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EDITOR’S NOTE 
 

 

lmost two years ago, a handful of undergraduate students 

participating in the research of the then newly established 

Laboratory of Turkish and Eurasian Studies at the Department of 

International and European Studies of the School of Economics, Business 

and International Studies of the University of Piraeus, suggested the 

publication of a Yearbook in English that would host their original works on 

Turkey, Middle East, Caucasus and Eurasia. The initial vision was to 

establish an annual journal that would assist young researchers overcome 

difficulties and amend their works in order to meet the standards of 

reviewed articles worthy of publication.  

 

In this inaugural issue of the Yearbook of Turkish & Eurasian Studies, 

appear articles written by a board of contributors composed of young 

researchers, who recently graduated from the International & European 

Studies Department of the University of Piraeus and have demonstrated a 

significant aptitude in the field of their study. Despite the many obstacles and 

the inescapable delay, the Yearbook 2016 contains four essays dealing with: 

a) The Turkish Foreign Policy towards Syria after the outbreak of the “Arab 

Spring”, b) The impact of the Syrian anti-regime uprising to the economic 

relations between Turkey and Syria, c) The diplomatic strife between Turkey 

and EU because of the Syrian refugee crisis, and finally, d) The causes and 

implications of the early April crisis of 2016 between Azerbaijan and 

Armenia to the sub-system of the South Caucasus.  

 

We would like to thank the English language and Academic Skills 

Senior Teaching Fellow of the International & European Studies 

Department, Ms. Irene Mamakou, whose support in proofreading made the 

Yearbook possible. We wish to extend our thanks also to Mrs Alexia Kostas, 

who as final year student assumed the duty to coordinate the Yearbook. We 

A 
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are indebted to them for their time and effort that they have put in the 

Yearbook.  

 

We thank the readers of the Yearbook for their time and attention and 

hope that this genuine work of our young and promising graduates meets 

their expectations.  

 

Dr. N. Raptopoulos 

Director of TES Lab 
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THE TURKISH-SYRIAN RELATIONS AFTER THE 

OUTBREAK OF THE “ARAB SPRING” 

Veneta-Ioanna Seliniotaki 

 

 

he relations between Turkey and Syria since the mid-2000s became an 

alluring case of study. Indeed, despite the fact that the political 

relations have never been very close, according to some observers, 

things were on the mend since the beginning of the new millennium1. After the 

rise to power of Justice and Development Party (AKP), in 2002, the new 

leadership decided to follow an active rapprochement policy towards the 

Middle East, attempting to reverse the effects of a nearly century-long 

traditional policy of the kemalist state. In contrast to previous governments 

that had pinned all their hopes in strengthening their ties with the West2, the 

new government of AKP adopted the Davutoglu‟s Doctrine that offered the 

conceptual framework of this rapprochement with the Middle East. The 

Davutoglu‟s Doctrine included the foreign policy concept of “zero problems 

with the neighbours” and prioritised the strengthening of ties with bordering 

nations such as Syria3. Relations with Damascus epitomised the principles on 

which the “new” Turkish strategy was based on. The Turkish government 

would gain power and become the major regional player through a 

combination of various policies and principles, such as the economic 

interdependence and cultural affinity with neighboring states4. However, 

things changed dramatically after the eruption of „Arab Spring‟ revolts in Syria 

                                                           
 Graduate student, Department of International & European Studies, University of Piraeus. 

1 Larisa Epatko, “Syria and Turkey: A Complex Relationship”, PBS Newshour, 15 November 
2012. [Retrieved from:  http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/syria-and-turkey/, last 
accessed: 4 July 2016] 

2 Ebru Canan-Sokullu, “Debating Security in Turkey: Challenges and Changes in the Twenty-
First Century” (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2012) 69. 

3 Aaron Stein, “Turkey's New Foreign Policy: Davutoglu, the AKP and the Pursuit of Regional 
Order”, Whitehall Papers, 30 December 2014, 12.  

4 Ziya Öniş,“Turkey and the Arab Spring: between ethics and self interest”, Insight Turkey 
14:3, 2012. 
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in 20115. This analysis aims to explore the consequences of the outbreak of the 

“Arab Spring” on the Turkish-Syrian relations until 2016. 

 The Turkish-Syrian relations reached their peak at the eve of the “Arab 

Spring” in Syria in 2011. The transformation in the interactions between 

Ankara and Damascus was the immediate result of the new Strategic Doctrine 

of Turkey better known as “Davutoglu‟s Doctrine”. The Turkish government 

applied successfully the “zero problem policy with the neighbours” towards 

Syria during the period 2004-20116. Bashar al-Assad was the first Syrian 

President to visit Turkey after the independence of the Syrian State7, and the 

two nations engaged in a political dialogue aiming to develop their diplomatic 

and economic relations. Damascus, which was under pressure after the 

invasion of Iraq by the Western alliance in 2003, was seeking for strategic 

openings in order to avoid isolation. Turkish-Syrian bilateral relations 

included not only diplomatic and economic relations, but also cooperation in 

the fields of defense and security. The two sides even agreed to organize the 

training of Syrian military in Turkey, to hold joint military exercises in the 

Turkish-Syrian boarders and agreements for the so called “visa-free 

neighborhood policy”8. Long gone are the days that the two countries enjoyed 

good relations as the “Arab Spring” spread in the Middle East. 

 The outburst of the “Arab Spring” that started on December of 2010 in 

Tunisia and spread in other Arab countries, including Syria, was manifested in 

a series of anti-government protests, uprisings and armed rebellions9 and it 

was characterized as a dynamic phenomenon that caused socio-political 

changes in the region10. The demonstrations that took place in Syria in March 

2011had been the largest for decades and were the expression of popular 

discontent against the Baath regime, which ruled the country since 197011. The 

                                                           
5 Bilgehan Özpek Burak and Yelda Demirağ, “Turkish Foreign Policy after the Arab Spring: 
from agenda-setter state to agenda entrepreneur state”, Israel Affairs 20:3, 2014.  

6 Nikolaos Raptopoulos, “I krisi sti Syria kai i exoteriki politiki tis Tourkias pros tis omores 
chores tis Mesis Anatolis”, in Ilias Kouskouvelis (ed.), I Araviki Anoixi. Meletes Diethnon 
Sxeseon (Thessaloniki: University of Macedonia Press) 86-87. (in Greek) 

7 Epatko, op.cit.. 

8 Michael Bishku, “Turkish-Syrian Relations: A Checkered History”, Middle East Policy 19:3, 
2012.   

9 Primoz Manfreda, “Definition of the Arab Spring”, About News, 9 October 2016, [Retrieved 
from: http://middleeast.about.com/od/humanrightsdemocracy/a/Definition-Of-The-Arab-
Spring.htm, last accessed: 25 October 2016] 

10 Harvard Divinity School, “The Arab Spring in Egypt”, n.d.. [Retrieved from: 
http://rlp.hds.harvard.edu/faq/arab-spring-egypt, last accessed: 17 October 2016] 

11 Scott Anderson, Fractured Lands: How the Arab World Came Apart, Part III: „Arab Spring‟, 
New York Times, 14 August 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2016/08/11/magazine/isis-middle-east-arab-spring-
fractured-lands.html, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 
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Syrian authorities responded with violence against the demonstrators and as 

the victims due to repression increased, so did the number of outraged citizens 

who participated in the demonstrations12. 

The developments in Syria could not leave Turkey unaffected, who tried 

to pursue a regional and partly a global role13. The Turkish government was 

convinced that the long-awaited opportunity had come with these upheavals14. 

Turkey was also afraid that 

the changing regional 

power balance could have a 

negative influence for the 

country itself, and decided 

to intervene. Initially, the 

Turkish leadership made 

efforts to mediate for a 

compromise between the Syrian leadership and the anti-Assad opposition and 

made a series of recommendations and proposals in Damascus, but without 

any success15. Furthermore, the general expectation was that Bashar al-Assad 

would be forced to quit the power soon and the opposition would gain the 

power and consequently reshape the Syrian political life16. By supporting 

Syrian opposition, Turkish Foreign Policy makers looked like investing in close 

relations with the anti-Assad opposition17. This assumption turned out to be 

wrong. 

 At this point, it is worth to mention the rich but complex ethnoreligious 

mosaic of Syria, which is also reflected in the domestic politics. The country‟s 

population is divided between various political and ethnoreligious groups. 

