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Executive Summary 
Southeastern Turkey has now become a jurisdiction for 
terrorism finance, weapons smuggling, illegal oil sales, 
and the flow of fighters to Syria. This pipeline serves 
the interest of several terrorist organizations, including 
Jabhat al-Nusra (JN) and the Islamic State (IS). 

It is unclear whether Ankara is explicitly assisting these 
groups, or whether JN and IS are merely exploiting 
Turkey’s lax border policies. Either way, it is clear that 
Turkey seeks to bring down the regime of Bashar al-
Assad in Syria with the aid of irregular fighters. 

Ankara opened its border to Syrian rebel forces, namely 
the Free Syrian Army, in the early stages of the uprising 
in 2011. But when Assad did not fall, the makeup of 
the Syrian opposition began to change. Radical groups 
such as the al-Qaeda-affiliated Jabhat al-Nusra and 
the Salafist Ahrar al-Sham emerged in 2012. Within a 
year, jihadist groups dominated the Syrian opposition. 
Border towns in southeastern Turkey were effectively 
a rear guard for some of the rebel units, while foreign 
fighters streamed into Syria from Turkey. All of this 
served as a crucible for the rise of the Islamic State.  

The meteoric ascendance of IS has led to a full-blown 
crisis in Iraq and Syria. After conquering large swaths 
of territory in both states, IS declared a caliphate. 
The group’s brutality, highlighted by the beheadings 
of journalists, has prompted the United States and 
a broad coalition of Arab States to intervene with 
military force. 

The IS crisis has put Turkey and the U.S. on a collision 
course. Turkey refuses to allow the coalition to launch 
military strikes from its soil. Its military also merely 
looked on while IS besieged the Kurdish town of Kobani, 
just across its border. Turkey negotiated directly with IS 
in the summer of 2013 to release 49 Turks held by the 
terrorist group. In return, Ankara reportedly secured  

 
 
the release of 180 IS fighters, many of whom returned 
to the battlefield. Meanwhile, the border continues to 
serve as a transit point for the illegal sale of oil, the 
transfer of weapons, and the flow of foreign fighters. 
Inside Turkey, IS has also established cells for recruiting 
militants and other logistical operations. All of this has 
raised questions about Turkey’s value as an American 
ally, and its place in the NATO alliance.  

Turkey’s Syria policy also has negative repercussions 
domestically. The presence of extremists threatens Turkey’s 
internal security, as well as its economic stability, given 
Ankara’s dependence on foreign investment and tourism. 
Additionally, the turmoil in Syria has greatly complicated 
Turkey’s relationships with the Kurds and exacerbated the 
government’s battles with domestic opponents.

Washington now needs to work with Ankara to address 
the extremism problem on its southeastern front. 
This will require high-level diplomatic engagement 
that must address head-on the security challenges 
that Turkey has helped spawn. However, Washington 
must also address Turkey’s valid concerns, including 
long-term strategies for ending the Assad regime and 
how to increase support for the moderate opposition 
in Syria. The United States also has an opportunity 
to work with its NATO allies to help Ankara erect an 
integrated border protection system along the Syrian 
border to contain the current security and illicit 
finance threats. If Ankara is unwilling to tackle these 
challenges, Washington may need to consider other 
measures, including sanctions or curbing the security 
cooperation that has long been a cornerstone of this 
important bilateral relationship. 
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Introduction
As the U.S. leads coalition air strikes on the Islamic 
State (IS) in Syria and Iraq, tensions are boiling 
between Turkey and Washington. On October 2, 
2014, Vice President Joe Biden made headlines after 
he publicly stated that Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan admitted Turkey’s role in helping IS grow. 
Recalling a phone conversation he had with President 
Erdoğan, Biden told reporters that Erdoğan said, “You 
were right. We let too many people through,” referring 
to Turkey’s loose border policies that allowed foreign 
fighters to cross into Syria and join extremist groups.1 
Erdoğan, however, rejected any such admission and 
demanded an apology.2 Biden called Erdoğan two days 
after the incident and apologized.3

But the issue was far from settled. Less than two weeks 
later, Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu, the leader of Turkey’s main 
opposition party, the People’s Republican Party (CHP), 
accused Erdoğan’s Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) of providing weapons to terrorist groups in 
Syria, including IS. Kılıçdaroğlu cited documents from 
a prosecutor in the southern Turkish city of Adana, 
along with testimonies by two Turkish truck drivers, 
pointing to direct Turkish government involvement.4

The Dutch were particularly alarmed over Kılıçdaroğlu’s 

1. Tolga Tanış, “Biden Says Erdoğan Admitted ISIL Mistake,” 
Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), October 3, 2014. (http://www.
Hürriyetdailynews.com/biden-says-erdogan-admitted-isil-
mistake.aspx?PageID=238&NID=72530&NewsCatID=359) 
2. Igor Bobic, “Joe Biden Apologizes For Saying Turkey 
Admitted To Border Security Failures In ISIS Fight,” The 
Huffington Post, October 4, 2014. (http://www.huffingtonpost.
com/2014/10/04/joe-biden-erdogan_n_5932234.html) 
3. Brett Logiurato, “Turkey’s President Demands Biden 
Apologize Over Comments About ISIS,” Business Insider, 
October 4, 2014. (http://www.businessinsider.com/Turkey-
erdogan-biden-apologize-apology-isis-2014-10)
4. “Kılıçdaroğlu’ndan Davutoğlu’na Yanıt: ‘Belge mi İstiyorsun, 
Al Sana Belge’,” HaberTürk (Turkey), October 14, 2014. (http://
www.haberTürk.com/gundem/haber/999337-Kılıçdaroğlundan-
davutogluna-yanit-belge-mi-istiyorsun-al-sana-belge) 

allegations that the Adana province, which is also home 
to NATO’s İncirlik airbase, and thus home to Holland’s 
patriot batteries, was a center of IS activity. No less than 
seven opposition parties in the Dutch Parliament soon 
demanded an independent international investigation 
into Turkey’s role in providing weapons to jihadi groups 
in Iraq and Syria. 5

More broadly, concerns among NATO and Western 
states are mounting. Though Ankara has taken in 
more than its fair share of refugees (1.5 million as of 
November 2014) and it has agreed to help the anti-
IS coalition in limited ways, Turkey is simply not a 
reliable ally in the fight against the jihadists in Syria. 
Turkey has refused to take part in the U.S.-led military 
operations, even though IS is on its border. And while 
this reticence is linked to ambivalence about coming 
to the aid of Kurds, and the insistence that the fall 
of Assad is the only acceptable outcome in the Syria 
conflict, Turkey appears to have contributed to the rise 
of extremism in Syria. Multiple reports suggest that 
extremists of all stripes have exploited Turkey’s porous 
border with Syria over the last several years, and now 
IS is reaping the benefits. There now appears to be IS 
cells active inside Turkey’s border. Turkey has also cut 
at least one prisoner swap deal with IS that resulted 
in the release of militants who returned to the front.6  
Turkey’s southeastern frontier is a transit point for 
fighters, weapons, cash, and more. 

Turkey clearly has an IS problem, but some aspects of 
it are difficult to discern. Some of the reporting derives 
from sources that have an ax to grind with Ankara. 
Turkey insists that many of the allegations, particularly 

5. Yusuf Özkan, “IŞİD’e Türkiye’den Yardım İddiası Hollanda 
Meclisi’nde,” BBC Türkçe (Turkey), October 18, 2014. (http://
www.bbc.co.uk/Türkçe/haberler/2014/10/141018_hollanda_
Türkiye_sorusturma) 
6. Yusuf Özkan, “IŞİD’e Türkiye’den Yardım İddiası Hollanda 
Meclisi’nde,” BBC Türkçe (Turkey), October 18, 2014. (http://
www.bbc.co.uk/Türkçe/haberler/2014/10/141018_hollanda_
Türkiye_sorusturma)  
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Turkey must accept responsibility for its role in this 
crisis. Specifically, it must take steps to address the illicit 
financial channels and logistical pipelines in Turkey that 
terrorist groups are now exploiting with ease. However, 
Turkey is not alone to blame. Washington’s Syria policy 
has consistently failed to address the core challenge of 
removing Bashar al-Assad, whose mass slaughter of 
Syrians continues with impunity. Washington has also 
failed to confront Turkey over its dangerous border 
policies that led inexorably to the IS crisis.  Southeastern 
Turkey is now, without question, the most important 
jurisdiction for the financing, arming, and manning of 
the radical movements fighting in Syria. Washington 
must work with Ankara to stop this, even if the AKP 
remains ambivalent about what needs to be done.

Turkey and Syria in Context
Ties between Turkey and Syria have historically been 
uneasy. One source of discord is a territorial dispute 
regarding Turkey’s Hatay province. The territory 
changed hands between the Ottoman Empire and 
Syria before finally coming under Turkish rule in 1939, 
almost 20 years after the establishment of the modern 
Turkish Republic.7 Turkey’s subsequent dam projects 
across the southeastern towns, many built during the 
1960s, threatened Syria’s water security. This, coupled 
with Turkey’s Western leanings, prompted Damascus to 
adopt a Kurdish policy that has antagonized Turkey over 
the years. Syria harbored militant groups that targeted 
Turkey, such as the Secret Army for the Liberation of 
Armenia (ASLA) and the Kurdistan Workers’ Party 
(PKK). Syria offered the PKK safe haven to organize 
and train, while its top leader Abdullah Öcalan (now 
imprisoned in Turkey) lived in Damascus for nearly 
two decades, between 1979 and 1998.8 

7.  Lucas Tomlinson, “Old Rivalries Keeping Turkey on Sidelines 
of Syria Fight, Analysts Say,” Fox News, October 16, 2014. (http://
www.foxnews.com/politics/2014/10/16/old-rivalries-keeping-
Turkey-on-sidelines-syria-fight-analysts-say/) 
8.  Muharrem Çağlar, “Öcalan’ın Suriye Günleri,” HaberTürk 
(Turkey), September 7, 2011. (http://www.haberTürk.com/
yasam/haber/666525-ocalanin-suriye-gunleri) 

those that originate from sources within anti-Turkish 
Kurdish movements or the stridently anti-AKP 
Fethullah Gülen movement, amount to information 
warfare. Yet, reports from other sources — mainstream 
U.S. and Turkish media — suggest that the charges 
against Turkey should be taken seriously. At the very 
least, they prompt a number of troubling questions. 

Does Ankara view IS as a necessary evil to bring down 
the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria? If so, did the 
AKP willingly allow one of the world’s most dangerous 
terrorist movements to establish nodes of operation 
inside Turkey and along its southeastern border with 
the goal of defeating Assad? Did Ankara allow for 
IS to move people, weapons, cash, and other goods 
across Turkey’s 565-mile border with Syria, or has the 
terrorist movement simply exploited the relatively weak 
central authority that has long characterized Turkey’s 
southeastern front? 

