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The trade union movement in Turkey is currently experiencing its “weakest” period of the last 20 years. One of the main factors in this is the
 privatization and subcontracting process that started in the 1990s. Most of the
 manufacturing companies in the public sector have been sold to the private
 sector or to international groups. In a first step, union representations in
 those companies were dissolved, and the de-unionisation began. Unsold companies
 were closed to stop them competing with the private sector. Only few public
 institutions remain. The number of employees of the remaining public
 institutions, who were primarily employed by sub-contractors, declined to a
 minimum. Unions lost hundreds of thousands of members as a result of years of
 privatization. Given that lost members were not replaced, and despite an
 increase in the number of employed workers and in the population, membership
 numbers fell below those of 40 years ago. 

Working conditions of workers 
            
According to official figures, the total number of employed workers today is
 14,251,655. Taking into account unregistered workers and refugee workers in the
 country, there are a total of over 30 million workers. Unregistered workers
 have no social security and are not even allowed to become union members.
 Although the legal working time is 7.5 hours, most workers are forced to work
 10-14 hours a day. Wages are extremely low despite long working hours.
 Unionized workers are paid slightly better. The average wage of non-unionized
 workers is between 2,400 and 2,600 Turkish liras, which is approximately 300
 euros. Difficult working conditions, modern slavery and compulsory labor have
 become the rule. By implementing new working conditions and performance
 criteria, workers are forced to compete with each other and production is
 increased exponentially. There are now very few factories left that do not
 present a hazard to health. There is a lack of ventilation in factory halls,
 and canteens, showers and toilets are not being kept clean enough. Workers are
 provided with low-calorie, poor quality and cheap meals. The vehicles that take
 workers to and from factories are old and are operated over capacity. Working
 hours of workers, including the time spent on the road, vary between 12 and 16
 hours. Low wages and difficult working conditions have a negative impact on
 workers’ physical and psychological health. 
            
Trade union laws 
Historically, there had never been a democratic law in Turkey that ensured trade
 union rights and freedoms, including the right to collective bargaining and the
 right to strike. The rights gained through industrial action before the
 military coup of 12 September 1980 were basically abolished. The Trade Union
 Law No. 2821 and the Strike and Collective Labor Agreement Law No. 2822,
 enacted under the military rulership, substantially restricted the vested
 rights of workers. In order to gain the right to collective bargaining, for
 instance, the law required trade unions to organize 10% of workers in the
 business sector at country level, as well as having representations in more
 than 40% of companies. These requirements made unionization de facto
 impossible. Even though these laws have now been partially revised by the AKP,
 the obstacles to organizing collectively continue to apply in a similar vein.
 Union membership is subject to laws and limits drawn up by the state. To become
 a member of a union, it is compulsory to register on the ministry’s website. Workers must choose a union from a pre-defined list. Country-wide
 thresholds with regard to organizational quotas in the respective business
 sectors and companies continue to apply. If everything goes well and no
 obstacles are encountered, the minimum time of employment required for workers
 to benefit from a collective bargaining agreement in the workplace is one year.
 If there is an objection from the employer or the unions regarding a collective
 agreement, this process takes up to six years in the courts until an
 enforceable agreement is reached. This is tantamount to a ban of collective
 agreements. During this time, workers who are union members may be dismissed,
 forced to resign from the union, or the union may be banned from the workplace.
 De facto, workers have no freedom to choose unions. Every worker who gets
 involved in union work faces the risk of being fired. Especially in the last 20
 years, there have been mass layoffs in many workplaces that have become
 unionized. The large number of fights in companies who had merely demanded the
 acceptance of unions and the reemployment of workers who had been laid off pay
 testament to this. 

Divided union structure 
            
One reason for the weakness of the trade union movement is a divided and
 fragmented union structure. There are dozens of independent unions, together
 with three trade union federations (DİSK, Türk-İş, Hak-İş). There are 22 unions affiliated with ’DİSK, 21 affiliated with Hak-İş, and 34 affiliated with Türk-İş. In the most recent statistics of the Ministry of Labor, from a total of
 1,946,165 unionized workers, Türk-İş has 1,021,952 members, Hak-İş has 687,790 members, and DİSK has 190,559
 members. 45,754 workers are members of independent trade unions. 8% of all
 workers who are members of trade unions benefit from collective bargaining
 agreements, the remaining 5.66% do not benefit from any rights. The reason for
 this is that in many cases unions cannot use their collective bargaining rights
 since they do not have the required organizational quotas. Hak-İş has gained
 the most members in the last 15 years. This is due to the direct support of the
 state and the AKP government, which forced workers to become members of Hak-İş.
 Those working in the public sector were forced to do so especially by the
 government, ministers, undersecretaries, superiors, directors, local
 municipalities and by political pressure. While the same is true for Türk-İş, Hak-İş is the backyard of the AKP government, and the trojan horse in the
 labor and trade union movement. Türk-İş and Hak-İş support a significant part of the policies of the AKP
 government and express this openly. 
            
Union bureaucracy 
One of the main problems faced by the working class and the trade union movement
 is union bureaucracy. While the laws make it difficult for workers to unionize,
 they give great privileges to union executives. Their wages, lifestyle and
 working conditions are completely unregulated. There is no evidence of union
 democracy. Although there are unions that carry out elections, representatives
 are mostly appointed, and consist of people close to the union headquarters who
 have been approved by the employers. Branch delegate elections are carried out
 for show only; union congresses are not run as boards where issues are
 discussed and solutions found. Opposition workers and trade unionists are
 punished by being dismissed or moved to another workplace. Astronomically high
 wages paid to most trade union officials deepen the gap between them and the
 workers. Union bureaucracy walks hand in hand with the state, government and
 capital. There are many obstacles to the supervision of unions by workers. The
 limited opportunities offered by union congresses are very restricted because
 the unions supress the democratic process. It is not possible for workers to
 contact union leaders and managers. Information about the collective bargaining
 process is not shared with workers, and collective bargaining agreements are
 signed without seeking workers’ opinion. On the other hand, sects and religious groups are encouraged by the
 state and by some union leaders to organize workers with the aim of getting
 workers to resign themselves to their fate and refrain from going on strike.
 These sects are primarily active in large companies (Renault, Tofaş, Bosch, Tüpraş).  
            
