After the TurkishElectionsNow What for Syria?

Introduction

On May 28, 2023, PresidentRecepTayyipErdoRn solidified his 20 year rule as Turkey'spremier by

winningthe latest presidentialelection.Despitefacingchallengesincludinga decliningeconomyandthe

aftermathof a devastatingearthquake ErdoRn'srelationshipwith the governmentof Syria(GoSplayed
acrucialrolein the electionsandtheir aftermath. Beforethe elections he soughtto improvetieswith the

GoSdue to public dissatisfactionwith his Syriapolicy, particularly concerningSyrianrefugeesand war

fatigue.Postelection, Turkey'spriority will be its ongoingconflictwith the Kurdishted SyrianDemocratic
Forcesandthe largenumberof Syrianrefugees Asregionalactorsare normalizingrelationswith the GoS
and effective engagementon Syriarequiresinvolvementwith Turkishinterests by the international

community,an understandingof the contextis vital.

Turkishpresencein Syria

Figure 1: Areasof Controlin Northern Syriaasof 1 July2023.Data from The Carter Center

Turkey currently controls significant parts of northern Syria, including parts of Aleppo Governorate
obtainedthroughOperationsEuphratesShield2016)andOliveBranch(2018)aswell aspartsof Ar Ragga
and Al HassakahGovernoratesobtained through Operation PeaceSpring (2019). Turkey still funds,

supports,andcontrolsthe SyriarNationalArmy,oneof the largestoppositionalliancesldlib Governorate,
currently controlledby the hardlineoppositionHayatTahriral Sham(HTSandhometo at least3 million

internally displacedSyrians has largely been sparedany new GoSoffensivedue to Turkey’smilitary

presencen the governorate While Turkeydoesnot

is concerned
with the approximately3.7 million Syrianrefugeesand and

Previouslymilitary operationshelpedboostthe AKP’slectionprospects.
belligerent foreign policy in Syriahas led to wearinessfrom the genel
increasinglykenophobigushbackasled nearlyall

major Turkishpartiesto try andfind awayto “return”
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Moving Forward

Manyregionalgovernmentsn the greaterMiddle Easthavelargelynormalizedtheir relationshipwith the
GoSandevenreadmittedthem to the ArabLeagueprovidinga significantsymbolicvictory for Assadand
his supporters.SeveralGulf countriesthat previouslysupportedthe oppositionhavelost much of their
influenceamongthe armedgroups.Turkeystill exertscontrol overmuchof the opposition(somedirectly,
like the SNAandsomeindirectly,visa isHTS)It alsocontrolslargechunksof territory in northern Syria.
Turkey’skeyrole in the conflictgivesthem important leverageto effect changeonthe GoSTheU.S.EU,
and UN shouldengagewith Turkeyon Syria.ln the early yearsof the Syrianwar, ErdoRn maintaineda
diplomatic backchannelwith the PKKfor rapprochement.The U.S.can play a productiverole in der
escalatingensionsbetween Turkeyandthe SDFoy workingwith alliesin the regionto pushfor positive
changetowardssustainablegpeaceanda unified Syria.



