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Country Advice 

Turkey 

Turkey – TUR38396 – Birth and marriage 

records – Treatment of Kurds in Istanbul 

and rest of Turkey – HADEP/DTP/BDP – 

State protection of Kurds – Kurdish accent 
28 April 2011 

1. Please advise whether official records of birth and marriage in Turkey are unreliable.  

No sources were found concerning the reliability of official birth and marriage records in 

Turkey, however, sources did note that record keeping in some areas of Turkey is sporadic 

due to incomplete coverage. For example, a 1998 UNICEF report noted that only 56% of 

births in eastern Turkey (parts of which are heavily Kurdish) were registered compared to 

84% in western Turkey.
1
      

Registration of births is a legal requirement in Turkey, under the provisions of the Turkish 

Civil Registration Law of 1935.
2
 The Civil Registration system is operated by the Population 

Bureau of the Ministry of Internal Affairs, in collaboration with the Ministry of Health and 

Social Welfare.
3
  

A number of documents are used in Turkey for the purposes of registering major life events. 

These include the Nufus Kayit Ornegi (census registration), Nufus Cuzdan Sureti, and the 

Evlenme Cuzdani.
4
 The Nufus Kayit Ornegi is a certification form with columns recording the 

name, parents, date and place of birth, and religion of the holder. The Nufus Cuzdan Sureti is 

copy of the census file that lists the birth details for an individual.
5
 The Evlenme Cuzdani 

(marriage booklet) is issued by the Marriage Director of the Marriage Office of the 

Municipality, usually on or near the day of the marriage.
6
 

2. What is the current treatment of Kurdish people in Istanbul? In the rest of Turkey? Do 

they have state protection?  

Turkey‟s relationship with its Kurdish minority is affected by its desire to join the European 

Union and the ongoing war with the Kurdish armed group the PKK (Partiya Karkerên 
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Kurdistan or Kurdish Workers‟ Party).
7
 The desire for Turkey to enter the European Union 

has prompted some relaxation on restrictions on Kurdish people, primarily in the use of the 

Kurdish language.
8
 No sources were located indicating that, in general, Kurds are subject to 

routine violence at the hands of ordinary Turks or Turkish authorities. Kurds are, however, 

more likely to face arbitrary detention and face restrictions on the use of the Kurdish language 

or expression of opinion on security matters.
9
   

Current treatment of Kurds in Istanbul 

As a minority group, Kurds living in Istanbul are the subject of petty discrimination in their 

day-to-day activities. Sources indicate that the treatment of Kurdish people in Istanbul varies 

depending on the level of assimilation undertaken by individuals. Kurds who speak Turkish 

without an accent are unlikely to be identified as Kurds and therefore are not harassed or 

targeted. Where Kurds are identified as being Kurdish based on their names or use of Kurdish 

language, they face discrimination in areas including finding accommodation and enrolling 

children in schools.
10

 

State protection available to Kurds in Istanbul 

Security in Istanbul is provided by the TNP (Turkish National Police).
11

 No sources were 

found specifically dealing with the amount of state protection given to Kurds living in 

Istanbul. Turkish law provides that all citizens are entitled to the protection of the police in 

response to criminal acts such as assault.
12

 No sources were located indicating that Kurds 

were routinely denied these rights although a 2010 poll noted a general mistrust held by many 

Kurds in relation to Turkish police.
13

 The US Department of State Report on Human Rights in 

Turkey for 2010 also noted that after clashes between the authorities and Kurdish protestors, it 

was routine for the police to detain Kurds without charge, particularly those with links to the 

Kurdish political parties.
14

  

Current treatment of Kurds in Turkey generally 
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Kurds in Turkey are subjected to some forms of discrimination by the Turkish authorities; 

primarily this discrimination is in the form of laws aimed at curbing expressions of Kurdish 

autonomy such as the use of the Kurdish language or any activity deemed to advocate 