First of all, the supporters of al-Assad regime, which are mostly Alawites (a 

                                                           
12 Anderson, op. cit..  

13 Ömer Taşpınar, “Turkey‟s Strategic Vision and Syria”, The Washington Quarterly 35:3, 
Summer 2012. [Retrieved from: http://csis-prod.s3.amazonaws.com/s3fs-
public/legacy_files/files/publication/twq12SummerTaspinar.pdf, last accessed: 18 October 
2016] 

14 Behlul Özkal, “Turkey, Davutoglu and the Idea of Pan-Islamism”, Survival: Global Politics 
and Strategy 56:4, 2014. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00396338.2014.941570?scroll=top&needAcce
ss=true, last accessed: 18 October 2016] 

15 Abdullah Βozkurt, “Davutoglu sees Turkey among Top 10 World Players by 2023”, Today’s 
Zaman, 5 January 2010. 

16 Βozkurt, op.cit.. 

17 Yaşar Yakış, “Turkey after the Arab Spring: Policy Dilemmas”, Middle East Policy Council 
21:1, Spring 2014. [Retrieved from: http://www.mepc.org/journal/middle-east-policy-
archives/turkey-after-arab-spring-policy-dilemmas, last accessed: 26 October 2016] 

Relations with Damascus 

epitomised the principles on which 

the “new” Turkish strategy was 

based on. 
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Shiite offshoot)18. Secondly, the so-called opposition, which is composed of 

many disparate groups, scattered in the Syrian territory19. The common 

reference of these groups is their ambition to overthrow the government. 

According to US sources, before the crisis, Sunnis constituted the 74% of the 

Syrian population20. Moreover, one can discern various coalitions most of 

which consist of the Syrian branch of al-Qaeda or al-Nousra21. Thirdly, the 

Kurds, which mainly live in the Northern regions of Syria near the border with 

Turkey22. Finally, the “Islamic State”, that started from Iraq and spread to 

Syria. 

 Turkey‟s intertwine in Syria is connected with its interests in the area as 

the two countries are abut23. The main problem that occurs from this 

proximity is the Kurdish issue, which is a serious handicap and obstacle to 

Turkey‟s regional ambitions and stability24. Ankara is afraid that the 

strengthening of the Kurdish element in the area, leading to a potential 

creation of an independent Kurdish entity in northern Syria, would threaten 

the territorial integrity of Turkey. Also, the strengthening of Syrian Kurds 

would probably affect in a positive way the Turkish Kurds, who will fight not 

only for their independence in the Turkish territory, but also for their national 

integration with their compatriots in Syria and Iraq in a single state25. 

However, there is also the view that the problem with the Kurds of Turkey lies 

                                                           
18 Joshua Hersh “The dilemma of Syria‟s Alawites”, The New Yorker, 18 October 2013. 
[Retrieved from: http://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-dilemma-of-syrias-
alawites, last accessed: 26 October 2016] 

19 Ted Galen Carpenter, “Tangled Web: The Syrian Civil War and Its Implications”, 
Mediterranean Quarterly 24:1, 2013. [Retrieved from: 
https://read.dukeupress.edu/mediterranean-quarterly/article-abstract/24/1/1/1832/Tangled-
Web-The-Syrian-Civil-War-and-Its?redirectedFrom=fulltext, last accessed: 26 October 2016] 

20 CIA, “The World Factbook”. [Retrieved from:, 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/sy.html, last accessed: 27 
October 2016] 

21 Carpente, op.cit..  

22 Aylin Ünver Noi, “The Arab Spring, its effects on the Kurds, and the approaches of Turkey, 
Iran, Syria, and Iraq on the Kurdish issue”, Rubin Center Research in International Affairs, 1 
July 2012. [Retrieved from: http://www.rubincenter.org/2012/07/the-arab-spring-its-effects-
on-the-kurds-and-the-approaches-of-turkey-iran-syria-and-iraq-on-the-kurdish-issue/, last 
accessed: 27 October 2016] 

23 BBC, “Syrian war: Turkey suffers first death in cross-border campaign”, 27 August 2016. 
Retrieved from: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-37205035, last accessed: 26 
October 2016] 

24 Ünver Noi, op. cit.. 

25 Amberin Zaman, “Turkey Must Reach a Domestic Accord With the Kurds, to Avoid Conflict 
in Syria”, New York Times, 24 February 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.nytimes.com/roomfordebate/2016/02/24/are-kurds-allies-or-obstacles-in-
syria/turkey-must-reach-a-domestic-accord-with-the-kurds-to-avoid-conflict-in-syria, last 
accessed: 27 October 2016] 
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in the fact that Ankara does not treat them as citizens with full rights, which 

exacerbates the conflict among Kurds and Turks26. 

 Another benefit that Ankara could gain is the promotion of her active 

policy at international and regional level. Turkish foreign policy is based on the 

assumption that Turkey can become the leader of the Muslim world27. Through 

the “Arab Spring”, Turkey gained the opportunity to present itself as a 

successful example of a “Muslim democracy”; unlike the other authoritarian 

regimes in the Middle East that were questioned and by so doing to rise as a 

regional power with an increased role and influence. However, the Turkish 

government made a wrong assessment of the outcome of the “Arab Spring” 

and the fact that the authoritarian regimes in the Middle East will not survive, 

leading to rupture of relations with governments, which remained in power28.  

 There are allegations that in order for Ankara to become a regional 

power in her territory, she started to support antigovernment groups in Syria 

such as the Syrian rebels29 and the ISIS30. The AKP government denied any 

connection with the “Islamic State”31 but confirmed the connection with the 

Syrian rebels known as Free Syrian Army32. Speaking at the 31st Ministerial 

Session of the Standing Committee for Economic and Commercial Cooperation 

of the Organization of the Islamic Cooperation (COMCEC), Turkish President 

Erdogan said that “Turkey sincerely supports the opposition groups that are 

fighting their own war of independence against the oppressive Assad regime. 

Turkey has provided all kinds of assistance for our brothers and sisters living 

in this region and will continue to do so.”33. Despite AKP‟s claims that they 

have no connection with the ISIS, evidence speaks for itself. When in May 

                                                           
26 Ibid. 

27 Nikos Kotzias, I Eksoteriki Politiki tis Ellados ton 21o Aiona (Athens: Kastanioti, 2010) 254.  

28 Taşpınar, op.cit.. 

29 Paula Astih, “The Free Syrian Army Expands West Euphrates thanks to Turkish Support”, 
Asharq Al-Awsat, 28 August 2016. [Retrieved from: https://english.aawsat.com/p-
astatih/news-middle-east/free-syrian-army-expands-west-euphrates-thanks-turkish-support, 
last accessed: 27 October 2016] 

30 Simon Tisdall, “Turkey paying a price for Erdoğan's wilful blindness to Isis threat”, The 
Guardian, 29 June 2016. [Retrieved from: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/jun/29/turkey-pays-price-erdogan-blindness-to-
isis-threat, last accessed: 28 October 2016] 

31 Charlie Peat, “Angela Merkel's government says it has Proof Turkey is Supporting Islamic 
State and Hamas”, Express, 17 August 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.express.co.uk/news/world/700826/Angela-Merkel-Turkey-Erdogan-Islamic-
State-ISIS-Daesh-Hamas-Germany, last accessed: 28 October 2016]  

32 National Coalition of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces “Erdogan: We Support the 
FSA Who Fight an Oppressive Regime”, 25 November 2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://en.etilaf.org/all-news/political-news/erdogan-we-support-the-fsa-who-fight-an-
oppressive-regime.html, last accessed: 29 October 2016] 

33 National Coalition of Syrian Revolution and Opposition Forces. 
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2015 the Cumhuriyet daily published material and footage alleging that 

Turkish MIT intelligence agents had tried to smuggle arms into Syria and been 

intercepted by border guards, the paper‟s editor, Can Dündar, was arrested 

and charged with security offences and the border guards were dismissed34. 

Specific allegations aside, Erdogan is accused by his opponents of indirectly 

helping ISIS by thwarting and refusing to support efforts by Kurdish militias 

and their western backers to combat the jihadis in Syria and Iraq35. Moreover, 

the German left wing party “Die Linke” presented a statement in the German 

Parliament that showed connection between the Turkish President Recep 

Tayyip Erdogan and 

Islamist and terrorist 

organizations, which is 

emphasized by the 

ideological affinity36. The 

statement was based on 

information from 

Germany‟s Federal 

Intelligence Service (BND) 

and showed that Turkey has become the central platform for action for 

Islamist groups in the Middle East”37. 

