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ABSTRACT Thiis article argues that the economic context of June 7" and Novem-
ber 1* general elections differed to a great extent. First, while the economy
was central in the June elections, its prominence was shadowed in Novem-
ber by rising security concerns. Second, while Turkey’s macroeconomic
indicators were pretty unpromising prior to the June elections, increasing
growth figures before November, with the help of the AK Party’s presen-
tation of it, revived the publics optimism about the AK Party’s economic
performance. Third, in the June elections, the opposition parties plied the
electorate with positive economic messages. The AK Party avoided this
trend in June but joined the populist camp after seeing the voters’ positive
reactions to economic promises. These three differences between the eco-
nomic contexts of the June and November elections made the AK Party
more appealing to voters in November.

Introduction

witness a great change in the electoral decisions of the Turkish public in

a time span as short as five months. The incumbent AK Party received
40.87 percent of the overall valid votes in the June elections —a 9 point fall
compared to its performance in the previous general elections of 2011. With
these results, the AK Party lost its privilege to form a single party government
for the first time since 2002. The party had come to power with the 3 Novem-
ber 2002 general elections and had increased its votes for the following two
general elections in 2007 and 2011. Hence, the June elections of 2015 were
extraordinary for the public, who were used to seeing the AK Party’s easy wins
in terms of the distribution of parliamentary seats and the consolidation of its
dominant party position over time.'

The recent June 7™ and November 1% general elections in Turkey let us

Following the June 2015 elections, the incumbent AK Party and the main
opposition party CHP could not conclude their coalition negotiations success-
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The economy was fully and the Parliament called for a snap election
a central issue of while an interim election government was formed to

govern the country. Only five months after the June
the June elections elections, the AK Party increased its votes to 49.5

whereas its prlm acy percent in. the. snap elections .of No.vembe.:r 1%, 2015
by increasing its votes by 9 points with an increase of

was shadowed by about five million votes. What caused such a radical
rising security and shift in the electoral behavior of the voters? What
identi ty- related led those five million voters to swing their votes and

. . choose to vote for the AK Party?
issues preceding the

November elections This article compares the role of the economy in Tur-
key’s June and November general elections. It argues
that the two elections, in terms of the context in which they were carried out
in and the determinants of their results, differ to a great extent with regard to
the economic factor. This difference played a great role in the results of the
June and November elections. In a nutshell, while the Turkish economy was
generally on a downward trend in the atmosphere of the June elections, some
indicators, such as current account balance, improved slightly, and some other
indicators, such as the growth rate, improved beyond expectations before the
November elections. Such improvements, together with the inability of the
parties to form a coalition government in the interim period, were efficiently
“spun” by the AK Party’s campaign for the November elections, which por-
trayed the party as the only realistic choice for economic stability in the coun-
try. In other words, the AK Party was the first, if not the only, choice for voters
who wanted to see a functioning government, which for conjectural reasons,
had to be a single party government. As the AK Party significantly increased its
emphasis on the economy (and further, focused more on improving citizens’
individual economic situations and less on macroeconomic indicators), the
economy is a significant explanatory factor for the party’s loss of votes in the
June elections and for its comeback in the November elections.

With regard to the differences between the two elections in terms of the econ-
omy, it should be noted first, that the economy was a central issue of the June
elections (especially for the opposition parties) whereas its primacy was shad-
owed by rising security and identity-related issues preceding the November
elections.” Second, while Turkey’s macroeconomic indicators were largely
unpromising prior to the June elections, the growth rate rose higher than
expected soon before the November elections. The growth figures, with the
help of the AK Party and mainstream media’s presentation of them, revived the
public’s optimism regarding the AK Party’s current economic performance.’

The final striking difference between these two elections with regard to the
economy appeared in the electoral campaigns of the incumbent AK Party
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vis-a-vis the opposition parties. Prior to the June elections, the AK Party had
resisted the appeal of the populist electoral promises of the opposition parties
and, instead, had stressed financial discipline and budgetary concerns in its
electoral campaign. In fact, the economy was not even at the center of the
AK Party’s electoral campaign for the June elections, as the party empha-
sized other issues that were not directly within the realm of economics.
Most prominent among the AK Party’s promises was the proposed shift to
the presidential system from the country’s long-standing parliamentary sys-
tem.* Nevertheless, the party stayed quiet on this promise and turned back
to the economy in its November electoral campaign. Moreover, the party
even joined the opposition parties by not only stressing economic stability
but also promising further redistributive policy changes that would favor low
and middle income groups. I argue that these three differences between the
June and November elections played a great role in the AK Party’s electoral
victory in November.

