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Refugee entrepreneurs from 
Afghanistan thrive in Turkey 

Administrative procedures simple for setting up a new business
BEYLIKDUZU, Turkey: When Afghan businessman Haji
Yakup Burhan fled the violence of his home country 30
years ago, he brought with him his family - and all his mon-
ey. He headed to Saudi Arabia, where he opened a restau-
rant, but as refugees, his children had difficulty getting into
a school. Then he moved to the United Arab Emirates, but
Dubai’s costs seemed impossible. So, two years ago, he
moved to Turkey and opened a restaurant in Istanbul’s
Esenyurt neighborhood, taking advantage of the country’s
relatively open business environment for refugees.

“I have 15 people working for me in this restaurant.
They are Afghans, Iranians and Turks. I have invested
about $120,000 in this restaurant so far,” Burhan, 52, told
AFP at his Afghan Kebab establishment. “Over 60 percent
of our customers are Afghans living here. The rest are
Arabs, Iranians and Turks,” he said. Afghan refugee entre-
preneurs appear to be increasingly finding success in
Turkey, where they bring to the local economy, not only
their savings, but sought-after know-how, whether in
restaurants, commerce or skilled crafts and specialties.

In turn, Turkey offers refugees simplified administrative
procedures for setting up a new business. Turkey hosts
nearly four million refugees, with Syrians making up the
largest group, but Afghans number more than 145,000,
according to Amnesty International figures released last
year. Some people in Turkey view refugees as a burden,
but a different picture emerges in Burhan’s bustling
Istanbul suburb, where refugees like him have made signif-
icant investment in the Turkish economy.

Citizenship investment 
Inside Burhan’s restaurant, a TV blares Afghan channels

showing Turkish soap operas over the hum of customers
eating the popular Afghan dish Qabeli Palaw - rice with
lamb meat and mixed with caramelized carrots, raisins and
almond slivers. “We are the only Afghan restaurant in this
neighborhood for now,” he told AFP, sitting cross-legged
on a mattress, sipping green tea.  

To attract more investment at a time when the Turkish
economy was struggling last year, the government in
September slashed from $1 million to $250,000 the
threshold at which Turkish citizenship is offered to for-
eigners buying property. It sparked an 82-percent
increase in foreigners buying real estate in the first quarter
of this year, the Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK) said.
Afghans likely account for a small percentage of this hike -

precise figures are unavailable - but not all those fleeing
the war-ravaged country are destitute. Mehmet Yasin
Hamidi, an Afghan who runs the Royalist real-estate agency
in Beylikduzu, on Istanbul’s outskirts, told AFP that their
sales of homes had doubled this year compared to the
same period last year. “People cannot protect their lives
and money in Afghanistan,” Hamidi, who has lots of
Afghans among his clients, said. “If you have money, you or
your children could get kidnapped. The businessmen are
threatened there. That is why they bring their money here.”

Rare skills 
Construction of new housing has exploded in

Beylikduzu in recent years to meet a growing demand for
real estate investment by foreigners. The Association of
Housing Developers and Investors says that foreigners
bought $4.6 billion of Turkish property in 2018 and the
figure is expected to jump to $10 billion this year. Many
refugees arriving in Turkey bring with them diverse skills
and experience that allow them to make a contribution to
the country’s workforce.

Hadi Ekhlas, an engraver from Afghanistan’s Hazara eth-
nic group, left the war-torn nation eight years ago. He first
went to neighboring Pakistan to sell his skills. He then
moved to Turkey, where he now engraves Islamic and
Ottoman scripts on gemstone rings and semi-precious
stones - a skill he learned from his grandfather - in
Istanbul’s Grand Bazaar, one of the world’s oldest covered
markets. “In the past, some Turkish traders would import
stones with engravings from other countries, but now I am
making them here and taking orders,” Ekhlas told AFP.

