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Turkey, which has been rated Not Free in Freedom House’s annual Freedom in the World index since
2018, has experienced a steady decline in fundamental freedoms over the last decade.” The Justice
and Development Party (AKP), led by President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, has tightened its grip on power
by implementing a raft of antidemocratic policies, including ones that advance Erdogan’s authoritarian
agenda by targeting the LGBTI+ community.

The AKP came to power following its strong performance in the 2002 elections. In their first decade
of power, the party generally ignored LGBTI+ activism in the country.? However, the June 2015
parliamentary elections, which the AKP lost, marked a turning point in Turkish politics. Following

the party’s very first electoral defeat, the AKP began to more unabashedly pursue antidemocratic
policies throughout the country, including cracking down on independent media, demonstrations, and
academic freedom, and halting the peace process with the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ Party (PKK).
In this climate, Erdogan initiated an institutional policy that targets and discriminates against the
LGBTI+ community, beginning with the banning of that year’s Pride March in Istanbul.

President Erdogan has continued to employ rhetoric against Such measures, alongside other antidemocratic practices
LGBTI+ people as a political tool, with which he aims to and attacks on the rule of law, have eroded protections for
present himself as a protector of AKP’s exclusionary vision fundamental rights in Turkey and have significantly affected
of “family values.” This rhetoric prominently accompanied LGBTI+ community. In ILGA-Europe’s Rainbow Index, which
a recent constitutional amendment bill lawmakers say will assesses LGBTI+ rights in Europe and Central Asia, Turkey
define marriage as between a man and a woman, and allow ranks second to last, at 49 out of 50.* The Trans Murder
authorities to close LGBTI+ associations, both purportedly Project, which tracks murders of transgender people

to “protect the family structure.” globally, has recorded the highest number of trans murders
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in Turkey among European countries.® Local LGBTI+
organizations are also reporting an increase in attacks on
their community. According to the KaosGL Association’s
Human Rights of LGBTI+ Persons 2022 report, the rights

to freedom of expression, personal integrity, and personal
liberty are constantly and systematically violated for LGBTI+
people in Turkey.®

Yet despite the hostile political atmosphere, the LGBTI+
movement continues to survive, take the streets in innovative
ways, voice their demands for equal citizenship, and engage
in political advocacy for the recognition of their human
rights. This policy brief first outlines the recent history of
LGBTI+ activism in Turkey. A second section describes
methods of and motivations for the AKP’s crackdown on
the LGBTI+ community since 2015. It closes with a set of
recommendations for how the European Union (EU), Council
of Europe (COE), Turkish opposition parties, rights activists,
and donors can push back against the AKP’s crackdown—
which not only violates the rights of LGBTI+ individuals but
has more broadly damaged fundamental rights in Turkey.

The LGBTI+ movement in Turkey

Systemic rights violations against LGBTI+ people began

to be reported by the media around 1980. Among other
abuses, after that year's military coup, trans sex workers
began to experience routine oppression and violence from
security forces. In the post-coup period, the first known
political party that raised LGBTI+ issues was the Radical
Democrat Green Party, whose stated motto was to be

a “coalition of Greens, Feminists, Atheists, Anti-Militarists,
and Homosexuals.” In 1987, trans sex workers living and
working in the Taksim neighborhood of Istanbul initiated
the first LGBTI+ public event, a hunger strike on the stairs of
Gezi Park to end the violence and oppression by the Beyoglu
Police Department. This hunger strike was a major coming-
out moment for the LGBTI+ movement. Although the hunger
strike did not achieve its intended outcome, it garnered
public attention and support.”

The first Pride organization attempt by LGBTI+ activists
took place in 1993, under the name Sexual Freedom Week.
However, the Istanbul Governorate banned the events,
deported the invited foreign guests, and detained activists
before they could go out on the streets.?

