Turkey was incoherent, fragmented between the deliberate moves of some
government officials to hedge U.S. bets vis-a-vis Turkey, congressional hostility,
and President Trump’s open-handed, friendly treatment of the Turkish president
and willingness to jettison U.S. policy positions at Erdogan’s request. Indeed,
President Trump seemed to enjoy dealing with Erdogan, who could operate with-

out constraint in Turkey, despite some signs of declining popularity.’

President Trump’s term in office therefore represented a confused interlude in
alonger-term deterioration of U.S.-Turkish ties—a pause achieved primarily by
acquiescing, at the presidential level, to many Turkish demands. For Ankara,
Trump’s affinity for Erdogan offered a path around the deepening suspicion the
wider U.S. government has of Turkey; Ankara repeatedly used the presidents’ per-
sonal relationship to circumvent or overturn the policies preferred by the broader
U.S. administration. This dynamic was visible in Trump’s two announcements of
the withdrawal of U.S. forces from Syria, both subsequently walked partially back,
each of which followed phone calls with Erdogan.* It was visible, too, in Trump’s
refusal to levy sanctions mandated under the Countering America’s Adversaries
Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA) for Turkey’s purchase of significant Russian
defense articles until forced to by Congress, as well as in the administration’s
interference in the case against Turkish Halkbank executives for circumventing
Iran sanctions.® The bilateral relationship became so personalized at the leader
level that it has been difficult to tease out where U.S. or Turkish government policy

stops and the personal preferences of the Erdogan and Trump families begin.°

4 Center for American Progress |



More broadly, Trump’s hands-oft approach exacerbated the dramatic tumult in the
Middle East and Eastern Mediterranean. Unquestionably, the region was in flames
before Trump took office, and Turkey’s more direct military interventions abroad
began in the wake of the July 2016 coup attempt. But Trump threw gasoline on

the fire. For several regional actors, Turkey prime among them, Trump’s manifest
disinterest in the region—aside from Iran—was seen as either an opportunity to
redraw the status quo to their advantage or, in some cases, a threat that required
more forceful policy responses. With the United States absent from its traditional
role mediating and arbitrating disputes—however unevenly it had previously done
so—regional actors were more willing to throw their weight around. This asser-
tiveness often came in hard security terms through direct military interventions or
brazen proxy deployments—and disturbingly often included the use of U.S.-made
military hardware. Wider trends around the use of proxies and drones, offering

a measure of deniability and lowering the costs for aggressors, also played a role

in this regional militarization.” Certainly, countries like Turkey could act wholly
unburdened by any risk of American reproach for human rights abuses or demo-

cratic backsliding, issues that fell entirely flat with Trump and his team.

President Biden is likely to reverse many of these trends. He is almost certain to
depersonalize the presidential relationship and close the gap between the White
House’s stances on Turkey and those of the rest of the U.S. government bureau-
cracy as well as Congress. This, in turn, will likely mean a resumption of the slow
adjustment of U.S. posture toward a Turkey of diminishing loyalty to the Western
alliance—an adjustment that Trump partially paused. Biden’s comments about
Turkey on the campaign trail, when he called Erdogan an “autocrat” who should
“pay a price” for his repression,® led many to assume that he would take a much
harder line toward Turkey; indeed, this expectation led to a barely concealed pref-
erence in Ankara for a second Trump term—hardly likely to endear Ankara to the

Biden team.

Yet Biden is unlikely to lurch into a reflexively punitive approach toward Turkey;
a more useful way to think about the prospects is to focus on what closing the
gap between the professional ranks of the U.S. government bureaucracy and the
White House will mean in tangible terms. Before getting into the details of these
shifts and potential flashpoints in U.S.-Turkey policy, some general observations
are possible. First, American policy will likely be more consistent—Erdogan
will not be able to upend U.S. policy with one call to the White House—and
deliberate, more of a hedging strategy than a sharp pivot. Second, human rights,
democracy, and the fight against corruption will be back on the agenda; Biden
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cares about these issues and will raise them, a departure from Trump that could
anger Erdogan.’ Third, Biden has long been sympathetic to Kurdish political and
cultural rights and helped orchestrate the Kurdish-led campaign that defeated the
Islamic State in Syria. He will likely maintain support for the Syrian Democratic
Forces (SDF), which will continue to rankle the Turkish government. Fourth,
Biden will certainly reinforce the U.S. commitment to NATO and the broader
relationship with Europe. This reengagement could cut in several directions for
Turkey, given not only its importance to NATO but also its complex ties to Russia
and its disputes with fellow NATO allies Greece and France.

Major sources of uncertainty complicate this general picture. It is assumed that the
Biden administration will take a harder line toward Russia, but the extent of this
shift is not yet clear and will influence decisions on Turkey, Syria, Libya, Iran, and
NATO. Congress adds an additional layer of complexity in trying to predict U.S.
policy toward Turkey, given the extent to which Capitol Hill has driven develop-
ments in recent years. There is always the potential for unexpected events to upend
the picture—the COVID-19 pandemic’s unexpected arrival, for example. But
above all, the major question is how Turkey will respond if the Biden administra-
tion pushes a little harder than Ankara has grown used to. Will President Erdogan
double down on his assertive line, perhaps prompting a complete breakdown in
relations? Or will he cast an eye over Turkey’s deep involvement in three regional

conflicts and its cratering economy and seek a measure of accommodation?
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Potential flashpoints

Despite these sources of uncertainty, there are some predictable flashpoints in the
U.S.-Turkey relationship. They fall into three broad categories: 1) human rights,
democracy, and the rule of law; 2) defense procurement and strategic alignment;

and 3) regional conflicts and revanchism.

Human rights, democracy, and the rule of law

In the area of human rights, democracy, and the rule of law, the picture is bleak.
Indeed, the fact that things have deteriorated so far is one reason this set of issues
can easily raise tensions but is unlikely to be the spark for an outright rupture in
relations. Traditionally, U.S. administrations have raised concerns on issues of
human rights, democracy, and the rule of law but have, in the end, subordinated
them to geopolitical imperatives. Biden and his team have stressed the impor-
tance of a genuine commitment to democracy and human rights; certainly, unlike
Trump, they will raise these issues regularly, likely upsetting Erdogan. But the
new administration will have to weigh whether to truly prioritize these concerns
over the realpolitik imperatives of managing the crises roiling the region. Recent
dynamics raise new questions: If Turkey is seen as an unreliable partner on
regional issues or in confronting Russia, will the United States be more direct in
its criticism? And has the United States lost sight of its fundamental interest in a
stable, democratic Turkey—and how that desired stability flows from functioning

democratic institutions?

Erdogan has jailed political opponents, replaced duly elected municipal govern-
ments, forced elections to be rerun, muzzled the press, and assumed near autocratic
powers. Indeed, the violent response to the Gezi Park protests in 2013 is an often-
overlooked part of the breakdown in U.S.-Turkish relations: President Obama had
invested a great deal in the relationship but shifted to a more transactional pattern of
interactions after Erdogan’s crackdown.'® The situation dramatically worsened with

the resumption of the Kurdish conflict in 2015 and the failed military coup attempt
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in 2016, blamed on followers of former Erdogan ally Fethullah Giilen." Erdogan has
been entirely unwilling to make conciliatory gestures in the cases of high-profile
political prisoners such as philanthropist Osman Kavala or Kurdish leader Selahattin
Demirtag. Of the roughly 20 Americans imprisoned in Turkey,'> two prominent
cases have been resolved: Turkish-American scientist Serkan Golge has now served
his sentence after a sham trial, while pastor Andrew Brunson was released after
intense pressure and sanctions from the U.S. government, including President
Trump." Turkey has now convicted three Turkish staff at the U.S. diplomatic mis-
sions in Turkey—Hamza Ulugay, Metin Topuz, and Nazmi Mete Cantiirk—on
charges the United States says are unsubstantiated.' In these cases, there is little

obvious room for deterioration.

The first decision point could therefore come on Armenian Remembrance Day on
April 24, around which vigorous lobbying by the Armenian diaspora, Congress,
and the Turkish government over whether to label the 1915 atrocities a geno-

cide will once again culminate. President Obama stopped short of an explicit
acknowledgment,'® not wanting to anger Turkey, which recalled its ambassador
from Washington in 2007 over a congressional committee’s recognition of the
genocide'® and from Berlin after the Bundestag’s comparable step in 2016."7
During his presidential campaign, Biden pledged to support a resolution recog-
nizing the genocide—though Obama made a similar pledge and did not follow
through.'® The careful wording of that campaign pledge leaves President Biden
some room for maneuver, though Congress passed a resolution in 2019 label-

ing 1915 a genocide, demonstrating the votes are likely there; that resolution
prompted a Turkish presidential spokesman to say it “endanger[ed] the future of
our bilateral relations.” If Biden follows through, then, the reaction from Ankara
may be severe, given Erdogan’s own prickly nationalism and reliance on the ultra-
nationalist Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), as well as the heightened ten-
sions around the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh. It could be an early hint as to the

tone Biden will take with Turkey, and Ankara will likely interpret it as such.

