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Introduction
Financed by the Delegation of the European Union to Turkey as part of the “Civil Society
Facility and Media Programme” and implemented by the Association of Journalists, the
“Democracy for Media, Media for Democracy Programme” has prepared this report which
covers the first four months (January-April) of 2019. A significant amount of the first four
months were spent on initial preparations, preparing project guides and application guides, and
establishing the National Committee. During this period, activities regarding the establishment
of the Press House, conduction of networking, training, evaluation and data collection were
initiated.

General Situation
2019 made a bad start with court rulings against journalists, an increase in unemployed
journalists, the shutting down or downsizing decisions of national and local media institutions.
Working Journalists’ Day, which is celebrated on the anniversary of the acceptance of the first
professional journalist law in 1961, could not be celebrated on the 10th of January this year.
Instead of celebrating, professional journalists’ associations drew attention to the regression in
the freedom of the press, redundancies, losses of rights, imprisoned journalists, the non-renewal
of foreign press member accreditations, and the increase of press input prices and its results due
to the declining economy.
The increase of prices forced many local printed press companies to either reduce their
number of staff or to reduce the number of days they publish. Many local newspapers took the
decision to only print for three days a week, while many companies throughout Anatolia
decided to stop publishing at the weekends or on Sundays. Alongside economic problems, the
increase in reader dissatisfaction or the increase in online and alternative media sources caused
newspaper circulations to decrease and forced printed press companies to downsize. Much like
HaberTürk which ended its printed publications last year, many companies are increasingly
considering going down a similar path.
Demirören Media Group ended the publication of “Güncel Hukuk” magazine which had
been running for 15 years. Sözcü Group decided to shut down AMK (Açık Mert Korkusuz) Spor
paper. Flash TV decided to decrease the number of its tv programs – and thus the number of its
personnel – citing economic reasons, as it was being discussed that Flash TV might shut down
right before it actually did. Channels such as TV8, CNNTürk and TRT opted to downsize or
restructure their organizations. Following the local elections held on 31 March, Lale Özan
Arslan, Semra Topçu, Rahmi Aygün, Barış Yarkadaş, Atakan Gültekin, Gökhan Demirel and
Bülent Mumay and his crew in charge of the website were laid off from Halk TV.
Following Halk TV Executive Editor Serhan Asker’s decision to lay off staff under the
guise of “reorganization”, Uğur Dündar announced his resignation from the channel. Aydınlık
Newspaper, which functions as the Patriotic Party’s press organ, took a pro-government stance
during the local elections which caused writers Rıza Zelyut and Sabahattin Önkibar to resign
from the paper.
Redundancies of journalists were not solely due to economic reasons. Due to the political
climate and the legal proceedings against the freedom of expression and freedom of the press,
journalists were forced to leave their jobs even if they were not necessarily “laid off”.
Hürriyet Newspaper’s Reader Representative Faruk Bildirici has also been laid off after
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having served 27 years for the paper.
Fox TV main news presenter Fatih Portakal, who has been the target of harsh criticism
from pro-government voices, recently shared on social media that he has been thinking of
retirement. Many people working in various media organizations also parted their ways with
their workplace without giving any reason. In January one of the directors of DİSK affiliated
Basın-İş Union, Ayşe Düzkan, was arrested. Eren Erdem of CHP was remanded for his work
in the Karşı Newspaper, his release and re-arrest was met with public reaction. Not only were
active journalists targeted but journalism students also lost one of their means that prepared
them for the profession. Akdeniz University Faculty of Communication Dean Ahmet Aydın
shut down the university’s Akdeniz İletişim Haber Ajansı (AKİL) due to it having conducted
interviews with former CHP member of parliament and journalist Barış Yarkadaş and journalist
İsmail Saymaz. Another example of oppression was when Sakarya Karasu District Mufti
summoned a Sakarya Kuzey Newspaper journalist to testify.
Legal proceedings against academicians and the general public for “insulting the
President” continued in January, as well. An interesting example of this was when Tunca
Öğreten was fined for using author Perihan Mağden’s words in a news article. Mağden and
Öğreten were both given a 7.000 TRY fine for “insulting the President”. The judicial control
decision given to artists Müjdat Gezen and Metin Akpınar was lifted but their investigation for
“insulting the President” continues. The administration of CHP announced it would raise money
with the contributions of its MPs to help pay legal fines awarded to party leader Kemal
Kılıçdaroğlu for “insulting the President” despite Kılıçdaroğlu’s immunity. Not only were court
cases opened for insulting the President, but other violations of freedom of expression and
freedom of the press were documented due to the legal proceedings held against individuals for
having “insulted” prominent figures in the AKP. Istanbul 2. Criminal Court of General
Jurisdiction handed former economy correspondent of Cumhuriyet Newspaper Pelin Ünker a
one-year, one-month and 15-day prison sentence, 8.600 TRY fine for reporting the Paradise
Papers documents under the guise of “insulting” the then Prime Minister Binali Yıldırım.
According to the Ministry of Justice’s public figures, between 2014 and 2017 a total of 12.300
people appeared in court for “insulting the President”, and during the same period 1041 people
appeared in court for “insulting Atatürk”.
In January 2019 court proceedings continued against academics that signed the
“Academics for Peace” declaration who were removed from their civil service positions via
statutory decrees during the state of emergency. Most of these cases resulted in prison sentences
while the announcement of the verdicts was deferred. Human Rights Foundation of Turkey
chairperson Prof. Dr. Şebnem Korur Fincancı’s two-year and six-month prison sentence was
not postponed. Due to Fincancı being deprived of certain rights because of court decisions, she
had to retire from her position in the Department of Forensic Science before the verdict became
certain.
An important development in February 2019 was the approval of prison sentences of the
Cumhuriyet court case. Chief Public Prosecutor’s Office in Istanbul accused Osman Kavala,
Can Dündar, Mehmet Ali Alabora, Ayşe Pınar Alabora, Handan Meltem Arıkan, Hanzade
Hikmet Germiyanoğlu, İnanç Ekmekçi, Mine Özerden, Şerafettin Can Atalay and Tayfun
Kahraman for leading the Gezi Park Protests. The Public Prosecutor’s Office demanded
aggravated life imprisonment for the 16 individuals on the grounds of their “attempt to abolish
or hinder the Republic of Turkey’s government” and “financing the Gezi Park Protests”. Again,
in February many citizens received fines or prison sentences for “insulting the President”.
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Following President Erdoğan’s discomfort of using the word “Kurdistan”, which he had
used in the past, the Supreme Court of Appeals Prosecutor’s Office initiated court cases to shut
down four political parties which included the word “Kurdistan” in their names.
“Accreditation measures” used to curtail journalists began to affect foreign journalists as
of February. Foreign journalists who wanted to broadcast news related to the elections in
Turkey to the world public were not given press cards, thus were unable to work in Turkey.
Thomas Seibert of Tagesspiegel, Jörg Brase chief clerk in Istanbul of ZDF TV and NDR
correspondent Halil Günbeyaz’s applications for press card renewal were rejected. In addition,
foreign journalists were not accepted to the EU-Turkey High Level Economic Dialogue
Meeting 2019 held in the Dolmabahçe Presidential Office in Istanbul on the grounds that they
did not have valid press cards. European Commission Vice-President Jyrki Katainen criticized
this by saying “Press freedom is a fundamental right around the world” during a meeting with
Minister of Finance and Treasury, Berat Albayrak. It has been claimed that the issue regarding
these journalists of whom the majority have been working in Turkey for more than ten yeas
“has largely been resolved” as of late April, but issues concerning “a few cases” remain.

