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Debate

T
he objectives of 
Turkey’s incursion 
into the mainly Kurd-
ish enclave of Afrin 
in Syria may seem 
confusing but Turkish 
President Recep Tayy-

ip Erdogan’s long-term strategy 
and domestic political calculations 
are perfectly clear.

Erdogan, his top general, Hulusi 
Akar, and the president’s spokes-
man, Ibrahim Kalın, have all spo-
ken of a continuing operation with 
an open-ended timetable and no 
change “until not a single terror-
ist is left in the area.” This means 
that Turkish forces will remain in 
the mainly Kurdish-populated, 
900km-long strip on the Syrian 
side of the border for the foresee-
able future.

It is futile to ask if the strategy is 
viable. The Turkish government’s 
focus is elsewhere. So long as the 
Afrin incursion appears to be a 
“sustainable conflict,” Erdogan will 
have the control he wants over the 
narrative of the triple election that 
lies ahead. Elections at the local, 
national and presidential level will 
define Erdogan’s political future, as 
well as his international legitimacy.

It seems unlikely that he will win 
big. Pollsters say that if Erdogan’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) loses in major cities in local 
elections in early 2019, it may have 
a domino effect. Everyone knows 
that Erdogan can’t afford to lose 
any ground and might respond to 
unfavourable electoral verdicts 
by cracking down even further on 
democracy. There is also the fear 
that Erdogan might respond to 
reverses by consolidating power by 
undemocratic means.

In the June 2015 general election, 
Erdogan suffered the ignominious 

loss of his party’s parliamentary 
majority. The Kurdish Peoples’ 
Democratic Party (HDP) entered 
parliament with 80 deputies, the 
same as the hard-line Nationalist 
Movement Party (MHP). The incon-
clusive election allowed Erdogan to 
raise the stakes — and tensions — in 
the campaign for a second vote just 
five months later. His AKP swept 
back to single-party government.

Now, sensing trouble once more, 
Erdogan is using the same tools. 
However, the stakes are higher.

Having forged an alliance that 
can only be described as a “mili-
tarist-Islamist-nationalist consor-
tium” and secure in the support of 
90% of the media, Erdogan began 
an armed conflict across Turkey’s 
borders. In practice that means 

the current state of emergency has 
been upgraded to a de facto state 
of war.

The secular main-opposition 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) 
wholeheartedly supports the 
incursion but the inherent dangers 
are obvious. While the conflict 
continues, Erdogan can use his 
constitutional powers to extend 
the state of emergency and domi-
nate domestic political discourse 
until the elections.

Respected Turkish pollsters such 
as KONDA suggest Erdogan may 
postpone local elections to after 
the national polls. Almost every-
one points to the danger of having 
elections while emergency rule is 
imposed on Turkey.

The conflict also provides 

grounds for further oppression 
of Kurdish political segments in 
Turkey. HDP and its approximately 
6 million voters are in a bind; the 
more they take to the streets, the 
more support for Erdogan. It’s pos-
sible that the Afrin incursion will 
prepare the ground for the HDP to 
be stripped of its right to function 
as a legitimate, democratic political 
party. This would escalate tensions 
in the country.

With US policy in the region at 
a low point and Russia playing 
a shrewd game on the regional 
chessboard, Turkey appears to 
be entering a phase of dangerous 
vulnerability. For Erdogan, who 
is preoccupied with consolidating 
power, this seems to matter not  
at all.
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Constanze Letsch A recently revealed 
scandal about an 
Istanbul hospital 
allegedly covering up 
dozens of pregnan-
cies of underage girls 
reignited discussions 

in Turkey about child marriages and 
sexual abuse of children, with critics 
accusing the government of failing 
to protect society’s most vulnerable 
members.

The scandal, first reported Janu-
ary 17 by the Hurriyet newspaper, 
details how the Kanuni Sultan Su-
leyman Training and Research Hos-
pital in the Kucukcekmece district 
treated 115 pregnant underage girls, 
39 of whom were Syrian nationals, 
in the first five months of 2017. The 
reports came out after a psycholo-
gist working at the hospital con-
tacted the Kucukcekmece prosecu-
tor’s office. Women’s and children’s 
rights activists said the case was just 
the tip of the iceberg.

The Turkish government has 
launched an investigation into the 
alleged cover-up by hospital staff. 
“If anyone is responsible, they will 
be brought to justice,” said Turkish 
Health Minister Ahmet Demircan 
(Flying Broom Woman’s Communi-
cation and Research Association). 
The Kucukcekmece prosecutor’s 
office announced that investigations 
into two civil servants had been ini-
tiated and both the Turkish health 
and family ministries have started 
probes into the case.

