Distinguished Chairman of the General Assembly,

Distinguished Chairmen of the Councils,

His Excellency Mr. Prime Minister,

Distinguished Chairman of the Nationalist Movement Party (MHP),

Distinguished Representative of the Republican People’s Party (CHP),

Esteemed Ministers,

Distinguished MPs,

Distinguished Bureaucrats,

Distinguished representatives of the business community gracing our General Assembly with their presence, 

Ladies and Gentlemen,

Dear Youngsters,

Dear Colleagues,

Distinguished Members of the Press,

Welcome to the 65th General Assembly of our Union. I would like to greet you all on my behalf and on behalf of the Union of Chambers and Commodity Exchanges of Turkey. May God have mercy on our colleagues who passed away since the last General Assembly. I also would like to extend my condolences to the families of miners who passed away in an accident in Zonguldak.  May all of them rest in peace.

Distinguished Delegates,

You have watched a video about our recent activities. In our work, His Excellency Mr. Prime Minister and Ministers have always been with us, listened to our problems about issues of economic nature, sought solutions to these problems and put these solutions into practice. Chairman of MHP, Mr.Devlet Bahçeli, former Chairman of CHP, Mr.Deniz Baykal and their managements have shown interest in and given support to the business community during this time. We would like to thank them.

Dear Friends,

We have gone through a very difficult year. World economies shrank by 5% in average in 2009. Total value of goods and services produced in the world decreased by 3.3 trillion Dollars. 133 out of 182 countries experienced economic constriction. Global trade volume decreased by 3.6 trillion Dollars, that is, by 25%. 27 million people lost their jobs.

In order to limit economic shrinkage, public expenditures were rapidly increased. Although budget deficit ratio to national income was 1% in 2007, it exceeded 6% in 2009. In order to keep financial markets alive, developed countries spent 1.1 trillion dollars. In 2007, ratio of public debt to national income in these countries was 75% in 2007 whereas it reached up to 100% in 2010.

The estimate is that economies will grow by 4.2% in average in 2010. According to forecasts, the growth rate will be around 3%, 1% and 6% in USA, Europe and developing countries, respectively.  However, it will take years to recover the level of production and employment that is lost. In short, global crisis left behind a huge economic and social devastation.

I hope that all these will show the world what the cost of trying to make money on money rather than producing has been and that everyone learns from it. All these facts also show the evidence of under which conditions you, who earn every penny by hard work, have been trying to survive.
Imagine a world where only a small group making money on money is doing well. Is it possible for such an unfair structure to survive? In the pre-crisis period, daily global trade volume of goods was 40 billion Dollars. Daily trading volume of financial markets was 100 folds of this figure that is 4 trillion Dollars. And in the end, this rosy picture faded away; and we suddenly wakened from a dream. 

Therefore, it is now high time to compensate the negative consequences of uncontrolled globalization and move on to a market economy that runs on the ground of rules and fair competition. Those who earn more than they produce in the financial sector must be restrained. A new era, where employees and producers take fair shares must begin. And everyone should realize that ‘trading money results in poverty and corruption whereas trading goods will result in prosperity and welfare’. 

Distinguished guests,

Having integrated with the world economy, Turkey was, also, naturally affected by this crisis. Our economy lost 125 billion Dollars. The number of unemployed increased by 1.1 million people. Industry shrank by 7.2%, trade shrank by 10.4% and construction industry shrank by 16.3%.

Since the beginning of 2009, we have always emphasized the following: Let’s not feel desperate, helpless and pessimistic. The dynamism of Turkish economy comes from its power in production and consumption. If domestic consumption, which makes up 70% of the national income, is boosted, the effects of the crisis can be mitigated. This was the goal we tried to attain. The government took important steps towards this goal by cutting consumption tax in various sectors.

Subsequently, we launched the campaign ‘when there is a crisis, there is a remedy’ in 81 provinces with the support of the ruling and opposition parties and local administrations and together with the leading professional and non-governmental organizations and trade unions. We challenged the crisis in unison and solidarity. We brought the banks, real sector and consumers together thanks to the campaign ‘Renew your Home Turkey’. This is how we managed to break the vicious cycle of the crisis together. We bolstered the morale of producers and consumers.

All these efforts came to fruition and the engine of recovery has been domestic consumption. In the last quarter of 2009, our economy grew by 6% thanks to domestic consumption. In the first quarter of 2010, we managed to increase industrial production by 17%. 

