TextO re.

Tirkiye's
Balancing Act

P Q;E‘“?. I Y —— o N
B [ e

.‘017

" N R
=

;‘}1

g l : - L., \
Prepared By
Miranda Alsop and Benjamin Weber
:_ : o N2 ﬂ .".‘ " = 3 |
B
‘w‘.;.l 5 2. « L A
o PSRN &




TextOre

Turkiye’s Balancing Act

by TextOre analysts Miranda Alsop and Benjamin Weber

Tlirkiye has played a central role in the
ongoing Ukraine war by leveraging what
might as easily be vulnerabilities — a
location at the center of hostilities in a
region in which it is already a party to
two other armed conflicts and its
economic dependence (of varying
degrees) on both combatants — into
strengths through assertive diplomacy.
It has succeeded in these roles by dint of its own efforts certainly, but also because
the major players all see a value in (or at least a use for) Turkish diplomacy. That
balance is precarious and could be tipped by any of several external factors outside
Tlrkiye’s control, by Tiirkiye’s own international ambitions leading it into a
misreading of the moment, or by the domestic political concerns expected to
dominate 2023 presidential and parliamentary elections. In concrete terms, of all the
potential mediators to the conflict, Turkish President Erdogan is the only one who
has chalked a win. Whether he can bridge the substantial gap between the two
parties and bring an end to the war, however, remains to be seen. Meanwhile, given
the overlapping webs of trade to the east and sanctions from the west, Ankara will
need to remain nimble and attentive to ensure that Tiirkiye can address its domestic
needs without running afoul of its many partners.

Literally as well as figuratively, Turkiye is at the center of Russia’s war on
Ukraine, which has added substantially to the challenges Ankara faced already
with its own involvement in the Syrian civil war, the recent conflict between its
client Azerbaijan and Russia’s ally Armenia, and its always-complex
relationship with Iran. A recent Congressional Research Service (CRS) report
noted that, while Turkiye is dependent on NATO and the United States for security, it
is still dependent on Russia and Iran for energy. “Without a means of global power
projection or major natural resource wealth,” CRS contended, “Turkiye’s military
strength and economic well-being appear to remain largely dependent on these
traditional relationships.” Most analysts judge Turkiye has played this tricky hand
well. Ankara has transformed its precarious position between Russia and Ukraine
into a diplomatic asset, increasing its geopolitical significance, argues Yevgeniya
Gaber, a Ukrainian foreign policy expert.i TUrkiye relies on Russia for trade and
energy, but Turkiye still needs an independent Ukraine, argues Rich Outzen, a non-
resident scholar at the Atlantic Council. If Russia were to absorb Ukraine, it would
present a more serious threat to Turkish regional security, whereas a strong Ukraine
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would be beneficial, especially as a trading partner across the Black Sea.i Therefore,
Erdogan supplies Ukraine with weapons, while capitalizing on Moscow’s isolation by
increasing bilateral trade.~

Tarkiye relies on Russia for trade and energy, but Erdogan faces the geopolitical
imperative to preserve an independent Ukraine. If Russia were to absorb Ukraine, it
would present a more serious threat to Turkish regional security, whereas a strong
Ukraine would be beneficial, especially as a trading partner across the Black Sea.-
Therefore, Erdogan supplies Ukraine with weapons, while capitalizing on Moscow’s
isolation by increasing bilateral trade.~
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Ankara has explicitly condemned the war and reiterated its support for
Ukraine’s territorial integrity. Turkiye has voted in favor of UN General Assembly
resolutions defending Ukraine’s territorial integrity since 2014.v It strongly criticized
the illegitimate referendums held not only in the four occupied territories in
September 2022, but also in Crimea in 2014.vi Exercising its rights under the 1936
Montreux Convention, Turkiye closed the Dardanelles and Bosphorous straits to
warships.~ Erdogan has maintained cordial ties with his Ukrainian counterpart,
President Volodymyr Zelenskiy, through dialogue and offers of assistance on the
humanitarian situation.< During a visit to Lviv in August 2022, he also committed
(albeit comparatively modestly) to helping rebuild Ukraine’s infrastructure, including
roads and bridges.~

The significant — and delicate — element of the Turkish-Ukrainian relationship is
Tarkiye’s provision of drones and other military equipment, which played a significant
role in the early months of the war. Ukraine and Turkiye’s military cooperation
increased rapidly at that time, with Turkish exports to Kyiv rocketing up 5,000% in