We may never arrive at the answers to these questions. 
Or there may be more than one answer to some of them. 
But one thing does appear clear. Ankara’s initial policy 
of seeking to bring down Assad in the early months of 
the Syrian uprising in 2011, likely with the hope of 
installing a regime that would be a natural ally or proxy 
to the AKP, has led to a chain of errant decisions that 
ultimately contributed to the rise to IS. 

Ankara initially opened the border to militants seeking 
to fight Assad’s forces. When Assad did not fall, and 
Washington refused to enforce its so-called “red line” of 
responding to chemical weapons attacks by the Assad 
regime against its own people, the challenges mounted. 
Increasingly radical forces began to stream into Syria, 
and some of them established cells of operation within 
Turkey itself. It’s unclear exactly when the AKP lost 
control, but it was well before the Islamic State surged 
in prominence and power among the Syrian opposition 
groups in mid-2014, leaving Turkey in the decidedly 
awkward position it is in today.
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November 22, 2011.13 By 2012, it was clear that Turkey 
was actively supporting the Syrian opposition.14 

Regional Ambitions
Several factors explain Turkey’s policy of backing the 
Syrian opposition. First, Turkey assessed that the regime 
was on the verge of collapse.15 This was not hard to 
fathom, given that similar Arab Spring uprisings erupted 
in Egypt, Tunisia, and Libya, bringing down dictators 
who had been in power for roughly three decades apiece. 
It was therefore logical that Turkey sought to have a 
say in the future leadership of a neighboring country, 
particularly given its history with Syria.

But Turkey’s calculus was also driven by sectarianism 
and regional ambitions. Though Ankara clearly 
endeavored to maintain its “zero problems” policy by 
trying to work with Assad during the early months of 
the uprising, the Sunni-dominated AKP also shared a 
natural kinship with the largely Sunni Syrian opposition, 
which opposed the Assad regime for political reasons, 
but also strove to topple the minority Alawite regime, 
backed by Shi’ite Iran. As the situation in Syria 
deteriorated, Turkey saw an opportunity to help install 
a Sunni regime—one that might even be influenced 
by its own Muslim Brotherhood doctrine. As one AKP 
deputy explained, the goal was “the establishment of 
a Turkey-friendly government in Damascus and an 
intensification of economic ties.”16

13. Jonathan Burch, “Turkish PM Calls on Syria’s Assad to 
Quit,” Reuters, November 22, 2011. (http://www.reuters.com/
article/2011/11/22/us-Turkey-syria-idUSTRE7AL0WJ20111122) 
14. “Exclusive: Arab States Arm Rebels as UN Talks of Syrian 
Civil War,” The Independent (U.K.), June 13, 2012. (http://www.
independent.co.uk/news/world/middle-east/exclusive-arab-states-
arm-rebels-as-un-talks-of-syrian-civil-war-7845026.html) 
15. Katrin Elger, Hasnain Kazim, Christoph Reuter & Holger Stark, 
“The Caliphate Next Door: Turkey Faces Up to its Islamic State 
Problem,” Spiegel International (Germany), September 29, 2014. 
(http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/islamic-state-jihadist-
activity-in-northern-syria-forces-Turkey-hand-a-994392.html)      
16. Ibid.      

Ties between Ankara and Damascus soured further 
as Turkish-Israeli relations blossomed during the 
Palestinian-Israeli peace process of the 1990s. But after 
the collapse of the peace process in 2000, and after Syria 
expelled Öcalan in 1998, relations between Ankara and 
Damascus began to improve significantly, even leading 
to a military training agreement in 2002.9 

Under the leadership of the AKP, which came to power 
in November 2002, Turkey strived for closer political 
and economic relations with all of its neighbors. This 
was a policy later articulated by Prime Minister (then-
Foreign Minister) Ahmet Davutoğlu called “Zero 
problems with neighbors.” The policy drew Turkey and 
Syria even closer together in the late 2000s, with a free-
trade agreement in 2007,10 and then-Prime Minister 
Erdoğan going so far as to call Syrian dictator Bashar 
al-Assad his “brother” in 2009.11 

The Arab Spring-style uprising against Assad, which 
began in March 2011, dissolved this dynamic.12 
Turkey initially called on Assad to implement reforms 
and refrain from using violence to quell the mounting 
opposition. Erdoğan even offered to work with the 
Syrian strongman. By August 2011, however, it was 
clear that Assad was neither interested in reform nor 
nonviolence. With a slaughter in the making, Turkey 
quickly committed itself to regime change in Syria. 
Erdoğan, who reportedly felt personally snubbed 
by the Syria leader, called for Assad to step down on 

9.  David Schenker, “Syria and Turkey: Walking Arm in Arm 
Down the Same Road,” Jerusalem Center for Public Affairs, 
December 1, 2009. (http://jcpa.org/article/syria-and-Turkey-
walking-arm-in-arm-down-the-same-road/) 
10.  “Relations Between Turkey–Syria,” Turkish Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs Website, accessed November 4, 2014. (http://www.
mfa.gov.tr/relations-between-Turkey%E2%80%93syria.en.mfa) 
11. “Suriye İkinci Evimizdir,” Sabah (Turkey), December 23, 
2009. (http://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2009/12/23/suriye_
ikinci_evimizdir) 
12. Halil Karaveli, “Why Does Turkey Want Regime Change in 
Syria?” The National Interest, July 23, 2012. (http://nationalinterest.
org/commentary/why-does-Turkey-want-regime-change-syria-7227) 
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Syria, however, was but one piece of the puzzle for 
the AKP. The leadership in Ankara already viewed 
the rise of the Brotherhood in Egypt and Tunisia as 
an opportunity to establish Turkey as the leader of 
an emerging, democratically elected Sunni order that 
appeared to be coalescing in the Middle East. The 
AKP viewed Turkey as the ideal Muslim democracy 
in the region, and thus sought to export the “Turkish 
Model” to the Arab Spring nations in hopes to become 
their moral leader. To this end, Davutoğlu boasted 
to the Turkish parliament in July 2012 that Turkey 
would be “the owner, pioneer, and the servant of this 
new Middle East.”17

The AKP’s vision for an Islamist order was not exactly 
new. It is a vision commonly embraced by the Muslim 
Brotherhood across the region. And it is no secret 
that many of the AKP’s founders, including President 
Erdoğan and former President Abdullah Gül, came 
from the Milli Görüş, the National Vision movement 
led by Turkey’s main political-Islamist figure 
Necmettin Erbakan, which was deeply influenced by 
the Muslim Brotherhood.18 

The Assad regime, by contrast, had a longstanding 
antagonistic relationship with the Muslim Brotherhood. 
The secular Baathist regime banned the group’s activities 
in 1964.19 At the time, tensions between dictatorial 
regimes and the ideologically charged Brotherhood were 
common across the region. In Syria, those tensions boiled 
over in 1980, when the Brotherhood unsuccessfully 
attempted to assassinate President Hafez al-Assad 
(Bashar’s father) on June 26. The Muslim Brotherhood 

17. Halil Karaveli, “Why Does Turkey Want Regime Change in 
Syria?” The National Interest, July 23, 2012. (http://nationalinterest.
org/commentary/why-does-Turkey-want-regime-change-syria-7227) 
18.  Menderes Çınar, “Erdoğan’ın Davutoğlu Tercihi İdeolojik,” 
Al Jazeera Turkey, August 21, 2014. (http://www.aljazeera.com.
tr/gorus/erdoganin-davutoglu-tercihi-ideolojik) 
19. “The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria,” Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, accessed October 8, 2014. (http://
carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=48370) 

was finally exiled from Syria in 1982 after Assad launched 
a large-scale military operation in Hama, Syria’s third 
largest city, killing an estimated 25,000 people.20 

Beaten into submission, the Brotherhood was largely 
quiescent in Syria for the two decades that followed. 
Many of the movement’s members found haven 
elsewhere around the region. Perhaps the only notable 
exception was the increased presence of the Palestinian 
terrorist group Hamas, a splinter faction of the Muslim 
Brotherhood, in the 1990s. But this relationship did 
not revolve around Syrian politics. Rather, it was forged 
on Iran’s patronage and a mutual disdain for Israel. 

When ties began to improve between Damascus and 
Ankara in the year 2000, Turkey sought to encourage 
reconciliation between Damascus and the Brotherhood. 
This was made somewhat easier by the change in 
leadership in both countries; Bashar ascended in July 
2000 and the AKP rose to power in November 2002. 
The AKP’s efforts were not fruitful, however. Notably, 
Turkey’s efforts in 2009 to mediate a resolution between 
the regime and the Brotherhood came to naught.21 

Under the AKP, however, Turkey continued its efforts 
to rehabilitate the Syrian Brotherhood. In July 2010, 
for example, Turkey allowed the General Committee of 
the Muslim Brotherhood to hold a meeting in Istanbul, 
where the group elected its new leader. This new leader 
publicly expressed his gratitude to the AKP in October 
2010, saying, “We favor Turkish intervention to resolve 
differences [with the Syrian regime].”22 

When the Syrian uprising began in March 2011, 
the Brotherhood was largely a nonfactor. It was the 
Free Syrian Army (FSA) that first emerged to defend 
protestors from assaults by Assad regime forces. By 

20. David Kenner, “Massacre City,” Foreign Policy, August 5, 2011. 
(http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2011/08/05/massacre_city) 
21. “The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria,” Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, accessed October 8, 2014. (http://
carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=48370) 
22. Ibid. 
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September or October, the FSA evolved into fighting 
units in order to ambush the Syrian army units.23 
Turkey worked to help the FSA and other opposition 
groups in the early phases of the conflict. In October 
2011, for example, Turkey facilitated the establishment 
of the Syrian National Council (SNC) in Istanbul. It 
was an effort to bring together the disparate Syrian 
opposition factions under an umbrella that would 
garner assistance from the West.24 Amidst mounting 
frustration, Istanbul hosted a March 2012 “Friends 
of Syria” meeting, where Turkey and the U.S. pledged 
to set up a framework for further humanitarian and 
technical aid to be sent to the opposition.25 

It soon became clear that Turkey was empowering Syria’s 
Muslim Brotherhood through these initiatives. For 
example, the SNC brought together a mix of several 
factions of the Syrian opposition, but it was clearly 
dominated by the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood.26 This 
was not lost on the other opposition factions. In a May 
2012 meeting at the State Department, Syrian-Kurdish 
officials complained that the Syrian Muslim Brotherhood, 
with the support of Turkey, had dominated the newly 
formed SNC. “Turkey’s vision for Syria was a centralized 
‘Islamist government’ backed by a constitution,” 
according one official.27 Similarly, in December 2012, 
when Turkey hosted the Syrian opposition in the city 
of Antalya and the new command structure of the Free 

23. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
24.  “Syria’s Rebels Unite to Oust Assad and Push for Democracy,” 
The Guardian (U.K.), October 2, 2011. (http://www.theguardian.
com/world/2011/oct/02/syria-rebels-assad-national-council) 
25. Anne Barnard, “U.S. and Turkey to Step Up ‘Nonlethal’ 
Aid to Rebels in Syria,” The New York Times, March 26, 2012. 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/26/world/middleeast/us-and-
Turkey-to-step-up-nonlethal-aid-to-syrian-rebels.html) 
26. “The Muslim Brotherhood in Syria,” Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, accessed October 8, 2014. (http://
carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=48370) 
27. Jake Hess, “Washington’s Secret Back-Channel Talks With 
Syria’s Kurdish ‘Terrorists’,” Foreign Policy, October 7, 2014.  
(http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/10/07/washington_
secret_back_channel_talks_with_kurdish_terrorists_turkey_syria_
robert_ford_exclusive) 

Syrian Army (FSA) was announced, roughly two-thirds 
were estimated to be from the Muslim Brotherhood.28

 
Regional politics were such that the Obama 
administration was not inclined to challenge Turkey. 
At the time, the Muslim Brotherhood was riding high 
from the Arab Spring. Amidst the collapse of regimes 
in Egypt and Tunisia, the rise of the Islamist faction 
was seen in the West as unstoppable. And it was for this 
reason that U.S. President Barack Obama relied heavily 
on Turkey, America’s longstanding ally and purported 
leader of the Muslim Brotherhood movement, to 
manage what was widely believed to be the inevitable 
demise of Assad and the rise of yet another Muslim 
Brotherhood government in the Middle East. 

