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TUNCELI: On his election, Fatih Macoglu’s first
move as mayor of his Turkish city was to knock
down the walls around his office as a symbol of
his transparency. He refuses to use his official car
and has posted his administration’s finances on
a banner on the front of his office building to
show people how he is spending their money.

As Turkey’s only Communist party mayor,
Macoglu, 50, is winning fans but has also drawn
criticism with his novel approach, in a country
dominated for 17 years by President Recep
Tayyip Erdogan’s ruling AKP party. “There is
nothing more natural than the public knowing
what’s going on,” Macoglu told AFP, in an inter-
view at his office.  “This shouldn’t be an insult or
a curse word for anyone.” In the March 31 local
polls, Macoglu was elected mayor of Tunceli in
eastern Anatolia-formerly known as Dersim-a
majority Kurdish Alevi city, which is very secular
and left-leaning.

It’s not his first mayoral term. In 2014, he was
elected mayor of the town of Ovacik, also in
Tunceli province, and also for the Communist
Party of Turkey (TKP). During his term in office,
he instigated popular initiatives, including pro-
moting agriculture and free public transport.
Macoglu, often dubbed “the Communist mayor”,
said he took over an “emptied” municipality in
Tunceli, with all its income confiscated.

The city was previously controlled by the
pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP)
and then by a “kayyum”-a government-ap-
pointed trustee put in place by Erdogan’s gov-
ernment after a 2016 coup attempt.  The married
father-of-two said that he doesn’t see himself as
“a communist mayor”. “I am a socialist,” he said.
But he added: “If you ask ‘Are you a socialist?

Are you aiming for communism?’ Of course I
am, but at a time when capitalism has gone wild,
to be a communist or to be seen as a communist
city seems like an exaggeration.” 

Leftist history 
Tunceli has a long history of leftist resistance.

In 1938, the Turkish military bombarded and at-
tacked the region to crush a Kurdish rebellion
that was resisting the authority of the new re-
public founded in 1923. In 2011, Erdogan-then
prime minister-apologized for the killing of more
than 13,000 Kurds in the attack, marking the first
time a state representative had done so. 

Most residents still prefer to use the name
Dersim, but nationalists see that as an insult to
Turkey’s modern republic, founded by Mustafa
Kemal Ataturk, who himself named the city
Tunceli. Macoglu put up a sign in his room stat-
ing “The word, the power and the decision rest
with the people of Dersim”, which sparked crit-
icism on social media. Asked if he was feeling
isolated because he defended communism,
Macoglu told AFP: “To the contrary, there is a
lot of sympathy from the people of Turkey.

“If today, even the representatives of bour-
geois politics talk about production and coop-
eratives, this is a win for us.” Nationally, the
Communist Party of Turkey is a marginal party
and has no MPs in parliament. As Ovacik mayor,
Macoglu opened a cooperative to promote or-
ganic honey and chickpeas whose sales funded
university students from poor families. Macoglu
wants to expand his model all around Turkey.
Cihan Durna, of the Ovacik cooperative, praised
Macoglu’s production model. “He has done a lot
to develop the town,” he said.

Cuba Cafe 
Senem Yerlikaya runs Cuba Cafe in Ovacik

which she opened in 2014 because of “similari-
ties between the people of Cuba and Ovacik”.
“He (Macoglu) has done a lot for the people here
in the last five years. Mayors are usually very
formal but he integrated well with the locals,”
she said. Tunceli province has been battered by
a conflict between Turkish forces and the out-
lawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK), listed as
a terror group by Ankara and its Western allies. 

The military still has checkpoints around the
region, which has mountainous areas where mil-

itants hide out. But locals are happy with
Macoglu, and the province is changing.  Mahmut
Tutan, who owns a small hotel in Ovacik-which
often draws comparisons with the Swiss Alps-
said tourists flocked to the region last year. “He
comes from a poor family in that valley,” Tutan
said, pointing to a village in the mountains.  “One
day the people around him asked him to work
for the good of others. That is how he started.” 

Metin Kahraman, a wellknown singer and re-
searcher who works on oral history in the region,
said he hoped that Macoglu would lead a “pos-
itive change”. — AFP
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Assange fights 
US extradition
LONDON: WikiLeaks founder Julian Assange
told a court yesterday he would oppose extra-
dition to the United States as the legal process
began in London, a day after he was jailed for
breaching his bail conditions in a former case. He
appeared via videolink at Westminster Magis-
trates Court, where a lawyer for the US author-
ities briefly set out his alleged involvement in the
release of classified documents. 