Press Cases
Legal proceedings against journalists went on in full force between January-April. CHP’s
Eren Erdem was given a four-year and two-month prison sentence for being the chief-editor of
Karşı newspaper on the grounds of “being a member and aiding and abetting an armed terrorist
organization”. Pelin Ünker was taken to court by Binali Yıldırım and his children and sentenced
to prison due to her articles on the “Paradise Papers” which attracted much criticism from the
international public. A commission called “One Free Press Coalition” comprised of Reuters,
Financial Times, Associated Press and Time listed Ünker among 10 journalists who were under
immediate danger.
Hakan Kara, Mustafa Kemal Güngör, Güray Öz, Önder Çelik, cartoonist Musa Kart and
accounting staff Emre İper were re-arrested to execute their sentences as part of the court case
against former Cumhuriyet staff. While former staff of Cumhuriyet remained in custody,
another opposition paper Sözcü Newspaper’s owner Burak Akbay, who lives abroad, was issued
a red notice on his arrest. Çiğdem Toker, writer for Sözcü, was subject to court cases due to her
articles focusing on expenditures of public institutes and enterprises. A court ruling decided to
investigate Toker’s assets. Rahmi Yıldırım chairman of the Disciplinary Board of The
Journalists’ Union of Turkey (TGS) was taken to court due to an article he wrote with the
heading “I feel very sorry for the Chief of Staff!” about Minister of Defence Hulusi Akar.
Journalists Hüseyin Akyol, Faruk Eren, Fehim Işık, Celal Başlangıç, İhsan Çaralan and
Celalettin Can were handed prison sentences for participating in Özgür Gündem general
editorial campaign.
Another controversial incident regarding the judiciary was when it was revealed that
journalists in Van were subject to wiretapping during the election process.
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State of Emergency Commission
The Inquiry Commission on the State of Emergency Measures announced that out of
126.000 applications it has resolved 63.100 cases, rejected 58.350 applications and accepted
4.750 cases.