 After the allegations that brought to light connection between the 

Turkish government and terrorist groups, the government of the United Stated 

put pressure on the AKP to fight more effectively against ISIS. Specifically, the 

Obama administration accused Turkey that it“isn't doing enough” as towns on 

the Turkish side of the 500-mile border had become supply bases, logistics 

hubs and medical treatment centers for moderate and extremist Syrian rebel 

groups, including the Islamic State, according to U.S. officials38. After a period 

of diplomatic tension between Turkey and U.S., the last made it clear that the 

main priority is the elimination of ISIS- a thing that can be achieved by 

collaboration and the support of Ankara39. On 24 August 2016, Turkey 

                                                           
34 Tisdall, op.cit.. 

35 Idem. 

36 Cynthia Kroet, “German govt: Turkey supports terror groups in Middle East”, Politico, 16 
August 2016. [Retrieved from: https://www.politico.eu/article/german-govt-turkey-supports-
terror-groups-in-middle-east/, last accessed: 29 October 2016]  

37 Idem. 

38 Hennigan W.J. and Wilkinson Tracy, “U.S. presses Turkey to do more in coalition's fight 
against Islamic State”, Los Angeles Times, 15 December 2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.latimes.com/world/europe/la-fg-us-turkey-islamic-state-20151216-story.html, 
last accessed: 29 October 2016]  

39 Patrick Markey, “U.S. seeks to soothe Turkey ties, press fight against Islamic State”, Reuters, 
26 August 2016. [Retrieved from: https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-usa/u-s-seeks-

Through the “Arab Spring”, Turkey 

gained the opportunity to present 

itself as a successful example of a 

“Muslim democracy” 
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launched a military operation in northern Syria, dubbed “Operation Euphrates 

Shield” whose main objectives were to maintain border security and confront 

the “Islamic State” terrorism, and to deny the Kurdistan Workers' Party (PKK) 

-as well as its Syrian affiliates PYD/YPG- a fait accompli to create autonomous 

zones on Turkey's doorstep40. 

 When all is said and done, although Turkey and Syria had been joining 

good relations, these days are long gone after the outburst of the “Arab Spring” 

in 2011. The Turkish government made wrong assumption about the fall of the 

al-Assad regime and started to support not only the Syrian rebels but also the 

“Islamic State”, in order to achieve its national goals and prevent the creation 

of a Kurdish State. As a matter of fact, the AKP governments paid a heavy price 

to keep Turkey‟s status safe at a regional subsystem level.  

 

* * * * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                                       
to-soothe-turkey-ties-press-fight-against-islamic-state-idUSKCN1112BN, last accessed: 29 
October 2016] 

40 Can Kasapoglu, “Operation Euphrates Shield: Progress and scope”, Reuters, 3 February 
2017. [Retrieved by: http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2017/02/operation-
euphrates-shield-progress-scope-170201133525121.html, last accessed: 29 October 2016]  
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RELATIONS BETWEEN TURKEY AND SYRIA AFTER 

THE “ARAB SPRING”: THE IMPACT OF THE ANTI-

REGIME UPRISING ON THEIR ECONOMIC 

RELATIONS 

Alexia Kostas
 

 

 

urkish and Syrian relations aggravated after the outbreak of the “Arab 

Spring” which took place in Syria. The anti-regime uprising in Syria 

took a form of an unprecedented civil-war between Bashar al-Assad’s 

government and the opposition forces. The “Arab Spring” is considered to be a 

transnational phenomenon which disrupted the Arab world. It begun as “a 

series of anti-government uprisings in various countries in North Africa and in 

the Middle East, which erupted in Tunisia in December 2010”1. Similar 

phenomena as that, allow regional states to expand their power and their 

influence across the region. According to the structural realism, states 

dominate the anarchic international system, which lacks of a global authority. 

The anarchic structure of the international system forces the states to compete 

one another in order to increase their power. This pursuit of power ensures the 

survival and the safety of the states2. In addition, economic power enforces 

states as strong economies ensure their political independence3. Turkey 

considers itself as a regional power in the Middle East and tries to enforce its 

influence. Therefore, Turkish leadership tries to exploit phenomena such as 

the “Arab Spring” in order to increase its influence and its power in the Middle 

East. Ankara had the opportunity to play an important role in the Syrian “Arab 

Spring” by attempting to exercise its influence on the Syrian leadership. As a 

                                                           
 Graduate student, Department of International & European Studies, University of Piraeus. 

1 Oxford Dictionaries, Oxford University Press, 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/arab-spring, last accessed: 11 July 
2016] 

2 John J. Mearsheimer, The tragedy of great power politics (New York: WW Norton & Co, 
2014) 57-61. 

3 Ibid. 

T 



YYeeaarrbbooookk  22001166  

 

 

10 

result, it can be inferred from above that the impacts of a transnational 

phenomenon on political and economic relations between a country in crisis 

and the regional powers may be negative. The aim of this article is to examine 

the impact of the anti-regime uprising in Syria on the bilateral relations 

between Ankara and Damascus with emphasis in the economic relations. The 

structure of the research is the following: first of all, the political and economic 

relations between Turkey and Arab countries before 2002 will be briefly 

examined; then, the economic relations between Turkey and Syria after the 

rise of the party of “Justice and Development” (AKP) will be analyzed; finally, 

the impact of the crisis on the economic relations between Turkey and Syria, 

during and after the “Arab Spring”, will be scrutinized.  

The political and economic relations between Ankara and Arab capitals 

of the Middle East were distant for the most part of the era before the rise to 

the power of the pro-Islamist party in Turkey in 2002. In 1920s, when the 

kemalist leadership took office in Turkey, it decided to follow a policy oriented 

towards West, as it was believed that a policy oriented towards East would not 

be beneficial to the newly founded state4. It considered that the eastern 

elements were the reason for the fall of the Othman Empire in the previous 

years5. Therefore, it denied the eastern elements closely linked with the Islamic 

religion and culture and decided to modernize Turkey by adopting western 

methods and policies, often superficially. This had a negative impact on the 

relations of Turkey and the Arab countries. The distant attitude of Turkey 

towards Arabic and Muslim states altered since the mid-1960s due to the fact 

that Ankara was in need of diplomatic and economic support to pursue its 

national goals in its foreign affairs. Although a significant improvement in the 

Turkish-Arab relations was observed, these experienced a serious crisis in the 

mid-1990s. At the same time that Ankara was trying to tighten its economic 

relations with the East, some sectors of the Turkish leadership developed close 

relations with Israel in a variety of fields, such as the defense sector and the 

technological sector6. Arab and Islamic countries of the Middle East were 

dissatisfied with the development of the Turkish-Israeli alliance in the region 

which was supported by the US7. Therefore, they reacted to avoid this scenario. 

This fact inflamed the relations between Turkey and Arab countries. Moreover, 

political relations between Turkey and Syria inflamed when Turkish 

government demanded from the Syrian government to move away the military 

bases of the PKK8 from the region and to turn in the leader of the 

                                                           
4 Ahmet Davutoglu, Strategiko Vathos, (Athens: Poiotita, 2010) 611. (in Greek) 

5 Ibid. 

6 Alain Gresh,“Turkish-Israeli-Syrian Relations and their Impact on the middle East”, The 
Middle East Journal, Volume 52, Issue 2, 1998. 

7 Ibid. 
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aforementioned organisation9. On December 1998, the two countries came to 

the brink of war. The Hafez al-Assad regime gave in after the mediation of 

Egyptian President H. Mubarak. 

It is important to underline the fact that economic relations between 

Turkey and Arab countries improved significantly after 1980. The post-coup 

Prime Minister of Turkey, Turgut Özal, tried to confront the financial deadlock 

by implementing the economic model that was adopted briefly before the coup 

d’état10. The new economic model essentially aimed to increase the exports of 

the domestic products, especially to the Middle East countries which seemed 

to be the most appropriate markets for exporting Turkish products. Therefore, 

Turkey would be benefited from these rich countries financially and would not 

have to borrow money and enlarge further its debt. Moreover, Turkish 

government wanted to attract foreign investments and the Islamic states could 

have been valuable partners for participating in development projects in 

Turkey. For this reason, Islamic financial institutions were established in 

Turkey to lend money to the Turkish government in order to deter Turkish 

external lending11. 

The AKP, which won the elections in 2002, envisaged developing and 

strengthening the relations between Turkey and the Arab world. Furthermore, 

the chief advisor of Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan from 2002 to 2003, 

Ahmet Davutoglu, had the opportunity to apply his doctrine, known as 

“Davutoglu’s Doctrine”, which constitutes the essence of Turkey’s new foreign 

policy. A major policy of this doctrine is the “zero-problem policy with the 

neighbors”, which is described as the effort of the Turkish government to 

reduce and to solve its problems with Turkeys’ bordering countries12. Turkish 

government realized that it could achieve this policy via economic relations. In 

other words, if Turkey improved its economic relations with the countries that 

surround it, it could also improve its political relations and preserve the 

regional stability. Moreover, if it did not have problems with its neighbors, it 

could focus on its primary goal, which is to become a regional power in the 
                                                                                                                                                                       
8 The outlawed “Kurdistan Worker’s Party”. 

9 Euronews, “Syria and Turkey- a history of a complex relationship”, January 28th, 2015. 
[Retrieved from: http://www.euronews.com/2015/07/28/syria-and-turkey---a-history-of-the-
relationship. 

