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Despite Turkey’s great potential, the fight against corruption remains limited, 
and the implementation of democratic reform packages have stalled. This article 
provides a general picture of Turkey’s long-awaited efforts to adhere to good 
governance principles and combat the permeating effects of corruption. Turkey’s 
standing vis-à-vis relevant international indices is assessed in detail, as well as the 
level of compliance with international conventions that Turkey is party to. Reasons 
of rampant corruption and examples of the widespread culture of impunity are also 
evaluated. Ultimately, the post-July 15th climate provides a precious opportunity 
to address these issues and install better governance practices. 
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DEFENDING DEMOCRACY 
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he common view about Turkey up until a couple of years ago was 
generally positive. According to most observers, Turkey was making 
visible progress in areas of respect for human rights and democratic 
reforms as a result of the country’s accession efforts when it received 

EU membership candidacy status in 1999. The economically booming country stra-
tegically located by the Bosphorus was a rising star in the eyes of the international 
community. It was supported by the leaders of the West and served as an example of a 
majority Muslim population country working its way towards democratic standards.

In the meantime, pressure created by the deep polarization of society and concerns 
about losing the secular identity of the Republic gradually increased, and 2013 be-
came a turning point for a number of reasons. Perception of the country’s respect for 
political freedom and human rights was greatly damaged by the excessive use of po-
lice force during the Gezi Park demonstrations. At the end of 2013, Turkey witnessed 
the break out of one of the biggest corruption scandals in history involving high-level 
bureaucrats, politicians, and businessmen. Since then and mostly due to the undem-
ocratic nature of the actions taken by the government to cope with these events, the 
country has experienced setbacks in freedom of expression and media, censorship, 
corruption, minority rights, and other areas.  

Deeply shaken by the coup attempt on 15 July 2016, Turkey has been pushed to the 
edge of a cliff, namely the risk of chaos and a civil war that could have lasted for 
years had the coup been successful. Now, as it recovers from the traumatic effects of 
the horrific attack on July 15th, this may be the perfect time to build the country from 
its ashes and defend its democratic institutions.

Among the recent shocking stories are a series of corruption allegations revealed by 
the coup investigations. Incidents such as stealing national exam questions; unjust 
decisions deliberately given by judges and prosecutors under political influence and 
illegal organizational direction; appointments and promotions to critical government 
offices for the purpose of ensuring that a certain group of people get ahead in the 
game; illicit diversion of public funds and properties to certain groups — all demon-
strate the deficiencies of Turkey’s governing system. If the country is to experience a 
real process of reformation, corruption must be dealt with once and for all.

A Bird’s Eye View of Indices

A quick look at international indices provides a very clear picture of the democratic 
measures the country needed even before the coup attempt. On nearly all interna-
tional indices – from Transparency International’s (TI) Corruption Perceptions Index 
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(CPI) to the Rule of Law of World Justice Project (WJP) from Freedom of Press to 
Open Government – Turkey has been on the decline for the last couple of years. 

Turkey fell more than any other coun-
try on the Corruption Perception Index 
of 2014, dropping five places in just one 
year, even worse than China.1 This dra-
matic drop continued in 2015, bringing 
the country down 13 places on the world 
renowned corruption ranking in just two 
years.2 Of the 19 G20 member states, 
Turkey currently ranks 12th on CPI 2015 
(see Graphic 1).

In the meantime, the Twitter Transparency Report of 2015 named Turkey as the cen-
sorship champion with the highest record for content removals and account closings, 
outstripping some of the world’s most autocratic regimes and the usual suspects such 
as Russia.3 

Moreover, Turkey is ranked 151st out of 180 countries on the Reporters without 
Borders Index 2016, declining even further than in previous years.4 Another index 
regarding press freedom is Freedom of the Press by Freedom House, and Turkey’s 
status therein is not “free.”5

Meanwhile, according to WJP’s Open Government Index 2015, Turkey’s overall 
score is 0.45 and its global ranking is 82nd out of 102 countries,6 and WJP’s Rule of 
Law Index 2015 also ranked the country 80th among 102 countries with a score of 
0.46.7 

