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Abstract

Recently, debates on a shift of axis in Turkish foreign policy have resurfaced. Many analysts perceive the geopolitical
alignment between Turkey and Russia as a deliberate Turkish response to its deteriorating ties with the West. The goal of
this paper is to shed light on the factors that have fostered the interest of the Turkish political elite in developing strategic
relations with Russia. We argue that Turkey’s alignment with Russia has global, regional and domestic dimensions. First,
especially after the global financial crisis of 2008, Russia managed to successfully realign itself with rising powers like
China and India, while also strengthening its traditional position as a global player. Second, in addition to its strong
influence in the Black Sea, the Caucasus and Central Asia, Russia has become a major actor in other regions in the
immediate neighborhood of Turkey such as the Middle East and the East Mediterranean. Finally, the failed coup attempt
of July 2016 in Turkey has added a strong psychological dimension to the Turkish-Russian rapprochement. Nevertheless,
Turkey’s interest in closer ties with Russia is not expected to lead to a reorientation in Turkish foreign policy away from its
position in the traditional transatlantic alliance.
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Introduction

In June 2019, the first shipment of the Russian S-400 long-range air defense missile
system arrived in the Miirted Air Base in Ankara in accordance with the agreement
signed two years earlier between President Erdogan and President Putin. This remarkable
development made Turkey the second country in the world after China and the first and
only NATO member state to have purchased these advanced Russian strategic weapons.
Against the background of the deepening rift between Russia and the West following the
crisis in Ukraine, repeated US warnings that the delivery of the Russian S-400 missiles
could trigger a series of sanctions against Turkey and evolving geopolitical alignment
between Ankara and Moscow with regard to the Syrian civil war, many analysts claimed
that the S-400 issue should be viewed as a sign of the shift of axis taking place in Turkish
foreign policy. Accordingly, the strategic rapprochement between Turkey and Russia in
the last few years has been perceived as a deliberate Turkish response to its deteriorating
ties with the West (Johnson & Gramer, 2019; Karlidag & Borshchevskii, 2019).

Although it can be claimed that the improvement of political, economic and military
relations between Ankara and Moscow has become much more visible since the summer
of 2016, it should be recalled that the roots of the Turkish-Russian rapprochement
actually date back to the early 2000s. The scholarly literature has explored the various
dimensions of Turkish-Russian relations in the 21 century. In particular, the growing
asymmetric interdependence in economic relations and the intensification of institutional
ties have attracted significant attention (K&stem, 2018; Onis & Y1lmaz, 2016). Some of
these studies additionally highlight Russia’s military involvement in Syria in September
2015 and the failed coup attempt that took place in Turkey in July 2016 as significant
milestones in the shaping of the Turkish-Russian strategic relations (Ersen, 2017; Ozdal
2020; Aktiirk, 2019; Riima & Celikpala, 2019). Yet, Turkey’s interest in developing
closer ties with Russia cannot be fully understood in isolation from how the Turkish
leaders have viewed the changing balances in the global, regional and domestic dynamics
particularly since the second half of the 2000s.

The goal of this paper is to shed light on the main factors that have fostered the interest
of the Turkish political elite in developing strategic relations with Russia. There is no
doubt that Russia has been an important actor for Turkish foreign policymakers since the
end of the Cold War. However, in the last few years, the significance attributed to Russia
by the Turkish leaders visibly increased due to a number of reasons. We argue that a set of
global, regional and domestic factors explain Turkey’s strategic rapprochement towards
Russia in the past few years. The paper, therefore, examines different levels of analyses
with the purpose of uncovering Ankara’s motivations for fostering closer ties with Russia.

First, especially after the global financial crisis in 2008, Russia managed to successfully
realign itself with rising powers like China and India, while also strengthening its
traditional position as a global player in world politics. Second, in addition to its strong
influence in the Black Sea, the Caucasus and Central Asia, it has become a major actor
in other regions in the immediate neighborhood of Turkey such as the Middle East and
the East Mediterranean. And finally, the failed coup attempt of July 2016 in Turkey has
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added a strong psychological dimension to the Turkish-Russian rapprochement which
had already been based on strong economic links in trade, energy and tourism. Close
personal ties between President Erdogan and President Putin in particular seem to have
further consolidated Turkey’s search for a stronger partnership with Russia. The following
sections of the paper discuss the key dynamics of each level of analysis, namely global,
regional and domestic, on the improvement of Turkish-Russian relations. The concluding
section summarizes the argument and discusses its major implications.

