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Introduction:

Protecting the freedom of press in the Republic of Tlrkiye has become a prominent topic found
in debates regarding democracy, freedom of speech, and security. In Turkiye, the freedom of
press is a fundamental human right protected under Article 19 of the UN Universal Declaration
of Human Rights, which discusses the right to freedom of expression. Freedom of press refers
to journalists’ ability to report news without censorship, intimidation, or interference from the
state. However, in Tlrkiye, there is ongoing criticism regarding that such the Freedom of Human
Press has been restricted through regulations on independent journalism and media outlets
being increasingly influenced or controlled by pro-government interests. The Turkish
government, currently consisting of the Justice and Development Party (AK Party) under
President Recep Tayyip Erdodan, argues that restrictions are necessary for national security.
This includes both traditional media and digital journalism, which has grown significantly in
influence in recent years. The conflict manifests with the clash between the government and the
Turkiye citizen’s perceptions on the new legalities and regulations prevalent in Turkiye’'s system
that impact the press’ freedom. Citizens who critique such reforms feel that Turkiye’s Freedom
of the press is severely limited and that the media is solely biased towards the Turkiye
government’s needs, leading to a landscape dominated by pro-government narratives. As of
early 2026, Turkiye is ranked 159th out of 180 countries in the 2025 Reporters Without Borders
(RSF) World Press Freedom Index, an index that reflects the level of press freedom, media

independence, and safety of journalists in each country.

The legal framework in TUrkiye, including anti-terrorism legislation and laws addressing
misinformation, plays a crucial role in shaping how freely journalists can work and the media
can operate. Furthermore, the relationship between the state and media ownership raises
questions about pluralism and independence. The arrests, prosecutions, and workplace
pressures of journalists also remain a critical area of concern. Freedom of the press in Turkiye

has steadily deteriorated from 2010 onwards, with a precipitous decline following the attempted



coup d’etat in July 2016. The Turkiye government of Recep Tayyip Erdogan has arrested
hundreds of journalists, closed or taken over dozens of media outlets, and prevented journalists

and their families from traveling.

Given the breadth of the issue, this debate will focus specifically on the balance between
national security and press freedom, the independence and plurality of media, and the
protection of journalists within Turkiye. Delegates are encouraged to consider both domestic
and international legal standards, as well as the broader implications for human rights

protection, when formulating their positions.

Definition of key terms:

Freedom of press: the fundamental right of journalists, media organizations, and individuals to

publish information without government censorship, control, or fear of punishment.

Coup d’etat: a sudden, often violent, illegal attempt to overthrow the power of an existing

government by a small group, typically military officers or political insiders.

Media pluralism: the presence of multiple independent media voices, with a diverse range of

viewpoints, essential for a democratic society.

Journalism: the activity of gathering, creating, and presenting news, information, and features

to the pubilic.

National security: the ability of a state to protect its citizens, territory, economy, and institutions

from both external and internal threats.

Freedom of expression: the right of every individual to be able to express their thoughts,

opinions, feelings to the public without receiving punishment and violence.

Legitimacy: the quality of being lawful, reasonable, or acceptable, signifying that an action,
argument, or authority is justified and authentic. In this case, Turkiye's (a state’s) legitimacy is

challenged through its unlawful actions.

State of emergency: a formal government declaration (triggered by natural disasters,

pandemics, or civil unrest) that suspends normal operations to manage an urgent crisis. It



grants officials special powers, such as imposing curfews, restricting movement, and mobilizing

resources to ensure public safety.

Anti-terrorism legislation / Anti-terror laws: laws placed in order to protect citizens from

terrorist threats and violence, and prevent such acts of terrorism.

Disinformation: false, inaccurate, or misleading information that is deliberately created and
spread to deceive, manipulate, or cause harm to individuals, organizations, or nations. Unlike
misinformation, which is spread without harmful intent, disinformation is a planned, malicious

tactic often used in politics or marketing.

Censorship: the suppression or control of speech, writing, images, or other forms of
communication by authorities (governments, institutions) that are said to be harmful or sensitive

and should thus be repressed.

Compliance (with court rulings/treaties): a nation’s actions that either follow or do not follow

the rules set in place.