Turkey’s status on the Freedom House categories of “Freedom in the Net” and 
“Freedom of the World” is “partly free.”8 There are 112,750 websites censored in 

1 “Corruptions Perceptions Index,” Transparency International, 2014, http://www.transparency.org/cpi2014
2 “Corruptions Perceptions Index,” Transparency International, 2015, http://www.transparency.org/cpi2015
3 “Transparency Report,” Twitter, https://transparency.twitter.com/
4 “2016 World Press Freedom Index,” Reporters Without Borders, 2016, https://rsf.org/en/ranking 
5 “Turkey – Freedom of the Press,” Freedom House, 2016, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-press/2016/turkey 
6 “Open Government Index 2015 Report,” World Justice Project, 2015, http://worldjusticeproject.org/open-govern-
ment-index/open-government-around-world 
7 “Rule of Law Index,” World Justice Project, 2015, http://worldjusticeproject.org/rule-law-around-world 
8 “Freedom in the World,” Freedom House, 2016, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/freedom-world-2016 
and “Freedom on the Net,” Freedom House, 2015, https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-net/freedom-net-2015 

“Turkey fell more than 
any other country on the 

Corruption Perception Index 
of 2014, dropping five places 

in just one year.” 
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Turkey, which must have been one of the reasons for this classification.9

The list is long, proof that the country requires a reset to deal with all these structural 
problems. Indeed, a reset seems to be the only way out of these troubling times.

Tackling Corruption or Living with It?

Corruption has been deeply rooted and widespread in Turkey for a long time, like an 
endemic virus, and some would date the beginning of corruption back to Ottoman 
times.

The major challenges of rampant cor-
ruption, especially grand corruption 
(corruption that pervades the highest 
levels of a national government), which 
are deeply rooted in many sectors of so-
ciety, including the public sector, the pri-
vate sector, and political parties, remain 
an issue of great concern. Performance 
on the corruption ranking index in the 
last 20 years actually demonstrates how 

well-established and widespread corruption is in Turkey. The country’s ranking on 
the well-respected CPI has always been under 50 out of 100, which puts it in the 
group of high risk countries (see Graphic 2 with compared results).

Turkey’s half-hearted fight against corruption is also evident in recent reports from 
international bodies that Turkey is a member of and to which it made commitments 
under international conventions at the state level. Turkey declared its intention to join 
the Open Government Partnership (OGP) in September 2011 for a more transparent, 
accountable, and open government. However, it is now at serious risk of being given an 
“inactive status” after Azerbaijan for not fulfilling any of its commitments under OGP 
as of 2016.10 Turkey will now have to produce a publicly available National Action 
Plan which includes concrete steps by 1 September 2016 by engaging with civil soci-
ety, but again, we see no sign of any improvement. 

Turkey is also party to the 1997 OECD Convention on Combating Bribery of 
Foreign Public Officials in International Business Transactions. During the country 
review process of the Convention in 2014, the OECD Working Group on Bribery 
9 “Erişime Engellenen Websiteleri,” [Blocked Websites] Engelli Web, https://engelliweb.com/istatistikler/ 
10 “Revised Turkey Resolution for Steering Committee,” Open Government Partnership, 4 May 2016, http://www.
opengovpartnership.org/sites/default/files/Revised%20Turkey%20Resolution%20for%20SC%20May%204.pdf

“In 2016, more than 55 
percent of the population in 
Turkey believes that the level 
of corruption has increased 
over the past two years.” 
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has raised serious concerns about Turkey’s low level of enforcement.11 The review 
noted that “there has not been one foreign bribery conviction in the 11 years since 
the Convention took effect in Turkey despite the size of Turkey’s economy and its 
geopolitical importance.”

Additionally, Turkey signed the 
UN Convention against Corruption 
(UNCAC) in 2014, and the first cycle 
of the UNCAC implementation country 
review process (2010-2015) has been 
completed. According to TI Turkey’s 
independent report on the review pro-
cess, Turkey’s legal regime generally 
fulfils UNCAC requirements; however, 
the enforcement is poor overall as there 
are major shortcomings in the judicial 
enforcement and violations of laws.12 The report also notes that government offices 
are not responsive and the system has shortcomings in terms of data collection, anal-
ysis, and open public access.