In short, we are leaving behind a dark tunnel once again together, by joining our hands. However, this is not a time for complacency. We are now facing a new wave of crisis that started in Greece and is affecting the entire EU area. We can neither stop nor escape the consequences of giant waves coming from outside. But we can make our ship stronger. We have to fortify the recovery process, which is underway in economy. Structural reforms will serve for this purpose. 

We have to revisit the micro reforms which we had to cut short in the pre-crisis period; thereby decreasing the burden on our companies and improving the competetiveness of our economy. This is because, the endurance of our entrepreneurs is put through a new challenge every day. SMEs are having difficulty in having access to funding. They are at the mercy of banks.

Luckily, tax and premium burdens have been lowered. We are not oblivious of the government’s initiatives that helped our entrepreneurs; thank you. The management of economy gained impetus thanks to Deputy Prime Minister Ali Babacan. Pronouncement of the Fiscal Rule is also a milestone for our country. It will serve as a strong anchor especially during the coming elections and will create a sense of confidence. The Fiscal Rule is like immunizing the body against illnesses. Provided that the Fiscal Rule is applied in a serious and transparent manner, it will act as a significant factor for building trust in public financial management. 

Dear Friends,

I also would like to share with you a problem that is increasingly pressing in Anatolia. 

Bureaucrats’ perception of each and every business as a tax evader, malevolent taxpayer makes it almost impossible to do business. Some auditors are in a reckless manner saying ‘we draft our report anyway, then you can go to the court to challenge it’. Having been subjected to such an unfair treatment, the entrepreneurs have to struggle at courts for years to get rid of stigmatization.

Courts reject almost 90% of tax penalties, yes, however...the reputation that is lost cannot be recovered. We certainly have nothing against audits. But, we are against being stigmatized by unfair claims. The auditors must bear responsibility as well. When his report is wrong, there should be legal consequences.

On the other hand, problems in the judicial system render it impossible to serve justice in a fast and sound way. Yet, my ancestors were famous to be just all around the world. Now, we have to re-install a judicial system, which everyone truly believes to be just.

I want a judicial system that I can turn to with complacence when I face injustice, when I feel helpless, when all the doors are closed on me. I want a judicial system, which is the foundation of sovereignty, which upholds the state, which protects the aggrieved and the rightful. I want a judicial system that nourishes the superiority of law, not the law of superiors. I want a judicial system that is the guarantee of democracy, not of oligarchy. I want a judicial system that I can take refuge in after God. 

Mr. Prime Minister,

We all know that unemployment is Turkey’s biggest problem. Turkish business community is aware of the fact that this problem is threatening Turkey’s future. This is not only an economic but also a social issue. It jeopardizes social peace and social structure. We, stakeholders in Turkey’s future, are stakeholders in problems and solutions, too.

But, we also like to highlight the following: As you always say, we have been neither deceptive nor deceived. We have never promised the moon unlike others. We have not made theoretical calculations and tried to give the impression that we would create thousands of jobs.

We have always spoken the truth at the expense of being misunderstood. We, as the only umbrella organization of the private sector, have always been in search for a solution to the unemployment problem together with our member companies and other business organizations. And we succeeded.

In between 2002-2008, private sector in Turkey provided new jobs for 3 million people. We also scaled down informal economy. How can we tell this? Because, the number of employed with social security increased by 3.6 million in the same period. That is, we have increased both employment rate and the rate of registered workers. So, how did we achieve this? The answer lies in stability and reform process. The answer lies in the economic growth. We do not want money from the government. We just want to compete with our competitors on an equal ground that is enough for us.

Look at the recent employment figures. The increase in employment in the last 1 year is 292 thousand people in industry, 110 thousand people in construction industry and 423 thousand people in services as of February. Hence, employment in private sector increased by 825 thousand people. 

So, it is obvious that we are increasing the employment rate as the business and investment climate get better in our country and as the economy grows. It goes without saying that the exact solution is to make wheels turn faster and to increase our production and competitiveness. We need a driving force, a propeller to keep wheels turning. If we can catch such a wind, this community can solve this problem, once again!

Then, let’s start mobilization in employment together, public and private sector hand in hand. This community can create jobs for 1.3 million people and even more. We have done it yesterday. We will do better tomorrow. Rest assured that we will see a rapid increase in employment in the coming days.

