
REPORT

The year 2020 witnessed the rise of human insecurity not only in terms of the 

pandemic but also as a result of the continuation of military threats as conflicts 

took place all around the world from Syria to Libya, with no clear ending in 

sight. The nature of the warfare and conflicts, and the type of actors involved 

are in constant flow. Similarly, the increase in the activities of the international 

terrorist organizations, which are also gradually upgrading their warfare capacity, 

produced inevitable risks and lasting fear, making this phenomenon even harder 

to counter. The continuation of the conflicts and the rise of terrorism will play an 

important role in the states’ overall security landscapes. SETA Security Radar aims 

to offer a framework of strategic assessment of the major hotspots of Turkey’s 

foreign and security policy initiatives. By providing a policy-relevant analysis, 

SETA Security Radar intends to promote an understanding and awareness among 

the decision-making circles and those who are interested in Turkey’s geopolitical 

landscape in 2021.
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FIGURE 8: LIBYA SITUATION MAP

Source: Libya Gündemi, December 30, 2020

Haftar’s attack on the War Academy in Tripoli and the request of the GNA moved 
Turkey to sign a bilateral agreement with the GNA. Turkey is the only country, other 
than Qatar, solidly providing support to the GNA. Turkey assumed the role in Libya 
to mentor, train, and assist the “not well-synchronized” Libyan military units under 
the GNA. In this context, Turkey initiated a military plan to organize what needs to 
be done and advised the Libyan commanders on how to implement it. This approach 
surfaced the potential of the Libyan forces and led them to start Operation Volcano 
Rage to defeat Haftar’s militia, which is vastly augmented by foreign mercenaries, a 
Russian military company, and has been “offered” complex weapons systems. The 
Turkish assistance was actually a challenge, not only to Haftar but to the countries 
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backing him. Turkey’s role in the Libyan crisis, in favor of the legitimate GNA, has 
challenged the project of Eastern Mediterranean energy-based politics.82 

Turkey’s balancing attempt, with a cost-effective approach, was to collaborate 
with Russia to commence a military-political dialogue between the GNA and Haftar, 
similarly current dialogues in Syria. Turkey and Russia, both competitors and col-
laborators depending on their interests, called both the GNA and Haftar to meet 
in Moscow in order to reach a cease-fire while Haftar rejected the offer and left 
Moscow.83 The German government started another initiative in Berlin with the 
same objective. Haftar repeated his behavior and left Berlin with no compromise.84 
However, the conclusions of the Berlin Conference were voted in by the UN Security 
Council and issued as a resolution to provide an appropriate ground for establishing 
stability in Libya.85 

Haftar’s insistence on capturing Tripoli led the GNA to review its military pre-
paredness and start a fresh military campaign against Haftar’s forces. Haftar’s forces, 
first, were defeated from the northwest shores of Libya, Al-Watiya Air Base, and 
south of Tripoli that led to a unification of the northwest of Libya.86 This military 
victory facilitated the salvage of the cities of Tarhuna and Bani Walid that were be-
lieved to be tough targets.87 Tarhuna’s urban structure was a concern because of ca-
sualty expectation and the ambiguous attitude of the Tarhuna people. Interestingly 
it became apparent that Haftar’s forces had executed civilians to suppress the local 
residents and this fact eased the victory of the GNA forces. The discovery of many 
mass graves in Tarhuna indicated Haftar’s brutal treatment of civilians.88 

82 “Turkey’s Intervention Threatens to Become Game-Changer in Libya”,The Irish Times,  May 22, 2020, 
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/world/africa/turkey-s-intervention-threatens-to-become-game-changer-in-lib-
ya-1.4260310 (accessed on December 13, 2020).  

83 “Libya’s Haftar Leaves Moscow Without Signing Ceasefire Agreement”, Al Jazeera, January 14, 2020, https://
www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/1/14/libyas-haftar-leaves-moscow-without-signing-ceasefire-agreement (accessed on 
December 13, 2020).  

84 “Libya Peace Talks to Go Ahead in Berlin Despite Ceasefire Setback”, The Guardian, January 14 2020, https://
www.theguardian.com/world/2020/jan/14/libyan-warlord-haftar-leaves-moscow-without-signing-ceasefire-deal 
(accessed on  December 13, 2020).  

85 “Security Council Endorses Conclusions of Berlin Conference on Libya, Adopting Resolution 2510 (2020) by 14 
Votes in Favour, 1 Abstention”, The UN Security Council Resolution, February 12, 2020, https://www.un.org/press/
en/2020/sc14108.doc.htm (accessed on December 13, 2020).   

86 “Libya: GNA Recaptures Towns Near Tunisia Border from Haftar”, Al Jazeera, May 19 2020, https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2020/5/19/libya-gna-recaptures-towns-near-tunisia-border-from-haftar (accessed on December 
13, 2020).   

87 “Libya: GNA Forces Regain Control of Strategic Bani Walid Town”, Al Jazeera, June 6 2020, https://www.
aljazeera.com/news/2020/6/6/libya-gna-forces-regain-control-of-strategic-bani-walid-town (accessed on December 
13, 2020).   

88 “Another Three Mass Graves Discovered in Libya’s Tarhuna”, The Middle East Eye, October 13 2020, https://
www.middleeasteye.net/news/libya-tarhuna-more-mass-graves  (accessed on 13 December 2020). 
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The overall tempo of the GNA’s military campaign was promising. The state 
actors that provide support to Haftar were motivated to stop the GNA’s advance so 
as not to lose control of the Oil Crescent and to keep the perceived “Turkish-backed” 
forces away from both the wealth and Egypt’s border. Haftar had captured Sirte, the 
gate of the Oil Crescent, with the support of Salafi-Madhali militias, which were 
once the GNA units in the city. The GNA forces advanced to the city. An air assault, 
with an unknown flag, halted the GNA’s forces at the west and south of the city. 
This intervention was the turning point since Egypt overtly announced its military 
support to Haftar and threatened to start a military campaign against the GNA.89 
The Egyptian leadership delineated that the GNA could not pass the Sirte-Jufra line. 
The escalation of crises mobilized the German government to mediate. The Ger-
man-led Berlin Conference of January 19, 2020, became the milestone for reaching 
an armistice again. As a result, military terms gave way to the political process after 
Haftar’s defeat.

POLITICAL DEVELOPMENTS
The Conclusion of the Berlin Conference was endorsed by the UN Security Council 
in Resolution 25 (2020) to urge warring parties to terminate the conflict. In this 
sense, the United Nations Support Mission in Libya (UNSMIL) assumed the ini-
tiative to start the political process. But this attempt coincided with societal unrest 
in Tripoli and Benghazi due to the lack of services, social welfare, and prosperity. 
Encouraged with the UNSMIL’s vision, protests forced the key leaders to start the 
political process, facilitate the oil production, and export in order to increase reve-
nues to stabilize public life. In accordance with the efforts of the UNSMIL, the U.S., 
which was hesitant to become involved in the conflict and was in touch with both 
the GNA and Haftar, activated its national assets, like the U.S. Embassy, the U.S. 
African Command, and the U.S. diplomats in the UNSMIL. 

The agenda of the U.S. can be described as a three-fold approach. The first 
issue was to regain initiative by political assets since Russia and EU countries were 
active in gaining outcomes from a political solution. The second issue was to gain 
from the post-conflict projects in Libya. In this sense, the U.S. demanded the start 
of a security sector reform project for defense sales and an audit of the accounts 
of the Libyan Central Bank to guarantee the payments. Finally, the U.S. was con-

89 “Egypt Threatens to Intervene in Libya as Pro-govt Forces Advance”, Africa News, June 22, 2020, https://
www.africanews.com/2020/06/22/egypt-threatens-to-intervene-in-libya-as-pro-govt-forces-advance/, (accessed on 
December 13, 2020).   
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cerned with the presence of Russia and Turkey in Libya in so far as it might pose 
risks to U.S. expectations. The U.S. strategy is political, rather than military, and 
urges all parties to reach a compromise and observe the U.S. desires in Libya and 
the Eastern Mediterranean.

