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Diminishing Press Freedom in Turkey

Summary
In the last couple of years, criticism of the government in the media has become a risky
business in Turkey. Hundreds of journalists critical of the government, including some
prominent ones, have been dismissed. Enormous tax evasion fines have been levied
against the ones that dare to remain critical, and their offices have been raided. Prime
Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan called for boycotting certain media outlets, attacked
journalists publicly, singled out pro-government journalists for special interviews and
foreign trips. Turkey even found itself for a period in the same camp as North Korea,
China and Iran by banning Twitter and YouTube.
Before 2007, there were certain areas, such as secularism and ethnicity that were off
limits. Media outlets and journalists delving into these issues faced pressure from the
government or the military, but it was possible to take a critical stance against the
government on other issues. When the military’s influence in politics diminished with the
coup/conspiracy trials of Ergenekon and Balyoz, taboo issues ceased to exist. It suddenly
became possible to talk about the rights of Kurds and Alevis, freedom to wear
headscarves, and even Armenian genocide. However, since 2010, Turkey has experienced
gradually increasing blanket repression of dissent. It is becoming increasingly difficult to
criticize the government, even on issues on which the AKP government has been
significantly more liberal than earlier administrations.
The main mechanism by which the AKP government controls the media is the ownership
structure of the sector. There are no restrictions in Turkey on cross-ownership, and the
sector is dominated by large media holdings with significant non-media investments.
These holdings are dependent on government contracts and regulations, and thus are
susceptible to government pressure to tone down criticism and dismiss critical journalists.
In addition, many media outlets came under indirect government control after the 2001
banking crisis. Another mechanism has been to hand over some of these media outlets to
loyal businessmen who had won several government tenders during the AKP
administrations and had significantly grown their businesses.
The voice of dissent is not totally absent in the Turkish media. There are a few liberal
media outlets that continue to express critical views, such as Taraf and t24; a few leftleaning secularist newspapers such as Sozcu and Cumhuriyet; and the Zaman and Bugun,
which are associated with the Gulen Movement. However, it seems that each sing to their
own choirs. The arguments presented in these media outlets, however strong, find
almost no coverage in other media. For instance, the tax evasion fines imposed on Taraf
in 2014 did not show up in Hurriyet or Hurriyet Daily News, although they had experienced
similar tax penalties in 2009. There are also a few liberal journalists who still survive in the
mainstream media, although their numbers are dwindling.
This paper provides insights into the extent and changing nature of government
infringement on press freedom over the last few years.
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The Turkish Media Sector
The first newspaper in Turkey was published in 1860. The number of newspapers quickly
increased and reached a peak of 200 in 1910s. In the early days of modern Turkey, the
sector became populated by distinguished journalistic families. Some had very close
relationships with the government and received support, others less so. Starting in the
early 1980s, businesspeople with little or no journalism experience entered into the
sector, and a few media corporations became the dominant actors. These corporations
adopted less clear-cut political views and provided more entertainment. They were able
to reach a wider readership and therefore were called the “mainstream” media. On the
other hand, these groups had large investments in non-media sectors, and there was no
rule prohibiting them from entering government tenders (see Appendix A). Therefore,
their financial interests often influenced their editorial positions. In return, governments
used financial incentives or disincentives to shape the political stances of these media
outlets.
Table 1: Turkish Media in Numbers Media Sector in Numbers
National

Local

Total

Newspapers

180

2,920

3,100

Magazines

2,359

1,699

4,058

TV Stations

139

344

483

Radio Stations

49

926

975

Sources: The Radio and Television Supreme Council (RTUK)
Turkish Statistical Institute (TUIK)

Although Turkey has a considerable number of newspapers, average daily circulation is
low. In 2012, daily newspapers had about 5.5 million readers, which amounted to about 73
newspapers per thousand people. On the other hand, all newspapers employ a large
number of columnists who also appear on television as commentators and guest
analysts, and sometimes as hosts of news programs. According to market research, 97%
of Turkish families see television as the primary source of information and entertainment.
Therefore, through their columnists, newspapers become quite important in shaping
public discourse. Newspapers also have higher online readership.
Until the 1990s, the publicly-owned Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT) had a
monopoly on television broadcasting. Star TV became the first private television station,
and since then they have proliferated. Unlike the printed media, the television sector in
Turkey is profitable. In 2013, 56% of advertising revenues came from television and 20%
from newspapers. 1 In recent years, Turkish television has also started to export
entertainment programs, especially soap operas, to neighboring countries, including the
1

Peyami Celikcan, 2013 Yili Reklam Verileriyle Turkiye Radyo ve Televizyon Yayincilig Sektor Raporu,
Ratem. 2014
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Arab world.2 Thus, newspaper owners who were asked or pressured by governments to
enter the newspaper sector had to grow and expand to the television sector to balance
their losses.3,4
In terms of ideological leanings, the mainstream media took a neutral position, albeit with
a slight tilt toward the left. However, with regard to religious freedom, they were fully on
board with the secularist military/bureaucratic establishment.5 For instance, lifting the
ban on headscarves in the universities attracted very little sympathy in the mainstream
media, although it was a major issue for large segments of the society. When the AKP and
MHP jointly passed a law lifting the ban (which was later reversed by the Constitutional
Court), Hurriyet daily ran the headline “411 Hands Raised for Chaos.”
Starting in the 1980s, a new intellectual class emerged that demanded freedom for all,
including the conservative segment of the society. They were effective in bringing thorny
issues such as religious freedom and the rights of Kurds religious minorities to the
forefront of public discussion. These people increasingly found a voice in the mainstream
media, and, after the February 28, 1997 military intervention, in the conservative media.
Media owners found it to their advantage to employ these writers on their newspapers,
but they laid them off when pressured by the government or the military bureaucracy.
Turkey also has a relatively young population that is very active on the Internet.
According to the Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) Turkey’s digital advertising
investment grew by 24% in 2013 and reached a value of $521 million.6 In recent years,
digital media have become a refuge for liberal journalists who were fired or forced to
resign, the most prominent being the t24, diken and grihat news portals. Although these
portals provide alternative platforms, they have limited outreach and lack the resources
to pursue investigative journalism.

2

Nathan Williams, “The rise of Turkish soap power,” BBC news. 06/27/2013.
[http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-22282563]
3
The Turkish Parliamentary Military Coup and Memorandum Commission report. The full report can
be accessed at the Turkish Parliament website.
[http://www.tbmm.gov.tr/arastirma_komisyonlari/darbe_muhtira/]
4
In 1998, a businessmen, Korkmaz Yigit, rapidly entered intothe media sector buying Kanal 6 and
Genc TV television stations and Yeniyuzyil, Ates, and Milliyet (then a prominent mainstream
newspaper) dailies. In his confession tape, he claimed then Prime Minister Mesut Yilmaz
encouraged him to buy Milliyet. He said that Minister Gunes Taner had promised him a $200 million
loan from a state bank.
5
In his interview with Nuriye Akman, Aydin Dogan defined his newspaper, Hurriyet, known to be
the flagship of the mainstream media, as the state newspaper. See “Aydın Dogan: Asıl imparatorluk
Koclar, ben onlarla boy olcusemem,” by Nuriye Aksam. Zaman. 09.10.2002.
[http://arsiv.zaman.com.tr/2002/09/10/roportaj/h1.htm]
6
AdEx Benchmark 2013
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Erdogan’s Media
The tools that then Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdogan employed to create a loyal
media, in essence, are not much different from those of earlier governments. However,
the extent and intensity of their use can only match that of Turkey’s single-party years
(1925-1950). The cross-ownership of media outlets by large conglomerates, starting in the
1980s, further exacerbated the problem. For those huge holdings, owning media outlets
became vitally important to preserving and growing their investments in other sectors;
being in the media sector provided them with a competitive advantage in benefiting from
privatization of government assets and public tenders. Their Ankara bureau chiefs often
acted as “lobbyists” for their companies’ financial interests.7 In return, governments used
state resources to buy loyalties and sometimes requested or pressured loyal businessmen
to enter into the media sector in exchange for easier access to public tenders.

Media in Loyal Hands

In the 1990s, most
major media groups
had a bank; many of
them went bankrupt
during the crisis of 2001
and their assets,
including media outlets,
were appropriated by
the government. In this
way, TMSF, and
therefore the
government, became an
important player in
shaping the media
sector.

