
  

Disclaimer 
 
The International Bureau for Children’s Rights is pleased to share with the visitors of its official 
website this draft country profile on the status of the CRC implementation. This draft profile is 
the preliminary result of the ongoing research project that will eventually cover all the States 
parties to the Convention.  
 
This draft is based on data that IBCR interns were able to collect from various Internet sources. 
As the information on the Internet is often limited and may contain inaccuracies, this profile is 
not meant to be complete or absolutely accurate. Still, IBCR has decided to publicize this draft 
profile for the purpose of awareness-raising and exchanging of information.  
 
In the meantime, IBCR remains open to any comments, corrections and feedback readers may 
have. IBCR is seeking additional resources to improve this draft country profile and bring it to 
the expert level. The reports on Cambodia, Indonesia, Sri Lanka, Timor Leste, and Viet Nam are 
examples of expert level reports and are available on IBCR’s official website thanks to the 
financial contribution of CIDA. The ultimate goal of this endeavour is to bolster international 
understanding of children’s rights, disseminate knowledge about the CRC and assist 
Governments in its implementation.  
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REPUBLIC OF TURKEY 
 

Introduction 
 
The Republic of Turkey was established by Mustafa Kemal Atatürk in 1923. The newly secular 
state quickly adopted a series of wide-ranging political, economic and social reforms. Following 
Atatürk’s death the country was ruled alternately by civilian and military governments. When the 
Islam-rooted, right wing Justice and Development Party (AKP) won the 2002 elections, a series 
of economic reforms were initiated.1 However, military forces maintained an influence on the 
government and the judiciary system through the National Security Council.2  
 
Today Turkey is still deeply marked by two decades of conflict in the southeast part of the 
country. The conflict began in 1984 as a separatist insurgency led by the Kurdistan Worker’s 
Party, today known as the Kongra-Gel (KGK). It resulted in the death of over 30,000 people 
and the displacement of approximately one million more. In 2002 the government declared the 
state of emergency over, however, in 2004 attacks attributed to the insurgents increased as KGK 
announced the end of its ceasefire.3  
 
Despite recent improvements, human rights abuses by police and Security forces including 
murder, torture and severe restrictions on freedom persist. Peaceful demonstrators such as 
human rights activists and minorities’ rights activists are regularly detained and beaten by 
Security forces. The prosecution and conviction of abuse by Security forces is reported to be 
regrettably infrequent.4  
 
Sound improvements can be seen in the last few years in the areas of geographical and cultural 
disparities. However, income disparities continue to plague the less developed southeast part of 
the country where poverty and insecurity are endemic problems.5 High levels of migration from 
rural areas to urban settlements apply increasing pressure on social services and housing.6  
 
Over 70 million people live in Turkey of which approximately 35% are under 18 years old and 
9% under 5 years old.7 While the vast majority of Turks are of Turkish origin, minorities include 
Kurds (the largest ethnic and linguistic group) and, on a minor scale, Greeks, Armenians, Jews, 
Roma and Assyrians. Religious and ethnic minorities are frequently discriminated against, 
although this too has improved in recent years.8  
 
Turkey is eager to become a full member of the European Union, and progress in human rights 
can be attributed to the aspiration to conform to European standards.9 In 2004, the Turkish 

                                                 
     1 “État du monde 2004”, La Découverte/Boréal Editions, Montreal, 2003 
     2 “Turkey: Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2004”, US Department of State, 28 February 2005, 
available on-line on http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2004/41713.htm 
     3 Ibid 
     4 “UE: la situation des droits de l’homme en Turquie”, Fédération internationale des Ligues de droits de 
l’Homme, 8 September 2004, available on-line at http://www.fidh.org/article.php3?id_article=1882; Supra 
note 2 
     5 Supra note 2 
     6 “At a Glance: Turkey”, UNICEF, 2006, available on-line at  
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/Turkey.html 
     7 Ibid 
     8 Supra note 2 
     9 Supra note 4 
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government abolished the death penalty and passed a new Penal code, effective April 1st, 2005, 
which removes gender-discriminatory articles and provides better protection of women’s rights. 
International NGOs, however, expressed concerns about a few articles which could be used 
against political dissent.10

