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  Trying to Pick Up the Pieces, One Week after 

the Earthquake 
 

 
With the current death toll exceeding 12,000, more than 38,000 injured, and virtually no 
hope of finding further survivors among the estimated 35,000 people still buried beneath 
tons of rubble, Turkey stands in stunned disbelief a week after the devastating 7.4 magnitude 
earthquake on August 17. As tent cities begin to rise in the devastated areas, initial shock is 
giving way to an undercurrent of anger as the relatives of the dead and the nearly 200,000 
homeless victims seek answers as well as relief. 
 
Centered in Izmit, approximately 55 miles east of Istanbul, the quake pulverized a region 
accounting for one quarter of Turkey's population and nearly half of its industry. While there 
is no authoritative damage estimate, the long-term effects of this disaster on the Turkish 
economy, which was already struggling to emerge from recession, will be considerable. 
 
Although most industries are reporting minimal damage to facilities, a sizeable portion of 
Turkey's workforce remains off the job, seeking loved ones and joining in the cleanup 
efforts. The Turkish Industrialists and Businessmen's Association (TUSIAD) estimates $20-
$25 billion in damage to the region and a loss of $320 million a day in production as western 
Turkey remains virtually closed for business. Recent progress in privatization, social security 
reform, and international arbitration, which were intended to smooth the way for an IMF 
loan agreement, has slowed as Turkey strives to cope with monumental losses.  
 
The effort to stabilize the Turkish economy will suffer not only from the opportunity costs of 
funds reallocated toward disaster relief, but also from the inevitable but hopefully temporary 
break in foreign investment. Minister of State for the Economy Recep Onal has attempted to 
put a positive spin on things, arguing that Turkey will soon recover and that there will be no 
lasting damage to the Turkish economy with an early standby agreement with the IMF. 
Given the fact that his predecessor, Hikmet Ulugbay, tried to commit suicide in early July 
after the last round of talks with the IMF amid allegations of "insider trading" by other 
politicians and bureaucrats, such optimism seems misplaced.  
 
The short-lived, revolving-door governments of the 1990s inevitably focused on short-term 
gains. As a result, Turkey's political system put little premium on paying attention to the 
Turkish public's living conditions and standards except during elections. The system did not 
encourage sustained efforts to address major public policy issues such as housing, education, 
health care, social security, or even civil defense measures to prepare for natural disasters.  
 
The government's first reaction to the earthquake was confused and often contradictory. 
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Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit admitted belatedly that it was beyond his three-party coalition 
government to respond quickly to the disaster. The early hours after the disaster saw 
unnecessary delays in getting earth-moving equipment to the stricken area and, unbelievably, 
uncooperative customs agents delaying foreign rescue crews for hours at Turkish airports. 
 
The poorer, outlying communities of Istanbul, as well as towns such as Koceli, Yalova, 
Sakarya, and Adapazari closer to the epicenter, have seen a massive influx of rural Turks 
seeking industrial employment over the past decades, erecting neighborhoods called 
gecekondu, which literally translates into English as "built overnight." The seemingly willful 
or corrupt blindness of successive governments toward unregistered and shoddy construction 
was compounded by the lack of emergency management networks in a region with a long 
history of seismic activity. The government's Emergency Earthquake Fund had no funds to 
respond to the disaster. A parliamentarian from the region summed up popular frustration 
with the government when he observed that Turkish Civil defense procedures "did not 
collapse during the earthquake, rather they never existed in the first place." Tourism Minister 
Erkan Mumcu referred to the quake as no less than, "a declaration of bankruptcy for the 
Turkish political and economic system; what is now lying under the ruins is the Turkish 
political and administrative system."  
 
While the sheer magnitude of the earthquake would have strained the resources of any 
country, past negligence and corruption, combined with the inadequate emergency response, 
resulted in higher casualties than might otherwise have been the case. Instead of admitting 
past mistakes, however, the government is trying to deflect or stifle criticism. President 
Suleyman Demirel, who during a visit to a devastated town was confronted by earthquake 
victims criticizing the government, said that anger "should be directed at the earthquake and 
not the government." Ecevit, a former journalist, was stung by sustained criticism from the 
Turkish media, attacked "irresponsible" reporters who were "undermining morale" with their 
stories. A television station has been shut down, charged with "overly provocative" coverage 
of the unfolding disaster. 
 
A retired four-star general has argued that it was "necessary for the military to control the 
relief efforts through the declaration of emergency rule." Ecevit's response has been that the 
Turkish military had made no such demand. But General Huseyin Kivrikoglu, the Chief of 
Staff of the Turkish Armed Forces, publicly confirmed that there had been discussion of the 
question with the government. In any case, the situation in the disaster areas is de facto 
martial law, with the military patrolling the streets with orders to shoot looters on sight. 
Considering the seriousness of the crisis, if the government also mismanages the recovery 
efforts, the delicate civilian-military balance formed over the past three-quarters of a century 
could well be affected. What may be significant is that although the military has also come 
under some criticism for its initial slow reaction, when the soldiers finally arrived on the 
scene, they were met with cheers even as the central and local governments were lambasted 
by the public and the press. 
 
What is immediately clear is that the sheer magnitude of this disaster has brought the long-
neglected fundamental structural maladies of Turkey into focus, revealing the shortcomings 
of the political system. It is possible that popular frustration with the government's muddled 
initial response may build into an irresistible call for institutional housecleaning. It is too 
early to know if the public anger with the state -- unusual for Turkey, which has a tradition 
of deference to central authority -- will be sustained or how it will be channeled and what the 
ultimate impact of the earthquake will be on Turkish politics. What is certain is that unless 
the Turkish political establishment takes a long, hard look at itself and unless the public 
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insists on accountability, no amount of aid will permanently heal Turkey's wounds. 
Bulent Aliriza,  

Senior Associate  
 


	August 25, 1999

