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Abstract 

The Syrian civil war began with the demonstrations that took place on 15 March 2011 and spread to over the all 

Middle East Countries in April 2011. This conflict in Syria affected Turkish-Russia relations negatively. On the 

other hand, the conflict has also caused crises among other countries. The most prominent example of this is the 

jet crisis between Turkey and Russia. In November 2015, the Russian jet which was in violation of the border was 

dropped by the Turkish Air Force. For this purpose, the study aims to reveal the source of the Syrian internal 

conflict, the positions of the sides involved in this process and the effects of political and economic sanctions in 

Russia-Turkey on economic relations between the two countries. In the study, firstly the elements that triggered 

the emergence of the Syrian crisis were identified and then the political actions that the sides put forward were 

briefly examined. The economic-political relations between Turkey and Russia, which have been developing since 

the 1990s, have come to an end with the antagonism created by the Syrian civil war and jet crisis. The economic 

embargo that Russia and Turkey have imposed on each other has caused serious reductions in foreign trade volume 

between the two countries and in the number of tourists from Russia to Turkey. 

 1  Introduction 

In 1916, the Entente powers Britain and France secretly signed the Sykes-Picot Agreement, named after a British 

politician and a French diplomat, which provided for the division of the Levant region between the two powers in 

the event of a defeat of the Ottoman Empire. After the victorious conclusion of World War 1, the Entente powers 

dismantled the Ottoman Empire and the Levant became divided into a southern British and a northern French zone 

of influence. This division of the Bilad al-Sham produced four new territorial entities of Palestine, Jordan, 

Lebanon, and Syria. The former two entities of Palestine and Jordan – now separated by a British imposed 

borderline along the Jordan River – were handed over to Britain as League of Nations Mandates. In turn, France 

received two League of Nations Mandates for Lebanon and Syria (Dostal, 2014). Toward the end of the 1920s the 

leadership of the Syrian independence movement had coalesced into a political organization known as the National 

Bloc. With its headquarters in Damascus, the Bloc had active branches in Syria's other major urban centers: Aleppo, 

Hama and Homs (Khoury, 1987). In May 1945 demonstration began in Damascus and Aleppo and Ferench bombed 

Damascus with heavy weapons. However, after British Prime Minister Winston Churcill’s threat of sending forces 

to Damascus, General De Gaulle declared a cease-fire and until April 15, 1946, all French forces abandoned Syrian 

lands (Okur, 2009). 

Following independence in 1946, years of instability culminated in the Ba’ath Party’s coup d’état of 1964. In 

1970, the minister of defense General Hafez al-Assad seized power and declared himself Prime Minister, then 

President in 1971. In consolidating power, he reinvented the face of Syrian politics and the Ba’ath party, dividing 

the state apparatus between different communities and centering power about him and his family. He specifically 

favored his own Alawite community, initially giving them control over the state military and intelligence apparatus, 

and later favoring them for high-level government positions. At the same time, he gave overarching powers to the 

presidency; the president was given veto over all government decisions and multiparty elections for the presidency 

did not take place; al-Assad would conduct referenda confirming him as president. When he died in 2000, his son 

Bashar al-Assad took power (Mariwala, 2014). Assad ruled Syria softly until the Arab Spring erupted. 

The Arab Spring actually began in the middle of winter. On 17 December 2010 a municipal inspector in the 

provincial Tunisian city of Sidi Bouzid confiscated vegetable seller Mohammed Bouazizi’s cart because he did not 

have a vending license (Rosiny, 2012). So, the demonstration began in many countries of Middle East. After the 

authoritarian regimes in Tunisia and Egypt had already been toppled, the Syrian town of Deraa witnessed an 

uprising in March 2011. While protesters initially claimed reforms, demands rapidly escalated into a call for the 

resignation of President Bashar Al-Assad. The increasingly violent response of the Syrian Army, deployed by the 

president to suppress the initially peaceful protests, fueled the anger (Rozsa, 2012). The Syria civil war became a 

war of attorneyship that characterized by the inclusion of international forces and the presence of many 

associations in the field.  

