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Emre Erşen
There is a general consensus among Turkish foreign policy scholars that
Turkey can best be defined as a “middle power” in terms of its material
capabilities and diplomatic inf luence.1 This positioning has prompted
Turkish leaders to effectively balance between the great powers in order
to pursue national interests. In this regard, it can be argued that Turkey’s
relations with Russia have been largely shaped by its political and economic
relations with the West.
Although Ottoman leaders in the 19th century viewed Russia as their
archenemy, they still did not refrain from requesting the assistance of
their powerful neighbor whenever they felt threatened by Britain, France,
and other European powers. In this regard, the World War I (WWI) was
a crucial turning point as it triggered the process resulting in the dissolution
of the Russian and Ottoman empires. Following the Bolshevik Revolution
in 1917, Russia was swept away by a civil war where the anti-Bolshevik
forces received substantial military support from Britain and France. On
the other hand, Turkish nationalists, united around the Mustafa Kemal
Atatürk leadership, launched a war of independence against the same
European invaders. The cooperation that emerged between Atatürk and
Vladimir Lenin’s Bolshevik government during this period paved the way
for a more remarkable political and economic rapprochement between
Ankara and Moscow in the 1920s and 1930s. Yet, the Turkish-Soviet
understanding came to an end in 1945 when Joseph Stalin claimed the
Turkish Straits and Eastern Anatolia, prompting Ankara to seek closer
strategic ties with the transatlantic community and eventually join NATO
in 1952. From the 1960s onwards, when Turkey became more distanced
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from its Western allies because of the Cyprus issue, the Soviet Union was
once again perceived as an important equilibrant in Turkish foreign policy.2
The end of the Cold War presented a golden opportunity to initiate a
breakthrough in Turkish-Russian relations. However, the two countries
quickly became entangled in a new geopolitical rivalry over the newly
independent Turkic states in the Caucasus and Central Asia. In this new
regional context, Turkey moved closer to its transatlantic partners in order
to advance its political and economic inf luence in the former Soviet space,
while Moscow viewed Ankara’s new foreign policy activism as an instrument of NATO’s plans to undermine the traditionally strong Russian
inf luence in the region.3 The dynamics of Turkish-Russian relations began
to change once again in the second half of the 1990s. Turkish leaders were
particularly frustrated by the EU’s 1997 decision to deny full membership
to Turkey. Moscow, on the other hand, was alarmed by NATO’s determination to expand toward the Central and Eastern European countries.4
In this regard, the Turkish-Russian rapprochement—started around the
period of the initiation of the Blue Stream natural gas pipeline project—
can be viewed as a response to their common disillusionment with the
West.5
In the new millennium, Turkish-Russian relations continued to evolve
under the strong inf luence of the two countries’ bilateral ties with the
U.S. and the EU. Although Turkey’s NATO membership prevented the
emergence of a genuine strategic partnership, Russian leaders viewed their
dialogue with an important NATO member as a valuable asset that could
be utilized in their geopolitical rivalry with the West. Similarly, Ankara
tended to use its developing ties with Moscow to gain leverage against its
transatlantic partners and to act more independently in the Middle East,
the Caucasus, and the Balkans.
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This chapter aims to evaluate the development of Turkish-Russian relations in the 2000s in light of the shifts in Ankara and Moscow’s relations
with the transatlantic community. It will particularly focus on three periods:
2003-2006, 2009-2010, and 2016-2017. These periods represent Turkish-Russian rapprochements when both countries confronted significant
disagreements with the U.S. and EU over a number of key regional and
international issues.

