
Question: Here, only few days there will be meetings in Astana. THere was the first joint 
strike between Turkey and Russian in Syria. To many people came it was a surprise given 
the dynamics of the last few years. What is Turkey thinking about the resolution of the 
conflict in Syria today.

Şimşek: First of all I think it is about time that we put an end to this conflict that has cost 
thousands of lives but also led to displacement of majority of Syrian population. We feel the 
conflict, if I mean it’s been a human tragedy, on a colossal scale. Turkey as of today host 
2840000 Syrian brothers, but we also cater for a few hundred thousand of them, literally just 
outside of our border, within Syrian territory. So, we can see, in my constituency, I am 
member of parliament from Gaziantep. And it sits right on Syrian border. It is literally hundred
and ten kilometers from Aleppo. And my constituency host about 450000 syrian refugees. 
So, you know Turkey, really feels the conflict it also feels that we need to something about it 
from the very beginning. We tried really hard to prevent it from getting here, but we were 
unsuccessful, back in 2011. The point is there are high hopes, from Astana summit. And
I think there is a you know not only hopes but we can actually find maybe, a durable 
or a lasting settlement. Because, all the critical players are gonna be at the table. 
Russia of course has a significant say. Russia is leading, there. Iran of course, is  
heavily involved. and they are gonna at the table. Turkey is there.  The United States is
been invited. All the key players, regional and global are gonna be at the table. So, the 
prospects of some sort of, a process, beginning of a process that would lead to a more 
permanent settlement, actually is high relative to previous talks in Geneva and elsewhere. 
Big crowds shouting at each other. This time around maybe we actually be down to practical 
proposals and solutions. That's why there are high hopes. I think it would certainly help. 
Geopolitics has been a big drag on the region, and on Turkey, So not only referring to 
refugee crisis. Migration. We are actually talking very high risk (unintelligible) and terror. 
When it comes to terror, Turkey now has boots on the ground in Syria, combating Deash. 
We were forced to that because we needed to push Deash away from our border. We've 
been successful, but of course Deash  has not been eliminated. It's good news that Daesh is
cornered. It is under siege in Mosul, in Raqqa, and Al-Bab. That really is very important, 
because it is a barbaric terrorist organization, and the world is not safe until, we do the job. 
And yes Turkey is cooperating with Russia on combating terror in Syria. That's a new angle. 
Of course, the US and allies are also helping. So, the good news is that everybody is 
focused on dealing with terrorist organizations, including, Al-Nusra, which is a branch
of al-Qaida but also Deash. So the fight against terrorist organization is a very critical 
component of Syrian strategy. Of course we have other issues, as far as  Turkey is 
concerned. We've been of the view that Turkey had this low intensity conflict with PKK. PKK 
is on a terror list in the US, Europe and the UN. And our argument has been that PYD, YPG 
are PKK components. So, it is a complicated. As you say, too many conflicts there. But I 
think priority for us is to put an end to human tragedy, human suffering in Syria and Iraq.  
And to find more permanent settlement and to contain a terrorist organization and activities. 
And Astana can provide, the beginning of this process. In a meaningful way. I hopes are 
justified I would argue.

Q: I want to follow up on one particular issue, which is you say Astana is a good starting 
point.  How do you see the sequencing of trying push towards the ending of this conflict. Is it
about freezing the military conflict, and then come to a political one and previously Turkey 



was of the sentiment that Mr. Bashar al Assad cannot be a part of the future in Syria. Is that 
still your position?

S: I think, the first thing we need to have a lull, we needed to have lull in violence. That has 
been achieved. We reasoned the relocation of moderate Syrian forces from Aleppo to Idlib. 
and making sure that this conflict is for now at least, fighting is stopped and frozen as it is. It 
is very critical because that is the beginning of anything else. So, the process is to make 
sure that we translate the current lull into a more lasting ceasefire, initially. And then of 
course, talk about more, mundane stuff of settling the conflict and resettling, and all these 
stuff. That is complicated, but you have to have a beginning and Astana is that.   As far our 
position on Assad is concerned. We think that the suffering of Syrian people, and the 
tragedies clearly in a, the blame is squarely on Assad. But we have to be pragmatic, 
realistic. The facts on the ground have changed, dramatically, and the so Turkey can 
no longer insist on a settlement without Assad, and it is not realistic. We just have to 
work with what we have. That’s where Russia, Iran and Turkey, comes in a big fashion 
and the United States.

