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Cyprus vote rejection will leave Greek Cypriots with short stick 
North sees end to 3 decades of isolation 
By Iason Athanasiadis 
Special to The Daily Star 

NICOSIA: "No celebrations," the Cypriot government asked of its Greek Cypriot population on Saturday night, as it became apparent the Annan Plan would be rejected by a huge majority. 

Public rejoicing over the rejection of a reunified Cyprus would appear inappropriate given that partition is now likely, but a small group waving Cypriot, EU and Greek flags still gathered in central Nicosia's Eleftheria Square. 

"We demand human rights," said Mihalis Egglezakis, a civil servant holding a banner with the legend: "No to side by side, Yes to real reunification. 

"We want a Cyprus for Cypriots; real Cypriots and no-one else," he said in reference to the estimated 115,000 mainland Turkish settlers who have poured into the northern half of the island since the Turkish Army's occupation in 1974. 

Public dissatisfaction over the Annan Plan - condemned as "unworkable" by Cypriot President Tassos Papadopoulos - prompted three in four Greek Cypriots to deliver a resounding rebuttal to the UN solution. 

"The people did not say no to unification," said Papadopoulos. "They said no to the specific plan. The Cypriot people and the leadership want the solution more than anyone else as it's our homeland that is under occupation." 

But Cypriots are unlikely to find a sympathetic ear internationally, where the emphatic "no" vote is likely to dent their reputation of being victims of Turkish aggression. 

"It's a stunning reversal for the Greek Cypriots," said John Sitilides, the director of the Western Policy Center in Washington that studies southeast Europe. "I don't know if they've quite figured out how they'll deal with it in the next few months." 

News that EU foreign ministers will be discussing a plan of action at a meeting in Luxembourg on Monday caused jubilation among Turkish Cypriots who view this as evidence that State Department spokesman Richard Boucher's promise that the US "would not leave the Turkish Cypriots out in the cold" will bear fruition. 

Following the outcome of the referendum, Papadopoulos issued a statement saying the Republic of Cyprus would be announcing measures at the EU's General Affairs Council in Luxembourg to allow Turkish Cypriots to enjoy some benefits of EU membership. 

"The irony is that what (the Greek Cypriots) voted for was what the Turks have been asking for the past 40 years - the division of the island," said Devrim Celal, a former political consultant for Turkish Republic of Northern Cyprus' (TRNC) Prime Minister Mehmet Ali Talal. 

Cyprus will accede to the EU on May 1 despite over a third of the island still remaining under Turkish occupation. It marks the first instance of a country with occupied territory acceding to the EU territory and will undoubtedly complicate Turkey's accession talks. Turkey maintains 40,000 troops in Cyprus. 

In Northern Cyprus, Turkish Cypriots took to the streets and celebrated. Despite being blocked from EU entry by their ethnic Greek neighbors, Turkish Cypriots know there is a strong likelihood that sanctions on the internationally unrecognized TRNC are likely to be eased and global trade ties normalized. 

"The balance is now changed," said Celal, as exultant demonstrators leaned out of cars around him and waved EU flags. "We'll be recognized and we'll be able to speak to the Greeks on a more equal footing." 

The immediate aftermath saw domestic tensions in Northern Cyprus as thousands of Turkish Cypriots gathered outside the residence of Turkish Cypriot leader Rauf Denktash in an impromptu demonstration demanding his resignation. Riot police ringed the area and scuffled with protesters arresting three. Denktash has refused to step down, despite previously hinting that he would. 

"There may be problems in the short-term as people here expect too much too soon," Celal said. 

On the mostly silent Greek side of Nicosia, Greek Cypriots plunged into introspection and speculation about the public relations disaster that is the consequence of the strong "no" vote. 

"The 'yes' campaign was not well-organized. Ordinary people were not made to feel they could go home to their towns and villages or open a souvlatzidiko (kebab-shop) in Keryneia, if they so wanted," said one Greek Cypriot. 

The 1974 Turkish invasion that followed over a decade of communal strife between Greek and Turkish Cypriots has left a legacy of mistrust and personal loss on both sides. 

"They killed 14 members of my family in Keryneia," said Christos Papadopoulos, a Greek Cypriot taxi-driver. "What am I, a fool? Am I expected to legitimize murderers?" 

Greek Cypriots also object to a plan that elevates the Turkish Cypriot minority into an equal partner and effectively legitimizes the Turkish occupation. 

"1974 was the worst imaginable cocktail of humiliation for the Greek Cypriots - betrayal by Greece, the loss of land, a thousand people missing," said Spyros Hatzinikolaou, a lawyer and prominent "yes" campaigner. "Those who were dispossessed of their land in the north had to live in tents for two years. This was extremely humiliating for people who had always been well-off." 

"There was no way that the Greek Cypriots and Turkish Cypriots would go hand-in-hand to Brussels on May 1. It's a matter of ego. The average Greek Cypriot has to prove that he struggled hard in the past and that he enters the EU alone," Hatzinikolaou said. 

Now, Mehmet Ali Talat, TRNC prime minister, is set to visit Brussels and ask for the lifting of sanctions, according to Turkish daily Hurriyet. The European Commission praised the Turkish Cypriots for showing "a clear desire ... to resolve the island's problems" and added it is "ready to consider ways of further promoting economic development of the northern part of Cyprus." 

"What Washington will be looking at now will be what can be done to help the Turkish Cypriots who, at the end, were the constructive, positive party in this process," warning that "Annan will not step back into the fray without the political will of both sides," Sitilides said. 

Cyprus remains a valuable strategic asset on the international stage. Of greater importance still, is Turkey itself, which straddles Europe and Asia. Relations between Washington and Ankara have improved after hitting a low last year over the US-led invasion of Iraq. 

"The US tactical goal in the region is to anchor Turkey to the EU," said Sitilides. "The Cyprus conflict has been transformed from an obscure ethnic conflict caught up in the Cold War ... into a geopolitical pivot that will significantly impact the erasing of differences between NATO members Greece and Turkey, maximize NATO's operational effectiveness in the eastern Mediterranean as well as the larger paradigm of converging Western and Muslim societies." 

A divided Cyprus in the EU may remain a headache for policymakers in Brussels, but the positives of extending Europe's borders to the fringes of the Middle East and along the energy transport routes of the Eastern Mediterranean may outweigh the negatives. 

"Europe is a political giant but a military dwarf," said Seymen Atasoy, the chair of international relations at Famagusta's Eastern Med University. "Potentially, Cyprus is of tremendous value, especially if the European Union wants to have a say internationally." 

In a nod to the enduring importance of Cyprus, Britain has secured the continuing presence of its sovereign army bases on the island. 