2003-2006: Repercussions of the Iraq War
Although the political and economic relations between Ankara and
Moscow had already started to improve since the initiation of the Blue
Stream project in 1997, the main development that triggered a TurkishRussian strategic rapprochement was the U.S. invasion of Iraq in March
2003. Russian President Vladimir Putin became one of the most vocal
critics of the George W. Bush administration’s policies regarding this issue
and even signed a joint declaration with the leaders of France and Germany
against the war in Iraq.6 At a time when the transatlantic allies were deeply
divided over this subject, Moscow’s anti-war efforts coincided with the
Turkish Parliament’s voting down a very important motion that would
have allowed the deployment of the U.S. soldiers in Turkey to facilitate
the defeat of Saddam Hussein’s forces.7
This development came as a shock to Washington, which was obliged
to radically change its military strategy for the invasion of Iraq. It also created a major rift in the Turkish-U.S. relations until at least mid-2006. Russia, on the other hand, appreciated Turkey’s decision not to actively join
the Iraqi war as it was also reconsidering its relations with the Bush administration.8 Although the dialogue between Russia and the U.S. improved
in the wake of the 9/11 attacks, Washington’s decision to launch its national
missile defense program and NATO’s decision to enlarge towards the
three Baltic states brought the end of the honeymoon between the two
countries. Russia-U.S. relations further deteriorated in the 2003-2005
period due to the color revolutions erupting in former Soviet space.

6
7
8
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Although it is debatable whether the U.S. or the EU were actively involved
in the mass protests in Kyrgyzstan, Russian leaders believed that Western
diplomatic and financial support for the opposition forces in Georgia and
Ukraine was decisive in bringing about leadership changes in these two
countries.9
At a time when Russia’s relations with the transatlantic community
were strained, a number of issues regarding Iraq started to cause serious
friction between Turkey and the U.S. Ankara was concerned about Washington’s improving relations with the regional Iraqi Kurdish government
and criticized the U.S. for not taking effective measures against the
strengthened presence of the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) in Northern
Iraq.10 Turkey’s relations with the EU also became complicated, especially
after May 2004, when the Greek Cypriot government was admitted to the
EU as a full member with the claim of representing the whole island—
including the self-declared Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus
(TRNC). Although Turkey started accession talks with the EU in October
2005, Ankara’s refusal to open its ports and airports to Greek Cypriot vessels prompted Brussels to freeze the opening of some important chapters
in 2006.11
The Turkish-Russian rapprochement gained significant momentum
during this period. In the economic sphere, the trade volume between the
two countries reached almost 10 billion dollars in 2004, making Russia
the second most important trade partner of Turkey. In 2005, the Blue
Stream natural gas pipeline was completed, and more than one and a half
million Russian tourists visited Turkey. The high-level official meetings
between Ankara and Moscow also became quite frequent. In december
2004, for instance, Putin became the first Russian president in over thirty
years to officially visit Ankara.12 The two countries’ positions regarding
some major regional issues also became aligned. For instance, both of
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them criticized Washington’s plans to impose international sanctions
against Iran and Syria, while they hosted the Hamas leadership in 2006
despite the reactions of the U.S., the EU, and Israel. A more significant
example of the intensified regional cooperation between the two countries
was their active participation within the framework of the Black Sea Economic Cooperation (BSEC), Black Sea Naval Co-operation Task Group
(BLACKSEAFOR), and Operation Black Sea Harmony in order to prevent
the extension of NATO’s political and military inf luence in this region.13
These developments urged some analysts to claim that Turkish-Russian
relations were turning into a strategic alliance.14 The idea of Russian
Eurasianism, which emphasizes a type of geopolitical realignment between
the countries of Eurasia against the Western countries, also started to
attract significant interest in Turkish political and military circles.15 Yet,
it is difficult to define the Turkish-Russian rapprochement as an emerging
anti-Western alliance since its trajectory was largely shaped by the two
countries’ bilateral ties with the transatlantic community. This became
particularly visible after 2006, when Ankara’s relations with Washington
started to improve after the two governments signed a strategic vision
document.16 Turkey also enthusiastically supported the U.S.-led “Greater
Middle East” initiative, which planned to facilitate the emergence of a liberal democratic order in a region extending from the Persian Gulf to Central Asia—much to the dismay of Russia.
Ankara also started to actively cooperate with the EU in the Nabucco
project, which envisioned the construction of a new pipeline to carry the
Caspian and Middle Eastern natural gas via Turkey into Europe. The
project gained momentum after the natural gas crisis between Russia and
Ukraine in early 2006, urging EU countries to seek alternative routes to
reduce their heavy dependence on Russian energy. In response, Moscow
launched its own South Stream pipeline project designed to bypass the
Ukrainian route and discredit the Nabucco scheme. At the same time,
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however, Turkey’s inclusion in a project that openly challenged Russia’s
geopolitical interests in Eurasia created resentment in Moscow.17
Russia’s relations with the transatlantic community also started to deteriorate significantly in the 2007-2008 period due to the Bush administration’s plans to offer NATO membership to Ukraine and Georgia. This
can be regarded as one of the main reasons behind Putin’s speech at the
Munich Security Conference in 2007, where he harshly criticized the U.S.
for its unilateralist policies.18 The tensions between Russia and NATO
culminated in August 2008 after Moscow militarily intervened in Georgia’s
dispute with its breakaway republic of South Ossetia. defeating the Georgian forces in a few days and recognizing the independence of South Ossetia and Abkhazia, Russia posed a major challenge against NATO’s
geopolitical inf luence in the Caucasus. Although Ankara tried to play the
role of a mediator between Moscow and Tbilisi during this crisis, it was
very much concerned about the escalation of tensions between Russia and
NATO.19 In this regard, the Russian-Georgian war once again demonstrated the limits of a genuine strategic rapprochement between Turkey
and Russia.

