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Editors’ Introduction: A General Overview of Turkey’s
Media Landscape and a Framework for Self-Regulation
This study, carried out in the framework of the EU-UNESCO
supported project “Building Trust in Media in South East
Europe and Turkey,” was conducted among the ruins of what
is left of a media landscape in Turkey.
The State of Emergency (SoE) – declared on July 21, 2016
in the aftermath of the failed coup attempt of July 15,
then reviewed and extended seven times in a row every
three months – lasted for two full years, before ending
on July 19, 2018. The SoE had a direct impact on media
institutions and media workers and nurtured an atmosphere
of fear, intimidation and habits of self-censorship and
thus the main component of the detritus we describe. Under
the SoE, it became harder for media institutions as a whole
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to fulfill their fundamental democratic function. Selfregulation of media became a virtual impossibility.
That said, the SoE all on its own was not the proverbial
earthquake responsible for so much destruction; we think it
is more realistic to see the present situation as not the
result of a single, sudden event but the culmination of the
series of jolts, wrecking balls and never-ending landslides
within the sector. It is the result of structural problems
within Turkey’s media that have worsened over the last
decade.

A Media That Is Not Free, Not Independent and Very Much
Polarized
The long-standing structural problems of Turkey’s media can
be summarized as follows:
1) Throughout the history of the Republic, freedom of
the press and of expression has never achieved the

dimensions nor been able to establish foundations as
envisaged by the European Convention of Human Rights.
2) Major media outlets have been in the hands of
corporations with colossal investments in other
sectors, resulting in an ownership structure that
renders free competition difficult and which at times
is paramount to monopolization. This in turn allows
very few media outlets to operate independently of
governments and entrenched interests.
3) As a result of the first and second points above,
media and especially news media has never fully
gained the trust of society – the mechanisms of
accountability, transparency and self-regulation
that would be both possible and compulsory in a

In the Fall of 2018, as we are about to send this book to
press, all three of these problems have become even more
ubiquitous. We have reached a point where it almost makes
no sense to talk about freedom and independence of the
media, let alone of people’s trust in media.
We think the diagnosis made by Freedom House’s annual report
Freedom in the World, which covers political rights and civil
liberties, also holds true in the most profound sense for
freedom of expression and the press in Turkey: the Washington,
D.C.-based watchdog organization in its 2018 report downgraded
Turkey to “Not Free” from “Partly Free,” thus placing the
country among nations in this lowly category for the first
time since the inaugural publication of the report in 1999.
The report based its diagnosis on several basic observations,
noting that: “[Erdoğan’s] response to the July 2016 coup attempt
has become a sprawling witch hunt, resulting in the arrest of
some 60,000 people, the closure of over 160 media outlets, and
the imprisonment of over 150 journalists.” Similarly, the 2018
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relationship of trust have never been put in place.

World Press Freedom Index of the Paris-based Reporters Without
Borders (RSF) saw Turkey fall to the rank of 157 among 180
countries, down two from the previous year.
As part of our monitoring work under “Expression
Interrupted” – a joint project of Punto24 and Article 19
that is supported by the E.U. – we established that at least
175 media workers were in prison as a result of their
media-related activities at the beginning of November
2018. Other organizations may apply different criteria in
keeping the list of journalists in prison, generally using
a narrower definition of “journalist” than Punto24’s allencompassing “media worker.” Among them, the Journalists
Union of Turkey set the number at 144 (as of October 1,
2018), the Contemporary Journalists Association at 141 (as
of October 15, 2018) and Bianet at 123 (as of October 1,
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2018).
Most of the media workers in prison have been incarcerated
on remand for long periods without a final verdict in
place and generally face heavy sentences of alleged crimes
linking them to the coup attempt and/or terrorism. The data
published in the BIA (Independent Communication Network)
Media Monitoring Report covering the third quarter of 2018
sums up the gravity of the situation: “247 journalists
faced 46 ‘aggravated life imprisonment’, one ‘life
imprisonment,’ 2,855 years in prison and a judicial fine
of 30,000 Turkish lira in total. These figures regarding
defendants and sentences do not include lawsuits filed
against journalists on charges of ‘insult’ and ‘insulting
the President.’”
The extended periods of incarceration faced by defiant
journalists in Turkey as well as other heavy penalties
imposed on the spoken and written word produce an intense
climate of self-censorship. Yet another factor, which
makes it nearly impossible for the media to do its work

freely is the direct pressure against news outlets. The
emergency decrees published during the SoE dictated the
immediate closure of 15 news agencies, 20 television
networks, 25 radio stations, 70 newspapers, 20 magazines
and 29 publishing houses. These shuttered outlets saw all
their properties confiscated, and while some members of
staff faced arrest and imprisonment, all were condemned to
unemployment.
Censorship also reigns over the Internet and social media,
despite their supposedly more independent and free nature.
A report exploring the problems surrounding access to the
Internet in Turkey, put together in May 2018 by the deputy
chairmanship in charge of information and communication
technologies under the main opposition Republican People’s
Party (CHP), in a nutshell, revealed the following:
was banned in Turkey to a total of 36,603

URLs as of December 31, 2015; to 86,351 URLs as of
December 31, 2016; and to 99,952 URLs as of December
31, 2017. YouTube was the leading social media platform
facing censorship in Turkey during the period between
March 2007 and May 2008 with 34 separate court orders
banning access to the site. YouTube continued being
a target of censorship in 2014 and 2015, during
which time certain content on the site was banned.
Twitter, which has become a hub for political debate,
was banned countless times since 2014. Turkey is the
leading country in the world in terms of number of
requests for content removal on Twitter. In 2017 alone,
Twitter received 7,004 removal requests from Turkey.
Among those requests, 1,181 were court orders, and
the remaining 5,823 were filed by state institutions,
the security force and other parties. Access to the
news portal sendika.org, which has been running for 17
years, has been banned 61 times since 2015.”
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> “Access

It needs to be pointed out that access to all editions
of Wikipedia from Turkey was banned on April 29, 2017 and
this ban is still in effect. Additionally, in the past
several years, more than 10,000 individuals have faced
investigation for their posts on social media. Some of
these investigations led to people being arrested or even
imprisoned on account of their social media posts. Turkey’s
Interior Ministry has been sharing weekly statistics
about the number of people being investigated on account
of social media. In a recent statement concerning police
operations between September 24 and October 1, the Ministry
said that it probed 349 social media accounts and legal
action was launched against 285 individuals.
Practices involving the government’s direct interference in
media such as the seizure or closure of media companies also
need to be highlighted. All media companies owned by or seen
010

to be linked with the Gülen movement, which the government
declared as a terrorist group, were closed down and all
their properties have been seized. In addition, numerous
influential newspapers, websites and news agencies among the
dissident press, particularly among Kurdish media, have been
facing unrelenting and severe persecution in the form of
closure, access ban, arrest of their employees, police raids
on their offices, etc.
We have also been witnessing the political authority cast
aside certain mainstream media magnates who dominated the
media scene in the country for years and seemed to be
relatively free from pressure -- but were in fact bowing to
the political authority for they had internalized a kind of
self-censorship that helped them navigate the government
pressure. The most striking example is Doğan Holding which
despite having dominated Turkish media during the past three
decades, more recently sold all the newspapers, magazines,
television stations and bookstores it once owned to progovernment groups. The subsequent layoffs and censorship in

well-established former Doğan media group companies Milliyet,
Hürriyet, Kanal D and CNN Türk under their new owners sets
the tone for what it takes to be a mainstream media outlet
in present-day Turkey.
Moreover, Doğan Holding lost its battle for survival
despite itself resorting to self-censorship in a way that
vastly damaged the reputation and credibility of its media
companies. In the summer of 2013, as TV networks across the
world were covering the Gezi Park protests in Istanbul as
“breaking news,” CNN Türk (the Doğan owned CNN affiliate) was
airing a documentary about penguins. But even those lovely
Antarctic birds could not save the media group, where only a
handful of columnists, correspondents and commentators were
still striving for somewhat independent journalism.
Cumhuriyet, Turkey’s longest lasting daily, faced a
were filed against the newspaper’s executives, the paper’s
senior editors and best-known columnists were convicted of
serious charges, although most are now free pending appeal.
Even then, this cadre, targeted by political authority,
was ousted from the paper after a court decision allowed
for a radical change in the composition of the board of
the foundation that administered the paper. Dozens of
Cumhuriyet’s columnists and reporters resigned in protest.
It would be no overstatement to argue that currently all
newspapers and news channels in mainstream media are owned
by pro-government groups or individuals. There are mornings
when over a half dozen national newspapers publish the same
headline on their front pages, exactly word for word.
Increasing (and in our opinion, deserved) distrust in
mainstream media has badly affected circulation. Add to
this a dramatic devaluation of the Turkish lira and the
subsequent spike in the price of imported newsprint, and
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different strategy of being “neutered.” Criminal cases

it is not difficult to understand while many mainstream
newspapers have ceased to publish. Radikal, a liberal Doğanowned daily shut down completely in March 2016. Other
titles, Habertürk and Vatan, were to follow and now only
appear on-line.
In addition, state control over media is active in the
digital sphere through the agency of RTÜK, the Radio and
Television Supreme Council. This was founded in 1994 for
the regulation and supervision of radio and television
but has come increasingly focused on on-demand media-imposing new licensing laws and parental controls over
online streaming services. Print media is further controlled
through the monopolization of the nation-wide distribution
services. In a highly worrisome development,

monopoly-

control became absolute when Yay-Sat, a print media
distribution company responsible for roughly 40 % of
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national newspaper circulation, was closed down in October
2018, leaving Turkuvaz the sole distributor. It should
be noted that Turkuvaz Media Group owns 47 media organs,
including television channels and three major national
papers and that the Vice President of the Executive Board
of the group is Serhat Albayrak, who happens to be the
brother of the son-in-law of President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.
One result of the bleak picture we have painted in
broad strokes above is that co-operation, co-production,
solidarity, acknowledgement of ethical codes and codes of
reference among media workers in general but journalists
in particular and therefore the practice of meeting under
the umbrella of higher bodies set up in light of such
professional consideration, while already and invariably
weak has now become practically impossible.
Media in Turkey currently is undergoing extreme polarization
with neither side recognizing the other as colleagues. On
one side are workers of pro-government mainstream media, and

on the other workers of a handful of independent newspapers
--

struggling to survive and never accredited by the

government and under the relentless pressures described.
Added to this are one or two TV channels broadcasting
operating with limited sources, the remnants of surviving
pro-Kurdish media, and Internet news portals.
The assertion has to be taken very seriously that Turkish
media, currently constituted, is not in a position to
begin afresh or to reboot to act in solidarity as per
the extreme challenge posed by this volume. Given that
media self-regulation was never in compliance with global
ethical standards, nor has had a robust history in Turkey,
the prospects of building a new system on the ruins, and
making sure that such a system is accepted, supported, and
practiced by all media actors is, to coin a phrase, a tough

The Legal Infrastructure of Self-Regulation
Law No. 6112 on the Establishment of Radio and Television
Enterprises and Their Media Services mentions the
concept of self-regulation twice, the first being in
chapter six, and the other in chapter 11. Article 22 on
viewer representation under chapter six titled “Private
Media Service Providers” is as follows: “Media service
providers shall assign a viewer representative who has at
least ten years of professional experience in order to
establish co-regulation and self-regulation mechanisms,
to submit the evaluations on the complaints obtained
from viewers and listeners to the editorial board of the
company and to follow up the conclusions. The assigned
viewer representative shall be announced to the public by
appropriate means and notified to the Supreme Council.”
Chapter 1, Article 37, on the duties and powers of the Radio
and Television Supreme Council, lists the following: “to
keep abreast of developments concerning the media services;
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row to hoe.

to determine co-regulatory and self-regulatory mechanisms
and general strategies for the sector; to conduct studies
and to provide incentives in order to ensure improvement of
media services in the country; to coordinate educational
and certification programs for employees of media service
providers, and to issue certificates.”
As can be seen above, the current legal structure on
self-regulation is confined to establishing the bare
minimum that media organizations should assign a viewer
representative. How and under what conditions viewer
representation works in practice is analyzed in Suncem
Koçer’s submission to this volume, “Regulation and SelfRegulation in Television in Turkey,” and in particular,
the sub-section “Viewer Representation,” under “SelfRegulation: Under What Basis?”

014

That being said, the absence of a statutory and welldefined self-regulatory mechanism, or that the Press Law
mentions self-regulation merely twice should not be seen
as a Catch-22 that such a mechanism is impossible. As this
volume also documents, journalists and media workers have
for many years expressed conflicting opinions over the
organizational structure of a flourishing self-regulation
system, and whether it should possess a legally binding
framework. The question remains as urgent as ever: would
a self-regulation body laid down by laws work produce
exponential results in a country such as Turkey, where
democratic processes operate, to say the least, on a
slippery slope?
For instance, you will read that as far back as in 1966,
while the Press Honor Council was still extant, there was
a vigorous argument that it should operate on a voluntary
basis, emphasizing the dangers faced by institutions bound
by laws. When the prospects of self-regulation organs
having a “legal garb” was circulated during the Press

Seminars held in Istanbul on January 10-15, celebrated
editor-in-chief Abdi İpekçi voiced concerns that such
an undertaking would assist the government in putting
pressure on the press and that the issue would be better
described as one of “professional discipline.” The problem
becomes even more entrenched when it is precisely that
“professional discipline” which is currently lacking. It
is compounded further still by the rise of the Internet
media, structural weaknesses of the independent media
outlets and disregard on the part of the larger media
institutions for the most basic ethical principles
of journalism under pressure from an increasingly
authoritarian government.

What Can We Do? A Roadmap for Self-Regulation
In a repressive atmosphere such as the one we briefly
self-regulation that is functional and all-encompassing,
let alone implementing it, will be an easy task. This is
because media self-regulation can only work in a society
with democratic values, freedom of speech, and freedom of
the press.
Nonetheless, authors of chapters of this book asked
questions on prospects for media self-regulation and
have attempted to draw a road-map from the answers they
provide. The recommendations included in this road-map-though sometimes at odds with one other due to the unique
structures and characteristics of the print, broadcast and
Internet media-- present some commonalities as to how an
overall media self-regulation could be achieved.
These recommendations can be summed up as follows:
1) Emphasize to the general public that self-regulation
in the media is not just a matter for journalists or
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described above, it is evident that developing a model of

the profession of journalism but a crucial element in
defending the society’s right to information; introduce
awareness campaigns to that effect
Self-regulation initiatives should partner with
civil society organizations representing different
segments of the society in jointly organizing
seminars, conferences, training programs to raise
awareness.
2) Create participatory platforms for debates on a
unifying code of ethics for journalism
This is particularly important at a time when
political polarization among journalists is at its
apex. To quote Ceren Sözeri, “A survival strategy
that relies on activism and presents itself as
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journalism is not sustainable, regardless of how
difficult economic conditions may be.” With the first
recommendation in mind, these platforms should be
fashioned in such a manner to allow contributions
not just from the self-regulation bodies focusing
on a code of ethics for the media and journalists
of all political “camps” but also from the relevant
civil society actors.
Operating from the premise that the rules of media
ethics should be responsive to changing needs,
especially when it comes to television and digital
media, these platforms should also be designed to
embrace that dynamism.
3) Support and encourage journalists in their efforts
to implement ethical journalism
Journalists should be encouraged to follow norms
of ethical journalism through seminars, educative

programs and instructive guidelines that would offer
guidance and training. Professional mechanisms that
would reward good examples and name and shame the bad
ones should be introduced.
4) Draft and introduce a code of ethics for the
digital media
The process of drafting these norms should follow
the same principles outlined in the previous
recommendations. As suggested in the contribution by
Doğan Akın, the introduction of a mechanism that would
monitor Internet publications according to a code of
ethics and regularly publish its findings would be
instrumental in promoting these norms and encouraging
their implementation

institutions, mechanisms
A number of self-regulation bodies, such as the
Press Council, and mechanisms such as ombudsmanship
already exist in Turkey. Although these institutions
and mechanisms have been subject to-- mostly fair- criticism due to their deficiencies (limited
financial capacity, insufficient human resources,
ineffectiveness, etc.), any strategy to improve
media self-regulation in Turkey should be aimed at
strengthening and revamping these institutions and
mechanisms, not removing them. As Suncem Koçer states,
the practices that have proven to be well functioning
in other countries should be recognized as such. We
should not, so to speak, try to reinvent the wheel.
To quote Murat Önok on the future of the Press
Council, which has long been a bone of contention
among media stakeholders, “It is clear that in the
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5) Preserve and improve existing self-regulation

current political situation in Turkey, where freedom
of the press in particular is under threat, removing
an institution of self-regulation that everyone
accepts as independent of the government will not
contribute anything positive to the press.”
You can find some practical ideas on how a media
council that is more inclusionary and more effective
could be created in Aslı Tunç’s chapter. We believe
that these ideas could serve as a basis for more
extensive debates in the future.
6) Prevent criminalization of media misconduct
Last but not least, it is essential to “separate
ethical and legal entities from one another,” to quote
Aslı Tunç. Punishments for crimes committed using the
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media, such as libel, violations of privacy, harassment
and the like, are already well-defined in public and
criminal law. The courts, however, can play no role
in cultivating good and honest journalism; it is a
task for the professional bodies. It is, of course,
essential to strengthen professional bodies, which
also function as self-regulation institutions, through
a dynamic and participatory processes of debate
if they are to perform effectively their duty of
deterrence and enforcement. The media is destined to
lose both its freedom and integrity when professional
media ethics are not defended by media outlets and
professional organizations themselves.

Freedom and Ethics: Is One Possible Without the Other?
Ceren Sözeri
One of the oldest and most enduring questions in the
history of the press begets a second question at times of
crisis: if the press is not free, does it make sense to
talk of ethics, or to make ethics a primary concern? Ethics
or rather the morality on which it is based, rests in the
end on freedom of expression. Can individuals be held
morally accountable if they are not free? The question this
poses is far more than simply choosing between “being poor
but living honorably” or giving in to the exigencies that
life’s circumstances enforce.
Journalism, independent of individual pressures and
political climates, is an honorable profession and
democracy. However, there are a variety of obstacles
confronting those engaged in this career: powers (political
and otherwise) that are never pleased with a critical press,
no matter how democratic they may claim to be; a media
ownership structure, which, under the rules of capitalism
has become commercialized and evolved into conglomerates
and international cartels; and, in the words of Belsey and
Chadwick (1992, p. 13), give credit to “trivia and trash.”
No doubt, these three factors are not independent of one
another. While the authoritarian stance exhibited by the
political power toward the press is the most salient, all
of the factors feed off of one another. But there is an
important distinction vigorously made by Aidan White, the
founder and president of the Ethical Journalism Network,
of which I am the Turkey representative. Though freedom
of the press is related to the right of free speech, and
despite our defense of freedom of expression under all
circumstances, freedom of the press is not an unlimited
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indispensable for a society that aims to live in a

freedom. It is anchored not just by legal restrictions, but
also by responsibility.
The entire debate can be traced back to a transformation
of the press following the Industrial Revolution. After
the Industrial Revolution, the press reached out to a
working class, becoming more democratic but at the same
time more “tabloid” in the process. The debate then focused
on whether or not the journalists could have an editorial
policy that is independent of the newspaper’s management
and advertisers. In 1937, Time magazine editor Henry R. Luce,
after giving a speech in which he criticized journalism
that focused on telling readers what they wanted to hear or
feeding them sensationalism and vulgarity, reached out to
University of Chicago Chancellor Robert M. Hutchins. Funded
by Time Inc. ($200,000) and Encyclopedia Britannica ($15,000),
Hutchins then established a team to analyze the content
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of newspapers. When published in 1947, the resultant report
pleased no one for its criticism of media’s distortion of
content, prioritization of sensationalism, and irresponsible
behavior resulting from commercial concerns-- publishers
and editors immediately rejected it. But its hallmark was
not its criticism; it was its call for the media organs
to come up with a regulatory system themselves, as opposed
to a regulatory mechanism established by the government.
Theodore Peterson’s theory of social responsibility rests
on this A Free and Responsible Press report1.
There are several ways in which the media can regulate
itself. Although they may differ in the way in which they
operate, they all fall into three fundamental categories:
a code of ethics, press councils, and ombudsmanship. The
code of ethics goes back to a time when journalists first
1 “The Hutchins Commission Turns 50: Recurring Themes in Today’s Public and

Civic Journalism,” the Third Annual Conference on Intellectual Freedom, April
1997 https://mtprof.msun.edu/Fall1997/Blevins.html (accessed April 16, 2018)

began to organize themselves. But even though there are
common fundamental points, cultural differences exist. In
addition to the international and national organizations,
institutions also have a code of ethics specific to
themselves. These rules typically state what should not
be done, and in some situations serve as a guide to
ethical behavior. “Don’t lie” is different from “Tell the
truth.” The truth has many sides, and remaining silent
can at times mean hiding the truth. Furthermore, it is
not possible for a code of ethics to provide an answer
to every question; most of the time, the journalist must
decide and do the right thing. Where the limit is, and
who decides it will always remain a topic of contention.
Press councils derive their power from the size of
their stakeholders. The more journalists, civil society
organizations, and reader/viewer representatives there
primary responsibility is to oversee the press, and to
evaluate and address complaints concerning news that is
untrue and harmful to society. Self-regulation mechanisms
in general, but especially press councils, are often
referred to as “toothless watchdogs”; they have no
sanctioning power other than to expose, warn, or condemn.
A press council’s effectiveness increases as it gets more
inclusive and respectable, because there is no greater
punishment in journalism than the loss of trust and
prestige.
The idea of ombudsmanhsip -- like that of a press
council -- was born in Sweden, but it was not related
to the press; rather, it came about as a means to
prevent the arbitrary use of state authority. It spread
throughout the world at the start of the 20th century
as a means to increase the quality of newspapers and
address readers’ complaints. The first ombudsman’s office
in the US was at the Kentucky Louisville Courier-

021

are in a press organization, the stronger it is. Their

Journal, but its mandate was limited to receiving readers’
complaints and conveying them to editors. The first
newspaper to introduce an ombudsman as we know it today
was The Washington Post (Baydar, 2011, p. 65). Ben Bagdikian,
an investigative journalist, columnist, and academic
who became better known as a result of the 2018 Steven
Spielberg film The Post, emphasized the importance of
freedom of the press, recommended this position and served
as the paper’s second ombudsman. But Benjamin C. Bradlee,
the legendary editor-in-chief of the newspaper, infamously
quarreled with Bagdikian who was quoted in an AP story
appearing to support a Black boycott of his own paper
as a means of influencing its editorial policy. Bradlee
questioned Bagdikian’s loyalty to the newspaper and
Bagdikian resigned in 1972 (Pritchard, 2000, p. 57).
The Sabah newspaper’s ombudsman, Yavuz Baydar, experienced
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something similar in 2013. Baydar, who wrote about the
negative effect media owners have on editorial independence
in an article for The New York Times during the Gezi Park
protests, was summarily fired.2 This was the second time he
had been fired for “disloyalty” or, in his terms, doing his
job. As ombudsman for Milliyet newspaper, he had criticized
a fabricated piece of news based on sources which had never
been verified (Baydar, 2011, pp. 86-87). If we are to make
another comparison involving an ombudsman, The Washington
Post correspondent Janet Leslie Cooke won the Pulitzer
Prize in 1981 for her “story of Jimmy, the 8-year-old
heroin addict.” The prize was taken away from Cooke when
it became clear that she had made up the story. Bill Green,
the newspaper’s ombudsman at the time, mentioned “Jimmy’s
World” many times in the years that followed, describing
the wrongs committed in the name of journalism, so the case
2 “Okur Temsilcisi Baydar İşten Çıkarılışını anlatıyor”, Bianet, July 26,

2013 https://m.bianet.org/bianet/medya/148765-okur-temsilcisi-baydar-isten-cikarilisini-anlatiyor (accessed April 16, 2018)

went down in history not as one in which another ombudsman
was fired but with its lessons for journalism.3
The history of the press is littered with “black stains” in
both Turkey and the world. Unfortunately, most of them are
brought to light not through a sincere internal reckoning of
how journalism needs to be carried out but by the testimony of
journalists in books they write after the fact. The situation
in Turkey of late is exactly this. The non-functional nature
of the self-regulation mechanisms is generally blamed either
on the political situation or the individuals in charge of
forming or administering that mechanism.

Relationship Between Self-Regulation and Military Coups
Discussions among journalists on the credibility of the
news and the press emerged in parallel with the advent of
journalists both advocate and work for freedom of the
press and improved working conditions and reflect on the
questionable journalistic practices that are incessantly
presented by governments as an excuse to interfere in
editorial content. From this perspective, journalism,
in comparison to other occupations, is a profession in
which public self-criticism is commonplace and in which
all wrongdoings are exposed; and it is undeniable that
its practitioners keep an unofficial record of its own
shortcomings which are remembered for many years to come.
The first attempt at organized journalism in this part of
the world followed on the heels of the declaration of the
3 “Bill Green, Post ombudsman who investigated fabricated Janet Cooke story,

dies at 91” The Washington Post, March 30, 2016
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national/bill-green-post-ombudsman-who-investigated-fabricated-janet-cooke-story-dies-at-91/2016/03/30/bf494b66-f6ad-11e5-8b23538270a1ca31_story.html?utm_term=.de737344b182 (accessed April 16, 2018)
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organized journalism. When they meet on common platforms,

Second Constitutional Era (1908) and the end of censorship.
This was a period when the press was popularized and the
Ottoman Press Association was formed. Among the fundamental
goals of the association was that of protecting the honor
and dignity of the Ottoman press both inside and outside
of the country. Its charter included provisions concerning
press ethics. Article 14 states: “Newspapers that are
members of the association will not engage in blackmail;
they will refrain from vulgar language and insinuation and
from content that runs contrary to general morals; and
they will not publish anything that damages the dignity
and self-respect of any foreign or Ottoman constituent.”
In a sense, this can be termed the first attempt at selfregulation. However, it remained on papers and went no
further than the preparation of the charter (Aydın, 2010, pp.
560-563).
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A new period followed the establishment of the Turkish
Republic during which attempts were made to bring the press
under government control. During the formation of the new
state, one-party government expected full cooperation of
the press. A new Press Law was passed in 1931, and a Press
Congress, led by the government, was convened in 1935.
This was a time when journalists were being forced out of
profession and newspapers could be closed down by a mere
order, so the idea that was brought up of establishing a
union might seem incongruously progressive. The stated
purpose of the union was to regulate the working conditions
and entitlement of copyrights to journalists, an issue
that was not covered by the 1936 Labor Law (No. 3009).
This, however, was a “carrot;” the real goal was to take
control of the press. Journalists who were not registered
with the union were no longer able to continue in their
profession, and the High Honor Council, among whose
members were government officials, was able to warn and
punish journalists. That the main goal of the Press Union,
established in 1939, was to keep the press under control

became clear when it was abolished in 1946, amidst the
introduction of multi-party system. Journalists fought
hard to free themselves from state tutelage in this period
(Özsever, 2004, pp. 69-71).
The Democrat Party, which had received strong support
from the press before coming to power, kept its word
and recognized journalists’ employee rights through the
special Labor Law No. 5953. A few years later, however,
after the economy worsened, the government grew intolerant
of that same critical press. The “Law on Crimes committed
via Publication and Radio Broadcasting,” passed in 1954,
gave prosecutors the right to directly charge offenders
without the need for evidence. Although some journalists
argued this would not restrict freedom of the press,
no one expected 75-year-old veteran journalist Hüseyin
Cahit Yalçın to be imprisoned. On December 2, 1954, all
police officers taking Yalçın from his home in Şişli to
Üsküdar Prison, and many articles were published in the
international press on the restrictions faced by the press
in Turkey. After mounting reactions domestically and abroad,
Yalçın was taken from prison and moved to Şişli Children’s
Hospital, and a short while later pardoned and set free.
This event, and the increasing number of journalists in
prison, as well as successive court cases and closure of
newspapers, created great tension (Topuz, 2003, p. 197) at the
time. The imprisonment of 74-year-old Şahin Alpay in 2016,
solely for his writings, did not provoke the same disquiet
among the press community today.4
The Democrat Party tightened censorship in the following
years, and in 1960 was removed from power following a
military coup. The military-appointed National Unity
4 Journalist Şahin Alpay, remanded in prison on July 30, 2016, was released

pending trial after spending 20 months behind bars on March 16, 2018. (ed. n.)
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of the newspapers published the photo of plainclothes

Committee made improvements to the Law on the Relationship
Governing Press Employees and Employers, also known as the
Press Labor Law (or today as Amendment no. 212). In doing so,
the National Unity Committee was both repaying journalists’
support and uniting them against their employers (Owners
of Akşam, Cumhuriyet, Dünya, Milliyet, Tercüman, Vatan,
Yeni Sabah, Hürriyet, and Yeni İstanbul newspapers) ceased
publication for three days to protest the amendment).
The newspapers’ move prompted a large demonstration and
journalists produced their own publication. January 10,
the day the lockout began in 1961, is still known as the
Working Journalists’ Day. For a very long time, though, it
has been hard to say that the day is “celebrated,” given
the worsening in journalists’ working conditions and in
freedom of the press.
Another one of the important changes affecting the press
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that came about following the 1960 military coup is the
Press Morality Law, passed on July 24, 1960, and the Press
Honor Council, which was based on the Swedish Press Council.
According to the accounts of several journalists, the
Council was formed upon a suggestion from the National
Unity Committee itself, while others say it was an ad-hoc
solution to address irresponsible publishing before a new
censorship law could be put in place (Alemdar, 1990, pp.
78-79). However, the passage of the Press Morality Law and
the existence of the Press Honor Council were not enough
to make the press behave responsibly, especially after
the Yassıada trials (in which the Democrat Party leaders
were put in the dock). Sensational photos of Yassıada
were put on sale, and even though other newspapers came
out against buying them, Hürriyet, which had supported
the Democrat Party prior to the coup, offered the highest
bid. It published photos from the hearings and wrote
“Deposed President” under a picture of Celal Bayar on
its front page. For Adnan Menderes it wrote “members of
the government so rabid that they turned brother against

brother.” This frenzy went so far for Hürriyet to publish
the bloody picture of the suicide scene of Interior
Minister Namık Gedik, who was known as a friend of the
Simavi family which owned the paper (Barutçu, 2004, p. 78).
The Press Honor Council’s failure to meet expectations
was widely attributed to its inability to do anything other
than “name and shame” irresponsible publications. Two years
later, the General Council of the Press Advertising Agency
accepted a proposal that called on the Press Advertising
Agency not to place advertisements with newspapers that
received three warnings and one censure or two censures
in one year. The Press Advertising Agency, being a state
institution, generally punished opposition newspapers,
citing a breach of press ethics, and this method of
punishment, which was nothing short of censorship, was
proposed by journalists themselves in 1962. While the
away from the state, the results also turned out to be
entirely counterproductive. Newspapers began to retract
commitments made to the Press Honor Council and file
lawsuits to get fines issued by the Council against them
revoked (Alemdar, 1990, p. 88). Although the refusal to issue
advertisements to newspapers was subsequently suspended
for a time due to this backlash, it was reintroduced a few
years later and continues to be used as a punishment today.
The ineffectiveness of the Press Honor Council was debated
at length at meetings in 1968 and 1971. Some journalists
argued that naming and shaming alone was not enough and
that the discipline of professional chambers should be
reintroduced. Others warned that self-regulation under then
conditions would restrict freedom of the press even more.
Those opposed cited newspaper owners, and not journalists,
as the reason for the ineffectiveness of self-regulation.
In 1972, the Association of Journalists set out a Code of
Press Ethics.
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authority that was given to the state could not be taken

The 1980 military coup, though initially supported by
some journalists, crushed the press. That the military
devoted great thought into how the media would operate is
evinced from the orders given to the state broadcaster
TRT (then a monopoly) concerning the content of broadcast
news. News broadcasts first had to be approved so as to
ensure that their content would not be critical of the
military coup and the putschists who carried it out.
Newspapers were shut down one after another, journalists
were detained and forced to reveal their sources. Debates
over self-regulation resumed against a background of both
increased censorship and self-censorship and of a far more
sensationalist news media that sprung up to fill the void.
Work began on a new self-regulation mechanism with the
participation in 1983 of the International Press Institute
(IPI). The idea of having a Press Council came in 1986.
However, journalists such as Uğur Mumcu, Nail Güreli, and
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Ali Sirmen argued that the Press Council would only serve
to limit freedom in the already restrictive climate which
still prevailed even after the formal ending of martial
law. In the end, a Press Council, along with The Code of
Professional Ethics of the Press divided into 16 clauses,
came into being in 1988. The Press Council, contrary to
the Press Honor Council, did not oblige journalists to
pledge adherence, but relied on membership fees from press
organizations to maintain its independence (Alemdar, 1990,
p. 110). Although the number of Press Council members rose
quickly in the years that followed, significant ethical
problems also emerged. This was the result of many new
entrants from outside the industry and a new breed of
media owner with business interests in other sectors who
used their newspapers as a tactic to leverage influence
with government and who thus, from commercial motives,
became much too close to authority. Another factor that
can be added to these was the inability of journalists
to act together following the dissolution of journalist
unions. Another sea change came during the 1990s, when the

first private television stations began broadcasting. As
media organizations came under the umbrella of holding
companies, the priorities shifted as well, resulting
in a race to the bottom in terms of quality and the
“tabloidization” and sensationalization of news (Bek, 2004,
p. 374). The withdrawal from the sector of owners with a
strong family journalistic tradition to be replaced by
proprietors whose primary business were non-media, no
doubt, played a strong role in this as well. In this new
ownership structure, competition was based not on the
excellence of the journalism and gaining the trust of
one’s readership but on using media to win government
tenders. In 1979, following the assassination of Abdi
İpekçi, the Karacan family sold Milliyet newspaper to
Aydın Doğan and withdrew from the sector; the Simavi
family likewise withdrew when it sold Hürriyet newspaper
to Doğan four years after the murder of editor-in-chief
of ethical investigative journalism that we associate
with Abdi İpekçi’s name began to lose its luster. Within
a web of relations among media owners, politicians,
and financiers that Şahin Alpay (2010, p. 378) defined
as a “vicious triangle,” journalists and readers were
introduced to a rebranded post of editor-in-chief, whose
job is to manage the relations between the owner and the
newsroom and to cultivate the owner’s relations with the
politicians. Ertuğrul Özkök, who served as the editor-inchief of Hürriyet between 1990 and 2009, declared “the
investigative journalism represented by figures like Uğur
Mumcu and Abdi İpekçi old-fashioned” and recommended a
“sitcom journalism” to take its place, adding that he
preferred to be referred to as a businessman (Alan, 2015,
p. 137).
The worst episode in the media of the 1990s was the
lead-up to the February 28, 1997 “postmodern” coup in
which the military sought to orchestrate public opinion
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Çetin Emeç in 1990 (Barutçu, 2004, p. 299). A tradition

to bring down the government of the day. The media
owners, who had become accustomed to having strong
influence on coalition politics and even a say5 in the
composition of the Cabinet, were fully aware that it was
the generals who were pulling the strings. The media,
described by veteran journalist and media analyst Ragıp
Duran as “wearing epaulettes” remained blind to rights
violations and did not even cover the 1994 bombing of
the Kurdish nationalist paper Özgür Ülke let alone show
solidarity after the murder of journalists from its
predecessor paper, Özgür Gündem. Immediately after the
coup in 1998, Hürriyet and Sabah newspapers, uncritically
printed front page stories based on the testimony of a
captured Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK) leader, turnedinformer, Şemdin Sakık, which was manipulated on orders
from Generals Çevik Bir and Erol Özkasnak. Hürriyet
headlined its lead story on April 25 “Horrid confessions”
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and alleged that Şemdin Sakık had testified that some
journalists, politicians, and civil society organizations
had been cooperating with the PKK. The newspaper’s chief
columnist that same day headlined his piece “Let’s meet
the cowards...”6 This period of Turkish media history
became known as the “memorandum” period after a military
demarche to the government. Journalists were targeted
and some of the most prominent, including Cengiz Çandar
and Mehmet Ali Birand, lost their jobs. It was not only
5 “Ülkemizde Demokrasiye Müdahale Eden Tüm Darbe ve Muhtıralar ile Demok-

rasiyi İşlevsiz Kılan Diğer Bütün Girişim ve Süreçlerin Tüm Boyutları ile
Araştırılarak Alınması Gereken Önlemlerin Belirlenmesi Amacıyla Kurulan
Meclis Araştırması Komisyonu Bilgisine Başvurulan Kişilerin Görüşme Tutanakları,” October 5, 2012
https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/arastirma_komisyonlari/darbe_muhtira/docs/tutanak_
son/28_subat_alt_komisyonu/28_subat_alt_komisyonu/05.10.2012/Zafer%20Mutlu-05.10.2012.pdf (accessed April 16, 2018)
6 “Alçakları tanıyalım...,” Hürriyet, April 25, 1998 http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/

alcaklari-taniyalim-39015759 (accessed April 16, 2018)

journalists who were targeted. A news article pointing an
accusing finger at the then-president of the Human Rights
Association, Akın Birdal, resulted in him being shot and
seriously injured.
Oktay Ekşi, in addition to being the chief columnist
at Hürriyet, also served as the president of the Press
Council. He was strongly criticized for his 1998 column
“Let’s meet the cowards,” including by myself. He contacted
me concerning a recent article I wrote on the topic, and
speaking about that column said he had named no names: “I
wrote twice that the real cowards were those who leaked
the story to the press. I did not shy away from using the
strongest language to describe those who deceived the
public in this way, and I expressed my regrets to the
journalists who suffered after we were all deceived, and
I apologized in two separate articles.” Furthermore, “I
Council, after the Özgür Ülke/ Özgür Gündem administrative
building was bombed. And I remember a young journalist
much like yourself, telling me, ‘But you didn’t go to the
administrative building to offer your condolences to
your fellow journalists?’ I told her, ‘Excuse me, but that
is my prerogative’.” There are differing testimonies and
never-ending criticism, but that is not the topic of this
article. But there is benefit in including Ekşi’s objection
at this point.
Journalists were also thrown into disarray during that
period, when media owners ended any and all editorial
independence and turned news articles into propaganda
pieces. The Turkish Journalists Association (TGC) launched
an initiative, headed by journalist Umur Talu, to
bring journalists together to prepare and publish the
Declaration of Rights and Responsibilities of Turkish
Journalists in 1998. The declaration is still viewed today
as the most prestigious self-regulation mechanism – its
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exhibited the strongest reaction, on behalf of the Press

reputation stemming from not only its content but also the
collective effort required to produce it. In a column, Umur
Talu describes how the declaration came about:
“It was sometime back. [Nail] Güreli, president of
the TGC, said, ‘Can you prepare a professional code
of ethics?’ I had not yet been elected to TGC’s
executive board at that time. Without exaggerating,
I can say I read and compared everything that had
ever been written on journalism ethics-codes of
conduct-principles, including international, national,
organizational, and corporate. And if that weren’t
enough, I tried to understand the philosophicalpolitical-democratic-historical background. Basically,
I was learning and discussing these matters with
myself first. I chose to focus on a ‘Declaration of
Freedoms, Rights, and Responsibilities’ instead of
032

something ‘more appealing’ like ‘Clean journalism,
exemplary journalism.’ The ‘Declaration of Rights and
Responsibilities of Turkish Journalists’ was the
end product. It was discussed by journalists who
were members of the Association and professional
organizations, accepted, and opened up to signatures.
It received 3,000 signatories immediately. And it was
cited by lawyers, prosecutors, and judges as ‘precedent’
in numerous cases involving freedom of the press.”7

2000s, New Organization Efforts in Face of Control of Media
Through Ownership
Journalists’ efforts to rescue their profession produced no
result, and the media sector was one of the most affected
as a result of the 2001 financial crisis. This crisis
7 “Özgürlük, hak, sorumluluk… Bir derin huzursuzluk!” Habertürk, November 28,

2015 http://www.haberturk.com/yazarlar/umur-talu/1159598-ozgurluk-hak-sorumluluk-bir-derin-huzursuzluk (accessed April 16, 2018)

affected Turkish politics very seriously and resulted in
25 banks going out of business. According to Ahmet Ertürk8,
10 of the banks that went under belonged to media owners
(television, newspaper, or both). Following the 2001 crisis,
some of the media groups had to exit from the market, and
some, because their owners had been involved in corruption,
were seized by the state and handed over to the Savings
and Deposit Insurance Fund (TMSF). The media organizations
that had been seized were sold a few years later in tenders
offered by the TMSF, opening up the way for the AKP, which
came to power in 2002, to reconfigure the media landscape.9
Close to 5,000 journalists lost their jobs in the crisis.
Some left the profession, and others that remained began to
work in an environment of increasingly strong censorship
and self-censorship. The fundamental reason journalists
were unable to stand up to their employees or the
government was the lack of journalistic organizations. The
leased and then finally sold in 2005 to the Ciner Group,
was taken back into public ownership again in 2007 after
Dinç Bilgin, the previous owner of the Sabah-ATV Group,
testified that he had entered into a secret agreement with
Ciner which was still in effect. The journalists who were
8 “Ülkemizde Demokrasiye Müdahale Eden Tüm Darbe ve Muhtıralar ile Demokrasi-

yi İşlevsiz Kılan Diğer Bütün Girişim ve Süreçlerin Tüm Boyutları ile Araştırılarak Alınması Gereken Önlemlerin Belirlenmesi Amacıyla Kurulan Meclis
Araştırması Komisyonu Bilgisine Başvurulan Kişilerin Görüşme Tutanakları,”
October 16, 2012,
https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/arastirma_komisyonlari/darbe_muhtira/docs/tutanak_son/28_
subat_alt_komisyonu/28_subat_alt_komisyonu/16.10.2012/Ahmet%20Ert%C3%BCrk-16.10.2012.pdf (accessed April 16, 2018)
9 “Türkiye’de Medya-İktidar İlişkileri Sorunlar ve Öneriler,” İstanbul Ensti-

tüsü, http://platform24.org/Content/Uploads/Editor/T%C3%BCrkiye%E2%80%99de%20Medya-%C4%B0ktidar%20%C4%B0li%C5%9Fkileri-BASKI.pdfhttp://platform24.org/Content/
Uploads/Editor/T%C3%BCrkiye%E2%80%99de%20Medya-%C4%B0ktidar%20%C4%B0li%C5%9Fkileri-BASKI.pdf (accessed April 16, 2018)
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Sabah-ATV Group, which had been seized by the TMSF and then

affected by the crisis that resulted from the sale used
the TMSF’s second seizure of the group to organize under
the umbrella of the Journalists Union of Turkey (TGS). In
December 2007, after the media companies were sold to the
Çalık Group, the company asked a court to take away the
Union’s authority. This request was denied. The journalists
were also pressured by the representatives of the owners to
abandon the Union. A strike was called and only 10 people
came out; in the end, only a sign was left standing and
all hope of collective resistance came to an end (Keten,
2015, p. 239). Following this strike, mutual support among
journalists quickly waned and organizations that had been
established began to split.
2007 was a turning point for the AKP’s media policies. It
fended off the strongly worded press release issued by
the General Staff on April 27. The sale of newspapers and
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television stations held by the TMSF to investors close
to the government was completed, and the government waged
a war on the largest media organization, the Doğan Group,
which it saw as an opponent. In 2008, this war intensified.
According to then-Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, the
real reason the Doğan Group ran news coverage of corruption
at Deniz Feneri [the Lighthouse Association- a charity close
to the government] was to put pressure on the government
to grant building permits on land around the Istanbul
Hilton which they owned as well as to rescind the rejection
of the Doğan-owned CNN Türk’s request for a terrestrial
broadcasting license. The following year, the Doğan Group
was slapped with an approximately $4.5 billion tax fine.
The group then decided to downsize its media holding and
negotiate terms with the government, which meant an increase
in self-censorship in the way it presented news.
All hell broke loose on October 27, 2010 when Hürriyet
chief columnist Oktay Ekşi, who also served as president of
the Press Council, criticized in his column the decision to

give the Ministry of Environment and Forestry the authority
to declare protected areas, and thereby clearing the way
for a hydroelectric power plant to be built in the İkizdere
district of Rize province. “We are now seeing a deceitful
mentality that would even sell its own mother,” he wrote.
Ekşi was forced to resign from Hürriyet. Reactions against
Ekşi did not subside and his position as president of
the Press Council became a subject of debate. Though the
Council had issued Ekşi with a warning over his column, he
still won a vote of confidence after receiving a majority
of the votes in November 2010.10 Following this, TRT, the
state-owned news agency Anadolu Agency, the Samanyolu
Broadcasting Group, Türkiye daily, and TGRT news channel
announced their withdrawal from the Press Council.
That same year, media outlets close to the government
announced the formation of the Media Association at a
who was later elected president of the association, Zaman
Editor-in-Chief Ekrem Dumanlı, Star Editor-in-Chief Mustafa
Karaalioğlu, Zaman technology correspondent Deniz Ergürel,
Star columnist Ergun Babahan, Bugün Editor-in-Chief Erhan
Başyurt, Sabah editor Barış Soydan and Sabah columnist
Emre Aköz (Çam and Yüksel Şanlıer, 2015, p. 93). The goal
of the association was to increase the quality of media
content. Yet, on grounds that it was beyond its scope,
the Media Association would not comment on the Sabah-ATV
strike. In the same year, the Journalists Association of
Turkey (TGC) brought together 14 press associations, among
them the Press Council, the Journalists Union of Turkey,
the Journalists Federation of Turkey, and the Progressive
Journalists Association, to establish the Freedom for
Journalists Platform in response to journalists who had
10 “Basın Konseyi Kınadığı Oktay Ekşi’yle Yola Devam Edecek,” Bianet, November

3, 2010 http://bianet.org/bianet/ifade-ozgurlugu/125852-basin-konseyi-kinadigi-oktay-eksiyle-yola-devam-edecek (accessed April 16, 2018)
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press conference called by Sabah cartoonist Salih Memecan,

been arrested over their articles. That year, 40 journalists
were in prison as a result of the Turkish Penal Code, last
amended in 2005, and under the Anti-Terror Law11.
The government, having fully concentrated power in
its hands, called a meeting with media owners and
administrators to establish guidelines for coverage of the
on-going clashes as part of the Kurdish conflict in the
east and southeast of the country. Yasemin Çongar, the then
deputy editor of Taraf newspaper wrote in a column entitled
“‘National’ journalism and my ‘non-national’ feelings”, about
the off-the-record meeting and voiced her surprise at the
“willingness of journalists to self-censor,” adding, “The
fact that proposals to have an even more uniform media came
more often from the media itself and not the government
was very surprising.”12 The following day, the country’s
five large news agencies (Anadolu Ajansı - AA, Ajans Haber
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Türk - AHT, Ankara Haber Ajansı - ANKA, Cihan Haber Ajansı
- CİHAN, İhlas Haber Ajansı - İHA) published a declaration
stating that they would “comply with bans imposed by lawful
authorities.”13 It was at this time that Ahmet Şık and Nedim
Şener were arrested and subsequently remanded in prison
as part of the Ergenekon investigation. Şık was in the
process of writing his book İmamın Ordusu [The Army of the
Imam], which dealt with the subject of the Gülen group's
network within the state apparatus. They remained in prison
for over a year. That same year, the Medya-İş union, which
11 “Gazetecilere Özgürlük Platformu kuruldu,” Açık Gazete, September 9, 2010

https://www.acikgazete.com/gazetecilere-zgrlk-platformu-kuruldu/ (accessed April
16, 2018)
12 “Millî’ gazetecilik ve ‘gayrımillî’ hislerim,” Yasemin Çongar, T24, October

21, 2011 http://t24.com.tr/haber/yasemin-congar-milli-gazetecilik-ve-gayrimilli-hislerim,176329 (accessed April 16, 2018)
13 “Ajanslardan Oto-Muhtıra: Yetkililerin Yasaklarına Uyacağıma…”, Bianet, Oc-

tober 21, 2011 http://m.bianet.org/bianet/ifade-ozgurlugu/133576-yetkililerin-yasaklarina-uyacagima (accessed April 16, 2018)

was affiliated with Islamist Hak-İş, itself close to the
government, was established. The union organized itself
within Anadolu Ajansı and, after pressuring members of the
TGS, became the authorized union.
During the Gezi Park protests of 2013, the media became the
victim of much wrath. Protests were organized in front of
mainstream media buildings, nicknamed “the Penguin media.”
Broadcast vehicles were attacked. The Media Association
began a press conference with the words, “It is clear that
the protests targeting journalists and media organizations
following the Gezi events have reached a level that damages
freedom of the press and media” (Media Association, 2013).
The following year, the relationship between the AKP and
the Gülen movement turned sour. A series of leaked phone
taps, which were leaked on social media, made clear that the
mainstream media were under direct instruction from the
disclosures, which became known as “Hello Fatih” calls – in
honor of one of the media executives who took orders by phone
from the prime minister. Many journalists were left without
a job and the number of journalists in prison rose to 60.14
Media organizations belonging to the Gülen movement moved
entirely into the opposition camp and became the government’s
primary target. Pressure was placed on the Zaman newspaper
and the Samanyolu Broadcasting Group. The Media Association
fell under full control of pro-government members. Laws were
changed to increase control over the Internet. It was made
easier to remove content and shut down websites.
An attempt was made to prevent the distribution of the
Cumhuriyet newspaper after it expressed solidarity with
Charlie Hebdo by publishing caricatures from the re14 “IPI special report finds ‘Democracy at Risk’ in Turkey,” IPI, March 27,

2015 https://freeturkeyjournalists.ipi.media/ipi-special-report-finds-democracy-at-risk-in-turkey/ (accessed April 16, 2018)
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government. Trust in the media took a heavy hit after these

launched magazine after the deadly 2015 attack when eight
of its staff were murdered. The journalists who published
the caricatures in Cumhuriyet were put on trial and
received threats. An announcement was made in July that
the peace process to resolve Turkey’s Kurdish issue was
at an end, and with it there was a return to an atmosphere
of conflict. This was a return to the early 1990s when
journalists felt their lives threatened. A group of
volunteer journalists started a News Watch in Diyarbakır
as a way to support their fellow journalists who had faced
pressure and threats. The number of journalists in prison
quickly rose, and Cumhuriyet Editor-in-Chief Can Dündar and
Ankara Representative Erdem Gül spent 92 days in jail for
the paper’s coverage of alleged transfer of weapons to Syria
by trucks operated by MİT, the national intelligence agency.
The most difficult period in Turkish media history began
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after the failed coup attempt of July 15, 2016. The number
of journalists in prison surpassed 100, close to 200 media
organizations were shut down; hundreds of press cards
were canceled. Thousands of journalists were left jobless.
In August, journalists from Özgür Gündem were assaulted
and detained. Prosecutions began of those who had joined
the Özgür Gündem newspaper in solidarity by taking on the
role of “managing editor” for a day. Aslı Erdoğan, Necmiye
Alpay, and Zana Kaya were imprisoned for four-and-a-half
months, proprietor Kemal Sancılı for 301 days, and editor
İnan Kızılkaya for 440 days. An operation targeting the
Cumhuriyet newspaper was carried out in late October 2016
in which nine people were arrested, among them journalists
and administrators of the foundation that owns the paper.
Ahmet Şık was added to the investigation in late December
and arrested. Seven of those imprisoned were released on
July 28, 2017, one on September 25, 2017, and two on March
10, 2017. Cumhuriyet Foundation Executive Board President
Akın Atalay remained in prison until April 25, 2018, when he
was released by the court.

