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 INTRODUCTION 
 

On December 19, 2000, thirty prisoners and two gendarmes were killed when some ten thousand armed soldiers 

went into twenty Turkish prisons to break up a nonviolent protest by inmates and transfer them to the newly constructed 

F-type prisons. Accounts received by Human Rights Watch from released prisoners and prisoners' relatives suggest that 

disproportionate force may have been used during the operation, and that in some cases prisoners may have been 

deliberately killed. Information from the same sources, corroborated by medical evidence, indicates that hundreds of 

prisoners were ill-treated and tortured during and after the transfer to the new prisons. 
 

At the four F-type prisons which are currently in operationCat Edirne, Kandira, Sincan, and Tekirdag1
Cprisoners are being held 

either in single-person or three-person cells that include a small yard exclusive to those units. These new facilities are a stark 
contrast to the large ward-based system that is typical in older Turkish prisons. Prisoners may leave their cells once a week if a 
member of their immediate family visits. Otherwise, they are held permanently in the unit in what has been termed Asmall group 
isolation.@  
 

A wide range of medical studies indicate that confinement in solitary or small group isolation can be physically and mentally 
damaging. Impaired vision and hearing, hallucinations, tinnitus, weakening of the immune system, amenorrhea, premature menopause, 
depression, anxiety, and aggressive behavior are among the effects documented in studies of prisoners, volunteers, and animals.  
 

In the Turkish context, concerns about the direct effects of isolation are augmented by a suspicion that the closed environment 
of an isolation unit may facilitate torture, ill-treatment, and other cruel, inhuman or degrading abuses. Torture is a long-standing 
problem in Turkish police stations and gendarmeries. Most observers, including the U.N. special rapporteur on torture and the U.N. 
Committee for the Prevention of Torture agree that incommunicado detentionCthe lack of access to family, independent medical care, 
and legal counselCis the single most important factor in the persistence of torture. Turkish prisons do not have a good reputation, 
but it is nevertheless true that detainees blindfolded and tortured under police interrogation are frequently relieved when a court 
formally commits them to prisonCbecause only then will they be able to reestablish contact with the outside world. Families, well 
aware of the history of death and Adisappearance@ in Turkish police stations, are often similarly relieved when their relative arrives 
safely in prison.  
 

To prisoners and families with such experiences, the introduction of isolation units in prisons looks very much like an indefinite 
extension of the system of incommunicado detention which has facilitated abuse in police lock-ups. Indeed, accounts by prisoners and 
their families suggest that, as in police custody, guards in F-type prisons have taken advantage of the closed environment to beat and 
abuse their charges. Legal and medical institutions that could document, challenge, and prevent such abuses have had only limited 
access. 
 
Background 

Human Rights Watch first addressed the Turkish government about the F-type prisons in July 1999, pointing out that although the 
F-type prison building program was by then quite advanced, no information had been made public as to how these prisons were going to 
be managed. Human Rights Watch raised two primary concerns regarding the cell-based system, which is at the center of the current 
controversy in Turkey:  
 

                                                 
1
 Tekirdag F-type Prison opened on February 23, 2001. 

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. 
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Human Rights Watch pointed out that if the Justice Ministry did not make clear its intentions vis-à-vis the new prisons, it was 
likely that prisoners would resort to forms of protest such as hunger strikes, which in turn could trigger violent and fatal 
interventions, as had frequently occurred in the past. Human Rights Watch urged the ministry to give detailed information about 
prisoners= access to education, exercise and library facilities, and about daily out-of-cell time. In September 1999, the Justice 
Ministry=s Director of Prisons wrote in a letter to Human Rights Watch that Athe regime in these new prisons will not be different 
from others and will be subject to the same regulations governing other correctional institutions in Turkey,@ but provided no details. 
 

In fact, some clues as to the planned management of the F-type prisons could be gathered from the regime that was already in 
place at Kartal Special Type Prison, near Istanbul, which is physically similar to the F-type prisons. Since 1998, prisoners held under 
the Anti-Terror Law2 at Kartal were locked down in their units twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week, only emerging for family 
visits. When the Justice Ministry was challenged by the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) on its management of 
Kartal, the ministry replied AKartal Special Type Prison...was brought into service for reasons of urgency before its facilities for 
social, cultural and sports activities could be completed.... the prison does have a few facilities for activities. However, both for 
security reasons and because under the relevant legislation remand prisoners cannot be forced to take part in activities if they do 
not want to, for this reason the required rate of use has not yet been achieved.@3 Evidence from prisoners released from Kartal and 
interviews with prisoners= families suggest that the Turkish government=s response was disingenuousCthat inmates are in fact 
desperate to get out of their isolation units. Far from having to be Aforced to take part in activities,@ they would gladly participate 
and associate, but have never been offered the opportunity. 
 

In May 2000, Human Rights Watch met with the director of prisons of the Ministry of Justice to discuss our concerns about the 
isolation regime imposed at Kartal Special Type Prison and our alarm that the authorities might attempt to extend this same regime to 
the F-type prisons. Director Ali Suat Ertosun made no commitment to allow prisoners to leave their units for a reasonable part of 
the day, and appeared not to have given serious thought to the potentially damaging nature of the isolation implicit in the new cell 
system. Ministry officials did not accept that the term Asmall group isolation@ was applicable to the permanent and unrelieved 
confinement of three people, and said that such treatment was appropriate for prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law.  
 

                                                 
2
 The Anti-Terror Law passed in April 1991 defines "terrorism" in extremely wide terms, and imposes prison sentences for 

some nonviolent political activities as well as offenses of violence and conspiracy to commit violence. Article 16 states "The 

sentences of those convicted under the provisions of this Law will be executed in special penal institutions built on a system of 

rooms for one or three people. In these institutions, open visits shall not be permitted. Contact and communication between 

convicted prisoners will be prevented. The provisions... shall also apply to remanded prisoners."  
3
 Response of the Turkish Government to the preliminary observations of the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture on 

their visit to Turkey 16-24 July 2000 (CPT/Inf (2000) 19 [EN]), December 7, 2000.  

Over the summer, tension grew among prisoners held under the Anti-Terror Law, who feared a possible transfer to F-type 
prisons, and the risk of prison protests increased. Past prisoner protestsChunger-strikes and ward occupationsChad fatal 
consequences. In 1996 twelve prisoners died in a death fast staged against threatened transfers into isolation and in September 1999 
ten prisoners occupying a ward at Ankara Central Closed Prison were shot dead or beaten to death by gendarmes. On May 24, 2000, 
Human Rights Watch expressed its foreboding in a report entitled ASmall Group Isolation in Turkish Prisons: An Avoidable Disaster.@ The 
report recommended that the Justice Ministry lift isolation at Kartal Prison, give unambiguous undertakings that isolation would not be 
applied in the new F-type prisons, and introduce monitoring systems that would include access and inspection by impartial bodies such 
as bar associations, independent medical practitioners, nongovernmental human rights organizations, or a board of prison visitors who 

would visit prisons, talk to prisoners and staff, and report on their findings.  
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In July 2000, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) of the Council of Europe visited the F-type prison at 
Sincan, which was at that time in the final stages of construction. The Turkish authorities have not yet authorized the publication of 
the CPT=s report on the July 16-24 visit, but did permit release of the preliminary observations. Concerning the F-type prisons, the CPT 
stated that Athere is no objection in principle towards smaller living units, always provided that inmates have an opportunity to spend 
a reasonable part of each day outside their living units, engaged in useful activities.@4 The CPT has taken a close interest in the 
planned move from ward-based to cell-based prisons in Turkey. The committee visited ward-based prisons in December 2000 and newly 
opened F-type prisons in January 2001. The Turkish government has not yet authorized publication of the report on the December 
2000/January 2001 visit, but the preliminary observations for that visit were published on March 16, 2001. Human Rights Watch urges the 
Turkish government to authorize the publication of all outstanding CPT reports.  
 

In August the Justice Ministry produced two draft laws. The first would amend article 16 of the Anti-Terror Law to provide a 
legal basis for prisoners to exit their isolation units, and the second would provide for the establishment of local boards of prison 
visitors who would visit. Human Rights Watch welcomed this new and positive approach, while urging that both drafts be further 
developed. Unfortunately, the drafts have not yet been adopted by the Turkish parliament, and were apparently completely forgotten 
when the F-type prisons were later pressed into service.  
 