The 1990s also witnessed the resistance of trans women. A
systematic wave of attacks against trans women sex workers
living on Ulker Street in Istanbul was launched by a police
chief. Houses of trans women were looted and burned, and
police ordered the neighborhood shopkeepers to stop selling
to trans people. Violence, hate speech and threatening
publications in the media during this campaign resulted in
about 80 trans women having to leave their homes.®

The first Pride March in Istanbul was held on istiklal Street,
with around 30 activist participants in 2003. Over the

following decade, Pride Weeks and Marches began to be
organized all over Turkey. The 2013 Istanbul Pride March, in
its 20th year, was one of the largest such events in Europe,
drawing tens of thousands of participants. Since 2015, the
ruling AKP has systematically banned Pride Marches and
Pride Weeks across Turkey.™®

In 2005, as part of Turkey’s accession process with the

EU, the Law on Associations was amended to make it
easier to establish an association. LGBTI+ activists in
Ankara subsequently founded the KaosGL Association

that year. Several other organizations were formed, some
of which quickly faced attempts to have them closed.
Lambdaistanbul, for example, was established in Istanbul
in 2006, but the city governorate immediately filed a lawsuit
to close it on the grounds its establishment “violated the
provisions on the protection of the family” and because “no
association contrary to law and morality can be established.”
Lambdaistanbul appealed this decision and the Court of
Cassation ultimately ruled that the association could not
be closed.” Another closure case, against the Black Pink
Triangle Association, founded in izmir in 2009, was also
rejected by the Court of Cassation.

Despite these successes, violence against the community
persisted. Gang-backed attacks against sex worker trans
women in Ankara’s Eryaman and Esat districts occurred in
2006. Trans women united in response, founding Ankara’s
Pink Life Association, Turkey’s first trans organization.” The
criminal trial regarding the attacks in Eryaman and Esat
districts reached a verdict after 15 years: four perpetrators
were sentenced to a total of 62 years in prison. The
perpetrators will go to prison if the Court of Cassation
upholds the verdict.

In 2010, derogatory comments by Selma Aliye Kavaf, the
minister of women and family, prompted a backlash,

but also served as one of the first signals that the AKP
intended to target Turkey's LGBTI+ population. Kavaf

said in an interview that she viewed homosexuality as

a “disease” requiring treatment, and that she disapproved
of same-sex marriages.' After the interview, LGBTI+
organizations, lawmakers from the Kurdish and pro-
minority rights Peace and Democracy Party (BDP) and the
social democrat Republican People’s Party (CHP), mental
health associations, and human rights organizations
rejected Kavaf's statement and called for her resignation.
Even some AKP figures expressed disapproval of Kavaf's
views. However, while the government did not adopt
Kavaf’s statement as policy, in part due to its human rights
obligations under the EU accession process, the statement
portended the coming campaign against LGBTI+ individuals,
especially at the state level.

In 2012, LGBTI+ organizations met with representatives

of the CHP, BDP, and the Constitutional Reconciliation
Commission during the constitutional amendment process,
and conveyed the demands of LGBTI+ community especially
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regulations on discrimination and hate crimes.’® The
members of the conservative and nationalist parties, AKP
and MHP, in the Commission, objected to these demands.
The Commission eventually was dissolved due to the
disagreements between the parties.

Gezi Park, an important meeting place for the LGBTI+
community, hosted the most significant civil disobedience
protest in recent history in 2013. For nearly three months,
a movement that came to be known as the Resistance
met at the park to oppose the increasing authoritarianism
of the AKP and Erdogan. The movement reverberated not
only in Istanbul, but in 79 provinces and even abroad, and
was a significant period in terms of LGBTI+ visibility. Gezi
Park had been important to the LGBTI+ movement for
years, and many joined the Gezi protests under the name
of “LGBT Blok.”"® On June 30, 2013, amid the protests, the
Istanbul Pride March was held with around 100,000 people
participating, with numbers supplemented by the support of
the Resistance. It became the largest Pride ever organized
by the LGBTI+ movement in Turkey.