2009-2010: A Shift of Axis in Turkish Foreign Policy?
The end of the Bush administration in 2009 signified the beginning of
a new era in both Ankara and Moscow’s relations with Washington. Turkey
was one of the first countries visited by President Obama and the two
countries confirmed the strategic nature of their relationship—redefining
it as a “model partnership.”20 The Obama administration also initiated a
“reset” policy towards Moscow with the aim of achieving a new breakthrough in bilateral relations, which had been in a crisis since the Russian-Georgian war.21

17
18

19
20

21

Cohen, Ariel. “Europe’s Strategic dependence on Russian Energy.” The Heritage Foundation
Backgrounder, No. 2083, November 2007.
“Speech and the Following discussion at the Munich Conference on Security Policy.”
Kremlin official records, February 10, 2007, http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/24034.
Punsmann, Burcu G. “The Caucasus Stability and Cooperation Platform: An Attempt to
Foster Regional Accountability,” ICBSS Policy Brief, No. 13 (2009).
Also see: Ahmet K. Han, “From ‘Strategic Partnership’ to ‘Model Partnership’: AKP, Turkish-US Relations and the Prospects under Obama,” UNISCI Discussion Papers, No. 23 (May
2010), pp. 77-112.
“Barack Obama Calls for ‘Reset’ in US-Russia Relations,” The Guardian, July 7, 2009,

