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It is accepted by everyone that the success of the strategy 
against ISIS depends on an integrated approach that includes 
both Iraq and Syria. However, it can be seen that the US strat-
egy does not include a concrete plan for Syria. Thus, one can 
say that the goal in Syria is to contain the threat rather than 
destroying it. On the other hand, Turkey is one of key coun-
tries for the success of the plan against ISIS.  But Turkey raised 
its concerns for the plan that it sees it is unlikely to succeed. In 
this context, Turkey tried to frame ISIS strategy in a form that 
takes into account its security priorities, since the potential 
failure of the plan will directly affect Turkey. Looking at “safe 
zone, no fly zone, train and equip” proposals, one can argue 
that Turkey is focused on removing both short and long term 
security risks. Short term risk is border security. The real aim 
in middle and long term is finding a permanent solution to 
the Syrian civil war to put an end to problems originated in 
Syria.
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US Strategy againSt iSiS in Syria 
and tUrkey’S PoSition

After capturing Mosul, 
ISIS succeeded in 
gaining control of a 

wider region, from Kirkuk, Sa-
lah Al-Din, and Diyala to Ira-
nian border. The US military 
intervention took place after 
ISIS turned towards Kurds and 
attacked Erbil. Obama declared 
his strategy against ISIS, which 
is defined as the biggest against 
US in the last couple years, on 
September 10, 2014. The four 
pillar strategy includes; sys-
tematic campaign of airstrikes 
against ISIS targets, increased 
support to forces fighting on 
the ground, continuing to draw 
on substantial counterterrorism 

capabilities to prevent ISIS at-
tacks, and continuing to pro-
vide humanitarian assistance 
to innocent civilians who have 
been displaced by ISIS.1

Syria constitutes the weak-
est link in the US plan. The 
strategy is based on airstrikes 
and land operations of forc-
es fighting on the ground. Al-
though this plan is even ques-
tionable even in Iraq, it has 
a chance of succeed. Iraq’s 
biggest advantage is the exist-
ence of the ally ground forces 
to fight against ISIS. Despite 
the fact that both Iraqi Army 
and Peshmerga were defeated 
by ISIS in the first phase, they 
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still have the capacity to fight 
against the group with a delib-
erate support, considering the 
human capital, fire power, and 
centralized structures. Howev-
er, in the southern and northern 
fronts of Syria, there are not 
any forces to balance against 
ISIS. Especially, after captur-
ing Mosul, the strength gap be-
tween groups peaked. 

ISIS uses its presence in 
two countries for a variety of 
purposes, such as; to retreat 
when necessary, move its forc-
es, recruit, and canalize cap-
tured resources to different re-
gions. Therefore, it is accepted 
by everyone that the success 
of the strategy against ISIS 
depends on an integrated ap-
proach that includes both Iraq 
and Syria. However, it can be 
seen that the US strategy does 
not include a concrete plan for 
Syria. Thus, one can say that 
the goal in Syria is to contain 
the threat rather than destroy-
ing it. In other words, political 
goals determine military goals. 

It is possible to deduce the 
US approach towards ISIS 

looking at the targets of its air-
strikes in Syria. The official 
numbers released by CENT-
COM on the airstrikes conduct-
ed in Syria in November 2014 
is as follows; between Novem-
ber 1 and 14, there had been 94 
airstrikes against ISIS targets: 
71 in Ayn al Arab (Kobane), 18 
in Deir ez Zor, 2 in Al Hasakah, 
2 in Tal Abyad, and 1 in Raqqa. 
After Ayn Al Arab (Kobane), 
oil fields under ISIS control in 
Deirz ez Zor got hit by the air-
strikes. From this point, it can 
be stated that the US is making 
an effort to degrade the pres-
sure on Kurds and eliminate the 
resources of the organization. 
However, there is only one air-
strike in Raqqa, the center and 
stronghold of ISIS. Addition-
ally, there have not been any 
attacks against ISIS targets in 
Aleppo. There is an increasing 
ISIS pressure on Aleppo. ISIS 
has gains in rural Aleppo, and 
it might be possible to move 
forward to city center if this 
process goes on. There are still 
two million civilians live in 
Aleppo, the second biggest city 
of Syria.

Syria constitutes 

the weakest

link in the US plan. 

in Syria, there are 

not wany forces to 

balance against

iSiS. 
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Turkey’s Approach to Fight 
against ISIS

Almost all the locations under 
ISIS control are either on Turk-
ish border or close by to the 
border. This makes Turkey one 
of key countries for the suc-
cess of the plan against ISIS. 
For this reason, the US and 
other members of the coalition 
against ISIS are in effort to 
make Turkey contribute more. 
As a response, Turkey raised 
its concerns for the plan that 
it sees it is unlikely to succeed 
on the one hand. On the other 
hand, Turkey does not want to 
stay out of a process, which is 
directly related to its own se-
curity. In this context, Turkey 

tried to frame ISIS strategy in 
a form that takes into account 
its security priorities, since the 
potential failure of the plan 
will directly affect Turkey, un-
like other coalition members 
thousands of kilometers away. 
Turkey’s expectation has been 
an understanding of its position 
different than other members 
of the coalition and an attention 
to its security concerns. Turkey 
wants a permanent solution for 
the civil war and asymmetrical 
non-state threats that came out 
of it in Syria. From the decla-
rations of Turkish officials, it 
is possible to say that Turkey 
will take part and responsibil-
ity in any concrete plan for the 
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permanent solution in Syria. 
However, in the last of weeks, 
debates on Syria have been de-
graded to “ISIS or the regime?” 
level. Existence of the both 
options is a national security 
threat for Turkey. 