Following the Gezi protests, the visibility of the LGBTI+
movement in Istanbul, Ankara, izmir, and Diyarbakir
increased, and it also began to gain a greater foothold in
Eskisehir, Antep, Adana, Mersin, Malatya, Trabzon, Antalya,
and Giresun. The social and political legitimacy created

by the Gezi Resistance, the geographical expansion of

the movement, and the emergence of new organizations
elevated the LGBTI+ movement to a new, larger stage upon
which to put forward its own agenda."”

The following year, numerous LGBTI+ people ran openly in
local elections as candidates from CHP and pro-Kurdish
Peoples’ Democratic Party (HDP), and LGBTI+ organizations
supported their campaigns.’ During the 2015 national
elections, even an organization called AK LGBTI+ appeared
at AKP rallies.™

Today, the LGBTI+ movement, with its roots in the 1980s
and 1990s, is one of the biggest social movements in
Turkey. LGBTI+ associations and organizations were
established in cities and at universities, and LGBTI+

Pride Marches spread throughout the country. This
institutionalization of the LGBTI+ movement and the
increase in visibility helped to shape an environment in
which many people across Turkish society recognize and
listen to LGBTI+ people. At the same time, the intersection
of this process with the AKP’s drive toward EU membership
paved the way for LGBTI+ issues and actors to find a place
among mainstream rights movements. It is important to
note, however, that AKP never stood alongside the LGBTI+
rights movement. Improvements were achieved through the
tireless efforts of the LGBTI+ human rights defenders.

The AKP lost its parliamentary majority in the 2015 elections,
with the pro-Kurdish HDP overcoming the electoral
threshold for the first time. During the election period, Barig

Sulu, an openly gay candidate of the HDP, was targeted
with homophobic rhetoric used by AKP officials including
Erdogan. Several media outlets also ran homophobic
comments regarding cooperation between LGBTI+
advocacy groups and opposition parties, mostly the HDP.?°

After losing its majority, the AKP began to pursue
antidemocratic measures and to crack down on the
opposition, including rights-based movements such as
the LGBTI+ movement. It is not a coincidence that as the
LGBTI+ movement was visible more than ever and after
the expansion of peaceful Pride Marches across Turkey,
the AKP banned the 2015 Istanbul Pride March two weeks
after losing the elections. From the time AKP came to
power until their first electoral defeat, their policy towards
LGBTI+ rights shifted from neglecting the human rights of
LGBTI+ people to attacking the fundamental rights of the
LGBTI+ community in order to push a more conservative
agenda and legitimize antidemocratic actions. The attacks
on LGBTI+ rights are also a part of the AKP’s restrictive
package of policies on sexuality, gender, and reproductive
rights, by which any challenge to the heterosexual and
patriarchal family structure is strongly rejected.

Setbacks and Struggles

The LGBTI+ community in Turkey has faced increasing
attacks since 2015, including event bans, scapegoating
by public figures, the withdrawal of legal protections, and
threats and physical attacks. The second part of this
paper outlines the past years’ crackdown on the LGBTI+
community in Turkey.

Pride march banned

In 2015, after the AKP’s electoral loss, LGBTI+ people in
Turkey began to experience a sharp uptick in repression
and violence, starting with the prohibition and attack on the
year’s Pride March. The Istanbul Governorate appointed by
the government banned the 2015 Istanbul Pride March at
the last moment, as participants were gathered in istiklal
Street, on the pretext that the event coincided with Ramadan
and could inflame sensitivities and that organizers had not
informed authorities that it would take place. Before the
march began, journalists were detained, gangs in civilian
clothing attacked participants, and police deployed water
cannons, tear gas, and rubber bullets against the crowd.

