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PARLIAMENTARY ELECTIONS
IN TURKEY - SETBACK FOR THE AKP

Marins Calligaris

The parliamentary elections in Turkey on 7 June 2015 brought about a clear set-
back for the governing party AKP, which lost the absolute majority it had gained in
2002. The main reasons for this outcome were Erdogan’s autocratic style and his
ceaseless overstepping of the presidential competences. A further concentration
of his powers is rejected by the population. The intended presidential system has
retreated into the far distance. The Kurdish party HDP achieved a surprise electo-
ral success by managing to enter into parliament for the first time. The formation
of a coalition between the AKP and another political entity will be difficult. First
of all, it remains to be seen whether Erdogan will soften his authoritarian style. In
the foreign political field the new government will face the necessity to readjust its
relations with its neighbouring countries. The EU ought to encourage Turkey to
resume the course of reforms and liberalisation initiated in 2002.

The patliamentary elections in Turkey on 7
June 2015 turned out a clear disappointment
for the AKP (Justice and Development Par-
ty). It lost its absolute majority, which it had
successively built up since 2002, and gained
only 40.9 (2011: 49.8) percent of the votes
or 258 (2011: 327) of the in total 550 seats in
parliament. The CHP (Republican People‘s
Party) achieved 24.9 (2011: 25.9) percent
and 132 (2011: 135) scats, while the MHP
(Nationalist Movement Party) obtained
16.3 (2011: 13.1) percent of the votes and
80 (2011: 53) mandates. The Kurdish HDP
(Peoples® Democratic Party) participated in
elections as a political party for the first time
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and passed the 10-percent limit required
for entering into the Turkish parliament by
achieving 13.1 percent and 80 MPs. So far,
the HDP had fielded independent candida-
tes to circumvent the 10-percent limit and
obtained 35 seats in 2011. The voter turnout
rose to 86 (2011: 83) percent. Out of the ap-
prox. three million Turkish nationals living
abroad some 36 percent made use of their
right to vote.

Election campaign

The election campaign was marked with vi-
olent altercations, repeated acts of violence,
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especially against the HDP, and a substan-
tial lack of style, adopting, in part, even
grotesque features — such as alleged cons-
piracies to murder levelled against Erdogan,
supposed conspiracy on the part of the
HDP together with the followers of Fetul-
lah Giilen, the Armenian lobby and Israel,
the controversy over the costs of the pre-
sidential palace, etc. Factual topics played a
minor role, with the exception of unrealis-
tic CHP promises as regards the economic
sector. Erdogan was ever-present throug-
hout the campaign and lobbied massively
on behalf of the AKP, thereby violating the
president’s duty to remain neutral. In order
not to let that support become exceedingly
obvious, he was not present at AKP events;
even so, he toured extensively through the
provinces, was present at inaugurations of
buildings, schools and factories, and conve-
ned “meetings with the people”. Without
naming the AKP explicitly, he underlined
the government’s economic achievements
and dealt sweeping blows to government
opponents and critical journalists. What is
more, his campaign turned increasingly re-
ligious, in such a manner that in several ap-
pearances he held the Quran in his hands.
Erdogan paid little attention to the opposi-
tion parties CHP and MHP, concentrating
his attacks on the HDP, so as to prevent its
accession to parliament.

The AKP’s goal in the election was — in ad-
dition to re-attaining absolute majority — to
reach the minimum number of mandates
required for introducing the presidential
system aimed at by Erdogan, i.e. 367 (two
thirds) or at least 330 seats (60 percent), with
the latter number still requiring approval by
way of a referendum on the respective con-
stitutional amendment. Erdogan massively
promoted his plan by declaring that this was
indispensable for maintaining the stability
and guaranteeing a further economic up-
turn. It was clear that in the event of the
HDP’s entry into patliament this would not
be feasible and, thus, the AKP would have
strongly profited from the HDP’s failure.

In the opinion polls, which are notoriously
unreliable and usually party-politically tin-
ged in Turkey, the HDP hovered around the
magical 10-percent threshold. The Kurdish
party’s performance was the central and
most-discussed question of the electoral
campaign and it was eagerly awaited. Thus,
the patliamentary election at the same time
had turned into a referendum on the presi-
dential system.