There are several media groups in Turkey that are
ideologically close to the AKP government. In
general, they have been strongly in line with the
AKP’s broad policy goals. In the past they included
some levels of criticism, especially in their opinion
pages; however, this criticism slowly disappeared
after 2010. On the other hand, pro-government
media outlets were never as influential as the more
established ones, which have been called the
mainstream media. Thus, the main targets of the
AKP in controlling the media were these
mainstream media outlets, which generally had a
center-left leaning and were highly critical of
government policies, especially on issues related to
religious freedom.

The main mechanism through which these groups
changed hands seems to have been the Savings
Deposit and Insurance Fund (TMSF) state agency.
One of the mandates of the TMSF is to recover
debts owed to banks and financial institutions; to
do that, the agency sometimes took over the
assets of companies having payment difficulties,
but it had to sell them as soon as possible. In the 1990s, most major media groups had a
bank; many of them went bankrupt during the crisis of 2001 and their assets, including
media outlets, were appropriated by the government. In this way, TMSF, and therefore
the government, became an important player in shaping the media sector.
The AKP administration’s first project to create their own media was the Star Media
group. Star daily was founded by the Uzan Group in 1999, and later appropriated by the
7

Democracy in Crisis: Corruption. Media and Power in Turkey, Freedom House Special Report. 2014
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Savings Deposit and Insurance Fund (TMSF) agency due to bankruptcy and financial
fraud. Then it was sold to Ethem Sancak, a businessman with close ties to the
government, who later added a new TV channel, Kanal 24, to the group. Due to financial
difficulties, a partnership with Fettah Tamince was established in 2009. Continuing
financial problems led Sancak to sell his majority shares to former AKP parliamentarian
Tevhid Karakaya in 2010. In 2013, Azerbaijan’s state oil company, SOCAR, bought 50% of
the group, but the details of the agreement were not disclosed to the public. In 2014,
Tamince bought back SOCAR’s shares and in 17 days sold all his shares back to Murat
Sancak, the nephew of Ethem Sancak.8
The high turnover in ownership and lack of transparency in the transactions justifiably
raised questions about the real owner of this media group. Some recent developments in
another media group shed some light on possible government involvement behind this
façade. Similar to Star daily, the Sabah-ATV group was taken over by TMSF due to
bankruptcy in 2007. In 2008, the group, renamed Turkuaz Medya, was sold to Calik
Holding for $1.1 billion. The sale was controversial, as Calik Holding was only able to raise
$450 million and the rest was secured as loans from two state-run banks, Vakifbank and
Halkbank.9 Ahmet Calik, the chairman of the holding, was known to have close ties with
the government. The relationship with the government did not end there; the holding’s
CEO at that time was Berat Albayrak, President Erdogan’s son-in-law, and the group’s
media unit was headed by Albayrak’s brother. 10 11 Facing financial difficulties, Calik wanted
to sell their media assets in 2013 and sought international investors. American companies
News Corp., Time Warner Inc., TPG Capital, KKR & Co. and the Abraaj Group from Dubai
were interested. But Calik’s holding halted the search, and two months later sold the
company to Kalyon Group, which was a member of a consortium that won the public
tender to construct Istanbul’s newest airport.12
Leaked documents and wiretaps from the corruption probe of December 25, 2013
revealed the underlying reasons for the company’s decision. According to the documents,
then Prime Minister Erdogan had others things in mind regarding the group. He wanted
to keep it in loyal hands.13 According to the agreement, the Kalyon Group was to pay $630
million to buy the Turkuaz Group, which would also take over Calik Holding’s $750 million
debt with Vakifbank and Halkbank. However, the Kalyon Group did not have the capital to
pay the $630 million. Erdogan alledgedly assigned then minister of Transport, Maritime
Affairs and Communications, Binali Yildirim, to pool money from businessmen who had
recently won important government tenders. In exchange, these businessmen were
8

“Star’da ortaklik yine degisti” Hurriyet , 10.02.2014.
[http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/ekonomi/27316114.asp]
9
“Calik Holding Acquires ATV-Sabah” press release by Turkuaz Group, 10.25.2008.
[http://www.calik.com/en/PressReleases2008/2010/10/25/calik_holding_acquires_atvsabah?id=fa2c8
3b8-143c-44e4-ac6b-a75e59d86929]
10
Freedom House Special Report. Supra note, Pg 5.
11
Berat Albayrak left the group in December, 2013 when it was sold to Kalyon group
12
Mehul Srivastava, Benjamin Harvey and Ercan Ersoy, “Erdogan’s Media Grab Stymies Expansion
by Murdoch, Time Warner,” Bloomberg. 03.03.2014. [http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-0303/erdogan-thwarts-murdoch-as-graft-probe-reveals-turkey-media-grab.html]
13
Government hand-picked judges dismissed the December 25 graft probe charges in September
and the December 17 probe in October, 2014. The parliamentary probe investigating the charges on
four resigned ministers was blocked earlier.
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supposedly promised they would receive favors on future government projects. Because
of the way the money was raised, some opposition journalists call these pro-government
media “pool media” to differentiate them from others that had a pro-government stance
due to ideological affinity with the AKP. In a phone interview with journalist Ismail
Kucukkaya, one of the involved businessmen, Nihat Ozdemir, admitted that he had given
$100 million to help the Kalyon Group purchase the Turkuaz Media Group. But he said he
had given it as a loan, and in return bought shares from Kalyon’s other investments. 14,15
Cukurova Media Group, which includes two national TV channels, one digital pay-TV
operator and two daily newspapers, changed hands in a similar way. The TMSF seized
control of the group in 2013 due to unpaid debts of parent companies. Then the two daily
newspapers, the digital pay-TV operator and one of the TV channels were sold to Ethem
Sancak, who was the owner of the pro-government Star daily newspaper and the Kanal
24 news channel, but he exited from the sector in 2010. In 2012, Sancak explained his brief
exit from the media sector: “I made media acquisitions because I wanted to support the
AKP government at a time when it had little media support. Now the pro-Erdogan
establishment is prominent in the media sector. Entering the media sector was a mission
for me.”16 The TMSF sold the remaining TV channel to Ciner Holding without an open
tender; the sale was challenged in court. 17 A year later the TMSF seized the channel again
after the court’s decision to stop the purchase.18

“Hello Fatih” Hotline
Regardless of their political leanings, media groups in Turkey have generally employed
journalists, in particular columnists, who have close relationships with the government.
This was partly necessary because governments sometimes gave exclusive interviews
only to less critical journalists and invite only them on foreign trips. These journalists also
came in handy when parent companies had financial dealings with the government. Even
under strained relationships, neither the governments nor the media groups closed this
line of “communication.” The December 25 graft probe unveiled the extent of these
relationships under the Erdogan administration. The leaked wiretaps revealed that Fatih
Sarac was appointed to the Haberturk daily and Haberturk TV (Ciner Group) as a member
of the executive board at the suggestion of the AKP government, and he allegedly acted
as the government’s “colonial commissioner” in the Ciner media group.
14

“Nihat Ozdemir: 100 milyon dolar verdim ama Sabah-ATV’yi almadim.” Cumhuriyet, 02.12.2014.
[http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/turkiye/40299/Nihat_Ozdemir__100_milyon_dolar_verdim_a
ma_Sabah-ATV_yi_almadim.html]
15
According to police accounts, Erdogan’s son Bilal Erdogan and his son-in-law Berat Albayrak
oversaw the transportation of the money to the newspaper’s owners.
16
As quoted in Ayse Bugra and Osman Savaskan, New Capitalism in Turkey: The Relationship between
Politics, Religion and Business, Edward Elgar Pub. 2014
17
The Ciner group has other assets and is not known to be closely allied with the government.
However, they do avoid criticizing the government. See Alexander Christie-Miller, “Erdogan for the
Win!” Foreign Policy.10.03.2014
18
“TMSF seizes Show TV after court halts controversial sale.” Today’s Zaman. 06.01.2014.[
http://www.todayszaman.com/news-349266-tmsf-seizes-show-tv-after-court-halts-controversialsale.html]
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According to other
leaked recordings,
there were also phone
calls from ministers
and chief advisors of
the prime minister to
Sarac telling him to cut
off live broadcasts of
parliamentary
discussions on
corruption, tamper
with public opinion
polls, and fire certain
journalists and editors.

