LIBERAL PERSPECTIVE REPORT:
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
NO: 17  January 2021

STRUCTURAL REFORMS IN TURKEY

MEDIA-BUILDING FOR DEMOCRACY: STRATING FROM SCRATCH,
A TABULA RASA
Derya Sazak

LIBERAL PERSPECTIVE
REPORT
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
No: 17, January 2021

STRUCTURAL REFORMS IN TURKEY
MEDIA-BUILDING FOR DEMOCRACY:
STRATING FROM SCRATCH,
A TABULA RASA
Derya Sazak

© Freedom Research Association, 2021
This study was obtained by taking into account the
opinions expressed in the workshop titled “The Need
for Structural Reform in Media” on December 05,2020
which is as a part of the ‘Structural Reforms in Turkey
Project’ conducted by Freedom Research Association
with the support of National Endowment for Democracy
and Friedrich Naumann Foundation – Turkey Office
Any views expressed in this study do not reflect the institutional view of the Freedom Research Association, the
National Endowment for Democracy and Friedrich Naumann Foundation -Turkey Office; belongs to the author.

Freedom Research Association
Çankaya Mah., Atatürk Bul., No.160 D.10 Çankaya, Ankara, TURKEY
+90312 213 2400
ozgurlukarastirmalari

Design:

Serbest Kitaplar
serbestkitaplar.com

www.oad.org.tr
ozgurlukar

info@oad.org.tr

Derya Sazak
He graduated from Gazi University Faculty of
Communication in 1978. He started journalism
as a reporter in Yeni Ulus newspaper in Rüzgarlı Sokak at the end of 1975. He worked as a
Parliament correspondent at the ANKA Agency
between 1978-82. In 1983, he moved to Milliyet
newspaper’s Ankara office and worked there
for thirty years. He became the chief clerk, Ankara representative and editor-in-chief respectively. He wrote articles in his column named
“Political Diary” for nearly twenty years. His
“Saddam Interviews” with Bülent Ecevit during
the 1990-91 Gulf War had an international repercussion and was awarded as “Journalism
Event of the Year”