Pandemic, crisis and unemployment 
            
Unemployment is at the highest level of the last 20 years. The pandemic combined
 with the existing crisis has caused unemployment to soar. According to data of
 the Turkish Statistical Institute (Tür), the labor force decreased by 2.742 million within the last year, from
 32,426,000 to 29,684,000. In addition, there are 3.5 million unemployed public
 workers. During the pandemic, 1,800,000 workers were sent on unpaid leave and
 had to live on 1,168 lira (130 euros as at the end of 2020) per month. 3.5
 million workers were put on short-time work and lost 40% of their wages.
 According to official figures, the number of workers registered with the
 ministry is 14,251,655. This means that the unemployment rate is close to 45%.
 There is no trust in the statements and the statistics provided by official
 institutions in Turkey. More reliance is placed on statements made by
 independent institutions, according to which there are approximately 12 million
 unemployed people, i.e. 35% of the total workforce. During the pandemic,
 workers became more vulnerable and working conditions have worsened. The
 necessary preventive measures are not taken in workplaces which is why Covid-19
 is rife there. Recently, many vested rights have been withdrawn. Labor laws are
 being made more flexible. Severance pay was undermined and the contributions
 were transferred to a state-owned fund. Weekly working hours were extended and
 obligations introduced to make up for any periods of sick leave. Unpaid leave,
 short-time work allowance, and mass layoffs remain on the agenda. Out of all
 these problems, women workers face the most issues as more women than men are
 made unemployed.

Strike bans 
The most important weapon workers have at their disposal to get their demands
 accepted by employers is strike. When we look at the development of strike bans
 in Turkey, we see that the number of strikes has decreased by 85% between
 2001-2015 compared to the 1985-2000 period. During AKP rulership, countless
 strikes were banned and the right to strike was practically abolished. A total
 of 16 strikes was banned between 2002 and 2019. Seven of these bans came during
 the state of emergency. Workers’ right to collective bargaining has been completely eroded with the strike bans.
 Erdogan’s words at the meeting of representatives of international capital: “In our time, there will be no strikes and no industrial action” say it all. They show that the AKP is on the side of capital. The strike bans
 were brought before the administrative courts and the Court of Cassation, whose
 only mandate is to rule in favor of approving the bans. In the last few years
 there was not a single court ruling setting aside a strike ban imposed by the
 government. 
            
Refugee workers 
The situation is more difficult for refugee workers who are part of the working
 class in Turkey. Especially in the last six years, refugee workers, among the
 millions of refugees who fled the war in Syria, have been forced to work
 without any security whatsoever. They have to work in harder and more dangerous
 jobs compared to Turkish workers. They have to sleep and live at their
 workplaces. In many cases, they are cheated out of their fair wages because
 they work without employment contracts and therefore without social insurance
 and legal rights. Those in government encourage this situation because
 competitiveness of the capital takes precedence over everything else. Syrian
 workers suffer a higher percentage of work-related deaths than their Turkish
 colleagues despite being paid less. Refugee workers are considered to be a
 potential danger and are forced to live in a state of fear and discrimination. 
            
Tendency to engage in labor disputes  
            
In Turkey’s history, workers and laborers have been involved in many labor disputes.
 During these struggles for economic, social and democratic rights and freedoms,
 they learned from their own practices and gained a lot of experience.  
            
Before the pandemic, the actions of workers were mainly aimed against
 dismissals, privatizations, for an improvement of wages and a decent minimum
 wage, against long working hours, for the payment of overtime wages, against
 uninsured and insecure work, for permanent employment contracts, against poor
 working conditions and against work-related deaths etc.  
            
Since the beginning of the economic crisis in 2018, hundreds of thousands of
 workers have participated in resistance and industrial action in the
 construction, textile, metal, automotive, food, transportation, petrochemical,
 energy, cleaning and health industries.  
            
However, although action was often taken for similar or even the same demands,
 they mostly took place at the level of individual factories and workplaces, and
 did not expand to span a wider level of business sectors. 

In 2018-2019, the metal sector was the area with most industrial action taken
 and with the largest numbers of participants in demonstrations and rallies
 across the country. During these years, two collective bargaining processes
 took place in the metal sector, and metalworkers fought for an improvement to
 working conditions and especially for wage increases. Although the
 participating workers made the experience that they will not get what they want
 unless they take matters into their own hands, workers who did not want to
 leave the fight at the mercy of union bureaucracy were sadly in the minority.  
            
Other prominent examples of workers’ struggles and resistance was the industrial action taken by the workers of
 Istanbul’s 3rd Airport, Flormar, Tariş, Tüpraş, Izban and Izenerji. 
            
The level of organization of the workers in the factory and the workplace was
 the determining factor as to whether these struggles were successful or not. In
 companies where workers managed to unite at the factory and workplace level or
 managed to come together behind union representatives or pioneer workers, their
 unity was their key to successful industrial action. 
            
With the coronavirus pandemic starting to be felt from the middle of March 2020,
 the authoritarian government pursued a herd immunity policy for workers, which
 is why the demands for healthy working and living conditions were added to the
 demands listed above. Demands included the suspension of production in the
 event of increased infection numbers, the prohibition of dismissals, the
 distribution of free masks, widespread and regular tests in factories and
 workplaces and free health services.  
            
Serious protests arose in major industrial cities against the continued
 requirement for workers to come into work by insisting that production must
 continue even during the most intense weeks in which the “stay at home” recommendation issued by the Science Committee, which was established by the
 AKP government under the Chairmanship of the Minister of Health and whose power
 is just limited to consultation, applied. In dozens of factories and workplaces
 where outbreaks in cases occurred, workers managed to achieve the suspension of
 production with the right to paid leave for a period of 2 to 4 weeks in general
 and in some places more than that. 
            