A predictable flashpoint could come if President Biden fulfills his pledge to, in his
first year, “host a global Summit for Democracy to renew the spirit and shared pur-
pose of the nations of the free world ... to strengthen our democratic institutions,
honestly confront nations that are backsliding, and forge a common agenda.”*
Turkey is, at best, a backsliding democracy.*' If Biden fulfills this promise, either
Turkey will not receive an invitation—sparking outrage in Ankara—or it will be
confronted by a Biden administration on its shortcomings, certain to elicit compa-

rable anger from Erdogan and his supporters.
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Such a summit could come during a year of continued deterioration in Turkey’s
democratic credentials. One emerging front is Ankara’s draconian new social
media law designed to choke oft bandwidth and levy fines on platforms that do
not participate in a more efficient government censorship arrangement. The law
came into effect in 2020 and is aimed at stemming the flow of information on
social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter, the use of which correlates
with critical views of the Justice and Development Party (AKP) and has grown
in importance as Turks have lost faith in the government-controlled mainstream
media.”” But in addition to stifling dissent, the law primarily targets U.S. compa-
nies; the Turkish government began levying fines in November and December
2020, and these enforcement steps could escalate to the eventual strangling of

bandwidth in 2021, potentially auguring another flashpoint.*®

Another issue likely to come to a head in 2021 is the trial of Turkish state-owned
Halkbank for evading U.S. sanctions on Iran—scheduled to begin March 1. The
bank is unlikely to escape without punishment; the presiding judge has already
sentenced Halkbank manager Mehmet Hakan Atilla based on the same evidence
and rejected Halkbank’s efforts to delay the case.** Still, the exact timeline is dif-
ficult to pin down; French bank BNP Paribas was previously hit with a $8.9 billion
fine over similar sanctions violations despite French pressure on the United States
to set aside the case, though that settlement was the result of a mostly coopera-
tive, if drawn out, saga between U.S. investigators and the bank.> Still, the BNP
Paribas fine came down in a sentence imposed by the same U.S. District Court
handling the Halkbank case.?

Regardless of when the sentence and fine is handed down, it is certain to provoke
an angry response from Ankara. President Erdogan has invested considerable
personal effort lobbying the Obama and Trump administrations to drop the case
and has made it a point of domestic political pride. This has left the Turkish presi-
dent in an unenviable position: If he backs down, his standing at home will suffer.
If Halkbank rejects the fine at his behest, it could be banned from conducting
financial transactions through U.S. institutions, all but crippling its commercial
prospects and potentially necessitating a bailout from already-strained Turkish
state coffers. As vice president, Biden rejected a personal appeal from Erdogan to
interfere with an earlier stage of the investigation;*” as president, he will be even
less likely to intervene in an independent judicial process, eager to begin repairing

norms of judicial independence badly damaged by the Trump administration.
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Some observers hope that Turkey’s desperate economic circumstances—and the
absence of a scheduled Turkish election until 2023 —could lead to a softening of
Erdogan’s approach, both at home and abroad. Those advancing this idea point
to the resignation of Erdogan’s son-in-law Berat Albayrak as finance minister as a
welcome sign, as well as Erdogan’s conciliatory comments about Biden*® and his
statement that “we see ourselves as an inseparable part of Europe ... we do not
believe that we have any problems with countries or institutions that cannot be
solved through politics, dialogue and negotiations.” Certainly, having exhausted
its foreign currency reserves in a failed attempt to defend the lira, and with its
economy—based on tourism, construction, and low value-added manufacturing
exports—hammered by the coronavirus crisis, Turkey is desperate for external

financing. An improvement in the rule of law could reassure wary investors.

But this is wishful thinking that ignores both recent Turkish actions and many
years of precedent. The argument that, to paraphrase, “Erdogan will moderate
now that the election is over” has been proven wrong as many times as it has been
made.*® This line of reasoning ignores the structural realities of the AKP’s patron-
age system and the entrenched corruption and crony capitalism that sustain it.
While snap elections are unlikely in 2021, with the economy in such terrible shape
and support for Erdogan at a low ebb, the basic dynamics of Erdogan’s coalition
and his efforts to play on the fault lines in the opposition’s electoral coalition point
to a continuing hard-line approach.’' The case for a reset likewise ignores the reali-
ties of the Kurdish question in Turkey—one of the main drivers of government
repression and human rights abuses.?* President Erdogan is more dependent than
ever on his ultranationalist coalition partners in the MHP, both in electoral and
parliamentary terms and for the administration of the state apparatus. Erdogan
cannot soften his stance on the Kurdish question without losing the nationalist
wing; therefore, the prospects of a meaningful improvement in the rule of law or
human rights climate in Turkey are dim. Succinctly illustrating the connection
between the Kurdish question and the overall deterioration of the rule of law, in
December 2020, Erdogan said, “It is not for me to intervene in the business of

the judiciary but we are not going to protect the so-called rights of a terrorist like
Selahattin Demirtag.”** Demirtas, former co-chair of the Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP), a left-wing party with majority-Kurdish support, has been jailed
since 2016 on terrorism charges, despite consistently calling for peaceful political
dialogue and resistance.** Furthermore, the argument that economic distress will
change this fundamental calculus has not yet proven accurate; Turkey maintained
and expanded its aggressive policy, at home and abroad, through the 2018 cur-
rency crisis and a wrenching economic slowdown. The toll of the COVID-19 pan-
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demic and the deepened economic crisis are unlikely to change Erdogan’s basic
calculus and, if anything, may only prompt greater domestic repression in the face

of declining public support.

At a minimum, the West can be sure that Erdogan will spin any punitive steps into a
story of imperialist aggression and Turkish resistance, as well as fodder to blame the
West for Turkey’s self-inflicted economic woes. The political potency of this prickly
sovereignty—hardly limited to Anatolia—has made many officials in the West wary
of providing a tool for Erdogan to rally nationalist support. Neither the United States
nor the European Union (EU) can save Turkey from Erdogan; he has shown him-
self to be defiant in the face of all external criticism. Turkey’s democracy is on life
support because of Erdogan, not the West—and only Turks can reinvigorate their
democracy. Still, the Biden administration should revive U.S. rhetorical and mate-
rial support for human rights and civil society activists in Turkey. President Erdogan
should not enjoy complete impunity for his domestic actions, and Western responses
should at least enter his calculus, even if they do not change it. Given the constraints
outlined above, the United States should opt less for punitive tools, such as sanc-
tions under the Global Magnitsky Act, and focus more on constructive tools, such

as support for civil society, reinvestment in public diplomacy, and a rhetorical shift
to support for universal rights from the narrower religious concerns of Secretary of
State Mike Pompeo and President Trump.**

Defense procurement, energy, and strategic alignment

This year could be hugely consequential for the trajectory of Turkey’s defense pro-
curement, energy, and, linked to those decisions, its overall strategic alignment.

Defense procurement

The ongoing saga of Turkey’s purchase of the Russian S-400 air defense system,
and the United States’ response, remains a primary issue driving the collapse of
bilateral relations from the U.S. perspective.*® For years, the United States sought
to dissuade Turkey from buying the system, saying its radars would allow Russia
to build detailed signatures of NATO planes—including the F-35, the alliance’s
premier fifth-generation combat aircraft—making it easier for Russia to target
NATO planes. The purchase was also seen as a political signal of Turkey’s overall
trajectory and reliability as an ally, betraying fundamental differences between
Washington and Ankara in their understanding of Turkey’s place in the world, the
threat from Russia, and the role and responsibilities of the NATO alliance.
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Despite persistent warnings, Erdogan went ahead with the purchase of the S-400
and took delivery in July 2019. The United States responded by ejecting Turkey
from the F-35 program,*” a massive shared procurement effort due to bring
Turkey manufacturing jobs and income, technological know-how, and a pres-
tigious weapons system that provides far more effective and versatile home air
defense than two batteries of S-400s.* Despite attempts to reach a compromise
solution**—such as mothballing the system or not activating or integrating its
radars—President Erdogan has forged ahead, testing the S-400 system in October
2020* and musing publicly about the purchase of further S-400 systems as well as
the Russian Su-35 and Su-57 combat aircraft.*

The S-400 purchase put Turkey in violation of CAATSA, which, in Section 231,
imposes sanctions on parties engaged in significant transactions with the Russian
defense or intelligence sectors. The law requires the U.S. administration to choose
from a menu of punitive options,* unless the president deems it is in the national
security interests of the United States to waive sanctions, certifies that the sanc-
tioned entity is no longer conducting business with the Russian defense sector,

or certifies that they have received assurances that the sanctioned entity will not
engage in significant transactions in the future.* While the core national security
waiver is a potentially low threshold, without a Turkish concession on the S-400, a
waiver is unlikely. The possible sanctions range from mild, if symbolically impor-
tant, steps like asset freezes and travel bans for Turkish officials to hugely conse-
quential steps like the denial of licenses to import U.S. goods or technology under
the Arms Export Control Act—which governs most U.S. defense sales to and
military interactions with foreign governments.** In other words, the U.S. presi-
dent can decide whether to slap Turkey on the wrist for doing military business
with Russia or cut it off entirely from the American defense industry and, in the

extreme, U.S. and international financial systems.

For much of his term, President Trump simply ignored the law. The U.S. Congress
repeatedly tried to force the issue through its control of the defense budget. To
many on Capitol Hill, the S-400 issue had been swept up in a broader effort to rein
in the power of the presidency and reassert Congress’ prerogatives in foreign pol-
icy. In addition to CAATSA, Congress put informal holds on arms export licenses
for upgrades of Turkey’s existing F-16 fleet as well as for engines used in attack
helicopters Turkey has manufactured for sale to Pakistan.* In December 2020,
Congress finally succeeded in forcing Trump to act on CAATSA, attaching a
forcing mechanism to the year-end National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA).
The step prompted the Trump administration to sanction Turkey’s Presidency
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of Defense Industries (SSB)* and four senior officials in that office,*” likely in an
effort to preempt the NDAA. The sanctions included a ban on U.S. export licenses
to the SSB and visa and asset freezes for the sanctioned officials.