10. Ziya Onis, “The Political Economy of Export-Oriented Industrialization in Turkey”, in 
Cigdem Balim et al., Turkey: Political, social and Economic Challenges in the 19990s, 
(Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1995) 113.  

11 By the end of 1980’s, four Islamic banks have already been launched in Turkey. Boutros-
Antoine Labaki, “L’évolution des relations économiques arabo-turques de 1970 a 1992”, 
Marcel Bazin, Salgur Kancal, Roland Perez, Jacques Thobie (Eds.), La Turquie entre trois 
mondes, Varia Turcica 32 (Paris: L’Harmattan-IFEA, 1998) 296-298. 

12 Ilias Kouskouvelis, “The Problem with Turkey’s “Zero-Problems”, The Middle East 
Quarterly 20:1, 2013, 47-56. 
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area. A way to achieve this primary goal was to become economically 

interdependent with its neighbor countries for goods and services that it could 

not produce effectively by itself, such as food, energy, minerals and industrial 

products. Therefore, the Turkish government developed the “Strategic 

Cooperation Councils” during the Arab Spring, as a way to improve and 

develop Turkish bilateral economic relations13. 

Syria is a characteristic example of a state that the Turkish “zero-

problem policy with the neighbors” was applied. The AKP government decided 

to follow a different foreign policy from the previous Turkish governments. It 

decided not only to support Turkey’s European orientation but also to support 

Turkey’s relations with the Arab world. Moreover, it carried out “Davutoglu 

Doctrine” and especially the “zero-problem policy with the neighbors”. When 

AKP won the elections in 2002, Bashar al-Assad had already become the new 

President in Syria, after the death of his father, Hafez al- Assad in 2000. 

Bashar al-Assad was willing to establish reforms and to stop being 

internationally isolated and pressured by the USA14. This fact was an 

opportunity for the Turkish government to approach the Syrian government. 

Furthermore, the two countries came closer to each other because of the US 

invasion of Iraq in 200315. Also, both countries were against the creation of an 

independent Kurdish state. Therefore, these political affairs played an 

important role in the Turkish-Syrian approach and led Turkish and Syria to 

sign a series of economic agreements. 

In 2004, the Turkish government signed “Bilateral Investment 

Promotion and Protection Agreement” and the “Double Taxation and 

Prevention Treatment” with the Syrian government in order to expand the 

bilateral economic relations and to promote investments in both countries in a 

fair and legal way16. Moreover, these economic agreements protected Syrian 

investments and Syrian investors as a way to attract more investments in 

Turkey. In 2007, the two countries signed the fundamental “Free Trade 

Agreement” whose positive effects were visible after two years17. Also, in 2009, 

                                                           
13 Ibid.  

14 Raymond Hinnebusch, “Globalisation and Generational Change: Syrian Foreign Policy 
between Regional Conflict and European Partnership”, Review of International Affairs 3:2, 
2003, 195. 

15 Nikolaos Raptopoulos, “L’attaque des Étas-Unis en Iraq et les relations turco-americaines: 
d’une cooperation étroite à la crise”, La troisième guerre du Golfe. Analyse géopolitique, 
stratégique et économique, “Réseau Multidisciplinaire d’Études Stratégiques” (Paris: 
L’Harmattan, 2007), 49-85. 

16 Republic of Turkey Ministry of Economy, [Retrieved from: 
https://www.economy.gov.tr/portal/faces/home/disIliskiler/ulkeler/ulke-detay/Syria, last 
accessed: 26 July 2016]  

17 Ibid. 
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the two partners established the “High Level Strategic Cooperation Council” 

(HLSCC), a mechanism which was composed of the Ministers and relevant 

institutions of the two countries18. All these economic, trade and investment 

agreements were suspended some years later due to the anti-government riots 

that led to a devastating civil-conflict in Syria. As a result, the US and the EU 

imposed economic and political sanctions against the Syrian government, after 

the initial anti-government demonstrations which aimed to overthrown Bashar 

al-Assad’s regime and stop the subsequent civil war in Syria. The Arab League, 

following the US and EU, imposed sanctions and on December 4th, 2011, 

Turkey also imposed sanctions against Syria. As a result, economic 

agreements, such as “Free Trade Agreement”19, were suspended between the 

two countries.  

Turkish-Syrian Trade Volumes in $ (2001-2015) 

Year Exports Imports Trade Balance Trade Volume 

2001   281 141     463 476 -  182 334   744 617 

2002   266 772     314 770 -  47 999   581 542 

2003   410 755     261 193   149 562   671 947 

2004   394 783     247 551   147 232   642 334 

2005   551 627     142 585   409 042   694 212 

2006   609 417     187 250   422 167   796 667 

2007   797 766     259 282   538 483  1 057 048 

2008  1 115 013     323 697   791 315  1 438 710 

2009    1 421 637     221 454    1 200 183    1 643 090 

2010 1 844 605     452 493 1 392 111 2 297 098 

2011 1 609 861     336 646 1 273 215 1 946 508 

2012  497 960     67 448  430 512  565 409 

2013   1 024 473    84 909    939 564   1 109 383 

2014   1 800 962    115 499   1 685 464   1 916 461 

2015   1 522 032    51 506   1 470 526   1 573 538 

Source: Turkstat. 

As we can observe in the table above, until 2011, before the beginning of the 

Syrian’s civil war, the economic relations between Turkey and Syria flourished, 

especially from 2008 to 2011, when the two countries signed the “Free Trade 

Agreement”. The peak of the economic relations between the two countries 

was 2010, when the trade balance was estimated at $1.392.111 billion and it 

was in favor of Turkey, while the trade volume was estimated at $2.297.098 

billion. On the other hand, the lowest figures are observed in 2012 as a result 

of the unstable political situation in Syria. Therefore, the trade balance 

                                                           
18 Ibid. 

19 This agreement was suspended on December 14th, 2012. Ibid.  
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between the two countries was estimated at $430.512 million and it was in 

favor of Turkey, while the trade volume was assessed at $565.409 million at 

this period.  

 

Source: Economic data retrieved from Turkstat. 

Nevertheless, from 2013 to 2015, the trade balance and the trade volume 

between Syria and Turkey increased, as from 2012 to 2013 these economic 

indicators increased by 45% – 50% respectively. It is estimated that this 

increase in the bilateral economic relations between the two countries, 

especially in the field of exports, is caused by Syrians entrepreneurs, who 

migrated to Turkey. According to Syrian Trade and Industry Chamber in 

Turkey, Syrians who migrated to Turkey export mainly food products to their 

homeland daily20. Moreover, some Syrian entrepreneurs have established new 

firms in Turkey, mainly at the south or south-east part of Turkey21. Most of 

these entrepreneurs do business in Gaziantep, Adana, Hatay and Mersin, 

which are very close to Syria’s northern borders22. Also, they have relatives or 

friends in Syria, for example in Aleppo, Homs and Damascus, who get involved 

in commerce with these businesses and most of the times this commerce is 

conducted on cash because the Syrian banking system has collapsed23. 

Moreover, some Syrian businessmen are interested in doing business in the 
                                                           
20 Hurriyet Daily News, “Syrian migrants in Turkey make $5 mln exports to home country 
daily”, August 30th, 2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/syrian-
migrants-in-turkey-make-5-mln-exports-to-home-country-daily-
.aspx?pageID=238&nID=103370&NewsCatID=345, last accessed: 6 September 2016] 

21 Ibid. 

22 Doğan Zulfikar, “Despite ongoing war, is trade between Turkey, Syria rebounding?”, Al-
Monitor, November 11th, 2015. [Retrieved from: http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/originals/2015/11/turkey-syria-trade-level-increase-despite-civil-
war.html, last accessed: 6 September 2016] 

23 Ibid. 
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energy field24. These Syrian economic activities have led to the increase of 

Turkish exports to Syria. 

