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Cemal Almaz is determined to make Erzurum, Turkey, 
a world-class winter sports destination. As the city’s 
Ministry of Culture and Tourism director, he spearheaded 
Erzurum’s bid to host the 2026 Winter Olympics. It was 
the first attempt in Turkish history but, on 4 October, 
Erzurum was dropped from a shortlist of cities including 
Stockholm, Sweden, Milan and Cortina d’Ampezzo in 
Italy and Calgary (which has since withdrawn its bid). 
Though disappointed, Almaz remains undeterred in his 
ambition to bring international appeal to his hometown.

“We will host the Winter Olympics eventually. It won’t 
be in 2026 but it will be in 2030 or 2034,” says Almaz.  
“I think we were rejected for political reasons because  
we were really ready for it.” He is sitting in his office 
beneath a photo of him shaking hands with Turkish pres-
ident Recep Tayyip Erdogan, who has become increas-
ingly combative with western nations. “We had the 
amenities and after our presentation the jury gave us a 
standing ovation. They said we were the most prepared 
of the candidates.”

Established centuries ago as a Byzantine military post, 
the city of Erzurum stands at 1,900 metres above sea level, 
nestled between some of northeastern Anatolia’s highest 
peaks. In the modern era its rugged peaks and reliable 
snowfall have been developed for winter sports tourism 
and competitions with the construction of ski jumps and 
ice arenas, which hosted the 2011 Winter Universiade 
and the 2017 European Youth Winter Olympic Festival. 

Apart from luge sled tracks, Almaz says Erzurum 
had everything needed to host the 2026 games. Just a 
12-minute drive south of the city centre is the Palandoken 
Ski Resort, home to 28km of ski slopes, the longest of 
which is a 12km ride down from an altitude of 3,200 
metres. In 2016 the Erzurum municipality took over the 
once privately owned resort and has since worked to 
increase accessibility by constructing more lifts, hotels, 
restaurants and parking areas.

Yet this autumn the International Olympic Committee 
(ioc) cited shortcomings in Erzurum’s transport, tele-
communications and airport capacities in its decision to 
reject the bid. Still, Almaz’s efforts are paying off. News 
of Erzurum’s Olympic ambitions have already drawn 
more winter sports enthusiasts from abroad and, in turn, 
given the economy a much needed boost at a time when 
Turkey faces a deepening recession.

Political turbulence stemming from this summer’s 
presidential elections, which consolidated Erdogan’s 
governing powers, along with foreign relations spats, 
sent the Turkish lira into freefall. By August the currency 
had lost half its value against the US dollar and infla-
tion skyrocketed. While the downturn has been painful  
for Turkish businesses, the weakened lira was a boon 
for foreign travellers, who took advantage of exchange 
rates to book discount beach vacations along the 
Mediterranean coast. 
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Now, as the winter season kicks off, the jump in reserva-
tions has transferred to Turkish ski resorts, particularly 
among winter-sports fans. The cheap lira, combined 
with Erzurum’s heightened visibility after the failed 
Olympic bid, have led to a spike in online searches for the  
city’s ski resort, says Almaz. In his view the two not-so- 
favourable trends may actually lead to positive results, 
adding momentum to the city’s fast-developing winter 
tourism industry.

In the 2014/2015 ski season, Erzurum hosted about 
80,000 tourists, of which only a small number were 
foreigners. But by the 2017/2018 season, total visitors 
shot up to 520,000, 20 per cent of which were foreign, 
according to hotel data collected by the municipality. The 
growth is expected to climb even higher this ski season 
and is providing new work opportunities for Erzurum’s 
380,000 citizens.

Furkan Savas, a reception manager for Palandoken’s 
government-run Snow Dora Hotel and Villas, says 
Erzurum had been losing much of its young workforce 
for years as graduates sought out seasonal jobs in Istanbul 
and Antalya. With the recent rise in foreign visitors, how-
ever, this is no longer the case.
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the 2026 Winter Olympics but the 
Turkish city of Erzurum has seen an 
increase in winter-sports tourism. 
How well it can deal with the swell in 
visitor numbers remains to be seen.  
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“I used to work in hotels in Antalya but now that I have 
an opportunity here, I can stay with my family and keep a 
job in my hometown – and the same goes for many of my 
friends,” says Savas, noting that his hotel’s private villas 
have seen a surge in reservations from Australia. 

While the majority of foreign visitors arrive from 
Russia, eastern Europe and Iran, Savas says there was 
rise in western Europeans, who have taken a liking to the 
Palandoken’s short queues, long season and low prices. 
A day pass currently goes for tRy75, or about €12, and a 
yearly pass costs tRy750, roughly €123. 

For the time being the bulk of skiers in Palandoken 
still come from within Turkey. Sahim Ipek, an electri-
cal engineer living in Istanbul, says he has been visiting 
Palandoken for six years, not only because he believes 
it offers the best skiing in the country but because of 
the airport’s proximity to the slopes. “It takes an hour 
and a half to get from Istanbul to Erzurum and then 25 
minutes from the airport to the resort,” he says. “If you 
time it right, you can take a flight at 07.00 and be skiing 
by 09.30.”

Despite the ioc report, ease of access is one of 
Palandoken’s strongest assets and has led to a flurry of 

luxury-to-mid-range hotel construction near the resort. 
But it comes at the expense of businesses in Erzurum’s 
city centre, whose proprietors want to take part in the 
city’s winter tourism boom. The downtown area hosts 
many historical and culinary gems for those who ven-
ture inside, including the Emirseyh Koftecisi Restaurant, 
which is run out of an Ottoman-era mansion adorned 
with a colourful recessed ceiling transported from Egypt. 

The restaurant serves local dishes such as the cag 
kebab, a rich spread of butter and cheese called kuymak, 
and its signature kofte meatballs. But the manager, Zafer 
Durdak, says he has to pay tour guides to bring visitors 
down from the ski resort to get foreign customers inside. 
The same holds true for other businesses near the city’s 
main attractions, which include the Mongol-era Yakutiye 
Medrese, a historical school building, and Uc Kumbetler, 
a set of three hobbit-like mausoleum tombs, as well as the 
Seljuk-style Cifte Minareli Medrese, which rises above 
the city skyline with its turquoise-tiled twin minarets. 

In most cities, such sites would be enough to draw 
international visitors. However, downtown Erzurum 
faces two obstacles: a highly conservative disdain for 
alcohol consumption, which has restricted bars to the 
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ski resort area, and ongoing restoration projects. Since 
2011 the centre has been undergoing a massive make-
over, at times closing roads and historical sites. Selami 
Aydin, co-owner of a historic family café called Cifteler 
Konagi Cafe, says he feared construction would never 
end. To make matters worse, the weak lira had doubled 
his utility bills and he was barely getting by. “For eight 
years our road’s been blocked off,” says Aydin. “They are 
still restoring the mosque next door and we are losing 
business, which we need more than ever.”

Despite the current hardships, Cemal Almaz says he 
was working with the municipality to draw visitors down 
from the slopes so more businesses could benefit from 
the rise in winter tourism. The prospect of bars open-
ing in the city centre remains dim but visitors looking 
for nightlife will find several decent clubs and lounges in 
the resort area. Regardless, Erzurum is only beginning 
to open up to the world and these circumstances may 
change with time. Almaz remains optimistic about his 
city’s future.

“In five years, maximum, tourism is going to be a 
booming business,” says Almaz. “People will be rushing 
to get reservations here in Erzurum.”


