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How well do you know Kayseri?

Saturday, October 15, 2005

GILA BENMAYOR

  I believe everyone should do something to change
Turkey's image in Europe. Promoting Anatolia in 
Europe has fallen, partially, to the Berlin-based 
European Stability Initiative (ESI). If you will allow 
me, let me give you a briefing on ESI. 

  In 1999, ESI was established for stability and
prosperity in all of Europe but later concentrated on
the developments in southeastern Europe. In
cooperation with various governments in Europe and
several institutions such as the European Parliament
and the United Nations, in addition to private
foundations, ESI issued a report titled ?Islamic
Calvinists-Change and Conservatism in Central
Anatolia? as a result of studies it has carried out for more than a year in Kayseri.

  In order to analyze the report, a group of journalists convened on Wednesday at Kadir Has
University. We listened to Gerard Knaus, a researcher who helped draft the report.

  We asked the following question first: Why did ESI choose Kayseri?

  ?Because the Europeans believe Turkey has two parts. They consider cities such as Istanbul and
Izmir to be European but the area east of Bursa is known to be underdeveloped, conservative,
religious and closed to changes. In order to put an end to this prejudice, we chose Kayseri in central
Anatolia.?

  Kayseri is the grassroots of the ruling Justice and Development Party's (AKP) and also the hometown
of Foreign Minister Abdullah Gül. That's to say, according to ESI, Kayseri is in a way one of the
provinces that will provide clues on understanding the social and economic roots of the AKP. 

  Those who drafted the report have toured the districts and villages in Kayseri within the past year
and met hundreds of people ranging from businessmen to farmers. They came up with interesting 
things. For instance, one of the findings in the report is that the carpet sector is gradually disappearing 
in the region. Girls who used to make carpets at home in the past now continue their education instead 
of making carpets, especially as of 1997 when compulsory education expanded to include secondary 
school as well. Interest in the traditional art of carpet-making has diminished. 

  The ESI report also reveals success stories, like that of Boydak Holding, which exports a well-known
brand of blue jeans to the world from Kayseri. 

  However, there is another section in the report that drew my attention, namely, ?The Role of Women
in Kayseri.? Unfortunately, the women don't play a role in the economy of this city, just like many
others in Anatolia. The male employment rate in Kayseri is as high as that in Europe (74 percent) but
the female employment rate is only 37 percent. ESI's comment on this point is more striking: ?In
addition to a conservative and religious way of life in Kayseri, there are also aspirations for rapid
growth and modernization. But one of the factors that restrict the potential for growth arises from
women's dire situation.? I guess there is nothing more to say.

A report slips through the cracks:

  I believe that an important report has been overlooked by the press due to the bird flu outbreak and
the Nobel literature award announcement this past week. The U.N. 2005 World Population Report is a
report I obtained earlier this week that gives an important message: ?Gender equality reduces
poverty. The welfare of society depends on female participation in the labor force.?
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  I mean to say it is this report that draws one's  attention to how inequality between men and women
affects the economy. Poverty will never be eradicated if women remain uneducated, do not take part in 
the labor market, are deprived of basic health services and are subjected to torture. 

  Have a look at the U.N. report and see how it overlaps with the ESI report. No matter what great
strides Kayseri makes, the city's economy will not grow in a way that is desired unless women 
participate in the economy.
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