Background:

The issue of press control in Tlrkiye has a long history dating back to even before the modern
republic was founded. Censorship began in the mid 1800s under the Ottoman Empire, with laws
that required all books to be inspected by the Sultan before they could be published. Shortly
after the Republic of Tlrkiye was formed, a major rebellion in 1925 led the government to pass
the “Law on the Maintenance of Order”, a law that gave the government the power to shut down
almost every newspaper except for two that supported the state, which established an early
pattern of using national security as a reason to silence critics. A massive turning point occurred
after a military coup in 1980 that resulted in heavy restrictions on speech. Many of the
repressive provisions still found in modern legislation, such as the law on associations and the

political parties Law, were imposed during this military junta.

In the early 2000s, during efforts to join the European Union, Turkiye introduced reforms that
improved freedom of expression and reduced state control over the media. However, in the
2010s, concerns about press freedom began to grow. The government increased its influence

over media outlets, and more journalists started facing legal pressure. This shift became more



visible during periods of political unrest, such as the Gezi Park protests. In 2013, the Gezi Park
protests marked a significant turning point where mainstream media were criticized for failing to

cover the unrest due to government pressure or ideological alignment.
The 2016 coup attempt

On July 15th 2016, a group of soldiers within the Turkiye Armed Forces attempted a coup d’etat
against state institutions, including the government and President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. They
attempted to seize control over several areas in Istanbul and elsewhere, but failed to do so after
forces and civilians loyal to the state defeated them. After the coup attempt, the government
declared a state of emergency and introduced strict measures to protect national security. The
government used emergency powers to shut down over 150 media outlets and arrest hundreds
of journalists, making Turkiye one of the world’s biggest jailers of press members. The
government justified these actions as necessary to combat threats, including groups like the
Fethullah Terrorist Organization. However, critics argue that these measures also targeted
independent journalism and opposition voices. This failed coup attempt served as a major

catalyst for the current “state of suppression.”
Legal frameworks and restrictions

While the Constitution of Tirkiye (Article 28) states that the press is free and shall not be
censored, in practice, a series of legal amendments and court rulings have steadily narrowed
the space for public debates, and these guarantees are frequently undermined by the Criminal
Code and Anti-Terrorism Laws. Anti-terrorist laws are often used to prosecute journalists
accused of supporting terrorist organizations. The government’s use of various legal tools to
suppress critical voices has led to significant restrictions on freedom of expression in Turkiye. In
recent years, a series of newly enacted laws, practices, and court decisions have created a
broad framework that limits this fundamental right. These measures have increasingly become
practical tools of intervention, directly affecting public debate, journalistic activity, and individual

expression.

One notable example is the “disinformation law”, which aims to prevent the spread of false
information online, with punishment of up to three years in prison. This law introduced a new

article to the Turkiye Penal Code, criminalizing the act of “publicly disseminating misleading



information.” Critics argue it lacks a clear definition of “false” information, allowing it to be used

as a tool for silencing dissent.
Digital media and censorship

Furthermore, the government of Tlrkiye implemented social media regulations in order to
tighten control over the digital media, specifically regulations requiring social media companies
such as X (formerly Twitter) and YouTube to comply with local laws, including removing content
and storing user data within the country. The social media law passed in 2020 required
platforms with more than one million daily users to appoint a local representative in Tlrkiye and
comply with content removal requests. Supporters argue this helps prevent misinformation and

protect stability, while critics see it as censorship.

Moreover, the offense of insulting the president has become one of the most controversial tools
for restricting freedom of expression in recent years. While it was rarely used in the past, the
number of cases filed under this article skyrocketed during Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s time in
office. Between 2014 and 2020, a total of 38,581 cases were filed for “insulting the president”

related to Erdogan.

In theory, if someone believes a news article harms their reputation or privacy, they can claim it
violates their personal rights. This “violation of personal rights” is predominantly invoked as a
reason for blocking or removing content. In 2022, 3,191 out of 3,196 blocked news articles were
removed due to alleged violations of personal rights. In 2023, this number significantly
increased, with 14,332 out of 14,680 blocked news articles removed for the same reason.
Although personal rights are protected under Article 24 of the Turkiye Civil Code, there is no
clear definition of what constitutes personal rights, allowing for a broad level of flexibility and a
wide margin of appreciation in protecting the rights of individuals. This broad interpretation can
easily be exploited to benefit the Erdodan regime. In 2023, corruption and irregularities were the
most common topics among the blocked news articles, accounting for 5,881, making them the

leading category of blocked content.
The use of anti-terror and criminal laws against critical voices

