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he death of a 9-year-old 
girl during heavy fighting 
between security forces 
and Kurdish rebels in 
south-eastern Turkey has 

become a political football in the 
campaign before upcoming parlia-
mentary elections.

Elif Simsek was killed September 
27th when a shell hit her family’s 
house in Bismil. Five other people 
in the house were injured. The bar 
association in the nearby city of Di-
yarbakir called for an independent 
inquiry into the incident but with 
tensions between the police and 
Kurdish militants running high, no 
investigation has begun.

Both sides in the Kurdish conflict, 
which reignited in late July when 
a two-year ceasefire broke down, 
blamed the other for the child’s 
death. Authorities said a rocket-pro-
pelled grenade (RPG) was fired by 
members of the outlawed Kurdistan 
Workers’ Party (PKK), who were tar-
geting police vehicles at a roadblock 
near the house. They said security 
forces do not use RPGs. Turkish 
Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu 
said “terrorists who fired at police 
with a rocket launcher killed our 
9-year-old girl Elif”.

Ali Simsek, an uncle of Elif’s and 
a Kurdish activist, said at the girl’s 
funeral that Turkish security forc-
es were committing “massacres” 
against Kurds. Another family mem-
ber told pro-Kurdish media that po-
lice had fired directly on Elif’s house. 
Pictures from the house showed 
blood-splattered walls in the room 
where Elif died. On Twitter, PKK 
supporters said the “barbaric Turk-
ish state” had killed the girl.

Bismil, like other towns in Tur-
key’s south-east, has become a stage 
for a power struggle between the 
government and the PKK. In recent 
months, rebel units declared several 

towns to be “autonomous”, digging 
trenches and erecting roadblocks to 
keep the police and army out. Secu-
rity forces responded by sealing off 
cities and introducing curfews.

The fighting marks a new stage 
in the PKK’s long-running bid for 
Kurdish self-rule in Anatolia that 
started when the rebels took up 
arms against Ankara in 1984. More 
than 40,000 people have died in the 
conflict. Peace talks between Ankara 
and jailed PKK leader Abdullah Oca-
lan yielded the ceasefire that went 
into effect in 2013 but negotiations 
have been suspended because of the 
surge in violence.

As the country prepares for 
snap elections on November 1st, 
the governing Justice and Devel-
opment Party (AKP) of President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan and the 
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), 
Turkey’s main legal Kurdish party, 
have emerged as the main rivals in 
the Kurdish area.

 The election was called because 
the regular vote in June produced 
a hung parliament.

One focus of the AKP campaign 
is trying to win back voters of con-
servative and anti-PKK Kurds who 
sided with the HDP in June, help-
ing the Kurdish party win 13% of 
the nationwide vote.

With the election looming and 
almost daily clashes in the south-
east, the Kurdish conflict has be-
come the main issue on voters’ 
minds. A recent survey by poll-
ing firm Metropoll indicated that 
42.2% of voters asked said they 
regarded the Kurdish violence 
as the country’s most pressing 
problem, far ahead of issues such 
as unemployment and inflation. 
AKP officials said polls are show-
ing an increase of support for their 
party.

Erdogan is barred from party 
politics by the constitution be-
cause of his position but has still 
been campaigning openly for the 
AKP. He denounced the PKK and 
suspected rebel supporters among 
Kurds. 

He used a speech opening the 
new session of parliament on 
October 1st to appeal to Kurdish 
voters to turn away from the PKK 
and, by association, from the HDP. 
“The faith, moral values and hon-
our of my Kurdish brothers do not 
comply with such an organisa-
tion,” Erdogan said.

HDP deputies left the chamber 
in protest during Erdogan’s ad-
dress.

In his speech, the president 

cited the death of Elif Simsek and 
other children killed in Kurdish 
clashes as examples for the PKK’s 
cruelty. “My Kurdish brothers 
bear the brunt of terror” by the 
PKK, Erdogan said. “There can be 
no connection between my Kurd-
ish brothers and those who have 
killed Elif Simsek, Yasin Boru, Fi-
rat Simpil.”

Yasin Boru, 16, was killed in 2014 
during Kurdish riots that the gov-
ernment blamed on the HDP and 
the PKK. Firat Simpil, 13, died in a 
PKK bombing in August. Pro-gov-
ernment media reported that the 
PKK had abducted more than 300 
teenagers to fill their ranks.

Rebels have accepted respon-
sibility in some cases of civilian 

deaths. Murat Karayilan, a lead-
ing PKK commander, apologised 
for the death of Firat Simpil and 
that of Abdullah Biroglu, a doctor 
killed by rebels guarding a road-
block in Diyarbakir province.