Kurdish political independence. US DOS reported that in 2010 individuals could not criticise 

the state or government publicly without risk of criminal suits or investigation, and the 

government continued to restrict the free speech of persons sympathetic to pro-Kurdish 

nationalist or cultural viewpoints. Draconian sentences of up to 300 years gaol were imposed 

on writers for publishing articles deemed by the courts to be disseminating the propaganda of 

a terrorist organization and violating anti-terror laws.
15

 

No sources were located showing the use of violence by Turkish people or the state against 

Kurdish people was undertaken at an organised, regular, or widespread level. It is noted that 

in the Kurdish majority areas of south-east Turkey, the state has largely left the provision of 

security to the Village Guards. Outbreaks of violence have taken place following isolated 

incidents such as PKK bombings and the burning of a Turkish flag during Kurdish festival 

celebrations in 2005.
16

    

The US Department of State Report on Human Rights in Turkey for 2010 noted that although 

the general treatment of Kurds had improved, the Turkish state continued to discriminate 

against Kurds.
17

 Individuals who criticised government policy or expressed opinions 

sympathetic to Kurdish nationalist or cultural independence faced arrest and imprisonment. 

Individuals involved in Kurdish political groups were particularly vulnerable to harassment in 

2010 with the US Department of State reporting that over 1,000 members of the BDP were 

detained by the police during the year.
18

  

State protection for Kurds outside of Istanbul 

For the most part, the Turkish state has withdrawn from the law enforcement environment in 

the primarily Kurdish south-east of Turkey. In these areas, security is provided by a civil 

defence force known as the Village Guards. These forces consist of local, mainly Kurdish, 

men armed by the Turkish authorities and formed into a militia to supplement regular Turkish 

forces fighting the PKK.
19

 The US Department of State Report on Human Rights Practices for 

2010 noted that these forces were „less professional and disciplined than other security forces‟ 

and have been accused of corruption, rape, and assault. In May 2009, six persons employed as 

Village Guards killed 44 people at a wedding ceremony; in April 2010 they received life 

sentences.
20
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Evren Balta
21

 in his December 2004 address to the Humanitarian and Security Affairs 

Conference noted that the Village Guards are largely comprised of Kurds employed by the 

state to maintain order in Kurdish majority areas.
22

 Balta also commented that the fractured 

nature of Kurdish community relationships meant that the Village Guards were responsible 

for committing acts of violence as part of local conflicts and rivalries. A 2006 BBC article 

stated that the majority of those employed as Village Guards were loyal to the Turkish state 

despite being Kurds.
23

  

3. Please provide information (including policies) about the HADEP and the DTP. How 

are members treated by the Turkish government?  

Background 

The HADEP and DTP are Kurdish political parties that form part of a direct line of parties 

operating in Turkey. The initial party, the HEP (People‟s Labour Party) was formed following 

the expulsion of Kurdish MPs from the SHP (Social Democrat People‟s Party) in 1990. Since 

this founding, the party has changed its name as the Turkish Constitutional Court banned 

various incarnations of the party. The successor parties are the same party with the same 

leadership operating with a different name. The current name for this group is the BDP (Peace 

and Democracy Party).  

Timeline of the main Kurdish political parties in Turkey 

Party Name Founded Disbanded 

HEP
24

 (People‟s Labour Party) July 1990 August 1993
25

 

DEP (Democratic Party) August 1993 May 1994
26

 

HADEP (People‟s Democratic Party) May 1994 March 1999 

DEHAP (Democratic People's Party) March 1999 December 2004 

DTP (Democratic Society Party) December 2004 December 2010 

BDP (Peace and Democracy Party) 11 December 2010 Current 

HADEP 

HADEP (Halkin Demokrasi Partis) or People‟s Democratic Party were a pro-Kurdish was 

established in June 1994 as a result of the dissolution of the DEP (Demokrasi Partisi).
27