 
Other major areas of apprehension are torture and ill-treatment in police custody, the little 
progress made for the return of internally-displaced Kurds, the violence against women and girls 
and the restriction of freedom of the press.11  
 
 
International Conventions and Treaties 
 

• Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), ratified: May 4, 1995 (with reservations 
on articles 17, 29 and 30)  

• Optional Protocol to the CRC on the Involvement of Children in Armed Conflict, 
signed: September 8, 2000 

• Optional Protocol to the CRC on the Sale of Children, Child Prostitution and Child 
Pornography, ratified: August 19, 2002 

• Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women and 
Children, supplementing the United Nations Convention against Transnational 
Organized Crime, ratified: March 25, 2003 

• Convention concerning the Minimum Age for Employment (ILO 138), ratified: October 
30, 1998 

• Convention concerning the Prohibition and Immediate Action for the Elimination of 
the Worst Forms of Child Labour (ILO 182), ratified: August 2, 2001 

• European Convention on Human Rights, ratified: May 18, 1954 
• European Convention on the Exercise of Children's Rights, ratified: October 6, 2002 

 
 

Children’s Rights 
 
The Turkish health care system is reportedly in need of improvement, particularly in the rural 
zones of the country. Indeed, few doctors operate in rural zones and the infant mortality rate is 
higher as a result in those areas. In the east, infant mortality and under-five mortality rates are 
15% higher than in the rest of the country,12 and child malnutrition rates are almost three 
times higher. Significant progress can be noted however as the general infant mortality and 
under-five mortality rates have decreased by 40% since 1990,13 and Turkish authorities are 

                                                 
     10 “Turkey: Concerns About New Penal Code Should be Addressed”, Amnesty International, 23 March 
2005, available on-line at http://web.amnesty.org/library/Index/ENGEUR440112005?open&of=ENG-TUR 
     11 “Key Concerns on Turkey for 2005”, Human Rights Watch, 2004, available on-line at 
http://hrw.org/english/docs/2004/12/15/turkey9865.htm 
     12 “Children's Health Rights in Turkey”, Nurdan Kirimlioglu and Omur Elcioglu, Eubios Journal of Asian 
and International Bioethics, vol. 12, 2002, p. 221-223, available on-line at 
www.biol.tsukuba.ac.jp/~macer/EJ126/ej126g.htm 
     13 Supra note 6 

  
3 

http://conventions.coe.int/Treaty/Commun/QueVoulezVous.asp?NT=160&CM=8&DF=19/05/05&CL=ENG


  

currently working toward the elimination of measles, targeting children between 9 months and 
14 years for inoculation.14  
 
Turkey is making a significant effort in the area of education. In 2006, 94% of men and 79% of 
women were literate.15 While literacy in primary school has increased for urban girls, the same 
indicator for rural girls is low.16 The Ministry of National Education and UNICEF began a 
campaign in 2003 to develop school enrolment as hundreds of thousands of girls are out of 
school. As a result of the campaign, 74 500 girls were enrolled in primary school.17 Primary 
education is mandatory for 8 years, targeting the 6-14 age bracket. However, long distance travel 
and a lack of structural and material resources deter many young students, and children in rural 
areas often do not attend school after fifth grade.18   
 
In 2001, the Committee on the Rights of the Child expressed its concern about the general lack 
of resources and staff for the more than 1 million disabled children in school; since then, the 
situation has barely improved.19 In 2002, only 2% of disabled children were provided with 
adequate education.20  
 
Another area of concern is violence at school. Corporal punishment is reportedly widely used 
in primary and secondary schools, although forbidden by law.21  
 