AN 2




TextOre

the first two months of 2022.xi Turkish defence companies Baykar, Aselsan, and
Roketsan+ all provided Ukraine with weapons.~ OSINT defense analysts at Oryz
reported that although “Turkiye has remained the friendliest of all the NATO
countries towards Moscow, it is also the only NATO country that has supplied
armament to Ukraine without the explicit condition not to use these against targets
located inside Russia.™

Turkish drones, particularly the Bayraktar TB2 drones, made significant contributions
to Ukraine’s ability to destroy Russian equipment.~ The importance of Turkish
weapons then was highlighted by a meeting between Zelenskiy and the CEO of
Baykar, Haluk Bayraktar, in September
2022. Zelenskiy thanked Bayraktar and
his company for boosting the power of
the Ukrainian Armed Forces and
thanked the Turkish government and
citizens for their support.~i Over time,
however, their success rate has
decreased, with some observers
believing that the concentration of
Russian forces in Donetsk and Luhansk

with better force protection, as well as Photo from the 24 August 2021 parade
commemorating 30 years of Ukrainian Independence
lessons learned from the early days of Lina Reshetnyk/Shutterstock.com

the war, have reduced the effectiveness

of the platform.»Some analysts have suggested in particular that examination of
downed units has allowed the Russians to identify and jam the frequencies
employed by the drones.» The number of TB2 drones used by the Ukrainian Armed
Forces is decreasing, and military analysts suggests that currently TB2 losses are
currently higher than Turkish production.»

Production Partnership

Unlike many of the arms transfers to Ukraine, which have been made by governments
from their own available stocks, Turkish drones have been transferred directly from
manufacturer Bakyar. Since March 2022, half of the Bayraktar TB2 drones have been
donated, while the others have been sold at half price.» However, Bakyar’'s
relationship with Ukraine goes deeper. Since November 2021, Ukrainian high-tech
engine manufacturer lvchenko-Progress has been supplying Baykar with jet engines
for the drones.~ Despite the outbreak of war, the two companies continue to work
together. Baykar CEO Haluk Bayraktar reaffirmed his commitment to the project in
August and announced plans to assemble Akinci and Kizilelma drones in Ukraine,
stating that construction of a factory has already begun.»" In response, Kremlin
spokesperson, Dmitry Peskov, threatened that any such factory would fall under
Russia’s “demilitarization” aims.=
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Unsurprisingly, the sale of Turkish weapons to Ukraine has caused anger within the
Kremlin. In line with Russian propaganda, Foreign Minister Sergei Lavrov warned
countries against arming “the Nazi-controlled Kiev regime” and Peskov claimed the
Ukrainian armed forces would use the Turkish weapons “against their own people.
Russian state media has also questioned whether Russia can consider Turkiye a
friend and ally when “your ally sells weapons to your opponent.”i The Turkish
government thus far has sought to quieten Russian complaints by reiterating the
position that drones are sold by private companies and do not constitute arms sales
from the Turkish state.~i The Russians were unimpressed: official news agency
TASS quoted Russian Ambassador to Turkiye Alexey Yerkhov as saying,
“Explanations like “business is business” won'’t work, since your drones are killing

our soldiers, that's the reason why they are being purchased.”

Nevertheless, Russia may be tolerating the military assistance simply because
President Vladimir Putin needs Erdogan, just as much as Erdogan needs
Putin. Even with Turkish drone sales to Ukraine, Erdogan is confident that Putin
knows he cannot risk his relationship with him, and with that Russia’s relationship
with Tarkiye. From a diplomatic
perspective, Galip Dalay from L
Chatham House

argues Putin uses his relationship
with Erdogan to signal to the
international community that Russia is
not as isolated as the West wants.= In
October, at the Valdai Conference in
Sochi, Putin lavished praise on
Erdogan, calling him “a strong, firm
leader who is guided by the interests quetions123/shutterstock.com
of Turkiye, the Turkish people, and the

Turkish economy.