The Emergence of  Extremists
But Assad did not fall. Turkey soon engaged in 
clandestine efforts to provide additional, covert 
support to the opposition. According to U.S. officials 
cited in The Wall Street Journal, Hakan Fidan, the head 
of Turkey’s intelligence organization (MIT), directed 
Ankara’s efforts to bolster elements of the Syrian 
opposition — directly and indirectly — through the 
provision of weapons, money, and logistical support, 
starting in early 2012. The Journal noted that, “the 
MIT acted like a ‘traffic cop’ that arranged weapons 
drops and let convoys through checkpoints along 
Turkey’s 565-mile border with Syria.”29 As one former 
senior U.S. official noted, “as 2012 went on, the Turks 
became more and more involved in helping FSA units 
get equipment and money…Turkey was supporting 
both religious and secular units.”30 

28. “U.S.-Turkish Cooperation Toward a Post-Assad Syria,” 
Bipartisan Policy Center, May 2, 2013. (http://bipartisanpolicy.
org/library/report/us-Turkey-post-assad-syria) 
29. Adam Entous & Joe Parkinson, “Turkey’s Spymaster Plots 
Own Course on Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 10, 
2013. (http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702
303643304579107373585228330) 
30. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
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To some extent, the Turkish strategy appeared to be 
paying dividends. It allowed for the opposition fighters 
to gain strength and advance in Syrian territories along 
the Turkish border. In July 2012, for example, the 
FSA took control of two border crossings with Syria, 
the Bab al-Hawa crossing bordering Hatay, and the 
Jarablus crossing bordering Gaziantep. By the end of 
the year, the opposition was making gains on the Assad 
regime in Tel Abyad, across from Şanlıurfa.31

However, by mid-2012, several extremist groups were 
discernible among the opposition patchwork. Though 
these groups were small at first, they rapidly became 
some of the most effective fighting forces. 

Jabhat al-Nusra (JN), for example, emerged as one 
of the more lethal groups fighting in Syria in January 
2012. By December 2012, the U.S. State Department 
designated JN as a terrorist organization because of its 
stated links to al-Qaeda. By the time it was designated, 
JN had consolidated its presence across most Syrian 
governorates. By early 2013, it established a strong 
presence in Aleppo, Idlib, Deir Ezzor, and Deraa.32 

Ahrar al-Sham, another extremist group, announced its 
official formation in January 2012.33 Through small-
arms ambushes and IED attacks, it quickly established 

31. Suleiman al-Khalidi & Raheem Salman, “Syrian Rebels 
Control Border Crossings with Iraq, Turkey,” Reuters, July 19, 
2012; (http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/07/19/us-syria-
crisis-Turkey-border-idUSBRE86I11J20120719) & Soner 
Çağaptay, “The New Normal on the Turkish-Syrian Border,” 
Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), December 5, 2012. (http://www.
Hürriyetdailynews.com/the-new-normal-on-the-Turkish-syrian-
border.aspx?pageID=449&nID=36109&NewsCatID=424) 
32. “Jabhat al-Nusra,” Jane’s World Insurgency and Terrorism, 
October 2, 2013, page 15. 
33. Thomas Joscelyn, “Statement from Zawahiri’s Representative 
Shows Syrian Rebel Group Tied to al Qaeda,” The Long War 
Journal, January 18, 2014; (http://www.longwarjournal.org/
archives/2014/01/statement_from_zawah.php) & “Harakat 
Ahrar al-Sham al-Islamiyya,” Jane’s World Insurgency and 
Terrorism, October 2, 2013, page 19.

itself as a prominent actor in the insurgency. By 
December 2012, Ahrar al-Sham, along with 10 other 
militant Islamist groups established a coalition called 
the Syrian Islamic Front. The Front’s leaders were 
mostly made up of members from Ahrar al-Sham. 
In February 2013, Ahrar al-Sham merged again with 
three other factions and renamed itself Harakat Ahrar 
al-Sham al-Islamiyya.34 This faction worked with 
some U.S.-supported groups, but also extremists like 
JN.35 In November 2013, Ahrar al-Sham joined forces 
with other Islamist fighting factions, such as Liwaa’ 
al-Tawhid, Jaysh al-Islam, and Suqour al-Sham. This 
grouping was known as the Islamic Front.36

These rebel groups, along with nearly every other 
faction fighting in Syria, benefited from Turkey’s 
permissive border policies. Indeed, without access to 
the border, the Syrian revolution would have ceased 
to exist. This was undoubtedly why Turkey kept the 
border open. But, as a former senior U.S. government 
official notes, in October and November 2012, FSA 
figures were reporting to Washington that jihadists 
were crossing back and forth, while Turkish border 
guards simply looked the other way. “The Turks, I 
don’t think, ever tried to control their border,” the 
former official said. “They more or less let all kinds of 
people in—Nusra was some of them, some of them 
were secularists, Islamist, non-al-Qaeda groups... 
They weren’t singling out any group to favor, it was 
more of a laissez faire approach.”37

34. “Harakat Ahrar al-Sham al-Islamiyya,” Jane’s World Insurgency 
and Terrorism, October 2, 2013, page 20; & Aron Lund, “Syria’s 
Salafi Insurgents: The Rise of the Syrian Islamic Front,” Swedish 
Institute of International Affairs, March 2013, page 24. (http://
www.ui.se/eng/upl/files/86861.pdf)
35. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
36. “Leading Syrian Rebel Groups Form New Islamic Front,” 
BBC News (U.K.), November 22, 2013. (http://www.bbc.com/
news/world-middle-east-25053525) 
37. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
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By May 2013, U.S. officials were clearly concerned. 
President Obama met with then-Prime Minister 
Erdoğan in Washington and told him that the U.S. 
believed, “Turkey was letting arms and fighters flow 
into Syria indiscriminately and sometimes to the 
wrong rebels, including anti-Western jihadists.” 
Officials involved in the internal discussions reportedly 
communicated to Ankara “the need to more tightly 
control the arms flow.”38

The Turks abided by certain commitments, even as 
they broke others. For example, they appear to have 
respected the administration’s concerns about allowing 
shoulder-launched anti-aircraft missiles to cross the 
border. It is worth noting that most of the arms were not 
Turkish arms. As the former senior U.S. government 
official noted, “the Qataris provided much more arms 
than the Turks did—but the Turks and Qataris were 
channeling a lot of this to Islamist groups.”39

By September 2013, Jabhat al-Nusra was said to 
have 7,000 to 8,000 militants fighting in Syria. 
Approximately one-quarter of these fighters were 
foreign jihadists, who reportedly crossed into Syria from 
Turkey.40  By December 2013, JN and other extremist 
groups had gained even more ground in Syria. This 
coincided with the weakening of the FSA. The alarm 
over these extremists groups was such that the U.S. and 
the UK announced a suspension of certain aid to the 
Syrian opposition (which later resumed).41

38. Adam Entous & Joe Parkinson, “Turkey’s Spymaster Plots 
Own Course on Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 10, 
2013. (http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702
303643304579107373585228330) 
39. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
40. Kadri Gürsel, “Has Turkey Become The ‘Pakistan of the 
Middle East’,” Al Monitor, September 24, 2013. (http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/security/2013/09/time-act-al-qaeda-Turkey-
jabhat-al-nusra.html#) 
41. Edward Dark, “Syrian FSA Fades in Shadow of Saudi-Backed 
Opposition Front,” Al Monitor, December 11, 2013. (http://
www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2013/12/syria-fsa-islamic-
front-geneva-ii-jarba.html) 

Meanwhile, journalists covering the Syrian civil war 
from the Turkish southeastern frontier were reporting 
with increasing frequency about how jihadism was 
becoming more common within the fighting factions. 
Moreover, Turkey appeared to be playing a role similar 
to that of Pakistan, which enabled jihadi factions like 
the Taliban. As Norwegian terrorism expert Thomas 
Heghammer noted in December of 2013, “Turkey is 
to Syria now what Pakistan was to Afghanistan in the 
1990s. Antakya is the Peshawar of Syria. Turkey is the 
main passageway for fighters from the West, and from 
the rest of the region.”42

The jihadi factions were receiving support through 
such Turkish border areas as Hatay, Kilis, Gaziantep, 
and Şanlıurfa. The proximity of these towns to the 
front made it convenient to serve as logistical bases, 
so that weapons and fighters could cross easily, so long 
as Ankara allowed for it. “Without using the Turkish 
town of Ceylanpınar as a rear base,” Turkish journalist 
Kadri Gürsel wrote in September 2013. “Jabhat al-
Nusra could not have fought the Kurds for months in 
Ras al-Ain, right on the other side of the border.”43 

Syrian and Turkish Kurds have voiced the most concerns 
about Turkey’s aid to Jabhat al-Nusra and other extremist 
groups.44 The Syrian Kurdish Democratic Union Party 
(PYD), which declared an autonomous area in Syria 
after the uprising began, was among the more outspoken 
Kurdish factions in this regard. But the PYD is the 
Syrian wing of the Kurdish Worker’s Party (PKK), which 

42. Kren Leigh, “Q&A: On Foreign Fighters Flowing Into Syria,” 
Syria Deeply, December 2, 2013. (http://www.syriadeeply.org/
articles/2013/12/2628/qa-foreign-fighters-flowing-syria/)
43. Kadri Gürsel, “Has Turkey Become The ‘Pakistan of the 
Middle East’,” Al Monitor, September 24, 2013. (http://www.al-
monitor.com/pulse/security/2013/09/time-act-al-qaeda-Turkey-
jabhat-al-nusra.html#) 
44. Anne Barnard, “Amid a Maze of Alliances, Syrian Kurds Find 
a Thorny Refuge at the Border,” The New York Times, September 
25, 2014. (http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/25/world/
middleeast/syria-isis.html?_r=0) 
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has been designated by Turkey, the EU, and the U.S. as 
a terrorist organization. Their allegations have therefore 
been easy for Ankara to dismiss. 

