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Introduction 

 

The State of Press Freedom in Turkey Today is a webinar hosted by the Turkey Tribunal 

in collaboration with the International Observatory of Human Rights to discuss the 

Tribunal’s latest report on press freedom in Turkey. This webinar is the fourth part of a 

series of webinar on Turkey’s human rights challenges. 

 

The webinar discussed the present state of press freedom in Turkey in light of the report 

and of two fundamental questions: 

 

1. Can Turkey currently be considered a country within which a sufficient degree of 

freedom of the press and freedom of expression is guaranteed, so it can follow the 

standards of a functioning democracy? 

 

2. Can the decisions taken by the Turkish government still be considered a reaction 

linked to the “coup d’état” or do they need to be evaluated as a way to “destroy” 

the voices and/or organisations critical of the government? 

 

 

 

 



 
 
Speakers  

 

Moderator: Prof. Em. Dr Johan Vande Lanotte, Professor Emeritus of Constitutional 

Law 

 

Philippe Leruth – Journalist and Author of “Press Freedom in Turkey Today” report 

 

Prof. Dr Baskın Oran – Academic, Politician and Human Rights Activist 

 

Yavuz Baydar – Editor-in-chief of AHVAL 

 

Selçuk Gültaşlı – Brussels bureau chief of the Turkish Newspaper Zaman 

 

 

First question – Is Turkey Press Free? 

 

The webinar started by stating that republican Turkey has had a long history of 

infringement of press freedoms. For example, Turkey ranks first in the Council of 

Europe’s European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) judgements. Furthermore, Turkey 

holds by far the largest volume of ECHR judgements on freedom of expression, 

amounting to 43% of all cases. In many of these cases, at least one human rights violation 

was found, of which the most common was violations of freedom of expression, fair trial 

and the right to safety and security.  

 

The speakers noted the four basic criteria for credible journalism: freedom, editorial 

independence, pluralism and safety. The panel agreed that none of these were guaranteed 

in Turkey following a deterioration of press freedom in Turkey in the last decade. The 

panel pointed to the Gezi Park protests in 2013 as a turning point in this respect. For 

example, Freedom House downgraded Turkey in 2014 from being partially free to not 

free. Furthermore, it awarded a mere 16/100 in civil and political rights and considered 

its Internet freedom as not free. The panel also made reference to the Press Freedom 

Index, which ranks Turkey as 154th, behind countries such as Zimbabwe, Uganda or 

Afghanistan.  

 

Special attention was put to the situation of journalists in Turkey. Reference was made to 

the number of journalists in prison according to several organisations. Figures varied 

depending on definition of terms. Reporters Without Borders estimates that 13 journalists 

are imprisoned in Turkey. At the other end of the spectrum, the Stockholm Center for 

Freedom reports a total of 175 imprisoned journalists. A recent case is that of Mehmet 

Altan, who was condemned to life imprisonment in 2018 in the aftermath of the 2016 

failed coup d’état. Professor Baskin Oran noted that one of the reasons behind the lack of 

legal protection for journalists is low levels of journalism unionisation, which amounts to 

around ten percent of journalists. Also, the absence of a safe and free media environment 

has pushed many journalists to go into exile and the proliferation of a Turkish exile or 

‘diaspora media’.  



 
 
 

The panel agreed that since Recep Tayyip Erdogan came to power an increasingly larger 

contingent of journalists have been targeted. Starting with Armenian and Kurdish 

reporters, this persecution has gradually extended to leftist and Kemalist journalists. The 

usual topics for persecution are reporting on Kurdish issues, Syrian refugees or 

investigation corruption. The means for such a persecution usually relates to a poorly and 

loosely defined anti-terror legislation.  

 

Second question – A normal reaction to a coup d’état? 

 

In addressing the second question, the panel concluded that the post-2016 repression was 

not a normal reaction to a coup d’état. The panellists agreed that already prior to the coup, 

the media in Turkey was witnessing a deterioration of press freedoms. According to 

Philippe Leruth, journalists had been on government lists well before the coup. However, 

the coup launched a repression campaign against a number of sectors of Turkish society, 

including the media. Around 160 media outlets affiliated with the Gülen movement, 

Kurdish or secular media groups were forced to close since the coup. Yavuz Baydar noted 

that around 3,000 journalists were fired in the five years following the coup and around 

140,000 URLs were banned in Turkey.  

 

The panel also made reference to the Report of the United Nations Special Rapporteur on 

the promotion and protection of the right to freedom of opinion and expression in his 

mission to Turkey in 2017. It concluded that the post-coup reaction contributed to ‘one 

of the worst environments for freedom of expression in Turkey in decades’.  

 

Yavuz Baydar also noted that one of the main post-2016 control mechanisms over the 

press was the establishment in 2018 of a Directorate of Communications, which acts 

arbitrarily and without parliamentary control, reporting directly to the Presidency. 

 

The webinar concluded with the intervention of Selçuk Gültaşli, a Turkish journalist in 

exile in Belgium, who has been charged with affiliation to terrorist organizations. 

Gültaşli highlighted the precarious situation of journalists, many of whom are forced to 

sign documents committing not to use certain words, such as ‘war, trustee or right to 

elections’ in their publications. Gültaşli also noted the lack of judicial independence in 

journalism-related cases, highlighting the constraints that judges face in releasing 

journalists without governmental consent.  
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