Regardless of the fact that Turkey is one of first 6 countries to have become a member of the 
ILO-IPEC (International Labour Organization-International Programme on the Elimination of 
Child Labour), concerns with child labour remain. In 2002, the State Statistics Institute 
considered that 21.96% of children between the ages of 12 to 14 were working, the main sectors 
being agriculture, metal work, textile and domestic services.22 This number reveals that 
approximately 900 thousand children are reported to be working in industry. The number of 
girls working in fields or performing domestic work and handicraft chores is difficult to 
estimate.23 The State Statistical Institute claimed that the number of child laborers dropped in 
2004. However, NGOs reported that this number is, in fact, rising.24 Moreover, during heavy 
agricultural periods of the year children regularly drop out of school. As a result of the pressures 
applied by the European Union, a labor law was adopted in June 2003 to forbid labor for 

                                                 
     14 Measles is one of the most important causes of infant mortality in Turkey – 8,000 to 30,000 children are 
infected by measles every year. “Early Childhood Care and Development Programmes”, UNICEF Turkey, 
2005, available on-line at http://www.unicef.org/turkey/ 
     15 “Turkey”, CIA World Factbook, 6 June 2006, available on-line at 
http://www.cia.gov/cia/publications/factbook/geos/tu.html 
     16 “Turkey: Country Reports on Human Rights Practices 2003”, US Department of State, 25 February 2004, 
available on-line at http://www.state.gov/g/drl/rls/hrrpt/2003/27869.htm
     17 Supra note 6 
     18 “Education Programmes”, UNICEF Turkey, 2005, available on-line at in http://www.unicef.org/turkey 
     19 “Concluding Observations: Turkey”, Committee on the Rights of the Child, CRC/C/15/Add.152, 9 July 
2001; Ibid 
     20 “Children Have a Day, but No Rights”, BIA News Center, 21 November 2002, available on-line at 
http://www.bianet.org/2003/03/21_eng/news14777.htm 
     21 Supra note 19 
     22 Supra note 20 
     23 “Children of Turkey in 2004”, BIA News Center, 12 January 2005, available on-line at 
http://www.bianet.org/2005/04/01_eng/news52505.htm 
     24 Supra note 2 
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children below 15 years of age.25 However, an exception to this legal restriction allows a 
province’s governor to permit children to work if it does not interfere with school enrolment.  
 
Although little statistical data is available, a large number of children are living and/or working 
on the streets. The Lebanese government recognizes that this number has increased in the past 
years. Migration and poverty are the main factors pushing children into the street, and many are 
at risk. UNICEF reports that approximately 15 million families live on or below the poverty line 
across Turkey. Street children are vulnerable to violence, sexual abuse, disease, malnutrition and 
drug abuse, and are frequently unable to attend school.26  
 
According to Turkish laws, prostitution is legal, but child prostitution is strictly forbidden. By 
definition, people below the age of 21 are considered children. No disposition exists to prevent 
child pornography27 and scant information is available regarding the present rate of child sexual 
exploitation. The government estimates there were 60,000 girl prostitutes in 1999, and28 local 
NGOs highlighted in 2004 the growing incidence of child prostitution.29 The country is also a 
major destination for the trafficking of women and girls coming from Albania, Bulgaria, 
Moldova, Romania and Ukraine and is also a hub for sex trade to Central Asia, Middle East, 
Africa, former Yugoslavia and Western Europe. Turkish authorities target the elimination of 
trafficking as a top priority and the government participates in many international anti-trafficking 
initiatives.30  
  