Yet the PYD was not alone. The Kurdish National 
Council (KNC), a separate coalition of Syrian Kurds 
that Turkey politically supported against the PYD, also 
charged that Turkey has been backing the jihadists. In a 
meeting in December 2012, one KNC official told U.S. 
Ambassador to Syria Robert Ford, “The extremists in 
the opposition are getting support from governments, 
such as Turkey.”45

By 2014, former U.S. officials began to echo Kurdish 
claims. In September 2014, Francis Ricciardone, the 
former U.S. ambassador to Turkey, made headlines 
when he stated that Turkey “worked with groups 
for a period, including al-Nusra, whom we finally 
designated as we’re not willing to work with.” He said 
that Turkey intended to cooperate with the Islamist 
groups, while at the same time trying to moderate 
them.46 The following month, Ford (who had since 
resigned his post) revealed that he “spoke with Turkish 
officials many times about the flow of jihadists into 
Syria through Turkish territory.”47

It should be noted that JN, while designated by the U.S. 
in December 2012, was only designated by the United 

45. Jake Hess, “Washington’s Secret Back-Channel Talks With 
Syria’s Kurdish ‘Terrorists’,” Foreign Policy, October 7, 2014.  
(http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/10/07/washington_
secret_back_channel_talks_with_kurdish_terrorists_turkey_
syria_robert_ford_exclusive) 
46. Richard Spencer, “Turkish Government Co-Operated with al-
Qaeda in Syria, Says Former US Ambassador,” The Telegraph (U.K.), 
September 12, 2014. (http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/
europe/Turkey/11093478/Turkish-government-co-operated-with-al-
Qaeda-in-Syria-says-former-US-ambassador.html) 
47. Jake Hess, “Washington’s Secret Back-Channel Talks With 
Syria’s Kurdish ‘Terrorists’,” Foreign Policy, October 7, 2014. 
(http://www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/10/07/washington_
secret_back_channel_talks_with_kurdish_terrorists_turkey_
syria_robert_ford_exclusive) 

Nations in May 2013. In other words, Turkey was not 
required by its own laws to take action against JN until 
the UN Security Council did. But it is also important to 
note that Ankara did not officially designate JN for more 
than one year after the UN decision, on June 3, 2014.48

Indeed, Turkey was rather unambiguous about its 
views of JN. In an interview a few days after the UN 
ban in May 2013, Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu 
told reporters that while Ankara acknowledged the 
connections to al-Qaeda, “Jabhat al-Nusra is the result 
of the quagmire there… declaring them a terrorist 
organization has resulted in more harm than good.”49 

A former senior U.S. official recalls that Ankara “didn’t 
argue with the [al-Qaeda] affiliation, but they said it 
was a very regrettable decision. They said it will a) help 
their recruiting, which you shouldn’t want, and b) it is 
going to complicate the relationship with the broader 
opposition. Both of those are true. Nusra absolutely did 
get a boost of credibility because of it and it absolutely 
did make things harder with the opposition.”50

At the core of the growing gulf between Turkey and the 
United States was the Obama Administration’s decision 
not to actively topple the Assad regime. America failed 
to enforce its “red line” after Assad attacked his own 
people with chemical weapons on August 21, 2103, in 
the town of Ghouta. The Turks have since argued that 
the lack of U.S. intervention in Syria, and the fact that 
Washington has not sufficiently supported the moderate 
rebel factions, has allowed Assad to consolidate power 

48. “Turkey Blacklists al-Nusra Front as Terror Group,” Al-
Akhbar English (Lebanon), June 3, 2014. (http://english.al-
akhbar.com/node/20011) 
49. Semih İdiz, “Why is Jabhat al-Nusra No Longer Useful to 
Turkey,” Al Monitor, June 10, 2014. (http://www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/originals/2014/06/İdiz-Turkey-syria-opposition-
nusra-terrorist-unsc-erdogan.html) 
50. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
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in Syria.51 It can also be argued that this, coupled with 
American inaction after Ghouta, prompted the Turks 
(along with many other Sunni actors across the region) 
to arrive at the conclusion that they had little choice 
but to take matters into their own hands.

But Turkey may have also leveraged the Syria crisis to 
undermine the Kurdish PYD, the Syrian affiliate of the 
PKK. Indeed, some Kurdish factions allege that Turkey 
has backed jihadi factions not only because it seeks 
the demise of Assad, but also because these groups are 
fighting Turkey’s Kurdish foe. The PYD has charged 
repeatedly that Turkish border guards allow groups of 
radical fighters to cross into Syria to specifically fight 
Kurdish brigades.52 After JN and FSA units attacked 
Syrian Kurds in 2012, several witnesses said that it took 
place at the behest of Turkish security officials. Witnesses 
said that rebels were given assurances by the “Turkish 
military, which still sees the Kurds as enemies.”53 

The Jihadi Pipeline
Whether to bring down Assad or to challenge the Kurds, 
Turkey has undeniably allowed jihadists to take advantage 
of its lax border policies. This had made the Turkey-Syria 
border the jurisdiction of choice for Syria’s jihadists to 
procure funds, smuggle weapons, and send fighters back 
and forth over the border. Though the Turks have turned 
away 830 foreign fighters from Europe and issued search 

51. Hilal Kaplan, “Can Turkey Trust the U.S.?” Daily Sabah 
(Turkey), October 3, 2014. (http://www.dailysabah.com/
columns/hilal_kaplan/2014/10/03/can-Turkey-trust-the-us) 
52. Adam Entous & Joe Parkinson, “Turkey’s Spymaster Plots 
Own Course on Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 10, 
2013. (http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702
303643304579107373585228330) 
53. Katrin Elger, Hasnain Kazim, Christoph Reuter & Holger Stark, 
“The Caliphate Next Door: Turkey Faces Up to its Islamic State 
Problem,” Spiegel International (Germany), September 29, 2014. 
(http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/islamic-state-jihadist-
activity-in-northern-syria-forces-Turkey-hand-a-994392.html)     

warrants for 2,000 others in the last two years,54 many 
more have stayed and crossed into Syria. As the New York 
Times reported, even the businesses of eastern Turkey 
cater to these individuals.55 The Washington Post reports, 
that “among the baklava shops and kebab stands, locals 
talk of Islamist fighters openly stocking up on uniforms 
and the latest Samsung smartphones. Wounded jihadists 
from the Islamic State and the al-Nusra Front…were 
treated at Turkish hospitals.”56 Juan C. Zarate and 
Thomas M. Sanderson further note that foreign fighters 
from Europe and North Africa can purchase passports 
for up to $8,000 near Kilis, Turkey, just across from 
Syria’s Bab al-Salam border crossing, and within sight of 
Turkish border guards.57

 
Multiple reports have additionally shed light on how 
Turkey allows its border to be exploited.  In some 
cases, Turkish authorities are simply not halting the 
border traffic. As one Turkish citizen told Newsweek, 
“the police are doing nothing.”58 But in many cases, 
it appears that Turkish authorities may be actively 
assisting the jihadists. The PYD, for example, alleges 

54. Fevzi Kızılkoyun, “Turkey Sends Back 830 European 
Jihadists,” Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), September 11, 2014. 
(http://www.Hürriyetdailynews.com/Turkey-sends-back-830-
european-jihadists-.aspx?pageID=238&nid=71565) 
55. Anne Barnard, “Scenes from the Edge of War,” The New 
York Times, September 29, 2014. (http://www.nytimes.com/
times-insider/2014/09/29/reporting-from-the-edge-of-war/?_
php=true&_type=blogs&smid=tw-nytimes&_r=0) 
56. Anthony Faiola & Souad Mekhennet, “In Turkey, A 
Late Crackdown on Islamist Fighters,” The Washington Post, 
August 12, 2014. (http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
how-Turkey-became-the-shopping-mall-for-the-islamic-
state/2014/08/12/5eff70bf-a38a-4334-9aa9-ae3fc1714c4b_story.
html)
57. Juan C. Zarate & Thomas M. Sanderson, “How the 
Terrorists Got Rich,” The New York Times, June 28, 2014. 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2014/06/29/opinion/sunday/in-iraq-
and-syria-isis-militants-are-flush-with-funds.html?_r=0) 
58. Alev Scott & Alexander Christie-Miller, “Exclusive: ISIS Starts 
Recruiting in Istanbul’s Vulnerable Suburbs,” Newsweek, September 
12, 2014. (http://www.newsweek.com/2014/09/19/exclusive-how-
istanbul-became-recruiting-ground-islamic-state-269247.html) 
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that Turkish ambulances near the border have picked 
up wounded JN fighters for treatment in Turkish 
hospitals. Turkish opposition figures from Hatay 
province allege that Turkish authorities transported 
Islamist fighters to frontier villages and let fighter-filled 
planes land at Hatay airport. Mehmet Ali Ediboğlu, 
a CHP lawmaker from Antakya, told the Wall Street 
Journal that he personally followed a convoy of more 
than 50 buses carrying radical fighters to the border 
village of Güveçci, adding that a convoy of 10 police 
vehicles accompanied the buses.59

Turkish officials have privately acknowledged the flow 
of jihadists across the border in meetings with U.S. 
officials. However, they downplayed the threat, noting 
that, “right now we need them to fight the regime,” 
adding that, “After Assad is gone, we know how to deal 
with these extremist groups.” 60 

But the problem did not stop with personnel. Weapons 
have been streaming across the Turkish border, too. 
Reuters reported in July 2012 that Turkey set up a secret 
base with Saudi Arabia and Qatar to direct military 
and communications equipment to Syria’s rebels from 
a city near the border. “Turkey is the main coordinator/
facilitator,” one source told Reuters. Washington not 
only knew of this base, it was collaborating with Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia.61 But it’s unclear how many others 
like it were operating. 

Multiple accounts from AKP opponents suggest that 
Turkey-supplied weapons went to jihadi groups operating 

59. Adam Entous & Joe Parkinson, “Turkey’s Spymaster Plots 
Own Course on Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 10, 
2013. (http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702
303643304579107373585228330) 
60. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
61. Turkey Sets Up Secret Base to Bring Aid to Syria Rebels, 
Sources Say,” Reuters, July 27, 2012. (http://www.haaretz.com/
news/middle-east/Turkey-sets-up-secret-base-to-bring-aid-to-
syria-rebels-sources-say-1.454107) 

along the Turkish border, including JN.62  On September 
8, 2013, Abdullatif Şener, a former AKP deputy 
prime minister, told the Iranian press that the Turkish 
government “sent a large volume of heavy weapons to the 
terrorist group, the Nusra Front.”63 In September 2014, 
Ayla Akat Ata, a Kurdish deputy in Parliament, said that 
she received reports that “arms supplies … crossed the 
border from Turkey into Syria by train.”64 

It has been easy for Ankara to dismiss the Kurds, the 
Iranian press, and Erdoğan’s detractors as politically 
driven when these reports emerged. But it has become 
more difficult as these reports continue to surface, and 
from a variety of sources.