The common theme present throughout these actions was that they were mainly
 experienced as power struggles, and that they got results according to the
 strength of factory and workplace organization. 
            
In June 2020, when the summer months and the “new normal” began, so did another attempt of usurping workers’ rights, which the Erdogan government and the capitalists behind it have been
 exploiting at every opportunity for years. This attempt, which mainly involved
 enacting a new law undermining the right to severance pay, included a
 complementary retirement fund and an extension of the working life for some
 sectors. There have been significant protest reactions among workers against
 these new attacks on existing rights. The government took a temporary step back
 and postponed these regulations until October/November in order to stem the
 rising tide of protests.  
            
Conclusion 
During the rulership of the AKP, union organization weakened, workers became
 impoverished, unemployment increased, per capita income decreased, the number
 of workers killed in work-related deaths increased exponentially and working
 conditions worsened. Over the past 18 years, the AKP managed to gain support
 from workers for economic reasons. It received mass support by addressing the
 Kurdish issue, through its Syrian policy and by invoking big neo-Ottoman
 dreams. By appearing anti-imperialist and by promising to make the country one
 of the ten richest, the AKP created an illusion in order to stop workers from
 protesting. It mobilized all the possibilities open to the state to gain new
 powers, forge new election alliances and to use Goebbels-like propaganda to
 convince the people. Now, we are in a period where the AKP is showing the first
 cracks and volatilities and workers are becoming more and more likely to
 question AKP policies. Supporters and voters amongst the workers no longer
 treat their politics as uncritically as they once did. In the meantime, local
 platforms and unions have been organized without making any distinction as to
 trade union federation membership. The most concrete example of this is the
 Istanbul Workers’ Unions Branches Platform.  Local trade union branches came together in the working-class towns of Gebze,
 Kocaeli, Eskişehir, İzmir, Lüleburgaz and many more. This trend is on the up and is paving the way for the
 workers’ movement.  
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The general picture of migration and refugees in Turkey 
            




Ercüment Akdeniz 


Official figures show that 3.6 million Syrian refugees live in Turkey today.
 Together with unregistered Syrian refugees, this figure is around 4 million.
 The number of immigrants and refugees from other countries is around 1 million. 
            
Since Turkey added a “geographical reservation” in the 1951 Geneva Refugee Convention, migrants coming from the East are no
 longer accepted as refugees. Syrians in Turkey therefore have an insecure
 immigration status known as “temporary protection”. However, the temporary status has become permanent. Since the UN’s withdrawal from Turkey, all the authority fell to the Ministry of Interior,
 General Directorate of Migration Administration. As a result, the asylum
 admission process became extremely difficult. The EU together with the
 developed countries of the world see Turkey as a reception center for refugees
 and want to perpetuate this strategy through funding. However, this situation
 violates both the universal declaration of human rights and international law.
 The Readmission Agreement signed between the EU and Turkey is also tantamount
 to abolishing refugees’ rights to asylum and sanctuary. 
            
Immigrant labor exploitation and work-related deaths 
            
According to the regular reports issued by the Occupational Health and Safety
 Assembly, the number of work-related deaths of refugees and migrant workers
 among the total number of refugee and migrant deaths are steadily on the rise
 in Turkey. This is because employers have found a way to get rich quickly by
 exploiting informal migrant labor.  
            
Since the start of the 2011 Syrian war, over 500 refugee workers have been
 victims of work-related deaths. In Adana and Urfa, the bodies of victims of
 work-related deaths were deposited outside of factories or construction sites
 to avoid employers being punished. 
            
Today the overwhelming majority of the 1.4 million refugee workers in Turkey are
 working in precarious employment.  The Labor Law for Foreigners excludes workers from secure employment and thereby
 leaves them to the mercy of employers. In addition, this law paved the way for
 Syrian agricultural workers to work informally under an exemption certificate.
 The EU is generally silent about this brutal exploitation of labor. Refugee
 children work in small backyard workshops sewing “Produced in the EU” labels into products. Although the clients are not EU companies, intermediaries
 ensure that such contracts are awarded to subcontractors. 
            
Refugees during the pandemic 
            
There has been no satisfactory explanation to date, and no data has been shared
 by the UN or the Turkish state on how refugees are affected by the pandemic.
 Refugees, as the invisible victims of the pandemic, have not featured on the
 agenda of the mainstream media either.  

Due to potential quarantine periods of 14 days, the majority of refugees do not
 go to hospitals for fear of losing their jobs and being repatriated. Migrants
 are forced to choose between “dying from coronavirus or starving”. They have been sentenced to a life between home and workshop. The number of
 meals on their table has dropped. They cannot access hygiene items. Milk and
 diapers for babies have become unavailable. They try to get through the
 pandemic by borrowing money.  
            
While 5 million refugees and migrants are at risk of starvation in Turkey, 1.4
 million of them have been deprived of unemployment benefits and social security
 because 99 percent of these workers are uninsured. Ali El Hemdan, one of the
 workers who escaped from the police to avoid a street checkpoint, died by a
 police bullet. In Turkey, which in the view of the EU has become the “new Bangladesh” or “new China” given the use of migrants and refuges, they have become almost completely
 invisible during the pandemic.  
            
Pazarkule events 
In February 2020, 33 soldiers lost their lives in an attack on Turkish army
 units in Syria. Shortly after this event, President Erdogan pointed to the
 EU-Turkey land border crossings and said, “We have opened the doors and will not close them in the future”.  This declaration led to thousands of refugees and migrants in Turkey starting
 their journey to Edirne.  
            
Migrants on the way to Europe headed towards the border crossing. All over the
 country, traffickers started to appear and people who had quit their jobs and
 sold their belongings fell into their hands. Their target was the Pazarkule
 border crossing. However, the gates there did not open, and would never open to
 refugees.  
            
