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Prisoners cannot simply be left to languish for weeks, possibly months, locked up in their cells, and this 

regardless of how good material conditions might be within the cells. 

 

European Committee for the Prevention of Torture, 2nd General Report on the Committee for the 

Prevention of Torture's activities covering the period January 1 to December 31, 1991. 
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SUMMARY 

 
Human Rights Watch is deeply concerned that the Turkish government has implemented an isolation regime 

for prisoners being held in cells at Kartal Special Type Prison in Istanbul while on trial for offenses under the Anti-

Terror Law. This regime of solitary confinement or small group isolation severely limits the range of human contact and 

the variety of activities and environment to which a prisoner has access.
 1

  In fact, most prisoners under this regime 

typically sit in their cell alone or in the company of two to five other inmates, for twenty-four hours a day, seven days a 

week. International prison experts have determined that such a regime may seriously endanger the mental and physical 

health of the inmates and falls far short of international standards for the treatment of those in detention. 

 

Most Turkish prisoners are still held in large wards. Prison staff patrol the corridors and gendarmes guard the 

perimeters, but rarely enter the actual wards. Daily activities and discipline are largely organized by the prisoners 

themselves.  In the late 1980s the Turkish Ministry of Justice, which oversees the prison system in Turkey, constructed 

a number of cell-based Special Type prisons and during the 1990s several ward-based prisons were partially converted 

into cells. However, cell doors in Special Type prisons were usually left open so that inmates in a given wing were able 

to associate much as they had under the ward system.  In Kartal Special Type Prison in Istanbul, however, cell doors 

remain permanently closed other than to allow prisoners to emerge once a week if they are fortunate enough to have a 

visiting relative.  

 

To Human Rights Watch's knowledge, the regime of small group isolation at Kartal Special Type Prison is so 

far only applied to prisoners who are on trial for security offenses.  

 

Human Rights Watch has interviewed former prisoners and current prisoners= families about the conditions and 

regime in the Kartal Special Type Prison.  From their testimonies, it appears that these prisoners are suffering the 

physical and psychological symptoms recorded elsewhere as an effect of small group isolation, including depression, 

anxiety, and deteriorating eyesight. The regime at Kartal Special Type Prison may amount to cruel, inhuman, and 

degrading treatment. 

 

The confinement of prisoners who are persistently violent towards staff or other prisoners can sometimes be 

justified, so long as these conditions meet minimum standardsCthey cannot be cruel, inhuman, or degrading under any 

circumstances. Restrictive conditions should only be imposed to the extent absolutely necessary and not simply as an 

additional punishment for security prisoners.   

 

The Turkish government is currently in the process of building a new generation of prisonsCthe F-typeCand restructuring 
its whole prison system.  It is widely believed that the small group isolation regime currently instituted in the Kartal Special Type 
Prison is a prototype for F-type prisons currently under construction.  These concerns are fueled, at least in part, by the 
government=s failure to provide comprehensive information about the type of regime it intends to institute in these new facilities.   
 

                                                 
1 "Solitary confinement" refers to a regime in which an inmate is housed alone, with severely limited contact with others 

and little or no access to outside stimulation.  "Small-group isolation" refers to a regime in which detainees are confined to their 

cells together with up to five other inmates, most if not all of the day, without opportunities for proper exercise, work, or other 

productive activities, or interaction with detainees other than those confined to the cell.  A "cell-based" detention system  consists 

of rooms or cells occupied by up to six inmates, which for the purposes of this memorandum does not include an isolation regime, 

and is therefore not objectionable per se. 

In 1999, Human Rights Watch sent a letter to the Turkish government raising concerns about small group 

isolation and urging that the extreme isolation regime in place at the Kartal Special Type Prison not be copied in other 

parts of the prison system, but rather abolished.  Furthermore, because of the great uncertainty and tension created by a 

lack of public information about the exact nature of the prison regime planned for F-type prisons, Human Rights Watch 

asked the government for specific information on the type of regime to be instituted in the new prisons and, in a later 

letter, also asked for access to Kartal Special Type Prison.  The government denied that its administration of this prison 

violates international standards, but failed to provide any information about the nature of the isolation regime and did 



  
Human Rights Watch 3 May 2000, Vol. 12, No. 8 (D) 
 

not agree to our request to visit the prisons. Human Rights Watch remains deeply concerned about the government=s 

decision to enforce extreme isolation measures and continues to urge the Turkish prison authorities to ensure that all 

prison regimes are both transparent and in strict compliance with international law.  

 

Human Rights Watch does not oppose the cell-system as such, and indeed recognizes that under the right 

scheme of management, there may be benefits for prisoners and prison authorities alike in such an arrangement.  The 

Turkish Justice Ministry has embarked on this project with the stated intention of improving the human rights situation 

for prisoners as well as increasing security. However, Human Rights Watch has two primary concerns: (1) to the extent 

the cell-based system is accompanied by an isolation regime that provides prisoners with no access to educational or 

recreational activities or other sources of mental stimulation, the system may itself amount to ill-treatment, and (2) a 

regime of isolation that severely limits access to other inmates as well as the outside world may also increase the risk of 

ill-treatment of prisoners by prison staff.  In this regard, the lack of information on the nature of the regime is already 

exacerbating tensions in the prisons and unnecessarily increasing the chances of violent confrontation if or when an 

attempt is made to begin transfers.  

