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T 

urkey’s embattled oppo-
sition to President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan can find 
glimmers of hope in a 
shifting political land-

scape despite the strongman win-
ning a controversial referendum 
that will hugely enhance his pow-
ers.

The “no” vote totalled 48.6% in 
the April 16 poll after a lopsided 
campaign that saw the “yes” dom-
inate the airwaves with Erdogan 
speeches and flood the streets with 
pro-government billboards.

Opposition leaders have chal-
lenged the result, claiming rigging 
and a last-minute change to the 
rules by the election board dis-
torted the outcome, an argument 
vehemently rejected by the au-
thorities.

Analysts say, however, that the 
official results make troubling 
reading for the ruling Justice and 
Development Party (AKP) and Er-
dogan, who just two days before 
the poll confidently predicted that 
“yes” would win with up to 60%.

The results showed support for 
“yes” down among the young — 
especially first-time voters — and 
in big cities. Both Ankara and Is-
tanbul backed “no” despite having 
AKP mayors.

The electoral map showed Tur-
key more divided than ever with 
the “no” vote dominating from 
Thrace down into the Mediterra-

nean coast and into the Kurdish-
dominated south-east but “yes” 
holding strong in the Anatolian in-
terior and the Black Sea region.

Meanwhile, the AKP’s alliance 
with the Nationalist Movement 
Party (MHP) failed to work with 
many nationalist voters, defying 
the support of the MHP’s long-
standing and enigmatic leader 
Devlet Bahceli for the new presi-
dential system.

Pro-government columnist Ab-
dulkadir Selvi wrote in the Hurri-
yet daily that the results should be 
an early warning for the AKP ahead 
of November 2019, when presiden-
tial and parliamentary elections 
are both scheduled and most of 
the constitutional changes come 
into force.

“The political landscape is ob-
viously changing,” Ozgur Unluhi-
sarcikli, Ankara office director for 
the German Marshall Fund of the 
United States, told Agence France-
Presse.

“There are worrying signs for 
the AKP but we should not exag-
gerate. This was a referendum, not 
an election.”

Unluhisarcikli said that while 
more than 48.5% may have voted 
“no”, this was made up from di-
verse forces ranging from national-
ists to Kurds to leftists “who can-
not be brought together under a 
political programme.”

Kemal Kirisci of the Brookings 
Institution said that together the 
AKP and MHP had lost 10% in 
votes on April 16 compared with 
their combined tally in the Novem-
ber 2015 legislative elections.

“The alliance seems to have fallen 

short… despite all the bravado that 
marked their language,” he said.

Unluhisarcikli said there was a 
chance of significant change in the 
nationalist camp as dissidents give 
up on Bahceli’s leadership, raising 
the possibility of a new party.

The leader of the main opposition 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
Kemal Kilicdaroglu appears safe in 
his position after leading the “no” 
camp, although some of his cohorts 
would have liked a more aggressive 
response to the alleged poll viola-
tions.

The challenge of the pro-Kurdish 
People’s Democratic Party (HDP) 
has been diluted by the jailing of a 
dozen of its MPs, a move it says was 
punishment for daring to oppose 
Erdogan’s new system.

Those behind bars include the 
HDP’s charismatic co-leader Sela-

hattin Demirtas, who some analysts 
said would have transformed the 
“no” campaign as its main figure-
head instead of the bookish Kil-
icdaroglu.

Street protests in areas of Istanbul 
have followed the disputed results.

Although limited to anti-Erdogan 
areas and not exceeding a few thou-
sand in number, such demonstra-
tions have been unusual under the 
state of emergency that followed 
the July 15 failed coup.

“The opposition seems energised 
by the results,” said Asli Aydintas-
bas, senior fellow at the European 
Council on Foreign Relations, add-
ing the protests were however “un-
likely to be sustainable over any 
meaningful period.”

Erdogan, a former semi-profes-
sional footballer, bullishly pro-
claimed in a televised interview 

that in football a 1-0 win is the same 
as a 5-0 win. However, the narrow-
ness of the win means he lacks a 
crushing mandate for the new sys-
tem and will have to tread carefully 
on economic, foreign and domestic 
policy at a delicate time.

Analysts said he would have to 
decide whether to choose compro-
mise over his trademark confronta-
tion in dealing with a weaker econo-
my, strained ties with the European 
Union and the continued insurgen-
cy by Kurdish militants.

“Erdogan will be quite confident 
he can win the next presidential 
elections,” said Unluhisarcikli.

“What should worry him now is 
how to govern a society with a so-
cial contract signed by just 50% of 
the population.”

(Agence France-Presse)
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Unbowed. Supporters of the main opposition Republican People’s Party (CHP) chant slogans during a 
protest outside Istanbul’s Court House.                             (AP)
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The narrowness of 
Erdogan’s win 
means he lacks a 
crushing mandate 
for the new system.

I
f Turkey’s April 16 referen-
dum resulted in sealing 
unchecked powers for 
Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan, marking a 
massive slide into auto-

cratic rule, the subsequent vote 
in Strasbourg underlined another 
historic turning point.

