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Summary
Despite there being much speculation on how the events during the July
15, 2016 military uprising and the resultant mass purges and military reforms
disrupted the operational effectiveness of the Turkish Armed Forces (TAF), no
analytical piece assessing the TAF’s effectiveness and relying on field-related
facts and insights derived from primary sources has appeared so far. This note
aims to fill this gap by comparing and contrasting the post-July 15 TAF’s two
critical cross-border operations into the north of Syria: Operation Euphrates
Shield (OES, August 2016–March 2017) against so-called Islamic State (IS) in
the Jarablus–al-Rai–al-Bab triangle and Operation Olive Branch (OOB, January 2018–April 2018) against the Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK)-affiliated
People’s Protection Units (YPG) in the Afrin region. The design, planning, and
execution of both of these operations as well as their similarities and differences tell a lot about how and to what extent the institutional shock of the July
15 uprising, subsequent military reforms, and mass purges have affected the
TAF’s operational capacity. Further, OES, providing a snapshot of the TAF just
after the July 15 uprising, and OOB, providing a snapshot of the TAF one and
a half years after the uprising, reveal insights regarding the characteristics of
Turkey’s potential future cross-border operations into neighboring Syria. Such
operations are likely in 2019 considering Ankara’s strong desire to greatly diminish, if not eliminate, YPG control of terrain along the Turkey-Syria border
in the northeast of Syria at all costs and by all means.
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Introduction
Operation Euphrates Shield (OES), conducted from August 24, 2016–
March 29, 2017 (216 days) against the so-called Islamic State (IS) in the triangle of Jarablus–al-Rai–al-Bab, and Operation Olive Branch (OOB), conducted
from January 20–March 18, 2018 (58 days) against the Kurdistan Workers’
Party (PKK)-affiliated People’s Protection Units (YPG) in the Afrin region
in the northwest of Syria are two cross-border operations the Turkish Armed
Forces (TAF) conducted after the military uprising in the July 15, 2016. TAF’s
primary objectives during these operations were seize and hold critical terrains
for border security and create buffer zones inside Syria so as to de-territorialize
the IS in the northwest of Euphrates, and then to disrupt PYD contiguity, if not
eliminate, and by doing so generate diplomatic effects so as to influence the
strategic preferences of actors having stakes in the operational theater, notably
the US’s calculus vis-à-vis the PKK-affiliated YPG.
At first glance, one may think that these two are typical traditional conventional ground force sweeps using both Special Forces (SF) to seize and
hold terrain, and more or less, similar to Turkey’s earlier cross-border operations such as Operation Hammer I and II in 1997-1998 and Operation Sun
(Gunes) in 2008, both conducted against PKK targets in Northern Iraq. Yet,
when examining the causes that triggered these two operations, their conduct,
(at the tactical, operational, and strategic-political levels), their command and
control (C2), actors involved in the decision-making process (security sector
actors such as the National Intelligence Agency (MIT), TAF, and political actors such as the presidency, the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, and bureaucrats
such as the Disaster and Emergency Management Authority (AFAD), the
Turkish Red Crescent, and local municipalities), the type and extent of military
technologies used and material loss they caused, the operations’ relation with
foreign policy (as operations effected by the strategic choices of global actors
such as the United States and Russia, regional actors such as the Assad regime
and Iran, and non-state actors such as the PYD, Free Syrian Army (FSA), ISIS,
etc.), and their consequences, one would suggest that both OES and OOB have
many differences from those earlier cross-border operations. As Turkey’s potential future operations in the coming years will have the same genetic foot-
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prints of both OES and OOB, it is worth taking a closer look at them and comparing the Turkish military’s performance in these two operations, accordingly.
OES was initiated just one month after the failed July 15 military uprising, and OOB was initiated almost one and a half years after it. These two
operations were conducted in the midst of military reforms directly affecting
the nature of civil-military relations and mass purges degrading the Turkish
military’s operational effectiveness.
This note suggests that operational effectiveness refers to the military’s
ability to accomplish its military missions on the ground. Strategic effectiveness or success, on the other hand, refers to the ability to translate these operational/military achievements to desired political outcomes. That is why; this
note assesses operational and strategic effectiveness of the TAF in these operations separately, though the two certainly are connected. For instance, the
accurate and swift delivery of precision standoff firepower either by ground
fire support elements or airpower, the combat readiness of medium range air
and ballistic missile defense systems or orchestration of conventional and unconventional efforts would be directly related to the operational effectiveness.
Pulling Turkey into Syria as a “strong” veto player that could create de-facto
realities dictating Ankara’s preferences in the north of Syria would be to objectives related to the strategic effectiveness. In this sense, this note suggests
that OES did not yield successful outcomes at the political-diplomatic level
because it could neither disrupt the territorial control of the YPG forces in the