Of the sanctions, the prohibition on granting U.S. export licenses to SSB is poten-
tially the most serious, though it may only apply to new licenses—and Congress
had already placed a de facto hold on most major new licenses. It is also possible
that Turkey could work around the restrictions by routing licenses through other
entities, such as the Ministry of Defense, though the United States could adjust
the sanctions in response. According to Turkish defense analyst Metin Giircan,
the sanctions stand to affect 40 percent of Turkey’s defense imports and could
discourage third parties from collaborating with Turkey.** While not immediately
devastating, they could be very damaging should they last for more than a year or
two. Overall, then, the sanctions were a further warning to Turkey meant to con-
vey that the United States takes the issue seriously and is willing to go further; the
refusal to sell Turkey F-35s and the planned expulsion from the overall program

remain the most substantial punitive actions taken to date.

The action in December 2020 saves President Biden from having to sanction

a NATO ally as one of his first acts in office, which would have immediately
locked him into a punitive cycle with Turkey. This was perhaps a factor prompt-
ing Congress to force the matter. But the issue is far from resolved; the trajec-
tory depends entirely on Turkey’s next steps. Having successfully staked their
prerogative, Congress will likely give Biden space to maneuver with Turkey on
CAATSA, for several reasons. First, both the administration and Congress will
face pressing challenges in early 2021 that could knock Turkey down the list of
priorities. Second, a main congressional impetus for pushing CAATSA was the
view that Trump was soft on Russia and too cozy with authoritarian govern-
ments. The bill was originally intended to force the Trump administration’s hand
on Russia sanctions specifically; Congress is likely to trust Biden more to hold the
line against Putin and other autocrats, potentially reducing the urgency of forcing

the issue.

Turkey condemned the December sanctions, of course, with President Erdogan
calling the step a “blatant attack” on Turkish sovereignty.* But the reaction

was otherwise measured, and Ankara once again floated an earlier idea to try to
address the differences through a NATO working group.*° The sanctioned head
of the SSB, Ismael Demir, downplayed the significance, saying, “We expect this
will not influence our relations much... We are NATO allies. As they themselves
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said, there is cooperation with Turkey in many areas. We and they expect this to
continue.” This muted response will inevitably give rise to hopes in Washington
that the mild sanctions have ended the escalatory cycle. But observers should be
cautious. President Erdogan’s familiar playbook is to escalate to the very brink,
only to then “settle” for concessions or dangle the possibility of moderation to
defuse punitive responses: He has used this approach with the United States for
two presidential terms, as well as against the European Union. Ankara is likely
now in a conciliatory phase, waiting to see what line the Biden administration
will take. Biden and his team experienced this pattern in the Obama years; by
the end, the Obama administration had settled on a firm, transactional approach
to Ankara. The team will have also noted how Erdogan, when presented with a
firm line from Moscow, has compromised with Putin on issues of importance to
Russia. Biden’s choice for national security adviser, Jake Sullivan, has written on
the importance of clear signals and firm positions when dealing with Erdogan.*
The incoming team has also underlined the importance of democratic values and
knows that, in the words of President Obama, Erdogan’s “commitment to democ-

racy and the rule of law might last only as long as it preserved his own power.”?

President Biden should therefore press Turkey to decide if it will be a full ally or
continue the double game with Russia. Ankara ignored NATO concerns on the
S-400 and walked across the United States’ fundamental red line on the issue.

If Turkey values its NATO membership and alliance cohesion, it should reverse

its course by committing to mothball the S-400s and not buy further Russian
systems. Until that decision is made, the United States should seek to put the
relationship on ice, knowing there will come a day when Erdogan is no longer in
office, and to preserve basic institutional ties until then. In this context, as part

of an effort to slow down the crisis, the United States could reconsider the merits
of the working group proposal. The United States was clearly opposed to the idea
when it was part of a Turkish effort to avoid any response to the S-400 delivery,

to which most in the U.S. government felt an answer was needed. But now that
Turkey has been putatively ejected from the F-35 program and sanctioned under
CAATSA, the idea might theoretically offer a way to prevent further escalation.
The message would be that the United States has shown its willingness to sanction
Turkey—and will escalate those sanctions if Ankara goes further down the path
with Russia—but that Washington wants to find a way out of this mess, if pos-
sible. There likely is not much harm in that from the U.S. perspective, provided it is

accompanied by a clear line on further Russian arms deals.
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But while this is the best course for long-term U.S. interests, there should be

few illusions as to how Turkey will respond. Ankara sees these issues differently
and will react with hostility to what it will see as the United States’ patronizing
approach—and they are not alone; many countries dispute America’s aggressive
use of extraterritorial sanctions.** Erdogan sees the world as multipolar and feels
Turkey should be a power in its own right; since 2016, he has set a more assertive,
unilateral course. Turkish Foreign Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu has said: “Turkey
doesn’t have to choose between Russia or any others. And we don’t see our rela-
tions with Russia as an alternative to our relations with others. And nobody,
neither West nor Russia, should or can ask us to choose.”* Backing down on the
S-400—after plastering its purchase, arrival, and operationalization across the
front pages of the Turkish press—could be humiliating at home, particularly
harmful to Erdogan’s standing among crucial nationalist swing voters, though

a December 2020 poll showed that many Turks felt the sanctions were mainly
the result of the government’s foreign policy missteps.*® Despite the absence of
Russian technology transfer, Erdogan has trumpeted the deal as part of Turkey’s
success building up its domestic defense industry and turned the saga of the
potential sale of U.S. Patriot air defense systems into a now well-worn story of
Turkish resilience and American betrayal.’” Previously, Erdogan had sought to
make domestic hay from the threat of sanctions—for example, declaring to a
televised party congress that Turkey will not be dictated to, saying, “We are not
a tribal state. We are Turkey.”® For Erdogan, his overriding focus is on regime

political security, and this concern will likely hold the most weight.

The military-technical side seems no more promising. The S-400 was a major
purchase for Turkey, costing a significant share of its annual defense budget.
Analysts point out that the S-400 batteries are only useful if they are integrated
into a wider air defense system, the exact step that NATO fears will bring poten-
tial Russian cyber intrusions and allow the radars to build detailed signatures of
NATO aircraft; in other words, the working group is unlikely to uncover technical
workarounds to get around the core political disagreement. Either Turkey reverses
course on the S-400, unlocking U.S. and NATO rapprochement but rendering its
investment in the system a costly mistake, or it tries to weather escalating sanc-
tions to complete a full Russian air defense system that will not integrate with
NATO systems.

But, again, the F-35 ejection was the most significant punitive step taken thus far,
and it has not seemed to change Erdogan’s mind. Despite the threat of further

sanctions, Turkey may follow through on its threats to deepen military ties with
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Russia, despite being on opposite sides from Russia in conflicts in Syria, Libya,
and Nagorno-Karabakh. Indeed, according to Russian state media, Ankara has
already signed a contract for a second order of S-400 batteries,*” beyond the four
previously contracted.®® If a second deal were to actually materialize, Washington
would almost certainly throw the book at Ankara, implementing harsher
CAATSA sanctions that could cut off the full range of defense cooperation.
Absent a surprising about-face from Erdogan, then, 2021 could see a far-reaching

rupture in U.S.-Turkish defense ties.

For all Erdogan’s pride in building up Turkey’s defense industry and power
projection capabilities, this outcome would be hugely harmful to Turkey. Thus

far, Congress has blocked upgrades to the Turkish F-16 fleet and put pressure

on Turkey’s participation in the F-35 program, and the United States has imple-
mented limited sanctions. But nearly all of Turkey’s military order of battle is
Western—usually American—built and maintained. If relations spiral further and
arms export licenses are withheld for existing activities like routine maintenance
and spare parts, Turkey’s military readiness would collapse at a time when it is mil-
itarily overextended and financially stretched. Ankara would struggle to finance
alternatives and would face the choice of buying expensive replacements from
European, Russian, or Chinese manufacturers, hardly satisfying the desire for
self-sufficiency. Even the Bayraktar TB2 drone—the pride of Turkey’s domestic
production—relies on Canadian-made cameras and engines,® exports that Ottawa
halted pending an investigation into the Bayraktar’s use in the Nagorno-Karabakh
conflict.®* Turkey will no doubt adapt to these difficulties around the TB2 supply
chain, but the problem is emblematic of its wider approach. Weighing the meager
benefits—a Russian system without technology transfer—against the loss of the
F-35 and these severe additional risks, Turkish defense procurement decisions do
not seem to make sense in rational, realist foreign policy terms. Indeed, the initial
decision to buy S-400 was made by President Erdogan without detailed consulta-
tion with the armed forces,* offering more evidence pointing to the preeminence

of domestic political and ideological concerns in Erdogan’s calculus.

NATO

While defense procurement is the weightiest issue, it is not the only factor affect-
ing Turkey’s strategic alignment. Turkey’s place in NATO has become increas-
ingly uncomfortable, driven in part by the S-400 saga and in part by regional
conflicts addressed in the next section. Ankara blocked NATO’s defense plan for
the Baltics and Poland—drawn up following Russia’s annexation of the Crimea—

in the hope of getting the alliance to label the Kurdish YPG militia operating
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in northern Syria a terrorist organization.®* For years, Ankara blocked NATO
partnership agreements with countries it disfavored, only recently unblocking
agreements with Israel and Egypt; it continues to block deals with Austria and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE), while Turkey’s complaints over the Cyprus dispute
also complicate closer NATO-EU defense cooperation.® Tensions deepened
further when a French frigate operating under NATO auspices tried to search a
Tanzanian-flagged cargo vessel suspected of smuggling arms to Libya. According
to the French, Turkish ships escorting the cargo ship threatened the French ship
to prevent the search. The details of the incident have not publicly emerged, but
France’s objection to the NATO report on the event indicates that there was blame
on both sides.®® The most recent NATO ministerial meeting on December 1,2020,
descended into bickering between Turkey, on the one hand, and the United States,
France, and Greece, on the other, over the many disagreements between them.*
Nonetheless, Turkey remains a frontline NATO ally, integrated into the alliance’s
activities—including those aimed at deterring Russia—and will lead the land
component of NATO’s Very High Readiness Joint Task Force in 2021.°® Turkey
also remains among NATO’s most capable members after the United States, par-
ticularly when willingness to use force is assessed alongside its military hardware

and force levels.