LGBTI+ activists filed criminal complaints against police
officers and higher officials, but none of these complaints
resulted in prosecution. Later in the year, the AKP won a
second round of elections that Erdogan called after a first
round of coalition talks failed; while Pride Marches were
held peacefully on istiklal Street between 2003 and 2015,
the event has been banned by the AKP since 2015 on the
artificially constructed grounds that Pride would offend
public sensitivities and threaten public safety.
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Indefinite bans in Ankara under state of emergency

A military coup attempt took place on July 15,2016. The
attempt failed, and Erdodan subsequently declared a
nationwide state of emergency. The first indefinite and
general ban on LGBTI+ events under the state of emergency
was issued by the Ankara Governorate in November 2017,
and came after the pro-government media outlet Yeni

Akit ran an aggressive op-ed about a planned LGBTI+

film festival organized by Pink Life and sponsored by the
German Embassy. The op-ed included homophobic smears
and characterized the event as a security threat.?’

After this ban, hate speech by pro-government media
against LGBTI+ people continued, and other LGBTI+ events
in Istanbul and Bursa were canceled.??> On November 18,
2017, days after the Ankara film festival ban was issued,
all LGBTI+ events in the city were prohibited indefinitely by
the governorate.?® In 2020, this indefinite ban on LGBTI+
events in Ankara was ruled illegal by a court following two
lawsuits filed by the KaosGL Association. However, despite
the ruling, the practice of banning continues; for example,
an attempted Ankara Pride March in 2022 resulted in

42 LGBTI+ activists being detained and criminal charges
brought against them.?*

“Hate sermon” during the COVID-19 pandemic
During the COVID-19 pandemic, the LGBTI+ community
was scapegoated by Ali Erbas, head of Turkey’s Directorate
of Religious Affairs, who claimed that the pandemic was
caused by LGBTI+ people and people living with HIV/AIDS
during a sermon that was broadcast in tens of thousands
of mosques simultaneously. LGBTI+ and human rights
organizations and several bar associations criticized this
speech in public statements.

In response, public prosecutors’ offices in Istanbul, Ankara,
izmir, and Diyarbakir launched investigations against the
executives of four bar associations, each of which included
a committee on LGBTI+ rights, on charges of inciting hatred
and hostility against the public. Two investigations were
dropped , while the other two associations were acquitted
following a trial.

“Bogazici Solidarity” and withdrawal from the Istanbul
Convention
On January 2, 2021, Melih Buluy, a former parliamentary
candidate of the AKP, was appointed as the rector of
Bogazigi University by presidential decree. The university
is a prominent academic institution with a history of vocal
student expression on campus and a greater degree of
academic autonomy compared to other universities in
the country. It also has a history of hosting gatherings
organized by LGBTI+ student activists on campus.?

After this appointment, which many saw as a threat to
academic freedom at the university and Bogazigi's own
culture and customs, a group called “Bogazigi Solidarity”
founded by students and academics organized protests.

Erdogan and the AKP moved to crack down on the protests,
and in the first weeks of the movement, 11 students

were arrested and more than 30 were placed on house
arrest. LGBTI+ participants were targeted;? for example,

an administrative investigation was initiated against one
student for holding a rainbow flag during protests on the
campus. Twelve students who protested with rainbow flags
were also detained.?” Additionally, in March 2021, as the
protests continued, five students were detained as part

of an investigation launched in relation to an art exhibit
where an artwork displayed a picture of Mecca, the sacred
place of worship in Islam, with LGBTI+ flags. The students
were accused of “inciting or insulting the public to hatred
and hostility.” After a month and a half, the students were
released, but the case remains ongoing.?®

In addition to the detention of the students, the Bogazici
LGBTIA+ Studies Club (BULGBTIA+), which had been active
for seven years, was closed.? Students who attempted

to organize peaceful demonstrations and protests to
protect academic freedom faced smears by Erdogan and
his allies, including those meant to link them with terrorist
organizations. These actions also served as a warning
signal meant to discourage activism at other universities.