Meanwhile, multiple reports suggest that extremist 
financiers may be operating on Turkish soil, with the 
goal of bankrolling groups like JN and IS, among 
others. The financial facilitators hail primarily from Gulf 
countries, notably Qatar and Kuwait, and meet with 
radical groups in Turkey and support their efforts. One 
financial network of Kuwaiti donors was described by the 
Treasury Department in an October 2012 designation. 
The Treasury noted that funds were transferred to 
jihadists through intermediaries in Turkey.65 A Human 

62. “BDP: Türkiye El Nusra’ya Silah Verdi,” Radikal (Turkey), 
July 30, 2013; (http://www.radikal.com.tr/politika/bdp_
Türkiye_el_nusraya_silah_verdi-1144124) Emre Uslu, “El 
Nusra’yı Kim Destekliyor,” Taraf (Turkey), September 19, 
2013; (http://www.taraf.com.tr/yazilar/emre-uslu/el-nusra-yi-
kim-destekliyor/27333/) “El Nusra Silahları Türkiye Üzerinden 
Tırlarla Gönderiyordu,” Dicle Haber Ajansı (Turkey), June 23, 
2014; (http://www.diclehaber.com/tr/news/content/view/40765
6?page=4&from=942074458) & Cansu Çamlıbel, “Türkiye’den 
Silah Geliyor,” Hürriyet (Turkey), January 27, 2014. (http://
www.Hürriyet.com.tr/dunya/25661278.asp) 
63, “Ex-Deputy PM: Turkey Supplying Heavy Weaponries 
to al-Nusra Terrorists in Syria,” Fars News Agency (Iran), 
September 8, 2013. (http://english.farsnews.com/newstext.
aspx?nn=13920617000433) 
64, Thomas Seibert, “The Turks to ISIS: ‘Let’s Make a Deal’,” The 
Daily Beast, September 21, 2014. (http://www.thedailybeast.com/
articles/2014/09/21/the-Turks-to-isis-let-s-make-a-deal.html) 
65. U.S. Department of the Treasury, Press Release, “Treasury Further 
Exposes Iran-Based Al-Qa’ida Network,” October 18, 2012. (http://
www.treasury.gov/press-center/press-releases/Pages/tg1741.aspx) 
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Rights Watch report from October 2013 also cited 
several sources asserting that many foreign fighters in 
Syria were smuggling money through Turkey.66 

In a visit to the U.S. in September 2013, Iraqi National 
Security Adviser Faleh al-Fayyad explicitly warned that 
armed groups and financiers from Qatar and other 
Arab nations were meeting in Turkish hotels and 
facilitating money transfers.67 Western analysts, such 
as Barak Barfi from the New America Foundation, 
personally witnessed some of this activity. “Jihadists 
have safe houses in border towns [and provinces] such 
as Antakya, Gaziantep, Kilis and Reyhanlı, where they 
meet Persian Gulf funders and coordinate logistical 
aid deliveries,” he told the Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies in February 2014.68 

The Rise of  the Islamic State
In April 2013, Abu Bakr Al-Baghdadi announced the 
creation of a new jihadi group: The Islamic State in Iraq 
and Levant (ISIL, also known as Islamic State in Iraq 
and al-Sham or ISIS).69 The group, which sought to 
create a caliphate in Syria, Iraq, Lebanon, and Jordan, 
was forged out of former fighters from al-Qaeda in Iraq, 
a group rolled back by U.S. forces over the previous 
decade, but that reemerged as the Syrian civil war took 
shape. The group included jihadists that Assad released 
from jail after the uprising began, but also included 

66. “You Can Still See Their Blood,” Human Rights Watch, 
October 11, 2013. (http://www.hrw.org/node/119645/section/11) 
67. Chana Ya’ar, “Report: Turkey Supports Funding to Syrian 
Jihadist Rebels?” Arutz Sheva (Israel), October 3, 2013. (http://
www.israelnationalnews.com/News/News.aspx/166047#.VEAx_
vldVps) 
68. Jonathan Schanzer, Terrorism Finance in Turkey: A Growing 
Concern, Foundation for Defense of Democracies, February 2014, 
page 10. (http://www.defenddemocracy.org/content/uploads/
documents/Schanzer_Turkey_Final_Report_3_smaller.pdf ) 
69. Romain Caillet, “The Islamic State: Leaving Al-Qaeda 
Behind,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, December 
27, 2013. (http://carnegieendowment.org/syriaincrisis/?fa=54017)

remnants from the Saddam Hussein regime and Sunni 
tribal elements in Iraq.70 

Early on, ISIL and other jihadists joined forces against 
Assad’s army. They were united in common cause, 
particularly as the Syrian strongman carried out 
atrocities against his political opponents across the 
country. But by February 2014, it became apparent 
that ISIL was unwilling to take orders from al-Qaeda. 
In some ways, ISIL was even too extreme for elements 
within al-Qaeda. The notorious terror network 
responsible for the 9/11 attacks renounced its ties to 
ISIL after months of infighting.71

At first, Washington viewed ISIL as an insignificant 
threat. Famously, U.S. President Barack Obama in 
January 2014 likened the group to a junior varsity high 
school team. “If a jayvee team puts on Lakers uniforms 
that doesn’t make them Kobe Bryant,” Obama said.72 
But, by the spring of 2014, ISIL was making significant 
gains. In May, the group kidnapped more than 100 
Kurdish students from Northern Syria.73 In June, 
the group captured the Iraqi towns of Mosul, Tikrit, 
and Qaim. ISIL also raided Iraqi prisons, freeing 

70. Simon Speakman Cordall, “How Syria’s Assad Helped Forge 
ISIS,” Newsweek, June 21, 2014; (http://www.newsweek.com/
how-syrias-assad-helped-forge-isis-255631) & Ben Hubbard, 
“Iraq and U.S. Find Some Potential Sunni Allies Have Already 
Been Lost,” The New York Times, November 15, 2014. (http://
www.nytimes.com/2014/11/16/world/iraq-and-us-find-some-
potential-sunni-allies-have-already-been-lost.html) 
71. Liz Sly, “Al-Qaeda Disavows Any Ties with Radical Islamist 
Groups in Syria, Iraq,” The Washington Post, February 3, 2014. 
(http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/al-qaeda-
disavows-any-ties-with-radical-islamist-isis-group-in-syria-
iraq/2014/02/03/2c9afc3a-8cef-11e3-98ab-fe5228217bd1_
story.html) 
72. David Remnick, “Going the Distance,” The New 
Yorker, January 27, 2014. (http://www.newyorker.com/
magazine/2014/01/27/going-the-distance-2?currentPage=all) 
73. Salma Abdelaziz, “Syrian Radicals ‘Brainwash’ Kidnapped 
Kurdish Schoolchildren,” CNN, June 26, 2014. (http://www.
cnn.com/2014/06/25/world/meast/syria-isis-schoolboys/index.
html?hpt=hp_t2) 
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1,500 prisoners in Mosul and 300 in Tikrit.74 After 
consolidating territory in both Iraq and Syria, the 
group declared a caliphate, changed its name to the 
“Islamic State” (IS), and proclaimed al-Baghdadi as 
leader of world’s Muslim community.75 

The Islamic State continued to roll. In July, the FSA 
announced that all cities between Deir Ezzor and the 
Iraqi border had fallen to IS.76 The following month, 
IS captured Syria’s largest oil field, which can produce 
75,000 barrels of oil per day.77 IS then went on to 
capture a weapons depot near Baghdad and an Iraqi gas 
field.78 Indeed, IS was accumulating significant financial 
and military assets. And in a move reminiscent of the 
Taliban’s destruction of the Bamiyan Buddhist statues 

74. Bill Roggio, “ISIS Takes Control of Mosul, Iraq’s Second 
Largest City,” The Long War Journal, June 10, 2014; (http://www.
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Chelsea Carter, “4 Western Iraqi Towns Fall to Advancing 
ISIS Militants,” CNN, June 22, 2014; (http://www.cnn.
com/2014/06/21/world/meast/iraq-crisis/) & Aki Peritz, “The 
Great Iraqi Jailbreak,” Foreign Policy, June 26, 2014. (http://
www.foreignpolicy.com/articles/2014/06/26/the_great_iraqi_
jail_break)
75. Paul Shinkman, “ISIL Declares Victory by Establishing New 
Caliphate,” U.S. News & World Report, June 30, 2014. (http://
www.usnews.com/news/articles/2014/06/30/isil-declares-victory-
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76. Holly Yan & Samira Said, “Floodgates Open as ISIS Bridges 
Victories Between Syria and Iraq,” CNN, July 9, 2014. (http://
www.cnn.com/2014/07/08/world/meast/syria-civil-war/) 
77. Sylvia Westall, “Islamic State Seizes Oil Field and 
Towns in Syria’s East,” Reuters, July 3, 2014. (http://www.
reuters.com/article/2014/07/03/us-syria-crisis-islamicstate-
idUSKBN0F80SO20140703) 
78. “Iraq: Islamic State Militants Seize Chemical Weapons Site,” 
Haaretz (Israel), July 9, 2014; (http://www.haaretz.com/news/
middle-east/1.603894) & “‘Hundreds Killed’ in Syrian Gas 
Field Capture,” Al Jazeera (Qatar), July 19, 2014. (http://www.
aljazeera.com/news/middleeast/2014/07/islamic-state-fighters-
seize-syria-gas-field-2014717134148345789.html) 

in March 2001, the group blew up Jonah’s tomb in 
Mosul, sparking outrage worldwide.79 

In August, as IS besieged the Iraqi Kurdish town of 
Sinjar, President Obama ordered airstrikes against the 
group.80 U.S. F/A-18 jet fighters also bombed artillery 
sites in Northern Iraq and helped retake Mosul 
Dam.81  In response, IS released videos showing the 
beheadings of two American journalists held by the 
group: James Foley and Steven Sotloff.82 

By September, the CIA estimated that IS boasted 
more than 30,000 fighters across Iraq and Syria.83 
The movement continued to capture territory in 
northern Syria at an alarming rate.84 In response, the 