To sum up, the Turkish “zero-problem policy with the neighbor 

countries” has failed25. The effects of this failure are visible in the bilateral 

relations between Turkey and Syria. The transnational phenomenon of the 

“Arab Spring”, which took place in Syria and led it to a civil war, had negative 

effects not only on political but also on economic relations between Syria and 

Turkey. The breakout of the Syrian civil war deteriorated the trade balance and 

the trade volume between the two countries due to the negative political 

relations between Turkish and Syrian governments. Turkish government 

decided to support anti-regime forces and to join the US and the EU coalition 

against the Bashar al-Assad’s government. This decision caused the suspension 

of a series of economic agreements between Turkey and Syria. Moreover, the 

economic indicators between the two countries were decreased significantly at 

the beginning of the “Arab Spring”. However, the following years, these 

economic indicators decreased or remained negative or stable due to the 

political relations, except of the high Turkish exports to Syria as some Syrian 

immigrants live and work in Turkey. According to the research, it is estimated 

that the economic relations between Turkey and Syria will remain stable as 

long as the civil war continues in Syria and a political solution for this crisis 

will not be reached soon. Turkey confronts a financial blow in the Middle East 

due to the “Arab Spring”, which jeopardizes all the achievements of the AKP 

rule.  

 

* * * * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
24 Ibid. 

25 Kouskouvelis, op.cit..  
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THE REFUGEE CRISIS AND THE DIPLOMATIC 

STRIFE BETWEEN TURKEY AND EU 

Stavros Delavinias

 

 

 

he transnational phenomena, which occur in international relations, 

occasionally affect the way actors of the international system interact 

with each other. One of these cases was the massive refugee flows from 

Turkey towards Europe that began in summer of 2015. After the outbreak of 

war in Syria in 2011, 4,8 million of displaced people fled Syria1 and about 1,3 

million of them entered Europe since the beginning of 2015 until September 

20162. The European Union (EU) and its member states, in their efforts to 

manage the refugee crisis, agreed that they should find a common frame of 

cooperation with Turkey, since Turkish coasts were the point of start for Syrian 

refugees’ journey to Europe, making Eastern Mediterranean the main “gate” of 

irregular entrance in Europe3. Notwithstanding the refugee influx to Europe 

has decreased since the summer of 20164, their emergence highlighted the 

confrontational dimension of Turkey’s relations with the EU. In the meantime, 

the rhetoric between both actors has been intensified. Confrontation is a key 

element in international relations, especially in a realistic point of view. 

Structural realists believe that the structure of the international system, in 

which anarchy exists, affects actors’ behavior and leads them to conflict5. 

                                                           
 Graduate student, Department of International & European Studies, University of Piraeus. 

1 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Syria Regional Refugee Response - 
Information Sharing Portal”. 26 September 2016, [Retrieved from: 
http://data.unhcr.org/syrianrefugees/regional.php, last accessed: 30 September 2016] 

2 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response 
– Mediterranean”, 26 September 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://data.unhcr.org/mediterranean/regional.php, last accessed: 30 September 2016] 

3 Frontex, “Risk Analysis for 2016” (Warsaw: March 2016). [Retrieved from: 
http://frontex.europa.eu/assets/Publications/Risk_Analysis/Annula_Risk_Analysis_2016.pdf, 
Last accessed: 20 September 2016] 

4 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response 
– Mediterranean”, op.cit..  

5 Kenneth N. Waltz, Man, the State, and War - A Theoretical Analysis. (New York: Columbia, 
1959). 
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According to J. Mearsheimer, a representative of offensive realism, states 

pursue their goal to maximize their own power in order to serve their 

interests6. Whenever an issue results in conflict of interests between two or 

more actors, a diplomatic dispute is probable to arise7. In cases of diplomatic 

dispute, it is not unusual for the actors to adopt strategies of compellence. 

Compellence refers to the change of status quo with threats of using force and 

is the opposite action of deterrence which refers to the maintenance of status 

quo by threating to use force8. One specific form of deterrence the study 

examines, is deterrence by denial, which aims at preventing the opponent from 

earning benefits9. According to Thomas Schelling, the two terms are included 

within the term of coercion10 and their main difference lies on which one takes 

initiative action first and the timing of this action11. Coercion may take any 

form, not necessary involving military force12.  

The occurrence of refugee flows through the Aegean created a new 

momentum in the relations of EU with Turkey. How this transnational 

phenomenon affected Turkey’s relations with the EU and in what way these 

two actors’ efforts to achieve their political purposes highlighted the points of 

confrontation over the ones that were accomplished in cooperation? The study 

argues that transnational phenomena can become the cause of diplomatic 

dispute between actors of the international system, such as a state actor and a 

politico-economic union. In the following pages, the study examines the 

summits that took place between Ankara and Brussels and the negotiations 

among them in order to manage the refugee inrush to Europe and each actor’s 

goals and strategies.  

The refugee flows through the Aegean resulted to the eruption of a 

political and humanistic crisis. The weakness of the EU member states to find 

exclusively internal solutions emerged by the death of over 7,000 displaced 

people in the Mediterranean13. Turkey has a key role in handling the refugee 

                                                           
6 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics. (New York: W.W. Norton, 
2001). 

7 Kenneth A. Schultz, Democracy and Coercive Diplomacy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2004), 26.  

8 Konstantinos Koliopoulos, Strategeke Skepse. Apo tin Arxaiotita eos Simera (Athens: 
Piotita, 2009), 21. (in Greek) 

9 Koliopoulos, Strategeke Skepse, 23. 

10 Thomas C. Schelling, Arms and Influence (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 
2008), 70.  

11 Gregory F. Treverton, Framing compellent strategies (California: RAND Corporation, 
2000), 5.  

12 Schultz, 26. 

13 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response 
– Mediterranean”, op.cit.. 
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flow and that’s why EU and Turkey conducted a series of summits concerning 

the management of the refugee movements towards Europe. The most 

important summits were those of: a) October 2015, b) November 2015 and c) 

March 2016. All three resulted in taking measures jointly for the handling of 

the refugee crisis and the flow reduction.  

At the summit of 15th October 2015, the two parts consented at the 

composition of a Joint Action Plan, which tries to address the refugee crisis in 

three ways: i) by addressing the root causes leading to the massive influx of 

Syrians, ii) by supporting Syrians under temporary protection and their host 

communities in Turkey and iii) by strengthening cooperation to prevent 

irregular migration flows to the EU14.  

At the summit of 29th November 2015, Turkey and EU decided to 

activate the Joint Action Plan. The contracting parties proceeded to the taking 

of other important decisions 

like the need for Turkey’s 

accession to be re-energized, 

EU’s commitment to provide 

immediate and continuous 

humanitarian assistance in 

Turkey that will expand 

significantly its overall financial support and the provision of an initial 3 

billion € of additional resources. Also, Ankara committed to accelerate the 

fulfilment of the Visa Roadmap benchmarks and both sides agreed to have 

regular summits twice a year in order to discuss international issues and assess 

the development of Turkey-EU relations15.  

At the summit of 18th March 2016, both sides reconfirmed their 

commitment to implement previous agreements and acknowledged the 

progress that has been made since that time. Also, they decided to take a step 

further than the current refugee crisis and focused on the ending of irregular 

migration from Turkey to the EU, by taking additional actions jointly against 

smugglers and offering migrants an alternative to risking their lives. The most 

important measures agreed were the following: a) Return to Turkey of all new 

irregular migrants crossing from Turkey into the Greek islands as from 20 

March 2016, b) Resettlement of equal number of Syrians from Turkey to the 

                                                           
14 European Commission, “EU-Turkey joint action plan”, MEMO/15/5860 (Brussels: 15 
October 2015). [Retrieved from: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-15-
5860_en.htm, last accessed: 15 September 2016] 

15 International Summit, “Meeting of heads of state or government with Turkey - EU-Turkey 
statement, 29/11/2015” 870/15. (Brussels: 29 November 2015). [Retrieved from: 
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-releases/2015/11/29-eu-turkey-meeting-
statement/, last accessed: 15 September 2016] 
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EU as the number of Syrians that are being returned to Turkey from the Greek 

islands, c) Reconfirmation of both sides’ commitment to re-energize Turkey’s 

accession process, by opening new accession chapters, for example chapter 33, 

d) Acceleration of the visa liberalisation roadmap’s fulfillment with a view to 

lifting the visa requirements for Turkish citizens by the end of June 2016, 

provided that all benchmarks have been met, e) Mobilization of additional 

funding for Turkey, by the EU, (an additional 3 billion €) by the end of 2018, 

on condition that the initially allocated 3 billion € are about to be used to the 

full, and f) Turkey’s taking any necessary measures to prevent new sea or land 

routes for illegal migration opening from Turkey to the EU16.  

All the above summits indicate that Turkey and the EU have made steps 

towards a much closer cooperation with each other in order to manage the 

refuge crisis. However, with a closer look at the circumstances and statements 

made by both sides and the strategies and goals of Turkey and the EU, 

different conclusions may rise.  

