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Turkish Law Easing Curbs on Speech Wins Praise 

By THE ASSOCIATED PRESS

ISTANBUL (AP) — The European Union on Wednesday welcomed a vote by the Turkish Parliament to soften a law restricting free speech.

But human rights groups said the law, approved after an all-night debate, should have been scrapped.

Turkish legislators approved a government-backed proposal to amend Article 301, which prohibits the denigration of Turkish identity or institutions. The law has been used to prosecute the Nobel laureate Orhan Pamuk and other intellectuals.

“This is a constructive step forward in ensuring freedom of expression, and we look forward to its effective implementation,” the European Union presidency, which is now held by Slovenia, said in a statement. “This step is both positive for Turkey and an indication of Turkey’s continuing commitment to the reform process.”

The amendment angered hard-line nationalists in Turkey who say the government succumbed to pressure from the European Union. Turkey’s campaign to join the union has slowed, partly because of political turmoil in Turkey and Turkish bitterness over what many perceive as interference by the union.

Human rights groups said that the amendment did not go far enough, and that changes were needed in other laws that restricted expression, including Turkey’s antiterrorism law and its laws on crimes against the national founder, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk.

”It’s a deeply disappointing revision,” said Emma Sinclair-Webb of Human Rights Watch, based in New York. She said the amendment did not address “enormous problems with the protection of free speech in Turkey.”

Legislators voted 250-65 to amend the law. The change cuts the maximum sentence to two years in prison, possibly suspended for first-time offenders, from three years. Investigations of possible violations of the law will be subject to the approval of the justice minister.

The new version also prohibits insults to the “Turkish nation,” rather than the more vague “Turkishness,” a definition that many prosecutors used to silence dissident voices.

Feray Salman of the Ankara-based Human Rights Joint Platform speculated that the amended law might not be used for a while and that the justice minister might be hesitant to approve prosecutions under its provisions. But she said a change of government could lead to a more vigorous use of the law.

“Political approaches and ideologies may change at any time in the country,” Ms. Salman said. “Therefore it doesn’t protect freedom of expression at all.”

Hrant Dink, an ethnic Armenian journalist who was killed in 2007, was prosecuted under Article 301 for referring to the mass killings of Armenians by Turks in the early 20th century as “genocide.”

The teenager accused of killing Mr. Dink had been influenced by extreme nationalists, and mourners attributed the crime to the atmosphere of animosity surrounding the journalist’s legal problems. Mr. Dink had received many death threats.

Mr. Pamuk, who won the Nobel prize for literature in 2006, also went on trial over comments on the killings of Armenians, but the charges were dropped.

Turkey’ governing Justice and Development Party was the only party that voted for the amendment. The change is subject to the president’s approval. 
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