In Turkiye, referrals to anti-terrorist and criminal legislation are used by the government to justify
the silencing of political dissent and opposition. As stated in documents by Human Rights Watch

and others, vagueness in the definition of terms such as the Anti-Terror Law and the Turkiye



Penal Code is used to prosecute journalists and anyone critical of the government. Such
activities as reporting a story, commenting negatively about the government on social media or
protesting peacefully in public are all offenses which can result in prosecution for such offenses

”

as “terrorist propaganda,” “promoting hatred and public animosity.” This has accelerated since
the 2016 coup attempt, during which a state of emergency was declared, hundreds of media
organizations were closed down, and hundreds of journalists and academics were arrested for

offenses such as “membership of terrorist organizations” or “propaganda”.
International criticism and human rights concerns

International organizations have raised concerns about press freedom in Turkiye. Groups such
as Reporters Without Borders and Freedom House consistently rank Turkiye low in global press
freedom indexes. The European Court of Human Rights has also ruled in several cases that
Turkiye violated freedom of expression. These concerns have affected Turkiye’s international

reputation and its relations with European institutions.

Overall, the issue of freedom of press is important and relevant because press freedom is
closely linked to other human rights such as the right to access unbiased information and fair
political participation which greatly determine a country’s human rights framework. Limitations
on the press can affect democratic processes and public civilian trust in nations such as
Turkiye, undermining the government’s legitimacy. On the other hand, the Turkiye government
argues that such restrictions are necessary to ensure national security, prevent terrorism, and

combat misinformation.

Timeline of Key Events

Year / Period Event & Significance

1925 In 1925, the law on the maintenance of order was passed in Turkiye, a
comprehensive framework set to ensure public security and national
safety, where more power was granted to the government to be able to

shut down media under claimed security reasons.



1980

Early 2000s

2013

2016-2018

2018

2020

2020-2021

The military coup d’etat in 1980 created many of the restrictive laws
and regulations that are in place in Turkiye today and that still limit
Turkiye’s press freedom. This is because in 1980, the military took
control over the government and imposed strict censorship, limits on
political speech and strong state control over media, aiming to restore

order during political instability.

In the early 2000s Turkiye introduced reforms during the EU accession
process that supported freedom of expression and reduced state
control over the media. At this time, press freedom temporarily

improved.

The Gezi Park protests that originally erupted initially to contest the
urban development plan for Istanbul’s Gezi park subsequently turned
into a fight for freedom of the press, expression, and of assembly.
These protests mark a turning point as the citizen’s expression of

injustice and discontent with the government.

The turning point followed a failed coup d’etat attempt in July 2016,
where it resulted in a state of emergency declared by the government.
This declaration led to the shut down of over 150 media outlets and left

thousands of journalists arrested and unemployed.

In 2018, Turkiye transformed into a presidential system, which
increased President Recep Tayyip Erdogan’s power significantly.
Furthermore, in July 2018, the state of emergency declared in 2016
was lifted, however many emergency measures were written into

permanent law.

The social media law (Law No. 7253) was introduced in 2020,
requiring companies such as Twitter and Youtube to appoint local
representatives affiliated with the government and comply with content

removal requests.

There was increased use of Article 299 of the Turkiye Penal Code

where “insulting the president” was a justification to silence journalists



and critics. There were thousands of investigations and prosecutions

targeting journalists, activists, and citizens.

2022 In October 2022, the government introduced the “Disinformation Law”.
This new legislation criminalises spreading ‘false or misleading
information’ and sets punishments for such behaviour of up to 3 years

in Prison.

2022-2023 From 2022-2023 there was a sharp increase in content removal and
censorship prevalent across Turkiye, where ‘violation of personal

rights’ became the main legal justification of 14,332 articles removed.

2025 In 2025, press freedom violations continued, and were recorded by
Reporters Without Borders in the World Press Freedom Index, where
Tuarkiye was ranked 159th out of 180 countries for press freedom and

the level of media independence.

Major parties involved:

Turkiye: Within this Issue, Turkiye’s main interest is to protect national security under the AK
government and President Recep Tayyip Erdogan. In order to accomplish this, Turkiye restricts
and controls misinformation and perceived terrorist threats, aiding in the issue of press freedom
decline as they regulate media through laws (Disinformation law, Anti-terror Laws, Social Media
Laws) and arrest journalists, which restricts the freedom of the press. Turkiye acts within the

national level, as a primary actor controlling legislation, law enforcement, and media regulation.