Global Dynamics

Although it is no longer one of the two superpowers of the world as it had been during
the Cold War, Russia is still regarded as one of the main global powers for a number
of reasons. Geographically, it is the largest country in the world with its immense size
and large territories in Europe and Asia. This truly Eurasian character enables Russia
to play a global role and develop special relations with other global powers such as the
US, China and the EU. It also provides Moscow with significant geopolitical leverage in
the Eurasian space which has become increasingly significant for international relations
since the end of the Cold War due to its vast potential of natural resources — particularly
oil and natural gas. For Moscow, keeping a degree of control in Eurasia in this regard
is crucial not only in terms of retaining its status as a global power, but also due to the
fact that Russia itself is one of the leading producers of oil and natural gas (U.S. Energy
Information Administration, 2019; International Energy Agency, 2019). Being such an
“energy superpower” gives Moscow additional influence in international relations as it
can effectively use this economic advantage to achieve its political objectives vis-a-vis
other countries.

Russia also plays a very important role in international diplomacy, since it is one of the
five permanent members of the United Nations Security Council (UNSC) and therefore
possesses the right to veto any decision that runs against its own interests. This gives
Moscow a remarkable leverage in global politics even in regions that are not of immediate
interest for Russian foreign policy — such as Latin America or Sub-Saharan Africa.
Perhaps more importantly, Russia is one of the leading powers of the so-called “nuclear
club”. In fact, more than 90 percent of all the nuclear warheads in the world belong to
either Russia or the US, which provides an extraordinary influence to these two countries
in the shaping of the agenda of international relations (Arms Control Association, 2019).
In the past decade, Russia has also gained superiority in the global market of nuclear
power plants as Russian official nuclear agency Rosatom has completed the construction
of power plants in many countries including India, China and Iran (Aris, 2019).

There is a general consensus among the international relations scholars that Russia’s role
as a global power eroded significantly due to its serious political and economic problems in
the 1990s. This trend was gradually reversed by President Vladimir Putin in the following
decade as a result of a number of bold political and economic reforms he initiated at home
and his determination to make greater use of Russia’s hard power capabilities in foreign
policy. Particularly with the help of high oil and natural gas prices throughout the 2000s,
Russia achieved impressive economic growth rates which also permitted it to finance an
impressive military modernization program (Valdai Discussion Club, 2012).
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In foreign policy, on the other hand, Putin embraced the concept of “multipolarity”
which was introduced to Russian foreign policy lexicon by former Russian Prime Minister
Yevgeny Primakov in the mid-1990s to highlight the new role of Russia as one of the
main power poles in the world. As a foreign policy doctrine, multipolarity envisions not
only Russia’s economic and military dominance in the post-Soviet space, but also an
end to US unilateralism in world politics through close cooperation with the EU, China
and India (Makarychev & Morozov, 2011). In other words, multilateral cooperation with
other global and regional powers has become extremely important for Putin’s Russia in
order to deter the US from taking unilateral actions in international relations.

One of Russia’s key partners in the quest for a multipolar world order has been China.
While the two countries have intensified their diplomatic cooperation in the UNSC as well
as the Shanghai Cooperation Organization (SCO) and formed an informal diplomatic bloc
against the US and NATO regarding a number of regional issues like Iraq, Iran, Syria and
Kosovo, they have also quickly intensified their economic and military links through bilateral
agreements. Following the 2008 financial crisis, which also quite negatively affected the
Russian economy, it became even more important for Russia to remain close to the so-called
rising powers that included not only China, but also India and Brazil (Johnson & Kostem,
2016). It should be noted in this regard that the first ever summit of the newly created BRICS
grouping was held in the Russian city of Ekaterinburg back to back with the SCO summit
in June 2009. Dmitry Medvedev, who was the Russian president at the time, even labelled
the joint SCO and BRICS summits as the “epicenter of world politics” (Kremlin.ru, 2009;
Stuenkel, 2020). In short, at a time when the Western economies dealt with the aftershocks of
the global financial crisis, Putin’s Russia successfully realigned itself with the rising powers of
the world despite its own economic limitations (Parlar Dal & Ersen, 2020).