Journalists showed increased solidarity after the coup
attempt in the face of the government pressure. But that
pressure was hard to resist. Some of the journalists who
had worked for media outlets close to the Gülen movement
fled abroad, while the majority of those who remained were
jailed. According to data compiled by the P24 Platform for
Independent Journalism, there were 153 members of the media
in prison as of March 11, 2018. Journalist initiatives and
many media organizations, including the Press Council, which
is tasked with regulating whether news conform to the Code
of Professional Ethics of the Press, are instead devoting
much of their time trying to secure the release of the
journalists who have been imprisoned.

Fighting for Ethics in an Atmosphere Where Journalism Is
Considered a Crime

been from the last century until today in demonstrating
responsibility and accountability or winning trust as a
public service institution, the increase in political and
economic pressure along with developments in technology
has thrust the entire world into a journalistic crisis
that stems from deficient fundamental journalistic
principles and what has been termed “fake news.” Moreover,
commercial interests, political crises, clashes, and social
injustice have in these past few years put into question
the objectivity and impartiality of journalism-- the very
characteristics which had once been accepted as a given.
The press, faced with the slide toward authoritarianism
among the governments of the world and the resulting
attempts to place it under control, is no longer the Fourth
Estate as espoused by the theory of liberalism. Instead it
has been pushed into a tight corner, where it has tried
to defend itself by sometimes turning to activism. The
dimensions of this “corner” no doubt vary from country to
country.
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Irrespective of the debate over how effective media has

Hallin and Mancini speak of three fundamental models in
their Comparing Media Systems (2004), and compares the media
and political systems of the world: the North Atlantic
or Liberal Model, the North/Central Europe or Democratic
Corporatist Model, and the Mediterranean or Polarized
Pluralist Model. Although the book does not mention Turkey,
academics working on policy concerning the media in Turkey
agree the country is close to the Polarized Pluralist Model
or in a nearby “no man’s land.” The European Handbook of
Media Accountability, published in 2018, makes two additions
to Hallin and Mancini’s categories: hybrid models observed
in Central and Eastern European countries and countries
with restricted freedom of the press. Research places
Turkey, together with Russia and Israel, into this last
category (Eberwein et al, 2018, p. 5).
A government which considers journalism a “crime” combined
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with the imprisonment, criminal investigation, firing, and
assault of journalists have undoubtedly put any debate
over professional standards on the backburner. Moreover,
journalists are not only victimized by the government or
by the media owners who have succumbed to its will, but
also by their colleagues who are under government control.
While media theoreticians underline how intertwined media
ownership and control are (Adaklı, 2006), when control of a
media structure is fully in the hands of the government,
those within this structure become vehicles of state
propaganda. According to the Media Ownership Monitor
Turkey15 report, published by Reporters Without Borders
and Bianet in 2016, the seven most read newspapers and
most watched television channels as well as the five of
the ten most read news portals have close ties to the
government. They are favored from an economic perspective
and given greater access to official news sources. Media
15 “Media Ownership Monitor Turkey,” RSF-Bianet, 2016 https://turkey.mom-rsf.org/

tr/bulgular/siyasi-iliskiler/ (accessed April 16, 2018)

outlets the government deems to be part of the opposition
are ostracized by various means, such as not being given
accreditation, and even defined as targets. Journalists
from these outlets work under difficult conditions, are
vulnerable and even denied press cards. But working under
difficult conditions, defending freedom of the press,
and keeping an eye on the government even under these
conditions does not in itself equate to good journalism.
The Ethical Journalism Network (EJN) in its 2015 report
Untold Stories revealed how the close relations between
owners of mainstream media outlets and the government
reflect on news content. Journalists who work at media
outlets whose owners have won government tenders and
are therefore dependent on the government are unable to
publish news concerning corruption. But the situation
is not limited to this alone. According to journalists
have been completely sanitized of news concerning workers’
problems and union struggles and replaced by company news.
Some even commented that business desks were practically
placed under control of the advertisement departments.
That is why news of workplace deaths, for example, can be
ignored in exchange for advertisements from the company
in question. News of a workplace death at a construction
site in Istanbul belonging to Soma Holding, which was
responsible for a 2014 mining disaster that claimed the
lives of 301 workers, was immediately removed after an
advertising campaign was launched the following day.16 That
same year, a news article about the death of five people
who were swept away after the gates of the Alkumru Dam in
16 “Turkey: Journalism a victim of cosy relations between politics and media,”

in Untold Stories How Corruption and Conflicts of Interest Stalk the Newsroom
(ed. by) Aidan White, Ethical Journalism Network, March 2015,
http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/untold-stories/turkey
(accessed April 16, 2018)
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I interviewed, newspapers’ business and economics pages

Siirt were opened did not include the name of the dam’s
owner. Nihat Özdemir, the owner of Limak Holding, which
built the dam, had loaned $100 million for the purchase
of the Sabah-ATV Group by Zirve Holding only a few months
prior17. In another case from Siirt, 16 workers died in a
2016 mining accident; but there were few news articles
on the event because Ciner Holding, the party responsible,
also owns a media group. Journalist Mustafa Hoş explained
that after a 2009 gas explosion at a mine that claimed
19 lives, the company that operated the mine, Bursa-based
Bükköy Mining, transferred money to Garanti Bank, then owned
by Doğuş Holding which also owns NTV news channel, and
the incident was hushed up. However, the news did appear
elsewhere leading to the trial of Nurullah Ercan, the
person deemed responsible (Hoş, 2014, pp. 87-88).
In addition, “paid journalism” in mainstream media is quite
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common. Articles that do not explicitly state they are
advertisements are first sent to the companies that pay for
them for approval. Journalists who go on company-sponsored
trips write advertorials instead of news. Educational
supplements turn into bulletins of private universities who
have paid for them, but the problem is that this relationship
is never made clear.18 More blatantly, it has become a
widespread practice of late for journalists to openly
advertise commercial products in their articles or on social
media. Hürriyet reader representative Faruk Bildirici has
17 “Nihat Özdemir, Sabah-ATV’ye ‘borç’ olarak 100 milyon dolar vermiş,” Diken,

February 12, 2014
http://www.diken.com.tr/nihat-ozdemir-sabah-atvye-borc-olarak-100-milyon-dolar-vermis/ (accessed April 16, 2018)
18 “Turkey: Journalism a victim of cosy relations between politics and media,”

in Untold Stories How Corruption and Conflicts of Interest Stalk the Newsroom
(ed. by) Aidan White, Ethical Journalism Network, March 2015,
http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/untold-stories/turkey
(accessed April 16, 2018)

felt the need to remind journalists who have long taken part
in commercials19 and who use their social media accounts to
advertise products20 of the ethical norms involved.
Ethical problems are on the rise in Internet news, where
“clicks” are an important metric for ad revenue. The
pressure to produce quickly and employ fewer editors in
order to reduce costs has opened Internet news up to
inaccurate reporting. Furthermore, editors see social media
as a competitor because it is so instantly accessible and
thus they feel less inclined to subject such information
to verification. The very accessibility of what appears
on social media is taken as license to use it unaltered
or unchallenged. According to one journalist, when female
journalists objected to an editor’s decision to make a
photo gallery of nude photos of Hollywood celebrities that
had been shared on social media, the answer they received
media!”21
The EJN published a report in 2016 concerning ethical
problems that political correspondents face titled Ethics
in the News: EJN Report on Challenges for Journalism in
the Post-Truth Era and which described the nightmare
situation journalists faced after the July 15, 2016 failed
19 “Reklamlardaki Hürriyet yazarları,” Hürriyet, March 31, 2013

http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/reklamlardaki-hurriyet-yazarlari-22939288 (accessed
April 16, 2018)
20 “Instagram’da ürün yerleştirme,” Hürriyet, May 22, 2017

http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/faruk-bildirici/instagramda-urun-yerlestirme-40465213 (accessed April 16, 2018)
21 “Turkey: Journalism a victim of cosy relations between politics and media,”

in Untold Stories How Corruption and Conflicts of Interest Stalk the Newsroom
(ed. by) Aidan White, Ethical Journalism Network, March 2015,
http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/untold-stories/turkey
(accessed April 16, 2018)
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was, “Forget the ethical debate, this is all over the social

coup attempt. The organizations they worked for were shut
down, their press cards were canceled, access to sources
of information in the capital, Ankara, was restricted, and
their accreditations were canceled. It was not possible
to receive comment from the government on any topic. Even
those who managed to get accreditation were unable to
report on what was happening in government corridors. Media
outlets close to the government did not deviate from the
official line. This is why one journalist I spoke with
referred to them as “government media.” Before a press
conference takes place, it is first decided who will ask
what question; if anyone acts contrary to this, their news
outlet is called and told to send a different reporter, so
that this accident is not repeated. The only way to receive
any comment from the government is not to ask “problematic”
questions and thereby not be “labeled.” Furthermore, if
a press conference that does not require accreditation
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is convened by, for example, an organization close to the
government and a correspondent asks unpleasant questions,
they first incur the wrath of fellow journalists who work
for government media outlets before receiving a response
from those they had questioned.22
It is clear that it is not easy to do journalism when
freedom of expression and the press is under so much
pressure and when the country’s standing in international
press freedom indexes is so low. But taking a rights-based,
principled political stance is not difficult, though it
certainly requires courage. Close to half of the populace
was not convinced, despite the immense media power the AKP
holds in its hands, to vote “yes” at the April 16, 2016
constitutional referendum concerning the introduction
22 “Turkey After an Attempted Coup the Journalists’ Nightmare,” in Ethics in

the News EJN Report on Challenges for Journalism in the Post-truth Era, (ed.
by) Aidan White, 2017 http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/
ethics-in-the-news/turkey (accessed April 16, 2018)

of a much-strengthened presidential system. At the same
time, those few media outlets which supported the “no”
campaign in the face of much pressure did not necessarily
receive a passing grade when it comes to good journalism.
A declaration presented at the 2017 IAMCR Congress on
newspapers that had openly stated their position on the
referendum noted that even dissenting newspapers did not
live up to basic standards such as truthful reporting,
verification of information, impartiality, and creating
a debate platform that is democratic in nature. In an
atmosphere where the line between journalism and activism
is no longer clear, newspapers that feel threatened
sometimes prefer carrying self-righteous opposition
discourse, abandoning the mission of serving as a public
forum, and thereby only catering to readers who think as
they do (Sözeri, 2017).

We are in greater need of the debate over ethics in
journalism now that we have entered a period when
journalists have split into pro- and anti-government camps
and the “you’re either with us or against us” polarization
has increased. Turkey is no longer back in the 1980s
under martial law in which the watchword was “let’s put
our house in order before new restrictions are placed
on freedom of the press.” Yet there is general agreement
among in the journalistic community that we are living
through the darkest period of Turkey’s press history. In
addition, thanks in part to the rise of social media, we
find themselves in the echo chambers where the furthest
our voices can reach are people who think like us.23 It is
thought provoking that Turkey did not witness the same
23 “Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2017," https://reutersinstitute.

politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/Digital%20News%20Report%202017%20web_0.pdf
(accessed April 16, 2018)
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Conclusion and Recommendations

rise in people’s trust in the media as seen after Trump’s
election in the US, where some newspapers, the prime
example being The New York Times, saw an increase in
subscriptions.24 As unreliable as the numbers may be, the
general trend among circulation figures in Turkey points
to an increase in mistrust in the media. Outside the
mainstream media and the government media, journalists call
for support to survive, instead of offering good journalism.
A survival strategy that relies on activism masquerading as
journalism is not sustainable, regardless of how difficult
conditions may be.
Coming to mainstream media outlets, censorship and selfcensorship have been internalized and there is not much
hope for the future of the journalistic profession.
Speaking on this point, a journalist I spoke with last year
said, “I’ve internalized [self-censorship] to such a degree
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that if I were told tomorrow that I’m completely free, I
would not know how or what to write.”25
As mentioned earlier, almost all journalist organizations
are focused on pushing for the release of the journalists
and writers who are in prison. Their campaigns encourage
an increase in solidarity between journalists, certainly
in comparison to the past. This situation can create an
opportunity for good journalism and a unified struggle.
In addition to journalists, civil society organizations
focused on rights have also been fighting for better
24 “Trump has been ‘rocket fuel’ for NYT digital subscriptions, CEO says,” CNBC,

May 3, 2017 https://www.cnbc.com/2017/05/03/shares-of-new-york-times-surge-aftersubscriber-growth.html (accessed April 16, 2018)
25 “Turkey After an Attempted Coup the Journalists’ Nightmare,” in Ethics in

the News EJN Report on Challenges for Journalism in the Post-truth Era, (ed.
by) Aidan White, 2017 http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/resources/publications/
ethics-in-the-news/turkey (accessed April 16, 2018)

content in the media. They regularly monitor news reports,
and prepare and publish reports. Among these are the
Hrant Dink Foundation and KAOS GL, both of which have
been producing reports for the past nine years. The
first concerns hate speech in the media and the latter
representation of LGBTI issues in the media. Moreover, there
are academic studies involving regular monitoring of the
media. Seminars on peace journalism are also being held.
Efforts for a way out need to involve not just journalists
or self-regulation mechanisms dealing with ethical issues
but all the stakeholders that were mentioned above. Doing
this would leave a positive impression on the readership.
There is no doubt that the media’s rallying cry that
#GazetecilikSuçDeğildir (#JournalismIsNotACrime) would
receive greater popular support if journalism itself
could be seen to be more responsible. Such responsibility
its ability to fight for freedom in the current climate.
Freedom of the press goes in tandem with responsibility of
the press; one cannot exist without the other. I hope this
volume will help show the way out of our dilemma. We are in
a tunnel and need to see the light.
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would make independent media more powerful and strengthen
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Pointing the Compass in the Right Direction: Examples of
Self-Regulation from Around the World
Aslı Tunç
This article seeks to answer the question of how journalists,
readers and the media sector can protect and improve the
profession of journalism through the exploration of different
examples of media self-regulation around the world. This study
will also explore different press council structures within the
framework of a variety of self-regulatory models, the concept
of a news ombudsman, codes of ethics created by civil society,
the operations of professional and media organizations and,
naturally, the need to defend the profession of journalism
more rigorously in a changing digital world. Self-regulation
in the media presents readers with the opportunity to support
and participate in the media while also protecting the
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journalistic profession from the colossal power of the state
and its potential attacks. Because it is not easy to find
such a balance, there is no magic formula for every society.
Still, media self-regulatory models are found in 36 of the
50 countries with the freest medias (70 percent), according to
Reporters Without Borders (RSF) and Freedom House.1 Thus, while
there might not be an ideal self-regulatory model on a global
level, this ratio suggests that there is a correlation between
press freedom and self-regulation, while also demonstrating the
value of journalists defending their profession.

A General Overview of Media Self-Regulatory Models
In an ideal self-regulatory system, state participation
is not something that is ever desired. In Europe’s media
1 “Media Policy and Democracy Project: Press regulation in South Africa:

An Analysis of the Press Council of South Africa, the Press Freedom Commission and Related Discourses,” https://www.mediaanddemocracy.com/uploads/1/6/5/7/16577624/mpdp_pcsa_pfc_report2015.pdf. (accessed April 23, 2018)

systems, the defense of professional and ethical principles
is largely conducted on a voluntary basis (Hulin, 2014).
In this general approach, public authorities and official
institutions attempt to remain outside of the system as
much as possible, even as they offer support. But in terms of
self-regulation, statutory models have ignited much debate
and are especially prominent in Europe. In such a model,
the state participates in the regulation on one or more
areas. For example, a country’s parliament might experience
difficulties in developing a media self-regulatory model,
leading it to recommend the inclusion of some institutions
with the aim of increasing trust. In such a case, it
could legally stipulate which actors must be represented
in the sector, as well as the ethical parameters or the
justifications for what constitutes the public good. But
with the aim of implementing this model, it can subsequently
leave the process to the media sector so as to steer
choose its own representatives. By participating in the
operation of the model, the state can also provide financial
incentives (Iglesias, 2014). For example, a government could
provide tax breaks to news organizations which are active
in self-regulation and accept ethical principles, thereby
strengthening self-regulation in general. Accordingly, even
though it might appear to be an oxymoron in terms of the
operations of self-regulatory mechanisms, it is possible
for legal regulations to foster an independent model. If
the framework is delineated effectively with regulations
and based on trust, such a system can function, as it does
in Denmark. The government in Copenhagen appoints members
to the Danish Press Council, which evaluates complaints
against the media and wields the power to impose penalties
on violators of the law – regardless of who the perpetrator
is. In the United Kingdom, organizations that operate outside
the self-regulatory system receive different treatment
according to the legal framework and are sometimes even
punished. In Belgium, media organizations that implement the
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clear of imposing political pressure and so the sector can

self-regulatory system receive state support. In Ireland,
news organizations that participate in the self-regulatory
system are viewed more favorably in insult and libel cases.
There are two main studies on statutory media selfregulatory models – both of which have attracted much
debate. One is Judge Brian Leveson’s report in the United
Kingdom and the other is the 2013 report by Neelie
Kroes from the European Commission.2 The debate on the
limits of media self-regulation was precipitated by the
eavesdropping scandal involving the British tabloid News
of the World. The tabloid was accused of secretly accessing
and listening to the voice messages of Milly Dowler, a
13-year-old girl who was murdered in 2002, while she was
still missing. Dowler’s family accused the newspaper of
creating false hope that she was still alive because it
erased old messages, causing new messages to appear in
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her voicemail box. The Leveson Inquiry, which officially
began in July 2011, ultimately lifted the lid on the
extent of the eavesdropping scandal, which became known as
“Hackgate.” In the wake of the scandal, Australian media
mogul Rupert Murdoch closed the 168-year-old News of the
World, which he had acquired in 1969. Interestingly, Judge
Leveson emphasized the necessity of establishing a new
media self-regulatory model. The 2,000-page report laid
bare the reasons why the British press council (Press
Complaints Commission) failed, while also emphasizing
that new statutory media self-regulation was required
2 Kroes, N. (2013). “Safeguarding media freedom and pluralism” March 22, 2013.

SPEECH/13/252. http://eu- ropa.eu/rapid/press-release_SPEECH-13-252_en.htm. This
contentious EU report demands rigorous media oversight and argues that Brussels must increase its power over national media in EU countries. The Kroes report also suggests that the authority to fine media organizations and
even fire journalists must be transferred to the mechanism in Brussels. See
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/uknews/leveson-inquiry/9817625/Leveson-EU-wantspower-to-sack-journalists.html (accessed April 21, 2018)

(Hadwin and Bloy, 2007). Even then and despite a majority
of the British press fiercely objecting to the proposed
legal regulations due to fears of interference by public
authorities, all parties in parliament passed the bill on
March 18, 2013 (Leveson, 2012). As a result of this Royal
Charter, an independent approval panel known as the Press
Recognition Panel (PRP) was also established. The panel
determines whether those engaged in self-regulation are
adhering to basic regulations and assuaging commercial
worries to the benefit of the public. At the same time, the
panel is independent of the government, parliament and any
manner of political pressure. For example, a politician can
never become a member of the panel. Ironically, Ireland
has operated a similar institution since 2008, however
the person who oversees its impartiality is the justice
minister.3 In Britain, the recognition panel is independent
of the media sector and always champions the public good.
directly and cannot interfere with the contents of a
newspaper or a news site. Its only purpose is to determine
whether media outlets are adhering to the criteria which
were set based on Leveson’s recommendations. If a media
organization meets 29 different criteria, it receives
approval – something that provides it with innumerable
benefits. And to ensure that they do not stray from the
principles, media outlets are inspected every two years
at first and then every three. This effectively makes the
system an inspection for the inspectors.
The Royal Charter leaves the selection of those who
will oversee the self-regulation to news organizations.
3 See the report that Lara Field penned for the Reuters Institute for the

Study of Journalism (RISJ). “Royal Charter for the Press: How Does it Measure Up to Regulation Overseas?” https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/
default/files/2017-06/Fielden%20-%20A%20Royal%20Charter%20for%20the%20Press_0.
pdf (accessed April 21, 2018)
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This delegation wields no authority to affect the press

In the interests of protecting press freedom, there is
a decided emphasis on journalists administering their
own affairs. The criteria, however, are absolutely clear.
For instance, the self-regulatory delegation is never
permitted to obstruct the printing of any publication.
When there are difficulties, this thus guarantees that
the delegation will adopt a position favoring the right
to acquire the news. Lastly, such legal regulations never
force any media organization to accept any single option.
Based on their own rules, all organizations are free to
conduct self-regulation and remain completely outside of
the system. In Britain, however, this model does give the
panel the right to make press organizations pay millions
of pounds in fines, demand corrections and, if necessary,
apologies. Such powers have split a number of press and
broadcasting organizations. In fact, several British press
outlets rejected the proposed regulations, uniting to
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form their own self-regulatory institution in September
2014, the Independent Press Standards Organisation (IPSO).
Seven of the organization’s 12 members, however, are not
representatives of the media sector. Meanwhile, a completely
independent organization known as IMPRESS (https://impress.
press) received recognition from the PRP in October 2016.
This model, however, has created a number of serious
problems in the post-communist countries in Eastern Europe.
In newly democratizing countries where state control,
pressure and censorship are a historical reality, it
is essential that the state be excluded from the selfregulatory process. A similar attitude is also critical
in areas in which there is no regulation4 and where giant
media companies are dominant and the media atmosphere
provides no room for pluralism. In partially democratic
4 In this study, the concept of “regulation” refers to the entirety of the

rules regulating the establishment of media companies and their operations,
as well as related legal regulations.

societies, the statutory media self-regulatory model must
be addressed with different regulations. The Organization
for Security and Co-operation in Europe (OSCE) has noted
that the media self-regulatory mechanism can be used
differently in newly democratizing countries, so that press
laws can be used indirectly to restrict media freedom
(Mijatovic, 2010). In developed democracies, the statutory
media self-regulatory model does not present any problems
in terms of freedom of expression.
Particularly in countries like Finland, Germany and
Belgium, the state has provided support by allocating
funds for such a system, all while ensuring public
authorities cannot interfere with the mechanism. Problems
occur, however, in countries in which the system is used
as a method of punishment. In 2014, Estonian authorities
canceled the accreditation of media organizations to attend
press council. Unsurprisingly, all of the journalists
and organizations whose accreditation was canceled were
opponents of the government. Accordingly, there is always a
risk that this self-regulatory model could be transformed
into a mandatory state regulatory mechanism out of
political expediency.

Press Council Models
In many countries around the world, the most common selfregulatory models are press councils. In the press councils
formed around the world, such as Sweden (1916), the United
Kingdom (1953), Germany (1956) and India (1966), the first
steps always came from states. The press sector, however,
sought to oppose such attempts, emphasizing the necessity
of an autonomous body to address complaints. In practice,
a majority of press councils were established to escape
state intervention (Kleinsteuber, 2004, p.63). Press councils
are effective mechanisms for issuing rapid decisions on
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government meetings if they refused to join the country’s

readers’ complaints and rescuing individuals from the
burden of high legal costs in trials. While wealthy and
influential people typically resort to the law, selfregulatory institutions defend everyone’s right to access
quality information in the media. Press councils can act as
a shield to prevent interference from the state or other
official institutions, as well as reduce the number of
cases opened against journalists and media organizations.
In general, press councils’ activities include accepting
complaints from readers or viewers, evaluating complaints
comprehensively within an ethical framework, fostering
compromise between complainants and relevant actors in
the media, publicizing decisions in a transparent manner,
initiating updates to ethical principles where necessary,
setting journalistic standards and – most importantly –
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mounting a firm defense of freedom of expression.
A number of events between 1970 and 1980 shaped the growth
of press councils. According to the Commonwealth Press
Union, there were 25 press councils in the world in 1975.
By 1980, this number had doubled, according to a report
from the UNESCO MacBride Commission, as countries like
South Korea, Indonesia and Sri Lanka formed their own such
councils. Turkey’s press council was formed in 1986 with the
aim of “introducing and promoting a system that is based
on a common foundation, facilitating the free gathering
of journalists who desire a freer and more respectful
press and which, in terms of allowing the Turkish media to
regulate itself, emulates Western democratic countries,”
(Erkelli, 1998, p.82). This press council consists of two
main organs, the Press Council Assembly of Members (BKÜK)
and the Press Council Supreme Board (BKYK).5 There are
a number of press councils around the world that vary
5 For a look at the history, structure and operations of Turkey’s Press Coun-

cil, see http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed May 13, 2018)

according to their reasons for establishment, structure
and sanctions.6 For example, press councils in Finland,
the United Kingdom and Ireland recognize that they cannot
solve all of society’s problems, focusing instead on the
search for solutions within their own profession. All of
the self-regulation for Sweden’s printed media is conducted
on a completely voluntary basis by four institutions:
the Swedish Newspaper Publishers’ Association, the Swedish
Magazine Publishers’ Association, the Swedish Union of
Journalists and the National Press Club. These four
institutions are responsible for setting ethical principles
for the written press, radio and television. Formed in
1916, the Swedish Press Council (PON) is one of the most
venerable of such institutions. The council consists of a
chairman, one representative from each media group, as well
as three ordinary members who are not related to the media
sector. The German Press Council operates according to a
degree of assistance from the state, but it is known as an
institution that has succeeded in remaining free of all
state pressure while also acting as a standard bearer for
the journalistic profession.
Here, in addition to the selection, quantity and
representation of the council members, an important factor
lies in the council’s basic operations. In general, press
councils regulate the implementation of ethical principles
in publishing. In every country, regardless of the number
of members, press councils receive and evaluate citizens’
complaints. Amid some variations in the makeup of the
members, press councils generally consist of journalist
representatives (including editors and editors-in-chief),
media outlet owners and public servants. In Germany, however,
media outlet owners and journalists have been separated
6 To see a list of every press council in the world, consult

tablejournalism.org/press-councils (accessed May 13, 2018)

https://accoun-
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similar system. The German Press Council accepts a small

to form a dual structure, while councils in Slovakia and
Slovenia only consist of journalistic representatives.
Typically, members of press councils are appointed by
the most senior administrators in institutions. In some
countries, sector representatives and independent members
are appointed differently, while the government is
also involved in the appointment of council members in
Denmark and Luxembourg. France, meanwhile, does not have
a press council, meaning that there is an acceptance of
the inevitability of state authority. Still, discussions
are continuing in the country regarding how autonomous
institutions might be formed. Likewise, there are currently
no press councils in Italy, Greece, Poland and Portugal.
In the United States, however, press councils are devoid
of much function because the U.S. Constitution’s First
Amendment provides an umbrella for broad press freedoms.
At its very foundation, the U.S. guaranteed freedom of
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expression by implementing this article, which categorically
restricts state interference in the press and any possible
censorship. In the United States, no one wishing to publish
a newspaper or launch a TV station need first to obtain
state permission, a journalism degree or the press card of
a professional organizations. Even if a number of other
democratic countries are similar to the United States in
this regard, the latter’s constitutional guarantees put the
country in a league of its own. At the most basic level
in terms of self-regulation, American journalists rely on
the Constitution to resist all official attempts to impose
outside regulation on their sector. As a result, it is only
the American court system that can rule on problems created
by the nuances of press freedom (regarding topics such as
national security, libel, privacy and the like) and modern
technology.
In terms of the structure of press councils, the subject that
elicits the most argument is sanctions. Sanctions are imposed
on media outlets that fail to adhere to ethical principles

according to each country’s varying cultural and democratic
climates. Just half of the press councils in Europe have the
ability to print condemnations in news organizations that
are found to be at fault. In many countries, press councils
can only issue an announcement to the public to condemn the
media organization in question. Only Sweden’s press council
has the power to both print condemnations and fine media
organizations (Leonardi, 2004, p. 14).
So how should one establish a press council that is
independent, respected, obeyed and strong? In terms of
independence, the most important factor is undoubtedly
financial autonomy. In ideal circumstances, the council
should have a variety of financial resources. As in the
Netherlands and Sweden, these resources could largely
come from media organizations or, as in Norway, half
of the financing could come from the owners of media
In Switzerland, journalists foot the entire bill for
financing, meaning that journalists defend their press
council. International donors, however, frequently play
an important role for newly formed press councils. It is
also possible to base financing on membership fees that
depend on circulation, viewing figures and the size of the
enterprise. On this front, it is crucial that the records
system remain transparent and that all media organizations
have equal access to such records. Every media organization
could allocate a small percentage of its revenue to the
press council while also encouraging such donations with
campaigns and making them more attractive. Nonetheless,
it is critical that the press council ensure that the
different amounts donated by media organizations will have
no effect on the body’s operations and decisions.
Here, it is particularly useful to touch on the efforts
to create self-regulatory models in the Western Balkans.
In 2011, a media council was established in Croatia to
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organizations while the other could come from journalists.

monitor and evaluate ethics violations, representing the
first effort to gather journalistic organizations and
representatives from large media institutions into a
self-regulatory system. But because the council’s range of
action was restricted to members alone, the interaction
between the two groups remained limited. As a result, the
council’s role and strength has not been properly defined.
In Bosnia and Herzegovina and Kosovo, meanwhile, there have
been efforts to foster self-regulation with international
support. Global technical and financial support helped
found Bosnia’s first press council in 2000 and Kosovo’s
first body in 2005. Similar foreign aid helped introduce
the concept of media self-regulation in Montenegro and
Serbia in 2012. During the Balkan wars of 1990s, however,
the Serbian media was used for nationalistic purposes,
splitting journalists in two, destroying any chance of
solidarity and effectively ruling out the formation of
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any self-regulatory model. At the time, there was neither
the funds nor the desire for a model. It was not until
2006 that two large journalistic organizations first began
implementing common professional principles. As for the
formation of a press council, that did not become possible
until 2009, when the Norwegian government provided grants.7

Reader Representatives / Ombudsman / Mediator
In the handbook for the Organization of News Ombudsmen
(ONO), which has 60 members around the world, Jeffrey
Dvorkin defines the reader representative as the loneliest
and most unwanted person in the newsroom. It is no easy
task to accept complaints and comments from readers,
viewers or listeners and present them to journalists and
editors before searching for compromise or solving the
7 White, A. “The Trust Factor: An EJN Review of Journalism and Self-regulation,”

London http://ethicaljournalismnetwork.org/assets/docs/142/118/79dd78e-837b376.pdf
(accessed April 23, 2018)

misunderstandings between the two groups. “Ombudsman” is
defined with terms that mean “representative” in Swedish,
“protector” in Spanish and “mediator” in French. But even
if the terms differ from one language to the next, an
ombudsman’s job is the same the world over. The post began
to spread around the world in the first quarter of the
20th century, with Asahi Shimbun in Tokyo establishing a
committee to receive and investigate reader complaints in
the 1920s. In 1970, The Washington Post devoted a column to
respond to readers’ complaints, later appointing a deputy
editor to do this systematically. This job, which is still
not particularly widespread in American newspapers and
which is known as the reader representative in Turkish, is
worthy of discussion in regards to media organizations’
own self-regulatory mechanisms. In Brazil, Canada, Denmark,
Israel, Spain, Portugal and Japan, ombudsmen are only
employed in the written press. Ultimately, the country
where such officials wield a great deal of influence
in newspapers and public broadcasting. Today, Le Monde
is the newspaper that uses the ombudsman system most
effectively, having first appointed one in 1998. At the
newspaper, the ombudsman is independent of the main editor
and only answers to the administrator who appointed him
or her. Although Le Monde’s ombudsman wields no punitive
power, he or she is free to comment on the newspaper’s
stance and mistakes, as well as readers’ complaints, in a
weekly column. Furthermore, the column cannot be edited,
cut or changed without permission from the ombudsman. In
a handbook released in 2002, the newspaper’s ombudsman
clearly stipulated the principles required in journalism,
the rules for news writing and the professional framework.
Part of the ombudsman’s tasks are to guarantee adherence
to the handbook and, when necessary, print corrections.
And in keeping with the journalistic climate in France,
the ombudsman does not play a judgmental role but a
conciliatory one.
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with the most prominent ombudsman system is France,

In the United Kingdom, ombudsmen can recommend solutions
without resorting to legal action. For instance, since the
The Guardian’s ombudsman began work, the newspaper’s legal
expenditures have dropped by 30 percent. The ombudsman ensures
that the same mistakes are not repeated, while informing
the newspaper and the public at large through reports about
journalistic practices that require change. In the United
States, institutions such as The New York Times, Washington
Post, Los Angeles Times, ABC News, PBS and NPR continue to
follow such practices. For an ombudsman, the most important
characteristics are sound journalistic knowledge, professional
experience and the respect of colleagues. At the same time, the
ombudsman’s independence is essential and must be protected.
In the end, the post of ombudsman functions as a selfregulatory mechanism ensuring that media organizations are
accountable. At the same time, an ombudsman must not become
someone who does public relations promotions for a newspaper
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or a TV station. In fact, some ombudsmen do not work with media
institutions but press councils. For instance, the Irish and
Swedish press councils work with independent ombudsmen.

The Backbone of Self-Regulation: Ethical Principles
In the interests of ensuring that the public can access
correct and trustworthy news, media self-regulators always
seek to raise professional journalistic standards, as this
increases media accountability, as well as citizens’ trust
in journalists. In the new digital age, ethical dilemmas in
journalism have not disappeared – if anything, they have
become even more complicated. Ethical principles constitute
the backbone of media self-regulation. As noted above, the
press councils and ombudsmen at different institutions
evaluate readers’ and viewers’ complaints within an ethical
framework. Naturally, ethical principles will differ
around the world depending on every society’s democratic
traditions, as well as their social, cultural, ethnic and
religious sensibilities.

The three cornerstones of the efforts to create a
journalistic code of “ethics” that would encompass all
of Europe consist of the 1954 Bordeaux Declaration,
the 1971 Munich Declaration, as well as a similar text
from the Council of Europe in 1993. Two years after the
International Federation of Journalists (IFJ) was formed
in 1952, journalists sat down in Bordeaux to define their
profession. The Bordeaux Declaration, the first document
that enjoyed such widespread acceptance, clearly defined
journalism and delineated the boundaries of the sector’s
actors. At the very least, the communique has always
been used by the IFJ. In November 1971 in Munich, six
journalists trade unions of the European Community adopted
the Declaration of the Rights and Duties of Journalists.
The first section of the declaration noted the tasks and
responsibilities of journalists, while the second section
outlined their rights and the ways of protecting such
been penned with such clarity and within such a logical
framework. Not long after the Munich Declaration, the Swiss
press implemented a similar code of ethics.
On a worldwide scale, however, the first detailed,
international code of ethical principles to encompass many
countries was produced by the United Nations. The first
draft was produced in 1950 by 12 experts appointed by
various governments. Some 500 professional organizations
and media institutions subsequently added their comments
and recommendations before forwarding the draft to the
U.N. secretary general. For all concerned, the fundamental
question was this: Would these ethical principles be of
any use? A draft of an international code of ethics was
distributed to the media sector but was never implemented
anywhere.
Just in Europe today, there are more than 30 codes of
ethics, while brand-new declarations are being written for
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rights. In truth, few outlines of ethical principles have

new democracies in Central and Eastern Europe. The code of
ethics that the European Council penned in 19938 (and which
is still in use on the continent) emphasizes that media
owners, publishers and journalists must see information as
the basic ingredient for allowing citizens to access the
correct news and principled commentary, not as a commodity.
The code also noted that journalists require protection
from both public authorities and companies.
The text that outlines the most respected professional
standards in the United States is the Society of
Professional Journalists’ (SPJ) code of ethics. The preamble
of the SPJ’s code begins with the acknowledgement that
“public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the
foundation of democracy”, before outlining four principles
for ethical journalism.
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Seek Truth and Report It: Ethical journalism should
be accurate and fair. Journalists should be honest and
courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting
information.
Minimize Harm: Ethical journalism treats sources,
subjects, colleagues and members of the public as
human beings deserving of respect.
Act Independently: The highest and primary obligation
of ethical journalism is to serve the public.
Be Accountable and Transparent: Ethical journalism
means taking responsibility for one’s work and
explaining one’s decisions to the public.
The SPJ’s four principles are incumbent upon journalists
working in any media anywhere. Respected news organizations
8 For the full text, consult http://assembly.coe.int/nw/xml/XRef/Xref-XML2HTML

en.asp?fileid=16414 (accessed April 21, 2018)

around the world, such as the BBC, Deutsche Welle, RAI, NPR
and others also operate according to their own code of
ethics. At the same time, the Radio, Television, Digital News
Association (RTDNA) provides a code of ethics for online
publishing which it updated in 2015.9
But because of the growth in Internet news, there is
an increasing need to review codes of ethics. In 2014,
the Online News Association (ONA) embarked upon a unique
undertaking. In keeping with the rapid pace of change
in journalism, ONA drafted its code of ethics as a
crowdsourcing project. The project, dubbed “Build Your
Own Ethics Code,”10 aimed to equip news bloggers, Internet
sites and journalists with tools that would both suit
their working conditions and act as a beacon in different
situations. Using concrete problems they had encountered
as their starting point, 25 volunteer journalists and
would require. In a digital news world that is far from
black and white, journalists need an instructive guide that
they establish themselves more than principles that media
organizations foist upon them. This, in effect, is the most
meaningful way of defending the honor of the profession
through self-regulation.
The first section spells out basic principles that all
journalists agree upon, such as protecting sources and
avoiding plagiarism. The second section focuses on 40
different topics that have not even produced a consensus
among honest journalists. Issues such as the usage of
anonymous sources, comments on social media, suicides,
coverage of bomb threats or hostage crises, as well as
9 For the full text, see https://www.rtdna.org/content/rtdna_code_of_ethics (ac-

cessed April 21, 2018)
10 See https://journalists.org/resources/build-your-own-ethics-code/ (accessed

April 21, 2018)
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academics determined which ethical principles journalists

the confirmation of social media sources, fit into this
gray area. In such situations, ONA pursues whatever option
suits journalists the most. Accordingly, honest journalism
requires not rigidity but flexibility and the ability
to change. In an effort to develop this modular system,
ONA obtained a 40,000-dollar startup fund from the Ethics
and Excellence in Journalism Foundation before launching
its digital platform in September 2015 with additional
crowdsourcing funds. The following quote perhaps best
encapsulates ONA’s self-regulatory efforts: “We began
this undertaking with the belief that the journalistic
profession is about much more than people, philosophies
and technologies. In recent times, people have come up
with a lot of different definitions for ‘journalists,’ but
providing clarity on who they are and which principles
they’re going to stand for is much more important for
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journalists today.”