Turkish concerns are more practical: domestic economic difficulties and next year’s
presidential election mean that Ankara does not want to intensify an already
disastrous economic situation. Turkiye is the only member of NATO not to have
imposed sanctions against Russia, on which it relies heavily for trade, tourism, and

months, at each opportunity pledging closer trade and energy ties. A trip to Sochi in
5 August saw Putin and Erdogan agree to increase cooperation in transport,
agriculture, finance, and construction.~~ Russian citizens are also huge investors into
Turkish real estate. Russians are willing to pay high prices to acquire Turkish
property in order to receive Turkish citizenship in return.~~ This, too, may be an
indicator of the balancing position played by Turkiye: while not embracing sanctions
or closing its airspace to Russian flights allows for the possibility that Turkiye will be
a venue in which oligarchs evade sanctions (more below), it also provides a viable
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haven for those with the means to flee political persecution or possible
conscription.»

A key element of the relationship remains energy resources. Thanks to the
TurkStream pipeline, Russia was already responsible for 45% of Turkiye’s gas
imports.«i At the September 2022 meeting of the Shanghai Cooperation
Organization in Samarkand, Uzbekistan, the two sides confirmed earlier reports that
25% of Russian gas supplies to Turkiye would be paid for in roubles.=i The switch to
roubles was a boost for Putin, who is looking to bolster a Russian currency cut off
from the international financial system. In an October 2022 bilateral meeting between
Putin and Erdogan in Astana, Putin proposed turning Turkiye into a Russian gas hub
for Europe, stating that Gazprom and Turkish state-owned Botas would build a joint
pipeline to deliver gas to third counties.»x Speaking to his parliamentary deputies,
Erdogan called it a “vital opportunity.™

Despite Erdogan’s enthusiasm, experts judge that the project is likely untenable. The
first hurdle would be finding customers who would buy the Russian gas, as Europe
turns away from Russia towards other providers. The second is the cost. Mikhail
Krutikhin, a partner at Moscow-based RusEnergy predicts the costs for Turkiye alone
would be USD 30 billion and therefore believes it’'s unlikely that “the project will see
the light of day.” Either way, Erdogan is likely to use the gas project proposal to his
advantage. Krutikhin believes he will attempt to use it to gain discounted energy
prices ahead of next year’s elections, in the hopes that this can help resolve
Tarkiye’s current financial crisis.~

These talks of deeper trade and energy integration have in turn sparked calls for
secondary sanctions against Turkiye. Underlining these concerns are the figures:
this year Turkish imports from Russia have more than doubled, pushing Russia to
the top of the list of countries from which Turkiye imports.«i In the other direction,
Turkish exports to Russia have leapt by 113%, making Turkiye the world’s top
exporter to Russia.”» The European Union has also criticized Ankara for not
enforcing sanctions and warned that European companies could also be using
Turkiye to circumvent sanctions.» U.S. Treasury Deputy Secretary Wally Adeyemo
raised similar concerns in an August 2022 meeting with Turkish Deputy Finance
Minister Yunus Elitas, and media report he sent a letter cautioning that Turkish
companies risked consequences if they did business with Russian institutions under
sanctions.»~xi Some Turkish companies did react to the Treasury statement: Turkish
state banks Halkbank, Ziraat Bank, and VakifBank stopped servicing Russian
payment system “Mir,” which is used by thousands of Russians in Turkiye every
year.»ixx Maria Shangina, a specialist on international sanctions, argues that Putin’s
gas proposals come just as the West’s patience may be running out. “The more
Turkiye exploits this space between legal and illegal activities with Russia, | think
there might be a snapping point from the West to impose sanctions,” she said.
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Whatever their uneasiness about economic engagement, both Europe and the
United States have appreciated Tirkiye’s diplomatic achievements. Erdogan
played a direct role in orchestrating the only tangible agreements between Moscow
and Kyiv. Erdogan regularly holds talks with both Zelenskiy and Putin, often
speaking to both on the same day and paying working visits to both Ukraine and
Russia in August 2022.' This continued dialogue has allowed Ankara to secure grain
supplies with the Istanbul Agreement; mediate a high-profile prisoner swap;' be the
base for negotiations held in March and April 2022; and host a meeting between
CIA director Bill Burns and his Russian counterpart Sergei Naryshkin to discuss the
consequences of using nuclear weapons.®