Despite these actions, the Bogazici protests spread to other
universities and have continued in some form through 2023.
Hundreds of participants were detained during peaceful
solidarity demonstrations in at least 38 different cities,
academics were expelled, and more than a dozen criminal
cases were launched against student participants.®

During the early weeks of the movement, on March 20, 2021,
President Erdogan also signed a decree removing Turkey
from the Istanbul Convention, the Council of Europe’s treaty
on preventing and combating gender-based violence.®'

A statement released by the president’s office after the
withdrawal justified the decision on grounds that “the
convention has been manipulated by a group that tries

to normalize homosexuality, which is incompatible with
Turkey's social and family values.” The move reflected the
AKP government’s embrace of anti-LGBTI+ policies at the
highest level.

Increasing attacks on Pride Marches; anti-LGBTI+
meetings

Significant incidents of hate and violence against LGBTI+
persons took place in 2022. As Pride Marches were
organized in metropolitan provinces of Turkey in the spring
and summer, 582 people were detained under 10 different
banning orders. The wave of arrests was unprecedented in
the 20-year history of Turkish Pride Marches, and showed
how serious the AKP government is in preventing LGBTI+
political activity. Since 2015, lawsuits have been filed

in provinces such as Istanbul, Ankara, izmir, and Mersin
against the decisions to ban Pride events. In almost all
cases, Turkish courts lifted the bans on the grounds of
freedom of expression. In 2022, a prosecutor in Eskisehir
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prepared an indictment that portrayed the rainbow flags
at the 2022 Eskisehir Pride March as symbols of an illegal
organization. In June 2023, the court acquitted all the
defendants due to lack of evidence.

During the Pride Month just after the elections in 2023—
which the AKP overwhelmingly won—Pride events were held
across Turkey in provinces including izmir, Ankara, Istanbul,
Eskisehir, Adana, Antalya, Mugla, Aydin, Kocaeli, and Mersin
despite bans issued by local authorities on the grounds of
public morals, public order, and, for the first time, protecting
family values.®? During these period at least 11 Pride events
faced physical violence by law enforcement and at least
241 people, including four children and seven lawyers, were
detained. Despite the increasing crackdown, the events
reflect the resilience of the LGBTI+ community in Turkey.
The community continues to take to the streets for their
rights even in the face of anticipated police violence.

Along with this anti-LGBTI+ campaign conducted by the
authorities, government-organized nongovernmental
organizations, or GONGOs, and some religious groups
organized so-called Big Family gatherings, which purport
to protect family values and children from LGBTI+ people.
These gatherings were held in Istanbul and 15 other
provinces in 2022 and 2023. Participants demanded the
closure of LGBTI+ associations and a ban on LGBTI+
“propaganda,” a term broad and vague enough to include
most any kind of expression by an LGBTI+ person or ally.
According to the Turkish LGBTI+ organization the Social
Policy Gender Identity and Sexual Orientation Studies
Association (SPoD), applications by LGBTI+ individuals for
counseling services provided by SpoD after these anti-
LGBTI+ meetings increased by 240 percent, compared to
the same month the previous year.

A video promoting one “Big Family” meeting was broadcast
on television as a public service announcement, ordered by
the Turkey’s public media watchdog, RTUK. KaosGL filed a
lawsuit to repeal this order, as well as a criminal complaint
against RTUK board members on grounds of malfeasance
in public office. Meanwhile, RTUK imposed administrative
fines on national and international online platforms that
showed television series and movies featuring LGBTI+
people and their stories as productions that “violate social
and cultural values and family structure.”*

Online censorship of LGBTI+ content is otherwise routine.
In August 2021, an LGBTI+ dating application, Hornet, was
removed from Apple’s App Store in Turkey after the Ankara
Gendarmerie Command requested that a court order its
removal.® Another popular LGBTI+ dating application,
Grindr, was banned in 2013. KaosGL's application to the
Constitutional Court to reverse the ban has waited before
the court since 2015.%

The right to freedom of association has also come
under attack as part of the overall crackdown on LGBTI+
individuals. In 2022, a prosecutor filed a lawsuit to demand

the closure of the Tarlabagi Community Center (TCC) for
conducting activities against “law and morality” in relation
to their work sponsoring social events and counseling

for LGBTI+ teenagers, and an event they organized in
collaboration with KaosGL during Pride Week. Prior to
this lawsuit, the progovernment Milat newspaper claimed
that the organization “spread LGBTI perversion and terror
propaganda to children through funds from abroad.” The
closure case still continues.®”