The Changing Discussions on Self-Regulation in the
Digital World
Ultimately, there are three conditions that the concept
of media self-regulation must fulfill: (1) It must clearly
define the profession of journalist. For instance, is
a journalist only someone who earns money from the
profession? Is it someone who works for an institution?
Or something else? (2) Self-regulation requires willingness
and intent. (3) Compromise on divisive subjects must be
reached using ethical principles. Due to digital media
technology, however, these three conditions are no longer
valid. First, the definition of a journalist has become
ambiguous; because of the appearance of alternative news
platforms, blogs and news sites, the question as to whom
self-regulation encompasses has lost any meaning. Even if
one counts everyone as a journalist, regardless of whether
they are a professional or an amateur, how realistic is
it to pursue a sense of collective responsibility in such

a chaotic media environment? How will accepted norms and
principles be implemented on different media platforms?
At a time when digital media technologies have rapidly
taken over our world and journalism has been transformed by
migrating to different platforms, the attempts to shoehorn
the concept of self-regulation into either the contemporary
written or electronic press has actually fostered a new
discussion on the matter. Throughout history, monitoring
journalism has largely consisted of regulating the written
press on a voluntary basis or doing so for electronic
publications within a legal framework. Such approaches,
however, now appear as outmoded methods for structuring
media. The digital journalists of the 21st century are
simultaneously producing news for written, visual and
audio platforms. As a result, it is now inevitable that
self-regulatory mechanisms will one day encompass all
stories produced, the concept of self-regulation has
become ever more important in a fluid media environment.
First, the various press council and ombudsman structures
outlined above need to be updated in line with the new
media environment. At the same time, the Internet provides
incommensurate power to normal people to call those in
the media to account. Thanks to the Internet, journalism is
becoming more transparent and becoming as open as possible
to readers’ comments and complaints. But more than merely
assuming responsibility toward readers and engaging in an
exchange of ideas, self-regulation in the media is about
journalists’ devotion to their profession through the
espousal of a code of ethics. After the News of the World
scandal, many criticisms were leveled against the media
self-regulatory model, with some saying the sector was
using it to protect its own interests, rather than those of
readers. In the interests of ensuring there is no repeat
of such events, digital media technologies could offer a
more transparent self-regulatory model. Given that the
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channels. With the increase in speed and the number of

self-regulatory mechanism was tailored over many years
for the written press and because of the lengthy period
required to acquire a license, radio and TV broadcasting
became more defined and occasioned a more rigorous
monitoring mechanism. In many countries, self-regulatory
models that accept complaints from viewers and listeners
were forced to unite due to official regulations. With
the growth of the Internet, content on the websites of
traditional media organizations were brought under the
self-regulatory umbrella. Some media councils soon began
accepting members from the Internet media in addition
to traditional media organizations – indicating an
attempt to respond constructively to some of the adverse
notoriety Internet media had gained. Because of the speed
of the age, Internet journalism was forced to adhere to
the basic rules of journalism, just like the traditional
media. In the present media ecosystem – a place where
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there is no longer any difference between online and
offline – it is clear that self-regulatory models will
engage with fresh conflicts. For instance, a TV channel
that does not require a license to broadcast over the
Internet needs regulations, just as a newspaper does for
its multimedia content online. Here, what is necessary
is a self-regulatory model that does not disregard the
various media platforms of the present day or focus
solely on content.
The Internet has opened many topics for discussion that
never appeared on the agenda of traditional media. For
instance, in an environment in which digital manipulation
and montage in the use of visual materials have become
so easy, the importance of systems for verification, the
regulation of journalists’ social media posts (from both
their personal and company accounts), the broadcasting
of videos depicting violence or hate in the news,
sourcing and the increasingly complicated issue of
copyright require a new philosophy of self-regulation.

The Washington Post, the BBC and other well-established
news organizations have developed codes of ethics and
professional standards befitting the digital world.
But self-regulatory models are not just for journalism –
they can also be used to address negative content in the
media. On this front, the Internet Watch Foundation (IWF),
which was founded in the United Kingdom in 1996, has been
particularly successful. The IWF, which especially combats
the sexual exploitation of children, has succeeded in
bringing together the Internet industry, lawmakers and the
British government. When the IWF was formed, as much as
18 percent of all the world’s child pornography came from
Britain, but this rate had fallen to less than one percent
by 2018.11 The foundation has helped clean up the Internet
and involve ordinary citizens by providing opportunities
to anonymously and safely report on images depicting the
IWF has accepted 700,000 complaints, determining instances
of child sexual exploitation in 281,781 of the cases. If
the images are broadcast from the United Kingdom, they are
removed within two hours. Ultimately, as an independent
civil society organization that works with global Internet
companies and the European Commission, the IWF is a
body that could become a source of inspiration for the
journalistic sector.

Conclusion and Recommendations
There is no denying that self-regulatory mechanisms have
guaranteed media freedom and become functional in all
countries where the profession of journalism is carefully
protected from state intervention and all manners of
commercial pressure. Repressive atmospheres suffocate and
11 See “The IWF’s self-regulatory model is working” at https://www.iwf.org.uk/

news/iwf’s-self-regulatory-model-working (accessed May 13, 2018)
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sexual exploitation of children. In the last 20 years, the

choke media self-regulation. Research has shown that
journalists in countries that are home to well-developed
journalistic practices, strong organization among
professional organizations and colleagues, longstanding
journalistic training, independent news organizations,
as well as a healthy and respected public broadcaster,
are more likely to be professionally accountable and
open to regulation. For such journalists, press councils,
news ombudsmen and codes of ethics are meaningful and
valuable. It is no coincidence that the best examples of
media self-regulation are to be found in Scandinavian
countries – places in which freedom of expression
is paramount. Here, the greatest emphasis is on the
creation of an institution that joins hands with readers,
divests itself of partisanship and becomes respected
and trusted. It is critical that press councils are
completely independent and a vast majority of them are,
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indeed, financed through contributions from the media
sector. In countries like Denmark, for example, it might
not be mandatory to be a member of the council, but it
has become a symbol of prestige. Being a member of the
council is not tantamount to acquiring a certificate
of reliability or gaining accreditation. In contrast,
many media institutions place more importance on their
own codes of ethics than the national councils of
half-democracies that are home to weak professional
practices.12 According to some studies, European
journalists do not believe that press councils or news
ombudsmen have particularly positive effects on their

12 Freedom and

Self-Regulation.

Accountability: Safeguarding Free Expression Through Media
Article 19 & International Federation of Journalists,

March 2005, London: Article 19.
Micova, S. B., and Tambini, D. (2012). “Reforming the PCC: Lessons from Abroad,
LSE Media Policy Brief.” http://www.lse.ac.uk/media%40lse/documents/MPP/PolicyBrief-6-Replacing-the-PCC.pdf (accessed April 21, 2018)

professions.13 Amid increasing complications related to the
media ecosystem, digital developments, cultural differences
and governments’ attempts to intervene through legal
regulations, how can a self-regulation model be realistic
and be implemented in a concrete fashion? It is obvious
that the ideal, Scandinavian model cannot be introduced
into countries that suffer from oppressive regimes, lack
full democracy or display deficiencies in terms of the
structuring of media capital. Regardless, however, it is
important to point the compass in the right direction, and
get down to work with a council that encompasses as many
societal segments as possible. Such a media council could
survive with donations from foundations, associations and
individuals, as well as the contributions of member media
groups. Forty percent of the council’s members could be
drawn from various representatives of the media sector,
15 percent could come from people who have received
20 percent from those worst affected by the media’s wrong
practices (especially women, minorities and the like), 10
percent from those with experience in regulating the media
(news ombudsmen, editors and so on) and the remaining 15
percent from ordinary citizens. Naturally, this breakdown
in representation need not be set in stone. But in
considering how to implement a code of ethics, the first
order of business would be to inspect past years’ reports
and discuss poor examples in public, thereby publicizing
their efforts. Using these examples as a launching pad,
the nascent council could then define its criteria and
standards with public support, adopting good practices.
A code of ethics can also be prepared for the digital
news media before the council organizes seminars and
workshops and distributes instructive guides in an effort
13 Bichler, K., et al. (2012). “Best Practice Guidebook: Media Accountability and

Transparency across Europe.” http://www.mediaact.eu/fileadmin/user_upload/Guidebook/guidebook.pdf (accessed April 21, 2018)
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training – or give training – on new media technologies,

to contribute to broader public awareness and education. In
time, this council will become a symbol of trust and the
first point of entry for anyone wishing to engage in any
form of journalism. Needless to say, however, these efforts
will be slow and difficult.
At the same time, it is necessary to separate the ethical
and legal entities from one another. Punishments for crimes
committed using the media, such as libel, violations of
privacy, harassment and the like, are already well-defined
in public and criminal law. The courts, however, can play
no role in cultivating good and honest journalism. In such
cases, professional organizations must intervene, as is the
case with the Swedish Press Council. For instance, even
though a statutory self-regulatory model is in place in
Denmark, the press council only presents an alternative to
legal cases. Ultimately, it is clear that monetary fines or
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financial sanctions are not the best ways to improve the
profession. Instead, the experience of newly democratizing
countries such as Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Romania,
Slovenia and Bulgaria has shown that the rigorous usage of
international aid funds, EU contributions and training can
make a difference. In these countries, the biggest struggle
is to ensure that the state’s role, political pressures and
ideological polarization do not impact professional values.
The purpose of self-regulatory models is not just to spell
out a code of ethics for journalists and defend the honor
of the profession, but to unceasingly explain to readers,
viewers and listeners about how important such models are
in defending society’s right to access the news.
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Press Councils as Organ of Self-Regulation: Turkish
Example in Light of Comparative Applications
R. Murat Önok
1. History1
The first attempt at self-regulation in Turkey was the
“Press Honor Council,” established on July 24, 1960 as
an initiative of the Istanbul Journalists Association
and the Istanbul Journalists Union.2 On this date, a
number of newspaper owners, editors, agency managers, and
press associations signed a charter that declared they
would be bounded and abide by the organ’s decisions.3 The
occupational principles guide, named the Press Ethics
Code, was prepared at the same time.

1967 having only analyzed 148 cases.4 Perhaps the most
important reason for its failure was that the council
responsible for enforcing the Press Ethics Code, seeing
that the “naming and shaming” offenders was ineffective,5
resorted to sanctioning newspapers that violate the Code
by cutting off their advertising and thus turned into an
purely punitive institution that lost its support in the
media sector.6 Moreover, after the Council of State did
away with its power to restrict advertising, it was left
1 An important part of this section was summarized on the website of the

Press Council. For detailed information about its history, see http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
2 Girgin, 2006, p. 51; İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 217. For information about

this organ, see Sınar, 2008, p. 24; Gölcüklü, 1970, p. 206.
3 Tikveş, 1968, p. 192.
4 Girgin, 2006, p. 54.
5 For more on this topic, see Sınar, 2008, p. 31.
6 Gölcüklü, 1970, p. 208; İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 223.
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However, the Honor Council was in effect dissolved in

with no powers of sanction as well.7 In fact, the need
for a self-regulatory organ that would assist the press
in various ways and engage in research studies on the
state of journalism was noted as early as in the 1960s
as was the conviction that an institution involved in
only meting out fines “would not win the heart” of the
press.8
The topic of establishing a new organization of selfregulation within the media was discussed immediately
after this initial failure. One of the important meetings
to this end was the second Turkish Press Convention9,
organized by the General Directorate of Press and
Information in 1975 and attended by many of Turkey’s
media organizations. The “Commission on the Duties and
Responsibilities of the Media” presented a report at the
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Convention that stated the following:
“The members of the Commission have come to the
conclusion that the responsibility of the members
of the press is commensurate with the power of the
press to shape public opinion. The press needs to
have an auto-control mechanism, keeping in mind that
irresponsible publications can destroy all press
freedoms and respect for the press.”
According to the report, the organ to be established
should have the following:10

7 Dönmezer, 1968, p. 10-11. For other reasons for its failure, see p. 12;

also Tikveş, 1968, p. 192 (“differing political opinions in the country” and
“the competition between newspapers and magazines” were also mentioned).
8 Dönmezer, 1968, p. 8.
9 Dönmezer and Bayraktar, 2016, p. 405.
10 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed April 11, 2018)

>

Forming a more effective, powerful, and even a legal

>

Unifying the various bodies representing the

body while building on past experience,

occupation into one after taking into consideration
the difficulties posed by their disorganization,

>

Ensure that journalists join the management of the

newspapers they work for as they have responsibility
in shaping its editorial line.
The majority of the delegates at the Convention agreed
during the debate on the need for a self-regulation body.
Conversely, there were differences of opinion concerning
whether this self-regulation body should operate on
a voluntary basis or have a corporate identity, and
whether or not it would be anti-democratic to bring all

However, the 1980 military coup interrupted this debate, and
no developments were to be seen in the 1980s. In fact, the fact
that Kenan Evren, who led the military coup and later served
as president, made mention of the Press Council and recited
the Press Ethics Code in a speech delivered on November 4,
1983 was widely seen as a sign of the military regime’s plans
to take the press under control. In response, members of the
press came together and contacted the International Press
Institute, and began work on forming a Press Council.
The person who perhaps played the most influential role
in this was the chief columnist of Hürriyet daily, Oktay
Ekşi. Ekşi prepared a draft after a meeting held towards
the end of 1985 during which self-regulation was discussed
and distributed it to his close colleagues. Two more drafts
were prepared based on input he received. Ekşi opened
up the draft to discussion during a meeting in May 1986
attended by 28 journalists. That same year, a working group
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occupational bodies under one umbrella.

comprising nine journalists11 had consultations on the
idea of forming a Press Council with media outlets and
journalists in Istanbul. The working group produced the
“Code of Professional Ethics of the Press” and the “Press
Council Contract” after bringing the final draft, which
took into consideration criticisms and suggestions, to the
attention of 294 members of the media.
The working group described the Press Council’s goal as
to “introduce and maintain a system of self-regulation
for the Turkish press relying on a common ground that
brings together journalists who wish to have a freer and
more respected press of their own free will and based on
successful examples seen in Western democracies.”
Some came out against establishing the Press Council at the
time. According to them, it was not right to discuss a Press
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Council that would further regulate the press at a time when
freedom of the press remained problematic in Turkey and while
the anti-democratic limitations and regulations governing the
press were still in place. What perhaps most worried those
opposed to the Press Council was the positive approach of
the government to the idea of having a Press Council; the
doubts further increased especially after then-President
Kenan Evren and government spokesman Mesut Yılmaz made
repeated declarations on self-regulation within the press,
and the government tasked an academic to prepare a report
on the topic. For example, according to the famed criminal
law professor Dr. Çetin Özek, self-regulation was a far less
pressing topic than introducing legal measures in line with
contemporary democratic principles to safeguard freedom of
the press and the public’s right to access news, or defending
the freedom to express thought through the press in the face
of the government’s inclination to introduce restrictions.
11 Hasan Cemal, Güneri Civaoğlu, Yalçın Doğan, Oktay Ekşi, Teoman Erel, Orhan

Erinç, Yurdakul Fincanci, Güngör Mengi and Rauf Tamer.

Furthermore, there were technical criticisms to the
amendments included in the prepared draft.12
In this atmosphere of debate, associations such as the
Journalists Union of Turkey, the Contemporary Journalists
Association, and the Photojournalists Association called on
their members to not join the Council. In response to these
calls, the working group mentioned above prepared a brochure
on the Press Council to clear up some misconceptions about
the council. For example, it stressed that the “establishment
of the Press Council is needed in order to be able to fight
for the removal of the existing restrictions” and maintained
that the mandate of the council was limited to putting the
rules that were already followed by every newspaper and
journalist who respected their profession and readers into
writing. It was also stressed that the Press Council did not
have the authority to “punish” newspapers and journalists.
to “protect freedom of the press, create a press that has
freed itself from the government’s shadow and oppose all
types of regulation, and put in place a press capable of
solving its own problems.” From this perspective, he defended
the idea that the council “will not be an institution that
will mete out punishment. On the contrary, it will become a
respected institution through the decisions it makes and
show its weight in the face of political power and other
institutions.”13
Eventually, the Press Council was officially established
on February 6, 1988 after one-and-a-half years of hard
work by the working group.14 The Press Council Contract
12 For these criticisms, see http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed

April 11, 2018)
13 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
14 For conclusion that this date is noted as the official opening day of

the Press Council, see Arvas, p. 86.
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Journalist Yalçın Doğan noted that the Press Council aimed

was signed by 28 newspapers, 22 magazines, 11 news agencies,
six broadcasters, and six press organs.15
The “Council of Representatives,” which was later disbanded,
formed the Press Council Supreme Board. The Supreme Board
had its first meeting on March 12, 1988, appointing penal
law professor Dr. Faruk Erem as its president and journalist
Oktay Ekşi as second president. Ekşi was also assigned to
the post of secretary-general until a full-time replacement
could be found. It should be noted that Erem had announced
in May 1988 that he would like to withdraw from his post,
citing health reasons, but the Supreme Board denied his
request and he served a short while longer. However, Erem
resigned later following criticism in the press concerning
the Press Council being headed by someone who was not a
journalist, and after resignation calls stemming from the

080

fact that he had served as a lawyer in several cases.16
Following this, Oktay Ekşi took over the presidency in
October 1988. He served in this capacity for over 20 years,
only to resign from all of his duties at the Council in
January 2011 after receiving heavy criticism for the way he
criticized the then-Prime Minister Recep Tayyip Erdoğan in
a column he wrote. The Press Council informed the public of
this development, saying, “Oktay Ekşi has resigned from the
Presidency of the Press Council and from his membership in
the Supreme Board in order to be fully capable of carrying
out his political duties and to not cast a shadow on the
independence and impartiality of the Press Council.”17
The vacancy was filled by Cumhuriyet columnist Orhan
Birgit. However, the new president only remained at the post
15 Girgin, 2006, p. 55; Sınar, 2008, p. 35.
16 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/tarihcemiz/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
17 https://www.ntv.com.tr/turkiye/oktay-eksi-basin-konseyinden-de-istifa-etti,RY-

R9hCsjvE6UKAxEnAl2hg (accessed April 11, 2018)

for a year-and-a-half; Birgit resigned in September 2012
following the controversy over his allegations that Turkey
was transporting weapons to Syria via ambulances.18
The post, which had remained empty for a while, was filled
by journalist, columnist, and academic Pınar Türenç after an
election in June 2013 by the Press Council Supreme Board.19
Türenç was re-elected to the post for the third time in
April 2018.

2. Legal Status of the Council
The Press Council is not a legal entity, as it is not
organized as an association in the legal sense. This being
the case, the “Association for Solidarity with the Press
Council” was established as a legal entity on August 9,
1988 in order to meet the financial needs of the council.
based entity, from legal pressure that could be imposed
on a legal entity, specifically thanks to the Law on
Associations. It has been noted that the structure of the
Council, which rests upon a contract and lacks legal entity
status, is similar to Western examples.20
During the life of the Press Honor Council, the need to operate
on a voluntary basis was continuously being recommended,
by stressing the dangers21 facing institutions bound by
law.22 The “Press Seminar,” held in Istanbul on January 1015, 1966, discussed the issue of whether self-regulation
18 http://www.haber7.com/gundem/haber/926537-basin-konseyinde-iki-istifa (acces-

sed April 11, 2018)
19 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/basin-konseyi-baskanligina-gazeteci-pinar-tu-

renc-secildi/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
20 İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 226.
21 On this topic, see Gölcüklü, 1970, p. 204.
22 Dönmezer, 1968, p. 16.
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The goal here was to protect the council, as a contract-

organs should have a “legal garb”; well-known editor Abdi
İpekçi voiced concerns that doing this would assist the
government in putting pressure on the press and said that
the problem at hand was one of “professional discipline.”23
According to Özkan Tikveş, the “voluntary” basis of interoccupational discipline, staying within the parameters of
the constitutional right to freedom of the press, will be
the element that makes self-regulation constitutional.24
International literature also notes the necessity of avoiding
press councils to be legislated into existence.25
However, the council’s “sub-institution” the Association for
Solidarity with the Press Council, being a legal entity,
was able to present to the state’s regulators its income,
expenditures, and expenses for inspection. It should also
be noted that this association was transformed into a
foundation (the Foundation for Solidarity with the Press
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Council), again with legal status, in later years26. This
foundation has a separate executive board from the Press
Council Supreme Board.27
23 Tikveş, 1968, p. 190.
24 Tikveş, 1968, p. 190. However, he supported this voluntary organ having legal

entity status. (p. 198).
25 Zlatev, O. “Basın Konseyi – Bir Öz-Denetim Kurumuna Temel Örnek” in: Medya

Öz-Denetimi Rehber Kitabı (published by Miklos Haraszti), Viyana: AGİT Medya Özgürlüğü Temsilciği Dairesi, 2008, p. 52. Nevertheless, we do come across
self-regulation organs established by law in some countries (i.e., Denmark)
(Sınar, p. 21).

For a comprehensive discussion of the topic, see Hulin, A. Sta-

tutory Media Self-Regulation: Beneficial or Detrimental for Media Freedom?
(December 2014). Robert Schuman Centre for Advanced Studies Research Paper No.
RSCAS 2014/127 https://ssrn.com/abstract=2554260 (accessed April 11, 2018)
26 For the deed of the foundation, see http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/vakif-senedi/

(accessed April 11, 2018)
27 For the current members of the Executive Board, see http://basinkonseyi.

org.tr/basin-konseyi-vakfi-yonetim-kurulu/ However, some of the members of the
Supreme Board also serve on the Executive Board of the foundation.

3. Primary Texts Governing the Workings of the Council
and the Formation of the Council
The work of the Press Council rests on three legal
texts:
a. Press Council Contract:28 This is the primary text
that regulates the structure and boards of the council,
and their composition, election, duties, and authorities.
According to Article 2,
The organs of the Press Council are:
1- Press Council Board of Members (BKÜK),
2- Press Council Supreme Board (BKYK).
The Press Council has an office headed by a
secretary-general and an adequate number of

Article 3 specifies the composition of the BKÜK, and
according to Article 6, “The BKÜK’s ordinary meeting
takes place once a year. At this meeting, the secretarygeneral informs the Board of Members about the work of
the Press Council.” According to the same article, the
BKÜK is “not to comment on the Press Council Supreme
Board’s acts and decisions concerning the Code of
Professional Ethics of the Press.” As can be seen, this
is similar to the situation that is at play in the
annual ordinary meetings of the associations.
Article 7 established the Press Council Supreme Board
(BKYK). The members of the Supreme Board are as follows:

28 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/basin-konseyi-sozlesmesi/ (accessed April 11,

2018)
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employees subordinate to the secretary-general.

A- 26 members elected by the Press Council Board of
Members, 12 of whom are members of the press, and 14 of
whom are not journalists,29
B- Owners, or their representatives who are actively
engaged in journalism, of media outlets with a
circulation of over 100,000 on average per day,
C- Owners, or their representatives who are actively
engaged in journalism, of agencies that produce written,
audio, or video material to at least five newspapers
with a daily average circulation of over 100,000 or
to at least two audio or video outlets authorized to
broadcast nationally for a reasonable price,
D- An owner, general manager, or representative of audio
and/or video outlets authorized to broadcast nationally
084

and of online newspapers with a minimum number of views
deemed acceptable by the Press Council Supreme Board,
E- The President of the Press Council Solidarity and
Improvement Foundation,
F- The Presidents of the three Journalists
Associations with the most members from among the
outlets that have agreed to the Code of Professional
Ethics of the Press and the Press Council Contract, or
a representative selected by the Executive Board,
G- The President of the Journalists Union with the
highest membership figures, or a representative
selected by the Executive Board,

29 Inclusion of members who were not journalists was to ensure the council

remained more objective and inclusive and had a broader vision (Gölcüklü,
1970, p. 205).

H- The President or representative of an association
or union representing media employers (if there are
associations representing owners of written, audio,
or video outlets, then each is to be counted as a
separate category) specified by the Press Council
Supreme Board,
I- A representative from the Union of Turkish Bar
Associations and representatives assigned by the
Executive Boards of the three bars with the highest
membership figures,
J- According to the (B), (C), and (D) clauses of this
article, press organs belonging to the same media
group only have the right to send one representative
to the BKYK.

Until relatively recently, the Press Council included
almost all of the leading media outlets, including the
official state channel TRT and the official state news
agency Anadolu Ajansı. However, media outlets known for
being close to the government ended their membership
in the second half of the 2000s. Independently of this,
other outlets also withdrew from the Council for various
reasons.30 On the other hand, a group of outlets known
for being close to the Gülen group that had withdrawn
subsequently decided to become members again;31 only to
be shut down by the state following the July 15, 2016
attempted coup. On the other hand, a number of new media
outlets have become members of the council in recent
years.32 If an assessment must be made, one criticism lodged
in the past at the Press Council is that it is dominated by
30 For example, NTV and TV8.
31 For example, Zaman newspaper and Bugün TV.
32 The Sözcü newspaper is one example from 2018.
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(…)

one specific media group (Doğan Medya). However, when we look
at the current composition of the BKYK, we can see that
only one of the 40-member council hails from this group.33
Members of the Supreme Board from outside of the media
world include former politicians (the parliamentary speaker,
ministers, deputies, etc.), academics (rectors and deans
included), jurists, and businessmen.34
The Supreme Board convenes twice a month; however, in the
months of July and August, it only meets once. Having said
that, it is also possible to hold special meetings as the
need arises. Furthermore, some of the meetings take place
outside of Istanbul, in the various regions of Turkey.
According to Article 8 of the Contract, members of the
Supreme Board “elect through a secret vote a president
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and vice president from among themselves. The President
represents the Press Council. In the event that the
President is absent, the Vice President assumes his role,
and if the Vice President is absent, then the SecretaryGeneral represents the council.” According to Article 10,
elected members are to serve a three-year term and are
eligible for re-election thereupon.
The duties of the BKYK are listed in Article 11, with the
most important being that it must address, or investigate
on its own accord when necessary, all complaints
concerning breaches of journalistic principles. Unlike

33 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/yuksek-kurul-uyeleri/
34 The view that the membership of the self-regulation mechanism should not

only comprise members of the media was already voiced in the period of the
Press Honor Council (Dönmezer, 1968, p. 8). On the subject of the benefit of
having members from institutions respected by the public, see Dönmezer and
Bayraktar, 2016, p. 408.

the many examples in Europe35, the council does not have
an independent organ to address claims of violations.36 It
can be said that all of the duties and authorities of the
council have been given to the Supreme Board.37
b. The Code of Professional Ethics of the Press:38 The Code
of Professional Ethics of the Press, the other legal text
the Press Council rests on, can help determine the limits
of complaints concerning publications by media organs. Work
is currently under way on updating and widening the scope
of the code.
According to Article 16 of the Press Council Contract, “At
least nine members must be present for the council to meet.
Decisions are made by the majority present. Each member
holds one vote. Votes only reflect the views of those who
cast them. Abstention is not permitted.” According to the
an extraordinary appeal can be made within the first 15
days following the announcement of the decision on the
grounds that a material error has been made in the initial
examination or evidence provided by the complainant or the
complainee has not been assessed” and “the initial decision
can be changed with at least a 2/3 vote of those present
at the meeting.” According to Article 17 of the contract,
“Every detail of the BKYK’s gatherings and votes is secret,
unless decided otherwise. The BKYK, if it deems it necessary
or if it receives a request from the parties involved, will
listen to the parties and may call upon witnesses.”
35 To compare the situation, see Fielden, 2012, p. 26. (https://reutersinstitute.

politics.ox.ac.uk/sites/default/files/2017-11/Regulating%20the%20Press.pdf)
36 The body that would address complaints should ideally comprise 7-11 mem-

bers (Zlatev, 2008, p. 60). The BKYK has 40 members; however, around 15-20 of
these members attend the council’s meetings.
37 İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 228.
38 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/basin-meslek-ilkeleri/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
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second paragraph, the BKYK’s decisions are final; “however,

If a compromise is not reached between the complainant and
the party being complained about,39 a “complaint unfounded,”
“warning” or “condemnation” decision may be made concerning
members of the press and/or press organs (Article 18). In
this regard, it can be said that the Press Council decisions
only carry the weight of exposure, with the aim of “causing
embarrassment through exposure” serving as a sanction
measure.40 The idea41 that the most appropriate sanction is
“moral” in nature when professional ethics are violated, a view
internalized by the Press Council since its very inception, has
never changed.42 The literature states that the Press Council
is structured as recommended in academic studies, and abides by
the principles and goals laid out in those studies.43
According to Article 19, “The decisions of the BKYK are
to be sent to all press organs and media outlets that are
members of the Press Council. Publication by media outlets
088

of decisions concerning themselves is considered to be a
requirement of the pledge they made to abide by the Code of
Professional Ethics of the Press.” But, in practice, these
decisions are not published. However, all of the decisions
are published on the website of the Press Council.44

39 However, see Contract Article 17/2.3: “The Secretary-General helping the

sides reach an agreement does not prevent the BKYK from taking up the matter.
The BKYK’s views and decisions concerning matters that have ended in agreement may, like other decisions it makes, be announced to the public.”
40 On this topic, see Arvas, 2011, p. 87.
41 See Erkelli Kızıl, 1998, p. 124. Also İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 224; Tikveş,

1968, pp. 197-198. On the backlash against the Press Honor Council’s efforts to
recognize the “compelling” nature in its decisions, see Tikveş, 1968, p. 194.
42 For example, in Sweden, the Council has the authority to issue monetary

fines (Sınar, 2008, p. 64).
43 İçel and Ünver, 2012, p. 225.
44 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/category/haber-panosu/basin-konseyi-kararlari/ (ac-

cessed April 11, 2018)

c. Press Council’s Rules and Procedures for Evaluating the
Applications: This document is a kind of bylaw and arranges
the details of the decision-making process concerning
complaints entering the Press Council’s field of work.
According to Article 10 of the procedures, the BKYK is
to decide on applications concerning the practices and
accusations involving the following:
a. All press (media) outlets producing written, audio,
and video content published/broadcast in Turkey,
b. All mass communication outlets engaged in Internet
broadcasting,
c. Broadcasts of independent journalists,

e. Other parties (such as public institutions or
authorities) who implement measures concerning
journalists and mass communication outlets described
above.
As can be seen, the council accepts complaints concerning
both media outlets that are members and those that are not.
It should be noted that approximately half of the European
press councils are able to examine application involving
members only; however, in these countries, the (vast)
majority of the media outlets are members of the council.
No differentiation is made between media outlets engaged in
written or audio-visual broadcasting. However, if we are to
take a look at the European examples, half of the councils
only regulate print media.45

45 Zlatev, 2011, p. 23.
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d. Professional practices of journalists,

Likewise, Internet broadcasts are also included; an
amendment pushed through in 2002 included “websites that
engage in journalism.”46 As noted above, some of the ongoing
work on updating the Code of Professional Ethics of the
Press specifically addresses Internet and social media. As
of today, more than half of the European press councils
do not accept complaints stemming from material shared on
social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter. Of
course, most of the councils do investigate complaints if
the media outlet’s official page/account is in question.
Finally, the applicant, apart from allegations of a
violation of personal rights, does not need to have
personally been harmed by a publication or broadcast about
which they file complaint.47
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4. Activities of the Press Council
The activities of the Press Council can be divided into two
headings.

4.1. Examinations of Professional Ethics Violations
Since the primary task of the Press Council is to promote
self-regulation of the press, perhaps one might conclude
that the main activity of the council is to examine
violations of the Code of Professional Ethics of the Press
in media publications.
In recent times (2010 and later), a large number of highlevel individuals have applied to the council. Among
them we can count the president, ministers, members of
parliament, the National Police Department, a leading sports
46 Girgin, 2006, p. 56.
47 There is no common approach to this topic in Europe; some of the councils may

ask that the applicant be personally affected in some way (Fielden, 2012, p. 98).

club (Galatasaray), judges and prosecutors, various public
figures (such as businessmen, artists, and models), and
journalists.
Furthermore, there was a significant drop in applications
following the July 15, 2016 coup attempt. A total of 146
applications were submitted in 2015, whereas this number fell
to 63 in 2016, and 30 in 2017.48 These numbers are very low
when compared with Europe.49 The press being comprehensively
regulated in Turkey and many violations of journalistic
principles falling under various laws has opened the way for
many of the applications to the Press Council to be forwarded
to the courts.50 More specifically, the fall seen in 2016 and
thereafter was likely caused by the following:

>

With a state of emergency that remained in place

for two years between July 2016 and July 2018, one
violations of press ethics as a matter of priority.

>

Considering that a large part of the previous

applications were against media outlets close to
the government, applicants may be hesitant to submit
complaints in the current atmosphere.
48 Average figures for applications submitted to some of the European coun-

cils are as follows (Adeline Hulin, Ensuring the financial sustainability and
independence of press and media councils - An analysis realized for the 2017
Annual Meeting of the Alliance of Independent Press Councils in Europe (AIPCE), 2018, pp. 2-3): Germany 1,800-2,000, Austria 300, Azerbaijan 400-450, Belgium
(Flemish region) 70, Bosnia and Herzegovina 500, Estonia 85, Finland 470, the
Netherlands 120, Ireland 250-300, Montenegro 45, Cyprus (Greek) 30-35, Kosovo
60, Macedonia (FYRO) 100, Norway 400-500, Russia 25-30, Serbia 120, Sweden 500600, Switzerland 80-100, United Kingdom 30,000.
49 On the low number of applications compared to number of operating newspa-

pers, see Parlak, 2015, p. 186.
50 Sınar, 2008, p. 65.
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of the reasons could be that the public did not see

>

The natural result of shutting down opposition

media outlets by emergency decrees has eliminated
applications concerning these outlets.

>

The matter at hand, generally speaking, is the

perceptions of the readership and the change in
their perceptions: when the average reader of any
publication is exposed to prolonged polarization
and politicization, they may become desensitized
to violations of journalistic principles of the
outlets they follow.

4.2 “External” Activities Focused on Protecting Freedom of
the Press and Teaching Ethical Values
The Press Council has in the last few years worked
hard to raise its voice on freedom of the press as a
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principle and on the need to protect the fundamental
rights and freedoms of journalists on the individual
level. One of the duties of a modern press council is,
in fact, to protect members of the press when needed and
to represent the media as a whole against government.51
When the Press Council was being established, one of
its goals was set to be “to investigate attacks on
newspapers and journalists, and to expose those who
carry them out.”52
To this end, the following efforts can be cited:

>

It issued many press releases critical of

political, administrative, or judicial attempts to
target the press or journalists.53
51 Dönmezer and Bayraktar, 2016, p. 408.
52 Arvas, 2011, p. 86.
53 The press releases are available at http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/category/

haber-panosu/basin-aciklamalari/ (accessed April 11, 2018)

>

It visited as many arrested members of the media

as the Ministry of Justice would allow. A report on
their views and impressions was submitted to the
media.

>

It displayed an activist attitude on the topic of

human rights. The Press Council organized or joined
various meetings or demonstrations concerning freedom
of the press. For example, the secretariat of the
council took it upon itself to coordinate prolonged
“Hope Watch” after the arrests of journalists Erdem
Gül and Can Dündar. The watch took place in front of
the prison in Silivri where the two were held but
also sought to provide moral support to all of the
journalists who had been imprisoned.

>

It published reports that documented the

reports documenting the attempted attacks on and
restrictions of the press during the year can be
seen online.55
Activities were also carried out to provide training on
occupational principles:

>

The Council carried out an educational program,

as part of a project financed by the EU,56 to teach
media ethics to students in the departments of
communication of seven universities in six regions
of Turkey.57
54 For example, see Zor Yıl 2014 – Basın Özgürlüğü Raporu, Basın Konseyi,

İstanbul 2015 (206 pages).
55 http://basinkonseyi.org.tr/faaliyet-raporlari/ (accessed April 11, 2018)
56 CFCU/TR2012/0123.01-2 Yolsuzluğun Önlenmesi ve Etiğin Teşviki Hibe Programı.
57 This project produced the following publication: Medya ve Etik, İstanbul,

2017 (130 pages).
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difficulties facing the press.54 Parts of these

>

A free-of-charge program was held at the council’s

headquarters in 2017 seeking to educate young
journalists using a multi-disciplinary approach.

>

Numerous academic or professional conferences,

seminars, and the like were held to address the topic
of freedom of the press.
Furthermore, in a positive development, the Turkish Press
Council joined the Alliance of Independent Press Councils
in 2017.58 The former had attended events of the latter
regularly since 2016. Likewise, the Press Council was
invited to various international meetings as part of
UNESCO’s “Building Trust in Media in South East Europe and
Turkey” project between 2016 and 2018 as a participant from
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Turkey.

5. Difficulties Encountered by and Obstacles Faced by the Press
Council
5.1 Problems Related to the Political Situation
As noted above, the media outlets known to be close to the
government are no longer members of the council. This means
it no longer has the possibility of representing the media
as a whole.
At the same time, although it is possible to have
individual meetings with various people from government
circles, there is no continuous and sustained channel
of dialogue with the government. And this reduces the
possibility of handling issues through dialogue.
58 http://www.aipce.net/

“AIPCE is a network of independent content regulators

for both press and broadcast media. Its annual conferences provide a forum
for Press Council representatives to discuss topical issues, to exchange ideas and to offer and receive advice.”

As mentioned previously, the political situation
in Turkey has significantly reduced the number of
applications to the council concerning violations of
professional ethics.
There have been attempts to form alternative organs to
the council from time to time. One example of this was the
Media Ethics Council, established in 2007 by “bringing
together representatives of the media who support the
government.”59 Regardless of how strongly its first
president, Halit Esendir, stressed in a private meeting
that one of its goals was to “support the self-regulation
work of the Press Council,”60 Atilla Girgin, in another
bilateral meeting, indicated that the “Media Ethics
Council was [established] to counteract the current Press
Council.”61 In the end, it “has become neither popular nor
effective enough among the Turkish media.”62 This body is

5.2 Financial Difficulties
Financial problems faced by press councils are a general
problem experienced worldwide. The source of funding
is also closely intertwined with the questions of
independence, and impartiality.63 On the topic of financial
sources, most of the councils in Europe - albeit to
varying degrees - receive public funds. An interesting
example is the Finnish Press Council, whose expenses are
partially paid for by the Ministry of Justice. In Germany,
the press council receives state support as well. Both of
these countries justify this by noting that the council
59 Ayten, 2013, p. 6.
60 Ayten, 2013, p. 6.
61 Ayten, 2013, p. 6.
62 Ayten, 2013, p. 7. For the various foundational deficiencies of this ins-

titution, see pp. 8-10; also see Parlak, 2015, p. 185.
63 Fielden, 2012, p. 22.
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no longer operational.

resolving cases reduces the caseload of the legal system.64
In three countries, the majority of the funding comes
from the state (Greek Cyprus, Russia, Austria).65 There are
naturally concerns about government intervention whenever
there is state funding involved.66 Many councils are
financed by a mixture of public-private funds (in Germany,
Finland, and Belgium [Flemish region], there is a mixed
financing model involving contributions from the state and
the media; in five Balkan states, the system of financing
is supported by individual donations as well).67 However, the
financing of most of the councils is taken care of by the
media industry or media outlets that are members of the
press council in question.68 This being the case, there is a
concern that receiving funding in this way opens the way to
being influenced by the funders.69
As noted by UNESCO representative Adeline Hulin, the lack
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of guaranteed future income makes it extremely difficult to
engage in long-term strategic planning.70 It has been said
since the 1960s that a self-regulation body lacking secure
funds cannot adequately carry out its duties.71 Furthermore,
very few of the member councils of the AIPCE have sources
64 Hulin, 2018, p. 5. For further detail on the models in the two countries, see

Fielden, 2012, pp. 25-26. But it should be noted that the duties of the two are
different, with the self-regulation organ addressing ethics while the courts
address legal matters (p. 95).
65 Hulin, 2018, p. 6. Furthermore, an important reason for this is that foreign

funding is illegal.
66 Fielden, 2012, p. 22.
67 Hulin, 2018, p. 6.
68 Hulin, 2018, p. 5.
69 Fielden, 2012, p. 22.
70 Hulin, 2018, p. 2.
71 Dönmezer, 1968, p. 16; Tikveş, 1968, p. 195. Columnists have suggested that the

Press Advertising Agency should provide financial assistance, but this is beyond
the pale of the reasonable considering the current political situation in Turkey.

of funding with which they can maintain their financial
sustainability.72 Speaking at an AIPCE meeting held in
Budapest in 2017, press councils from some Eastern European
countries admitted that they were fully reliant on outside
donations to remain afloat.73
The council in Turkey also has very serious funding
problems. In 2017, the Press Council obtained approximately
226,000 liras, but its expenditures that same year were
approximately 167,000 liras. At the end of 2017, its assets
totaled approximately 200,000 liras. Its projected expenses
in 2018 amount to approximately 170,000 liras.74
Unlike the case with the Press Honor Council, filing an
application with the Council is free of charge.75 Of the
funding the Council obtained in 2017, approximately 185,000
liras were received from members. An “ethical service
ratings and from newspapers based on circulation figures.
The most prevalent method in Europe is this proportional
calculation method.76

72 Hulin, 2018, p. 11.
73 Hulin, 2018, p. 1.
74 For example, the 2017 budget of some of the press councils in Europe, de-

nominated in euros, are as follows (Hulin, pp. 2-3): Germany 700,000, Austria
235,000, Azerbaijan 12,000, Belgium (Flemish region) 200,000, Bosnia and Herzegovina 160,000, Estonia 11,000, Finland 390,000, the Netherlands 165,000, Ireland
400,000, Montenegro 30,000, Cyprus (Greek) 22,000, Kosovo 70,000, Macedonia (FYRO)
60-80,000, Norway 850,000, Russia 130,000, Serbia 120,000, Sweden 600,000, Switzerland 300,000, United Kingdom 280,000.
75 Sınar, 2008, p. 39. Europe takes the same approach (Fielden, 2012, p. 97).
76 Hulin, 2018, p. 7. However, there are also different systems, such as every mem-

ber paying an equal share, or members paying in proportion to the number of applications/violations they are responsible for (the “pay as you pollute” principle).
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charge” is collected from television stations based on

The concern that with almost all of funding coming from
member media outlets, this could affect impartiality and
independence was voiced at AIPCE meetings.77 But it can be
said that this does not pose a problem to the independence
of the Turkish council’s activities. This is because
the founding documents require that no matter what the
financial contribution is of every media group, they have
only one representative on the Supreme Board with equal
voting rights. Furthermore, the member/employee of a media
outlet that is the subject of an application with the
council cannot vote on the matter.
It is a generally accepted view that independence is
ensured through putting in place clear methods and
transparent mechanisms for the way councils function,78
and that it is important to separate the financing of the
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council and its decision-making over complaints.79
As this article was being prepared for publication, media
outlets owned by Doğan Şirketler Grubu Holding A.Ş. reached
an agreement with Demirören Holding A.Ş. regarding their
sale and transfer.80 However, if the new management of these
outlets decides not to make the financial payments it owes,
the hit to the Press Council could be fatal.
There is a need for administrative personnel to work on a
daily basis in order to address complaints on a regular basis.
Yet, their employment represents a serious budgetary problem.81
From the perspective of the Council, the secretary-general is
77 Once again, see Sınar, 2008, p. 23.
78 On this point, it is important to publish online every piece of research

and document, to the extent possible (Sınar, 2008, p. 67).
79 Zlatev, 2008, p. 61.
80 See the announcement made to the Public Disclosure Platform (KAP) on March

22, 2018 (https://www.kap.org.tr/en/Bildirim/669782) (accessed April 11, 2018)
81 Zlatev, 2008, p. 59.

the critical employee. According to Article 14 of the
Work Rules, the secretary-general “… is to reach an
amicable solution to topics raised in applications,
this being his/her primary duty as concerns
applications. To this end, the secretary-general is to
help bring the sides to a compromise. If a solution
is not found within a reasonable period of time, s/
he is to present a report to the Press Council
Supreme Board explaining the matter along with his
or her own recommendations.” From this point of view,
the secretary-general is the person tasked with
dealing with correspondence concerning complaints,
preparing dossiers, and presenting, together with his/
her own views, all of this to the BKYK. Furthermore,
according to Article 29, “[The secretary-general] is
to forward the draft of the Supreme Board’s decisions
to all of the members who attended the meeting as
that if objections are raised to the text, they be
conveyed by a specific date and time. [The secretarygeneral] is to prepare the final text, taking into
consideration the objections -- if s/he finds them
reasonable -- and announce it to the public.”
As can be seen, the secretary-general is the person
who is to record the Supreme Board’s decisions.
Given the nature of the task, the person selected
has traditionally been a jurist. Moreover, because
in previous years there were many more members and
a larger budget, the secretary-general was able to
command a competitive salary for this task. But
because the council no longer possesses the financial
means, and because the secretary-general can no
longer enjoy satisfactory compensation, the council
is struggling in employing someone to complete this
task.
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soon as possible and in written form, and request

For the same reason, the council no longer even has an
administrative secretary.82 Despite the fact that the
president and vice president are not paid, and all of the
members of the Supreme Board cover their own expenses,83 the
current budget is only enough to cover basic expenses.
At this point, it should be stressed that the Press Council
operates out of a small office it rents from a municipality
for a miniscule amount. This office is not a suitable place
for the council, but if the rent were to be increased and/
or the council is asked to vacate the property, this would
pose a near insurmountable problem given the body’s current
financial situation.
Financial difficulties have made it quite difficult to
publish and distribute. Furthermore, the lack of personnel
makes it impossible to translate research into foreign
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languages and distribute it.

82 When we survey the press councils in Europe, the number of employees are as

follows (aforementioned report, p. 3): Germany 10 full-time, Austria two full-time
and one part-time, Azerbaijan four full-time, Belgium (Flemish region) one full-time and one part-time, Bosnia and Herzegovina three full-time, three consultants,
one accountant, Estonia one full-time, Finland three full-time and one part-time,
the Netherlands two part-time, Ireland three full-time, Montenegro one full-time,
Cyprus (Greek) one full-time and one part-time, Kosovo five full-time, Macedonia (FYRO) three full-time, Norway five full-time, Russia five part-time, Serbia
two full-time and two part-time, Sweden two investigators and two administrators (full-time), Switzerland one full-time and one part-time, United Kingdom 22
full-time.
83 However, in most of the press councils in Europe, the members of the body

evaluating complaints receive a “betterment” pay for their efforts. For
example, in the Netherlands, the president of the committee receives 113 euros
per meeting, and the remaining four members receive 45 euros. In Bosnia and
Herzegovina, members of the complaint committee receive 100 euros per day for
every meeting they attend. For more on this topic, see Hulin, 2018, pp. 4-5.

