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EU's Rehn says 2009 turning point for Turkey entry talks, Cyprus deal

Turkey must overcome internal divisions and get back to long-delayed reforms early next year to show it is serious about wanting to join the EU, the bloc's enlargement chief told in an interview published Sunday. He added 2009 also must be the year of a comprehensive settlement for Cyprus.

"Next year will be an important litmus test of whether Turkey is serious about its EU accession perspective," EU Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn said in the interview with Reuters.  "After one or two years of domestic difficulties, we would expect Turkey now to put up a new gear and seriously start to pursue the reforms again," he said. 

Turkey began accession negotiations in 2005 but has made slow progress, as the 27-member bloc has regularly opened only two chapters in Turkey's accession negotiations in each presidency term.

The European Union agreed Friday to open chapters on "Free movement of capital" and "Information society and media" in the negotiations. The two new chapters will bring the total number of chapters opened to 10 out of 35, with only one successfully closed.

Analysts say political distractions at home and a lack of appetite for further enlargement among EU states have pushed the EU agenda to the back burner in Turkey. Some EU nations, France in particular, also oppose the idea of Turkey joining the bloc.

"I am aware of the dilemmas of the Turkish society in relation with the more secular and more religious lifestyles. It is essential that Turkish society find a modus vivendi," Rehn said. "There is too much energy used on internal tensions which could be used for pursuing legal and economic reforms that are required for EU membership," he added. He said it was a key for Turkey to reform its constitution and improve freedom of expression, and religious and linguistic rights, to be in line with EU standards. He said trade unions and business federations were blocking a trade union law essential to Turkey's EU accession process. 

Rehn urged Turkey to get to business quickly. "The sooner the better, but at the latest after the March (local) elections, Turkey should totally resume the reforms again," he said.

Cyprus Deal

Rehn also told Reuters next year should also be the year of a settlement in Cyprus, urging all parties, and in particular Turkey, to step up efforts. He said all parties should work to create a "win-win situation" for the two communities. "We are not in the business of pressure. We are in the business of facilitation," he said. "It's important for everybody, but Turkey is one of the key stakeholders ... they have supported the process, yes, but it is important that we all intensify our political support for a Cyprus settlement," Rehn added.

EU officials have said privately that progress in Cyprus reunification talks next year will be essential to move Turkey's slow-moving EU accession talks forward.

"I hope that next year will be the year of Cyprus and its comprehensive settlement," Rehn said. "We need...to reunify the island so that Cyprus could be like a normal EU member state, in peace, united," he said. "Next year will be a crucial window of opportunity for that, that's why we will certainly invest all resources, all mental and personal resources that are needed to bring that support," he added.

Cyprus has been divided since 1964 when Turkish Cypriots were forced to withdraw into enclaves. Leaders of the two communities resumed talks in September after a four-year hiatus, marking the first major push for peace since the failure of the U.N. reunification plan in 2004.

Despite twelve face-to-face meetings, the two sides have made little tangible progress.

Turkish Foreign Minister Ali Babacan urged the European Union Friday to put pressure on Greek Cypriots to work rapidly towards a deal on reunifying the island.

Rehn said that it was important that the talks continue to be driven by the leaders of the two parts of the island, but that the EU was ready to bring as much legal and technical support as required by the two parties or the United Nations. "It is a matter of paramount importance for the EU to see a comprehensive settlement in Cyprus," Rehn said.
EU says 2009 is litmus test for accession talks

There is too much energy spent on internal tensions that could be used for reforms that are required for EU membership, says the EU enlargement commissioner, stressing that next year will be an important test for Turkey

Turkey must overcome internal divisions and return to long-delayed reforms early next year to show it is serious about wanting to join the European Union, the bloc's enlargement chief said in an interview.

"Next year will be an important litmus test for whether Turkey is serious about its EU accession perspective," EU Enlargement Commissioner Olli Rehn told Reuters. "After one or two years of domestic difficulties, we would expect Turkey now to shift into a new gear and seriously start to pursue the reforms again."

Internal dilemmas

Turkey began accession negotiations in 2005 but has made slow progress. Analysts say political distractions at home and a lack of appetite for further enlargement among EU states have pushed the EU agenda to the back burner in Turkey.

"I am aware of the dilemmas of the Turkish society in relation with the more secular and more religious lifestyles. It is essential that Turkish society find a modus vivendi," Rehn said. "There is too much energy used on internal tensions that could be used for pursuing legal and economic reforms that are required for EU membership."

Rehn said it was key for Turkey to reform its constitution and improve freedom of expression, and religious and linguistic rights, to be in line with EU standards. He said trade unions and business federations were blocking a trade union law essential to Turkey's EU accession process.

Rehn urged Turkey to get to business quickly. "The sooner the better, but at the latest after the March (local) elections, Turkey should totally resume the reforms again," he said.