No juvenile justice system is in existence in Turkey, a situation with the potential to cause 
violations of children’s rights. For instance, child victims or witnesses of crime are not granted 
special protection. In addition, numerous cases of torture and ill treatment of children 
detainees are reported, in particularly during pre-trial detention.31 Alleged cases of torture are 
not being investigated and perpetrators remain unpunished. As is the case for adults, children are 
sometimes held incommunicado and are denied the presence of a lawyer. Local NGOs also report 
that the law requiring the presence of the prosecutor while a child is interrogated is at times 
violated.32 Another subject of concern is how children and adults are sometimes held in 
“adjacent wards with mutual access”, even if separate juvenile detention facilities exist.33 In 
general, the Turkish Penal code focuses on punishing child offenders instead of rehabilitating 
them.34

 

                                                 
     25 “2003 Findings on the Worst Forms of Child Labor”, US Department of Labor, available on-line at 
http://www.dol.gov/ilab/media/reports/iclp/tda2003/tda2003.pdf, p .409   
     26 “Say Yes”, UNICEF, Spring 2005, available on-line at http://www.unicef.org/turkey/sy14/sy14.html 
     27 “Legislation of Interpol Member States on Sexual Offences Against Children”, Interpol, 27 April 2006, 
available on-line at http://www.Interpol.int/public/children/sexualabuse/nationallaws/csaturkey.asp
     28 “The Fact Book on Global Sexual Exploitation 1999”, CATW, available on-line at      
http://www.globalmarch.org/worstformsreport/world/turkey.html
     29 “CESC Overview: Turkey”, ECPAT International, 2004,available on-line at http://www.ecpat.net/eng/ 
     30 Supra note 16 
     31 “In the past year (2003-2004), some 50,000 children were held by the police under suspicion of having 
committed a crime. Another 40,000 children came into contact with the police as victims of abuse or neglect. 
Roughly 2,300 children are currently being detained by the Ministry of Justice and 19,000 are under state 
protection in orphanage”. “Protection Programmes”, UNICEF Turkey, 2005, available on-line at 
http://www.unicef.org/turkey 
     32 Supra note 20 
     33 Supra note 2 
     34 “Mother Tongue: Problem in Children’s Rights”, BIA News Center, 25 November 2004, available on-line 
at http://www.bianet.org/2005/01/01_eng/news49583.htm 
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According to Human Rights Watch, “prisons remained poorly administered and underfunded.” 
A parliamentary human rights commission investigated the standards of living in various 
detentions centers, such as the juvenile prisons, and described the conditions as “atrocious”. An 
undercover journalist reported how during regular visiting hours, seven or eight guards were 
beating a child.35  
 
According to Amnesty International, more than half the women in Turkey are subjected to 
“scandalous” levels of violence, mostly from their own relatives.36 Data is difficult to gather as 
violence at home goes largely underreported. In many areas of the country physical punishment 
is accepted, although illegal. A study reveals that 30% of secondary school children, both boys 
and girls, reported a general environment of physical and verbal abuse at home, while 22% of 
interrogated children declared being battered by members of their family.37 Amnesty 
International warns that those children are at risk: they are “more likely to experience symptoms 
of depression, to report suicidal thoughts, and to engage in self-mutilating behaviour”. A limited 
number of services are available for abused children and the protection system for children lacks 
appropriate measures, mechanisms and resources. As a result, even when acts of violence at 
home are reported, police do not systematically intervene. 
 
Although comprehensive data on the subject is not available, womens’ NGOs report dozens of 
honour killings every year (i.e. punishment of women and girls who have “infringed” the 
traditional code of honour). This occurs mainly in Kurdish families which are known to be more 
conservative and traditional, and also among migrants from the southeast living in the cities.  
Some cases of suicide must also be considered as honor killings. Under the new Penal code 
tribunals have become more severe in regards to honor killers: in 2003 and 2004, the first life 
sentences for honor killings were pronounced. However, as gender-sensitive reforms began to 
be implemented, the police, the courts and the criminal justice system continue are beginning to 
have a new awareness of the horrors of honor killings and pronounce sentences taking into 
account this new awareness.38

