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Erdogan's election gamble pays oft
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URKEY went to polls

for the second time
BYSTANDER I this year on
November 1 to elect a new
parliament. The earlier
election of June 7 produced
a hung parliament. Since
attempts to form a
coalition government
failed, President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan called for
fresh elections on
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November 1, 2015.

The election came in the backdrop of two
important developments within Turkey and the
region.

At the regional level, the civil war in
neighbouring Syria has intensified with Russian
intervention.

Turkey is a pivotal NATO ally in the ME and its
geostrategic position makes it indispensable to the
West. A stable and committed Turkey is necessary
for the US-led coalition to resolve the Syrian civil
wart. Besides, Europe badly needs Ankara's
cooperation to resolve the mass exodus of Syrian
refugees from Turkey to Europe.

At the national level, the 2013 unilateral
Kurdistan Workers Party (PKK) ceasefire came to
an end in July when Turkish jets bombed Kurdish
and ISIS positions in Iraq and Syria,. It was only a
matter of time before ISIS and PKK would
retaliate. On July 20 the bombing in Suruc,
allegedly by PKK, killed 33 people. Again on
October 10 the bomb attack in Ankara,
supposedly by ISIS, caused 103 deaths. An
atmosphere of tension and fear pervaded Turkey:.

Since the electoral process is based on
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year ago today, the world celebrated

the twenty-fifth anniversary of the fall

of the Berlin Wall. A small part of that
history is my personal history, as a senior
official of the UN Refugee Agency, UNHCR,
and that of a small group of East German
refugees in Hungary seeking safe passage to
West Germany. As the world grapples with the
present stream of refugees on the same
continent, this story is timeless.

Our story begins in June 1989, when 169
East German youths and their families entered
neighbouring Hungary. They overran the West
German Embassy in Budapest, threatening not
to leave the premises till they were recognised
as refugees and allowed safe passage to West
Germany via Austria. Working in the
Protection (Legal) Division of UNHCR at the
time, it was my task to go to Budapest to
ensure their protection and negotiate an
arrangement for their passage to West
Germany, which had agreed to receive them.

Let us recall the tumultuous developments
that were taking place in Europe in 1989,
Agitations against the Soviet Union and revolt
against authoritarian regimes in the Eastern
Bloc rose throughout the 1980s. By 1989,
they culminated in regime changes and
democratic reforms in Poland, Hungary and
Czechoslovakia. In East Germany, too,
protests intensified in 1989. There was
widespread and seething anger against the
regime. Protestors demanded democratic
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proportional representation, it is important to note
the percentage of votes each party obtained. Results
show four parties shared the parliament seats.

Erdogan consolidated his grip over the
parliament after his Justice and Development
Party (AKP) secured an overall majority with 49.4
percent votes i.e. 317 seats in the 550-seat
parliament,

Secular Republican People's Party (CHP),
established by Kemal Ataturk in 1923, received
25.4 percent votes -- 134 seats. It is currently the
main opposition in the parliament. The far-right
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), with 11.9
percent votes, got 40 seats.

Surprisingly the democratic-socialist People's
Democratic Party (HDP), even after a significant
loss, managed 10.7 percent of votes claiming 59
seats in the new parliament. Anti-capitalist HDP
vows to drive forward for Kurdish peace and end
ethnic, religious and gender discrimination.
Parties obtaining less than 10 percent of votes
cannot claim any seat in the parliament.

The challenge for Erdogan will be to change the
parliamentary system into an American-style
presidential system, It would have been easier for
Erdogan if AKP had the so-called super-majority
of 330 seats, which would have allowed him to
call for a referendum to amend the constitution. If
AKP had two-thirds majority, i.e. 367 seats, it
could have amended the charter directly, without
referendum. How Erdogan goes about arranging a
change in the charter will be interesting to watch.

The mood after the election was reflected in the
print media. Newspapers supporting the
government were euphoric calling the results
“ballot box revolution”, “November revolution”,
“magnificent victory”, etc. While opposition

newspaper Cumhuriyet, expressing anguish,
termed it “victory of fear”, the leftist newspaper
Taraf said that Erdogan's “chaos plan” worked.
Erdogan campaigned with the slogan “It's me or
chaos”. Analysts say, as the government stirred up
tension, people were driven to vote for Erdogan,
who promised peace and security. Security was the
key issue of this election.

