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urkey is facing its second 
general election of 2015, 
as the ruling Justice and 
Development Party 
(AKP) starts a campaign 

to regain its parliamentary major-
ity and President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan resurrects his bid to intro-
duce a presidential system.

Talks between the AKP and the 
opposition Republican People’s 
Party (CHP) on forming a coalition 
broke down August 13th, prompt-
ing Prime Minister Ahmet Davuto-
glu, who is also the AKP leader, to 
say snap elections were “the only 
option”. News reports say the poll 
could take place as early as the sec-
ond half of October.

In a last-ditch effort August 17th, 
Davutoglu tried — and failed — to 
win approval from Devlet Bahceli, 
leader of the right-wing Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP), to form an 
alliance between the two parties 
until the election. Following his 
meeting with Bahceli, Davutoglu 
said “all formulas” to form a coali-
tion had been exhausted.

Erdogan, who has remained de 
facto AKP leader despite becom-
ing head of state last year, has been 
pushing for new elections. He 
raised the stakes by making it clear 
he is still pursuing his aim of an ex-
ecutive presidency to replace the 
current parliamentary system. Er-
dogan’s first bid to get enough par-
liamentary seats to push through 
the change failed when the AKP 
lost its majority in the house in 
elections in June.

Now the president wants to try 
again.

Erdogan has stretched current 
constitutional provisions that pre-
scribe a non-partisan and mostly 

ceremonial role for the head of 
state. He has presided over cabinet 
meetings, set the political agenda 
in Ankara and attacked the op-
position on an almost daily basis. 
Erdogan says the fact that he was 
elected president by popular vote 
in 2014 gives him a strong mandate 
that should now be turned into law 
by adapting the constitution.

“Like it or not, our system of 
government has changed,” Erdog-
an said on August 14th. “Now this 
factual situation has to be clari-
fied and cemented in a new legal 
frame, a new constitution.”

CHP leader Kemal Kilicdaroglu 
said Erdogan’s statement amount-
ed to a “coup” because the presi-
dent had ignored existing rules. 
“Erdogan is saying ‘I have staged 
a coup, a new factual situation 
has been created, so now it’s time 
to build the legal framework for 
that,’” Kilicdaroglu told the Hurri-
yet daily. MHP deputy leader Sadir 
Durmaz said the president did  
not recognise the current constitu-
tion.

Critics say the breakdown of 
coalition talks show that Erdogan 
and the AKP never accepted defeat 
in the June election after govern-
ing Turkey alone for more than 12 
years. Davutoglu remains in office 
as caretaker prime minister.

The June result, which saw the 
AKP’s share of the vote drop to 
41% from almost 50% in 2011, was 
a personal defeat for Erdogan, who 
had asked voters to back his presi-
dential plans by giving the AKP a 
large majority in the house. 

However, Erdogan’s renewed 
insistence that Turkey introduce 
a presidential system indicates he 
thinks the AKP can win big in the 
new election and push through the 
changes.

The opposition accuses Erdogan 
of fanning new tensions between 
the Turkish state and Kurdish re-
bels in an effort to drive down sup-
port for the pro-Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP). The HDP’s 
entry into parliament in June with 
13% of the vote deprived the AKP 
of the majority in the chamber.

Erdogan’s supporters say fresh 
elections offer a chance for the AKP 

to regain votes it lost to the HDP 
in June. HDP voters were “sorry”, 
Yigit Bulut, Erdogan’s economic 
adviser, told the pro-government 
Sabah newspaper in August.

Heightened tensions, with al-
most daily attacks by Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK) rebels and 
bombing raids by Turkish fight-
er jets on suspected PKK posi-
tions in south-eastern Turkey 
and northern Iraq, could create 
a rally-around-the-flag momen-
tum among nationalist voters that 
would potentially benefit the AKP.

Behlul Ozkan, a political scientist 
at Istanbul’s Marmara University, 
says Erdogan and the AKP leader-
ship are convinced that peace talks 
between the government and the 
Kurdish PKK rebels in recent years 
hurt the AKP in June. 

“In their view, the peace pro-
cess gave legitimacy to the HDP 

and triggered a negative response 
by nationalist voters,” Ozkan said. 
“So the AKP said let’s stop” the 
peace process, he added.

But several polls cast doubt on 
the AKP’s expectation of emerging 
victorious from the fresh election 
now on the horizon. 

At least three polls published in 
recent weeks say the pro-Kurdish 
HDP has a good chance of remain-
ing in parliament, which would 
make it very difficult for the AKP 
to get a majority.

“There is no chance that the AKP 
will be able to govern alone after 
fresh elections,” pollster Bekir Ag-

irdir of the Konda Institute told the 
secularist newspaper Cumhuriyet. 
He added the HDP was certain to 
end up above the 10% mark parties 
need to cross to be represented in 
parliament.

As the country gears up for the 
second general election within six 
months, questions are being asked 
about the AKP’s present leader-
ship, which oversaw the campaign 
for the June election.