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

To the Justice Ministry: 

The Turkish authorities have an obligation under international human rights law to provide a prison regime that 

respects the inherent dignity of each inmate and not to subject prisoners to torture or other cruel, inhuman, or degrading 

treatment or punishment. Human Rights Watch therefore urges the Turkish government: 

 

_ As a matter of urgency, to make public detailed plans for the management of the new generation of F-type prisons, ensuring 
that those plans reflect the U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners, which emphasize the importance of 
contact with the outside world, the rehabilitative aspects of imprisonment, and access to constructive work, education, and 
recreation.  

 

_ Provide prisoners with details about the regime to which they may be transferred and reiterate to the prisoner population the 
government=s unambiguous commitment to operate the cell system humanely and in compliance with international standards. 

 

_ Abolish solitary and small group isolation at Kartal Special Type Prison.  
 

_ Ensure that prisoners held in cell-based prisons, including Kartal Special Type Prison spend "a reasonable part of the day (eight 
hours or more) outside their cells, engaged in purposeful activity of a varied nature" as the European Committee for the Prevention 
of Torture (CPT) has recommended in similar situations. (See CPT report to the Swedish government (CPT/Inf (92) 4 [EN];  March 12, 
1992, Para 160; emphasis added). 

 

_ Ensure that prisoners are not subjected to special security measures, including isolation except when their behavior toward prison 
staff or other prisoners has shown this to be necessary for the safety of others or their own safety.  The exceptional decision to 
impose any form of isolation should only be considered on an individual basis, should not be imposed automatically on prisoners held 
under the Anti-Terror Law, and should be subject to independent review.  Solitary confinement or small group isolation should be 
for the shortest period of time possible in light of legitimate security and safety considerations and inmates should be able to 
reduce their time in isolation through good behavior and the accomplishment of identified program goals. 

 

_ Introduce prison monitoring systems that include arrangements for access and inspection by impartial bodiesCsuch as bar 
associations, nongovernmental human rights organizations, or a board of prison visitorsCthat are not under Justice Ministry 
authority. Such systems would help to give confidence to inmates that isolation will not be re-introduced surreptitiously or in 
remote corners of the penal system. 
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No prisoners should be held in the new generation of prisons until the government makes a clear, detailed, and public commitment 
to manage them in line with international standards, and has put in place provisions for independent monitoring and other safeguards 
to ensure that prisoners will not be ill-treated or subjected to conditions, such as prolonged isolation, that constitute cruel, 
inhuman, or degrading treatment or punishment. 

 
 

FROM WARDS TO CELLSFROM WARDS TO CELLSFROM WARDS TO CELLSFROM WARDS TO CELLS 
 

Traditionally, Turkish prisoners have been held in very large wards with up to one hundred prisoners.  Prison staff supervise 
the corridors and gendarmes patrol the perimeter of the prisons, but are normally not present within the wards. Because these wards 
bring together large numbers of people with minimal outside supervision, they provide an environment in which gang-like structures, 
criminal or political, can develop. In some prisons there are wards exclusively populated by people convicted of membership of one or 
another illegal armed political group. These groups organize the daily life of the wards, which may include sessions of political 
discussion and indoctrination. Some political organizations exert tough party control, even to the extent of Asentencing@ and 
"executing" fellow prisoners suspected of being spies or informers. There are approximately ten thousand prisoners held for offenses 
under the Anti-Terror Law, out of a total prison population of about seventy thousand. 

 
As for common criminal wards, much anecdotal evidence suggests that there is a harsh pecking order in which access to 

basic needs and privileges depends on physical strength and the ability to pay a bribe.  The ward system is clearly not a model for the 
protection of prisoners= rightsCbut the transformation to a regime of isolation and even greater secrecy offers to compound, not 
resolve, the difficulties of Turkey=s prison system.  

 
In recent years, the Turkish government has begun a process of shifting from ward- to cell-based prisons.  For security 

prisoners, there is the threat that this shift will be accompanied by the application of an isolation regime. In April 1991, the Turkish 
parliament enacted the Anti-Terror Law, which requires that: AThe sentences of those convicted under the provisions of this law will 
be served in special penal institutions built on a system of cells constructed for one or three people ... Convicted prisoners will not 
be permitted contact or communication with other convicted prisoners."2  That summer more than a hundred prisoners convicted of 
offenses included in the Anti-Terror Law were forcibly transferred to Eskisehir Special Type Prison.  In October 1991, a new 
government responded to public outcry over the isolation regime and the violence that had accompanied the transfer by temporarily 
closing Eskisehir Special Type Prison. Isolation was not resumed when the prison reopened. The government continued to construct new 
cell-based prisons, and to convert older prison wards into cells, but these were generally managed in much the same way as the old 
wards, with cell doors left open and prisoners free to congregate in common areas.  
 

                                                 
2
  Anti-Terror Law defines Aterrorism@ in extremely wide terms, and imposes prison sentences for some nonviolent 

political activities as well as offenses of violence and conspiracy to commit violence. 

In early 1999, however, the Ministry of Justice began to apply a regime of small group isolation to those prisoners held at 
Kartal Special Type Prison charged under the Anti-Terror Law.  The Anti-Terror Law requires that not only convicted prisoners but 
also those on remand should be subjected to small group isolation. Out of an estimated inmate population of 200, approximately sixty 
prisoners are currently held in conditions of isolation at Kartal Special Type Prison. To Human Rights Watch's knowledge, only one of 
these prisoners has been convicted and sentenced.  
 