The UNSMIL commenced political pressure for parties to agree on negotiating 
under the observation of the UNSMIL acting chief, Stephanie Williams, after the U.S. 
seemed more prone to a political solution. The role of the U.S. was, first, to start shuttle 
diplomacy to persuade the external state actors to stop intervening in Libya. Williams, 
on the other hand, pursued a strategy of multiple committees to negotiate in Tunisia, 
Malta, Switzerland, Egypt, and Morocco. The center of gravity in these meetings has 
become to establish a permanent cease-fire and normalization.90 Williams prioritized 
the 5+5 Military Committee to compromise based on common grounds. 

The political process, launched by the UNSMIL, coincided with the announce-
ment of Prime Minister Fayez al Serraj that he will leave the office at the end of 
October 2020 and that an election would take place.91 This approach paved the way 
for a compromise for a permanent cease-fire, freedom of transportation across Lib-
ya, and oil production that had been stalled by Haftar’s intervention after the 5+5 
Military Committed meeting. The UNSMIL went further and gathered the Libya 
Political Dialogue Forum (LPDF) in the city of Ghadames in Tunisia.92 The LPDF, 
composed of 75 representatives, discussed the political calendar and compromised 
on an election on December 24, 2021, the National Day of Libya. The forum agreed 
on having a transitory government, facilitating the parties in sharing the positions 
in the GNA, although the proposed names locked the meetings. The forum decided 
on building a mechanism to identify the criteria and candidates to fill the positions, 
rather than selecting names for specific missions at the very initial phase of the dis-
cussions. However, the forum’s negotiations hardened the process since neither of the 
parties accepted the other’s candidate. The UNSMIL pushed for a compromise but 
the process seems to be a long journey.93

90 “Libyan 5+5 Joint Military Commission to Meet in Libya for the First Time”, UNSMIL, October 31, 2020, 
https://unsmil.unmissions.org/libyan%C2%A055%C2%A0joint-military-commission%C2%A0-meet-lib-
ya-first-time  (accessed on December 13, 2020).    

91 “Samer Al Atrush, Libyan Prime Minister Sarraj to Resign Soon, Officials Say”, Bloomberg, September 15, 
2020, https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2020-09-15/libyan-prime-minister-sarraj-to-resign-officials-say  
(accessed on December 13, 2020).     

92 “Libyan Political Dialogue Forum”, UNSMIL, “https://unsmil.unmissions.org/libyan-political-dialogue-forum  
(accessed on December 13, 2020). 

93 Abdelkader Assad, “Full-Quorum Libyan HoR Session in Ghadames Pushed to December 21”, Libya Observer, 
December 8, 2020, https://www.libyaobserver.ly/news/full-quorum-libyan-hor-session-ghadames-pushed-decem-
ber-21  (accessed on December 13, 2020).
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The political process commenced a political race in Tripoli among political fig-
ures. Political parties focused on communicating with the Libyan public to start 
their campaigns while they search for foreign backing. Meanwhile, external state 
actors got in touch with the political parties and key leaders to have a share of the 
post-conflict restructuring efforts. It appears that the military confrontation has left 
room for political forms of new competition where local and international actors are 
more intertwined.

In the end, Libya has succeeded in moving away from a conflict and towards 
an political process, Haftar appears marginalized after he was sued in the U.S. for 
his war crimes and the mass graves identified in Tarhuna. Aqela Saleh, chairman of 
the Tobruk Parliament, has become the political figure who replaced Hafter and is 
recognized as the representative of the eastern part of Libya. On the other hand, the 
security situation is still fragile in Libya because most militia groups are not under 
control, and the interests of external actors, like Russia and the UAE, will be harmed 
if a political process is achieved by an election. For this reason, it is still premature to 
assess any deal in Libya. 

DYNAMICS OF TURKEY’S LIBYA POLICY
The dynamics that could shape the Turkish Libya policy may be assessed along 
four dynamics. These dynamics are not about Turkish interests but about region-
al stability. The first dynamic is Libya’s unity since a divided Libya will cause a 
domino effect in the Middle East and North Africa. Such a political challenge 
will be a matter for the region, not the intervening foreign actors. In this context, 
the challenge to the borders of the regional actors will ignite another “Arab Win-
ter,” favoring despotism and suppressing the public. The second dynamic, affiliated 
with the first one, is the political will of the Libyan people. General elections and 
a constitutional referendum are essential demands that no political figure can deny 
to the Libyan public. 

The third dynamic is about external interference. Initially, Turkey displayed 
a passive defensive posture which has now become an active one. Libya is an ex-
tension of the Eastern Mediterranean energy politics and external actors pursue 
a very active strategy in implementing asymmetric and hybrid warfare to achieve 
their energy agendas. Meanwhile, this dynamic poses a risk to the stability of Tu-
nisia and Algeria at a later stage as if a regime formatting process is not in place. 
Affiliated with external interference, the final dynamic is the recognition of the 
Turkish interests, which were solidified by agreements with the GNA. An external 
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interference in a process of formatting the regime will endanger the Turkish inter-
ests in the long term. 

LIBYA IN 2021
Libya’s discourse was hard to assess and will continue to be such. The dynamics are 
many and conflicting interests are prone to escalate tension. The mentioned dynam-
ics appear enduring and interrelated in the coming term. Libya’s unity can be at risk 
if external interference continues at the current level. The will of the Libyan people, 
by means of democratic courses, may be a solution though. Still, external inter-
ference may deter the positive, office-based undertakings of the UNSMIL. Turkish 
interests, on the other hand, can be correlated with the first three dynamics. Such a 
frame pushes a comprehensive approach that will be transparent and honest in ob-
taining an attainable and acceptable course of action. 

Other than the aforementioned dynamics, the internal issue fields present hin-
drances in achieving a political solution. Armed groups, for instance, hold the actual 
power in the city centers and societal structure is complicated to terms of introduc-
ing solutions since they endanger the strength of the power-holders. Libya needs 
comprehensive state-building made possible by the compromise of all civil, political, 
and armed segments of society. Hence Libyans need a democracy that will not in-
form any Qaddafi-type figure in Libya. In this sense, elections are crucial to achiev-
ing a stable Libya. But it is still early to predict if elections will be realized or not. 

All of these dynamics inform a limited number of projections in relation to 
Turkey. These are as follows:

•	 The political process continues by an interim technocratic government, but ele-
ctions cannot be achieved. This option will introduce a new political environ-
ment in Libya denouncing the authority of the GNA. The U.S. and EU states 
together with the revisionist regional states will favor such an option so as to 
prolong the political process and achieve macro-strategies. Turkey may support 
the process but resist the exploitation of the interim nature of Libyan politics.

•	 The political process continues by an interim technocratic government and ele-
ctions take place for an enduring and democratic Libya. The will of the Libyan 
people will determine the overall course that Turkey and the other actors will 
respect.

•	 The political compromise may be challenged by another military confronta-
tion that will deepen the instability. External interference may provoke the 
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escalation of conflicts while Turkey will be determined to support the legiti-
mate GNA. 

•	 An escalation of military conflicts may push the Libyan people to mobilize on 
their own and repeat the 2011 Revolution. Turkey will observe the escalation 
and attempt to ease the situation. 
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TURKEY  
AND THE MIDDLE EAST:  

A NEW ERA?