The Transatlantic Dimension of Turkey’s Strategic Rapprochement with Russia

209

despite the new momentum in both countries’ relations with the U.S.,
the repercussions of the global financial crisis significantly inf luenced
Turkish and Russian perceptions of foreign policy. At a time when the
U.S. and the EU were plunged into severe economic problems, Ankara
and Moscow started to act much more self-confidently increasing their
inf luence in key regional and global political issues. While Turkey’s impressive economic performance—indicated by its 9.8 percent growth rate in
2010—helped it become a center of attention for the countries in its neighborhood, Russia successfully aligned itself with rising powers like China,
India, and Brazil which performed much better than the Western
economies during the global financial crisis. Russia’s strategic cooperation
with China within the framework of BRICS and Shanghai Cooperation
Organization (SCO) became particularly visible during this period. At the
same time, the G-20 platform—which included both Turkey and Russia—turned into the main forum for international economic cooperation.
The shift in global economic balances coincided with Ankara’s quest
for an active foreign policy in its immediate region. Particularly regarding
the issues in the Middle East, Turkey’s approach started to become much
more independent from its transatlantic partners. Apart from its rapidly
improving political and economic relations with the Arab countries, Ankara
became one of the most vocal supporters of the Palestinian cause. Prime
Minister Erdoğan’s public outburst at Israeli President Peres at the davos
conference in early 2009 was also a sign of Turkey’s critical approach
regarding the Israeli-Palestinian conf lict. The Mavi Marmara crisis of
May 2010—when the Israeli military forces intervened and killed a number
of Turkish nationals on the board of a ship carrying aid to the Gaza Strip—
further strained relations between Ankara and Tel Aviv. Around the same
time, Turkey collaborated with Brazil in brokering a deal with Iran regarding its nuclear program. In line with their agreement in June of 2010, the
two countries voted against a U.S.-initiated resolution that proposed new
UN Security Council sanctions against Tehran. Analysts interpreted these
developments as signs of a “shift of axis” in Turkish foreign policy.22
Russia’s relations with the transatlantic community during this period
were also equally complicated. Obama’s reset policy failed to start a genuine
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rapprochement between Washington and Moscow, although it facilitated
the signing of a new nuclear arms reduction treaty in April 2010 and accelerated Russia’s accession to the World Trade Organization (WTO).
Moscow also resumed its dialogue with NATO over some contentious
issues, like the missile defense system, which the alliance in November of
2010, decided to build. Yet, while Russia’s concerns about this issue could
not be completely eliminated, the NATO-Russia geopolitical rivalry continued over the Caucasus and Black Sea region. Russia was also quite
critical of the “Eastern Partnership” initiative launched in May 2009 with
a goal of strengthening EU relations with six post-Soviet states. Regarding
this issue, Moscow even accused Brussels of attempting to create new
spheres of inf luence in the region.23 It also resented the EU’s “Third
Energy Package” accepted in 2009, with the aim of reducing Gazprom’s
significant inf luence in the European energy market.24
The relative decline of the U.S. and the EU’s inf luence on the global
economic agenda and their unresolved issues with the transatlantic community once again brought Ankara and Moscow closer to each other. during this period, the trade volume between the two countries increased to
more than 30 billion dollars, while Russia supplied around 60 percent of
the natural gas consumed in Turkey. In addition, they decided to establish
an intergovernmental High-Level Cooperation Council and initiated a
visa-free travel regime. In 2009, Putin made another visit to Ankara and
signed twenty new agreements with the Turkish government.25 He also
convinced the Turkish government to permit the South Stream pipeline
to pass through the Turkish exclusive economic zone (EEZ), although this
clearly contradicted Ankara’s previous commitment to the EU’s Nabucco
project.26 In May 2010, the two countries also signed an agreement for
the construction of Turkey’s first-ever nuclear power plant by the Russian
state company Rosatom.

23
24

25

26

“EU Expanding its ‘Sphere of Influence’ Russia Says.” EU Observer, March 21, 2009.
https://euobserver.com/foreign/27827.
“Tretii Energopaket ES i Otnosheniye k Nemu Rossii [The Third Energy Package of the
EU and Russia’s Attitude]” RIA Novosti, May 30, 2013. https://ria.ru/spravka/
20130530/933499962.html.
“Türkiye ile Rusya Arasında 20 Anlaşma [20 Agreements between Turkey and Russia].”
BBC Türkçe, August 20, 2009. http://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler/2009/08/090806_
putin_update.shtml.
“Turkey and Russia: Old Rivals, New Partners.” The Economist, August 13, 2009.
http://www.economist.com/node/14216768.

The Transatlantic Dimension of Turkey’s Strategic Rapprochement with Russia

211

As the Turkish-Russian rapprochement gained momentum, some analysts viewed it as another remarkable sign of the shift of axis in Turkish foreign policy—particularly making reference to the rising anti-American
public sentiments in Turkey.27 However, Ankara continued to closely cooperate with its transatlantic partners on a number of strategic issues. For
instance, it agreed to the deployment of the early warning radar of NATO’s
missile defense system in its territories, despite Moscow’s discontent.28
The Arab uprisings that swept across the Middle East and North Africa in
late 2010 also strengthened Turkey’s relations with NATO. In Libya, for
instance, Turkey decided to join its transatlantic partners despite initial
reservations, while Putin harshly condemned the Western military intervention launched in March 2011 comparing it to a “crusade.”29
At the same time, in Syria, Ankara along with Western governments
started to actively provide backing to opposition groups, while Moscow
emerged as one of the main supporters of the Assad regime. The Syrian
issue started to cause greater friction between Turkey and Russia after
Moscow’s direct airstrikes in Syria in September 2015. Ankara was particularly concerned about Russian jet assaults on the Turkish-supported
opposition groups rather than on ISIS targets.30 Russia’s improving relations with the Syrian Kurds—especially the democratic Union Party
(PYd) and its armed wing, the People’s Protection Units (YPG) –which
Ankara viewed as the extension of the PKK—further strained relations.
Against this backdrop, on November 24, 2015, Turkish armed forces
shot down a Russian fighter jet, on accounts that it was violating Turkish
airspace.31 Turkey immediately carried the issue to the NATO agenda and
refused to apologize for its action, while Russia harshly responded by
declaring large-scale economic sanctions against Turkey, accusing the
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Turkish government of assisting ISIS and other terrorist groups in Syria.32
In the following several months, the fighter jet crisis turned the Middle
East into a new theatre of confrontation between Turkey and Russia.
Moscow deployed its advanced S-400 air defense system in its newly
acquired airbase in Syria, and virtually closed Syrian airspace for Turkish
jets. As a result, Turkey had to stop its air support to the U.S.-led international coalition against ISIS, and failed to take any cross-border military
measures against the PKK.