As Moscow’s relations with the US and EU were further strained following the crisis
in Ukraine — particularly after Russia’s annexation of Crimea and military involvement
in Syria in the 2014-2015 period — the rapprochement with China became even more
significant. In addition to acting in consensus in regional issues like Libya, Syria, North
Korea and Iran, Russia and China also decided to harmonize their grand economic
projects in the Eurasian space — the Russia-led Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU) and
China-led Belt and Road Initiative (BRI). In 2016, Moscow even announced a “Greater
Eurasian Partnership” project, with the goal of enhancing economic connectivity between
the EAEU and BRI and extend the EAEU’s economic reach to the Asia-Pacific (Kostem,
2019a). Immediately after the US and the EU imposed sanctions on the Russian economy
in 2014 due to Russia’s annexation of Crimea, Moscow strengthened its so-called “pivot
to Asia” and consolidated its strategic partnership with Beijing. For example, in May
2014, the two countries signed a natural gas deal worth 400 billion dollars, which had
long been delayed due to various reasons (Johnson & Kostem, 2016, p. 210). During the
same period, Russia also signed lucrative arms deals with both China and India including
the sale of the S-400 missile system to both countries.

For Turkey, which has traditionally treated Moscow as an important balance in its
relations with the West since the late Ottoman era, the rising significance of the Russian-
Chinese axis in world politics after 2008 not only signifies the emergence of a multipolar
world order, but also provides a new and powerful element of balance in Turkish foreign
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policy. It should be noted that Turkey’s economic relations with both Russia and China
have steadily improved after the global financial crisis. In fact, these two countries are
currently among the top three trade partners of Turkey together with Germany. More
importantly, due to its impressive economic growth in the 2000s, Turkey itself has often
been described as a rising power or an emerging middle power by many scholars, which
has rendered international organizations like the SCO, BRICS and G-20 even more
attractive for the Turkish leaders (Onis & Kutlay, 2013; Oguzlu & Parlar Dal, 2013).

In 2012, Turkey became the only NATO member to have formed close institutional links
with the SCO by becoming a “dialogue partner” of this organization (Contessi, 2019, p.
93). In July 2018, President Erdogan attended the BRICS Summit in Johannesburg and
expressed his desire to enhance Turkey’s cooperation with BRICS in trade, investment
and development (Presidency of the Republic of Turkey, 2018). Most recently, the Turkish
Ministry of Foreign Affairs declared the “Asia Anew” initiative which similarly aims to
develop Turkey’s economic links with the Asian countries (Daily Sabah, 2019). In all these
newly launched foreign policy initiatives, Russia plays a very important role due to its
extended global reach as well as its evolving strategic partnership with China in global
issues like nuclear disarmament and energy networks. This makes the Turkish leaders more
interested in becoming actively engaged with Eurasian-based regional cooperation projects
like the Greater Eurasian Partnership. Although it is not yet quite clear what kind of a role
Turkey could play in such projects due to its traditionally strong economic and strategic
links with the West, the development of Eurasia as a geopolitical concept has been on the
agenda of Turkish political and intellectual circles since the early 2000s mainly due to the
strengthened influence of Russia in world politics during the Putin era (Ersen, 2013).

At the same time however, it should be noted that Turkish-Russian relations do not
entail a global character as they have rather developed around regional rather than global
issues. Nevertheless, Russia’s growing activism in world politics in the 2000s and the
decline of the US hegemony after the global financial crisis have inevitably shaped and
factored into the foreign policy decision-making in Turkey. Thus, Turkey’s desire for
closer political, economic and military relations with Russia should be understood first of
all in light of the Turkish leaders’ perceptions about the tectonic shifts taking place in the
global balance of power. Since 2008, the influence of the US and EU in world politics has
been increasingly challenged by non-Western powers like China and India, while Russia
— mainly as a result of the strong links it has formed with these countries — seems to have
become an important link that connects Turkey to organizations like the BRICS and SCO.
Putin’s discourse of multipolarity in world politics is also in conformity with President
Erdogan’s famous slogan “the world is bigger than five”, which similarly emphasizes the
need to create a more inclusive international decision-making system. On the other hand,
Turkey’s increasingly complicated relations with both the US and EU in the last few
years increase the appeal of Russia for the Turkish policymakers as they continue to view
Moscow as an important balance against the West in global politics.

Regional Dynamics

Although the two countries do not share a land border, Russia is often regarded as one
of the most important neighbors of Turkey. This is mainly due to the traditionally strong
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Russian influence in Turkey’s three neighboring regions: the Caucasus, the Black Sea and
the Balkans. In addition, Russia has very close links with the Turkic republics of Central
Asia which have become quite significant for Turkish foreign policy in the post-Cold
War period. Particularly in the last few years, Ankara has been striving to strengthen its
relations with the Central Asian countries through new multilateral platforms like the
Turkic Council (Kostem, 2019b, pp. 115-116). Developing positive relations with Russia
in this sense is of critical importance for the success of political, economic and cultural
cooperation initiatives launched by Turkey in Central Asia.

