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Bekir Coskun is a prominent commentator, one of Turkey’s most
influential critics of the Justice and Development Party (AKP –
Adalet Ve Kalkinma Partisi). He was a columnist in the
independent Haberturk Daily, until he was allegedly sacked in
early 2010.

The firing happened after the government invited bids for a thermal
power station, then scrapped the competition and awarded the
contract to a bidder on a sole-source deal to Ciner Holding, the
business conglomerate that owns Haberturk newspaper.

Apparently, Coskun was merely a casualty in the deal, and getting
rid of him was a favor from his employers to the government. It
was not a new experience for him. Previously, he had been forced
to leave Hurriyet, the country’s most influential newspaper.

Ciner Holding has denied that pressure from the government had
anything to do with sacking Coskun and instead blamed the
reporter’s “aggressive style” that violated the newspaper’s editorial
line.

Nonetheless, the incident led the The Economist, an international
UK weekly, to note that “a steady cull of anti-government
journalists from the mainstream press has reinforced the view that
Mr. Erdogan is intolerant of criticism.”

Coskun’s case is symbolic. It illustrates how the AKP government
“fights” corruption by systematically forcing the opposition media
outlets into a blackout, which often comes in the form of self-
censorship. Coskun’s former employers were not the first victims.

A “Language” Media Understand

Lighthouse e.V. was a German charity foundation that operated
between March 2001 and April 2007. A German court convicted its
Turkish managers — Mehmet Gürhan, Mehmet Taskan, and
accountant Firdevsi Ermis — for embezzling donations for nearly
42 million euros (US$56,600,000), using a web of connections to
several companies in both countries. Although legally unrelated to
Lighthouse e.V. in Germany, the Deniz Feneri (Lighthouse)
Foundation in Turkey, a charity with close links to the AKP, has
been suspected by the German prosecutors of receiving a portion
of those donations.

The German prosecutor’s indictment includes evidence that
Gürhan said he had received an unspecified amount of money



from Ermis to hand over to Turkish Prime Minister Recep Tayyip
Erdogan for delivery to the tsunami victims in Southeast Asia. An
unsigned receipt dated 2005 indicates that money was indeed
taken for this purpose, but no amount is recorded.

Zahid Akman, a former member of Turkey’s broadcast regulator
RTÜK on government contingency, has been accused of acting as
a courier between Lighthouse e.V. and the private Kanal 7, a pro-
government conservative broadcaster. Prosecutors suspect
that Kanal 7 was used as a cover for siphoning off charity
money. Kanal 7’s owner, Zekeriya Karaman, was also allegedly
involved. When the scandal erupted in late 2008, Hurriyet
Daily intensified its anti-government campaign and covered the
Lighthouse case with stories, analysis, and commentaries on
almost a daily basis.

That coverage only deepened the feud between Hurriyet and the
government. Even before the Lighthouse case became public,
Erdogan, in public speeches, accused Aydin Dogan, the owner of
Dogan Media Group (DMG, also owner of Hurriyet), of
blackmailing him for commercial benefit. Erdogan also publicly
called on his party’s supporters to boycott DMG outlets and “not let
these newspapers in their houses.” In an August 2008 speech, he
threatened DMG by saying, “We will speak the language that you
understand.”

That “language” came in September 2009 when media magnate
Dogan was slapped with a huge fine for alleged tax fraud. With
accrued interest, the fine stands at US$3.7 billion. According to
The Economist, Dogan’s leading publications have since demoted
or fired some of their shrillest anti-AK writers, and Dogan-affiliated
journalists say they face constant pressure to temper their copy.

The tax case against DMG was just one among many apparent
human rights violations cited by the U.S. State Department’s 2009
human rights report on Turkey. Released on March 11, 2010, the
report noted that in this case, fines nearly equaled the total value
of the company’s assets and stated: “The fines raised some
observers’ concerns, because the group’s editorial line had been
considered critical of the government and the prime minister.”

The State Department also noted the progress report of the
European Commission, which said: “(Fines) undermine the
economic viability of the group and therefore affect the freedom of
the press in practice. Other observers described fines as having a
chilling effect on journalists and reported that the government was
using it to silence opposition.”

Forced to Sell a Media Empire

There are news reports that Dogan is in talks with Rupert
Murdoch, among others, to sell his media empire, which included



dozens of mass-circulation newspapers, media outlets, TV and
radio stations, publishers, and magazines. Ironically, Dogan’s
biggest rival in the media, the Sabah-ATVgroup, is owned by a
government-friendly company, Calik Holding. Its CEO is Erdogan’s
son-in-law, Berat Albayrak.

In 2008, Calik appeared as the sole bidder for the country’s
second biggest media outlet, Sabah-ATV, then under the
disposition of the country’s banking watchdog. Media reports
alleged that other companies eager to place bids forSabah-
ATVhad been “warned” by senior government officials not to do so.
There was substantial evidence for another claim: The bulk of the
US$1.25 billion takeover was financed by loans from two state-
owned banks, Halk Bankasi and Vakifbank.