Ankara throughout the refugee influx to Europe was aware of Turkey’s 

crucial role at resolving the crisis and tried to maximize its benefits from the 

situation. This point is indicated, generally, by her stance during the 

negotiations with the EU and especially by the use of coercive diplomacy 

towards the EU and her demands. According to UNHCR, the inflow reached its 

peak in October 201517, raising the pressure for European states to find 

solutions. At that time, the President of Turkey, R. T. Erdogan, conducted a 

blame game against European countries, accusing them for refugee plight and 

threatening them indirectly by stating “what would happen if these 2.2 million 

refugees got out of Turkey and started marching towards the EU”18.  

The use of pressures and threats, by the Turkish leadership against the 

EU, continued after their agreements in November 2015. Erdogan’s statement 

that “Turkey would open the gates for migrants to travel to Europe”19 was 

made in order to put pressure in the EU making clear that compliance with 

Ankara’s demands is the choice with the lowest relevant cost for the EU.  

                                                           
16 International Summit, “EU-Turkey statement, 18 March 2016”, 144/16. (Brussels: 18 March 
2016). [Retrieved from: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/press-releases-
pdf/2016/3/40802210113_en.pdf, last accessed: 15 September 2016] 

17 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees, “Refugees/Migrants Emergency Response 
– Mediterranean”, op.cit.. 

18 Hürriyet Daily News, “Turkish president blames European countries for refugee plight”, 13 
November 2015. [Retrieved from: http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-president-
blames-european-countries-for-refugee-plight, last accessed: 18 September 2016] 

19 Reuters, “Turkey's Erdogan warns patience will run out on Syria”, 11 February 2016. 
[Retrieved from: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-mideast-crisis-syria-erdogan-
idUSKCN0VK0UC, last accessed: 18 September 2016] 
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The agreement of March 2016 seemed to be a turning point for the 

content of Turkey’s coercive diplomacy. Turkish leadership quit intimidating 

the EU with the possibility of increased refugee flows, but didn’t abandon the 

use of verbal threats. Since 

March, Turkish rhetoric’s 

main objective is the visa 

liberation requirements for 

Turkish citizens and Ankara 

conducts systematic threats to 

cancel the agreement in case 

this condition isn’t fulfilled20. 

Even though this condition is included in March’s agreement, provided that all 

necessary benchmarks for a visa-free regime with Turkey have been met, 

Ankara refuses to complete the full list of roadmap’s benchmarks and reform 

Turkish anti-terror law. Moreover, the Turkish leadership threatened to back 

away from the deal if the EU doesn’t lift the visa regime21. These threats were 

made in order to change the status quo between Turkey and the EU and can be 

characterized as compellent threats, with Turkey as a challenger and the EU as 

a target.  

Besides the aforementioned intentions, Ankara tried to achieve three 

more goals throughout the negotiations with the EU: a) Re-stimulation of 

Turkey’s accession process, which is conducted through the opening of 

chapters 1722 and 3323. b) Expansion of financial assistance, by increasing her 

economic demands in order to ease the crisis24. c) Correlation of refugee crisis 

with the war in Syria, for more Turkish involvement in the region. This last 

goal is indicated by Turkish suggestions for the creation of an international 

                                                           
20 Reuters, “No migrant readmission agreement without EU visa liberalisation - Turkish PM”, 
23 April 2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.reuters.com/article/europe-migrants-turkey-visa-
idUSL5N17Q0HX, last accessed: 18 September 2016] 

21 Al Jazeera, “Turkey threatens to back away from refugee deal with EU”, 31 July 2016. 
[Retrieved from: http://www.aljazeera.com/news/2016/07/turkey-threatens-refugee-deal-eu-
160731193852576.html, last accessed: 18 September 2016] 

22 Council of the European Union, “Accession Conference at Ministerial level opens 
negotiations with Turkey on Chapter 17 - Economic and monetary policy”. (Brussels: 14 
December 2015). [Retrieved from: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/press/press-
releases/2015/12/14-accession-conference-turkey/, last accessed: 19 September 2016] 

23 Council of the European Union, “Accession conference with Turkey: Talks opened on 
Chapter 33 – Financial and budgetary provisions” 403/16. (Brussels: 30 June 2016). 
[Retrieved from: http://www.consilium.europa.eu/press-releases-
pdf/2016/6/47244643747_en.pdf, last accessed: 19 September 2016] 

24 Deutsche Welle, “Turkey says EU financial offer on migrants is 'unacceptable'”, 16 October 
2015. [Retrieved from: http://www.dw.com/en/turkey-says-eu-financial-offer-on-migrants-is-
unacceptable/a-18788051, last accessed: 21 September 2016] 
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mechanism for handling the Syrian refugee mechanism and a safe zone in 

Syria25 and the building of a city in northern Syria to accommodate refugees26. 

The main objectives of Brussels and member states’ leaderships were 

the most efficient management of the crisis and the influx decline. In order to 

achieve these goals, the EU tried to ease European states of reception and 

claimed irregular migrants’ resettlement to Turkey in exchange of several 

concessions to some of Ankara’s requests. However, the EU didn’t compromise 

to all of Turkey’s demands, especially to the issue of visa liberation regime. 

Statements as Jean Claude Juncker’s, President of European Commission, who 

consulted Turkey to stop using threats, because they produce no effects27 and 

Sigmar Gabriel’s, German Vice-Chancellor, that “Europe must not let itself be 

blackmailed by Turkey”28 aim at weakening Ankara’s threats and propounding 

EU’s will not to back down on this issue. 

The President of European Parliament, Martin Schulz, stated in March 

2016 that refugee deal and Turkey’s accession process “need to be dealt with 

separately”. However, this doesn’t seem to happen until today29. EU 

acknowledges that one of Turkey’s goals is to join the Union and tries to deter 

Ankara from accomplishing its compulsions. Turkey’s EU membership is 

connected to several issues apart from the refugee crisis, such as democracy 

and human rights. That’s why the EU uses all possible means for more 

democracy reforms and less human rights violations within Turkey, even by 

using deterrent threats to convince the Turkish leadership to follow a more 

democratic path30. The stance of the EU is held in order to prevent Turkey 

                                                           
25 Hürriyet Daily News, “Turkish PM proposes international mechanism to handle Syrian 
refugee crisis”, 25 September 2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/turkish-pm-proposes-international-mechanism-to-
handle-syrian-refugee-crisis.aspx?pageID=238&nID=88988&NewsCatID=510, last accessed: 
21 September 2016] 

26 Daily Sabah, “President Erdoğan suggests building city in northern Syria to accommodate 
refugees”, 5 March 2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.dailysabah.com/syrian-
crisis/2016/03/05/president-erdogan-suggests-building-city-in-northern-syria-to-
accommodate-refugees, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 

27 European Commission, “President Jean-Claude Juncker's remarks at the joint press briefing 
with European Council President Tusk ahead of the G7 Summit” (Brussels: 26 May 2016). 
[Retrieved from: http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-16-1922_en.htm, last 
accessed: 22 September 2016] 

28 Reuters, “Europe must not be blackmailed by Turkey overs visas: Merkel's deputy”, 1 August 
2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-security-eu-gabriel-
idUSKCN10C24N?il=0, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 

29 European Parliament, “Schulz on EU-Turkey Summit” (Brussels: 7 March 2016). [Retrieved 
from: http://www.europarl.europa.eu/the-president/en/press-room/schulz-on-the-eu-turkey-
summit.pdf, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 

30 Reuters, “Merkel tells Erdogan death penalty not compatible with EU membership”. 18 July 
2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-security-germany-
idUSKCN0ZY0YI, last accessed: 28 September 2016] 
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from reaping benefits and comes under the term of deterrence by denial.  

The Turkish stance to the refugee inflows in Europe raised insecurity 

within the EU’s member states about Ankara’s role in the flows’ burst. 

Meanwhile, European leaders and NGOs claimed that Turkish authorities 

contributed to refugee smugglers’ action31 or tolerated this action32.  

 

Table 1. Turkey’s and the EU’s goals and strategies 

throughout and after negotiations for refugee crisis 

management 

Actor Strategy Goals 

Turkey Compellence  Re-stimulation of accession process 

to the EU 

 Visa liberation requirements for 

Turkish citizens, without completing 

visa liberation roadmap’s 

benchmarks and reforming Turkish 

anti-terror law 

 Expansion of financial aid 

 Correlation of refugee crisis with 

war in Syria, for more Turkish 

involvement in the region 

EU Deterrence 

by denial 

 Efficient management of the crisis 

 Curbing of the inflows to Europe 

 Convince Turkish leadership to 

adopt more democratic reforms 

 

The above table sums up the goals and strategies of Turkey and the EU 

throughout the negotiations for a refugee deal and the implementation that 

followed the deal. 