SUMMARY OF 2020
•	 The COVID-19 pandemic has ravaged the Middle East, exposing failing state 

structures in many cases.

•	 The explosion in the port of Beirut rocked Lebanon which continues to battle 
political strife and increasing interference in its domestic affairs by Iran and 
France. 

•	 The Abraham Accords were signed between Israel, the United Arab Emirates 
(UAE), and Bahrain, heralding a new Gulf-Israel axis. 

•	 Iran persisted with its “strategic patience” doctrine despite the assassinations 
of Qasem Soleimani at the beginning of the year and Mohsen Fakhrizadeh in 
November. 

In 2020, the Middle East, like the rest of the world, remained shadowed by the 
coronavirus pandemic. Iran became the first Middle Eastern nation to experience a 
significant outbreak, with many among the Iranian political elite becoming infected. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has in many cases laid bare the ailing state structures in 
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some of the Middle East’s conflict areas, such as Syria and Yemen, where the true 
nature of the pandemic is yet to be ascertained. In all likelihood, thousands have 
succumbed to this illness in the absence of functioning health systems and lack of 
testing capacity.  

While COVID-19 has dominated the agenda in the Middle East, the region 
has continued to be home to some interesting developments. The Abraham Accords, 
the agreement between the United Arab Emirates, Bahrain, and Israel to normalize 
relations under U.S. auspices, was inked in the White House on August 13. As the 
year drew to an end, the newfound cordiality between Abu Dhabi and Tel-Aviv was 
bound to change the geopolitical landscape. 

The year 2020 began with the assassination of Qasem Soleimani, Iran’s general 
heading the Quds Force, by a targeted U.S. drone strike. Rather ironically, as the 
year came to an end, Mohsen Fakhrizadeh, the mind behind Iran’s nuclear program, 
was also assassinated, yet the perpetrator remains unknown, with Iran blaming Israel 
for the incident. Iran continues to employ its “strategic patience” doctrine against 
intensified U.S. and Israeli aggression, and has thus far not intensified its attacks. 

The explosion in the port of Beirut was also a major milestone for the Middle 
East in 2020. The explosion exposed the weakness of the Lebanese state and the 
persistent political crisis that Beirut finds itself in. In the rush to Beirut that materi-
alized in the aftermath of the explosion, foreign interference in Lebanon’s domestic 
politics became far more acute, with French President Macron visiting Beirut on two 
occasions after the incident.  

Turkey’s Middle East agenda in 2020 was largely dominated by security con-
cerns, as it has been for the last four years. Turkey continues to sit at the apex of 
counterterrorism efforts in northern Syria and pursues its deterrence policy against 
the PKK in both Syria and Iraq. Ankara has opposed the Abraham Accords, labeling 
it an abandonment of the Palestinian cause, and thus continues to position itself 
against Abu Dhabi’s growing regional agenda, all the while championing the Pal-
estinian cause. While the pandemic has hindered much of international diplomacy 
and travel, President Erdoğan visited Doha in July, in testament to the ever-expand-
ing relationship between Qatar and Turkey. 

DYNAMICS SHAPING TURKEY’S MIDDLE EAST AGENDA 
Turkey’s policy in the Middle East has several dynamics; these are either structural, 
in that they endure, or conjectural, in that they are subject to changing regional real-
ities. Structural dynamics in this regard include Turkey’s deep historical links to the 
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Middle East via the shared legacy of the Ottoman Empire. Turkey’s structural pres-
ence is also maintained in its membership in NATO and the security architecture of 
counterterrorism efforts against the PKK, DAESH, and other terrorist organizations. 
The conjectural dynamics are elaborated below. 

Bracing for Biden 
A contentious issue for the Middle East will be the new U.S. administration under 
Biden who is poised to take office in January 2021. Players in the Middle East are 
already gearing for the post-Trump era, which will likely see a renewed interest 
by Washington in asserting some form of U.S. dominance in the region. Trump’s 
“America First” policy will not be given a new lease of life under Biden, who for 
all the non-interventionism of the Trump era, will undoubtedly seek to make the 
United States more felt across the playing field. This has prompted Turkey, among 
others, to recalculate the U.S. presence in the region. With regard to Turkey-U.S. 
relations in the Middle East, this change in Washington will likely be felt in Syria, 
where the U.S. administration continues to support the YPG, the Syrian military 
arm of the PKK. 

As Biden prepares to take on the helm of the United States, the question of the 
post-American Middle East will once again become a matter of debate. The great 
departure of the United States from the Middle East, ensuing in the Obama years 
and culminating with Trump, gave leeway to Turkey to fill the void left behind. 
As a result, Turkey now enjoys a proactive role in the region. This role initially 
materialized with Turkey’s cross-border counterterrorism operations in northern 
Syria, such as Operation Peace Spring and Euphrates Shield. Now, however, it 
has expanded to encompass areas such as Libya, where Turkey functions as an 
interlocutor and a regional stabilizing force in the absence of leadership from the 
United States. As Biden seeks to balance the politics of the post-Trump era, he 
must also be weary of the reality of the post-American Middle East, where Turkey 
has emerged as a key player. 

Turkey’s newfound regional role alongside the possibility of a more interven-
tionist United States constitutes the main parameters of this dynamic. However, it 
should be noted that the U.S. position will prompt other actors too, especially the 
Saudis and Iranians who are watching the transfer in Washington unfold. Iran will 
likely look out for a return to the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPAO) 
while Saudi Arabia will consider the fallback from a Biden administration that will 
likely not be very friendly with Riyadh. This should, in turn, impact Turkey’s rela-
tionship with Saudi Arabia, which has recently thawed as Riyadh seeks to mend its 
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regional isolation94 and Iran which could resurface as a result of the pressure on the 
regime diminishing. 

Turkey-Qatar Axis 
While certainly a significant aspect of the landscape, Turkey’s relations with Qatar 
should at this point be considered part of Ankara’s institutionalized alliances, and 
hence a given for any future policy projections. Turkey’s investment in its relation-
ship with Qatar and vice versa have produced one of the most unique partnerships in 
the Middle East and have firmly placed Turkey at the center of developments in the 
Gulf. Turkey’s military bases in Doha, alongside Qatar’s novel interest in acquiring 
Turkish high-grade military products, form the security aspect of the relationship. 
Qatar and Turkey, however, are bound by a far greater shared Weltanschauung that 
both countries continue to project onto the Middle East. 

This shared worldview has materialized in many of the conflicted areas in the 
region, be that Egypt, Libya, Syria, or the Gulf region as a whole. It is in Libya that 
Turkey and Qatar are both aiding the Government of National Accord towards the 
goal of eliminating the threat from the putschist General Khalifa Haftar. Vis-à-vis 
Syria, Ankara, and Doha continue to coordinate with the Syrian opposition in order 
to bring an end to the bloodshed and achieve a political solution where the Assad re-
gime is ousted and is made to answer for its crimes. More broadly, Qatar and Turkey 
share the goal of supporting popular movements across the Middle East against the 
vehement “conservative” powers that seek to prevail on the status quo, such as the 
likes of the UAE and Saudi Arabia.

Abraham Accords 
The Abraham Accords have set the stage for major regional realignment. While the 
normalization between Israel and the UAE has been hailed as a major blow to Iranian 
influence in the region by Western policy circles, this is hardly the case, as the UAE 
continues to practice caution when dealing with Iran. In fact, the Abraham Accords 
more acutely point towards an alignment against Turkish interests, albeit one that 
has been brewing for some time. The United Arab Emirates seeks to enlist Israeli 
support for its ambitious regional agenda, whether that is in contentious areas such 
as Yemen and Libya or more broadly in its attempt to project itself as a major pow-

94 Batu Coşkun, “What Is behind Saudi Arabia’s Rapprochement with Turkey?” Daily Sabah, November 26, 2020, 
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/what-is-behind-saudi-arabias-rapprochement-with-turkey (accessed on 
December 15, 2020).
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erhouse in the Middle East. This is manifest in the Emirates’ purchase of the F-35 
fighter jets from the United States, and its bid to utilize Israeli military intelligence 
superiority as a result of normalization.  