AKP, economically liberal but based on
traditional Islam, will now form a government
without any partner for the next four years. On the
domestic front, Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu
will have the onerous task of addressing
economic, ethnic and social issues. More
importantly, Erdogan has to give space to the
Kurds - talk to jailed Abdullah Ocalan, leader of
banned PKK, to stop violence and unite the
nation. Kurds constitute 18 percent of Turkey's 81
million people.

On the external front, Ankara is unlikely to
change its policy towards regional countries.
Erdogan will continue to support moderate anti-
Assad forces in Syria. Relations with Israel will
continue to remain tense, as Ankara has taken a
clear stand regarding Palestinian right to a state.
Erdogan's sympathy for Egypt's Muslim
Brotherhood has affected relations with Egypt
since the ouster of President Mohammed Morsi.

Interestingly, Europe has all along cold-
shouldered Turkey's bid to join the ELlI, since
Ankara's request in 2005. But since Europe began
to face the tremendous influx of Syrian refugees
from Turkey, EU offered Turkey $3.41 billion in
aid and to have “re-energised” talks with Turkey
on joining the bloc. German Chancellor Angela
Merkel also visited Ankara in October to offer the
EU “gifts”. But Turkey turned them down. These

sops were meant to stem the flow of refugees into
Europe.

There has been wide criticism regarding the
fairness of the election. Video clips of attacks on
anti-Erdogan newspapers and journalists have
been circulating on social media after the election.

Indeed, the election results reflect that the
country is now politically divided between the
secularists favouring Western-style democracy and
the socially conservatives wanting an Islamist-style
government. Analysts fear that Erdogan, who does
not tolerate opposition or criticisms, will turn into
an autocrat. There is likely to be much more of a
curb on press freedom and violation of basic
rights.

Turkey, with strong institutions, became a
model of democracy in the region when AKP won
in a landslide victory in 2002. Many see Erdogan
as a master politician for effectively purging the
military of its meddling in politics. He has kept
sectarianism under firm control. His policies have
worked to make the country economically strong.
Erdogan has made AKP popular not only in the
countryside but also in the modern urban secular
segments of society,

One hopes that Turkey's democratic traditions
will not be sullied by AKP. If Erdogan becomes
Sultan of a new Ottoman, drifting away from the
principles of democratic governance, he will
relegate Turkey to the list of undemocratic Arab
neighbours.

There is an old proverb, “A defeated wrestler
always wants another match.” A redoubtable
Erdogan's gamble for a snap election has paid off.
He has led AKP back to power.

The writer Is former Ambassador and Secretary.

THE FALL OF BERLIN WALL

A PERSONAL FOOTNOTE

West Berliners crowd in front of the Berlin Wall on Nov. 11, 1989 as East German border guards demolish a section of the wall.
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anywhere and they begin to use it.

back to Geneva the next day,

- the first thing I told my family, friends and
colleagues was that the Berlin wall was going
to fall soon. This was still June 1989. They of
course laughed at me and my daughter

the nursery rhyme I used to

read to her in which Chicken-Licken ran
around telling everybody that the sky was
going to fall down. Next day the High

ot a call from the West
Minister, Hans Dietrich

Genscher, who complained about my return
without the refugees. The High Commissioner

for the response,

Hungary opened its borders with Austria in

tandem with Czechoslovakia,

and the rush of East German citizens to leave

me inexorable. The

Government of strongman Honecker fell under

in October and the new East

German Government was forced to consider
allowing citizens to travel to the West officially.

a decision was finalised, a

Government spokesman, Gunter Schabowski,
mistakenly announced to the press on
November 9, 1989 that East Germans were
now free to travel to foreign countries.

