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ABSTRACT

Human trafficking for sexual exploitation is a serious problem affecting especially women and
children. Turkey has been particularly affected by sex trafficking because of the large numbers
of female migrants that it receives. This article aims to critically assess the effectiveness of
Turkey’s current policies against sex trafficking using a feminist theoretical perspective with a
particular focus on migrant women. To this end, the scope of the problem in Turkey, the sup-
ply and demand sides of sex trafficking, and the existing policies are discussed. Sex trafficking
is examined at the intersection of Turkey’s migration and prostitution regimes. It is argued that
Turkey’s response to sex trafficking has been inefficient because it currently focuses only on
the economic supply side of the problem, ignoring the patriarchal demand side of it. The arti-
cle concludes with a discussion of policy recommendations for Turkey that could help reduce
sex trafficking in this country.

INTRODUCTION

Human trafficking is a serious problem that affects millions of people all over the world. In the sin-
gle year 2014, more than 44 thousand people were identified as victims of human trafficking glob-
ally (US Department of State, 2015: 48). Women and children are particularly vulnerable to sex
trafficking. According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2014), women
and girls constitute 70% of all victims of trafficking between 2004 and 2011. Trafficking of women
and girls for sexual exploitation (henceforth sex trafficking) has several dimensions such as
exploitation for prostitution, pornography, sex tourism, and the ‘mail-order’ bride industry. To com-
bat sex trafficking and to reduce its harmful effects, several policies have been developed and
implemented against sex trafficking, both locally and internationally, especially after the acceptance
of the United Nations (UN) Protocol to Prevent, Suppress, and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Espe-
cially Women and Children in 2000 (see UN, 2000). However, to what extent these responses are
effective remains as a question mark, since most local and global anti-trafficking policies are not
evaluated nor assessed systematically.
Turkey is particularly affected by sex trafficking because of the large numbers of irregular migrant

women that it receives (Erder and Kaska, 2003; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012). Although there
are no available statistics on the exact numbers of migrant women becoming victims of sex trafficking
in Turkey apart from those officially identified as “victims” by the police (Coskun, 2015a; 2015b),
according to the annual Trafficking in Persons (TIP) Report issued by the United States Department
of State (US Department of State, 2015: 340), victims of human trafficking in Turkey are mainly from
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Central and South Asia, Eastern Europe, Syria, and Morocco. Istanbul as the largest metropolitan city
in Turkey is the primary destination for human trafficking, followed by other large industrial and
tourism cities such as Ankara, Izmir, and Antalya (Karakus and McGarrell, 2012: 4). Turkey’s anti-
trafficking responses have been largely put into force after the UN Protocol was signed, and since
then several activities were carried out. However, as Sever et al. (2012: 8) note, “an assessment study
has yet to be conducted, regarding the budget and sources allocated to the state policy in combating
human trafficking, as well as its accomplishments”.
This article aims to conduct such an assessment by answering the following research question: Is

the existing policy on sex trafficking in Turkey efficient to provide adequate response to this prob-
lem? It starts with a review of the existing studies on sex trafficking in Turkey and continues with an
examination of the supply and demand sides of the problem, with Turkey’s migration and prostitution
regimes being identified as primary factors having an impact on the existence of sex trafficking in
Turkey. A summary of the existing policies on sex trafficking in Turkey follows, with a critical
assessment of these. Available sources such as literature, research reports, and media reports are uti-
lized in order to provide a comprehensive analysis. The article concludes by arguing that Turkey’s
policy on sex trafficking provides an inadequate response to the problem by ignoring the patriarchal
demand side of sex trafficking and focusing almost solely on the economic supply side of it, thus
leading to stigmatization and victimization of migrant women under the impact of Turkey’s migration
and prostitution regimes. It also proposes some policy recommendations for Turkey.
In any analysis of sex trafficking, it is important to clarify the difference between two opposing