Bilateral Normalization(s) 
A series of bilateral normalization processes constitute an important dynamic for 
Turkey’s position in the Middle East. Chief and most intriguing of these processes 
has been Turkey’s relationship with Israel. Despite the Obama-brokered normaliza-
tion that took place between Turkey and Israel in the long aftermath of the Mavi 
Marmara Incident, culminating in the exchange of ambassadors in 2017, relations 
have once again gone at loggerheads due to Israel’s persistence in occupying areas of 
the West Bank and maintaining a blockade in Gaza. 

Regardless of the persistence of diverging philosophies, and radically different 
understandings of the Palestinian question, Israel and Turkey are reported to have 
been continuing in back-channel talks, especially via members of the intelligence 
community. The goal here is not the establishment of strategic ties that once existed 
between Turkey and Israel, but rather to reach a mutual accommodation of sorts 
regarding regional disputes. Such a rationale most acutely pervades the Eastern Med-
iterranean, but Turkey and Israel have the ability to cooperate in Syria and Lebanon, 
as both countries are cautious of an ever-expanding Iranian foothold in the region. 
An unspoken mutuality is shared between Israel and Turkey in the Nagorno-Kara-
bakh conflict, where Turkey and Israel have both militarily supplied the successful 
Azerbaijani offensive and have thus cut off a major point of Iranian influence. 

A similar case of normalization can be argued between Cairo and Ankara. El-Si-
si has never been keen on Turkey, viewing the ousted Mohammed Morsi’s ties to 
Turkey with distrust. This sentiment is mirrored in Ankara, yet there now appears 
political will on both ends to enter a period of mutual understanding, especially 
with regards to the energy resources of the Eastern Mediterranean basin. Turkey and 
Egypt are naturally overlapping economies, and cooperation with regard to energy 
would result in a new paradigm of “normalized” ties between Ankara and Cairo. 

Last on the list of bilateral relationships that constitute a dynamic in Ankara’s 
Middle East projections is the relationship with Saudi Arabia. As a matter of fact, 
Turkey and Saudi Arabia already enjoy normal relations, with leaders of both nations 
having remarked on cordial ties in recent statements. Yet, the relationship continues 
to function under the gloom of the Khashoggi affair and other disputes that have 
arisen over the last months. Chief among them has been an unofficial boycott of 
Turkish goods entering the Kingdom, which appears to have been enacted by Saudi 
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authorities to chastise Turkey for diverging geopolitical goals and its insistence on 
pursuing the perpetrators of Jamal Khashoggi’s murder. 

The boycott, however, appears to have been resolved with political will from 
both sides signaling a warm rapprochement. Turkey and Saudi Arabia had turned 
to one another in the Obama years in order to pursue a common agenda in Syria 
where the United States was missing politically and militarily. Now, as both coun-
tries gear for Biden, they see that a détente serves their interests in balancing out 
the United States. 

Troublesome Neighbors to the East: Iran 
Among Turkey’s bilateral relations, one of the most nuanced is the one that it main-
tains with the regime in Iran. Turkey and Iran are geopolitical rivals in almost all of 
the region’s disputed areas, yet they also accommodate one another and cooperate 
when need be. This is most apparent in Syria and recently with regards to joint intel-
ligence sharing regarding the PKK activities, which Iran had often been deaf to in the 
past. Iran though is irksome of Ankara’s growing regional role, realizing all too well 
that the West’s security interests are represented in Turkey’s presence in areas such 
as Syria and the conflict in Nagorno-Karabakh, and more broadly in its positioning 
against Iran’s expansive regional hegemonic agenda. 

PROSPECTS FOR 2021
Forecasting the Turkish relationship with the Middle East for 2021, certain dynam-
ics are bound to persist, largely unchanged, while others will undoubtedly shape 
Ankara’s engagement with the region in a novel manner. The table below illustrates 
the likelihood of engagement via each dynamic in Turkey’s Middle East policy. 

With relation to Biden, Ankara is likely to engage with the new U.S. adminis-
tration proactively. Messages on this have already been conveyed from the Turkish 
government, with President Erdoğan remarking that he “knows Biden well” and 
that there is room for cooperation, despite certain earlier statements made by Biden 
aiming at the Turkish president.95 Erdoğan will likely see “politics as politics” and 
construct a robust level of engagement with the U.S. administration when it comes 
to Middle Eastern affairs. Turkey will continue to press for the end of U.S. support to 
the Syrian arm of the PKK, the YPG, and will also persist in arguing that the United 

95 Batu Coşkun, “Is There Any Hope for Turkey-US Ties to Get Back on Track?”, Daily Sabah, November 13, 2020, 
https://www.dailysabah.com/opinion/op-ed/is-there-any-hope-for-turkey-us-ties-to-get-back-on-track (accessed on 
December 10, 2020).



TURKEY AND THE MIDDLE EAST: A NEW ERA?  

71

States’ best interests in the Middle East lie in fruitful dialogue with Turkey. In this re-
gard, Biden’s foreign policy positions, as well as those adopted by senior members of 
his national security team vis-à-vis the Middle East, will steer Ankara’s engagement 
with the United States. 

In Qatar, an active continuation of Turkey’s existing ties with Doha is to be 
expected. Ankara and Doha will be undeterred in maintaining strategic ties, even 
though the Gulf crisis has ended with a modus vivendi between Qatar and the other 
Gulf powers. In fact, Turkey’s position in the Gulf will strengthen as a result of this 
normalization in the Gulf, as it will place Ankara once again at a position of dispers-
ing stability and fostering strong regional cooperation. 

The Abraham Accords have already prompted a harsh response from Turkey, 
and hence this should continue in 2021, with Ankara actively seeking to dispel the 
growing regional bloc headed by the UAE. Turkey in this sense will most likely seek 
to return to the status quo regarding the Palestinian question, advocating for the Arab 
League-headed Palestinian mission in solving the matter. As Abu Dhabi and Tel-Aviv 
solidify their bonds and possibly move on to strategic levels of regional cooperation, 
Turkey should be expected to actively engage in confronting this brewing coalition.

In the matter of Turkey’s various processes of bilateral normalization in the 
Middle East, one should once again expect Ankara to act robustly. A political will 
from the upmost echelons of the Turkish government seeks to see Turkey’s bilateral 
regional relations normalized. This willingness is likely to persist in Ankara and tran-
scend into 2021. Recent diplomatic postings to Israel and Saudi Arabia, alongside 
reports that the Turkish intelligence has amped up efforts to engage with both Israel 
and Egypt, signify that 2021 may see some fruition in Turkey’s efforts to normalize 
relations with countries with which deep differences persist. Turkey, in this sense, is 
actively engaging in the hopes of fostering cooperation based on mutual economic 
interest and political gain that would pave the way for a new basis for bilateral ties. It 
should be noted that, the normalization process between Qatar and GCC countries 
may facilitate Turkey-Saudi Arabia normalization in the upcoming term. 

