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Abstract

This article explores the reaction to the pandemic in Turkey, specifically as re-
gards its impact on workers’ health, livelihoods and employment. It is clear that
the pandemic, which has hit Turkey very hard, has had a disproportionate impact
on working people and members of the union. The government has shortened
the service record required to qualify for short-time working allowance, and also
imposed a ban on lay-offs, but these are far from complete solutions. Meanwhile,
its relief package — the ‘Economic Stability Shield’ — predominantly consists of
credit lines and debt relief and is also the second lowest in the G20. Times are
uncertain for all workers, particularly unregistered ones, as well as for poor fami-
lies in terms of meeting basic needs now and during the next period of the pan-
demic, on top of the employment and unemployment crisis which has already
been going on since August 2018. The government has decided not to take the
advice of trade unions and professional organisations, but DISK continues to
raise its voice as regards maintaining the social order both now and in the crucial
post-pandemic period.
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Introduction

Turkey is among the countries which have been most badly affected by the
COVID-19 pandemic. With more than 160,000 confirmed positive cases by the end
of May 2020, it ranks ninth while, in terms of the number of deaths (exceeding
4,500), it is fifteenth. The first COVID-19 case was detected in Turkey on 10 March
2020 while the first death occurred on 17 March (World Health Organisation 2020).

After the outbreak of the pandemic in Turkey, various measures were put on the
agenda. The government did not approve a general quarantine and isolation proposal;
instead, partial quarantine and isolation measures were implemented. First of all,
schools and kindergartens were closed down. Then, places where people gather to-
gether (shopping malls, restaurants, cafes, etc.) were shut down. Citizens over 65 and
under 20 are prohibited from going out on the streets, and travel restrictions have
been imposed on those living in large cities. Furthermore, a curfew has occasionally
been imposed, usually on weekends and public holidays.

*  This article also benefits from the contributions of Aziz Celik, Deniz Beyazbulut, Kivang
Eliagik and Zeynep Kandaz, for whose assistance the author is grateful.
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The effect of the pandemic on workers’ health

The demands raised by the trade unions and DISK to close the economy other
than for essential and compulsory work in the first place, and then stopping all other
work for at least fifteen days, were not met. Millions of workers have continued to
go to work using public transport. In fact, special regulations have been applied for
workers to work during even the periods of curfew, with workers having been com-
pelled to go to work. This situation has reflected badly on workers’ health, as has
also been shown in the research conducted by the DISK Research Centre (DISK-
AR). DISK-AR has sought to measure the effects of the pandemic on DISK mem-
bers workers by undertaking and publishing the results of a succession of studies
(DISK-AR 2020a, 2020b, 2020d).

According to DISK-AR, the share of total COVID-19 positive cases in Turkey’s
population is 1.3 per 1,000, while the ratio of cases among DISK members to sur-
veyed workers is 4.1 per 1,000. On 27 April 2020, the ratio of positive cases of
COVID-19 among DiSK members was found to be 3.2 times the rate in the general
population (DISK-AR 2020d).

Legal, economic and social precautions against COVID-19

Turkey has been experiencing the COVID-19 pandemic while having to deal
with the ongoing effects of the economic crisis which has been in place since August
2018. Following the outbreak of the pandemic, the government produced a series of
regulations related to the economy and labour. However, it must be noted that these
regulations are very inadequate and highly limited. In particular, it made some
changes to the labour laws as a result of the pandemic, the most important of which
are the changes made to the Unemployment Insurance Law and the Labour Law. In
March 2020, the periods before an employee is able to benefit from short-time work-
ing allowance — a 600-day record of unemployment insurance premiums being paid
on behalf of the employee over the last three years; and continuous employment over
the last 120 days — were reduced during the pandemic to, respectively, 450 and 60
days.

With the Law on the Economic and Social Risks of COVID-19 No. 7244, adopt-
ed on 17 April 2020, a three-month ban on lay-offs was imposed. However, despite
this ban, employers were given the opportunity to make workers take unpaid leave.
The Law does set out that some level of monetary support (i.e. of 39 TL per day;
€5.15) should be provided to workers on unpaid leave.

The lay-off ban means that employment is protected, but only on paper, and sup-
port from the Unemployment Insurance Fund for those who have lost their jobs is
provided only for three months. Consequently, the more widely-applicable support is
the short-time work allowance, which provides a level of support to workers who
have lost their jobs as well as income for the time in which they can not work. In the
latter case, the employment contract does not end.