However, HDP leaders say Elif’s 
death was the result of ruthless 
operations by the security forc-
es. “We will remain upright like 
Elif,” party co-chairwoman Figen 
Yuksekdag wrote on her Twitter 
account. Referring to Erdogan’s 
presidential palace and the ruling 
party, she condemned “terror by 
the palace and the AKP”.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab 
Weekly correspondent in 
Istanbul.
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Relatives of Elif Simsek in the Bismil district of Diyarbakir, on September 28, 2015
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T 

urkey is struggling to 
provide education for 
hundreds of thousands 
of Syrian refugees cut off 
from schools and univer-

sities after fleeing the war in their 
homeland. Officials and analysts 
said failure to educate the refugees 
could result in a “lost generation” 
of immigrant youngsters in Turkey.

Getting Syrian children into 
schools is another challenge facing 
Turkey as it provides a haven for 
approximately 2 million Syrians, 
many of whom have been in the 
country for up to four years and are 
destitute.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan said Turkey has spent $7.5 
billion to care for the Syrians, who 
are called “guests” in official Turk-
ish parlance but do not enjoy offi-
cial refugee status.

Two out of three of the more than 
600,000 Syrian children in Turkey 
do not attend school, Yusuf Buyuk, 
a deputy undersecretary in the 
Education Ministry in Ankara, said 
October 3rd during the presenta-
tion of an action plan supported 
by the United Nations’ children’s 
agency UNICEF.

“The work under way has the aim 
to prevent Syrian children from be-
coming a lost generation and to en-
able them to build a bright future 

for themselves,” Buyuk said. He 
said there was a danger that unedu-
cated youngsters could join crimi-
nal gangs.

Analysts warned that securing 
access to education for Syrian chil-
dren was not just a moral duty but 
a political necessity. “Not providing 
education to refugees poses a long-
term risk of social consequences,” a 
report by Turkish research organi-
sations Orsam and Tesev said ear-
lier this year.

Ankara wants to enroll 400,000 
Syrians into schools by the end 
of the school year next summer, 
Buyuk said. About 30 schools have 

been built for Syrian children and 
some existing Turkish schools have 
started to work in a two-shift sys-
tem, teaching Turkish children in 
the morning before Syrian volun-
teer teachers arrive to lead classes 
for young Syrians in the afternoon.

In an effort to boost education 
for Syrian children, UNICEF has 
worked with Turkish authorities 
on developing plans for different 
Turkish regions. The organisation’s 
Turkey representative, Philippe 
Duamelle, said UNICEF was ready 
to support Turkey to reach its “am-
bitious aim” of getting hundreds of 
thousands of Syrian children into 

school.
Special schools for Syrians are 

operating in Turkish refugee camps 
that house about 15% of the Syrian 
refugee population. 

Sefika Bicer, an Education Min-
istry official in the border province 
of Hatay, told the state-run Anad-
olu news agency that 230,000 Syr-
ian children are in school. About 
85,000 of those attend school in 
refugee camps; 105,000 are educat-
ed in facilities earmarked for Syr-
ians outside the camps and 40,000 
have found a place in a Turkish 
state school.

Many children are taught by Syr-
ian teachers hired from among the 
refugees. Buyuk said Syrian teach-
ers were paid $150-$220 a month, 
much less than a Turkish teacher, 
who earns at least $730 a month.

Separate efforts are under way to 
find ways for older Syrian teenag-
ers to attend university. The Turk-
ish government provides scholar-
ships for several hundred Syrian 
students every year but only about 
2,000 Syrian students are enrolled 
at Turkish universities, according 
to Turkish state broadcaster TRT.

For the government, efforts to 
educate the Syrians, which cost 

Turkish taxpayers $600 million in 
2014, carry the political risk of al-
ienating Turks who say the money 
spent on Syrian “guests” would 
better be spent on Turkish children 
and on fixing existing problems in 
the Turkish education system.

Opposition politician Umut 
Oran earlier this year said 1.3 mil-
lion Turkish children were not  
attending school, while 1 million 
children were exploited as child la-
bourers. Oran also said the Turkish 
system failed to provide children 
with a modern education, point-
ing to poor test results of Turkish 
pupils in comparison to other coun-
tries of the Organisation for Eco-
nomic Cooperation and Develop-
ment. He said while school classes 
in EU countries had an average of 
about 20 pupils, up to 60 children 
were crammed into some classes in 
Turkey’s poor eastern and south-
eastern regions.

Some Turks are unhappy with 
Erdogan’s decision to keep the door 
open to Syrian refugees. “There are 
just too many of them,” said Dogu-
kan Unuvar, a lawyer in Istanbul. 
“People are worrying,” he said, 
adding that many were concerned 
about Syrians resorting to theft and 
burglary to make ends meet.

As Syrians are officially banned 
from working in Turkey, many of 
them try to find illegal work, driv-
ing down wages for everyone, Unu-
var said. “Syrians will work for 1 lira 
(30 US cents) an hour,” he said.
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Syrian refugee children in Malatya, Turkey.
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