In July 2022, a directive on “Press Moral Principles” issued
by the Press Advertisement Agency came into effect.
According to the directive, online content deemed harmful
to “family structures” can be censored, as well as any
content deemed to threaten “Turkish society’s national and
moral values.” The vague language concerning morality and
national values could lead to the removal of content from
the LGBTI+ community.®

Constitutional amendment and general elections
Toward the end of 2022, the ruling-alliance parties AKP, the
far-right Nationalist Movement Party (MHP), and the Great
Unity Party (BBP) submitted a constitutional amendment
proposal to the Turkish Parliament on Article 24 on “freedom
of religion and conscience” and Article 41 on “protection of
the family and children’s rights.”*® The amendment to Article
41 explicitly declares LGBTI+ persons as “deviant” and aims
to “protect the family,” copying the demands raised at the
anti-LGBTI+ gatherings. It also aims to add a provision that
the union of marriage is only formed by a man and a woman—
an effective ban on same-sex marriage.

The initiative amounts to an attempt by Erdogan to
generate a moral panic to distract from an economic

crisis, diminished faith in the justice system, human rights
violations, undemocratic practices, and, since February
2023, the aftermath of a devastating earthquake. The
narrative’s origin is rooted in the AKP’s definition of

“family.” Demonizing LGBTI+ individuals as promoters of
genderlessness and individualism for political purposes
allows those in power to distract from the root causes of
societal strife: deep poverty, inadequate education, gender
inequality, and economic crisis. On the other hand, Turkey's
population is becoming increasingly secular.®® The AKP
seems concerned that this trend will have an impact on their
conservative voters, and therefore they attempt to stop this
progress by blaming LGBTI+ people—who lack equal rights
and face rights violations daily—for societal ills.

Notably, while LGBTI+ and women’s organizations carried
out various campaigns, including visits to the parliament,
during the constitutional amendment process,*' no LGBTI+
or women's organizations were included in Constitutional
Commission debates. The AKP-MHP lawmakers did include
as an expert a urologist who has made homophobic and
transphobic comments publicly, while one MHP member
stated during the commission’s discussions that the LGBTI+
movement was a “perverted trend."#?
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After the earthquake on February 6, 2023, which struck

11 provinces and resulted in the death of some 50,000
people, the constitutional amendment proposal was
withdrawn upon the instruction of President Erdogan.*®
Approximately a month after the earthquake, Erdogan set
upcoming parliamentary and presidential elections for May
14. According to a report published by UniKuir Association,
Erdodan used discriminatory or hateful discourses against
LGBTI+ persons 57 times during his election campaign.*
Erdogan’s rhetoric accused the opposition of being “LGBT
supporters,” a tactic meant to divide the opposition alliance
and gain votes from conservative citizens.

Despite Erdogan’s rhetoric, neither the opposition parties
in the Nation’s Alliance nor the opposition’s presidential
candidate, Kemal Kiligdaroglu, made discriminatory or
rights-based remarks regarding the LGBTI+ community.
However, new parties that joined the ruling alliance, such
as the far-right Islamist parties New Welfare Party (YRP)
and Free Cause Party (HUDAPAR), included the closure

of LGBTI+ associations among their election promises.
During the election campaign period, both Erdogan and AKP
officials attempted to portray the LGBTI+ rights movement
as a terrorist organization.