west of the Euphrates nor dissolve either the US’s or Russia’s pro-PYD stance
in the north, meaning that the operation’s strategic effectiveness was low. In
the same vein, the OES did not yield desired outcomes at the operational level
such as the swift elimination of ISIS’s presence in the Jarablus–al-Rai–al-Bab
triangle because OES’s initial campaign design could not be updated parallel
to the changes on the ground, a pitfall directly related to the operational effectiveness. In contrast, this operation did lead to some successful effects such
as the Turkish military’s familiarity with IS’s way of war fighting blending of
unconventional and conventional military capabilities in urban settings and
accurate/swift delivery of indirect firepower, two outcomes directly related to
the operational effectiveness.
The TAF’s operational effectiveness in OOB was undoubtedly better when
compared with the ones in OES. TAF, at the operational level, did not only
seemed to examine the lessons learned in OES and updated its standard opera-
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tional procedures accordingly but also effectively implemented newly gained
technological capabilities in the operational theater. Nonetheless, OOB did not
deliver the desired political/diplomatic outcomes, meaning that this operation
had some setbacks when it comes to strategic effectiveness. In the OOB, for
instance, Ankara’s designation of Afrin, the sole YPG-controlled Kurdish canton west of the Euphrates as the target instead of Kobane and Jazeera cantons
in the east of Euphrates that constitute the center of gravity with respect to the
PKK-affiliated YPG’s military build up in Syria would be an emphasized as
a good case to better understand the difference between operational and strategic effectiveness. Since 2011, the year marking initiation of armed conflict
in Syria, the Afrin canton was always relatively secondary importance to all
actors in the Syria conflict when compared with other territories. In this sense,
despite the fact that the TAF has relatively higher operational effectiveness
in the OOB when comparing its performance in the OES, the OOB yielded
low levels of strategic effectiveness because Turkey could not influence other
actors’ strategic preferences, particularly the US and Russia, to an extent that
they cut their ties with the PKK-affiliated YPG on the ground and PYD at the
political/diplomatic level in the north of Syria. With OOB, Ankara was able to
disrupt an almost 600-miles long PKK/YPG-controlled belt stretching from
the Qandil region in Northern Iraq to Syria via the Sinjar region and from the
Jazeera and Kobane cantons in the east and Afrin canton west of the Euphrates
in Syria, an outcome related to operational effectiveness. Yet Ankara was not
able to make all actors having stakes in the north of Syria, particularly the US
and Russia, understand that Turkey can change the strategic picture if/when
it feels there is an existential threat to its security, an example of strategic
ineffectiveness. Thus, overall, this note suggests that the TAF’s operational
effectiveness in the OOB was higher than the one in OES, yet both could not
deliver the desired political outcomes at the end of the day, implying strategic
effectiveness problem in both operations.
In the first section of this analysis, the various phases and outcomes of
OES and OOB are analyzed. In the second section, a comparative analysis elucidating the similarities and differences of these two operations is presented. In
the third section the findings of this study and lessons learned are discussed in
a comprehensive fashion. The note concludes with insights into future operations for the TAF.
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Operation Euphrates Shield
At the initial phase of OES, Ankara emphasized that the operation was
to be limited both in time and space to maintain border security and confront
ISIS as an act of self-defense against terrorism codified under Article 51 of the
UN Charter.1 OES, however, gradually encroached to the south and ended up
capturing al-Bab, the strategic town bordering the south of the PYD-controlled
Afrin canton and the north of Assad-controlled Aleppo.
Periodization of OES
The operation was divided into four phases. In the first phase the TAF
captured Jarablus (three days). In the second phase the TAF cleared the nearly
60 kilometer (38-mile) border stretching from Jarablus to al-Rai (two months).
The first two phases were conducted only after receiving green lights from
both Russia and the US, as stated by an American diplomat interviewed by
the author on April 20, 2017 in Istanbul—meaning that these two phases sat at
the “converging” interests of all actors having stakes in the north of Syria. In
the third phase the TAF encroached to the south, while in the fourth phase the
TAF captured al-Bab. In all phases, according to the military planning Russian
Air Force was supposed to be the one to carry out the aerial bombardments of
the critical targets and Close Air Support (CAS) tasks if required. The last two
phases were situated between the “diverging” interests of Turkey, on the one
side, and the US and Russia, on the other. This led to significant problems for
the Turkish military.
1st Phase: Capturing Jarablus (3 days)
This phase, designed and planned as a Special Forces (SF) operation in
which Turkish SF teams were to be operating as “liaison teams” of Free Syrian
Army (FSA) groups, was meant to be the main operation on the ground. General Zekai Aksakalli, then the SF Commander whose reputation and popularity
boosted after July 15 as he was considered among the few generals actively
resisting against the coup plotters, was the commander in charge of OES. As
Jarablus had already been emptied by IS militants, the capture of this border
town was a cakewalk for FSA groups backed by Turkish SF units with Close
1

