Moving Ahead in Cyprus,
Looking Back at the Failure of
the Annan Plan

Gallia Lindenstrauss

While there are conflicts perceived to be much more difficult to resolve,
it is the conflict in Cyprus that has earned the label “the diplomats’ grave-
yard.”" Still, there is a growing recognition that the ostensible status quo
will not prevail much longer and that the island might drift into a perma-
nent partition.? The last major effort to resolve the conflict was the plan
proposed by then-secretary-general of the United Nations Kofi Annan,
which was formulated between 2002 and 2004 but failed to attain the
support of Greek Cypriots. To this day, four years after the failure of the
Annan plan and the membership of only the Greek part of the island in
the European Union, the sides have yet to return to the negotiating table.
A contributing factor in the Greek Cypriot side has been the presidency
of Tassos Papadopoulos, the person considered to have been a key factor
in the refusal of Greek Cypriots to vote for the Annan plan in the binding
referendum that was held in April 2004. Thus for example in a televised
speech before the referendum, he wept when he asked Greek Cypriots
not to vote for the plan.? Since the failed referendum, Papadopoulos has
claimed that without significant change in the plan, it is pointless to re-
visit it, but he has refused to specify what precisely needs changing.* At
the same time, it is not only Papadopoulos’s rule that has contributed to
the stalemate, but also the fact that the international community was tak-
en by surprise by the Greek Cypriots’ refusal to approve the referendum
and was at a loss as to how to deal with that development. Thus in recent
years, after a long period in which the international community viewed
the Turkish side as responsible for preventing a solution to the Cypriot
problem, the tables have turned somewhat, so that now it is precisely the
Greek side that is deemed the obstacle to progress towards a solution.
Nowadays much depends on developments following the 2008 presiden-
tial elections in the Republic of Cyprus.®
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he purpose of this essay is to analyze
Tthe factors that led to the current dead
end in the Cyprus peace process, to
examine the lessons that may be learned
from this failure, and to suggest possible sce-

narios for future political arrangements on
the island.

The Ethnic Conflict over Cyprus
and the Annan Plan

The Turkish presence on Cyprus dates to the
sixteenth century when the Ottoman Empire
conquered the island, whose majority popu-
lation was — and still is — Greek Orthodox. As
aresult of the weakening of the Ottoman Em-
pire in the nineteenth century, Great Britain
assumed the administration of the island in
1878. As British rule continued, voices from
within the Greek Cypriot community calling
for unification with Greece grew stronger. In
response, Turkish Cypriots began demand-
ing the partition of the island. During the
1950s, as a result of the strengthening of the
opposition to British colonial rule, particu-
larly on the part of the Greek Cypriots, talks
on the future of the island began between
Great Britain, Turkey, and Greece. In 1959-
60, as part of the Zurich and London agree-
ments, it was decided to grant the island
independence, and extensive arrangements
for cooperation between the communities
in ruling the island were constructed. These
arrangements also included over-representa-
tion for the Turks, who constituted only 20
percent of the population, so that the Greek
side would relate to them as partners and not
as a minority.

As early as 1963, violent riots broke out, a
result of the country’s paralysis caused by fre-
quent vetoes cast by the Turks who claimed
that the Greeks were failing to fulfill one or
another of the constitutional directives, and

the counter demands of the Greeks to change
the Cypriot constitution. During the crisis
that continued into 1964, Turkey threatened
to intervene in the conflict, and only a par-
ticularly forceful message from US president
Lyndon Johnson prevented Turkish interven-
tion. Riots erupted again in 1967 and brought
the Turks yet once more to threaten interven-
tion, but as a result of the Greeks ceding to
a Turkish ultimatum to withdraw most of
the illegal Greek troops from the island, the
Turks finally decided not to act. In 1974, the
junta in Greece instigated a coup on the is-
land, and brought about the ascent of an ex-
tremist leader who clearly intended to work
towards unifying Cyprus with Greece. As a
result, Turkey did intervene on the island,
and in two subsequent attacks, gained con-
trol of 40 percent of the island. During this
chapter thatled to Turkish intervention, some
180,000 Greeks fled to the southern part of
the island, and some 45,000 Turks fled to the
north. In 1983 the Turks declared the estab-
lishment of the Turkish Republic of Northern
Cyprus, an entity that has not gained recogni-
tion by the international community and has
even been boycotted. Over the years Turkey
has infused a great deal of money into the
northern part of the island, and some 35,000
Turkish soldiers are stationed there. Since the
Turkish intervention, Turks have also immi-
grated to the island from Turkey; this has cre-
ated a problem of settlers, most of whom are
agricultural workers or relatives of Turkish
military personnel posted at the island over
the years.®