The Picture of the Turkish Economy Before the June and November
Elections Respectively

The economy seems to be among the main determinants of June 7 electoral
results, if not the primary one. It seems that (a) the erosion of the post-2001
Turkish economic miracle in the aftermath of the 2008 global financial crisis,
(b) the increasing emphasis of the opposition parties on the economy in their
electoral campaigns, and in turn, (c) the electorate’s search for new alternatives
to the AK Party to improve Turkey’s national and their own individual eco-
nomic wellbeing significantly shaped the June 7 electoral results.

The post-2001 Turkish economy has often been referred to as a success story.
While one side of this story has to do with the radical changes in the economic
structure of the country, the other side involves giant public investments and
social policies that favor greater numbers of citizens than ever before. With
regard to the structural changes, the once-fragile banking system, which was
one of the major reasons behind Turkey’s 2001 economic crisis, was reformed,
together with the entire financial system of the country, after the AK Party
assumed governance in late 2002.

While structural changes tend to be felt by the public over longer periods and
only indirectly, the AK Party also carried out a number of policies that touched
individual voters directly. A major example of these policies, as seen in Figure
1, was the expansion of social assistance programs both in kind and quantity
during the AK Party years. Even the critics of AK Party’s social assistance pro-
grams, such as conditional cash transfers, acknowledge the role of such pro-
grams in diminishing poverty.®
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Figure 1: Turkey’s Public Social Spending as a Proportion of its GDP’
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With regard to public investments, particularly in the national infrastructure,
the AK Party governments could reach millions of voters, as these investments
became concrete evidence for the AK Party’s performance in the national
development of the country. In the post-2002 period, Turkey’s highway net-
work has increased by more than 15,000 kilometers; the number of airports
has doubled to 50 in the country, and finally, “new, upscale housing complexes
and shopping malls seem to flank every major city”™

The housing venture was particularly important amongst the infrastructure
projects. According to the State Planning Organization,’ the construction sec-
tor, with over 200 sectors connected to it, is the locomotive engine of Turkey.'
Besides its macroeconomic role in pushing the growth rates up, the construc-
tion sector was also important for maintaining the AK Party’s electoral support
base among low and middle income families. Turkey’s Housing Development
Administration (TOKI), which constructed 43,145 housing units in the 19 years
prior to the AK Party’s rise to power in 2002, completed the construction of half
a million houses from 2002 to 2011."" Given that over 80 percent of TOKI’s
construction projects are designated for middle and low income groups with
long-term, low-interest and affordable payment plans,'? the AK Party’s housing
policy has benefited millions of people and had the chance of attracting those
millions’ votes. The question thus becomes, why didn’t the positive electoral
impact of these policies endure for the AK Party in the June 2015 elections?

Despite the AK Party’s longstanding social assistance programs and giant infra-
structure and construction projects, the 2008 global financial crisis, the shortage
of hot money to float to the developing world, and changing domestic parame-
ters that raised questions about long-term stability in Turkey, gave rise to a num-
ber of concerns over the future of the Turkish economy. Turkey prior to the June
elections seemed to be caught in the middle income trap like many other coun-
tries at its level of economic development.” Turkey could not escape from the
global slowdown of growth rates in the post-2008 period; estimates anticipate
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a growth rate slightly over 3 percent  \While the voters were not

for 2015."* Given that the electorate ticularl tisfied bef
tends to decide which party to vote particularly satishe efore

for by looking at the recent past the June elections due to the

rather than contemplating longer reasons outlined above, the
periods, the 2015 growth data seems

to be more striking when compared post-election periOd showed
to the previous year. While Turkeys ~ them that the economic future

growth rate was 4.87 percent in the .
first quarter (January-March) of appeared Ilkely to be much

2014, the figure fell to 2.5 for the Worse due to the inability of the

same period of 2015 just before the parliament to form a coalition
June elections.' In other words, the

overall electorate’s freshest memory government

of the country’s economic trajectory

was filled with slowing growth rates, rather than the better growth figures of the
preceding years. Even if growth rates seem to be abstract for ordinary citizens
and many may not even follow the news on the recent growth data, the economic
growth rate is palpable due to growing or shrinking industrial production, con-
sumption, investments, etc. all of which make up the overall growth rate.