Although it was known that the border would not open, the question why these
 people were dragged there was not addressed by the mainstream media. The same “hopes” had been stirred up in 2015 and were used as a bargaining chip in negotiations
 about the refugee deal with the EU, although the gates remained closed back
 then, too. Syrian refugees who had experienced this then did not return to the
 border gate in 2020. The arrivals were mostly from Afghanistan, Pakistan,
 Bangladesh, Iraq and African countries. 
            
The Syrian national, Nader Almonla, one of the refugees who was put at risk of
 the pandemic and exposed to violence by the Greek law enforcement officials,
 drowned in the Meriç River. Immigrants who had their hopes dashed in the no-man’s-land at the border were taken to removal centers where they were left
 unattended for 14 days of quarantine. No coaches were chartered for their
 return, as had been done for their free trip to the border. Negotiations
 between Turkey and the EU, in which the refugees were used as a bargaining
 chip, have been temporarily suspended. There were to be no images of refugees
 being used as “cannon fodder” in Pazarkule and the Aegean Sea for a while.  
            
New death route: Lake Van 
            
Migrant border crossings decreased during the pandemic. With the relaxation of
 measures against the pandemic, border crossings are again on the up. The world’s third-longest wall is part of the Turkish-Syrian border. That is why
 increasing numbers of refugees have shifted their crossing to the
 Turkish-Iranian border in Van. More and more reports have emerged of refugees
 who have died by freezing in winter and drowning while crossing Lake Van in
 summer. 
            
The bodies of 61 refugees were recovered from a boat that sank on Lake Van on 27
 June. The death toll is estimated to be higher. The Van Bar Association
 Migration and Asylum Commission published a report setting out how traffickers
 have made Van their base. In the report, public border officials were asked to
 declare their assets. It emphasized that the closure of the UNHCR office in Van
 and the decline in asylum policies have paved the way for disasters.
 Unfortunately, the deaths of refugees in Van today do not attract as much
 interest as the death toll in the Aegean and Mediterranean. 
            
Discrimination, racism, violence 
            
Unfortunately, Turkey also ranks highly when it comes to violence and mob law
 against refugees. There were three major lynch mob events. Two of these
 occurred in 2014 and 2016, and large numbers of people fell victim to the
 violence. The attacks in 2016 started with the announcement by government
 spokespersons that Syrians would be granted citizenship. In 2019 and 2020 there
 was a new wave of violence. 
            
The following list illustrates the extent of the violence: 

15 July 2020: The Syrian national Hamza Acan (17), who worked at a bakery in Bursa, was asked
 to interpret in a dispute involving a female Syrian colleague. When he asked
 the traders involved to stop insulting the woman, he was killed. Only one of
 the four siblings arrested was of age.

26 July 2020: Five Syrian pupils, who were preparing for the “Foreign Students Exam” in the Kırıkhan district of Hatay, were attacked after their course. The
 aggressive group shouted, “Either you leave this country, or we will kill you.” Enes Hassani (17), who suffered a cerebral haemorrhage during the attack, is
 still being treated for his injuries. 
            
26 July 2020: In the Küçükçekmece district of Istanbul, the Syrian refugee Muhammed Saeed (19), a
 construction worker, was attacked by an unknown group. He suffered deep cuts to
 his leg. The person yielding a knife shouted, “I will kill every Syrian I meet.”

11 August 2020: The Syrian Worker Muayyid El Milhim (24) was killed with a shotgun while working
 in Mardin  Dargeçit. The reason given by the killer was that Muayyid was not available to lay
 parquet in his home due to lack of time. 
            
16 August 2020: Six Syrian workers, who went to Istanbul Zeytinburnu beach to relax, were shot
 by someone who was allegedly drunk. The attacker swore at the Syrians from the
 balcony of his house. Two of the bullets hit the iron worker Abdulkadir Davud
 (21) who died at the scene. 
            
23 August 2020:   In Adana, the Syrian refugee Selahattin Elhasan Elcunid (27), who had been
 chased with a shotgun by a person with whom he was arguing on the street, was
 shot and killed. 
            


The language of hate against immigrants in politics and in the media is an
 important factor in the occurrence of these attacks. According to reports
 published by research companies such as KONDA and Istanpol, concern about
 refugees is rapidly giving way to hatred and violence. Growing unemployment and
 impoverishment due to the economic crisis and pandemic are among the
 socio-economic reasons for this situation.  
            
Outlook to the near future 
            
400 refugee babies are born every day in Turkey. The number of refugee children
 who were born in Turkey has now exceeded half a million. Therefore, although
 the older Syrian generation wants to return, this is not realistic in the view
 of the younger generation. In addition, economic difficulties are forcing many
 families to live in Turkey. Of course, there is also part of the population
 that wants to return despite everything but almost everyone first wants to wait
 for peace and safety to return. The fact that Turkey as well as the EU and the
 UN classify the situation as a “temporary problem” makes it difficult to find permanent solutions and paves the way for
 polarization, xenophobia and social trauma. 
            
  


Relations between the EU and Turkey 
            
Professed values 




Özlem Alev Demirel 


There were two contenders for the most frequently repeated phrase of the year
 2020: ‘It’s time to redefine our relationship with Turkey’; and words to the effect that Turkey is ‘a strategic partner and important neighbour for the EU’. 
            
To date, there has been no particular rift. Neither has a fundamental
 realignment of EU-Turkey relations taken place. It is an open secret
 nonetheless that foreign policy and military manoeuvres under the AKP/MHP
 coalition give the EU and its Member States particular cause for concern. After
 all, these manoeuvres affect EU Member States, their spheres of activity and
 geostrategic interests. 
            
Where relations with neighbouring countries were concerned, no issue was more
 frequently discussed in the European Parliament and at EU summits over the
 course of 2019/2020 than the decisions taken by the ‘palace government’1 in Ankara. The question therefore arises as to what form a redefinition of
 relations with Turkey might take and when, if ever, it would happen. 
            