positions on the relationship between prostitution and trafficking reflected in the so-called “prostitu-
tion/sex work” debate in the feminist literature (Miriam, 2005; Outshoorn, 2005). According to the
older “abolitionist” position, the distinction between trafficking and prostitution is blurred because
all forms of prostitution are accepted as “forced by definition” (Outshoorn, 2005: 145). The propo-
nents of this view argue in favour of the abolition of prostitution focusing on the gendered nature
of violence that it entails. Abolition of prostitution would, in their view, lead to abolition of traf-
ficking (Outshoorn, 2005: 146). In contrast, in the more recent “regulatory” or “pro-sex work”
approach, prostitution and trafficking are “delinked” (Outshoorn, 2005: 151). Prostitution is referred
to as “sex work”, and women involved in prostitution are called “sex workers”, to emphasize their
active agency in choosing this type of employment (Kempadoo, 2005). However, when these
women are denied payments for “sex work” or otherwise exploited, they are considered trafficked
women. Thus, in the regulatory approach, trafficking is seen as a form of “forced labour” (Bind-
man, 1998; Doezema, 2000). However, the problem with “regulatory” approach is that by focusing
on the economic side of the problem of prostitution and trafficking, it “degenders” the issue. Fur-
thermore, by seeing trafficking as yet another form of “forced labour”, it ignores the patriarchal
demand side of it, “as the link to prostitution reminds us that it is usually women who are traf-
ficked for the purposes of men’s sexual gratification” (Outshoorn 2005: 147). Therefore, in line
with Coskun (2015a; 2015b), in this article the feminist abolitionist position is supported, and both
sex trafficking and prostitution are seen as forms of violence against women (Farley, 2004). Traf-
ficking and prostitution are also seen as intrinsically linked to each other and both explained by the
dynamics of patriarchal exploitation and gendered violence.
Consequently, in terms of the article’s terminology, the term “prostitution” is used rather than the

term “sex work”. The term “prostitute” is also used here to encompass all women involved in pros-
titution without implying any disrespect for them. Following Coskun (2015a; 2015b), the concepts
of prostitution and migration regimes are also utilized. A prostitution regime is defined here as “a
set of policies and practices surrounding prostitution” (Cos�kun, 2015a: 5; also see Outshoorn,
2004). The term “migration regime” is used here to refer to a particular set of a country’s migration
policies (Williams, 2010: 390). Finally, the concept of “victim” is used in this article to underline
“the’fragile’ and ‘vulnerable’ position attributed to women who have been trafficked” (Cos�kun,
2015a: 5).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

Sex trafficking has been a popular area of study world-wide in the last two decades. The first study
on human trafficking in Turkey dates back to 2003, when Erder and Kaska (2003) published their
pioneer research report on irregular migration and trafficking in women in Turkey. It was preceded
only by Gulcur and Ilkkaracan (2002) who examined “voluntary” prostitution by migrant women
from the former Soviet Union to Turkey from a feminist (regulatory) perspective. Many researchers
analysed human trafficking in Turkey from a criminological perspective seeing it as a transnational
security challenge for the Turkish state brought about by globalization and the growing activity of
organized crime (e.g. Arslan et al., 2006; Narli, 2006; Ozturk and Ardor, 2007; Demir, 2010;
Demir and Finckenauer, 2010). Demir and Finckenauer (2010) examined the characteristics of
migrant women who were identified as trafficking victims by the police, whereas Atauz et al.
(2009) and Bespinar and Celik (2009) analysed the impact of organized crime on human trafficking
in Turkey, relying on interviews with different stakeholders on their attitudes to human trafficking.
In their study, Atauz et al. (2009: 429-434) found that “knowledge about human trafficking among
the interviewees representing different institutions was generally low”, and trafficking was often
classified “under the umbrella of the entertainment sector”.
This lack of knowledge about the problem of human trafficking continues to facilitate negative and

stigmatizing societal attitudes towards migrant women in Turkey. Consequently, most of the existing
research is explanatory in its nature and aims to increase awareness of the problem of sex trafficking
in general. For example, Demir and Erdal (2010) conducted a content analysis of 84 news stories on
migration and found that terms related to human trafficking and migration such as migrant smuggling,
human trafficking, and asylum were usually misunderstood in the Turkish printed media. Criminolog-
ical perspective in the analysis of sex trafficking in Turkey continues to be popular among research-
ers. For example, Karakus and McGarrell (2012) examine human trafficking as transnational crime
with a particular focus on the demand side of trafficking. A comprehensive study of the demand side
of human trafficking in Turkey has been conducted by Ayata et al. (2008), who also included inter-
views with Turkish male clients of prostitutes into their analysis.
Important feminist studies such as Kalfa (2008), Cokar and Yilmaz-Kayar (2011) and Ozer