According to the wiretaps, then Prime Minister
Erdogan called Sarac several times telling him to
censor certain media coverage. In one of the
recordings that reportedly occurred during the Gezi
protests, Erdogan called Fatih Sarac during the
former’s visit to Morocco and told him to take out
the news ticker that included quotes from one of
the main opposition party leaders. In the quote,
opposition leader Devlet Bahceli argued that the
country was derailed and called for then President
Abdullah Gul to intervene and ease the tension.
Sarac’s answer to Erdogan’s request was, “I will cut
it off right now, I am so sorry sir.” 19 When asket
about this recording, Erdogan admitted that he had
called Sarac, but he claimed that Sarac did it to stop
the slander against him. 20 In another leaked
recording, Erdogan allegedly called Sarac to
complain about the remarks of a talk show guest.
The program was cut short 20 minutes, and
removed from the schedule in the following weeks.21

According to other leaked recordings, there were
also phone calls from ministers and chief advisors of
the prime minister to Sarac telling him to cut off live broadcasts of parliamentary
discussions on corruption, tamper with public opinion polls, and fire certain journalists
and editors. Fatih Altayli, then editor-in-chief of Habertuk daily, was also heard in the
recordings; in a television interview on this issue, he verified the authenticity of the
recordings and said, “The honor of journalism is being trampled on. Instructions rain
down every day from various places. Can you write what you want? Everybody is afraid.” 22
These leaked conversations became notoriously famous and “Hello, Fatih,” with which
the conversations generally started, became the catch phrase for government
interference in the media.23
The leaked recordings also showed that the “Hello, Fatih” mechanism was not unique to
the Ciner Group. According to one, Yalcin Akdogan, then chief advisor to the prime
minister, called NTV news channel editor-in-chief, Nermin Yurteri, and complained about
their reluctance to defend the government on the corruption scandal and told her to host
the prime minister’s chief economic advisor, Yigit Bulut, on a discussion program. Yurteri
19

For an example of these recordings see “The slow death of Turkish media: any escape?” Turkish
Review. 10.03.2014
20
“'Alo Fatih' removed from masthead of Habertürk daily” Today’s Zaman. 03.04.2014.
[http://www.todayszaman.com/_alo-fatih-removed-from-masthead-of-haberturk-daily_341146.html]
21
“Audio recordings reveal PM Erdogan's desire to control everything”, Today’s Zaman. 03.09.2014
22
Nick Tatter and Ece Toksabay, “Turkish editor hits out at media coercion under Erdogan”
Reuters.com. 02.11.2014. [http://www.reuters.com/article/2014/02/11/us-turkeyidUSBREA1A1I120140211]
23
Isobel Finkel and Selcan Hacaoglu, “Opposition News Unfit to Print in Turkey’s Vote Campaign”
Bloomberg News. 03.05.2014. [http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2014-03-04/opposition-newsunfit-to-print-in-turkey-s-muzzled-vote-campaign.html]
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allegedly said that they were doing their best and they had hosted several progovernment journalists on their programs. But they were receiving angry feedback from
their viewers, so there was a limit to their support of the government. 24 In two other
leaked wiretaps, Erdogan called the executive editor of the Star daily and complained
about the comments of two columnists and said that they shouldn’t be in that
newspaper. Both columnists, Mehmet Altan and Hidayet Sefkatli Tuksal, were later fired
from the newspaper.25

Pressure through Financial Auditing
The AKP government also used financial tools to reward loyalties and punish dissent. The
most important case was the tax evasion fine imposed on various Dogan Group
companies in 2009. The fines amounted to more than $3 billion in total. 26,27 The Dogan
Group challenged these penalties in court and won one of the earlier cases, which
cancelled $516 million of the fine. The wiretaps leaked in 2013, which were most probably
illegally obtained, revealed that Erdogan was closely following the court decisions. In the
recordings, Erdogan allegedly ordered then minister of justice Sadullah Ergin to make
sure that the higher court overturned the lower court decision on the cancellation. 28 The
Dogan Group reached a negotiated settlement with the finance ministry in 2011, agreeing
to pay $590 million in total fines.29 However, the Dogan Group had to sell two major
newspapers, Vatan and Milliyet, and a television station to raise the funds. This ended the
Dogan Group’s dominance in the sector; the group had once owned half of the television
and newspaper market.
The two newspapers were sold to the Demiroren Group. One of them, Milliyet, became
the focal point of another controversy in 2013. The details of a meeting between the
imprisoned leader of the PKK and BDP lawmakers were leaked to the media and were
published in Milliyet. This was harshly condemned by the AKP government, and the
newspaper was accused of attempting to “sabotage” the peace process. Prominent
Milliyet columnist Hasan Cemal defended his newspaper’s right to publish this leaked
information in his column. Thereupon, Prime Minister Erdogan targeted Cemal, saying, “If
that’s how you’re doing your journalism, shame on you! The media will say [the same
24

Earlier, NTV was criticized for pro-government coverage of the Gezi park protests. The channel
then publicly apologized for not covering the protests adequately. See, Kerem Oktem, “Why
Turkey's mainstream media chose to show penguins rather than protests” The Guardian.
06.09.2013. [http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2013/jun/09/turkey-mainstream-mediapenguins-protests]
25
Yavuz Baydar, “Supreme editor-in-chief in Action,” Today’s Zaman. 07.10.2014
26
Sebnem Arsu and Sabrina Tavernise, “Turkish Media Group Is Fined $2.5 Billion,” The New York
Times. 9.11.2009. [ http://www.nytimes.com/2009/09/10/world/europe/10istanbul.html]
27
Note that the Turkuaz Media Group, which included one main TV channel and newspaper, were
sold to Calik Group for $1.1 billion , of which $750 million was loans from two state banks.
28
The Dogan Group was acquitted of the charges six times, but that was overturned by the higher
courts. This conversation came just after the sixth acquittal. See Kadri Gursel, “In latest tape
Erdogan calls judiciary,” Almonitor. 03.07.2014. [http://www.almonitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/03/erdogan-calls-judiciary-tape.html]
29
Freedom of Press: Turkey, Freedom House. 2012. [http://www.freedomhouse.org/report/freedompress/2012/turkey#.VDV0ePldXNk]
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thing] again: ‘The prime minister is attacking us.’ But whoever tries to spoil the process in
the media is against me and my government. There cannot be limitless freedom.” 30 After
Erdogan’s criticisms, Cemal was given two weeks of involuntary leave. When he returned,
his first column criticizing the relationship between the government and media owners
was not published. Therefore, he resigned from the newspaper. 31 The wiretaps leaked in
March 2014 revealed the details of the controversy. According to the recordings, Erdogan
allegedly scolded the owner of the newspaper, Erdogan Demiroren, for publishing the
details of the meeting between Ocalan and BDP deputies. Demiroren promised Erdogan
he would find the person responsible for leaking the document. As Erdogan continued to
pressure him to do more, the 76-year-old media boss cried. The call ended with
Demiroren saying, “Why on earth did I enter this business [the media sector]? ” 32,33
In 2014, another tax evasion fine in the amount of $2.2 million was imposed on Taraf
newspaper.34 The newspaper had been under financial audit for about fourteen months
since 2012, and the paper was accused of evading the VAT tax on its scrap paper sales to
paper mills. Specifically, the VAT tax amount was registered as “0” in these sales, which
according to Taraf is legal and practiced by all newspapers. Taraf published the receipt of
a similar sale by a pro-government newspaper, Sabah, in which the VAT was also
registered as “0.” However, the tax authority reported this as a routine practice, and did
not impose a fine. Had they imposed a fine, the amount would have been over $200
million.

Advertisements by Publicly Owned Companies
Governments in Turkey have sometimes used public ads to support loyal newspapers.
These ads can be a significant financial resource for newspapers that have low circulation
numbers. The AKP government has also used this practice to buy loyalties. Iresponse to a
parliamentary question in 2014, Deputy Prime Minister Bulent Arinc said public ads given
to pro-government dailies for the first quarter of 2014 amounted to $6.3 million. Sabah
newspaper, with average circulation of 322,879 in 2013, got the most ads at $567 million,
while Akit newspaper, with circulation of only 51,560, received a similar amount, $425
million. 35 , 36 Moreover, the Press Bulletin Authority (BIK), which is supposedly an
30