First let us take a look at the current situation. 
            
Turkey’s membership of the EU 
            
It is not possible to view relations between the EU and Turkey other than in
 their connection to the rapport between the EU and the United States. Within
 this particular network, Turkey always played an important part on both
 economic and foreign policy fronts, affecting both EU and US foreign policy
 with regard to the Balkans, the Middle East and the Caucasus. Turkey assumes
 the role of a regional power thanks to her history in these regions – this in respect of Turkic peoples too, her geographical position as a
 door-opener in the Middle East and her economic and political significance as
 one of the most developed countries of the region. And this regional power is
 important for the geopolitical affairs of the EU and the US. 
            
Turkey’s prospective EU membership was encouraged by all parties until 2012 and 2013,
 when the Erdogan government began to steer the country in a different political
 direction. After that, only the US and Great Britain continued to press ahead,
 whilst Germany and France, for instance, were more restrained. 
            
The particular thing about Turkey had always been her strong economic links with
 the EU on the one hand and an unmistakable dependence on the US in matters
 military, security and administration on the other. Laws and cultural arguments
 (western world/Orient) aside, the EU was essentially faced with the important
 question of whether they necessarily wanted as member a state so clearly
 dependent on the US. Step by step, the EU attempted to overcome the
 difficulties and risks posed by Turkey’s particularity. There was intensive forging of economic links counterbalanced
 by successive bids to convert state structures so as to achieve conformity with
 the EU through the Copenhagen criteria (rule of law, constitutional reform,
 etc.). 
            
The feelings and consequences provoked by the 2013 Gezi Park protests, the 2016
 attempted coup and the election of Trump later that same year put paid to that
 course of development. The EU was faced with a completely new situation. 
            
Today, all talk of accession has been placed on hold until further notice; no
 longer do any of the parties seriously believe in the possibility of EU
 membership for Turkey. Instead, out of respect for her strategic role, recourse
 is sought to terms previously used, such as ‘privileged partnership’. Currently, there is also talk of the continued existence of the customs union,
 how it might persist and, where possible, be further modernised. 
            
The agreement on refugees 
            
Today, the EU’s refugee agreement with Turkey is an important factor in relations between the
 two partners. In reporting on the fundamental relationship with Turkey,
 refugees always come into the picture. Especially with regard to the reasons
 for Germany’s position as well as Chancellor Merkel’s personal attitude, the retention of this agreement is a decisive motif. Yet
 the refugee agreement is strongly contested, both by critics of Turkey’s policies and by refugee initiatives and human rights organisations. 
            
Nor does Turkey’s democratic opposition favour the refugee agreement: through this deal, EU
 heads of state and above all Frau Merkel have effectively strengthened the AKP
 government. In the summer of 2015, she lost her only ruling majority. She
 received indirect support for an election campaign by virtue of the agreement.
 The images of Angela Merkel travelling to Turkey during the election campaign
 and having her photograph taken in the presidential palace with Erdogan, seated
 on golden thrones, are still remembered. 
            
Reservations about the refugee agreement include the questionability of ‘secure third countries’ as a legal construction; there is also some doubt as to whether Turkey
 qualifies as a ‘secure state’ under the Erdogan administration. Syrian refugees do not receive the rights due
 to them under the Geneva Convention. Instead they are fobbed off with a more
 meagre temporary protection status. Reports are furthermore piling up of
 deportations from Turkey to Syria. Turkish citizens too have felt a
 deterioration in their human rights since the failed coup of 2016. Applications
 for asylum in the EU from Turks are rising. 
            
The aim of the agreement is to ensure that Syrians stay in Turkey and do not
 attempt the crossing to Greece or other EU countries. In return, Turkey is
 asked to impose better border controls. Turkey is obliged to take back Syrian
 refugees who arrive on the Greek Aegean islands from Turkey and are
 unsuccessful in obtaining asylum there. The EU accepts another refugee for
 every refugee who is sent back. The EU gives Turkey money for Syrian refugees
 on their territory, amounting to six billion Euro. Previously, most of the
 money ended up in the Turkish government’s coffers, in deference to Erdogan. Now it goes to aid organisations. 
            
In response to this issue, as well as to the retention of some of the aid
 monies, the Erdogan administration is using refugees to pile on the pressure.
 At the end of February/beginning of March 2020 for example, and without
 bothering to conceal their actions, they opened sections of the border, sending
 people seeking protection towards the EU. 
            
Greece and the EU on one side and Turkey on the other are flinging harsh
 accusations at each other. The EU is accused of wrongfully rejecting refugees;
 Turkey, of opening the border and attempting extortion. A section of this book
 concerns the refugee situation in Turkey. The accuracy of Turkey’s reproach concerning the way the EU is pushing back refugees does indicate that
 disregard for the rights of refugees in the Eastern Mediterranean is not the
 sole preserve of the Erdogan government.

The militarised foreign policy of Turkey 
            
The numerous disputes in which the Erdogan administration has played a part – in Syria, Libya, the Eastern Mediterranean, Nagorno-Karabakh and most recently
 Cyprus have led to discomfort in the EU. Neither the EU nor the international
 community (in other words, the UN) have so far helped to provide a material
 solution to these disputes. And this has left a vacuum which Erdogan has
 exploited, even to the point of military action. 
            
It became apparent as early as 2019 that the Erdogan administration was bent on
 a more aggressive and militarised foreign policy. First, it was already clear
 at that point that Turkey’s economic and political crises were reaching a tipping point. Erdogan’s government was becoming ever more dependent on its ultra-nationalist coalition
 partner, the MHP. That is why they evoked ‘national unity’ using the country’s military strength; nationalistic discourse was used to split the opposition
 and thus stabilise inherent power. Second, it emerged that Erdogan’s foreign policy was about to isolate the country to such an extent that they
 would have to take a hard line just to be able to sit at the negotiating table. 
            