The slowing growth rate was not the only problematic indicator as the June
elections approached. While Turkey’s gross domestic product per capita has
hovered around $10,000 since 2010, the country’s unemployment rate raised
to 11 percent, once again a double digit figure and inflation rate started to
increase after years of low inflation under the consecutive AK Party govern-
ments.'® As shown in Table 1, such a picture brought about serious concerns
in the eyes of the electorate —not just about the sustainability of Turkey’s eco-
nomic development strategy with its three pillars (low interest rates, high-pro-
file infrastructure projects, and speedy residential development)- but also
about their own individual economic situations."”

Table 1: Turkey’s Annual Macroeconomic Indicators'®

Year GDP GDP per Growth Inflation | Unemployment Budget Current
(billion USD) | capita (USD) (percent) | (percent) (percent) deficit account deficit

(percent) (percent)
2002 231 3.492 6.2 29.7 10.8 -11.2 -0.3
2003 305 4.565 5.3 18.4 11.0 -8.8 2.5
2004 390 5.775 9.4 9.3 10.8 -5.4 -3.7
2005 482 7.036 8.4 7.7 10.6 -1.5 -4.6
2006 526 7.597 6.9 9.7 10.2 -0.5 -6.1
2007 649 9.247 4.7 8.4 10.3 -1.6 -5.9
2008 742 10.444 0.7 10.1 11.0 -1.8 -5.7
2009 617 8.561 -4.8 6.5 14.0 -5.5 2.2
2010 732 10.079 9.2 6.4 11.9 -3.6 -6.2
2011 774 10.444 8.8 104 9.8 -1.3 -9.7
2012 786 10.497 2.2 6.2 9.2 -2.2 -6.0
2013 823 10.822 4.2 7.4 9.7 -1.2 -7.9
2014 800 10.404 2.9 8.2 10.9 -1.3 -5.7
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Such changes in the macroeconomic figures of the country had their micro-
cosms in the daily lives of individual consumers, workers, and investors in
Turkey. As the Adil Giir Research Company, which had the closest estimates
of both the June and November electoral results, indicated months before
the June elections, that the public’s response to the question “what is Turkey’s
most important problem?” would be about 55 percent economy and poverty.
Unemployment was the second most popular response, which was followed
by the Kurdish question and terror. The same research also pointed out that
the people’s perception of the AK Party’s success was on the decline.”” As the
June 7 elections approached, the AK Party’s power of persuasion in the form
of its economic promises had eroded in the eyes of some, if not many, voters.
Economists estimated that the AK Party would be the central player in Turkish
politics for another term, as long as a reasonably large portion of voters were
satisfied with their economic condition.”® While the voters were not particu-
larly satisfied before the June elections due to the reasons outlined above, the
post-election period showed them that the economic future appeared likely
to be much worse due to the inability of the parliament to form a coalition
government.

The general perception about the AK Party’s economic policy performance
and the prospects of its alternatives changed in the aftermath of the June elec-
tions. As shown in Table 2, while the growth rate was as slow as 2.5 percent
for the first quarter of 2015, the figure rose to 3.8 percent (0.7 points above
expectations) in the second quarter. To many analysts™ surprise, the growth
rate rose even higher and reached 4 percent in the third quarter (July-Sep-
tember). What made the third quarter results distinguishable is that while
the growth rates of the first two quarters of 2015 were lower than the cor-
responding growth rates of the previous year, the third quarter’s growth in
2015 surpassed -in fact, more than doubled- the growth rate of the same