In October, some groups of Anti-Terror Law prisoners went on hunger strike. They had a broad range of demands, but the central 
issue was their opposition to F-type prisons. 
 

Efforts to resolve the hunger strike before lives were lost reached a high point on December 9, after a group of well-
respected journalists and writers, as well as representatives of the Human Rights Commission of the Turkish parliament, met Justice 
Minister Hikmet Sami Turk. After this meeting, the justice minister held a press conference in which he said that his ministry was 
considering instituting a review of the F-type prison program, with the participation of nongovernmental organizations and experts, 
so as to achieve a social consensus on the new prisons. The minister also made public commitments that the new prisons would not 
open until three laws had been passed: an amendment to article 16 providing for prisoners to emerge from their units during the day, a 
law providing for access by boards of visitors, and a regulation that would provide the framework for the management of the prisons. 
The minister indicated that this might take six months or more. 
 

The prisoners, however, continued their hunger strike because the minister refused to put his undertakings in writing. The lawyer 
Husnu Ondul, president of the Turkish Human Rights Association (HRA), expressed the view that behind the mutual intransigence lay the 
government=s long-standing failure to engage in any kind of communication or dialogue concerning its F-type project: AThe 
government refused to talk to the HRA and other civil society organizations about these prisons until the fifty-fifth day of the 
hunger-strike. By then the government was only interested in solving the particular issue of the hunger-strike, and had put itself in 
the position of talking to the most extreme and radical groupsCthat narrow sector of the prison population which was ready to use 
death as a solution and a weapon. Two years before this crisis blew up, they should have been talking to the Bar, and the HRA and 
organizations like yours.@5 
 

                                                 
4
 Preliminary observations of the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture on their visit to Turkey 16-24 July 2000 (CPT/Inf (2000) 19 

[EN]), December 7, 2000. 
 

5
Human Rights Watch interview, Husnu Ondul, Ankara, January 4, 2001. 

At 4:30 a.m. on December 19, 2000, ten thousand gendarmes broke into wards in twenty prisons throughout Turkey. In some prisons 
inmates offered little resistance, or were overcome within a few minutes. In others, pitched battles lasted for more than a day. At 
Istanbul=s Umraniye E-type Closed Prison, fighting continued until December 23.  
 

The intervention was named AOperation Return to Life@ and presented to the media as an intervention to save the lives of 205 
prisoners on death fast. But by early January, thirty-two peopleCincluding two gendarmesCwere dead, and more than 2,000 prisoners 
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were on hunger strike. One thousand and forty prisoners had been transferred to Edirne, Kandira, and Sincan F-type prisons. Prisoners 
reported being subjected to beatings, torture, and ritual humiliation during transfer and on arrival at the new prisons. There were 
also allegations that unwarranted force was used during the intervention, and that prisoners were arbitrarily killed. Finally it was 
clear that, as had been feared all along, a regime of intense solitary or small group isolation was being imposed in the F-type 
prisons. The Turkish government, having refusing to respond to calls from prisoners= families, lawyers, human rights organizations, and 
intergovernmental bodies, failed to avert the avoidable disaster.  
 

 

 SMALL GROUP ISOLATION IN PRACTICE 
 

When I visited Sincan F-type Prison, I went into the room of one young prisoner. He seemed to have difficulty 

orientating himself and it was some time before he realized who I was. When I asked if he had any complaint he said 

ALonelinessCsave me from this loneliness.@ 

         Mehmet Bekaroglu, member of the Turkish Parliamentary Human Rights Commission, interviewed January 5, 2001. 

 

As noted above, prisoners who were to be transferred to F-type prisons resisted such transfer, at least in part 

because they feared the mental and physical consequences of being held in small group isolation. As Human Rights 

Watch learned from its research, many of their fears turned out to have been justified. 

 

During a joint mission in January 2001, Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International conducted interviews 

with three prisoners who were transferred from ward-based to F-type prisons during the December prison operation, as 

well as with twenty-four relatives of such prisoners. Most of those interviewed emphasized one primary point: the 

Turkish government is using F-type prisons to impose unconditional solitary and small group isolation on inmates. 

Every single prisoner, relative, and lawyer confirmed that prisoners are being locked down in solitary or three-person 

isolation units twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. Justice Minister Hikmet Sami Turk, touring a German 

prison in early February, spoke in positive terms of what F-type prisons had to offer: AIn F-type prisons there are 

workshops, closed and open sports fields, a library and reading room. What is important in a prison is the opportunity a 

person has to get in touch with themselves, and also to be with their friends.@
6
 However, to Human Rights Watch=s 

knowledge, by February 5, no prisoners had been given access to the library, canteen, or sports facilities advertised by 

the Justice Ministry prior to the opening of the prisons. Similarly, no prisoners had been permitted out-of-cell time.
7
 

 

                                                 
6
 Milliyet (Nationhood), February 8, 2001.  

7
 Out-of-cell time has been recommended by the Committee for the Prevention of Torture, which warned that AIn the absence 

of a significant improvement in activities for prisoners, the introduction of smaller living units will almost certainly cause more 

problems than it solves.@ Committee for the Prevention of Torture/Inf (99) 2 [EN]; February 23, 1999. 
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Mehmet Ozturk,
8
 imprisoned for supporting an illegal armed organization, was released under the December 20 

partial amnesty after having spent only four days at Sincan F-type Prison. During his time at the prison, he had initially 

been held in solitary confinement, and then shared a cell with two other prisoners. He told Human Rights Watch: AThe 

only way of summoning the guards is to bang on the door, and still they do not come. It was very cold indeed, and dark 

because there was no electricity for most of the time.@
9
 Mehmet Ozturk stated that he was not given any opportunity for 

out-of-cell activitiesCand in common with all prisoners at that stage was not even permitted into the yard annexed to 

the unit. 

 

Parts of the regime in the F-style prisons also seem intended to disorient prisoners. Mehmet Ozturk reported, for 

example, that he was not permitted a watch or writing implements. He also reported that very loud music was played in 

the outer corridor. Sami Yilmaz, who had been transferred to Sincan F-type prison from Bartin prison, described the 

same agonizingly loud music and the same unresponsiveness from the guards: ASuddenly this noise comes blaring in 

from the corridor. We banged on the cell door for forty-five minutes to get it turned off. But they did not turn it off.@
10

 

 

Contrasting with unpredictable bursts of sound which prisoners are unable to control were also extended periods of 

absolute silence, exacerbated by the lack of social interaction. Sami Yilmaz stated, AThe silence started to echo in our 

heads. At times all you can hear is far off booms and shouts. Even after a few days, three people in the same room run 

out of things to talk about.@
11

  

 

Each unit in the F-type prison opens onto its own small and separate yard.
12

 In May Justice Ministry 

representatives told Human Rights Watch that prisoners would have unrestricted daytime access to these exclusive 

yards. By the first week in January, most prisoners had not been permitted access into the cell yard, but by the end of 

the month more prisoners were reporting that they were being allowed into the yard, at least for a few hours a day.
13

 

 

Prison staff seemed well aware of the disturbing effects of the regime they were administering. Sami Yilmaz 

reported that as he was admitted to the prison, a high-ranking warden told him AYou will go into a single cell and come 

                                                 
8
 The names of all prisoners, with the exception of those who have died, and their relatives, have been withheld and replaced 

with pseudonyms for fear of possible reprisal.  
9
 Human Rights Watch interview with Mehmet Ozturk, Istanbul, January 2, 2001. 