Increasingly, influential NATO member states point out that the alliance was cre-
ated to defend a democratic political order, despite its shortcomings on that front
during the Cold War. Today, the alliance confronts autocracies that have adopted
hybrid tactics designed to weaken democratic cohesion; a genuine commitment to
democracy—and a stern line toward Moscow—is therefore nearly as important as
military readiness was in the face of Soviet tanks. The United States should not shy
away from these conversations, uncomfortable as they may be within the alliance.
And while the United States is presently far from a paragon of democratic cohesion,
a Biden administration’s renewed focus on democratic rights at home and abroad
could slowly rebuild American credibility; the new team should be self-critical but
persistent in pushing these points. The alliance needs to have a discussion of how
to deal with backsliding democracies within its ranks, a trend that parallels the
EU’s efforts to deal with rule of law concerns in member states such as Poland and
Hungary. These conversations are not the cause of alliance discord; they are a symp-
tom of disagreements that already exist, and simply beginning to discuss responses

provides leverage for those seeking to strengthen democratic resilience.
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Energy

Energy is another factor affecting Turkey’s strategic alignment, with big deci-

sions coming in 2021. Of course, this is not a new issue. Ankara has always relied

on energy imports, including large purchases from Russia. The United States has
historically understood this reliance and, in earlier times, supported Turkey’s efforts
to build a southern energy corridor to bring Caspian Sea resources through the
Caucasus to both the Turkish and European market. In the wake of Russia’s annexa-
tion of the Crimea, Vladimir Putin announced that he was canceling the planned
South Stream pipeline meant to bring huge quantities of Russian gas across the
Black Sea to the European market.®” South Stream was already likely doomed by EU
pressure on Bulgaria, where the pipeline was planned to end, and by anti-monopoly
regulations.”” Replacing South Stream would be a new pipeline to Turkey—
TurkStream—that would bypass Ukraine, now in a hybrid war with Moscow, while
maintaining European dependence on Russian energy. For Turkey, meanwhile, the
energy was needed for its then-growing economy to replace the gas that Turkey had
previously received from Ukraine and that also served Ankara’s long-standing inter-
est to position itself as an energy hub.”* Ankara also commissioned Russian state-
owned Rosatom to build a nuclear power plant at Akkuyu, further deepening their
energy ties with Moscow. That work has continued, aside from a brief pause in work
when Turkish-Russian tensions spiked over the shootdown of a Russian plane that
strayed into Turkish airspace from Syria,”> and licenses were recently issued for con-
struction of the third unit of the plant, scheduled for completion in 2023.”> When
completed, the plant may give Russia a literal nuclear option with Turkey; Russia is
responsible for its operation and safety and will have implicit leverage on that front if

relations with Turkey seriously deteriorate.

The United States was hardly pleased about Turkey’s decision to deepen its energy
reliance on Russia, but the issue was considered secondary until Ankara and
Moscow began to also deepen political and military ties. Russia’s interference in

the 2016 U.S. election—and President Trump’s forgiving line toward Putin in the
aftermath—also played a role, deepening Congress’ desire to sanction those coop-
erating with Moscow. TurkStream is actually two pipelines, each with an annual
capacity of 15.75 billion cubic meters;™ the first pipeline serves the Turkish domestic
market and was inaugurated in January 2020, while the second is under construc-
tion and is intended for re-export to Europe via Bulgaria, Serbia, and Hungary.”® The
prospect of the second line’s completion risks seeing Turkey once again swept up in
congressional fury aimed at Moscow. The CAATSA legislation brings the possibility
of separate sanctions under Section 232, designed to target Russian energy export

pipelines. Previous State Department guidance had exempted the TurkStream
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2 pipeline—the second pipeline bringing Russian gas to Turkey for re-export to
southeastern Europe.”® But updated guidance issued on July 15, 2020, clarified that
“implementation will include ... the second line of TurkStream.””” Turkish firms and
individuals, including BOTAS, the state-owned oil and gas pipeline company, would
certainly qualify under the CAATSA designation. But these Section 232 sanc-

tions targeting energy pipelines are discretionary, unlike the Section 231 sanctions
requiring a response to significant defense transactions with Russia.” Likewise, the
2019-2020 NDAA passed in December 2019 gave the president authority to issue
visa bans and asset freezes on people aiding the construction of either pipeline,
though it also provided a national interest waiver that essentially leaves the decision

to the executive branch’s discretion.”

These discretionary sanctions are unlikely to materialize absent additional
Turkish actions to deepen ties with Russia. As outlined above, the United States
has generally been somewhat understanding of Turkey’s reliance on imported
energy, though these sanctions are aimed at onward exports. Unlike with the
S-400 purchase, which threatens NATO assets and where Turkey seems to be pur-
suing closer ties with Moscow against its long-term interests, here, Ankara is likely
just following commercial logic in its energy dealings. As evidence of this, Turkey
pursued more gas imports from Azerbaijani and American suppliers when the col-
lapse of global energy prices made them cheaper than Ankara’s existing contracts
with Russian state energy giant Gazprom, leaving the older Blue Stream pipeline
from Russia to Turkey idle in 2020.% Still, despite these shifts, because the deals
with Russia were long-term “take or pay” contracts, seven Turkish companies
have run up a debt of some $2 billion to Gazprom, presenting another lingering
liability.®' The pipeline sanctions under CAATSA also bring in wider European
considerations; indeed, the conversation is mainly focused on the Nord Stream 2
pipeline bringing Russian energy to Germany. As the Biden administration tries
to rebuild ties with close allies such as Germany, it will have to weigh the broad
potential impact of the sanctions and the difficulty of coordinating approaches

to Nord Stream 2 and TurkStream 2. Regarding Turkey, the new administration
should hold off on pipeline sanctions: Turkey’s market power provides leverage

on Russia, just as Russia’s supply grants it leverage on Turkey; the new adminis-
tration should demonstrate that it is not reflexively punitive toward Turkey; and
the potential for sanctions would be additional leverage reserved for use if Turkey

dramatically deepens its strategic ties with Russia.
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Nonetheless, 2021 will bring more evidence with which to evaluate Ankara’s
decision-making calculus on strategic energy issues. Some 25 percent of Turkey’s
long-term gas contracts expire in 2021, including imports via pipeline from Russia
and Azerbaijan and liquefied natural gas (LNG) from Nigeria.*> Despite falling
Turkish gas demand as the economy contracts—imports were down 22 percent

in the 30 months to July 2020—cheap LNG imports have accounted for a greater
share of Turkey’s portfolio, allowing Ankara to reduce imports from Russia by 40
percent in the first half of 2020 against the same period the year before.® This shift
may be temporary, should the spot price of LNG rebound or new pipeline con-
tracts come in at lower prices, but is more evidence of Turkey’s pragmatic approach
on energy. Some argue that Turkey could deepen its shift to LNG—including
through deliveries from close ally Qatar and the United States—and meaningfully
shift its energy axis away from Russia.** Turkey’s contract decisions will largely be

commercial, but hints of strategic affinity may be discernible.

There is also the question of who Turkey will partner with—if anyone—in exploit-
ing the recently discovered Sakarya gas field in the Black Sea. As energy analyst
John Bowlus points out, the field will help reduce Turkey’s energy import bill and
give Turkey leverage in negotiating new import contracts.® Turkey maintains

it will exploit the field itself,* but the geology and depth of the site pose huge
technical challenges;*” Turkey may require help from an established major energy
company with experience in such projects.®® If Turkey does partner with a major
oil company, that decision could also have significant strategic implications. Taken
together, then, 2021 could set Turkey on a multiyear course in both strategic mili-

tary and energy terms.

Regional conflicts and revanchism

The many proxy conflicts raging around the Mediterranean littoral and the Middle
East make the prospects for regional flashpoints less predictable but no less preva-
lent. As previously mentioned, Erdogan feels Turkey should be a power in its own
right and has set a more assertive, unilateral course—increasingly in military terms
since 2016. He has argued that Turkey must rectify a regional order that is unfairly
drawn to Turkey’s disadvantage and, in that sense, is fundamentally revanchist.
Erdogan has said: “Outside powers ‘will understand that Turkey has the political,
economic and military power to tear up and throw away the immoral maps and doc-
uments imposed on it [in the past]. They will either understand this by the language

of politics and diplomacy or by the bitter experiences ... on the ground.”®
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The Eastern Mediterranean and Cyprus

The most direct segue from the strategic energy issues discussed above to this
regional revanchism is in the Eastern Mediterranean. Turkey’s aggressive tactics
are driving the latest round of conflict, though it has understandable grievances.
The delineation of Turkish-Greek maritime boundaries, as argued by Athens’
default position, does leave Turkey boxed in, and this sense of exclusion increased
as Greece, Cyprus, Egypt, and Israel deepened energy and other forms of coopera-
tion in recent years.”® The problem is likewise tied to the decades-old dispute over
divided Cyprus, where the most recent round of reunification talks collapsed in
2017. But in its effort to recast this regional arrangement, Turkey has sent drilling
ships into disputed waters, sometimes escorted by warships, prompting duel-

ing military exercises; Greek and Turkish warships collided in August 2020 ata
high point in tensions, underlining the stakes of this contest and the dangers of
Turkey’s approach.” This approach is likely to continue. Turkey has made major
naval investments in the past decade and expects to add more than 20 warships,
including a light carrier, in the next three years.”> In addition to this investment,
an expansive naval presence appeals to many political segments and “hones in on
specific tropes in Turkish history,” according to naval analyst Ryan Gingeras, who
argues the Turkish navy is a “hammer looking for a nail.””* Turkey feels encircled
and contained, yet its efforts to break out of those perceived constraints only

deepen the fears of its neighbors.