Tim Arango, “With Operation in Syria, Erdogan Shows His New Power Over Turkey’s
Military,” New York Times, August 25, 2016.
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Air Support (CAS) missions, indirect fire support, and armor protection. According to an FSA commander interviewed by the author (kaynak?) in early
April 2017 in Istanbul, the capture of Jarablus was to be conducted in early
September 2016, but a “hasty move” was needed in late August 2016 as the
PKK-affiliated YPG groups had been preparing an offense to capture Jarablus.
This hastiness led to the earlier initiation of the operation than the planned
date in the first week of September 2016 and caused a “tactical muddle” not
only among those loosely trained, ill-equipped, and undisciplined FSA groups
but also triggered confusion regarding the roles and missions of the Turkish
SF teams and MIT elements in the north of Syria at the operational level. According to the FSA commander interviewed by the author (kaynak?), after the
capture of Jarablus, the initial order issued by the OES Command to the FSA
units at the Kilis-based Hawar Operation Center was to move forward to Manbij so as to deny the YPG units’ move to the west of the Euphrates. “Yet,”’ he
said, “We still do not know why but we were ordered to advance to the west,
to al-Rai, not southwest. I think the Americans intervened and forced the Turkish military not to advance to Manbij.” As one may note from these remarks,
Ankara’s primary objective in the OES had been to degrade, if not to defeat,
the PYD’s dominance in the north of Syria, particularly west of the Euphrates,
rather than fighting against ISIS.
2nd Phase: Clearing the 60 km-long Border between Jarablus and AlRai (2 months)
As Turkey crossed the Syrian border, ISIS did not fiercely resist. Meanwhile, Russia’s heavy air bombardments around al-Bab and Manbij coordinated with Turkey disrupted ISIS’s supply lines, preventing ISIS from establishing a robust defensive line at the border. Therefore, Turkey-backed FSA
forces were able to advance very rapidly to al-Rai despite the fact that they did
not have enough armored units, CAS, and indirect fire support. At this phase,
OES cleared an area of 1,100 square kilometers. It is not hyperbole to assert
that these initial achievements in the 1st and 2nd phases led to mission creep,
implying the early successes in these first two phases falsely created the false
impression that the following advance to al-Bab in the south (3rd Phase) and the
capture of al-Bab (4th Phase) will be the same, an outcome occurred due to very
low levels of situational awareness and adaptation capacity. Thus, TAF units
inability to update the campaign planning and adapt to the changing situation
as parallel with the IS’s more fiercely resisting as the units go deeper to the
south was to be biggest challenge for operational effectiveness.
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3rd Phase: Encroaching towards the South (1 month)
This phase marked a grim reality for OES forces: the more they advanced
to the south, the more they were exposed to IED and anti-tank guided missiles
(ATGMs) from ISIS. Even on satellite maps available on open sources that
show the IS militants’ efforts to dig ditches/tunnels and prepare well fortified
defensive perimeters, it was very clear that ISIS would fiercely resist Turkey’s
intervention with suicide attacks with armored vehicles, IEDs, and ATGMs at
this phase. OES forces should have been provided with more armor protection
and CAS; however, one should note that this fact could not be meticulously assessed at the Turkish operation center in Kilis run by SF Commander General
Aksakalli. The gradual evolution of OES from a SF operation to a new type
of CT operation requiring an optimum blend of conventional armored units,
including indirect heavy fire support with 155 mm Storm Howitzers and 122
mm Multiple Rocket Launchers (MRLs) and commando battalions and unconventional capabilities, would surely require new staff personnel at the operation center; yet, this requirement was not fulfilled. After three Turkish soldiers
were killed in a IED attack in the north of al-Bab, just before the beginning of
the al-Bab offense in late November 2016, some of the groups within the FSA
deserted due to ongoing rivalries within the FSA and their lack of discipline,
which broke up the main ground force of OES. After seeing that the al-Bab
offense cannot be conducted with FSA groups, the Turkish military deployed
a battalion from the 57th Commando Regiment/Sarikamis, a battalion from 4th
Com.Brigade/Tunceli, two battalions from the 1st Com.Brigade/Kayseri. Additionally, all battalions of the 2nd Armor Brigade/Istanbul involving Leopard
2A4 tanks and the 20th Armor Brigade/Urfa with M60 T tanks were deployed
to the theater of operation. With these deployments just before the al-Bab offense, the total numbers of Turkish soldiers reached 3,000 at a time during the
operation (from two armored brigades, one mechanized infantry brigade, five
commando battalions, and around 15 SF teams). The increasing conventional
capabilities led to the increasing influence of the 2nd Army Commander General Temel in the course of OES, which frustrated General Aksakalli as the
“conventionalization of the OES” would tarnish his already boosted credibility/reputation in Ankara thanks to his active resistance on the night of July 15.
At the end of this stage, OES, despite changes in its nature, secured an
area of nearly 2,500 km2.
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4th Phase: Siege and Capture of/over al-Bab (100 days)
The al-Bab offense required a new type of CT planning for Turkish
military planners involving conventional armored units, indirect fire support
components, CAS, and SF units mainly due to ISIS’s success in establishing
resilient defensive perimeters in urban settlements using vehicle-borne improvised explosive devices (VBIED), tunnel warfare, and anti-tank missiles. In
this phase, ISIS aptly used suicide VBIED attacks to disrupt OES’s field planning, organization of the operation, and morale of the units participating in
the operation. With tunnels, ISIS maintained high mobility despite air attacks.
With effective anti-tank missile attacks, ISIS curtailed the TAF’s movements
of its armor and limited their coordination with infantry units. This combat
strategy enabled ISIS to maintain superiority in the field even though it was on
the defensive. It is clear that Turkish military planners at the Kilis Op. Center
did not anticipate ISIS’s determination in al-Bab, and thus did not accordingly
increase the staff officers’ expertise in fighting conventional armored wars at
the planning room. The TAF did not seriously consider how to provide armored and mechanized support for the FSA foot soldiers, CAS assuming that
the Russian military would provide in case it is needed and indirect fire support
to disrupt ISIS’s defensive perimeters.
In the first stage of the al-Bab offensive conducted in late January 2017,
Aqil Mountain, the critical terrain dominating the al-Bab town center and this
constituting the center of gravity, was highlighted as the key terrain to break
ISIS resistance in the western outskirts of the town. As expected, the objective
of the first Al-Bab offense was to take this strategic high ground. Yet, due to
the tactical muddle caused by the operational level confusion between the SF
planners and conventional planners at the operation center, this first attempt
turned into a fiasco. After this experience, the two brigadier generals from the
2nd Army Command—one with an armored branch background and one with a
mechanized infantry background who commanded the operation against PKK
in Nusaybin from March-April 2016—were deployed to take full responsibility at the Kilis Operation Center. This enabled Turkish military planners
to adapt to the al-Bab offense. The TAF was then able to increase the number of armored/mechanized units on the ground, further involve the Turkish
commando units at critical locations rather than Turkish SF-backed FSA units,
extend the effective provision of CAS, and more importantly, provide more
intricate coordination between the Turkish SF-backed FSA forces and conventional Turkish military units in/around al-Bab.
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5th Phase: Attempts to Encroach towards Manbij and Afrin (20 days)
After OES forces won full control of al-Bab on February 17, 2017, President Erdogan stated that Turkey’s next moves were to be in Raqqa and Manbij.2 He signaled that Turkey could go even deeper south and east in Syria.
Although OES was over, signals of future operations were already surfacing.3
One would suggest that the true end of OES came with the hoisting of the
US flag by American soldiers in Manbij and with the Russian flag in Afrin in
early March 2017—the effects of which were enlarged by the encroachment
of Assad forces towards the south of al-Bab, effectively containing Turkeybacked FSA with no direction to turn. Even though OES yielded to some successful outcomes at the tactical level, it is safe to say that the operation did
not serve well for the resolution of existing diplomatic problems with other
actors having stakes in the region like US and Russia. This gap was attempted
to be filled by a (miss) information flood by pro-government media in Turkey,
which focused on the heroic acts of Turkish units on the ground.