79. “ISIS Destroys ‘Jonah’s Tomb’ in Mosul,” Al Arabiya (Saudi 
Arabia), July 24, 2014. (http://english.alarabiya.net/en/News/
middle-east/2014/07/25/ISIS-destroys-tombs-of-two-prophets-
in-Mosul.html) 
80. Dan Roberts, Martin Chulov, & Julian Borger, “Obama 
Authorizes Air Strikes on ISIS to Help Iraqis Besieged on 
Mountain,” The Guardian (U.K.), August 8, 2014. (http://www.
theguardian.com/world/2014/aug/08/obama-authorises-iraq-air-
strikes-against-isis) 
81. Chelsea Carter, Tom Cohen, & Barbara Starr, “U.S. Jet 
Fighters, Drones Strike ISIS Fighters, Convoys in Iraq,” CNN, 
August 9, 2014; (http://www.cnn.com/2014/08/08/world/iraq-
options/index.html?hpt=hp_t1) & Jethro Mullen & Susanna 
Capelouto, “U.S. Airstrikes Critical in Mosul Dam Capture,” 
CNN, August 19, 2014. (http://www.cnn.com/2014/08/18/
world/meast/iraq-mosul-dam/) 
82. Rukmini Callimachi, “Militant Group Says it Killed 
American Journalist in Syria,” The New York Times, August 19, 
2014; (http://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/20/world/middleeast/
isis-james-foley-syria-execution.html) & Mark Landler & Eric 
Schmitt, “ISIS Says it Killed Steven Sotloff After U.S. Strikes in 
Northern Iraq,” The New York Times, September 2, 2014. (http://
www.nytimes.com/2014/09/03/world/middleeast/steven-sotloff-
isis-execution.html) 
83. “Number of ISIS Fighters Has Swelled To as Many as 
31,500, CIA Says,” Fox News, September 12, 2014. (http://www.
foxnews.com/politics/2014/09/12/number-isis-fighters-has-
swelled-to-as-many-as-31500-cia-says/) 
84. “In Major Assault, IS Fighters Seize Kurdish Villages in Syria,” 
VOA News, September 19, 2014. (http://www.voanews.com/
content/islamic-state-fighters-seize-syrian-villages/2453910.html)
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U.S. stepped up its air strikes against IS, including its 
“capital” in Raqqa.85 

As IS marched across Iraq and Syria, reports suggested 
that extremists were still exploiting Turkey’s borders. In 
June 2014, for example, Western aid workers reported 
the presence of jihadists at the humanitarian crossing 
near the Syrian village of Atma. And the crossings 
worked both ways. One German news report recounted 
that two Turkish IS fighters crossed back into Turkey 
without incident after telling a soldier that “they had 
just returned from the battle to conquer Mosul and 
were heading to Istanbul for a bit of relaxation.”86 It 
was not clear whether the fighters were aligned with IS 
or other groups.

Meanwhile, multiple reports suggests that IS was 
recruiting Turkish fighters inside Turkey. Newsweek 
reports that poor and conservative neighborhoods in 
Turkey, such as Dilovası in Ankara, are particularly 
susceptible.87 The Turkish daily Hürriyet also traced IS 
activities in other Turkish cities, including Gaziantep, 
Şanlıurfa, Kocaeli, Diyarbakır, and Istanbul.88 

The anti-AKP and Kemalist newspaper, Aydınlık, 
reported in September that IS militants were operating 

85. Mariam Karouny, “Residents Flee Raqqa After U.S.-led 
Air Strikes: Witnesses,” Yahoo!, September 23, 2014. (http://
news.yahoo.com/residents-flee-raqqa-u-led-air-strikes-
witnesses-110534470.html) 
86. Katrin Elger, Hasnain Kazim, Christoph Reuter & Holger Stark, 
“The Caliphate Next Door: Turkey Faces Up to its Islamic State 
Problem,” Spiegel International (Germany), September 29, 2014. 
(http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/islamic-state-jihadist-
activity-in-northern-syria-forces-Turkey-hand-a-994392.html)
87. Alev Scott & Alexander Christie-Miller, “Exclusive: ISIS 
Starts Recruiting in Istanbul’s Vulnerable Suburbs,” Newsweek, 
September 12, 2014. (http://www.newsweek.com/2014/09/19/
exclusive-how-istanbul-became-recruiting-ground-islamic-
state-269247.html) 
88. “Looking for ISIL: How Jihadists Operate Among Turks,” 
Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), September 22, 2014. (http://www.
Hürriyetdailynews.com/looking-for-isil-how-Turks-become-
jihadists.aspx?pageID=238&nID=72054&NewsCatID=352)   

in Konya, Gaziantep, and Hatay. One Turkish security 
official told the paper, “Militants operate either in 
police or gendarmerie areas. It is not possible that their 
operations are not within their knowledge.89 

There are no official numbers for Turks who have 
joined the fight in Syria. One estimate puts the number 
of Turks at 600-700.90 Another puts the number at 
1,000.91 Along with ideological affinity, financial 
inducements have played a role in Turkish recruitment. 
As The New York Times reported, IS offers $150 a day to 
Turkish recruits who agree to fight.92 

But whatever foothold IS has established inside Turkey, 
the border with Syria remains its most vital asset. The 
oil fields IS conquered have become a significant source 
of revenue.  Journalist Mike Giglio of BuzzFeed notes 
that, “with sky-high domestic fuel prices, [Turkey] 
has been a key market for the oil that funds ISIS.” 
In a lengthy exposé, Giglio documented the way the 
smuggling works. In short, after the oil is extracted in 
Syria, middlemen bring it to the Syrian border, where 
it is pumped into pipes buried underground. As one 
smuggler noted, the Turkish border guards, “close 
their eyes.”93

89. “ISIS Renting Villas in Istanbul,” Aydinlik (Turkey), 
September 29, 2014. (http://aydinlikdaily.com/Detail/ISIS-
Renting-Villas-In-Istanbul/4619#.VClv7xuHGzE.twitter) 
90. Stephen Srarr, “A Deeper Look at Syria-Related Jihadist 
Activity in Turkey,” CTC Sentinel, August 27, 2014. (https://
www.ctc.usma.edu/posts/a-deeper-look-at-syria-related-jihadist-
activity-in-Turkey) 
91. Serkan Demirtaş, “More than 1,000 Turks Fighting for the 
Islamic Caliphate,” Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), August 2, 
2014. (http://www.Hürriyetdailynews.com/more-than-1000-
Turks-fighting-for-the-islamic-caliphate-.aspx?PageID=238&NI
D=69867&NewsCatID=429) 
92. Ceylan Yeginsu, “ISIS Draws a Steady Stream of Recruits 
from Turkey,” The New York Times, September 15, 2014. (http://
www.nytimes.com/2014/09/16/world/europe/Turkey-is-a-
steady-source-of-isis-recruits.html) 
93. Mike Giglio, “This Is How ISIS Smuggles Oil,” BuzzFeed, 
November 3, 2014. (http://www.buzzfeed.com/mikegiglio/this-
is-how-isis-smuggles-oil)
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Much of the oil is sold locally in Syria, although 
anywhere between $1 and $2 million worth of oil has 
been smuggled daily to bordering territories.94 Some 
of the oil is sold in Iran or Iraq’s Kurdistan Regional 
Government (KRG), but the majority is sold at points 
along Turkey’s border, where smuggling activity has 
historically been very high. According to Hussain 
Allawi of the Iraq Energy Institute, IS smuggles about 
210 oil tank trucks into “Turkey and other places every 
day.”95 As Turkish parliamentarian Ali Ediboğlu from 
the CHP opposition party noted in June 2014, “$800 
million worth of oil that ISIS obtained from regions 
it occupied this year is being sold in Turkey … They 
transfer the oil to Turkey and parlay it into cash.”96 

The Turkish town of Hacıpaşa is one area of particular 
concern. This town on the Orontes River at the Turkish-
Syrian border has developed a sophisticated system, 
allowing the locals to cash in, more so than in other 
bordering towns.97 As the Associated Press reported, 
“the pipelines were up to three kilometers long and laid 
up to 15 meters deep, dug using sophisticated imported 
vehicles with equipment designed to lay fiber-optic 
cables that cost hundreds of thousands of dollars each 
… The diesel, crudely refined in Syria, emerged from 

94. David Sanger & Julie Hirschfeld Davis, “Struggling to Starve 
ISIS of Oil Revenue, U.S. Seeks Assistance From Turkey,” The 
New York Times, September 13, 2014. (http://www.nytimes.
com/2014/09/14/world/middleeast/struggling-to-starve-isis-of-
oil-revenue-us-seeks-assistance-from-Turkey.html?_r=0) 
95. John Defterios, “ISIS’ Struggle to Control Its Oil Riches,” 
CNN, September 4, 2014. (http://edition.cnn.com/2014/09/03/
business/defterios-oil-isis/) 
96. Sibel Uktu Bila & Güler Vilmaz, “Opposition MP Says ISIS 
is Selling Oil in Turkey,” Al-Monitor, June 13, 2014. (http://
www.al-monitor.com/pulse/business/2014/06/Turkey-syria-isis-
selling-smuggled-oil.html#) 
97. Anthony Faiola & Souad Mekhennet, “In Turkey, a 
Late Crackdown on Islamist Fighters,” The Washington Post, 
August 12, 2014. (http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/
how-Turkey-became-the-shopping-mall-for-the-islamic-
state/2014/08/12/5eff70bf-a38a-4334-9aa9-ae3fc1714c4b_story.
html) 

spigots in cotton fields in Hacıpaşa and nearby towns, 
where eager buyers lined up.”98

“Some people multiplied their wealth a thousand fold 
in a few months,” a Turkish gas station owner noted. 
Another woman noted that she earned 20 times her 
waitress salary by smuggling. “Once a week she would 
coordinate oil runs, sitting next to the driver on 10-
hour truck trips from Hacıpaşa with thousands of liters 
of diesel to a company in the Anatolian city of Denizli, 
earning $6,500 a trip,” Associated Press reported.99

As the crisis deepened with IS in the fall of 2014, oil 
smuggling became a clear point of friction between 
Ankara and the West. However, the U.S. has elected 
not to challenge Turkey openly about the problem. 
Rather, White House press secretary Josh Earnest put 
a positive spin on it. “Turkey can also play a role in 
cracking down on oil smuggling,” he said. “As you 
know, the sale of oil in the black market has been an 
important way that ISIL has financed their operations 
… So shutting down oil smuggling is a key component 
of our strategy to shut off the supply of financing to 
ISIL for their operations.”100

Meanwhile, there has been minimal attention placed 
on the problem of antiquities smuggling from Syria 
through Turkey. As Amr al-Azm, Salam al-Kuntar, and 
Brian I. Daniels noted in The New York Times, “ISIS 
seems to be encouraging the clandestine export of 
archaeological finds, which is primarily centered on 
the border crossing from Syria into Turkey near Tel 
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Associated Press, October 6, 2014. (http://www.nytimes.com/
aponline/2014/10/06/world/europe/ap-eu-Turkey-oil-smuggling.
html?smid=tw-share&_r=0) 
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Associated Press, October 6, 2014. (http://www.nytimes.com/
aponline/2014/10/06/world/europe/ap-eu-Turkey-oil-smuggling.
html?smid=tw-share&_r=0) 
100. The White House, Press Release, “Press Briefing By Press 
Secretary Josh Earnest, 10/14/2014,” October 14, 2014. (http://
www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/2014/10/14/press-briefing-
press-secretary-josh-earnest-10142014) 
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Abyad, an ISIS stronghold.”101 Turkey-based journalist 
Mike Giglio notes that he has received, “credible 
accounts from multiple sources about [antiquities 
smuggling].”102 And as Mark V. Vlasic notes, “Just as 
‘blood diamonds’ helped fund slaughters in Africa, 
‘blood antiquities’ are helping to finance terrorism in 
the Middle East.”103 Exactly how much money ISIS 
makes on antiquities smuggling, and how much of its 
crosses Turkey’s border, is not known.

