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Distinguished President of the General Assembly and Presidents of the Council

His Excellency Mr. Prime Minister

Distinguished Chairman of the Republican Peoples Party

Distinguished President of the True Path Party

Distinguished Representatives of the Political Parties

Distinguished Ministers and the Members of the Parliament

Distinguished Bureaucrats

Distinguished Presidents and General Assembly Delegates

Distinguished Guests

Distinguished Members of the Press

On behalf of the Executive Board and myself, I greet each and every one of you and welcome you to the 61st General Assembly.  It is an honour for me to be your host at TOBB-ETU University, a body which brings distinction on our community and trains the young people who will be the guarantors of our future.

The General Assembly meetings of TOBB have always represented the epicenter of economy. Because this gathering is the biggest platform, a completely unique one, bringing together the representatives of the “real economy.” Small-scale or large-scale, local or foreign, the entire business community from all around Turkey, from 81 provinces and all sectors convenes here every year. That is why, this platform is Turkey’s most precious asset’; it is the future of Turkey. This platform is the place for those growing Turkey’s economy, providing jobs and bread; it is a place for dedicated entrepreneurs.

My dear friends,

There are times when the star of countries shines just like those of people do. That is the time when the previously unattainable is achieved and targets are met that have never been achieved before. But, the moment of opportunity does not wait to be seized. The smart thing to do is to recognize this moment of opportunity when the star shines and to take advantage of it. 

In the past century, there were periods when we seized such moments of opportunity. We managed to raise our head up from the wreckage when the country was economically and militarily devastated in the beginning of 1920s. If it was not for the restructuring of the country under the leadership of Mustafa Kemal, neither we nor our country would be in being today.

It is because of this fact that the then British Prime Minister Lloyd George said ‘God sends only one genius to the mankind every century. Unfortunately, in this century, Turks were blessed with such a genius’. The modernization movement initiated by Atatürk is a unique success story which very few nations are destined to have in their histories.

We managed to stay out of the World War II thanks to İnönü’s insightful management. Menderes paved the way for the growth of private entrepreneurship. We took big steps towards industrialization with Demirel. We learned about competition and orientation towards international markets with Özal. 

Unfortunately, we could not carry through in full the reform process which was initiated by Özal. We thought it was enough. We could not complete what we had started. We believed in putting the present moment above our future. We made the mistake of reverting to political struggles. This wrong choice led to two massive crises in seven years.

It is remarkable that the 2001 crisis opened a new window of opportunity for us. In the TOBB General Assembly meeting of 2002, I said ‘Along with the pain they inflict Crises also offer golden opportunities to rational societies. If you can analyze the causes thoroughly, a crisis is no longer the beginning of a devastating collapse but may trigger transformation and mark a new beginning.’

Thus, the structural transformation that started in 2001 gained impetus with the political resolution produced by political stability that followed the formation of a new government in 2003. Many reforms were launched to enhance macroeconomic stability.

The 4 year uninterrupted growth led by the private sector, the fall in the inflation and real interest rates to single digit figures, discipline and improvement in public finance have all been the fruits of this program.

This program proved its success at the macro level and laid the foundations for stable economic growth.

Therefore, what we must now do is to preserve the gains from this program and at the same time put together a package of microeconomic measures which will promote the competitiveness of companies. If we had not left such measures unfinished in the past, we would be talking today about the success of our rising sectors rather than about the bottlenecks of weakening sectors.          

Unfortunately, we are far from doing that even now. So, we are inevitably witnessing the current shortcomings. The economic transformation has negative repercussions in the short run for the agricultural sector, small scale enterprises, and craftsmen.

Change and transformation are the keys to development. We cannot move backwards. But, we also cannot act as if they do not have negative effects. The reform process may be to the benefit of the country as a whole but it will not affect everyone identically. We cannot all simultaneously emerge as winners. 

Therefore, we have to be designing projects for those who are not happy with the beginning of the process to show them that they will be able to compensate their losses in time. Otherwise, those who are unhappy with the reform process will be influential in the society. Political populism which will be the likely result of it will slow down the reform process and our country could lose ten more years. We cannot tolerate such a loss once again. We should not forget that opportunities do not wait around.

We know that the problems of the real sector cannot be solved without any recovery in macro balances. That’s why we have supported the reform process right from the beginning and we still support it. What we need to do at the moment is to endure this reform process without seeking any respite from it and to take measures which will promote the competitiveness of the real sector.

We tell our companies to compete, to export, to develop their brand. How can they succeed in doing this while the tax burden is excessive and energy costs are high? How can we expect employment to increase when we have the strictest labor legislation and the most onerous employment conditions? How are we supposed to protect our competitiveness against the rising competitiveness of the countries of Asia?