Table 2: GDP Data in Quarters, 3" Quarter: July-September 201522

Year | Quarter | GDP Growth GDP Growth GDP Growth
current rate current rate constant rate
prices percent prices percent prices percent
(Million (Million (Million
TL) $) TL)
I 411 084 15.5 185 883 -6.7 29 469 5.1
I 427 781 10.5 202 184 -4.1 30925 2.4
111 462 509 10.7 214 106 0.5 33 604 1.8
v 445 989 9.7 196 828 -1.6 32131 2.7
2014 | Yearly 1747 362 11.5 799 001 -2.9 126 128 2.9
I 444 593 8.2 181 078 -2.6 30211 2.5
I 482 384 12.8 180 699 -10.6 32 091 3.8
III 518 637 12.1 184 169 -14.0 34934 4.0
2015 |9 1445 614 11.1 545 946 -9.3 97 235 3.4
Months
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time period one year ago. In accordance with the
available research,” this positive change in the
growth figures, with its reflections in the daily lives
of millions, seems likely to have rekindled the pub-
lic’s hopes for the AK Party government’s economic
performance once again.

Another indicator of national economic perfor-
mance is the current account deficit, which is the
chronic problem of the country. Interestingly, the
current account deficit figures were also in decline
in the summer of 2015. Due to the falling rates of
crude oil in the world markets and the shrinking
cost of Turkish imports, the current account deficit
data for the summer of 2015 came in smaller than
the previous year’s figure.”® According to the Cen-

The inability to form a
coalition government
after the June elections
indicated another

AK Party single party
government as the
only realistic solution
to address the ongoing
government problem

tral Bank of Turkey’s data just before the elections, the current account deficit
for October 2015 fell by 2.176 million USD compared to the same month
of the previous year. As seen in Figure 2, Turkey’s current account deficit
narrowed to 5.44 percent of gross domestic product in the third quarter of
2015. The figure was 5.74 in the previous quarter of 2015, and it was 5.91 in
the same quarter of the previous year. Nevertheless, it should be stated that
such a minor improvement in the current account balance of the country
is far from a remedy to the country’s longstanding current account deficit
problem.

Figure 2: Turkey’s Current Account Deficit to its GDP?*
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While the AK Party kept its It seems that despite the speedy

. ithi bl depreciation of the Turkish lira vis-
promises within a l:easona. e a-vis the USD and Euro between
range, the OppOSItIOI’\ partles the June and November elections

were quite enthusiastic about (shown below in Figure 4), lack of a
significant improvement in current

promising blg increases to the account balance,” and other major
minimum wage and other figures from the steady unemploy-

social and economic benefits ment problem to inflationary pres-
sures, particularly the increasing

growth rates consecutively in each
quarter of 2015, once again, made the AK Party a credible and capable eco-
nomic policy maker in the eyes of the electorate. As shown in Figure 3, the pub-
lic’s general opinion about the AK Party government’s economic policy perfor-
mance was in decline prior to the June elections, whereas the general opinion
about the AK Party-led interim governments economic policy performance
was on the rise as the November elections were approaching.

Figure 3: “Do You Think the Economy is Recently Governed Well or Poorly?”
Overtime Graph for April 2014-October 2015%”
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It seems probable that the electorate saw the AK Party as the planner of the suc-
cess in matters such as economic growth, while viewing the opposition parties
as responsible for failure in matters such as the depreciation of the Turkish lira
during the five-month period between the June and the November elections.
Why the AK Party got the credit for the good indicators such as economic
growth, and the opposition parties got the blame for poor indicators such the
falling rate of the Turkish lira (shown in Figure 4) is a major sign of success
for the AK Party’s electoral campaign strategy. The inability to form a coalition
government after the June elections indicated another AK Party single party
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government as the only realistic solution to address the ongoing government
problem. Such a situation fit perfectly with the AK Party’s electoral campaign,
which portrayed the party as the only capable actor to settle and maintain eco-
nomic and political stability in the country.

Figure 4: 2015 USD/TL Parity with Post-election Days of June and
November Elections Specified?®
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The Economic Policy Promises of Effective Political Parties in Their
2015 Electoral Campaigns

The economy was a major battle zone of electoral competition preceding the
June 7 elections. All the major parties dedicated a great amount of airtime to
economic issues in their election declarations, their statements to the press, in
their speeches to the masses during electoral rallies, and in their various writ-
ten or visual campaign tools. The main controversy with regard to the economy
during the campaigns for the June elections occurred between the incumbent
AK Party and the opposition parties. On the one hand, the AK Party stressed
that the economy was on good terms and that the country needed another
term of single party rule for the endurance of political and economic stabil-
ity, which was allegedly the necessary condition for economic progress. On
the other hand, the opposition parties throughout their electoral campaigns
argued that the overall economic performance of the country was in decline
and needed a radical transformation and reform process to be led and gov-
erned by a new government with a fresh perspective on economic matters. In a
nutshell, the incumbent and opposition parties depicted two radically different
pictures of the country’s economic situation.