Regarding the Caucasus and Black Sea, on the other hand, the geopolitical interests of
Turkey and Russia have not been very compatible. Turkey developed significant strategic
links with Azerbaijan, Georgia and Ukraine throughout the 2000s, while Russia’s relations
with the latter two remain quite troubled due to its war with Georgia in 2008 and the
ongoing conflicts in Crimea and Donbas that emerged as a result of the Euromaidan
protests in Ukraine in 2014. On the other hand, Moscow established very close political,
economic and military ties with Armenia which currently does not have any diplomatic
relations with Turkey. Armenia also hosts a Russian military base in Gyumri, which is very
close to the Turkish border and became a full member of the Russian-led EAEU in 2015.
Conversely, Turkey regards Azerbaijan as a strategic partner, and views it as a pivotal state
for its broader outlook towards the Caucasus and Central Asia (Kostem, 2019b).

Russia also enjoys significant geopolitical influence over the so-called “frozen conflicts”
in South Ossetia, Abkhazia, Nagorno-Karabakh and Transnistria. The escalation of such
conflicts may undermine not only the emerging trilateral strategic cooperation between
Turkey, Azerbaijan and Georgia in the region, but also negatively affect the ongoing energy
projects such as the TANAP natural gas pipeline which forms the backbone of the “Southern
Gas Corridor” initiative supported by the EU. Turkey, on the other hand, is concerned about
a possible military escalation between Russia and NATO in the Black Sea which could
upset the delicate geopolitical balance established in this region as a result of the 1936
Montreux Straits Convention (Celikpala & Ersen, 2018). A potential Russia-NATO conflict
could also threaten the successful operation of the TurkStream natural gas pipeline which
was inaugurated by Turkey and Russia in January 2020. It should also be mentioned that
in addition to contributing to Turkey’s energy supply security, TANAP and TurkStream
projects together serve the Turkish government’s long-standing goal of making Turkey an
energy hub between Europe and Asia (Ersen & Celikpala, 2019).

For all the reasons stated above, Turkey’s policy with regard to the Caucasus and Black Sea
has been based on the maintenance of a close regional dialogue with Moscow. For instance,
unlike many NATO countries, Turkey did not join the sanctions against Russia following the
crisis in Ukraine in 2014. At the same time, however, it continued to support the territorial
integrity of Ukraine and rejected the Russian annexation of Crimea. For instance, Ankara has
consistently referred to Russia’s annexation of Crimea as a clear violation of international law
and aimed to protect the rights of Crimean Tatars, a Turkic minority with strong political and
societal links to Turkey. In a press release of August 2020, the Turkish Ministry of Foreign
Affairs even criticized the “systemic oppression and intimidation campaign against Crimean
Tatars” and announced that Turkey would “continue to stand by its kinsmen” (Republic of
Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2020).
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Turkey has also supported regional peace initiatives in the Caucasus including the
efforts of the OSCE’s Minsk Group for the resolution of the Nagorno-Karabakh conflict.
After the Russian-Georgian war in 2008, it proposed the creation of a “Caucasus Stability
and Cooperation Platform” to resolve the regional conflicts together with Russia and the
countries of the Caucasus (Giiltekin Punsmann, 2009). Although this platform could not be
activated in the later years, it can be viewed as a sign that Turkey has been willing to treat
Russia as an important partner in the solution of the regional conflicts in the Caucasus.

With its active involvement in the Syrian civil war, Russia has also become a
prominent actor in the Middle East and the East Mediterranean. Since the outbreak of
the Syrian conflict in 2011, it has resorted to its veto power in the UNSC sixteen times,
effectively blocking greater international pressure over the Assad regime. It has also
actively collaborated with Iran to help the Assad regime in defeating the rebel groups
supported mainly by Turkey and the West. The Russian military campaign launched in
Syria in September 2015, on the other hand, radically changed the geopolitical balance in
the region. Russia’s military intervention in Syria also coincided with the emergence of
a tactical partnership between the US and the PYD/YPG which is recognized by Turkey
as a terrorist organization due to its strong links with the PKK. This new US policy in
Syria has not only alienated Ankara, but also prepared the grounds for the development
of a gradual strategic rapprochement between Turkey, Russia and Iran. Although the
downing of a Russian fighter jet by the Turkish forces over the Turkish-Syrian border
in November 2015 caused a serious crisis between Ankara and Moscow which could
only be resolved in the summer of 2016 with Erdogan’s letter of regret to Putin, the
strengthened military ties between the US and PYD/YPG urged the Turkish leaders to
move closer to the Russia-Iran axis in Syria (Pidi¢ & Kdsebalaban, 2019; Ersen, 2017;
Kostem, 2020; Ozdal, 2020). Eventually, Turkey, Russia and Iran launched the “Astana
talks” in December 2016 as a major diplomatic platform bringing the representatives of
the Assad regime and the Syrian opposition around the negotiation table. Leaders of these
three countries have also met several times through the Sochi format, and negotiated the
terms of a ceasefire as well as a political settlement in Syria (Kdstem, 2020, pp. 9-10).