Causes for the election outcome

The election result, received with satisfac-
tion and triumph by the government-cri-
tical press, was a clear defeat not only for
the AKP, but also for Erdogan, who had
achieved 52 percent in the 2014 presidential
clections. The main reasons for this were his
incessant transgressions of the constitutio-
nal competences, his involvement in daily
politics and, in particular, his insistence on
the presidential system, which in accordance
with experts does not correspond with
Turkey’s political culture. Obviously, Erdo-
gan had erroneously judged the mood in the
country. The loss in prestige is considerable
for the politician, who is used to winning.
The former trump of the government par-
ty, namely the economic upturn in the over
12 years of AKP leadership, having resulted
in the tripling of the per capita income, had
lost in appeal due to the decrease in econo-
mic growth, an unemployment rate of again
over 10 percent and the increase in inflati-
on to eight percent. Most of all, the voters,
among them probably even a number of
AKP supporters, wanted to prevent an ex-
cessive concentration of power in the hands
of the AKP and, particularly, of Erdogan.
In this way, evidently also potential voters of
the CHP voted for HDP, so that the latter
could enter into parliament and, hence, wea-
ken the AKP. This explains why the CHP
did not receive any influx from AKP-critical
voters and even suffered slight losses. The
president’s increasingly autocratic style and
the looming danger of an even more autho-
ritarian regime being established certainly



contributed to the AKP’s failure. Moreover,
Erdogan’s so far successful tactic of polari-
sing in campaigns proved to be a disadvan-
tage on this occasion. Also the fight against
Giilen’s movement, whose potential AKP
voters this time voted for other parties, had
an adverse effect.

Despite forecast losses in AKP votes, the
loss of even the absolute majority (276 MPs)
comes quite as a surprise. Evidently, the par-
ty has lost its character as a people’s party
and forfeited the contact with its base, and it
has become part of the establishment, how-
ever with specific steps backwards towards
Kemalist traits. Also its economic compe-
tence is perceived as having waned. The
aftereffects of the Gezi protests of 2013
played a role as well and the critical civil so-
ciety in Turkey has become stronger. Plus,
the progressing Islamisation is rejected by a
growing part of the population.

Success of the Kurdish party HDP

Unexpected in its scope is also the achieve-
ment of the HDP, which succeeded in cap-
turing the entire southeast of the country
and in scoring in the west as well. Conser-
vative Kurds turned away from the AKP
which in previous polls had obtained good
results in Kurdish areas, and turned to the
HDP, which in addition managed to open
up to non-Kurdish voters. The party cer-
tainly has profited from the — albeit — brittle
ceasefire agreed between the government
and the PKK (Kurdistan Workers® Party),
i.e. Ocalan, in March 2013, which has attri-
buted to the HDP a certain legitimacy as a
political factor in the course of the set-in so-
lution process. What is more, for the young
generation the terrorism practiced by PKK
fighters has become a part of history. Also
the hesitant approach of the AKP govern-
ment towards the siege of the Kurdish city
of Kobani in northern Syria by the Islamic
State in autumn 2014 is supposed to have
played a role. For party leader Selahattin
Demirtas, who had taken a great risk by run-

ning in the election as party in view of the
10-percent limit for parliament (see above)
and the poll ratings, the election result was
a personal triumph. The HDP as a political
entity obviously did not intend to continue
hiding. A failure of the HDP would have
incurred the danger of unrest and the resur-
gence of PKK terrorism.

Options of forming a coalition

The election result and Erdogan’s reined-in
skyrocketing were largely perceived with re-
liet on the international level and rated as
an evidence of the still intact democracy
in Turkey. Also the diverse press commen-
taries are positive. In addition to the fact
that Erdogan’s intended presidential system
has receded into the far distance, now the
question has arisen which impact the politi-
cal landslide of 7 June will have on Turkey.
Except for the possibility of a hardly viab-
le AKP minority government, for the first
time since assuming power the party needs
a partner for a coalition. The bringing into
existence of such a coalition, however, will
be very difficult. In so doing, diverse combi-
nations are possible. The most probable one
is considered that between the AKP and the
MHP, which show certain parallels in the na-
tionalist and the religious fields. Moreover,
the MHP, after a partial generation change,
has become less radical than it used to be.
The adherents of both parties are supposed-
ly in favour of the coalition. However, since
the MHP rejects the solution process with
the Kurds, this process would be in doubt.
A different option is a “grand” AKP-CHP
coalition. This would mitigate the strong
polarisation in the country and could faci-
litate planned constitutional amendments,
the needed course change in foreign politics
(see below) and the solution process. Yet,
this variant is deemed to have little support
within the AKP. A union of the AKP with
the HDP has been strictly rejected so far by
the latter’s leader Demirtas, although the last
word supposedly has not been spoken yet
in that respect. Both political entities share
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the interest in resolving the Kurdish issue.
Rather unlikely is a CHP-MHP coalition
with the support of the HDP. Turkish dia-
logue partners expect that a government will
be able to be formed within the legal period
of 45 days. Otherwise, the president would

a certain isolation in the last years. Especially
its relations with most of its neighbouring
countries need to be mended. As far as the
civil war in Syria is concerned experts expect
Turkey to come to approach Washington’s
line, which means continued support of
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at this so as to regain the absolute majori-
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an aggravation of the situation at hand by
way of suppression of opponents of the
regime, the further limitation of freedom
of press and freedom of opinion as well as

Turkey to return to its reform course, which
it had pursued until 2011, in order to over-
come the current standstill in the mutual re-
lations. Moreover, the EU should appeal to
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Whatever government there will be, it will
have to face the need for a change of course
in foreign politics, which has led Turkey into
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