Media-Building for Democracy: Strating From Scratch, A Tabula Rasa

Turkey has been facing a serious decline in rule of law, democratic governance, freedom of media, and judiciary independence shown in the international objective indexes. That is why Turkey needs to execute relevant
necessary reforms as soon as possible. The Project of Structural Reforms
in Turkey has been launched by Freedom Research Association with support of the National Endowment for Democracy and Friedrich Naumann
Foundation Turkey Office to identify and concretize existing problems in
the mechanisms of the Legislation, Judiciary, Public Procurement Regime,
Public Personnel Regime and Media Independence, which are the main
political mechanisms in Turkey. Within the context of the project, alongside
discussing existing issues in the relevant institutions, it has been focused
on the steps that immediately need to be taken and proposed advisory
solutions for structural reforms. The report, which is titled “Report on the
Media-Building for Democracy: Starting from Scratch, A Tabula Rasa” prepared by Derya Sazak, a journalist evaluated the main problems, emerging risks, and possible solutions as on the current media in Turkey.
Journalists act as mirrors to witness history and reflect events in their
country. Therefore, journalism and media are one of the important professions in the history of countries. The media representatives have never
been independent, and positioned itself against the power, and dominant
central powers in the history of Turkey apart from that some examples,
which are considered to be honor and pride of the journalism in the 1960s
and 1970s when the newspapers were in searching of truth rather than
served as the government agency. Moreover, it is not possible to state that
there is a journalism understanding that does not support the norms and
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status quo in Turkey. Considering the current situation, it would not be a
mistake to express the current situation much worse than before. There
are various reasons for this setback. One of the reasons is, because of the
high pressure, the media organizations are not able to act independently
and freely.
Documentation, press, other media tools have been faced censorship and
oppression by the political, military, and capital powers in Turkey for years.
In addition, capitalists and investors’ involvement in the mainstream newspaper and television sections have created an interdependent structure.
There was a triangle relationship between newspaper-television-bank
structures where the capital owners exercise their power on the media
groups until the 2000s. A trend for the capital owners was to possess
the television, newspaper, and the bank. Today, the form of structures and
relationships have slightly been changed: the political powers became an
important part of the media, and the understating of managing media has
been embedded based on the profit and loss account, and annuity-tender and public resources. Undoubtedly, this situation affects not only the
media ownership structure but also the media professionals directly or
indirectly and causes them to move away from the principles of the profession. Media owners and media professionals are highly affected by this
political atmosphere and dependence to the power and power centers.
Moreover, the current crisis of the media in Turkey, unlike the Western US,
Europe, and the UK, the media institutions become managed by the weak
companies that seek public loan incentives.
The fact that the mainstream media is intertwined with power centers
keeps the question of how to do journalism for the sake of public interest alive. With the developing and changing technology, alternative media trends have emerged and is growing day by day. Alternative media
trends have an important place in seeing the innovations and being able
to provide both moral and financial connection directly with the readers.
On the other hand, there is a need of making a new law to define the roles
and responsibilities of the media structure. Alternative media and digital
channels should also be included, and ethical principles be embedded in
the law. The foundation of the newly growing alternative media must be
well-established as well in a way that, thus, it can be prevented that the
fate of alternative media would be similar to the traditional mainstream
media. One of the other challenges in the media sector is that the political
oad.org.tr
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climate is not very supportive to have a free and independent approach,
and difficult to see the pluralist understanding. Referring to Turkey, media
seems to represent the certain groups and structures that priorities their
policies.
However, this structure is far from the principles of pluralism as it is surrounded by ideological barriers.
In essence, there is a very strong connection between freedom of expression, democracy, and the media. Of course, at this point, the presence of
the independent judicial body is also very important, which guarantees
freedom of expression and independence. It is not possible to have an
environment with well-functioning democracy in a country where there
is no freedom of expression, and cannot be the media expected to be
impartial, independent, and free. Understanding the level of freedom of
expression press, opposition media’s power, space, and capacity is one of
the indicators that can be observed. In other words, media cannot be expected to be free, as there is no well-functioning democracy and freedom
of expression cannot be spoken of under an increasingly authoritarian
environment.
In order to understand the situation of freedom of expression and freedom of the press, it is useful to look at the state of the opposition media.
Turkish Radio and Television Supreme Council, one of the mechanisms
that restrict the opposition media’s activities and broadcasts in Turkey.
Turkish Radio and Television Supreme Council as a public institution do
not operate independent operations in inspecting radio and television.
Since its establishment, it has been one of the mechanisms used by the
government in directing and affecting the society, which is not neutral and
independent actions according to the regulations during the AK Party period. The government has turned it into a mechanism that controls the media on behalf of politics, due to the reflection of the distribution of power
in the parliament to its management and authority-sharing. The repressive
mindset and policies of the Turkish Radio and Television Supreme Council
deeply affect the opposition media and make them incapable of due to
the high penalties imposed on their actions.
The quality and working environment of media professionals is another
factor that affects and shapes the media. The media professionals could
not be able to conduct the job, if an impartial, independent, free and se3
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cure environment is not to be provided. Due to high pressure by the political powers, journalists do not act independently, that creates a fear of
losing their job. Also, there is no working system and environment that
guarantee the personal rights and benefits of journalists. For this reason, it
is important to provide a habitat where media professionals do their works
without facing any type of pressure. Furthermore, journalism in Turkey
does not meet the necessary requirements of quality, ethics, and professionality, which are necessary rules that need to be realized. For example,
there are no certain differences between news and opinions; reporting
has been seen as an underqualified role so that the reports become columnists. That is why the current situation of the communication faculties
should be reconsidered since there are very fundamental problems and
challenges in the sector.
Further suggestions have been made in the reports as follow:
♦ The owners of mainstream newspaper and television channels should
not conduct any other types of businesses, that need to be regulated
with a law. If media-owning businesses cannot be separated from investing in other business areas, the groups operating in both media
and other business fields should be prevented from participating in
public tenders.
♦ A comprehensive and holistic press law should be constituted, that
journalists, relevant non-governmental organizations, and media owners including alternative media and digital channels should be part of
the preparation processes of this law.
♦ The content, structure, education, and form of communication faculties, where journalists and reporters are trained, should be developed
in a way that various wester-type practices should be taken as a best
practice.
♦ It is significant to diversify the labor unions, which should be a mechanism to mobilize and organize the professions, rather than just being a
system that only protects the personal rights of journalists.
♦ Alternative media should be strengthened, promoted, developed, as
well as financially and morally supported.
♦ There should be an ethical framework that media professionals should
be encouraged to act free from their personal ideologies and opinions.
oad.org.tr
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♦ To guarantee freedom of expression and press, it is necessary to improve democratic rules and regulations as well as pave the way for an
independent judiciary.
♦ There should be an independent environment for and forming a news
cooperative union structure that will provide job security for media
professionals.
♦ Media inspection institutions should be reorganized that they need
to be independent, autonomous, free from the influence of political
parties.
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