In March 2020, the government announced a package called the ‘Economic Sta-
bility Shield’ against the effects of COVID-19. Initially, the package was set at
100bn TL (approximately €13.25bn) but it now stands at more than 285bn TL
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(€38bn). However, it may be seen that such a value is somewhat over-inflated since
it includes credit facilities and debt relief which dominate the overall size of the
package. Consequently, the amount of cash for citizens and employees that it con-
tains is very low.

Furthermore, the overall value of the package announced by the government is,
in terms of the relationship with GDP, the second lowest among G20 countries (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1 — Announced fiscal measures in G20 economies as a percentage of GDP
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Source: Battersby et al. (2020)

Indeed, according to the research set out in Table 1, some 96 per cent of the pack-
age is represented by debt relief and credit facilities, with just four per cent consist-
ing of cash support. As a result of the effects of the pandemic, 4.5m people have re-
ceived a total of 6bn TL (€795m) from the Unemployment Insurance Fund, while
5.5bn TL (€730m) has been provided to 5.5m poor families on the basis of a cash
support grant of 1,000 TL (€132) for each. Total cash support amounts, therefore, to
just 11.5bn TL.

At the same time, the total amount of tax, home and insurance debt postpone-
ments included in the Economic Stability Shield exceeds 270 bn TL (Celik 2020b).

Transfers from the Unemployment Insurance Fund to workers and unemployed
were also far lower than expected. The 6bn TL provided to 4.5m workers indicates
an average pay-out of 1,333 TL (€176); while the average short-time work allowance
per worker is 1,591 TL (€199) and unpaid leave allowance per worker is 502 TL
(€66). There is no chance of saying that Unemployment Insurance Fund resources
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have been used effectively considering that the Fund contains some 130bn TL
(€17bn). In view of the government having invested Unemployment Insurance Fund
resources in domestic government bonds, it is reluctant to cash out the Fund’s re-
sources because of concerns over monetary expansion and inflation (Celik 2020a).

The situation faced by unregistered workers and the poor is particularly uncer-
tain. If the average number of family members is taken as four people, it is evident
that the 1,000 TL in Cash Support provides a grant of just 250 TL (€33) per person
during a pandemic period which has now lasted for more than two months.

Table 1 — Economic measures taken against COVID-19 in Turkey via the ‘Eco-
nomic Stability Shield’

Support / credit / debt type Scope Amount | Financing type Share
(TL, bn) (per cent)

1,000 TL Cash Support 5.5m 5.5 Cash support 2%
families

Short Work, Cash Wages and 4.5m people 6 Unemployment 2%

Unemployment Allowance benefit

SSK and Bag-Kur Debt Relief 66 Debt relief 23%

Individual Needs Support 6m people 37 Credit/debt 13%

Artisan Support Finance 1.Im 25 Credit/debt 9%
artisans

Business Continuation Finance 181,000 145.6 Credit/debt 51%

enterprises

Total Package 285.1 100%

Total Cash Support (Social Aid + 11.5 Cash Support 4%

Unemployment benefit)

Total Credit and Debt Support/ 273.6 Credit and Debt 96%

Relief

Source: Celik (2020b)

Job and income loss as a result of the pandemic in Turkey

Regular data has not yet been published, but some limited data which has been
shared by the Ministry of Treasury and Finance and the Ministry of Family, Labour
and Social Services (MCHFH) reveal that the pandemic has caused a huge loss of
income. As reported by MCHFH and ISKUR (Turkish Employment Agency), the
more than 4.5 million insured workers who have applied for ISKUR benefit pay-
ments due to unemployment and income loss comes out of a total of 14.2m workers
registered with the agency.

This number, however, does not include insured workers who are registered but
cannot apply for payments from ISKUR because they fail to meet the qualification
criteria; and also those who are unregistered and have lost their source of income
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through unemployment. Approximately 4.8m people work in the informal non-agri-
cultural sector in Turkey. Likewise, about 2.8m self-employed people (artisans and
small entrepreneurs) are not included in this scope. As reported by Aziz Celik, a fac-
ulty member at the Faculty of Economics and Administrative Sciences of Kocaeli
University, it may be that job and income loss as a result of the pandemic have af-
fected more than seven million employees — i.e. approximately one-third of the
22.6m non-agricultural workforce (Celik 2020b).

Field studies confirm the difficulties of this situation. For instance, Prof. Dr. Vey-
sel Bozkurt from the Faculty of Economics of Istanbul University stated in a study
conducted using social media channels and covering urban, educated, middle and up-
per classes, that 47 per cent of paid employees in the private sector noted that they
were concerned about meeting their basic needs for the next two months (Bozkurt
2020).