5.3 Difficulties Concerning the Effects of the Decisions
One topic discussed at AIPCE meetings is the effectiveness
and respect for decisions made by press councils. The
common view is that it is not possible to measure exactly
how “seriously” these decisions are taken. It is an already
inherent defect of a voluntary self-regulation mechanism
that effectiveness of its sanctions may not be great.84 But
whether at least the decisions are published is important.
Interestingly, there are examples of places, such as
Macedonia, where the decisions are never published. In some
countries (for example, Belgium, and Bosnia and Herzegovina)
media organs themselves regularly publish a summary, if not
the whole decision, prepared by the council. As noted above,
the Turkish Press Council publishes all of its decisions
in full on its own website. However, it should be noted
again that no member outlet regularly publishes decisions
obligated to do so.

5.4 Outlets that Regularly Violate Media Ethics
A notable problem seen in Eastern Europe that is especially
acute in Turkey is how to approach media outlets that
deliberately and systematically violate journalistic
principles. The following points came up at the 2016 and
2017 AIPCE meetings:

>

The concept of a “partisan” newspaper is wrong.

What is called a “newspaper” should not look at
whether the government’s interests are being met but
should decide on what to publish while taking into
consideration if it is beneficial to the public
good. An outlet that does not do this cannot even be
considered a “newspaper.”
84 See Gölcüklü, 1970, p. 203; Dönmezer and Bayraktar, 2016, p. 408.
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concerning itself even though they are contractually

>

If such an outlet is even a member of the press

council, then its membership (or that of its members in
question) should be reconsidered. However, the dominant
view is that this is not a solution because the outlet
or individuals in question would be pushed outside of
the system and there would be no way to ensure they
abide by professional ethics.
The view that it is an exercise in futility to try to ensure
that some media outlets operating in Turkey comply with
journalistic principles was raised at a meeting that was
organized by the P24 Platform for Independent Journalism
in Istanbul with support of the European Commission
and UNESCO.85 I agree with this view: It is futile to
debate media ethics with outlets that exist to spread
disinformation, are financed to that end, and maintain public
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support through ignoring journalistic principles.
One topic often discussed at professional meetings is provincial
media outlets, especially in Anatolia, whose sole goal is to put
pressure on local authorities in order to benefit personally.
It is not possible to apply the idea of self-regulation to this
kind of structure under the present conditions.

6. Internet and Social Media
One current debate concerns the regulation of social media.
The main topic being discussed over the past few years by
press councils operating in Europe is what role the press
councils should play in regulating social media, given
its steady growth at the expense of traditional media.
Two separate meetings were held in Finland and Bosnia and
Herzegovina in 2016 and attended by representatives from
85 Türkiye’de Medyanın Özdenetimini Etkinleştirme Toplantısı (Promoting

Self-Regulation in Media in Turkey Roundtable Meeting), P24 & European Commission & UNESCO, Adahan Istanbul Hotel, October 27, 2017.

Eastern European press councils, UNESCO representatives,
and academics and journalists from Western Europe. Among
the issues discussed were such questions as whether or not
press councils should regulate online sources and “open
journalism,” and if so, should they apply different rules,
and to whom professional ethical guidelines should apply.

6.1. Is Regulation of Ethics Possible?
According to one view, it is not generally possible in
practice to regulate social media. The only realistic
prospect on this topic is “self-regulation”; in
other words, each person should exercise individual
responsibility. According to this view, the only solution
for social media is to create rules for “voluntary selfoversight.”86 The role of media outlets here is perhaps to
show the way. In fact, university students prepared a guide
Rules for Social Media.”
However, the dominant view appears to be that press councils
do have a role to play in regulating social media. What is
more, some councils have already come up with special rules
for social media; and while others have not done so yet,
they have decided to do so in future. On the other hand, a
few councils have said there is no need for special rules
for social media and that the same rules should apply for
everyone involved in any activity that could qualify as
journalism (for example, Finland). There are also countries
that believe the rules should fundamentally be the same, but
adapted for the specific nature of “online media” (such as
Kosovo). The Turkish Press Council, as noted earlier, includes
86 Furthermore, there are recommendations on putting in place various inter-

national instruments and basic ethical rules on Internet usage. On this topic,
see “Principles for governing the Internet – A Comparative Analysis,” UNESCO
Series on Internet Freedom, UNESCO, 2015, pp. 54-57.
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in Finland in 2014 on the etiikka.fi website titled “Just

online activities in its scope. However, because our
current legislation, which regulates working principles,
is old, it only took into consideration traditional
media. From this point of view, specific rules pertaining
to the Internet and social media are being evaluated
as part of our ongoing effort to update professional
principles.

6.2. Who on Social Media and What Types of Sharing Fall
Within the Purview of the Press Council’s Authority?87
There is a debate over who and what type of publication/
broadcast fall under the purview of the council when
it comes to the regulation of the Internet and social
media. Three main topics of debate concerning what
authority press councils do and do not have can be
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mentioned.

6.2.1. Journalists Who Share Posts on Social Media
Included in this group are professional journalists who
publish articles on Facebook or share news via Twitter.
Some of the press councils, and I agree with this view,
are of the opinion that: in the case of journalists, the
medium through which they disseminate work cannot be
a criterion. What is important is the sharer’s identity
(i.e., that they are a journalist) and the content of what
is shared. If a journalist shares content that includes
criticism or news, irrespective of the medium or the
form, it is subject to journalistic principles.
The reason for this is simple: If we do not consider
content shared via social media as subject to
professional ethics, we will have accepted the existence
87 On this topic, see also Fielden, 2012, pp. 101-102.

of two separate mediums for journalists. One would be the
traditional media, which would need to prepare news and
criticism in accordance with journalistic principles, and
the other would be social media, which need not comply
with these principles. This would allow for the airing of
insult or, for example, or news whose veracity has not been
established or views that constitute defamation. It is
clear that having this duality is not acceptable.
According to the Turkish Press Council, the current
regulations are adequate to assess whether a news article
a journalist shares via their Twitter account is in
compliance with professional ethics. In fact, we have an
example of this; a decision was made that one journalist
who had shared information via their Twitter account had

6.2.2. Ordinary Individuals Who Share Content That Can
Be Considered News or Who Regularly Comment on Social
Matters via Social Media
The primary group in this category and the group causing
the debate are individuals who are not journalists but who
maintain a blog through which they share their personal
views (bloggers, vloggers). As is known, these types of
accounts sometimes have hundreds of thousands, and in the
West even millions, of followers. When a blogger shares
untrue and defamatory information about, for example, a
restaurant in their own social media corner, the place of
business may suffer very serious commercial and financial
consequences.
The dominant opinion at AIPCE meetings, and which I also
share, is that there is no such designation as a blogger;
88 http://www.medyagunlugu.com/Haber-2569-gazeteciler-twitlerinden-de-sorumlu.

html (accessed April 11, 2018)
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committed a violation.88

and there is no point in coming up with such a designation.
If a blogger is a journalist and is using their right
to publish news or criticism, they fall into the earlier
category; a journalist who presents him or herself as a
“blogger” or while publishing a “blog” cannot evade being
bound by journalistic ethics.
This being the case, we can say that “bloggers are people
not bound by the professional rules of journalism.” Take
for example a person who shares on Twitter a video of
something they saw on the road, or someone who criticizes a
politician on their Facebook account, or a regular person
who makes a tangible or intangible value judgment about
a place of business on Ekşisözlük (a wiki website). The
dominant view, with which I agree, is that individuals who
fall into this category are not subject to media selfregulation. There cannot be any discussion of whether
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these individuals abide by “professional ethics” because
they are not members of the profession in question. Thus,
an application submitted to the Press Council concerning
denigrating comments made about a commercial business on
EkşiSözlük was rejected for the same reason: There can be
no discussion about the obligation of an anonymous person
commenting on Ekşisözlük to abide by “journalistic ethics.”
One topic of discussion concerning individuals who fit into
this second category is whether an institution (and also
press councils) should give any type of accreditation or
not to a website that voluntarily abides by professional
ethics guidelines. If press councils take on this task, it
could serve as a source of additional income. Of course,
for this implementation to see any demand, providing
“accreditation” to the websites in question must bring
with it some tangible benefit. It can be said, for example,
that receiving accreditation by way of a press council, or
something similar, increases the prestige of these persons
and, in the event of a legal dispute, strengthens their

standing in the eye of the law; and because they will,
in this case, be subject to both self-regulation and
external regulation, the likelihood of staying within the
bounds of law and ethics will increase.
According to an even more ambitious proposition, with the
condition that they agree to abide by the council’s rules,
there is benefit to accepting and declaring bloggers as a
“media source.”
On the other hand, according to a narrower suggestion,
the councils should accept the authority to demand that
social media platforms remove specific posts, at least in
the presence of certain violations (incitement to violence,
hate speech,89 discrimination). This authority will increase
the effectiveness of the councils on the national level.

The clearest example of this practice, widespread in the US
and Europe but less so in Turkey, are bloggers who have a
“blog” on the official website of a newspaper but who are
not journalists themselves. Of the three categories listed
above, they are the most problematic group. What should
be the obligations of media outlets in this instance? No
common agreement exists yet on this topic.
The other example involves the status of material
shared by journalists on social media who do not work
for any media outlet. Sub-categories include unemployed
journalists or new graduates who have not found work yet.
What is the status of these individuals? It would be
beneficial to adopt a policy decision on this issue.
89 For recommendations on how to counter hate speech on the Internet, see

Iginio Gagliardone/Danit Gal/Thiago Alves/Gabriela Martinez, Countering Online Hate Speech, UNESCO Series on Internet Freedom, UNESCO, 2015.
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6.2.3. Individuals Who Fall Between These Two Categories

7. Responsibility for Reader Comments
An important topic that needs to be discussed is
responsibility for reader comments published on news
websites. A decision of the European Court of Human
Rights (Delfi AS v. Estonia) dated June 16, 2015 holds the
news portal responsible for published reader comments.
The decision states that it is not enough for comments
containing illegal content to be removed after being
published, the news portal needs also to be fined.
Although this decision was based on the specifics of a
particular case,90 this approach will push news portals
in many countries to adopt the model of pre-moderation.91
In other words, only comments approved by editors can be
published. As far as I know, this is also common practice
in Turkey. However, this approach has two important
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shortfalls, in my opinion:
1- It is no longer possible not to hold the media
outlet responsible for messages approved by the
editor. It is no longer possible to state “This is
the personal view of the reader. I cannot be held
responsible” when it comes to views the news portal
approved and chose to publish.
90 Criteria taken into consideration include the following: The portal is

professionally run and enables reader comments for commercial gain; it is
not possible to hold those who leave comments responsible; the measures
taken after the publication of the comments are insufficient; the sanctions
are light and the effect on the business life of the applicant is insignificant (See Tezcan et al., 2016, p. 516).
91 For recommendations on models of responsibility for content provided by

third parties, see Internet Intermediaries: Dilemma of Liability, Article 19,
2013, p. 16. For more on how the ECtHR decision did not resolve the matter of
responsibility of intermediaries but also made it more difficult for EU member states to implement notification-based liability legislation see Akdeniz,
2016, p. 156.

2- Editors have become a new sort of “censor” of
readers’ views, and this clearly creates a problematic
situation in terms of freedom of speech.
Websites using these types of moderation models need to
publicly announce the following: the percentage of comments
that are published, the reasons for rejecting comments,
who and how (according to what criteria) is in charge of
regulation, what expertise this person possesses. For
example, according to the authorities who joined an AIPCE
meeting, The Guardian declined to publish only two percent
of the of the 17 million comments it received.
On the other hand, what is the status of a news portal that
publishes its readers’ comments without being moderated
and announces that to the public? In my opinion, Turkish
law may hold the news portal legally and financially
responsible in this instance, but criminal responsibility

8. Journalistic Principles Adapting to New Developments
I have already stated that the Press Council is working
on updating the Code of Professional Ethics of the Press.
While consultations in this regard continue, I would like
to at least bring up some of my own personal views and
recommendations.
First of all, many Internet portals in Turkey simply
copy-paste the work of others in large part or in full.
Sometimes the source is listed, but sometimes not even this
is done. In fact, when this kind of “integral” transfer is
in question, listing the source is not sufficient. In my
opinion, duplicating the news article/content from another
source without its approval or permission is an ethical
violation from the very start. We must discuss whether it
is appropriate, from an ethical perspective, to use in its
entirety a news article prepared by someone else, even if
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is open to debate.

the source is made clear. For example, the Serbian Press
Council has adopted a rule allowing at most a third of
an article to be used as is, and even then, the source
needs to be listed. I think we can also introduce a limit
on this matter as well. Even if “duplication” is seen as
“acceptable” in Turkey and done often, it is difficult to
say that taking someone else’s work and using it without
their permission is any different from plagiarism in
academia or even petty theft.
Another problem is the way news concerning health is
presented. In my opinion, presenting health news in an
exaggerated and sensational fashion, all to attract more
attention, is unethical. Therefore, there should be a
provision to prevent these articles from shaking patients’
faith in doctors and from resorting to sensationalism to
draw in more readers. For example, according to Article
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12 of the journalistic principles enforced in Pakistan,
“When reporting on medical issues, a sensational approach
that can lead to baseless fear and give readers false
hope should be avoided. Preliminary findings should not be
presented as final or nearly exact.”
Another ethical violation frequently seen on the Internet
is using visual materials that are entirely unrelated to
the content of the news article but only serve to draw in
curious readers. In particular, pictures of the human body
should not be used to simply increase circulation numbers,
ratings, or views.
There should also be a provision to prevent the use of
false, exaggerated, or sensational headlines (especially on
social media) that do not reflect the content of the news
article and only serve to rouse reader curiosity. The only
goal of this practice, commonly known as “clickbait,” is to
entice readers through dishonest means and direct them to
specific content with commercial concerns in mind.

What’s more, one unethical practice that is very frequently
seen in Turkey is high circulation newspapers presenting
articles on their websites piecemeal in “slide” format
solely to increase the click count: It is clear that making
it more difficult for readers to access news articles out
of commercial concerns goes against the “public good.”
One important issue is the way crimes such as sexual
assault, sexual abuse, sexual harassment, and the like
are reported. News articles on crimes against sexual
inviolability should not include information such as the
name, photograph, educational level, and the like that
would make it easier to expose the victim. Furthermore,
the same principle must apply for all crimes committed
against or by children. As a rule, in all of these cases,
there is no benefit for the public to know the identity
of the perpetrator or the victim. Likewise, when reporting
exaggeration and victim blaming should not be resorted to.
Furthermore, eroticizing sexual crimes by turning them into
“stories” is unacceptable. Also, bringing up the identity of
the victim or their personal life or demeanor to explain
the crime shifts the focus from the perpetrator to the
victim and is a grave error.
Media outlets should also publish corrections on their own
accord of articles that are later discovered to contain
false information. There is no regulation requiring this,
and in practice articles that contain mistakes or turn
out to be false are just removed silently, without any
explanation. In Serbia, for example, according to a very
recently prepared study containing guidelines for “online
media,” it is not possible to change a news article without
first informing the public: When and where an article was
changed must be made clear. According to the same study,
there must also be an explanation concerning any content
that is removed from an article: It must be made clear
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on crimes against sexual inviolability, sensationalism or

if and why content is removed. According to the code of
practice in Denmark, for example, the need for correction
arises as soon as an error on matters of importance is
spotted in a published article. The correction should be
presented in such a way that the reader or listener can
easily understand the mistake that was made and the correct
information.
Another painful problem in our country is the way legal
news is presented. In legal cases of political importance
especially, we see some media outlets convey information
in a way that would sway public opinion and that is
intentionally biased. An example of this is news articles
about court hearings that only contain accusations directed
at the defendants and convey no detail that is in favor
of them. The course of judicial cases should be presented
objectively. According to the Danish code of conduct, “For
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the duration of the trial, care must be taken to convey
equally the views of the parties (if in a criminal court,
then the prosecution and the defense). In the event of a
criminal investigation or prosecution, the final decision
is to be explained.”
Another important point that should be raised is that there
is a lack of provisions to prevent a conflict of interest.
According to the Israeli code of conduct, “A journalist
should not be involved in any occupation, job or public
relationship that could arouse suspicion or give the
impression of a conflict of interest. A journalist must not
accept or request any benefit for product that results from
his or her journalistic endeavor, except from the media
organ that s/he works for.”
Lastly, even if it may sound like a dream considering
the conditions in Turkey, “No article that has been
substantially modified by the editorial department should
be published without the approval of the original author.”

This is because something one did not say is presented to
the public in their name. I am aware that this kind of rule
will not be accepted by editorial departments in Turkey.

9. Conclusion and Analysis
The importance of self-regulation in the press is clear.
As long as a press exists, there will be abuses. If the
press cannot regulate these abuses on its own, then the
state authority will take it upon itself to do so; and
this opens the way to corrupt attempts whose main goal is
to restrict freedom of the press.92 In this respect, it is
widely accepted in the West today that self-regulation is
the most effective system when it comes to dealing with
professional violations. Turkey’s most important jurists
have long voiced the great importance of establishing an
effective self-regulation mechanism.93 As one columnist
press is undoubtedly doomed to lose both its freedom and
prestige.
The Press Council has been the target of various criticism
since the first years of its establishment. Although the
reasons and scope may differ, today the criticisms it
receives mostly come from circles close to the government.
Furthermore, there are also suggestions to “restructure
the Press Council from scratch.” It is clear that in the
current political situation in Turkey, where freedom of the
press is under particular threat, removing an institution
of self-regulation that everyone accepts is independent
of the government will not contribute anything positive to
the press. Likewise, recent experience shows that attempts
92 For similar analyses, see Gölcüklü, 1970, pp. 201-202; İçel and Ünver, 2012,

p. 216. Also see Girgin, 2006, p. 49.
93 Dönmezer, 1968, p. 4; Tikveş, 1968, p. 198.
94 Erkelli Kızıl, 1998, p. 130.
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notes,94 when journalistic ethics are not protected, the

to “rejuvenate” various institutions (such as the judiciary
or education system), whose “reform” was demanded because
they no longer met expectations, have not produced a better
result.
Attempts to create different self-regulation institutions
will, in my opinion, hinder a respected and authoritative
basic institution from existing. From this point of view,
existence in a disorganized manner of multiple institutions
having the same duty reduces the power of each and every
one of them; likewise, conflicts arising amongst them in
norms weakens the authority of each other.95 If there are
many institutions all doing the same work independent
of one another, all of their efforts will fall short, and
each institution will remain weak. From this point of view,
having a “plurality of organizations” in the field of self-
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regulation may perhaps mean the “absence of organizations.”
The Press Council in Turkey remains subject to criticisms
that are no longer valid and that stem from earlier periods
(such as that it is under the control of a specific media
group).96 Furthermore, there are hurt feelings from possible
past mistakes. Every institution no doubt has “emotional
baggage” from its past. However, institutions should be
assessed based on their current structure and function
as well as their current members and projects. The Press
Council clearly needs to explain and makes its case better.
But, others need to voice their criticism after monitoring
and evaluating the work of the council made public. It is
95 Compare Zlatev, 2011, p. 38: according to the author, “This reinforces the

argument that a news-ombudsman model of media self-regulation is more appropriate for Turkey than a council model, given the size, diversity and complexity of the local media scene.”
96 For example, the Press Council was accused of being anti-democratic and bi-

ased because Oktay Ekşi, who was the chief columnist at the Hürriyet newspaper at the time, served as its president for a long time (Arvas, 2011, p. 90).

not feasible to ignore an institution with 30-odd years
of experience and establish a new one from scratch. It is
always possible to change the Press Council’s structure,
organs, their composition and election of members, work
principles, and the like in light of criticism coming
from media stakeholders. But what is important is that
all of these stakeholders come together and carry out
this effort together.
Today, segments close to the government criticize the
Press Council for being an “opponent.” But, as one
columnist noted, “The success and effectiveness of these
types of institutions rest on their ability to stand up
to all kinds of prevailing governments.”97 There can be
nothing more natural and necessary than the Press Council
being in a continuous state of struggle in the face of
the most important threats facing freedom of the press
executive-judicial).
When we look at comparative applications, we see that the
press councils have these basic functions: build trust
in the media, encourage increased standards of quality,
prevent interventions that could come from the state or
other official institutions, and reduce the number of
legal cases filed against journalists and media outlets.
It is undeniable that the Press Council in Turkey has
brought a certain level of recognition to itself and
carried out the duties it has assigned itself, though
there are shortcomings. In fact, from the point of view
of principle, the following evaluations have been made:
“When we analyze all of the self-regulation mechanisms
together, we can say that the Press Council is the most
effective, the most active, and places the greatest

97 Ayten, 2013, p. 14.
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presented by the three pillars of the state (legislative-

importance on the principle of good journalism”98 and
“despite all these criticisms, the Council has continued
its work unremittingly and retained its character as
an unparalleled self-regulation institution.”99 And when
we look at the goals of the institution and its current
activities, it can be said that the council has done
everything it can to carry out its mission “to protect
freedom of the press.”100 However, considering the profile
of the applicants to the Press Council, it should be noted
that there are shortfalls in reaching a wider public.101 The
Press Council has limited sources of funds, making it more
difficult for the council to promote itself nationwide.102
The council needs to show some effort on these issues.
An important challenge for the Press Council is to include
Internet portals in its system. Online platforms have
become the most common way to inform the public in light of
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the difficulties and pressure Turkey’s conventional media
faces. The Council must find an effective way to reach
these platforms (and it has begun work on this already).

98 Parlak, 2015, p. 185. Also see Arvas, 2011, p. 86: “Looking at the annual re-

ports of the Press Council published since its establishment, the Council has
condemned the assault and assassination of journalists, reacted strongly to
the trampling of journalists’ professional rights, and also exposed when journalists failed to carry out their responsibilities to the public good. It can
be said that the Press Council aims to protect journalists from irresponsible
outside pressure and interventions but also the public good from irresponsible journalism.”
99 Arvas, 2011, p. 90.
100 On how the Turkish Press Council has strongly supported freedom of the

press, contrary to, for example, the example seen in the United Kingdom, see
Sınar, 2008, p. 61.
101 Parlak, 2015, p. 186.
102 Sınar, 2008, p. 63.

Another recommendation for the Press Council is
that it should have an arm comprising technocrats
and researchers. Undoubtedly, when the number of its
employees increases, such an effort will enable the
council partially to fulfill its role as a center of
knowledge that sets standards in professional practice.
At the very least, increasing training and awareness of
colleagues should be an important goal.103 It is useful
to classify by category the violations identified by the
Press Council and to examine each violation according to
its typology.104
Another current issue is that press councils in Europe
also seem to engage in lobbying on matters that concern
journalistic ethics. An important example of this is
meetings with Facebook. Hundreds of thousands of news
articles are shared on this massive platform. Facebook
it remain unknown. Cooperating with the councils on this
matter benefits both the public good and increases the
effectiveness of the councils. For example, in one meeting
held in Turkey,105 it was suggested that the Press Council
lobby Google concerning its operations in Turkey and work
103 Ayten, 2013, p. 14.
104 In fact, the following determination has been made in the doctrine

(Parlak, 2015, p. 195): “Just as it is not possible to know how big of a
problem something that has not been measured is, it is similarly impossible to solve the matter. Looking at the websites of the Press Council,
the TGC [Turkish Journalists Association], and the Media Ethics Council
and in our other Internet searches, it can be seen that no research has
been undertaken concerning the publication of false news; its prevalence;
the reasons behind it; the percent of newspapers that abide by journalistic principles; for those that do not, the reasons for not abiding by the
principles; and how big of an effect they have on newspapers’ circulation
figures.”
105 See footnote 85.
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has its own filtration system, but the criteria behind

to ensure that outlets that publish false news be relegated
or entirely removed from the results page. I also believe that
these efforts are beneficial.
Lastly, it is worth noting that self-regulation within the
media can only work in a society where democratic values,
freedom of speech, and freedom of the press are upheld.106
From this perspective, we must admit the following: As long
as the government and society in Turkey do not fully absorb
these principles, any attempts at self-regulation will
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always face great difficulties.

106 Sınar, 2008, p. 22.
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In Turkey, the Office of Ombudsman Also Has Its Limits
Tuğba Tekerek
Working as I do as a journalist in Turkey, the concept of
“media self-regulation” brings three things to mind.
First: In the initial years of my journalistic career,
I found a big story, interviewed the person in question,
the editor was pleased, and my article ended up taking
up a large spot on the page. But after the article was
published, the person I interviewed emailed the readers’
representative. He said that I had tried to “defame
and ridicule” him. I learned first hand that an article
can have such a negative effect on a person, and I was
left to face the consequences. It was with this that
I understood much better that “getting the scoop” and
side go hand in hand, and that there is a need to be just
and ready to be held accountable at all times.
Second: In 2015, Ola Sigvardsson, a press ombudsman in
Sweden, drew a large circle on a board at a presentation
he made to journalists from various countries. He said
that according to Swedish law, the media is able to
report on almost every aspect of life, and that within
the circle he drew almost nothing is forbidden or
actionable in a court of law. This is because the media
has its own self-regulation mechanism. This mechanism,
comprising journalists, serves as a strong shield against
state control and prosecution.
And lastly: In the current period that Turkey is going
through, on the one hand, the journalistic practices the
media should discuss are being discussed in courthouses
and dozens of my colleagues are being sent to prison.
On the other hand, a large segment of the media has
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understanding how the final article will affect the other

usurped the public’s right to be informed and begun to
spread hate, to fling mud at people and present them
as targets, unrestrained by any effective and strong
regulation mechanism established by the media itself.
We might ask ourselves in the midst of all of this,
where are the ombudsmen or, as they are frequently
called in Turkey, readers’ representatives? What can
the media hurling down a steep hill and whose brakes
have practically failed hold on to? What kind of effort
are they making to show that they want to grab on to
something? Do they in fact want to hold on to anything?
The office of the ombudsman first began in Turkey
in 1999 at Milliyet newspaper, and, as of April 2018
when this article was written, is to be found at
four newspapers: Sabah, Hürriyet, Cumhuriyet, and
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Milliyet. These are very different newspapers from
one another, considering their political stance, their
proximity to the government, and their understanding
of journalism. And this is subsequently reflected in
the practices of their ombudsmen. (The sale of Hürriyet
to Demirören Holding, which also owns Milliyet, was
finalized while this article was being completed. No
change was made to Hürriyet’s readers’ representative
column in this period) When discussing whether media
self-regulation is possible in Turkey independent of
the state and media owners, it is important to talk
with the people who carry out this task in various
ways. How do they identify the scope of the job they
do? What do they focus on? What is in store for the
office of the ombudsman? The interviews below attempt
to paint a broad picture of the means and limitations
of the office of the ombudsman, and taking this
into consideration, seek to determine where readers’
representatives stand with respect to self-regulation
of the media.

Sabah: Ombudsman as a Technical Job
In the one-and-a-half-hour-long interview I conducted
with İbrahim Altay, the ombudsman at Sabah, the strongest
supporter of the government’s policies in the media, one
word that came up often was not “freedom of speech” or
“media ethics” but “technical”: “I am a very technical
man,” “Our job is very technical,” “We need to work
technically.” In explaining the office of the ombudsman,
Altay, a “technical man,” first draws its limits. Drawing
the limits is necessary because, according to him, the
office of the ombudsman has at its foundation a very
serious legitimacy problem. Altay says:
We regulate in the name of the readers, we selfregulate, but who gave us this authority? Or who
decided that we have this competence? The readers
from the contract we signed with our employer. This
gives rise to a legitimacy problem.
According to Altay, in this case, reader complaints
grant the ombudsman legitimacy, and in practice make the
ombudsman possible because they bring to the readers’
representative’s attention articles from the hundreds of
articles that one person alone could not regulate:
A giant mechanism is in question here. The
newspaper, not including the supplements, publishes
200-250 articles every day. Almost 800 are published
on the Internet. This being the case, should I read
and analyze every single one of them for mistakes
every day or should something else be done? What is
needed is something else. We must be able to act on
complaints from readers. I don’t see any other way
around it.
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don’t elect us. In essence, we receive this authority

This is why Altay, in order to not “abuse his authority,”
usually starts from complaints; he sees problems when he
reads the newspaper but prefers not to address those topics.

“Real Readers’ Representative”
This “leaving aside one’s personal views” business extends
back to the days when Sabah’s previous ombudsman Yavuz
Baydar was dismissed and replaced with Altay.
Baydar, who served as president of the Organization of
News Ombudsmen (ONO) for one term and brought the practice
of the ombudsman to Turkey for the first time in 1999 in
accordance with international standards, was dismissed from
Sabah in 2013 after criticizing a lead story concerning
the anti-government Gezi protests.1 The newspaper replaced
Baydar with İbrahim Altay, introducing him as a “real”
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readers’ representative and announcing that he would “not
use his column to voice personal views”:

1 Yavuz Baydar in his readers’ representative column dated June 17, 2013 and

published in Sabah included messages from readers that criticized the newspaper’s lead story, which was titled "Günaydın Gezi" [Good morning Gezi] and
dealt with the topic of the police intervention against the Gezi Park protesters. Baydar’s article the following week was not published; Newspaper's
Editor-in-Chief Erdal Şafak ran a letter criticizing Baydar’s column instead,
citing it as an example of a letter from a “real Sabah reader.” Baydar took
a leave of absence thereafter. Upon his return, he sent in his column to be
published on July 23, titling it “What is the purpose of this column?” and
explaining the importance of independent self-regulation. It, too, was not
published. The newspaper then terminated Baydar’s employment, citing the various times he “insulted” the newspaper through various channels, with The New
York Times being the prime example. Baydar, who had many times through various
channels spoken about his views on the media and self-regulation in Turkey,
published an article in The New York Times on July 20 titled “In Turkey, Media Bosses Are Undermining Democracy.”

There is finally a real readers’ representative
at Sabah starting from today. He will not use
his column to voice his own personal opinions,
he will serve as the voice of the readers, and
he will be sensitive to media ethics.2
Indeed, Altay in his first column introduced the
readers’ representative as “someone who is assigned
a task by the reader, not someone who takes it
upon himself to do something.”3 Also during the
interview, he described “not taking it upon oneself
to do something” as “acting within the limits drawn
by the reactions from readers”:
When you pick up the newspaper, and evaluate
the news in terms of ethics, you find yourself

This is why the dozens of examples I prepared
before the interview that are extremely problematic
in terms of journalistic principles and that I
believe did not face self-regulatory scrutiny all
ran into the same wall: “There were no reader
complaints.”
Take, for example, the article titled “The Stunts
of Deniz Yücel, Merkel’s cute child,” which also
included the sentence, “Yücel, who receives his
instructions from Kandil, wrote his news articles

2 “İşte Sabah’ın yeni ombudsmanı,” August 5, 2013 https://www.sabah.

com.tr/medya/2013/08/05/iste-sabahin-yeni-ombudsmani (accessed March 6,
2018)
3 “Gazeteniz de sizi okuyacak,” İbrahim Altay, August 5, 2013 https://

www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/okur_temsilcisi/2013/08/05/gazeteniz-de-sizi-okuyacak (accessed March 6, 2018)
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using authorities you don’t necessarily have.

accordingly.”4 When I asked Altay whether this article, which
has no concrete evidence and includes no response from Yücel,
abides by journalistic principles, he responded as follows:
In order for me to have anything concrete to say
about this article or any other I must first receive
a complaint, compare the articles, speak with the
reporter, and then relay what they say to the
complainant. In the end, I need to explain my views on
this topic as the readers’ representative in the space
allowed to me in the newspaper. As you can see, I think
in very technical terms.
Altay says he has at times evaluated articles as part of
dossiers - such as the dossier on articles reporting on
suicide - opened upon earlier complaints or widened the
scope of the evaluation after receiving a complaint from
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a reader, but this widened scope does not encompass my
examples.
So, what about complaints raised on social media? Can they
not be taken into consideration? Take for example the use
of the word “agent” concerning the human rights defenders
arrested on Büyükada and put in prison on July 18, 2017,
despite there being no such charge in their indictment.5
4 “İşte Merkel’in cici çocuğu Deniz Yücel’in marifetleri,” March 14, 2017

https://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2017/03/14/iste-merkelin-cici-cocugu-deniz-yucelin-marifetleri (accessed March 11, 2018) [Deniz Yücel is a German journalist
working for Die Welt who was held in pre-trial detention for some 12 months. He was released in February 2018 after a hastily produced indictment in
what was largely reported to be a political deal with the German government.
Kandil is shorthand for the Kurdish separatist PKK which has a base in the
Kandil Mountains in Iraq.]
5 “Büyükada’da yakalanan ajanlarla ilgili son dakika gelişmesi! Davaları baş-

lıyor,” October 25, 2017, https://www.sabah.com.tr/gundem/2017/10/25/buyukada-davasi-basliyor (accessed March 20, 2018)

Certain segments widely criticize this and similar topics.
Altay comments on this as follows:
20,000 people comment on social media every day about
Sabah. The most important topic for the people is the
one they are writing about at that moment. You want
the readers’ representative to address the topic most
important to you.
“Do you have no criteria to select from among these?” I
ask. His answer: “All complaints are important.”

“I Come from This School”
İbrahim Altay, born in 1980, was 33 years old when he
became the readers’ representative, had three years of
work experience at a newspaper, and worked as the weekend
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supplement editor at Sabah.
I ask if work experience and respectability would provide
legitimacy for the role of readers’ representative. He says,
“Experience can also sully you and desensitize you to what
happens.” Respectability is completely subjective, he says.
Even if Altay accepts that some of the other readers’
representatives evaluate news in accordance with
journalistic principles on their own initiative, for
himself he simply says, “I come from this school.”

“Subordinate to the Executive Board”
Altay, who took over the work contract of Yavuz Baydar, is
one of the most powerful ombudsmen in Turkey considering
the power his contract gives him. He himself says the
“system at Sabah is one of the best.” He is subordinate to
the Executive Board, and not to the editorial team, which
prepares the news articles he evaluates. According to Altay,

“The Executive Board in fact wants the newspaper to be
regulated.” If he were to leave the newspaper before his
term, which his contract stipulates to be three years,
is up, he would still be able to receive his pay for the
remainder of the term.
On this point, it is also important to note that the
Executive Board that “wants the newspaper to be regulated”
has ties to the government. Sabah works under the umbrella
of Turkuvaz Medya, on whose Board of Directors serves
Serhat Albayrak, the brother of President Recep Tayyip
Erdoğan’s son-in-law and Minister Berat Albayrak. The
Kalyon Grup, known for its closeness to Erdoğan, owns
Turkuvaz Medya. Therefore, Altay is independent of the
editorial team that produces the journalistic content he
evaluates, but the Executive Board he is subordinate to
is extremely close to the government. This tie raises the
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question of how possible it is for Sabah to have a type of
ombudsman that the government would not be pleased with.

Saving a Couple of Pieces from a Fire
Altay, who stresses that the ombudsman has no authority
to sanction, sees it as his job to “save a couple of
valuable pieces from a fire.” In one of his columns, he
wrote that the primary duty of an ombudsman is to “redress
direct or indirect injustice to the reader.” On the topic
of intercepting injustice to the reader, he stressed the
following in our interview:
I approach it this way: “Can we rescue a piece of
property from a fire?”, “Can we be a little more
sensitive on this news topic?”, “Can we help at least
one aggrieved person?”, “Can we improve the language
used at all?” I know that I cannot change the entire
media order in this way, but if I do my job well,
maybe I can prevent some injustices and ensure that

articles on some topics are prepared properly. What I’m
saying is I’m no superhero.

Success on the “Compromised Journalist” Issue
İbrahim Altay generally writes in his weekly column on
topics such as child abuse or violence against women,
and sometimes allows for messages from readers. “Simple
mistakes” are an important part of the criticisms he makes
of Sabah. Furthermore, he also follows and discusses topics
such as the presentation of press releases as exclusive
news or relationships between reporters and companies that
are based on mutual interests.
The wishes Altay voiced at the start of 2018 show
what matters he finds important6: not falling into the
“compromised journalist trap” (not going on expensive
relations companies that is based on material interests),
not being racist, or xenophobic, not preparing factually
incorrect articles or articles including unverified
information, not acting as judge or jury, and the like.
Speaking on the effect his efforts have had, he says:
If you seriously focus on one topic, you will be able
to change some things at least for some time. You will
be able to see results on a certain level, including
on the “compromised journalist” matter … I think we’ve
made improvements in the relations between public
relations companies and journalists.
However, among the concerns Altay has brought up there
is no mention of freedom of the press. While criticizing
6 “Dilerim 2018’de bu ilkelere dikkat edilir,” İbrahim Altay, January 1, 2018

https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/okur_temsilcisi/2018/01/01/dilerim-2018de-bu-ilkelere-dikkat-edilir (accessed March 11, 2018)
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press trips, not entering into a relationship with public

the shortcomings of exclusive news articles in the
newspaper, he does not look at issues that could be
closely related such as self-censorship and political
pressure. He did discuss once in his column his
newspaper’s articles on the operations in Afrin, written
using nationalist and militarist language, but only to
praise the newspaper for reporting from the field.7

Office of the Ombudsman Is Losing Its Function
We spoke about the future of the office of the
ombudsman with Altay during the interview. According
to him, the classical ombudsman is losing its function
with the arrival of the new media.
In the old days, journalists, like the mythological
demigods, used to sit atop a mountain and would
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say, “O people, we have chosen for you these topics
today. Take them and read them!” The media has
since lost its authority, both when it comes to
reporting and distributing the news. The readers
have gotten stronger. “I demand my rights, let me
find someone who can take care of it for me” has
been replaced with everyone taking care of their
own needs; if they like it, they “retweet” it, if
they don’t, they “dislike” it. When a call is made
that “This article is wrong,” immediately under
it we see written “This is what is correct.” In
this kind of system, the ombudsman in the classic
understanding of the term has begun to lose its
function because everyone is claiming their own
rights themselves.

7 “Harekâtı yerinde izleyen tek gazete,” İbrahim Altay, February 5, 2018

https://www.sabah.com.tr/yazarlar/okur_temsilcisi/2018/02/05/harekti-yerinde-izleyen-tek-gazete (accessed March 11, 2018)

According to Altay, who considers the office of the
ombudsman to be based on reader complaints, it is not
possible to cope with complaints in the new media order.
The field you are tasked with regulating used to
be the surface area of the newspaper, but now it is
infinite. And the complaints themselves have become
infinite, making it impossible for one person to
address and find a solution to them all.
According to Altay, the main problems the media in Turkey
is experiencing are issues like the confrontations between
international companies such as Google and the laws of
various countries, or the ads circulating via companies
such as Facebook. “The media in Turkey may be able to
make some improvements through the discussions on self-

So, does the fact that many national newspapers lead
with the same headline, word for word, when reporting on
President Erdoğan’s speeches not point to a uniform media
in Turkey? He first laughed and then said, “Great minds
think alike,” “jokingly,” adding that when he looks at
the new media, developing in the digital world, he sees a
“multitude of views.”

Hürriyet: The Possible Ombudsman
Neither the reader nor limits are at the center of Hürriyet
ombudsman Faruk Bildirici’s understanding of the office of
the ombudsman. Bildirici sees the ombudsman as someone who
turns mistakes made in a newspaper into added value:
I work to turn all of the mistakes into added
value for my newspaper and journalism in the most
transparent way possible. Otherwise, there is no
added value to journalism if I were to say, “There’s
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regulation, but it has much greater problems,” he says.

a typo here,” “There’s an error there.” We approach
this in a very transparent manner so that the same
mistake is not repeated in my newspaper or any other
newspaper. This is what it’s about. To sum it up, I
am a medium that ensures quality journalism. I am a
medium for quality journalism, not readers.
Bildirici, whom I spoke to before Doğan Holding sold the
newspaper to Demirören Holding, has been the readers’
representative at Hürriyet for eight years. The office of
the ombudsman at the newspaper was first established in
2002. It was at this time that the Turkish Journalists
Association prepared the Declaration of Rights and
Responsibilities of Turkish Journalists (1998), the
ombudsman office at Milliyet was established (1999),
and the Doğan Media Group announced its publication
principles (2002) - in other words, it was a period
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when rules and regulation mechanisms were established
within the Turkish media. Bildirici says the office
of the ombudsman has now become well-established at
Hürriyet after a period of 16 years – excluding a brief
interruption – and that the media in general has over the
past eight years taken important steps in internalizing
the functions of the ombudsman.
Bildirici, who has been a journalist for 38 years in
various roles, including as a reporter and Ankara bureau
chief, hosted Çuvaldız, a television program critical of
the media, together with his colleague Doğan Tılıç two
years before he became the readers’ representative at
Hürriyet. According to Bildirici, the ombudsman needs “a
specific experience, knowledge, interest in these topics,
and, of course, credibility.” Bildirici says the ombudsman
needs to regulate the newspaper in accordance with
journalistic principles on their own initiative, not only
when readers react, and adds that this is how he carried
out his duty.

Bildirici bases the definition of his job on the 10
principles of the Organization of News Ombudsmen (ONO)
– and when he falls into conflict with his newspaper,
he points to these principles: First, “to increase
awareness of responsibility at his own news outlet.”
Second, “to work to protect press freedom and promote
responsible, high-quality journalism.”8 According to
Bildirici, the point about “freedom of the press” is
very important; “If a colleague of mine is imprisoned, I
will and I must write about it. This is my duty. It’s the
duty of all ombudsmen,” he says.

8 The 10 articles of ONO’s news ombudsman mission statement:

1.

The news ombudsman is dedicated to protecting and enhancing the

course about journalism’s practices and purposes.
2.

The news ombudsman’s primary objective is to promote transparency
within his/her news organization.

3.

The ombudsman works to protect press freedom and promote responsible, high-quality journalism.

4.

Part of the ombudsman’s role is to receive and investigate complaints about news reporting on behalf of members of the public.

5.

The ombudsman recommends the most suitable course of action to
resolve issues raised in complaints.

6.

The ombudsman is an independent officer acting in the best interests of news consumers.

7.

The ombudsman strives to remain completely neutral and fair.

8.

The ombudsman refrains from engaging in any activity that could
create a conflict of interest.

9.

The ombudsman explains the roles and obligations of journalism to
the public.

10. The ombudsman acts as a mediator between the expectations of the
public and the responsibilities of journalists.
About ONO, http://newsombudsmen.org/about-ono (accessed April 1, 2018)
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quality of journalism by encouraging respectful and truthful dis-

Thus, Bildirici, who in his 2018 New Year’s message made
mention of imprisoned journalists9, wrote in his column
about a local journalist whose property was seized because
he allegedly had ties to “FETÖ,” despite there being no
court decision to that end.10 Furthermore, he provides
a list in his column every week of news articles on
Hürriyet’s website the courts have blocked access to.

He Doesn’t Only Write a Column
Bildirici’s primary goal is to be accessible to readers.
He receives a report on reader complaints prepared by the
newspaper’s call center. Furthermore, it is possible to
contact him via his Twitter and Facebook accounts, as well
as via the Hürriyet website and his own personal website.
In addition to his email address and Twitter account, it
is easy to find his phone number. When he first began as
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an ombudsman, he prepared detailed reports on the topics
readers would write in about, and says he used to receive
approximately 350 views and criticisms a month, with this
number being only slightly lower today.
Bildirici, who works alone, first analyzes the responses he
receives from readers, conveys those he considers important
to those at the newspaper who could address them for
internal deliberation, and writes about concerns he deems
need to be written about. He also immediately informs the
individuals in charge of mistakes that need to be fixed
online.

9 “Gazetecinin dileği,” Faruk Bildirici, January 1, 2018 http://www.hurriyet.

com.tr/yazarlar/faruk-bildirici/gazetecinin-dilegi-40695916 (accessed March 11,
2018)
10 “Tık avcılığı ve galeriler,” Faruk Bildirici, January 29, 2018 http://www.

hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/faruk-bildirici/tik-avciligi-ve-galeriler-40724450
(accessed March 11, 2018)

Bildirici also says he prepared reports on his own
initiative or upon a request from the management of the
newspaper when it was still owned by Doğan Holding and
forwarded them to the management, covering topics that do
not fall under self-regulation or “whose publication in
his column would be distasteful.” For example, he prepared
reports on reactions to the firing of a columnist or
the change in the reactions of readers during the antigovernment Gezi protests. The paper’s coverage of specific
issues in the past that have now become controversial may
also be a topic of analysis for Bildirici. Occasionally,
the management wants him to conduct research to find out,
for example, “how much the various segments of society
are represented on the economy pages” or “if news about a
football team is presented in a biased manner in the sports
pages.” In addition to this, Bildirici says he also attended
the meetings of the Doğan Board of Publishing Principles,
Publishing Principles, and shared his views.
Furthermore, though he believes he should not be involved
in the pre-publication process, he, seeing as there is no
other ombudsman to do so at the newspaper, voices his views,
especially as concerns photographs, while the articles are
being prepared on disputed topics, such as Syrian refugee
baby Aylan, whose body washed up on shore, or migrants who
engage in prostitution.