Quoted in William John Armstrong, “Dust settles after Milliyet’s Imrali leaks, press freedom again
in the spotlight,” armstrongwilliam.wordpress.com, 03.15.2013.
[http://armstrongwilliam.wordpress.com/2013/03/15/dust-settles-after-milliyets-imrali-leaks-pressfreedom-again-in-the-spotlight/]
31
Within months, editor-in-chief Derya Sazak was replaced by Fikret Bila
32
“New leaked tape reveals PM Erdogan reducing media boss to tears over report,” Hurriyet Daily
News. 03.07.2014. [http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/new-leaked-tape-reveals-pm-erdoganreducing-media-boss-to-tears-over-report.aspx?pageID=238&nID=63338&NewsCatID=338]
33
The Demiroren Group, after this incident, consistently took a pro-government stance.
34
Taraf is a liberal newspaper with strong editorial independence. It has been very vocal in
questioning authority, whether it be military or government.
35
The source for circulation numbers is Turkey’s Press Bulletin Authority (BIK).
36
The parliamentary question/answer included only the pro-government newspapers. Thus these
numbers cannot be compared with those of newspapers that are critical of the government. For
instance, Karsi newspaper, an AKP sceptic, received only $1,970 worth of ads. However, this
newspaper was founded in February 9, 2014, and facing financial problems, ended its print edition
on April 14, 2014.
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autonomous agency responsible for allocating ads, started to withhold public ads from
some newspapers without a court decision. In July 2014, just before the presidential
elections, the BIK cut ads from Taraf newspaper for eight days, Sozcu for seven days, and
Zaman and Sol dailies for one day.
The situation is more serious with the advertisements by publicly owned companies. The
Nielsen Company AdEx report for the first half of 2014 showed how biased state
companies are in their choice of advertisement venues. Among the 18 national
newspapers examined, the top three newspapers that received the most public
advertisements were pro-government Sabah, Star and Milliyet dailies; the bottom five
were all critical of the government (See Appendix B).37 Moreover, the bottom five
included Posta and Zaman, which have the highest circulation in the country. Although
Zaman’s circulation is three times higher than Sabah, the latter received 22 times more
advertising slots than Zaman.38
The leaked wiretaps of the December 17-25 probes provide some insight on this issue.
According to the recordings, editor-in-chief of Yenisafak newspaper, Mustafa Karaalioglu,
allegedly called the general manager of state-owned bank Halkbank and asked him to
provide two million TL (about 900 thousand US Dollars) to cover employee salaries. The
general manager reportedly said that they were publicly traded companies and he could
not allocate money without a proper purpose. Karaalioglu allegedly said, “Don’t worry,
nothing will happen, we will record it as advertisement and send you the receipt.” The
leaked documents do not show whether the transaction was completed as discussed.
However, most of the time bureaucrats find it difficult to resist such demands, as they
fear direct pressure from government higher-ups.

Penalties against Broadcasters
The Radio and Television Supreme Council (RTUK) became another tool with which the
AKP government punished dissenting voices. The RTUK is the agency responsible for
regulating and monitoring radio and television broadcasts in Turkey. The members are
selected from party quotas based on their seats in the parliament, which gives the
majority to government representatives. The decisions of the RTUK have been harshly
criticized in the past for infringing on the right of expression. However, the agency’s
decisions became more controversial as the government increasingly used them to
suppress opposition views, especially to prevent public discussion of the corruption
cases. Appendix C shows that the five channels that have received the most penalties in
2014 are the ones that are critical of the government. The penalty numbers were
abnormally high for 2013, since there were serious and credible corruption allegations
against the government. 39 Besides YouTube and Twitter, which were both blocked
temporarily until the ban was lifted by the Constitutional Court, these channels were the
37

William Armstrong “PM Erdogan’s Jet,” Hurriyet Daily News. 07.26.2014.
[http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/blog-pm-erdogansjet.aspx?pageID=238&nID=69642&NewsCatID=338]
38
“AdEx: Public firms biased in favor of pro-gov’t newspapers.” Today’s Zaman. 07.18.2014.
[http://www.todayszaman.com/_adex-public-firms-biased-in-favor-of-pro-govtnewspapers_353408.html]
39
The courts imposed a gag order on revealing any details of allegations.
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the only source for learning something about the corruption cases. Just to give an
example; the leader of the main opposition party, Kemal Kilicdaroglu, was addressing his
group in parliament on February 25, 2014 and most of the news channels were
broadcasting live. As he started to talk about a leaked voice recording of Erdogan with his
son in which Erdogan allegedly ordered his son to hide some money, all but Halk TV,
Bugun, Kanal B and Kanal +1 cut off the live broadcast. 40
Among the bottom seven channels, Kanal 24, ATV, Kanal 7 and TRT Haber are progovernment television stations. TRT 1 and TRT Haber are publicly owned. Although NTV is
an independent news station, it has adopted a pro-government stance during recent
years, especially since the Gezi park protests.

Internet and Social Media Censorship
As media outlets were handed over to loyal hands and the rest tamed with financial
incentives and disincentives, social media such as Twitter and YouTube became the main
venues to express criticism of the government. The Gezi Park protests starkly show this;
Twitter became the only reliable, uncensored source of information. While pictures of
police brutality were spreading on Twitter, mainstream television channels failed to cover
the extent of the protests. One of the two main news channels, CNN Turk, was
broadcasting a documentary on penguins during the heat of the events, which made
“penguins” a symbol of media subservience in Turkey.
Realizing its absence in the social media, the AKP government allegedly employed paid
trolls, supervised by AKP deputy-chairperson, Suleyman Soylu, to control and manipulate
online discussions. Their numbers supposedly reached 9,000-10,000. There is no hard
evidence on these allegations; however, pro-government activity on Twitter increased
significantly after the Gezi protests. Smear campaigns against independent journalists
and government critics became frequent on Twitter, which then spread to the progovernment newspapers. In May 2014, Der Spiegel magazine of Germany withdrew its
Turkey correspondent, Hasnain Kazim, after he received more than 10,000 aggressive
messages, including death threats, about his coverage of the Soma coal mine accident. 41
December 17 and 25 corruption allegations involved many AKP higher-ups, including four
ministers and Erdogan’s son Bilal. The government’s response was to change all the
prosecutors and purge the police officers who had conducted the investigations and
enforced the arrest warrants. As the proper judicial process stalled and a gag order was
imposed by the courts, the details of the investigation and wiretaps were leaked on
Twitter and YouTube on a daily basis. Erdogan’s reaction was harsh. He said, “We’ll
eradicate Twitter. I don’t care what the international community says. Everyone will
40

“Kılıçdaroğlu'nun konuşmasını hangi kanal sansürledi, hangisi yayınladı”t24.02.25.2014.
[http://t24.com.tr/haber/kilicdaroglunun-konusmasini-hangi-kanal-sansurledi-hangisiyayinladi,251970]
41
William John Armstrong “As Germany becomes pro-AKP’s media’s latest bete noire,” Hurriyet
Daily News .05.28.2014. [http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/blog-as-germany-becomes-akp-mediaslatest-bte-noire-german-turkish-politician-speaksout.aspx?pageID=238&nID=67086&NewsCatID=359]
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witness the power of the Turkish Republic.” 42 A few hours later, Twitter was blocked in
Turkey. Less than a week later, the government banned YouTube due to a leaked, and
possibly illegally obtained, recording of a high security meeting in the Foreign Ministry. In
two weeks, the ban on Twitter was lifted by the Constitutional Court, and the two-month
blockade of YouTube ended after a lower court decision.
In February, the government introduced a new law regulating the Internet, which
according to the government would strengthen individual rights and privacy. According
to the law, Turkey’s Telecommunications Authority (TIB) could block a website without a
court order; a court order had to be sought within 24 hours, but the website would
remain closed until the court order was issued. 43 The law also required service providers
to keep a record of individual Internet activities for up to two years and make the data
available to the authorities. Both provisions of the law were overturned by the
Constitutional Court in October 2014. However, Erdogan’s crusade on online media does
not seem to be at an end. In October 2014, at a meeting with the Committee to Protect
Journalists (CPJ) and the International Press Institute (IPI), Erdogan said, “I am
increasingly against the Internet every day.”44

Targeting Journalists
In 2012 and 2013, Turkey surpassed China and Iran as the world’s leading jailer of
journalists, holding 49 and 40 individuals respectively behind bars.45 The number was
eight in 2011.46 The main reasons for this jump were two major trials, one on alleged antigovernment plots (there were more than one) and the other on KCK (an umbrella
organization that encompasses the PKK) activities in urban areas. According to the
Committee to Protect Journalists (CPJ) report in 2012, 30% of the journalists were jailed
from the former trial and 70% from the latter. 47 The number of jailed journalists dropped
significantly (seven in 2014) as coup trials ended with acquittal for some journalists and a
negotiated ceasefire between the government and the PKK. The underlying reason for
most of those imprisonments was Turkey’s highly criticized anti-terrorism law, which has
been amended several times but which still prioritizes the state against individuals.
42