Because of the strategiclocation of Cyprus
and the fears that as a result of the conflict
two NATO members, Turkey and Greece,
would find themselves in an armed conflict
with one another, many international media-
tion efforts were devoted to the Cyprus is-
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sue during the Cold War. Following the Cold
War, the Cypriot conflict gained prominence
as one of the hurdles standing in the way of
Cyprus and Turkey entering the EU. In 2002,
after direct talks between the sides failed,
UN secretary-general Kofi Annan assumed
the role of mediator in the conflict. The An-
nan plan was supposed to lead to a reunifi-
cation of Cyprus within the framework of a
loose federation, and to the entry of a unified
country into the EU. The plan also included
the return of lands to Greek Cypriots, so that
the Turkish area would have shrunk to some
29 percent of the island’s land area. In addi-
tion, the plan called for the gradual decrease
in the Turkish military presence on the is-
land, from approximately 35,000 soldiers to
650.7 On April 24, 2004, the fifth version of the
plan was put to a referendum in both parts
of the island. The reunification of the island
was not achieved after a decisive majority of
Greek Cypriots (76 percent) refused to sup-
port the plan, while a majority of Turkish Cy-
priots (65 percent) supported the agreement.
As a result of the failure to reunify Cyprus,
only the Greek part of the island entered the
EU in May 2004.

The Failure to Garner Greek

Support for the Annan Plan

A large attraction of the Annan plan was
the promise of a united Cyprus joining the
EU, which was to be the successful culmina-
tion of the peace process. In this respect the
referendum’s failure was particularly sting-
ing. A central element in the failure of the
Annan plan was that the Greek Cypriot side
did not have enough incentive to approve
the agreement, because it was in any case
about to enter the EU. However, because the
plan represented yet another failure after a
long series of attempts to resolve the conflict,
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there was also great significance for other is-
sues that lay at the heart of the discussions.
These in particular invite certain conclusions
that may be drawn from this context.

The Problems of the Right of Return,
Refugees, and Settlers

The Annan plan presented a fairly com-
plicated model of a limited right of return,
particularly to those areas that were, accord-
ing to the plan, gradually supposed to be
returned to the Greek side — over the course
of nineteen years or until the Turks entered
the EU. In part this was to prevent a situa-
tion in which the Turkish Cypriot communi-
ty would lose its majority in the north of the
island and its influence on both the island’s
national and international policies all at
once. While the plan, at least seemingly, had
advantages from the vantage of individuals
who would be able to return to their homes,
from a larger perspective there were several
apparent problems with the proposal. A suc-
cessful return of refugees is in any case a
complex matter, because the former refugees
not only have to return physically to their
homes but also have to undergo a process of
reintegration and conciliation with their for-
mer enemies.® In the case of Cyprus, it was
possible to see that the Greek Cypriots who
voted in the referendum did not view the
limited right of return included in the Annan
plan as sufficient. A situation would have
been created in which the problem was not
fully resolved, and in fact would remain at
the delicate center of relations between the
communities for years to come because of
the gradual rate of return.

Beyond the problems of a limited right of
return, the Greek Cypriots also had reserva-
tions regarding the Annan plan’s proposal
for the Turkish settlers. The Greek Cypriots
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claimed that almost all the Turkish newcom-
ers were in the end going to remain on the
Turkish side, whether as citizens or as resi-
dents, a possibility that worried the Greeks
because they felt the Turkish newcomers
would be more given to influence from Tur-
key, even after the reunification of the island.’
Like other cases, the Cyprus instance exem-
plifies the claim that relocation of settlers,
though it may have elements of “historic
justice,” is a complex issue with internal and
economic ramifications. While in terms of
international law settling in occupied terri-
tories is defined as a crime, the Turkish new-
comers are a heterogeneous population,!
most of whom migrated to Cyprus as the re-
sult of hardships in the motherland. Turkish
Cypriots themselves also see this population
in a negative light, because it has changed
the character of the original community of
the northern part of the island. In these re-
spects, while fears regarding the continued
presence of the newcomers and the hostility
towards them might be understood in light
of the circumstances that led them to be on
the island, since it is clear that they would
not all be relocated, perhaps a more signifi-
cant attempt at integrating them into Cypriot
society ought to be undertaken.

A Binding Referendum

The Cyprus experience exemplified the
problematics of binding referendums that
are taken to bypass inter-party politics, and
in particular the political leadership. Greek
Cypriot president Papadopoulos opposed
the Annan plan, as did leaders of the Greek
Orthodox Church," as well as Rauf Denktas,
the veteran leader of the Turkish side of the
island.? In light of this opposition, and in an
effort to approve the Annan plan quickly, it
was determined, in the fifth and last version

of the plan, that there was no need for its ap-
proval by local leaders, and that it was to be
passed as is by a referendum. While the aim
of this provision was to circumvent Denktas,
in the end Papadopoulos’s lack of support
for the agreement inflicted the graver dam-
age. In this sense, it is possible to look at ref-
erendums as a limited tool that may confer
greater legitimacy on a move only if it has
already gained the support of the elites and a
significant portion of the ruling administra-
tion.