Today, while existing prisons in Nigde, Afyon, Burdur, Amasya, Nevsehir, Elbistan, Ceyhan, Yozgat, and Çankiri Prisons are being 
remodeled and provided with cell layouts similar to those at Kartal Special Type Prison, a new generation of cell-based prisonCthe 
F-typeCis under construction, though none are yet in operation. 
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Ministers have repeatedly stated that a move away from the ward system will allow the prison administration to establish 
control over those held under the Anti-Terror Law and address the dangers and difficulties for common criminal prisoners arising 
from the law of the jungle that holds sway in their wards. In a statement reported by the newspaper Radikal on October 5, 1999, 
Justice Minister Hikmet Sami Turk stated: AF-type prisons based on the room system will solve the problems.@3 
 

While remodeling and construction work continues, the Justice Ministry has remained inexplicably silent on how the new 
prisons are to be run. Yet this is the vital piece of information that will determine whether the planned changes represent improved 
conditions for Turkish prisoners or a serious retrograde step that violates basic human rights. Many prisoners fear that the ministry 
plans to introduce a small group isolation regime for the new F-type prisons similar to that currently in place in the Kartal Special 
Type Prison.  

 
    

THE REGIME OF SMALL GROUP ISOLATIONTHE REGIME OF SMALL GROUP ISOLATIONTHE REGIME OF SMALL GROUP ISOLATIONTHE REGIME OF SMALL GROUP ISOLATION 
 

Small group isolation is a regime whereby prisoners remain in their cells, shared with from two to five other inmates, for 
lengthy periods of time with no other human contact and little or no possibility for activities, proper exercise, or educational 
programs.  In fact, most prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law at Kartal Special Type Prison typically sit in their cell for 
twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, with only the possibility of a half-hour family visit once a week. 
 

Human Rights Watch has received information from two prisoners released from Kartal Special Type Prison and written 
statements from ten prisoners currently remanded there for trial on charges of political violence under the Anti-Terror Law, 
including one juvenile. Information was also received from a number of relatives of prisoners who have visited the prison.  Human Rights 
Watch also sought information from the Turkish Ministry of Justice regarding the nature of the regime in place in Kartal Special Type 
Prison, and a summary of their reply is given below (see AThe Turkish government=s response to Human Rights Watch=s concerns@). 
 

Prisoners reported that on arrival at Kartal they were held for two weeks or more in solitary confinement before being 
transferred to cells holding up to six people. The cells are not spacious, but provide room for bunks, a table, a shower, and a toilet. 
Although there is no natural light within the cell, a door leads into a high walled courtyard with an estimated area of sixteen square 
meters to which the prisoners seem to have more or less unrestricted access. Photographs confirm that the prison has few if any 
external windows. The door from the corridor to the cell is kept closed night and day.  
 

                                                 
3
 The Justice Ministry prefers to use the word "room" to avoid the pejorative associations of "cell." 

Prisoners rarely see human beings other than their cell-mates and rarely if ever leave their cell.  Prisoners= families and 
former prisoners reported that meals are usually delivered under or through the door. Although some cells are permitted to have a 
television or radio, no facilities are provided for proper exercise or sport, and no access is provided to a library or canteen. 
Therefore, apart from weekly family visits lasting half an hour, prisoners have no socialCor even visualCcontact with any person 
outside their cell.  
 

Initially, there seemed to be an attempt to impose military-style discipline on the prisoners. Warders who did not reveal their 
names required prisoners to stand at attention when they entered the cell. It was later reported that there had been a "softening" in 
this aspect of the regime.   
 

The physical plant as described above does not in and of itself violate international standards for minimum prison conditions, 
but the imposition of a regime of small group isolation may cause mental and physical harm that amounts to cruel, inhuman, and 
degrading treatment or punishment. 
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Psychological difficulties were reported by most of the prisoners from whom Human Rights Watch received information. The 
family of Yunus Çalis, who was seventeen when first imprisoned at Kartal Special Type Prison in April 1999, said that he had become 
very depressed and withdrawn, and that he told them: "I feel as if I am in a grave hereCthe only way out is to join a hunger strike or 
burn myself."4 
 

  Gursel Avci, charged with membership of an illegal armed Islamist organization, wrote to Human Rights Watch:  
 
For those in solitary confinement, life in the cell is like death. The [prison authorities] are doing this in order to 
induce psychological crisis. For those in groups of three or four the situation is not much different in the long 
term. The yard is very small, airless, and does not see the sun for most of the time. Getting out for half an hour 
once a week for your visit is like a festival. Those from other cities, without visitors, do not leave these unhealthy 
conditions for months on end. The prison is just steel and concrete. There is no opportunity for sport or walking. 
Sports equipment is forbidden ...The saz [a stringed musical instrument] is forbidden.5 
 
Ali Osman Zor, who, according to his lawyer, has been in solitary confinement since January 2000, wrote: AYour senses of 

taste, smell, hearing, feeling, and sight fade. You cannot laugh at anything and you cry at the smallest thing.@ Zor expressed his 
sense of vulnerability, stating: AIsolating a person takes away all their sense of personal security... You feel that you could be killed 
at any moment. Of course, their aim is to encourage that fear and to urge you to suicide or at least to break you psychologically.@6 
 

Some prisoners have also reported physical health problems. For example, relatives of two prisoners at Kartal Special Type 
PrisonCYunus Calis and Metin YamalakCtold Human Rights Watch that they had both suffered problems with their eyesight for the first 
time in their lives.   Experts have noted that the lack of opportunity to focus on objects more distant than a few meters can cause 
deterioration in the eyesight of prisoners permanently confined to a cell. Other prisoners have complained of dizziness and nausea. 
 
