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Pressure on China over its claims to most of the strate-
gic South China Sea went up a couple of notches this
week. First, the US sent a warship in its most direct

challenge yet to Beijing’s artificial island building. Then over
Chinese objections, an international tribunal ruled it had
jurisdiction in a case brought by the Philippines on maritime
claims.

Neither action appeared likely to stop China in its tracks,
as it seeks to assert its control over resource-rich waters that
it considers vital to its security. Beijing is expected to put a
higher priority on what it sees as its strategic interests than
its international reputation.

But it could damage China’s efforts to win more respect
on the global stage as it emerges as an economic and mili-
tary power. The United States, which has had little success to
date in its five-year effort to put diplomatic pressure on
China over its uncompromising pursuit of claims to more
than 80 percent of the South China Sea, is hoping that
makes a difference. It welcomed the tribunal decision and
said it expected Beijing to abide by the final ruling next year.

Although the tribunal was set up on the basis of a provi-
sion of the 1982 UN Convention on the Law of the Sea that
both the Philippines and China have ratified, China has boy-
cotted the proceedings. On Friday its Foreign Ministry
declared that the ruling on jurisdiction was “null and void”
and would have no binding effect on China. The Philippine
case, which was filed before the tribunal in The Hague in
January 2013, contends that China’s massive territorial
claims are invalid under the convention. The tribunal on
Thursday decided it has jurisdiction in the case.

Freedom of navigation
The tribunal will also examine whether a number of

Chinese-occupied reefs and shoals - including an artificial
island that was skirted by a US warship this week in a free-
dom of navigation maneuver that riled Beijing - do generate,
or create a claim to, territorial waters and an economic zone. 

US ally, the Philippines, contends that they do not. “The
fact that the tribunal did not reject jurisdiction on anything
in the case brought by the Philippines, and could end up
ruling against it on all these counts, introduces uncertainty
and anxiety for China,” said Bonnie Glaser, senior adviser for
Asia at the Center for Strategic and International Studies
think tank.

Malcolm Cook, senior fellow at the Institute of Southeast
Asian Studies in Singapore, said that outside of China, many
maritime law experts feel the Philippines has a strong case
and are skeptical of the legal basis for China’s expansive
claims, which it says are rooted in history. China roughly
demarcates this vast area on maps with a nine-dash line.

Despite China’s latest legal setback, both Glaser and Cook
didn’t expect it change course. “The Chinese navy has a very
strong interest in gaining greater sea control over the South
China Sea and this interest and its pursuit will likely not be
affected by tribunal rulings,” Cook said. In all, six Asian gov-
ernments have overlapping claims in the South China Sea,
straddling some of the world’s busiest sea lanes and in areas
with rich fishing grounds and potential undersea oil and gas
fields. China’s massive construction to transform at least sev-
en shoals and reefs into islands in the disputed Spratly
Islands have ratcheted up tensions.

Glaser said China views these waters off its east coast as
vital to its security which it needs to control to avert any
potential crisis intervention by the United States, which
since World War II has been the predominant military force
in the Asia-Pacific. The ruling Communist Party also needs to
be seen as defending national sovereignty.

Security interest
Since announcing in 2010 that the US has a national secu-

rity interest in resolving disputes and maintaining peace and
security in the South China Sea, Washington has failed to get
Beijing to moderate its behavior. In fact, the opposite has
happened. When the US called for China and other claimants
to halt land reclamation last year, Beijing appeared to double
down, building airstrips and other facilities that could have
military uses. Tuesday’s sail-by of Subi Reef by the USS Lassen
- following long demands from Congress for action and
months of debate within the Obama administration - was the
toughest US step to date to challenge China’s island-building.

The guided missile destroyer sailed within 12 nautical
miles (22-kilometer) of the reef to underscore Washington’s
position that the geographic alteration would not allow the
previously submerged reef to generate territorial waters.
Subi Reef is one of the land features under scrutiny by the
tribunal. —AP
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Saviour or dictator? President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
rose from humble beginnings to become Turkey’s
most powerful politician since Ataturk, but after

more than a decade at the top he is now its most divisive.
Adored by his supporters as a transformative figure who
modernized Turkey, his critics label him an increasingly
despotic leader who harbours ambitions to establish
“one-man rule”.

Erdogan’s dream of expanding his powers to become a
more US-style executive president was stymied at the
June election when his Justice and Development Party
(AKP) lost its majority, ending 13 years of single party rule.
And with the country shaken to the core by the devastat-
ing Ankara bombings and the revival of the bloody
Kurdish conflict, opinion polls say it is unlikely the out-
come will be any different today.