Impunity
Violence against journalists and oppositional political figures and the fact that these
actions go unpunished have become routine. CHP Party Leader Kemal Kılıçdaroğlu was
attacked during the funeral of a fallen soldier; the perpetrator was quickly released, and his
actions were almost sanctified which caused many to fear that similar attacks would happen
again. Indeed, following this attack two oppositional journalists were subjected to violence that
went unpunished.

Public Broadcasting
Public Broadcasting was subject to much scrutiny due to its approach to running
opposition figures during the election process. The Anatolian Agency (AA) was the focus of
debate following how it gathered election data and how it broadcasted the data during the
election night. The opposition accused Anatolian Agency of manipulating initial election results
in favour of the government. Said Güven, chairman of the Supreme Electoral Council, stated
that AA did not receive any official data from them. As these debates continued, Anatolian
Agency, a joint stock company, was tied to the Turkish Presidency Directorate of
Communications through the decision of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan which again brought
attention to debate surrounding public broadcasting. Another broadcasting establishment TRT
News gave the party in power AKP and MHP’s “People’s Alliance” 164 hours of air time during
the 1 February - 29 March election campaign. TRT News gave the oppositional CHP and İyi
Party’s “Nation Alliance” a total of 35 hours and 47 minutes, and in response broadcasted
content critical of said alliance for 20 hours and 50 minutes which drew criticism.

Circulation of Newspapers
In January 2018 nationally-distributed newspaper circulation was 2.593.986. This
number has dropped to 2.023.928 in January 2019. The net-sales number of pro-government
papers amounted to 1.632.330, whereas oppositional paper sales number was 391.5981.
In the table below, the net share of pro-government papers is 80.65%, whereas critical
papers hold a share of 19.35%. The total circulation of papers “increased” to 2.093.7172 at the
end of April, but this gave rise to arguments that the boost had more to do with many papers
distributing their papers for free.
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The net-sale numbers of nationally-distributed pro-government papers in April 2019 are
as follows: Sabah (275.696), Hürriyet (245.625), Posta (158.756), Türkiye (117.518), Milliyet
(125.416), Yeni Şafak (107.230), Güneş (100.333), Takvim (98.373), Star (99.345), Akşam
(101.557), Yeni Akit (57.344), Yeni Asır (49.991).
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The average circulations of these papers in December 2018 were as follows. Sabah
(289.897), Hürriyet (271.038), Posta (188.444), Türkiye (128.958), Milliyet (127.098), Yeni
Şafak (111.395), Güneş (103.792), Takvim (103.454), Star (103.303), Akşam (102.710), Yeni
Asır (51.217), Yeni Akit (51.024).
The average circulations of some important nationally-distributed opposition papers in
April 2019 are as follows: Sözcü (266.332), Korkusuz (59.235), Aydınlık (20.473), Cumhuriyet
(34.136).
Again, the average circulation of these papers in December 2018 were as follows: Sözcü
(253.652), Korkusuz (55.204), Aydınlık (50.304), Cumhuriyet (32.438).
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Imprisoned Journalists
At the end of January 146 journalists were in prison, of whom 94 were under arrest and
52 were serving their sentences. This report has documented that since the end of February 138
journalists remain in prison, of whom 77 are under arrest and 51 are serving their sentences.
In March it was declared that out of 133 imprisoned journalists, 82 were under arrest and
51 were serving their sentences. As of the end of April the number of imprisoned journalists
increased to 140, of whom 57 are serving their sentences.
Among other important developments during the January-April period was the opening
of the Press House of the Association of Journalists with EU Funding to help unemployed
journalists practise their professions; many journalists also started broadcasting through their
own YouTube channels; DW, BBC, France24 and VOA collaborated to create a YouTube
channel called +90.

Observations
Throughout the first quarter of the year many training, evaluation and info days were held
in the Ankara Press House, Kütahya, Antalya, Sinop, Kastamonu, Diyarbakır and Istanbul with
the participation of media members, opinion leaders, and civil society representatives. Coming
together with journalists’ association representatives from the 81 provinces of Turkey in Sinop
played a very important role in understanding the current situation.
1- Even though widespread unemployment, political pressure, censorship and selfcensorship, and the number of imprisoned journalists reaching 140 come across as
important issues, the principal problems local media has faced was in terms of the
increase of input prices regarding paper and ink, and the increase in costs resulting in
mergers of media organizations or downsizing and unemployment. It was found that
11 newspapers published in central Diyarbakır had to resort to stop publishing their
weekend papers; similar outcomes were noted in many other cities as well.
2- In Sinop for three days we had the opportunity to communicate with around 120
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3-