Map.1: Periodization of Operation Euphrates Shield4

4

The map was prepared by the author.
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FSA forces’ Promise-Delivery Gap Causing Ineffectiveness on the
Ground
In the light of the interviews with Turkish officers who participated in the
operation and 2 FSA commanders, it is likely to suggest that, even just before
the launch of the OES, FSA forces joining the operation did not have a fixed
structure under a single command and roles/missions assigned to FSA in the
campaign plan were not clearly elucidated. This led to a prevailing operational
confusion within the flanks of FSA because those more than 20 different armed
groups in the FSA structure had different views of the mission and not clearly
cut picture regarding their and other actors’ responsibilities in the campaign.
Despite this setback, the FSA groups were assigned as the primary ground
force to advance to the west for the 2nd phase after the control of Jarablus and
each group was given specific advance routes to capture and hold a particular
critical terrain. A senior military officer notes that the biggest problem their
operation center faced at the 2nd and 3rd phases was not being able to synchronize ground movements of advancing TAF units’ and FSA groups’ movements,
meaning that the C2 (Command & Control) responsibilities between the Turkish military operation center and FSA’s Kilis-based Hawar Operation Center
were very opaque. An FSA commander interviewed emphasized that the reason for the operational confusion within the flanks of FSA was, as of August
24, 2016, the date marking the initiation of the operation, FSA’s organizational
integration with the other Sunni groups under the roof of Conquest of Aleppo
Front, the umbrella organization formed by armed Sunni groups that withdrew
from Aleppo, was not fully achieved. He noted there had then still been ideological frictions and organizational dissimilarities between the FSA-affiliated
groups and groups belonging to Conquest of Aleppo Front that joined to FSA
just before the launch of the operation. In coming weeks, this setback was to
be evident on the ground as lack of discipline and harmony among the flanks
of FSA and C2 problems in the campaign. A military officer noted, during the
operation, Turkish military units had to re-capture most of the critical terrains
that had been announced taken under control by the FSA groups. An FSA commander interviewed5 also underlined the fact that the desertion rates within the
flanks of the FSA particularly at the 3nd and 4th phase, the capture of al-Bab,
were higher when compared with the other phases of the operation. All these
setbacks indicate that difficulties in partnering with local proxies in an offen5

The interview was conducted in April 2018 in Istanbul.

NEW WORLD ARCHITECTURE OF ECONOMY AND SECURITY 381

sive operation come with the price of low levels of operational effectiveness
on the ground.
Operation Olive Branch (OOB)
On January 20, 2018, Ankara launched Operation Olive Branch (OOB)
into the YPG-controlled Afrin region in northwestern Syria.6 Following the
launch of the operation, the TGS revealed the operation’s scope, target, and
legal framework during a press release7; however, there was no statement in
the release regarding the duration of the operation. The TGS’ official press
release stated that the purpose of the operation was to “to neutralize the terrorists belonging to the PKK affiliated-YPG and ISIS in the region of Afrin in the
northwest of Syria, in order to provide security and stability along Turkey’s
borders as well as in the Afrin region.”8 It was added to the press release that
the scope and target of OOB were PKK-affiliated groups and ISIS militants
nested in the Afrin region of northwest Syria.9 It is understood from this statement that Ankara does not differentiate between ISIS and the PKK-affiliated
YPG when it comes to border security and regional stability. Furthermore,
with OOB, Turkey aimed to reposition international actors in regards to their
partnerships with the PKK-affiliated YPG. Turkey hoped that in Afrin international actors would see that the YPG is a threat to Turkey’s national existence
in the scope of regional threats. Turkey legitimized the operation through its
CT aspect by basing it on the UN General Assembly’s decisions 1624 (2005),
2170 (2014), and 2178 (2014) and Article 51 on the right of self-defense in the
United Nations Charter.
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The below table summarizes Turkey’s objectives and outcomes for OOB:
1
2
3
4
5

Objective
Outcome
De-territorialize the PKK-affiliated YPG elements, if Officially stated objective
not eliminate
Fully achieved
Weaken the political and military relationship beUnstated objective
tween the US and the YPG so as to move Turkey-US
Not achieved
relations from conflict to cooperation
Create a safe zone for the local population to repair
Stated objective
the Afrin region’s social cohesion and rebuild
Ongoing
societal and political stability

Unstated objective
Restoring/elevating morale and motivation within
Partly achieved
the TAF
Rebuilding the nation’s confidence in the army for Unstated objective
strong public support in the post-July 15 setting
Fully achieved

Periodization of OOB
OOB was launched immediately after a series of high-profile military
meetings between Turkish and Russian officials. In this meeting Ankara received a green light from Russia both to launch the operation and to use air
space over Afrin for critical air strikes and CAS tasks.10 Despite the threats
from the Assad forces to shoot down Turkish platforms, the Russian military
contingent in Syria controlled the country’s airspace over the northwest. Thus,
the Kremlin’s green light before the launch of OOB was a must for Ankara to
be able to sideline Assad forces’ air defense units.
According to Ankara, there were around 8,000-10,000 YPG militants11
across Afrin before the operation.12 And, according to some sources interviewed in Ankara, they were also joined by an unknown number of ISIS militants who surrendered to the organization during the conflicts in Raqqa and
Dayr al-Zor and who were promised in return to be able to fight against Turkey. Without a doubt, the number of YPG militants concentrated in and around
Afrin city center would be an extremely dangerous threat even in relatively
more flat and built-up terrain in other sectors of the Afrin region, especially in
a complex operational environment favoring defensive operations. The most
effective way out for the TAF was to employ surprise by moving through less
passable terrain along multiple axes of advance to keep YPG forces dispersed
and encourage desertion among the YPG ranks. Turkish military planners,
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therefore, aimed to intentionally keep the concentration and operational tempo
of the air-ground operations high to weaken the YPG’s will to maintain defense of the hilly terrain in the northern and western sectors. Can Kasapoglu
and Sinan Ulgen emphasize that, thanks to Russia opening their air space over
Afrin, OOB commenced with overwhelming airpower along with a land incursion into the mountainous belt in the north and west surrounding Afrin’s urbanized center.13 According to official reports, in the first 48 hours after its launch,
Turkey dispatched 72 combat aircrafts that struck 108 targets in seven sectors
for the overture of the campaign, an impressive force generation that utilized
one-fourth of the Turkish Air Force’s principal fighter arsenal composed of
F-16 variants and F-4 2020s, marking the most notable characteristic of OOB
in terms of intensive tempo and high sortie-rates (3-4 sorties per aircraft in that
day) conducted.14 In operational terms, these airstrikes marked an impressive
point of success for OOB since it was conducted amidst the debates about the
combat readiness of the Turkish Air Force and fighter pilot shortages.15
Aside with the decisive role of manned aircrafts throughout the operation,
any analysis examining the TAF’s operational effectiveness in OOB should
also mention the emergence of armed drones as the game changers of the
operation. Out of a total of 3,391 YPG militants eliminated by the TAF and
the indigenous components of the cross-border campaign, 449 YPG militants
were directly killed by these tactical armed drones.16 Bayraktar TB-2s also
performed target acquisition for other platforms, leading to an additional 680
kills. In total, the TB-2 platforms were used in 1,129 eliminations.17
In light of the announcements from military officials and political decision makers, the operation was to be divided into three phases with respect to
the accomplishment of the operational objectives. 18
•

