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Time To Pick Sides? Why Military
Escalation in Ukraine May Force
Erdogan’s Hand
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A handcuffed man identified as Yevgeny Panov, suspected of being involved in a group that Russia's
Federal Security Service (FSB) identified as Ukrainian "saboteurs," is led by FSB officers in Crimea, Aug.
11, 2016. Russian Federal Security Service Press Service / AP

With tensions rising again between Russia and Ukraine, TurkeyBmay well be forced to decide
which side of the fence it wants to sit on. It is a decisionBthat may mean falling out of love
with Russia again.

Russian President Vladimir Putin and his Turkish counterpartBRecep Erdogan recently met in
St. Petersburg to rebuild the bridges they hadBceremoniously burned almost one year ago.

This was the third step toward a rapprochement sinceBfalling foul of each other over the
downing of a Russian fighter jet in TurkishBairspace in November last year. In the final days
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of June, Erdogan apologized&to the family of the Russian pilot and expressed his desire for
the restorationBof “friendly ties” with Russia, while Putin was one of the first to offer his
support to ErdoganBfollowing Turkey’s attempted armed coup in July.

But how sustainable is this new relationship? The characterBtraits of both leaders and their
governments — including projecting of strengthBat any cost, an uneasy relationship with
immediate neighbors, and paranoia aboutBa shrinking sphere of influence — suggest a
volatile alliance. And, indeed,Bagitation around the Crimean peninsula just days after
theirBmeeting could force relations into dangerous waters again.

A thorny issue

During the nine-month hiatus in Russian-Turkish relations,Bworries began to surface in
Russia over the possibility that Turkey and UkraineBmight build closer relations in defense of
the Crimean Tatars — a Turkic peopleBindigenous to Crimea who have been the subject of
heightened persecution sinceBthe annexation in March 2014. In 2015 Erdogan

hosted Tatar

leaders in Turkey, expressing hisBsolidarity with the Tatar people and vowing never to
recognize Moscow’s illegalBannexation.

Ukraine has repeatedly attempted to engage Turkey to helpBprotect the rights of Tatars and
its territorial integrity, while Moscow hasBsought to reassure Ankara that Tatar rights were
being respected. It is unclearBBhow well Russia has done in this respect, given its decision in
April this yearBto ban the Crimean Mejlis as an extremist organization and

exile their

leader,®Mustafa Dzhemilev.

At the NATO Warsaw summit in July, Erdogan met withBUkrainian President Petro
Poroshenko to express his “support for Ukraine'sBterritorial integrity” and condemn “the
oppression of Crimean Tatars in occupied Crimea.” But his support so far has been limited to
intermittentBrhetorical gestures, and the fact that this meeting took place just days afterB&his
apology over the Russian jet incident indicates his unwillingness to pick aBEside on the issue.

Coming to a head

But Erodgan’s handBmay soon be forced. Last week Russia closed a number of key
borderBcheckpoints between Crimea and mainland Ukraine, prompting

aHllarge amount of

confusion. In an all too familiar scenario,BCrimea was locked down, with entry and exit
barred to residents ofBthe peninsula. Russia claimed that the Crimean checkpoints had
beenHclosed due to terrorist plots aimed at destabilizing Crimea.BUkrainian President Petro
Poroshenko fired back, stating that suchBclaims were a “fantasy” and a “provocation.”

Poroshenko subsequently put his troopsBon combat alert, while Russia shipped over new air
defense missiles.BRussia’s agitation in Crimea has probably been carefully calculatedBas a
means of further bolstering public support for the war in theBDonbass in advance of the
forthcoming Duma elections, just as PutinBused fear-mongering about the threat posed to
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ethnic Russians byBUkrainian fascists ahead of the Crimea referendum.

By constructing what is seen as aBplausible threat against Crimea, Putin might be able to give
his ownBpopularity ratings another boost before Russia goes to the polls. ButBthe unrest also
provides Russia with an excuse to further beef up itsBmilitary presence on the peninsula. This
should worry both Europe and&Turkey.

The Crimean Tatars are not the onlyBsource of tension between Putin and Erdogan. Also at
play areBTurkey’s security concerns in the Black Sea region, which areBexacerbated by
increased Russian presence, the proxy war overBNagorno-Karabakh, which flared up again
just a few months ago, andBthe de facto Russian safe-zone that had been put in place for
KurdsHBin Syria.

While both leaders were happy to kissBand make up, it is unclear how long the
rapprochement will last.®There are plenty of things bringing Putin and Erdogan together,
butBthere are also plenty that have the potential to push them apart.

In particular, if any new conflictBbreaks out between Russian-controlled Crimea and
mainland Ukraine,BTurkey will have to do what it least desires — pick a side andBstick with it.

Gareth Davies is editorial coordinator at the European Council on Foreign Relations and
associate editor at WARSCAPES magazine.
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