 The 
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HADEP contested federal parliamentary elections, normally polling over half the vote in the 

predominantly Kurdish regions in south-east Turkey but failing to achieve the 10% threshold 

needed at a national level in order to obtain parliamentary representation.
28

 Nicole Watts
29

 

writing in 1999 described HADEP as holding a „moderate‟ philosophy, however, an increase 

in violence and tension following the arrest of PKK leader Abdullah Öcalan, placed severe 

pressure on this moderation.
30

    

On 14 March 1999, the Turkish Constitutional Court permanently banned the HADEP for its 

alleged links to the PKK (Kurdistan Workers‟ Party).
31

 In expectation of this outcome, a new 

party, the DEHAP (Demokratik Halk Partisi; English: Democratic People's Party), had been 

established immediately as a successor party to the HADEP in order to contest the 2002 

elections.
32

 The DEHAP was in turn succeeded by the DTP (Demokratik Toplum Partisi 

English: Democratic Society Party) in 2004.
33

  

DTP 

In the 2007 elections, DTP members were able to circumvent the national threshold 

requirement by having members stand and win seats as independents. As a result, 22 DTP 

members were elected to parliament and re-joined the DTP soon afterwards. This represented 

the first time since 1991 that a pro-Kurdish party had held seats in the Turkish national 

assembly. 

On 11 December 2009, the DTP was declared by the Turkish Constitutional Court to be an 

illegal party.
34

 The justification for this action was an alleged link between the DTP and the 

illegal PKK. The DTP was then succeeded by the BDP (Peace and Democracy Party).
35

 The 

Kurdish internet site ekurd.net commented that the BDP held the same policies as the DTP.   

BDP 
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The BDP is the current manifestation of the HADEP/DTP. In April 2011, the Turkish courts 

banned 11 BDP members from standing in the upcoming national elections as independents. 

This decision is designed to prevent the BDP from circumventing the requirement for 

political parties to pass a threshold of 10% of the national vote in order to gain parliamentary 

representation as the then DTP had done in 2007.
36

 The decision to ban the candidates led to 

widespread rioting and the Turkish courts, as of 20 April 2011, were reconsidering the bans.    

Policies 

The primary goal of the BDP
37

 (and its direct predecessors) is „democratic autonomy‟ for 

Turkish Kurds.
38

 According to its website the BDP is a „left leaning mass party that perceives 

libertarian, egalitarian, peaceful, pluralist and multi-cultural society as richness.‟
39

 In a speech 

in February 2011, the Co-Chairman of the BDP, Selahattin Demirtaş, stated that his party 

wanted to represent other disaffected groups including feminists and ethnic minorities.
40

 The 

BDP and its predecessors have been accused by the Turkish government as being under the 

direction of the PKK. The BDP have denied this accusation.   

Treatment of party members by authorities 

Members of the party
41

 are regularly harassed by Turkish authorities and are subject to 

arbitrary arrest and imprisonment. Targets for this harassment ranged from officials and 

members of parliament to active members of the party.    

US Department of State, Human Rights Watch and Minority Rights Group reports give 

examples of the arrest and imprisonment of party activists between 2006 to 2009 for various 

reasons including using Kurdish words, making reference to imprisoned PKK leader Öcalan 

with the honorific „mister‟, and protesting the isolation (in prison) of Öcalan.
42

 The US 

Department of State Report on Human Rights Practices for 2010 stated that „hundreds‟ of 

officials and „activist members‟ were prosecuted during 2010 for alleged links to the Union of 

Kurdistan Communities (KCK/TM) and the PKK.  

Human Rights Watch in December 2009 condemned the manner in which the Turkish 

authorities have prosecuted party activists noting that prosecutions on the basis of speech 
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were „wholly without foundation‟ as they did not promote violence as alleged in the 

charges.
43

  

4. Are there reports of assaults/rapes by government officers/police against Kurdish 

women?  