The first is clearing YPG elements from the hilly and mostly rural area

13
14

Ibid.
According to official reports, there are a total of 289 F-16 variants and F-4 2020s in the
Turkish Air Force’s inventory (with slight differences in open–source data and disregarding
the combat-readiness of each platform). Thus, on the very first day of OOB, Turkey flew
nearly one-fourth of its entire fighter aircraft arsenal.
Metin Gurcan, “Turkish military purges decimate career officers, pilot ranks,” Al Monitor,
May 29, 2018.
“How Turkey changed its counter-terrorism policy,” The New Turkey.
Anadolu Agency, https://aa.com.tr/tr/turkiye/bayraktar-tb2-zeytin-dali-harekatinda-4-binsaat-uctu/1097076 (Turkish) (accessed April 24, 2018).
“Başbakan Yıldırım: Afrin Harekatı 4 SafhadaYapılacak,” Milliyet, January 21, 2018.

15
16
17
18
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stretching to the north, northwest and west of Afrin city center.
•

The second is cleaning out YPG groups from the Afrin city center and the
capture of the Afrin region in general.

1st Phase: Clearing the Hilly Terrain in the North and Northwest of
Afrin (January 20 – March 13, 2018)
Contrary to general expectations, OOB was not launched from the relatively flat terrain of the Azaz/Tal Rifaat/Afrin line enabling a fast armored advance and delivering the shortest route reaching Afrin city center (Please see
map below). Rather, the operation was launched from the opposite direction,
crossing hilly terrain in the north and northwest. The TAF first preferred to
control the dominant, hilly terrain in the north and west sectors then lay siege
to Afrin city, which then had 300,000 residents, most of who are Kurdish. The
TAF’s operation plan seemed to be to open multiple front lines in different areas so as to disperse the 8,000-10,000 YPG militants and weaken their defense
perimeters.
On January 20, 2018, at 5 pm, OOB began with airstrikes and CAS missions against predetermined YPG targets throughout Afrin. Starting on January
21, 2018, at 10:30 am, TAF and FSA groups launched a ground operation from
seven different points to Afrin.19 This time the advance routes of the Turkish
commando units were supported by mechanized/armored units as the primary
ground force, with FSA elements mostly to serve for follow-and-support tasks.
At North Bulbul town’s Merseva village line and Dikmet as-Burseya line,
West SeyhMuhammedli-Adamli-Bilal village line, Memelan-Atman-Sediya
line (Raco sector), Omar Usagi-Mamal Usagi-Halik village lines, and in Seyh
Hadid and Hamam regions, YPG militants were forming well-prepared defense lines and strongholds around other critical terrains. It was further seen
that in order to stop the FSA-backed TAF forces, the YPG dug 2-5-meter deep
and five-meter wide ditches with the hope of causing delays or attrition. With
this campaign plan, the TAF preferred to rely on standoff fire power rather than
combat maneuver to succeed.
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Map.2: Periodization of Operation Olive Branch20
The YPG’s ATGM attacks
The 9M113 Kornet, Konkurs AT5, and Fagot AT4 ATGM attacks carried
out by the YPG forces during the operation were the most notable resistance
force the YPG elements could generate on the ground. Particularly, in the first
phase, the YPG forces’ ATGM attacks/ambushes were the most effective tactic
delaying the advance of the TAF’s armored columns. For instance, the ATGM
attack that took place in Sheikh Haruz in early February 2018, in which five
Turkish soldiers lost their lives, marked the deadliest YPG attack throughout
OOB.21
According to a security official interviewed by the author in May 2018 in
Ankara, the YPG conducted 52 ATGM attacks in OOB, mostly against pick-up
trucks with weapons on the rear cargo platform. These types of attacks were
heavily concentrated in the Rajo (around 15) and Bulbul (around 10) regions.
The security official said that the number of ATGM attacks increased after
early March 2018, and this increase caused great concerns in OOB’s command
center in Kilis as the expectation in the operation center was that the ATGM
attacks would increase dramatically in the anticipated urban clashes in Afrin
20
21

The map was prepared by the author.
“Syria War: Turkey suffers deadliest day in Afrin Offense,” BBC, February 4, 2018.
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city center. The below map shows the YPG’s ATGM attacks.

