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A few years after Turkey and Iran 
appeared to be growing closer, the 
pendulum has swung back and the 
two sides are increasingly at odds. 
The turmoil in Syria has brought the 
long-term competition between 
Ankara and Tehran for regional 
in!uence to the fore. Iran has doubled 
down on its wager that the current 
regime in Damascus can weather the 
storm, while Turkey is betting that 
a post-Assad Syria would be more 
closely aligned with its own regional 
interests. But despite signi"cant 
di#erences and growing antagonism, 
over Syria and more broadly, Turkey 
and Iran still have substantial reasons 
to cooperate. These include mutual 
interests in dealing with restive 
Kurdish populations and robust 
trade, particularly Turkey’s reliance on 
Iranian oil and gas. History suggests 
that Ankara and Damascus will "nd 
ways to manage tensions, so the 
rivalry for regional in!uence is more 
likely to simmer than boil over into 
outright con!ict. The Turkish-Iranian 
relationship will continue to resist 
simplistic caricatures.
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While Turkey’s decision 
to further develop its ties 
in the region began in the 
1980s, Ankara’s outreach to 
Iran intensi"ed under the 
AK Party’s rule
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Increased trade and 
cooperation would help 

establish more robust 
diplomatic ties between Ankara 

and Tehran, which Turkish 
policy makers could then use 

to facilitate talks between Iran 
and the United States to try to 

resolve the nuclear issue
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In Heavy 

Waters: Iran’s Nuclear Program, the Risk of War, and Lessons from Turkey

While Iran remains a critical 
source of energy for the Turkish 
Republic, repeated Turkish 
e#orts to convince Iran to 
lessen its import tari#s have 
failed
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Iran Embraces Ankara’s Independent Foreign Policy
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During the height of the 
Turkish-Iranian rapprochement, 

large segments of society in 
Iran believed that Turkey was 

in the process of realigning its 
strategic interests and pursuing 
policies that were independent 

of the United States and its 
Western allies
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Turkey’s di#erences with the 
West over the issues of 
enrichment and sanctions 
led some ill-informed 
commentators in the West to 
attribute Turkey’s Iran policy to 
the AKP’s cultural conservatism 
and alleged Islamism
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Turkey’s Foreign Minister Ahmet Davutoglu and his Iranian counterpart Ali Akbar Salehi (L) attend a 
news conference in Ankara.
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The Arab Revolts Expose an Old Rivalry
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The interest-driven  
relationship continued even 
after the start of the Arab 
revolts
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While the Responsibility to 
Protect (R2P) has certainly 

become a component of 
Turkish foreign policy, Ankara 

is also worried about the 
disintegration of the Syrian 
state and the prospect of a 

prolonged sectarian con!ict
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From Cooperation to Competition: Turkey and Iran Square o! in 
Syria
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Iranian policy makers have 
made it clear that they believe 
that Turkey has ulterior motives, 
accusing Ankara of being part 
of a foreign plot to quell the 
demands of the people in Syria
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The Iranian-Turkish relationship 
will continue to be issue based, 

rather than rooted in shared 
values or overlapping visions 

for the region
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