 
In 2002, the Council of Europe adopted a recommendation (1582) recognizing that violence 
against women is the major cause of death and disability for women between 16 and 44 years 
old.39 Though the legal age for marriage in Turkey is 18 under domestic law, forced marriages, 
including early marriages, occur. Studies conducted in 2004 point out how between 41% and 
50.8% of women have been married without their consent.40 In fact, the imam nikahl, a religious 
marriage ceremony, is often used to hide an underage or a polygamous marriage. A family’s low 
income and/or level of education are major causes for early marriage.41 Other forced marriages 
involving traditional customs are berdel, the exchange of women or girls to avoid paying dowries, 
and besik kertmesi, an arranged marriage in which families exchange newborn daughters for 
marriage when they are considered old enough.42

                                                 
     35 “World Report 1999: Human Rights Developments – Turkey”, Human Rights Watch, 1999, available on-
line at http://www.hrw.org/worldreport99/europe/turkey.html  
     36 “Women Confronting Family Violence”, Amnesty International, 2 June 2004, available on-line at 
http://web.amnesty.org/library/index/engeur440132004  
     37 Ibid 
     38 Supra note 36; Supra note 2 
     39 “Recommendation 1582: Domestic Violence Against Women”, Council of Europe Parliamentary 
Assembly, 27 September 2002 
     40 Supra note 36 
     41 Supra note 36 
     42 Supra note 36; Supra note 2 
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Family and personal dishonor result from the public disclosure of a rape or sexual assault. For 
this reason many cases go unreported and unprosecuted.43 Regardless, before the application of 
the new Penal code the Turkish criminal code stated that a rapist could escape sentencing if he 
was set to marry the victim. Turkish officials quoted that 546 prisoners took advantage of this 
measure in 2002 only. 
 
Although Turkey has signed the U.N. Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial 
Discrimination and the U.N. Convention on the Framework Convention for the Protection of 
National Minorities, discrimination on ethnic, religious or linguistic grounds persists. The 
Kurds are the dominant minority in Turkey and represent approximately 20% of the Turkish 
population. Though Kurds who assert their identity publicly are no longer allowed to be 
harassed or censured, Kurdish publications, education and broadcasts frequently arise suspicion 
from the Turkish government and military institutions.44 Discrimination against children who 
are not of Turkish origin is the outcome of regional and social disparities. 
 
Turkey faces an alarming internal displacement situation. Though it is attributed to several 
causes, generalized violence is the most important one. The problem appeared as a consequence 
of the insurgency of the PKK and the counter-insurgency operation led by the government in 
the southeast of the country from 1985 to 1999.45 The government turned a blind eye to the 
displacement problem for a long time, and did not provide shelter or food, and many lacked 
access to adequate health care facilities. Children are the first victims of this situation.46

 
Although Turkey is party to the 1951 U.N. Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees and its 
1967 Protocol, it accepts its obligations only with respect to refugees from Europe.47 This is 
because it regards its internally displaced population as one of the most important in the world. 
Turkey receives asylum-seekers from African countries, Iraq and Iran. The U.N. High 
Commissioner for Refugees supervises the refugee status determination process and the 
resettlement of refugees. Turkey only offers, save for exceptional circumstances, temporary 
asylum for non-European refugees.48 As a result, refugee children of non-European countries 
are particularly at risk. For example, they do not have systematic access to education and health 
care services.49 In addition, individuals, including children, have been forcibly returned to 
countries where they may risk being victims of serious human rights violations.50

Turkey acceded to the Mine Ban Treaty in 2003. This occurred after successful campaigns by 
national NGOs demonstrating the impact of mines, especially on children, for which cases of 
death have been reported. The eastern and southeastern parts of Turkey hold many mines. The 
Kongra-Gel (KGK) expressed the intention of banning totally the use of landmines, but 
incidents involving explosive devices laid by the KGK were reported in 2004. A report from the 