The two banks admitted they extended US$750 million in loans to
the Calik Group, but refused to reveal the terms, citing commercial
privacy. Earlier, the Sabah-ATV group belonged to businessman
Dinc Bilgin, whose bank collapsed during the 2001 financial crisis.
As part of his bank’s financial obligations to the government,
Bilgin’s media outlets were seized by the government. Erdogan
argued that the entire deal — both the takeover and the lending —
was perfectly legitimate (Turkey 2008: Reporter’s Notebook).

According to an opinion article by Soner Cagaptay, director for the
Turkish Program at the Washington Institute for Near East Policy,
Turkey’s media has been transformed for the worse: “The
government used legal loopholes to confiscate the ownership of
independent media and subsequently sell them to AKP supporters.
In 2002, pro-AKP businesses owned less than 20 percent of the
Turkish media; today, pro-government businesses own around 50
percent.”

Cagaptay said the tax fine on DMG forced the company to come to
terms with Erdogan and to stop criticism of the AKP.

A Journalism Blackout

Having “muted” DMG on major corruption cases, such as
Lighthouse, means close to a complete media blackout on a
national level. For instance, a search on Hurriyet’s website will
give you 1,535 news stories, commentaries and analysis, but
when you click “Lighthouse investigation” (in Turkish) most of the
entries carry dates before DMG was given the record tax fine.

The same search on websites of pro-government newspapers will
give you the following number of entries: Sabah, 13; Zaman, 3;
Star, 0; Today’s Zaman (in English), 11; Yeni Safak, 11; and
Bugun, 85. Most of those entries praise the Lighthouse charity
group, rather than report on the case, even after the scandal
became public.



The government’s aggressive campaign to block critical media
coverage — especially on corruption — has significantly distorted
Turkey’s press freedom standing. The country ranked 138th
among 178 countries reviewed in the 2010 World Press Freedom
Index, issued by Reporters without Borders.

A reporter from DMG, interviewed for this story on condition of
anonymity, mentioned how he hasn’t even proposed a story to his
editors about the lack of safety regulations at a business that
caused the deaths of several people. He said the owner of the
business has close political ties. “I did not propose what would
normally have been a front-page story in order not to embarrass
my editors. I knew they would have to turn it down,” he said.

The stories that do get published also suffer the same effects, as
this account by another DMG reporter shows: “I was recently
asked by my editor to write an analytical piece on corruption in a
certain industry. The piece became an innocent set of proposals
on how transparency could reduce corruption, although it should
have summarized allegations. I knew my editor would not dare
publish it had (the article) been written as intended. I guess we
had a silent deal. He did his job by asking for a piece on
corruption. And I did mine by nodding and eventually coming up
with a face-saving text.”

While the media is silenced, analysts agree troubling signs of
corruption continue to rise, with the AKP now in charge politically,
economically, and socially.

Money and Religion Come Together

One of the main obstacles to prosecuting corrupt politicians —
apart from the limitations of the Turkish legal system, such as
slowness, unpredictability, frequently changing laws and
allegations of corruption — is their immunity. Erdogan had
promised to remove corruption. On the contrary, he is shielded by
immunity from more than a dozen cases pending against him,
including alleged embezzlement and abuse of power.

Shortly after Erdogan came to power, charges against him for
allegedly rigging contracts while he was mayor of Istanbul were
dropped due to his parliamentary immunity, and the public
prosecutor declared Erdogan had the right to earn money.

There has also been a visible redistribution of income in favor of
AKP-friendly businessmen. In a 2010 report, Bloomberg detailed
how some of the companies that publicly express support for the
government have significantly grown. It quoted Wolfango Piccoli,
an analyst who tracks Turkish politics at Eurasia Group in London:
“The new business elite has roots in Anatolia, the eastern portion
of Turkey that’s part of Asia rather than Europe, and conservative



religious views shared with Erdogan and his Justice and
Development Party,” he said.

The party is supported by a growing business community, which it
nurtures through government contracts that are awarded by using
“orthopraxy as a yard stick.” Orthopraxy refers to the correct
practice of religious activity. These days, it helps to be pious when
doing business with Erdogan’s government, according to Hakan
Kalkan, who helps oversee US$1 billion in investments at
Autonomy Capital Research in London, the second largest
software company in Europe. “Let’s say you want business from
the government. You’re going to have to act a little more religious
now,” he stated.

Erdogan’s political rivals call it a different name. “There’s never
been as much corruption and cronyism in Turkey as during the
time of this government,” says main opposition leader Kemal
Kilicdaroglu. With the government tightening its grip on any sort of
free media and on independent voices like sacked columnist Bekir
Coskun, there doesn’t seem to be much media can do about it.

*Burak Bekdil is an Ankara-based journalist. He is a columnist for
Hurriyet Daily News, an-Istanbul-based, English-language
newspaper. He also writes for US weekly Defense News and some
other western publications. In 2002 Bekdil was given a suspended,
20-month prison sentence for an article he wrote. The article
criticized corruption in the judiciary.