How can we have a state where the rule of law prevails if legislation is too cumbersome and complex? How can we   ensure the safety of our citizens if the hands of the police and justice system are tied? We talk about how important it is to access information. But, we have the most expensive internet services which are monopolies. So how then are we supposed to become an information society?

My dear Friends,

It is no doubt that achieving a two fold increase in exports in three years is another success story. But, we cannot ignore the fact that imports grew much more rapidly during the same period of time. The reasons for the expanding foreign trade deficit are not just rising oil and other energy prices. But even when these are put aside, the rate of exports to imports was 85% in 2002 but dropped to 77% in 2005.

The growing foreign deficit poses a serious risk even when it is financed and the quality of the financing is improved. As the deficit grows, we become more dependent on the rest of the world. Therefore, we cannot behave as if ‘there is no risk and everything is fine’. Such an approach prevents us from taking serious measures.

A current accounts deficit financed by short-term funds, as it is the case today, means high short-term debt. Now, consider the latest fluctuations. Pay attention especially to interest rates which are a more serious indicator. You will see that we are more severely affected than other countries. There are lessons to be learned from what is going on.

Increased direct capital investments and the privatization revenues will only bring relief to the financing of the current accounts deficit for a short time. It is only when we make our industry and exports depend less on imports that the current deficit is no longer a risk.

Therefore, we want an industrialization strategy which redraws the map of industry in Turkey. We have been insistently demanding the establishment of an industrial information system for four years in order to monitor the sectors at all times and take measures in good time. 

If we try to see what is mainly lacking today, we can see that we do not have a strategy on many issues like foreign capital or investment incentives. That is why, although the television sets produced in Turkey make up the half of the television set market in Europe, we depend on imported inputs on a 90% basis since we could not create our own component parts industries. 

So, we have to encourage the establishment of components industries, the maintenance of a larger portion of production chain in Turkey and technological advances. But, we take the easy way out and we do not pay attention to the efficiency of investments, we do not make the investment incentives system selective and we are providing support to investments of all kinds. To tell you the truth, we only believe we are supporting the investments.

Then we turn back and see that we have established 1200 flour factories with a combined processing capacity of 35 million tons although we produce only 14 million tons of wheat. Therefore, we should not support just anyone laying a brick but rather only those who lay the right bricks.

We have to install a sound dialogue mechanism between the public and private sectors. Based on this information, we then have to steer our industrial investments towards more efficient areas.

This transformation process is more difficult for SMEs which constitute 99% of the economy and are the backbone of industry. The big corporations of the future are the SMEs of today, so we have to introduce the partnership culture to small scale enterprises. 

The taxation system and trade legislation should encourage companies to grow through mergers. We have to develop new financial support systems for those SMEs who are willing to get stronger by combining their capitals and make technological renovations. 

We believe that companies should grow by competing on under equal terms. So the powers and the institutional structure of the Competition Authority whose mandate is to create such an environment must be strengthened. 

The rules of the game must be clear and they should not be changed arbitrarily. Competition must take place on the basis of equality. The era of doing business relying on support from Ankara should come to an end. What we want is an open, transparent, accountable structure where personal connections are not uppermost; rules are observed; and the same terms and conditions are applied to everyone. 

My dear Friends

We should not forget that reform of social security is vitally important. Let’s not sacrifice this reform to populism. I ask anyone opposed to this reform a simple question. Should we let this black hole, which generated a deficit of 17 billion Dollars last year, grow and so do we have to continue with ultra-high employment costs?

We welcome and support the National Assembly’s work on social security and universal health insurance. The Turkish business community supports this program and demands   labor legislation which rewards employment rather than penalizing it. 

On the other hand, we have to assist unemployed young people, trades-people who have lost their businesses; and middle-aged unemployed people with an education reform. Unless one experiences it directly you cannot tell how painful it is when a 40 year old who is the breadwinner for his family can no longer use his skills. Therefore, we should not sacrifice vocational training to petty politics but should make it attractive so that we do not raise unhappy and desperate people but rather a generation equipped with the skills our economy needs.

We should accelerate the liberalization of services such as energy generation and distribution, transportation and telecom. Opening these markets to free competition will increase the competitiveness of the productive economy. Let’s look for alternative resources for the supply of energy. Within this context, we have to start nuclear energy generation and we have to acquire peaceful nuclear technology.

We have to renew our legal and judicial system in line with the requirements of the modern age. Because, we believe that justice is an even more fundamental reason for the existence of the state than prosperity is. A justice system making rapid and rightful decisions is the best guarantee for social peace. We have to raise the technical, physical and human resources standards of our judicial system both qualitatively and quantitatively up to world standards. 

We have to save our country from being a bureaucratic state immersed in legislation. Thirteen thousand laws have been passed since the foundation of the Republic. Approximately 9000 laws are in force today. When there are too many legal regulations exist,   contradictory regulations on the same subject sometimes arise in different laws. 

