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he Peri Tower Hotel is 
the latest to throw in the 
towel.

“By the end of No-
vember, we will shut our 

doors to tourists,” said Nazif Demir, 
the manager of the hotel, which has 
been a landmark in Cappadocia in 
central Turkey since 1995.

“All we know is, 2017 will be even 
harder than this year,” he said.

The closure is one of the many in 
Turkey’s deeply troubled tourism 
sector, shattered since mid-2015.

Tourism Ministry figures indicate 
that the number of foreign visitors 
to Turkey dropped 31.9% to 20.2 
million in the first nine months 
of the year compared to the same 
period in 2015. September marked 
the 14th consecutive monthly de-
cline, with several terrorist attacks, 
a failed coup attempt and bilateral 
tensions with Russia seen as pri-
mary culprits for the overall drop in 
tourism over the past few years.

“This a catastrophe,” said Meh-
met Isler, the head of Turkish Ho-
tel Owners Association, “and 2017 
does look even worse.”

Istanbul, one of Turkey’s main 
magnets for foreign visitors, is vis-
ibly shaken by big decreases in the 
number of tourists. As of the end of 

October, more than 600 shops, out 
of a total of 3,600, in the Grand Ba-
zaar had shut down. Another 1,500 
are at risk of going out of business, 
market insiders said.

The district of Pera looks deso-
late. Even international chains such 
as McDonald’s and Starbucks chose 
to shut branches. The same is true 
in Nuruosmaniye, a traditional 
old town market usually buzzing 
with activity, and Baghdad Street, 
a posh strip on the Asian side of 
town. There are also reports of the 
mass closures of shops in Istanbul’s 
many modern shopping malls.

Antalya, usually a tourism hub, 
has seen a 60% decrease in the 
number of visitors in the past ten 
months. Local sources said revenue 
losses could be as high as $5 billion.

Because of the drop in tourists, 
10% of the Turkish Airlines fleet has 
been frozen, indicating big losses.

The Turkish lira has been losing 
value at an increasing rate. It has 
been subjected to de facto devalua-
tion by 24% since March 2015, 11.4% 
since April.

“It is on a razor’s edge,” wrote 
Seyfettin Gursel, an expert on the 
macro economy. “The Central Bank 
is inefficient. We should postpone 
our hopes for a low inflation indefi-
nitely.”

The official jobless rate in Turkey 
is 11.4%. The percentage of people 
truly unemployed is likely much 
higher.

All this does not bode well for a 
country dragged into a profound 
political crisis and social instability.

Turkish President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan’s relentless push for a re-
gime change under the guise of 
introducing a presidential system 
that will equip him with enormous 

executive powers lies beneath the 
turmoil. Polarisation deepens as he 
forces the pace.

The measures he endorsed under 
emergency rule have had an intimi-
dating effect on foreign investment 
and financial markets. These in-
clude the arbitrary seizure of prop-
erty and assets whose value could 
amount to $10 billion that belong 
to the Anatolian business circles 

accused of being tied to the Gulen 
movement, which the government 
accuses of being behind the failed 
July coup.

Erdogan’s denigrating rhetoric to-
wards European leaders has made 
matters worse. That 75% of foreign 
investment to Turkey comes from 
the European Union is enough to 
explain the economic damage be-
ing done.

”Continued degradation of the 
rule of law or, indeed, the possibil-
ity of civil strife entails a potential 
disruption in the manufacturing ac-
tivities of EU firms that have locat-
ed major production sites in Turkey 
thanks to the EU-Turkey Customs 
Union,” wrote Marc Pierini, a for-
mer diplomat and expert on Tur-
key.

“‘The same goes for a host of 
major EU operators in the fields of 
retail trade, banking and insurance 
and energy.”

Nothing, at the moment, seems 
to stop the bleeding of the econo-
my. “Within the last week, Central 
Bank’s currency and gold reserves 
decreased by $5.59 billion. In the 
past 4 months foreign currency ac-
counts went down by $17.3 billion, 
wrote Ugur Gurses, a columnist 
with the daily Hurriyet. “Now [Cen-
tral Bank] reserves are down on $ 
117.5 billion, and this is the biggest 
loss since 2009.”

The one political figure who 
seems to understand the urgent 
need to resolve the economic and 
political crises is Deputy Prime 
Minister Mehmet Simsek. In a re-
cent closed-door meeting with 
business people, he said: “Democ-
racy matters a lot. A Turkey that is 
detached from the European Union 
will be perceived as a third world 
country.”

In a domain where nobody dares 
stand up to the president, it does 
not seem likely that Erdogan will 
pay attention. Such challenges in 
Turkey are seen as sufficient reason 
to get fired.

Yavuz Baydar is a Turkish 
journalist and occasional 
contributor to The Arab Weekly.
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urkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, seeming-
ly invigorated by the fail-
ure of the July attempted 
coup to unseat him, has 

been asserting his country’s right 
to insert itself directly into the con-
flicts tearing apart its neighbours.