Quoted in Terrence McCoy “Turkey bans Twitter — and Twitter explodes,” The Washington Post.
03.21.2014. [http://www.washingtonpost.com/news/morning-mix/wp/2014/03/21/turkey-banstwitter-and-twitter-explodes/]
43
Umut Uras “New Internet law in Turkey sparks outrage,” AlJazeera. 02.25.2014.
[http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2014/02/new-internet-law-turkey-sparks-outrage201422312144687859.html]
44
Heather Saul “Turkish President Erdogan tells conference: 'I am increasingly against the internet
every day',” The Independent. 10.03.2014.
[http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/europe/turkish-president-erdogan-tells-conference-iam-increasingly-against-the-internet-every-day-9772048.html]
45
Source: Committee to Protect Journalists
46
“Media censorship in Turkey: less visible but more effective?,” by Jocab Weisberg.01.09.2014.
[http://blogs.ft.com/the-a-list/2014/10/09/media-censorship-in-turkey-less-visible-but-moreeffective/]
47
Turkey’s Press Freedom Crisis: The Dark Days of Jailing Journalists and Criminalizing Dissent: A
Special Report by the Committee to Protect Journalists. 2012
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Journalists in Turkey still face increasing numbers of
and punitive damage cases in 2014. Just in
During this period, lawsuits
August 2014, the Turkish Supreme Court of Appeals
journalists were also approved a nine-year prison sentence for Huseyin
fired in increasing Celik on charges of being a member of the Union of
Communities/Kurdistan Workers’ Party
numbers. As some Kurdistan
(KCK/PKK). Mehmet Baransu, a journalist for Taraf
media outlets came daily, gave an interview in a local newspaper
under the control of criticizing the government. He was detained and then
released on slander and defamation charges. Charges
Erdogan’s loyal friends, for “endangering state security” were pressed
critical journalist were against Cumhuriyet and Aydinlik newspapers for
forced to leave, and in reporting the details of a leaked recording of a highlevel government meeting. Finally, Ilhan Kaya, a
other cases, media journalist for a local newspaper, was detained and
bosses had to fire them then released due to his criticisms of the
due to pressure from government’s education policies on the phone at a
guest house run by the Ministry of Education.
government higher-ups Although some of these cases did not end in
or direct pressure from convictions, they did deter independent journalism.
the prime minister. An interim report by the Organization for Security
and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) on Turkish
presidential elections noted, “A large number of
criminal and civil defamation cases, initiated by high
officials, including the Prime Minister, contribute to self-censorship among journalists.”48
During this period, journalists were also fired in increasing numbers. As some media
outlets came under the control of Erdogan’s loyal friends, critical journalist were forced
to leave, and in other cases, media bosses had to fire them due to pressure from
government higher-ups or direct pressure from the prime minister. According to Bianet’s
report for April-June 2014, 186 journalists were forced to resign during this period (See
Appendix D). Foreign journalists or Turkish journalists working in foreign media outlets
were more immune to government intimidation tactics. However, this did not prevent
Erdogan from vilifying them openly in public. For instance, at a political rally Erdogan
targeted Amberin Zaman, The Economist’s Turkey correspondent, about her comments
on a television debate in which she questioned whether a Muslim society can keep their
leaders accountable. Erdogan said, “A militant in the guise of a journalist, a shameless
woman... Know your place!” and he continued, “They gave you a pen and you are writing
a column in a newspaper...and you insult a society that is 99% Muslim.” 49 In another case,
Erdogan called Ivan Watson, a correspondent with CNN International, “a spy and flunky”
due to his coverage of the Gezi protests. 50
48

“Presidential Election, 10 August 2014,” Interim report. Limited Election Observation Mission,
OSCE Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights. 08.10.2014
49
As quoted in “Turkish PM tells female reporter to 'know your place',” The Telegraph. 08.08.2014.
[http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/europe/turkey/11022632/Turkish-PM-tells-femalereporter-to-know-your-place.html]
50
Selcuk Gultasli, “Erdogan’s new Turkey full of 'spies' and 'traitors',” Eurobserver. 06.13.2014.
[http://euobserver.com/opinion/124576]
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Presidential Elections and Public Television
Besides an extensive private broadcasting sector, Turkey has publicly funded radio
stations and television channels. The public broadcaster, the Turkish Radio and Television
Corporation (TRT), has 14 national and 2 international channels. During the last decade,
TRT channels have become as competitive as private channels and started to attract large
numbers of viewers. The TRT is publicly funded, but is an autonomous institution that is
supposed to provide impartial information. However, this is not to the case, and TRT
channels are increasingly taking a pro-government stance in their broadcasts.
During local elections in 2014, the Supreme Electoral Council of Turkey gave a warning to
the TRT for unequal coverage of the candidates from January 22 to March 22. During this
period, Erdogan received 13 hours and 32 minutes of coverage, while the CHP, MHP and
HDP parties received 45, 48 and 2 minutes of coverage respectively. 51 Similarly, in the
presidential elections in August 2014, on July 4-6 the TRT allocated 533 minutes to
Erdogan, 3 minutes to Ihsanoglu and 45 seconds to Demirtas. The 45 seconds of coverage
for Demirtas had nothing to do with the elections; it was about the death of his aunt and
sister-in-law. When Demirtas criticized the channel for its one-sided coverage, the head of
TRT, Ibrahim Sahin, said, “We will cut broadcasts if these serious accusations continue to
be expressed in live coverage.”52

51

Firdevs Robinson “FPC Briefing: Turkey’s Year-Long Election Cycle,” The Foreign Policy Centre.
“Public broadcaster TRT at center of contention during campaign,” Hurriyet Daily News.
10.16.2014. [http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/public-broadcaster-trt-at-center-of-contentionduring-campaign.aspx?PageID=238&NID=70204&NewsCatID=338]
52
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Conclusions and Recommendations
Press freedom is an indispensable aspect of a democratic society and an effective check
on the excesses of government. In the last couple of years, Turkey has been experiencing
a significant decline in press freedom. The decline in press freedom translates into decline
in democratic institutions, checks and balances, and accountability of the government.
Intrusions by the government to the media lead to firing and forced resignation of
journalists, change of editorial policies, and thus producing a docile media devoid of
criticism. Moreover, the government has already built a loyal media that are owned by
businessmen close to the government and financially supported by the ads of publicly
owned companies.
Deterioration of media freedom in Turkey is taking its toll on other issues. There are
serious concerns about the ability of the judiciary to act as a check on the government.
There were concerns about the fairness of local and presidential elections in 2014. In the
long run, such issues may undermine the standing of state institutions and may lead to
instability.
The Turkish government must uphold press freedom, tolerate and respect free
expression of opinion, and stop intimidating journalists. Moreover, the government must
stop using government resources to restructure media ownership and influence their
editorial positions. The government should provide a transparent and accountable public
procurement system. Further, the parliament must revise the Anti-Terror Law (TMK) and
Penal Code (TCK), which have overly broad, vague language that is often used to
prosecute and intimidate journalists.
Media ownership is at the core of Turkey’s freedom of press problem. Thus, the
government must introduce laws limiting media cross-ownership and laws banning media
owners from entering government tenders.
Public reaction to repression of the media remains insignificant. One reason is that a
considerable segment of the society, including the core voters of the AKP, believes that
the media does need restructuring. They have little sympathy for the mainstream media,
which for so long ignored and sometimes actively objected to their basic demands on the
government. Second, the media in Turkey largely lacks investigative journalism. This often
reduces opposition views to demagoguery. Thus the media must be more responsive to
public demands and preferences. Newspapers are overly crowded with columnists who
often encourage polemical discourse. The media should invest more in investigative
journalism and encourage professionalism.
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Appendix A: Ownership of major media outlets53
TV Stations

Newspapers

Non-media

Dogan Group

Kanal D
CNN Turk

Energy (hydroelectric, wind
power, oil), finance (mortgage),
real estate sector, tourism,
manufacturing

Ciner Group

Bloomberg HT
Haberturk TV

Hurriyet
Radikal (online)
Posta
Hurriye Daily News
DHA (news agency)
Haberturk

Feza Group

Mehtap TV
Samanyolu TV
Samanyolu Haber
ATV
A Haber

Kalyon Group

Dogus Group

NTV
CNBC-e
Star TV

Ihlas Group

TGRT Haber TV

News Corp.