10
 Sami Yilmaz described other Agames@ apparently intended to torment the prisoners: ASuddenly there would be a rap on the 

door in the middle of the night. We would jump up, wondering what was going on and then hear someone say >We have some 

lovely soup hereCdo you want some?=Cbut they know full well that we are on hunger-strike.@ 
11

 Human Rights Watch interview with Sami Yilmaz, Ankara, January 5, 2001. 
12

 The three person units have an upper dormitory, a dayroom measuring 25 m5 and a 30 m5 yard according to the Turkish 

Medical Association Report on F-type Prisons based on a visit of June 16, 2000 (www.ttb.org.tr/rapor/f_tipi.html). The yard is 50 

m5 in area according to the Justice Ministry's press release of February 13, 2001. 
13

 The preliminary observations of the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture (CPT) on their December 

2000/January 2001 visit to Turkey states that by the time of their visit in the second week in January, prisoners had access to the 

yards adjoining their cells throughout the day. 
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out mad,@ and a gendarme officer added: AY and in a few months we will come to take you to Bakirkoy [Istanbul=s well-

known mental institution].@ 

 

As Human Rights Watch noted in its May 2000 report, AMany 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.@ The prisoners were right. Human Rights Watch received several direct 

and indirect reports that prisoners in F-type prisons are beaten if they fail to present themselves for roll call at the door 

of the cell, and sometimes if they fail to stand at attention in the guards= presence. For example, Hatice Isikli stated that 

her son Alpaslan Isikli, who was held in Sincan Prison, had told her that he had been repeatedly beaten for refusing to 

stand at attention for roll call.
14

 Ali Dogan said that his daughter Deniz Dogan had described to him how the guards 

ordered her to sing military marches and shout military slogans.
15

 Reports of beatings at roll call continued throughout 

January 2001. Istanbul lawyer Several Demir told Human Rights Watch that when she went to see her client Salih 

Yesilirmak at Kandira F-type Prison in early January, she saw new wounds above his eyes and bruises.
16

 Salih 

Yesilirmak, who is held in a one-person cell and has a heart condition, told his lawyer that he had been severely 

punched and kicked by a group of guards because he had refused to stand in the prison director=s presence. A formal 

complaint was made about the assault and Salih Yesilirmak was interviewed by Kandira public prosecutor, but to date 

no proceedings have been taken against prison staff in respect of the attack. Two other clients informed her that they 

had been beaten by guards who entered their cells at Kandira Prison on January 13, 2001. In its preliminary 

observations on its December 2000/January 2001 visit, the CPT stated that it had received many allegations that 

prisoners were ill-treated in the process of being moved to the cell door for roll call. The committee recommended that 

the rule that prisoners should present themselves for roll call at the cell door should not be rigidly applied to hunger 

striking prisoners who might be in poor physical condition. "If, exceptionally, force has to be used to bring a prisoner 

downstairs for the headcount, then recognized control and restraint techniques should be employed; it goes without 

saying that physical assault is not one of those techniques."
17

 

 

Many critics of the F-type prisons have also expressed concern that the switches controlling electricity, hot and 

cold water, and heating are located outside the individual cells, pointing out that such an arrangement not only denies 

prisoners a sense of control over their living environment, it also makes prisoners feel particularly vulnerable to abuse. 

Lutfi Demirkapi, president of the Ankara branch of the HRA explained why this conventional and apparently sensible 

arrangement was so alarming in the context of a Turkish prison: AImagine a guard who wants, for example, sexual 

favors from an inmate. Because there is no supervision, he can just cut off light and heat and water until the prisoner 

gives in. There=s no oversight in our prisons, none at all. It is an invitation to abuse.@
18

 

 

It is often difficult for prisoners to get health care in Turkish prisons, but the isolation imposed in F-type prisons 

leaves sick prisoners completely without recourse. Sema Karatas recounted to Human Rights Watch the experiences of 

Fevzi Durmaz, who is fifty-seven years of age and has a heart condition that requires constant medication. She knows 

him through eight years of prison visiting in company with his relatives. Sema Karatas applied to the prosecutor at 

Edirne F-type Prison for Fevzi Durmaz to get the necessary medicine, but she was told, APrisoners are rejecting 

treatment because they are on hunger strike.@ However, according to Ms. Alatas, Fevzi Durmaz had not refused 

medication and was not on hunger strike. On February 13, Sema Karatas was a member of a delegation which met the 

justice minister and raised the lack of medical provision for prisoners. Later that month, Fevzi Durmaz's family were 

permitted to pay money into the administration department of Edirne F-type Prison so that the necessary medicines 

could be purchased. Fevzi Durmaz has since been transferred to Tekirdag F-type Prison. A number of prisoners injured 

in the December intervention have reportedly still not received treatment, including Ismail Korkmaz at Tekirdag F-type 

                                                 
14

 Human Rights Watch interview with Hatice Isikli, Istanbul, January 3, 2001. 
15

 Interview, Istanbul, January 2, 2001. 
16

 Human Rights Watch telephone interview with Several Demir, January 23, 2001. 
17

 Committee for the Prevention of Torture, Press Release/Observations on Visit 12/2000 - 01/2001, published 16/03/2001.  
18

 Human Rights Watch interview with Lutfi Demirkapi, Ankara, January 6, 2001. 
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Prison, who has broken ribs, and Bulent Agac and Halil Karabulut, who have broken ribs after being beaten in the 

December operation and again beaten in their cells for not presenting themselves for roll call.
19

 

 

Prisoners who have been beaten are also particularly vulnerable to denial of medical attention. For example, Salih 

Yesilirmak told his lawyer that after he had been beaten by guards (see above), he passed out on the floor of his cell. 

When he recovered consciousness, he found that he had lost a good deal of blood. Already in a weakened state because 

he was on hunger strike, he had insufficient strength to summon the guards by shouting and banging on the doorCthe 

only form of communication. He was later taken to the prison sick bay. He has since been transferred to Tekirdag F-

type Prison.  

 

                                                 
19

 Telephone interview with Umit Efe of the Prisons Commission of the Istanbul branch of the HRA, March 28, 2001, based 

on information supplied to her by lawyers and family members.  

In summary, the isolation regime in F-type prisons grinds inmates down mentally with sheer physical, 

psychological, and social monotony and a range of measures that disorient the prisoners and intensify their sense of 

helplessness: unpredictable and loud noises, disturbed sleep, services frequently but unpredictably turned off, and 

difficulty in accessing medical care. What is more, it provides an opportunity for prison staff to ill-treat prisoners, who 

have little or no recourse when abused. 

 

All these abuses are made possible because the F-type prison is a closed and unsupervised world. In its May 2000 

report on small group isolation in Turkish prisons, Human Rights Watch emphasized the importance of contact with the 

outside world, and in particular arrangements for monitoring by impartial bodies not under Justice Ministry authority. 

Prisons have, exceptionally, been visited by representatives of bar associations and the Turkish Medical Association but 

there are currently no arrangements for such bodies to visit prisoners or conduct regular independent inspection of 

prisons. Sami Yilmaz gave a dramatic example of the transforming potential of outside scrutiny: he described the newly 

opened Sincan F-type Prison as a cold and dark institution in which staff paid almost no attention to prisoners, except to 

beat them at morning and evening roll calls. 
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One day there was hot water. We were very surprised. The guards came to the door and said AIs there 

anything you need?@ We thought at first they were mocking us, but they gave us nail clippers and a waste bin. 

That evening we heard that Mehmet Bekaroglu [of the Parliamentary Human Rights Commission] had 

visited.
20

 

 

In two draft laws published in August 2000, the Justice Ministry openly acknowledged the potentially damaging 

nature of isolation and committed itself to ensuring a program of out-of-cell activities, and establishing boards of 

visitors. The Justice Minister himself promised to make Athose changes necessary to bring the prison to such a state that 

isolation would be impossible.@ At the time, Human Rights Watch welcomed the draft laws and the Justice Minister=s 

commitments as an important change of direction. Unfortunately, however, as of February 2001 none of the legislative 

changes had been enacted.  

 

At the time of writing, more than four hundred prisoners are on hunger-strike in protest against the F-type prison 

regimesCsome for more than 160 days. Hunger strikers are showing symptoms such as dizziness, numbing of the 

extremities, sight loss, hearing problems, vomiting, diarrhea, and at least six prisoners have been diagnosed with 

Wernicke-Korsakoff syndrome (permanent damage to the brain resulting in loss of memory).
21

 On March 22 twenty-

nine-year-old hunger striker Cengiz Soydas, a university student detained in 1995 and sentenced to fifteen years' 

imprisonment for membership of a violent left wing organization, died. He had been transferred on December 19, 1999 

from Bartin Prison to Sincan F-type Prison. On March 23, Secretary General of the Council of Europe Walter 

Schwimmer made a public statement urging the Turkish government to comply with the recommendations of the CPT, 

which include measures to end small group isolation. 

 

The justice minister, Hikmet Sami Turk has said: "Nobody will reach their goal through hunger strikes and death 

fasts."
22
 As Human Rights Watch has repeatedly affirmed, it would be quite wrong for the Justice Ministry to be 

diverted from the proper management of its prisons by the threat of hunger strike or any other prisoner actions. 

However it was very frustrating to hear the minister, as reported by Anatolia Agency and Cumhuriyet (Republic) of 

March 26, state that efforts to change the regime in F-type prisons in line with concerns expressed by civil society 

organizations and the Turkish Parliamentary Human Rights Commission would only begin once the hunger strikes 
had been abandoned.  