Another difference between the incumbent AK Party and the opposition par-
ties has to do with their attitudes with regard to so-called economic populism.
While the AK Party kept its promises within a reasonable range, the opposi-
tion parties were quite enthusiastic about promising big increases to the min-
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imum wage and other social and economic benefits (to be discussed below)
that would affect a great portion of the society.

Another difference between the AK Party and the opposition parties involves
their prioritazion of different economic issues. While the AK Party stressed
continuing large-scale infrastructure investments, the opposition parties
emphasized the allegations against the government such as corruption and
misuse of public resources. This brings us to an anomaly with regard to the
electoral campaigns of the opposition parties. While the opposition parties
fundamentally differed and disagreed in all policy areas, from the identity
question to foreign policy,” they were quite in agreement with regard to their
proposed economy agendas. Both the content and the tone of the opposition
parties were quite similar in terms of their economy-related promises.

The AK Party presented its 63-page long economic program for the June
elections under the title of “Stable and Strong Economy - Istikrarl ve Giiglii
Ekonomi,” which was the election motto of the party. The party placed the
notion of stability at the center of its entire electoral campaign and promised
continuing economic stability, growth, and further investments in large scale
infrastructure projects from gigantic new airports, to bridges to connect Asia
and Europe. The party’s main strategy was to remind the electorate how bad
the overall economy had been, prior to the AK Party years. Both the public
statements of AK Party politicians and the campaign tools of the party stressed
extremely high inflation (shown in Figure 5) and interest rates, and the poor
infrastructure of the years preceding AK Party rule.

Figure 5: Real and Projected Inflation Data during the AK Party Years*®
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Given the post-2008 Turkish econ-  \Wijth the June elections, for

omy’s loss of its miraculous achieve- . ons
ments with the decreasing growth the first time, the opposition

rates, fluctuations in inflation and parties StOppEd focusing

unemployment rates, the erosion of on “fictitious” and abstract
the Turkish lira with respect to the

USD and Euro, and the high cur- discussions around the future
rent account deficit, the AK Party of laicism in Turkey. Instead

also felt the necessity to promise ces
the electorate further structural they focused on pOSItlve

reforms to overcome the emerging Messages mostly in the realm
and fast-growing economic prob- of the economy

lems of the country. One such goal

was to increase the share of the production and manufacturing sector in the
overall GDP and, in turn, decrease the country’s dependency on imported
products. As the inflation rates once again reached double digit numbers, the
AK Party promised to stick to stable monetary policies to deal with the rela-
tively high inflation rates compared to the inflation targets. As a direct result
of Turkey’s increasing imports, the current account deficit has been the biggest
challenge to the consecutive AK Party governments since 2002. Therefore, in
addition to increasing local production, the party also promised to develop
measures to increase the saving rates within the country in order to deal with
the current account deficit problem.

While the AK Party acknowledged the deep problems of the economy, such
as the current account deficit, and stressed the need for boosting local pro-
duction and creating internationally recognized brands, placed less emphasis
on problems related to the distribution of existing wealth, which was at the
center of the opposition parties’ electoral campaigns. While criticizing the AK
Party government’s alleged mismanagement of macroeconomic matters, the
opposition parties paid much greater attention to the question of distribution.
One prominent example of this division between the incumbent and opposi-
tion parties involves the promises given with regard to the minimal wage. The
CHP, the MHP, and the HDP, all promised to make big increases to the mini-
mum wage. While the MHP promised 1400 TL as the new monthly minimum
wage if they were to take over the government, the CHP increased the bid to
1500 TL and the HDP to 1800 TL in their electoral declarations for the June
elections.