                                                           
31 Deutsche Welle, “Greek president accuses Turkish authorities of smuggling refugees”, 18 
January 2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.dw.com/en/greek-president-accuses-turkish-
authorities-of-smuggling-refugees/a-18988011, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 

32 Patrick Kingsley, “Hiding in plain sight. Inside the world of Turkey's people smugglers”, The 
Guardian, 29 November 2015. [Retrieved from: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/nov/29/hiding-in-plain-sight-inside-the-world-
of-turkeys-people-smugglers, last accessed: 22 September 2016] 
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The refugee crisis seemed to offer to both Turkey and EU the chance to 

approach each other. Nevertheless, this was a point for rising tensions between 

them and constituted an object of diplomatic dispute. Both actors pursued 

their goals, served their interests and, in order to accomplish them, didn’t 

hesitate to make use of threat to each other. This study’s working hypothesis 

that transnational phenomena can become an object of diplomatic dispute 

between actors of the international system, such as a state actor and a politico-

economic union, is confirmed. As long as strife among the international 

system’s actors exists, they are going to utilize all of their available means in 

order to fulfil their strategies. Strategic analysts may explore in more depth the 

success rates of making use of a transnational phenomenon as strategic 

instrument and the further conditions that affect the outcome of following this 

strategy.  

 

* * * * * 
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THE FOUR DAY WAR: CAUSES AND IMPLICATIONS 

FOR THE SOUTH CAUCASUS SUB–SYSTEM 

Markar Shangoyan 

 

 

he recent re-escalation of the Nagorno Karabagh conflict stressed the 

volatility of the Caucasus. The regional stability is guaranteed mainly 

by a delicate balance of power between the major actors of the sub-

system and the regional players, which attempt to maximize their relative 

gains. In the “Four Day War” or “April War”, as it came to be known, this 

established balance of power proved to be fragile. Which were the reasons that 

provoked the resumption of the hostile interaction? Which actors had the best 

motive to reignite the dispute? And lastly, what were the complications in the 

South Caucasus region? These are the main questions which will guide the 

present analysis. 

In order to explore the aforementioned issues, a theoretical context in 

which the analysis takes place is required. The approach which is being 

followed in the present analysis is the neorealist one. According to that view, 

the international system, which consists of nations, is characterized by the lack 

of supra-national governance, meaning that there is a lack of hierarchy1. The 

anarchical structure of the system, combined with the fact that the actors have 

inherent aggression capabilities2, creates a highly mistrustful environment for 

the states to function in. The described situation gives birth to the security 

dilemmas3 where the measures taken by an actor to increase its safety, 

decrease the survival chances of the other actors. In order to increase their 

safety, states can follow two kinds of balancing strategies. The first one is to 

use their own means to increase their power –self-help– and the second one is 

                                                
 Graduate student, Department of International & European Studies, University of Piraeus. 

1 Kenneth N. Waltz, Theory of International Politics (Massachusetts, Addison-Wesley 
Publishing Company, 1979), 102.  

2 John J. Mearsheimer, The Tragedy of Great Power Politics, (New York, W. W. Norton & 
Company, 2001), 19. 

3 Ibid., 35-36. 

T 
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associated with making alliances –external balancing4. The measures taken by 

the actors are rational, meaning that the cost does not exceed the benefits. 

Furthermore, it is necessary to define the notions concerning the sub-system 

and the rally around the flag effect. The former is associated with a distinction 

between the international system and a smaller part of the system which is the 

sub-system. The main characteristics of a sub-system are: the geographical 

proximity of the actors; the relations among the actors that exhibit a degree of 

regularity and intensity; internal and external recognition as a distinctive area; 

lastly, the sub-system is subordinated to the dominant, meaning that “there is 

more intensive and influential penetration of the sub-system by the dominant 

system than the reverse”5. On the other hand, the rally around the flag effect 

refers to the fact that the “presidential popularity tends to rise immediately 

after a major international event”6. Such events can be, for example, outbreaks 

of war or military crises, international setbacks or achievements, events which 

involve the president's personality, such as an assassination attempt etc.7 The 

main assumption is the following: “in a regional conflict, which contains small 

actors and systemic restrictions at the external, deriving from the dominant 

system, the incentives to resume a conflict are sparked by the internal political 

scene”. To answer the first research question, it is convenient to make a 

reference to the April events. Additionally, the domestic politics and 

international affairs of Azerbaijan and Armenia need to be examined. 

Moreover, the incentives to recommence the conflict are explored. Finally, the 

conclusion of the analysis, which supports that the Aprilian events were 

associated with the domestic political situation in Azerbaijan, is being 

presented. 

First of all, the re-escalation of the conflict resulted in losses 

considering human lives, military equipment and last but not least, territory. 

For the first time the Nagorno Karabagh conflict resumed in such intensity, 

resulting in approximately 60–200 casualties, including several civilians8. 

Moreover, according to the news agencies of both countries, those numbers are 

exceedingly greater9. However, the most important development was that the 

Azerbaijani forces succeeded in recapturing part of the Nagorno Karabagh 

                                                
4 Waltz, op.cit., 118.  

5 William Thompson, “The Regional Subsystem: A Conceptual Explication and a Propositional 
Inventory”, International Studies Quarterly 17:1 (1973) 89-117.  

6 John R. Lee, “Rallying Around the Flag: Foreign Policy Events and Presidential Popularity”, 
Presidential Studies Quarterly 7:4 (1977), 252-256.  

7 Ibid. 

8 International Crisis Group, “Nagorno-Karabakh: New Opening, or More Peril?”, Europe 
Report N°239, 4 July 2016, 9. [Retrieved from: https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/239-
nagorno-karabakh-new-opening-or-more-peril.pdf, last accessed: 6 July 2016] 

9 Ibid. 



YYeeaarrbbooookk  22001166  

 

 
27 

territory –the “Lele Tepe”10. In connection with this, they claimed a big victory 

as they had begun the process of liberation, by gaining territory of “high 

strategic importance”11. The Armenian side, in contrary, supported that 

Azerbaijan had gained some meters of trivial importance compared to the 

consequences. No matter which side‟s view is closer to the reality, the fact is 

that some relative changes have been made at the Line of Contact (L.o.C.) 

which have a big significance at the domestic political scene even though they 

do not necessarily translate to a great change in the balance of power between 

the two actors externally.  

 

Source: Carnegie Europe. 

Following the war of the Nagorno Karabagh conflict (1988–1994), after the 

dissolution of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (U.S.S.R.), the balance of 

power had steadily been shifting towards the Azerbaijani side, which has 

benefited from an economic boom. Since the 2000s, Azerbaijan has seen a 

rapid economic growth which is reflected to the country's Gross Domestic 

Product (G.D.P.)12. This economic boost also gave the country the opportunity 

                                                
10 Ibid. 

11 Report News Agency, „Liberated 'Lele Tepe' height‟, 7 April 2016. [Retrieved from: 
https://report.az/en/multimedia/liberated-lele-tepe-photos/, last accessed: 22 May 2016] 

12 In 2000, Baku‟s G.D.P. was at $ 5.27 billion and it increased at $ 48.85 billion in 2008. The 

World Bank, „World Bank National Accounts Data‟, Washington. [Retrieved from: 
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to increase its own military expenditure, which steadily surpassed the 

Armenian military budget sevenfold13. Azerbaijan‟s military build-up included 

mainly weapons from Russia (almost 85% of the total imports14) and high tech 

weaponry from Israel15. As far as the training and education are concerned, the 

existing cooperation with the Turkish military has been considered to be a 

great advantage. This internal balancing strategy has made Armenia feel less 

safe. Given the economic situation of the country, the only solution of Yerevan 

was to follow a strategy of external balancing by seeking even closer relations 

with Moscow. This situation, which can be characterized as a security 

dilemma, escalated the 

conflict further, and pushed 

Baku to follow an 

independent foreign policy 

by aligning with Turkey. 

The Agreement on Strategic 

Partnership and Mutual 

Support, in 2010, between 

Azerbaijan and Turkey, in 

addition to the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Mutual Aid between 

Armenia and Russia, uncovered a polarized sub-system in which more 

powerful actors pursue their own national interests, by attempting to create 

spheres of influence. To a certain degree, the smaller states which are aligned 

with bigger actors, depending on the degree of their reliance, can pursue their 

own goals in the sub-system; nevertheless, it is certain that the regional 

conflict becomes more dependent on the role that the bigger states play or 

assume, in this case Russia and Turkey. 

