Distinguished Chair of the General Assembly and Presidents of Councils,

Your Excellency Mr. Prime Minister,

Distinguished President of the Republican Peoples Party,

Distinguished President of the True Path Party,

Distinguished Representatives of Political Parties,

Distinguished Ministers and MPs,

Distinguished Members of the Civil Service,
Fellow Presidents of Chambers and General Assembly Delegates,

Distinguished Guests,

Distinguished Members of the Press,

It is an honor for us to have you with us today at TOBB-ETU, a foundation of which we at TOBB are very proud, and I would like to extend my regards to each and every one of you on behalf of the Executive Board and myself. Welcome to the 62nd General Assembly. TOBB is the largest professional organization congregating the entire business community with a membership of 1,3 million from all sectors and parts of the country, from small to large-scale enterprises, from domestic to foreign companies.

I am proud to say that we at TOBB are a professional organization, that is a model for the spread of participatory democracy. Each and every one of our 364 chambers and commodity exchanges contributes to the development and establishment of the  culture of democracy all over the country through their democratic structure and traditions. Thanks to its democratic structure, TOBB has been the voice of our entrepreneurs for years. 
Those who live amongst the people from day-to-day and know them best and who keep track of their hardships best are the entrepreneurs here today. It is this great community which ensure an uninterrupted economic growth  in this countryfor the last 5 years; which increased exports two and a half times; which created new job opportunities for 2.4 million people in trade, industry and services thanks to  the macroeconomic stability we achieved in Turkey after long years. The members of this community have been providing more jobs and more bread for the last five years despite the hardships they face and so give new hope  to our nation. TOBB’s voice is the voice of commonsense. It is the voice that all those who want to serve Turkish people must listen to. 

As the business community, we want to invest more; provide more jobs; and move ahead faster. We know how to do our jobs, as we have shown to everyone in the last five years. To do our job, there is just one thing we ask for: the sustainability of the present confidence and stable environment, and a bright horizon for the future.

We are very concerned that what happened in Turkey in the last couple of months will cast a shadow on this bright horizon. Yes, we are going through a painful period. But, this pain is inflicted by our political and administrative structure, which has fallen behind the economic and social norms of our time and fails to meet the expectations of our people.

The time has come to make radical reforms in this political and administrative structure. The time has come to create new approaches to politics that will produce dialogue, reconciliation and solutions. Dialogue and reconciliation are only possible in a system that lays the grounds for them. Unless the administrative and political system is reformed, it will not be possible to carry on with economic reforms.

A large group of people, who either are unemployed or whose jobs are at stake, are expecting policies that safeguard stability; create jobs and increase earnings. Turkish people want to live in a democracy, which respects their values and is abreast of international standards without surrendering all that the Republic has won for them. The Turkish people do not want to close doors on the world. They want a larger share in the world  economy. Turkish people are calling for transparency and accountability in public administration and do not want to witness injustice and corruption any more that might cause them to falter in their faith in the system.

Since our administrative and political structure cannot respond to such expectations;

· Radical beliefs and ideologies come at the fore and divide our society into camps,

· ‘Inward looking’ tendencies which have no place in a globalizing world are getting stronger,

· There have been attempts to promote xenophobia something seldom observed throughout the history of this country which is the successor of a world empire,

· The fatigue in making reforms that are needed even if we do not become an EU member is placing obstacles in the transformation we are trying to achieve.

Dear friends,

Today, Turkey is to some extent at a crossroads just as it was in 2001. The 2001 crisis showed us that an insufficient economic system could not survive. This is how we managed to turn that crisis into an opportunity, which would stimulate transformation. Now, it is us who will transform the challenges we are now going through, into opportunities.

Turkey as a whole, failed the test in Presidential elections. We now have to stop discussing ‘who is mainly to blame’ and accurately identify the dysfunctional aspects of the system. It ought to be the system and  not the individuals who are to be blamed for the difficulties we confront in politics today in Turkey. The current political system detaches deputies from their electorates. The electorates either do not know or cannot keep track of their deputies.

Just as the business mentality has altered in the economy, so too will the mentality of politics. Laws for political parties and elections must be amended in a way that will reinforce the bond between the electorate and those elected. The way to usher in the rule of democracy is to take politics down to the people. Politics must echo the voice of people. The people themselves should be allowed to elect their representative from amongst themselves.

On the other hand, we see that the 1982 Constitution has expired. Our Constitution is now a ragtag of many amendments and is no longer has a systematic character. The time has come to write a new Constitution. The new Parliament must prepare the new Constitution in a participatory manner. The new Constitution must be based on an uptodate view of the state, which the state trusts its citizens and exists to serve them. This new Constitution will push Turkey forward in the 21st century and form the infrastructure of new politics representing the people. Alongside this the unfinished process of reform of public administration must also be completed. The new Parliament should give priority to these political and administrative reforms on its agenda.