Another inconclusive result could see his loyal Prime
Minister Ahmet Davutoglu fighting for his political life,
and also raise questions about Erdogan’s future role. The
towering 61-year-old first came to power as prime minis-
ter in 2003, bringing stability after a history of coups and
rocky coalitions and dragging the Muslim majority coun-
try out of an economic quagmire.

But critics say an increasingly  erratic Erdogan is now
bent on destroying the secular democracy, imposing his
conservative Islamic values on society while silencing his
rivals and critical media.

Dramatic evidence of that came just days before the
vote when riot police shut down television stations linked
to his archfoe, a US-exiled preacher accused of plotting to
topple Erdogan by orchestrating a corruption probe that
ensnared his inner circle. “Not since the days of the 1980
military coup have there been such dramatic moves to
close down and prevent scrutiny of power,” said Human
Rights Watch senior researcher for Turkey Emma Sinclair-
Webb.

‘The big master’ 
As premier, Erdogan succeeded in clipping the wings

of the military-once powerful guardians of the secular
state, and ordinary Turks became suspicious of moves to
“Islamize” society by restricting alcohol sales, curbing the
Internet and even trying to ban mixed-sex dorms at state
universities.

As head of state, Erdogan should stay out of party poli-
tics but he remains a powerful influence on the AKP and

ruffled feathers when he went on the campaign trail in
June. He was initially hailed in the West for creating a
model Muslim democracy on Europe’s eastern edge and
Turkey had hoped to play a key mediator role on the glob-
al stage.

But Ankara lost friends after the Arab spring and rela-
tions cooled with the West, particularly over its support
for Islamic rebels in the Syrian conflict and for a worsening
rights record which hampered its EU aspirations.

Standing almost two metres tall with a notoriously
fiery temper, Erdogan is known to himself and followers
as the “buyuk usta”-the “big master”-or simply “the Sultan”.

Rumours about his health have continued to circulate
after he reportedly had two major intestinal operations,
but doctors have denied claims he had cancer and he
continues to keep up a punishing work schedule. There is
no doubt Erdogan has his eye on his legacy and wants to
go down in history alongside modern Turkey’s founding
father Mustafa Kemal Ataturk as one of its great leaders.

He has launched breathtakingly ambitious projects
including a new high-speed rail network and a tunnel
beneath the Bosphorus. But his vast new $615 million
presidential palace with 1,150 rooms has been ridiculed
as an absurd and tasteless extravagance, a symbol of his
creeping authoritarianism.

A piqued Erdogan even sued a political rival for slander

for daring to claim it was equipped with golden toilet
seats. He has raised eyebrows with a series of bizarre com-
ments, declaring that  Muslims discovered the Americas
before Columbus, that women are not equal to men and
even boasting “We will wipe out Twitter”.

‘AKP is my child’ 
The son of a coastguard officer, he was born in

Istanbul’s harbourside neighbourhood of Kasimpasa and
spent his earliest years in the region of Rize by the Black
Sea but returned to Istanbul by his early teens. He took a
degree in business administration and once played semi-
professional football for an Istanbul club.

Rising to prominence in the Islamist movement, he
became mayor of Istanbul in 1994, tackling urban woes
such as traffic gridlock and air pollution in the megacity of
15 million. When his religious party was outlawed, he
joined demonstrations and was jailed for four months for
inciting religious hatred when he recited an Islamist
poem. In 2001 Erdogan, along with long-time ally
Abdullah Gul and others, founded the Islamic-rooted AKP,
which has won every election since 2002. 

“The AKP is my fifth child,” says Erdogan, who has two
sons and two daughters.

Initially barred due to his criminal conviction, he
became premier in 2003 when parliament passed new
reforms. Under his rule, Turkey showed stellar economic
growth rates that were the envy of other emerging mar-
kets and adopted an increasingly confident position on
the international stage.

But from 2013, Erdogan started to encounter chal-
lenges to his rule and he reacted in a combative rather
than conciliatory fashion. His government cracked down
on protests over plans to redevelop an Istanbul park that
snowballed into nationwide demonstrations against his
rule and left eight people dead. Even as some within his
party urged moderation, Erdogan branded the protesters
“capulcu” (hooligans).

Anger came to a head again over his response to a
mine tragedy last year that claimed 301 lives, when he
attempted to downplay the incident by comparing it to
mining disasters in 19th-century Britain. And since he
became Turkey’s first directly elected president in August
2014, he has become even more pugnacious and some
say “Putinised”.