 

                                                 
20

 Human Rights Watch interview with Sami Yilmaz, Ankara, January 5, 2001. 
21

 Ankara Medical Association, press release of March 24, 2001. 
22

 Anatolia Agency, March 26, 2001.  

Revision of the regime of the F-type prisons to bring them into line with international standards must be 
disconnected from the issue of the hunger strikes. As the justice minister has expressed an intention to lift 
the isolation regime, this should be done immediately. It is merely an added argument for urgency that this 
step may encourage the hunger-strikers to drop their protest and so save lives.  
 

International Standards 
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The unconditional imposition of solitary or small group isolation contravenes international standards for 
the treatment of prisoners, and a number of international bodies have expressed concern about its 
damaging impact. The U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners emphasize the 
importance of contact with the outside world, the rehabilitative potential of imprisonment, and access to 
constructive work, education, and recreation: "Imprisonment and other measures which result in cutting off 
an offender from the outside world are afflictive by the very fact of taking from the person the right of self-
determination by depriving him of his liberty. Therefore the prison system shall not, except as incidental to 
justifiable segregation or the maintenance of discipline, aggravate the suffering inherent in such a 
situation."23 Recommendation No. R (82) 17 of the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe 
(September 24, 1982), urges member governments, which include 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 European Commission for Human Rights, an organ of the Council of Europe later absorbed into 
the European Court of Human Rights, stated 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."24 The CPT has also recommended that prisoners be permitted to spend Aa 
reasonable part of the day (eight hours or more) outside their cells, engaged in purposeful activity of a 
varied nature.@25  
 

Human Rights Watch urges the Justice Ministry to take immediate steps to lift the isolation regime in 
F-type prisons. By doing so, it will fulfill its clear and public undertakings not to implement an isolation 
regime, will take an important step to bring the F-type prisons in line with international standards, and make 
a constructive gesture to encourage prisoners to abandon their hunger strike. A comprehensive solution, 
which might involve legislation and possibly even architectural alterations to the prisons will take time. 
Therefore, as an interim measure, the justice minister can ensure that during daylight hours, cell doors are 
kept open to permit association within clusters of six three-person units and three single-person cells. It 
must be emphasized, however, that this would be no substitute for the program of activities repeatedly 
recommended by the CPT and provided for in the draft law of August 2000.  
 

In order to restore confidence among the prison population, and as a safeguard against ill-treatment 
and other abuses that have been reported in the F-type prisons, the Justice Ministry should grant local bar 
associations, medical associations, and human rights organizations the broadest possible access to the 
F-type prisons. Meanwhile, the August 2000 draft bill to establish boards of visitors envisaged should be 
strengthened so that the boards are convincingly independent of the state, and passed as law.  

 

                                                 
23
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24
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Excessive and Indiscriminate Force During the Prison Transfers 
The December prison incursions dramatically reversed explicit government policyCprovoking speculation that the military was 

behind the decision to rush the F-type prisons into service.26 Justice Minister Hikmet Sami Turk had made an explicit commitment on 
December 8: "It is clear that the F-type prisons will not be opened for service for at least six months. During this period we are 
ready to take into consideration the sensitivities of public opinion, the criticisms of the F-type prisons and the constructive 
suggestions of professional organizations.Y Our aim is to open the F-type prisons only after ensuring that they are brought to a 
state in conformity with human rights in every way.@27 It is difficult to square this undertaking with the carnage that followed only 
eleven days later and the haste with which prisoners were transferred to F-type prisons that were not prepared to receive them. For 
example, at Sincan F-Type Prison, there was not a proper water supply, and prisoners were obliged to drink water with clay particles 
in it.  Even as of this writing, there is no regulation in place to provide for the administration of the prisons. 
 

On December 19, despite public pronouncements that the transfers to F-type prisons would not happen for six months or more, 
gendarmes entered twenty prisons with demolition equipment and automatic weapons and transferred more than a thousand prisoners to 
F-type prisons. The transfer operation resulted in heavy loss of life: it appears that thirty prisoners in seven of the twenty prisons 
were killed or subsequently died from injuries they sustained during the transfer. Two gendarmes died; one was killed by a gunshot at 
Canakkale Prison, the other apparently from smoke inhalation at Umraniye. 
 

The exact circumstances in which so many deaths occurred have not yet been clarified. No detailed 
account of the fatalities has been provided either by the Justice or Interior Ministry. Official statements have 
presented the operation, in general terms, as one in which every effort was taken to preserve life in the face 
of gunfire from resisting prisoners. For example, in a press statement on December 24, Justice Minister 
Hikmet Sami Turk stated, AThis operation, which was well planned by the gendarmes and the security 
forces, is above praise, because it was carried out with care and concern based on high respect for human 
life.@28 Most prisoners died, the government claims, because they burned themselves in protest, while others 
were unavoidably killed because they were presenting an armed threat to the gendarmerie.29 
 

Lawyers and prisoners= relatives interviewed by Human Rights Watch relayed accounts that differ 
significantly from the government=s description of events. They describe an unprovoked attack by heavily 
armed soldiers who used unwarranted violence, firing on prisoners indiscriminately with lethal ammunition 
and apparently targeting and killing some unarmed prisoners. Some accounts (see below) suggest that 
gendarmes may have caused some of the fires by pouring flammable liquids or powders in areas where the 
prisoners were gathered, and igniting them. 
 

                                                 
26

 The operation was carried out by gendarmerie, a military force which carries out police duties under the authority of the Interior Ministry. 
The gendarmerie are commanded by generals who are part of military general staff, and the gendarmerie supreme commander is a member of the 
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27
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The cause of death is not known in all cases, because the prosecution service has not yet released the 
full autopsy reports. An Interior Ministry briefing given on December 23 (before the final death toll emerged) 
stated that sixteen prisoners immolated themselves and security forces killed ten prisoners who were 
resisting with arms.30 According to a briefing prepared by the Istanbul branch of the Human Rights 
Association, the largest number of deaths among prisoners was from gunshot wounds, followed by burning. 
Blows with blunt instruments may have been a factor in some deaths.31 Two prisoners appear to have died 
as a result of inhaling smoke or gas.32  
 

The U.N. Basic Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms by Law Enforcement Officials provides a 
guide for how firearms and other weapons should be used during such operations. The principles require 
that officials resort to force or firearms only when they have no other choice, that they should exercise 
restraint and act in proportion to their legitimate objective. Officers must, under all circumstances, Aminimize 
damage and injury, and respect and preserve human life.@ (Principle 5).  
 

In response to a nonviolent prisoner protestCthat is, widespread hunger strikesCthe authorities decided 
to send troops into the prisons in order to transfer the prisoners. Once the decision had been made to 
intervene using force, the authorities should have called on law enforcement professionals with experience 
in handling such a potentially hazardous situation with due regard for law and respect for human life. Due to 
the gendarmerie=s well-established and very bad track record in dealing with prisoner unrestChaving killed 
twenty-seven prisoners in similar incursions between 1995 and 199933

CHuman Rights Watch has urged on 
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 Radikal, December 24, 2000. 
31

 Istanbul Human Rights Association, 19 Aralik Katliam Raporu (December 19 Massacre Report), January 6, 2001. 
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more than one occasion that the Justice Ministry not use gendarmes to intervene in prison crises or for 
transfers. The Human Rights Commission of the Turkish Parliament, which investigated the killing of ten 
prisoners at Ankara Closed Prison in September 1999, also expressed the view that Agendarmes, in view of 
their training, and the psychological and social dimension of the task in question, are clearly unsuitable for 
intervention is such situations.@34 Similarly, the European Committee for the Prevention of Torture has urged 
the Turkish government to use gendarmerie only as a last resort. In such cases, AThe CPT recommends 
that ... the intervention take place in the presence of an authority which is fully independent of both the 
gendarmerie and the prison and charged with observing and subsequently reporting upon the carrying out 
of the intervention. The presence of such an authority will both have a dissuasive effect on anyone minded 
to ill treat prisoners and enable unfounded allegations of ill-treatment to be refuted in a convincing 
manner.@35  
 