Distinguished delegates, distinguished guests,

The Turkish business community asks our political parties to prepare a package of measures that will further strengthen economic stability and set new horizons for the future of Turkey;

What we want for Turkey is,

· to achieve an economic growth rate of more than 7%,

· to have a budget with no deficit,

· to have inflation and interest rates which stay in single digits,

· to have an unemployment rate below 5%,

· to have  an average income per capita of  $10,000 dollars .

Political parties should explain how and through which resources they hope to achieve these goals and should introduce applicable projects and programs based on real vision. One thing we should not forget while striving towards these goals is that we must protect the economic stability we have built with so much hardship.

At all times we must keep in mind the fragile and delicate state of affairs, caused by the current account deficit, which has become an integral part of rapid growth. Every step must be avoided that might undermine discipline in public finance or be detrimental to transparency.

Do not forget that any spending without provisions will come out of the pockets of our citizens either by way of taxes or inflation or by borrowing which will eventually heighten our dependency on the rest of the world. There is only one way to make it  spend more: show public opinion and markets that you will spend less so that the escalating mood of confidence will lead to a fall in interest rates.   

Dear friends,

The main item on our citizens’ agenda is unemployment. Every year, Turkey has to create more jobs than the previous year. This is because 900 thousand young people enter the labor market every year. In addition, hundreds of thousands of people every year leave farming and look for jobs in urban areas. Economic growth to create more jobs must be amongst our top priorities. 

Global competition forces many  businesses to shut down and drives thousands of employees to seek employment elsewhere. We cannot reduce unemployment in the presence of high employment costs and strict labor legislation. To create more jobs we have to eliminate rigidities in the labor market and mitigate financial and bureaucratic burdens on employment, that have been overlooked for years.

A second measure that will increase employment is reform in education. Creation of more value-added in global competition arises from knowledge. For our industry to be able to compete, our ammunition is the knowledge we have. So  we should renew and improve the skills of our workforce accordingly.

The main cause of unemployment today is the mismatch between those skills necessary in business life and those taught in schools. Schools are not teaching what industry needs and the industry does not need much of what the schools teach.

It is impossible for us to have a bright future if society is equipped with some knowledge but not educated. There is, unfortunately, a dialogue of the deaf going on in this regard. Educational reform has fallen victim to some vicious discussions for years. It is time to take education out of populism and politics.

Vocational schools must be transformed into centers for training intermediate personnel for industry. Skills-oriented programmes be created  not only for young people but also for the unemployed middle-aged whose numbers are growing. Along these lines, the unemployment insurance fund should be put into operation. Computer training and foreign language education, which are the essential requirements of the global economy, should be encouraged. 

Now is the time to launch an educational campaign to qualify and equip millions of people with the skills our modern age needs, just like the literacy campaign Atatürk once launched. Everyday we witness more and more grave consequences of each minute lost in this sphere .

      Who among us does not know someone who is unemployed? Who does not have a close friend or relative who is the victim of crime? Every 40 seconds in our country an offence is committed. That is what the statistics tell us. Why should one doubt it? But are the criminals punished even if they are arrested? Is it mistaken to say that that there are people with 100 criminal offences on record who are going free among us? The strongest blow  society can suffer is for crimes to go unpunished. Society’s conscience is bleeding. More dangerously still, the concept of justice is being eroded. We have to make the lives and assets of our people more secure by strengthening the police and judicial system against crime.

The shortcomings of the judiciary are one of the biggest challenges that confront our private sector. Cases cannot be concluded, courts fail to resolve conflicts in time, and legislation and verdicts on economic matters lag behind the modern age. A legal system which functions rapidly and efficiently is the best safeguard of both rights and freedoms and of economic development. We expect to see necessary reforms in place including specialization for the judicial process to be accelerated and the judiciary to catch up with the requirements of the modern age. Now is the time for the judiciary to be impartial.

Mr. Prime Minister, Distinguished Presidents of Political Parties,

The measures taken to date have generated stability and growth. The Turkish economy has grown by 7.5% in average during the last five years at remarkable pace. However, we need new measures to maintain growth and stability. A constant increase in employment requires constant growth.

We should not forget the dual structure in our economy. There are those who do not benefit from growth like others, many small-scale businesses and artisans and craftsmen who shut up their shops at the end of the day without earning a penny,. It is time to carry out micro-reforms we always emphasize to make growth productive. It is the only way to maintain growth.

Yes, Turkey is growing much better than before. But, we have to attain a permanent growth pace to catch up with those ahead of us in this global race. In 2006, the growth rate in the world at large was 5% whereas developing countries grew by 7%. Amongst such, the growth rate in China, India and Eastern Europe was 10%, 9% and 6% respectively.