United Nations Human Rights Council (UNHRC): The UNHRC plays a global role in this
issue, through the framework of the declaration of human rights that constitutes the right to
freedom of expression, which is greatly relevant in this issue of freedom of press. Within this
problem, the UNHRC has monitored human rights situations and issued reports and
recommendations as a third-party looking over the actions enforced by Turkiye. The UNHRC
works at the international level, seeking global awareness over this issue through investigations,
debates, and applying international diplomatic pressure that promotes Turkiye to change its
frameworks in order to protect its international legitimacy. However, the UNHRC cannot enforce

laws, thus limiting its overall power over this issue.



Reporters Without Borders (RSF): Reporters Without Borders is an international NGO that
raises awareness and influences global opinion through reports and investigations, acting as a
watchdog organization for the international and domestic public. Their motivation is to promote
press freedom worldwide, through documenting Turkiye'’s actions with regards to restricting
such freedoms in order to emphasize its decline and thus its importance as a fundamental
human right. They have published the World Press Freedom Index and conducted reports on

journalist arrests and censorship.

Freedom House: Freedom House is an international NGO that promotes democracy and
human rights. Within this issue, Freedom House works to assist civil society to defend and
advance fundamental freedoms and rights enshrined in Turkiye’s national and international
obligations. In doing so, they publish yearly reports called “Freedom in the World Reports” with
sections per country. This NGO has classified Turkiye as ‘Not free’ and reported on its media
restrictions. They have advisory and analytical influence, able to utilize statistics and data to

influence the public and promote democracy on the issue of press freedom in Turkiye.

European Court of Human Rights (ECHR): The ECHR’s motivation in this issue was to
protect human rights under the European Convention, as Turkiye is a member of the Council of
Europe and subject to the ECHR. Thus, the ECHR has issued rulings against Turkiye for
violations of freedom of expression; however, as of 2026, Tlrkiye has been facing many
pending applications before the court due to its non-compliance with these rulings. This court
has diplomatic and institutional power due to its ability to enforce rulings on nation-states and
thus impact their legitimacy on an international level. Such rulings are legally binding; however,

enforcement depends on state compliance, which limits the court’s effectiveness.

European Union (EU): The European Union, an intergovernmental body (IGO), promotes
democratic standards and human rights in candidate countries. In terms of the issue in Turkiye,
the EU has pressured Turkiye during accession negotiations to liberate the press and reduce
state control over the media, and criticized Tirkiye’s decline in press freedom, which led to
temporary exemptions in regulations. The EU works on an international/European level, with the

political and economic influence to change the state’s behaviours.



Relevant UN treaties, resolutions, and reports:

1948 — Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR): The Universal Declaration of Human
Rights consists of a preamble and 30 articles. These articles outline fundamental, universal
rights and freedoms, including rights to life, liberty, equality, and protection from torture or
slavery. Adopted on the 10th of December 1948, this declaration serves as a reminder and a
written constitution of the rights every country should have available for its citizens. Article 19 of
the UDHR guarantees freedom of expression and press, and as Turkiye is one of the original
supporters and adopters of the UDHR, the article has allowed for criticism of Turkiye’s non-
compliance with regards to such a right. Thus, this resolution forms the basic international

standard used to evaluate Turkiye’s actions.

1966 — International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR): The International
Covenant on Civil and Political Rights is a legally binding treaty that protects the freedom of
expression, the main pillar of freedom of press. This treaty allows restrictions only under strict
conditions, for example, national security. Thus, this treaty is central to debate as Turkiye
argues that its laws meet these conditions, while its citizens argue that restrictions are too broad

and excessive.

2012 - UN Plan of Action on the Safety of Journalists and the Issue of Impunity: This plan
of action, adopted in 2012, focuses on protecting journalists from violence, arrest, and
intimidation, which is important to consider in this debate because Turkiye has been criticized
for detaining journalists. It highlights the responsibility of states to ensure a safe working

environment for the media.

2016 — UN General Assembly Resolution on the Safety of Journalists (A/RES/70/162): This
resolution, proposed in 2016, calls on states to prevent attacks on journalists and ensure
accountability. This resolution was crucial in raising concern about the arrests and legal

pressure that have been put on journalists in Turkiye.

