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OPENING SPEECH BY MR. EROL BİLECİK, PRESIDENT OF THE BOARD OF DIRECTORS
48TH TÜSİAD GENERAL ASSEMBLY MEETING
18 JANUARY 2018, ISTANBUL



Esteemed President of EBRD, Esteemed Chair, Esteemed Presidents, Dear Fellow TÜSİAD Members, Distinguished Guests, Dear Members of the Media,

On behalf of the TÜSIAD Board of Directors , I greet you with my sincere regards. I am glad to be here with you, at our 48th Ordinary General Assembly. In this first grand meeting of the year of 2018, I would like to take this opportunity to wish you happiness, peace and success in the coming year.

I remember with respect and gratitude our founding president late Mr. Feyyaz Berker. I would like to share with you a passage from one of his speeches delivered in 1977.
“The people of Turkey do not want fighting; what they want is reform. And I do not speak only about economic reform. Human rights, freedom of expression… All these… If you cannot think and speak freely, this means that you are in a prison of the worst kind.”
Unfortunately the problems mentioned in these “historic” sentences expressed 40 years ago are not “history now”. If we are still talking about the very same problems, what can I say?

Dear Members,

“We live forward, but we understand backward.” Hence, let us take a look at the developments of the past year. Societies set themselves only such challenges as they are able to solve. All the challenges and problems we consider here today, trust me, we have the power and the will to overcome all of them!

To put it briefly, the year of 2017 was not an easy one globally. However two developments were a silver lining to these dark clouds. The first piece of good news is the increasing global growth rate. And the second piece of good news is the success of the center parties of prominent European democracies in stemming the tide of populist extremism.

While the names of those in the cabinet and senate have changed, the US has kept its position as the leading actor on the theater of world politics. Under the Trump presidency, now nearly one year old, the global agenda had been full of substantial items.

Headlines from the most remarkable developments are as follows: In Beijing, President Xi Jinping’s power had been consolidated. China sped up its economic and strategic global leadership. The North Korea crisis remained disturbingly tense throughout the year. Russia deepened its involvement and presence in the Middle East. Economic recovery in the European Union is underway. In the German elections,  following a false start that ended with the collapse of coalition negotiations, Chancellor Merkel is now starting a new round of negotiations for a “grand coalition” with Social Democrats.

Closer to us, in the Middle East, ISISwas finally eradicated from the territory it captured. In Saudi Arabia, an era of social / cultural reforms and top-down political restructuring was initiated under the leadership of the crown prince. The dispute among the Gulf countries culminated in a full blown crisis and Qatar being cut off by the blockade of its neighbors except Kuwait.

In spite of the ground it had covered in its march toward regional dominance, Iran made the headlines, not because of this, but because of a series of public protests that occurred in various conservative cities throughout the country, during the last days of the past year. The protests accelerated domestic political infighting in Iran. This is the result of the inability of the Iranian state to meet the basic requirements and expectations of its dynamic society.

Dear Members,

Threats of nuclear weapons, refugee crises, climate disasters…
In spite going through all this, people from countries across the world did not just say “that is the way the world turns”. While the world went through all this political turmoil, we witnessed exciting breakthroughs in the fields of science and technology, heralding the beginning of a new era.

We are now in the age of Industry 4.0, right in the middle of the fourth industrial revolution. Artificial intelligence, autonomous cars, 3D printers, genetics, blockchain, big data, and cloud technologies are swiftly reshaping our world.

Dear Members,

What did TÜSİAD accomplish in 2017? In all our activities, we aimed to developinsight into the transformation we are going through in our country and in the world:
· We focused our attention on the work and activities of the digital transformation and the fourth industrial revolution.
· As a very important new step, we established the TÜSİAD Silicon Valley Network in San Francisco and the TÜSİAD China Network in Shanghai.
· In order to reinforce the economy and investment environment the TÜSİAD PARKUR Committee continued its Ankara visits and contacts last year, more frequently than ever.
· We increased the pace of our activities on education, the most important domain of policy making for the social transformation. STEM continued to be one of our priorities.
· The "These Young People Have Potential" Competition proceeded  exceptionally well. The 2017 application period closed with record number of applicants.
· We shared the results of the pilot scheme of the BORGIP, a joint project between TÜSİAD and TÜRKONFED, with a well-attended press conference.