Arguably Erdogan’s greatest achievement has been the grain deal, brokered in
conjunction with United Nations Secretary-General Antonio Guterres.” In July 2022,
Erdogan was central to navigating the deal to permit Ukraine grain exports by sea, in
doing so countering global food shortages and food price inflation. The grain deal
almost collapsed at the end of October due to Russian allegations that Ukraine (with
British help) had attacked the Black Sea Fleet.v Erdogan’s personal intervention on 1
November led Russia to backtrack on its decision to suspend the deal. Speaking to
ATV on the day of the U-turn,
Erdogan boasted of his
involvement. “He [Putin] doesn’t
agree to open this grain corridor
through others. But with me,
when | call... straight away he
opened the grain corridor.™i Later
in the month, Ankara again
played a central role in extending
the grain deal past its original 19
November deadline. Announcing
the 120-day extension, Turkish
Foreign Minister MevlGt
Cavusoglu tweeted, “Istanbul is the beacon for hope! Today the parties agreed to
extend the duration of the Istanbul Grain Deal for another 120 days. We will continue
to work tirelessly to achieve peace under the leadership of President Erdogan.”

Mykola Tys/shutterstock.com

Turkiye’s diplomatic position is seen by the Turkish government as a way to
improve Erdogan’s popularity domestically and Tiirkiye’s position in the world
stage. Turkiye is expected to hold presidential and parliamentary elections in 2023,
and an August 2022 survey by polling company Metropoll showed any of Erdogan’s
putative opponents defeating him by at least six percentage points.* While Erdogan’s
Justice and Development (AK) Party polled highest among parliamentary parties, the
survey suggested that his Cumhur (“People’s”) Alliance with the Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP) would be defeated by the opposition coalition Millet

(“Nation”) Alliance.* The economy remains the most important issue for voters, and
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policy success can carry Erdogan to victory. CRS assesses that Erdogan’s foreign
policy agenda resonates with both his parliamentary coalition partners and the
Turkish public.*» Ozgur Unluhisarcikli, director of the German Marshall Fund in
Ankara, highlighted that Erdogan’s popularity is stabilizing: “compared to last June,
all major polls suggest Erdogan has consolidated his supporters.™ However, polls
suggest there is still a long way to go and that there is still huge frustration amongst
the electorate.™

Beyond immediate electoral considerations, however, is Erdogan’s strategic vision,
which has led Turkiye to play significant roles in Eurasia, Africa, and the Middle East.
Anton Fedyashin argues that Erdogan wishes to strengthen Turkiye’s influence as a
regional player and to act as a bridge nation between Europe and Eurasia in what is
a period of greater Eurasian integration.» As noted in our previous reports, Turkiye is
a critical player in efforts to develop Central Asia and Transcaucasia as an
alternative trade corridor and energy supplier.i

On the international stage, Ankara’s position could further Turkiye’s geopolitical
influence. Erdogan’s spokesman Ibrahim Kalin has boasted that Erdogan is now in
demand from foreign leaders who are looking for a way to reach Putin. “If everyone
burns bridges with Russia... who will the Russians talk to, who will talk to the
Russians?” Kalin’s analysis seems borne out by the fact that Erdogan was one
among only several leaders with whom President Joe Biden met one-on-one at the
G20 Summit in Bali, where Biden again expressed his gratitude for Erdogan’s efforts
to renew the grain deal.™ That said, the big prize — mediating peace talks — continues
to be beyond his reach. To be fair, the two sides maintain positions that are far
enough apart that talks would be challenging at best, but if the dynamic shifted,
Erdogan’s position between Zelenskiy and Putin makes him best placed to convene
the talks.»

Ukraine is not the only issue on the agenda, and Turkish diplomacy also
carries risk. Three issues in particular may impact Tiirkiye’s ability to maintain
its current diplomatic posture: Syria, the Armenia-Azerbaijan conflict, and
Tiirkiye’s role as a potential spoiler in NATO expansion. In Syria, Turkiye has
been on opposing sides with Russia and at odds with the United States over U.S.
relations with Kurdish forces that Ankara sees as an extension of the PKK. Perhaps
believing that both major powers need him enough in Ukraine not to thwart his
ambitions, Erdogan is threatening an on-the-ground invasion in Northern Syria in
retaliation for a 13 November 2022 bombing in Istanbul that Ankara blames on
Kurdish groups. The diplomatic risks to carrying through on the threat are clear: in a
30 November phone call with Turkish Defense Minister Hulusi Akar, U.S. Defense
Secretary Austin expressed “strong opposition to a new Turkish military operation in
Syria. i
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In the South Caucasus, Turkiye has always favored Azerbaijan, and observers
credit Turkish military assistance with playing a critical role in Baku’s recent
battlefield gains.=i Meanwhile, Armenia’s traditional patron Russia and the Collective
Security Treaty Organization it leads have not intervened on its behalf, and Yerevan
has been public in its complaints.»+ Here, Erdogan may be seeking to capitalize on
his advantage by taking on a new “balancing” role. Ankara and Yerevan have agreed
to establish diplomatic relations and to open their border for third-country nationals.»