Blowback
Turkey is undeniably feeling the negative effects from 
the rise of IS. European and U.S. pressure is part of 
the equation. Senior White House officials have 
increasingly voiced their displeasure in high level 
meetings over the last year.104 But Turkey is also feeling 
pressures close to home. 

In March, for example, IS captured a small Turkish 
enclave protected by a small contingent of Turkish 
troops in northern Syria, the tomb of Süleyman Şah. 
The tomb lies 15 miles outside of Turkey’s border, but 
is officially considered Turkish territory under the 1921 
agreement with France. Leaked recordings revealed that 
senior Turkish officials were increasingly concerned 
about the security threat that IS posed, with particular 
agitation about the tomb.105 

101. Amr al-Azm, Salam al-Kuntar & Brian I. Daniels, “ISIS’ 
Antiquities Sideline,” The New York Times, September 2, 2014. 
(http://www.nytimes.com/2014/09/03/opinion/isis-antiquities-
sideline.html?_r=1)
102. Email correspondence with Mike Giglio, November 12, 2014.
103. Mark V. Vlasic, “Islamic State Sells ‘Blood Antiquities’ from Iraq 
and Syria to Raise Money,” The Washington Post, September 14. (http://
www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/islamic-state-sells-blood-antiquities-
from-iraq-and-syria-to-raise-money/2014/09/14/49663c98-3a7e-11e4-
9c9f-ebb47272e40e_story.html)
104. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.
105. Ayla Albayrak, “Leaked YouTube Tapes Spotlight Turkish 
Tomb,” The Wall Street Journal, March 28, 2014. (http://blogs.
wsj.com/emergingeurope/2014/03/28/leaked-youtube-tapes-
spotlight-Turkish-tomb/) 

There is also no question that, in addition to the large 
numbers of Turks who have gone to fight alongside 
IS, Turkey is home to many IS sympathizers. Ali 
Ediboğlu, a Turkish opposition deputy, claims that “at 
least 1,000 Turkish nationals are helping … foreign 
fighters sneak into Syria and Iraq to join ISIS.”106 
Youtube videos depict IS gatherings in Istanbul and 
demonstrations of support by Turkish citizens for the 
jihadi fighters in Syria, including IS. On September 
26, for example, it was reported that some 20 people 
with black masks on their faces and bats in their 
hands attacked an Istanbul University demonstration 
against IS. The group, identified in the article as 
“Müslüman Gençler” (Muslim Youth), reportedly 
returned to campus for more attacks.107 Turkey-based 
journalist Mike Giglio further notes his concern 
about the “level of ISIS support among the 1-million-
plus Syrians living in Turkey. I don’t see how they can 
successfully weed out ISIS supporters from among 
these refugees.”108

The domestic presence of IS and other jihadists in 
Turkey suggests that the country could be susceptible 
to attacks in the future. This is not lost on Ankara. 
Reportedly, U.S. government officials will no longer 
stay overnight in the southeastern towns of Urfa and 
Gaziantep because of the threat of radical groups 
targeting Westerners.109 And the threat could extend 
to Turks, as well. On May 11, 2013, two car bombs 
exploded in the Reyhanlı district of Hatay, leaving 50 
people dead. Although the government blamed the 

106. Sibel Uktu Bila & Güler Vilmaz, “Opposition MP Says 
ISIS is Selling Oil in Turkey,” Al-Monitor, June 13, 2014. (http://
www.al-monitor.com/pulse/business/2014/06/Turkey-syria-isis-
selling-smuggled-oil.html#) 
107. “IŞİD Canilerinin Destekçileri Üniversitede Yine Terör 
Estirdi,” Cumhuriyet (Turkey), September 29, 2014. 
(http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/Türkiye/124957/ISiD_
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2014.
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Assad regime for the attack, some later charged that JN 
was responsible.110  

The attack not only suggested that Turkey could 
descend into political turmoil. It also raised questions 
about potential economic turmoil. As one political 
scientist noted, “Tourism is one of the most important 
economic sectors. If a bomb goes off in a hotel and a 
couple of vacationers die, it’s over.”111 Turkey’s tourism 
sector accounted for $23.4 billion in 2012, roughly 
3 percent of the $800 billion GDP that year.112 The 
Turkish economy is also highly dependent on foreign 
investment and is therefore sensitive to external 
developments and security challenges. Foreign direct 
investment in Turkey exceeded $130 billion as of 
December 2012.113 Turkey is also highly dependent on 
short-term foreign capital; about 80 percent of the $60 
billion current account deficit is financed by so-called 
“hot money.”114
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Hürriyet Daily News (Turkey), June 3, 2014. (http://www.
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organization.aspx?PageID=238&NID=67322&NewsCatID=359) 
111. Katrin Elger, Hasnain Kazim, Christoph Reuter & Holger Stark, 
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Problem,” Spiegel International (Germany), September 29, 2014. 
(http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/islamic-state-jihadist-
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112. Alanna Petroff, “Turkey’s Tourism Industry Safe... For Now,” 
CNN, June 14, 2013; (http://money.cnn.com/2013/06/14/news/
world/Turkey-tourism-travel/) & “Economic Outlook of Turkey,” 
Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs Website, accessed November 5, 
2014. (http://www.mfa.gov.tr/prospects-and-recent-developments-
in-the-Turkish-economy.en.mfa) 
113. “Economic Outlook of Turkey,” Turkish Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs Website, accessed November 5, 2014. (http://www.mfa.
gov.tr/prospects-and-recent-developments-in-the-Turkish-
economy.en.mfa) 
114. Daniel Dombey, “Erdogan’s Economic Model for Turkey 
Comes Under Pressure,” The Financial Times, January 5, 
2014; (http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/84f98c2e-75f8-11e3-
8c8d-00144feabdc0.html#axzz3IDVeGmB5) & “Strong But 
Vulnerable,” The Economist, June 15, 2013. (http://www.
economist.com/news/europe/21579491-Turkey-remains-highly-
exposed-loss-confidence-foreign-investors-strong-vulnerable) 

The Syria crisis has also exacerbated the domestic battle 
between the Gülen movement and the AKP. After years 
of cooperation, exiled cleric Fethullah Gülen, from 
his home in Pennsylvania, broke with ruling party last 
year, primarily over disagreements revolving around 
the AKP’s Kurdish and foreign policies. The domestic 
power struggle has been a bruising battle; Gülenists 
have leaked embarrassing details of corruption and illicit 
finance on the part of Turkey’s top leaders. The Gülenist 
media has also hammered the AKP with a relentless 
stream of damaging news items, including some that 
shed additional light on Turkey’s dangerous border 
policies. Meanwhile, Turkey’s intelligence services, 
border protection, law enforcement agencies, and other 
domestic services have been drawn into this battle, and 
they are often at odds with one another based on their 
allegiances. This has further complicated Turkey’s ability 
to control its border with Syria, not to mention the 
activities in the border towns.

Finally, the challenge of IS has placed great strain on 
Ankara’s sensitive and complex negotiations with the 
PKK. The talks began in early 2013, and Turkey hoped 
to bring an end to the decades of distrust and violence 
with the Kurdish population.115 At first, the Syrian 
civil war had little impact on the peace talks. But this 
dramatically changed with the emergence of IS. The 
jihadist group not only targeted the Assad regime. It 
struck at Kurdish groups, too. Some Kurds believe that 
Ankara is tacitly or even actively promoting this strategy. 

In September 2014, when IS reached the limits of 
the Syrian Kurdish town of Kobani, Turkish-Kurds 
rioted across Turkey.116 Though this was mainly out of 

115. Daniel Dombey, “Kurdish Clashes Endanger Turkey Peace 
Process,” The Financial Times, October 17, 2014. (http://www.
ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/6202ef86-5602-11e4-93b3-00144feab7de.
html#axzz3IDVeGmB5) 
116. Chase Winter, “The Fall of Kobane: The Impact on Turkey, 
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protest over Turkey’s inaction to save Kobani from IS 
(the Turkish military literally watched the onslaught 
from across the border), it also reinforced the strong 
belief among Kurds that Turkey deliberately assisted 
the jihadists besieging the Kurdish town. Turkish 
Kurds openly declared that the attack and possible fall 
of Kobani would be considered an assault on them.117 
Abdullah Öcalan, the jailed leader of the PKK, went as 
far as to declare that should Kobani fall, the peace talks 
would be terminated. 

In late October, Turkey began to allow select Kurdish 
fighters across the border to fight against IS in Kobani, 
staving off the Islamic State, at least for a while.118 
However, tensions continue to simmer beneath 
the surface as Kurdish factions seek to leverage the 
Syrian civil war to advance their nationalist cause and 
undermine Ankara in the process.

Decision Point
These complicating factors did not, however, convince 
Turkey to join the U.S.-led anti-IS coalition. Forged in 
August 2014, the coalition includes Qatar, UAE, Jordan, 
and other Middle Eastern allies.119 Turkey’s absence, as a 
NATO ally, was conspicuous. To its credit, the Turkish 
Parliament passed an October 2 motion granting the 
government the authority to send the Turkish military 
into Iraq and Syria, should it be necessary for Turkey’s 
national security. This authorization also included 
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Question,” Al Jazeera (Qatar), September 29, 2014. (http://www.
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idUSKBN0GS00H20140828) 

the possibility of allowing foreign military personnel 
to operate in Turkey.120 However, it remained unclear 
what role, if any, the Turkish military could play in the 
anti-IS coalition. It was even less clear what Turkey was 
doing to address the border problems that contributed 
significantly to the crisis. 

One possible constraint for Turkey was IS’s June 
kidnapping of 49 Turkish citizens from the Turkish 
consulate in Mosul, Iraq.121 The kidnapping was one 
of the most serious attacks in modern Turkish history. 
So long as the hostages were in IS hands, Ankara was 
concerned that any alliance with the West would put 
their lives in danger. 

The hostages were finally freed on September 20, 2014, 
after more than three months in captivity.122 The Turkish 
National Intelligence Organization (MIT) maintained 
that it “obtained the release of the hostages in a covert 
operation,” but did not specify how this operation was 
achieved.123 However, it soon was reported that Turkey 
directly negotiated a swap for the hostages: 180 jihadists 
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medium=Social&utm_campaign=BrookingsInst10061&utm_
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by name. 
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for the release of 49 hostages.124 Some of the jihadists 
released were reportedly from the U.K. and the EU.125 
It was unclear whether any of this was coordinated with 
Washington. As Ben Rhodes, Obama’s deputy national 
security adviser for strategic communications, stated, 
“We don’t have specifics on the Turkish agreement... We 
know they were in very active efforts to secure the release 
of those hostages for some time. What I will say is now 
that those hostages have been released, we would like 
to see Turkey play an active role with our coalition in 
taking the fight to ISIL.”126

Questions lingered about whether Turkey has 
established a modus vivendi with IS that it sought to 
preserve. As a former senior U.S. official observed, 
“There are no hostilities between the Islamic State and 
the Turks. And you can even go so far and say, one 
some level, there is a channel of communication… 
I think the Turks want to maintain that no-hostility.  
It’s a conscious decision… It could be for reasons of 
blowback.”127 In other words, if Ankara joins the 
coalition, it could soon find that the IS operatives on 
the Syrian border and within Turkish territory could 
attack the Turkish state. This is, of course, a problem 
of Turkey’s own making. But it might go a long way to 
explain Ankara’s approach. 