From Placing a Product to the Right to Be Forgotten
Bildirici writes about very different topics in his column,
from the well-known interview writer Ayşe Arman allegedly
engaging in product placement on social media to the right
to be forgotten on the Internet. He talks about how writing
articles on what happens in the corridors of power is on
its way out, and indicates how this is tied to political
conditions. In the column he dissects his newspaper’s
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established to oversee the implementation of the Doğan

articles and analyzes them according to journalistic
principles and media ethics. He makes space in his column
for short messages from readers. In fact, we can see
Bildirici analyze Hürriyet news articles that receive much
criticism on social media during the previous week in his
column from the perspective of an ombudsman at the start
of the week. Bildirici prepares draft guidelines on topics
such as “obscuring names and blurring photographs” and “how
to write articles on traffic accidents,” in the context of
ethical principles, and presents them for discussion. On the
effect his efforts have, he says the following:
I think some things have changed and some people pay
attention to what I say. But do they do everything I
say? Of course not. It would be an achievement for me
if a colleague of mine says “Faruk warned us, let me
not include this detail” after I write “Details should
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not be included in articles on child abuse.” For
example, if the topic at hand is a victimized woman,
the news article does not need to be presented in a
way that would further her victimization. We prepared
the guidelines. I believe all of this has and will
create a wealth of knowledge.

No Ombudsman Contract
So how free is Faruk Bildirici while engaging in all of this
and how far can he go? Does he have a contract that allows
him to be forceful against and independent of the newspaper
he regulates? No, he does not. The contract he signed when he
took on his previous role at the newspaper remained in place
after he took on the role of ombudsman. “Ideally, there should
be such a contract. That is what is right. But there is not
one,” he says about an ombudsman contract. I asked Bildirici,
“Do your articles need to go through the same procedure as
other columns before they are published?” He replied:

They are not subject to the same procedure. Of course
not. I cannot say that I am 100 percent free to write
as I please and that they are always published as is.
Because this doesn’t sit well with the realities in
Turkey. If someone were to ask me to criticize myself
in the future, I would have a lot to be critical of,
but I am doing that which is possible in light of the
realities in my country, journalism, and media outlet.

The Limits of That Which Is Possible
In an attempt to understand “what is possible,” I raised
the issue of the articles published by Hürriyet on
Turkey’s operation in Syria’s Afrin. Binali Yıldırım,
the then prime minister, met with the editors and
administrators of media outlets on January 21, 2018,
the day after the operation began. We learned from the
had attended the meeting, that the prime minister listed
15 “expectations” of news articles on the operation.11 The
prime minister wanted “national interests to be guarded”
in articles; he expected, for example, “no quotes from
people that could paint Turkey in a negative light.”
Hürriyet, which saw no need to report on this part of the
meeting, published the “Operation Olive Branch” logo the
following day, featuring a tank with its gun protruding from
the logo frame.12 This logo was included on the page every
day for a month. Hürriyet’s articles were in line with the
prime minister’s expectations and reported on developments
from the perspective of the government.

11 “Odatv en kritik toplantıdan bildiriyor,” January 21, 2018 https://odatv.

com/odatv-en-kritik-toplantidan-bildiriyor-2101181200.html (accessed March 11,
2018)
12 http://t24.com.tr/basin/2018/01/22 (accessed March 11, 2018)
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website of Oda TV (odatv.com), a representative of which

Ombudsman Faruk Bildirici did not make mention of this
meeting in his column. However, he did criticize news articles
on the Afrin operation in two of his columns. In the first,
he said, “We must not report unconfirmed information, even
if provided by the official authorities -- especially if no
sources have been cited,”13 referring to a factual error. In
the second he noted that articles in the media “look like
they were uttered by the same person,” “they are full of
praise and accomplishments,”14 and dubious articles like the
one about a “Turkish pilot who came close to 20 meters from
the ground” published in Hürriyet, are a blight on journalism.
In our interview, Bildirici said, “News articles have become
a piece of war propaganda. If we can believe something as
outrageous as this, what else will we believe? That’s what I
tried to say.” When I told him his criticism was limited to
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a few sentences, he responded:
Yes, I know. I’m doing what is possible because we are
in such an environment - even if we put the newspaper
aside for a moment - that when we say something, it is
almost impossible for it to be understood correctly.
The people hear one thing and twist your words into
something completely different.
And what about Hürriyet not covering the official
statements put out by the United Nations on the deaths of
civilians in Afrin and UNICEF’s official statement on the
deaths of children? What about Hürriyet readers not being
informed of this? Bildirici says the following:

13 “Çocuk istismarı haberleri,” Faruk Bildirici, February 26, 2018 http://www.

hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/faruk-bildirici/cocuk-istismari-haberleri-40753480
(accessed March 20, 2018)
14 “Rakılı fotoğraf,” Faruk Bildirici, February 5, 2018 http://www.hurriyet.com.

tr/rakili-fotograf-40731379 (accessed March 11, 2018)

If there is an incident that has taken place, it
should of course be relayed to the readers together
with all of the information from all sides as is. The
people from whom correct information has been withheld
cannot make a correct analysis. During the First Gulf
War, war was described as if it were mere shooting
stars in a dark sky. When in reality those bombs were
falling on people. I should of course say the same
for Turkey. Whatever happens, information needs to be
relayed on every topic and from all sides. I think
this is a shortcoming. But I’m still looking at how to
write about it.
I reminded Bildirici about what he had said at a seminar
on peace journalism he held at Boğaziçi University: “A
journalist should not only limit him or herself to asking
questions but must also take on a leadership role. But
unfortunately not possible.” His response to this:
I still think as I did back then. But the politicians
do not stand by what they said back then and the
atmosphere in today’s Turkey is not like that. Does
this absolve me? I know that it doesn’t. I’m not saying
this to defend myself… But this is the reality I face.
In the end, Bildirici is unable to directly answer my
question on the challenges of writing critical pieces on
political news articles, but says the following:
In order to write about centers of power, you must
be powerful yourself. You need to be aware that you
will confront the centers of power. This doesn’t only
concern you; it concerns your institution as well.
This is also the case for large companies, politics,
football teams, and even some artists.
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when they become tools of the prevailing ideology, this is

When asked “What news article is the most difficult to
criticize?” Bildirici has a straight answer:
News articles concerning affiliates… If the media
outlet you work for also operates in a number of
fields outside of publishing, writing about that field,
criticizing the group’s other companies, making your
views on that clear in news articles concerning that
is more difficult. I’m not saying I didn’t write about
those topics. I have, but in a limited fashion.

Tactics to Make It Possible to Continue
Bildirici tries to do his job using tactics that stay
within the limits of “the possible ombudsman”:
To be honest, this “possible” part can be the reason
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for backtracking on some points. But it also sometimes
allows me to skip a step. If I accept that it holds me
back sometimes on one topic, after some time it also
makes it possible for me to write much more freely on
another topic, in return for having to backtrack.
Bildirici, writing on quite a difficult topic -- the phrase
“Turkey belongs to the Turks,” which stands next to the
Hürriyet logo -- has said it needs to be removed.15 He
explains that he wrote on this topic in pieces, taking into
consideration the readers’ sensitivities and the newspaper’s
identity. Bildirici stressed the importance of style, saying:
I place importance on being able to deliver the right
messages and being able to continue. This is why it’s
not a matter of not saying some things, but about
saying them politely, saying them with maybe a velvet
15 “Ortak paydamız Türkiye,” Faruk Bildirici, June 18, 2012

http://www.farukbildirici.com/index.php?Did=489&Page=1 (accessed March 11, 2018)

fist instead of an iron fist… I look at whether it is
important to say it or not. I take the same approach
when writing about a mistake a journalist should never
make. I never talk condescendingly.

“Ombudsman Still of Critical Importance in New Media”
Bildirici, speaking on the effects of new technology on
the office of the ombudsman, says first and foremost his
area of responsibility has increased, and that he now also
follows reporters on social media. He thinks the office
of the ombudsman, considering the increase in the area of
responsibility and the necessity to immediately intervene
in online news, should be transformed into an office with a
secretariat. However, he does not agree with the view that
“readers now make their criticisms known on social media,

It’s not just about voicing criticism… Not every
criticism is founded… It’s about analyzing criticism
and turning it into something of value. I analyze
those criticisms and turn them into valued views. …
Second, just because criticisms are raised there [on
social media] doesn’t mean they reach their intended
target, or that the reporter or columnist cares. I make
it possible for them to care by talking and discussing
[the matter].
According to Bildirici, the ombudsman’s role is critical for
the future of journalism in Turkey.
Journalism has lost a lot of credibility in Turkey,
and the ombudsmen will make an important contribution
to it coming back.
A few weeks after I interviewed Faruk Bildirici about a
future in which journalism has regained its reputation, an
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obviating the need for an ombudsman”:

event of historical importance in Turkish media took place:
The Doğan Media Group, of which Hürriyet is a part, was sold
to the owner of the Milliyet newspaper, Demirören Holding,
which is known for its close ties to Erdoğan. And in this
way government control of the media reached a much more
serious level. Bildirici was able to continue to prepare
his articles during the transition and no changes have been
observed in his columns.
When this sale hit the news, Bildirici wrote in his column
that Hürriyet will only be able to maintain its respect
and place in the mainstream media through editorial
independence and critical journalism.16 When asked how the
newspaper views the future of the ombudsman following
this sale, he replied, “I will continue to do my job as an
ombudsman in the same way as before. I will protect the
line I have been following.” Only time will tell how long
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this line and the line of Hürriyet under the umbrella of
Demirören Holding will not diverge.

Cumhuriyet: Ombudsman on Trial17
What do readers ask you?
Before our interview, a judge at the Istanbul 27th High
Criminal Court directed a very similar question to
Cumhuriyet readers’ representative Güray Öz. It was claimed
that Öz “had not attempted to convey to the management the
reactions and unease expressed [by readers].” As a result of
these allegations, Öz had been in prison for nine months and
16 “Hürriyet’in ortak değerleri,” Faruk Bildirici, April 2, 2018 http://www.

hurriyet.com.tr/yazarlar/faruk-bildirici/hurriyetin-ortak-degerleri-40791361
(accessed April 19, 2018)
17 Güray Öz left Cumhuriyet in September 2018, following a change in manage-

ment. The newspaper did not yet have an ombudsman column when this book went
to press. (ed. n.)

his column remained empty from November 2016 through the end
of July 2017. Accused of aiding a terrorist organization, he
was sentenced to three years, six months in prison.
The interview took place after Öz was released from prison
but before the local court had handed down its final
verdict, and the case weighed heavily over our discussion.
In this country it is, after all, possible to see sentences
you use in an interview such as “reaction to editorial
line,” “who should be called a terrorist and when,” and the
like a few months later in the case file of the person you
interview. So it pays to be prudent!

“I’m Independent”
Güray Öz has been the readers’ representative at Cumhuriyet
since March 2013. Cumhuriyet was the last newspaper in
and underwent changes shortly after doing so. Öz explains
the newspaper’s decision as follows:
Cumhuriyet has a close relationship with its readers,
but a relationship with one’s readers and regulation
of the newspaper for conformity with journalistic
principles are two separate things. This is the
primary job of the readers’ representative. And we
filled this gap.
Güray Öz, who has been a journalist for 49 years, served
as Cumhuriyet’s Europe representative for a long time. He
was the managing editor at the newspaper before becoming
the ombudsman. And after becoming ombudsman, he wrote twice
weekly on political topics and also served as a member of
the Executive Board of the Cumhuriyet Foundation.
Cumhuriyet, which has a unique ownership model among
newspapers in Turkey, also offers a different example of
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Turkey to set aside a column for a readers’ representative,

an ombudsman independent of the newspaper’s administration.
Öz, contrary to the ombudsmen at Milliyet and Hürriyet,
was appointed by the Cumhuriyet Foundation, which is the
newspaper’s shareowner, and not by the newspaper’s editorin-chief. This is why the editors, whose articles he
inspects, cannot remove him from the post. Compare this
with the case at Sabah, whose ombudsman answers not to the
editor-in-chief but to the owner, though that owner happens
to be a company. The Cumhuriyet Foundation, in contrast,
was established solely for the purpose of publishing the
Cumhuriyet newspaper.
Öz states that in almost all of the newspapers in Turkey,
what the boss says goes, and explains the situation at
Cumhuriyet as follows:
The Executive Board of the Foundation selects the
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editor-in-chief and leaves the administration of
the newspaper to him or her. It does not in any
way interfere in the preparation of the newspaper.
It selects the ombudsman in the same way, and the
ombudsman then works in a completely independent
fashion. I am a one-man institution.
“I am lucky in this regard,” Öz says of his independence.
According to Öz, the readership of Cumhuriyet is very
active as they send the readers’ representative 60-70
messages a day. These messages span every topic from the
proper use of Turkish to the crossword puzzle. Öz says the
complaints about factual errors and typos comprise about
half of all of the reactions he receives.
When we look at the column, we can see that he does set
aside space for these matters every week. Besides his weekly
discussions of typos, Öz also states in the column that there
is a need to use words of Turkish origin that are still in
use in place of words rooted in Arabic in news articles.

In addition to including the complaints sent in by
readers, Öz also issues general reminders in his column on
journalistic principles. He does not agree that he falls
short in evaluating ethical violations in news articles
published by his newspaper and says, “I do the best I
can.” I ask if he would in his readers’ representative
column discuss the way the word “terrorist” is used in
news articles. The mainstream newspapers in Turkey usually
conform to the government line when it comes to the
language used in these kinds of situations. Cumhuriyet
uses this term to describe those with links to the PKK and
“FETÖ.” Öz replies as follows:
This is a very difficult topic. I approach these topics
from a very general view, but whether you like it or
not, you must abide by the law in Turkey. No one can say
that Turkey is a democratic country. This is why you
to face the judiciary and the government. No doubt, this
does not mean abandoning the struggle. If you aren’t
careful, you’ll lose that which you already have. The
definitions of terrorism and a terrorist organization
do not leave the media much space to maneuver in
Turkey. This is why we must work objectively while
paying attention to the specifics of every event.
Öz says the editors at Cumhuriyet take the warnings of the
readers’ representative seriously and that ever since the
readers’ representative position was established, criticisms
have been conveyed to the parties in question much better.
Moreover, he is of the view that the newspaper should be
looked at much more often, and that even the smallest of
errors should not make it through. “This isn’t something one
person alone can easily do, but one has to try to keep up,”
he says. He may come together with the editors in the next
period and discuss oft-recurring mistakes, he says.
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must be careful on certain topics if you do not wish

According to Öz, the office of the ombudsman can serve an
important function in improving the media, but an important
point needs to be kept in mind:
In order for ombudsmen to be effective, the newspapers
themselves need to be independent. It is very
difficult for ombudsmen to be independent when the
newspapers themselves are not independent.

Milliyet: An Ombudsman That Knows Its Limits
Belma Akçura, who has served as an assistant ombudsman for
seven years and an ombudsman for six, is a journalist with
the most experience in this field. She continues in this
role with her “Medya Analizi” (Media Analysis), published in
the Sunday supplement of the Milliyet newspaper. “Readers’
Representative” is written in small-point font on the
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ledger of her column, and is illegible online. Akçura
summarizes her job definition as follows:
What is expected of me now is, yes, to write about the
mistakes in the newspaper, if there are really serious
ones and if there are complaints about them from
readers, but it is mainly to write about the new media
order in general.
A glance at the “Medya Analizi” column is enough to see
that reader complaints and the newspaper’s mistakes are
of secondary concern. The weekly column presents a large
“photograph of the week,” independent of the criticisms of
the media. Akçura, as an ombudsman, addresses such topics as
violent language in football articles, research related to
the media conducted in the United States, and smartphone
applications journalists can use. A problem in a specific
article is rarely and in a very limited fashion brought up,
and what’s more, that article need not have been published
by Milliyet. The headline of the article and who wrote it

are not made clear, what newspaper published it is not
mentioned, nor is the date of publication. Akçura acts as
if she is not the Milliyet ombudsman but a person who
engages in a general evaluation of news articles. She only
mentioned two journalistic practices at Milliyet while
mentioning the newspaper’s name in the first two months of
2018, and both were positive. In other words, her newspaper
in this period saw no direct or negative criticism at all.
Akçura, who has 32 years of experience in the field, says
she accepted the role of ombudsman because journalism was a
“great feeling” for her and that she places much importance
on the readers’ criticisms. She explains that period as
follows:
When I first began, I was able to address [in the
readers’ representative column], for example, news
or misrepresented a politician. The newspaper was very
respectful of having that internal regulation. We were
able to ask the editors to defend their decisions,
and they would. They were the ones who introduced
the office of the ombudsman at Milliyet, and they had
an approach that made it possible for it to be done
properly.
Milliyet was the first newspaper to introduce a readers’
representative, which it did in 1999. In 2011, it came under
the control of Erdoğan Demirören, a businessman known for
his close ties with Erdoğan. (A phone conversation between
Demirören and then-Prime Minister Erdoğan in which the
former referred to the latter as “boss” and said, after
a dressing-down from Erdoğan on a news report, “How did
I get myself into this business? For who?” while sobbing
was leaked via social media in 2014.) The newspaper
quickly became pro-government after this. Speaking on the
current status of the institution of the ombudsman at the
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articles that had marginalized, discriminated against,

newspaper, Akçura in other parts of our interview said the
following:
Let’s consider that someone from the ruling party
targets or insults a member of parliament. We were
able to criticize this before if the newspaper in
its headline did not use quotation marks, thereby
presenting [the accusations] as if they were true.
Today, we can no longer do that. Let’s say there’s
something about a businessman out there. Can we write
about it? No, we cannot. We cannot write about anything
that would upset a media owner. We subconsciously find
other topics to write about.
An article by Akçura providing statistics on how many
journalists have been imprisoned, how many cases have been
opened, and the number of websites that have been blocked
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was censored:
Quite simply, if an annual media analysis which you
present without comment is turned down, there is a
serious problem at hand.
Akçura says she is able to level serious criticisms in
articles concerning women, children, the LGBT community,
animals, and the environment, and that this is in fact a
criticism of politics:
The political identity of a country is reflected in
the profile of the people on the street because those
people are nurtured by politics. How women are viewed,
sexual abuse of 9-year-old children, domestic abuse…
Criticizing any of these is criticizing politics,
if you ask me. It is not necessary to directly
criticize politics; you can also write your article
while looking at the sediment and mud left behind by
politics.

“You Cannot Object If You Live Only off Your Paycheck”
Akçura was able to directly criticize news articles in her
newspaper in her “Readers’ Representative” column up until
November 2016. The column was then discontinued without
any explanation. When she returned five months later, she
began to write her “Medya Analizi” column in the Sunday
supplement. Akçura says she was “disappointed” and explains
the lack of reaction as follows:
It was the editor-in-chief’s decision; he said that
he found this to be the best course of action. I did
not have the chance to object because if you are
financially dependent on only your paycheck, you don’t
have the luxury to question this, to take a stand,
to say this isn’t right, to say that your 15 years of
effort and labor can’t be wasted like this. You must

Facing up to One’s Self
Akçura, addressing how many of her ombudsman duties she’s
been able to carry out, says:
In a period when journalism cannot be performed
properly, saying “I’m an amazing ombudsman” does
nothing but cheat the people. And saying “I can’t do my
job at all” is being disrespectful to one’s job. That
is why I try to do the best I can. But if you ask, “Is
this what it means to be an ombudsman?” I’ll have to
say, “No, it doesn’t.” We can say that I am no longer
actively acting as an ombudsman.
I brought up news articles published on Milliyet’s website
concerning the arrest of businessman Osman Kavala, who
is known for his civil society activities: Accusations
against Kavala were included in news articles headlined
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accept whatever is said.

"Asimder President Gülbey: Kavala man of external forces
in Turkey,"18 "Kavala organized Gezi [protests],"19 "Shocking
accusations about arrested Osman Kavala,20" but his defense
and the explanations provided by his wife and friends
took up no more than one line. I asked Akçura, “Should this
not be criticized? Can you be an ombudsman if you don’t
criticize this?” She says:
This is a valid question. There is a presumption of
innocence. Furthermore, there is also the right not to be
defamed. If you are not looking at a person’s defense but
only the accusations leveled against them and presenting
them as-is, then the ombudsman should be involved. You
must write about this. The newspaper may not publish
your column if it doesn’t fit its editorial line. But you
must. And if you’re not, then there is a problem.
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And when she addresses her own responsibilities concerning
these topics, she pours her heart out:
Left alone with one’s thoughts, one seriously confronts
whether or not a person is acting in accordance
with principles... This reckoning can have very heavy
consequences - consequences that you have to face on
your own and that result in self-punishment. Maybe this
doesn’t reflect on the society or your newspaper, or your
circle of friends. Only you face up to that reality.

18 “Asimder Başkanı Gülbey: Kavala Dış Güçlerin Türkiye’deki Adamıdır,” Janu-

ary 5, 2018 http://www.milliyet.com.tr/asimder-baskani-gulbey-kavala-dis-guclerin-igdir-yerelhaber-2511009/ (accessed March 11, 2018)
19 “Kavala gezi organizatörü,” November 2, 2017 http://www.milliyet.com.tr/kava-

la-gezi-organizatoru--gundem-2547886/ (accessed March 11, 2018)
20 “Tutuklanan Osman Kavala ile ilgili bomba iddialar,” November 1, 2017

http://www.milliyet.com.tr/tutuklanan-osman-kavala-ile-bomba-gundem-2547491/
(accessed March 11, 2018)

According to Akçura’s explanation, there is no direct pressure
on her when it comes to what and how to write on a topic:
Even if you don’t get told “Write this” or “Don’t
write this,” or if your article isn’t returned to you,
they do teach you self-censorship. As soon as you
cross a dangerous line, you risk facing sanctions.
That is why I don’t believe I have the right to
criticize the editorial line of the newspaper nor can
I assert that “this kind of pressure is coming from
the politicians.” Of course, these pressures exist,
but they are not visible… This is why I can at most
criticize myself. Everyone creates their own “empire
of fear.” You draw the red line yourself.

A Period in Which Everyone Loses

journalism, says, “If they lose, we’ll lose, too,” and adds,
“We’re in a period in Turkey all media is losing… The
ombudsman is a part of this.” During our interview, whenever
she spoke about the pressures she faced and how she
reacted, she very often stressed that the other ombudsmen
and newspapers were in the same situation. “Of the four
ombudsmen, none of us are able to do our job fully,” she
said, and reiterated the risk many journalists face when
they openly discuss these issues today:
At a time when all rights have been violated and
journalism has been subdued, if we “personalize” this
matter at the expense of the ombudsmen, we will only
get one thing in return: Another one or two people
will quietly be added to the list of people who have
lost their jobs, nothing more…
This paragraph summarizes what Akçura has said about the situation
Turkey’s journalists and ombudsmen find themselves in:
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Akçura, quoting from the movie The Post, which focuses on

In Turkey, censorship and self-censorship are not
only the problems of the ombudsmen. At a time when
all of the media is under siege, discussing this
topic through the media ombudsmen makes sense, but
is insufficient, if you ask me… In Turkey, almost all
journalists know the limits of who, what, and how much
they can write… They know who the boss doesn’t like,
and they know what will happen to them if they write
about someone. For example, if one were to write about
the boss’s favorite columnist or any politician or
the president, they’ll be told, “Stop right there!”
You are obliged to keep an eye out for the boss’s
relationships and the editorial policy of the outlet
you work for. The office of the ombudsman here won’t go
beyond, to use Rumi’s words, “Write whatever you want,
but know your limits!”
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Conclusion: Approaching 20 Years
The story of the readers’ representative in Turkey
already spans some 20 years. And even though the readers’
representative position is limited to just a few of the
40 newspapers distributed nationwide, it is found in
the country’s highest circulation and historically most
important newspapers. At this point, it is possible to say
that most readers are now familiar with the concept of a
readers’ representative.
Furthermore, the ombudsmen have played a role in changing
the language used in articles on violence against
women and child abuse especially, and helped establish
specific standards for these news articles as well as
raised awareness about hate speech, discrimination, and
marginalization. We can also say that it is because of
ombudsmen that journalists’ receiving gifts from companies
and going on luxury press tours has become a topic of
discussion.

On the other hand, let’s reiterate that the readers’
representative column at Milliyet, one of the four
newspapers, has been renamed “Medya Analizi” (Media
Analysis) and that it does not criticize directly the
paper’s own output. This change at Milliyet does not bode
well for the future of the readers’ representative at
Hürriyet, which was sold to the Demirören Group, the owner
of Milliyet.
All of the ombudsmen have specific limits to how much
they can engage in self-regulation. For some, these limits
allow very little room to operate, and for others they
are not as constricting. According to Faruk Bildirici, the
readers’ representative at Hürriyet, being able to write
about centers of power is tied to both the ombudsman and
readiness of the outlet he or she works to confront these
centers. Milliyet’s Belma Akçura says “you are obliged
editorial policy of the outlet you work for.” Cumhuriyet
ombudsman Güray Öz has no boss to worry about, but he
also says the situation “requires that you be careful on
specific topics if you don’t wish to face the judiciary and
the government.”
Sabah ombudsman İbrahim Altay has no problem with the
boss, editorial board, or the political authorities. His
newspaper agrees with the government, and he agrees with
the newspaper. Readers’ complaints form the limits of his
authority, and they, at least as much as they are reflected
in his column, do not touch upon any ethical violations
that have led to a public outcry.
The picture we see is that news articles on women and
children, which all segments of society and centers of
power deem acceptable to criticize, are criticized more
often. But criticism of topics that touch upon politics is
less frequent.
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to keep an eye out for the boss’s relationships and the

As this article was being written, one of the most
important current events in the country was the Afrin
military operation in northern Syria, which should have
been discussed from the perspective of media ethics. Only
one readers’ representative discussed it in their column -in a limited fashion. (We should note at this point that the
Cumhuriyet readers’ representative column remained empty
for five weeks after the start of the operation; health
reasons were cited.) At the end of the day, we are forced
to confront the fact that the institution of ombudsman
in Turkey does not fully discuss how articles on war are
presented.
Indeed, the situation of the ombudsmen is not independent
of the siege the media is under. The ombudsmen, to the
degree that they accept this situation, are heading
downhill at the same speed as the free-falling media, and
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are acting as a brake to the degree that they resist.

Regulation and Self-Regulation in Television in Turkey
Suncem Koçer
Introduction
The television series, Çukur, produced by Ay Yapım and
broadcast on Show TV, tells of the dark past of the
Koçovalı family and its battle to secure control of
Çukur, one of Istanbul’s most notorious neighborhoods.1
It was first broadcast in October 2017, became popular
instantly and continues to attract a wide audience. The
story often revolves around the passionate love between
Yamaç Koçovalı, who after many years returned to Çukur
to head his family affairs, and the love-interest, Sena.
The headlines of Internet news sites reporting on the
the first episode confirmed that “viewers haven’t seen
pointed out how Yamaç and Sena’s “passionate kissing
scene left its mark on the show.”2 Çukur blazoned on
social media and became a trending topic after just
the first episode. Many viewers commented that kissing
scenes were no longer very common, and that “the last
time something like this was seen [on a TV show] was [a
kiss] between Bihter and Behlül on Aşk-ı Memnu.”
So after only a few months, Çukur’s fan-base was secured.
As the story developed further, Sena and Yamaç decided
to get married. In the last week of February, newspapers
reported of a whole new character popping up in Sena and
Yamaç’s relationship. This character, from the other side
1 “Çukur,” http://www.showtv.com.tr/dizi/tanitim/cukur/2076 (accessed April 28,

2018)
2 “Ateşli öpüşme sahnesi Çukur dizisine damga vurdu,” October 27, 2017

https://www.haberler.com/atesli-opusme-sahnesi-cukur-dizisine-damga-vurdu-10164860-haberi/ (accessed April 28, 2018)
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something quite like this for a long while.” News items

of the Fourth Wall, was the Radio and Television Supreme
Council (RTÜK).
RTÜK which had on many occasions fined Show TV for the
kissing scenes in Çukur, arguing that the show promoted
immorality among the youth, has now itself secured a part,
watching Sena and Yamaç everywhere, observing them, and
actively seeking them out. In one scene widely reported
in the news, Sena and Yamaç, stand in front of the Koçova
Public Hospital and hug as they bid each other farewell.
Just then Sena tells Yamaç, “I would kiss you here and now,
but I can’t.” Yamaç then looks at her, as if to ask, “Why?”
And Sena, as if to silently say, “They’ll fine us,” points at
the security camera on the wall of the hospital. Below the
camera is a sign that reads, “For your safety, our hospital
is under video surveillance.” The two lovers smile at each
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other and Yamaç kisses Sena on her forehead.
The following day many newspapers and Internet sites lead
with headlines such as “Çukur alludes to RTÜK [decision]”3
and the like. RTÜK, which screenwriters and viewers hear from
often due to its continuous oversight, successive fines, and
sanctions, was physically represented in this scene in the
shape of a security camera. Even though we are used to sensing
its symbolic presence on our TV screens, we are not used to
seeing RTÜK being named and given a role in the show itself.
This scene implies that RTÜK’s sanctions, which have become
well known, will be addressed in the storyline of the show
itself via this character. Sena and Yamaç, smiling into the
camera, told RTÜK, “You are here; you are observing us [for our
safety], and we will act accordingly.” And in this way Çukur
internalized and affirmed that RTÜK is an institution that
protects the youth, Turkish family values, and social morals.
3 “Çukur’dan RTÜK’e gönderme: Seni şimdi burada öperdim ama” February 27, 2018

http://t24.com.tr/video/cukurdan-rtuke-gonderme-seni-simdi-burada-operdim-ama,12499 (accessed April 28, 2018)

Seen in this way, Çukur’s allusion to RTÜK in fact only states
that “we are regulating ourselves.”
This scene from Çukur embodies the complicated situation
of regulation and self-regulation on Turkish television. It
is a good example of the sanctions practiced by RTÜK, which
regulates TV production, content, and in fact intervenes
in content after it is aired, all of which runs contrary
to the idea that RTÜK does not impose censorship, and
induces self-censorship. This complicated situation is
not limited to regulation turning into self-censorship.
The establishment of RTÜK, the way it operates and its
relations to politics are all important factors shaping the
background of this complex situation. There is another side
to the coin-- the ownership structure of Turkish media.
This article is based on in-depth interviews I conducted
understand the complicated background I mentioned above
as well as to define the rules of self-regulation. The
conclusions reached through these interviews have been
further bolstered by the analyses of academics based on an
ethnographic approach to the television sector in Turkey.4
This article considers as very important the picture
painted by ethnographers whose fieldwork has focused on
media productions such as marriage programs, daily shows
addressing family issues, and TV series. This article seeks
to open a window onto the complicated background situation
of regulation and self-regulation in Turkish television, as
well as to make it clear that comprehensive and detailed
studies are needed in order to grasp the bigger picture.

4 Among the experts and practitioners I interviewed are ethnographer Fey-

za Akınerdem, ethnographer Josh Carney, RTÜK representative İsmet Demirdöğen,
journalist Tayfun Ertan, ethnographer Hikmet Kocamaner, and Berna Kürekçi, a
viewers representative.
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with members of the press and with experts and seeks to

What Is Self-Regulation?
It is only natural that we should define what selfregulation is at the start of this article. But doing so
is problematic as there are a wide range of definitions.
Angela J. Campbell, a professor of law, says the following
in order to explain the various discussions taking place in
the US on the topic:
At one end of the spectrum, the term is used quite
narrowly, to refer only to those instances where
the government has formally delegated the power to
regulate, as in the delegation of securities industry
oversight to the stock exchanges. At the other end of
the spectrum, the term is used when the private sector
perceives the need to regulate itself for whatever
reason-- to respond to consumer demand, to carry out
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its ethical beliefs, to enhance industry reputation, or
to level the market playing field-- and does so.5
In order to simplify this definition to address the media,
the term self-regulation may need to be split into its
components. The “self” here implies the actor. The answer
to the question of who the actor is in the regulation
part of the term self-regulation is rather complex. The
self here is the media. And the media in essence comprise
institutions formed of many layers of viewers, individuals,
events and practices.
Regulation involves the correction and control of
an actor’s actions. Regulation is made up of three
complementary elements: legislation, implementation, and
the ability to sanction. Self-regulation is a system that
leaves, if not all three of these elements then at least
the most important one, to the actors (in this instance
5 Campbell, 1999, p. 714

the media), and if the government is to be involved,
then only in a limited manner. According to Campbell, an
operational definition of a self-regulating system and
its relative effectiveness rest on five factors: industry
incentives, the ability of government to regulate, the use
of measurable standards, public participation, and industry
structure.6
Another reason why it is difficult to categorically define
the concept of self-regulation is that it is not possible
to separate media practices from the social backdrop, nor
can media be considered separate from history, economy,
and political culture. As a result, creating a general
definition of media self-regulation and its regulation
separately from intertwined social effects is difficult.
An example of this situation can be seen in the live
broadcast of the 2004 Super Bowl and subsequent discussions
championship game of the US National Football League and
is the most watched media event worldwide. For example,
170 million people watched the 2017 Super Bowl. Viewers of
the event are also interested in the halftime show, when
famous performers take to the stage. Various brands prepare
commercials specifically to be aired during the Super Bowl.
The match brings in millions of dollars into the US economy
every year.7
The halftime show of the 2004 Super Bowl featured the
singers Janet Jackson and Justin Timberlake. Following their
on-stage dance, Justin Timberlake ripped off a piece of Janet
Jackson’s clothing, exposing her breast on live television.
6 Campbell, 1999, p. 772
7 “14 Milyar Dolarlık Spor Karşılaşması: Super Bowl ne zaman?” February 2,

2018 https://www.ntv.com.tr/galeri/spor/14-milyar-dolarlik-spor-karsilasmasi-super-bowl-2018-ne-zaman,GvBV3zsrfUiRaM3Tk7Fltg/SBBHjPptnkS0ix2bNulxsQ (accessed
April 28, 2018)
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that took place in the media. The Super Bowl is the final

Millions of viewers saw Janet Jackson’s breast, if only
for a few seconds, and the wardrobe malfunction drew heavy
reactions from the public. The legal process and results that
followed only make sense in the context of the US.
Immediately after the live airing of the 2004 Super Bowl,
the Federal Communication Commission (FCC), the body in
charge of regulating the US media, received hundreds of
thousands of complaints. The FCC decided to fine twenty
CBS subsidiary stations a total of $550,000.8 This was the
FCC’s largest fine to date. However, CBS appealed the fine
to the Supreme Court. The Supreme Court ruled against the
FCC in 2008, stating that the inappropriate content in
question was broadcast live, but without the knowledge
of CBS management, that it was an unexpected part of the
performance, and that freedom of the press applies in this
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case.
US media still talks about whether Justin Timberlake and
Janet Jackson consciously staged the event and whether
the producers of the show had known what was going to
happen. Irrespective of that, this event gave birth to the
widespread practice of broadcast delay on US televisions
in order to be able to prevent inappropriate content from
making it to TV screens.9 But despite the FCC issuing
a fine following viewer reaction, the Supreme Court
overturned the decision. This situation, however, did not
prevent self-regulation concerning inappropriate content
aired on TV channels. The channels’ decision to exclude
Janet Jackson for a long time and the replacement of flashy
8 “Super Bowl XVIII halftime show controversy” http://www.wiki-zero.com/m/index.

php?q=aHR0cHM6Ly9lbi53aWtpcGVkaWEub3JnL3dpa2kvU3VwZXJfQm93bF9YWFhWSUlJX2hhbGZ0aW1lX3Nob3dfY29udHJvdmVyc3kjQ2Vuc29yc2hpcF9hbmRfcmVndWxhdGlvbl9vZl9icm9hZGNhc3Rpbmc (accessed April 28, 2018)
9 Eric Grundhauser, “How ‘live’ is live TV?” February 5, 2016 https://www.atla-

sobscura.com/articles/how-live-is-live-tv (accessed April 28, 2018)

dance routines with traditional musical performances during
the Super Bowl halftime show can be considered instances of
self-censorship.
The first step to analyze concrete examples requires
looking at regulation and self-regulation in the context
of one’s own societal background. And, in the example above,
it is necessary to take a look at the FCC as well as the
self-regulation practices that became the norm thereafter,
public debates that resulted in self-censorship, and the
ties between them within their particular context. The
history of US media, the establishment of the FCC and
its operation, as well as the US laws that govern the
communication field form the wider backdrop of this topic.
Therefore, in order to understand the self-regulation
practices of Turkish television stations, we must first
analyze the establishment of RTÜK, the unit responsible
The conflicts present in the operation of RTÜK display the
innate problems of Turkey’s media and reveal the nature of
self-regulation practices. At the top of these problems lie
the media ownership structure and the relationship between
the regulatory mechanism and politics.

RTÜK: Its Existence a Problem, Its Absence a Wound
RTÜK is a preoccupation in daily conversation of not just
producers and broadcasters, but also regular viewers in
Turkey-- something rarely seen elsewhere. It is a relative
newcomer to the Turkish radio and television scene. As
with many developing nation-states, television in Turkey
has been a part of the nation-building process and served
a critical role in the formation of the modern national
identity.10 The monopoly of the Turkish Radio and Television
10 Example: Sevilay Çelenk, Televizyon, temsil, kültür: 90’lı yıllarda sosyokül-

türel iklim ve televizyon içerikleri, Ütopya Yayınevi, 2005.
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for coordination and regulation, and the way it operates.

Corporation (TRT) lasted from its first broadcast in 1967
until the transition to commercial broadcasting in 1990,
so that the legal framework of television broadcasting
continued to be shaped and amended to reflect these
requirements. Between 1967 and 1980, TRT was regulated
by in-house organizations.11 After 1980, a more senior
regulating body was established, called the Radio and
Television High Council (RTYK) and also known as the High
Council of Broadcasting. This served as the predecessor of
today’s RTÜK, though its structure, operation and function
differ markedly from RTÜK.12 Given its painful birthing
process, commercial television posed too big a challenge
in terms of duties, authorities and capabilities for an
institution like RTYK.
TRT’s monopoly ended in the 1980s in Turkey. Foreign
stations began broadcasting in Turkey via satellite
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dishes, and in fact some municipalities even acquired
satellite dishes themselves in order to provide their
constituencies with access to these channels.13 Commercial
broadcasts began in 1990. Speaking to journalists in
January 1990, President Turgut Özal announced that
broadcasting in Turkey from abroad via satellite would not
be considered a crime and openly signaled the beginning of
private TV broadcasting.14 The president’s son, Ahmet Özal,
and businessman Cem Uzan began preparations for television
broadcasting after establishing a company in Lichtenstein,
several months before Turgut Özal was elected president

11 Sarmaşık, 1993, p. 98.
12 Sarmaşık, Radyo ve Televizyon Yayınlarını Denetim Yöntemleri Marmara

Üniversitesi Yayın, Yayın No: 519, İstanbul, 1993, p. 98. Sarmaşık describes
the formation of the TRT regulation system and the RTYK’s duty, operation and
function in this book in detail.
13 Aziz, 1999
14 Yengin, 1994, p. 116

in 1989.15 After the president stated, “there is no obstacle
to broadcasting from abroad”, the TRT continued to
broadcast but was joined by the TV channel Star 1, owned
by Magic Box Incorporated. They broadcast in Turkish from
Germany, thereby starting “a new period with unforeseeable
consequences in radio-television broadcasting.”16
Star 1, running with the slogan “Turkey’s first private
television [channel],” was exempt from legal sanctions,
despite targeting Turkish viewers with programs in Turkish,
because it was based outside of Turkey.17 Regardless, the
RTYK, the body that was established primarily to regulate
the TRT, filed a criminal complaint against Magic Box at
the Ankara Prosecutor’s Office relying on Article 133 of
the Constitution, which states that “radio and television
stations can only be established and run by the state” The
court ruled that Star 1 did not violate the Constitution
how inadequate this law was in the age of satellite dishes,
the ruling “set the stage for the de facto recognition of
similar cases.”18 Thus, at the start of the 1990s, Star 1 was
followed by Show TV, Kanal 6 and other new private channels.
The Constitution was amended three years later to allow
for private television and radio broadcasts. In 1994, after
the Article 133 of the Constitution was amended and legal
framework for private radio and television broadcasting was
introduced, RTÜK was established in the attempt to reign in
an atmosphere of chaos reigned and where broadcasting knew
no rules.19
15 “Özal’ın Sinyaliyle Kurulan İlk Özel Televizyonlar,” Ayda Özlü Çevik, Bia-

net, December 19, 2014 https://m.bianet.org/bianet/medya/160908-ozal-in-sinyaliyle-kurulan-ilk-ozel-televizyonlar (accessed April 28, 2018)
16 Öztekin, 2007, p. 61
17 Maraşlı, 2017, p. 388
18 Çatalbaş, 2009, p. 369
19 Öztekin, 2007, p. 62
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because it broadcast via satellite, and irrespective of

Republican People’s Party (CHP) RTÜK representative İsmet
Demirdöğen confirms that RTÜK was formed “without a
philosophical discussion”, forced by the chaos that
resulted from the liberalization of broadcasting following
the breakup of the state monopoly on radio and television
broadcasts. (Interview, February 12, 2018) Aside from the
fact that RTÜK was established without any meaningful
debate among the parties involved, Demirdöğen also points
out that revisions in legal codes concerning RTÜK since
1994 have been made without any fundamental discussion on
self-regulation and that those changes were based on the
political and economic structures of the time. For example,
five executive orders issued during the state of emergency
pruned the democratic gains made during the period of
relative democratization achieved in 2011-2012 as part
of EU harmonization efforts. One example of this is the
reintroduced requirement of a security certificate from the
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intelligence and security services in order to acquire a
broadcasting license.
“When RTÜK was initially established, its regulations were
fairly strict in their attempt to prevent a monopoly,”
Demirdöğen says. The original law prevented media owners from
entering public tenders. Once again, the law put in place in
2002 stated that “one company can only establish and operate
one radio station and one television station; … the stock
holdings of one real or corporate person or an investment
group at a broadcasting corporation shall not surpass 50
percent.”20 Sözeri and Güney describe the practical pitfalls
and short-livedness of the regulation as follows: “Law No.
4756 puts forth important regulations concerning media owners,
it places annual viewer and listener ratios as a measurement
in order to prevent concentration within the media sector,
and with the upper limit placed so high that it is difficult
to surpass (Article 29), rendering the law incapable of
20 Öztekin, 2007, p. 62

preventing concentration. Furthermore, Article 29 sub-sections
(d) and (e), which also govern this matter, were suspended by
the Constitutional Court following a petition filed by the
president, and struck down in 2004.”21 İsmet Demirdöğen states
that the laws that sought to prevent a monopoly were pruned
one by one in the period that followed, obstacles to the media
sector turning into a holding were removed, and laws barring
media owners from entering public tenders were changed.
Holding companies in Turkey that have business interests
in such fields as construction, energy, the automotive
sector, and finance are able to also become owners of media
organizations and be significant players in public tenders.
Benefits that this situation offers for the holdings and
disadvantages that it presents for an independent, neutral,
and principled media stuck in the capital-politics axis
are evident. Ümit Atabek, in an article in which he analyzes
to characterize the relationships upon which Turkish media
are built, in his analysis of the intersection between the
media ownership structure, RTÜK as the media regulator,
and politics.22 According to Atabek, an equilibrium has
been reached that protects the interests of the holding
media companies, the government, and the RTÜK. The confusion
produced by the reintroduction and passage in Parliament
of a new law on election and appointment of members of
RTÜK following its suspension by the Constitutional Court,
the controversial situation that emerged following the de
facto continuation of RTÜK members whose term of office
had expired, RTÜK’s concession to the government regarding,
for example, requests concerning the election of the
TRT managing board, and the fact that the holding media
companies were benefitting from this situation in accordance
21 Sözeri and Güney, 2011, p. 21
22 “Dehşet Dengesi,” Ümit Atabek, Bianet, December 18, 2004 http://bianet.org/

bianet/bianet/50682-dehset-dengesi (accessed April 28, 2018)
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the 2004 RTÜK crisis, uses the term “equilibrium of terror”

with its interests are elements of this “equilibrium of
terror.” According to Atabek, an important node in this
equilibrium involves the illusive channel frequency tender:
The holding media companies … are certain that the
holding owners’ nightmare of having to pay license
fees to the Public Treasury after the frequencies are
put to a tender will not materialize so long as there
is an argument over RTÜK members. Furthermore, while
these legal amendments were in the works, restrictions
on owners of radio and television stations entering
tenders and trading on the stock market were removed…
It is no exaggeration to say that a lot of profit has
been made from the near 10 years the holding media
companies have used the frequencies for free… The
government, afraid that the equilibrium established by
the various media groups will be negatively affected,
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is happy with the RTÜK’s ineffectiveness, implicitly
accepting the previous governments’ practices.23
Despite significant damage to the public good, the RTÜK, which
is required to allot the frequencies, is unable to do so because
it runs contrary to the economic interests of the holding
companies and conflicts with the political interests of the
politicians. The inability to complete the frequency tender
has benefited all of the sides of this equilibrium. The first
frequency tender, completed in 2013, was canceled by court order.
Atabek borrows the term “equilibrium of terror” from the
Cold War era. The superpowers in a multi-polar world were
forced into a state of equilibrium because the weapons
they possessed could destroy the world several times over.
Today, media and political scene in Turkey is far from even
being multipolar, having come under the sole influence
23 “Dehşet Dengesi,” Ümit Atabek, Bianet, December 18, 2004 http://bianet.org/

bianet/bianet/50682-dehset-dengesi (accessed April 28, 2018)

of the government.24 This situation has made the conflict
concerning RTÜK regulations and fines even more pronounced.