Mr. Prime Minister, Distinguished Ministers,

Our investment climate should live up to that of our competitors if we want a stronger Turkey. To this end, we have to complete all legislative work that shall improve investment climate, such as the Commercial Code, Law on Obligations, Civil Procedures Law, Tax system reform and regulating the retail industry as soon as possible.

We must provide our companies with easy access to financing. Our government’s initiative to give additional collateral to Credit Guarantee Fund and to increase the funds of Eximbank has considerably supported our SMEs. In order to facilitate the process of opening up to alternative markets abroad, we should make sure that the export insurance system functions more effectively by taking into account the growing problems of EU markets. We should provide support from Treasury to our industrialists for the cost of their international transportation. 
We believe that restructuring the accumulated tax and social security premium debts will be extremely beneficial. Our government took a similar step in 2004 and generated 7.5 billion TL of income; thus enabled numerous entrepreneurs to survive. 

Such an initiative that is much needed particularly in the aftermath of the global crisis, will be a relief for the public budget and allow more companies to survive, produce and create jobs. 
Annual interest on public receivables, which is approximately 30%, is extremely high.

We should pull such rates down to more reasonable and payable levels. Heavy tax burdens on fuel are undermining our competitiveness as well as encouraging informal economy.  In a specific time frame, we should decrease the high taxes in the energy sector. 

We welcome the endeavors of the Competition Board to establish fair competition and a rule-oriented market. The business community gives its full support to such efforts. We believe it is necessary to include the public institutions in the scope of competition law in order to establish a fair competitive environment more strongly.

Regional development agencies should not be transformed into new bureaucratic institutions; with the help of these agencies Turkey's future should be assessed on the provincial and regional basis. We should focus on projects which can turn local opportunities into global advantages. 

We appreciate the fact that TUBITAK and KOSGEB now work in closer cooperation with and give full support to the private sector. Increasing and expanding R&D incentives in the last couple of years have yielded positive outcomes. As the private sector, we made the best out of these incentives. Today, 1200 businesses are operational in 37 technology development zones established. We employ 12.000 people and have an export volume of nearly 600 million dollars.

We commend the efforts of Mr.Nihat Ergün, the Minister of Industry and Trade to strengthen our industry and R&D capacity and the initiatives he took in an inclusive manner. We believe that amending the legislation will be helpful to ensure that SMEs benefit more from R&D incentives.

We should implement an industrial policy that will increase our competitiveness in the global economy and raise the share of our entrepreneurs using high technology. This is because a country which is not producing technology does not belong to the 21st century. With any product we produce, we should move one step further in the value chain. We should grow businesses from all sectors in a robust manner without discriminating between sectors.

By the end of this year we will have come to the end of the current investment incentive system. While renewing this system, we believe it is vital to diversify the incentives; strike a more careful balance among various provinces and districts, and take into account the market characteristics of neighboring countries.

We should find solutions to the problems of our education system. We should make a complete revision of the vocational training infrastructure in our country. We should leave inconclusive discussions aside and make our vocational training system more responsive to market demands. We should impose a new vocational training related mission and function on our chambers of commerce and industry, which are in the best position to follow up local economic activities. 

We should help young people, who are fresh out of the education system but unable to find jobs due to the system’s former failures, to acquire more practical, up-to-date and new skills. We should further extend the outreach of the existing vocational training policies from ten thousands to millions and while doing that, we should definitely concentrate on quality education. In this context, we should resolve unemployment problem of the middle aged, which is becoming increasingly chronic every passing day. We should increase women's contribution to economy. To this end, we should put the education of girls at the forefront and support our women entrepreneurs.

TOBB, together with the Ministry of Labor and Social Security and the Ministry of National Education, is launching an important project all around Turkey which will give momentum to vocational training. Together with our Chambers and Commodity Exchanges in 81 provinces, we are assuming the responsibility at the local and national level. 