The bureaucratic mentality fed by this sluggish and mistaken system drives up the burden of   tax and legislation intentionally in order to protect its own existence. As a result, everyone, from trade to employment, from construction to imports, has an incentive to do business in the informal sector. When this is the case, no one can hold anyone else accountable for anything. Those who cannot be held accountable cannot hold others accountable.  Those who can not hold others accountable are not taken into consideration seriously. 

My dear Friends

The opaque and bureaucratic public administration mentality which prevents us from holding others accountable is the source of many of the difficulties we encounter. The bureaucratic mentality believes that the economy is composed simply of formulas and figures on an excel sheet on the computer. Unfortunately, this does not take the human factor into account. Corruption will remain   an ineradicable part of the system as long as public expenditure lacks transparency; the curtain of bureaucracy remains so thick; and state remains to some extent engaged in the economy.

Why do our citizens, who strictly obey traffic rules when they are abroad, not obey the very same traffic rules when they return to Turkey? It has got nothing to do with our people or the traffic fines. The problem lies within the system. The problem is the fact that rules are not applied equally. This system must change.

We now have to establish a market economy where the rules of the game are known in advance and are not changed arbitrarily and where the state intervenes only to implement these rules. We have to free the country’s legal system from unnecessary laws and regulations. 

We have to complete public administration reform and so increase transparency in the public sector. We have to strengthen independent administrative and inspection institutions; we should not restrict their effectiveness and powers. We have to improve the transparency of the public procurement system which is of vital importance in fighting against corruption and waste; we have to overhaul the procurement processes.

The role of politics is to formulate the regulatory setting and make sure that everyone including itself observes these rules and its role is also to set rules governing the way these rules shall be amended. Such steps would reinforce the institutional infrastructure of public administration and ensure that our companies compete under more appropriate and equal conditions and give impetus to growth. 

The Turkish business community will support the steps taken in this direction. The improvement of the business and investment climate, the elimination of obstacles will continue to be the most important items on TOBB’s agenda.

Dear Friends

Throughout history, Anatolia’s geographical position has been the most difficult and tough one in the world.

This geographical region is always highly sensitive to the developments around it. Remaining in command of the situation is thus always a challenge and international relations are matters of constant concern. Emotional or knee-jerk responses in international relations have always been detrimental both to our international interests and bear this fact in mind. Turkey which possesses a great state tradition and history must always consider this fact.

On the other hand, friendly links with regions which are  close to us historically, culturally and geographically are beneficial. Therefore, we must not let go of   sensitive and rightful issues like counter-terrorism, the conflict in Iraq, and the Cyprus problem. 

We are at a crucial stage in Turkey relations with the European Union, one which is important for the future of our country and in which we have been investing for 50 years; the accession negotiations have been initiated. The progress covered by the Turkish Grand National Assembly, together with government and opposition, is striking and encouraging.

If we do not want to lose the impetus and ambition we   have achieved so far, we should not waste time on unnecessary arguments. It would be intolerable, through populist and political arguments, to slow down or to move backwards on this path which is so crucial for Turkey’s future. This cannot be permitted.

The EU accession process is a new transformation process containing both opportunities and risks for the real sector. We have to set up systems that will prepare our companies for this process and reflect the sensitivities of our sectors to the negotiations. Such a system would also to the advantage of the government for the maintenance of the public opinion support which will inevitably diminish when serious difficulties arise. Let us not forget that undervaluing the opinions of the business community concerning the Customs Union process has caused many expensive mistakes.

In the field of foreign policy, there  are vast opportunities as well as risks awaiting us. For us, Baku-Ceyhan oil pipeline is currently the biggest international project of the twenty first century. Projects for transporting   Azeri, Russian and Kazakh oil and gas to Europe via Turkey will turn our country into one of the world’s strategic energy hubs. Thus, Ceyhan will become a leading world energy terminals.

On the other hand, Turkey is situated exactly in the middle between an integrating European market and the rapidly growing economies of the Far East, mainly China. In the lands immediately to our east, there is a vast region which is crucially important in terms of energy but has not been integrated with   world trade and industry. And we may of course also ask who has the economic infrastructure and entrepreneurial capacity to make this region a part of the world economy? The answer of course is that we in Turkey do.

A billion people live on this vast tract of land from Northern Africa to Central Asia. But, it is Turkey that is responsible for 65% of all the exports of industrial goods from this region. We do this without depending on natural resources. Our richest natural resource by far is our entrepreneurs, that is, yourselves.

We are the only example of an industrialized and private sector-based development in this region. Thanks to the Turkey-EU Customs Union, our commercial integration with the rest of Europe has deepened. More than half of our exports end up in Europe.

Therefore, it is us who will link both ends of Eurasia from Atlantic to Pacific and integrate this large region located in the middle of Eurasia with the world economy. There is no country in the region which has the economic infrastructure needed to succeed in this task. We in Turkey are economically and industrially the biggest power of this region.