In Europe, Turkiye has yet to give approval to the accession of Sweden and Finland
to NATO, with Erdogan demanding an end to arms embargos by the two countries
and to their alleged support for Kurdish groups such as the Kurdistan Workers Party
(PKK), People’s Protection Units (YPG) — which Ankara views as the PKK’s Syrian
offshoot — and Gulen movement.> Turkiye, Sweden, and Finland signed a Trilateral
Memorandum in June 2022, which stipulated that Finland and Sweden recognized
the PKK as a terrorist organization and that their arms transfer polices would align
with NATO standards.»i The outstanding issues now seem largely to do with
extraditions the Turks have requested, particularly from Sweden. Observers believe
that a principal motivator of Turkiye’s current hard line is the 2023 elections, with
Erdogan likely keen to show himself as strong on security issues.i That said, he
needs to be mindful of not being seen as a spoiler to the Alliance, on whom as noted
he remains reliant for Turkiye’'s own security. Perhaps the most public sign that the
Alliance’s patience is finite were uncharacteristically pointed remarks by NATO
Secretary General Stoltenberg during his November visit to Ankara:

Finland and Sweden have delivered on their agreement with Turkiye. They
have become strong partners in our joint fight against terrorism, in all its
forms and manifestations. And they are clearly committed to a long-term
engagement with Tarkiye to address your security concerns.

So it is time to welcome Finland and Sweden as full members of NATO.
Their accession will make our Alliance stronger, and our people safer.

In these dangerous times, it is even more important to finalise their
accession, to prevent any misunderstanding or miscalculation in Moscow
and to send a clear message to Russia that NATO’s door remains open. i

Having advanced Turkiye’s agenda on several fronts, Erdogan now needs to
manage — or better end — the crises that have created opportunities for him.
With Russia, Turkiye has moved from even-handedness to a more complex
approach of open support of Ukraine without severing ties with Russia. $Saban
Kardas judged that, while Ankara will want to communicate to Moscow that its
intentions are in achieving balance rather than increasing hostility, Turkiye cannot
accept aggressive, “revisionist” Russian behavior and will take actions to preserve its
interests.»= Looking at NATO, choices Turkiye makes in Syria and on NATO
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expansion will shape its relations with allies on which it relies. Sinan Ulgen argues
that the geopolitical situation shaped Erdogan’s actions in NATO and Syria and gave
him the space to show that Turkiye can still exert leverage within the Alliance to push
for its own demands and gain concessions on national security issues.» The
question is whether he will test that leverage to the breaking point. Finally, while the
Caucasus has been a long-simmering conflict, instability there works against any
plans Turkiye may have to develop trade and energy corridors that would aid it
economically, and so Ankara will need to weigh its traditional support of Azerbaijan
against wider strategic objectives.

Key factors shaping future developments:

Ankara’s balancing act has worked... so far. A miscalculation by the Turks,
or unforeseen escalations or geographic widening of the war in Ukraine (or
Syria or the South Caucasus, for that matter), run the risk of changing the
landscape in ways inimical to maintaining that delicate balance.

Everyone loves a winner. Whatever tensions may exist between the Alliance,
Ukraine, Russia, and Turkiye, negotiating (or facilitating negotiations) that
ended the conflict would be both a triumph and a vindication of Ankara’s
diplomatic balancing efforts. Should Erdogan prove unsuccessful or incapable
in the mediator role, however, it might cost Turkiye much of the good will that
has led the various sides to overlook areas of tension.

All politics are local — not just in Tlirkiye. While many of Erdogan’s
approaches to issues overseas reflect his calculations regarding elections at
home, he needs to understand that the leaders with whom he engages face
the same imperatives. The ability of leaders to address Erdogan’s priorities
rests in no small part on them being able to demonstrate to their constituents
that any concessions were beneficial to the national interest.
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