In the elections, held on May 14, 2023, the AKP-led Cumhur
Alliance won a parliamentary majority with 323 deputies.
Erdogan was reelected as President with 52.18 percent of the
vote in the second round of elections. In his first victory speech,
Erdogan once again smeared LGBTI+ people, accused the
opposition of being LGBT+, and suggested that so-called LGBT
forces would not be able to infiltrate his party.*

At the close of 2023, the Turkish parliament has the most
overtly anti-LGBTI+ composition in recent years. The
inclusion of lawmakers from HUDAPAR and YRP has
prompted grave concerns among LGBTI+ people, as well
as among women. However, 11 lawmakers who signed the
SPOD’s LGBTI+ Rights Convention, also took their places in
the parliament.* One of the items to be discussed during
the new term of the parliament will be the constitutional
amendment that was postponed at the beginning of the
year. Moreover, amendments to the civil code to close
down LGBTI+ associations and ban gender reassignment
processes; amendments to the Turkish Penal Code to ban
LGBTI+ propaganda; and Law No. 6284 on the Protection of
the Family and the Prevention of Violence Against Women
are also expected to be introduced to the parliament.

Although the LGBTI+ movement in Turkey has yet to include
marriage equality on its agenda, in light of recent, strong
judgments of European Court of Human Rights (ECHR) that
protect legal recognition of same-sex couples, Turkey as

a part of the Council of Europe must recognize same-sex
couples whether it's a civil partnership, marriage, or some
other form.#” This recognition is important for LGBTI+
people because it brings many social rights and legal
protection before the state.

The main demands of the LGBTI+ community regarding

the constitution include the addition of the term “sexual
orientation and gender identity” to Article 10, concerning
equality before the law; and removal of ambiguous
expressions such as “public morality,” “public order,” and
“public health,” which are listed as exceptions to fundamental
rights and freedoms in some articles of the constitution

and are phrases that have been invoked to repress LGBTI+

individuals’ rights.®

Continuing anti-LGBTI+ rhetoric

As in other countries, groups opposing LGBTI+ and gender
equality in Turkey claim these rights are being imposed by the
West. The progovernment Big Family Platform has been one
of the organizations opposing LGBTI+ rights. It represents

a dozen NGOs including TUGVA, a youth organization

where Erdogan’s son serves on the advisory board; MUSIAD,
an Islamist progovernment business association; the
Kemalist Republican Women Association; and TGB, a youth
association linked to Patriotic Party leader Dogu Peringek.

During the Big Family Gathering event in 2023, a video
message by the far-right Russian philosopher Aleksandr
Dugin, known for his close ties to the Kremlin and the
Russian military, was screened for participants. Dugin

is also one of the architects of the ban on “homosexual
propaganda” in Russia. The gathering’s organizers
insistently claim that they are against “LGBT propaganda”
and not LGBTI+ individuals, and do not engage in hate
speech against the LGBTI+ community. At the same time,
one of the participants of last year's rally said that “LGBTI+
people should either be treated or executed.” The group
claims to have collected more than 150,000 signatures
for the closure of LGBTI+ associations and a ban on
LGBTI+ propaganda, and is trying to keep the topic on the
parliamentary agenda with these signatures.*

Anti-LGBTI+ rhetoric was also included in the government’s
newly published “Twelfth Development Plan” that explains
the development policies of the government for the period
from 2024 to 2028. A section of the plan titled “Skilled
Human, Strong Family, Healthy Society” outlines efforts to
“reduce the negative effects of bad habits, addictions, and
harmful movements that affect family structure,” which was
interpreted as including LGBTI+ movements. A section titled
“The Growing Importance of Protecting and Strengthening the
Family” states that family institution and social values are
globally under threat from movements promoting uniformity
and genderlessness, adding that such movements aim to
spread their messages through the media and NGOs.* This
euphemistic language is similarly understood to mean
that the government will seek to limit rights for the LGBTI+
community. Erdogan is so focused on LGBTI+ issues that
he even raised concerns at the latest UN General Assembly
that the colors for the Sustainable Development Goals are
actually the colors of LGBTI+ Pride flag, and said he intended
to discuss the issue with the UN Secretary General."'
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Erdogan and his allies use this narrative about protecting
moral values to promote populist policies and their own
authoritarian rule, preventing LGBTI+ persons from living in
a dignified manner.