The announcement had an electrified

thrust of which fell upon the

Berlin Wall as people began to chip it away to
end close to thirty years of its existence, The
rest is history and the dawn of a new unified

Mr. Gunter Schabowski whose historical

reform and, in particular, removal of
restrictionson freedom of movement. The
Berlin Wall, the physical manifestation of the
Iron Curtain, was seen by the people as a
symbol of division between East and West of
Europe as well as between East and West
Germany. It was also the period when the
Cold War was about to reach an end with a
reform-minded Soviet Leader, Mikhail
Gorbachey, at the helm of affairs in Moscow.
When I arrived in Budapest in June 1989, I
was welcomed to the hotel by the West
German Ambassador, who had set up his
office there, having been dislodged by the
asylum seekers. For the next few days of my
stay there we remained constantly in touch. It
seemed to me that he was also regularly in
touch with his capital, Bonn. He made me
feel that the latter wanted to make sure that I
did not leave Budapest till I obtained the
permission for the asylum seekers to leave for
West Germany. I had an eerie feeling that the
asylum seekers were part of a larger
plan.Whenever 1 went to see them at the West
German Embassy, I was struck by their

youthful exuberance and ever joyous,
confident and friendly demeanour. 1 hardly
noticed any worries among them, which is
normally not the case with most refugees.

In my meetings with the Hungarian
foreign office, I was given full assurance that
the asylum seekers would be treated as
refugees and the Hungarian authorities were
fully aware about their responsibilities under
the 1951 Refugee Convention. They also
reminded me of their meetings with me and
my colleagues in Geneva barely six months
ago, which culminated in Hungary's
accession to the Convention. I still vividly
remember the joy we all felt when Hungary
announced its decision to become the first
Soviet Bloc country to do so.

Little did we realise at the time that there
was a specific purpose behind Hungary's
accession. Through my talks with Hungarian
officials, I came to understand why Hungary
wanted to assume international obligation to
protect refugees on its territory in the first
place. It is because they wanted to use their
refugee protection responsibilities, if needed,

to counter the obligation imposed upon
them by their membership of the Warsaw
Pact. An ostensible purpose of the Warsaw
Pact was to control movements of citizens
from member countries to non-Warsaw Pact
countries without permission from national
authorities.

My talks with the Hungarian authorities
convinced me that the East German refugees
were well protected in Hungary and I need
not worry about them. Although I was then
ready to return to Geneva, my boss, the High
Commissioner for Refugees, Mr. Jean Pierre
Hocke, insisted that I should leave Hungary
only with the refugees. I realised that the
High Commissioner was under pressure from
the West German Government.

When the authorities learnt about my
decision not to leave Budapest soon, 1 was
called in by the Foreign Minister for a
chiding. He told me about his
disappointment that UNHCR did not seem to
fully understand contemporary political
developments in Eastern Europe and the
imminent changes they forebode. He then

explained why the Hungarian Government
could not let the refugees go to West
Germany immediately as it was waiting for a
green signal from the Soviet leader, Mikhail
Gorbachey, in this regard. The latter
apparently was assessing the likely reaction of
the Soviet Red Army should the borders be
opened by Hungary and an uncontrollable
pandemonium ensued. He recalled in this
regard the experience of Hungary in 1956
when the Red Army overran Budapest with
battle tanks to crush a popular uprising for
change and reform.

The Foreign Minister, however, assured me
that as soon as his Government received the
green signal from Mr. Gorbachev, the barbed-
wires on the borders to Austria would be cut
and refugees would be able to leave through it.
[ was invited to come back then if I wished. He
requested, however, that in the meantime
UNHCR should refrain from talking about it. I
understood the reason. As a passing remark he
asked me to ponder on the likely fate of the
Berlin Wall once the Hungarian borders are
opened to East German citizens to go

mistake triggered the final assault on the
Berlin Wall passed away on November 1,
2015. He was eulogised by many for his role.
We must not, however, forget the role played
by the refugees in Budapest and the well-
orchestrated role that the Hungarian
Government and President Gorbachev played
in bringing the developments to a logical,
non-violent conclusion.

As historians delve into this period of
history, they should analyse the decision of
the Hungarian Government to accede to the
1951 Refugee Convention not only in the
context of developments in 1989 but also in
relation to the large influx of Syrian and Iraqi
refugees into Hungary in more recent times
and the demand made by the world on
Hungary to provide them protection under
the Convention. Would the situation have
been different if Hungary had not acceded to
the Convention then? History is created in
such unpredictable ways!

The writer Is the Chairman of Research Initiatives,
Bangladesh (RIB) and a former Director of UNHCR.
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INCANDESCENCE
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The emission of visible light by a hot object.
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