Cyprus issue

Rehn also said next year must be the year of a comprehensive settlement for the divided island of Cyprus. He said all parties should work to create a "win-win situation" for the two communities.

"We are not in the business of pressure. We are in the business of facilitation," he said. "It's important for everybody, but Turkey is one of the key stakeholders ... they have supported the process, yes, but it is important that we all intensify our political support for a Cyprus settlement."

EU officials have said privately that progress in Cyprus reunification talks next year will be essential to move Turkey's slow-moving EU accession talks forward.

"We need ... to reunify the island so that Cyprus could be like a normal EU member state, in peace, united," Rehn said, adding that the EU was ready to bring as much legal and technical support as required by the two parties or the United Nations.

The fact that Greek Cyprus is a member of the EU has a wide-ranging impact on the reunification talks, as they mean bringing the north of the island into the 27-nation bloc, with its massive legislation and specific deals with nations such as Turkey. "It is a matter of paramount importance for the EU to see a comprehensive settlement in Cyprus," Rehn said.
France reassures Turkey on EU relations in 2009 despite challenges

France said there is nothing to worry about Turkey-EU relations in 2009 in an apperant bid to reassure concerns that the incoming year would be challenging.

Officials and observers believe 2009 would be a tough year in Turkey's accession negotiations with the EU, as the union would review Ankara's progress both in reforms and its relations with the Greek Cypriot administration.

French European Affairs Minister Bruno Le Marie said on Friday that "there was nothing to worry about," regarding EU-Turkey relations in 2009.

EU expected Turkey to proceed with the reform process, be loyal to neighbourly relations and fulfil its commitments regarding Cyprus, he told at the Accession Conference held in Brussels.
The Union had suspended eight chapters in the negotiations due to Turkey's refusal to open its ports to Greek Cypriot vessels.

Ankara rejects to open its ports because of the Greek Cypriots resistance to the EU efforts to ease isolation on the Turkish community on the island who voted for peace in 2004.

The EU would review Turkey's progress on the issue in the country report due in fall of 2009. The union could decide to suspend negotiations. EU's Commissioner for Enlargement Olli Rehn said the union needed to act fairly towards Turkey and be loyal to its commitments. Rehn added it was important for Turkey to carry out the reform process after two tough years and said they expected Turkey to meet the criteria in chapters regarding taxation, social policy and employment, environment and competition which were likely to be opened in the near future.
Turkey approves technical requirements in first nuclear tender

Turkish Atomic Energy Agency (TAEK) finalized the technical assessment process in Turkey's first nuclear tender process on Friday and approved the sole bidder's proposal was meeting the required criteria.
A consortium, led by Russia’s state-run Atomstroyexport together with Inter RAO and Turkish Park Teknik, was the sole bidder in the tender to build and operate the country's first nuclear power plant in September.

"The conclusion was reached that the bid met the criteria of TAEK," the board said in a statement on its website.

The tender process will continue with the opening of the third envelope including plant production levels and the proposed sale prices of electricity generated at the plant. State-owned electricity firm (TETAS) will open the third envelope and assess the submitted price and finalize the tender process. The final decision of TETAS will then be submitted to cabinet for approval.

According to TAEK's criteria, nuclear power plants must meet approved, up-to-date technological innovations and be compatible with international institutions’ criteria, like the International Atomic Energy Agency. 

The tender was assessed as disappointing by analysts given the fact that a number of foreign and local companies had previously expressed interest but did not submit bids, making the Russian consortium the sole bidder.

Turkey plans to build three nuclear power plants with a capacity of 4,000 megawatts, plus or minus 25 percent, as part of efforts to reduce a costly dependence on energy imports.

Ilısu area lands to be confiscated

The Council of Ministers has decided on urgent confiscation of property in the Ilısu Dam project area last month. 


The decision was put into operation Thursday. The State Waterworks Authority is charged with carrying out the expropriations. The Council of Ministers based its decision on Article 27 of the Confiscation Law, regulating urgent confiscation. 

Article 27 states that urgent confiscation is possible in need of defending the country, in situations that the Council of Minister decide are urgent and in extraordinary situations outlined by special laws. 


The Ilısu Dam project in southeastern Anatolia near the province of Batman has long been subject to debates. Batman’s ancient city of Hasankeyf is the focus of the debate because it will be drowned under dam water after the project is completed. Environmentalists object to the project, claiming that the dam will destroy the social and environmental atmosphere in the region. Export credit institutions from Austria, Germany and Switzerland financially support the project. 

