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Special Focus

Ankara faces off EU criticism over media

Istanbul

T 

he European Union accus-
es Turkey of turning its 
back on political reforms 
and increasing pressure 
on the media but the gov-

ernment in Ankara has shrugged off 
the criticism.

In its annual report on Turkey’s 
progress as a candidate to join the 
European Union, the European 
Commission slammed Ankara for 
a deterioration in the rule of law, 
human rights and freedom of the 
media. Ankara, which has been in-
volved in accession talks with the 
European Union since 2005 without 
much progress, responded by say-
ing the report was unbalanced.

“There was significant backslid-
ing in the areas of freedom of ex-
pression and freedom of assembly,” 
the report, released on November 
10th, said of developments in the 
previous 12 months. “Freedom 
of expression is frequently chal-
lenged, in particular through arbi-
trary and restrictive interpretation 
of the legislation, political pressure, 
dismissals and frequent court cases 
against journalists which also lead 
to self-censorship.”

The European Union renewed 
its concern about pressure on the 
media in Turkey after the arrests of 
journalists Can Dundar and Erdem 
Gur, who were sent into pretrial de-
tention for publishing a story about 
clandestine arms shipments from 
Turkey to Syrian rebels.

“A high number of arrests, hear-
ings, detentions, prosecutions as 
well as censorship cases and lay-
offs occurred, as the government 
maintained a strong pressure on 
media,” the Progess Report said. 
“Frequent threats and various types 
of intimidation from state and non-

state agents against journalists and 
media outlets continue to be an is-
sue of serious concern.”

Media institutions and govern-
ment critics risked prosecution 
by voicing opinions not shared by 
the government, the report added. 
“Criminal legislation on defama-
tion against the state, its institu-
tions, employees or other symbols 
of statehood is extensively used 
against journalists, lawyers and 
users of social media critical of the 
government and government offi-
cials.”

The EU report singled out a law 
threatening jail terms of up to four 
years for insulting the president and 
other officials, a regulation that, ac-
cording to critics, is increasingly be-
ing used by President Recep Tayyip 
Erdogan to silence dissent. The Eu-
ropean Union said the law was “not 
in line” with the case law of the 
European Court of Human Rights, 
whose decisions Turkey is obliged 
to follow.

Ankara says investigations and 
court cases against journalists and 
media groups were matters for the 
judiciary and outside government 
control. Shortly before the report 
was published, state-appointed 
managers took over newspapers 
and television channels run by fol-
lowers of Fethullah Gulen, a Muslim 
cleric in the United States and a for-
mer Erdogan supporter who stands 
accused of plotting to bring down 
the president.

In a separate development, police 
detained two leading editors of the 
political magazine Nokta as they 
were preparing a front-page story 
saying that the success of Erdogan’s 
Justice and Development Party 
(AKP) in November 1st elections 
would be the start of a civil war in 
Turkey. The Nokta issue in question 
was never published. Turkish media 
reported that 13 radio and television 

channels belonging to the Gulen 
movement had been removed from 
Turkey’s Turksat satellite network.

Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet 
Davutoglu, speaking to CNN, said 
he was determined to defend press 
freedom and intellectual freedom 
as “red lines” in a democracy. But 
he added the Nokta story had noth-
ing to do with press freedom but 
was a clear “provocation”.

Turkey’s Ministry for EU Affairs 
accused the EU progress report of 
bias and hypocrisy. “Some of the 
comments in the report do not duly 
reflect Turkey’s reforms on these 
fields and are also unfair and exces-
sive,” the ministry said in a state-
ment. “Besides, such comments 
overlook the balance between 
freedom and security, which is a 
must for democracies where rule 

of law prevails. Assessments and 
comments based on generalisa-
tions on cases for which the judicial 
proceedings are ongoing primarily 
contradict the principle of the inde-
pendence of the judiciary.”

Media associations in Turkey, 
however, say Ankara is using sev-
eral instruments to stifle criticism. 
In a statement released during the 
Group of 20 summit in the southern 
Turkish resort of Antalya, five jour-
nalist groups said the government 
refused to grant accreditation to 
several opposition media.

Other government critics said 
that, while the EU report showed a 
worsening situation in their coun-
try, Brussels appeased Ankara by 
holding back the report until the 
November 1st elections. That move 
was seen as an effort by the Euro-

pean Union to avoid angering the 
government at a time when Europe 
needs Turkey’s cooperation to stem 
the flow of Syrian refugees to EU 
countries.

Yavuz Baydar, a prominent jour-
nalist who is critical of the govern-
ment, bemoaned “the apparent and 
disturbing timidity of the EU in its 
latest progress report”.

Writing in the Today’s Zaman 
newspaper, which is part of the Gu-
len media and rumoured to be the 
target of an impending takeover by 
the government, Baydar accused 
the European Union of being “blind-
ed by the ‘refugee flow’ into its ter-
ritory” and of stepping back consid-
erably “from its principled stand on 
the delivery of spot-on judgments”. 
The European Union was damaging 
its own credibility, he added.
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A demonstrator holds a newspaper with the headline “Black day for the press” during a protest 
outside the Cumhuriyet newspaper headquarters in Istanbul, Turkey, on November 27th.

Police detained two 
leading editors of 
the political 
magazine Nokta.