Turkey has two fundamen-
tal objections to Syrian pillar of 
the strategy against ISIS. First 
one is the fact ISIS is a result 
of process and thus, underlying 
causes of this process should 
be primarily challenged. The 
leading causes of the problem 
include Assad regime’s pol-
icies and international com-
munity’s hesitant policies on 
Syria. Syrians, who have been 
exposed to violence and lost 
hope, show radical tenden-
cies and lean to ISIS. Turkey’s 
second objection is based on 
the argument that getting a 
result solely from airstrikes is 
not possible. Therefore Tur-
key, placed campaign against 
Assad regime at the center of 
the strategy against ISIS, and 
recommended a plan which 
includes titles as “safe zone, 
no-fly zone and train-equip”. 
Looking at these titles, one can 

argue that Turkey is focused on 
removing both short and long 
term security risks. Short term 
risk is border security. The real 
aim in middle and long term is 
finding a permanent solution to 
the Syrian civil war to put an 
end to problems originated in 
Syria. 

a. Border Security

For Turkey, the qualification 
of threats from the civil war 
changes over time. While the 
regime was the main threat in 
the first phase, different threats 
came up with protraction of the 
war. In a recent interview Prime 
Minister Davutoğlu stated that 
“Turkey has its priorities and 
risks” and said that “We don’t 
want to see the regime, ISIS, 
and PKK on our border”.2 
However, some parts of Alep-
po and Latakia, and a great part 
of Idlib is under control one of 
three powers. The security con-
cern created by this situation 
pushes Turkey to get involved 
to the Syrian side of the border. 
Prime Minister Davutoğlu re-
flected mentioned approach by 
saying “In the case of an ISIS 

However, it can 

be seen that the 

US strategy does

not include a 

concrete plan for

Syria. thus, one 

can say that

the goal in Syria 

is to contain

the threat rather 

than destroying

it.
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US and the coalition of partner countries to combat ISIL 
have conducted 376 air strikes against ISIL in Syria. 
%70 of these strikes was conducted against ISIL targets 
operating in Kobane. Deir ez-Zor follows Kobane with 
%11.  In Deir ez-Zor, oil fields and refineries controlled 
by ISIL were targeted.

US Airstrikes Against ISIL Targets in Syria
23 September-14 November 2014
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strategy that covers Assad re-
gime, Turkey might give sup-
port of land forces”.3 Proposal 
for a safe zone should be taken 
with this framework.

The most significant expec-
tation regarding border securi-
ty is to keep refugee flow out of 
Turkey’s border. The refugee 
has turned to a security prob-
lem apart from its humanitari-
an aspect. According to official 
numbers, Turkey is hosting 1.6 
million Syrian refugees with-
out getting any international 
support. Also the cost of ref-
ugees within and outside of 
camps has reached 4 billion 
US dollars. Societal, political, 
and security related problems 
are seen especially in the bor-
der cities. Some cities are host-
ing a number of Syrians high-
er than their own population. 
Thus, new refugee flows would 
bring greater security risks to 
Turkey. Considering how de-
liberately countries – with the 
exception of Turkey, Lebanon, 
and Jordan- accept refugees, 
the situation delicacy can be 
seen easily. Jordan has recent-
ly announced that it will no 
longer accept refugees. UN’s 

Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs’ Director 
John Ging reflected this reality 
when he stated “Appreciating 
countries that accept Syrians is 
not enough. International So-
ciety should share this burden. 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Turkey 
are at last point of their capac-
ity.” 4 It should be noted that 
Turkey has the highest risk of 
being exposed to a new refugee 
flow. In case of 2 million pop-
ulated Aleppo’s falling to the 
hands of the regime or ISIS, 
the direction of new refugee 
flow will be Turkey. There-
fore, taking care of refugees on 
the other side of the border by 
establishing a secure zone as 
a precaution has great impor-
tance to Turkey. 