2020 — UN Human Rights Council Reports on Freedom of Expression: The reports
conducted post-2016, when digital regulations increased, addressed issues like the misuse of
anti-terror laws and digital censorship, relevant to Turkiye’s disinformation law and the social
media regulations imposed at the time. This resolution aimed to provide guidance for balancing

security and free speech.



Previous attempts to solve the issue:

Previous Attempt 1: European Union accession process: In the Early 2000s, the initial
European Union accession talks encouraged legal reforms, such as the 2004 amendment
making ECtHR rulings binding. This discussion and cooperation between the EU and the
Tuarkiye government consisted of legal reforms to improve freedom of expression, reduction of
the restrictions placed on the media, and agreement to comply with the EU’s democratic
standards. This attempt resulted in a temporary improvement in press freedom in Tarkiye;
however, restrictions continued in the 2010s, said because the EU reforms were not fully
institutionalized, and as the EU accession weakened, such progress slowed. Furthermore,
political priorities began to shift towards national security and centralization rather than
interdependence and collective connections. What could have been done better is to ensure
that such reforms are long-term and legally protected, so that nations such as Turkiye cannot

drift away from their obligations.

Previous Attempt 2: Rulings by the European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) and
individual applications to ECtHR: The ECHR and individuals have been filing cases against
Turkiye; legal rulings stating Turkiye violated freedom of expression and orders for
compensation and legal reform. Turkiye journalists and media outlets have frequently applied to
the European Court of Human Rights (ECtHR) to challenge detention and censorship, utilizing
Turkiye’s legal obligation to comply with its rulings. Such cases have resulted in increased
international pressure on Turkiye, damaging the nation’s international legitimacy. However,
limitations within this attempt to solve the issue include that such enforcements depend on state
compliance, and thus are not very impactful when Turkiye’s government is in disagreement and
slow or selective in implementing such rulings. In order to increase the success of such an
attempt, the court should improve monitoring and enforcement mechanisms and increase

political and diplomatic pressure for compliance.

Possible solutions:

Possible Solution 1: One possible solution is to reform the legal frameworks for more clarity,
as this will create more effective and accessible forms of accountability by nations that do not
comply with such frameworks, as they will be clear and precise. For example, by creating very

narrow definitions of “Disinformation” and “Personal rights” with regards to the laws ‘violation of



personal rights’ and ‘the disinformation law’ so that governments struggle more to use the
nuanced definitions as a justification and to their own advantage. Furthermore, legal reform
includes ensuring that laws meet international standards and trying to prevent the misuse of
anti-terror laws against journalists. Overall, to reach the goal of reducing legal ambiguity that

allows censorship can aid in solving the issue as a whole.

Possible Solution 2: The second possible solution is to strengthen the protection of
Journalists, aiding in the preservation of freedom of press. This can be done through
establishing independent oversight bodies that ensure journalists in Turkiye are able to freely
work without restrictions or penalties. Additionally, guaranteeing fair legal processes and
reducing arbitrary arrests would create a safer environment for journalists to operate.
Mechanisms that allow journalists to report threats or pressure without fear of retaliation could
also be implemented. Strengthening these protections would help reduce intimidation and

support a more open and secure media environment.

Possible Solution 3: Ensuring media independence is essential for maintaining a diverse and
balanced flow of information. Measures could include increasing transparency in media
ownership and limiting excessive concentration of media under pro-government entities.
Supporting independent and local journalism through funding opportunities or legal protections
may also help diversify viewpoints within the media landscape. By promoting pluralism, Turkiye

can foster a more representative and unbiased media environment that better serves the public.

Possible Solution 4: Finally, regulating digital platforms in a balanced manner is crucial in the
modern media landscape. While governments have a legitimate interest in preventing the
spread of misinformation, regulations should not result in excessive censorship or control over
online expression. Turkiye could implement clearer guidelines for content removal, ensure
transparency in decisions made by both authorities and platforms, and allow for appeals
processes. This would help maintain accountability while protecting digital freedom of

expression.

Overall, in an environment where freedom of expression is so heavily restricted, the exchange
of diverse ideas has become more difficult, public space has shrunk, and citizens’ access to

information has been severely limited. As a result, it is more important than ever to emphasize



the value of this fundamental right. A society where ideas can be freely expressed, and criticism

is seen not as a crime but as a path to progress, is of critical importance.
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