However, recently the period for Turkey to fulfill the necessary conditions for the release of the credits ended, and there has been no official statement about the conditions fulfilled or whether the credits will be released or not. Last week Austrian Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger stated in a TV program that Turkey had not yet fulfilled the criteria and Austria might withdraw from the project.
Governors join forces for the Menderes basin
Union for the Büyük Menderes Basin Environment Protection, founded by governorships of three cities, is focused on reforming the basin of this river, the largest in West Anatolia. The union works to reverse the damage from industrial development.
Aiming to prevent pollution and to protect the ecological equilibrium in the basin of the Büyük Menderes, the biggest river in the Aegean region, the "Union for the Büyük Menderes Basin Environment Protection" organizes projects to help develop the region.

The union, founded in February by the governorships of three Aegean cities - Aydın, Denizli and Uşak - that the Büyük Menderes River passes through, looks forward to providing macro-scale solutions to the tourism and development issues in the region.

Public awareness
"First of all, we aim to create a public awareness concerning environmental issues in the region," Kayhan Kavas, the governor of Uşak, told journalists in Istanbul yesterday. "Raising such an environmental awareness, we are looking into enhancing the tourist, cultural and socio-economic developments in the region," Kavas added.
"We are looking forward to cooperating with the public and private organizations in domestic and international levels to launch and conduct projects for the social, cultural and economic development of the region," said Kavas.

Within the framework of this action plan, the union plans to participate in the 5th World Water Forum, which will be organized in Istanbul on March 16 to 22 next year. By organizing a panel conference and a photograph exhibition, the union aims to attract global attention.

"We do not consider the environmental problem of the basin of the Büyük Menderes as only a local issue," Kavas said. "We will also seek solutions for the global water problem through cooperating with international figures, as well as introducing our region to the world," he said.

Three photographers, Ercan Arslan from daily Milliyet newspaper, Murad Sezer from the Associated Press and Mustafa Özer from Agence-France Presse, will exhibit the photographs of the Büyük Menderes basin that they have taken, during the next World Water Forum.

"The photograph exhibition that we plan to organize during the Forum will voice the situation of our region without any words," said Kavas. "Through this, we aim to increase public awareness. We are aiming to draw attention to the fact that the Büyük Menderes basin, which gave birth to Turkey's leading textile and tourism cities, deserves this level of care."

Speaking at the same conference, Metin Sözen, board chairperson of the Foundation for Protecting and Presenting Environmental and Cultural Values, or ÇEKÜL, said: "If we caused the pollution in the Büyük Menderes basin, we are the ones who have to clean it up. The region has been a cradle for many a civilization and now we are living here. The movement that the Union for the Büyük Menderes Basin Environment Protection launched is not merely an economic or environmental project; it is based on the concentration that aims to integrate the local cultural, social and historical values with the global world," Sözen said.

Aegean heats up again

The fishing crisis off the Kardak (Imia in Greek) islets in the Aegean have turned into an annual routine between Turkey and Greece during the gilt head bream season and now are harming the area’s natural balance with over-fishing.

The presence of coastguards from both countries is meant to protect the fishing boats around the Kardak islets, but often creates tension in the Aegean Sea. Just a decade ago, the fishing crisis nearly brought Turkey and Greece to the brink of war.

When Greek fishermen violated the Turkish territorial waters, Greek coast guards came around Kardak to escort the Greek fishermen out of Turkish waters and brought the coastguards of both countries face to face.

Gümüşlük Mayor Mehmet Ülküm, talking to Doğan news agency, said the Greek fishermen were catching almost 50 tons of gilt head each day.

Extinction danger

"They are going to make the guilt head become extinct. Furthermore, it is forbidden to fish with spotlights and huge nets, but they are and it is the harming eggs. This is damaging the natural balance."

Fisherman Ali Aydemir said in recent years they have witnessed bad events like Greek coastguards cutting their nets. "We do not want any conflict with Greeks. We just want to earn enough to survive with our profession," he said.
Germany suspends Turkish dam funding on enviromental concerns

Financing for the construction of the Ilisu dam project in Turkey has been suspended over the environmental and social concerns facing the massive project, the German government said Monday.

"The contracts must be annulled if the protection of human beings, the environment and culture in the region is not ensured," a spokesman for the overseas development ministry told reporters.

Germany, Austria and Switzerland had approved guarantees to companies from their own countries that were investing in the 1.2-billion-euro (1.7-billion-dollar) project near the Iraq border.

Austrian Foreign Minister Michael Spindelegger said last week Turkey had not yet fulfilled the criteria and Austria might withdraw from the project.

The Ilisu Dam project in southeastern Anatolia, near the province of Batman, has long been subject to debates. Batman’s ancient city of Hasankeyf is the focus of the debate because it will be submerged under dam water once the project is completed.

Environmental and civil society groups have sharply criticized the construction of the dam because it would lead to the displacement of some 50,000 people and flood historical ruins from ancient Mesopotamia in the city of Hasankeyf.

The project, which has been planned since the 1980s, aims to harness the energy of the Tigris river.