Ekhlas has a Turkish partner, who helps him with mar-
keting, and runs one of the 42 Afghan shops in the Grand
Bazaar. “I plan to expand my business in the near future.
I’d also like to teach my skills to other Turks here,” he
said. In another corner of the Grand Bazaar, Khalil Nuri,
an expert Afghan jeweler, sells rings, necklaces, pendants
- just about anything that can be found in Kabul’s many
curiosity shops. “I am a jeweler and an expert in handi-
crafts and I wanted to continue my profession here,”
said Nuri, who fled Afghanistan and has been doing
business for the past 12 years in Istanbul. Meanwhile,
Burhan said that he hoped his business continued to do
well “because there are a lot of Afghans living here”.
“There are also people who want to give the taste of
Afghan cuisine a try.” — AFP 

Delhi leader defies 
slaps and shoes to 
step up poll fight 
NEW DELHI: He has been smeared with chilli powder and
slapped, but Delhi’s chief minister will still be leading the
fight against Prime Minister Narendra Modi in yesterday’s
penultimate round of the Indian election. Fifty-nine seats
are up for grabs across the country on the sixth voting day
of the marathon ballot. The tussle for the capital will be
front and center, with all eyes on its chief minister Arvind
Kejriwal, whose Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) - or Common
Man party - was formed just seven years ago amid out-
rage over corruption.

It has since taken control of Delhi’s regional govern-
ment and is fighting to add to its four seats in India’s low-
er house of parliament. Modi’s rightwing Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) will be trying to stave off the onslaught and
keep the seven seats it currently holds. Kejriwal, a tax
commissioner-turned-campaigner, has suffered more
than most in India’s notoriously rough and tumble politi-
cal bullring.

Since 2013 and his first term as Delhi chief minister, the
50-year-old has been the target of at least seven attacks.
Ink has been thrown at him twice, with eggs also hurled on

one of those occasions. In 2016, a shoe was thrown while
Kejriwal made an announcement, a rickshaw driver hit him
and his car was attacked by a mob with iron rods. In
November a man smeared chili powder on his face inside
the Delhi government building. His latest brush with dan-
ger was last week when a man mounted the open top car
Kejriwal was campaigning in and slapped him.

That attack has become a new political battle, with AAP
deputy leader Manish Sisodia saying BJP rivals may have
wanted Kejriwal murdered. Modi’s party questioned
whether the chief minister organized it all himself. Kejriwal,
whose party has 67 of 70 state assembly seats, said in
recent interviews that one month ago he thought his party
faced a “tough fight” in Delhi but now he hopes to take all
seven parliament seats. “Our only aim is to stop Modi and
BJP president Amit Shah from coming back to power. We
will support anyone other than that duo,” he told Press
Trust of India news agency.

Creating anarchy
With the opposition Congress party also in the contest,

the anti-BJP vote could be divided. Still, the ruling party
faces an increasingly tough battle in the election,
observers say. The BJP won 282 seats in 2014 but some
analysts predict it will suffer major losses when the final
results are announced on May 23. Congress won 44 seats
in that election, an historic low since independence in
1947. The AAP is also looking for a major boost and Modi
has stepped up verbal attacks on Kejriwal in recent rallies,
accusing him of “creating anarchy” in the capital. — AFP

Pakistan PM slams 
hotel attack as bid 
to damage economy 
ISLAMABAD: An attack on a luxury hotel in the south-
western city of Gwadar was a bid to “sabotage prosper-
ity”, Pakistani prime minister Imran Khan said yesterday,
as police confirmed all the attackers had been killed.
Five people were killed Saturday after gunmen stormed
a luxury hotel in the southwestern Pakistani city of
Gwadar, the centerpiece of a multi-billion dollar Chinese
infrastructure project. A Baloch separatist group, the
Balochistan Liberation Army (BLA), claimed responsibil-
ity for the attack via Twitter.

During the attack “5 individuals got Shaheed (mar-
tyred) including 4 hotel employees and a Pakistan Navy
soldier,” the military said in a statement. One of the hotel
staff killed was a security guard shot at the entrance. Six
others were injured including four security service offi-
cers and two hotel staff members. The military said all
three terrorists had been killed. Local police had earlier
claimed there had been four attackers. 

“Such attempts especially in Balochistan are an effort

to sabotage our economic projects and prosperity. We
shall not allow these agendas to succeed,” Khan said in
a statement issued by his office. The Chinese embassy in
Islamabad also strongly condemned the incident.
Mohammad Aslam, a police official in Gwadar, told AFP
Saturday that only staff were present in the building at
the time of the attack. The BLA is one of a myriad of
insurgent groups fighting in tightly-guarded Balochistan
province, which has been rocked by separatist, Islamist
and sectarian violence for years.