Fox TV

Koza Ipek

Bugun TV
Kanal Turk

Demiroren
Group

Zaman
Today’s Zaman
Cihan (news agency)
Sabah
Takvim
Daily Sabah
Yeni Asir

Turkiye

Bugun
Millet
Milliyet
Vatan

Kanal7 Group

Kanal 7
Ulke TV

Albayrak Group

TV Net

Yenisafak

Hedef Group
(Ethem Sancak)

24 TV
Sky 360

Aksam
Star
Gunes

Mining, energy (hydroelectric,
coal), construction, port
management, tourism, health

Construction, energy (natural gas,
hydroelectric), transportation

Banking, finance, automotive, real
estate sector, energy
(hydroelectric), construction,
tourism, food service
Construction, mining, food
production, kitchenware,
eduation, health, tourism

Mining, printing, education,
construction, agriculture,
livestock,
Energy (propane gas, geothermic
power plants), mining,
construction
Energy, education (vocational
schools)
Construction, energy, textiles,
automotive parts, transportation,
electric service provider, tourism,
port management, waste
collection
Pharmaceutical distributor, dairy,
armored vehicles, automotive

53

Adopted from Ceren Sozeri. “Turkiye’de medya sahipligi ve getirileri,” T24.com.tr, 11.18.2013.
[http://t24.com.tr/haber/turkiyede-medya-sahipligi-ve-getirileri,244181]. Information about the
Hedef Group was added to the table from company websites.
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18

4,442

4,268

3,643

3,132

3,042

1,719

1,397

1,334

1,230

936

936

761

648

567

540

Emlak Konut GYD

Halkbank

Vakifbank

Ziraat Bankasi

Ankara
Municipality

Bursa
Municipality

Ttnet

Istanbul
Municipality

Privatization
Admin

Truksat

Provincial Bank

Turkish Airlines

Istanbul City
Theaters

Borsa Istanbul

TOKI

33,917

5,322

Turk Telekom

TOTAL (cm sq)

326,900

DAILY
CIRCULATION

Sabah

25,864

540

230

640

234

927

936

45

610

5,167

0

0

826

2,174

5,454

3,080

5,001

129,627

Star

23,857

540

895

644

234

936

936

0

873

1,393

6,927

2,511

180

1,980

1,373

3,640

796

164,295

Milliyet

22,651

490

0

360

0

1,182

936

0

366

1,393

1,892

3,015

323

1,080

1,802

4,050

5,763

395,660

Hurriyet

17,048

790

963

624

234

936

936

775

528

1,580

234

0

532

3,161

1,585

2,997

1,173

104,110

Aksam

13,628

540

280

648

234

936

936

385

1,011

1,100

234

0

180

0

2,961

3,066

1,117

123,230

Yenisafa

12,704

540

280

0

234

0

936

0

0

1,577

0

2,574

1,134

1,945

1,449

1,362

673

109,226

Takvim

12,350

540

0

648

234

936

936

0

540

1,217

0

0

180

2,356

1,089

3,080

594

174,779

Turkiye

9,661

546

0

656

234

963

972

476

548

180

0

0

180

0

0

4,121

785

62,289

Y Akit

9,252

540

0

0

0

0

1,206

0

240

1,143

1,099

234

258

0

1,081

3,038

414

407,107

Posta

1,660

0

0

644

0

0

0

0

536

280

0

0

0

0

0

0

200

52,051

Cumhuriye

1,536

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

420

0

0

0

0

0

0

1,116

1,089,878

Zaman

1,121

0

0

354

0

0

0

0

0

354

0

0

0

0

0

0

413

165,468

Bugun

150

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

0

150

361,742

Sozcu
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Appendix B: Turkey’s Dailies Share of Ads by Publicly Owned Companies54

“AdEx: Public firms biased in favor of pro-gov’t newspapers.” Today’s Zaman. 07.18.2014.
[http://www.todayszaman.com/_adex-public-firms-biased-in-favor-of-pro-govtnewspapers_353408.html]
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Appendix C: Distribution of Penalties by RTUK

2014
TV Stations
Samanyolu Haber

Warning

2013

Fine

Total

Warning

Fine

Total

21

67

88

0

0

0

CEM TV

1

58

59

0

0

0

Bugün TV

3

40

43

0

0

0

Samanyolu TV

5

15

20

0

0

0

Halk TV

1

19

20

0

0

0

Beyaz TV

1

17

18

0

1

1

Flash TV

0

17

17

0

0

0

Meltem TV

1

15

16

0

0

0

Ulusal Tv

0

14

14

0

0

0

Kanal D

0

13

13

0

2

2

Show TV

2

8

10

0

0

0

Star

1

8

9

0

0

0

CNN Turk

2

4

6

1

0

1

Kanal +1

6

1

7

0

0

0

Kanaltürk

1

5

6

0

0

0

TGRT Haber

2

2

4

0

0

0

Haberturk

0

4

4

0

0

0

Fox

1

3

4

0

0

0

A Haber

1

2

3

0

0

0

TRT 1

1

1

2

0

0

0

NTV

1

1

2

0

0

0

TRT HABER

0

1

1

0

0

0

Kanal 7

0

1

1

0

0

0

ATV

0

1

1

0

2

2

Kanal 24

0

0

0

0

0

0
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Appendix D: Journalists fired or forced to resign
201355
In 2013 many journalists were fired or
forced to resign due to their writings or
reporting about the Gezi protests (June
2013) and corruption probe of
December 17 & 25.

Deniz Ülke Arıboğan - Akşam - Türkiye
Derya Sazak - Milliyet
Didem Tuncay - NTV
Dilara Eldaş - NTV
Dilek Şanlı - Habertürk
Diren Selimoğlu - İHA

Alaz Kuseyri - Akşam

Ediz Alıç - Show TV

Ali Ekber Ertürk- Akşam

Elçin Yahşi - Sabah

Ali Kırca - Show TV

Erdal Erkasap – Sabah

Alper Bahçekapılı- Sabah

Ergün Güven - NTV

Alper Görmüş - Türkiye

Funda Tuna Görey - Show TV

Amberin Zaman - Habertürk

Füsun İstanbullu - Habertürk

Arzu Yıldız - Türkiye

Gökçen Keskin Özdemir - Atv

Aydoğan Kılıç - Halk TV

Göksel Bozkurt - Hürriyet Daily News

Ayhan Bölükbaşı - Show TV

Gül Birlik - Habertürk

Ayşe Sorucu - Milliyet

Gürkan Hacır - Akşam

Balçiçek İlter - Habertürk

Gürsel Göncü - NTV

Banu Güven - NTV

Hakan Kırboğa - Show TV 102.

Banu Kurt - Akşam

Hasan Cemal - Milliyet

Berhan Soner - Olay

Hasan Cömert - NTV

Bilge Eser - Sabah

Haydaran Çelik - Show TV

Birsen Altuntaş - Milliyet

Hicran Aygün - Yurt

Burak Ersemiz - Show TV

Hilmi Hacaloğlu - Skytürk360

Burcu Doğan - NTV
Bülent Kördemirci - Show TV

Hüseyin Hayatsever - Hürriyet Daily
News

Can Ataklı - Vatan

Hüsnü Mahalli - Akşam

Can Dündar - Milliyet

Işın Eliçin - Yeni Şafak

Cem Aydın - NTV

İsmail Küçükkaya - Akşam

Ceren Büyüktetik - Milliyet

Kutlu Esendemir - Habertürk

Ceyda Karan - Habertürk

Kürşat Bumin - Yeni Şafak

Çağrı Ulu - Beyaz TV

Mehmet Bilber - Radikal

Çiğdem Anad - NTV

Mehmet Turgut - NTV

Çiğdem Toker - Akşam

Mehmet Özdoğan - Akşam

Damla Yur - Milliyet

Mesut Gengeç - Show TV
Metin Karaaslan - Show TV

55

Veli Agbaba, Ozgur Ozel, Nurettin Demir,
Muharrem Isik, Kalemi Kirilan Gazeteciler: AKP
Iktidarinda 12 Yillik Karanlik bir Donem,
Cumhuriyet Kitaplari. 2014.
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Mirgün Cabas - NTV
Mithat Sancar - Milliyet
Murat Emir Eren - sabah.com.tr
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Murat Toklucu - NTV