The EU Commission has also expressed concerns about corruption in its progress 
reports in consecutive years. In the latest report from 2015, the EU Commission 
emphasized that corruption cases are not duly investigated and that politicians and 
bureaucrats enjoy a wide range of immunities.13 The report also highlights the lack 
of prevention measures for anti-corruption, such as political financing, declaration 
of assets, conflict of interest, etc. All these assessments draw attention to a single 
issue that is a major impediment to the country’s economic development and directly 
affects people’s lives. Clearly, living with constant corruption for such a long time 
erodes the principle of the rule of law and destroys people’s trust in the system.

Public Perception of Corruption 

While international organizations and respected civil society organizations highlight 
the wide spread corruption and urge Turkey to make progress in this area, it is also 
important to give an insider perspective, the opinion of the Turkish people.  

11 “Phase 3 Report on Implementing the OECD Anti-Bribery Convention in Turkey,” OECD, October 2014,
http://www.oecd.org/daf/anti-bribery/TurkeyPhase3ReportEN.pdf
12 “Conference of the States Parties to the United Nations Convention against Corruption Report,” UNODC, 2-6 No-
vember 2015 http://www.unodc.org/documents/treaties/UNCAC/COSP/session6/V1507502e.pdf
13 “Commission Staff Working Document Turkey 2015 Report,” European Commission, November 2015, http://ec.eu-
ropa.eu/enlargement/pdf/key_documents/2015/20151110_report_turkey.pdf

“Looking back on the 
government’s actions over last 

six years, raises the question 
of whether or not the political 
will required to make progress 

in this fight even exists.” 
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TI’s 2013 Global Corruption Barometer measured the experience of the Turkish 
people with the corruption.14 54 percent of the respondents in the publicly conduct-
ed survey in Turkey indicate that corruption has increased in the past two years. 
Respondents identified political parties (66 percent), the media (56 percent), the 
Parliament (55 percent), and businesses (50 percent) as the most corrupt institutions. 
Furthermore, 68 percent felt that corruption was either a problem or a serious prob-
lem in the public sector.

National public surveys conducted by 
TI Turkey in 201515 and 2016 include 
similar facts and indicate that a signifi-
cant portion of the population believes 
corruption is rampant in the country.16 In 
2016, more than 55 percent of the pop-
ulation in Turkey believes that the level 
of corruption has increased over the past 
two years — this figure was 67 percent 
in 2015. These results show the level of 

mistrust the people hold for various state institutions. Another figure related to this 
same issue is that 45 percent (60 percent in 2015) believe reporting bribery and im-
proper solicitation of gifts by public officials does little to improve these problems, 
and in fact, could result in negative outcomes.

These local figures are in line with international indices, all of which indicate clearly the 
Turkish public views that corruption as a serious and persistent issue in their daily lives. 
Given that it is seen as such an important issue by experts and the people of Turkey, 
let’s see how decision makers are dealing with it.

Poor Performance on the Fight against Corruption

Turkey implemented some structural changes to address this issue between 2003-
2005 in accordance with the EU harmonization process, such as signing the UNCAC 
and OECD Conventions, establishing the Council of Ethics for public officials, and 
enacting the Right to Access Information Act. As a result, Turkey’s perception was 
positively affected in that period, but subsequent compliance with these internation-
ally binding agreements was poor. 

14 “Global Corruption Barometer,” Transparency International, 2013, http://www.transparency.org/gcb2013
15 “Results of Public Opinion Survey Entitled ‘Corruption in Turkey: Why? How and Where?’” Transparency Inter-
national Turkey, 27 April 2015, http://en.seffaflik.org/the-results-of-public-opinion-survey-titled-corruption-in-turkey-
why-how-and-where/
16 “Public Opinion Survey Results Announced!” Transparency International Turkey , 9 March 2016, http://en.seffaflik.
org/public-opinion-survey-results-announced/

“Turkey is one of the few 
countries in the world that 
still grants political immunity 
to members of Parliament in 
corruption crimes.” 
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In the meantime, the government announced the Anti-Corruption Strategy and Action 
Plan in February 2010, a detailed plan that identified problematic areas and gave spe-
cific deadlines for certain actions.17 The period of the plan was four years, ending in 
February 2014, and the longest deadline given for implementation of the actions was 
24 months, a very ambitious approach indeed. 