Both Azerbaijan and Armenia, being independent states for almost 25 

years, have various problems concerning domestic affairs. Azerbaijan faces a 

great problem of corruption, suppression of freedom rights, and prosecution of 

members of the opposition. Although the Armenian side faces the same sort of 

problems, the political system there is regarded as partly free, while 

                                                                                                                                        
http://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.CD?locations=AZ, last accessed: 26 May 

2016] 

13 In 2015 the Azerbaijani and Armenian military expenditure were at 3.02 billion U.S.D. and 
at 447 million U.S.D., respectively. Trading Economics, “Azerbaijan Military Expenditure”, 
New York. [Retrieved from: https://tradingeconomics.com/azerbaijan/military-expenditure, 
last accessed: 15 June 2016]. See also Trading Economics, “Armenia Military Expenditure”, 
New York, [Retrieved from: https://tradingeconomics.com/armenia/military-expenditure, 
last accessed: 15 June 2016] 

14 International Crisis Group, op.cit., 11. 

15 The Jerusalem Post, “Report: Israel 'Suicide' Drone Being Used in Azerbaijan Battlefield”, 6 
April 2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.jpost.com/International/Report-Israel-suicide-
drone-being-used-in-Azerbaijan-battlefield-450505, last accessed: 10 June 2016] 

[…] it is certain that the regional 

conflict becomes more dependent 

on the role that the bigger states 

play or assume […] 
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Azerbaijani is regarded as being “not free”16. Furthermore, the recent elections 

(November 2015) in Azerbaijan were far from ideal. Many issues concerning 

the freedom of the media, the candidate registration and the campaign 

environment were raised17. On top of that, the leaked “Panama Papers” stained 

the image of the president Aliyev and his family18. For many years, Azerbaijan 

was able to mitigate its people due to the economic boom, which resulted in 

the increase of the per capita G.D.P.19. As far as Armenia is concerned, the 

legitimacy of the central government is doubted by many citizens. Numerous 

demonstrations in 2015 raised the doubts of the Armenians in connection with 

their government. In January, the massacre of the Avetisyan family in Gyumri 

by a Russian soldier prompted a series of protests, which concerned the 

Armenian dependence on Russia20. Following these events, in June an 

increase in the electricity prices prompted the Armenian population to begin 

demonstrations which at first had as a demand solely the annulation of this 

decision and gradually resulted in a general protest against the corruption of 

the government21. Additionally, the economic growth in Armenia does not 

follow the Azerbaijani at the same pace. The Armenian per capita G.D.P. is 

estimated at $ 3.489 in 2015, while in 2006 for example it was $ 2.126. The 

increase is minor, and there is a significant gap between the per capita G.D.P. 

in Azerbaijan and Armenia –in 2015 the gap is almost 58.7%. The economic 

development in Armenia alone is not a factor which can appease the 

population and reduce the existing tensions and doubts. Last but not least, the 

“Panama Papers” case did not directly reveal or bring to light the Armenian 

President‟s involvement, but Mihran Poghosyan‟s, the Major-General of 

                                                
16 Freedom House, “Freedom in the World 2016”, Washington. [Retrieved from: 
https://freedomhouse.org/sites/default/files/FH_FITW_Report_2016.pdf, last accessed: 1 
July 2016] 

17 Organization for Security and Co-operation in Europe, “Republic of Azerbaijan: 
Parliamentary Elections 1 November 2015”, Warsaw, 31 August 2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/azerbaijan/179216?download=true, last accessed: 10 
May 2016] 

18 The data revealed that the Aliyev family had links to many unknown offshore companies and 
the President's daughters were also involved in a controversial gold mine project. 
International Consortium of Investigative Journalists,“ How the Family that Runs Azerbaijan 
Built an Empire of Hidden Wealth”, 4 April 2016. [Retrieved from:  
https://panamapapers.icij.org/20160404-azerbaijan-hidden-wealth.html, last accessed: 1 
June 2016] 

19 In figures, the Azerbaijani per capita G.D.P. grew from $ 2.473 in 2006 to $ 7.393 in 2012. In 
spite of this notable increase, a significant drop to $ 5.947 was recorded in 2015.  

20 Al Jazeera, “Armenia can't count on Russia any more”, 20 January 2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/opinion/2015/01/armenia-can-count-russia-any-mo-
201511852934497678.html, last accessed: 15 May 2016] 

21 The Daily Telegraph, “Armenia's 'Electric Yerevan' protests enter seventh day”, 25 June 
2015. [Retrieved from: 
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/armenia/11699692/Armenias-Electric-
Yerevan-protests-enter-seventh-day.html, last accessed: 1 June 2016] 
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Justice and Chief Compulsory Enforcement Officer of Judicial Acts, who 

resigned22.  

Taking into account the data which are mentioned above, one can easily 

evaluate the factors which led to the Aprilian events. First and foremost, the 

relations between the Caucasian sub-system‟s regional actors –namely Turkey 

and Russia– were in a deadlock. The downing of the Russian Su–24 jet, by the 

Turkish F–16 which took place in November 201523, deteriorated the relations 

between the two states, resulting in an increase in the bilateral competition. 

This situation could bring about a new escalation to the Nagorno Karabagh 

conflict, even though the costs of such an escalation would be terrible for all 

participants. Therefore, in 

order for the conflict to 

recommence, an equation 

must be formed in which the 

benefits exceed the costs. As 

far as the two Caucasian 

states are concerned, both of 

them will face big economic 

costs if they choose to restart 

the conflict. Nevertheless, a 

limited operation, as the Azerbaijani has been characterized24, had some 

benefits; The Nagorno Karabagh case became once again a critical issue and 

was put back into the international agenda and the Azerbaijani people got 

distracted by the issues of corruption and economic stagnation. The case of the 

“Panama Papers”, which had directly affected the Azerbaijani President‟s 

image was set aside and replaced by a successful military operation, which 

stimulated the ethnic sentiments of the Azerbaijani people by making them 

realize the “rally around the flag” effect. There would be no logical explanation 

to begin a military operation that would increase the costs, considering those 

who claim that the operation might be organized by the Armenian side.  

Lastly, the aprilian events give the opportunity for negotiations to 

restart, although the resolution of the conflict becomes a more complicated 

matter. The fact that the Armenian side did lose some territory, strengthened 

the security dilemma of Yerevan, which will seek to externally balance the 

                                                
22 EurasiaNet.org, “Armenia: Panama Papers Prompts Official's Resignation”, 18 April 2016. 
[Retrieved from: http://www.eurasianet.org/node/78336, last accessed: 13 June 2016] 

23 BBC, “Turkey's downing of Russian warplane - what we know”, 1 December 2015. [Retrieved 
from: http://www.bbc.com/news/world-middle-east-34912581, last accessed: 10 June 2016] 

24 Thomas De Waal, “Prisoners of the Caucasus: Resolving the Karabakh Security Dilemma”, 
Carnegie Europe, 16 June 2016. [Retrieved from: 
http://carnegieeurope.eu/2016/06/16/prisonersofcaucasusresolvingkarabakhsecuritydilemm
a/j1yq, last accessed: 20 June 2016] 

[…] the aprilian events give the 

opportunity for negotiations to 

restart, although the resolution of 

the conflict becomes a more 

complicated matter. 
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Azerbaijani threat, and will become more dependent on Moscow25. Thus, the 

security sentiment of the Azerbaijani side will be reduced, pushing Baku to 

find new measures to increase its safety, which will have significant costs for 

the already declining Azerbaijani economy. Furthermore, Azerbaijan‟s public 

opinion‟s ethnic sentiments will be strengthened, making the negotiations for 

the resolution of the conflict more difficult. Nevertheless, the Nagorno 

Karabagh issue will be put up in the international agenda again, giving the 

opportunity for the Minsk Group and the European Union to intensify their 

efforts concerning the issue.  

In conclusion, the research question of the present analysis is 

confirmed, claiming that in a regional conflict, which contains small actors and 

systemic restrictions at the external, deriving from the dominant system, the 

incentives to resume a conflict are sparked by the domestic political scene. The 

Azerbaijani case proves that the “rally around the flag” effect is a well-tested 

policy which can have benefits for the leadership. Concerning the Nagorno 

Karabagh issue, after the aprilian events, it enters a new phase, where only two 

possible options can be seen; Resolution or intensification of the conflict. 

 

* * * * * 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
25 Reuters, “Armenia ratifies agreement on joint air-defense system with Russia”, 30 June 
2016. [Retrieved from: http://www.reuters.com/article/us-armenia-russia-defence-
idUSKCN0ZG2AS, last accessed: 2 July 2016] 
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