In response to Erdogan’s 
arbitrary regime that has deep-
ened under the state of emer-
gency, the Parliamentary Assem-
bly of the Council of Europe 
(PACE) downgraded Turkey’s 
status to second league, along-
side Azerbaijan, Armenia, 
Moldova and Georgia.

This means an end to the era of 
hope that began 15 years ago 
when the Justice and Develop-
ment Party (AKP) was elected 
with the pledge that Turkey 
would be a member of the 
European Union with high 
democratic credentials.

The Council of Europe in a 
session under joyous circum-
stances 13 years ago lifted Turkey 
from its monitored status but the 
severe and systemic deteriora-
tion of fundamental rights and 
the near total collapse of the rule 
of law since Turkey’s Gezi Park 
protests in 2013 mean that the 
country has become the first for 
which the monitoring procedure 
was reopened.

This highlights the dosage of 
drama, a 180-degree turn, in the 
AKP’s story.

The vote in PACE, with 113 
votes in favour of downgrading 
and 45 against, is one of the first 
responses to Turkey’s authori-

tarianism and it may trigger a 
chain reaction.

There is little surprise that 
PACE has been the epicentre of 
open criticism to Erdogan and 
the AKP. Turkey has for nearly 
seven decades been deeply tied 
to the legal system established 
by the Council of Europe. The 
European Court has remained a 
channel of hope for many who 
felt mistreated by the authori-
ties; the Venice Commission has 
been a beacon of democracy as 
an advisory body for constitu-
tional reform.

Now, by sending Turkey to the 
lower league, PACE sent a clear 
message to the European Union 
that there is a negotiating partner 
that no longer fulfils the Copen-
hagen criteria to be able to 
continue accession talks.

The decision certainly encour-
ages deeper discussion for the 
European Union. Erdogan’s 
constant emphasis on reintro-
ducing the death penalty and his 
refusal to admit concretely that 
“there is absolutely no journalist 
in jail, those are only thieves, 
terrorists and child molesters” 
had raised eyebrows about 
Turkish accession. His remarks 
comparing Germany and the 
Netherlands to Nazis helped 
cement the belief that member-
ship under such circumstances is 
out of the question.

After the PACE vote, pessimists 
fear even worse consequences 
inside Turkey. Erdogan, known 
to be mercurial, may increase 
domestic pressure against 
dissenters, pushing for more 
severe measures, longer deten-
tion periods and an extended 
period of emergency rule — and 
challenge the Council of Europe 
by defiance. He may even refuse 
to allow its monitors to visit the 

country, simply to force the body 
to suspend Turkish membership.

Kati Piri, Turkey rapporteur of 
the European Parliament, said 
after the PACE vote that “with 
this constitution, Turkey will 
never qualify for membership, 
thus it is meaningless to continue 
the accession process.”

It was apparent that the EU 
Commission, too, was on hold 
until the PACE vote. Johannes 
Hahn, the EU commissioner for 
enlargement, had urged EU 
governments to consider chang-
ing its relationship with Turkey 
and called for a “change of 
format” in ties with Turkey. “The 
current situation is not sustain-
able,” he said. But he added the 
European Union could look at 
reinforcing cooperation with 
Turkey in areas other than EU 
membership that could benefit 
both sides.

Since the European Union is 
profoundly scared about the 
refugee influx into its soil, it will 
have to shape and offer Erdogan 
a privileged partnership of some 
sort, with a reformed customs 
union as its base. Erdogan, who 
wants a free ride with the 
trampling of human rights and 
democracy, would feel set to 
discuss such a format, limited to 
trade and investments and very 
little else.

In this context, German 
Chancellor Angela Merkel 
pursues a line of caution, even 
more than usual. She is sharply 
focused on elections in the 
autumn and wants as little 
trouble as possible with Erdogan. 
Her strategy will be to deepen 
the Turkey debate within the 
European Union as much as 
possible to reach consensus.

While deterioration with 
Europe is clear, it leaves us only 

Ankara risks a downgrade to transactional partnership with the West
with what to expect on the NATO 
front. US President Donald 
Trump’s rapid call of congratula-
tions after the much-debated 
referendum gave Erdogan room 
to build on legitimacy for the 
new regime he so meticulously 
engineered. He is now busy 
developing a multi-vectorial 
foreign policy, by meeting with 
leaders of India, China and 
Russia before he meets with 
Trump in mid-May in Washing-
ton.

The meeting with the US 
president will define Turkish-
NATO relations as a whole. One 
can expect almost no regard for 
human rights or media freedom 
issues during the talks at the 
White House. As long as his 
legitimacy is respected, Erdogan 
will most likely be set to endorse 
an alliance through deals.

His utmost concern is the 
infamous Reza Zarrab case. The 
US federal court trial is based on 
breaching Iranian trade embargo, 
with tens of billions of dollars 
involved. It implicates Erdogan’s 
family members and circles 
linked with the AKP.

In exchange for a favourable 
deal in the case, Erdogan may be 
ready to cooperate with the 
United States in the battle against 
the Islamic State and even accept 
the presence of Kurdish fighters 
in the combat.

So the NATO part of Turkey’s 
foreign policy will remain 
minimised to a blend of personal 
and political interests, aimed at 
forging the power of the AKP, 
which soon will be formally led 
by the mighty president of 
Turkey.
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