In all our activities we emphasized the need of normalization in order to secure the adaptation of Turkey to the requirements of the new world order.

In all our messages we affirmed that without the advance of democracy, no economic achievement can be permanent and sustainable. We frequently expressed that without a state of law, democracy and freedoms, there is absolutely no way to speak about creating value added and employment, attracting quality investment or developing as a country where efficient enterprises flourish.
Innovation thrives at the intersection of economy and freedoms.

I thank all our Round Tables, Working Groups and their leaders, all our members and all the staff of  TÜSİAD for their valuable contributions to our works and activities.

Dear Members,

We briefly summarized what happened in 2017 in the world and in our country. As a result of these developments the air is rather heavy in our country in these first days of 2018. The increasing social polarization, mindsets unsuited to the requirements of the 21st century and inappropriate in a modern society disturb all of us, but particularly our women and children. Gender equality must be an area of achievement which makes Turkey proud.

Furthermore, the tone of the language of political communication has a particular significance. This language is the subconsciousness of society. Diplomacy is the art of making possible. We can solve all of our distressing problems by using a unifying discourse, not a discriminating one. The success story of this land should be written through the gender equality and in the language of positive communication.

Dear Members,

Let us focus now on Turkey and its position in the world. Some good news of 2017 was the growth of our economy above world averages. The determining political event was the constitutional  referendum.

Now is the time to reinforce social solidarity and look forward into the future without losing time. The saying of the day is, “You cannot unify everyone's thoughts, but you can unify everyone through a common goal.” Now is the time for Turkey to progress in social freedom, pluralism, and solidarity.

Our relations with the EU deteriorated last year because of our problems regarding the freedom of expression and the press.  Because of a number of controversial issues our relations with the US hit rock bottom. The efforts to end the civil war in Syria in collaboration with Russia and Iran were rather successful, but here again the political position of the PYD created and keeps creating disputes between Moscow and Ankara.

In many cases we may be well justified or have valid positions that differ from our allies. Nevertheless historical lessons clearly demonstrate that the power sources which make Turkey strong and influential in the global economy and politics have always been democracy, human rights, state of law and freedoms.

Hence, a return to our ordinary state of democracy and to the reform agenda will put us on the correct path. This course of action should be supported by the diplomatic style of our state tradition. While fighting feeds on fighting, peace engenders peace.

Dear Members,

The approval rate for EU membership approval rate has reached a level 70 percent of our society. This rate is quite high and it indicates the sstrong will of the Turkish nation to live in a democratic state of law with advanced social standards and high levels of welfare. The Turkish nation knows well that “sham democracy” means nothing. Democracy is as valuable as  gold but you cannot make half or quarter coins out of it!

During the our President’s visit to Paris, the French President said that Turkey’s membership process has drawn to a close, if not definitely, than until the signs of democratic improvement become visible. He mentioned the need to find new modes of partnership that would fall short of full membership. Such a second class position would have a negative impact on our interests with regard to global political balances and our competitive power.

The example of Brexit gives an idea about the cost of opting out of the EU. The legal basis of EU-Turkey relations is the membership process. The legislative alignment with the EU and the confidence established by the membership process are defining factors of Turkey’s attractiveness in the eyes of all economic actors across the world, from Asia to America. Even if negotiations fail to produce progress, the process should not be officially terminated, the objective of full membership should be kept, and integration in tangible areas such as the customs union, security, and energy should be continued until the emergence of better political conditions for progress.

Meanwhile in Turkey, recently a lower court has defied a Constitutional Court's ruling that two journalists in custody should be released. The decision of the lower court is found to be in breach of the law and the constitutional order by prominent legal experts; in any case however it is obvious that this decision has strengthened the hand of whoever wants to prevent Turkey’s EU membership on the grounds of deficient democracy.

What sustains a constitution is its implementation as much as the statements it includes. The first condition of civilization is justice. A state’s social order is defined by the law. Without justice there can be no order. To put it concisely, if democracy is water, than justice is the jug which contains it.

In order to protect its well earned reputation in the global arena and to develop and prosper, Turkey should swiftly recover from the recent traumas and start a process of normalization. As we stated repeatedly on various occasions, we believe that the first step in this direction should be ending the state of emergency, also known as OHAL. We will always support our state in its security measures and effective actions against terrorist organizations, but also in the efforts to raise our legislative, executive and judiciary bodies to the highest democratic standards.