2016-2017: From Crisis to Rapprochement
As Russia continued to increase its military presence in the Middle
East, it became harder for Ankara to play a meaningful role in the Syrian
issue without solving its problems with Moscow. The Russian sanctions’
negative impact on the Turkish economy were also a factor that urged
Turkish leaders to seek reconciliation with Russia.33 Eventually, in June
of 2016, President Erdoğan wrote a letter of regret to President Putin
expressing his willingness for the normalization of bilateral relations.34
However, it was the sharp deterioration of the relations between Turkey
and its transatlantic partners that provided a real impetus to the TurkishRussian reconciliation. The failed coup attempt that took place in Turkey
on July 15, 2016, can be viewed as a turning point in this regard.
Although the coup attempt was quickly repelled by Turkish security
forces, Ankara was disappointed in the muted and hesitant reaction of
Washington and Brussels. Moscow and Tehran, on the other hand, gave
outright support to the Turkish government against the coup plotters.
Turkey’s relations with its transatlantic partners became even more
strained in the second half of 2016. The reluctance of U.S. authorities to
extradite the Pennsylvania-based cleric Fethullah Gülen, who Ankara
accused of orchestrating the coup attempt, further alienated Washington
from Ankara. On the other hand, in November of 2016, the European
Parliament took a decision advising temporary suspension of the accession
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talks with Turkey due to the government’s “disproportionate repressive
measures.”35
The deepening rift between Turkey and its allies after the July 15 coup
attempt provided a new momentum for Turkish-Russian reconciliation.
At a time when Russia was also under U.S. and EU sanctions—because
of its role in the Ukrainian crisis and its decision to annex Crimea in
2014—the deterioration of Turkey’s relations with the West was perceived
as an opportunity by Moscow to cause a new split among NATO members.36 It also gave a trump card to the Putin administration, which had
become increasingly concerned about NATO’s plans to strengthen its
military presence in Eastern Europe and the Black Sea region.37
Another issue that caused significant problems in Turkey’s relations
with its transatlantic partners during this period was the Syrian Kurds
question. The possibility of the emergence of an autonomous Kurdish
region in northern Syria became stronger in August 2016, when the U.S.backed Syrian democratic Forces (SdF)—in which the PYd/YPG played
a leading role—liberated the town of Manbij in the west of the Euphrates
River. Ankara was alarmed not only because of a strengthened military
cooperation between the U.S. and PYd/YPG forces, but also because the
latter came very close to achieving their goal of unifying the three Kurdish
cantons in northern Syria.38 Although the Putin administration had also
developed relations with the Syrian Kurds and in February of 2016, even
permitting them to open an office in Moscow, Washington’s increased
support for the PYd/YPG urged Turkey to move closer to Russia on the
Syria issue.
The Turkish-Russian rapprochement gained momentum particularly
after the meeting between Putin and Erdoğan in St. Petersburg in August
2016. Following this summit, the two leaders met a few more times in
person and often spoke on the phone. Putin’s visit to Turkey in October
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2016 was particularly important as the two governments signed an agreement for the construction of the Turkish Stream natural gas pipeline,
which replaced the South Stream project following its cancellation by
Moscow as a reaction to EU economic sanctions.39 Turkish-Russian relations also developed in the military sphere. The most important outcome
of this military dialogue was Turkey’s “Operation Euphrates Shield”—
launched in August 2016 against the ISIS and PYd/YPG forces in northern
Syria. Ankara also established a direct military hotline with Moscow and
announced its interest in buying the Russian S-400 missile system to
strengthen its national air defense. In addition, the two countries joined
their efforts in facilitating a ceasefire in Aleppo for the safe evacuation of
the civilians from the city.40
Even the assassination of the Russian ambassador in Ankara by an offduty Turkish police officer in december 2016 could not slow down the
rapprochement between Turkey and Russia. Only one day after this incident, the foreign ministers of Turkey, Russia, and Iran came together and
signed the “Moscow declaration,” announcing a comprehensive ceasefire
in Syria and launching a new peace process in Astana between the Assad
regime and opposition groups.41 This was perceived as a significant Turkish
concession to Russia and Iran mainly because it signified Ankara’s abandonment of its previously declared goal to remove Syrian President Bashar
al-Assad from power.42 It was also interpreted by many analysts as Turkey’s
inclusion in the Russian-Iranian axis in Syria, since the Astana peace talks
largely excluded the U.S.43 Most importantly, it once again indicated that
despite its long-standing strategic relations with the transatlantic community, Turkey would continue to use its special ties with Russia as a
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leverage against Washington and Brussels in order to advance its national
interests in the Middle East.