We do not have the luxury to slow down in a world where almost every country is growing fast. Stopping is losing. But, how are we to achieve it if we bind the private sector hand and foot? Are we going to turn a blind eye to how our entrepreneurs survive while the heaviest financial and bureaucratic burdens remain as they are?

If we want to keep on with this high growth rate, if we want to increase the employment capacity of growth, if we want to increase competitiveness of our economy, if we want to make the low foreign exchange rate more tolerable for companies, we must complete micro-economic reforms. That way, it will be possible to preserve macro stability and free our entrepreneurs from the bonds restraining them.

Dear friends,

Turkish people have an entrepreneurial spirit. Many SMEs are established each year in Turkey and our entrepreneurs find new fields of business to implement new ideas. The heroes of success in our economy are the SMEs. However, although we establish numerous SMEs, we cannot scale them up enough. SMEs  do not grow in size and cannot survive against global competition.          

The only way to survive in a globalizing world is for companies to grow. Because, bigger companies are more productive. Productive companies are more competitive. So  why do our SMEs remain small in size? We are the first to blame. We have to abandon ‘let it be small but mine’ attitude and nurture the culture of partnership. We have to teach family businesses that they must become corporate to grow.

On the other hand, trade and tax legislation must encourage corporate mergers and their development. The new Turkish Code of Commerce, which is a reform of paramount importance. It will help companies to become corporate and improve the quality of their financial statements. The new code should be passed as soon as possible.

Another important reason why our SMEs remain small is their informality. Because, the balance sheet of a company working informally does not reflect the truth, banks will not grant loans to such company which it needs to grow. SMEs, because of heavy tax and labor burdens, see the remedy in being active in the informal sector to survive. Please pay attention to the fact that this is not a choice or preference, but is the direction coming from the failings of the system. So  the informality problem must be resolved urgently. The formal sector must be made attractive.

Companies too must now grasp that informality will mean staying small and having no future. In parallel to the tax deductions imposed decisively by the government, the tax system should be redesigned and simplified so that a system in which rules prevail over the discretion of bureaucracy can be established.

Mr. Prime Minister, Distinguished Presidents,

As we have been emphasizing for years, there is a need for an industrial strategy to mitigate the concerns raised by our growing current deficit and to survive in the face of a growing competition from the Far East. We cannot cut our labor costs down to those of China. 

So in order to compete, we must direct our investors towards activities which have high value-added and are globally competitive. This is possible only through an incentive system for investments, shaped according to the characteristics of  the regions and sectors and requirements of  the Turkish economy. 

Investment allowances should be maintained on a project basis and entail export oriented investments and investments which generate high technology.  India today has become a world player in the information technology sector with a strategy as such. Indian information companies have created jobs for two million people in ten years and reached an export volume of 50 billion Dollars. 

TOBB wants to contribute actively to the preparation of an industrial strategy for Turkey. Because, decisions today vis-à-vis the economy are made through dialogue and compromise. Establishing a permanent and ongoing dialogue between the public and private sectors will serve  as the basis for an industrial strategy.

Distinguished guests,

For economic growth to respond to the demands of our people, what we need is a social security system that covers all citizens but can stand on its own two feet. A social security system, which, cannot carry on any longer, must be restructured from head to toe.

How much longer will we keep on with this system, which has become a black hole growing larger every year, and creating a privileged class? We are grateful for the government’s endeavours to reform the system and we are waiting for the new parliament to conclude this work. Legal arrangements including constitutional amendments should be introduced rapidly to get this untidy and uncontrollable structure into order and Social Security reform should be completed.

Dear delegates,

Turkish economy cannot grow and Turkey cannot become a leader within a sealed structure which remains behind closed doors outside the globalization process. A Greater Turkey taking her rightful place in the global economy with her large companies will also have great goals in foreign policy. At this point, I would like to dwell on a few matters, which will be high on the foreign policy agenda in coming days:

   The Cyprus issue has not yet been resolved. We believed that keeping promises was a matter of honor for EU as well as for us. We regret to see that EU has not kept its promises. We urge our European friends to act prudently and contribute to an equitable settlement of the Cyprus issue.

Instability right next door to us, is at alarming levels in our neighbor Iraq. Our primary policy ought to be the containment of instability within the borders of Iraq. The only way to do it is to protect Iraq’s territorial integrity. 

Defeating terrorism is both a prime foreign policy goal and a security matter especially as regards its breeding grounds. Our brave army, security forces, politicians and civil society must stand next to one another in the fight against terrorism and its supporters. It is our country’s legitimate right to fight against terrorism. Within this context, there should be an uncompromising social and legal response given to those groups, which try to justify terrorism and portray it as a means to of seeking remedies.