    

ISOLATION ISOLATION ISOLATION ISOLATION ---- A DANGER TO MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH A DANGER TO MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH A DANGER TO MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH A DANGER TO MENTAL AND PHYSICAL HEALTH 
 

                                                 
4
Interview with family members, Istanbul April 1999. 

5
 Written statement, May 12, 2000. 

6
 Written statement, May 12, 2000. 

Many penal experts believe that a regime of extreme social isolation is dangerous to mental and physical health.  According 
to these experts, all prisoners need stimulation to the brain and senses provided by a range of human contact and some variety of 
activity and environment.   Prisoners who do not receive adequate stimulation may become physically and mentally ill. Most pronounced 
in solitary confinement, these effects may also occur when prisoners are held in small groups of up to six, as is the case at Kartal.  
 

The European Commission for Human Rights, an organ of the Council of Europe later absorbed into the European Court of Human 
Rights, stated (in its ruling on Applications 7572/76, 7586/76 and 7587/76 by Gudrun Ensslin, Andreas Baader, and Jan Raspe) that "the 
international literature on criminology and psychology indicate that isolation can be sufficient in itself gravely to impair physical and 
mental health. The following conditions may be diagnosed: chronic apathy, fatigue, emotional instability, difficulties of concentration, 
and diminution of mental faculties."  Similarly, a statement by Dr. Stuart Grassian submitted to the court in a case brought by 
prisoners against officials at Pelican Bay Prison in California, U.S.A. (Madrid v Gomez, 1995) asserted that: "Solitary and small group 
confinement can cause severe psychiatric harm in the form of a specific syndrome that has been reported by many clinicians in a 
variety of settings." 

 
Speaking about the plan to institute an individual cell system, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) (of 

which Turkey is a member) said, in a report to the Turkish government on its visit in October 1997 (CPT/Inf (99) 2 [EN]; February 23, 
1999): "it is imperative for moves toward smaller living units for prisoners in Turkey to be accompanied by measures to ensure that 
prisoners spend a reasonable part of the day engaged in purposeful activities outside their living unit. Indeed, the effects of the 
current almost total absence of any organized program of activities for prisoners would be felt even more keenly in smaller living 
units. In the absence of a significant improvement in activities for prisoners, the introduction of smaller living units will almost 
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certainly cause more problems than it solves." Although the CPT asked for detailed information about the planned regime, the Turkish 
government failed to address this question in its public reply to the CPT's report.  

 
Turkish law, in common with other contemporary legal systems, assumes that confinement in a prison is a punishment 

sufficient in itself. The Turkish penal code does not impose penalties such as corporal punishment or forced labor in addition to the 
prison term. The segregation of prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law, imposed under article 16 thereof, was presumably intended to 
ensure a high degree of security for that category of prisoner rather than to inflict a special and additional punishment to those held 
under this law.  The Turkish prison administration obviously has legitimate security concerns but the prison regime should be only as 
restrictive as is strictly required and never cruel, inhuman, or degrading.  During its visit to Turkey between February 27 and March 3, 
1999, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) examined the conditions under which Abdullah Ocalan, leader of the 
Workers= Party of Kurdistan (PKK), was being held, and in its report on that visit summarized the basic criteria used by the Council of 
Europe in assessing the regime in a high security unit: "Prisoners who present a particularly high security risk should, within the 
confines of their special unit, enjoy a relatively relaxed regime (able to mix freely with fellow prisoners in the unit; allowed to move 
without restriction within what is likely to be a relatively small physical space; granted a good deal of choice about activities, etc.) 
by way of compensation for their severe custodial situation." The committee emphasizes the importance of developing a good atmosphere 
between staff and prisoners and a program of activities that should include education, sport, and work.  
 

Recommendation No. R (82) 17 of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe (September 24, 1982), urges member 
governments, including Turkey, to apply ordinary prison regulations as far as possible to dangerous prisoners, to apply security 
measures in a way respectful of human dignity, to counteract, to the extent feasible, the possible adverse effects of reinforced 
security conditions and "to provide education, vocational training, work and leisure-time occupations, and other activities to the extent 
that security permits."  The regime at Kartal Special Type Prison, by contrast, appears to be one of severe isolation, falling far short 
of such criteria, and may amount to cruel, inhuman, and degrading treatment.  
 

Clearly, prisoners with a history of very violent or dangerous behavior directed against staff or fellow inmates may leave 
prison officials with no choice but to impose security measures that might include a form of isolation. As noted above, prisoners 
convicted under the Anti-Terror law may have been charged with a range of crimesCfrom peaceful expression, the criminalization of 
which violates international standards, to murder and other violent actsCthat raise dramatically different security concerns.  However, 
the decision to impose isolation should be considered on a case by case basis and not imposed automatically, as proposed for prisoners 
held under the Anti-Terror Law.  Isolation should be for the shortest period of time possible in light of legitimate security and safety 
considerations and inmates should be able to reduce their time in isolation through good behavior and the accomplishment of identified 
program goals.  
 