Turkey maintains that the Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus (TRNC), sup-
ported militarily and economically by Ankara, is a sovereign state with rights to
an exclusive economic zone (EEZ). These claims overlap with the Republic of
Cyprus, which denies TRNC’s sovereignty, as does the rest of the international
community, other than Turkey. The collapse of the talks, natural gas finds in the
Eastern Mediterranean, and Cyprus’ decision to award exploratory drilling plots
to Italian, French, Qatari, and American oil companies helped spark the latest cri-
sis.”* Cyprus stopped short of awarding plots in areas claimed by the TRNC, but
Turkey still moved aggressively to overturn the emerging energy framework from
which it felt it was being excluded, dispatching Turkish vessels to conduct explor-
atory drilling in Cypriot waters. Drilling by the international oil majors has been
suspended until mid-2021, and the resumption of any activities marks a possible
flashpoint in the coming year. Meanwhile, each Turkish deployment of drilling
ships to the disputed areas prompts angry responses from the Greeks, Cypriots,

and European Union, as well as expressions of concern from the United States.”
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The dispute around Cyprus is part of a broader tussle over maritime delineation,
EEZs, and energy rights that has drawn in the entire Eastern Mediterranean
littoral.”® As part of its attempts to overturn what it saw as an exclusive regional
energy arrangement, Turkey concluded a maritime delineation deal with the
Libyan Government of National Accord (GNA), the U.N.-recognized authority

in the war-torn country, which Turkey had militarily saved from the advance of
the rival Libyan National Army (LNA). The Turkish-Libyan deal bisected Greek
waters, essentially ignoring the entire island of Crete, and was met with fury by the
Hellenic community and the European Union. The U.S. ambassador to Greece,
Geoffrey Pyatt, likewise called the Libyan-Turkish understanding “unhelpful and
provocative” and “inconsistent with the American understanding of international
maritime law.””” Greece, in turn, concluded a maritime agreement with Egypt,
which cut across waters—somewhat tenuously—claimed by Turkey. Exacerbated
by tensions in Libya discussed later, all sides in this convoluted crisis have
retreated to their corners. France and Italy have conducted joint exercises with the
Greek navy, in part to defend the interests of their respective oil majors, in whose
drilling plots Turkey has conducted exploratory actions; and the UAE temporarily
deployed fighters to Greek bases in Crete. Turkey is increasingly isolated, though
its actions—and the collapse of global energy prices—have likely undermined the

commercial viability of the most ambitious Hellenic-Israeli plans.

Cyprus and Greece are EU member states, and the crisis has therefore become a
top-tier issue for Brussels. Greek Cypriot President Nicos Anastasiades is aggres-
sively pushing EU sanctions on Turkey, backed up by Greek Prime Minister
Kyriakos Mitsotakis and French President Emmanuel Macron. For Anastasiades,
this is an existential issue, and Cyprus can hold up crucial EU business to secure
forceful action. Following Erdogan ally Ersin Tatar’s win in the TRNC’s elec-
tion in October, many feel hopes for a resolution based on a bizonal, bicommunal
federation are now dead; Tatar and Turkey are now calling for a two-state solution,
but Turkey’s maritime claims are impossible for Cyprus or Greece to accept.” For
Greece, too, the maritime delineation disputes—both the Turkey-Libya deal and
separate disputes about Greek islands and their EEZs in the Mediterranean and
the Aegean—strike at core Greek sovereign interests. Turkey’s Foreign Ministry,
in turn, has labeled Greek maritime claims “maximalist and illegitimate” and
called Athens “the spoiled child of Europe.”® And Ankara does not recognize

the Cypriot government, which is controlled by Greek Cypriots, and rejects any
Cypriot claim to an EEZ. The situation is bleak and primed for trouble this year.
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Germany has sought to play a mediating role in the dispute over Greek islands and
Turkish-Greek maritime boundaries. NATO Secretary General Jens Stoltenberg
has likewise established a deconfliction mechanism at the military level to avoid
inadvertent clashes or escalation. These NATO deconfliction efforts—and a glim-
mer of hope for negotiations—were enough to stave off serious EU sanctions at
the EU Council meeting in October 2020. But instead of pursuing negotiations in
the wake of that meeting, Turkey promptly dispatched its drilling ships back to the
disputed areas. This re-escalation set up the EU Council’s December 2020 meet-
ing as a potential decision point; many expected sanctions to materialize, with
Turkey prompting the rare crisis that elicits a strong EU foreign policy response.'*’
Instead, the EU punted at the December meeting, outlining only the option of
symbolic sanctions, ordering a report to be prepared, and calling for coordination
with the incoming Biden administration. Theoretically, the delay allows time for
de-escalation, though Turkey’s drilling deployments just before the December
meeting hardly bode well.'" In January 2021 Turkey and Greece agreed to reopen
exploratory talks—the 61st round of the exchange—though the parties imme-
diately diverged about their scope; few observers hold out much hope of prog-

ress, and the step is more likely aimed at again forestalling a stronger European
response.'’> The EU’s December delay has simply postponed the problem to March
25-26,2021, setting up another potential flashpoint.

The EU Council’s muted response underlines the enduring EU member state divi-
sions over whether to pursue a tougher line with Turkey—divisions that illustrate
the EU’s limitations as a coherent foreign policy actor in addressing the Eastern
Mediterranean crisis.'”® The limited response is also a result of German Chancellor
Angela Merkel’s patience; she has almost single-handedly sought to keep diplo-
matic channels open. But Merkel is stepping down this year, and German elections
in September will change the picture. Turkey will be a major issue in the electoral

campaign—given the size of the Turkish diaspora in Germany'®*

and the multiple
crises with Ankara—and such fraught domestic campaigns are rarely conducive

to restrained diplomatic maneuvering. Regardless of who follows Merkel, the most
powerful voice for EU restraint toward Turkey will be gone in 2021, and her succes-
sor may have staked out some aggressive positions toward Turkey. Still, the delay
of meaningful action against Turkey to allow for coordination with the new U.S.
administration makes sense. Few analysts expect sanctions to change Turkey’s
behavior—if anything, they will likely prompt an angry Turkish reaction—and it is

hard to see a way out of this escalatory spiral absent some outside mediation.
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While the outcome of the December 2020 EU Council meeting was a relative
win for Turkey, the Foreign Ministry nonetheless said it “reject[ed] the biased
and illegal approach” adopted by the EU Council and condemned the “pushbacks
of the refugees in the Aegean Sea by Greece and inclusion of FRONTEX [the
European Border and Coast Guard Agency] in these actions” as “disgraceful.”*
The ministry’s mention of the Aegean refugee issue is no coincidence and points
to a core political concern of EU heads of government: that Turkey will break

the EU-Turkey migration deal struck in 2016 and escalate the refugee issue at the
Greek border if the EU adopts a tough line regarding the Eastern Mediterranean,
Cyprus, or Libya. Indeed, Erdogan fired a warning shot in early 2020,'° intention-
ally driving a small group of refugees to the Greek border.'’” Turkey is not alone in
using hard-edged tactics at the border; human rights organizations have docu-
mented Greek authorities engaging in illegal returns and “pushbacks,” sometimes
using rough tactics that endanger migrants.'”® While Turkey’s ability to actually
drive refugee inflows to the EU is likely overstated, given how unwilling most
Syrians are to uproot their lives in Turkey, after the 2015 crisis, European political
leaders are sufficiently terrified of the prospect that it only takes some spectacular
incidents at the border to send them running for political cover, fearful of right-

wing populist challenges at home.

But as the EU-Turkey migration deal showed in the first place, the leverage goes

in both directions. The deal was cynical but addressed key needs on both sides:
The EU values Turkey’s cooperation to control migration, and Turkey values the
EU’s financial support for the Syrian refugees in Turkey. The first two tranches of
funding—some 6 billion euros, or $7-8 billion—of the EU’s Facility for Refugees
in Turkey have been almost entirely contracted to projects to aid integration and
education of Syrians in Turkey. Particularly in the wake of its economic downturn
and COVID-19, which has starved Turkey of the foreign currency brought by
tourism, Ankara will desperately want to secure follow-on funding for refugees,
including the billions of direct cash transfers that almost immediately circulate

in Turkey’s economy.'”” But the EU has been reluctant to commit to another
multiyear program, given the many issues it faces with Turkey. In July 2020, the
EU allocated an additional 485 million euros—almost $600 million—to support
education efforts and cash transfers to refugees in Turkey, topping up the fund
through the end 0of 2021.""° Undoubtedly, support will be needed beyond 2021;
the December 11,2020, EU Council conclusions indicated a willingness to extend
further support for refugees in Turkey. But the debate around these programs in
2021 could be wrapped up in intra-EU politics and the wider showdown between

Brussels and Ankara. Erdogan has already shown his willingness to negotiate at
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the border, and some observers feel his escalation in early 2020 subsided in part
because of the onset of the coronavirus pandemic—if so, that could prove another

factor pointing to a 2021 re-escalation on the Greek-Turkish border.