However, implementation of the plan has not been equally ambitious as the actions 
taken under the plan have largely been kept out of the public eye and the whole 
process lacked the transparency and participation it was designed to provide. Even 
though six years have passed, no significant improvements have been made. Out of 
the 28 commitments on the plan, there have been improvements in only six areas and 
the remaining 22 saw little or no improvement.18

In April 2016, a new plan was announced by then-Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu 
in the midst of the immigration crisis caused by the war in Syria, and it seems to have 
been triggered by negotiations with the EU on visa liberalization, as the EU specif-
ically demanded progress in the fight against corruption. The 2016 plan, including 
most of the existing articles in the previous plan, is merely a list of things left undone 
from the previous six years. 

Further exacerbating the situation, the 2016 plan has stalled following the resignation 
of Ahmet Davutoğlu from office less than a week after the plan was announced. The 
program of the new government, announced by Prime Minister Binali Yıldırım omits 
any references to anti-corruption efforts, and whether the 2016 Anti-Corruption 
Action Plan will be implemented in the future is yet to be known.

Looking back on the government’s actions over last six years raises the question of 
whether or not the political will required to make progress in this fight even exists.

A true fight against corruption has two main elements: making reforms for better 
governance policies, (such as transparency, integrity, and accountability) and reduc-
ing the impunity in corruption-related offenses. These should be the main pillars of 
any assessment of Turkey’s performance in this fight, and I will briefly touch upon 
these in the next section.

Culture of Impunity Fueled by Immunities

Corruption-related offences have long been part of the history of impunity in Turkey 
17 “Strategy and Action Plans,” Republic of Turkey Prime Ministry Inspection Board, http://www.teftis.gov.tr/web-
form2.aspx?ShowPageId=16 
18 “2016 Anti-Corruption Action Plan Evaluation,” Transparency International Turkey, 2016, http://en.seffaflik.
org/2016-anti-corruption-action-plan-evaluation/
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as such crimes are not duly investigated and litigated, and grave allegations are left 
unpunished. 

The German-linked Deniz Feneri charity embezzlement case, also known as the Light 
House Charity case, is only one of the recent examples in the history of impunity in 
corruption in Turkey.19 Even though Germany convicted three managers of the char-
ity on charges related to the misuse of 41 million euros collected by the charity, the 
case later filed in Turkey in 2008 with the same allegations concluded with acquittals 
in May 2015, which was a huge surprise for the public. 

Another recent example of impunity is the investigations initiated on 17 and 25 
December 2013 revealing an important corruption and bribery scandal, in which bu-
reaucrats, businessmen, and some ministries of the Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) government were implicated. Not only have none of the 189 suspects initially 
charged with very serious allegations ever been tried before the court, but a majority 
of AKP MPs in Parliament also refused to revoke immunity and did not allow pros-
ecution of four ministers allegedly involved in a corruption scandal. This investiga-
tion, unfortunately, was poisoned by the fact that it is mainly initiated by judges and 
police officers closely linked to the Gülen Sect, and it was framed as an attempt to 
overthrow the government. Even though this case seems to be closed in Turkey, there 
are still very valid question marks about why the serious allegations have not been 
truly investigated and tried before independent courts or in Parliament, which stands 
as a very recent example of impunity.

It should be noted that the most common methods used in impunity cases, secrecy 
orders and the blanket press ban on court trials, as well as the wide range of immu-
nities granted to politicians and bureaucrats are systematically applied in corruption 
cases in Turkey. Unfortunately, Turkey is one of the few countries in the world that 
still grants political immunity to members of Parliament in corruption crimes, as well 
as a wide range of immunities for bureaucrats in some corruption-related offences. 

As any country in the world genuinely intent on abolishing systemic corruption, 
Turkey needs to deal with the long-standing history of impunity issue and reform its 
laws and regulations accordingly.

Good Governance Principles: How Turkey Is Governed

The other side of the coin in the fight against corruption certainly requires creat-
ing a system embedded with good governance principles. The principles of good 

19 “Deniz Feneri Trials,” Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deniz_Feneri_Trials
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governance are so well known throughout the world that we do not have to invent the 
wheel. All that is required is commitment to the rules and persistent implementation. 