Unfortunately we regret to see that it is the package but not the content that seems to be more important whereas we are supposed to give our undivided attention to the education system. At first sight, a ‘no uniforms policy’ in the primary and secondary education might sound good. But how can we let in clear conscience those children see the difference between rich and poor because of this policy at such a young age? What will become of that child in the future when his sense of justice is damaged and hurt at such a young age? We are taking certain steps, but unfortunately we still focus on the wrapping rather than the content.   
Dear Friends, 

Not only the public authorities but also we as the private sector have things to do. For many years, it has been TOBB that raised its voice the most about informal economy. And, we have been highlighting that those in the informal economy are doomed to remain small. Small ones can only serve as sub-contractors. In order to encourage registered employment, we recently mobilized public offerings in close cooperation with Capital Market Board, Istanbul Stock Exchange and the Association of Capital Market Intermediary Institutions of Turkey.

This has been a repetitive call: Let's abandon the mentality “Be it small, but be it mine”. We now want to see some Turkish SMEs doing business at a global scale. To this end, we should learn how to become institutionalized; we should learn the culture of partnership. Rather than imitating what others do, we should think and move to create new values.

I would like to once more call out to the business community and to the public opinion: Countries where companies make profit become wealthy. Companies incurring loss are detrimental to the country. Once you work honestly observing the law, making profit is not something shameful. On the contrary, it is worth appreciation. It is this appreciation we expect from the public opinion. 

Distinguished Chairmen of the Councils, distinguished delegates of the General Assembly,

Turkey’s dynamism in its foreign policy, its approach to problems and its new vision are truly exciting. From Balkans to Middle East, problematic issues that were deemed to be in deadlock, have been recently transformed into areas of maneuver. We are very happy to witness the new developments on visa requirements that overrides the stereotypes. As the entrepreneurs of Turkey, we are much aware of the fact visa-free travelling is a great opportunity for us. 

As Mevlana said, “With one foot on the center like a compass, travel the 72 countries with the other”. TOBB is constantly on the move to give support to such developments at the diplomatic front; and thus to create new business opportunities for our fellow entrepreneurs. It is for this very reason that we constantly try to have a say in business organizations in global markets. TOBB has had a seat at the administrative level of all organizations worldwide where private sector is represented. This is because, the prerequisite in doing business on the global geography is to have other countries open their doors to you. 

For an entrepreneur feeling the power and vision of Turkey backing him up, the entire world turns into an attractive market. Our businesses community will sustain the rising power of Turkey in the global arena. We wholeheartedly believe that in the upcoming decade Turkey will not only become a “regional power” but also a “global power”. 

The EU reform process will help Turkey become an attractive destination. This is because, EU continues to be the most up-to-date source of reference in areas such as democracy, participatory governance, fair competition and better life standards. For this particular reason, we stick to the goal of becoming a full member to the EU and continue working in this direction.

Dear Friends, 

Always remember that a prosperous future rises on wise steps taken today.  But, to achieve that first there should be a mentality change. If we are narrow-minded, then we will be shortsighted. If we are shortsighted, we cannot catch up with the world. We will be lagging behind. Our common goal is a prosperous, free and happy Turkey. 

There lies the foundation of the freedom of enterprise. And, for that, democracy is a must. Stability means more democracy. A structure founded upon democracy can only safeguard three freedoms no one can ever give up; freedom of expression and freedom of religion and conscience and freedom of enterprise. 

There should be democracy so that there would be peace and stability. So, it would be the rules that would dominate life, not discretionary acts. It should not be the relations but the rules that are decisive; competition should be exercised on an equal ground. Those who are paid their salaries by the taxes we pay should not be the master but the servant of people. Politics should only be done on political platforms; no one shall make it their business to do politics. Turkey should be a country where the strong is not always right, but the rightful is always strong!

Dear Friends,

We should institutionalize democracy rather than using it as a catchword only.  Otherwise, we end up with a poor and unjust system where those who are in possession of power impose anything they like rather than a system where equity and conscience prevail. Consequently, the metabolism that gets weaker catches any kind of disease. Then the country becomes vulnerable against unlawful organizations and corruption. 

Therefore, as TOBB community we have always supported and will continue to support each and every step taken to render Turkey more democratic and more modern. 

We should not expect everything from the politicians when it comes to democracy. I would like to make a call to everyone. For a better future, for a stronger Turkey, let's listen to our conscience.

Regardless of time, space and subject matter, conscience should be the building block of this country. If your conscience does not judge you, then the judgment of others is worthless. You should be in control of your willpower, but should give in to your conscience.