The opposition parties also addressed another widely-known problem of the
Turkish economy: the growing number of contract workers who are employed
by sub-employers and have no long-term job security, employer paid health
insurance, or pension guarantee. The number of contract workers is declared
to be 1 million 300 thousand® and the real figures are estimated to be even
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larger than what the official numbers indicate. All three major opposition
parties promised the electorate to end the contract workers’ system. They all
promised to provide contract workers with job security and social security
with the provision of long-term positions starting with public jobs.”> The
opposition parties gave further promises to greater masses from expanded
conditional cash transfers to the elderly, students, and low and no income
families, to subsidized fuel for the agriculture sector. In fact, such redistrib-
utive policies and other assistance programs to the low and middle income
groups tremendously increased both in size and kind during the AK Party
years,” but the opposition parties further promised to increase the amount
and kinds of the aid and also to establish a universal assistance program,
which, they promised, would be entirely need-based and free from any kind
of bias or vote-buying.

The AK Party, during its campaign for the June elections, called the critiques
and electoral promises of the opposition parties populist, and presented itself
as a disciplined, serious, and responsible party that does not pursue short-
term electoral policies over long-term national economic interests. The party
politicians and former party leader President Erdogan often stated that the
opposition parties know that they cannot win the elections and take over the
government, therefore they feel free to be quite generous in their electoral
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A shift toward the economy with more
positive messages and greater promises
became a major factor in the AK Party’s
electoral victory in November

promises.* In its election declarations, the AK Party made it clear that “we
have never pursued populism in the economy and will never do so. We will
not deviate from fiscal discipline and will implement our monetary policies
decisively”

In the June elections, the opposition parties, CHP, HDP, and MHP, all included
significant names in their candidates list, indicating who would take charge of
the economy, should they win the elections and form the next government.”
With the June elections, for the first time, the opposition parties stopped
focusing on “fictitious” and abstract discussions around the future of laicism
in Turkey. Instead they focused on positive messages mostly in the realm of
the economy. The most prominent amongst those was the CHP’s ‘Center Tur-
key Project, which aimed to build a “mega city” in Central Anatolia between
2020 and 2035 to serve as an international production and logistics center.
According to the CHP program, this project would contribute to the Turkish
economy with a value of 147 billion USD annually and create 2.2 million new
jobs in the country.*

Millions of voters turned away from the incumbent AK Party and toward the
opposition parties because of their positive economic messages and generous
economic promises to individual voters in the June elections. Following its
disappointment with the June results, the AK Party radically changed its cam-
paign strategy. With such a lesson in mind, the AK Party redirected its Novem-
ber electoral campaign and increased the tone of positive economic messages
and relevant promises for individual voters for the November elections. The
most concrete example of this shift can be seen in the AK Party’s promises
regarding the minimum wage. While the party did not join the opposition
parties in their bid to increase the minimum wage in its June campaign, and in
fact blamed them for being populist, it did promise to increase the minimum
wage to 1300 TL in its November campaign.” The party also targeted young
voters, who are the primary victims of the surge to double-digit unemploy-
ment rates. Given that the AK Party was not successful in attracting young
voters compared to the other parties in the June elections, the party paid
greater attention to young voters during its November elections campaign.*®
The AK Party promised to support young entrepreneurs by providing them
unconditional credit for their projects. Soon before the November elections,
party leader and Prime Minister Davutoglu also stated that his party would
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increase scholarships for the students and erase the general health insurance
debts (genel saglik sigortasi) of unemployed young people. Such promises are
seen as the party’s greatest economic promises in its history.*

In a nutshell, as shown in Table 3, the AK Party took a lesson from the June
electoral results and found its economic promises for the June elections weak.
In its November campaign, the party dropped its emphasis on grand political
projects, such as a shift to the presidential system, from its electoral campaign.
The party stressed financial and budgetary discipline less, and made more gen-
erous promises. Such a shift toward the economy with more positive messages
and greater promises became a major factor in the AK Party’s electoral victory
in November.