“The last dictator!” said one placard brandished by
demonstrators protesting at the television raid this
week. —AFP

Erdogan: Turkey’s abrasive ‘Sultan’

By Julie Pace

Even as President Barack Obama
sent US troops back to Iraq and
ordered the military to stay in

Afghanistan, he insisted Syria would
remain off limits for American ground
forces. Now the president has crossed
his own red line.

His deployment of up to 50 US special
operations troops into northern Syria to
assist in the fight against the Islamic
State is the kind of incremental move
that has defined Obama’s approach to
the Middle East in his second term.

While the US military footprint in the
region grows, each step is taken on a
small scale so as to reassure the public
that Obama isn’t plunging the country
into another large, open-ended conflict.

The strategy may help ease
Americans back into the realities of war,
but regional experts as well as some of
Obama’s political allies say his slow
ramp-up may be insufficient in defeating
the fast-moving militants. “Deploying a
handful of US special operations forces
to Syria will not change this situation
significantly,” Frederic Hof, Obama’s for-
mer Syria special adviser, said of Friday’s
announcement. “It is a Band-Aid of sorts.”
Sen Brian Schatz,  a Democrat from
Obama’s home state of Hawaii, said the
latest escalation “is unlikely to succeed

in achieving our objective of defeating
IS and instead threatens to embroil the
United States in Syria’s civil war.”

The military campaign against the
Islamic State is nowhere near the size
and scope of the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Obama has repeatedly
used the costly and unpopular Iraq war
in particular as an example of what he’s
tried to avoid in the region.

Location
But the significance of Friday ’s

announcement was more about the
location of the deployment, not the
number of troops. It marks the first time
the US has openly sent forces into Syria,
expanding the geographic reach of
Obama’s military efforts in the Middle
East.

For years, the president has cast the
chaos in Syria as exactly the type of situ-
ation he was elected to keep the US mili-
tary out of. Washington has no partners
in the Syrian government and few good
options among opposition leaders.
There is no ground force that the US can
quickly train.

But the crisis has become unavoid-
able for Obama, particularly since the
Islamic State grew out of the chaos and
crossed the border into Iraq. What the
president could once cast as a civil war
that needed to be solved by Syrians has

threatened to upend the whole region.
Obama’s first move was to deploy a few
hundred US troops to Iraq to train and
assist local forces in the fight against the
Islamic State. It marked a return to Iraq
for the US military after the 2011 with-
drawal,  which was a fulfillment of
Obama’s campaign promise to end the
war he inherited from President George
W Bush.

But over the past year, the number of
US troops in Iraq has expanded to about
3,300. In another escalation, the US also
began launching airstrikes against the
Islamic State in both Iraq and Syria.

Despite killing as many as 12,000 mili-
tants, the bombing campaign has not
significantly weakened the Islamic
State’s capacity to hold territory, and the
group’s ranks have been replenished by
foreign fighters and others. Obama had
hoped the strikes in Syria would be com-
plimented by a ground force trained by
Americans elsewhere in the region. But
the train-and-equip program failed
spectacularly and the president aban-
doned it earlier this fall.

Progress against IS
The new US deployment into Syria

essentially replaces that effort. The deci-
sion allows Obama - who has been
under pressure by the Pentagon and
international partners to make progress

against the Islamic State - to contend
he’s seeking new ways to address the cri-
sis. The White House also argued the
president wasn’t backtracking on his
commitment to keep US troops out of
Syria because the presence was narrow
in size and scope. But to some, the White
House appears to be more concerned
about being able to keep that political
promise than in taking action that could
have a more substantial  impact in
resolving the situation on the ground.

“War has a harsh reality in that in
order to have an effect you have to be
present,” said Jerry Hendrix, a retired
Navy flight officer and the director of the
Defense Strategies and Assessments
Program at the Center for a New
American Security.

The White House put no timetable
on how long the American forces would
stay in Syria, though Obama has previ-
ously said he expects the campaign
against the Islamic State in Iraq and
Syria to last beyond his presidency. The
escalation of the Pentagon’s campaign
against  the Is lamic State fol lows
Obama’s announcement two weeks ago
that he was reversing course and keep-
ing American troops in Afghanistan
beyond next year. That means the presi-
dent who inherited two military con-
fl icts wil l  l ikely hand his successor
three. —AP

In Syria, Obama crosses own red line

ANKARA: Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
addresses a reception at the presidential palace
in Ankara yesterday. —AP