Remziye Demirkol - Kanal 24

Mustafa Mutlu - Vatan

Ruhat Mengi - Vatan

Müjgan Halis - Sabah

Semra Kardeşoğlu - Akşam

Nafiz Akyüz - Show TV

Serkan Yücel Aydın - Anadolu Ajansı

Nalân Koçak - Habertürk

Serkut Bozkurt - Kanaltürk

Nazlı Ilıcak - Sabah

Sevim Gözay - Akşam

Necla Unutmaz - Milliyet

Sıla Acar İşten - Milliyet

Nergis Bozkurt - Akşam

Süreyya Üstünel - Akşam

Neyyire Özkan - Star

Şirin Sever - Sabah

Nilay Örnek - Akşam

Tahir Özyurtseven - Milliyet

Nihal Kemaloğlu - Akşam

Tayfun Erten - NTV

Nilgün Balkaç - NTV

Tuba Atav - Show TV

Okan Can Yantır - Esquire

Tuğçe Tatari - Akşam

Onur Yazıcıoğlu - NTV

Tuluğhan Tekelioğlu - Sabah

Osman Özsoy - Yeni Şafak

Tuncay Mollaveisoğlu - Artı1

Ozan Pezek - Show TV

Turhan Arslanoğlu - Habertürk

Ömer Faruk Aykar - NTV

Tülay Şubatlı - Habertürk

Özden Atik - Habertürk

Uğur Tutçuoğlu - Artı1 TV

Özgür Akbaş - Show TV

Uluç Özcü - Esquire dergisi

Özgür Uzun - Show TV

Uluğ Örs - Habertürk

Özkan Güven - NTV

Yavuz Baydar - Sabah

Özlem Akarsu Çelik - Akşam

Yıldız Yazıcıoğlu - Habertürk

Özlem Gürses - Artı1

Zülfü Livaneli - Vatan

201456
January
Turkiye daily’s Ankara news director,
Akif Bulbul, and news reporter Gokhan
Ozdag, who had joined the newspaper a
month before, were fired.
TRT dismissed the News Department
Head, Ahmet Boken, and subsequently
fired 12 executives of the channel.
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NTV content editor Sinan Demir and
reporter
Gozde
Kuyumcu
were
dismissed.
Yenisafak Daily fired columnist Murat
Aksoy
Nur Batur, Sabah daily columnist, was
dismissed.
Fox TV dismissed broadcast coordinator
Lutfiye Pekcan.
Following the Calik Group’s sale of
Sabah daily and ATV to Kalyon Group,
seven journalists were dismissed.
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February
Kanal Avrupa news director and “Ates
Cemberi” news program host, Remzi
Meziroglu, announced that he was
forced to resign.
Koksal Akpinar, Salim Goren and Kubra
Kara from Cihan News Agency;
Semsettin Ozkan, Leyla Ipekci and H.
Salih Zengin from Zaman daily; Zeynep
Ceylan from Bugun daily; and caricaturist
Osman Turhan resigned from their
positions over differences with the
institutions’ editorial stance.
Turkiye columnist Balcicek Ilter resigned
to protest her newspaper’s coverage of
the death of Berkin Elvan, a teenager
who lost his life during the Gezi protests
when a gas bomb canister fired the by
police hit him on the head.
March
Star daily senior editor Dogan Ertugrul
resigned
over
his
newspaper’s
language, which according to him
constituted “hate crimes”
Best FM program radio show host, Arzu
Caglan, was fired after she wept on the
radio while she was covering the death
of Berkin Elvan.
Fotomac news reporter Cagdas Dogan
was dismissed after he expressed his
views on the death of Berkin Elvan.
Turkiye daily editor in chief, Nuh
Albayrak, resigned from his post.
Hurriyet Web TV founding director and
sports reporter Orhan Can was
dismissed.
Aksam daily editor and weekend
addition director Sibel Oral was fired
after her tweet criticizing the
government. In the tweet she wrote, “I
thank everyone who complained about
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my tweet and led to my layoff. I am
honored.”57
TRT reporter Elif Akkus was assigned to
technical service after her tweet on
Berkin Elvan’s death.
April
Vatan daily fired its Washington
correspondent, Ilhan Tanir, over his
tweet on corruption allegations.
Sabah
daily
dismissed
economy
columnist Suleyman Yasar. It has been
claimed that he was fired for refusing to
criticize the Gulen Movement.58
Yenisafak dismissed its Ankara news
director, Kazim Canlan.
Star daily dismissed its Ankara news
director, Cevheri Guven.
Sabah daily’s Ankara news reporter
Alper Sancar was fired.
Sabah daily’s Rome correspondent,
Yasemin Taskin, was fired after her
husband interviewed US-based Muslim
scholar Fethullah Gulen for the La
Republica newspaper.59
After the ownership change in 7 out of
24 TV stations, 9 employees from the
57

As quoted on bianet website. 06.13.2014.
[http://www.bianet.org/english/media/15644
4-at-least-319-journalists-left-jobless-in-2014]
58
“Sabah Gazetesinde Flas Gelisme! Unlu
kose yazari cemaate cakmadi, isten atildi!”,
Medyaradar. 04.04.2014.
[http://www.medyaradar.com/sabahgazetesinde-flas-gelisme-unlu-kose-yazaricemaate-cakmadi-isten-atildi-medyaradarozel-haberi-116046]
59
Julia Farrar, “Turkish Journalist Fired After
Husband's Interview with Erdogan
Nemesis,” Worldcrunch. 04.04.2014
[http://www.worldcrunch.com/worldaffairs/turkish-journalist-fired-after-husband039-s-interview-with-erdogannemesis/yasemin-taskin-erdogan-gulenmedia-turkey/c1s15480/#.VD_6h_ldXNk]
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newsroom and 4 employees from
technical service were dismissed.
Karsi daily closed down due to financial
difficulties; 95 employees became
unemployed.
Dunya daily laid off 50 of its employees
without compensation on the grounds
of “immoral” behavior. Following public
protests, they announced that they
would give compensation to some of
the employees.
Aksam daily columnist Fikret Aydemir
was fired.
Yeniasir daily closed down; 40 journalist
became unemployed.
Milliyet daily deputy chief editor, Umut
Alphan, was dismissed.
May
After its sale to the Star Media Group,
which is owned by businessman Ethem
Sancak, Kanal 24 laid off reporters
Safiye Goren and Ibrahim Kocaglu and
five other employees working on news
programs.
Due to the merger of the Vatan and
Milliyet dailies, 36 employees were laid
off.
NTV and Kral TV dismissed 20
employees, including reporters Yavuz
Harani, Emrak Kolukisa, and Nuh Koklu;
producers Mahves Hincal and Serkan
Unver; camera operators Haluk Asar,
Hakan Ocal, Gokhan Kalan and Abidin
Kama due to restructuring.
Skyturk360 television station dismissed
its Internet editor, Ersoy Tan.
June
Closing down its print edition, Radikal
daily dismissed 10 journalists.
Sky360 TV news anchor, Korcan Karar,
was fired over his statement that Yilmaz
Ozdil, Hurriyet Daily columnist, should

be given the opportunity to express
himself. Earlier, talking about the Soma
mine accident, Ozdil had said, “The
prime minister is saying that what
happened is normal. I second that. It
was even deserved [referring to
allegations that employees were given
rides and money to attend to the prime
minister’s rallies in nearby cities].”
Yurt daily editor-in-chief, Merdan
Yanardag, resigned from his post. Yurt
daily was facing serious financial
difficulties, even having problems
paying salaries.
Aksam daily dismissed columnist Elif
Aktug, who had been working at the
newspaper since 2005.
Turkuaz magazine general director,
Levent Tayla, was dismissed.
Haberturk daily Ankara bureau reporters
Erdal Sen and Hasan Bozkurt were
dismissed.
TGRT television station reporters Akin
Aktay and Merve Yakan were dismissed.
Star daily columnists Sedat Laciner and
Mustafa Akyol were dismissed due to
their criticism of the government.
July
News anchorwoman
resigned from NTV.