4-

5-

6-

provincial chairmen and journalists via the Confederation of Journalists of Turkey
Chairman’s Meeting both to inform and evaluate; a recurring theme during these
meetings was the increase of input costs, decrease of newspaper circulations, and
reduction of advertisement revenues that has caused mainstream media to try to
increase its share in public advertisement which resulted in the reduction of local
media share in public advertisement.
We initially had planned to go to Mardin or Urfa as part of our first south-east
Anatolia trip but due to the increase in tourism and booked out hotels we could not
find accommodation in these provinces. We decided to visit Diyarbakır instead. It was
observed that terrorism has been replaced with security, vibrancy and peace in the
region. Although we had a hard time finding rooms in hotels, it was a pleasant
surprise.
We listened to many first-hand accounts of individuals who had been left redundant,
arrested, served short term sentences or were acquitted and released from prison via
statutory decrees during the State of Emergency period; these individuals were not
only prohibited from working in the public sector they were made redundant from,
but were also unable to find employment in the private sector due to current laws
forbidding it; the problem of unregistered workers and how it victimized many people
was recounted many times, as well. This situation is commonplace in big cities but its
victims have been able to find alternatives to sustain themselves whereas victims of
the State of Emergency statutory decrees in the east of Turkey have been ostracized
from society, journalists have been unable to find work both in the public and the
private sectors and have been unable to pay their own insurance despite being legally
obliged to do so, which has been considered a humanitarian problem.
During the evaluation meeting in Kütahya a prominent newspaper’s editor voiced that
journalists in their province mainly comprised of “self-educated” journalists that
weren’t graduates of communication faculties, in fact the majority of these people
were only middle-school or high school graduates and that the media organizations in
their city needed graduates from communication faculties.
In the meetings in Diyarbakır and Antalya young participants criticized that
committees and associations that hold these types of meetings were “all talk” and that
despite listening to their problems they were far from solving them.

Conclusion
Freedom of expression and its indispensable constituent freedom of the press are the most
fundamental rights affecting the quality of life and a democratic society to exercise its rights. It
is only through the freedom of expression and freedom of the press that a democratic society
can participate in its ruling and ensure the effectiveness of its constitutional right to access
news. It is deeply troubling that Turkey ranks very low in terms of freedom of expression and
freedom of the press. This situation clearly shows that our country needs to take emergency
measures, yet recent developments have demonstrated that the situation is getting even worse.
A people’s right to access news, to best decide for its own future by voting, to be presented
with the opportunity to make correct decisions is the fundamental guarantee of a democracy.
Restricting freedom of expression and freedom of the press, depriving journalists of the
opportunity to freely practise their profession through political or financial pressure, closing the
doors of media outlets to journalists who choose to exercise their right to criticism and refuse
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to produce content in-line with a specific political stance, are our biggest problems today.
Current laws, decrees and accreditation barriers render it impossible for journalists to
provide the public with objective news on time, thus violating the public’s right to receive news.
These laws and decrees that were put int effect in a deeply polarized environment without
considering its implications on democracy, human rights, freedom of expression and freedom
of the press reserve the potential of adding more oppression on journalism in Turkey though
new laws, decrees and administrative measures.
It is quite clear that these laws that deprive the public of receiving objective, punctual
news will do no good in the long term. It should not be forgotten that journalists function as an
audit on behalf of the public and are jokingly referred to as the fourth power; therefore,
oppositional newspapers, television and internet media, intellectuals exercising their right to
criticism and columnists should be “tolerated”.
Turkey being one of the leading countries with the highest rate of imprisoned journalists,
with 140 journalists being in prisons as of April 2019, and even worse, journalists having had
to resort to self-censorship due to fear of employment, security and surroundings are among the
sad realities of our day. In addition, the deeply polarized media contradicts the essential role of
providing true and objective news.
Journalists should not be subjected to the smear campaigns of politicians or left alone at
the mercy of their bosses while trying to provide the public with independent and objective
news. Isn’t de-unionization one of the biggest problems that journalists in Turkey face today?
Or the fact that they do not belong to any union? If journalists do not have job security, lack
professional solidarity, if they have been left alone in the spiral of making ends meet, then of
course journalism cannot be supported.
The United Nations and many other international organizations underline the importance
of the integral role the free press plays in any democracy, especially during elections. As
General-Secretary of the United Nations Antonio Guterres has emphasized “No democracy is
complete without access to transparent and reliable information.” Therefore, freedom of
expression and freedom of the press are an indispensable part of any participatory and pluralist
democracy.
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