The United States’ involvement in these exchanges—particularly over the Eastern
Mediterranean—has not been entirely constructive. Secretary Pompeo was very
supportive of the Eastern Mediterranean Gas Forum and has worked to deepen

ties with Greece and Cyprus."" Both efforts are fine in their own right, but taken
together and coupled with Pompeo’s new, abrasively anti-Turkish line, they served
to deepen Turkey’s sense of exclusion and encirclement. A measure of rhetorical
firmness is warranted in the face of Turkey’s revanchist efforts, and the United States
has previously played a mediating role in crises between NATO allies Greece and
Turkey. But Pompeo’s most recent efforts—including a visit to Turkey in which he
took no meetings with government officials while meeting with the Greek Orthodox
patriarch—seemed aimed at causing intentional and unnecessary offense. Pompeo
even refused Turkish Foreign Minister Mevliit Cavusoglu’s invitation to Ankara,
instead asking Cavusoglu to come see him in Istanbul;'"* such diplomatic insults

needlessly antagonize Turkey and undermine American interests.

The Biden administration should bring a change in tone and a renewed focus on
mediation, if not a dramatic shift in policy in the Eastern Mediterranean. President
Biden himself has long personal experience with the Eastern Mediterranean

and will understand the crisis and its history. He will need to mediate disputes
between NATO allies France, Greece, and Turkey to avoid escalation and as part
of the broader attempt to strengthen alliance cohesion. As vice president, Biden
visited Cyprus in 2014 in an effort to broker a lasting settlement." His new
administration is also likely to throw its weight behind NATO Secretary General
Stoltenberg’s efforts to further develop existing military deconfliction mecha-
nisms between Greece and Turkey to reduce the risk of inadvertent clashes and
cancel preplanned but antagonistic exercises. Regarding the broader crisis, Biden
will certainly want to coordinate more closely with Berlin, London, Paris, and
Brussels to manage political tensions, a coordination that has been sorely lacking
amid Trump’s attacks on Chancellor Merkel and the European Union. The EU’s
punt of the problem to late March 2021 offers a brief window in which to coordi-
nate U.S. and EU policy.

Biden and his team should try to reclaim the mantle of fair arbiter to de-escalate
the immediate crisis, but there is a broader shift in U.S. regional policy underway

that may prove durable. Turkey’s autocratic drift, regional revanchism, and close
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ties with Putin—as well as Russia’s own renewed presence in the region—have
prompted a U.S. effort to hedge its bets in the Eastern Mediterranean and reduce
its dependence on Turkish installations. The United States has expanded basing
options in Jordan as well,'*

Cyprus should be seen in this wider context. The fiscal year 2020 NDAA, enacted

and the moves to deepen defense ties with Greece and

in December 2019, lifted a 32-year-old arms embargo on Cyprus; in July 2020, the
United States announced limited new military training, and in September, it lifted
restrictions on some nonlethal defense articles.'® This year’s NDAA included sev-
eral measures to expand the U.S. military presence in the Eastern Mediterranean
and Black Sea broadly, though many of these steps are aimed at Russia. Secretary
Pompeo’s highly publicized visit to the U.S.-Greek base at Souda Bay on Crete

was, perhaps, a more direct signal to Turkey."

Aside from the headline-grabbing travels of Secretary Pompeo, the more incre-
mental steps reflect a deliberate hedging strategy advanced by the professional
bureaucracy. This more measured course is likely to continue under the Biden
administration, absent the public focus from the Trump administration on

U.S. LNG exports and open boosterism for sovereign commercial interests at

the expense of the U.S. position as a mediator. Still, in keeping with a broader
approach of compartmentalization and slowing of escalatory cycles, Biden should
consider pairing this continued shift with an effort to nudge Turkey and Greece
back toward negotiations. If Turkey’s sense of exclusion helped drive its aggres-
sive action, perhaps conveying to Ankara a desire to include Turkey in the Eastern
Mediterranean Gas Forum would help to secure a moratorium on energy explo-
ration in disputed waters."” Turkey is unlikely to back away from its unilateral

course, but there is little downside to trying.

That U.S. engagement is badly needed, as most other potential mediators have
effectively chosen sides or are otherwise unsuitable. NATO is a valuable venue for
dialogue and mediation but is currently limited to military deconfliction. The EU
does not include key powers, including Turkey, the United States, and the United
Kingdom—important primarily due to its bases in Cyprus and its role as a guaran-
tor power on the island. The EU also must fundamentally support member states
Greece and Cyprus in order to defend its overall integrity, understandably com-
promising Turkey’s view of its even-handedness. Finally, the bloc is substantially
held back by the de facto requirement for unanimity, as well as important differ-

ences among key member states on how to deal with Turkey.
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Perhaps most importantly, key EU member France is itself a vociferous party to
the conflict. France has chosen to back Greece to the hilt, and the dispute has
become highly personalized—and publicized—between Presidents Erdogan and
Macron, a rhetorical battle both may welcome.'"® In the latest salvoes, Erdogan
said, “Macron needs some sort of mental treatment.”'* On December 4, he

went on to say, “Macron is a trouble for France... I hope that France will get rid

of Macron trouble as soon as possible.”** Some argue that President Macron is
equally happy to stoke tensions as part of his domestic play to stave of the far-right
challenge of Marine Le Pen and a wider strategic play to assert French power in
the Mediterranean and within the EU."*! Certainly, the context and rhetoric point

to some domestic considerations.

Libya

France’s overall approach again illustrates how the Eastern Mediterranean cri-

sis has become entangled with the Libyan war and wider regional contests over
energy and political Islam. Alongside its backing of Greece, France has made
naval deployments and provided military material and political cover for the
forces of Khalifa Haftar, siding in Libya with his counter-GNA forces backed by
Russia, Egypt, and the UAE."** For France, the Libyan involvement is important
in bolstering its influence in the Mediterranean, securing commercial contracts,
controlling migration, and boosting counterterrorism efforts across the Sahel.
But France is also sympathetic to the UAE, Egypt, and Saudi Arabia’s ideological
opposition to the Muslim Brotherhood and associated groups across the region; it
has taken sides in the regional contest on this issue that has raged since the Arab
uprisings. President Macron recently gave Egyptian President Abdel Fattah al-Sisi
France’s highest honor, the Légion d’"Honneur, at the Elysée Palace during a state

visit, horrifying human rights activists in light of Egypt’s record.'*’

France has also helped drive an EU maritime arms embargo of Libya. Limiting
the flow of arms to the Libyan conflict is a worthy goal, but the implementation

of the embargo has angered Turkey. Ankara sees the EU’s embargo—particularly
given France’s role—in the context of the wider regional struggle, rather than asa
disinterested effort to de-escalate the Libyan war. The embargo is enforced only at
sea, thereby limiting Turkey’s shipments but letting the UAE, Egypt, France, and
Russia supply Haftar freely by air and land. Indeed, the UAE has conducted 850
airstrikes on Haftar’s behalf, deployed drones, and brought in hundreds of flights
of weaponry and material with little interference, while Turkish ships have been

stopped and searched.'**

27 Center for American Progress |



Turkey, meanwhile, is seeking to protect four main interests in Libya and this
wider context. Ankara hoped its maritime deal with the GNA would help drive
awedge in the Egypt-Israel-Cyprus-Greece energy alliance, as well as provide a
chit to potentially trade in the maritime disputes with Athens. Ankara also has
serious potential commercial interests at stake and hopes to reduce the haircut
on debts from the days of Moammar Gaddafi—debts the Turkish side says total
$16 billion."* The ideological dispute over political Islam is likewise important
in explaining Turkey’s support for the GNA and hostility toward the counter-
revolutionary forces of Saudi Arabia, the UAE, Egypt, and Russia. For Erdogan,
this regional rivalry is deeply personal; in his view, Sisi is a “tyrant” running,

to paraphrase, a coupist government'>*—and Egypt and its backers are invet-
erately opposed to his own, self-righteous anti-coupist government.'*” In all

this, Turkey is also supporting the U.N.-recognized government, also backed, if
less aggressively, by Germany, the United Kingdom, and Italy. For Turkey, the
Libyan deployment was also tied to Syria—and Idlib in particular. The timeline
of Turkey’s escalation in Libya in late 2019 and early 2020 lines up with Turkey’s
desperate attempts to slow or stop the Russian and Syrian regime offensive in Idlib
and prevent another influx of refugees. Libya is also tied to Syria in a less obvious
way, representing an outlet for Syrian fighters that is useful in Turkey’s efforts to

manage proxies in their zones of control in northern Syria.

To secure these interests, Ankara deployed military advisers and thousands of
Syrian opposition fighters and brought in shiploads of supplies, drones, and other
military hardware.'?® This intervention saved the GNA and pushed the LNA back
from Tripoli to the gates of the key energy and military installations at Sirte and
Jufra, facilities that determine control of the country’s main energy export ter-
minals. Facing a Turkish-dominated Liyba, Egypt declared Sirte and Jufra a “red
line,” and Russia reportedly echoed that warning and deployed powerful new mili-
tary hardware to the front, signaling its willingness to escalate.'” At that point,
negotiations paused the fighting, and a ceasefire deal was concluded that left both
sides able to avoid both a full defeat or, alternatively, a serious escalation. Thus far,
the ceasefire has held.