Inmates should also have a meaningful opportunity to contest assignment to, or continuation of an isolation regime, and they 
should have a meaningful opportunity to appeal such decisions to an impartial, independent authority. All inmates should be given a 
detailed, individualized explanation in writing of the specific reasons for their original and continued isolation. Isolation measures 
should be periodically reviewed and subject to regular independent monitoring.  
 
    

PRISONERSPRISONERSPRISONERSPRISONERS==== FEARS OF ILL FEARS OF ILL FEARS OF ILL FEARS OF ILL----TREATMENTTREATMENTTREATMENTTREATMENT    
 
Typically, prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law have been strongly opposed to the cell-based system.  In part, as noted 

above, this is due to prisoners= preferences to remain together with other members of their own ideological group, and to be somewhat 
less exposed to day-to-day interaction with prison staff.  Many prisoners also believe that they face a greater risk of ill-treatment 
by prison staff if they are transferred to a cell-based system, where there is only limited communication with other prisoners or with 
the outside world.  It is hard to determine whether prisoners actually see these as two separate issues, because most are firmly 
convinced that any cell-based prison will inevitably be accompanied by an isolation regime.   
 

International law does not prohibit holding prisoners in cells, but instead focuses on the conditions and regime applied in 
the facility, whether cell- or ward-based.  Human Rights Watch does not oppose the use of cells as such (provided that they meet 
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international standards), and even believes that cells can provide protection for prisoners who might be particularly vulnerable to 
violence by other inmates.  As noted above, our concerns with the cell-based system are limited to two areas:  
 

(1) The cell-based system may amount to ill-treatment if accompanied by an isolation regime that permits no access 
to educational or recreational activities or other sources of mental stimulation, confines prisoners to a monotonous 
unvaried environment and enforces either solitary confinement or social interaction with a strictly limited group of 
cell-mates. 

 
(2) Isolation may also increase the risk of ill-treatment of prisoners by prison staff.  

 
In this regard, the current lack of information on the nature of the regime to be established can exacerbate tensions in the prisons, 
unnecessarily increase the chances of hunger strikes and violence that may lead to the loss of life.  
 

Human Rights Watch believes that there are compelling reasons for providing prisoners with as much information as possible 
about the regime to which they are being transferred.  Turkey has a long history of prisoner unrest, protests, and hunger strikes, as 
well as very violent interventions by security forces resulting in prisoners being killed.  Prisoners= fears and anxiety about imminent 
transfer to a cell-based system can lead them to resort to potentially fatal methods of protest.  For example, in April 1996, when the 
then justice minister ordered that prisoners arrested under the Anti-Terror Law and tried at Istanbul State Security Court should 
thenceforth be held in cells at Eskisehir Special Type Prison, twelve prisoners starved themselves to death in a hunger strike 
throughout the prison system. 

 
Prisoners have also refused to attend roll-call or have occupied parts of prison buildings when informed of an imminent 

transfer to what they feared would be an isolation regime. This has repeatedly provoked ruthless and brutal interventions, usually by 
the gendarmerie who are responsible for the external security of the prison. Three prisoners were beaten to death when security 
forces entered Buca Prison in Izmir in September 1995, and four prisoners died of beatings at Ümraniye Prison in Istanbul in January 
1996. Ten prisoners were beaten to death during an incursion into Diyarbakir Prison in September 1996.  Ten prisoners were killed at 
Ankara Ulucanlar Closed Prison in September 1999.7 
 

As of this writing, six F-type prisons are approaching completion, but still no public information has been provided on the 
regime to be imposed there.   

 
Given the tensions mounting in the prison system, the Turkish government must provide, as a matter of urgency, detailed 

information about the regime to which prisoners will be transferred and express an unambiguous commitment to operate the cell system 
humanely and in compliance with international standards. Such openness on the part of the government might help to defuse tensions 
and prevent unnecessary violence, even though some prisoners may still protest or resist transfer to a cell-based system regardless 
of the regime in place. 
 
    

INDEPENDENT MONITORING ESSENTIALINDEPENDENT MONITORING ESSENTIALINDEPENDENT MONITORING ESSENTIALINDEPENDENT MONITORING ESSENTIAL 

                                                 
7
 There is strong evidence that security forces used force far in excess of that warranted by the circumstances when they 

entered the Ankara Ulucanlar Closed Prison in September 1999:   some prisoners were shot dead in execution-style killings and 

others were tortured before being killed. The government claims that the prisoners were heavily armed with pistols, a shotgun, and 

a Kalashnikov, but that they clumsily shot each other instead of the security forces.  No member of the security forces was injured 

by bullets. One was injured in the hand, reportedly by a broken chair.  On February 22, 2000, eighty-six prisoners were arraigned 

at Ankara Criminal Court on charges of Amurder, attempted murder, assault, riot against the prison administration, possession of 

firearms, and damaging prison property.@ A group of Ankara lawyers has attempted to bring two legal actions with respect to the 

killings. A decision not to prosecute was made with respect to a complaint against the prison director and prison staff. Another 

complaint against 150 gendarmes was blocked by the Ankara governor under Law 4283 on the Prosecution of Civil Servants. The 

lawyers appealed against this decision to the local administrative court, which had not made a decision at the time of writing.  
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In addition to pledging that any regime imposed in the new prisons will strictly comply with international standards, the 