I believe that the great care shown by the judiciary bodies to the universal and national principles of justice in the basis and the procedures of their ruling is an element of utmost importance in better communicating the deadly danger Turkey avoided. We need a judicial vision and practice that sees the detention and trial without arrest as an exception with well prepared, detailed and evidence based indictments as a rule.
 
Dear Members,

In the coming years the most important social issue that will mobilize the masses will be inequality. We have already witnessed first hand cases of such mobilization. Opposition to inequality has also brought forth opposition to the corruption that used to be ignored or underestimated in the developing countries.

Dear Members,

The future has many exciting dimensions. These developments make daily life easier and improve the well-being of humanity. The fourth industrial revolution is dearly prized by TÜSİAD and is helping humanity to step into a new age.

According to “The Future of Jobs” report by the World Economic Forum, the Internet of Things, advanced production technologies, and 3D printing have already started to transform ways of doing business. In only three years we will feel the impact of advanced robotics, autonomous transportation, biotechnology and artificial intelligence more noticeably. And these seem to be issues that will preoccupy policymakers in the coming period.

In order to adapt to the coming new world nations and individuals must be well equipped. While shaping our educational policies we must think about the next generation, not the next election; education is what secures the future of a nation.

The mean educational level of our workforce is 8 years. 56 percent of the workforce has not completed secondary education. We know that the primary factor of  high value added production is a qualified workforce. Unfortunately we do not have an educational philosophy to provide it. Our low achievements in PISA ranking is upsetting and is something to consider..

By the year of 2020, 35 percent of the skill set necessary for jobs today will be displaced by new skills. Future jobs will be shaped by these new skills. In the year 2020 the most required skills will be “problem solving”, “critical thinking” and “creativity”.

The curriculum, educational methods and education of teachers should be developed with the objective of educating the youth as innovative individuals, with analytical and critical thinking skills as well as  problem solving skills. Only such an educational system can create a workforce capable of meeting the requirements of business while helping to build a society of free citizens that believes in the supremacy of law and democracy. To take the necessary measures is not only our duty but also our debt to future generations.

Dear Members,

The growth rate of our economy during the last year was quite impressive. However we observed that along with the high rate of growth, our financial vulnerability, notably in inflation and foreign debt also increased. While domestic demand-side policies were successful in increasing that demand, they caused also an increase in the budget deficit and double digit inflation rates.

We hope that economic policies in 2018 promote more balanced and high-quality growth. A reasonable credit growth rate will contribute to the financial stability and efficiency, enhancing reforms will both improve our competitive power and contribute to price stability. Demand for reforms is the driving force of progress. Concrete action towards the implementation of reforms should not be delayed. For instance:
· In nearly all countries modification of tax regulations is one of the first items of the economic reform agenda. As we have stated repeatedly, we have a problem of an unrecorded economy that creates severe cases of unfair competition. We need a fairer and more competitive system that reduces the unrecorded economy.
· As the business community, we consider that the implementation of regulations to eliminate labor market inflexibility is an important priority.

Dear Members,

The Turkish business community, the people of Turkey, and the youth can successfully carry out all the items of this agenda by means of a normalized politics. I have absolutely no doubts about that. I believe in our people, hence I am always optimistic about our future.

A new order will be established following this troubled era in world history . In order to be ready to adapt to the new order we must prepare ourselves today. It is our responsibility to enable our youth who will carry Turkey in to the world of the future that is taking shape, and to provide them with all they need..

The working program of TÜSİAD for 2018 will include all of the issues we should consider for our country to adapt to the requirements of the rapidly changing world and to become an economy capable of competing on the global scale. We will keep working determinedly, we will produce and share our opinions with the aim of moving Turkey forward.

Dear Members,

The Republic points the way toward whatever is required by the modern civilization, to the way of sustained development. In order to make real our dream of a “Strong Turkey”, we will march toward our goal, on the way indicated by the Republic. Be assured that “Direction is so much more important than speed”. In this way, the first roadblock to overcome is pessimism and despair. “If you do not live what you believe, you will end up believing what you live.”

I wish you to keep living what you believe. I hope that more good news for Turkey and the world in the coming days will make that easier. On behalf of the Board of Directors of TÜSIAD, I greet you with my sincere regards.
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