The enhanced military-political dialogue with Russia and Iran has enabled the Turkish
Armed Forces to conduct three large cross-border military operations in Syria. As a
result of the “Operation Euphrates Shield” launched in August 2016, the “Operation
Olive Branch” launched in January 2018, and finally the “Operation Peace Spring”
launched in October 2019, Turkish forces achieved to clear a large area in northern Syria
along the Turkish border from both the DAESH and YPG militants. In addition, Ankara
established twelve military observation posts in the Idlib province of northwestern Syria
and brokered a ceasefire agreement with Moscow in September 2018 to resolve the crisis
in Idlib with the purpose of setting up a weapons-free zone (Anadolu Agency, 2018), even
though this ceasefire collapsed in early 2020 due to the intensified offensive of the Assad
regime. Yet, following the killing of dozens of Turkish soldiers in Idlib by airstrikes in
February 2020, Ankara and Moscow once again facilitated a new deal for the cessation
of hostilities in this strategically located province. While the agreement has been in force
since March 2020, the Turkish military has also consolidated its presence in Idlib. At the
same time, however, it would not be surprising to see a new round of Russian-backed
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regime offensives in Idlib. In short, it has become clear once again for the Turkish leaders
after all these developments that maintaining a close military dialogue with Moscow
in Syria is crucial in light of the central role Russia has continued to play in the Syrian
conflict (Suchkov, 2020).

It is worth mentioning that its active involvement in Syria has also enabled Russia to
largely increase its influence in the affairs of the Middle East. Apart from strengthening
its bilateral ties with almost all of the countries in the region, Moscow has achieved to
advance its economic interests through lucrative agreements signed in the field of arms
sales, construction of nuclear power plants and development of oil and natural gas fields.
It should be noted in this regard that even the closest US strategic partners in the region
such as Israel and Saudi Arabia have developed strong political, economic and military
links with Russia in the last few years.

This renewed influence in the Middle East has also permitted Moscow to play a
greater geopolitical role in the East Mediterranean region which has become much more
significant in world politics after the discovery of large offshore natural gas reserves.
Considering that both the US and EU are currently supporting a position that is contrary
to Turkey’s interests in the East Mediterranean natural gas issue, it is quite important for
Ankara to maintain its strong regional dialogue with Moscow in order not to be sidelined
in the region — particularly when one considers that Russia enjoys close relations with
Israel, Egypt, Greece and Greek Cypriots and the Russian energy companies are quite
active in the East Mediterranean. It is interesting to note for instance that in an interview
with Anadolu Agency, Russian Energy Minister Alexander Novak said it could be possible
for Russia to cooperate with Turkey in the region (Anadolu Agency, 2019; Starodubtsev,
2019). In September 2020, on the other hand, amidst growing tensions between Turkey
and Greece around Turkey’s oil and gas exploration missions in the East Mediterranean,
Russian Minister of Foreign Affairs Sergei Lavrov suggested Russia’s mediation to ease
the tensions (Aljazeera, 2020).