Justice Ministry should create monitoring mechanisms to ensure that isolation is not imposed surreptitiously or in remote corners of 
the penal system. These monitoring systems should include arrangements for access and inspection by impartial bodies not under Justice 
Ministry authorityCsuch as bar associations, nongovernmental human rights organizations, or a board of prison visitors. The idea of 
nongovernmental scrutiny of state institutions is relatively new in Turkey, but is beginning to gain acceptance. The Committee for the 
Prevention of Torture, in outlining its general approach to evaluating imprisonment throughout Europe, has said:  

 
Prisoners should have avenues of complaint open to them both within and outside the context of the prison system, 
including the possibility to have confidential access to an appropriate authority. The CPT attaches particular 
importance to regular visits to each prison establishment by an independent body (e.g. a board of visitors or 
supervisory judge) possessing powers to hear (and if necessary take action upon) complaints from prisoners and to 
inspect the establishment's premises. Such bodies can inter alia play an important role in bridging differences that 
arise between prison management and a given prisoner or prisoners in general.8 

 

                                                 
8
 European Committee for the Prevention of Torture, 2nd General Report on the CPT's activities covering the period 1 

January to 31 December 1991, Paragraph 54.  

In March 2000, a supplementary Human Dimension Implementation Meeting of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in 
Europe (OSCE), of which Turkey is a member, made similar recommendations:  
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Governments need to strengthen transparency and accountability in the penitentiary system as one of the key 
safeguards against ill treatment of convicted persons. This needs to include both regular internal inspection as 
well as external oversight by a combination of actors. The complementary value of oversight by governmental bodies, 
National Human Rights Institution and Ombudsman, as well as NGOs and other civil society actors and international 
organizations should be recognized and access of these groups to prisons should be granted.9 

 
The nongovernmental organization Penal Reform International has described how such arrangements can work: 
 
In addition to official bodies, use can and should be made of assessments made by external persons and bodies. Prison 
visitors, for example, can come across cases of injustice or improper treatment which demand redress. Concerned 
nongovernmental organizations, in particular, have a long experience in many parts of the world of seeking to 
improve prison conditions. They have an important role to play in ensuring that just laws and regulations are 
upheld and that prison conditions are in conformity with [the United Nations Standard Minimum Rules] and other 
human rights instruments. By visiting prisons, collecting documentation and through contact with prisoners, ex-
prisoners and prison staff they can gain and present valuable information about prison climate, conditions and 
practice. The involvement of nongovernmental organizations in the inspection of prisons can, moreover, be a major 
corrective to the erosion of inspectoral independence through Aco-option.@10  

    
    

THE TURKISH GOVERNMENTTHE TURKISH GOVERNMENTTHE TURKISH GOVERNMENTTHE TURKISH GOVERNMENT====S RESPONSE TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHS RESPONSE TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHS RESPONSE TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCHS RESPONSE TO HUMAN RIGHTS WATCH====S CONCERNSS CONCERNSS CONCERNSS CONCERNS 
 

In a letter to the Turkish government in July 1999, Human Rights Watch expressed concern about the dangerous lack of 
information about the regime planned for F-type prisons, recommended wide consultation on the management of the new prisons, and 
urged an end to small group isolation at Kartal Special Type Prison.11  On September 16, 1999, the Justice Ministry sent a reply through 
the Turkish Embassy in Washington. The reply commends the physical fabric of Kartal Prison, stating that AEvery single unit in the 
prison is equipped with shower cabins, toilets, washing basins, televisions, refrigerators.@ Unfortunately it contains no information on 
the planned management of the new prisons other than that cells or rooms will be provided for one to three persons, and that Athe 
regime in these prisons will not be different from others and will be subject to the same regulations governing other correctional 
institutions in Turkey.@12 
 

                                                 
9
 Available at www.osce.org/odihr/docs/m00-1-final.htm. 

10
 Penal Reform International, AMaking Standards Work - An International Handbook on Good Prison Practice,@ The 

Hague, March 1995, p. 162.  

11
Throughout Human Rights Watch=s memorandum, this prison was referred to as "Kartal Soganlik F-type Prison." The 

Turkish government=s response states that Ait should first of all be underlined that the Kartal Soganlik Prison is not an AF-type@ 

prison. [The] report is apparently erroneous beginning with the title.@ In fact, there has been some inconsistency in the 

government=s own references to this newly opened prison; for example,  the Justice Ministry also referred to it as "Kartal Soganlik 

F-Type Closed Prison" in a letter addressed to an Istanbul lawyer on August 6, 1999.   

12
 One of the fundamental problems with the prison service is that it is not regulated by a single, modern body of law. 

Speaking on the Panorama program on Turkish state television, on October 4, 1999, the justice minister expressed regret that 

prisons were being run on the basis of legislation dating from 1930.  

The Justice Ministry=s reply did not address the central issue set out in Human Rights Watch's memorandum, which is that the 
lack of information about the regime planned for new prisons risks provoking a potentially fatal crisis. Moreover, the reply contained 
no information about out-of-cell time. Human Rights Watch=s memorandum stated that this was a critical question and urged the Turkish 
government to consider the CPT's recommendation in its report to the Swedish government (CPT/Inf (92) 4 [EN]; 12 March 1992, Para 160) 
that prisoners should spend "a reasonable part of the day (eight hours or more) outside their cells, engaged in purposeful activity of a 
varied nature."  
 