However, critics said the problem 
of widespread child abuse in Turkey 
points to deeper, structural prob-
lems. Selen Dogan of the women’s 
rights advocacy group Ucan Supurge 
Kadin Iletisim ve Arastirma Dernegi, 
said Turkish authorities lacked 
the political will, a sustainable or 
efficient strategy and the necessary 
expertise to combat child abuse. 
The government has frequently 
been defensive when confronted 
with cases of abuse and violence 
against women and children.

“They’d rather blame the media 
for stirring up criticism while argu-
ing that they were already working 
on the issue. They try to cover it up, 
reject all responsibility, keep the 
problem silent,” Dogan said. “That 
cannot be the stance of a public 
institution. By trying to cover up the 
problem, they become complicit in 
the crime.”

Hospitals in Turkey are required 
to inform authorities of pregnan-
cies involving girls under the age of 
18. If they are under the age of 15, 
the cases are automatically treated 
as sexual abuse. In all other cases, 
however, Turkish law leaves it to 
health staff to decide if the pregnant 
girl had been subject to threats, 
violence or other forms of coercion. 
Only then or if the girl or her legal 
guardian decides will the police be 
notified of the underage pregnancy.

Legal experts warned that ap-
proach protected the perpetrators 
rather than the victims.

“There are many reasons why a 
victim of abuse would not dare to 

speak up or why the legal guardians 
of the child would want to keep a 
possible crime silent,” said Gulseren 
Yoleri, a human rights lawyer who 
heads the Istanbul branch of the 
Human Rights Association (IHD). 
“This is why the legal differentia-
tion between children under 15 and 
children between the ages of 15 and 
18 urgently needs to be changed.”

In the Kucukcekmece hospital 
scandal, 38 children were under 
the age of 15 when they conceived, 
Hurriyet reported. “According to the 
UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child, which Turkey has ratified, 
everyone under the age of 18 is a 
child,” Yoleri said.

Adding to the problem, she said, 
was the issue of child marriage, 
which is seen as normal in Turkey. It 
is ignored, or even facilitated, both 
by public institutions and civil law. 
Research by the Women’s Research 
Centre at Ankara’s Gazi University in 
2015 showed how child marriages in 
Turkey were often used to cover up 
sexual abuse. In Turkey, the mini-
mum age for marriage is 17 for both 
men and women but exceptions can 
be made with the consent of legal 
guardians.

Turkey last November imple-
mented a controversial law that 
allows state-registered religious 
scholars to conduct civil marriage 
ceremonies, a proposal slammed by 
critics for facilitating child marriag-

es and the sexual abuse of underage 
girls.

Turkish women’s rights groups 
said that many child brides in Tur-
key come from Syrian families who 
entered the country as refugees and 
are especially vulnerable to abuse 
and exploitation.

In January, the Directorate of 
Religious Affairs, Diyanet, caused 
public outcry after saying that girls 
as young as 9 could marry under Is-
lamic law. The institution later said 
that it was only referring to points 
of Islamic law and that it did not 
endorse early marriages.

Opposition politicians and activ-
ists in Turkey have long decried the 
instrumentalisation of religion in 
politics by the ruling Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) and warned 
that the country was regressing in 
many areas, such as education and 
women’s rights.

“This conservative turn did not 
happen overnight,” said Dogan, 
“but there is one thing we need 
to remember: We talk about child 
abuse, about the murder of women, 
about online violence, about war 
and violent conflict. What we have 
to ask ourselves is: ‘What we are 
protecting with this conservatism?’ 
The people have to ask themselves 
about the consequences of their 
choices.”

Dozens of women’s and children’s 
rights organisations around the 
country were shut down after the 
state issued an emergency decree 
following the failed military coup of 
July 15, 2016. Human rights defend-
ers were detained, with some still in 
pretrial detention.

“This has had an additional 
detrimental effect on our work,” 
said Yoleri. “These NGOs and as-
sociations not only help to lobby 
against rights abuses and create 
public awareness but they also 
collect the necessary data and have 
the expertise to inform politicians, 
government offices and therefore 
are able to achieve important policy 
changes. The closures have left a 
big hole in that area.”

Child abuse has a lot to do with Turkey’s society and politics
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Sustainable move. Turkish Army tanks enter Afrin in northern Syria, on January 22.         (AP)

Turkey

Public outcry. Protesters show their painted hands and raise 
banners that read “Keep your hands off from a child’s body” (L) 
and “Don’t protect the rapists” (R) during a protest in front of the 
Turkish Parliament in Ankara.                           (Reuters)
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