RTÜK Regulation: How Does It Work on Paper and in
Practice?
RTÜK, whose members convene once a week, regulates broadcasting
on the basis of feedback coming via two channels. The first is
the complaints from the public filed via Alo RTÜK hotline and the
RTÜK website and other online systems such as the e-government
state portal. RTÜK experts evaluate all complaints sent in by
viewers, and if they believe an infraction took place, prepare a
report and send it to the board. The second regulation channel
involves the experts watching the TV broadcasts themselves.
RTÜK experts watch every television channel 24 hours a day.
These experts, if they find any broadcast in violation of the
principles25 laid out in Article 8 of Law 6112, forward a report
these infractions at the weekly meeting of RTÜK.
According to Demirdöğen, these two channels that feed
RTÜK regulation do not work separately from the relations
between the government and the media-politics-capital
triangle. Whether it is viewers submitting complaints or
RTÜK’s own regulation expert structure, the relationship
between RTÜK and politics leave a negative impression.

Viewer Complaints
The RTÜK receives on average 150,000 viewer complaints a
year. An analysis of what channels these complaints came
24 When this article was written, Doğan Medya was sold to the Demirören group

for $1.1 billion. Doğan Medya joining the ranks of the pro-government media
has left the media in Turkey with a single voice.
25 “Radyo ve Televizyonların Kuruluş ve Yayın Hizmetleri Hakkında Kanun,” Feb-

ruary 15, 2011 https://www.tbmm.gov.tr/kanunlar/k6112.html (accessed April 28, 2018)
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to the presidency of the institution. The presidency brings up

through, the types of programs, sanctions, and the like are
periodically published on the RTÜK website.26 For example,
the following is a listing of the complaints by inspection
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criteria submitted in the first nine months of 2017:27

According to data provided by RTÜK member İsmet Demirdöğen
and not yet published as of May 2018 on the RTÜK website, in
December 2017, a total of 7,769 complaints were registered
by viewers/listeners. Of these 14 percent were compliments
and suggestions and 86 percent were complaints. Most of the
complaints came from the 41-50 age group. A total of 75
percent of the complainants were men. Most of the complaints
26 “Yıllık Faaliyet Raporları” https://www.rtuk.gov.tr/faaliyet-raporla-

ri/3696/890/yillik-faaliyet-raporlari.html (accessed April 28, 2018)
27 “İnternette RTÜK Dönemi,” Verda Uyar, Doğruluk Payı, February 8, 2018 http://

www.dogrulukpayi.com/bulten/internet-platformlarina-rtuk-denetimi (accessed
April 28, 2018)

in December 2017 concerned programs that was “contrary to
general morality, spiritual values and the protection of the
family.” Second in line was the call to “impose sanctions,”
and “programs that can negatively affect the development of
children and the youth” came in third.
A frequent target of complaints, marriage/match-making
programs, saw a decline in complaints in the first nine
months of 2017 because they were banned by an emergency
decree in April 2017. Most viewer feedback in December was
directed at soap operas. The top three among them were Söz,
broadcast on Star TV, Show TV’s Çukur and TRT1’s Diriliş
Ertuğrul. RTÜK’s December 2017 viewer complaint report
evaluates the complaints in question as follows:
Complaints were received for Söz for having scenes
that denigrate the Turkish Army and soldiers, and
and incompetent; furthermore, there were calls for
sanctions because the show contained excessive
violence. Second in line was Show TV’s Çukur, which
received many complaints for violent content and
vulgar speech. Furthermore, complaints noted that the
show glorified the mafia, rebellion, and drug use among
the youth as well as wrongly portrayed neighborhood
culture. For this, viewers demanded sanctions. As for
the show Diriliş Ertuğrul, of the 244 notices received
from viewers, 204 were compliments, bringing this show
to the number three spot [of shows that received the
most notices].
Of the shows mentioned above, RTÜK frequently fined Çukur,
starting from its very first episode. Söz28, even though
being one of the shows that received the most complaints,
28 “Söz: Gözün Arkada Kalmasın” https://www.startv.com.tr/dizi/soz (accessed Ap-

ril 28, 2018)
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for showing Special Forces officers as passive

did not even make it to the agenda of the regulatory body.
Parts of the complaints concerning Söz were directed at the
show’s violence. However, complaints directed at this show
and included in the report concerned showing the security
forces as weak, as seen in this example: “Do the people
hold a grudge against the police special forces? We spilled
so much blood. Söz makes light of this. It’s shameful. A
warning should be issued - Complaint ID: 574329.”
Ethnographer Feyza Akınerdem describes series such as
Söz and İsimsizler29 as shows that “address the Zeitgeist
and are expected to set the tone.” According to Akınerdem,
storylines involving sex have visibly declined as of late
and been replaced by those revolving around violence and
machismo, a factor that has brought in many viewers. It is
not only shows that feature the Special Forces; Diriliş
Ertuğrul, one of the most popular shows as of late, also
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places a focus on violence. Akınerdem stresses that families
have their children watch this show in order for them to
learn about the nation’s history. However, these shows, which
feature excessive violence, are nowhere to be seen in either
RTÜK’s reports or in the regulator’s decisions.
İsmet Demirdöğen notes that viewers’ opinions expressed
on social media affect whether or not the complaints are
taken up by RTÜK experts and included in the board’s agenda.
The regulator more readily addresses complaints about a
particular show if they become trending topics on social
media. Feyza Akınerdem notes that viewers very effectively
use social media to join the regulation process and act
as inspectors of any show, whether they watch it or not.
However, viewers’ social media posts or their complaints to
RTÜK can be used for ulterior purposes by the government.
Akınerdem notes that viewer complaints were used as
29 “Hikaye ve Künye” https://www.kanald.com.tr/isimsizler/hikaye-ve-kunye (acces-

sed April 28, 2018)

justification for the emergency decree canceling marriage/
match-making programs. We can also cite as an example the
use of viewer complaints regarding the tele-preacher, Adnan
Oktar’s A9 channel as the reason behind an omnibus bill
article that envisions allowing RTÜK to regulate online
broadcasts.30
In addition to viewers’ complaints being used to advance
ulterior agendas, RTÜK’s complaint system can also be abused
by various circles. Demirdöğen states that the 150,000
complaints RTÜK receives on average every year are not
always authentic viewer complaints. As a matter of fact, the
complaint hotline can be used as part of a PR campaign by
producers of new shows. Demirdöğen provides an example of
this as follows:
“Let’s say you are producing a show for women. You
put together a group of people and have them file
complaints with RTÜK. You then announce this via media
and social media. And in this way increase interest
among viewers, leading to higher ratings.”
According to Demirdöğen’s findings, producers also use
the RTÜK complaint system to vilify rival programs. For
example, when producers of a program find out that a rival
show commits a broadcasting infraction, they can organize
a group to submit complaints and have the program fined.
Kanal D and Teve2 viewer representative Berna Kürekçi
Şendir told us in an interview that some viewer complaints
were not authentic and that especially those that came in
close succession to one another and used the same words
in the text of the complaint were the work of “organized
groups”, adding credence to Demirdöğen’s statement.
30 The bill seeking to allow RTÜK to regulate Internet broadcasting passed in

Parliament and became a law at the time this article was being written.
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have a good argument. But your ratings are bad. You

It is possible to see this at play in the example of the
trailer for Muhteşem Yüzyıl (“Magnificent Century”) in
2011, which broke the record for the number of complaints
filed with RTÜK. Although refraining from stating that
the complaints were directed by the show’s producers,
ethnographer Josh Carney says the trailer for Muhteşem
Yüzyıl used elements that would invite viewers to file
complaints. According to Carney, the introductory trailer
for Muhteşem Yüzyıl using imagery implying same-sex
relationships in the palace were deliberate. The trailer,
likely to have been deliberately prepared in a way that
would irritate viewers, became an effective PR strategy
and led to record numbers of complaints to RTÜK before the
show was even aired. Carney says media reports on these
complaints increased interest in the show, an outcome
influenced by producers of the show.
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Whether the complaints are authentic, part of a show’s
producers’ PR strategy or a means to attain a political goal,
the complaint system is proof that RTÜK’s (and therefore the
state’s) image of the viewer is a paradoxical construct. On
the one hand, RTÜK sees the viewers as a group that needs
to be protected, educated and honed into an acceptable
state. Ethnographer Hikmet Kocamaner illustrates this view
of RTÜK’s passive viewer as follows: “RTÜK believes viewers
are incapable of self-regulation because it thinks a very
large part of the people are uneducated. According to this
understanding, the people soak up anything and everything
they see on television like a sponge and unquestioningly
try to apply it in their lives.” On the other hand, the
complaint system that feeds RTÜK decisions holds in esteem
(some) viewers who distance themselves from the content of
television shows and inspect that content with a normative
approach shared by the state/RTÜK. According to research
conducted by Kocamaner in 2012, even though RTÜK sees the
viewers as a passive group, it in fact favors a regulation
mechanism where self-regulation by viewers replaced

regulation by RTÜK. The RTÜK experts Kocamaner spoke with
underline the importance of the role played by the viewer
representative31 mechanism and civil society.

Regulation by Experts
Experts form the second channel that feeds RTÜK regulation.
Regulation by experts is for a number of reasons far from
objective. For example, under normal conditions, experts who
are assigned to particular TV stations to examine the content
of their broadcasts are supposed to be rotated once every
three months. However, this rotation system is no longer being
implemented. At present, experts remain on a permanent basis at
the stations they are examining. According to Demirdöğen, the
suspension of the rotation system indicates that the regulation
system’s attention is focused on a station’s political stance
and financial interests, rather than on the content of its
stations while inspecting others with added scrutiny.
İsmet Demirdöğen finds that fines have been sought
particularly for TV8 and Fox TV in this latest period. But
when it comes to the Turkuvaz group, experts have not found
a single infraction. Demirdöğen explains this situation by
giving marriage/match-making programs as an example: “Before
the marriage programs were done away with by an emergency
decree, ATV, Star TV, Show TV, Fox TV and Kanal D used to
broadcast them. But even though the programs followed the
same format, experts only found stations such as Kanal D and
Fox to be in violation of broadcasting principles. An expert
31 I wanted to conduct in-depth interviews with the viewer representatives

of the various TV stations for this article. Of all the stations I contacted
for an interview, only the viewer representatives of Kanal D/Teve 2 replied.
Ethnographer Hikmet Kocamaner also noted that he had contacted viewer representatives for his research project in 2012 but received no reply to any of
his phone calls or emails.
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broadcasts. This being the case, RTÜK protects some of the

report concerning ATV, for example, never came. Kanal D and
Fox received heavy fines, but touching the program hosted by
Esra Erol (aired on ATV) was impossible.”
RTÜK’s favoritism through its experts shown to specific
groups’ broadcasts was not limited to this. Demirdöğen,
terming this mechanism “mine clearing,” explains:
“Mine clearing means removing competitors in order
to increase the ratings of supported channels. This
means fining a highly rated program with sanctions,
forcing it to gut the content and thereby opening
up the way for other programs. For example, Fox News
and ATV News are the most watched news programs. ATV
broadcasts its news program right after Esra Erol’s
program and without going to a commercial break. This
allows the news program to start with a rating of 7,
1 74

though it ends with a rating of 4.5. Fox starts with
a rating of 5 and ends with a 7, 8 or even 9. People
don’t stay tuned to ATV to watch the news… Fox TV then
added a program aimed at women ahead of its news hour.
At this time Esra Erol was preparing a new program.
They pressured Fox TV and fined it; and the program
was removed. At just that time Esra Erol started her
new program… This also applies to soap operas. The
programs that precede them are intimidated, opening
the way for the programs on other channels.”
İsmet Demirdöğen says the regulation by experts cannot be seen
as separate from intentional efforts to make the society more
conservative, adding that the reports prepared by experts must
be the topic of a separate research. Expert reports examined
as part of this study confirm this. The experts, for instance,
found a song sung by a contestant on Yetenek Sizsiniz (You are
the Talent) broadcast on TV8 to be contrary to the principle
of the protection of national and spiritual values, general
morals, and family values. The report, which refers to the

Qur’an, cites as evidence that the term “God, the Father” is an
infraction as it “uses terms influenced by other religions.”
The regulator, citing this report, sanctioned TV8 three
times, stopping the program and giving it a monetary fine.
Demirdöğen describes these and similar fines given to TV8
as both an attempt to promote conservatism and to tame Acun
Medya, which owns the television channel. Furthermore, the
regulator does not even act in a consistent manner when
evaluating reports about TV8. Another expert report was
prepared referring to another TV8 program. Theologian Cevat
Akşit, speaking as a guest on Bekir Köse ile Sahur Vakti
(Suhur Time with Bekir Köse) said “…those menstruating women
cannot go out and eat food just because they’re not fasting
-- they’ll get a beating… They’ll get a beating sanctioned
by religion. Let them eat and drink in secret.” Three CHP
deputies filed complaints about the program with RTÜK and
these complaints into the council’s agenda. However, no fine
for this program was agreed to at the council meeting.
Demirdöğen says Justice and Development Party (AKP) members
present at the meeting had said, “We know Cevat Akşit; he’s a
good teacher” and added, “Let’s fine TV8 for something else.”

Council Evaluations
RTÜK members are chosen from among candidates put forth
by political parties because the council is seen as a
democratic structure. Nine members, who serve for six years
at a time, are distributed among the political parties
represented in Parliament by the parliamentary General
Assembly. A third of the members are renewed every two
years. But even though the members who make up the council
reflect the distribution of parties in Parliament, thereby
appearing to be democratic, impediments to democratic
plurality, such as the high election threshold parties
need to overcome in order to enter Parliament, make the
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the Presidency of the broadcasting watchdog introduced

system a problematic one. At the present council, ruling
party members hold the majority. Until October 2017, the
council had four members selected by the ruling Justice
and Development Party (AKP), two by the Nationalist Movement
Party (MHP), two by the Republican People’s Party (CHP) and
one by the Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP). Following the
election on November 1, 2017, the AKP’s right to have four
RTÜK members turned into the right to have five, and three
members whose terms had expired were replaced, with the
HDP’s one member going to the AKP. As of now, the council is
made up of five AKP and four opposition members.
As seen in the examples above, the council does not take
broadcasting principles as the basis for its decisions
concerning infractions. The discussions that take place at
the council and the decisions made by its members are not
separate from their political parties’ stance. Ethnographer
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Hikmet Kocamaner, citing meetings he had with RTÜK members
in 2012, says the members’ red lines were discussed at the
meetings and that these discussions are reflected in the
decision-making mechanism. In contrast to today’s situation,
where as Demirdöğen notes the “council acts in accordance
with party identity,” in the period when Kocamaner
conducted his research, RTÜK members did not only serve
as the voice of their party but placed an importance on
certain issues (such as vulgarity, child abuse, or content
involving homosexuality) and followed them personally and
that discussions at the council were based on broadcasting
principles. By contrast, at present, the majority of the
members are from the ruling party and this is reflected
in its decisions while the views of the members from the
opposition parties are hardly taken into account in the
deliberations.
The process of bringing viewer complaints, which feed the
RTÜK regulation system, onto the agenda of council does not
operate independently of political and capital relations.

According to Demirdöğen, the presidency of the council may
ignore viewer complaints on a certain matter if it does
not elicit a strong enough reaction on social media; or a
complaint might be included in the agenda of the council
a while after it was filed. The determining factor that
decides how long before a complaint will make it to the
council’s agenda is tied to whether the channel involved in
the infraction belongs to the opposition or not and what
capital group is involved. This is also true for reports
prepared by experts. For example, the above-mentioned
Ramadan program on TV8 about which the CHP deputies
submitted a complaint only made it to the agenda of the
council a full year after the fact.
Another event that the council took up following a delay,
the Erman Toroğlu incident, clearly showed that RTÜK
inspection is far from objective on a number of different
Erman Toroğlu addressed a bombing on December 11, 2016
in Beşiktaş, Istanbul, and called the bombers “sons of
bitches,” adding “RTÜK won’t fine [me] for this.” Even though
it openly violated broadcasting guidelines, the council did
not pass a punitive decision because the AKP members voted
against sanctions or abstained. CHP deputy Barış Yarkadaş,
who had submitted a complaint regarding the broadcast,
and CHP’s RTÜK representative İsmet Demirdöğen were then
vilifed by some newspapers and accused of supporting
terrorism. According to Demirdöğen, ASpor did not receive
a fine because the channel is close to the government. He
explains the protracted wait the complaint and related
report experienced before being brought to the agenda of
the council as follows: “Had this infraction been committed
by an opposition television channel, it would have made it
to the agenda immediately, the most severe penalty would
have been issued and the channel’s voice would have been
tamed. But because it happened to a channel seen worthy of
protection, it is not possible to expect the same result.”
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levels. While hosting a program on ASpor television,

The other example Demirdöğen offered is that of Hayat TV,
which illustrates that the decisions made by the council
are not based on broadcasting principles. A person who
lost a relative in an attack by the outlawed group TAK at
Ankara’s Güven Park on March 13, 2016, in which 35 people
were killed, spoke to Hayat TV at the scene of the event
in an exclusive broadcast. The interviewee criticized both
the attack and the government which he held responsible
for the attack, saying “To hell with your greed for power
and your presidency.”32 The council, in a majority vote, did
not shy away from fining Hayat TV solely because of these
words.
Because the RTÜK does not regulate television content
prior to its broadcast, censorship seems impossible on
paper. However, the contradictions mentioned above and
the fact that regulation has turned into a political and
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economic tool of pressure sets into motion a mechanism
of self-censorship, which İsmet Demirdöğen ironically
terms “quality censorship.” Demirdöğen says the sanctions
imposed by RTÜK lead to self-censorship in subsequent
broadcasts, and because they affect the broadcasts before
they are produced, serve as a “high quality” means of
censorship. This isn’t self-regulation but self-censorship
because publishers modify the content out of the fear of
sanctions. And this in turn assists the efforts to make
society more conservative. For example, even though there
is nothing in the relevant law against showing alcohol
bottles on screen, RTÜK still fines channels that do,
saying they “encourage alcohol consumption,” and this in
turn leads TV channels to blur any instances of alcohol on
screen, making it a norm not based in law.

32

“Kapatılan Hayatın Sesi Televizyonuna Şimdi de Dava Açıldı,” Meltem

Akyol, Evrensel, February 6, 2017 https://www.evrensel.net/haber/307137/kapatilan-hayatin-sesi-televizyonuna-simdi-de-dava-acildi (accessed April 28, 2018)

Censorship is implemented through a variety of mechanisms,
even though in theory it cannot possibly be implemented
through RTÜK. The censorship that Demirdöğen discusses, the
one in which banality replaced quality, was lately at play
in an instance involving a yet-to-be-aired TV show. Before
Avlu, a show that revolves around female prisoners, was
even broadcast and as soon as its introductory trailer was
broadcast, the Ministry of Justice sent a letter to RTÜK
asking that the necessary precautions be taken because
the show portrays prison personnel as torturers, that the
prisons are centers of torture, and that all of this will
assist the aims of terrorist organizations.33
Another example of how RTÜK has been turned into a tool
is the case of İMC TV, which was removed from the TÜRKSAT
satellite carrier in February 2016 and thereafter shut
down in stages. The Ankara Chief Prosecutor’s Office sent a
TV of engaging in “terrorist group propaganda” and asked
TÜRKSAT to cancel its allotted frequency and remove it from
the satellite lineup. The letter signed by the republican
prosecutor and sent to the TÜRKSAT General Management on
February 24 stated that an investigation was opened into
İMC TV following a complaint to the 155 police information
hotline. Stating that RTÜK had been asked to provide
recordings of all of İMC TV broadcasts between May 3 and
September 4, 2015 as part of the investigation and that an
expert had prepared a preliminary report on the basis of
these recordings, the prosecutor sent this report and the
transcripts of İMC TV broadcasts of July 6, 13 and 14 and
August 6 to TÜRKSAT, along with the letter. The letter used
the phrase “it is understood that [İMC TV] disseminated
propaganda for a terrorist group.” The channel, removed
33 “Adalet Bakanlığı Avlu Dizisi İçin RTÜK’e Başvurdu” March 19, 2018 http://

t24.com.tr/video/adalet-bakanligi-avlu-dizisi-icin-rtuke-basvurdu,12977 (accessed April 28, 2018)
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letter in February 2016 to TÜRKSAT in which it accused İMC

from TÜRKSAT’s lineup on February 26, was shut down together
with dozens of other broadcasters in October 2016 by an
executive decree issued under the state of emergency.34

Self-Regulation: Under What Basis?
News Media
Is there ground for self-regulation in line with principles
laid down by RTÜK, media organizations or broadcasters
themselves when these broadcasters find themselves in an
atmosphere in which the media are squeezed between politics
and capital, and in which regulation has turned into a
multi-layered and gradual pressure mechanism? According to
Tayfun Ertan, former editor-in-chief of NTV, Turkey’s first
24-hour news station, it is not possible for journalists
working for Turkish media to create a self-regulation
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mechanism or for such a mechanism to function. Tayfun
Ertan is an experienced journalist who has worked for the
BBC, who returned to Turkey to establish a number of news
bureaus at various channels after private broadcasting
was allowed, and who took on the role of founding managing
editor of NTV after its establishment in 1996. Ertan, who
has during his journalistic career worked as an Istanbul
reporter for CNN International, CNN representative at CNN
Türk, NTV viewer representative and NTV radio programmer,
holds clear views on the broadcasting principles of
journalism and self-regulation. For him, it is not possible
even to discuss self-regulation in a non-democratic
journalistic atmosphere in which the political power
directly intervenes in the media, RTÜK has been turned into
a tool of politics, and media owners behave in a manner
guided by their economic interests. Ertan adds that the
34 “Kapatılan TV’lerin Yöneticileri Kararı Nasıl Değerlendiriyor,” Hatice

Kamer, BBC Türkçe, September 30, 2016 http://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-turkiye-37513869 (accessed April 28, 2018)

mechanism we term self-regulation is indeed good journalism
itself when done in a democratic journalistic environment.
According to Ertan, broadcasting principles in Turkish
media fall into two categories. The first consists of
the written broadcasting principles put forth by the
Press Council, the Turkish Journalists’ Association, and
publishers such as the Doğan Media Group, which was sold
to Demirören Holding in March 2018, that are published in
small booklets or, as in the case of Hürriyet, are hung on
the wall of newspapers. Even if these may differ from one
another, they more or less embody the basic principles of
journalism. As for the second category, Ertan terms them
the “real principles.” The relationship between these
principles and journalism is minimal. These principles
define issues sensitive to interests of, say, the Doğan
Media Group, identify topics to be covered and set the
of these unwritten and unspoken principles. And these
principles are adhered to by everyone from the top down.
Media patrons place people who think like them, who have
the same concerns, and who act in the same way in critical
positions. And those people in turn form their own teams
in a similar fashion. If there happens to be anyone who
follows the principles of journalism, they, too, after some
time internalize these secondary principles and stop asking
the important questions of journalism. Ertan terms this the
“what is your view journalism” -- that is, a journalism
that is far from uncovering the facts behind the events, a
practice of journalism that is emptied out.
The situation Ertan describes is the critical result of
the degeneration in journalism caused by the relationship
between the media, capital, and politics. A third category,
which is in interaction with the other two and in which the
government’s official narrative is taken as a basis, can be
added to Ertan’s model of two-category broadcast principles.
İMC TV, a broadcaster that is not among the media
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limits of how far news coverage can go. Everyone is aware

outlets owned by holding companies, was able to broadcast
independently of the unwritten principles Tayfun Ertan
described. İMC TV was shut down in stages via RTÜK because
it did not adopt these unwritten rules that fall outside
of journalistic principles and because it gave a voice to
views that fell outside of the official state narrative.
How then does entertainment media, which unlike news media
does not claim to report the truth, define and experience
regulation and self-regulation?

Entertainment Media
In RTÜK’s ideal system, viewers and broadcasters would more
actively employ self-regulation than is the case in the
current system. This is the understanding of both İsmet
Demirdöğen and the results of the field research Hikmet
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Kocamaner conducted in 2012. In this ideal system, the
primary self-regulation mechanism would be viewer complaints,
channel viewer representatives, and broadcasters themselves,
with RTÜK intervention being the last resort. Kanal D viewer
representative Berna Kürekçi Şendir also concurs that RTÜK
sees viewer representatives as business partners. So, how can
we define the present self-regulation mechanism from the
perspective of entertainment media broadcasters?
Feyza Akınerdem conducted field research on the set of a
matrimonial/match-making program hosted by Esra Erol on ATV
in 2011-2012. During this research, she had the opportunity
to observe the self-regulation mechanisms used by the
broadcast team. These matrimonial/match-making programs were
the most talked about television formats among various
segments of the society, ranging from politicians to regular
viewers, and civil society groups both in 2011-2012 when
they saw their highest ratings. They again became a talking
point during the state of emergency period, when they were
ended by a statutory decree. Given that importance, Akınerdem

explains, Esra Erol and her team consciously followed
an editorial line that conformed to social norms. This
editorial line, though also matching RTÜK’s broadcasting
principles, mainly reflects the societal norms that the
broadcaster has internalized. According to Akınerdem, Esra
Erol is a broadcaster who has stressed that she strictly
adheres to these norms because she herself considers them
correct, not because they have been imposed by RTÜK.35
Akınerdem terms the broadcast team’s self-regulation
mechanisms as “frames.” Before a program reaches the
TV screen, it first goes through a number of normative
frames. These frames determine everything from how
guests are chosen to their backstage preparation, what
and how much they will explain live on air, and where
and how they will act. And during the live broadcast, the
orchestra and host stand ready to use further frames
is put into the show backstage, a participant is able
to spontaneously go beyond their frame during a live
broadcast. In Akınerdem’s words, the matrimonial/matchmaking program stage is a fragile one. For example, there
have been times when a participant has said live on air
that they’re a lesbian or that “they don’t want me to
marry their daughter because I’m Kurdish.” It is at these
moments when the frames used by the orchestra, host,
and director become critical. Akınerdem says Esra Erol
35 Feyza Akınerdem notes that a conflict arose between the state and the

matrimonial/match-making program concept. This is because this format that
involves bringing people together to form a family also exposes how
problematic the institution of marriage itself is. It is both a highly
normative construct and a type of broadcast that weakens the concepts of
family by opening it up to public questioning. Akınerdem says it is these
problems that led to the emergency order that put an end to these programs. Akınerdem’s book, which is based on her field research and is being
prepared for publication, will include far more detailed analysis.
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if necessary. This is because no matter how much effort

worked hard to maintain a very sensitive balance between
the sensation and societal norms whenever these moments
that ran contrary to social norms sprang up.
Channels termed Islamic also face a challenge similar
to maintaining a balance between sensation and societal
norms. Hikmet Kocamaner carried out field research at
Kanal 7, Samanyolu TV36 and Hilal TV in 2011-2012. These
stations maintain a conservative stance but are at the
same time commercial stations concerned about ratings,
leading them to bring content to the screen that
might be seen as not agreeing with their conservatism.
According to the conclusions of Kocamaner’s research,
these broadcasters resolve this conflict by borrowing
a term from the corporate world: social responsibility.
The broadcasters Kocamaner spoke with see television
as a knife that can be used for two completely opposite
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purposes. A knife can be used to commit murder, but it
can also be used to prepare food. The subjects of the
research made it clear to Kocamaner that they had made
use of television’s constructive potential and done
so out of a sense of social responsibility. And at
the foundation of social responsibility, for them, lie
principles such as the protection of family values and
advising people to live in accordance with Islamic rules
of decorum.37
Kanal D and Teve2 viewer representative Berna Kürekçi
Şendir, who previously served as the corporate
communication and marketing coordinator at Doğan Media,
describes self-regulation as a process interwoven
with corporate communication. Speaking in an interview
that took place before Doğan Media was sold to the
36 “Samanyolu TV Tamamen Kapandı,” April 30, 2016, https://www.yenisafak.com/

gundem/samanyolu-tv-tamamen-kapandi-2459628 (accessed April 28, 2018)
37 Kocamaner, 2017, p. 694

Demirören Holding, Şendir said if feedback from call
centers, e-mail and RTÜK were addressed properly, the
viewers’ trust could increase, and added: “The viewer
representative is a pressure gauge in the eyes of the
audience. If you read and analyze the situation properly,
you’ll have some serious data to work with.” Şendir said
acting in accordance with a society’s core values was
self-regulation itself and that Doğan employees had
internalized the Doğan Media broadcast principles, so
there was nothing more to be done in the name of selfregulation.
We can see that, from the point of view of broadcasters,
terms such as society’s core values, social norms and
social responsibility are taken as determining factors
of self-regulation. It comes as no surprise that social
values and social responsibility are construed in tandem
validate the dominant construct of culture by twisting
and bending broadcast principles. For example, Esra Erol
is a broadcaster who stresses at every opportunity that
she is against discrimination, but she expelled from
her show a guest who said, “They didn’t want me to marry
their daughter because I’m Kurdish,” thereby upholding, or
even reinforcing, the dominant norm that any mention of
Kurdishness amounts to discrimination.

Viewer Representation
One of the best-known techniques of self-regulation in
television broadcast is viewer representation. In an
article examining different schools of public broadcasting
ombudsmanship in various countries, Jacob Mollerup concludes
that there are very important differences between what
ombudsmanship does at a newspaper and at a television
station. Above all, operations at a television station are
much more complicated compared to a newspaper, and the target
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with the dominant culture. Broadcasters, just like RTÜK,

group is much more diverse. As a result, the answer to how
a viewer representative will carry out their job is not as
clear as in the case of a newspaper. For example, how can a
correction resulting from feedback received from a viewer
be broadcast? More importantly, what is the role of the
viewer representative in forming an open and transparent
relationship between the broadcaster and the viewer, and
how can this role be strengthened? Mollerup has compiled
some suggestions based on the examples he examined. One of
these is to put together programs that discuss broadcasting
principles and the philosophy of broadcasting. When these
discussions take place in front of the viewers, and when
their suggestions are taken seriously, then these ideals
of a broadcaster being more transparent, accountable, and
sensitive can in fact come about.
There has been a viewer representative at every
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television and radio station in Turkey since 2006. Zahid
Akman, who was president of RTÜK when this practice, first
began on a voluntary basis at its initiative, said at the
time that the idea was to protect press freedom and to
minimize public pressure on broadcasters. He said this
mechanism would ensure that “both RTÜK and broadcasters
take public expectations more seriously.” It seems,
therefore, that the institution of viewer representative
was envisaged to serve as a bridge between RTÜK and the
broadcaster at the time of its introduction in 2006. The
goal of this bridge was to ensure that the people had a
voice in broadcasting process.
Journalist Tayfun Ertan was one of Turkey’s first viewer
representatives. Ertan accepted the offer when it was
brought in 2006 and became the viewer representative at
NTV. In our interview he said the viewer representative,
from what he had observed during this work experience
and in general, had no function or role either within the
station and in relations with RTÜK. The most a viewer
representative could do was convey to the managing editor

what the most common complaints were and state their own
opinion, but they had no power to intervene in broadcasts.
Ertan says this self-regulation technique, which existed
only on paper, creates a much-liked false positive
impression but has no effect in reality.
RTÜK’s website lists the contact details of all television
and radio station viewer representatives.38 I wanted to
speak with the viewer representatives at television
stations when preparing this article so that I could
reflect their experiences with regulation and selfregulation in it. I tried to reach many of them via
e-mail, but only received a reply from the Kanal D
representative, who also served as the station’s corporate
communication and marketing coordinator. I received no
reply from the other representatives I had e-mailed; I
was unable to reach them by phone as well. None of the
call center representatives who had said they would
reaching a viewer representative and that their hoped-for
effectiveness, evinced by the RTÜK president in 2006, is
non-existent.
Mollerup states that the viewer representatives can
derive their strength from these four characteristics:
independence, a transparent job description, visibility,
and the respect earned from doing their job effectively.
In Turkey, however, viewer representatives do exist,
but they are neither independent, nor visible, or
powerful. Furthermore, their job description is far from
transparent. And viewer representatives may also carry
other titles, such as corporate communication coordinator.
This situation raises the question of who in fact the
viewer representative is representing.

38 “İzleyici Temsilciliği” https://www.rtuk.gov.tr/izleyici-temsilcili-

gi/3879/977/izleyici-temsilciligi.html (accessed April 28, 2018)
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call me back did so. This illustrates the difficulty of

İsmet Demirdöğen says the foremost condition for a viewer
representative to become functional is independence, and
adds:
“In order for there to be results, it is important
that the viewer representative be able to stand up to
station management. If stations assign their own paid
employees to the post of viewer representative and
do not grant them protection and the freedom to act
as such, viewer representatives will feel they need
to defend the station’s interests, not engage in selfregulation. The people who have been selected among
paid employees of the stations and provided with no
guarantees, have become mere tools for classifying
and conveying the complaints they receive. If the post
of viewer representative is defined by law and made
independent, then a self-regulation mechanism can
188

be formed. But it does not work properly at present.
Complaints only remain as statistics; they are not
used to institute any change. Self-regulation can only
work if a well-operating regulation network already
exists. It is impossible to achieve any results with
the current media ownership structure and political
order.”
Demirdöğen’s words describe an ideal situation. When
considering the media environment that exists in Turkey,
however, we can see that, as Ertan says, the practice of
having a viewer representative is an ideal that remains on
paper.

Conclusion
Parliament passed an omnibus bill prepared by the
Ministry of Finance on March 22, 2018. The bill included
an amendment to allow RTÜK to regulate Internet
broadcasting, in addition to traditional broadcasters of

radio and television stations. Included in this Internet
broadcasting are independent outlets such as mediascope.
tv, platforms such as Netflix, and Internet broadcasts of
television stations. The outlets are to be required to
obtain a right to broadcast transmission document and a
broadcasting license in order to broadcast, and will be
placed under RTÜK regulation and sanctions.
Çukur, the show mentioned at the start of this article, and
the discussions that surrounded it give us insights into
RTÜK regulation. RTÜK member İsmet Demirdöğen told us in
the interview that new fines were on the way for Çukur
for vulgar language. It seems that the smart reference to
RTÜK that Çukur’s screenwriters wrote into the show after
receiving a fine for the kissing scene has not prevented
further fines. Demirdöğen says the RTÜK president stated
in a speech that even though Show TV beeps out vulgarities
during its broadcasts of Çukur, viewers can easily tell
anything out. It is meaningful here that a fine is being
issued for a television broadcast because the Internet
version was broadcast uncensored. And immediately after our
interview with RTÜK’s Demirdöğen, Çukur was fined for using
vulgar language.39 This bill seeking to regulate Internet
broadcasts while still only a bill, was being acted upon as
if it were law.
It is not easy to define regulation and self-regulation
when it comes to television stations in Turkey nor
is it easy to trace these concepts in how they are
applied; what lies behind the scenes of these concepts
in Turkey is quite complicated. At the very foundation
of this complexity lie the relationships between the
39

“RTÜK’ten Çukur’a 1 Milyon Liralık Ceza: Küfürler Dudak Hareketlerinden

Anlaşılabilir,” February 16, 2018 http://www.diken.com.tr/rtukten-cukura-1-milyon-liralik-ceza-kufurler-dudak-hareketlerinden-anlasilabilir/ (accessed April
28, 2018)
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what is being said, and Internet broadcasts don’t even beep

media ownership structure and the relationship between
media and politics. The way RTÜK came about points
to fundamental problems surrounding how it functions
today. It is getting increasingly difficult to create
and maintain mechanisms of self-regulation in the media
when RTÜK has turned into an institution where politics
reigns and media organizations owned by holding companies
have turned into a monopoly. It is also not realistic to
expect traditional media to be a platform for diverse
voices when it finds itself squeezed between politics and
capital. Under these conditions, television naturally is
there to uphold and reinforce the norms of the dominant
culture and society. Internet portals were able to add
a dent in this, so they, too, like traditional media have
become regulated.
All kinds of unique media exist in the world; every
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country’s media scene is shaped by that country’s cultural
context, unique problems, and solidarity and solutions
found for those problems. It is only natural then that
regulation and self-regulation are defined and practiced
in a myriad of ways in these varied societies. However,
we should place some mechanisms in the category of wellfunctioning methods, given their positive implementations
in different countries. One of these mechanisms is
ombudsmanship or viewers’ representatives. Irrespective
of how ineffective the implementation of the viewer
representative is in the context of Turkey and how
distant Turkey is from the goal of the representative
serving as a link between the viewer and the broadcaster,
there are examples from around the world of the office
of the viewer representative functioning properly. Jacob
Mollerup, who has for many years worked as an ombudsman
at the Danish state broadcaster Danish Broadcasting
Corporation (DR), argues in his study analyzing some
of these examples that the main issue is to maintain
a balance between the media’s responsibility and

independence, and describes accountability as the most
critical principle for a broadcaster.
The ombudsman’s office, on the other hand, should not
be seen as a method that can by itself resolve every
problem. Mollerup says this position should above
all be seen as a guarantee that the broadcaster will
be open and transparent to its viewers, but that the
viewer representatives are in fact a small part of the
big picture. Mollerup points out the importance of the
existence of the viewer representative even in countries
that lack a diverse media and/or have low democratic
standards, and/or are polarized. Some of the suggestions
he proposes for the viewer representative system to
work include: The viewer representative must have a
clear and strong mandate defined in a contract. The law
must make it obligatory for broadcasters to have an
independent viewer representative. Viewer representatives
bonds with international institutions and networks.
Social media should be used effectively as a platform
for discussion. Ethical principles and codes must be
publicized clearly.
Journalist Tayfun Ertan, while questioning the
functionality of the viewer representative mechanism,
emphasizes that the key criterion for the news media is
to ensure news coverage in accordance with journalistic
ethics. He points to the BBC, in whose newsroom he worked
for many years, as an example of how to ensure and
strengthen this as an institution. This is, he explains,
is how the BBC implements the principles of journalism:
“Everyone who starts working for the BBC as a journalist
is first trained in journalistic ethics and the BBC’s
broadcasting principles. After a few months of training,
every journalist is given a folder. The folder contains
an indexed compilation of the broadcasting principles,
code of ethics, and practical notes. For example, the
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must strengthen their local positions by forming close

BBC’s journalistic approach to the matter of terrorism
is explained in detail in the relevant section. This
section includes answers to questions of whom the BBC
terms a terrorist, who is a freedom fighter and what
criteria differentiate the two. And these principles did
not just come about on their own; each was the result
of much back-and-forth deliberation between a team of
informed individuals after feedback from the public.
Anyone who starts working for the BBC takes the folder
upon finishing their training and places it in the
most prominent spot on their desk. Every desk of every
journalist also has a mailbox next to it. Notes such
as, ‘Tear out page 25 [for example] from your folder and
replace it with this page,’ are placed in it on a regular
basis. This is because the information and principles in
the folder are dynamic. A sentence can be added to or
removed from a current definition when faced with a new
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situation. All these result from discussions.” For Ertan,
treating the broadcasting principles as dynamic texts
and updating them as a result of debates on changing
circumstances and contexts are a factor that strengthens
journalistic ethics.
Understanding the historical context along with the
current situation is a precondition to making universally
accepted suggestions concerning regulation and selfregulation in television. For example, perhaps the most
widely accepted suggestion worldwide concerning selfregulation is that ethical codes for broadcasters
should be introduced and made mandatory. Turkey also
has broadcasting principles and ethical codes including
those prepared and accepted by broadcasters themselves,
those put forth by RTÜK, and those made by organizations
representing journalists. However, what we have before
us, de facto, are principles in the sense of red lines
which are internalized and practiced by media producers,
journalists, screenwriters, producers-- and others that

are interwoven within a complex and multi-layered formation
with such things as RTÜK, the dominant social values,
politics, and economic concerns.

As a consequence, we see

that journalistic principles or democratic principles such
as pluralism and anti-discrimination are bent and broken,
and even instrumentalized.
Yet, it is still too early to stop envisioning television,
in the words of ethnographer Feyza Akınerdem, as a platform
for discussion. It is necessary to continue to focus on
broadcasting principles and practices with a dynamic
approach as seen in the example of the BBC and find ways
to open them up to participation by various segments of
society, and especially civil society. It may be difficult
to deploy this kind of platform into broadcasting
establishments, considering the prevailing media structure
in Turkey. However, it is possible, especially through
platform for self-regulation.
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independent media watchdogs, to construe social media as a
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Self-Regulation in Internet Media: Problems and
Possibilities
Doğan Akın
Introduction
Online journalism has introduced a new era in which
traditional ways of doing journalism are subject to
change and infinite possibility. The Internet has
raised journalism to a level that combines traditional
knowhow and capabilities with the previously undreamt
opportunities of a digital age. However, along with major
new opportunities, journalism in the digital age faces
major problems.
Some of these problems that can be categorized under
journalism and will continue to exist as journalism goes
online. But some newfound problems arise from factors such
as the increased speed in the delivery of news, the race
for more traffic which gives a distorting priority to
topics that attract more readers-- regardless of whether
or not a topic is newsworthy-- and a differentiated
content architecture resulting from the way search engine
trends now occupy the top spot in the “hierarchy of
influences.” Clickbait in online journalism, the result
of the need for “hits/clicks,” the main component in
the competition to generate more traffic --and more ad
revenue-- is the most pressing issue we now face.
Another major issue is that online media permits
violations of privacy and other rights on a scale
incomparable with traditional journalism.
This article will focus on ethical issues posed by online
journalism; a framework of ethical principles that could
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the heading of “ethical issues,” have always existed in

function as determining factors in resolving those issues;
and, lastly, on the means of self-regulation.
However, it would be useful in the first instance to
take a look at the state of the media in Turkey, which
has a direct effect on the formulation of shared ethical
principles and the introduction of mechanisms of selfregulation. A theoretical exercise in a realistic processes
of self-regulation specific to Turkey requires as a first
step taking into account Turkey’s media environment and its
practices, and the problems this environment creates.

1. Turkey’s Media Environment from Past to Present Day
Historically, in Turkey, newspapers were conceived

under

the order, control, and influence of government.
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The first Turkish newspaper, Takvim-i Vakayi, was first
published in 1838 upon the order of Ottoman Sultan Mahmud
II. Launched in 1840, Ceride-i Havadis was a semi-official
publication that was subsidized by the government. This trend
continued in the Republican period as well. Atatürk personally
named Cumhuriyet (“Republic) which is Turkey’s oldest newspaper
still being published.

He did so after its founder, Yunus

Nadi, in an effort to support Turkey’s War of Independence,
had moved the headquarters of his Istanbul-based Yeni Gün
newspaper to Ankara and renamed it Anadolu’da Yeni Gün.
Atatürk tasked him with starting a second newspaper called
Cumhuriyet in Istanbul to counter those who were against the
institution of a republican regime. Cumhuriyet was launched
on May 7, 1924, with a head office in Istanbul’s Cağaloğlu
quarter -- a building known as the Kırmızı Konak (the Red
Mansion) that belonged to the Committee of Union and Progress,
which was allocated to the newspaper by Atatürk.
The boundaries of freedom of the press in Republican period
journalism were drawn by law, with a provision in the

Constitution of 1924 that read: “The press is free within
the limits of the law.”
In the first decades of the Republic, the government had the
authority to close down a newspaper and newspapers could
only be established through permission. While single party
rule technically ended in 1945, the press still abided by the
state official discourse and ignored the topics, groups and
segments which the state preferred to overlook, even though
there were newspapers affiliated with political parties (such
as Ulus, which aligned with the Republican People’s Party [CHP],
or Zafer with the Democrat Party [DP]).
It was not until the mid-1980s, during the Motherland Party
(ANAP) government of Turgut Özal, that the press in Turkey
started to emerge from the influence of political, military,
bureaucratic elites. Sabah, a newspaper that represented a
emerged as a strong new competitor against Hürriyet, the
country’s most popular newspaper and a staunch defender of
official discourse.
In 1994, the Simavi family, which established Hürriyet in
1948, sold the newspaper that was later to be billed as the
“flagship of the Turkish press” to Aydın Doğan.
A period began in 1991 distinguished by a stream of
coalition governments that required active media support.
Thus, Turkey witnessed a mainstream media that manipulated
governments while they waged “give-away” promotion wars
or lottery competitions with one another to compete for
circulation. Media groups moved their offices to grand
office complexes and started operating in numerous sectors
other than journalism, particularly banking. The Sabah group
purchased Etibank and the Doğan group purchased Dışbank as
part of a more ambitious corporate strategy and journalism
became instrumentalized to these greater ends.