In its dealings with Iran, 2021 should not see any drastic change to former 
policy. In fact, if recent efforts by Turkish officials to downplay bilateral disputes 
with the country are any indication, Ankara will likely steer clear of confronting or 
engaging with Iran. Turkey is likely to continue to acknowledge Tehran’s destructive 
regional agenda, but should not be actively engaged in constructing an anti-Iranian 
policy. Rather, Turkey’s Middle Eastern footprint should prove deterrent enough in 
containing the Iranian regime’s ambitions. 
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On all accounts considered, Turkey is most likely to continue with direct en-
gagement, by virtue of its proactive policy in the Middle East and the wider region. 
Turkey’s engagement will once again be dictated by a strong security rationale, but 
should also be expected to contain novel calculations. Chief among these being the 
new U.S. administration and the need to resolve long-standing bilateral disputes 
with powerful regional players. 

Source: Compiled by the authors

FIGURE 9: TURKEY’S MIDDLE EAST ENGAGEMENTS IN 2021
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TURKEY’S EFFECTIVE 
COUNTERTERRORISM 

POLICY

SUMMARY OF 2020 
•	 In 2020, varying sources of terror networks were active along the same lines as 

the previous year. 

•	 Turkey intensively engaged with the terrorist organizations by military means in 
Iraq and Syria, and authorized security forces inside Turkey.

•	 The main focus of Turkey’s counterterrorism operations was to secure the es-
tablished security belt in the vicinity of the Turkish borders in order to prevent 
terrorist infiltrations and mobilizations to Turkey.  

•	 Turkey aligned humanitarian concerns and measures with countering terrorism 
efforts to prevent further humanitarian disasters in Syria. 

Similarly to the previous year, countering terrorism was one of the prominent 
issues related to Turkey’s security challenges. In 2020, Turkish security forces focused 
on neutralizing the imminent perils emanating from the PKK not only at Turkey’s 
territorial boundaries but also within the territories of Iraq and Syria where state 
authority is not well-established. In this context, apart from the permanent mili-
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tary posture in Syria, 48% of the total operations were conducted in Iraqi territo-
ry throughout the year.96 For this purpose, a series of operations suppressed terror 
networks; the operations to neutralize terror cells were named “Kapan” “Yıldırım”, 
and “Pençe.” For example, for the comprehensive counterterrorism effort of Turk-
ish security forces, the “Kapan-1 Bagok” operation was initiated by the Mardin 
Gendarmerie Command that represents the basics of the Turkish counterterrorism 
posture. This operation was an integrated effort of the Gendarmerie Commando 
and Gendarmerie Special Forces (JÖH), the Police Special Forces (PÖH), village 
guard teams, and 60 other operational teams.97 Similarly, the “Kapan-8 Ağrı Moun-
tain-Çemçe-Madur” operation took place in Ağrı, Kars, and Iğdır, participated by 
1,012 personnel and 62 operational teams in March.98 Şırnak has become another 
focus with the “Yılıdırm-1 Cudi” operation with a total of 102 teams, 1,485 person-
nel, including 58 commando teams, 12 gendarmerie special operations teams, 12 
police special operations teams, 18 village guard teams, and 2 mixed teams.99 During 
the latest “Yıldırım-16” operation, 2,571 personnel and 153 operational teams, con-
sisting of Gendarmerie Commandos, JÖH, PÖH, and village guard teams were as-
signed.100 Within the scope of the “Yıldırım” operations, which were launched on 
July 13, 2020, to eliminate terrorism, a total of 148 terrorists were neutralized; 77 
collaborators were caught; 455 caves, shelters, and warehouses were destroyed; and 
significant amounts of weapons, equipment, varying types of ammunition, food, 
and living materials were seized.101 The names point to certain regions where that 
terror cells were situated, and indicate the outreach of security forces in varying 
geographical conditions.

Concerning the cross-border operations, within the scope of “Claw-Eagle” and 
“Claw-Tiger” operations, air assaults were the main effort against the terrorist po-
sitions in the regions of Avasin Basyan, Hakurk, Sinjar, Karacak, Qandil, and Zap, 

96 Terrorism Analysis Platform, www.tap-data.com 

97 “Mardin’de ‘KAPAN-1 BAGOK’ operasyonu başlatıldı”, Anadolu Agency, January 11, 2020, https://www.
aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/mardinde-kapan-1-bagok-operasyonu-baslatildi/1699372 

98 “Son dakika haberler: Bakanlık açıkladı! Kapan-8 operasyonu başladı”, Hurriyet, March 13, 2020, https://www.
hurriyet.com.tr/gundem/son-dakika-haberler-bakanlik-acikladi-kapan-8-operasyonu-basladi-41467989

99Şırnak’ta ‘Yıldırım-1 Cudi Operasyonu’ başlatıldı”, Anadolu Agency, July 14, 2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/
turkiye/sirnakta-yildirim-1-cudi-operasyonu-baslatildi/1910158#  (accessed on December 02, 2020).

100 “Yıldırım-16-Sehi Ormanları Operasyonu Başladı!”, The Republic of Turkey Ministry of Interior Gendar-
merie General Command, December 7, 2020, https://www.jandarma.gov.tr/yildirim-16-sehi-ormanlari-opera-
syonu-basladi  (accessed on December 10, 2020).

101 “İçişleri Bakanlığı Sözcüsü Çataklı: Yıldırım operasyonlarında 148 terörist etkisiz hale getirildi”, Anadolu Agen-
cy, December 4, 2020,  https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/icisleri-bakanligi-sozcusu-catakli-yildirim-operasyonlarin-
da-148-terorist-etkisiz-hale-getirildi/2065367 (accessed on December 10, 2020).
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located in the north of Iraq and used as bases by terrorists. The ultimate goal of these 
assaults was to prevent the increasing harassment and attack attempts of the PKK to-
wards the Turkish Armed Forces (TAF) across the border and beyond. Furthermore, 
comprehensive operations, with the participation of commando units, the air force, 
fire support units, army aviation with ATAK helicopters, and UAVs targeted the 
PKK’s Haftanin base.102 In brief, recently, Turkey’s consistent efforts to neutralize the 
perils emanating from the PKK have switched the theater of conflict from Turkish 
to Iraqi soil. 

Turkey’s counterterrorism operations, both inside and outside the country, can 
be observed in the following chart with designated numbers. The vast majority of 
the operations were conducted in the proximity of the Turkish borders with Syria 
and Iraq.

FIGURE 10: A MAP OF TURKEY AND ITS NEIGHBORING COUNTRIES  
WITH NUMBERS OF PKK AND YPG TERRORIST ATTACKS IN SPECIFIC LOCATIONS

Source: Terrorism Analysis Platform (TAP), www.tap-data.com

Currently, Turkey has put military pressure on the terrorist organization in a 
way that the PKK has great difficulty in finding an exit door. In the coming term, 

102 “Pençe-Kartal Operasyonu başladı”, TRT News, June 15, 2020, https://www.trthaber.com/haber/gundem/
pence-kartal-operasyonu-basladi-492704.html; “Son dakika! Pençe-Kaplan Operasyonu başladı”, Haberturk, June 
17, 2020, https://www.haberturk.com/son-dakika-pence-kaplan-operasyonu-basladi-2714874  (accessed on De-
cember 02, 2020).
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the dynamics which will determine the fate of the PKK are the PKK’s floundering at-
tempts to attack Turkey, Turkey’s enduring counterterrorism operations, the clashes 
between the KDP and the PKK, and lastly, the stressed and strained relation between 
the Qandil and the PYD, as assessed below. 

