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An important but somewhat overlooked aspect of the damage caused by prevalent privatization is 

seen in the decline of small-scale farming. As a rule, small-scale agricultural production cannot 

sustain itself in the market economy without government support and this support is usually 

provided by specialized public enterprises. Abolishment of agricultural subsidies was one of the most 

important articles in the general neoliberal agenda and in the case of Turkey; this was achieved 

through privatization.  

The Turkish agricultural support system relied on three pillars:  agricultural input supports, price 

supports and subsidized interest rates on agricultural loans. All these supports were provided by 

corresponding state-owned enterprises. After the severe financial crisis in the beginning of 2001, an 

extensive neoliberal stabilization plan was implemented and this plan included a drastic cut in the 

subsidies given to agriculture. Privatization of the aforementioned enterprises was an important 

aspect of the plan since the privatization of these enterprises would have evaporated the agricultural 

support system of the country altogether, making the reform irreversible. 

This transformation was initiated by the technocratic economic administration that was formed 

immediately after the crisis and carried on by Justice and Development Party. In twelve years, most 

of the public enterprises that provided support to agriculture were either privatized or made 

redundant, and the direct income support system that was initiated to compensate the loss incurred 

by the farmers was abolished before it was even properly realized. Ultimately, the government 

support to agriculture contracted substantially and even subsistence became impossible for many 

family-sized agricultural holdings. This caused an outpour of labor from agriculture, which gradually 

eroded almost half of the labor force employed in agriculture and caused an extensive internal 

migration from rural areas to cities. Indeed, this displacement is one of the main reasons of high 

unemployment in Turkey today. 

However, it is hard to say that the process is finished since the Bank of Agriculture, which was the 

most important institution in the support system, is still not privatized. Although it no longer 

provides subsidized loans, it still holds in its portfolio a massive amount of farmer debt that would 

have been considered insolvent and taken to court if the creditor was not a state bank. In the case of 

privatization, the buying party would most certainly do so, triggering another wave of farm 

bankruptcies.  

The main argument of this paper is that neither the privatization process outlined above, nor its far-

reaching results are particular to Turkey. Agriculture was a sector in which state presence was a very 

important sustaining factor and the neoliberal policies dissembled that presence worldwide. 

Furthermore, this paper would argue that state owned enterprises that provided support to 

agriculture were particularly targeted for privatization because they provided a massive amount of 

labor in agriculture with a means of sustaining themselves. Privatization of these enterprises 

“released” this labor force from agriculture and added it to the reserve army of labor, resulting in 

higher unemployment and lower wages on one side and cheaper land prices that make large-scale 

capitalist farming feasible on the other. 
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