197

relatively more liberal stance in mainstream journalism,

Dinç Bilgin, who owned the Sabah and ATV media group,
notoriously used these organs to secure state subsidies
and to win a privatization bids such as Etibank. He used
the savings deposits in the bank as equity capital, went
bankrupt along with his bank, and the government seized his
bank and media outlets.
In addition to marking the period during which Turkey’s
media took its first steps towards Internet journalism,
the early 2000s were also the period when the Justice
and Development Party (AKP), under the leadership of Recep
Tayyip Erdoğan, came to power (on November 3, 2002), less
than a-year-and-a-half after it was founded (August 14,
2001). Erdoğan was to become the politician who would later
transform the architecture of media in Turkey into an
enormous propaganda mechanism.
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Throughout AKP’s nearly 20 years in power, the architecture
of media in Turkey underwent a dramatic transformation.
Journalism affiliated with or dependent upon political
authority has always existed in Turkey, but it was during
the AKP rule that for the first time a “pro-government
media” of unprecedented proportions was built. This
construction process had three major components.
The first was formed by newspapers (such as Yeni Şafak,
Türkiye, Sabah, Takvim, Akşam, Zaman, Yeni Akit) and
television stations and websites owned by those media
groups, who were voluntarily pro-AKP. The second component
comprised media outlets that were relatively independent
and that occasionally opposed the government (Doğan and
Ciner media groups) but were pressured into yielding to
the government. The third comprises pro-government media
companies that were built directly by the government.
In 2008, the Sabah-ATV group, which had been taken over
by the Savings Deposit Insurance Fund (TMSF), a public

institution, was sold to Çalık Holding, a leading pro-AKP
conglomerate, for $1.1 billion, the bulk of which was funded
by two state-owned banks, Halkbank and VakıfBank, each of
which lent $375 million for the purchase. In 2014, Çalık
Holding sold the Sabah-ATV group (also known as Turkuvaz) to
Zirve Holding, owned by Ömer Faruk Kalyoncu, yet another proAKP businessman known to have strong ties to the government.
The newspapers Star, Akşam and Güneş, and the TV stations
Kanal24 and Sky360 were purchased by Ethem Sancak, a
businessman who famously said at the time: “Erdoğan is
my biggest idol, I am lovesick for the man. I embarked on
the media business to defend his mission.”1 Sancak, who
during that time also became a member of the AKP’s Central
Executive Committee (MKYK), later transferred his media
group to Hasan Yeşildağ, a man who when Erdoğan was sent
to jail, intentionally broke the law so as to himself be

In 2011, Aydın Doğan’s Doğan Media Group, which used to be
the largest of its kind in Turkey’s mainstream media, sold
Milliyet and Vatan newspapers and their respective websites
to the conglomerate formed by Karacan and Demirören
Holding. The latter was owned by Erdoğan Demirören, a
businessman who also had very close ties with Erdoğan
and the AKP. That sale came on the heels of a massive tax
fine of TL 6.5 billion imposed on the Doğan Group in 2009.
Erdoğan had told reporters that Demirören had called him
after acquiring Milliyet and Vatan “to ask who he would
like to see appointed to head the media group,” and that he
“suggested [his former spokesman] Akif Beki.”2
1 "Erdoğan yeni idolüm adamın sevdalısıyım," October 7, 2008, http://www.gazete-

vatan.com/-erdogan-yeni-idolum-adamin-sevdalisiyim--202111-medya/ (accessed May
9, 2018)
2 "Erdoğan: Demirören bana sordu, Akif Beki'yi al dedim!" March 22, 2013, http://

t24.com.tr/haber/erdogan-demiroren-bana-sordu-akif-beyi-al-dedim,226209 (accessed May 11, 2018)
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jailed and accompany Erdoğan to Pınarhisar Prison.

Facing numerous lawsuits against both himself and his
family, Aydın Doğan eventually sold the rest of the Doğan
Media Group to Demirören in March 2018 and exited from the
media business.
The media group established by Erdoğan Demirören eventually
became the country’s largest. This was the same Demirören
who, scolded by then-prime minister Tayyip Erdoğan over
Milliyet’s headline story titled “The İmralı minutes,” was
overheard in a leaked recording of a phone conversation
“Why did I go into this business? For whom?” and asking
him, “Did I upset you, boss?” as he broke down into tears.
After Demirören’s acquisition of the Doğan Media Group -which included the newspapers Hürriyet, Posta and Fanatik,
and TV stations such as Kanal D and CNN Türk -- for $1.1
million, aided by a $675 million loan from Ziraat Bank, a
public bank, the former Doğan Media witnessed a wave of
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dismissals with many journalists losing their jobs.
The sale of the Doğan Media Group marks the largest media
acquisition in Turkey’s history. As a result, the combined
circulation rates of three groups has reached 49 percent
of the total circulation of newspapers in the country, with
the Demirören group, which owns Hürriyet, Posta, Milliyet
and Fanatik, claiming 22 percent, the Turkuvaz group, which
owns Sabah and Takvim, 15 percent, and the Türk Medya Group,
which owns Star, Akşam and Güneş, 12 percent.3
Add to the above the pro-government dailies Yeni Şafak,
Yeni Akit and Türkiye, and the constantly scrutinized
Habertürk (which ceased print publication on July 5, 2018,
following Turkey’s June 24, 2018, election), and the end
result is a highly problematic media structuring where more
than 80 percent of newspapers in total circulation are
3 "Media Ownership Monitor Turkey" project report, Dilay Yalçın, Elif İnce,

Burcu Karakaş, http://turkey.mom-rsf.org/tr/ (accessed May 11, 2018)

under the government’s control and where the two newspaper
distribution companies are under similar ownership (one is
owned by Turkuvaz and the other by Demirören). Furthermore,
the online editions of these newspapers also dominate
Internet media traffic in Turkey. The websites of the
Demirören group’s Hürriyet and Milliyet are among Turkish
websites with the highest traffic.
Add to these figures from the same research concerning
viewership rates for TV stations owned by the same media
groups -- Turkuvaz (12.04 percent), Demirören-owned former
Doğan Media Group channels (10.82 percent), state broadcaster
TRT (11 percent), as well as those owned by yet another progovernment group, Doğuş (10.15 percent)-- and the results
very much answer the question how the Republican period’s
most pro-government and/or government-dependent media

It should be emphasized that for the past several years,
there has been no print or broadcast media with the
potential to challenge seriously the government.

1.1. Media Elites and Journalists in Turkey’s Media Environment
This architecture is certainly open to further modification
through new acquisitions. Change there will be. But previous
experience does not leave much room for presumption
to suggest anything other than that potential future
acquisitions will be by groups for whom media is secondary
to their other businesses. So, the overall picture of the
mainstream media in Turkey depicted above is far from being
limited to a specific period.
Considering the importance that media ownership should also
be included in self-regulation, it becomes clear that the
media architecture outlined above constitutes on its own
a major problem to that process. Although an all-inclusive
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architecture was constructed under AKP rule.

approach is certainly needed in the process of determining
ethical codes and setting in motion media self-regulation,
the situation also lays out a roadmap as to which areas
require most focus, at least under current conditions. In
my opinion, this area should be one that gives priority
to journalists who are working in media companies where
the government’s control is most felt, rather than to the
companies themselves.
When we speak of “journalists,” it is crucial to differentiate
them from the “media elite,” who oversee and ensure production
that is line with the requirements of the media ownership
described above. In discussions regarding media’s degradation
and loss of reputation, an approach that fails to take into
account the part this media elite play would not be honest or
convincing nor produce satisfactory results.
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Media content that involves ethnic, religious, political,
personal provocation and distortion of information or that
openly violates basic journalistic standards or ethical
principles is largely the work of a media elite. There
are two major motivating factors: First, the media elite
whose corruptibility makes them open to manipulation, put
a priority on “benefits” over journalism. And the second
is that while journalists who are part of the media elite
may enrich themselves, the arrangement to which they commit
also gives them a form of ideological legitimacy. This may
seem odd given that most journalist are legitimated by the
principles and values of their profession, with no greater
priority than faith in journalism itself. Yet, it is the case.
On the one hand, media owners with interests other than
journalism invest in media ownership and literally purchase
political pressure to instrumentalize journalism for the
sake of their work in other industries. On the other, media
elite rationalize this kind of journalism based on personal
gain and ideological engagement.

We need to distinguish between the media elite, whom we
could call “employer representatives” in terms of labor
law; and colleagues who we call “journalists.” In light
of this distinction and of the fact that there is almost
no way to cooperate with media companies shaped for the
purposes of propaganda, it is all the more important that
journalists who work in pro-government media are also
made to contribute to the process of establishing common
ethical principles and institutionalizing self-regulation.

2. Common Issues Faced by Both Traditional and Online Media
Clearly, the current media architecture constitutes a
major hurdle for setting common ethical principles and
institutionalizing self-regulation. But it is exactly
for this reason that a guiding supervisory ethical
code is crucial. The Internet has enabled “independent
be structured in line with established ethical principles.
This is particularly important because of a crucial
connection between “independent and free journalism”
and self-regulation. Self-regulation in the media is not
a prerequisite for independence but its outcome. Only
an independent media will be capable of establishing a
functioning, trustworthy self-regulatory mechanism.
Journalism is a line of work that requires swiftness. The
Internet has enabled journalism to work at unprecedented
speed. We are now experiencing an era of almost real-time
journalism. But it should be noted that “speed” is also
one of the major culprits behind violations in online
journalism.
We could say that all of the ethical problems we have
been facing in traditional journalism also exist
in Internet journalism. Historically, major areas of
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journalism,” and created the prospect such journalism to

violation that are common in both traditional media and
Internet media are as follows:

>

Violations of privacy

>

Fake news

>

Violations of the right to reply

>

Headlines that are inconsistent with content or

>

The lack of a clear distinction between facts and

>

Hate speech; racial, religious, gender or linguistic

>

Failure to observe the criteria for newsworthiness

>

Failure to systematically double-check facts

>

Failure to pursue equality in news production,

>

Establishing and using a language of war

>

Manipulation in news stories and opinion pieces

>

The occasional failure to differentiate clearly

>

Failure to institutionalize the prevention of

that distort the facts

opinion
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discrimination

and the essentials of news writing

restricting diversity of opinion

advertorials from news

threatening language in news media – sometimes
paramount to blackmail

>

Finger-pointing and excessive moralizing

>

Use of visual content that is violent or in

>

Causing additional suffering to victims of

breach of privacy

sexual abuse, particularly minors and women, by
providing unnecessary details as to their identity
and their images in news coverage

>

Pointing to an individual’s race, language,

nationality, gender, sexual orientation, disease or
disability in a news story where such details are
not of critical importance

>

Expressing prejudiced opinion about pending

>

Encouraging false hope particularly concerning

health-related matters through unrealistic or
embroidered coverage

>

Being biased or failing to declare bias

>

Adding to the suffering of relatives of accused

>

Coverage of suicide news, which is known to have

by disregarding their rights

a trigger effect, other than in case of people of
public renown

>

Utilizing sexist language or assumptions and

>

Accepting gifts and free trips, junkets,

values

accommodation or meals offered by companies
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court cases

>

Prioritizing the interests of the company the

>

Utilizing a language that appears to rejoice in

media outlet belongs to over journalism

losses suffered by individuals, companies or groups

3. Problems of the Digital Age in Media
Aside from the already existing ethical issues in
traditional media, online media faces additional
problems brought on by digitalization. In other words,
the Internet presents us with the greatest potential
journalism has ever had, but also the possibility
of historically unparalleled violations of ethical
guidelines.
Problems posed by the digital age to Turkish media
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can be studied under two main headings. The first
comprises “new” problems brought on by the reemergence in Internet media of the longstanding
problems of traditional media as listed above. That
the problem should be regarded as “new” despite being
a longstanding violation arises from the fact that
Internet content has such a widespread reach making
it is incomparable to that of the traditional media.
An ethical breach in online content becomes instantly
accessible anywhere around the world the minute it
appears, and it can spread to other media, which means
that the amount of damage caused is far greater. When
such a breach “goes viral” no retraction or correction
from the original source can undue the harm caused. We
will return to this point later.
The second set of digital age problems are specific to
the Internet media. These problems are the result of
changes in the fundamental way journalism is done.

3.1. Readers Occupying Top Spot in Content Hierarchy
The Internet has transformed journalism in two distinct
domains. The first is the vast expansion it created in the
methods of journalism. Through the Internet, journalism
operates at unprecedented speed and volume, combining text,
photographs, and audio-visual material. This required a
new division of labor and has brought about changes in
the organizational structure of news outlets. We now live
in the “age of the editor,” in which it has become the
basic professional standard for an office-based assignment
editor to prepare a news story quickly in its entirety,
complete with text and visual material. In addition, a new
structure the “integrated newsroom” has emerged to replace
the traditional layout of a newsroom in which separate news
desks (such as national, finance, foreign news, etc.) were
responsible for content in distinct fields. Now the entire
brought on by the Internet could still be considered
traditional journalism, albeit adapted to the pace and
division of labor of multimedia journalism.
The second domain in which the Internet has made a
fundamental impact on journalism is in the field of
interaction. In traditional journalism, the selection of
news was made under certain guidelines for newsworthiness
called news value. A story would be newsworthy and would
get coverage if it were “important,” “new,” “interesting”
or “relevant” with respect to the interests of the
target audience according to criteria of content and/
or geographical proximity. These values, which we may
sum up as “importance,” “timeliness,” “significance” and
“proximity,” are still practiced in the processes of
managing content and selecting or ignoring news. However,
“reader preferences” have now risen to the top of this
list thanks to rapid and instant interaction, as well as
analytical tools the Internet provides. In other words, the
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newsroom staff work in close cooperation. These novelties

reader currently occupies the top spot in the “content
hierarchy” of online media.
In journalism, interaction is certainly valuable.
Interaction in online media assumes a role akin to
that of an “ombudsman,” or a “reader representative.”
Interaction helps correct factual errors. Reactions from
thoughtful readers serve as a tool against hate speech and
discrimination. Readers are now more frequently an actual
source of news.
The flipside, however, is that a content hierarchy that
relies on analytics based on readers’ attention has been
forcing journalism to focus on “the interesting” and
“the attention grabbing,” while at the same time pushing
it away from “the significant.” Interactivity is, indeed,
valuable for journalism. But interaction has setbacks if
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it occupies the top spot among news values. To make this
clearer, let’s draw an analogy with elections, the minimum
requirement for democracy. Just as journalism would not
be possible without interaction from readers, likewise,
democracy would not be possible without elections. But we
also know that, in its advanced form, democracy is as much
a tool with which to protect the minorities from the will
of the people as it is the will of the people.
Journalism can successfully assume the function of the
Fourth Estate only under democratic regimes, and for that
to happen it is of vital importance that the press is
able to give voice to politically underrepresented groups
and make them visible. But when the reader’s whim of the
moment occupies the top spot in the content hierarchy,
journalism moves away from fulfilling this function.
Furthermore, as journalism becomes increasingly focused
on “the interesting” and on “grabbing attention” instead
of “the significant,” it also loses one of its vital

functions, which is to help create healthy public opinion
on important social or political matters.
There are various other problems brought on by the rise of
the readers’ attention to the top spot in content hierarchy
and its becoming a determining factor in selecting news.
Let us now look at what those problems are in online media.

3.2. Clickbait
The race for circulation in the traditional press has
evolved in online media into the race for visitor numbers,
clicks and hits. The main parameters for website traffic
are the number of visitors, the number of page views (PV),
and the time spent by readers on the pages they view.
Websites are categorized according to their unique visitor
those pages. These are the fundamentals of analytics
-- decisive in various aspects, from the search engine
algorithm through to the budget allocation of advertisers.
No doubt there are ways to fulfill those criteria that
also increase website traffic, such as enhancing exclusive
content. However, we see that, in addition to providing
exclusive content, clickbait is a widespread method used in
the competition for more hits.
All high-traffic Internet media outlets in Turkey
use “clickbait” headlines to drive traffic. The basic
characteristics of “clickbait” headlines are as follows:

>

The appropriate headline is deliberately not used.

Instead, the headline seeks to draw the reader to the
website or content. Expressions such as “You won’t
believe what the prime minister said…” are used to
conceal the topic of the article and to force the
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numbers, page views, and the time readers spend viewing

reader to visit the website or scroll down to the
content.

>

Expressions such as “The decision about that

transfer has been made” seek to hide the subject and
arouse curiosity in the reader, and thereby push the
reader to visit the website or seek out the content.
An egregious example of this is from the website of
the Milliyet newspaper, which managed to obfuscate the
topic of an article by its own reporter on the death
of a pilot, Murat Öztürk, who died after his acrobatic
plane crashed at the Adana Air Festival on May 19, 2013.
The homepage of Milliyet’s website milliyet.com.tr, which
had for years published news and photographs on its
“Milliyet Gökyüzü” page, ran the headline “Our pain is
great,” and under it wrote: “Flash… Flash… Flash… Flash…
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Acrobatic plane crashes.”4 Milliyet.com.tr saw no problem
using clickbait to conceal the subject of an article
prepared by its own reporter on a death that it itself
said “brought a lot of pain.” Milliyet did not share
the name or photograph of the person in question on its
homepage, forcing readers to click through its website
in order to find out “why the pain is so great.”

>

Wording such as “Expected decision announced” hide

both the subject and the topic, forcing the reader to
enter the website or scroll to the text in order to
find out.

>

Clickbait will use incomplete sentences to arouse

curiosity: “The President answered: I will…”

4 "'Hasan Cemal' deyip iki noktayı üst üste koyunca...," Doğan Akın, T24, May 20,

2013, http://t24.com.tr/yazarlar/dogan-akin/hasan-cemal-deyip-iki-noktayi-ust-uste-koyunca,6729 (accessed May 17, 2018)

>

Clickbait headlines mislead readers into thinking

they are about current topics of interest. For
example, using a headline such as “Drogba signed” for
an article reporting on the marriage of the football
player during transfer season, making it seem as if
he had signed a transfer contract. Clickbait is using
a headline such as “Major fight within Galatasaray”
to suggest to the reader that there is a clash within
the club’s administration, only to report that “a
fight broke out between a few players on the amateur
team.” Clickbait is also using a headline such as
“Mass resignation from that party” to report on the
resignation of a few people from a political party
representing a small town in a small province.

>

Clickbait is also using words such as “Shock,

flash, bombshell” in a headline instead of
pertinent detail about the news.

>

Clickbait also involves using words in headlines

that are frequently looked up on search engines but
which have nothing to do with the subject of the
article. An article headlined “Urgent announcement
regarding military service by payment” announcing,
for example, that the prime minister has made “no
new decisions on this matter.”

>

The use of clickbait extends to preparing a

“photo gallery” to report on important developments
that are better presented using an individual
photograph. For example, a news article reporting
on a cabinet shuffle involving eight ministers
is presented by first showing the photographs of
the outgoing ministers separately, followed by the
incoming ministers, also separately, forcing the
reader to click 16 times.

211

mentioning the subject, topic or some other

We see the use of clickbait on all high-traffic websites
and websites that seek to increase traffic, though I have
confined myself to providing an example from Milliyet.
Suffice it to say that the use of misleading headlines
or headlines that obfuscate the subject and topic of an
article is all too prevalent.
On the topic of clickbait, which is at the top of the list
of common ethical violations in online media, another
problem that arises because the reader is placed at the top
of the content hierarchy is the means employed to prolong
the “time the reader spends on the page/website.”

3.3 News Race: Effects of Click Targets and Page View Duration
on Page Layout and Editorship
I have already mentioned that websites are categorized by
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the number of unique visitors, the number of page views,
and the amount of time visitors spend on the website, in
addition to the quality and quantity of content. Both the
traffic figures and the amount of time visitors spend on
any given page improve the website’s results rank.
This fact is fundamental behind the changing practices
of journalism on the Internet. An important segment of
high-traffic websites now give editors or departments
monthly/weekly “click/hit/page view” targets to meet. The
performance of the editors in meeting these targets is
established by “red maps” that show what part of the
content readers on the page at that given moment in time.
An editor who seeks to meet the click/hit goal, when
deciding on what news to run, spends his or her time far
away from what he would judge to be important and often
focuses on preparing catchy but trivial news. Furthermore,
how much time the reader will spend on a news article is
continuously taken into consideration, and the end result

is reflected in the page layout. Many online media offices
today have large monitors displaying Google Analytics pages
that show statistics such as how many people open any given
news article at any given moment and how long they’ve been
there. The “red maps” are always open. Editors who keep an
eye on this data remove from the front page, or at least
the visible part of the page, any news articles that have
relatively few readers in them, or those on which readers
do not spend a lot of time, even if the news in itself may
be important. The effect on the health of public opinion
of under-reporting an issue or not reporting an important
topic is all too obvious.
Those who have no voice in society, individuals, segments
and groups who need to address the public opinion are
unable to have journalists hear their voice: Those rarely

In the end, “click/hit” goals, in other words, the race for
more traffic, distance editors from their real role in
journalism, push them into an ethical dilemma and place
their job security under significant pressure.

3.4 The Effect Which Sharing Articles Has on Internet Content and Layout
Heavy and widespread interactivity at the top of the
“content/effect hierarchy” and the effect of users sharing
what they read on social media are reflected in online
media. Social media channels have become an increasing
source of traffic for Internet media and have turned onlinejournalism into a professional field in its own right.
One of the base criteria editors look at when preparing
content for publication is share rates on social media.
Social media is an important source of news for online
media, but it also shapes the way content is structured.
This is why trending topics on social media, and above all
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seen on the Internet become even more invisible!

on Twitter and Facebook, have become a basic parameter in
the production phase of online media.
Furthermore, the possibilities of social media being a
source of news for online media brings its own serious
problems. Unverified accusations can reach millions of
people in a matter of seconds, and thus be turned into news.
Editors may be motivated to publish unverified allegations
if they become a trending topic on social media, their
decision justified by the high number of “shares” this
generates. Editors, hastily drawn into traffic wars by
online journalism, may fail to safeguard themselves and
their publications from error, or to implement the axiom
“better to lack all the details than to get them wrong.”
The victimization and victims created by these kinds of
publications snowball and produce even more striking
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headlines over time.
The claim is even made that journalism will eventually
be destroyed by citizen journalism enabled through the
Internet, personal blogs, websites via which institutions
can make announcements, and social media. It is also said
that journalism, having lost its “monopoly on reporting”
with the arrival of the Internet, will disappear as a
profession. Experience shows, however, that journalism,
instead of disappearing, has become an occupation of
even greater importance and is a means of retaining
professional standards in the face of information overload.
It is journalists who decide many times every day what
is real and what is not. At the same time, online media’s
competition for speed and traffic alienates journalists
from loyalty to these professional standards.

3.5. Content in Accordance with Search Engines
One of the consequences of a journalistic emphasis of the
“content/effect hierarchy” as the prime consideration is

that the content of websites is prepared in accordance
with search engine algorithms. This situation is even more
controversial than the other issues mentioned above because
of the ethical problems of preparing content according to
the words people use to search.
The most important ethical violation in this regard is
observed in efforts to refer traffic to websites from
search engines by “tagging” content that the website does
not in fact host or produce. Software can an accomplice to
this abuse as search engines seek the answers to “what is,”
“what does x mean,” and “x news here.” We should note that
the search engine Google, which has recognized this problem,
and changed its algorithm concerning tags and put in place
countermeasures to prevent redirection to imaginary content.
Search engines are the primary source of traffic for
traffic as “organic traffic,” which used to refer to
traffic resulting from entering the website’s URL directly.
This arithmetic has produced two results for online
media. First, website source code is written taking search
engine algorithms into consideration and is continuously
updated. “Search engine optimization” (SEO) has gained vital
importance when writing code.
The other important result produced by the volume of
traffic coming from search engines for online media is the
birth of a new professional field. Leading online media
outlets today employ many “SEO editors.” SEO editors keep
“Google Trends” and the like open on their computers and
produce content containing words that are at that moment
the most searched for terms. These do not need to be
located within the content, or even visible on the website;
it is enough if the content produced is in some way saved
within the database. SEO editors, who work independently
of traditional journalists, drive traffic to news websites
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many websites. Many websites now reclassify search engine

by producing content on upcoming issues of importance
(for example, the results of a university exam awaited by
millions of people).

3.6. Bought, Misdirected Traffic
Online media continues to take an ever-growing share
of advertising from the entire media sector. Prices and
advertisers’ budgets are set in accordance with the
traffic figures of online media outlets.
The determining factor for advertisers in their media
plans is website traffic, how many times the ad will
appear on the page, and page visit duration. Advertisers
are starting to prefer higher quality traffic in addition
to the time visitors spend on pages when formulating
budgets. However, high traffic figures continue to be the
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determining factor in ad budget spending.
We know that the leading online media outlets are
engaged in traffic wars by buying traffic and creating
inflated traffic figures through the use of bot visitors.
Google itself sells search engine ranking placement
every day through “word tenders.” Outlets that seek a
higher ranking based on the words that will be searched
for that day present Google an offer every day - much
like a secret tender - for words of their choice (such
as election or news). Google compares the offers for the
words in question and lists the highest bidder among
the top ranked items for pennies more than was offered
by the second highest bidder (the reason that the tender
is set at “a few pennies more than the second highest
bid” is to prevent exorbitant pricing, since the highest
bidder, unaware of the other bids, may offer an amount
much greater than that of the second highest bidder).
Taking into consideration that revenue from Google ads
may be the most important or indeed sole source of

income for media outlets, traffic figures that do not
reflect reality due to paid and bot visits feature
poses an ethical problem of unfair competition.

3.7. Citing Sources and Copyright Issues in Online Media
Citing sources, linking to the website from which a
quote is taken, and copyright issues figure highly in
the ethical debates in online media, although mainstream
media may be equally problematic in this debate.
It is a reality that independent and relatively smaller
online entities resort to quoting news and commentary
originating from mainstream media. The problem becomes
aggravated when news is lifted without sources being
cited or links provided. Such practice is indefensible,
and not providing sources, much like sharing copyrighted
therefore unacceptable.
However, it is a common observation that even media
groups that provide much content in the first place
often take the same approach in not bothering to link
to websites they themselves quote. The reason is quite
simple: media outlets, competing over who gets the
most traffic, avoid linking to the low-traffic websites
since that would entail losing search engine quality
measurement points.
So while the finger of blame is wagged at independent,
low-traffic media sites, the large media groups who
do the complaining are often guilty of the same
practice. This issue can only be resolved if all outlets
pledge to abide by an agreed code of conduct. News
articles that borrow but do not attribute can under
no circumstances be defended. Nor can the practice be
defended simply because it is widespread.
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material without permission, is a form of theft and

Copyright violations of news have been a contentious
topic not just in Turkey but elsewhere and existed well
before the Internet came along. The view I subscribe to is
that a news article that has been published can no longer
be protected by copyright. It should be enough, from the
perspective of ethical responsibility, for the new article
to attribute its sources.

3.8. An Example of a Legal Decision Concerning the Debate on
Copyrights of Daily News
This approach has been confirmed by a court ruling issued
by the Istanbul Regional Court of Justice (Court of Appeals)
15th Circuit. I summarize here the decision in question as
it shines light on the debate. The Circuit, in its decision
numbered 2018/10 and pointing to Article 84 of Law 5846 on
the Intellectual and Artistic Works (FSEK), stated that the
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article stresses that “anyone who publishes or rightfully
reproduces a sign, image or audio for commercial purposes
or locates them on a device designed to transport them can
prohibit a third party from publishing or reproducing the
same sign, image or audio for profit. Even if the offender
does not act in pursuit of commercial purposes, the
provisions of unfair competition shall be applied to those
who violate the provisions of the first paragraph." It was
stressed that "this provision applies to all photographs
that are not works of art, paintings identified through
similar methods, and motion picture products.”
The chamber, stressing the above, decreed the following:
“When the article in question was being prepared, it was
made clear that the individual who creates the sign,
image, or audio defined in the first paragraph, or the
photograph or motion picture products defined in the third
paragraph has the right to prohibit their reproduction and
distribution, and that unfair competition provisions shall
apply if this is violated.

“Considering the subject of this case, it has become
clear that the content belonging to the plaintiff,
(agency), and published by the defendant, a website named
(…), falls under the definition of daily news value
that does not rise to the level of a protected work of
art under the FSEK. Daily news is not found among the
items listed in Article 84 of Law 5846. Therefore, the
defendant, accused of violating Article 84 of Law 5846,
should be declared not guilty because publishing daily
news material that belongs to the plaintiff on his
website, which is not listed in the article in question,
so long as the source is cited, does not constitute a
crime.”
As can be seen, the court examining the appeal did not
consider quotations of daily news articles to rise to the
level of an “intellectual or artistic work” that falls
with the Law on Intellectual and Artistic Works.
The use of commentary and visual material such as
photographs/video is of course subject to copyright and
online media must accept this. Citing sources cannot
justify the publication of visual material by an outlet
or commentary word-for-word. Commentary and visual
material cannot simply be used without permission or
approval from the source.

4. Internet Media in Legislation and in Reference Material
The situation of Internet in Turkey vis à vis ethical
principles and self-regulation is not a particularly
happy one. If we look at the legislation and reference
material concerning the media/press, we see that Internet
media is either not even mentioned or only mentioned
in order to impose limitations on it. It is exclusively
focused on traditional media.
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under the scope of copyright protection in accordance

4.1. Press Law
Despite the fact that Internet media has a 20-year history
in Turkey, the Press Law still does not list the Internet
among “broadcast outlets.” The Press Law, whose Article 1
states, “The goal of this law is to regulate press freedom
and its use,” does not even mention the word “Internet” in
any of its 32 clauses.
Journalists who have been working in their profession over
the Internet for years have been unable to benefit from the
core rights granted to them by the Press Law and have been
unable to receive the official yellow press card, which has
become a requirement for accreditation to official events,
because the Press Law does not recognize their media outlets.
Online journalists are not considered “journalists” under
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the Press Law but are considered “journalists” under the
Penal Code and therefore face aggravated sentences for
“crimes committed through the press/media.”

4.2. Internet Law
Law No. 5651, whose full name is the Law on Regulating
Internet Publishing and Combating Crimes Committed via
these Broadcasts, was passed in Parliament on May 4, 2007
and published in the Official Gazette on May 23, 2007. Law
5651, which has been amended numerous times, is the first
text to regulate Internet publishing in Turkey. However,
the core characteristic of the law is its focus on how to
control Internet publishing, how to limit publication, and
how to block access.
The law begins by listing a catalogue of crimes in Internet
publishing. This constitutes a list of crimes that Law No.
5651 uses as its basis for blocking access to websites. The
administration or courts, when satisfied that a “crime”

from this list has been committed, can immediately block
access to a website.
The catalog crimes are listed in Article 8 of the law.
This article, titled, “Decision to block and its execution,”
lists eight actions as catalogued crimes, six of which have
been copied directly from the Turkish Penal Code (TCK).
These are:
1 - Inducing suicide
2 - Sexual abuse of children
3 - Facilitating use of drugs and stimulants
4 - Supply and procurement of substances hazardous to
health
5 - Obscenity
6 - Prostitution
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7 - Providing a place and opportunity for gambling
In addition to these actions, which are found in the TCK,
Article 8 also enumerates crimes listed under the Law on
Crimes Against Atatürk.
The law has subsequent amendments that give the
administration the authority to “immediately block access”
without having to wait for a court order and which do
not confine themselves to the crimes mentioned above.
For example, “For one or more of the following reasons
-- protection of life and property of individuals in line
with their right to life, protection of national security
and public order, prevention of crime, and protection of
general health -- a judge, or in the event that a delay is
deemed problematic, the administration, upon a request by the
relevant ministry concerning the protection of the Office
of the President or national security and public order, the
prevention of crime or the protection of general health,”
may impose a complete access ban on the content and/or
website in question, without resorting to a court order. The

administration can immediately block access if a “delay is
detrimental in the event of an invasion of personal privacy.”
On this matter, we should stress that access bans were
imposed on many articles detailing corruption published
by online media outlets on the assertion that “personal
privacy had been violated.”
As concerns the blocking of access, which was made possible
through legislation and whose framework was left without
defined boundaries, the views and defense pleas of news
outlets are taken into account during hearings held at
penal courts of peace (Sulh Ceza Mahkemeleri). Many Internet
media outlets learn about the many instances of blocked
access to their news articles purely by chance.
In conclusion, the special law to regulate the Internet in
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Turkey, far from being one of the possible sources when
determining ethical principles, is chiefly characterized by
being diametrically opposed to rule of law, the principles of
freedom of speech and press, and being in itself a regulation
that is ethically problematic from start to finish.

4.3. Declaration of Rights and Responsibilities of Turkish
Journalists and Code of Professional Ethics of the Press
When we look at non-legislative sources of the shared
ethical principles and self-regulation process of online
media, we see once again that traditional journalism is
taken as a reference point.
The Turkish Journalists Association (TGC), Turkey’s
most established professional association, established
in 1946, the year of the country’s first multi-party
election, unanimously accepted after two years of work
the Declaration of Rights and Responsibilities of Turkish
Journalists at a general assembly held in 1998; this

was a step forward in the field of ethical obligations/
responsibilities and rights, and became a reference from
time to time within the judicial system. However, this
document does not address the topic of online media
outlets, which were just starting up when the document was
accepted, nor does it mention the word “Internet” at all.
The Press Council, established in 1986 upon the suggestion
of President Kenan Evren, the general who led the September
12, 1980 coup, called on its member outlets to abide by its
declared the Code of Professional Ethics of Journalism.
Compared to the Declaration of Rights and Responsibilities
of Turkish Journalists, the Code had a narrower scope.
Again there was no mention of the Internet and traditional
journalism was the sole reference point and thereby became
irrelevant to addressing the new media and its problems.

which had ensured support for the Press Council since
its establishment in terms of both members and financial
resources, has been sold to the Demirören group.
These documents, and especially the Declaration of Rights
and Responsibilities of Turkish Journalists, even if they
only take traditional journalism as a reference point,
can serve as references in the process of determining the
shared ethical principles of online media.

5. New Media, New Possibilities, New Problems, and Need for
New Ethical Code
The purpose of media ethical principles is found in two
main fields: Protecting the mission of journalism and
securing the reputation and integrity of journalism.5
5 İrvan, S., Medya Etik ve Hukuk, IPS İletişim Vakfı Yayınları https://bianet.org/

system/uploads/1/files/attachments/000/001/517/original/etik_hukuk.pdf?1447151242

223

We should note at this point that the Doğan Media Group,

The possibilities and problems presented by new media, made
possible by the Internet, which allows for news “when you
want, as much as you want, and through multimedia,” show
that there is a need for a new professional contract. The
very straightforward answer to the question of why common
and determined ethical principles and self-regulation
are necessary for online media is to have better, more
respected, and more effective journalism.
A journalist is a member of a responsible profession
and self-regulation is a voluntary commitment. It is an
undertaking that seeks to fairly and amicably address
accusations of violations through a mechanism that first
and foremost represents journalists (reporters and editors),
but also professional organizations, owners of media
outlets, and relevant civil society organizations.
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However, the first step towards self-regulation must
involve setting out the ethical principles concerning
online media through an effort that involves the
participation of as many Internet media outlets as
possible.
The ethical principles to be determined for online media
should take as their primary reference point the up-to-date
charters and practices in Turkey. This is because these
principles represent an approach to deal with infringements
based on the existing practices of an important segment of
traditional media outlets and their websites.
How can a guiding framework be drawn up in the determination
of ethical principles? The question finds its answer in the
nature of the infractions committed by traditional media,
online media, and most recently in the digital sphere, which
we tried to summarize above. The shared ethical principles
that are to be determined should naturally address these
problems in an effective and just manner, and they should

produce quick solutions as well as be updated in line with
requirements of the digital age.
There are two categories which need to be addressed: those
affecting institutions and those affecting individuals - a
code of ethical principles to which journalists can commit.
This distinction may throw a lifeline to those who work for
organizations which avoid ethical guidelines due to their
distorted capital structure. A journalist may, for example,
on his own initiative decline an invitation for a junket
that would create a conflict of interest or compromise the
distance journalism requires- even if the organization they
work for does not see accepting hospitality as a problem
or even encourages such expenses-paid trips because of its
advertising relationship with the company in question.

An important part of the possible ethical principles
of online media should of course include the developed
codes of conduct based on accumulated individual and
institutional experience. The problems we listed under
25 headings in the section titled “Problems common to
traditional and online media” define to some extent the
general parameters and issues involved. Of course, that
list is not comprehensive and should be updated. It is
sufficient here to stress that the ethical codes that are
to be developed to solve the problems encountered by online
media cannot be divorced from the broader discussion of
media ethics. However, the question remains how to tackle
the problems specific to online media.

5.2. Motivation as the Way to Ethical Principles
First and foremost, ethical principles, no matter how
excellent, will not be put into practice if the journalists
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5.1. Ethical Principles of Online Media Should Include
Accumulated Experience

themselves do not internalize them. The Turkish experience,
especially when it comes to the mainstream media, bears
witness to this. In light of this reality, it is important
that the preparation of the framework of ethical principles
be undertaken by as diverse of a group as possible.
In light of the same reality, organizing regular training
seminars in order to work collectively to define the
ethical principles will motivate especially young
journalists to voluntarily internalize these principles and
put them into practice. Considering how the problems within
the media cannot be solved at a stroke, continuous training
seminars may play an important role in shaping the future
in this process within the framework of ethical principles.
Methods such as conferring prizes and honors may encourage
online media outlets to put ethical principles into
practice. Providing recognition, and where needed legal
226

assistance, offering praise, putting outlets or journalist
on a pedestal is a strategy that would work on both the
institutional and individual level. As part of this, online
media may operate as a network of cooperation during the
formation of an ethical contract. Narrowing the distance
between the theory of journalism and journalism being
practiced would be a significant achievement on the way to
putting ethical principles in use.

5.3. Suggestions Concerning Violations in Online Media
I will attempt to list a number of suggestions in this
section to complement the ethical principles put into place
to address violations within traditional media.

> Balance

in publications: Problems over objectivity

and balance, a residual issue with traditional media,
have become more pervasive because of the greater
possibilities for abuse online. In parallel with its
ability to provide greater opportunities for political

pluralism, the Internet stands out as a medium that
calls for greater ethical and political responsibility
due to its enormous capacity to produce content.
Compared to print publications or television, and
radio, online journalism offers the possibility of
limitless text and audio/video materials, and therefore
requires more sensitivity, especially on the topic of
balance. Looking at this point from the opposite end,
an Internet that lacks balance opens the possibility
to a far more corrosive influence than other mediums.
Balance in publications is a more pressing issue
because it stands at the top of the online media
reader’s “effect hierarchy.” I addressed previously
the effect that competition for traffic has on the
structure of websites and the results of having
Restoring the importance of “balance” as publication
criterion may counteract a trend to marginalize the
important, and may even increase traffic if readers
realize that they are being directed to what really
matters. Increasing the number of readers who want to
reach important news directly, without having to wade
through distracting trivia can be a positive element
in competition.
In conclusion, balance in online media publications
holds an increasingly special place within ethical
principles. In line with the historical mission and
reputation of journalism, online media publications
should be balanced.

> Citing

sources: Having to cite sources in any

kind of news article/content must indisputably be an
ethical principle in online media. Providing links
should not only be expected from independent and
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“important” news placed further down the page.

alternative news outlets but should be an ethical
principle governing the entire sector.

> Copyright:

I touched upon the copyright discussions

and disputes in online media in sections 3.7. and
3.8. above. I noted that the Law on Intellectual and
Artistic Works does not grant a copyright for daily
news articles and is re-enforced by a court ruling.
However, this cannot serve as a justification for
not citing sources when publishing quoted material.
Ethical principles can regulate areas that legislation
does not address. No news article should be published
online if it does not cite sources or show a byline,
where such exists.

> Commentary/Analysis:

Commentaries/analyses

should not be published “word-for-word” without
228

the permission of the original outlet. The current
approach in regulations of not quoting more than
a specified amount (one-third) should be enough for
commentaries/analyses.

> Visual

material: Materials such as photographs,

videos, and graphics should not be used without the
permission of the owner. If permission is granted, it
should be noted.

> Visual material information: If the photographs and
videos that are used are not current, this should be

noted and they should be dated. If the photograph and
video are the product of a montage/collage which could be
misperceived, the reader should be made aware of this.

> Right

of reply: The topic of the right of reply and

to seek a correction shows that online media has a
very different character from that of the traditional
media. An allegation by one outlet can in a very short

time be shared by dozens if not hundreds of outlets,
and resurface on social media. Taking this character
of the Internet into consideration, the obligation to
provide the right to reply does not rest solely on the
original publication but on all of the outlets that
shared the allegation.
The right of reply must be carefully implemented by
all of the outlets that transferred, re-published, or
published the allegation, irrespective of whether they
were the original outlet to publish the allegation or
not. Not doing so means the right of reply cannot be
used in a just and effective manner.

> Right

to be forgotten and procedure for correcting

false news: We now confront a matter that has produced
different approaches to how to correct false news/

There are two dimensions to this issue: First, there
is the approach (not always uniform) which print
newspapers use on their websites. One of these methods
is that the newspaper should maintain online the same
text used in its archives for the sake of preserving
the original, but to also include in the text the
correction that was requested in line with the right
of reply.
This approach, however, is insufficient to address the
so-called “right to be forgotten” -- the deletion of
incorrect/unwanted representations on the Internet of
people in particular -- due especially to the indexing
of search engines, a matter that has become a current
topic in the digital age. So long as the source and
outlets that quote it do not delete incorrect content,
and even if a correction is included together with the
text, it will continue to appear on search engines.
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content in online media.

The other approach to this matter envisages deleting the
disputed content. In my opinion, this approach would be
acceptable if a warning is presented after a user clicks
on a link to content that has been indexed by a search
engine that states something like, “This content has been
removed because it has been disproven or not verified by
court order.”
However, more detailed and effective approaches can
be developed in the effort to determine the ethical
principles for online media.

> Clickbait:

Not including the topic in headlines and

using bait to deceive the reader should be avoided;
headlines that do not reflect the article content but
only serve to arouse curiosity in the reader should
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not be used.

> Citizen

journalism filters: Citizen journalism,

which has become more common and come about as a
result of the possibilities offered by the Internet,
has made the editorial selection process even more
critically important. Taking into consideration that
fake identities abound online and that one can change
his or her email address endlessly, regulation of the
input of citizen journalism is of critical importance.
Information and allegations that come by way of
citizen journalism must first be monitored in advance
of it being used to see if the sender has the capacity
to relay the truth, if there is a conflict interest or
some other ulterior stake in what is shared, as well
as ascertaining the reliability of how the information
was acquired.

> Quotes

from social media: Social media, which

differs from publishing outlets, is a medium that
by definition includes only content produced by

its users. Outlets publish content based on their
editorial policy and filters. If a publishing outlet
takes content from social media, this means it is
staking its reputation and giving editorial guarantee
for this content. Therefore, an allegation on social
media that is published by a publisher takes on the
character of “news” which conforms to the standards
of the publisher in question. This is why allegations
raised on social media should only be published after
being verified.

> Advertising

filters: The separation of news and

advertising requires a special approach in online
media. This is because the Internet has increased
advertising options by as much as it has multiplied
the possibilities for journalism.

and advertisements, Internet practices such as “native
ads” that don’t immediately look like ads but include
informational texts that contain publicity and links
to increase brand recognition. While accepting that
these kinds of advertisements are a necessary source
of income for online media, these kinds of texts and
publicity material should not be allowed to exceed
bounds.
On the other hand, publicity material that is placed
between news articles, as an advertisement, should
clearly be labeled so as to leave no doubt, and the
home page should clearly include a notice stating this
is an advertisement or advertorial.
Products that give people false hope concerning
health, that are dubious and have not been approved
by the relevant authorities, but that are marketed as
“health products” should not be advertised.
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Putting aside the traditional separation between news

> Buying

traffic: Studies concerning online ethical

principles may also include the purchasing of traffic
that affects fair competition; in other words, the
practice of distorting real traffic figures with
virtual processes. At the very least, advertisers,
being lured to sites with inflated traffic figures
have an interest in putting an end to this practice
and to contribute to the institutionalization of
independent news outlets of greater integrity.

> Mutual

pledges in employment contracts: Work

contracts which commit both employer and journalist to
a code of ethics will not only produce better and more
balanced online journalism but will allow the employee
to practice ethical journalism despite the pressures
discussed above and to be protected from unfair
dismissal. In other words, ethical commitments being
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included as a basic components of work contracts will
reinforce journalists’ ability to defend professional
principles by giving that defense a basis in labor law
and job security.

> Search

Engine Optimization (SEO) content: I addressed

in section 3.5. above the trend of producing content
to suit search engines, which are one of the primary
sources of traffic on the Internet. Today, leading
online media outlets employ SEO editors. In my opinion,
there is no ethical problem from the perspective of
online media in producing this kind of content, on the
condition that general ethical principles (harming
children, inciting violence, etc.) are not violated.
However, SEO content should not be placed ahead of
reporting, and the content of the article should cover
what is mentioned in the headline.

> Local

media: Considering the fact that national

news agencies are predisposed towards becoming

monopolized, local media organizations should be
included in studies and training seminars to determine
ethical principles. This will produce a network of
solidarity and motivate the adoption and application
of ethical principles.

6. Institutionalization of Self-Regulation
This article started off by summarizing the historical
evolution and present condition of the media in
Turkey. The most salient point of that summary is the
institutionalization of self-regulation.
It is necessary to see that the current ownership structure
of media has become a barrier as regards circulation,
traffic and rating figures. Such a realization may be a
realistic starting point in the construction of a self-

In present circumstances, it does not appear possible
for all stakeholders, including owners of media outlets
that control circulation, traffic, and ratings, and the
administrators who represent those media outlets, to
come to a consensus over a self-regulatory body. It is
not realistic to think that media organizations, which
are shaped by the language of power and the needs of the
owners of capital, will voluntarily participate in a selfregulatory body that will audit outlets for compliance with
ethical principles and universal principles of journalism.
On the contrary, there is a need for a self-regulatory body
to monitor and broadcast the “intended” ethical violations
of these media outlets.
What are the first steps in establishing a self-regulatory
body after the identification of common ethical principles?
The simple answer to this question is that an existing
self-regulatory body should be updated and evolve into a
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regulatory body for online media.

self-regulatory body that encapsulates online media outlets
as well, at least as a temporary solution.
My personal opinion is that it is not proper, sustainable,
or inclusive to be optimistic about the prospect of
evolution of a self-regulatory body that is at present
neither inclusive nor efficient into a mechanism that works
effectively. Online media, being the new media, should move
towards a new self-regulatory body.
The first steps in this process do not require that the
institution be established right away. A few steps can
be taken before the institution is established but after
the “ethical principles for online media” are announced
upon collective work to define them. These steps can be
taken and directed under the coordination/umbrella of
organizations such as the P24 Platform for Independent
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Journalism.

