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Turks prepare for effects of devalued currency

The Associated Press 

ISTANBUL, Turkey - Turks are bracing for bad times: With prices rising, salaries and savings are likely to loose a quarter or more of their value, and companies will struggle to pay off their debts.

Regardless of what solution Turkey and the International Monetary Fund find to get the country's economy back on track, many Turks believe they will pay a heavy price for the latest threat to their nation's political and financial stability.

Lufti Kandemir, a shop owner in a swank shopping mall, said he will have to fire four of his 10 employees.

"They have families," said Kandemir, whose household goods' store was empty Friday. "It's sad, tragic, but I'm forced to."

The government abandoned currency controls Thursday after a crisis sparked by a feud between Prime Minister Bulent Ecevit and the country's president prompted international investors to pull out of Turkey in droves. The decision led to a 36 percent devaluation of the lira in just two days.

The IMF's chief in Turkey, Carlo Cottarelli, met Friday with Finance Minister Sumer Oral to discuss ways to shore up the economy.

International bankers and economists hope the decision to float the currency will help prevent a repeat of the Russian and Asian financial crises of the 1990s, when investors fled developing markets worldwide, triggering major financial crises.

"The Turkish government is learning from the mistakes other emerging markets made in the past," said Sonja Gibbs, chief economist at Nomura International in London.

"They were quick to allow devaluation instead of trying to stave it off. The hit was quick and sharp instead of long and drawn-out."

The crisis emerged after Ecevit stormed out of a meeting with President Ahmet Necdet Sezer on Monday because the president criticized the government for failing to fight corruption. The political dispute frightened investors and the public.

Ecevit, currently attending a Balkans summit in Macedonia, said Friday he hoped the government's latest actions would help bolster the economy.

"We have now introduced a new currency program which is much more realistic and we hope that in the short term and the long term we will get positive results," he told Associated Press Television News.

Turkey, a NATO member, is of one of the United States' most important Middle East allies, and Ecevit received the support of the United States. President George W. Bush talked to the prime minister by telephone and said he supported Turkey's economic program, a White House official said.

But many Turkish citizens blamed their country's leaders for the crisis.

"Let them resign immediately, it can't go worse. Even I can do better," said Ayse Doruk, a retired civil servant.
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