Assads’s regime had bred discontent among the Sunni majority; although Sunnis occupied several high-level 

posts in the government, they were considered secondary to the elite Alawite minority. Therefore, one of the most 

prominent groups to oppose the Assads initially were the Muslim Brotherhood, creating a Sunni opposition from 

the beginning, and arguably giving scope for radical elements like Al-Qaeda and the Islamic State in Iraq and Syria 

(ISIS) to become prominent forces in the future. The revolutions of the Arab Spring convinced this opposition that 

there was scope for reform in Syria; resulting in the war we see today (Mariwala, 2014). In this conflict, there were 

many sides both global and local. 
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In the region it can be seen four type of non-state actor which include in conflict. Dekel, Boms and Winter (2016: 

24-27) clears these actors as follows:  

• Radical actors espousing Salafi jihadist ideology, such as the Islamic State and the Nusra Front. 

o Groups with liberal and pro-Western orientations, such as the National Coalition for Syrian 

Revolutionary and Opposition Forces and the Free Syrian Army. 

• Local actors representing particular geographical, tribal, ethnic, religious, and sectarian interests, such 

as groups operating in southern Syria and the Kurdish and Druze minorities. 

• Opponents of the regime that operate independently, mostly in exile, and that enjoy a variable degree 

of influence on Syrian public opinion in general and Syrian opposition circles in particular. 

     

Figure 1: The Parties of the Civil War on the International Scale 

In the region, Syria has few supporters: Iran and the Lebanese Hezbollah remain close to President Assad and 

Tehran even provided, in addition to military aid, economic support to ease the impact of sanctions (Rozsa, 2012). 

Russia especially after the international intervention it had to support in Lebanon, which caused Russia was 

outside the equation, concentrated more on Syria. İt saw Syria as a way to enter the Middle East equation again 

and strongly. Russia, which historically has military presence in the Syrian territory, has tried to keep this existence 

by arbitration and to retain Syria as a proxy for the gate to the Mediterranean. Russia has established a diplomatic 

shield for the Assad regime through its position in the United Nations Security Council and has prevented the 

UNSC from making decisions that are sanctioned against the regime. Combined with this decisive attitude of 

Russia, the Obama administration's highly undecided and unconvincing attitude towards Syria, Russia has 

positioned it as the most powerful international actor in diplomatic space. In addition to diplomatic shield, Russia 

continued its arms shipments to the Syrian regime (Ulutas, Kanat and Acun, 2015). By contrast, Saudi Arabia and 

Qatar support arming the opposition. Turkey initially reacted with caution but then grew weary of the violence in 

its own backyard that was leading scores of refugees to flee into the Anatolian peninsula (Rozsa, 2012). Two of 

these forces, Turkey and Russia’s policies in Syria are important. Because of the Syrian policies of two country 

carried out, relations have come to the point of breaking. The aim of this study is to examine the political and 

economic implication of these two countries, which have strong foreign trade relations, due to Syrian politics and 

the consequences of reciprocal sanction. 

 2  Russia’s and Turkey’s Policy on Syria and Jet Crisis 

When the influence of the Arab spring jumped to Syria the main aim of Russia’s policy is to defend Assad 

regime. Saving the regime is not, however, an end in itself. Rather, it is a means of self-assertion and another step 

toward the goal of becoming a global superpower, this time in the Arab world (Bishara, 2015). The decisive reason 

for Moscow’s protective role for the Assad regime is that Syria is of strategic geopolitical significance for Russia. 

Since the end of the Soviet Union, Moscow’s position in the Middle East and North Africa has diminished greatly. 

Of the former allies, only Damascus remains politically close to Russia. Although Moscow’s position in the Middle 

East was clearly weakened after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it remains a key external player in relation to 

Syria. On the one hand, due to decades long close ties in political, economic and military relations, it is one of few 

countries to have bilateral leverage on the Assad regime at its disposal (Klein, 2012). 

Azmi Bishara (2015) summarized the aims of the Russian intervention as follows: 

• First, in the short term the military intervention aims to prop up the regime for long enough for Moscow 

to achieve its desired diplomatic breakthrough. Russia’s military presence, then, is meant to shore up the conflict 
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and sting out media coverage meant for international consumption. For this reason, Russia’s definition of terrorism 

has remained flexible and subservient to its other major objectives. 