Conclusion
History shows that all major tilts towards Russia took place during
periods when Ankara had sharp disagreements with its transatlantic partners. The same can also be said about Russia, as Moscow tended to prioritize its ties with Ankara when its relations with the U.S. and the EU
were deteriorating. Although it is true that Turkey’s membership in NATO
has enabled the West to effectively contain Russia’s geopolitical inf luence
in the Black Sea and Middle East, special relations with Ankara have also
granted Moscow an important opportunity to manipulate the internal
dynamics of the transatlantic alliance.
Currently, Turkey and Russia are again in a phase of strategic rapprochement. In January 2017, they even made an agreement to carry out
joint operations against ISIS militants in Syria. A few months later, they
reached a new deal that also included Iran for setting up a number of deescalation zones in Syria, once again largely excluding the U.S. from this
process.44 It is no surprise that some analysts have already started to make
reference to the emergence of a new shift of axis in Turkish foreign policy
towards Russia and Iran.45 Turkish leaders also frequently expressed their
interest in joining the SCO as a reaction to Turkey’s stalled EU membership process.46 Yet, it should be recalled that such shifts in Turkish foreign
policy have always been temporary, and that Ankara resumed its strategic
cooperation with its transatlantic allies as soon as it had resolved its bilateral
problems with Washington and Brussels.
Therefore, one can conclude that the future of the current TurkishRussian rapprochement process will once again be shaped by the trajectory
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of the two countries’ relations with the West. The policies of the Trump
administration in the U.S. will be of particular importance. If Washington
changes its position on the PYd/YPG issue in Syria and seeks a new rapprochement with Ankara, the Turkish government may feel more comfortable to distance itself from Moscow. Yet, as he indicated during his
presidential campaign, President Trump may opt to reach an understanding with Putin in order to solve the Syrian issue. In the case of such a grand
agreement between the two leaders, the regional priorities of Turkey in
Syria can be overlooked by both Washington and Moscow.
At the same time, however, Turkey and Russia still have significant disagreements over a number of issues in the Middle East, the Caucasus, and
the Black Sea region. It should be noted that Turkey has moved closer to
Russia and Iran more out of necessity than choice, since its options in
Syria became significantly reduced following the dramatic changes in the
military balance in favor of the Assad regime. Yet, Moscow’s improved
relations with the Syrian Kurds as well as its strong support behind Assad
remain major concerns for Ankara. Russia, on the other hand, is uneasy
about Turkey’s refusal to recognize the annexation of Crimea as well as
the Turkish government’s developing strategic ties with Georgia and
Ukraine. The Turkish-Iranian geopolitical rivalry over Syria is also far
from being resolved. All these problems may urge Ankara to strengthen
its strategic dialogue with NATO and seek support from its transatlantic
partners in order to guard its interests in the region. Achieving this objective without alienating Moscow will present the greatest challenge for
Turkish policymakers in the coming period.