The Justice Ministry did not comment on this recommendation, but suggested that Human Rights Watch had been Amisleading@ in 
applying comments made by the CPT in the specific context of Abdullah Ocalan=s imprisonment (quoted above) to the broader group of 
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prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law. In fact, the CPT=s report introduces the comments quite clearly as "the basic criteria used 
by the CPT when assessing the regime in a high security unit" for general application throughout Europe. Moreover, the Justice Ministry 
would surely concede that the opportunities for human contact, freedom of movement, and choice of activities recommended by the CPT 
for a prisoner convicted of founding and leading a violent armed political organization should be recognized as a minimum for 
prisoners convicted of less serious offenses or, as is the case with the relevant prisoners at Kartal, not yet convicted of any offense 
at all.  
 

The Justice Ministry=s reply describes the problems associated with the ward system mentioned above and in Human Rights 
Watch=s original memorandum, and also speaks of risks to prison staff of assault or hostage taking, difficulties in carrying out roll-
calls and searches, and prisoners being obstructed by the illegal political organization on the ward from communicating with the 
outside world or appearing in court.  
 

The reply dismisses as Aall false@ Human Rights Watch=s allegations that meals are delivered under or through the door, that 
no facilities are provided for proper exercise or sport, and that no access is provided to a library or canteen. Yet when questioned a 
second time by Human Rights Watch, prisoners' families insist that these assertions are true. 
 

Family members were especially astounded by the government=s claim that prisoners have access to a library and canteen. In 
December 1999, Resit Calis, father of Yunus Calis, told Human Rights Watch that: "if there were such a thing as a sports facility or a 
library or a single blade of grass in that prison we would feel pride - yes, pride!"  
 

In the final paragraph of the Justice Ministry's memorandum, this issue is addressed a second time in the following phrase: 
AThere is both a library and a canteen at the disposal of the prisoners.@ However, the memorandum fails to address the issue of actual 
access to these facilities: Human Rights Watch=s original memorandum was clear that Aaccess@ should include an opportunity to leave 
the cell and physically visit a library or canteen. Rule 40 of the U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners states 
that AEvery institution shall have a library for the use of all categories of prisoners, adequately stocked with both recreational and 
instructional books, and prisoners shall be encouraged to make full use of it.@ 

 
The government could easily resolve these factual disputes by granting human rights organizations an opportunity to visit 

Kartal Special Type Prison and examine the situation there. The Istanbul branch of the Turkish Human Rights Association, as well as 
Human Rights Watch, have asked to be able to visit the prison, but in neither case has permission been given. In an effort to obtain 
first hand accounts of the current situation, on January 4, 2000, Human Rights Watch wrote to several of the prisoners mentioned 
above to request their comments on the original memorandum and the government=s response. Family members affirm that these letters 
never reached the prisoners. 
    
 

DISCUSSIONS WITH THE MINISTRY OF JUSTICEDISCUSSIONS WITH THE MINISTRY OF JUSTICEDISCUSSIONS WITH THE MINISTRY OF JUSTICEDISCUSSIONS WITH THE MINISTRY OF JUSTICE    
 

On May 22, 2000, Human Rights Watch delegates met with the director of prisons and places of detention and other officials 
in the same department at the Ministry of Justice in Ankara, all of whom expressed an interest in meeting international standards and 
solving longstanding problems within the prison system. 

 
Ministry officials provided useful basic information about the F-type prisons. There will be eleven prisons of which six, at 

Ankara, Bolu, Edirne, Izmir, Kocaeli, and Tekirdag are due for completion before the end of 2000. Each prison will hold 386 high security 
prisoners convicted under the Anti-Terror Law or for organized crime. The prisons will have a library, assembly hall, sports field, and 
workshops. The prisoners will be housed in 103 three-person units and fifty-nine single units. The three-person units, larger than 
those at Kartal, consist of a day room of twenty-five square meters with a dormitory of the same size. The day room opens onto a fifty 
square meter courtyard surrounded by high walls.  

 
From the government=s response, it remains unclear whether prisoners at F-type prisons will as a general rule be confined 

to their unit or permitted to leave it during the day to participate in a more varied program of activities and to associate with other 
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prisoners.  Ministry officials suggested that those who demonstrated good behavior would enjoy those privileges, but did not clearly 
identify the criteria and procedures for determining who would be permitted to participate in out-of-unit activities. Ministry 
representatives stated that some issues were still under discussion, and that the text of the regulation for the administration of the 
F-type prisons was not yet finalized.  

 
Ministry officials strongly disagreed that the term Asmall group isolation@ could be applied to a regime in which three 

people are held more or less permanently in a confined unit. They did not deny that at Kartal Special Type Prison, which is also 
equipped with sports facilities and a library, many prisoners are held more or less exclusively in their cells. Ministry officials stated 
that this was appropriate for prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law for violent crimes.  

 
However, upon further questioning, ministry officials instead claimed that prisoners at Kartal Special Type Prison were 

offered a daily choice of activities, but had been instructed to decline the offer by illegal armed political groups. Unconvicted 
prisoners are entitled to refuse rehabilitation. It was stated that all prisoners at F-type prisons would be convicted and therefore 
could be required to participate in such activities. Former prisoners or prisoners currently held at Kartal Special Type Prison have 
never reported being offered any out-of-cell activities.  

 
Human Rights Watch recognizes that unrestricted access to an outdoor courtyard attached to a prisoner=s cell provided in 

many Turkish prisons is a substantial benefit for prisoners, worthy of consideration by prison authorities elsewhere. However, this 
cannot be treated as a substitute for a program of out-of-cell activities and association with people other than two cell-
matesCparticularly for prisoners who may be serving long sentences. 
 