This was most evident in the aggressive manner they adopted in dealing with the
 dispute on the Eastern Mediterranean gas reserves. The intervention in the
 Libyan conflict is moreover closely linked to this agreement. 
            
But war and a militarised foreign policy are unacceptable. This applies to
 Turkey just as much as to the US and Russia or Germany and France: indeed, to
 the EU and NATO too. When one examines the ongoing conflicts as well as their
 underlying causes, one realises that several powers are involved. 
            
Conclusions of the EU – what should happen, 
and what is happening 
            
The export of weapons from EU Member States to Turkey must finally be forbidden.
 This is long overdue. Yet all appeals to the Council and the Commission for a
 more resolute approach to Turkey’s autocratic regime have so far died away, achieving nothing. At most, minor
 sanctions are in the offing – not because of the disregard of human rights and the infringement of
 international law – but on account of the violation of EU Member States’ geostrategic interests and of the Erdogan government’s solo actions and attendant insubordination. 
            
Clearly, the EU is playing a double game. Their agenda, on the one hand, is the
 future ‘taming’ of the Erdogan regime, coordinated with the US government, as one of the first
 focal points of renewed transatlantic cooperation; on the other hand, it is not
 a good idea to drive out Erdogan, either as a NATO partner or as someone who
 can deflect the influx of refugees into the EU. EU strategists must withdraw
 their notions of a weapons embargo. Anyone rightfully admonishing another state
 for its militarised foreign policy should not be aiding and abetting that
 policy through arms supplies. 
            
The October summit – a turning point? 
            
At the council summit held in October 2020, conclusions on external relations
 were drawn: 
            
‘The EU has a strategic interest in a stable and secure environment in the
 Eastern Mediterranean and in the development of a cooperative and mutually
 beneficial relationship with Turkey. Pursuing dialogue in good faith and
 abstaining from unilateral actions which run counter to the EU interests and
 violate international law and the sovereign rights of EU Member States is an
 absolute requirement in this regard.’ 2



In order to place these important passages in their proper context, one should
 note that a few days prior to the summit, thousands of opposition members had
 once again been incarcerated in Turkey. Yet neither the Council Decision in
 October, nor that of December 2020 contains key passages on the human rights
 situation in Turkey. The suspension of basic rights, as well as the repression
 of opposition groups and dissenters would seem not to be guiding principles of
 an EU summit’s findings. 
            
However, the Erdogan administration’s foreign policy manoeuvres and the increasingly military behaviour of the
 Turkish government do appear to have impelled the heads of state to threaten,
 or resolve to take, symbolic measures against the AKP government. 
            
First, there came the incursion by Turkish troops in Northern Syria in 2019 in
 violation of international law, which targeted in particular the Syrian
 Democratic Forces (SDF)3. Then, Ankara undertook military intervention in response to a request in early
 2020 from the Sarraj government. The aim here was to lay the groundwork – through a treaty with the recognised leader of Libya – for a share in the agreement on gas in the Eastern Mediterranean. There
 followed provocation in the form of gas drilling and an aggressive approach
 towards Greece and other EU Member States whom Turkey wished to exclude from
 drilling rights and access to natural gas. At the same time, Ankara lent
 support to the Azerbaijani Government in order to resolve the conflict in
 Nagorno-Karabakh; she thereby precipitated the offensive organised by Baku
 which led on 27 September 2020 to a six-week war, which claimed several
 thousand lives. 
            
Despite this, President Erdogan wrote a letter before the October summit
 reiterating his desire to remain a thoroughly business-like partner for the EU.
 He therefore requested that any decisions detrimental to relations be avoided,
 underlining Turkey’s continued readiness to ‘enter into dialogue’ and to be available for ‘cooperation’. In particular, he highlighted the refugee agreement, pointing to common
 interests in the ‘fight against terrorism’ and ‘illegal migration’, as well as in the areas of economic and energy policy.4

Turkey, a strategic partner 
            
Turkey’s strategic importance for the prevailing policies of the EU is obvious: first,
 Turkey is a NATO member and second, a very important market for European goods.
 As a regional power, she is also critical. Last but not least, Turkey is also a
 significant consumer of European weapons and weapons systems – particularly those of German suppliers. 
            
Added to this is the agreement on refugees, an essential component of the EU’s false policy of turning refugees away; nor should Turkey’s geographical position be forgotten. It is vitally important for supply chains
 in the Middle East and the Far East. 
            
And it is based on these factors that a European Union, desirous of keeping its
 status as an economic power with a say in global politics, professes its
 interest in a ‘strategic partnership’ with Turkey.5 Various strategic and economic interests in regard to EU-Turkish relations,
 which France and Germany share, will not impede the weightier interests of the
 alliance in the longer term. 
            
It would therefore seem that EU relations with Turkey will always be founded on
 the EU’s own interests and those of her member countries. As long as a Turkish
 president does not fundamentally stand in the way of these interests, the EU
 will continue to cultivate the relationship. Another part of the equation is
 speculation, on the part of both EU heads of state and the administration of
 the EU, that rulers will at some point step down whereas the central geographic
 and strategic importance of Turkey is permanent. This is the clear and cynical
 viewpoint from which European foreign policy is directed, purely by its own
 visions of profit and power. 
            
Sadly, the example of Turkey illuminates the EU’s interpretation of human rights, freedom of the press and civil society: they
 claim these values for themselves. In foreign policy, such values are swiftly
 professed where no conflict with economic or geopolitical purposes obtains;
 even better if the same values are means of achieving those ends. If a conflict
 with own interests exists however, the EU quickly turns a blind eye. 
            
The EU’s approach to the Erdogan administration might be characterised as a ‘carrot and stick’ approach. 
            
More ‘stick’ 

To look at the various interrelations with Turkey in 2020 is to recognise that the EU’s main activity lay in defusing the centrifugal tendencies of the Erdogan
 administration in its domestic, but more particularly its foreign policies.
 These were questions of damage limitation and fathoming out how to continue to
 collaborate on individual matters; no longer can one talk about consolidating
 relations. Even economic cooperation is currently stagnating, rather than
 expanding or being strengthened.