Turkish planes have been en-
gaged in air strikes against the Is-
lamic State (ISIS) in both Iraq and 
Syria, where Ankara’s local proxies 
have been pushing forward since 
they mounted a cross-border of-
fensive in August to stop Kurdish 
forces taking over territory aban-
doned by ISIS on Turkey’s southern 
periphery.

Erdogan dispatched his troops to 
northern Iraq, ostensibly as train-
ers, to the great consternation of the 
Baghdad government.

On the diplomatic front, Erdog-
an has patched up relations with 
Russia and even mended Turkey’s 
strained ties with Israel.

Alarmingly, from the perspective 
of Turkey’s neighbours, he has ref-
erenced the 1920 National Pact that 
asserted Turkish sovereignty over 
territory as far as Kirkuk and Erbil 
in the east, Aleppo in the south and 
even Thessaloniki in present-day 
Greece.

This latest expression of Er-
dogan’s latent neo-Ottomanism is 
something of a rhetorical device, 
designed to justify Turkey’s claim 
to have a say in the eventual out-
comes of the conflicts in Iraq and 
Syria rather than as a threat to ex-
pand the country’s borders.

At the same time, Turkish de-
mands for the ousting of Syrian 
President Bashar Assad as a condi-
tion for a peace settlement there 
have become less strident. That 
is, in part, a reflection of the rap-
prochement with Moscow that fol-
lowed President Vladimir Putin’s 
swift support for Erdogan in the 
wake of the July coup attempt.

The official line is still that Assad 
has to go. However, Turkish Prime 
Minister Binali Yildirim acknowl-
edged this summer that Turkey 
might be prepared to sit down with 
Assad during a transition period. In 
the end, however, there was noth-
ing to choose between Assad and 
ISIS, and both would have to go, ac-
cording to Yildirim.

It was an instructive intervention, 
not just in terms of an apparent sof-
tening of the Turkish tone towards 
Assad but also in its assumption 
that Turkey would have a central 
role in determining Syria’s future.

Yildirim did not, of course, ne-
glect to include the Kurds as part of 
Turkey’s trinity of evil alongside As-
sad and ISIS.

Ankara has done little to disguise 
the fact that those it regards as 
Kurdish terrorists, both in Syria and 
at home, are the real target of its 
new assertiveness. Turkey did little 
to confront ISIS when it was in its 
ascendancy but has now intervened 
at a time when the jihadists are on 
the retreat to make sure the Kurds 
do not take over new territory.

Turkey stood back in 2014 when 
the Syrian Kurds defending the bor-
der town of Kobane looked doomed 
to succumbing to an ISIS siege and 
was even accused of aiding the ji-

hadists by allowing volunteers to 
reach the battlefront across Tur-
key’s porous border.

Since the Syrian Kurdish People’s 
Protection Units (YPG) followed up 
their eventual victory at Kobane 
with further advances that might 
have allowed them to link up with 
Kurdish territory in the west, An-
kara has insisted on becoming in-
volved.

That has created friction with the 
United States, which has backed the 
Kurds as the most effective force on 
the ground against ISIS. The Ameri-
cans moved to defuse the tensions 
in November by overseeing a with-
drawal of YPG forces east of the Eu-
phrates, Turkey’s self-declared red 
line.

As the YPG moved out of the Syri-

an border town of Manbij after oust-
ing ISIS and training local forces to 
defend the town, US special envoy 
Brett McGurk said the development 
was a “milestone” in the conflict. It 
may represent a short-lived respite, 
however.

The YPG has said it would now 
move on to the city of Raqqa, the 
de facto capital of ISIS’s self-pro-
claimed border-spanning Islamic 
caliphate, in northern Syria, despite 
Turkey’s insistence it should keep 
out of that battle too.

Across the border in Iraq, there 
has also been a measure of success 
in talking down escalating tensions 
between Ankara and Baghdad. Tur-
key has cast itself as the putative 
defender of the Sunni community 
and of Turkmen rights in an area of 

historic national interest.
The two sides now appear to have 

reached an accommodation in the 
dispute over Erdogan’s dispatch of 
troops to the Bashiqa camp outside 
Mosul.

After Turkey’s belated direct in-
tervention in the Iraqi and Syrian 
conflicts, Erdogan is unapologetic. 
“Turkey cannot intervene against 
the threats right next to it?” he 
asked fellow Islamic leaders in Oc-
tober. “We will never accept this. 
We don’t need permission for this, 
and we don’t plan on getting it.” 

Harvey Morris has written several 
books on the Middle East, includ-
ing No Friends but the Mountains: 
The Tragic History of the Kurds, 
published in 1993.
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Turkish special force police officers patrol at the scene
of a motor-bike bomb explosion, next to a police station,
on October 6th, in Istanbul.                                                                    (AFP)

News & Analysis

Erdogan’s 
denigrating rhetoric 
towards European 
leaders has made 
matters worse.

A K9 unit patrols along a wall on the border line between Turkey and Syria, near the south-eastern 
village of Besarslan, in Hatay province, Turkey, on November 1st.                                                           (Reuters) 
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