Map showing ATGM attacks22
22

Please see: https://drive.google.com/file/d/16YknUXacKf2PI_rH3UZqM8WoQtOuT6Vb/
view (accessed May 12, 2018).
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2nd Phase: Urban Clashes around Afrin City Center (March 13-18)
In the second phase of the operation, Turkish forces surrounded Afrin
city center. It took only five days to wrest control of the city center after the
hasty withdrawal of the YPG forces. Turkish forces surrounded Afrin from the
northeast, west, and southwest. Approaching from these directions, TAF and
FSA troops entered the city and gained control. TAF/FSA forces did not meet
significant resistance when taking control of the city center on March 18, 2018
at 8:30 am. YPG militants started to leave the city while the TAF and FSA
encircled it. The fact that YPG militants left a large number of cars, weapons,
ammunition, and equipment behind shows that they did not make preparations
for withdrawal. Even though there were no clashes within the city, the areas
that the militants booby-trapped with IEDs and landmines started to be cleared
sector by sector, street by street, and building by building.
It is also worth mentioning that the YPG’s inability to send adequate reinforcements to Afrin, especially ATGMs missiles, was the game changer in
OOB. According to a local Kurdish source interviewed by the author in May
2018, the YPG command east of the Euphrates River instructed the YPG forces to hand over Afrin. At first, some YPG units did not heed the call and kept
up the resistance; however, the source said that the YPG had to give up after
three days.23 YPG forces in Afrin had two choices: remain there until the end
despite the risk of total destruction and high civilian casualties, or evacuate
the city to allow for diplomatic negotiations to hand over control of the city to
Syrian President Bashar al-Assad’s forces. The YPG knew that launching an
urban fight—one it was bound to lose—could erode whatever support it still
had from the locals in Afrin.
This note suggests that both TAF’s operational effectiveness on the
ground led to the YPG’s decision to withdraw from the city of Afrin. Simply,
the YPG’s withdrawal from the Afrin city center can be defined as a negotiated outcome reached by the YPG command and Russia-backed Esad forces
that were forced out by the operational impact generated by the TAF on the
ground. Whatever the cause, this withdrawal has seriously affected the image
of the YPG’s military prowess and the political respect it had garnered in the
fight against ISIS, particularly, according to one US diplomat interviewed by
the author “in the eyes of the US decision makers.”24
Another fact worth mentioning is that the YPG withdrew its forces from
23
24

Metin Gurcan, “Turkey rolls into Afrin, apparently on way to Manbij,” Al Monitor, March
20, 2018.
The interview was conducted in Istanbul in March 20, 2018.
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Afrin via a military air base near Tel Rifaat under Assad’s control, a way out
that was intentionally left by the TAF units despite the fact that the TAF had the
operational capacity to encircle Afrin and turn the operation into a siege. The
coordination during the withdrawal and the TAF’s tacit endorsement of it indicate that the Assad regime and Russian forces had advance knowledge of the
YPG’s decision to withdraw. Yet, it is not yet clear what price Russia and the
Syrian regime might have charged for allowing YPG forces to withdraw to Tal
Rifat. A question that warrants serious consideration was whether some YPG
members stayed behind to launch guerrilla-type attacks against the Turkish and
FSA forces; however, this has not been the case so far with the exception of
two or three high-profile attacks in the Afrin city center. 25
Comparative Analysis of OES and OOB
OES led to successful outcomes at the tactical level such as the Turkish
military’s acquaintance with IS’s way of fighting. Yet, it was badly managed at
the operational level as the OES’s initial operational design and campaign plan
could not be updated parallel to the changes in the situation over the course of
the operation. OES, which was initially designed as a Special Forces operation
and planned, accordingly, led to successful outcomes at the first (the capture
of Jarablus) and second phase (controlling the 60 km-long borderline stretching between Jarablus and al-Rai). In the 3rd (encroachment to the south) and 4th
phases (siege of al-Bab), OES gradually evolved into a new type of cross-border CT operation for the Turkish security forces requiring an optimum blend of
conventional and unconventional military capabilities. This dynamic implying
TAF’s not recognizing this gradual evolution due to low level of situational
awareness led to mission creep. Furthermore, in the third and, particularly,
fourth phases, Ankara’s diplomatic efforts were not well thought out and Ankara paid the price for this deficiency.
At the operational level, when compared with OES’s designing/planning,
OOB was far better executed. Particularly, the below presented factors improved TAF’s operational effectiveness in OOB.

25

“Double car bomb blast in Syria’s Afrin leaves 11 people dead,” Sputnik News, June 26,
2018.
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•

Preservation of unity of command for the duration of the operation

•

Using TAF’s commando units and the as the primary ground forces rather
than ill-disciplined and poorly trained FSA elements to boost tactical effectiveness on the ground

•

Close coordination between the air and ground elements, increasing
C4ISR capabilities, precision strike capability, and enabling CAS missions during the advance

•

Provision of CAS tasks in a more continuous fashion when compared to
the ones in OES

•

Effective and efficient usage of new military systems and technologies
such as the TB-2 armed tactical drones, T-129 ATAK attack helicopters,
ROKETSAN-produced MAM-L high precision smart munitions (thermobaric, anti-armor, and airburst variants), TOSUN unmanned engineering
system, etc.

•

Heavy emphasis on armor defense and other counter-ATGM efforts

•

Successful integration of newly introduced C4ISR systems increasing the
synchronization of commando and armored units on the ground and providing real-time situational awareness for ground forces

•

TAF as the sole actor in charge of logistics management, unlike OES during which logistics management was not efficiently conducted due to the
lack of coordination between military and civilian elements

It is likely that OOB could not have been initiated and maintained so flawlessly had Ankara not used robust military technologies such as smart munitions for high-precision strike capability, armed drone capabilities, unmanned
combat and engineering systems, systems increasing situational awareness,
armor survivability, air-land coordination, etc. In the absence of both intensive unmanned systems such as TB2 drones and TOSUN unmanned military
engineering systems and uninterrupted provision of CAS tasks, the Turkish
casualties in OOB would be much higher.
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The below table presents a comparison of OES and OOB in terms of critical factors shaping outcomes:
Principles/
Factors

Primary
Objective

Operation
Euphrates Shield

Operation
Olive Branch

Assessment

While in OES the TAF was much more interested in static territorial control just across the
Turkey-Syria border, TAF’s primary objective in
Territorial
OOB was to clean the targeted area through high
Establishing a
De-territorializing tempo maneuvers conducted by armored units
buffer zone just
the YPG units and and supported by indirect fire and CAS missions
across the Turkish
forcing them to expel for the overall objective of de-territorializing the
border
generating political YPG to generate political effects regarding US
effects.
support for the PYD/YPG.
Territorial & Enemy-centric

Not fully achieved;
Rivalry between
then-SOF comUnity of Com- mander Gen. Z.
mand
Aksakalli and 2nd
Army Commander
Gen. M.Temel