    

DUBIOUS FOREIGNDUBIOUS FOREIGNDUBIOUS FOREIGNDUBIOUS FOREIGN MODELS MODELS MODELS MODELS 
 

The Justice Ministry, in its 1999 reply to Human Rights Watch, justified the initial Aassessment@ period of solitary confinement 
by referring to United States and European correctional systems. The Justice Ministry also forwarded an unattributed letter containing 
the Anot official ...views of some prison staff@ which stated that the planned F-type prisons are Anot different from American or 
European prisons."  It would be a grave mistake for the Justice Ministry unquestioningly to treat the penal systems of the United 
States or Europe as models, since both include systems that fail to meet international standards. The treatment and conditions of 
detention for high security prisons and prisoners detained for illegal armed political activities have been particularly problematic.  
 

For example, Human Rights Watch has raised concerns about several high security prisons in the United States, including 
Pelican Bay in California, as well as super-maximum security confinement in Indiana13 and Virginia.14  In Out of Sight: Super-Maximum 
Security Confinement in the United States (February 2000, vol. 12, no 1 (G)), Human Rights Watch looked at the many factors in the 
United States that contribute to the growing reliance on "supermax" incarceration -  a potentially cruel and inhuman system of 
solitary and small group isolation which one federal judge said "may press the outer bounds of what most humans can psychologically 
tolerate."15  For prison managers, "supermax" (solitary and small group isolation) has allure as a straightforward technical solution to 
the many, varied and intractable problems of running a prison system on a budget. Once built, there are pressures to fill the prisons, 
regardless of whether the prisoners= behavior really warrants this form of incarceration. The report shows how an inhumane penal 
policy can go unchallenged either by an indifferent public or by politicians who fear being branded "soft on crime. " Meanwhile 
judicial scrutiny has been limited by "the courts' tradition of deference to the judgments of prison officials and by jurisprudence that 
sets an extraordinarily high threshold for finding prison conditions to be unconstitutionally cruel." In its first state report to the 
U.N. Committee against Torture, the United States itself acknowledged these criticisms of its Asupermax@ detention regimes and that 
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 Human Rights Watch, ACold Storage: Super-Maximum Security Confinement in Indiana,@ October 1997. 

14
 Human Rights Watch, ARed Onion State Prison: Super-Maximum Security Confinement in Virginia,@ April 1999, vol 

11, no. 1 (G). 

15
 Madrid v. Gomez, 889 F. Supp 1146, 1267  (N.D. Cai. 1995). 
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litigation has forced it to amend some practices in such facilities.16 On May 15, 2000 the U.N. Committee against Torture expressed 
concern about Athe excessively harsh regime of the >supermaximum= prisons.@17 
 

Amnesty International=s report AUnited Kingdom: Special Security Units: Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment@ (AI index: EUR 
45/06/97, March 1997) deals with small group isolation of prisoners at high risk of trying to escape. The report described conditions 
very similar to those at Kartal Special Type Prison, including burdensome and intrusive security measures that seemed designed more to 
harass the prisoners and their families than to prevent escapes. The report drew attention to the damage to family relations inflicted 
by closed visits in which prisoners were separated from visitors by a glass barrier with communication by telephone, as is also the 
case in Kartal. In the United Kingdom, open family visits were later permitted in the renamed High Security Units.  
 

Amnesty International reported that medical evidence underscored the damaging effects of small group isolation on prisoners 
being held in the United Kingdom=s Special Security Units (SSUs):  
 

Independent medical and psychological examinations were conducted on some of the prisoners in SSUs in December 
1994 and May 1995, the results of which were communicated to the Prison Service. At that time doctors highlighted a 
pattern in the symptoms of the prisoners: loss in weight, headaches and stomach pains, generalized muscle wasting, 
anaemia, oral thrush, deteriorating vision and memory, and anxiety symptoms. 

 
In May 1996 the director-general of the U.K. Prison Service commissioned an inquiry by Sir Donald Acheson, the former chief medical 
officer, into the effects of the SSUs on prisoners' health. The report of that inquiry, completed in mid-1996, was never published. It 
recommended that prisoners should be held in SSUs for as short a period as possible; that more opportunities for mental stimulation 
and proper physical exercise should be provided, including the provision of meaningful activities.  The Amnesty International report also 
described how the very limited physical confines of the units gave rise to eyesight problems, as described in the section dealing with 
Kartal Special Type Prison (above). 
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 Conclusions and Recommendations of the Committee against Torture: United States of America, 15/05/2000. 
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Human Rights Watch investigated isolation in a Swedish remand prison18 in a report on Swedish asylum policies in 1996. The 
report was particularly critical of the isolation imposed on asylum seekers and illegal aliens awaiting deportation, but the criticisms 
of Swedish practice, echoed by the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture, equally apply to the isolation of criminal 
detainees.  
 

To avoid the risk of importing bad practice when investing scarce resources, the Justice Ministry should examine the findings 
and recommendations of the CPT and the U.N. Committee against Torture with respect to high security prisons, as well as the reports of 
nongovernmental organizations. Human Rights Watch believes that if the Justice Ministry carefully reviews its plan for the management 
of these prisoners in the light of international standards, and openly consults with international intergovernmental institutions with 
experience in this field, as well as with domestic and international nongovernmental human rights organizations, it will be able to 
move toward a system that reconciles the need for security and proper management with humane treatment. 
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