Table 3: The Differences Between the Incumbent AK Party’s and the Opposition
Parties’ Economic Promises in the June 7 and November 1 Elections

AK Party in the June 7

AK Party in the

Opposition parties in

financial crisis

elections November 1 June 7 and November 1
elections elections
Depiction of the Stability and minimum Same as June Economic decline due
national economy | loss from the global elections to mismanagement of

the economy

in the overall
election campaign

issue

Content of the Continuing investments Same as June Large increases in
promises in large scale elections with the | minimum wages and
infrastructure projects addition of large | social benefits; cutting
and structural reforms increases in out corruption and
minimum wages | maldistribution of
and social wealth
benefits
Tone of the Mostly cautious tone More populist Populist tone
promises which does not run than the June
against the neoliberal campaign
economic agenda
Weight of economy | One of the central issues | The most central | More prominent than

the previous election
campaigns particularly
in the June elections

The Effect of the Economy on the Electoral Results

The June 7 elections were arguably affected by the economy to a greater extent
than previous elections.”” In fact, to nobody’s surprise, electoral results are
often heavily determined by the overall economic situation of the country; the
economy is even argued to determine the electoral results with almost mathe-
matical precision.* When the AK Party first came to power as a newly-formed
fresh party in the aftermath of the November 2002 elections, the severe eco-
nomic crisis of the previous year had swept away the major parties of the pre-
vious coalition government by leaving the Democratic Leftist Party (DSP),
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policy performance of the AK Party AK Pa rtY'S turn to the economy
remained steadily high and even jn its electoral promises led
the voters to turn their faces to
port during its successive electoral the AK Party once againin the

improved over time, which led to
the party’s increasing electoral sup-

victories. November elections

Turkey’s next major economic crisis, which occurred in 2008 and this time
was global in scale, led the AK Party’s votes to drop to 38.39 percent with
a 3.5 point loss in the 2009 local elections. A severe shake to the Turkish
economy in the following years made a similar loss inevitable for the 2015
elections. According to Carkoglu and Aytag’s survey research,* 56 percent of
the electorate thought the economy was the most important problem of the
country. While the economy has always been a concern for the electorate, an
even more important finding of this study tells us what distinguishes the June
7 elections from the previous elections with regard to the electorate’s attitude
about the economy and political parties. Accordingly, while in previous elec-
tions the electorate thought that only the incumbent AK Party could help
mitigate the deep economic problems of the country, this time the opposi-
tion parties were more strongly viewed as the solution for Turkey’s economic
problems.

According to the major public polls, the Turkish electorate felt a downward
trend in their individual economic situations, and consumer confidence lev-
els continued to fall in the last five months preceding the June 7 elections.*
In their analysis of the local and parliamentary elections from 1950 to 2004,
Akarca and Tansel conclude that Turkish voters take the government’s eco-
nomic policy performance into account but do not look back beyond one
year.* Apparently this finding proves true for the June 7 elections as well.

As discussed above, the growth data improved in the third quarter and its
impact was felt in daily economic encounters. Such a positive change seems
to have played an important role for the AK Party’s comeback in the Novem-
ber elections. But even more importantly, the interim period between the two
elections, with its increasing terror attacks, failure to form a coalition govern-
ment, and boiling international politics, increased the public’s doubts about
the future of the Turkish economy if the AK Party could not form a single
party government.

economic figures, particularly
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Conclusion

This article has outlined the economic context of the June and November gen-
eral elections based on a descriptive analysis of the macro-economic indica-
tors, an analysis of the major parties’ electoral strategies with regard to the
economy, and insights from the public poll data on people’s economic expec-
tations. Hence, the article has attempted to outline the economic context of the
two elections without falling into the trap of economic reductionism.

In the light of the discussion in this article, it can be concluded that the down-
ward trend in some economic indicators prior to the June elections led mil-
lions of voters to turn their preferences away from the incumbent AK Party
toward the opposition parties. The opposition parties focused on the econ-
omy more than they did in the past, not only criticizing the government but
also stressing their own economic agendas, and sending positive messages to
the electorate in their June electoral campaigns. As the elections of November
were approaching, it seemed that all was quiet on the economic front. While
the Turkish lira continued to sink to a record low against the USD and the
Euro, the economy seemed to be far from the front pages of the papers. The
PKK ending of the two and half year ceasefire and the rising conflict between
the state security forces and the PKK silenced the economy debates. Never-
theless, the electorate seemed to need a strong government in such a shaky
environment to keep the economy on a good or at least steady track. The posi-
tively changing economic figures, particularly the increasing economic growth
rate, together with the AK Party’s turn to the economy -not only in terms of
macro-economic policy promises but also in economic policy suggestions that
directly touch individual citizens’ lives— in its electoral promises led the voters
to turn their faces to the AK Party once again in the November elections. @
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