Dear friends,

Finally, I cannot help but touch upon two more issues. Subsequent to rapid development, the world we live in is becoming more exposed to environmental problems. We pride ourselves on a protected environment and natural life in a continuously polluted world. The most precious legacy we can leave for future generations is these natural assets. It should be our national policy to protect our children’s, grandchildren’s and future generations’ right to live in natural wealth which is a blessing of God.    

On the other hand, developed agriculture is one of the preconditions for a country’s development. There is need for an agricultural reform to turn agriculture into a source of income for our farmers and the country. Passing the Framework Agreement on Agriculture is an important step. Now, in parallel with it, some short, medium- and long-term strategies must be prepared. The traditional small business approach in agriculture should be abandoned and an operation-based production model should be encouraged as in developed countries. Planned production must be adopted for quality and productivity.     

Distinguished delegates and guests,

In our day, the power of nations is measured against their economic wealth, capabilities and companies. It is Turkish entrepreneurs who stimulate growth in Turkey, glorify Turkey’s reputation, and represent her in the global arena. It is Turkish entrepreneurs who are on the ground in the Middle East, Central Asia, Europe, Russia and Northern Africa. They do not only engage in trade and construction but also with production.

Turkish industry and Turkish entrepreneurs are the biggest achievements of our Republic. Turkey has the strongest private sector in its region. Turkey alone is responsible for 65% of the total industrial exports of the Middle East and North Africa. We can point to this magnificent production capacity, which we built without oil or natural resources, in answer to those who ask us what we have done in these lands in the last eighty years. 

When we remove ourselves from endless political debates, we can see that a bright future awaits us. If we complete the economic and political reforms and maintain the growth rate of the last 5 years (7.5%), Turkey will draw abreast with Europe in 25 years. That is why  Turkey cannot afford to stop or waste time. So, we must turn the coming elections and the new parliament into opportunities. 

The changes we will introduce to the legislation throughout the EU process will strengthen our entrepreneurs’ hands. Discretion must be replaced with rules. There should be rules, they should be applied equally to everyone and there should be rules as to how rules shall be changed. Look at the Turkish entrepreneurs in Europe. How come they can be more productive than entrepreneurs in Turkey? People are the same but the system is different. We attach importance to the EU process to install the modern mentality of doing business that we regard as the level of contemporary civilization. We believe that the EU anchor is important to preserve stability.

The government and opposition, parliament in its entirety, have worked coherently and cooperated with each other throughout the EU accession process and have introduced important legislative amendments. We would like to acknowledge this solidarity which everyone should appreciated and hope to see in the next parliament  as well.

Distinguished politicians,

You are here today together with opinion leaders from different parts of the country. We represent the entrepreneurial middle-class that is the backbone of Turkey and Turkish economy and the global Turkish companies that fly our flag in the world with pride. We are the safeguards of democracy. It is us who bring to all groups in the society contemporary dynamic processes such as a market economy open to competition, good education and urbanization.

We believe that democracy, secularism, the social state and the  rule of law, as laid down in the Constitution, are the indisputable values of our country. We have been the bearers of transformation and change in this country. We have worked hard to make it possible for our people to work more, to earn more. We have worked hard to make our people happier. We have worked hard to create an environment where not even a single citizen has worries about whether his children will be able to find jobs. We have worked hard to leave behind a better future for the children of this nation.

We, the Turkish entrepreneurs, will continue to work hard and produce together without stopping. This community will make Turkey a country with prestige and a say in   world affairs,. It will promote the welfare of our people and develop our country further. Turkey will develop by the help of SMEs, not lobbies. Turkey will not prosper on unearned income but on construction sites.

Therefore, we expect all the politicians and public servants to assist and support this community. We will continue to exist in the most difficult and competitive markets of the world and pride ourselves in flying our flag everywhere in the world. Our endeavors are for our country. Our success is the success of our country. The prestige we will gain in the global arena, will be the prestige of our country. Turkey will rise on the shoulders of its forbearing and initiative-taking people, that is, on your shoulders. This great community will mark the 21st century as the Turkish century.

Dear friends,

A year ago I stood on this platform and said: ‘it is up to us to become one of the 10 biggest economies of the world, to become a country, which has a say in the world. But, to achieve this end, we have to do what we could not do in the past. We have to finish what we have started’. Now is the time to finish what you have started. Turkey, which managed to turn the dark days of the 2001 crisis into a success story, is set to achieve even more thanks to you.

We will not let political polarization hinder reforms. We will not let Turkey go back and drift into to chaos, obscurity and conflicts. In order not to miss the opportunity we have, it is time to come together instead of fighting, and to go along the path opened by our great leader Atatürk to become a modern civilization. It goes without saying that Turkey, in line with her glorious past, will take her place among the largest countries of the world,  helping give direction to the world and having a say in the global affairs. Turkey wants her future. This is what Turkey deserves. The path ahead lies open, may God help us.      
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