The World Bank emphasizes that although Turkey has shown some improvement 
with regards to governance indicators, it is still significantly below the EU-27 aver-
age. It also suggests that Turkey’s anti-corruption initiatives and their results have 
slowed or even regressed.20 

The 2010 Global Integrity report assessed Turkey’s integrity as weak in previous 
years.21 Particularly problematic areas were transparency in political financing, con-
flict of interest safeguards, and checks and balances in the executive, legislative, and 
judicial branches. 

Finally, in a recent study by TI Turkey, 
the National Integrity System (NIS) re-
veals the long shadow of executive pow-
er over the pillars of the system and the 
fundamental institutions of the regime.22 
While the “separation of powers,” prin-
ciple has turned into “unification of pow-
ers”, the institutions that are essential for 
a democratic system to function, such as 
the legislature, judiciary, and media, ap-
pear to have been rendered ineffective by 
this shadow. Of the 15 institutions assessed by the NIS report, 11 were classified as 
“weak” and only four rated as high as “moderate” (see Graphic 3). The fact that none 
of the institutions in the system could be identified as “strong” provides crucial in-
sight about the functionality of the state. The deficiencies in the main institutions are 
mostly the result of political polarization, partisanship, and the imbalance in checks 
and balances mechanisms. 

Because the main institutions have been subject to significant influence from the ex-
ecutive branch and their independence has been severely compromised, the issue of 
“How Turkey is Governed” is extremely pertinent and even very timely now in the 
wake of the coup attempt.

20 “Worldwide Governance Indicators,” World Bank, 2015, http://info.worldbank.org/governance/wgi/index.aspx#doc
21 “Global Integrity Report 2010: Turkey,” Global Integrity, 2010, https://www.globalintegrity.org/research/reports/
global-integrity-report/global-integrity-report-2010/gir-scorecard-2010-turkey/ 
22 “Turkey’s National Integrity System Assessment has been released,” Transparency International Turkey http://en.sef-
faflik.org/turkeys-national-integrity-system-assessment-has-been-released/ 

“The aftermath of the 
coup attempt on 15 July is 

teaching the Turkish people 
that the cancerous cells 
of corruption… must be 

addressed.” 



VOLUME 15 NUMBER 2

116

E. OYA ÖZARSLAN

What Lies Ahead for Turkey?

In the light of all the above, the aftermath of the coup attempt on July 15th is teaching 
the Turkish people that the cancerous cells of corruption, wide spread nepotism, cro-
nyism endemic in the system, and the lack of checks and balances result in weak in-
stitutions and a dysfunctional state, and this must be addressed. Erosion of whole in-
stitutions, rules, and values must be stopped, and the capacity of the system to deal 
with problems must be strengthened. This could really be a precious opportunity to 
resolve the crisis. Maybe, it is a blessing in disguise, a chance to deal with systemic 
and structural problems.

Turkey, a 93-year-old republic founded by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, is now at a crit-
ical turning point after the failed coup, namely whether it will continue to be a par-
liamentary system with reforms for better governed institutions or a Turkish style 
presidential system that perpetrates former flaws, resulting in an autocratic regime. If 
it is to be the former, we must choose to adhere to democratic principles, embrace the 
secular system and rule of law, and this time will have to deliver the results that have 
been waiting on for a long a time. If it is the latter, it may lead to further instability 
and eventually yield an uncertain future.

Now, we are faced with the question of “How should Turkey be governed?” It must 
be answered by the people that love this country and are united in their stand at the 
edge of the cliff. It is clearly time to defend democracy, stronger institutions, and 
wage an urgent fight against corruption.

While the Turkish people are now more united than ever around democratically elect-
ed government, it is crystal clear that in order to strengthen the country and its insti-
tutions, there is an urgent need for government to guarantee civil rights and liberties, 
respect for civil society, a commitment in the fight against corruption.

Turkey is a great country that must invest in its future to ensure democracy and the 
rule of law function properly. This may be a long and weary road, but this is the one 
we must choose.