DYNAMICS OF TERRORISM AND COUNTERTERRORISM 

The PKK’s Quest for Novel Tactics 
As a consequence of the decisive counterterrorism operations conducted in 2020, 
the PKK has suffered from a high rate of casualties and losses both in terms of mil-
itants and equipment so that the number of PKK-related terrorist attacks decreased 
from 87 to 34 in Turkey.103 Accordingly, in the summer, the PKK increased its arson 
attacks in an attempt to cause maximum damage while utilizing a small number 
of terrorists. For example, the PKK’s “Children of Fire Initiative” took over the re-
sponsibility of the forest fires in Hatay and tried to turn them into a “propaganda 
tool” during a period when the organization was deprived of sufficient militants and 
equipment.104 In addition, the terrorist organization, aiming to take advantage of 
the short-term uncertainty caused by the COVID-19 outbreak earlier this year, has 
resorted to black propaganda in order to wear away at Turkey by using its affiliates 
in Europe. Also, due to the insufficient militant numbers in its ranks, the PKK has 
tended to revive its ideological radicalism to promote its recruitment.105 

After the presence of the PKK in the Amanos Mountains was deterred specifi-
cally by the “Yıldırım-5 Amanoslar” operation, the terrorists attempted to infiltrate 
Turkey from the Syrian border. Two “paramotors” used by PKK terrorists who had 
come from Manbij were seized in the countryside of the Amanos Mountains. Sub-
sequently, in October 2020, Murat Karayılan announced, “We are building our air 
forces.” This referred to the fact that the PKK is preparing for “kamikaze attacks” on 
Turkey as retribution for TAF’s operations.

Other than the “paramotor” tactic, the PKK has tried to imitate two different 
types of attacks previously used by other terrorist organizations. First, the terrorist 

103 Terrorism Analysis Platform 

104 “Terör örgütü YPG/PKK, Hatay’daki orman yangınını propaganda çalışmasına dönüştürdü”, Anadolu Agency, 
October 10, 2020, https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/teror-orgutu-ypg-pkk-hataydaki-orman-yanginini-propagan-
da-calismasina-donusturdu/2002376  (accessed on December 02, 2020).

105 Murat Yeşiltaş, Murat Aslan, İsmail Akdoğan, Ümit Tetik, Ömer Özkizilcik, “Koronavirüsün Gölgesinde 
Silahlı Çatışma ve Terör Suriye, Libya, Yemen, PKK ve DEAŞ”, SETA Report, 2020, https://setav.org/assets/up-
loads/2020/05/R162.pdf  (accessed on December 02, 2020).
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organization has attempted to imitate DAESH’s “air attack” tactic in Syria and Iraq; 
however, the attacks by improvised remotely controlled aircraft systems carrying ex-
plosives were thwarted with the help of countermeasures by the TAF.106 Second, 
the PKK tried to reproduce a “382 gm. handmade bomb in a metal container pre-
pared to be placed under a vehicle”107 previously used by DAESH in assassination 
attempts. This situation demonstrates that the previous and ongoing experience in 
Syria and Iraq have contributed to the PKK adopting new tactics and techniques for 
the consolidation of its attack techniques. 

Turkey’s Counterterrorism Strategy 
Turkey’s highly “dronified” counterterrorism strategy has materialized technocentric 
counterterrorism measures. Turkish UAVs have been instrumentalized as a decisive 
counterterrorism tool by virtue of their enhanced ISTAR (intelligence, surveillance, 
target acquisition, and reconnaissance) capabilities. Since 2016, Turkish UAVs have 
conducted over 100 operations and eliminated over 500 terrorists.108 Most of the 
area, especially in northern Iraq, where counterterrorism operations are being car-
ried out has been effectively controlled by UAVs. The freedom of transportation and 
maneuver, along with the logistics activities of the terrorist organization have been 
successfully disrupted. With the advance of its precise targeting assets, Turkey was 
able to conduct operations in remote areas without employing conventional combat 
aircraft.109 The application of this dronification, area control, and a decapitation-cen-
tric counterterrorism strategy have rendered the PKK unable to respond effectively 
and have contributed to an asymmetric overmatch in favor of Turkey. 

When observing the number of the overall operations, on the other hand, in 
2017 one notices priority given to internal operations whereas, as indicated in the 
chart below, in 2020 the operations inside Turkey and in Iraq were better balanced. 

106“LEZGÎN – Gerîla TV dîmenê çalakiya li dijî Qereqola Girê li Çelê weşand”, Nuçe Ciwan, November 17, 2020, 
https://www.nuceciwan59.com/ku/2020/11/17/lezgin-gerila-tv-dimene-calakiya-qereqola-li-gire-cele-wesand/ (ac-
cessed on December 12, 2020).; “PKK’nın paramotor tehdidi: Kamikaze tipi saldırılarda kullanma riski var”, Yeni 
Şafak, October 27, 2020, https://www.yenisafak.com/gundem/pkknin-paramotor-tehdidi-kamikaze-tipi-saldirilar-
da-kullanma-riski-var-3572574 (accessed on December 12, 2020).; “PKK: Şiladeze’deki Türk karakolunu havadan 
vurduk”, Rudaw, August 24, 2020, https://www.rudaw.net/turkish/kurdistan/240820203  (accessed on December 
12, 2020).

107 “PKK’nın bombaları mezarlıkta ele geçirildi”, Yeniçağ, May 25 2020, https://www.yenicaggazetesi.com.tr/pk-
knin-bombalari-mezarlikta-ele-gecirildi-280784h.htm (accessed on December 12, 2020).

108 Terrorism Analysis Platform
109 Sibel Düz, “The Ascension of Turkey as a Drone Power | History, Strategy, and Geopolitical Implications”, SETA 
Analysis, July 3, 2020, https://www.setav.org/en/analysis-the-ascension-of-turkey-as-a-drone-power-history-strate-
gy-and-geopolitical-implications/ (accessed on December 13, 2020).
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The reason could be the decreasing numbers of terrorists in Turkey and their current 
position in neighboring states.  

Other than military operations, public support for Turkish security forces 
thwarted the PKK’s main recruitment efforts. In this sense, the sit-in protest at the 
entrance of HDP’s building initiated by a mother in Diyarbakır to get back her 
21-year-old son from the PKK turned into a mass movement in September 2019. 
The process, which ignited the protests of the families of Kurdish descent in Di-
yarbakır, once again, revealed that the terrorist organization exploited the Kurdish 
families with the forced recruitment of children and stood as a reminder of the im-
portance and necessity of soft preventive initiatives to limit the capacity of the PKK. 
In 2020, under the coordination of the Ministry of Interior, the number of those 
who escaped the PKK and surrendered to Turkish security forces after persuasion 
efforts reached 225.110 

A comparison of Turkey’s counterterrorism operations and attacks of the PKK/
YPG is depicted in the chart below. The increasing number of operations by Turkish 
security forces have suppressed the number of PKK/YPG attacks in 2020. On the 
other hand, the number of operations also increased the number of armed clashes as 
Turkey’s push against the PKK caused it to react and try to escape

110 The Ministry of Interior, Twitter, December 7, 2020, https://twitter.com/TC_icisleri/status/1336028366 
923829250?s=20 (accessed on December 13, 2020).

FIGURE 11: TURKEY’S COUNTERTERRORISM OPERATIONS:  
A REGIONAL COMPARISON STARTING FROM 2015 TO 2020
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FIGURE 12: TURKISH ARMED FORCES’ COUNTERTERRORISM OPERATIONS  
VS. THE PKK/YPG’S ATTACKS IN TURKEY AND NORTHERN IRAQ (2020)

Source: Terrorism Analysis Platform (TAP), www.tap-data.com

The PKK’s Contentious Presence in Northern Iraq and Syria 
By taking advantage of the chaos that occurred in the aftermath of the U.S. inva-
sion, the PKK terrorist organization for many years has been setting up territorially 
controlled areas in the north of Iraq, primarily in the Qandil region. The PKK has 
used these areas to sustain command-and-control activities for committing terrorist 
attacks against Turkey and direct the activities in Iraq and Syria.111 Particularly, under 
the pretext of fighting against DAESH, the PKK began to control Sinjar and con-
verted it into a logistical line between Syria and Iraq, while increasing its influence 
and presence in Qandil and in areas such as Kirkuk and Makhmur. 