                                                                                                                                                                         
vol. 12 no. 8 (D), May 2000; Human Rights Watch, ATurkey: Human Rights and the European Union Accession Partnership,@ A 
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Unfortunately, no such independent authority was present during the December 2000 intervention, in 
spite of the fact that, according to the Interior Minister, these operations had been planned for more than a 
year.36 On the contrary, even those authorities that had a clear duty to supervise the operation appear to 
have been kept well away from the scene. The prison prosecutor is the representative of the judiciary inside 
the prison and is responsible for all issues of legal process. Eren Keskin, a lawyer and president of the 
Istanbul branch of the HRA, told Human Rights Watch that she was in the office of the Istanbul Public 
Prosecutor during telephone conversations between the prosecutor and the prosecutors of Umraniye and 
Bayrampasa Prisons on December 20. From these telephone calls, she said she learned that neither 
prosecutor was granted access to the scene of the prison operation and therefore that they had no direct 
information on developments at the prisons. The media also reported, apparently based on official sources, 
that the prosecutor at Bayrampasa did not arrive at the gates of the prison until four hours after the 
operation had begun,37 and that the operation was being run by the gendarmerie, rather than judicial or 
prison, authorities.38 
 

U.N. Principle 10 on the Use of Force and Firearms requires that security forces should give Aclear 
warning of their intent to use firearms.@ The pre-dawn timing of the intervention suggests that it was planned 
as a raid relying on the element of surprise. Far from being warned of the use of force, some prisoners at 
Bayrampasa and Umraniye Prisons describe being awakened by explosions, though prisoners in other 
prisons did describe warnings in the form of calls to surrender.  
 

When Sema Karatas visited her husband Mustafa Karatas at Edirne F-type prison, he told her that he 
woke up to gendarmes shouting AThis is an operation, surrender!@ He described how the prisoners offered 
to surrender to the prosecutor, but the soldiers responded with, AThere=s no more prosecutor now, we are 
the prosecutor.@ When the prisoners asked to talk to the governor, the gendarmes jeered that they were the 
governor, and even the Justice Minister.39  
 

The U.N. Principles on the Use of Force and Firearms encourage the deployment of a range of Anon-
lethal incapacitating weapons for use in appropriate situations.@40 ATheir use should be carefully evaluated in 
order to minimize the risk of endangering uninvolved persons,@ and the use of such weapons should be 
carefully controlled.41 During the operation, ostensibly non-lethal methods were used, including what 
prisoners reported as concussion, tear gas, and pepper gas grenades, and a grenade containing some form 
of gas that incapacitated by making muscles tense uncontrollably. Although tear gas and pepper gas are 
generally not lethal when used in certain circumstances (such as for street riots), they can be fatal when 
used in enclosed spaces.42 The Istanbul HRA cited gas as a possible cause of the deaths of Nilufer Alcan at 
Bayrampasa Closed Prison and Unsal Gedik at Umraniye Prison.43  
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Lethal weapons were also widely used during the prison operation. According to the Istanbul HRA 
report, bullet wounds were the cause of death of at least eight prisoners. Prisoners= accounts suggest that a 
large amount of lethal ammunition was used in apparently indiscriminate shootings, even in the early stages 
of the operation. Such accounts were particularly common from Bayrampasa Closed Prison where most of 
the deaths by gunshot wounds occurred. According to Bilal and Fevziye Kaya, their son Mustafa Kaya 
reported being woken up at Bayrampasa by shooting. He told them that his ward was Araked@ with gunfire.44 
According to Ali Dogan, his daughter Deniz Dogan, held at Umraniye Prison, stated that she awoke to 
explosions and bullets Alike rain.@45 According to Ali Esmer, his brother Suha Esmer said that gendarmes 
entered his ward at Bayrampasa prison from the roof and began to shoot right and left without warning.46  
 

An Istanbul lawyer relayed to Human Rights Watch an account given by his client, transferred from 
Bayrampasa Prison, who said that the operation began with sudden gunfire and grenades from the corridor 
running alongside the ward, and that the gunshots wounds were sustained in the first minutes of the 
operation.  
 

Murat Ordekci, who was shot dead at Bayrampasa Prison, may have been the victim of a deliberate 
killing. Mustafa Karatas=s account, according to his wife Sema Karatas, was that prisoners driven from 
Bayrampasa=s C-12 ward by gas, smoke, and flames, fled into an exercise yard where gendarmes shot at 
them. It was his impression that gendarmes were mainly aiming for prisoners= legs, but nevertheless he saw 
Murat Ordekci, who was unarmed, shot through the head. 
 

The circumstances of the death of Ahmet Ibili at Umraniye Closed Prison suggest that this may also 
have been a deliberate killing. Justice Minister Hikmet Sami Turk stated that a prisoner, later identified at 
Ahmet Ibili, had immolated himself and that gendarmes had then shot him as he walked towards them.47  
 

The Commentary on article 3 of the Code of Conduct for Law Enforcement Officials (on which the Basic 
Principles are based) states: "The use of firearms is considered an extreme measure. Every effort should be 
made to exclude the use of firearms, especially against children. In general, firearms should not be used 
except when a suspected offender offers armed resistance or otherwise jeopardizes the lives of others and 
less extreme measures are not sufficient to restrain or apprehend the suspected offender. In every instance 
in which a firearm is discharged, a report should be made promptly to the competent authorities." The critical 
issue is to what extent the prisoners presented a threat to the gendarmes. A gendarmerie colonel, speaking at an Interior Ministry 
briefing on December 23, 2000 stated that "Although weapons were not being used [by the security forces], convicted and remanded 
prisoners used Kalashnikovs, shotguns, pistols, grenades, and home-made pipe-bombs against the security forces.@ One gendarme, 
Nurettin Kurt, died of a high velocity gunshot wound at Umraniye Prison. Human Rights Watch is not aware that any further information 
has emerged concerning the weapon which killed him and whether he was killed by prisoners' or gendarmes' gunfire.  
  

One of the prisoners with whom Human Rights Watch spoke did not deny that prisoners had resisted the security forces, but said 
that the weapons used were darts and slingshots, not firearms. There were newspaper reports that a Kalashnikov (AK-47) automatic 
weapon was used by prisoners at Bayrampasa and recovered after the operation. However, no gendarmes were reported to have been 
wounded by such a weapon, and a display of recovered weapons on December 21 included pistols but no automatic weapons.48 The 
Parliamentary Human Rights Commission had been skeptical about a similar claim made after the operation at Ankara Closed Prison in 
September 1999.49  
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automatic weapon (AK-47), 7 pistols, 1 shotgun. However, there are some doubts concerning the shotgun and automatic weapon. 

Firstly, the automatic weapon was not found in the first search...; if the said automatic weapon had been used by the prisoners, 

security force members would surely have been wounded with this weapon. Whereas wounded security force members were shot 

with pistol ammunition. Again, if a shotgun was used and a prisoner shot his three friends with this weapon, why did they not fire 

on the security forces with the shotgun?" 26 September 1999 Ulucanlar Prison Report, Turkish Grand National Assembly Human 

Rights Commission, June 2000. 
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Several prisoners died of burns during the December prison operation. Two bodies were burned beyond recognition, and one of 
these was buried without having been conclusively identified. Prisoners= own accounts indicate that some of their fellow prisoners did 
in fact set themselves on fire as a protest against the operation, and this is corroborated by video footage circulated by the Interior 
Ministry on December 21. But several prisoners also reported to their families that gendarmes poured flammable powders or liquids into 
the wards. According to Gulnaz Bayram, her daughter Nazli Bayram, who was in Bayrampasa Prison, told her that Aa white powder came 
in, and then there was a big explosion behind us. This lit the powder. There was nothing you could doCjust run this way and that.@50 
According to Hasan Celik, his son Seyhan Celik, who was in Bayrampasa Prison, reported, AThey sprayed a chemical material, a liquid, 
which caught fire after they tipped it in.@51 According to Bilal and Fevziye Kaya, their son Mustafa Kaya who was transferred from 
Bayrampasa to Edirne F-type prison, told them, AThe gendarmes opened a hole in the roof and threw in gas grenades, and poured some 
chemical liquid through and set light to it.@52  
 

U.N. Principle 22 on the Use of Force and Firearms provides that officers prepare a detailed report whenever they use firearms. If 
there are fatalities, they must submit the report to administrative and judicial bodies so that they can proceed to a thorough 
investigation. Scrupulous record keeping would be of vital importance in clarifying why so many lives were lost in those seven prisons 
on December 19. Full reporting followed up by meticulous forensic investigation could confirm or rebut the allegations of 
disproportionate and indiscriminate use of lethal violence. But there is no precedent for this. There were four previous fatal 
incursions, mainly by gendarmes, between 1995 and 1999.53 Human Rights Watch is not aware that the gendarmerie produced any detailed 
account of how ammunition was used, or how fatalities occurred in any of those incidents.  
 

