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The country has a young population 
and a growing interest in research and 
development. Turkey could be a Euro-
pean Union member within a decade. Is 
2013 the year to connect to Turkey?

An increasing segment of the Medicon Valley 
workforce has a connection to Turkey – it is 
the country of origin for more than 60,000 
people in Denmark. Ten years ago, Sweden 
had nearly as many foreign-born children 
from Turkey as from Denmark. While 
businesses in Nordic countries reach out to 
the expanding market in China, Turkey is 
experiencing 9% gross domestic product 
(GDP) growth. And Istanbul is 5,200 
kilometers closer to Copenhagen than Beijing. 
One of the many Turkish immigrants who are 
making a mark on the life sciences in 
Scandinavia is Asli Silahtaroglu, associate 
professor in cellular and molecular medicine 
at the University of Copenhagen. Dr. 
Silahtaroglu’s research area is medical 
genetics, and she teaches medical and dental 
students. The people in her classes, she says, 
have increasingly diverse ethnic backgrounds, 
including from her home country. 
- I am seeing more Turkish students, especially 
girls, in the last three or four years. I am happy 
to see this new generation going to university 
and getting an education.
Dr. Silahtaroglu’s own education includes 
degrees from Istanbul University and Glasgow 
University. As a graduate student, she received 
a Danish government scholarship to encourage 
scienti!c exchange, which brought her to the 

Kennedy Research Center, a Danish National 
Research Center for Genetics, Visual Impair-
ment and Mental Retardation. She then had a 
faculty position at Istanbul University before 
returning to Denmark to do research funded 
by the Danish Research Council, the Danish 
Cancer Foundation, and the Lundbeck 
Foundation. Since 2009, she has been on the 
health science faculty of the University of 
Copenhagen. From this international perspec-
tive, she compares research in Turkey with 
other countries, saying;
- Turkey has always been good at starting 
new science. In 1984, when I started at 
Istanbul University, they were just opening a 
new biomedical science program and now 
they are moving ahead with nanoscience.

A changing education and research 
environment
The Turkish academic system is so large and 
dynamic, however, that it confuses even 
people who live in Turkey. The greater 
Istanbul area alone lists nearly 40 universi-
ties. These institutions are either state 
funded or private and can have differing 
faculty obligations. Professors at state 
universities often spend much time teaching, 
so students from these universities have a 
solid education. However, even Turkish 
professors say that state university research 
programs are highly variable in quality and 
productivity. Faculty at private universities 
are under more pressure to maintain an 
active research program. Dr. Silahtaroglu 
found that in Turkey, academia changes 
rapidly, noting that the Istanbul University 
biomedical sciences department where she 
trained is now closed, with the professors 
moving to other medical faculty positions.
- It is easy to make changes at Turkish 
universities, so they open new departments 
and areas, but they are not stable. That’s a 
problem, says Dr. Silahtaroglu.
Research funding in Turkey is relatively low 
but increasing. Although government 
research spending was only 0.84% of GDP in 
2010, funding is growing at 10% annually with 
a goal of 3% of GDP by 2023. Turkey is an 
EU-associated country so scientists are 
eligible for EU funding and can be part of 
multisite grants. However, true collaboration 
is limited, say Turkish professors, because 
Turkey is not in the EU. Traveling to 
European conferences, participating in 
exchange programs, or meeting with outside 
collaborators means dealing with immigration 
of!ces. Progress toward EU membership has 
slowed, but Prime Minister Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan has said he expects EU membership 
for Turkey by 2023.
Applied and translational research in Turkey 
is also in "ux. The Organisation of Economic 
Cooperation and Development says that 
patent applications from Turkey are low and 
conditions for entrepreneurship are poor. 
However, many individual scientists have 

experience in moving their research results 
into practical applications. Hakan Ürey is a 
Koç University professor of electrical 
engineering who has worked with industry 
both in Turkey and internationally. He says 
that Turkish universities and governments are 
still !guring out the details of intellectual 
property rights, patent ownership, and 
technology transfer for academic research 
with commercial potential. Dr. Ürey and many 
other Turkish scientists say that industry 
research, while strong, focuses mainly on the 
industry or even a particular company.
- Most industry “R&D” funding just goes to 
“D”, says Dr. Urey.

Turkey in transition 
These factors - instability but growth, EU 
funding without full EU mobility, and 
technology transfer policies that are still in 
their infancy - make this a transformative 
time in Turkish research.
Nordic companies including Lundbeck 
Pharmaceuticals, Novozymes, and Novo 
Nordisk already have of!ces in Turkey. As 
corporations and governments push for 
networking, international collaboration, and 
outreach to new markets, the connections 
between Medicon Valley and Turkey will 
continue to develop.
Dr. Silahtaroglu is doing her part. She and 
other researchers, both in Turkey and 
Denmark, want to engage in multisite 
collaborations and are working on breaking 
down barriers. To “give something back” to 
both her adopted and her home country, and 
as part of a university initiative to improve 
teaching quality, Dr. Silahtaroglu founded a 
network in her area at the University of 
Copenhagen for all international researchers. 
Moving to a new country could be more 
ef!cient, she thought, if experienced immi-
grant researchers shared the lessons they 
learned with newcomers. Practical support 
would help new researchers and create a 
multinational environment at the university.
- Our organization provides support and help 
and is a place to debate problems. We want to 
not only help international researchers but also 
contribute to the value of the university and 
research community. If you want good people to 
come from other places, you have to provide a 
good atmosphere, ends Dr. Silahtaroglu.

Dr. Asli Silahtaroglu, Associate professor 
in cellular and molecular medicine at the 
University of Copenhagen