A Negotiations Deadline and the
Limitations of International Mediation
One of the achievements of Annan’s media-
tion efforts seen at the time as far-reaching was
gaining the agreement of the parties to quick
negotiations within a clear timetable, as well
as an agreement on a referendum to approve
the outcome. Moreover, it was also agreed
that should the parties be unable to reach an
agreement by the deadline, Greece and Turkey
would be brought into the picture, and should
they too fail to reach an agreement, Annan
would resolve the remaining difference based
on his own understanding, something that
indeed occurred as the talks fell through.”® In
this sense, it is possible that it was precisely
the acceleration of the process that ruined the
plan’s chances of success, as the final version
of the plan went before the two sides only at
the beginning of April, and until the last days
before the April 24 referendum it was still un-
der adjustment. This affected the outcome of
the vote because proponents of the plan could
put together a public campaign only at a very
late stage, which made it difficult for them to
affect public opinion and gain support for the
final agreement.™

An additional factor in the failure of the
Cyprus peace plan was that the agreement
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was formulated separately by each party
working jointly with the mediator, without
sufficient consultations between the parties
to the conflict. While it is true that Annan as-
sumed the role of mediator after direct nego-
tiations in 2001-2002 failed, nonetheless it is
not clear if the formulation of an agreement
by a third party was the right solution for the
stalemate in the talks. Even though the Greek
Cypriots had already been assured entrance
into the EU, they felt as if they were being
pressured to accept the agreement for the
sake of foreign interests, and were irritated
by implicit threats that should they refuse
the agreement, foreign countries would start
recognizing the Turkish Republic of North-
ern Cyprus. The Greek Cypriots understood
some of the sections of the agreement, such
as the continued Turkish military presence
on the island, as impinging on the sovereign-
ty of the Cypriot state. In these respects, the
later versions of the Annan plan were seen as
a direct continuation of the Zurich and Lon-
don agreements, in which discussions were
held between Britain, Turkey, and Greece
without sufficient consultation with repre-
sentatives of the island’s ethnic groups.”®

Greater Involvement from the Region

It is difficult to separate the Cyprus conflict
from the long-simmering conflict between
Greece and Turkey, and Northern Cyprus is
considered a Turkish conquered area with
a limited level of independence. In this re-
gard, one of the prominent achievements of
the Annan plan was that its promoters suc-
ceeded in enlisting support for it in both
Greece and Turkey. This support is interest-
ing also in light of the beginning of a process
of rapprochement between the two coun-
tries.’® While the Greek support, relatively
restrained, did not propel Greek Cypriots to

vote for the plan, the support of the Turkish
prime minister for the plan did contribute
to approval among Turkish Cypriots, de-
spite the opposition of the veteran Northern
Cyprus leader Denktas. Thus while it often
seems that the involvement of other coun-
tries in the conflict only serves to complicate
the chances for a resolution, it is possible to
see that at certain points, the involvement of
a regional player may contribute to the solu-
tion by adding to the pressure on the sides to
reach a solution.

Inter-Community Communication and
Mutual Suspicion

One of the encouraging signs for the possibil-
ity of reunifying the communities of Cyprus
was that the partial opening of the green line'”
to movement of civilians between the sides
did notlead to any violent incidents.'® For the
first time in many years, there is more contact
between the Greek Cypriots and the Turkish
Cypriots. At the same time, it remains very
difficult to overcome longstanding mutual
suspicions, so that, for example, the Greek
Cypriots vehemently opposed Turkish forces
remaining on the island, even though, in ef-
fect, the reaction time required by the Turk-
ish army — particularly, the air force — even
if stationed in Turkey, to operate in Cyprus
is almost instantaneous, so that there is bare-
ly any practical significance to forces being
stationed on the island.” Likewise, it may
be assumed that Turkey would think long
and hard about militarily intervening in the
island again, now that Cyprus is a member
of the EU.? Therefore, even though it is clear
that the Greek trauma that resulted from
Turkish intervention in the past played a role
in shaping these suspicions on the part of the
Greeks, in practice basic suspicions must be
addressed so they do not derail peace plans.