Another important point is the fact that Chinese ports are far from being adequate to handle that country’s vast foreign trade volume exceeding 1.2 trillion Dollars. Alternative supply routes to China are being sought. The most reasonable route for these supply lines is the land of our ancestors, Central Asia. So, history is beckoning at us to set up a new Silk Road for our own times.

On the other hand, both our country’s interests and the stability of the world economy make it essential that the energy transportation lines are absolutely safe and secure for the western world of which we are a part. In our day, we have seen that the security of energy transportation lines is best ensured thorough economic and social integration. Turkey is the only county that has this capacity because of the growing degree to which its economy is integrated with the region around it as a whole.  

Therefore, we have to think globally; we have to take account of global trends. That’s why; TOBB has to be an active player in the global arena. We will be defending your rights and interests not only in our country but also globally.

We have to place the economy at the heart of our foreign policy. We appreciate and advocate the contacts of the Prime Minister abroad leading the Turkish business community. Because the countries we are competing with have been doing exactly the same thing for many years. They are taking new initiatives that will pave the way for and provide new opportunities to their private sectors.

Turkish economy cannot grow by staying out of the globalization process, closing its doors and turning in on itself. Putting national interests first today means possessing globally competitive economies and big corporations.

Just like our competitors, we have to place the interests of our companies at the heart of the way in which we define national interests. We need products and companies that will wave our flag with pride all around the world. We are doing this already but we still need to do more.

Therefore, my dear friends, you will be taking on two important missions at once. On one hand, you will bear the responsibility for growing and developing the Turkish economy. On the other hand, you will be the envoys of Turkey abroad, representing our country. It is you who will make Turkey the economic super power of this region.

We expect all politicians and bureaucrats to give their support to our business community. Please do not ignore our country’s business community but help them come to terms with the problems of this community both at home and abroad. They are working for our country. Their success is your and our country’s success. The prestige they have in the world is your and our country’s prestige. 

This great business community will make the 21st century the Turkish era. Turkey will rise up, carried on the shoulders of its devoted and enterprising business people.

Dear Friends

The prospect of becoming one of the world’s top ten economies lies within our grasp. Turkey can become a country with much greater influence in the world and we can play a part in shaping a better destiny for the world. But to achieve this, we will have to do what we have failed to do so far. We have to finish what we have started.

We do not want populism but a secure future. We do not want to look backwards but forward. We do not want to give up the economic stability for which we have paid such a high price.

No country with a fragile and unstable economy can ever be successful in international affairs or indeed in its own internal life, or achieve the front rank of the modern world.

Our government, opposition, and civil society all need to grasp the vital importance of political and economic stability. We should avoid doing anything that upsets that stability. Turkey will be harmed if we waste time on conflicts arising from political polarization while we have bright opportunities.

The culture of strife and conflict has been detrimental to all of us individually and to our country in the past. What we need is not conflicts and polarization but ways of managing the transformation process with consensus and compromise. We should not forget that we are a single unity as a state, nation and country. We have to tell our people that the way to be a great country depends of achieving integrity and solidarity. 

The main feature of life today is the work of sustaining the structure of our democratic, secular and social state in which the rule of law prevails as set out in the Constitution. These are indisputable values of our country. This structure guarantees three main freedoms necessary to become a developed society: freedom of expression, freedom of religion and conscience and freedom of enterprise.

So we should be conscious that we are all in the same boat and we have to encourage conciliation between institutions, culture of compromise and communicative reasoning. Bearing in mind that success always belongs in the end to anyone who says he or she will succeed, we should never forget how we successfully managed to overcome the difficulties we faced during our War of Independence.

The people of this land fought hand in hand under the most difficult conditions and turned this country into our acknowledged homeland. We want to carry this success story on further  and leave our children a land they can be proud of.

I believe from the bottom of my heart that if we make the reforms efficiently and complete the structural transformation we are working on, we will be leaving a historical success story for the generations to come who will rule the country in the future if God permits. 

We have faith in ourselves and in our entrepreneurs. We will succeed against whatever confronts us as long as we stand united. We are the supporters of a transformation process which will modernize and strengthen Turkish economy. We will continue to be its supporters.

My dear friends,

You, the entrepreneurs, initiative takers, and opinion leaders of Turkey are both the guarantors of the country’s political and economic stability and also the engine of dynamism in its economy. You are the guarantors of the integrity and togetherness of our country with your tolerance and culture of compromise which transcend all differences and divisions.

Because of your success in the competitive world markets you always will be a source of pride for our country. I am proud of you, the entrepreneurs, who embody the Turkish people’s ambition to succeed through their entrepreneurial spirit. It is the greatest of all honors to be the President of such a community. So I wish you the best of luck and success in the future. 
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