Julide

Ates

August
Hurriyet daily editor-in-chief, Enis
Berberoglu, resigned a day after he was
targeted by then prime minister
Erdogan at his Malatya rally.
CNBC-e Ankara economy director, Zerrin
Elci, and public relations director, Ergun
Aksoy, were fired.
Radikal daily reporter Fatih Yagmur was
dismissed. He covered news on the
corruption scandal and the intercepted
National Intelligence Organization (MIT)
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trucks that were allegedly carrying arms
to Syrian rebels. In his tweet Yagmur
wrote, “I thank everyone for their good
wishes. I am proud of having disturbed
some.”
Columnist Yilmaz Ozdil resigned from
Hurriyet daily after the newspaper
refused to publish his column criticizing
the prime minister and his son.
Ufuk Sanli, director of Milliyet daily’s
finance
and
energy
website
uzmanpara.com, was fired. On Twitter,
Sanli said, “We have parted ways with
the Milliyet daily. I guess you know why;
long live advanced democracy, long live
the new Turkey!!!”
After dismissing columnist Hulki
Cevizoglu, Yurt daily fired columnists A.
Meric Senyuz, Aysenur Yazici, Necdet
Sarac and Sukru Yavuz. The caricaturist
Serdar Gunbilen also resigned from the
newspaper. Cevizoglu claimed that the
Republican People’s Party (CHP)
chairperson, Kemal Kilicdaroglu, was
behind the firings.
Haberturk daily court house reporter
Bulent Ceyhan was dismissed on the
grounds of restructuring. Ceyhan told
the T24 news webpage that he did not
believe the explanation and he said, “
There is undeclared martial law in the
media. You cannot take the real picture
of events. There is enormous pressure
to be on the government side.
Government ‘commissioners’ do not
remain idle, they prepare lists for firing
people. I am honored that I am on that
list of journalists who do their job well.”
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Columnist Mustafa Donmez was
dismissed from Sozcu daily with no
explanation given.
Yurt daily London correspondent, Irfan
Tastemir, was dismissed.
Aksam daily dismissed 11 journalists from
its Ankara bureau
Cumhuriyet editor-in-chief, Murat Atas,
was fired due to censoring Bedri
Baykam’s column titled “11 Reasons for
Mr. Kilicdaroglu to Resign.”
Hurriyet daily economy reporter Demet
Cengiz resigned.
Zafer Arapkirli was dismissed from
Haberturk TV.
Columnist Yavuz Semerci resigned from
Haberturk daily. In his last column he
wrote, “We are living in a time when a
columnist’s view reflects on the owners
of the newspaper. To me this burden,
which leads to autocensorship, is too
much to carry.”
Columnist Gulay Gokturk resigned from
Bugun daily. In her last column she
wrote that in the current discussions her
editorial stance diverged so much from
that of the newspaper that she felt like
she was drowning.
IMC TV fired Turkey’s first transgender
journalist, Michelle Demishevish, for not
following “business ethics.”
“Aykiri Sorular” program host, Enver
Aysever, was dismissed from CNN Turk.
Earlier his program had been reduced to
once a week. “ I do not do flattering
interviews, that’s the reason,” he said to
Ayse Arman when asked about the
decision.
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Appendix E: Selective Cases of Government Interference in the media,
January-March 201460
January
The video sharing website Vimeo was blocked by the Criminal Court of Arbitration.
Istanbul Criminal Court of First Instance imposed a gag order on reporting the details of
the December 25 corruption probe.
Erdogan filed a 100,000 TL (about $44,500) lawsuit against CHP chairperson Kilicdaroglu
for “slanderous remarks.”
The Istanbul public prosecutor filed a criminal complaint against Erol Ozkoray for
defaming Erdogan in his book “Gezi fenomeni.”
Istanbul Public Prosecutor Hasan Bolukbasi filed a criminal complaint against Serkan Koc
on his Gezi protest documentary “Baslangic” for “igniting hatred and revenge among the
public.”
The Department of Finance filed a criminal complaint against Taraf daily for the article
“Torpili yediler, renk degistirdiler,” which covered corruption/fraud allegations.
Samanyolu TV, Bugun and Zaman dailies and Cihan news agency were not allowed to
cover an AKP meeting.
February
The Ministry of Defense filed a suit for damages against columnist Sabahattin Onkibar in
the amount of 20,000 TL (about $8900) over his column titled “Genelkurmay tarikata mi
girdi?”
Today’s Zaman reporter Mahir Zeynalov, an Azerbaijani married to a Turkish citizen, was
deported for his tweets based on the claims that his messages “insult high-level state
officials.” Earlier in December, Erdogan had also filed criminal charges against him for his
tweets on the December 17 graft probe.
TRT public television station cut off live broadcast while CHP chairperson Kemal
Kilicdaroglu was talking about leaked wiretaps on the Sabah-ATV sale.
Istanbul Criminal Court of First Instance imposed a gag order on reporting the details of
the December 17 probe.
The editor-in-chief of the newly founded Karsi daily, Erem Erdem, reported that their
request to advertise their newspaper on public billboards was declined; the billboard
company allegedly told them, “We cannot sell you ad slots due to the political situation.”
Erdogan acknowledged that he had called a Haberturk TV executive to remove a news
ticker referring to opposition leader Devlet Bahceli’s comments on the Gezi protests, days
after a leaked phone call transcript.
60
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Ankara Administrative Court ruled that journalist Mehmet Baransu’s personal website
was unlawfully banned and granted a stay of execution. However, the website stayed
blocked for another five months.
Adana Court in duty imposed a gag order on reporting the details of an investigation on
National Intelligence Organization (MIT) trucks that were intercepted by the gendarmerie
before they crossed the Syrian border. These trucks were allegedly carrying arms to the
Syrian rebels.
The Public Prosecutor of Istanbul filed criminal charges against Bugun daily reporter
Ezelhan Ustunkaya and Cumhuriyet daily for covering CHP’s group meeting. In this
meeting, CHP chairperson Kilicdaroglu talked about the leaked wiretaps from the
December 17-25 corruption probes.61
A broadcast for Meclis TV, a public tv station that provides live coverage of parliamentary
debates, was cut off when CHP chairperson Kilicdaroglu was talking about a leaked
phone recording of Erdogan and his son. In the recording, Erdogan allegedly told his son
how to hide large sums of cash.
March
Turkey’s Telecommunications Authority (TIB) blocked access to Twitter, basing its
decision on four court rulings. This justification was highly controversial, since only one
out of the four courts rendered a decision at that time and that decision was to only
restrict a single Twitter account. 62
After audiotapes of a high-level security meeting at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs were
released, Turkey blocked access to YouTube, without any court decision.
Erdogan filed criminal charges against Emre Uslu (Taraf daily) and Onder Aytac over
spying allegations; and against Bulent Kenes (Today’s Zaman) and Mehmet Kamis (Zaman)
over defamation.
Some opposition media outlets were subjected to cyberattacks before and during the
elections. These included the Taraf, Zaman, Today’s Zaman and Cumhuriyet dailies. Cihan
news agency was one of the two agencies, the other being the public AA agency
reporting the election results; it came under massive cyberattack on the day of the
elections.

61

Note that there was a gag order on reporting on these cases. However, Kilicdaroglu had
parliamentary immunity as an MP.
62
Tulin Daloglu, “Turkey grapples with legality, implications of Internet ban,” Almonitor. 03.21.2014
[http://www.al-monitor.com/pulse/originals/2014/03/turkey-twitter-shutdown-internet-ban-legalimplications.html]

26

Diminishing Press Freedom in Turkey

Appendix F: Turkey’s Media Landscape Today

TV Stations

National Newspapers

Kanal 7
TV Net
Show TV
Kanal A
TGRT Haber TV
Ulke TV
TRT 1
TRT Haber
TRT Turk
24 TV
ATV
A Haber
Beyaz TV
Cine 5
Sky 360

Milat
Turkiye
Yenisafak
Yeni Akit

Restrained Media

Bloomberg HT
CNBC-e
CNN Turk
Haberturk TV
Kanal D
NTV
Star TV

Dunya
HaberTurk
Milliyet
Vatan
Hurriyet
Posta
Hurriye Daily News

DHA

Opposition
Media

Bugun TV
Flash TV
Fox TV
Halk TV
Kanal B
Kanal Turk
Mehtap TV
Samanyolu TV
Samanyolu
Haber
Ulusal Kanal
Kanal +1

Aydinlik
Anayurt
Birgun
Bugun
Millet
Cumhuriyet
Milli Gazete
Taraf
Yeni Asya
Yeni Cag
Ortadogu
Sozcu
Zaman

Anka
Cihan

Loyal Media

Public Media
Pool Media

News Agencies

AA

Aksam
Sabah
Takvim
Gunes
Daily Sabah
Star Gazete

Loyal Media: They have ideological affinity with the AKP. In the past, these media outlet
occasionally criticized the AKP government in their opinion pages. However they became
staunch government supporters after 2010.
Public Media: Turkish Radio and Television Corporation (TRT) is publicly funded but
autonomous media corporation. However its independence and impartiality have been
criticized heavily in the last few years.
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Pool Media: The government has actively engaged in handing these media outlets to loyal
businessmen. Their owners have won large government contracts during the AKP
government.
Restrained Media: Media outlets that tone down their criticism of the government
because of potential government tenders or tax evasion fines.
Opposition Media: Media outlets that dare to remain to be critical of the government.
Some of these newspapers and television stations have limited reach due to their clearcut ideological stances.
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