Since 2019, the Libyan issue has also indicated the importance of Russia in Turkey’s
regional strategy. As with many other regional conflicts in the Middle East and North Africa,
Turkey and Russia support opposite factions and desire divergent outcomes in the ongoing
Libyan conflict. The Western-led military intervention in Libya and the toppling of Qaddafi
in 2011 was a turning point for Russia’s position vis-a-vis humanitarian intervention in
world politics. In fact, it is argued that Russia’s decisive position in Syria owes much to
its relative inaction in the NATO-led regime change in Libya (Averre & Davies, 2015).
As the conflict in Libya evolved, Turkey has offered diplomatic and military support to
the Government of National Accord (GNA) in Tripoli, which is the legitimate authority
representing the country in the eyes of the UN, while Russia has decided to back the
Libyan warlord Haftar, who is currently controlling a considerable part of Libyan territory.
Many analysts indicated that in addition to maintaining its economic interests in Libya,
Russia could emerge as a powerbroker in the war-torn country just like it has done so in
Syria (Souleimanov, 2019). However, in June 2020, Turkish-backed GNA forces stopped
a fourteen-month siege of Haftar forces in Tripoli. Given Haftar’s deteriorating military
power, Moscow has increasingly backed Aguila Saleh Issa, the speaker of the Tobruk-based
House of Representatives (Belenkaya, 2020). Since late 2019, diplomats from both sides
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have held several rounds of consultations for a political solution to the conflict in Libya (UN
News, 2020). Regardless of how the conflict evolves in the near future, Russia’s position
in Libya and particularly its support for Haftar and Saleh in this regard will be a crucial
dimension factoring into Turkey’s plans in Libya and the East Mediterranean.

Domestic Dynamics

Ankara’s interest in building closer relations with Moscow is also related with a
number of important domestic concerns. Above all, Russia has become one of the top
economic partners of Turkey in the 2000s as a result of the thriving relations between
the two countries in key sectors like trade, energy, tourism and construction. While the
bilateral trade volume was only around 4 billion dollars at the beginning of the 2000s,
it reached an all-time high with 38 billion dollars in 2008 which made Russia the top
trading partner of Turkey for that year. Although this figure has significantly dropped in
the following years due to the impacts of the global financial crisis, Russia nevertheless
maintained its position as one of the most important trade partners of Turkey. In 2019, for
instance, it came second only after Germany in the list of Turkey’s top trading partners
with a trade volume of around 27 billion dollars (T.C. Ticaret Bakanligi, 2019). Although
the Turkish government has repeatedly declared its objective to increase this figure to
100 billion dollars in the longer term, it looks like an unrealistic goal given the persistent
problems as well as the absence of economic integration between the two countries.

Energy isundoubtedly one of the main driving engines of the Turkish-Russian economic
relations. In 2018, around 47 percent of Turkish natural gas imports and 25 percent of oil
and other petroleum product imports came from Russia (EPDK, 2019a; EPDK, 2019b).
Yet, it should also be noted that Turkey’s heavy dependency on the Russian oil and natural
gas products has been gradually decreasing over the last few years. For example, in 2019,
with 15,2 bem Russia accounted for 33,6 percent of the Turkish total natural gas imports,
which. corresponds to a 36 percent decrease in Turkey’s natural gas imports from Russia
compared to the previous year. Still, these figures indicate that Russia continues to be
an indispensable country for Turkey’s energy strategy. The energy relationship between
the two countries has been further strengthened with the initiation of two mega energy
projects in the last decade. Ankara and Moscow signed an agreement in 2010 for the
construction of Turkey’s first nuclear power plant in the Mediterranean town of Akkuyu
by Rosatom. Estimated to cost more than 20 billion dollars, the Akkuyu NPP is composed
of four 1,200-megawatt reactors that are expected to meet around 10 percent of Turkey’s
electricity demand when the plant becomes operational in 2023.

The second mega energy project is the TurkStream natural gas pipeline which was first
announced by President Putin during his visit to Ankara in 2014. The first string of the
pipeline has been designed to transport around 16 billion cubic meters of gas annually
for Turkish domestic consumption, while the second string is planned to deliver Russian
gas directly to the European market and therefore strengthen Turkey’s role as an energy
corridor in Eurasia. The project also supports Russia’s goal of bypassing Ukraine in
delivering its natural gas to Europe. Following the Turkish-Russian intergovernmental
agreement of October 2016, the construction of the TurkStream pipeline started in May
2017 and the pipeline was finally inaugurated and started shipping gas in January 2020.
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Tourism and construction are the two other important sectors that promote the deepening
of Turkish-Russian relations in the economic sphere. Only in 2018, around 6 million Russian
nationals visited Turkey — marking a 25 percent increase compared with the previous year
(Hiirriyet Daily News, 2018). Although this number significantly decreased in 2020 due to
the Covid-19 outbreak, Turkey still remains the most popular destination for Russian tourists
as also evidenced by thousands of Russian people who rushed to Antalya and other Turkish
cities once the travel restrictions were eased in the summer. In the construction sector, on the
other hand, the total investment of the Turkish construction companies in Russia reached
almost 70 billion dollars as of February 2019 (Rus Tiirk Isadamlar1 Birligi, 2019).