In the 2020 conclusions and decisions of the Council, the outlook for 2021 would
 seem to be the use of slightly more ‘stick’ than ‘carrot’ in EU-Turkey relations. 
            
Hence the Council determined to impose restrictive measures in view of
 unacceptable drilling activities in the Eastern Mediterranean and invited High
 Representative Joseph Borrell and the Commission to submit for deliberation, by
 March 2021, a ‘report on the state of play concerning EU-Turkey political, economic and trade
 relations and on instruments and options for how to proceed, including with
 regard to the extension and the scope of the above ruling’.6

Ahead of the December summit, High Representative Joseph Borrell wrote: 
            
‘For the EU and the US, a stable and secure environment in the Eastern
 Mediterranean is in our strategic interest. We should seek to coordinate
 efforts in our relations with Turkey, and overcome the current challenges’. 
            


The most important outcome of the December 2020 EU summit is thus the
 declaration of political intent, in agreement with the US, to define and
 coordinate relations with Turkey for the year 2021. 
            
Under Trump, the US administration repeatedly warned the government in Ankara
 against the acquisition and deployment of the Russian S400 missile defence
 system. The Pentagon and NATO said that such actions would be incompatible with
 Turkey’s obligations as a NATO partner. For this reason, the US imposed sanctions in
 December 2020. 
            
After the ‘lapses’ in transatlantic relations between the EU and US during the Trump years, the EU
 now sees the chance to engage the newly elected Biden government in helping to
 steer Turkey towards the ‘right path’, should the Turkish ruler see fit to undertake further foreign policy exploits
 against the (capital) interests of the EU or US. 
            
How far the interests of the EU and the Biden administration converge remains to
 be seen over the next few years – with respect to Turkey, yes, but not exclusively, of course. 
            
In their shared approach, the EU and US will above all endeavour to curtail
 those elements in Turkey that pursue a Eurasian foreign policy approach.7 As far as domestic policies are concerned, it will be a matter of strengthening
 the voices that seek a return to the parliamentary system and stand for the
 rule of law and independent institutions, where investment necessitates this.
 These aspects are also significant for the government in Washington. Everything
 else – whether Turkey’s role in NATO, in the region, in the Balkans, her relationship with China,
 Russia, Iran and Israel, etc., – must be negotiated in a larger context with the US. It is also true that
 relations between the US and EU have changed enormously. There will be no
 simple ‘return to the status quo ante’. On that, both sides are agreed. 
            
One might also say that EU-Turkey relations were, up to a few years ago, an
 integral if also contradictory aspect of EU-US relations. The Erdogan regime
 and four years of Trump resulted in those relations becoming an unresolved
 problem. Now, relations with Turkey must be rearranged, potentially as an
 initial focal point for renewed transatlantic cooperation. 
            
In the meantime, the Erdogan administration has recognised the seriousness of
 the situation and the President has several times sent out messages in the EU’s direction. He has rescinded reforms in the justice system and expressed a
 conviction that Turkey’s place should be at the side of the EU. Since that time, the exchange
 concerning future relations between the EU and Turkey has resumed, albeit
 without any transparency in respect of the negotiations and their content. 
            
Now, there is much to suggest that the Turkish government could amend laws,
 which would result in more security for foreign investment. Here, the principle
 of the rule of law must apply. Investment is certainly something Turkey
 urgently needs in order to stop the further decline of the Turkish currency,
 the LIRA, and to curb the economic crisis. If the Erdogan administration does
 not emerge from the economic slump, they will not be able to conquer their own
 crisis. 
            
Erdogan’s message to the EU is clear: I understand what you are saying when you talk of
 democracy and human rights – you mean economic ties. This is my abiding interest too. Yet in tandem with
 this message, Erdogan attacks the opposition in ever harsher ways. Assaults by
 paramilitary units mount up, as seen from the case of Gökhan Günes.8

The central question in the 2021 discussion on EU-Turkey relations therefore
 remains: What is at stake for the EU? After a few flagship reforms, will the
 economic and geostrategic interests of the EU be the deciding factor, or will a
 position be taken for international law, democracy and human rights?  
            
Most European citizens believe in these values and adhere to them. Without
 harbouring naive illusions about the predominant policies of the EU, also with
 regard to its policy on Turkey, it is in fact up to populations and to
 progressive forces to exert more pressure on European governments and the
 institutions of the EU so that they declare themselves defenders of these
 values. And so that a plethora of soapbox speeches can be followed up with
 (foreign) policy action. 
            

1‘Saray hükümeti’ is a current criticism in Turkey, underlining the one-man-rule of the country
 by President Erdogan. 
                
2 https://www.consilium.europa.eu/de/press/press-releases/2020/10/01/european-council-conclusions-on-external-relations-1-october-2020/?fbclid=IwAR2Wjp_PujE9__ihf2xyebEXGWnllLkwAtBIYjJsAz0KCvX89Ag9cgnf0E 
                
3 The dominant forces in the Rojava region. 
                
4https://www.dw.com/tr/erdo%C4%9Fandan-zirve-%C3%B6ncesi-ab-liderlerine-mektup/a-55102100 
                
5This is not my own political opinion, but a description of the present
 prevailing policy of the EU. 
                
6https://www.consilium.europa.eu/de/meetings/european-council/2020/12/10-11/ 
                
7This means the elements that paid no heed to the previous compatibility of
 Turkish foreign and security policies with the (capital) interests of the EU
 or, from the United States’ point of view, the (capital) interests of the US. 
                
8 Günes is a young construction worker from Istanbul and member of a left-wing party
 in Turkey. In January 2021 he was abducted by unknown men who called themselves
 ‘the Invisible’, kept him prisoner for six days and tortured him. Apparently, whilst being
 tortured, Günes was offered the chance of cooperation with the ‘Invisible’. 
                