It can be seen that the effects of the epidemic are larger in the big cities. Accord-
ing to a survey conducted by CHP Istanbul, some 66.2 per cent of the total working
population in the city has experienced a decrease in income, of either a greater or
lesser amount, while one in every four employees in Istanbul are now unemployed
(CHP 2020). Likewise, according to a study conducted by DISK member union Bir-
lesik Metal-Is, 75 per cent of metalworkers stated that their income had decreased
due to the COVID-19 epidemic (BISAM 2020).

Possible impact of COVID-19 on the labour market in Turkey

There was an economic crisis in Turkey even before the pandemic. Data for
February, which did not yet include the impact of the pandemic, revealed an ex-
tremely negative situation in the Turkish labour market. The economic crisis that be-
gan in August 2018 has led to a drastic decline in employment and a consequent ex-
plosion of unemployment in Turkey. The number of employed people, which
reached 29.3m in August 2018, had decreased to 26.75m in February 2020 — i.e. a
loss of employment during this period of more than 2.5m jobs.

This has resulted in a colossal increase in the number of unemployed people. The
number of unemployed people on a narrow definition was announced as 4.2m in
February 2020, while the number of unemployed people on a broad definition was
calculated by DISK-AR as 8.5m in that same month (DISK-AR 2020e). Broad un-
employment, as calculated by the union, stood at 7.6m in February 2019. Urban
young female unemployment exceeded 40 per cent while the rate of real unemploy-
ment stood at 24.5 per cent. Youth unemployment was at a peak with, as across the
whole population, one out of every four young people unemployed.

Narrowly-defined unemployment is actually decreasing, but one of the reasons
for the increase in unemployment on the broad definition is the remarkable increase
in the number of people who are not looking for a job despite being ready to work.
The number of unemployed people who have lost hope of work as a result of their
long-term unemployment during the crisis has increased by more than 75 per cent in
the last year, now reaching 1.11m and representing a rise from 621,000 in February
2019.
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Detailed data have not yet been announced, but it is possible to estimate job loss
and the shrinkage in employment due to COVID-19. According to DISK-AR’s re-
search, the effects of COVID-19 in the first three months (March-May) is that there
will be 7-8 million job losses. Thus, the early period of COVID-19 could see unem-
ployment on the narrow definition reaching 12m people while, on the broad defini-
tion it could rise to some 15-16m (DISK-AR 2020e).

DISK’s routemap out of the COVID-19 pandemic

As soon as the pandemic emerged, DISK conveyed its views to the government
on the measures to be taken and the policies which should be followed. Together
with other labour and professional organisations, common policies were developed
and presented to the public. These views on how the worst effects of the crisis could
be ameliorated are set out briefly as follows:

B we demanded that the pandemic process be conducted in a transparent and par-
ticipatory way. We suggested that the health dimensions of COVID-19 should be
handled together with the professional healthcare organisations, and the econo-
mic and social dimensions with the unions. It is a great pity that the government
has chosen to run the process alone

B  we demanded the banning of lay-offs. This request was implemented quite late
and is incomplete, with lay-offs only being banned on 17 April and then only
partially

B we advocated the stopping of all non-mandatory and non-urgent work and paid
leave for workers

B we advocated the implementation of a short-time working allowance for insured
workers in the private sector against the loss of income during the period of the
pandemic; and that all workers should benefit from this without preconditions

B we brought up the issue of regular social security and family insurance for un-
registered workers. We advocated that the government should guarantee the
livelihoods of citizens affected by the pandemic and who are unable to have ad-
equate social security protection

B the COVID-19 pandemic increases women’s domestic workload while deepen-
ing the sexist social division of labour. It also raises violence against women.
For this reason, we argued that measures should be taken within the scope of
gender policies

B we raised the demand for retirement pensions to be raised to the level of the low-
est minimum wage

B we advocated delaying household water, electricity, natural gas and telecommu-
nications bills, without applying interest, and excluding VAT in these services

B we advocated postponing credit card debt and considering worker loans

B we brought up the question of an effective wealth tax on the one hand and the
use of Central Bank funds on the other to create the resources required to emerge
from the pandemic.

To our regret, although we expressed these demands in conjunction with many
labour and professional organisations, the government did not take the steps we de-
manded. Furthermore, it has not produced effective social policies against the pan-
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demic, and has withdrawn from fulfilling the requirement of the principle of the so-
cial state as set out in the Constitution.

How right we were in our views is being proven on a day-to-day basis. At this
point — early June — a new era in the battle against the pandemic is on the agenda in
which a partial softening of the measures and the re-mobilisation of social life will
be in question. With this in mind, DISK has published a routemap plotting a way out
of the crisis and including a series of urgent measures to maintain the social order
during the struggle against COVID-19 and for the rebuilding of the economy in the
post COVID-19 period (DISK 2020).
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