Brussels appeased 
Ankara by holding 
back the report until 
the November 1st 
elections.

The declining standards of Lebanese media
Samar Kadi

Beirut

L 

ebanese media, long con-
sidered the Arab world’s 
most vocal and profession-
al, have declined tremen-
dously in terms of freedom 

and balanced coverage, journalists 
here say.

The consequences of war, eco-
nomic and financial hardships, po-
litical rivalries and antagonism have 
left their marks on the standard of 
journalists’ professionalism, objec-
tive reporting and critical analysis 
for which the Lebanese media had 
been acclaimed.

“It is definitely no longer in its 
golden age,” veteran journalist 
Amin Kammourieh said. “We have 
entered a phase of the provocative 
media, one that fuelled hatred and 
animosity at the expense of cred-
ibility and authenticity.”

“Loyalties (of journalists) are be-
ing purchased, media is sponsored 
by political money to represent 
views of sponsors and journalists 
are now more than ever restricted 
by editorial lines at the cost of pro-
fessionalism,” added Kammourieh, 
a senior writer at Lebanon’s leading 
An Nahar newspaper.

Lebanon’s long history of a pro-
fessional and vibrant media was 
largely linked to political changes 
in the region, according to former 
managing director and senior col-
umnist at the main As Safir news-
paper, Sateh Noureddine. He is now 
director of al-Modon online news-
paper.

“Lebanon’s was not the only lib-
eral and free media in the region. 
In the ‘50s, the media in Egypt and 
Iraq, and even in Syria, were quite 
outspoken and professional,” he 
said. “But with the revolutions that 
brought the Nasserites in Egypt 
and the Ba’ath regimes in Iraq and 
Syria muzzling the press, Lebanon 
became the hub for regional media 
and was enriched by the influx of 
Arab journalists from these coun-
tries.”

Lebanon had provided an oasis 
of freedom of expression for the re-
gion, where journalists had leeway 
to engage in critical and investiga-
tive reporting about regional and 

Arab issues essentially without be-
ing threatened.

Still, Lebanon never had a “totally 
independent” media, according to 
Noureddine. He said political money 
has always been in the arena and 
local newspapers have always had 
some sort of foreign sponsorship 
and funding from Arab regimes but 
this did not stop them from being 
critical and outspoken even about 
their sponsors.

Kammourieh acknowledged the 
existence of “a fair degree of media 
independence” in the past. “The me-
dia knew how to impose their own 
terms… A newspaper that received 
funding from Libya, for example, did 

not exactly polish Libya’s image but 
used to tackle sensitive issues that 
did not necessarily serve its spon-
sor’s interests… This margin of free-
dom no longer exists.”

“In general, there was a leeway 
of freedom in Lebanon more than 
in neighbouring countries. It was in 
fact a playground for the media, a 
mouthpiece for lot of regional politi-
cal systems and regimes, exposing 
whatever ideas they had,” journal-
ist and director of Media Unlimited 
Magda Abu-Fadil observed.

Finding consistent examples of 
professional journalism in main-
stream media today is much more 
difficult, as extreme polarisation 
and politicisation of the media land-
scape in Lebanon since the start of 
the 1975-90 civil war has heavily af-
fected professional standards and 
quality of Lebanese media, Abu-
Fadil said.

“The media is being used as a 
weapon to get at opposite factions 
and whoever was on the wrong 
side,” she said.

With the “explosion” in the num-
ber of media outlets sponsored by 
political parties, professional jour-
nalism is increasingly marginalised 
and lost in a sea of biased and sen-
sational reporting, Abu-Fadil noted.

Poorer teaching of media studies 
and skills, which suffered immense-
ly during the war, is also blamed for 
declining standards.

“We haven’t had any properly 
equipped schools of journalism or 
faculty members who came from 
good media background with field 
experiences to share with their stu-
dents… what we have is people hold-
ing PhDs in media studies, who nev-

er worked in a newsroom or in the 
field… Eventually they are graduat-
ing functional illiterates,” Abu-Fadil 
said.

Economic hardship, in addition 
to war and insecurity, were among 
other factors leading to the slide in 
professional journalism in Lebanon. 
“The middle cadre of competent 
journalists who used to transmit 
their knowledge and experience to 
newcomers to the profession gradu-
ally left the country swelling the 
ranks of emerging Gulf media, which 
offered attractive financial incen-
tives,” Kammourieh said.

“The media in Lebanon were prac-
tically left in the hands of inexperi-
enced young journalists and the old 
veterans at the top of the pyramid… 
and with time the veterans passed 
away. Also, the social and financial 
conditions of journalists have wors-
ened a lot, which made them vulner-
able to bribe and political money.”

For Noureddine, today’s media 
in Lebanon are more of “advanced 
fronts and missile launching plat-
forms” in political battles pitting 
rival political camps than anything 
else.

Despite the existence of some 
“good examples of ethical and pro-
fessional journalists,” Abu-Fadil is as 
pessimistic.

“I would like to see a glimmer of 
hope but with the way the country is 
heading, I am not terribly optimistic. 
We definitely had people in the past 
who took their jobs seriously, for 
whom it was more than a job, but a 
mission and dedication.”

Samar Kadi is The Arab Weekly 
Travel and Society sections editor.

Beirut newspapers bearing the headlines of the deadly Paris 
attacks.