                                                 
     43 “Turkey’s Shame: Sexual Violence Without Redress, The Plight of Kurdish Women”, Kurdish Human 
Rights Project, December 2003. 
     44 Supra note 2 
     45 “Specific Groups and Individuals, Mass Exoduses and Displaced Persons. Profiles in Displacement: 
Turkey”, United Nations Economic and Social Council, Commission on Human Rights, 
E/CN.4/2003/86/Add.2, 27 November 2002 
     46 Ibid; Supra note 10 
     47 Supra note 2 
     48 Supra note 2. 
     49 Committee on the Rights of the Child, Concluding Observations, supra note 20. 
     50 Amnesty International, Women, supra note 37. 
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Landmines Committee of the Human Rights Association states that numerous villages are 
evacuated and deported because of this “contagion” of mines and the conflict in southeastern 
parts of Turkey.51 In 2004 alone, 31 civilians were killed by landmines and explosives and 78 
persons were injured.52  

Concerning child soldiers, little data is available. Service in the national armed forces is 
compulsory at age 19. In the southeast region of Turkey the government arms and pays civil 
defenses, the Village Guards. Those under the age of 18 may or may not have been recruited 
into the Village Guards. According to the Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, the PKK 
recruits and uses child soldiers.53 Between 2001 and 2004, however, the Coalition reported no 
new recruitment of child soldiers by the PKK or other groups.54

 
The Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC) was ratified by law in 1995 by the Turkish 
parliament, and acts as a national legal instrument. Since then, the Ministry of Justice, with the 
help of UNICEF, works to reform the juvenile justice system and to draft a child-specific 
code to ensure that Turkish legislation is fully compliant with the CRC.55  
 
The Government implemented numerous programs to eliminate gender and regional 
disparities among Turkish children. The Catch-up Education program is designed to help street 
children complete their basic education. It still requires materials, spaces and trained teachers in 
order to be effective to its fullest potential.56 The “Haydi Kızlar Okula!” (Let’s go to school, 
girls!) program is an education campaign intended for girls. The program targets the decrease in 
enrolment rates to achieve gender parity in primary education attendance by 2005, with a special 
focus on provinces with the lowest female enrolment rates.57  
 
In 2002, HIV/AIDS awareness was included in the primary school curriculum.58

 
Positive steps have been taken to ensure equality between men and women and empower 
women and girls. May 2004 saw the amendment of the Constitution to specify the equal rights 
of women and men. The new Penal Code also includes gender-sensitive measures.59 In addition, 
public awareness campaigns are beginning to be held, though not on a sufficient scale.  
 
The Turkish Parliament and the Council of Europe Commissioner for Human Rights have 
discussed the possibility of introducing an ombudsperson in order to meet one of the 
requirements for European Union (EC) membership.60 In 1997, the government and UNICEF 
introduced a master plan of operations for establishing the Child Information Network. The 
program was restarted in 2001 and will continue until 2005.61 The Turkish government took a 

                                                 
     51 Landmine Monitor: LM Report 2003 – Turkey. 
     52 U.S. Dep., Turkey Country Report 2004, supra note 2. 
     53 Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers - Turkey 
     54 Coalition to Stop the Use of Child Soldiers, Global Report 2004 – Turkey, 2005, in http://www.child-
soldiers.org/document_get.php?id=933. 
     55 UNICEF, Turkey at a Glance, supra note 16. 
     56 UNICEF, Say Yes, supra note 26. 
     57 Ibid. 
     58 Ibid. 
     59 U.S. Dep., Turkey Country Report 2004, supra note 2. 
     60 Council of Europe, The Turkish Parliament and the Council of Europe discuss setting up an 
Ombudsman in Turkey, 10 May 2004. 
    61 Supra note 20 
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positive step by creating the Higher Council and the Sub-Committee for Monitoring and 
Evaluating the Rights of the Child which is steered by the office of the prime minister.62

                                                 
     62 Supra note 20 
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