Despite such strong economic links, until the attempted coup of July 2016, it was quite
difficult to create an atmosphere of trust between Turkey and Russia at the governmental
and public level. This is mainly due to the fact that the history of Turkish-Russian relations is
dominated by fierce geopolitical rivalry and wars rather than friendly ties and cooperation.
Even during the post-Cold War era, which witnessed a remarkable development of political
and economic relations between the two countries, the regional disagreements have
prevented the emergence of a genuine Turkish-Russian strategic rapprochement (Ersen,
2011). It is clear in this regard that the failed coup attempt in Turkey on July 15, 2016
has significantly changed this picture. Although the attempt was quickly repelled by the
Turkish security forces, Ankara was quite disappointed in the muted and hesitant reaction
of its NATO allies about this incident, while Moscow gave outright support to the Turkish
government against the coup plotters. The reluctance of the US authorities to extradite the
Pennsylvania-based cleric Fetullah Giilen, who Turkey accuses of orchestrating the coup
attempt as well as leading the Giilenist Terror Organization (FETO), has further alienated
Ankara from Washington in the following period.

Moscow, on the other hand, had already banned the activities of FETO as early as
2008. Russia’s consistent attitude toward the Giilenists created a strong common ground
between President Erdogan and President Putin (Immigration and Refugee Board of
Canada, 2015). In the post-July 15 period, the friendly dialogue between the two leaders
became even more remarkable. Only in 2018, for instance, they personally met seven
times on different occasions and spoke eighteen times with each other on the phone
(TRT Haber, 2019). They have also publicly announced their affinity towards each other
in various platforms. It is clear in this regard that the warm relations between the two
presidents have greatly contributed to the improvement of Turkish-Russian relations after
2016. In fact, even the rapid mending of the Turkish-Russian political and economic
ties in the aftermath of the fighter jet crisis of November 2015 could be possible due to
the working relationship between Putin and Erdogan. In addition, the above-mentioned
ceasefires over Idlib typically came through as a result of the long discussions between
the two leaders. Therefore, one could argue that the individual consultations between
Putin and Erdogan have been more influential than institutional channels such as the High
Level Cooperation Council meetings that have taken place since 2010. Although it would
be too bold to claim that the two leaders have achieved to build a relationship that is based
on mutual trust in the post-2016 period, it could be argued that their personal dialogue
which also provides the basis for the “marriage of convenience” between Ankara and
Moscow has proven resilient despite all obstacles (Ogiitcii & Bechev, 2018).
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The past few years have also been marked by intensified debates about growing
authoritarianism in Turkish politics and the eradication of democratic rights and freedoms.
While the US and the EU have harshly criticized this trend, Russia has not interfered
with Turkish politics, which also significantly contributed to Russia’s appeal to Turkish
decision makers as a reliable partner. Moreover, the Russian style of top-down executive
control, in which the role of the parliament is diminished under a highly centralized
presidential system, seems to have been quite attractive for Turkish leaders. The recent
literature has already started discussing the similarities and differences between the
Turkish and Russian political systems in this regard (White & Herzog, 2016).

What is more interesting about this new phase of Turkish-Russian rapprochement is
that it is also being reflected in the public reactions in Turkey. A recently conducted
opinion poll, for example, revealed that more than 60 percent of the Turkish people
view the US as the most important threat against Turkey’s national interests, while 14
percent believes strategic cooperation with Russia can become an alternative to Turkey’s
stalled EU membership process (Kadir Has University, 2018). President Erdogan already
expressed his interest in different occasions to strengthen Turkey’s relations with the SCO
which is led by Russia and China (Sputnik Tirkiye, 2016). While it is not realistic to
expect Turkey’s full membership in the SCO in the near future, it is still important to note
that the perceptions of both the Turkish government and public about Russia have been
changing in a remarkable way in the post-July 15 period.

Conclusion: Turkey between Russia and the Transatlantic Alliance

As Balta (2019) recently demonstrated, power asymmetry in security and economic
relations, varying national interests, both states’ relations with the West, as well as domestic
regime types are at play in shaping the various dimensions of Turkish-Russian relations.
At the same time, the bilateral relationship between the two countries has survived various
moments of crises in the past century (Hirst & Isci, 2020). This article has argued that a
monocausal approach to Turkish-Russian relations is insufficient and various factors at
the global, regional and domestic levels help explain Turkey’s intensifying and complex
ties with Russia in the past decade. That being said, these multiple factors are insufficient
for the transformation of Turkish-Russian alignment into a strategic partnership as the
two countries continue to prefer divergent outcomes in various regional issues.