Pollster Adil Gur told the Inter-
nethaber news platform the gov-
erning party could not hope to 
make much headway if it left its 
leadership team and campaign 
style in place. “If the AK Party 
wants to return to government, 
the AK Party will have to change,” 
he said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
contributor in Istanbul.
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A 

ll that Rahmi Sozuer 
wanted was a place 
where he could work 
without putting his life 
in danger. But he never 

found it.
Sozuer, a former coal miner, es-

caped death on May 13, 2014, the 
day 301 of his colleagues perished in 
an underground fire in a coal mine 
in Soma in western Turkey. Sozuer 
did not work the day of the worst 
coal mine disaster in Turkish his-
tory because he had swapped shifts 
with another worker. His friend sur-
vived the disaster.

Following the catastrophe, So-
zuer, 36, decided to no longer work 
in Turkey’s notoriously unsafe 
mines. He found a job working for 
a company hired by the Bayrakli 
municipality in Izmir, about 120 
kilometres south of Soma. But on 
August 1st, Sozuer died at a con-
struction site when the dump truck 
he was driving struck a high-voltage 
electrical cable.

Deadly accidents such as that are 
everyday events in Turkey. On Au-
gust 4th, four workers at a highway 

construction site in western Turkey 
died when a scaffold collapsed. Five 
days later, two construction work-
ers were killed in the central Anato-
lian city of Kayseri. One day later, a 
worker in the northern city of Zon-
guldak was crushed to death when 
a metal door fell on him during con-
struction of a road tunnel. On Au-
gust 10th, a coal miner in Zonguldak 
died when a mine shaft collapsed.

A total of 1,886 workers were 
killed in work-related accidents in 
Turkey in 2014, according to the 
Workers’ Health and Work Safety 
Assembly, a non-governmental or-
ganisation campaigning for better 
safety standards. 

That makes the country one of 
the world’s most dangerous places 
for workers.

In a statement on its website, 
the Turkey’s Work Safety Assem-
bly called the accidents “murders”. 
In July, 166 workers were killed in 
work-related accidents, bringing 
the total in the first seven months 
of 2015 to 971, it said. Mining, con-
struction and shipbuilding are 
among the most dangerous indus-
tries.

The Economic Policy Research 
Foundation of Turkey, a think-tank 
in Ankara, said in a 2010 report that 
mining in Turkey was deadlier than 
even in China, a country known for 
frequent mining accidents. 

Based on figures from 2008, the 
report said there were 7.22 worker 
deaths per 1 million tons of coal pro-
duced in Turkey compared to 1.27 in 
China and 0.02 in the United States.

Companies’ disregard for exist-

ing safety regulations and a lack of 
oversight by authorities are seen as 
the main reasons behind Turkey’s 
poor record. 

Conditions in the mining indus-
try, which has thousands of small 
mines, have been in the spotlight 
since the Soma disaster. Mehmet 
Torun, a former chairman of the As-
sociation of Mining Engineers, told 
the newspaper Radikal in 2014 that 
about half of the 13,400 mines oper-
ating in Turkey did not comply with 
regulations.

In a 2015 report, the International 
Trade Union Confederation (ITUC), 
a labour union association, gave 
Turkey the ranking of five, putting 

it among “the worst countries in the 
world to work in”.

Earlier in August, the Republican 
People’s Party (CHP), the biggest 
opposition bloc in Turkey’s parlia-
ment, called for a parliamentary 
inquiry into the reasons behind 
the high number of work-related 
deaths. “Work-related accidents 
can easily be prevented with the 
right kind of [safety] measures and 
a modern economic policy,” CHP 
said in a statement, adding that 
about 12,700 workers had died in 
Turkey in the last 12 years.

The pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Demo-
cratic Party (HDP) said the gov-
ernment was refusing to impose 

stricter standards on the mining 
industry because it cared more 
about the well-being of companies 
than about workers. “For the gov-
ernment, the important thing is not 
the workers’ safety but the ability 
of mines to keep up production,” 
deputy HDP leader Günay Kubilay 
said.

Under Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 
Turkey’s prime minister from 2003 
until he became president in 2014, 
the government sold many former-
ly state-run coal mines, the mine in 
Soma among them.

 A trial against 45 defendants, 
among them top executives of mine 
operator Soma Holding, is under 
way in the western city of Akhisar.

Turkey recently ratified the Safe-
ty and Health in Mines Conven-
tion of the International Labour 
Organisation, which includes a 
programme of safety measures for 
governments and companies. The 
government says it wants to make 
sure workers are better trained and 
give companies incentives to im-
prove safety standards.

But critics say some of the prom-
ised improvements are being rolled 
back. Following the Soma disaster, 
the government closed 130 coal 
mines because they did not meet 
safety standards.  But the cabinet 
issued a decree giving companies 
five more years to comply with in-
ternational safety regulations.

CHP deputy Ozgur Ozel said 
about 60 of the recently closed 
mines could reopen without updat-
ing safety procedures and equip-
ment.

A total of 1,886 
workers were killed 
in work-related 
accidents in Turkey 
in 2014

A May 2014 photo shows a Turkish miner helped by workmates 
after an explosion in Soma, Manisa.
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