Another problem for Tur-
key is the fact that a wide range 
of the border is under the con-
trol of ISIS or PYD/PKK, and 
this makes Turkey vulnerable 
to terror attacks. Perpetrators 
of the biggest terror attack on 
Turkey, which took place in 
Reyhanlı, are people who have 
links to the Assad regime. The 
attack that killed two security 
personnel and three civilians 

debates on 
Syria have been
degraded to 
“iSiS or the 
regime?”
level. existence 
of the both 
options is a 
national security
threat for 
turkey.
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in Niğde was executed by 
ISIS. Furthermore, ISIS does 
not hide its goals on Hatay 
and Istanbul, and claims that 
it has sleeping cells in Turkey. 
Two PKK militias we captured 
while they were being treated 
in Turkey during clashes be-
tween YPG and ISIS in Ayn al 
Arab (Kobane). Considering 
the organic link between YPG 
and PKK, it can be assumed 
there is a high number PKK 
militia in PYD controlled areas 
in northern Syria. In cities near 
the border, people feel that they 
are vulnerable terror attacks. A 
terror incident has the potential 
to shake domestic peace in the 
country by effecting people’s 

perception of Syrians. All these 
possibilities raise Turkey’s se-
curity concerns and pushes for 
the option of establishing a se-
cure zone.

b. Permanent Solution to 
the Syrian Civil War

Turkey sees ISIS as a result 
of the civil war and Assad re-
gime’s policies. It believes that 
as long as the circumstances 
stay the same way, the ISIS 
can be degraded, but simi-
lar structures will continue to 
show up. Therefore, Turkey is 
stating that “I’m in favor of the 
fight against ISIS, but I want to 
see a realist strategy that can 
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produce a permanent solution.” 
Steps of the fight against ISIS, 
‘safe zone, no-fly zone and 
train-equip’ might be evaluated 
in this context.

Safe zone and no-fly zone 
are seen as parts of the fight 
against the real cause of the 
problem, the regime, rather 
than a precaution for border 
security and humanitarian cri-
sis. In this case, the strategic 
goal of safe and no-fly zones 
is “Pushing Assad regime for 
a political solution.” Safe and 
no-fly zones are expected to 
serve for below explained po-
tential tactical goals.

Syrian regime has lost the 
control of a wide range of its 
territory. In the regions out of 
its control, it is using its air 
superiority without making a 
distinction between civilians 
and militias. This causes two 
problems. Firstly, civilians liv-
ing in region under opposition 
control are forced to flee due 
to the lack of security. Second-
ly, armed oppositions’ organ-
izing capacity is limited and 
they cannot establish a perma-
nent authority. Safe and no-fly 

zones will provide a permanent 
stability, prevent refugee flow, 
and turn the asymmetrical situ-
ation due to the air superiority 
in favor of the opposition. 

The biggest concern of the 
West is the possibility of ISIS’ 
capturing the weaponry of oth-
er opposition groups. Radical 
groups capture weaponry due 
to several factors: selling for 
financial gains, shifting alli-
ances of some moderate groups 
to radical ones, and capturing 
them thorough clashes. Estab-
lishing a secure zone will low-
er these risks, make military 
opposition easier to control, 
and remove concerns about 
equipping opposition forces.

Including Turkey, none of 
the leading actors want de-
struction of the state in Syria. 
It is seen that this will cause 
greater problems. Problems 
of the elimination of state ac-
tors in Iraq are still prevalent. 
Turkey is the country which 
is affected most by this crisis. 
Thus, Turkey does not want 
to see a new Iraq near its bor-
ders. Prime Minister Davutoğ-
lu’s remarks during his post as 

Looking at 
turkey’s  safe 
zone, no-fly zone 
and train-equip 
proposal, one 
can argue that 
turkey is focused 
on border security 
and finding 
a permanent 
solution to the 
Syrian civil war 
to put an end 
to problems 
originated from 
Syria.
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the Foreign Minister stating 
“Not the state, but the regime 
in Syria should be collapsed in 
Syria” reflect this approach.5 
There is a consensus on the 
need for a political solution in 
Syria. However, the problem 
is that Assad regime still be-
lieves that it can win the civil 
war by military means. In this 
situation, the regime sees polit-
ical solution as a way of gain-
ing time. Therefore, political 
solution also depends on the 
compulsive cautions against 
the regime or giving strong 
messages. In other words, safe 
or no-fly zones can serve to the 
permanent solution by putting 
a pressure on the regime.

Turkey’s proposals on “train 
& equip and sending land forc-
es if necessary”, can be regard-
ed in terms of its rejection of 
“sole airstrikes against ISIS 
are not enough” for a solution 
in Syria. Turkey does not in 
the dilemma of Assad or ISIS 
and argues that there is a third 
alternative that includes both 
problems. Turkey believes that 
if moderate opposition Syrian 
National Coalition and Free 
Syrian Army are supported 

enough in a deliberate manner 
it can balance against ISIS and 
the regime. 

Conclusion

In conclusion, the paradox of 
the US, the leader of the coa-
lition against ISIS, is that with-
out Turkey its chances of de-
stroying ISIS is really low on 
the one hand, and on the other 
hand it is unable put forward 
a strategy that includes Tur-
key’s security concerns. For 
Turkey, the paradox is staying 
out of a problem about its na-
tional security and interests on 
the one hand, and on the other 
joining to a strategy that it has 
doubts on its success. This sit-
uation brings the difference in 
approaches on Syria between 
Turkey and the US. On the 
other side of the spectrum, a 
tense diplomatic traffic is tak-
ing place on how to overlap the 
differences in the approaches. 
It is not known where the two 
sides’ approaches will overlap. 
Nonetheless, it is possible to 
say that there are not any other 
ways to create a “third alter-
native” without the steps that 
Turkey proposed. 
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