Do not forget that no matter what color our faces or our eyes are, the tears we shed are all the same color. This country yearns for fraternity, the solution for this country is fraternity, and its future is fraternity. Let's show everyone that we will “live like a tree, one and free, and brotherly like a forest”. This is the philosophy, which will leave no room in this country for unrest, unhappiness or desperation.

Just like we embraced global standards at the economic front in order to compete with the world; we have to achieve world standards in democracy as well. In this framework, Turkey needs a new and modern Constitution not only for political reasons but also for economic and societal reasons.  

Because this Republic was founded for the sovereignty of people, not of the bureaucracy. This Republic was founded to cater those who are all alone. In the absence of modern Constitution stipulating participatory governance, safeguarding rights and freedoms and a trustworthy judiciary, we cannot attain our objectives for the year 2023.   

It is now high time to refrain from legislative arrangements that do not provide the society with a more contemporary and prosperous life, never-ending bureaucracy and superficial perspectives. This entire democratization process should be managed in a democratic patience and maturity. There is no other way of ensuring a lasting transformation and of satisfying people with its consequences. 

Distinguished Politicians, 

If we want to have a world-class democracy, our political system should be more democratic and more participatory. Quality democracy relies on democratic politics. Ties between the people and the elected representatives should be strengthened. Law on Political Parties and Elections should be revisited within this context.

Democracy means negotiating. Take a look at the social map of TOBB: here you will find the most inclusive, broad-based structure where any fragment of the society, any school of thought, and any mentality is represented. We negotiated every subject, we had consultations. We listened to each other, we understood each other, and we never labeled each other as “the other”. We never discriminated anyone. In the end, it was togetherness that won over divergence. We became one; we acted in solidarity. We achieved peace. 

If we are able to establish this atmosphere of dialogue, solidarity and be in pursuit of a joint future under TOBB, then Turkey can definitely do the same. It actually is doing it and doubtlessly will do even better. Turkey should embrace all different elements that unite in diversity and reconcile within law. Turkey shall unite around a joint future ideal. 

A political attitude with common sense aiming at achieving such a dream by means of negotiating will lead us to a stronger and more peaceful Turkey. No one should forget that only together we could achieve a Strong Economy, a Quality Democracy and a Wealthy Turkey!

Distinguished Presidents, Honorable Delegates, 

We have not neglected our social responsibilities while we have been working for our economy. At times, we provided children in need with schools, books in 81 provinces. We gave support to the poor. We were there in Hatay, in Mersin and in Samsun, giving a helping hand to the victims of natural disasters. At times we provided shelter to the victims of earthquake in Bingöl, Elazığ and Sakarya. We provided ambulances when the need be. We gave support to the Police, to the Security Forces. We were there in Yeşil Türbe, in Selimiye and in Hacı Bektaş to take care of the legacy of our ancestors. We were there to find remedies for our kin in Balkans, in Caucasus.

We worked all together, we accomplished together. This community is grand thanks to you. This country is strong thanks to you. Here are the seasoned, the competent representatives of trade and industry from 81 provinces. Here are the ones, who know what it is like to go through difficult patches in life, to work patiently. Here are the young entrepreneurs, the guardians of our future. Turkey will rise on their hard work.  

Here are the women entrepreneurs, eyes shining, full of ambition to succeed. Their raising hands will raise Turkey in the future.

You are the opinion leaders of Turkey. You are the rugged Turkish entrepreneurs flying our flag all around the world. You are the ones putting effort, you are the ones producing; you are the ones never refraining from sacrificing for your country. This grand community you pulled together is the guarantee for a strong economy and a strong Turkey! You do not know what desperation, what fear is. You never deviate from your target!

As in the words of Ahmet Arif: With hope... with love.... with dreams...We will go after the great dreams of Turkey. Turkey, which is one of the 10 largest economies in the world, with a national income of over 2 trillion dollars; Turkey, whose global national companies rank among the biggest 100 companies of the world; Turkey, with an export volume of 500 billion dollars; a global leader at least in three sectors; Turkey, which does not imitate, but invents, produces science, exports technology; Turkey setting an example to the entire world with its quality democracy and strong economy. I hope that it is in our destiny to work for a country that befits its place in history and that leads other nations in the direction previously set forth by Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, who paved this way for us. 

We are here to serve this country. We love this country. May God give this country and all of you the strength to dream even bigger and to make all these dreams come true. May God clear our path. May luck be with you. May God help us all. 
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