Whereas the rivalry between then SOF commander Lt. Gen. Z.Aksakalli and 2nd Army
Commander Lt.Gen. M.Temel over the nature
and type of the operation spoiled the unity of
Fully Achieved
command in OES, Lt.Gen. Temel became the
commander in charge throughout OOB, which
was mainly designed as a conventional military
operation.
In OOB, both the terrain and weather conditions
Mostly rugged ter- were more challenging than in OES. From Janrain consisting of uary 22–26 and February 1–5, 2018, critical peMostly soft ground
Geography &
mountains and hills, riods marking the early days of the first phase,
with large flat
Weather
except for a few small OOB stopped due to heavy rain and foggy weatharea and moderate
plains; harsh weather er. After heavy rains, the muddy soil became a
weather conditions
conditions.
factor mostly limiting and sometimes halting the
armored units’ advance.
The initiation of OOB
by opening seven
In OES, ISIS’s quick withdrawal without resisdifferent axes of adtance in Jarablus and then in the Jarablus-al-Rai
vance simultaneously
Surprise
line surprised the TAF, which led to mission
Surprise not
in the northern and
creep. Unlike OES, in OOB the TAF achieved
achieved.
northwestern sectors
surprise by initiating the operation from un excreated a surprise
pected directions.
effect.
Military
Technology

Limited use.

Simplicity

More complex

Rates of
Advance/OPSTEMPO

Slow

Extensive use.

Less complex

Rapid

In OES, the TAF did not depend on new military
technology. In OOB, military technologies were
game changers. Systems like TB2 tactical armed
drones, T129 ATAK helicopters, and TOSUN engineering vehicles were used for the first time in
a cross-border CT operation.
OES was a more complex operation both in planning and execution because of the involvement
of both special forces and conventional units
employing diverse TTPs. Furthermore, synchronization problems among FSA units and between
the FSA elements and TAF elements increased
the complexity of OES.
When examining the rate of advance, the operational tempo in OOB was higher than in OES.
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In OES, the FSA constituted the primary ground
element. In OOB, however, TAF commando
Ground Forces Two FSA fighters
Three Turkish solunits and the Gendarmerie Special Operation
Composition per Turkish soldier diers per FSA fighter
Battalions operated as the primary ground element.
During OOB, T 129 attack helicopters and TB-2
Close Air Sup- Limited and interFocused and susarmed drones, which were not used in OES, proport (CAS)
mittent
tained
vided support for CAS missions.
In OES, logistics support was not planned and
Logistics
executed under the full control of the TAF. In
Average
Better
Support
OOB the TAF was in charge of logistics management, which ensured success.
In both operations outmoded MIM-23B HAWKS
Medium range
and I-HAWKS systems were used to provide me(5-40 km) Air
dium-range air defense.
Defense CapaInsufficient
Insufficient
Aselsan’s attempts to develop indigenous Hisbility
ar-Q Missile Systems are ongoing and aim to fix
this capability gaps.
Officers and NCOs interviewed by the author on
several occasions stated that the morale of the
Morale
Moderate
High
TAF elements was higher in OOB than in OES.

Civil-Military
Cooperation
Synchronization of
Diplomatic
& Military
Efforts

Public Support

Moderate

Improved

Low

Low

High

Higher

The cooperation between the TAF elements and
other government agencies such as MIT, AFAD,
Turkish Red Crescent, and local authorities and
the coordination between government institutions and non-governmental organizations was
better in OOB than in OES.
In both operations, the military efforts and
achievements on the ground were not fully coordinated at the strategic and diplomatic level.
According to opinion polls conducted in November 2016, public support for OES was around
70%. Despite the fact that there has been no reliable public survey showing the degree of popular
support for OOB published so far, when taking
into account media coverage and columnists/
commentators’ analysis, it is likely that popular
support for OOB was higher.

Lessons Learned for Ankara:
First, the analysis shows that the TAF is a learning organization, and can
apply lessons learned in a short period of time. Furthermore, as OES and OOB
show, Turkey first needs to foster a comprehensive CT campaign plan when
fighting abroad. This plan should aim to orchestrate military efforts at the operational level with the political and diplomatic ones at the strategic level to
achieve the objective of generating maximum effect for increasing both operational and strategic effectiveness. Turkey should then update its traditional
cognitive and operational CT templates with the inclusion of modern doctrinal
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approaches in both rural and urban hybrid settings in which the asymmetric
blends with the conventional. All operations should be built upon clear-cut
political directives elucidating the objectives of conflict and delimiting forces
in temporal-spatial terms so as to initiate sound military planning and translate fuzzy political directives into more or less clear executive orders. Military
planning should be based on a hybrid approach blending conventional armored
maneuvers and CT operations with elite units and proxy warfare. It has become
clear for Turkey that, in the fight against a new generation of violent non-state
organizations aiming for territorial control, Special Forces capabilities seem to
best serve as an enabler one to promote the conventional capabilities but not
primary force on the ground. Success against these new adversaries depends
on more mobility under armored protection in urban settings and more agility
with CAS-supported small unit actions in rural settings, active armor protection systems, fast and precise indirect ground fire support with mobile howitzers and MLRSs, provision of CAS in a 24/7 basis, more autonomous drone
capabilities, and unmanned and armored engineering systems. CT operations
for Turkey should be essentially designed as tactical maneuvers with combined
arms characteristics—blending both conventional military capabilities such as
armored warfare, CAS, drone warfare, and tunnel warfare and unconventional
capabilities such as small units actions with SF elements and counter-IED efforts and providing support for proxies.
Both OES and OOB prove that the TAF should concentrate more on operational design, the conception and construction of the framework that underpins
a campaign or major operation for OES and new cross border CT operations.
Particularly, a methodology designed to enhance understanding of the situation
and the problem at the operational level by concentrating on operational design
and art before planning helps staff officers envision the conditions necessary
to accomplish the mission and reach the desired military end state at the operational level. However, ongoing mass purges for de-Gulenification, mostly
targeting bright, Western-educated officers, have downgraded the TAF’s intellectual capacity26 to foster military designs enabling adaptation to complex
operational environments. The continuation of the purges of officers with MA
and PhD degrees indicates that the TAF has been prioritizing de-Gulenification
over preserving intellectual capital, a factor negatively impacting TAF’s operational effectiveness.
26