As the PKK enlarged its territorial control, it inevitably came across the Kurd-
ish Regional Government (KRG). Turkey’s effective military actions such as Op-
eration Decisiveness and the Operation Claw which aimed at area control in the 
north of Iraq have acted as a catalyst in this process and weakened the terrorist 
organization causing it to retreat further south.112 Essentially, Turkey’s ongoing 
ink-spot strategy for subduing the territories under the PKK influence in northern 
Iraq has enabled it to form numerous enclaves dispersed over the region and trans-
formed the course of counterterrorism to its advantage. Terminating the PKK’s 
presence in Iraq has become a common goal both for the central authority’s ensur-
ing physical integrity of Iraq and for the KRG’s restoration of relations with the 

111 Can Acun, “PKK için Irak’ta Geri Sayım Başladı”, Sabah, November 21, 2020, https://www.sabah.com.tr/
yazarlar/perspektif/canacun/2020/11/21/pkk-icin-irakta-geri-sayim-basladi (accessed on December 20, 2020).

112 Ibid.; Orhan Coskun, Daren Butler and John Davison, “Turkey Shifts Fight against Kurdish Militants Deep-
er into Iraq”, Reuters, July 22, 2020, https://www.reuters.com/article/us-turkey-security-iraq/turkey-shifts-fight-
against-kurdish-militants-deeper-into-iraq-idUSKCN24N26F. (accessed on December 02, 2020).
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central government.113 That’s why, in October, a historic agreement between the 
Iraqi federal government and the KRG addressing major security and administra-
tive deficiencies was finalized with a compromise on the Sinjar region.114 The atti-
tude of the U.S. is a significant input in defining the course of the Turkish coun-
terterrorism strategy. For instance, the U.S. has been encouraging negotiations 
between the PYD and the Kurdish National Council (ENKS, Encûmena Niştimanî 
ya Kurdî li Sûriyê) in Syria. In this way, it can be abstracted that the U.S. has adopt-
ed a strategy to eliminate the influence of the PKK in Syria in return for Turkey’s 
recognition of the entity in the east of Euphrates.115 As of November 2020, the 
negotiations between the PYD and the ENKS, which have been continuing since 
April 2020, was fruitless since there is not the slightest improvement regarding the 
future of the Roj Peshmerga and the breaking of the PYD’s ties with Qandil.

HOW WILL THE CURRENT DYNAMICS EVOLVE IN 2021? 

PKK’s Terror Tactics
Given the lack of capacity and capability to organize lethal attacks on Turkish soil, 
the PKK will focus its propaganda activities on the mobilization of the PKK-affili-
ated diaspora in Europe. By doing so, the terrorist organization aims to put political 
pressure on Turkey by instrumentalizing European countries. Furthermore, in the 
coming period, it is expected that due to its insufficient capacity and capability, the 
terrorist organization will functionalize and increase the intensity of small unit tac-
tics, attacks against natural resources, and attacks by fixed-wing or rotary-wing aerial 
platforms, which can be purchased on the Internet. 

The Ministry of Interior announced that the number of terrorists within the 
territorial boundaries of Turkey decreased to 320, signaling a dramatic change from 
previous years.116 Under these circumstances, rather than continuing to apply con-
ventional tactics, the PKK has preferred to maintain its current force capacity in 
Turkey. Therefore, it will resort to using novel tactics by imitating other terrorist 
organizations like DAESH’s profound tactics in Syria and Iraq. 

113 Murat Aslan, “PKK’nın Irak’ta Geleceği Var mı?”, Terrorism Analysis Platform, December 8, 2020,  https://
tap-data.com/article/pkk-nin-irak-ta-gelecegi-var-mi (accessed on December 15, 2020).

114 “Baghdad, Erbil Begin Implementation of Sinjar Deal”, Anadolu Agency, November 17, 2020, https://www.
aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/baghdad-erbil-begin-implementation-of-sinjar-deal/2047245 

115 Murat Aslan, “PKK’nın Irak’ta Geleceği Var mı?”, Terrorism Analysis Platform, December 8, 2020,  https://
tap-data.com/article/pkk-nin-irak-ta-gelecegi-var-mi (accessed on December 15, 2020).

116 “Yurt içinde 320 terörist kaldı”, Milliyet, November 21, 2020, https://www.milliyet.com.tr/siyaset/yurt-icinde-
320-terorist-kaldi-6365183. (accessed on December 15, 2020).
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The Asymmetric Overmatch in Turkey’s Advantage 
Turkey’s extensive use of armed drones in hotly contested environments such as Syria 
and Libya may have considerable reverberations for future deterrence, air force doc-
trine, and the conduct of warfare. However, regarding military strength, the force 
employment on the tactical and operational levels of war still play a much more 
important role than either technology or numerical preponderance. On the flip side, 
the embrace of artificial intelligence-driven military weapons by Turkey’s defense 
industry, especially in the areas of unmanned military systems and robotic warfare, 
will undoubtedly have greater outcomes in countering terrorism than any of the 
previous buildups. 117

The PKK’s Paradox in Northern Iraq and Syria 
The decision by the KRG and the Iraqi federal government to deploy 6,000 security 
forces to Sinjar is a huge gain for Turkey while being a strategic loss for the PKK. The 
vandalization of the KDP offices in Sulaymaniyah during the public protests and the 
attacks on a key pipeline and Peshmerga soldiers perpetrated by the PKK are clear 
signs of the fact that Qandil does not want the unitary action of the Iraqi federal 
government and the KRG to succeed. However, the PKK will not surrender easily. 
By changing their flag and uniforms, it will try to protect its existence, especially 
through the Yazidis. Moreover, despite the PYD’s vow to withdraw the PKK cadres 
from Syria, Turkey will remain suspicious of the operational ties of the PYD with 
Qandil. The coming period may witness another round of rivalry between the KRG 
and the PKK for the leadership of the Kurds, and the conflict might spread immedi-
ately to the northern line between Iraq and Syria.118

117 Alex McFarland, “Turkey Further Revolutionizes Defense Sector with AI Technology”, Unite AI, October 21, 
2020, https://www.unite.ai/turkey-further-revolutionizes-defense-sector-with-ai-technology/ . (accessed on Decem-
ber 15, 2020).

118 Ömer Behram Özdemir, “ENKS & PYD Görüşmeleri: Müzakereler Durma Noktasında”, Suriye Gündemi, 
November 5, 2020, https://www.suriyegundemi.com/enks-pyd-goeruesmeleri-muezakereler-durma-noktasinda(ac-
cessed on December 10, 2020).; Shelly Kittleson, “Iraqi Kurds Turn against the PKK”, Foreign Policy, November 29, 
2020, https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/11/29/iraqi-kurds-turn-against-the-pkk/(accessed on December 10, 2020).; 
Amberin Zaman and Dan Wilkofsky, “Child Recruitment Casts Shadow over Syrian Kurds’ Push for Global Le-
gitimacy”, Al-Monitor, December 7, 2020, https://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2020/12/syria-kurds-pkk-
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TURKISH DEFENSE 
INDUSTRY ACTIVISM

SUMMARY OF 2020
•	 The modernization of all M60T tanks in the TAF’s inventory has been comp-

leted while serial production deliveries of KAPLAN STAs started. Meanwhile, 
German authorities continued their reluctance to supply a powerpack for AL-
TAY MBT.

•	 The delivery of the TCG Anadolu was postponed to 2021 due to the pandemic 
while the prototype of Turkey’s first Armed Unmanned Vessel (SIDA) was pro-
duced. Within the scope of the Meltem-3 Project, the first P-72 marine patrol 
aircraft was delivered to the Naval Forces Command.