A November 2005 Human Rights House, a network of 70 NGOs based in Europe and 

Africa
44

, reported claims that the there is a widespread use of rape as a weapon by Turkish 

authorities against Kurdish women.
45

 The report comments that „[m]any Kurdish women have 

been the victim of rape by the military/paramilitary village guards, Turkish police and 

security forces.‟
46

 The report further notes that the taboo concerning sexual assault, 

particularly outside of marriage, means that many incidents of rape and sexual assault are 

unreported.
47

  

Between mid-1997 and November 2000, 132 women sought the help of the Legal Aid Project 

for Women Raped or Sexually Abused in Custody in Istanbul; of these women, 97 were 

Kurds. In 97 of the 132 total cases, the alleged perpetrators were police officers but the 

project also noted the involvement of gendarmes, soldiers, Village Guards, and in one case, 

prison guards.
48

 Victims of these assaults reported the threat or actual use of rape was 

employed as an interrogation technique.  

Despite reluctance by many victims to report incidents of sexual abuse, sources cite many 

examples. In many cases victims were stripped naked and photographed; official then 

threatened to disseminate these pictures to relatives of the victims if they refused to confess 

and/or provide information.
49

 Victims were often blindfolded for lengthy periods, forced to lie 

in water, and denied access to clothing or blankets as part of their detention. There were 

numerous reports citing cases where women had been raped using various weapons.   

Amnesty International noted that between 1995 and 1999 less than 2% of complaints against 

police and security officials resulted in a conviction.
50

 According to a 2001 Washington Post 

report, victims of rape and sexual assault who complained about their treatment were in some 

cases charged with insulting Turkish security forces and placed on trial.
51

 The maximum 

offence for this charge was six years in prison.  

The US Department of State Report on Human Rights Practices for 2007 noted that the 

Council of Europe's Committee for the Prevention of Torture and domestic human rights 
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observers had reported a change in conditions dating from 2005 when detention periods were 

reduced to 24 with a possible extension to 48 hours. Following this change, many of the more 

severe forms of torture including rape were apparently eliminated although sexually 

degrading tactics such as forcing prisoners to strip took their place. The report noted a desire 

by officials to avoid the use of tactics that left detectable evidence.
52

 Nonetheless, the Human 

Rights Association Diyarbakir reported that in 2010, there were 8 instances of harassment by 

security forces against women and 1 recorded rape.
53

      

5. Information about relocation? Is a Kurdish accent recognisable throughout Turkey?  

The term Kurdish refers to a number of different dialects of which Kermanji is the primary 

language for Turkish Kurds. Some sources talk of a Kurdish accent while others classified 

this accent as an eastern accent distinct from an urban Istanbul accent.
54

 Sources were not 

clear whether Kurds raised in Istanbul spoke in an accent different from ethnic Turks raised in 

Istanbul or whether the Kurdish/eastern accent was restricted to Kurds or to those from the 

east in general. One Kurdish speaker told a researcher that the longer she had lived in 

Istanbul, the less noticeable her Kurdish accent had become.
55

 Multiple sources indicated that 

the Kurdish accent was less noticeable in women than men.
56

  

Sources indicate that the Kurdish/eastern accent is recognisable to other Turkish people
57

 to 

the extent that many Kurds attempt to conceal their accent to avoid being recognised as 

Kurds. Kurds living in Istanbul commented to researchers that to effectively assimilate, they 

needed to not only speak Turkish but also speak with a „good‟ accent. A Kurdish man living 

in Istanbul explained: 

“The Kurds … try to speak Turkish without an accent. The Kurdish accent sets you 

apart socially and culturally and makes it difficult to secure a job and live among 

Turks. Many Turks who look for work in Ankara, Istanbul or Izmir conceal the fact 

that they are Kurdish.”
58
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In Turkey two major Kurdish dialects are spoken: Kermanji, which is used by the majority of 

Kurds in Turkey, as well as by some of the Kurds in Iran and Iraq; and Zaza, spoken mainly 

in a triangular region in south-eastern Turkey between Diyarbakir, Ezurum, and Sivas, as well 

as in parts of Iran.
59
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