Past experience of delay, perfunctory investigation, corruption or loss of evidence, and extreme difficulty in opening legal 
proceedings related to the killing of prisoners following previous incursions inspire little confidence that internal gendarmerie 
reports on the operation will even be made public or that independent inquiries will be initiated by or allowed by the government. To 
date, no gendarme or official has been punished for the killings and injuries in those operations. For example, in its investigation into 
the deaths of ten prisoners at Ankara=s Ulucanlar Closed Prison on September 26, 1999, the Parliamentary Human Rights commission 
reported that some officials had been reluctant to cooperate or even refused to cooperate with its investigation or to supply 
evidence, that Justice and Interior Ministry officials had not been frank in their disclosures, that autopsies had not been properly 
carried out, and that evidence had disappeared and, in the case of the Arecovered@ Kalashnikov automatic weapon, possibly created. The 
Commission concluded that excessive force had been used and also noted injuries that indicated that the prisoners were beaten after 
capture. Lawyers who attempted to bring legal action against prison staff for their part in the deaths and injuries of prisoners were 
blocked by the office of the Ankara governor. The Ankara governor's office also tried to block the prosecution of gendarmes, but this 
was successfully challenged in the courts. However, in the curious indictment finally produced in December 2000, the prosecutor 
charged gendarmerie officers with unlawful killing, but urged their acquittal on the grounds that they were acting in self-defense 
and the pursuit of their duty.54 
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It is imperative that all evidence that may assist in the reconstruction of events in Turkish prisons on December 19, 2000 be 
preserved untainted. Human Rights Watch was concerned to learn from the lawyer Selcuk Kozaagac that prisoners= clothing, which 
would provide much information about the direction and range of gunshots, as well as the use of flammable materials, has disappeared. 
In view of the history of corrupt or missing evidence in parallel cases, and the difficulty in securing prosecutions, much less 
convictions, in similar violent interventions by gendarmes, it may not be possible to rely on the state prosecution service to carry out 
an effective investigation and, where appropriate, prosecute members of the security forces. Human Rights Watch therefore calls on the 
Turkish government to establish an independent commission of investigation into the deaths that occurred during the December 
intervention, along the lines recommended by the U.N. Principles on the Effective Prevention and Investigation of Extra-legal, Arbitrary 
and Summary Executions (Principle 11). The commission should be composed of persons recognized for their expertise, impartiality, and 
independence. It should be fully resourced, with powers to summon and protect witnesses, and demand information from official bodies. 
Where the commission uncovers evidence indicating that individuals are responsible for killing or wounding through the negligent or 
careless use of force or firearms, or for carrying out deliberate killings, or where superior officers have given orders that resulted 
in such conduct, such evidence must be submitted to the prosecution service in order that those individuals or superior officers can be 
brought to justice. The findings of the Commission should be made public without delay.  
 
Allegations of Ill-treatment, Torture, and Sexual Assault During the Prison Transfers 

Prisoners who were transferred to F-type prisons during the December operation reported widespread beatings by gendarmes and, 
in some cases, torture. The CPT stated55 that it had received "numerous and consistent allegations" that prisoners had been beaten by 
gendarmes after removal from the prison wards, and stated that in some cases the committee had gathered medical evidence consistent 
with the allegations.56  
 

Sami Yilmaz, who was transferred from Bartin to Sincan F-type Prison, described what happened after he was captured by 
gendarmes:  
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They took us into the prison garden, stripped us of our clothes and valuables, including rings, and hit us on the head and 
back with truncheons. While this was happening we saw the other prisoners, still face down in the mud, even though six 
hours had passed since the operation began. Because my head was bloody, they put me in an ambulance. They also brought two 
other prisoners. The doctor tried to stop the bleeding but the gendarmes traveling with us intervened saying ADon=t foul 
your hands with the blood of these people.@ When the doctor said that he must carry on with treating us, the gendarmes 
started to beat us there in the ambulance. They continued to beat us as we arrived at the hospital. Because I could stand I 
was walked to the special lock-up ward. My hands were handcuffed behind my back and the gendarmes pushed me down a 
flight of stairs. At the bottom there were two others waiting. One of them hit me in the face with his fist. They both 
kicked me. My eyes were so swollen that I could only see out of the corner of one of them. There were fellow prisoners 
unconscious on the floor. I sat down next to them and the gendarmes struck my head against the wall, and I lost 
consciousness.57  

 
Because the gendarme had lost the key, Bulbul was left for the night in tight handcuffs that caused his hands to swell and turn blue.58 
 

The beating and humiliation continued the next day, on the journey to Sincan F-type Prison. Sami Yilmaz and the other prisoners 
were still sick from the effects of the gas used in the operations and one of Sami Yilmaz=s companions said that he needed to vomit. 
AWe asked for water, and for him to be allowed out to vomit. We even offered to get them money. The gendarmes refused, and when [the 
prisoner] finally vomited, they shouted >Don=t filthy up the floor or we will make you lick it up.=@ Sami Yilmaz stated that uniformed 
gendarmes and a plain-clothes officer interrogated him after arrival at Sincan F-type Prison. While interrogating him about the 
political structures within Bartin Prison, they stripped him and beat him on the buttocks with a truncheon. Human Rights Watch spoke 
to relatives of seventeen prisoners who separately reported being beaten during transit and/or on arrival at F-type prisons. Several 
prisoners, male and female, also told their families that they were sexually assaulted. One female prisoner told her brother that 
gendarmes had beaten her with a truncheon, kicked her between the legs, and squeezed her breast. At one point, according to his 
account, gendarmes attempted to remove her trousers while their colleagues stood around jeering and shouting at other prisoners and 
taunted them to intervene.  
 

One prisoner informed his lawyer, Gulizar Tuncer, that after being removed from Istanbul=s Umraniye Prison he was taken to 
Kandira F-Type Prison. On arrival on 20 December he was taken to a room where he was stripped naked and interrogated for 
approximately 45 minutes by gendarmes who subjected him to falaka (beating on the soles of the feet), beatings, and anal rape with a 
truncheon. He was put in a cell with two other prisoners, one of whom had broken ribs. When a doctor came to examine this prisoner 
during the night, the prisoner told the doctor what had happened and asked to be examined. The doctor dismissed his request, saying, 
AWe will see.@ The prisoner told his lawyer that he wrote two separate petitions to the prison administration requesting a medical 
examination. His lawyer also made an application on her client=s behalf. Forensic Medicine Institute doctors only examined the prisoner 
twenty-five days after the alleged assault, and the lawyer has not received the report.59 Seven other male prisoners also made a 
formal complaint that they had been anally raped by gendarmes with truncheons during the transfer.60 
 

Prison staff appear to have neglected their own standard prison procedures for conducting thorough medical examinations of all 
new prisoners, and thus did not document medical evidence of ill-treatment that had occurred during the transfer. Some prisoners 
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reported having received no medical examination upon arrival at the new prison; others described medical examinations that were 
perfunctory at best. Mehmet Bekaroglu, a member of the Turkish parliament for Rize and a former prison psychiatrist, serves on the 
Parliamentary Human Rights Commission. He has taken an energetic interest in the current crisis and, as a member of the Turkish Medical 
Association, was particularly vigilant in investigating the medical problems of the prisoners:  
 

As far as I can tell, there are absolutely no prisoners without burns, bruises, and cuts, which they say that they got on the 
way to and on admittance into the F-type prisons. But no forensic medical examination was carried out, even though I urged 
this repeatedly. I spoke to the doctor at Sincan F-Type Prison when I visited and said, AIt is your responsibility to record 
all the injuries of admitted prisoners. Have you done this?@ He confessed that this had not been done. 

 
The Justice Ministry was slow to respond to allegations of ill-treatment and did not appoint his own inspectors to look into 

allegations of ill-treatment until January 2, almost two weeks after the violence took place. To date, no information had emerged 
concerning their findings. 
 