Other questions about Turkish collusion also remain.  
For example, one former IS fighter interviewed 
by Newsweek said that he, “travelled in a convoy of 

124. “UK Jihadist Prisoner Swap Reports ‘Credible’,” BBC 
(U.K.), October 6, 2014. (http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-
29504924) 
125. Constanze Letsch & Ewen MacAskill, “Turkey Freed 
British Jihadis in Swap Deal for ISIS Hostages–Reports,” The 
Guardian (U.K.), October 6, 2014. (http://www.theguardian.
com/world/2014/oct/06/Turkey-britons-swap-deal-isis-hostages-
reports) 
126. Ben Rhodes, “The Situation Room,” CNN, September 24, 
2014. (http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/1409/24/
sitroom.02.html) 
127. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.

trucks as part of an [IS] unit from their stronghold in 
Raqqa, across [the] Turkish border, through Turkey 
and then back across the border to attack Syrian 
Kurds in the city of Serekaniye in northern Syria in 
February.” IS commanders reportedly told the fighters 
that “there was full cooperation with the Turks,” and 
that one commander “frequently talked on the radio 
in Turkish.”128

It is difficult to ascertain the veracity of such reports, 
particularly when the source is avowedly anti-Turkish. 
And such stories are somewhat harder to reconcile with 
the fact that Turkey has allowed the U.S. to operate 
unarmed drones (Predators) from İncirlik to perform 
intelligence, surveillance, and reconnaissance missions 
over Syria.129 Turkey further agreed to support the 
revived effort to train and equip moderate opposition 
groups in Syria.130 The U.S. and other NATO allies 
have been permitted to use Turkish bases for other 
logistical and humanitarian purposes, too.131

But Turkey has yet to agree to allow the U.S. or any 
other coalition partner to use Turkish air bases to 
launch attacks on ISIS in Iraq or Syria, or to use Turkish 
airspace. Turkey insists that, in order for this to happen, 
the coalition must broaden its goals to imposing a no-

128. Barney Guiton, “‘ISIS Sees Turkey as Its Ally’: Former 
Islamic State Member Reveals Turkish Army Cooperation,” 
Newsweek, November 7, 2014. (http://www.newsweek.com/isis-
and-Turkey-cooperate-destroy-kurds-former-isis-member-reveals-
Turkish-282920)
129. Brian Everstine, “Report: Turkey Approves U.S. Drone 
Flights to Monitor Islamic State,” Air Force Times, October 
16, 2014. (http://www.defensenews.com/article/20141016/
DEFREG04/310160033/Report-Turkey-Approves-US-Drone-
Flights-Monitor-Islamic-State) 
130. Lesley Wroughton & Arshad Mohammed, “Turkey to 
Support Training, Equipping Syrian Opposition: U.S.,” Reuters, 
October 10, 2014. (http://uk.reuters.com/article/2014/10/10/
us-mideast-crisis-usa-turkey-idUKKCN0HZ1S620141010)
131. Marcus Weisgerber, “Anti-IS Coalition Grows, But Turkey 
Takes Back Seat,” Defense News, September 13, 2014. (http://www.
defensenews.com/article/20140913/DEFREG01/309130025/
Anti-Coalition-Grows-Turkey-Takes-Back-Seat) 
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fly zone over parts of Syria to counter Assad’s air force 
and to create a security zone in northern Syria.132 

The White House, for its part, has played down 
Turkey’s reticence to help. As Rhodes stated, “we don’t 
need the Turkish bases. We have plenty of resources 
in the region, [including] aircraft carriers, [and] other 
military assets that are prepositioned in the region.” But 
the war in Syria has undeniably driven a discernible 
wedge between Washington and Ankara.133 Turkish 
intransigence has even prompted a debate as to whether 
Turkey is a reliable NATO partner.134

For now, the big issue for Washington is the flow of 
fighters, weapons, cash, and other material to Syria. This 
problem has been raised repeatedly at the highest levels, 
including a September meeting between Davutoğlu 
and Secretary of State John Kerry. In response, Turkey 
temporarily shut part of its border after fighting erupted 
between moderate Syrian rebels and IS.135 Josh Earnest, 
a White House spokesman, implied in late September 
that cooperation was deepening. “We want to make 
sure they’re working with us to lock down that border 
as best they can … to apprehend people who we believe 
have been engaged in extremism,” he said.136

132. Tim Arango, “Turkey Denies Reports of Deal for Use of Its Bases 
in Fight Against Islamic State,” The New York Times, October 13, 
2014. (http://www.nytimes.com/2014/10/14/world/europe/not-so-
fast-Turkey-says-on-us-use-of-air-bases.html?_r=1) 
133. Liz Sly, “For Turkey and U.S., At Odds over Syria, A 60-Year 
Alliance Shows Signs of Crumbling,” The Washington Post, October 
29, 2014. (http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/middle_east/
for-turkey-and-us-at-odds-over-syria-a-60-year-alliance-shows-
signs-of-crumbling/2014/10/29/9fa07c49-0546-4afd-b6ad-
cf6fa70e7fe4_story.html)
134. Semih İdiz, “No Chance Turkey Will Be ‘Kicked Out of 
NATO’,” Al Monitor, November 11, 2014. (http://www.al-monitor.
com/pulse/originals/2014/11/turkey-syria-diplomats-nato.html#) 
135. Adam Entous & Joe Parkinson, “Turkey’s Spymaster Plots 
Own Course on Syria,” The Wall Street Journal, October 10, 2013. 
(http://online.wsj.com/news/articles/SB10001424052702303643
304579107373585228330) 
136. Ben Rhodes, “The Situation Room,” CNN, September 24, 2014. 
(http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/1409/24/sitroom.02.html) 

Turkish authorities have responded further by cracking 
down on some oil smuggling operations and other illicit 
trade, according to reports. In October 2014, Ankara 
claimed to have increased border controls, arrested 
dozens of smugglers, and conducted extensive stop-and-
search operations on Turkish highways where fuel tanks 
were tested for smuggled oil. Police in Hatay said that 
they have been arresting smugglers since early 2014, with 
38 arrests between June and October 2014 and $5.7 
million in fines. According to Hatay’s governor, officials 
added 783 personnel to work in 56 locations around the 
province, around the clock. Turkish journalist Fehim 
Taştekin estimates that the crackdown has decreased 
smuggling significantly, but thinks the activity continues 
and authorities could still be more aggressive.137

Troubling questions remain about the role that Turkey 
is willing to play in restoring order to Syria. President 
Erdoğan has lashed out at the West for pushing Turkey 
to do more against IS. Famously, the Turkish leader 
angrily compared the outside influence of  Westerners 
to the role of  T.E. Lawrence, the renowned British army 
officer during the Arab Revolt against the Ottomans 
during World War I.138 But wild rhetoric aside, there is 
a fundamental issue that hangs in the balance. Despite 
its status as a NATO ally and long-time U.S. ally, 
Turkey’s interests are no longer squared with those of 
the West—particularly when it comes to Syria. 
 
Ankara will rightly point out that its border policy is 
not entirely geared around the flow of fighters, weapons, 
and cash. Turkey opened its border to allow for some 1.5 
million Syrians to take refuge in the country, giving them 
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aponline/2014/10/06/world/europe/ap-eu-Turkey-oil-smuggling.
html?smid=tw-share&_r=0) 
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shelter, food, and medical care. The Turkish government 
also insists that the highest priority is bringing down 
the regime of Bashar al-Assad. And while the White 
House has elected not to embrace this position, it 
cannot be dismissed. The Assad regime has slaughtered 
untold thousands of Syrians since the war began. Long 
before that, Syria was a state sponsor of terrorism that 
supported groups like Hezbollah, Hamas, and other 
violent factions that attacked American forces in Iraq.

Assad has undeniably dragged the region into crisis, and 
America’s Syria policy has taken a horrible situation and 
made it worse, but Turkey has contributed significantly 
to the extremism problem that is now spreading across 
Syria and Iraq. Turkey won’t quite acknowledge this, 
but it does appear to be wrestling with its next moves. 
Washington now has little choice but to engage with 
Ankara, to ensure that Turkey’s southeastern frontier 
ceases to serve as a jurisdiction for weapons smuggling, 
bulk cash smuggling, illegal oil sales, and the flow of 
fighters, to name a few.  

Diplomacy will certainly continue to play a role, as 
diplomats work to coax Ankara into adopting policies 
that preclude working with extremist groups—even 
those that have yet to be designated. But for these 
discussions to have an impact, they must take place at 
the highest levels. As one former senior U.S. official 
noted, President Barack Obama “has to talk to 
Erdoğan. And this is not a phone call. This has to be 
discussed seriously. [Director of Central Intelligence] 
John Brennan needs to be talking to [MIT chief ] 
Hakan Fidan.”139 These discussions must also address 
ways to better support the moderate opposition groups 
in their fight against the Assad regime. This will be the 
only way to get the Turks on board. 

Washington also has an opportunity to help Ankara 
stand up a comprehensive and integrated border 

139. Interview with former senior U.S. government official, 
November 7, 2014, Washington, DC.

defense system. “This is not about sharing names,” the 
former official notes. “This is about controlling the 
border… it’s about identifying networks.”140 Doing so 
could be costly and require significant manpower, but 
the US could coordinate with other NATO allies to 
defray the costs and human resource requirements. 

If these approaches fail, Washington may need to 
consider tougher measures, including sanctions against 
Turkish nationals or entities that facilitate the flow 
of cash, fighters, and other materiel across the Syrian 
border. This could place significant strain on U.S.-
Turkish ties, but such measures may be necessary if 
Ankara fails to cooperate. Washington may also need 
to threaten the cessation of military or intelligence 
cooperation if the right results are not reached. 

Turkey must now understand that while America’s Syria 
policy may have been feckless, its border policy has been 
reckless. By contributing to the rise of JN, IS, and other 
dangerous groups, Turkey has greatly exacerbated the 
Syria crisis. Some might even argue that Turkey could 
now qualify as a State Sponsor of Terrorism for abetting 
JN and IS. For now, such discussions are barely raised 
above a whisper in Washington. But that may not 
remain the case if Washington is not able to convince 
Ankara—and to work with it—to correct its mistakes. 

140. Ibid.
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