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UK, US suspect a bomb
caused Russian plane crash

Turkish government clamps down on opponents after poll

Istanbul

B 

olstered by a landslide 
election victory, Turkey’s 
government says it is 
reaching out to critics to 
heal the deep polarisation 

in society but observers are scepti-
cal as pressure on journalists, Kurds 
and others was stepped up immedi-
ately after the vote.

Following the triumph of his Jus-
tice and Development Party (AKP) 
in November 1st parliamentary elec-
tions, in which it captured 49.5% of 
the vote and 317 out of 550 seats 
in parliament, Turkish Prime Min-
ister Ahmet Davutoglu promised 
the government would work for all 
citizens, not just AKP voters. “There 
are no losers in this election,” Davu-
toglu said on November 3rd.

Critics accuse the government, 
however, of limiting free speech by 
moving against media critical of the 
AKP and of undermining the rule of 
law by firing and reassigning thou-
sands of judges, prosecutors and 

police officers in recent years.
President and AKP founder Recep 

Tayyip Erdogan was criticised after 
he suspended peace talks with the 
Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) and 
ordered a military crackdown after 
militants started a new wave of at-

tacks against security forces in July.
Observers of the Organisation for 

Security and Cooperation in Europe 
(OSCE) said government critics had 
been at a disadvantage during the 
election period. “Media freedom 
remains an area of serious concern 

and the number of criminal inves-
tigations of journalists and the clo-
sure of some media outlets reduced 
voters’ access to a plurality of views 
and information,” the OSCE said.

With the election over, there are 
signs that Ankara will stick to its 
tough line even after the criticism 
and Davutoglu’s pledges of a softer 
approach.

Two days after the vote, two edi-
tors of the Nokta magazine were 
put into pretrial detention over an 
article that declared the AKP win 
would be the “start of civil war” in 
Turkey. Prosecutors ordered the 
detention of 44 officials and police 
officers suspected of being follow-
ers of Fethullah Gulen, a US-based 

Turkish Islamic scholar accused 
by the government of planning a 
coup against the AKP. The Turkish 
military also said its jets resumed 
bombing of PKK positions in south-
eastern Turkey and northern Iraq.

AKP critics say those develop-
ments showed Davutoglu’s prom-
ises were empty. Turkey had “re-
turned to its old state” after the 
election, the Cumhuriyet daily said 
on November 4th. Nazli Ilicak, a 
former lawmaker and AKP sup-
porter turned government critic, 
addressed Davutoglu in a column 
for the T24 news portal, telling the 
prime minister: “Your ears should 
hear what your mouth is saying.”

Perihan Magden, a Nokta con-
tributor, said Erdogan does not tol-
erate opposition. “I thought that, 
with a voter share of 49%, Erdogan 
would return to his more democrat-
ic stance of the old days but he has 
no intention of doing so,” she said.

Thomas Seibert is an Arab Weekly 
correspondent in Istanbul.
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S and UK officials sug-
gested a bomb, possibly 
planted by Islamic State 
(ISIS) militants, caused 
the crash of a Russian 

passenger jet shortly after it left the 
Egyptian resort of Sharm el-Sheikh, 
killing all 224 people on board.

British Foreign Secretary Philip 
Hammond said on November 4th 
there was a “significant possibil-
ity that the crash was caused by an 
explosive device on board the air-
craft”.  US cable news outlet CNN 
cited an unidentified US official as 
saying there was “a definite feeling 
it was an explosive device planted 
in luggage or somewhere on the 
plane”.

The Associated Press, citing an 
unnamed US official, reported that 
“intercepted communications” led 
to the officials’ tentative conclu-
sion that a bomb had been planted 
on the aeroplane by an ISIS affiliate.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Pesk-
ov said any such allegations were 

“speculation” and Egyptian Civil 
Aviation Minister Hossam 
Kamal was reported as saying 

investigators had no “evidence 
or data confirming this theory”.

The United Kingdom suspend-
ed flights between Britain 

and Sharm el-Sheikh, 
although Egyptian For-

eign Minister Sameh 
Shoukry told CNN: “It 

is somewhat premature 
to make declarations related 

to what might or might not have 
happened to the aircraft before the 
investigation is completed and be-
fore there is a definitive cause for 
this crash.”

Metrojet flight 9268 was 23 min-
utes into its October 31st flight from 
the Egyptian resort to St Peters-
burg, Russia, when contact was lost 

and the Airbus A321-231 crashed in 
the Sinai peninsula. There were 217 
passengers and seven crew mem-
bers on board.

The plane had reached 9,400 me-
tres in altitude, too high for a shoul-
der-fired surface-to-air missile to 
reach. Metrojet official Alexander 
Smirnov said there was no techni-
cal problem or pilot error involved.

An Egyptian terrorist group 
linked to ISIS said it downed the 

plane. Egypt has been cracking 
down on the group for almost two 
years, killing hundreds of its mem-
bers and arresting many more but 
reprisals indicate the group re-
mains active.

Egyptian President Abdel Fattah 
al-Sisi called for patience until a 
proper investigation, which could 
take up to a year, was concluded. 
The plane’s flight and voice record-
ers were being examined in Cairo.

Egypt is worried its warming ties 
with Moscow could be hurt by the 
tragedy.

Russian President Vladimir Putin 
was one of few leaders outside the 
Arab world who backed the Egyp-
tian army’s overthrow of the Mus-
lim Brotherhood-backed govern-
ment in 2013. Sisi has visited Russia 

three times in less than two years 
and Cairo is also one of few foreign 
capitals visited by Putin this year.

Egypt plans to buy billions of dol-
lars of air defence systems, fighter 
jets, attack helicopters and arms 
from Russia. Russia is also expected 
to build Egypt’s first nuclear power 
plant in the north-west of the coun-
try. Security expert Ashraf Youssef 
said the plane crash would likely 
have little effect on relations be-
tween Cairo and Moscow.

“The two countries have very 
strong relations and such an acci-
dent can do nothing to shake these 
ties,” he said.

Hassan Abdel Zaher is a
Cairo-based contributor to The 
Arab Weekly.
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A Turkish woman who had lost both her legs at an explosion during 
a pro-Kurdish rally last June, casts her vote, on November 1st.
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Russian Emergencies Minister Vladimir Puchkov looks at debris from Russian airliner in Arish city, 
north Egypt, on November 1st.
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