The spokesman said Berlin had already suspended export credit guarantees because Ankara had failed to address environmental problems linked to the dam’s construction by Dec.12, a deadline set in October.

Turkey now has another 180 days to address the issues or face Germany's permanent withdrawal from the project. A state secretary at the development ministry, Erich Stather, told Frankfurter Rundschau newspaper on Monday that the dam now "no longer had any chance" of receiving German funding. He said Germany felt it had been "led around" by Turkey and that the only reasonable response was to cut financing. "We won’t let them play games with us anymore," Stather said.
Alarming air pollution in Ankara

The large increase in natural gas prices and the distribution of free coal by municipalities prior to local elections has led to an enormous jump in pollution levels in Ankara, reaching 9,350 micrograms per cubic meter in the Sıhhiye district.

According to the World Health Organization, or WHO, the acceptable level of pollution is a maximum of 300 micrograms.

"This is one of the highest levels in the world’s history. When pollution rose over 4,000 micrograms per cubic meter in London in 1952, approximately 4,000 people died," Dr. Recep Akdur, an expert in public health, said yesterday.

According to the WHO, 1,000 micrograms of pollution is an alarming level, 2,000 micrograms should be the limit because it can cause death. Measuring air quality in Turkey, Environment and Forest Ministry stations showed pollution in Sıhhiye to be 5,070 micrograms at 11:40 a.m. Thursday and 4,562 micrograms at 2:40 p.m. Smoke levels in other Ankara districts are also threatening people’s health. Data from these stations showed the level of pollution in the Bahçelievler district was 2,046 micrograms at 1:40 p.m. Thursday.

’Unless necessary don’t go out’

"These pollution levels will adversely affect people, particularly babies, old people and those who suffer from respiratory system and cardiac diseases," Akdur said. He warned such people from going out unless it was necessary and asked the Forest Ministry to take action. "A limit should be introduced for industry, traffic and household heating," he said, adding that direct heating, such as with coal, increases pollution. Akdur said coal delivered to the poor by the state was one of the reasons for the pollution.

Diyarbakır, the state in which 16,000 tons of coal has been delivered to 13,000 families this year, also suffers from air pollution. The Diyarbakır Metropolitan Municipality has introduced new measures to prevent pollution.
Ayvalık adds new meaning to recycling

Turning what is normally trash into something beneficial, the "trash(wo)man" project supports women experiencing financial difficulties.

American academic Tara Hopkins, 52, uses packaging from ready-made soup, chips, ice cream or waffles, usually considered trash, as the raw material for bags that can be seen in shop windows of famous stores. Hopkins settled in the Ayvalık district of Balıkesir two years ago after visiting on a holiday, having previously worked as a coordinator for social support projects of Sabancı University. She bought a caf� in the Hayrettin Paşa district to turn into a workshop and started instructing 80 housewives in the art of making bags, and money, from trash.
Hopkins said the project holds three themes: the environment, woman and preventing poverty. Research for her project led her to Mexico where in prisons packaging material is recycled to be made into bags.

"I went to Mexico and learned how to make bags from the prisoners. What I had learned there, I started to teach to women of Ayvalık," Hopkins said, adding they have four different models of bags at the moment, with four more to come. The manufacturing of one bag takes 12 hours and they are priced from YTL 20 to 40 as indicated by Hopkins.

A housewife makes at least YTL 400 from the making bags and their products are sold at well-known chain stores in Turkey, Hopkins said.
Alarm bells may ring for drought in new year

The water level of dams in Aydın, Denizli and Muğla are at only around 15 percent of total capacity, according to information obtained from the Public Waterworks Administration.

"The water level of the Geyik Dam, which was at 56 percent, has decreased to 40 percent as of Dec. 12. The Mumcular Dam decreased from 33 percent to 14 percent and the Topçam Dam from 28 percent to 13 percent. The Topçam Dam dropped from 28 percent to 13 percent, and in the Işıklı Gölü Barajı Dam, from 36 percent to 31 percent.

"Levels in the Gökpınar Dam dropped from 42 percent to 39 percent and in the Kemer Dam from 39 percent to 15 percent. The Adıgüzel Dam level decreased from 14 percent to 10 percent of its capacity and the Karpuzlu Yaylakavak Dam dropped from 72 percent to 16 percent," said Halil İbrahim İndap, regional manager of the Public Waterworks Administration.

The total volume of water was recorded to be over 488 million cubic meters last year and has dropped to under 297 million cubic meters this year, said Indap. He said the total volume of water in the dams was at 15 percent of total capacity whereas last year it was at 25 percent.

Rain does not help

There was more rainfall this year than last, but the soil can not retain as much water due to long-term drought, İndap said.Hoping rains would increase next year, İndap said water distribution plans would be made for summer months.