In fact, during the first month following the transfer, almost the only medical information to reach the public regarding the 
condition of prisoners transferred to the F-type prisons was the long lists of injuries pieced together by the Human Rights 
Association from interview notes provided by lawyers and relatives, and the few released prisoners. The following handwritten notes of 
December 25, 2000, which the Ankara branch of the HRA passed to Human Rights Watch, and what police confiscated from their offices 
are a typical example. It concerns prisoners at Ankara=s Sincan Prison:  
 

Ahmet Bakir (according to the account gAhmet Bakir (according to the account gAhmet Bakir (according to the account gAhmet Bakir (according to the account given by his mother Sevgi Bakir) iven by his mother Sevgi Bakir) iven by his mother Sevgi Bakir) iven by his mother Sevgi Bakir)  
In three person cell. Bruises on face. Broken arm. Stitches on leg. Cannot stand. Tortured constantly. On 65th day of death 
fast. (Brought from Ceyhan Prison).  

 
Faruk Dere (according to the account given by his father Zeki Dere) Faruk Dere (according to the account given by his father Zeki Dere) Faruk Dere (according to the account given by his father Zeki Dere) Faruk Dere (according to the account given by his father Zeki Dere)  
In three person cell with Mehmet Kaynak and Hakan Elma. Lung problems arising from intense gas exposure. Difficulty 
talking. Wounds on his mouth. Bruises on jaw and eyebrow. On 16th day of unlimited hunger-strike. Other friends also on 
hunger-strike. Beaten twice a day, morning and evening. Sometimes stripped and beaten. No access to yard. No heating. 
Cannot get out of bed. Beaten by specially trained gendarmes. If they use too much electricity they will be charged for it. 
Beaten for 40 minutes on arrival at prison. 

 
Yakup Inan (according to the account given by his elder brother Serdar Inan)Yakup Inan (according to the account given by his elder brother Serdar Inan)Yakup Inan (according to the account given by his elder brother Serdar Inan)Yakup Inan (according to the account given by his elder brother Serdar Inan) 
In three person cell with Haydar Aycicek and Hasan Dagli. On the 57th day of death fast. Has lost 20-25 kilograms. Mouth 
and lips smashed. 8 stitches in site of blow on forehead. Wound on left side of back, right side bruised black where he was 
beaten with a chain. Ribs may be broken. Has difficulty drawing breath. Loss of memory. (Was brought from Ceyhan Prison). 
Wants a doctor from Turkish Medical Association. Deteriorating. ... 

  
Arif Bademli and Hasan Bademli (from their father Mustafa Bademli)Arif Bademli and Hasan Bademli (from their father Mustafa Bademli)Arif Bademli and Hasan Bademli (from their father Mustafa Bademli)Arif Bademli and Hasan Bademli (from their father Mustafa Bademli) 
They came from Ceyhan Prison. They are both staying in the same three person cell. Arif=s arm is broken, his eye bruised. 
Stitches in his head. Wounds all over his body. He came to the visit in his hospital gown. Arif has just begun a death fast, 
Hasan is on the 61st day. Stitches in his head. Arif=s condition is bad. Not even bandaged. Every day they are brought down 
for roll call and beaten.  

 
When police found this list during a search at the Ankara branch of the HRA, it was not used as the basis for an official investigation 
into ill-treatment, but used instead as the basis for charges against officials of the branch for Asupporting an armed organization.@ 
They are currently on trial at Ankara State Security Court. (See below for additional details on government efforts to silence NGO 
monitoring of the prison crisis.) 
 

The Ankara Medical Association was permitted to examine prisoners in the Sincan F-type Prison on three occasions between 
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January 3 and January 17. Its report on these examinations61 is consistent with the accounts given by prisoners:  
 

Almost all [prisoners at Sincan F-type Prison] had cuts, particularly in the head area and above the hair-line, a large 
percentage of which had not been sutured but which had begun to heal or turn into scar tissue; bruises and abrasions on 
extremities and trunk, soft tissue damage and associated pain; also lesions on the wrist and numbness of the hands 
associated with prolonged tight handcuffing; a large number also had eye injuries resulting from trauma, including 
sclerotic hemorrhage which was beginning to be reabsorbed Y examinations showed that 25 convicted and remand prisoners 
had untreated fractures of ribs and extremities (particularly fingers), while eleven had burns in various parts of their 
bodiesY One convicted prisoner who was interviewed said that he had been anally raped with a truncheon. 

 
Access to prisons by the Turkish Medical Association branches was withdrawn following the publication of their critical findings. 
 
 

    THE GOVERNMENT====S REACTION 
 

 
Government Attempts to Silence Prison and Human Rights Activists 

The Turkish government has cracked down on those seeking to expose torture, beatings, and other police abuses related 
specifically to the December prison operations and to the conditions in F-type prisons more generally. The Families= Association for 
Solidarity with Prisoners (TAYAD) has been raided numerous times since October when the hunger strikes began and has been shut down 
on the orders of the Istanbul governor. Five branches of the Turkish Human Rights Association (HRA) have been closed since November 
because of their work on the F-type prisons. HRA branches have been repeatedly raided and members detained during this period. The 
Istanbul and Ankara branches of the HRA are currently facing prosecutions for their legitimate protests about isolation and the 
F-type prisons. 
 

Nimet Tanrikulu, former president of the Istanbul branch of HRA, was formally arrested on January 6 for participating in a 
nonviolent demonstration against isolation in F-type prisons and released pending trial on February 6, 2001. HRA members have also 
been ill-treated: on January 6, Lutfi Demirkapi, president of the Ankara branch of the HRA, was detained while attempting to make a 
press statement next to the human rights monument in the city center. He told Human Rights Watch:  
 

I was grabbed by police officers and put in a police van with relatives of prisoners held at Ankara's Sincan F-type 
prison. The police kicked and beat the others. We were all taken to Ankara Police Headquarters and made to stand for five 
hours leaning against a wall. There were two women over fifty years of age and they were treated just the same.62 
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HRA members are also being subjected to telephone threats. The Istanbul branch alone has received more than twenty such calls 
since the December operation. Lutfi Demirkapi of the Ankara branch told Human Rights Watch about a threatening phone call he 
received on January 5, when an unknown caller asked, "Are you still alive then? They are getting your shroud ready?"63 Such threats are 
taken seriously by the HRA, which has lost ten members in politically motivated armed attacks over the past decade. 
  

Twenty-four people, including relatives of prisoners held in F-type prisons, seventeen of whom were remanded in custody, 
appeared in Ankara State Security Court on February 27 charged with membership or support of illegal armed organizations, because 
they had participated in demonstrations against F-type prisons. The prosecutor is demanding imprisonment for terms up to twenty-two 
years. 
 

The intense pressure on the HRA is unrelenting. On March 18, 2001, sixty-seven members of the Istanbul branch of the HRA were 
detained when they attempted a sit-down protest against the F-type prisons in Sultanahmet park. As the branch president Eren Keskin 
was explaining to police officers that the protest would last no more than five minutes, she and the others were roughly detained. 
Afet Alaca,64 who was beaten with a truncheon and kicked, was examined and received a medical certificate upon release indicating 
that injuries to her back would render her unfit for work for forty-three days. 
 
Government Attempts to Silence the Press 

The Turkish authorities have openly tried to manipulate press coverage of the crisis. Media reports that were critical of the 
government=s handling of the prison crisis have led to prosecutions, closure of media outlets, or the confiscation of offending 
editions. Four days before the December 19 operation, Istanbul State Security Court issued a judgment that any newspaper conveying any 
news that might be construed as supporting or encouraging the hunger-strikes would be prosecuted with risk of possible closure and 
a prison sentence of up to seven and a half years.65 A similar warning was given by the Council for Radio and Television. Consequently, 
national press, radio, and television reporting has either parroted the government line on the crisis, or been very restrained. 
 