But Libya remains a potential flashpoint. On the ground, the removal of foreign
fighters was meant to be completed by the end of January 2021, but both sides
have continued to train their forces. The opposing Libyan forces are also meant
to retrench, a delicate process requiring trust between longtime antagonists.'*
Russia has continued to rhetorically back the U.N. de-escalation effort,"*' but

the process to agree to a framework to monitor the deal and give it heft remains
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complicated.”* LNA leader Khalifa Haftar threatened a new offensive in late
December 2020 after Turkey extended the legal mandate for its deployment to
Libya."*> More broadly, key regional issues are at stake. Turkey has continued to
build its presence, with two permanent military bases and some 3,000 to 5,000
Turkish personnel and Syrian mercenaries.** Russia always takes a keen interest
in developments that could affect their share of the oil and gas export market to
Europe. Russia also seeks low-cost ways, such as the deployment of mercenaries,
to demonstrate that it is an international player to be reckoned with. Moscow also
shares some interest in the regional struggle against political Islam and has devel-
oped commercial interests. The Wagner Group has made major deployments to
Libya; these mercenaries may not make a profit if the government that pays them
is run out of power—or denied a share of energy exports. It is unclear the extent
to which Wagner’s deployment is purely commercially motivated, or whether it

is part of a meaningful Russian push to assert itself as a Mediterranean power. In
addition to its well-established base in Syria’s Tartus, Russia has recently deepened
ties with Egypt, conducting the countries’ first joint Black Sea military exercise.
In this context, a Libyan government in debt to Russia and Wagner is valuable,
bringing access to ports, influence on the energy market, and some leverage with

Europe over migration.

It is not hard to imagine the Libyan ceasefire getting caught up in the dense thicket
of issues between Russia and Turkey. Either side could decide to attempt a mili-
tary move to recast the status quo; equally, the respective proxies on the ground
could escalate matters. The connections with the broader Eastern Mediterranean
crisis mean it is not just the fraught dynamics on the ground in Libya itself that
could determine whether the ceasefire holds or 2021 brings a new escalation and
flashpoint. Just as developments in Idlib and Cyprus played a role in Turkey’s
deeper intervention, so could events in other domains of this broad Eastern
Mediterranean contest lead any of the actors involved to stir the Libyan pot. If
either Turkey or Russia took direct losses in Libya, it could easily spark a new cri-
sis, potentially involving—at least in political and economic terms—the EU and
the United States. Inversely, if Russia and Turkey continue to manage the Libyan
ceasefire between them, it could remove one potential source of Turkish-Russian

conflict that could alter Turkey’s procurement decisions.

Turkey’s intervention in Libya’s civil war aligned with U.S. interests in some
ways, helping counter Russian influence and stabilize the U.N.-backed govern-
ment. But Ankara’s attempt to use its leverage over the GNA to upend the Eastern

Mediterranean maritime and energy picture was hardly helpful from Washington’s
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perspective, deepening a dispute between two treaty allies and complicating

the Libyan crisis."** And regardless of the overall calculus, it has significantly
increased tensions with the Europeans and the risk of clashes with Russia, the
UAE, and Egypt. Going back to the initial intervention in 2011, the United States
always hoped to, essentially, outsource Libya to the Europeans. Since then, the
United States has mainly tracked counterterrorism concerns. The limitations of
this approach have become clear as the conflict has slowly been internationalized,
drawn in all sides of the wider regional tussle, and become thoroughly enmeshed
with Turkish-Hellenic disputes. President Trump bears a lot of responsibility for
implicitly green-lighting the Russian-UAE-Haftar offensive and failing to engage
in even basic mediation'*%; his call to Haftar just eight days after Secretary Pompeo
had condemned the military offensive against Tripoli was widely seen as a White
House blessing."*” But this proxy escalation has also shown that the EU—strug-
gling with its need for consensus amid divisions between key member states—is
unlikely to effectively manage the Libyan conflict or respond to Turkey’s revan-

chism without coordinated U.S. engagement.

The United States should throw its diplomatic weight behind the current cease-
fire, expand its efforts to “name and shame” Russia for its mercenary activities in
Libya to include Egypt and the UAE, and prod the European Union to redouble its
humanitarian support and broaden its efforts to limit arms to include both sides.
Likewise, as part of its compartmentalized approach, the United States should
make clear to Turkey that the United States supports the GNA but does not sup-
port further military offensives. Perhaps a measure of reassurance will allow for
conversations about demobilizing Turkey’s Syrian proxies and abrogating its dis-
ruptive maritime agreement with the GNA as a step toward broader negotiations.
The aim should be to decouple Libya from the broader Eastern Mediterranean
crisis by pushing Turkey to step back from its unworkable deal with the GNA,
which could, in turn, be used to push Greece and Egypt to temper their approach.
Turkey will want something for any concession, and the administration will have
to carefully weigh the odds of meaningful de-escalation with the risk of rewarding

Turkey for its unilateralism.

Syria

Syria remains the bloodiest and most intractable conflict of the past decade and a
major source of U.S.-Turkish tension. The conflict and the associated refugee crisis
are deeply enmeshed in Turkish domestic politics, and the mistrust and anger that
surround U.S. policy on the issue is hard to overstate. Ankara has launched four

significant military interventions in Syria since 2016, three of which mainly tar-
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geted the Syrian Kurdish YPG. Ankara views the group as a wing of the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK), its main terrorist threat. The United States supported the
YPG against the Islamic State, rolling the Kurdish group into a wider multiethnic
umbrella group, the SDF, which defeated the Islamic State and remains a close
American partner and the force maintaining a fragile stability in eastern Syria.
Turkey’s interventions were aimed at preventing an autonomous Kurdish-led
statelet along Turkey’s southern border, which Ankara feared might strengthen
the PKK insurgency. Beyond crippling the chances of Kurdish autonomy, Erdogan
sought to establish a buffer zone along the Syrian border, into which Turkey could
resettle some of the 3.6 million Syrian refugees living in Turkey. The Syrian refu-
gees are a huge political liability for Erdogan and the AKP, driving their popularity

to new lows at a time of economic austerity and anxiety.

In October 2019, at Erdogan’s behest, President Trump abruptly pulled U.S.
troops from parts of northern Syria, where their presence had effectively prevented
a Turkish attack on the SDF. The Turkish military and its Syrian proxies moved

in, forcing the SDF to invite Syrian regime and Russian forces to move into parts
of the northeast to contain the Turkish offensive. This has resulted in a patchwork
of effective control in northeastern Syria,'*® with Turkey and its proxies holding

a salient from Tel Abyad to Ras al-Ayn as far south as the M4 highway, where the
SDF retains control with some Syrian regime presence and periodic patrols by
both American and Russian forces.'* The proxies Ankara relies on to secure its
zones of control are violent and ill-disciplined, and there are regular clashes along

the lines of control.

In northwestern Syria, meanwhile, thousands of Turkish forces line the perimeter
of a pocket of Idlib and Aleppo provinces, where some 4 million Syrians—many
internally displaced persons (IDPs) from other parts of the country—Ilive under the
primary control of Hayat Tahrir al-Sham (HTS), the Syrian jihadist rebel group.
This narrow band of northwestern Syria represents the last redoubt of the rebellion
against the Assad regime, pushed further and further toward the Turkish border in
successive regime and Russian offensives. The most recent offensive, in early 2020,
ended with a deal in which Turkish and rebel forces once again retrenched and
Turkey and Russia agreed to a security corridor and joint patrols along this western
stretch of the M4 highway."** The deal was prompted by the fourth major Turkish
military intervention in Syria, this time a largely aerial campaign targeting Assad
regime forces in retaliation for regime shelling and a Russian airstrike that killed
33 Turkish troops in the preceding offensive.'* Here, too, there are regular clashes,

shelling, and airstrikes along the border of the rebel-held area.
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Here, then, are the two obvious flashpoints in Syria—in the northeast and in the
northwest—that could affect U.S.-Turkish relations, both directly and through
their potential to recast Turkish-Russian relations and, therefore, Ankara’s
decision-making calculus on the S-400s. For some in Washington, with the
Islamic State crippled, these two Syrian flashpoints are not top-tier issues, but
rather the latest chapters in a tragic war that, for the United States, has settled into
a sad stalemate. But it is worth reinforcing that, for Ankara, these are omnipres-
ent, critical issues where both Turkish personnel and President Erdogan’s political
standing are directly at risk. And while the United States can accept de-escalation
on humanitarian grounds and continued pressure on the Islamic State, some in
Turkey have longer-term ambitions to reshape the region. Indeed, Erdogan has
effectively created a Sunni Arab-Turkmen belt in northern Syria, where some 6
million people live in Turkish-administered or influenced areas. Turkey’s revan-

chism is not a theory; it is a fact.

For Erdogan, Syria is a question of domestic politics and regime security tied to
his reliance on nationalist voters and the toxic politics around the Syrian refugee
issue and the Kurdish conflict.'"** Across the Turkish political spectrum, there is
fury about the Syrians’ presence in major Turkish cities. Erdogan’s fundamental
calculus weighs whether is it more costly—both politically and financially—to
continue protecting the Turkish-controlled zones in Syria or to potentially face
several million more refugees in Turkey, should those zones collapse. There could
be a potential third option, should Erdogan explore a rapprochement with the SDF
and its U.S. backers in eastern Syria, but here the Turkish president is again boxed
in by the domestic imperative to maintain nationalist support, which would balk at
such a pivot.'*® These political realities mean Erdogan and the Turkish government
must be seen to take aggressive steps to stem Syrian outmigration and resettle
Syrians in the Turkish zones—the only approach the Turkish public favors.'**
Beyond these political concerns, President Erdogan and a segment of his party
base have ideological reasons to favor an activist approach in Syria—for some
“compassionate Islamists,” to burnish Turkey’s image as the leader and protector
of the wider Islamic community; for other more nationalist sectors, to underline
Turkey’s strength and regional influence.'** Taken together, then, Erdogan will

likely find it difficult or impossible to give up more ground in Syria.