‘The next Dubai’ 
The Pearl Continental, part of Pakistan’s largest five-

star hotel chain, is the only luxury hotel in Gwadar, fre-
quented by foreign and Pakistani business delegations
as well as diplomats. It sits isolated on a ridge overlook-
ing the Arabian Sea port city that was formerly a small
fishing village, but now touted by officials as “the next
Dubai” thanks to the multi-billion dollar China-Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC).

Part of China’s Belt and Road initiative, CPEC seeks
to connect the western Chinese province of Xinjiang
with Gwadar, with the development of the port as the
plan’s flagship project. Gwadar will provide China with
safer and more direct access to the oil-rich Middle East
than the waterway trade route it currently uses through
the narrow Malacca Straits. — AFP

ISTANBUL: Expert Afghan jeweler Khalil Nuri poses for a picture in his shop at the Grand Bazaar on April 11, 2019. — AFP

Latest Lanka arrest 
throws spotlight 
on Wahhabism 
KATTANKUDY, Sri Lanka: Sri Lankan authorities have
arrested a Saudi-educated scholar for what they claim are
links with Zahran Hashim, the suspected ringleader of the
Easter Sunday bombings, throwing a spotlight on the ris-
ing influence of Salafi-Wahhabi Islam on the island’s
Muslims. Mohamed Aliyar, 60, is the founder of the Centre
for Islamic Guidance, which boasts a mosque, a religious
school and a library in Zahran’s hometown of Kattankudy,
a Muslim-dominated city on Sri Lanka’s eastern shores.

“Information has been revealed that the suspect arrest-
ed had a close relationship with ... Zahran and had been
operating financial transactions,” said a police statement
late on Friday. The statement said Aliyar was “involved”
with training in the southern town of Hambantota for the
group of suicide bombers who attacked hotels and
churches on Easter, killing over 250 people. A police
spokesman declined to provide details on the accusations.
Calls to Aliyar and his associates went unanswered.
Reuters was unable to find contact details for a lawyer.

The government says Zahran, a radical Tamil-speaking
preacher, was a leader of the group. Two Muslim commu-
nity sources in Kattankudy told Reuters his hardline views
were partly shaped by ultra-conservative Salafi-Wahhabi
texts that he picked up at the Centre for Islamic
Guidance’s library around 2-3 years ago. The sources are
not affiliated with the center. “I used to always run into him
at the center, reading Saudi journals and literature,” said
one of the sources.

During that time, Zahran started criticizing the practice
of asking saints for help, for instance, arguing that such
pleas were an affront to pure Islam. “That kind of teaching
was not in Sri Lanka in 2016, unless you read it in Salafi lit-
erature,” the source added, requesting anonymity to avoid
repercussions in Kattankudy. Salafism, a puritanical inter-
pretation of Islam that advocates a return to the values of
the first three generations of Muslims and is closely linked
to Wahhabism, has often been criticized as the ideology of
radical Islamists worldwide.

Wahhabi Islam has its roots in Saudi Arabia and is

backed by its rulers, although Crown Prince Mohammed
bin Salman has committed the kingdom to a more moder-
ate form of Islam. Other than the fact that Zahran visited
the center, the sources in Kattankudy said they did not
know of any personal ties between him and Aliyar. Aliyar
founded the center in 1990, a year after he graduated from
the Imam Muhammad ibn Saud Islamic University in
Riyadh, in what one resident said marked a key moment in
the spread of Salafi doctrine in Kattankudy. The center
was partly funded by Saudi and Kuwaiti donors, according
to a plaque outside.

Troublemaker
Reuters spoke to three members of the center’s board

before Aliyar’s arrest. They asked to remain anonymous,
citing security concerns amid a backlash against some
Muslims. They said Zahran was a troublemaker and that
they had warned authorities about his extremist views. The
members said they thought Zahran frequented the library
around a decade ago, but had no recollection of him visit-
ing recently and denied that any of its books were to
blame for his views.

Funding for the center came from local donations, stu-
dent fees, and private donors who were classmates of
Aliyar’s in Riyadh, the center’s sources said. Reuters was
unable to immediately determine further details about the
funding of the center. The Saudi government communica-
tions office in Riyadh did not respond to requests for com-
ment on the funding of the center. — Reuters 

COLOMBO: A Sri Lankan army soldier stands guard outside
St Theresa’s Church yesterday as Catholic churches hold
services again after the Easter attacks. — AFP 