[00:29:27] Q: Mr. Simsek I wanted ask you about this point, because it is also, we are talking
about trust we are talking about reconstruction of societies, but it the end how do you built 
the confidence, people who have been at war, in a bitter war in Syria, and may feel they 
have been abandoned by the countries that supports them, especially the those who rose up
against the government in Damascus. Whether it is Turkey whether it is America, today as 
you know is the inauguration of the new president so we still don't have that policy will be. 
How do you rebuild trust that guarantees for their safety?

S: First of all to clarify, we have never betrayed the Syrian people. In fact, without 
discriminating against on ethnic or sectarian grounds, we have embraced all of them, that is 
why Turkey is now the world's largest refugee hosting country in the world. We have so far 
spent directly from treasury coffers and local administrations probably no less than 25 billion 
dollars. And that is perfectly fine, because they are running for their lives, and we have 
responsibility to embrace these people. I think the issue is that some of these refugees may 
never ever go back that should be taken into consideration. And I agree with my colleague 
from Jordan, we can't wait for full settlement to continue to address, in terms of 
rehabilitation. We have about eight hundred to nine hundred thousand school age kids.  And 
unless these kids get decent education, and they can dream about a good future, the world 
is never safe. I don't believe that as long as we can understand and comprehend the 
significance of addressing this conflict that if we do that I think we'll have plenty of resources,
there will be plenty of players that would help. European security doesn't start, you know in 
European borders, it actually starts in middle east. Turkey's own security starts there. We 
have all not only you know as a human beings responsibility to be constructive player, but 
also it is also in our interest to rebuild and help,resettle and solve this conflict on a 
permanent basis. It is duable, it can be done. Yes, the financial assistance will be needed. It 
is significant but I don't it is significant relative to, in a what we spend on security, and 
fighting these conflict. I would agree that there would be need for resources but those 
resources, I mean, as a neighboring country, we are ready help in any we can, just the way 
we helped so far. In fact the towns, that we have cleansed of Deash, in recent months, like, 
Jerablus and other places, the first thing we did was to quickly, sort of restore electricity, 
infrastructure, schooling. In fact local administrations, and we continue to cater for the basic 



needs from healthcare, to food, and shelter. This is a huge task, but it is doable, so we as a 
country ready to rebuild those towns. In fact we have suggested to our European and 
western partners that we should begin quickly in areas where cleansed of Deash. But, again,
a temporary, not temporary a permanent ceasefire, and a path to permanent settlement 
would be trigger for return, and then you know we should never assume that all of them will 
return. We have to continue to create economic interdependence in the entire region, so that
these conflicts can be prevented. People can prevent these conflict. Governments despite 
their bickerings. I mean we can. That's why Turkey prior to this crisis, was talking about an 
almost customs free, that included a freedom of movement as well. A levant project. But 
sadly it became a victim of Arab winter I would say. Spring had high hopes. We believed in 
those aspirations, but there has been disappointment, and there has been chaos. But we 
have to look forward, not look back. I think there is a lot we can do and Turkey will play a 
very constructive role and help.

New York Times Correspondent: I like to President Assad and the future. I understand now 
most of the regional powers how come to accommodation with the idea that he is gonna 
remain. But, I’m curios more on the practical level of to what extent refugees will be willing to
return to a country which Bashar al-Assad remains the president after the things his military 
has done to the people and also in terms of reconstruction. This is someone who has been 
kicked of the Arab League, sanctions from many many countries and the United Nations. If 
he remains the president of Syria, how is this gonna impact the willingness of private sector 
coming or the international organizations coming and invest in redevelopments in Syria?