“I do not wish to surrender myself for extra-
dition for doing journalism that has won many
awards and protected many people,” Assange
told the judge, who set the next hearing for May
30. The Australian was jailed on Wednesday for
50 weeks for breaking his bail conditions in 2012,
when he fled to Ecuador’s London embassy to
avoid extradition to Sweden. He was accused of
sexual assault and rape but strongly denied the
claims, saying they were linked to the whistle-
blowing work of WikiLeaks. Assange feared they
were a pretext to get him in custody and eventu-
ally transfer him to the United States to face
prosecution.  He was dragged out of the embassy
and arrested on April 11 after Quito gave him up.
The Swedish claims had been dropped, but he

was later that day convicted of skipping bail. The
47-year-old was subsequently confronted with a
warrant for extradition to the United States.

The US indictment charges him with “conspir-
acy” for working with former US Army intelligence
analyst Chelsea Manning to crack a password
stored on Department of Defence computers in
March 2010. Manning passed hundreds of thou-
sands of classified documents to WikiLeaks, ex-
posing US military wrongdoing in the Iraq war and
diplomatic secrets about scores of countries.

The charge carries a maximum jail term of
five years. A lawyer for the US government,
Ben Brandon, told the court yesterday that in-
vestigators had found chatroom conversa-
tions between Assange and Manning in March
2010. He said they “engaged in real-time dis-
cussions regarding Chelsea Manning’s dis-
semination of confidential records to Mr
Assange”. He added that Assange “actively
tried to crack the password (to the classified
computer) and encouraged Ms Manning to pro-
vide more information”.

Assange’s supporters, who protested outside
the court yesterday, believe that more serious
charges could be filed if he is transferred to the
US, and he fears the death penalty. WikiLeaks
editor-in-chief Kristinn Hrafnsson said on
Wednesday that all efforts would be focused on
preventing Assange’s extradition. — AFP

TUNCELI, Turkey: Dogs play next to a statue of the Kurdish-Alevi tribal leader Seyit Riza in the
eastern Turkish city of Tunceli, where Fatih Mehmet Macoglu from the Communist Party of
Turkey (TKP) was elected mayor in the last election. — AFP 
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S Sudan rivals
meet in bid to
save peace deal 
ADDIS ABABA: South Sudan’s rival parties
began two days of talks in Addis Ababa yes-
terday in a bid to salvage a peace deal, with
just days left before a unity government is
meant to be formed. President Salva Kiir, rebel
leader Riek Machar and a handful of other
groups inked the peace deal in September
2018, the latest in a string of efforts to end a
devastating conflict now in its sixth year. But
the parties have failed to resolve several
crunch issues before a power-sharing govern-
ment is to be installed on May 12.

Representatives of the parties gathered in
Addis for a meeting called by the Intergovern-
mental Authority on Development (IGAD), a
regional bloc for East Africa, holding prayers
before going into a closed session. Government
has insisted the meeting focus on how to push
forward with the formation of the unity govern-

ment. Machar’s camp, though, wants a six-
month delay to resolve security and other is-
sues that, it says, prevent him from making his
return. “There are key issues not implemented
according to the matrix of the revitalized peace
agreement,” Kang Pal Chol, a senior member of
Machar’s SPLM-IO party, told journalists at the
start of the meeting. “We’ve proposed a time-
line that for these key issues to be implemented,
we need this six months for us to achieve the
unfinished business.” “We expect the meeting
to come out with the solution as the 12th of
May is approaching. We expect the leaders of
South Sudan will come to their senses and
agree on what will move the country forward.”

South Sudan’s information minister,
Michael Makuei, told journalists that “if the
government wasn’t ready for the May 12
deadline, we wouldn’t have come here.”
Machar is living in exile in Khartoum, having
been hounded out of Juba in a hail of gunfire
in 2016 when a prior deal collapsed. He is sup-
posed to return as first vice president under
the new deal. An official with the body over-
seeing the implementation of the peace
agreement, Augostino Njoroge, said that of 59
key tasks to be implemented, only 27 have
been completed.  — AFP