Metin Gurcan, “Turkish military purges decimate career officer, pilot ranks,” Al Monitor,
May 29, 2018.
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OES also brought to light FSA fighters’ lack of discipline and their reluctance to move in coordination under a single command/control structure,
despite efforts to keep them in line. In addition, problems not often mentioned
include disruptions in logistical supply, and how heavy rains and fog interfered with drone reconnaissance and close air support when/if needed. Furthermore, not opening air space in the area of operation and the high-level
threat of MANPADs during OES made emergency medical evacuations with
helicopters and critical logistics support impossible—another significant factor that both negatively affected the morale of the soldiers on the ground and
hindered air evacuation and logistics support in critical moments of the operation, particularly during the fourth phase of the al-Bab offense.
Turkey is a major tank operator military power; yet, the main battle tanks
in its arsenal need significant modernization in order to respond to the operational demands in battles such as OES and OOB, especially in urban warfare
conditions and in the face of present ATGM challenges. Turkey’s armored capability is expected to see a breakthrough with the future delivery of Altay
main battle tanks. However, as OES took place before this breakthrough, this
was a significant shortfall that Turkey paid the price for with huge material
loss, which was not the case in the OOB.
The absence of effective coalition support for OES brought about some
operational deficiencies, particularly in CAS and ISTAR (intelligence-surveillance-target acquisition-reconnaissance) capabilities. These two military missions are keys in mitigating highly time-sensitive, pop-up suicide attacks with
VBIEDs, a new type of attack for the Turkish military but not for others in
the anti- ISIS coalition, as well as enhancing situational awareness for better
armor survivability. Thus, the anti-ISIS coalition’s unwillingness to support
OES spurred on the TAF’s attempts to mitigate VBIED and anti-armor attacks.
As Can Kasapoglu and Baris Kirdemir note:
Having digested the lessons learned from Operation Euphrates Shield
and Operation Olive Branch, Turkish political-military decision-makers saw
the very reality that hybrid battle-spaces bring about extremely dangerous situations for military personnel. Advancing anti-tank guided missiles (ATGM)
and improvised explosive devices (IEDs) pose menacing threats to armor survivability, while man-portable air defense systems (MANPADS) make altitudes
below 10,000 – 15,000 feet risky for aerial platforms, especially for rotarywing assets and low-flying attack aircraft. Besides, hybrid adversaries, includ-
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ing terrorist organizations, insidiously use information warfare. Thus, protecting soldiers from captivity in high-risk operational environments has become
more crucial than ever to sustain the public support to military campaigns.27
One vulnerability Ankara faced in both OES and OOB was the TAF’s
lack of medium-range air defense and ballistic missile defense systems. Despite the fact that Ankara did not encounter a direct military threat from the
air, either warplanes or ballistic/cruise missiles, Ankara’s capability gaps in
this area posed a direct threat to the operations. Ankara needs to address this
vulnerability as soon as possible.
It is evident that, in OES, the absence of clear-cut political directions
hindered the effective deployment of the military. In OOB, however, a lessopaque political directive provided by the civilian decision-makers to the TAF,
a factor diminishing the fog of war in the operational theater, enabled the military planners to translate political objectives into operational missions in a
simpler way.
It is also worth mentioning that the lack of coordination among interorganizational participants of OES, to refer collectively to the Turkish military
(Army, Air Force, and the Gendarmerie Command), government agencies (i.e.,
MIT, AFAD), and territorial, local, and tribal proxies, created confusion on the
ground, which was not experienced in OOB to such extent.
Both OES and OOB exemplify that when fighting on the soil of another
country and conducting effect-based operations, what one needs is carefully
planned, a well thought out and appropriate strategic communication strategy, and diplomatic language both to make other actors operating in the same
environment understand your intentions and to avoid giving the impression
of being an occupier. An example of what not to say during either operation
was Turkish politicians’ hard-line statements about OES and OOB. On several
occasions these statements, which were made largely for domestic political
consumption, spoiled the diplomatic domain to an extent that these announcements weakened Ankara’s hand on the negotiation table with Russia and US
on how to manage things in the north of Syria. Furthermore, both the OES and
the OBB experiences clearly show that military efforts on the ground should be
27

Can Kasapoglu and BarisKirdemir, “The Rising Drone Power: Turkey on the eve of Its
Military Breakthrough,” EDAM Report, June 2018.

NEW WORLD ARCHITECTURE OF ECONOMY AND SECURITY 395

synchronized with diplomatic efforts. In high sensitive CT operations abroad
like OES and OOB, establishment and maintenance of strategic communication with other actors operating in the same operational theater carries the utmost significance.
Conclusion
Both OES and OOB prove that, when fighting against violent-non-state
actors in hybrid settings abroad in which enemy can asymmetrically and astutely blend conventional capabilities with unconventional ones, modern
conventional militaries can be operationally effective but strategically unsuccessful. That is why, this note emphasizes the significance of assessing the
operational and strategic effectiveness of modern militaries, though the two
certainly are connected, should be analyzed separately. But again, you can be
operationally effective, and yet strategically fail (US’s military’s Afghanistan
and Iraq experience), or operationally ineffective yet strategically successful
(Israel vs. Hezbollah confrontation in 2006).
Overall, what do OES and OOB say about the TAF’s operational effectiveness? In both OES and OOB one can suggest that operational effectiveness
at the tactical level is high enough to achieve the desired outcomes. However,
at the operational level, mainly due to the lack of discipline of the FSA forces
that were designated as the primary ground force in OES, the failure of CAS
support particularly in the capture of al-Bab, poor coordination between military and civilian efforts, lack of military designing/planning capacity to update
executive plans parallel to changes in the nature of armed conflict, ignorance
of armor survivability, and C4ISR capabilities, it is difficult to say that OES
was a success story. When these operational level setbacks met with the lack
of political directives and uncoordinated diplomatic efforts, OES could not
generate force that influenced the strategic preferences of other actors present
in the north of Syria.
It is evident that OOB was by far a more successful operation than OES
at the operational level. The TAF’s success in adapting lessons learned and its
ability to integrate newly acquired indigenous military technologies into military planning were important factors leading this success. Yet, at the end of the
day, it is also difficult to say that OOB generated a force that could influence
the strategic preferences of other actors having stakes in the north of Syria.
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