The challenge
in resolving
the Cyprus

issue may shed

a pessimistic

light on efforts

at resolving
conflicts that
still entail a

high degree of

violence.
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The Future of the Island

There are several possible scenarios regarding
the political future of the island. Despite the
stalemate in negotiations between the sides,
in practice the entrance of the Greek Cypri-
ots into the EU has created a new situation
and a number of challenges. Thus, thanks to
the “yes” vote of Turkish Cypriots, the inter-
national community decided in principle to
remove some of the trade restrictions on the
northern part of the island. At the same time,
because of the Turkish claim that the funda-
mental decision was not sufficiently imple-
mented, Turkey refuses to open its ports to
the Republic of Cyprus. Another challenge
for the EU regards the tension between Cy-
prus being one of the border countries of the
EU, which necessitates significant regulation
of those coming and going, and the interest
in continuing to keep the border between
the parts of the island relatively open. It is
quite possible that solutions may be found
to these specific challenges and that follow-
ing the elections in the Republic of Cyprus,
the negotiation process will be renewed but
may later on arrive again at a deadlock. At
the same time, it is possible to think of two
more dramatic scenarios.

The first scenario involves partition. Af-
ter the failure to pass the Annan plan in the
Greek Cypriot referendum, some traditional
voices in Turkey were again heard calling
for the establishment of two countries. Thus,
during his first visit to Cyprus as Turkish
president, Abdullah Giil said that an agree-
ment on the future of Cyprus must be based
on Cyprus realities, and on “the existence
of two separate nations, two separate de-
mocracies, two separate countries, and two
separate religions.”?! The results of a public
opinion poll in 2006 taken on the Greek side
suggest that more Greek Cypriots support

living separately than those who support
unification, and this trend is especially ap-
parent among the young.”? There are even
those who claim that because the partition of
Cyprus contributed towards stability and the
lack of violence, the profitability of reunify-
ing is not absolutely clear?® While over the
years it has been said that partitioning the is-
land must not be allowed because this would
constitute rewarding unilateral military ac-
tion perceived as belligerent, it is also true
that the international community sometimes
acts according to policies that fall outside of
traditional patterns.? It is similarly possible
that with the passage of time, the difference
between partitioning the island and the en-
trance of two states into the European Union
on the one hand, and the unification of the is-
land in a loose federation on the other, might
seems less significant than it is currently per-
ceived. At the same time, it is almost certain
that in order for this scenario to become a re-
ality, the Turkish Cypriots will nevertheless
have to give up some of the territory they
control today.

The second scenario is reunification of the
island. In the event that there is some prog-
ress — which at the moment does not seem
likely — regarding Turkey’s joining the EU, or
if another compromise arrangement favoring
Turkey is presented, this may promote Turk-
ish willingness in general, and that of the
Turkish minority in Northern Cyprus in par-
ticular, to accept more far-reaching conces-
sions vis-a-vis the Greeks. It should also be
stressed that when the EU heralds freedom of
movement, it seems somewhat incongruous
that Greece and Cyprus, as members of the
EU, and Turkey, as a nation seeking admit-
tance, are still discussing refugees and settler
relocation, beyond the general agreement
that they are eligible for restitution. Also,

pratesic



the intensity of the discussion regarding the
continued Turkish presence on the island,
something that Greek Cypriots oppose both
on security grounds and on the grounds that
it constitutes an infringement of state sover-
eignty, may subside the longer that Cyprus
is part of the EU where it enjoys a wider de-
fense framework and where, in any case, it is
required to concede some of its sovereignty
for the sake of being an EU member.

Conclusion

It may sometimes seem to observers that
the conflict in Cyprus is not as tortuous as
some of the other conflicts on the interna-
tional agenda, particularly because there has
been an almost complete absence of violence
on the island since 1974. Yet the challenge
in resolving it points not only at the funda-
mental difficulty inherent in resolving ethnic
conflicts after a history of violence and the
creation of a refugee problem, but may also
shed a pessimistic light on efforts at resolv-
ing conflicts that still entail a high degree of
violence. One may of course claim that it is
precisely the absence of violence over the
last few decades and the absence of a hurt-
ing stalemate that contribute to the lack of
ripeness® of the sides to resolve the conflict
on Cyprus. However, the failed attempts in
the past to resolve the issue, when the violent
events were still fresh in people’s memory,
and when it seemed that the conflict deeply
harmed the sides, may also be indicative of
the limitations of this view. Beyond the prob-
lems associated with the conflict itself, one of
the problems that has impacted heavily on
finding a resolution to the Cyprus conflict is
its connection to the Greek-Turkish conflict,
similar to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict be-
ing a part of the Arab-Israeli one. In these
respects, Israel should be interested in devel-

opments relating to the conflict on Cyprus.
A further point is that the conflict is of sig-
nificance in terms of Turkey, a country whose
strategic developments are of critical impor-
tance to Israel as well.
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