• Second, this intervention is a message for Turkey and the West alike. In my opinion, preparations for 

direct military intervention went into effect when action began to set up a safe haven in northern Syria and rebels 

received backing to take control of Idlib governorate. Turkey and allies of the Syrian people were very slow to 

achieve anything on this level, leaving space for Russian intervention.  

• Third, amidst the current turmoil Russia is strengthening its diplomatic positions, making it difficult to 

take any decision on Syria without Moscow’s express participation. In fact, ever since the intervention in Syria 

diplomatic contacts between the West and Russia have increased, particularly after a cooling of relations, and 

efforts to impose a Western embargo following the intervention in Ukraine and the annexation of the Crimean 

Peninsula. 

After the WW –II Turkey Russia relations developments would continue in the first period of the Justice and 

Development Party. When the reform demands and protests started in Syria in 2011 as a part of the revolts in the 

whole region, first reaction of the Assad regime was to take control over the opposition. That time Turkey’s 

response change (Boyraz). Turkey’s Syria policy can be summarized at fife stage. 

 

Figure 2: Stages in Turkey’s Response to the Syrian Crisis Source: Tziarras, 2012. 

Altunisik (2016) analyzed the involved of Turkey to Syria Crisis at four stage. The first stage ended in the autumn 

of 2011, when the regime opted for an open crackdown of the opposition and Turkey left its policy of dialogue 

with the Syrian regime. On 21 September, 2011 Turkey formally cut all its ties with the Syrian regime. In this first 

stage of the conflict the AKP government clearly overestimated its influence over the Assad regime. It soon became 

obvious that the regime would not follow Turkey’s advice to reform and expand the regime to include opposition 

figures, but rather decided to crackdown on the opposition. On the other hand, the AKP government, eager to be 

part of the developments in Syria, became actively involved in organizing the opposition. The second stage was 

about economic coercion. By the winter of 2011, eight months after the uprisings and violence began in Syria, 

Prime Minister Erdoğan called upon Assad to step down for the first time and Foreign Minister Davutoğlu 

threatened Syria with economic sanctions (Tziarras, 2012). At the third stage Turkey’s international allies began 

to revise their policy of supporting the opposition in Syria. For instance, in December 2013 the US and the UK 

suspended ‘non-lethal’ support for rebels in northern Syria. Thus, Turkey became increasingly alone in its 

insistence on supporting the opposition (Altunışık, 2016). During the fourth and last stage, after incidents of 

shootings on the Turkish-Syrian border threatened camped refugees, Erdoğan referred both to the need for the UN 

to take action over Syria as well as the possibility of Turkey invoking article five of NATO’s charter. Following 
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the downing of a Turkish jet by the Syrian armed forces the situation worsened. In this light, Ahmet Davutoğlu 

took a decisive step to deal with the Syrian problem and openly called upon major powers such as the U.S. and the 

UK, “to intervene in Syria to prevent a looming humanitarian ‘disaster’ that…threatens the lives of millions of 

internally displaced people and refugees as winter approaches and could soon ignite a region-wide conflagration 

(Tziarras, 2012). 

It is also worth to note that such approach of Turkey also brought tension in the relations between other important 

actors supporting Assad regime in Syria: namely Russia and Iran. That tension caused a deep crisis in Turkish-

Russian relations since Turkey’s downing of the Russian jet. After that Russia’s air campaign also helped cut oil 

smuggling routes to Turkey and established a de facto no-fly zone for Turkey over Syria (Stepanova, 2016). Mutual 

economic sanctions have begun on both sides of the result of all these political controversies. 

 3  The Economic Impact of the Distinction in Syria Policy 

After a Russian warplane violated Turkish airspace near the Syrian border on 24 November 2015, Turkey 

downed the Russian plane in line with the military rules of engagement. This development seems to have 

significant implications for the two countries’ bilateral economic relations. Russia has announced a package of 

economic sanctions against Turkey. The sanctions are listed as follows:  

• Restricting imports of some Turkish agricultural products as of January 1, 2016,  

• Terminating chartered flights from Russia to Turkey,  

• Calling for Russian tourism companies to stop selling vacation packages that include a stay in Turkey,  

• Restricting Russian companies to hire Turkish staff starting January 1, 2016 and  

• Suspending the visa-free arrangement for Turkish nationals from January 1, 2016. 