•	 While the structural improvement of the first F-16 Block-30 aircraft was comp-
leted, it was stated that Turkey will not purchase any 5th or 4++ generation 
aircraft. On the other hand, Turkey’s first national aviation engine PD170 went 
into serial production. Additionally, the TS1400 Turboshaft Engine Prototype 
was delivered towards the end of the year.

•	 It was announced that HISAR-A and HISAR-O air defense systems will be 
equipped with additional capabilities due to changes in the operational requ-
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irements while the S-400 air defense systems were comprehensively tested in 
early October. It was stated that Turkey has no intention to purchase SAMP/T 
anti-missile systems and is committed to the joint development and production 
with export prospects.

•	 Turkish UAVs conducted successful operations throughout the year in a range 
of conflict zones and the serial production of AKSUNGUR UAV started. The 
COVID-19 outbreak caused export figures to decline while defense companies 
intensified their efforts to contribute to the health sector. A record level of de-
fense exports was made to Azerbaijan during the year. Seven Turkish companies 
entered the Defense News Top 100 list. On the other hand, the U.S. decided to 
impose sanctions on Turkey under CAATSA.

DYNAMICS THAT INFORMED THE DEFENSE INDUSTRY  
IN 2020

Building on Current Capabilities
As a developing defense industry base, the foremost principle that informs the Turk-
ish defense industry is to build on current capabilities. It is a realistic goal that is 
based on meeting current operational exigencies with ready capacities, resources, 
and abilities. The method is to develop and produce a variety of models within 
the product families so that they can be used in a range of different operations and 
missions. For instance, during Operation Euphrates Shield (August 2016-March 
2017) M60T Main Battle Tanks (MBT) were particularly vulnerable to anti-tank 
vehicles and surprise attacks in asymmetric warfare. Thus, the completion of the 
modernization of M60T MBTs this year indicates a concrete success which in-
creased the survivability of these platforms while enhancing their target detection 
and surveillance capabilities. The same logic can be seen in the comprehensive mod-
ernization of Turkey’s main surface combatants with the MILGEM Project and the 
production of REIS Class air-independent propulsion submarines under the New 
Type Submarine Project.

Detecting Priorities
Investing in specific technologies in line with priorities is the second dynamic that 
informs the Turkish defense industry. It is a realistic goal because it sets a goal of 
meeting operational needs where foreign procurement becomes a problem while 
long-term commitments require time. Turkey’s drone program is a clear example of 
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this prioritization strategy for three main reasons. First, several obstacles and delays 
in drone procurement in the past significantly troubled the country, decreasing 
military effectiveness. Second, the air force fighter fleet is aging and a problem 
could occur if their intensive flight hours were to continue. In recent years, drones 
are making considerable contributions to counterterrorism efforts and surveil-
lance/reconnaissance missions, assisting F-16s which in turn extends the service 
life of the latter. Third, Turkey is committed to manufacturing its fifth-generation 
aircraft domestically and declared that there is no intention to purchase an off-the-
shelf platform. As this is a long-term defense objective, Turkey invests in advanced 
drones in such a way as to equip them not solely for air-to-ground missions but 
also in air-to-air combat.

FIGURE 13: TURKISH DEFENSE AND AEROSPACE EXPORTS (2018-2020)
Turkish Defense and Aerospace Exports (2018-2020) 

 

 Source: Turkish Exporters Assembly, Export Figures 2020, 2019, 2018 
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Source: Turkish Exporters Assembly, Export Figures 2020, 2019, 2018

Reducing the Effects of COVID-19 Pandemic
The third dynamic that informed the Turkish defense industry this year was to 
mitigate the debilitating effects of the COVID-19 pandemic. The pandemic dam-
aged supply chains and severed communication, particularly regarding defense 
exports. Some major projects such as the TCG Anadolu, which is expected to be 
the flagship of the Turkish navy, had to be delayed. Due to the pandemic, the 
volume of defense exports significantly deteriorated, particularly between March 
and August. In the meantime, the conflict between Azerbaijan and Armenia (Sep-
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tember-November) resulted in the record level of Turkish defense exports to the 
former. Although faced with sharp declines, the sector will end the year with a 
relatively soft decrease in terms of exports. Defense companies and affiliated or-
ganizations made efforts to adapt to the emerging circumstances by keeping up 
the work in compliance with all pandemic restrictions and by launching major 
virtual exhibitions.

EXPECTATIONS, PROSPECTS, AND CHALLENGES IN 2021

Investing in Dual-Use Technologies
Turkey aims to transform its defense industry into a driving force that will boost 
the development of civilian technologies; however, the defense industry in isolation 
cannot be a force for total development. The diffusion and synergy between military 
and civilian purposes should be enhanced. This objective will focus on two currently 
lagging major aspects: developing dual-use technologies particularly in health, en-
ergy, and transportation sectors, and achieving specialized skills at the middle/small 
businesses. On the other hand, emerging technologies such as cyber capabilities or 
artificial intelligence are rapidly developing and keeping the pace is a daunting task. 
The defense industry will be expected to make more efforts in these areas which are 
a must both for developing high value-added technologies and for meeting the needs 
of the future operational environment.

FIGURE 14: TURKISH DEFENSE AND AEROSPACE EXPORTS TO AZERBAIJAN (2012-2020)*
Turkish Defense and Aerospace Exports to Azerbaijan (2012-2020)* 

 

Source: Turkish Exporters Assembly, Export Figures, 2012-2020 
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TURKISH DEFENSE INDUSTRY’S PERFORMANCE INDICATORS

Performance Indicator 2019 2020* 2021** 

National Contribution (%) 67% 69% 71%

Defense and Aviation Foreign Sales Revenue (million USD) 3.1 4.0 6.2

Defense and Aviation Industry Turnover (million USD) 10.9 16.5 19.7

Defense and Aviation Industry Employment (thousand persons) 73.8 77.5 81.5

* Prediction. ** Program
Source: Annual Program of Turkish Presidency for 2021, p. 180.

Increasing Efforts on Select Products
Due to the operational needs, or public expectations, efforts on specific programs 
will likely be increased in the coming year. For instance, addressing ALTAY MBT’s 
powerpack problem will be a top priority while the serial production and deliveries 
of advanced UAV platforms such as AKINCI and AKSUNGUR have already been 
planned and announced. On the other hand, critical phases will likely be achieved 
regarding air defense systems such as the beginning of the serial production of the 
HISAR-A+ platform while the step-by-step approach in developing the multilayered 
national air/missile defense will be maintained with the objective to facilitate HIS-
AR-O+ serial production as soon as possible.

Achieving Independence in Critical Sub-systems and Components 
While the combat-proven platforms attract customers worldwide, license problems still 
impede the realization of major arms sales. The imposition of CAATSA sanctions poses 
a decisive risk to exacerbate this conundrum. The U.S. was already reluctant to provide 
export licenses for the completion of the export of ATAK helicopters to Pakistan and 
the Philippines. Although CAATSA sanctions only target the Presidency of Defense 
Industries, they also decrease incentives for bilateral defense industry cooperation and 
U.S. decision-makers are likely to be more reluctant toward Turkey. Thus, apart from 
achieving national capabilities to produce key sub-systems and components, it is likely 
that political relations will continue to overshadow major arms deals, creating uncer-
tainties regarding the sustainability of the indigenous defense industry. On the other 
hand, to boost exports concerning other platforms, Turkey will likely develop a range 
of responses ranging from demonstrating presence in more defense exhibitions, devel-
oping country-based or project-based export solutions, assisting possible buyers with 
credit opportunities, and creating legal backgrounds by signing military and defense 
cooperation agreements to ease arms trade and technology sharing. 