A brief overview of the status of the press in Turkey 





Gökhan Durmuş 


Issues surrounding freedom of the press and freedom of expression in Turkey is a
 topic frequently raised by journalists, trade unions and professional
 organizations, and from time to time by opposition politicians. The limits of
 press freedom in Turkey were never fully defined in the past. However, after
 2002, when the AKP came to power, and especially since 2006, the government’s policies in the media sector have played a major role in the country’s press arriving at its present situation. 
            
President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who was intolerant of criticism against his
 actions even during his term as mayor, took steps to control the media at every
 opportunity. There have been both changes in media ownership and
 monopolization. He encouraged businesspeople close to him to acquire newspapers
 and television channels and provided financial incentives (credit support
 through state banks, public tenders etc.).

Since 2010, the pressure on journalists has increased even further. Conspiracies
 were set up against journalists through the media channels of his former
 companion Fethullah Gülen and his community. Dozens of journalists were deprived of their liberty with
 the Ergenekon and KCK cases that lasted for years. During this period, dozens
 of journalists were imprisoned, they were branded as terrorists and were
 humiliated in front of society. The character assassinations aimed at
 journalists continue to this day in various ways. 
            
The conflict of interests between Erdogan and Fethullah Gülen and the subsequent coup attempt gave Erdogan the opportunity to create
 exactly the conditions he wanted. Politically, all power was concentrated in
 one man. Operations carried out against opposition groups after the coup
 attempt also included media organizations and journalists. Again, dozens of
 journalists were sent to prison.  

Media organizations trying to uphold journalism were either bought out or shut
 down one by one. Aydin Dogan, who was the owner of Hürriyet newspaper which has been described as the flagship media outlet in
 Turkey, was forced to sell his newspapers and television channels to a
 businessperson close to the government because of the government’s financial pressure and threats. 
            
Thus, the government, which controls 90 percent of the media through media
 bosses with close political ties, increased its influence even more. After this
 change in the media sector, hundreds of journalists lost their jobs and began
 to search for a new way. The reason why online media has grown so rapidly in
 Turkey is that these unemployed journalists established new channels in which
 to practice their profession. By establishing new, alternative news channels,
 the freedom of the people to receive information was actively being defended. 
            
The government, which is hostile to real and qualified news, has never given up
 on its quest to close these new channels. Broadcasting bans, access bans and
 penalties were often unlawfully imposed. The Information Technologies and
 Communication Authority was put in place to prevent the spread of online news.
 Undesirable news and content were censored, access was banned, and news
 websites were closed. 
            
Social media usage has increased rapidly in Turkey in the last two years. Just
 like citizens, journalists started to deliver news to the public through their
 social media accounts. When interactions on social media increased and the news
 announced on these platforms became more wide-spread and more effective, the
 government also began implementing restrictions in this area. Although it is
 presented to the public as “the obligation of having point of contact in Turkey for international companies,” the latest regulations form the legal basis for censorship of social media
 accounts. The “access ban on previous news items” included within the scope of this legal regulation aims to restrict access to
 historical government acts, and to erase its mistakes from social media memory.
 By banning access to or deleting videos depicting the close relation with the
 archenemy and former partner FETÖ, the aim is to erase it from the public’s memory. 
            
Various pressure tactics against the 10 percent of the media which the
 government cannot control continue to be fully implemented. The Press
 Advertisement Institution (BIK), which was established in order to distribute
 public advertisements fairly and prevent political and economic pressure on the
 media, is used for exactly the opposite of its founding principles. This
 institution, whose autonomy was removed, then started to function like the
 private office of the President. The BIK, which is responsible for imposing
 numerous baseless and unlawful penalties against opposition media
 organizations, is now also using financial force to make them tow the
 government’s line. For example, BIK has not placed any public advertisements in the
 Evrensel and BirGün newspapers for almost a year citing baseless and unlawful reasons.
 Intimidation tactics are being applied against newspapers and journalists, who
 are merely trying to do their jobs as journalists, with numerous investigations
 and criminal proceedings. 
            
An unprecedented number of defamation lawsuits have been commenced against
 journalists and even against ordinary citizens over recent years. The
 defamation cases, which were previously limited to the alleged defamation of
 President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, have recently started to include those in his
 immediate circle. People, journalists and politicians living in Turkey are not
 allowed to criticize the President nor the people within his immediate
 vicinity; they cannot even write about them. For example, a lawsuit was filed
 against a journalist who covered an illegal building project of the Presidency’s Director of Communications, and access to the news item was barred.

Courts are overwhelmed with proceedings against journalists who are accused of
 nothing other than carrying out their journalistic work. The fact that courts
 are overstretched is evidence for the fact that the judiciary has long since
 lost its impartiality. 72 journalists are still locked away in various prisons
 in Turkey, deprived of their liberty because of their news reports. 
            
The press, which can be considered the eyes and ears of the public in uncovering
 the truth, is an indispensable element of democracy. However, it has become
 quite difficult to say that the press is playing this role in Turkey. Political
 polarization in society has also affected journalists. So-called “journalists” have emerged, who do not protect the public interest but act as executors for
 the government and target their colleagues. There is no almost no news item
 that has not been censored. And because of the increasing pressure,
 self-censorship has become a strong factor obstructing journalism. 
            
Today, it has become commonplace for newspapers under the control of the
 government to have the same daily headlines as if they were prepared by a
 single source. 
            
There is a relatively low level of unionization and organization in the media
 sector.  There are 25,000 people employed in that sector, with 10,000 unemployed.
 Journalists are forced to work as freelancers, without insurance and accept low
 paid work. The division among professional organizations also deepens the
 problems faced by professionals in the field of journalism. 
            
However, the struggle to change this negative image and to organize journalists
 in unions in order to get the respect the profession deserves continues. It has
 never been possible for journalists to be completely silenced in our country.
 We have no doubt that journalism, which survived the Abdülhamit period and its repressions only to grow stronger as a result, will
 survive today’s difficulties as well. 
            
  