Conclusion and Recommendations

The LGBTI+ movement in Turkey continues to face daily
difficulties due to the government’s institutional anti-LGBTI+
policy. The hostility towards LGBTI+ people, which has been
used as a political tool by the AKP government especially

in the last three years, is a cornerstone of Turkey’s crisis for
human rights, the rule of law, and fundamental freedoms.

The AKP is trying to use anti-LGBTI+ rhetoric to consolidate
rising far-right movements and insert restrictions into
Turkey’s constitution by disguising its moves as their
proposal for a “new civilian constitution.” This move will
not only worsen the situation of the LGBTI+ community in
Turkey, but it will also have a wider impact on the women’s
and other movements and on rights activists and human
rights in general. If the AKP manages to achieve its desired
constitutional amendments, or perhaps an entirely new
constitution is adopted, it will in all likelihood advance
measures to shut down LGBTI+ organizations, ban legal-
gender recognition, and introduce a new crime of promoting
LGBTI+ propaganda in the penal code. While the actual
draft of the bill has not yet been revealed to the public, the
AKP also seems to be using this opportunity to change

the constitution to further strengthen the powers of the
president and limit the role of the Turkish Constitutional
Court. If this comes to pass, it will be a turning point for
democracy in Turkey.

Because they are used to restrict expression and as a
vehicle for other authoritarian initiatives, anti-LGBTI+
policies affect not just LGBTI+ people but also civil society,
opposition parties, and all manner of democratic actors.
Yet the LGBTI+ movement continues to survive despite
these difficulties, and continues its struggle for protection
of fundamental rights in Turkey. It works to convey the
message that the oppression of LGBTI+ rights in Turkey is
connected to the human rights, rule of law, and democracy
crisis caused by the AKP and Erdogdan.

To stop the ongoing crackdown on the LGBTI+ community
in Turkey and support and uphold fundamental rights

in the country, the following recommendations could

be implemented by both international and national
stakeholders:

For the European Union (EU):

*  Raise attacks on LGBTI+ rights in all meetings within the
scope of Turkey's accession negotiations.

+  Continue to support LGBTI+ rights and gender equality
within the range of Pre-Accession Financial Assistance.

»  Fulfill obligations as a party to the Istanbul Convention
and require Turkey’s accession to the Convention as part
of membership negotiations.

For the Council of Europe (COE)

»  Continue to include recommendations on recognizing
and promoting LGBTI+ rights in the European
Commission against Racism and Intolerance’s reports
on Turkey,

*  The Commissioner for Human Rights should closely
monitor and vocally condemn attacks on LGBTI+ rights
in Turkey.

*  The Committee of Ministers should continue to examine
the KaosGL v. Turkey judgment, which found violations of
LGBTI+ freedom of expression, and continue to operate
the necessary mechanisms on the binding nature of
ECHR judgments on Turkey and improve relations with
LGBTI+ organizations in Turkey.

*  The Venice Commission should share its views
and assessments on the anti-LGBTI+ constitutional
amendment with the Turkish authorities, council, and the
public as soon as possible.

For Turkish opposition parties

»  Refuse to negotiate with the government on the
upcoming constitutional amendment; publicly denounce
the Turkish government'’s violations of human rights
and democracy; and advocate for equal citizenship for
LGBTI+ people, especially in Parliament.

«  Develop formal policies against discrimination.

*  The parties could nominate LGBTI+ persons with open
identities to run in elections.

«  Provide services for the special needs of LGBTI+
persons in municipalities opposition parties govern.
For national and international rights organizations

+  Continue to monitor and advocate for LGBTI+ rights
in Turkey.

* Include LGBTI+ rights defenders and organizations in
reporting and international advocacy activities.
For donors, funders, and supporters:

+  Continue to support LGBTI+ organizations and
defenders by providing funds and grants.

*  Decline to support anti-LGBTI+ linked organizations.

+  Continue to prioritize the mainstreaming of LGBTI+ and
gender equality in their general work in Turkey.
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