On the other hand, it is worth mentioning that Turkish-Russian relations have come a
long way since the 1990s when the political and economic links between the two countries
were largely overshadowed by their disagreements with regard to a number of regional
issues in the Caucasus, Central Asia and the Black Sea region. It seems that the thriving
economic ties especially in the field of energy provided a significant momentum to the
development of a regional dialogue between the two countries in the 2000s. Although
it may still be too early to define the Turkish-Russian alignment as a genuine strategic
partnership, the rapidly developing relations between Ankara and Moscow in the post-
2016 period are quite remarkable especially at a time when both countries have important
issues to resolve with the US and EU. For instance, Russia is still subject to the Western
economic sanctions and Turkey’s relations with its NATO allies have become frostier in
the last few years due to a variety of problems. Against this background, it seems quite
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natural for the two neighbors to approach each other considering that they have already
established solid bilateral links in various political and economic spheres.

In the past decade, Turkey’s ties with its traditional transatlantic allies have been
strained due to mutual frustration in regional crises and the growing democracy deficit
in Turkey. Turkey’s alignment with Russia over the Syrian conflict has exacerbated the
problems in Turkish-US relations (Balc1 2019; Buhari-Giilmez 2020, pp. 475-476). Yet,
it should be emphasized that Turkey is still one of the key members of the NATO alliance
which is regarded by Russia as a major geopolitical rival in world politics. Turkey’s strong
commitment to the alliance during the NATO summit of December 2019, which took place
in London, for instance, has demonstrated once again that it would be quite difficult to
view Russia as a potential new ally for Turkey. On the other hand, although Ankara’s EU
accession process currently seems stalled, it is nevertheless an official candidate country
and enjoys significant political and economic links with the EU countries. Considering
the remarkable trade deficit which works against Turkey’s economic interests in its
relations with Russia and China, it is not very plausible to assume that Ankara has been
trying to replace its long-standing strategic relations with the West with a new strategic
axis. Even with the US, despite all the problems in the bilateral relations, Turkish officials
seem to have maintained a significant degree of dialogue — the best example of which can
be witnessed in the October 2019 deal between Turkey and the US over northern Syria.
Despite persistent disagreements over the PYD/YPG, Washington continues to engage
in active diplomacy to find a common ground with Ankara as demonstrated by the most
recent developments in Idlib.

More importantly, Turkey’s position regarding a number of significant regional issues
in the Black Sea, the Caucasus and the Balkans is closer to the position of its NATO allies,
rather than Russia. The armed clashes that have resumed between Armenia and Azerbaijan
over Nagorno-Karabakh in 2020 for instance could potentially drag Turkey and Russia into
a new geopolitical confrontation in the Caucasus. Even in Syria, where Turkish-Russian
rapprochement is most obvious, there are many issues that need to be resolved between
Ankara and Moscow including the political future of Assad, the deteriorating situation in
1dlib, the future of Turkish armed forces in Syria and Russia’s special links with the PYD/
YPG (Kostem, 2020, pp. 12-17). Ankara seems to have taken into account the backlash
from its NATO allies and especially potential sanctions from the US over its acquisition
and deployment of Russian S-400 missile defense systems. Yet, the fact that the Turkish
leaders have so far carefully refrained from officially announcing the activation of the
S-400s, although they were tested in Sinop in October 2020 over strenuous US objections,
demonstrates that Ankara might be working on a middle ground to avoid US sanctions
and ease tensions with NATO. Disagreements over the natural gas resources of the East
Mediterranean, Russia’s position in Turkey’s current disagreements with Greece, Egypt,
Israel and France as well as the conflict in Libya will also continue to be crucial stress tests
for Turkey’s geopolitical alignment with Russia in the foreseeable future.

In short, despite all the recent remarks about the emergence of a Turkish-Russian
strategic axis in Eurasia, it is important to view Ankara’s interest in developing closer
relations with Moscow more in the light of its global, regional and domestic policy
considerations, rather than a deliberate attempt to strategically shift the axis of Turkish
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foreign policy towards Russia. Due to their geographical proximity and extensive
economic links, Turkey and Russia will always need to maintain their strategic dialogue.
However, relations with Russia should be viewed within the framework of Turkey’s
multidimensional foreign policy which also includes the maintenance of close political,
economic and military ties with the West as part of the transatlantic alliance.
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