Q: Can  you envision Syrian refugees going back to Syria, while Assad is power, or even feel
safe for those displaced in their own country.

S: I know this is tough. That is why, we have insisted for very long period of time, that 
any solution, has to be without the person who is responsible for these atrocities. But
sadly that did not materialized. And here we are. There are facts on the ground, reality.
The United Stated did not do what should have done. Iran and Russia, has played, a 
very significant role in assuring sort of a longer reign of the current regime. And the 
so that's why for the sake of you know a permanent ceasefire and process towards a 
settlement to put an end to the suffering of the people. I guess you just have to 
continue with realities, on the ground, that is what I am going to say. No, it is not 
something we can internalize, it is not something we are happy with it. It is not 
something refugees are happy with it. And something that is gonna make them 
extremely uncomfortable. But the question is, we have not been able to change the 
situation.

Q: Does  this mean calling for no-fly zones, or safe havens are over?

S: Well, if we are talking about having the critical players who have leverage on the ground, 
talk about a permanent ceasefire, and hopefully settlement, then of course the call which is a
Turkish call, for years and years, to have a no fly zone to protect, you know Syrian people, 
who are running for their lives, obviously you know I don't wanna, you know assuming we 
don't go back to the real conflict, yeah probably there won't be my support for that idea.



Q: Sectarianism and Iran factor and displacement, I'd like this to be our focus for the time left
for this session. So, please we start with you.

S: I think the only way forward for middle east which is extremely rich in terms of culture, 
ethnicity, and beliefs. The only way forward, is not new borders, or new perpetual, I mean 
there would be the basis of perpetual conflicts It is the coexistence in a European way. In 
Europe, today 28 nations. Maybe hundreds of different ethnic groups and it doesn't really 
matter. Ultimately you have fundamental rights and freedoms for everybody. You have high 
standards of democracy, and you have rule of law, and that brings about prosperity. So 
peaceful coexistence, is critical. That is why we should not into the trap of sectarian or ethnic
strife. Just to give you some color, in the case of Turkey, Globally Turkey has a quarrel with 
Kurds. I am a Kurd myself. Turkey has no quarrel with Kurds. Largest Kurdish city in the 
world is not in south east of Turkey, but it is in Istanbul. Largest population of Kurds. But you 
can't divide Turkey along ethnic lines.  My wife is a Turk, I have three children. Who are 
they? That is why we need a new model, that is built on fundamental rights and freedoms , 
rule of law, and hence democracy, stability, peace and prosperity and I think, this has to be 
recognized by Iran, Turkey, Syria, and all other countries. That is the only way forward. That 
is mytfirst argument that I would make.

Secondly I really think, that for now, there are also considerations, fears about what happens
next.  Let's give peace, or at least the ceasefire  a real chance.  Because the alternative, as 
my colleagues referred to is further suffering, tragedies on a huge scale, and a lack of 
security for the rest of the world. You cannot allow that continue. Let's resolves immediate 
issues. Let's resolve immediate issue. Let's build trust, let's work together,and it is 
duable.There is a lot of resources and potential, and it can be solved.

Q: But Idlib is immediate for many Syrians. Will it be protected?

S: The settlement, any immediate ceasefire would definitely cover the safety of those who 
are displaced in various sort of enclaves. Including Idlib. As we speak today, Turkish 
humanitarian groups are on the ground in Idlib catering for all health, food and other sort of 
services. Yes, of course, and I think Russia has a good understanding of that, Turkey is 
clearly is the biggest advocate of that no question about it. And I am sure, Iran has to 
recognize that this won't look good. This is how they came about actually stopping providing 
the exit Eastern Aleppo, moderate opposition. It was a global pressure, it was our efforts and
Russia's recognition that this situation on the ground is untenable, so that's why I think while 
there are worries, I think Astana may provide some beginning, and of course there needs to 
be follow up. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hX2NJbsh3Xs&feature=youtu.be&t=9m26s