The justice minister also warned that statements about the hunger strike may also be prosecuted under article 454 of the Turkish 
Criminal Code as incitement to suicide. 66 
 

Twenty-two publications have had issues confiscated because of their reporting on F-type prisons. The daily newspaper Evrensel 
(Universal), for example, has had three issues confiscated for its coverage of the prison crisis. Fevzi Argun, Ankara representative of 
Evrensel, told Human Rights Watch:  
 

The large media groups which dominate the daily press and televisionCnewspapers such as Hurriyet, channels such as ATV, do 
not report developments or they even report in such a way that will worsen the situation. They are silent on the wretched 
state of the families.67  

 
Similarly, on January 21, Cagdas (Contemporary) Radio in Ankara was also shut down for seven days because it had broadcast news of the 
hunger strikes. 
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Punishing the Relatives  
We were not able to see any prisoners for a month before the operation because they were on  hunger-strike. When the 

operation happened we went to Malatya Prison and were kept in the rain for an hour before we saw the prosecutor who promised that 
no harm had been done. When I finally got to see my child a week ago, I did not recognize him. He could barely stand. 
Fahriye Gok, speaking of her son Mehmet Ali Gok, transferred from Malatya Prison to Sincan F-type Prison.68 
 

The relatives of the prisoners have certainly suffered heartbreaking misery since December 19, when many of them watched the 
prison operations from a distance. Families stood as close as the gendarmerie would permitCperhaps a kilometer awayCwhere they 
were able to hear the gunshots, see the smoke, and smell the tear and pepper gas. Ali Dogan said that relatives waiting for four days 
outside Umraniye Prison were given no information about the development of the operations inside. AWe were beaten and insulted in a 
really vile way by the gendarmes. But of course we had to be there. We were worried sick about our children. We did not believe that 
they would come out alive.@69 
 

Some prisoners disappeared from view for two weeks or more, reducing whole families to a state of panic. Aysel Koru told Human 
Rights Watch that she had not yet been able to see her husband, gravely injured during the operation at Canakkale prison two weeks 
earlier. For more than a week she had been able to get no information about his condition from the prison prosecutor or from the 
directors at the medical wing of Bayrampasa Prison where she finally established that he was being held. On January 2, she was 
informed that the top of her husband=s cranium had been crushed and that  surgery had been carried out to remove the damaged bone, but 
she was not told how this injury had occurred. When she spoke to Human Rights Watch, she had just labored across the city to get 
permission to see her husband from the Sultanahmet Public Prosecutor, only to be told, when she arrived at Bayrampasa, that it was a 
male relatives= visiting day and that she would therefore not be permitted a visit. She made a strong appeal against the official lack 
of concern she had encountered: AI just want everyone to show some sensitivity and caring. I want you to call on the state to be 
sensitive. We are at the end of our strength.@70 
 

Indeed, the authorities= disregard for the feelings of the relatives is startling. The lawyer Keles Ozturk of the Istanbul Bar told 
Human Rights Watch that the parents of Muharrem Buldukoglu, missing in the operation at Umraniye prison, searched for two weeks for 
news of their son, inquiring at hospital after hospital, and repeatedly contacting the Istanbul Public Prosecutor until they were 
finally confronted with two bodies, both burned beyond recognition, at the morgue of the Istanbul Forensic Medicine Institute. They were 
informed that DNA tests could be carried out to establish whether either of the bodies belonged to their son, but they would have to 
pay for the test. The family asked for the test to be carried out, and one of the bodies was established to be that of Muharrem 
Buldukoglu. They were duly presented an invoice for 600 million TL (approximately $900). 
 

Sema Karatas told Human Rights Watch, AWe talk a lot about the prisoners but the families are suffering terribly. My rights are 
being suspended too.@ This is particularly true with respect to visits. Families are obliged to wait for hours in all weather outside the 
walls of the prison, excluded from the existing waiting room for reasons that remain unclear. They have complained of repeated 
searches that seem designed not so much to maintain prison security as to humiliate and offend the visitor. Sema Karatas said that the 
search on the first day she visited her husband at Edirne F-type Prison was Aridiculous. People were even required to take their 
underwear off. It was a sort of rape.@ Relatives who brought warm clothing and food found that these failed to reach the prisoners, 
who are supplied by the prison shop reportedly at very high prices. 
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When family members finally got into the visiting rooms in the last days of December, the prisoners who came to the telephone 
on the other side of the thick glass were visibly injured, half naked, or without shoes, in addition to being in the late stages of a 
hunger-strike. Visits are generally no longer than half an hour, and sometimes as short as five minutes. The relatives had the 
impression that the prison authorities deliberately interfere with the telephone connection in the visiting booths by turning the volume 
very low so that the interlocutors are obliged to shout, or by cutting the connection off altogether.  
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When groups of relatives have gathered to draw attention to the ongoing abuses in the F-type prisons they have been repeatedly 

cleared from the streets, and frequently ill-treated. Eighty-three relatives of prisoners who had staged a protest at Freedom Square 
in the Bakirkoy district of Istanbul were beaten and detained on January 14, 2001. Fevziye Kaya, aged fifty-one, reported, 
 

Officers [at Bakirkoy Police Headquarters] had lined up on both sides of the corridor through which we had to pass. We 
were heavily beaten on our heads with their truncheons. One of their commanders said, AKill them.@ They were all cursing at 
us. Some of us fell down and were kicked. Many of us were injured. I was bleeding from my head and fainted. They took me to 
the hospital.71 

 
Fevziye Kaya stated that she had a medical report documenting her injuries and would file an official complaint.  
 
 

    RECOMMENDATIONS 
    
Human Rights Watch Recommendations to the Turkish Authorities  
1. Abolish solitary and small-group isolation throughout the Turkish prison system.  
 
2. As an interim measure at Edirne, Kandira, and Sincan F-type Prisons, open the doors to cells within each separate group of six 
three-person units and in each separate group of three solitary units during daylight hours. This will permit some relief to groups of 
eighteen and three prisoners by permitting them to associate with one another. Steps should also be taken quickly to lift the isolation 
regime and to implement a proper program of out-of-cell activities.  
 
3. Ensure that prisoners are not subjected to ill-treatment by guards. Ensure that all allegations of ill-treatment of prisoners are 
promptly investigated and that those found responsible are promptly brought to justice.  
 
4. Establish regulations for the operation of the new prisons which are consistent with the U.N. Standard Minimum Rules for the 
Treatment of Prisoners. The rules emphasize the importance of contact with the outside world, the rehabilitative potential of 
imprisonment, and the need for access to constructive work, education, and recreation. The European Committee for the Prevention of 
Torture (CPT) has recommended that prisoners must be permitted to spend Aa reasonable part of the day (eight hours or more) outside 
their cells, engaged in purposeful activity of a varied nature.@ (See CPT report to the Swedish government (CPT/Inf (92) 4 [EN]; March 
12, 1992, Para 160).  
 
5. Local bar associations, medical chambers, and human rights organizations must be afforded the broadest possible access to the new 
prisons to ensure that prisoners are not subject to ill-treatment or other abuses, and to ensure that arrangements for out of cell 
time are not eroded. 
 
6. Establish prison visiting boards to inspect and report on conditions in prisons. The boards must be convincingly independent from 
the authorities that run the prisons. 
 
7. Ensure that all prisoners, irrespective of whether they are on hunger-strike, are given necessary medical care upon request. 
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8. Ensure that families and lawyers visiting prisoners are not subjected to unnecessarily grueling or humiliating security checks, and 
that they are protected from the weather while waiting outside and inside the prison. 
 
9. Investigate allegations that gendarmes who entered prisons on December 19, 2000 committed arbitrary killings and used excessive and 
indiscriminate force during their intervention, and that they tortured and beat prisoners after capture, during transfer, and on arrival 
at the F-type prisons. In view of the importance of the case, the difficulty in securing and protecting evidence, and past difficulties 
in opening prosecutions into other killings of inmates during prison incursions, this investigation should be conducted by a commission 
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composed of persons recognized for their expertise, impartiality, and independence. The commission should be fully resourced, with 
powers to summon and protect witness, and demand information from official bodies. Where the commission obtains evidence which 
indicates that individuals are responsible for killing or wounding through the negligent or careless use of force or firearms, or for 
carrying out deliberate killings, or where superior officers have given orders which resulted in such conduct, that evidence must be 
submitted to the public prosecution service in order that those individuals or superior officers can be brought to justice. 
 
10. Authorize publication of the seven outstanding CPT reports relating to visits dating back more than a decade. Circumstances suggest 
that the reports most relevant to the current prison crisis are those relating to the July 2000 and December 2000/January 2001 
visits.  
    
Human Rights Watch Recommendations to the Council of EuropeHuman Rights Watch Recommendations to the Council of EuropeHuman Rights Watch Recommendations to the Council of EuropeHuman Rights Watch Recommendations to the Council of Europe 
1. The Committee of Ministers should urge the Turkish government, in the strongest terms, to authorize publication of the seven 
outstanding reports on visits by the CPT, and in particular those relating to the July 2000 and the December 2000/January 2001 visits. 
 
2. The Committee of Ministers should also closely monitor the Turkish government=s implementation of the CPT=s recommendations 
concerning the F-type prisons, including the repeated emphasis on a program of out-of-cell activities.  
 
3. Council of Europe members should raise Turkey=s ongoing prison crisis in the weekly meetings of the Committee of Ministers. 
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