6.1. Suggestions for the Institutionalization of Self-Regulation
So, what can these initial steps be? Let me list a few of
my recommendations:

> Call

on journalists working at all media outlets

to abide by common ethical principles that are to be
defined. If this call is listened to in the personal
capacity of journalists who work at media outlets
which, due to their ownership structure, will not
participate in the formation of a self-regulatory body
for online media, even if only by a segment of them,
then this would be a positive outcome.

> Journalists

who work to implement ethical

principles in the practice of journalism should be
supported through legal assistance, if necessary, and
seminars that offer training and guidance. Furthermore,

a solidarity network could function in the effort to
instill ethics in journalism.

> Monitor

publications in line with ethical

principles of online media and regularly publish the
results. This would affect outlets and journalists who
remain outside of the self-regulatory mechanism, and
could create an external regulatory effect in line
with ethical criteria. No journalist would want to
be the subject of a report prepared by journalists
monitoring violations of journalistic ethics.

> Set

up a website dedicated to the right of

reply. This website, which could also host the
ethical monitoring reports, can set the basis for a
structure that could be taken as an interlocutor on
the national and international level on the way to
which can be considered an accredited interlocutor
by individuals or institutions seeking their right
of reply, and which can be taken as a reference by
national, international, or supranational institutions,
can create the nucleus of a self-regulatory body
with its reputation based in the search for “ethical
principles” and ever-increasing participation.

7. Conclusion
Addressing online journalism with an approach based on
technological reductionism, and only through digital means,
will only create greater ethical problems and distance
journalism from its historical mission and values.
Online media is a medium that has opportunities, but
is also open to increasing disinformation, censorship,
restrictions, and bans. Digital possibilities do not in
themselves solve the problems journalism faces, and do not
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establishing a self-regulatory body. Such an outlet,

automatically bring about independent and free journalism.
Online media can resuscitate the eroded reputation of
journalism and its mission that has been badly compromised
only through ethical principles. These must be reflected in
the practice of journalism with the aid of a self-regulatory
body that independently judges the appropriateness of these
principles. The strongest stance against powers that ban or
limit journalism is to set up a working ethical order and
self-regulation.
The Internet, on the other hand, provides the greatest
opportunity to make journalism independent in the real
sense, and this is both inspiring and encouraging. For only
an independent and free press can build a functioning selfregulatory mechanism that wins public trust.
At the end of the day, journalism is the job of journalists,
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not of economic, political, or bureaucratic power centers. And
journalism, be it print or online, is only safe in the hands
of those who have no other agenda than loyalty to the truth.

Between Self-Censorship and Self-Regulation:
Journalism in a Gray but New Media
Sarphan Uzunoğlu
In the midst of the political atmosphere that Turkey
has experienced in recent years, the concept of selfregulation is enough to stop journalists in their tracks-especially given the connotations of control. For instance,
a citizen of Turkey who conducts a quick Wikipedia search
(while bearing in mind that the site has been blocked
in Turkey since April 2017) will find this definition:
“The regulation of oneself by overseeing and restricting
reactions, behavior or the tendency to gravitate toward a
different aim in the interests of a more important goal.”
What is this more important goal? Who identifies this more
important goal? More importantly, what are the conditions
regulatory mechanism? And when the issue at hand is the
media, isn’t such control tantamount to censorship? How is
one to set the boundaries?
In 2008, then-Organization for Security and Co-operation
in Europe (OSCE) Media Freedom Representative Miklós
Haraszti wrote The Media Self-Regulation Guidebook: All
Questions and Answers, beginning with the answers to these
questions. Haraszti said self-regulation was not restricted
to political content, that self-regulation was a tool to
increase trust in the media and that the public could turn
self-regulation into a type of quality-control mechanism by
strengthening complaint mechanisms. In his preface, Haraszti
expresses his “hope that readers will find solutions in
the book that they can adapt to the conditions of their
own countries.” The events of the past 10 years in Turkey,
however, suggest that these innocent descriptions regarding
the functioning of a self-regulatory mechanism can only be
realized with serious structural guarantees.
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under which a person determines or applies such a self-

The five reasons that Haraszti suggests in the interests of
fostering media self-regulation carry great meaning when
observed under laboratory conditions: Media self-regulation
protects editorial freedom, works to reduce the prospect
of state intervention to a minimum, increases the quality
of the media, provides evidence that the media can be
accountable, and helps readers access the media.
This much is clear: both the questions that come to
mind when considering the concept of self-regulation in
2018 Turkey and the questions that Haraszti posed in
2008 are difficult. In the interests of understanding the
different dynamics that especially impact the production
and dissemination of news in Turkey, it’s necessary to
embark on an exploration of the more recent research on
communications in the country.
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The question of what determines news-making mechanisms, as
well as questions about media oversight, has become a more
common theme in communications studies in Turkey since the
1990s. Such academic studies all agree that fundamental
political and economic relations-- and, thus, the structure
of media ownership-- are the most determining factor in the
practicalities of producing the news. In one case study I
conducted, I witnessed how some journalists in the newsroom
engaged in self-censorship for reasons other than these
macro factors even before presenting the news in question
to their editors or readers. Based on my observations
then, it appeared that journalists were working in a broad
network grounded in surveillance and control. Moreover,
the pressure of this control/surveillance was growing
due to insecure working conditions and regulations that
were becoming more fragile by the day. Journalists were
surrounded by mechanisms of control and surveillance
outside the bounds of media self-regulation and which
did not share the latter’s democratic ideals. While these
mechanisms, which generally operated on a macro level,

could stem from pressure and policies against freedom of
expression or media owners’ business interests, they could
also pertain directly to journalists’ struggle to survive
as they conducted their work. Apart from the questions
of media ownership and the pressures against freedom
of expression, the traces of workplace social relations
and hierarchies were also evident in the international
scholarship on the subject. Based on my studies, one could
say this: Turkey’s media, which is overly self-obsessed-to the point that this engrossment has even made it a
topic of interest for the media of other countries-- is
still a component of a global structure on an industrial
scale and is still buffeted by global crises, even if it is
naturally more focused on itself in terms of content, stuck
doing news in the national interest, and even beholden
to state rhetoric on foreign news. Even though much of
Turkey’s political and legal atmosphere has acquired
after 2016-- the country’s journalists experience the
same problems as colleagues in other countries in their
workplaces or when they go to cover the news.
There are some prerequisites, however, before one can
launch a debate about a self-regulatory mechanism that
would include the current, new, and possible actors in
Turkey’s media sector. One of these prerequisites is an
understanding that will both draw together new media
technologies and the new media’s traditional players,
economy, and institutions and showcase the ability to
construct a self-regulatory mechanism through meticulous
work in the medium term. These needs can be explored
through two fundamental themes. The main question related
to the first theme is as follows:

> Is

it right to think about self-regulation and the

structure of Turkey’s media using categories that have
previously been accepted in international academic
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an extraordinary quality since 2015-- and particularly

studies (see, for example, Hallin and Mancini, 2004)? Or
is it necessary to redefine the media operations and
models as they exist in Turkey?
The second theme builds on the first to focus on the
breadth and definition of journalism in an era of new media
by exploring what is occurring for journalists and selfregulation as a result of the new structures created by
the new media, as well as the possibilities of new organs
and partners in connection with self-regulation, while also
debating the new practices and economic tendencies that
self-regulation must address. Accordingly, the questions
related to the second theme are the following:

> Is

it truly possible to speak of a digital

publishing economy in Turkey? What is the extent
of the news market for Turkey’s new media in regards
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to daily circulation and daily clicks? While some
institutions (such as professional organizations,
readers’ representatives and the like) are already
providing oversight, what is the nature of the ethical
debates for actors engaged in oversight and what are
their punitive powers in an era of Big Data?

> Can

a transformation in the structure of media

ownership and the democratization of media protection
tools (Williams, 2013, pp. 66-67) eliminate selfcensorship mechanisms and foster a universal selfregulatory relationship?

> What

kind of authority do actors like Google,

Facebook, and Twitter have regarding media control and
self-regulation?

> In

terms of self-regulating actors-- especially

regarding their punitive powers and field of actions-how good partners can these global, new media companies

be? How can we benefit from these companies’ battles
against fake news?

> In

the debate regarding journalistic activities

in regard to self-regulation, how must one approach
the technological transformation that is necessary
to redefine the concept of a journalist? Who, after
all, is a journalist? Where do bloggers, vloggers,
software that writes news based on algorithms, and
the like fit into journalistic ethics and selfregulatory mechanisms? Will forums like eksisozluk.
com (Sour Dictionary), kizlarsoruyor.com (Girls Ask)
and donanimhaber.com (Hardware News), which have become
important news sources, become part of the planned
self-regulatory mechanism? When considering that such
sites help circulate news, function as repositories of
citizen journalism, and provide similar services, is it

> How

much are occupation-specific issues such as

clickbait, copy-paste journalism, and a failure to
establish mechanisms to cite sources-- all of which
have become prominent in the new media-- a topic for
self-regulatory mechanisms or institutions? Should
they be?

1. Turkey’s Media Model: From a Polarized Pluralist Model to a
Polarization Dominated by a Single Voice
Hallin and Mancini (2004), who have become prominent for
their comparisons of media system models, have explored
the media systems in a number of countries, categorizing
nations according to criteria that are based on various
sectoral factors or approaches to publishing. The
pair conceived-- as part of one criterion-- of a twopronged structure that determines the role over the
financial structure and consumption practices of the
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right to consider including them in such mechanisms?

journalism industry, as well as political parallels,
professionalization, and the state media system. At
the same time, they also conceived of a three-pronged
structure regarding the media system that consists of
the Mediterranean or Polarized Pluralist Model, the North/
Central European or Democratic Corporatist Model, and the
North Atlantic or Liberal Model.
As a result of its geographical similarities and
political structure, the authors placed Turkey within
the Mediterranean or Polarized Pluralist Model alongside
France, Portugal, Greece, Italy, Spain, and other such
countries. The model is characterized by low newspaper
circulation, a focus on elite politics, the state’s
continued involvement in publication, high political
parallelism, low professionalism (for our purposes, perhaps
we could add low security in terms of organization as
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a sub-criterion) and, lastly, a high degree of state
intervention. There are more than enough examples to show
that Turkey fits into this model. The country’s media is
marked by low circulation figures (to the degree that
they trail countries with similar populations even though
the numbers are inflated by newspapers), an approach to
publishing that focuses on the interests and agenda of
elite political groups, a high degree of partisanship
(or even an approach to the media that is based on
partisanship), the allocation of a significant state budget
to broadcasting that is directed at national public
opinion, as well as a high degree of state interference and
pressure.
But one question remains: How should one approach this
categorization in terms of self-regulation? In these types
of media models, Hallin and Mancini note that the political
system plays an outsized role in late democratization,
polarization, and majoritarianism or pluralism, just as
political parties play a similar role in terms of editorial

lines and directing the economy. But let’s start with the
problems that a self-regulatory organ, law or mechanism
would likely face in such a structure.
To be sure, the fundamental problem stems from the legal/
constitutional framework and the legal process. In Turkey,
there are intense debates over who is a journalist. In the
2010s, when freedom of expression in Turkey became subject
to great pressure, civil society organizations, unions
and, most importantly, the state, failed to agree on who
was a journalist. In October 2017, state representatives
declared that fewer than 10 journalists were under arrest
in the country, even as NGOs and unions counted between
150 and 170 journalists behind bars. Particularly with
the emergence of new media technologies and the inclusion
of digital newsrooms in the industry-- as well as the
growth of part-time work-- it is becoming increasingly
professional journalism. The state only recognizes a few of
the journalists, whether in jail or on the outside, who have
been convicted or fined as per the Anti-Terror Law, Article
301 of the Turkish Criminal Code (which punishes insults
to Turkishness) or other similar laws as journalists. As it
is, the acquisition of accreditation through the state’s
own yellow press card so as to conduct journalism within
legal/constitutional boundaries is shaped entirely by antidemocratic norms.
Ultimately, journalism is far removed from being a free
monitor and democracy’s watchdog. Control over journalists,
who have few opportunities to survive unless they agree
to partisanship, is exercised through social networks
by readers and party volunteers or party members and at
newspapers by people who have either been recommended
for their positions by political parties or the state
or by people who have been tasked with doing so by media
owners. These people are not connected to any major legal
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difficult to provide an institutional definition for

control mechanism or regulatory board. In many newsrooms,
these senior-level individuals are in direct contact with
bosses, politicians and civil servants. Ultimately, what
emerges is a situation that lacks transparency or oversight
by a self-regulatory organ and which can only be overturned
with the implementation of ethical codes and a likely
political struggle; it is this phenomenon which Hallin and
Mancini described as political parallelism and which is
reflected in Turkey’s newsrooms.
However, this is not a situation that can be contained
simply by traditional, pro-state newsrooms. A media economy
focused on political parallelism and parties that directly
interfere with the media’s circulation and distribution-- or
even become providers of capital-- are unlikely to submit
themselves to a regulatory or control mechanism that is
universal or independent. After all, parties can either
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reward or punish newspapers by choosing whether or not to
conduct bulk purchases. As long as there are no wholesale
changes in Turkey’s press culture, it would be positive merely
if any journalistic council or institution succeeds in
rising above political parallelism and economic dependence,
overcoming legal insecurity stemming from the lack of legal
or constitutional recognition, or-- if it is close to the
government-- refusing to use the resources available to it
as a result of political parallelism. What’s more is that
journalists can be made to speak as social media figures or
as unofficial party spokespeople outside of their capacity
as journalists. They wade into debates instead of party
officials and use their columns, social media accounts or
time on TV to test public opinion on behalf of the government
or the opposition. If they are useful, then they will continue
to be used by their political group, clique or political
figure to whom they have pledged loyalty.
One of the areas in which political loyalty has become
important in Turkey is public broadcasting, which has a

long history in the country. Due to economic and technical
conditions, the Turkish Radio and Television Corporation
(TRT) played a pioneering role when it was formed, but it
has failed to avoid the trap of political parallelism
in the present day, becoming the poster child for such
a process. The channel became the target of criticism
in the 2014 presidential elections by only providing
time to candidate Recep Tayyip Erdoğan instead of other
contenders Ekmeleddin İhsanoğlu and Selahattin Demirtaş.
The same occurred during parliamentary elections in 2015
when it provided no air time to parties other than the
Justice and Development Party (AKP). In fact, TRT’s general
manager even said in the run-up to the 2014 elections
that the channel would cut Demirtaş’s live feed if he
again criticized TRT.1 In October 2017, Ersin Öngel, then
a member of Turkey’s media watchdog, RTÜK, noted that in
the final 25 days before the November 1, 2015 elections,
opposition Republican People’s Party (CHP) with five hours,
the Nationalism Movement Party (MHP) with 70 minutes and
the Democratic Peoples’ Party (HDP) with just 18 minutes.2
The story was much the same at 12 other channels inspected
by RTÜK, as the dozen stations provided Erdoğan with 138
hours of air time, along with 238 hours for the AKP, 36
hours for the CHP, 21 hours for the MHP and six hours
for the HDP. Regardless of how the committee viewed such
numbers in its report, the statistics are significant as
there is a similar result between the private stations
and the public broadcaster, which is expected to represent
all segments of society equally. In the end, it has been
1 “TRT Genel Müdürü’nden Demirtaş’a: Yayını keseriz,” https://www.birgun.net/ha-

ber-detay/trt-genel-mudurunden-demirtas-a-yayini-keseriz-66265.html (accessed
April 25, 2018)
2 “TRT’nin 25 günlük yayın tablosu: AKP 30, CHP 5, MHP 1 saat; HDP 18 dakika,”

http://www.mynet.com/haber/guncel/trtnin-25-gunluk-yayin-tablosu-akp-30-chp-5-mhp-1-saat-hdp-18-dakika-2156446-1 (accessed February 4, 2018)
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TRT provided the AKP with 30 hours of air time, the main

very difficult to witness multiculturalism or a multitude
of voices on Turkey’s public broadcaster. There is no
platform for different languages or culture; moreover, TRT
is not doing anything in the name of multiculturalism that
could not be done by a private station. The success of
broadcasts in other languages or dialects has remained on
the conjunctural level as expressions of loyalty to party
and state policies. Ultimately, the multiculturalism that
is depicted on TRT is designed to become, to quote Herbert
Marcuse, a tool of “repressive tolerance” so as to showcase
an approach to broadcasting that tames cultures.
But if we are to continue our discussion of Hallin and
Mancini’s model, an exploration of the reasons for the
low circulation figures in Turkey is in order. Political
parallelism and journalism’s loss of reputation as a
profession are undoubtedly the first reasons that come
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to mind, but the transformation of the digital publishing
economy and Turkey’s late but rapid introduction to the
Internet have left it behind the times, meaning that the
question of how one should view Turkey’s media requires
a different viewpoint. This study, however, will discuss
Hallin and Mancini’s media model and the resultant
restraints over the discussion of self-regulation in a
following section, since a lack of clarity about the field
and newly emerging needs require the development of an
alternative perspective and a revision on a national and
global level due to the current situation of the media’s
traditional actors.
The characteristic that Hallin and Mancini identified as
elitism is widespread in Turkey’s media. Today, Turkey’s
media is a structure in which local journalism has been
weakened to the maximum degree and the agenda is shaped
by the news shared by the parliament, presidency, and
similar institutions (such as the police and intelligence
agency). Journalists who focus on senior civil servants,

businesspeople and politicians from both a class
perspective and their functions in the state perceive
themselves as parts of this class and base their agenda
on this class’ interests, meaning they have little in
common with the rest of society. Such journalism leaves
society unable to find its own agenda, thereby alienating
it from a media that has centralized information. It is
necessary to view issues such as the monopolization of
news sources (many of whom function not only as sources
but also as actors providing editorial guidance) and
the centralization of information from the framework of
national interests-- one of the major obstacles to the
approach to news in Turkey. Galatasaray University academic
Ceren Sözeri has noted journalism entails checking whether
a government’s policies suit the public interests, although
authoritarian regimes would generally like the media to
mobilize according to contentious concepts such as the
history is replete with examples from different democratic
countries in which the media has moved to serve the
national interest, including the Iraq War and Afghanistan.3
The reflex to serve the national interest does not just
belong to the Mediterranean model but is universal. In
Turkey, however, its form has completely ossified. When a
concept like “national security” comes to be identified
with the national interest, the mainstream media rapidly
assumes a “patriotic” stance. While most of the examples
of this behavior from elsewhere in the world stem from
international relations (Magder, 2003, p. 36), journalism
in the “national interest” in Turkey generally becomes
part of a narrative against internal and external foes.
Examples of such journalism abound: This style of news hit
a peak on Turkish TV in the 1990s, when interviewers would
3 “Ulusal çıkar haberciliği: Gazeteciler habere neden devlet gözüyle bakı-

yor?”, Adem Emre Topçu, https://journo.com.tr/ulusal-cikar-haberciligi (accessed
February 5, 2018)
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“national interest.” And as Sözeri has also suggested,

reflexively interrogate guests about domestic political
taboos before actually allowing them to speak. Dozens of
examples of such behavior, from the 1990s, to the rapid
change in tone in stories about Nobel Laureate Orhan Pamuk
in the 2000s after the writer outlined his views on the
murder of Armenians in 1915 and to the killing of prominent
lawyer Tahir Elçi in 2015 in suspicious circumstances-- not
long after he was subjected to a public lynch campaign by
a journalist-- demonstrate that the control mechanism in
Turkey’s media regarding content is much more a mechanism
for the national interest that is applied long before
passing through a party-level filter, rather than a
universal self-regulatory mechanism.
The question of how the Turkish media’s pundits renew this
filter is another important issue. As Pierre Bourdieu notes
in "On Television," television that is designed solely for
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government-approved pedants is being reproduced in every
field of the media. In this, it’s useful to remember Ulus
Baker’s (1995) criticism in which he likened the structure of
the state and newspapers to ministries and page categories.
Providing examples of how the Turkish press system
operates is quite easy… Look how much (the various
pages of the newspaper) reflect hierarchy, for
instance, the hierarchy of the state, government
ministries and directorates. In short, apart from
media outlets that are devoted to certain issues and
tabloids, the form of newspapers overtly reflects a
state form, whether it’s the economy page, the police
news page, the sports pages, foreign news and more.
Accordingly, it would appear to be a difficult order
to escape from a media type that is organized around
journalism in the national interest and the dominance
of pedants whose mission is to reproduce the status
quo. To be sure, it is important to note that it is not

journalistic quality that is an obstacle to self-regulation
in Turkey’s current media system, but polarization. Still,
any discussion of the concept of self-regulation in a media
type that is based on an understanding of principles and
ethics loudly proclaimed by the state requires that we keep
this structural analysis in mind.
Ultimately, even if Hallin and Mancini’s categorization
reflects this polarized structure and political
parallelism, it falls short of providing a complete answer
to the question of the control and self-regulation of
the 21st-century newsroom-- if for no other reason than
it was published before both Turkey’s political, economic,
and legal transformation and the emergence of new media
technologies, one of the main drivers of the 21st century,

2. Turkey’s Digital Publishing Economy and Self-Regulation:
Toward the Unknown
What can Turkey’s digital publishing economy tell us
regarding the current media system and self-regulation
in journalism? The economic models of newsrooms, Internet
advertising models, the impact of the Facebook and Google
duopoly as a platform economy and the clickbait economy
might be good places to start, as combining global and
local experiences and evaluating their relationship might
be of greater use in highlighting the linkages between the
economy and practice.

2.1. The Current State of Turkey’s Digital Publishing Economy
To begin, it is necessary to explain what is meant by the
digital publishing economy. Today, it is extremely rare for
any printed journalism to be completely isolated from the
new media. Such a media, however, is a whole with different
characteristics in terms of content, form, target audience,
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as well as neoliberalism that has made labor precarious.

and production technology that has resulted in completely
different economic operations. For instance, according to
a study published by the PEW Research Center in 2018,4 the
tradition of the written press in prosperous societies is
much more inclined to online news production, apart from
the prominent example of Germany. China’s Xinhua News Agency
even decided in 2018 to deploy artificial intelligence
in the way it marketed journalism.5 Above all, these
developments indicate the emergence of a new and growing
market and the arrival of an order in which products in the
market have occasionally overturned some economic plans
as a result of continual technological developments and
occasionally enriched investors.
Contemporary journalism is a multimedia and multiplatformed structure. As the tools of production evolve
as never before, competition is also intensifying, even
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though all media professionals feel that there is a lack
of certainty regarding the question of competition. As such,
apart from start-ups and some not-for-profit projects,
Turkey’s digital publishing experience is largely dependent
on traditional income streams and content production
models, meaning it runs in parallel to traditional
publishing operations. New digital content, however,
includes things such as viral social media content that has
been repackaged into a news story or other content that is
presented as breaking news but which is devoid of the most
fundamental criteria of journalism such as the 5W’s and 1H
and the balanced reflection of different views. As much as
4 “Publics Globally Want Unbiased News Coverage, but Are Divided on Whether

Their News Media Deliver” http://www.pewglobal.org/2018/01/11/publics-globally-want-unbiased-news-coverage-but-are-divided-on-whether-their-news-media-deliver/ (accessed February 5, 2018)
5 “China’s news agency is reinventing itself with AI,” Christine Schmidt,

http://www.niemanlab.org/2018/01/chinas-news-agency-is-reinventing-itself-with-ai/ (accessed:February 15, 2018)

this is a problem of quality, it is also a problem of selfregulation and ethics for the endless publication of press
statements or politicians’ speeches on newspaper Internet
sites-- regardless of whether or not there is any news
value in the pieces-- creates a crisis of credibility. The
speeches of certain leading politicians are broadcast word
for word by some of Turkey’s new media outlets under the
guise of “breaking-news.”
Elsewhere in the world, however, there is a tendency
to first filter events to determine whether they are
newsworthy and decide on headlines and the like before
doing anything else. For Turkey’s online publishers, however,
there is a tendency in terms of form and content to emulate
the country’s TV broadcasters, yet this choice does not stem
from the use of live feed-- in fact, it is often just a few
big agencies that use live feed. Instead, Turkey’s new media
terms of content based on text or photographs. As I noted
above, the structure of the media is being reproduced in
terms of content, which means that it is nearly impossible
to speak of a digital news economy in Turkey, at least
in terms of digital publishing that is based on written
publications or television.
In terms of users, however, there are any number of
resources to foster the development of the new media
publishing economy. With the smartphone market and the
number of Internet users growing by the day, no amount
of economic difficulty is sidelining such users from
the market. But instead of adopting an approach that
would shape the needs and desires of consumers in this
market, newspapers are importing the old strategies of
written publications in the new arena. As circulation
drops and newspapers survive by either being purchased
by municipalities and similar institutions or-- more
tragically-- by printing official notices, the digital
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broadcasters have made little effort to be original in

publishing economy is perceived not as an opportunity but
as an arena to overcome and whose content defies control.
As a result, most of the steps taken are “safe baby steps.”

2.2. Turkey’s Digital Publishing Experience and the Functions of
a Possible Self-Regulatory Institution
Naturally, it’s important to note here not just the economy
of digital publication but also its function of increasing
transparency, since technologies that depend on digitalization
have resulted in the evolution of publishing not only in
terms of type, but also in terms of content. Publishers who
have a broader platform for text and images have found
fundamental opportunities to explain broader data and stories
to society. Data journalism has developed; journalism has
acquired the ability to tell a story with a graphic in a
single URL thanks to data imaging technology, something which
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it wouldn’t have been able to fit into a normally printed
newspaper before. Considering the contributions that projects
like the Media Ownership Map of the "Mülksüzleştirme Ağları"
(Dispossession Networks) have created in terms of the power
of telling stories and the transparent transfer of this to
Turkey’s media economy, one can see that when some journalists
shy away from using these technologies, it is not solely
about the level of information literacy of the readers. And
because of some of the problems stemming from arbitrary
legal practices created by the dimensions of the content
in this method of storytelling, there is often a lack of
production of such content. For instance, stories about urban
renewal and the environment could easily make use of simple
technology like Google Maps, but many newsrooms shy away from
using it. And if one draws links between the mechanisms of
censorship and control in the fact that many mainstream media
organizations provide live coverage, including with drones,
from war zones or other critical areas, then the reflection
of this behavior in alternative media is a fundamental
indication of self-censorship.

Ultimately, in light of these technologies, where should one
place self-regulatory mechanisms? How should such mechanisms
approach these technologies? Here, it is first necessary to
define a connection. In Turkey, there is a lack of concrete
rules on a number of topics, including the acquisition of
consent from individuals to become the topic of a news
story. The news media sees no issue in benefiting from the
pool of images provided by the social media cameras that
pervade cities, but the same media does not make use of
these technologies for stories that are truly newsworthy.
Self-regulatory mechanisms must oppose the distribution of
content that could harm individuals’ rights, freedoms, and
reputations or make a mockery of them; instead, it must play
an encouraging role on how to use new media technologies
for the public good and even a pioneering role on how these
technologies should be used. Of course, it is necessary to
conceive of a self-regulatory mechanism in Turkey that
atmosphere in the medium term, rather than the country’s
current political and legal conditions.
At this juncture, it would be beneficial to discuss
precisely who will be included in this mechanism. First,
anyone from the new media who terms their activities as
journalism must be included in a self-regulatory mechanism.
Naturally, this must include measures of whether the
journalists are professionals or semi-professionals, but
before this, it is necessary to tackle the logjam in the
politics-heavy journalistic realm exemplified by sites such
as Diken (www.diken.com.tr) and T24 (t24.com.tr). However much
of Turkey’s press history is political, self-regulation and
journalism must adopt an approach to boundaries that is
broader and more encompassing of society than parliamentary
politics.
When considering newspapers like Posta, which has created
a “non-political” economy by earning good returns in the
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is based on a more democratic society and journalistic

fields of sports, pop news, health, technology, and even
the daily crossword, it would be an immediate mistake
to restrict the Internet media or self-regulation on
the Internet to publications whose keywords are simply
“Kılıçdaroğlu,” “Erdoğan” or the names of other leading
politicians. This is an issue that creates endless problems,
both because it is restricted in terms of news sources and
because it provides greater legitimacy to the rhetoric of
whomever the media extends its microphone to. If the same
people are endlessly the topic of news-- regardless of
the benefit to society-- and their speeches and comments
are endlessly covered (even if their words differ little
from their rivals and bear no importance whatsoever), this
will create information pollution that the Internet media
will also fail to avoid. What’s more, because Internet
publishers and broadcasters have few resources to produce
exclusive news, they reproduce-- albeit in a different way254

- the content produced by the mainstream media or media
influenced by the government, something that is evidenced
by the frequent similarities in the top stories of
publishers such as hurriyet.com.tr, sabah.com.tr or t24.com.tr.
As long as Internet publishers adhere to the definition
that journalism “must strive to be informative and tell
the story from all angles” and describe the activities of
the person engaged in this process as journalism-- and as
long as adhering to the sanctions of a self-regulatory
mechanism is in the interest of the person or organization
in question, vloggers and bloggers must also participate in
self-regulatory organs. The question is how: How will the
Press Council, which is perceived to have provided selfregulatory functions until now, become a self-regulatory
mechanism for both printed publications and the new media,
given the various questions about the current logjam?
The key to ensuring a self-regulatory institution obtains
the respect of a broader spectrum and more segments

of society is by being as encompassing and open as
possible. Many successful examples of quality journalism,
data journalism or other such undertakings in Turkey
(including dogrulukpayi.com, verikaynagi.com, teyit.
org, dagmedya.net, and others) have become isolated
since entering the arena. If self-regulation is to be
accomplished with councils or codes of ethics, the
council must play a leading role on innovative issues or
provide practical and financial support, or some other
form of award, to those that adhere to codes of ethics.
If the power to reward good journalism or startups, which
are today largely in the hands of foreign countries’
funds or NGOs, or provide development-oriented training
were in the hands of a self-regulatory body, it would
be possible to simultaneously create the foundation for
an innovative and ethical type of journalism. If the
journalistic training that some leading platforms in
the Journalists Union of Turkey, Dokuz8Haber, and
others have provided is offered by a self-regulatory
organization with a broader reach and better funding, it
would provide an important contribution to the principle
of ethical and technological progress.
But where, then, are we to place the user-oriented
production regime? For one, the answer to this question
will differ between a situation in which there is
repression and threats to freedom of expression and
the ideal, opposite situation. Here, it’s necessary to
start with the question of whether, when looking at
the last decade in Turkey, the transformation in the
structure of media ownership and the democratization of
media production tools (Williams, 2013, pp. 66-67) have
eliminated self-censorship mechanisms and ushered in a
universal self-regulatory relationship. Unfortunately,
the decentralization of the tools of production-- that
is, the fact that the new media is open to everybody--
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Turkey like the P24 Platform for Independent Journalism,

has not solved the crisis of freedom of expression in
Turkey as the state has continued to purchase software
allowing it to conduct better surveillance and make
investments in technology that allow it to follow Internet
traffic more effectively. Because laws have made Internet
service providers our prison guards, it’s impossible for a
normal person to openly express his or her ideas as the
opportunity for unencumbered publishing, regardless of
whether it protects its data or is aware of security, is
cut off by invoking the specter of terrorism.
There are legal, political and technological dimensions
to this. In terms of technology, some small communities
have created broad communications networks ranging from
Facebook groups to pages with thousands of followers.
From Telegram and WhatsApp groups to various Facebook
groups formed to communicate local neighborhoods’ problems,
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such as the 34710 group in Caferağa, a neighborhood
in Istanbul’s Kadıköy district, the circulation of
information has acquired a new form. Society has truly
harnessed technology to share topics that it believes
to be newsworthy, but newspapers have largely been
absent from this process. Even though there are global
examples, such as from Vox and The New York Times, in
which newspapers have formed Facebook groups, attracting
many followers, there is no current example in Turkey of
institutional self-regulation in terms of content produced
by users. In 2013, communications observers in Turkey
described Facebook and WhatsApp groups as “liberating and
distributors of correct information,” but they have now
become sources of fake news. It is, however, impossible for
a central press council to control such a decentralized
mechanism. Accordingly, we must establish two things here:
First, it is impossible for a self-regulatory institution
to regulate or improve content produced by users, but this
doesn’t mean that such institutions can never use such
content. After all, the news media no longer relies solely

on content produced by professionals, as it is possible to
find all sorts of content in the media, including readers’
comments.
Here, a campaign to transform readers’ attitudes-- which I
might term “proactive self-regulation” -- is absolutely
necessary. The first order of business is to implement
global democratic standards in the curricula of media
and media literacy classes, while digital education must
be provided to readers on a number of different fronts,
including broadly themed Facebook groups that have the
potential to produce insulting, racist, and other aggressive
language. Alternatively, face-to-face media literacy and
communications education must also be provided.
Self-regulation cannot be defined simply as “control over
whatever is done.” Self-regulation, by contrast, must be
a fashion can unethical behavior be eliminated from the
perspective of the reader and the writer. To accomplish
this, it is of course necessary to first define the
communication networks among users as part of a broad
project. In so doing, it is equally necessary to identify
which networks could have an impact in terms of the spread
of unethical behavior, such as discriminatory language or
fake news, and concentrate resources in these areas. This
would only be the first step, and even if self-regulatory
organs prove useful in this area, there is only a chance
of moderate success given the current political conditions
and the post-truth era we are experiencing. The fundamental
task of the self-regulatory institution is to implement a
mechanism based on rewards, rather than punishments, as seen
in training for journalists on topics such as fake news,
and create “newsrooms without fake news,” similar to the
way in which Twitter compiles a list of approved accounts.
Newsrooms that rely on manipulated content from social
media must especially participate in this educational,
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addressed in a broader, more meaningful way; only in such

proactive and reward-based system. The question of how
lists of “newsrooms without fake news” will function is a
subject for below.

2.3. The Contribution of Platforms to Self-Regulation in Digital
Publishing
Google and Facebook-- also known as the duopoly-- possess
an extraordinary authority in terms of media production.
Every change of an algorithm not only impacts and
transforms a massive advertising market, but also the
public communication mechanisms in which they continually
intervene and commodify. In spite of Facebook’s recent
announcements that it is returning to prioritizing “the
content of real people” in its algorithms, it is wellknown that it previously reached many people thanks to
the advertising revenue from fake news. As a result of
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severe criticism in the wake of the 2016 U.S. presidential
election and the Brexit vote that same year, Google and
Facebook enacted “stronger” algorithmic changes to counter
fake news. In addition to the codes and preventative
mechanisms that they developed themselves, the two also
began to receive support from fact checkers operating at
an international standard. These developments actually
represent the first steps of a control mechanism pertaining
to fake news that was formed in connection to Google and
Facebook’s users and their access capacities. In fact,
astroturfers and political actors in the post-truth era
like U.S. President Donald Trump-- both of whom tend to
declare everything that does not originate with themselves
as fake news-- began complaining that they were being
subjected to censorship, leading them to raise the venom
of their language. In line with the authority conferred
by a term such as duopoly, Google and Facebook have the
ability to inflict serious damage on the new media arena by
punishing users with invisibility or removing them from the
platforms in question. This alone makes these two platforms

and similar organizations, such as Twitter, WhatsApp, Viber,
Telegram, and the like, more important than any selfregulatory mechanism that would be established in Turkey-or indeed any existing self-regulatory mechanism. What
Turkey’s self-regulatory mechanism must do is cooperate
with all platforms, especially Google and Facebook and
others that possess punitive powers, to exercise oversight
over fake news, discriminatory and aggressive language,
and journalistic ethics. But just as Google and Facebook
lack sufficient knowledge about Turkey’s political and
social situation, they also lack the ability to analyze
and classify content that is produced for journalism. But
if a self-regulatory organization provides the necessary
support to these platforms in the form of a federation
operating according to a code of ethics, it will become a
stronger media authority in terms of protecting democratic,
free-speech and personal rights. In the event that the
platform-- along with its own members-- Facebook and Google
could become punitive tools. At present, fines mean little
to newspaper or other publications, as visibility on search
engines or Facebook is far more important an economic
backbone. By operating according to international standards,
a self-regulatory institution could prevent actions that
become extreme or unethical. This is also tied to the
self-regulatory institution and its sincerity on ethics-something that could necessitate a separate political
discussion. The most important portion of such a discussion
is the question of who must form the self-regulatory
institution and who is a journalist.

2.4. The Stakeholders of a Self-Regulatory Institution and Its
Operations in the Digital Era
As noted above, the question of who will determine the
principles of self-regulation is as significant as the
question of who self-regulation will encompass. The Press
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institution adheres to the rules of the international

Council, the current self-regulatory organ, is very narrow,
as it does not recognize the new media structure, instead
restricting its membership to the representatives of
certain media groups. Journalism in Turkey is neither
something as simple as what is determined by the state
or a monopoly in which members are whittled down through
accreditation, nor people on social media who term
themselves as journalists in their “about me” sections.
As is widely known, Turkey’s laws on unions or Internet
publishing do not provide an effective answer to the
question of who is a journalist. In Turkey, there are
newsrooms engaged in publishing, even though they are
classified as in the logistical or food sectors. Some
people in journalism are categorized as office workers.
Some media organizations have erected barriers to prevent
unionization and organization by journalists, while
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decertification has resulted in some journalists no longer
being recognized as such. Another frequent example is how
Internet publishers are yet to be taken seriously by the
state apart from its efforts to enact prohibitions or the
belief that before it can open an Internet site with the
extension “com.tr,” it must launch a printed version of its
newspaper, all of which is embarrassing given the state of
contemporary technology. Moreover, when there is such a wide
variance in the definition of journalism between what the
constitution states and what politicians say, the question
of how many journalists are jailed in Turkey can range from
single digits to over 150. As a result, the argument about
who is a journalist only grows larger.
A self-regulatory body is ethically responsible for
regulating journalism that has been eroded and stripped
of unions and its very identity. But there are different
reasons that include practical considerations regarding
organizational structure as to why the current Press
Council or any professional journalistic organization

cannot assume such responsibilities, but there is no sense
in discussing any reorganization of the institution before
identifying such reasons. At its heart, journalism is not
an arena that is only open to people who possess yellow
press cards. After all, there are many communications
academics who possess such cards. At a time when there are
journalists who have worked for years in the mainstream
media, becoming full-time, ensured employees, but either
refused to acquire a yellow press card for political and
ethical reasons or returned their card, this is a situation
that requires emphasis. On this front, however, it should
not be difficult to adhere to the constitutional definition
and call everyone who earns money from professional
journalism or is engaged in the production of the news or
informative content a journalist. This naturally includes
a large team, including page secretaries, camera operators,
and ticker content writers. Why is that? If we were to
in their hands the keys to journalism or self-regulation,
responsibility for many of the important, emerging ethical
problems in the field would fall outside the purview
of the institution. Additionally, when defining news and
informative content, we have included columnists and future
writers since they also provide labor for newspapers.
This was the extent of traditional newsrooms, but what about
new newsrooms? On this front, it is necessary to include
members of the department that determine an organization’s
advertising policies, as well as those that decide how users’
data is to be used. In the end, the question of how user
data is to be used on a global basis needs to be discussed
as much as news content, because much of digital revenue is
earned through the exploitation of user data.
We’ve defined who and what needs to be included within the
purview of self-regulation in traditional and new-generation
newsrooms, but what about the primary journalists who lack
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only grant those in front of the camera or those with pens

job security in Turkey-- “those on the outside,” such as
precarious freelance workers who work for more than one
newsroom or participate in the system through blogs or
vlogs? It’s impossible to exclude people who prepare podcasts
or video-oriented programs that provide the news and are
active in the digital sphere. In addition to the clear need
to recognize such people as journalists, the process of
integrating them into a self-regulatory organ must occur in
line with their desires-- just as in newsrooms.
So, who, then, will ensure the continuation of selfregulation? Who will provide oversight and make decisions?
Above everything, it is essential that the creation of a
self-regulatory body includes scholars who work on language
and who have authored studies on subjects such as sexism
and racism. And while lawyers are not particularly involved
in the current set-up, they must also become part of the
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new mechanism in terms of inspecting laws and ethics.
Professional journalists from either older- or new-style
newsrooms that have proved themselves and possess training
in the field-- including people ranging from those that
do page layout to advertising, provided that they espouse
the principles of the self-regulatory organization-- must
serve as part of this body. At the same time, experienced
reporters and lawyers, as well as those with knowledge and
experience regarding the working conditions of freelancers,
must also be part of the process. While these are also
individual participants, NGO representatives must also
participate in any self-regulatory body. Representatives
of journalistic unions and NGOs who are party to selfregulatory principles must become involved so that
they share their expertise. Rounding out those who must
be included are, in addition to vloggers or bloggers,
freelancers, and those who work for production companies.
Additionally, academics who have conducted studies on
those who produce content for the new media, as well as
professionals with legal expertise regarding the Internet,

must become involved in this new structure. Only by
doing so will it be possible to create a self-regulatory
structure that has control over the technological, economic,
and practical dimensions of the processes of production-otherwise, it will be difficult to speak of self-regulation
in the new regime to be created by the new media.

2.5. The New Self-Regulatory Institution and New Stances on
Current Discussions
At this stage, it’s also important to touch on some of the
new types of content that have emerged in the sector or
some of the new job types that have joined the process
of production, as well as occupational illnesses produced
by the new media-- all topics that must be addressed
by the new self-regulatory body. For newspapers and
publications, social media accounts are not merely tools
of production themselves. In this, it is necessary to
approach the different types of content shared on social
networks-- which had been thought of as tools to spread
news or make it more visible-- as actual products of
journalism. Similarly, as long as journalists describe
themselves with that term, there must be a discussion as
to whether the self-regulatory body can determine whether
journalists’ postings on open social media sites accord
with journalistic ethics.
Two other major ethical and practical issues in the
new media era are clickbait and copy-paste journalism.
Clickbait has become a classic strategy used by many
newsrooms. Some newsrooms pride themselves on not using
such headlines (such as NTV), while a number of newsrooms
have noted that it has become a tool in the economy and
ecology of the new media. In fact, the prevalence of such
clickbait has produced initiatives by users, like Limon
Haber, to provide spoilers to such clickbait stories.
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for the distribution of content, but are the very locus

More than becoming a tool of unfair competition, a selfregulatory body must address clickbait since it devalues
news and journalism, and increases the ire of society
regarding the commercialization of newspapers. The
question of clickbait is important both in terms of the
correspondence between social media postings and news
content, and increasing the quality of such content.
Copy-paste journalism, meanwhile, has become a bigger
problem than clickbait, as it has created its own industry.
However, much search engines punish copying and pasting and
content that attempts to fool search engines, there are
news sites in Turkey that are established with software
costing as little as 3,000 liras that copy and paste
content all day long while even denying the journalists who
struggled to produce the story their bylines. While this, on
one hand, is a matter that touches on intellectual property
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rights in Turkey, it is also proof that the exploitation
of labor is being reproduced in digital newsrooms. The
situation is even worse because there is no consensus on
how such sites should be referenced or, if a link is to be
shared, what the format should be.
Another content type in terms of social media postings
that could be addressed by self-regulation is the sharing
of different images and news on social networks. This
phenomenon, which is actually a subset of clickbait, often
uses sexist, racist or popular tropes to attract traffic
from social networks. An ethical debate is necessary
regarding such postings, which frequently involve news on
sexual health or entertainment celebrities. In February
2018, NTV was forced to apologize and rewrite a story after
it shared a tweet about actress Berrak Tüzünataç’s dress
at an award show— both due to the actress herself and high
media literacy and societal awareness of sexism among
readers. Nevertheless, other media sites continued to share
the offensive tweet about Tüzünataç throughout the day.

Ultimately, self-regulation isn’t just about high politics
or “journalism in the national interest,” but also news
about daily life and pop stars. After all, popular culture
is an important arena of cultural hegemony that becomes an
effective site of contestation for the representation and
construction of societal values. Accordingly, the question
of how news is represented in social media is as important
as how it is covered on the sites to which it refers.

General Evaluation
In truth, what a self-regulatory institution will afford
to control is as important as determining what it will
and will not control. At present, self-regulation must rely
on a more proactive strategy to renew the media’s genetic
codes in a progressive and liberating fashion, rather than
become a body to mete out punishment. To borrow an example
authority that is able to deal out yellow and red cards
(some of which are legal and some of which are political),
a self-regulatory institution must strive to overcome
the shortcomings on the aforementioned two fundamental
categories and show a way forward for newspapers and
journalists, if it wishes to exercise authority.
For sure, journalists are not cut off from the rest of the
world or a group that has lost its way. However, because of
political, economic, and technological reasons, they have
become alienated from their profession. In this, the biggest
current obstacles to self-regulation and ethics are the
focus on wages by journalists who do nothing to increase
the quality of their occupation, as well as the total sidelining of any professional development.
For those wishing to institutionalize self-regulation
and make it acceptable for everyone, the road is simple:
establish a structure that creates its own economy and
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from football, given that journalists are faced with an

which is encompassing, open to discussion, democratic, and
not restricted to classic actors. Even if such a comment
might seem to be from a utopia, increasing the gatherings
between journalistic NGOs and unions that have necessarily
been mobilized by Turkey’s difficulties— or, in fact,
opening such gatherings to different segments of society—
will make it possible to develop standards by searching for
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“new-generation” solutions to “new-generation” problems.
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