Figure 3, The number of tourists coming from Russia to Turkey in 2000-2016 are given. The number of tourists 

have a downward trend from 2014 to 2015. But with the effect of jet crisis and sanctions sharp decline after 2015.  

 

Figure 3: The Number of Tourists Coming from Russia to Turkey Source: TUİK, 2017 

Turkey, which has experienced significant developments in the tourism sector in recent years, has become the 

6th most attracted tourists in the world by 2014. Russian citizens who prefer Turkey have an important part in the 

total number of tourists. Russia ranks 2nd in the ranking of the countries that send the most tourists to Turkey with 

4.5 million in 2014 and 3.6 million in 2015. However, with the deepening of the jet crisis, the number of tourists 

coming from Russia in 2016 was 8th place with 866 thousand. 

In Figure 4, Turkey's imports and exports with Russia in 2005-2012 are given in dollar terms. Imports between 

Turkey and Russia have a downward trend from 2008 to 2014, but a sharp decline after 2014. While the highest 

level of export figures was in 2008, the export figures decreased to 15 million dollars at 2016. 
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Figure 4: Foreign Trade Between Russia and Turkey Source: TUİK, 2017 

When the relationship between imports and exports of Russia and Turkey is evaluated in the light of the 

numerical information given above, we can see how this process affects the foreign trade of Turkey. Exports to 

Russia in 2011 were 5,992,633 while imports were 23,952,914. When the data of 2011 and 2016 compared, it can 

be seen a decrease of about 50% in foreign trade. Especially after the jet crisis, the trade relations between the two 

countries are declining until 2016. Import figures fell to 15 million in 2016, while export figures declined by 1.7 

million. 

Russia is the largest foreign market for Turkish food, fruit and vegetable produce. Textile forms and automotive 

industry the other primary sector for Turkish exports to Russia. The decline in Turkey's exports has particularly 

affected these sectors. While the export figures for agriculture and livestock sector were 936 million in 2011, this 

figure decreased to 400 million in 2016. Similarly, there has been a sharp decline in the automotive and textile 

sectors. 2011 textile export figures are 1 billion 438 million while automotive figures are 843 million. By 2016, 

textile exports decreased by 181 million and automotive by 174 million. 

 4  Evaluation and Conclusion 

Since the beginning of the Arabian spring, the Middle East has been dragged into a chaotic environment. Today, 

this crisis has become a global problem. This crisis, which transcends borders, has become the domain of strength 

of many countries in the geography where it started. Turkey did not remain unresponsive to the civil war in Syria. 

Turkey tried to force the Assad regime into reforms at various stages, but defended the necessity of a solution 

without Assad as a final. The Assad regime, one of Russia's best allies in the Middle East, has resisted it. These 

developments caused crises between Russia and Turkey. Russia defended the Assad regime using its role in the 

UN. On the other hand, Turkey defended the necessity of international intervention. With the fall of the Russian 

jet, the two sides were in harsh statements, and relations have come to a breaking point. So that Putin declared a 

series of sanction. 

The Jet Crisis is a point of inflection in the history of Russia and Turkey, especially in the economic sector. The 

shooting down of the Russian warplane had negative consequences for Turkey and the break of a long-term effort 

for fruitful relations. The impact in the sectors of trade, agriculture, tourism, energy, construction and textile has 

reached also neighboring regions. The foreign trade of the two countries has been severely damaged and the 

tourism sector has reached the lowest level in recent years. Turkey and Russia, which have very strong commercial 

relations in various sectors like given at above, experienced serious economic troubles due to the crisis. Turkey is 

one of the most important tourist destinations in the world. Russian citizens have an important part in the number 

of serious tourists coming to Turkey. The number of tourists coming from Russia has fallen seriously in this 

process. In such situation, it can be said that the Syrian crisis has a great negative effect on the Turkish-Russian 

economy.  

After that weary process a moderate policy began between the two country. By 2017, Turkey and Russia are 

moving towards normalization. But strategic interests and the ongoing civil war in Syria have made the situation 

very complicated. There are now momentary positions in the region. In order for the parties to establish a healthy 

trade relationship, it is necessary to get out of a crisis in terms of the parties in Syria. 
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