The likeliest risks are therefore further Turkish military moves into the northeast

or further regime and Russian moves into the northwest.
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Asrecently as October 2020, a year after the routinely violated ceasefire, Erdogan
again threatened a new military incursion against the SDF."*¢ In the northeast,
there are some signs that Turkey would like to seize Ayn Issa, an important cross-
roads along the M4 that would allow Turkey to impede SDF communications—as
well as international humanitarian assistance—across the northeast.'*” Tell Tamer
or Kobani are other possible targets. Turkey is limited by the Russian and Syrian
regime forces now present along the line of control, meaning any major Turkish
attack would need to be coordinated with Moscow or risk Russian personnel.
Ankara has shown itself willing to target Syrian regime forces, but direct exchanges
with the Russians would be a major escalation that could bring in NATO. In normal
times, that would be more than enough to deter both sides, but the severe erosion of
alliance cohesion might make Moscow more likely to take a risky, confrontational
line with the hope of splintering the Western allies. The risk is not so much that
NATO would be directly drawn into a crisis in Syria—after all, many NATO mem-
ber states opposed Turkey’s unilateral interventions—but that the alliance’s refusal

to back Ankara could drive a further spiral of alliance disunity.

Still, that is a low-probability, high-impact scenario. More likely, clashes will
remain localized and manageable. The last Turkish incursion elicited international
condemnation, arms embargoes, and further congressional efforts to sanction
Turkey—and that came under a Trump administration that had tacitly approved
the incursion. There are few justifications for additional Turkish action. Ankara
has effectively crippled the prospects of Syrian Kurdish autonomy, seized territory
in which to resettle refugees, and now faces severe demands on its resources; the
strategic rationale for a further incursion is flimsy. But domestic politics—specifi-
cally, the desire to splinter the opposition electoral coalition over the Kurdish
issue—could always interfere with any rational analysis. To further reduce the
risks of a new Turkish incursion and a new wave of conflict and displacement, the
Biden administration should take a clearer, more forceful line in Syria in defense
of the ceasefire with the SDF. The United States’ interests in eastern Syria are to
alleviate humanitarian suffering, prevent an Islamic State resurgence, and—to the
limited extent possible—push for some broader de-escalation in Syria to allow for
an eventual political settlement. Each of these interests requires a capable partner
to provide security on the ground, and the SDF is that partner; Turkey’s continued
threats toward the group undermine U.S. interests, and the new team should out-
line consequences in advance in case a new attack materializes. The administration
could explore pairing this clear line in defense of the SDF with an offer to explore
additional humanitarian cooperation in certain Turkish-controlled zones.'** There
are severe limitations to this approach and good reasons that the United States
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has not done more to legitimize Turkey’s incursions; any such effort would require
Turkey to take steps to rein in its proxies” human rights abuses. But there may also

be benefits to being seen to attempt positive action.

In the northwest, Turkey has bolstered its military posture and, in early 2020,
shown its willingness to use military force against the regime to defend the last
pocket of rebel and IDP territory in Idlib. The regime is still intent, theoretically,
on recovering the entire country and, as a more immediate goal, would like to
take back the M4 in the northwest to allow transit from Aleppo to Latakia without
harassment and to push the rebels further toward the Turkish border."** But the
regime’s resources are limited, and HTS is entrenched in Idlib; the regime needs
Russian support for such an offensive.'*° For Russia, it either did not feel it could
stop Turkey’s strikes on the regime in early 2020—either technically or for fear of
sparking a more coherent NATO response—or it did not mind letting Turkey cut
the regime down to size, further reinforcing Damascus’ dependence on Moscow.

For Russia, there is little urgency, and the near-term rationale for pushing another
offensive in Idlib is unclear. It would back Turkey and Erdogan into a corner,
perhaps prompting an aggressive response. It might also prompt Erdogan, in
desperation, to pull the plug on the S-400 purchase and pivot back toward the
United States. For Putin, better to let Turkish-HTS tensions play out and use Idlib
as a useful pressure point against Turkey on other fronts in Libya or Nagorno-
Karabakh, while continuing to focus on the long game of deepening the Turkey-
U.S. split through the S-400 deal. This balance explains why the March ceasefire is
more or less holding in strategic terms, though there are local clashes and frequent
regime shelling of rebel areas; proxies on the ground want to fight, while their
great power backers favor stasis for the time being. It is possible that Russia may
eventually back the regime in retaking M4 in order to maintain its own relative
influence in Syria vis-a-vis Iran, but the number of Turkish troops and rebel fight-
ers—and the difficult terrain around the key city of Jisr al-Shughur—mean it does

not appear imminent.

The overall picture, then, is of a balkanized Syria with blurry and violent borders
between zones of control and widespread human suffering. Any further military
move by Turkey in the northeast would trigger outrage—and possible sanctions—
from the United States and Europe. A move on Idlib by the Syrian regime and
Russia would spark a humanitarian catastrophe on a scale not seen since Aleppo

and, possibly, a Turkish military response. Turkey’s justifiable sense of abandon-
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ment by the international community—and Erdogan’s political desperation—
would have uncertain outcomes, but a new crisis at the Turkish-Greek border
could be expected. Depending on the timing—in other words, if the damage has
not already been done—a Russian-backed attack on Idlib might torpedo Russian-
Turkish relations and scrap the chances of further S-400 purchase or other defense

cooperation. Syria therefore brings no shortage of potential flashpoints.
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Conclusion

It will take deft diplomacy, a bit of luck, and restraint from multiple parties to get
through 2021 without a more fundamental break in Turkey’s relations with the
United States and Europe. Washington and Ankara see the current impasse in
fundamentally different ways and struggle to even agree on a narrative of what has
taken place since 201S. Yet both sides have crucial interests that stand to suffer if

such a break occurs.

The new administration in the United States will likely not seek an early break with
Turkey, but the reality of these many flashpoints—and political machinery set in
motion by Turkey’s own actions—means that a firmer line is all but certain. The
United States should try to keep the relationship broadly frozen until something
changes—either Russia and Turkey fall out over one of the many issues that separate
them, the economic crisis becomes so dire that Ankara is forced to make conces-
sions, or the next election brings political change. Indeed, many in the West only

hope to hold things together in the knowledge that there will be a day after Erdogan.

But Erdogan himself has a habit of forcing Turkey on to the agenda and can eas-
ily do so by raising tensions in the Eastern Mediterranean, Libya, Syria, or the
Caucasus. It is Erdogan’s actions that will drive events this year. There are severe
costs to his aggressive line at home and abroad, but his political imperatives and
personal history offer little reason to believe he will make meaningful concessions.
Absent such concessions, there will be more painful readjustments to come on
both sides. The United States will have to continue adjusting to Ankara’s assertive-
ness and Erdogan’s insistence on charting an independent course with little defer-
ence to the wishes of Turkey’s traditional Western allies. For Turkey, there will be
painful consequences to this unilateral path. Turkey has suffered at times from
Western disregard for its concerns, as Erdogan never ceases to point out, but it has
also benefited tremendously in socioeconomic, political, and military terms. For
Turkey in the short term, there will be a difficult transition from the laissez-fare,
right-wing hyperrealism of Trump and his administration to the more values-

based, liberal internationalist approach of Biden and his team.
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Erdogan sees a multipolar world and wants to chart a more independent course
and build Turkey into a major power with less deference to the West. Toward that
end, he has adopted a transactional approach toward traditional allies and deep-
ened ties with Russia and other countries. As Turkish officials often say, Turkey
does not want to choose between Russia and the West. But Russia has militarily
intervened in Georgia, Ukraine, Syria, and Libya; repeatedly bombed hospitals

in Syria; harassed U.S. diplomats and murdered dissidents at home and abroad;
hacked U.S. companies and government institutions; and, most egregiously, inter-
fered in elections in the United States and Europe. Increasingly, choosing a side is

exactly what the West demands of an ally.

If Turkey does not wish to choose, that does not make it an enemy; but it does
mean Ankara is no longer on the team. And while Turkey, as a sovereign state, may
purchase arms from whomever it likes, that decision should not be free of conse-
quences within a Western security architecture designed to guard the democratic
order against Russian aggression. Often, when observers of Turkey talk about
areset in relations, it is shorthand for a magical process by which things will go
back to how they were in 2012 or so. In fact, the reset that is needed is more of a
memory wipe—to clear some of the mistrust and mythology and to close the gap
between rhetoric and reality. To stretch the metaphor, perhaps a functional new
operating system could then be installed. Such a new system would need to recog-
nize that, for all the talk, the United States and Turkey are not presently strategic
partners; Turkey is pursuing strategic autonomy, and the United States should

accept this and respond with firm transactionalism, not hostility or false hopes.

Finally, all of the issues discussed in this report will have huge effects on—and
often in—Europe. Turkey’s decision on the S-400 and the U.S. response under
CAATSA will have an impact on NATO cohesion and European defense.
Washington’s line on TurkStream 2 is tied to the Nord Stream 2 dispute and will
reverberate through European energy markets. The posture in Syria, Libya, and
the Eastern Mediterranean will shape the migration issue and the internal politics
of the European Union. These complex crises cannot be disentangled, making a
mockery of both “America First” and “strategic autonomy” and underlining the

importance of U.S.-EU coordination on and, where possible, with Turkey.
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