(2012) based on interviews with migrant women involved in prostitution and media analysis should
also be noted here. Finally, the most recent and very interesting feminist (abolitionist) studies have
been conducted by Coskun (2014a; 2015a; 2015b) who examined the role of “consent” in sex traf-
ficking and the impact of prostitution and migration regimes in Turkey on its struggle against
human trafficking, based on interviews with key informants directly related to the field of human
trafficking. Similarly to Gulcur and Ilkkaracan (2002), Coskun (2014a; 2015a; 2015b) can be
praised for making migrant women themselves the focus of her feminist analysis.
In general, three problems can be identified with the existing literature on sex trafficking in Tur-

key. First of all, the problem of sex trafficking is often portrayed as a security issue which threatens
the national identity of the Turkish state (see Narli, 2006; Isigicok, 2010). However, this securitiza-
tion discourse is problematic because it leads to the portrayal of sex trafficking as an “illegal” bor-
der crossing issue rather than a human rights issue, and emphasis in policy-making is thus placed
on the security of states rather than the security of individuals (see Dauvergne, 2008; Dewey,
2008; Lobasz, 2009; Anderson, 2013). Among the existing research, Agathangelou (2004), Atauz
et al. (2009) and Coskun (2014a; 2015a; 2015b) all point to the fact that securitization discourse
on the problem of human trafficking only pushes the state for even more restrictive policies, thus
leaving trafficked women and all migrant women in general vulnerable and unprotected.
Second, among the reasons behind sex trafficking, the economic explanation is the prevailing

one, with almost all researchers agreeing that the reason for sex trafficking in Turkey is poverty
and social unrest in the neighbouring countries (e.g. Kirisci, 2007; Icduygu, 2009). Poverty is
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accepted as the most important “push” factor for the migrant women (Icduygu, 2009). However,
such an explanation leads to the portrayal of Turkey as “unquestionable” by putting the blame for
sex trafficking on the nearby countries and their women and focusing only on the supply side of
the argument. The problem is that the demand side of sex trafficking and prostitution, shaped by
patriarchal societal structures, is not mentioned by most authors, with only some exceptions (such
as Agathangelou, 2004; Ayata et al., 2008; Kalfa, 2008; Bespinar and Celik, 2009; and Baykotan,
2014). Patriarchal traditions of subordination of women to men, as well as societal attitudes to sex-
uality in the Turkish society creating demand for prostitution involving migrant women, are not
discussed in most accounts.
Finally, the existing works usually lack substantial criticism of the government policies on sex

trafficking, looking more like a summary of the existing efforts and successes. The only exceptions
are Agathangelou (2004), Atauz et al. (2009), Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas (2012), Baykotan
(2014) and Coskun (2014a; 2015a; 2015b), which contain extensive critiques of the existing poli-
cies on sex trafficking. Therefore, we aim to contribute to this gap in the literature by providing a
critical assessment of the existing policies on sex trafficking in Turkey through the analysis of both
the economic (the supply side) and the patriarchal (the demand side) dimensions of it, examining
sex trafficking at the intersection of Turkey’s migration and prostitution regimes.

SEX TRAFFICKING IN TURKEY: MIGRANT BODIES FOR SALE

The scope of the challenge

Turkey became a destination country for migrant women especially after the demise of the Soviet
Union (Erder and Kaska, 2003). Thousands of female migrants from impoverished post-Soviet
countries sought ways to work in Turkey because of its lax visa policies and relative geographical
proximity (Kalfa, 2008; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012). Whereas many migrant women came
to Turkey to search for jobs as domestic workers, waitresses or interpreters (Kalfa, 2008), most of
them ended up working in the informal sectors of the labour market such as entertainment and
tourism where they were vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking (Erder and Kaska, 2003; Toksoz
and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012; Coskun, 2015a).
According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), the majority of women and

girls who become victims of sex trafficking in Turkey come from the former Soviet Union coun-
tries (IOM, 2008). Whereas previously Moldova, Ukraine and Russia were the primary countries of
origin for victims of human trafficking, most recent human trafficking victims in Turkey come from
Central Asian countries such as Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Kirgizstan, and also from Azerbaijan
(Ozer, 2012; Sever et al., 2012). The growing numbers of victims are also from Syria and Morocco
(US Department of State, 2015). Most victims of sex trafficking enter Turkey legally with a tourist
visa, but subsequently overstay. The cities of Istanbul, Antalya, and Trabzon are the main ports of
entry for the trafficked individuals (Demir and Finckenauer, 2010).
While some of migrant women might come to work in prostitution in Turkey of their own free will,

others are deceived by the traffickers and forced to comply (Demir, 2010; Demir and Finckenauer,
2010). There are various recruitment techniques used by sex traffickers in Turkey. Some of them
recruit their victims by promising jobs in the housekeeping or entertainment sectors, later forcing
them to prostitution by signing a fraudulent job contract (Erder and Kaska, 2003). This is done by
using coercion and pressure, as well as by confiscating the victim’s identification documents. Using
several coercion tactics, traffickers “make victims feel more desperate and hopeless, then victim resis-
tance is disabled and they have to obey the rules” (Demir, 2010: 334). Thus, sex trafficking can be
claimed to be a serious danger for migrant women coming to search for a better living in Turkey.
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The supply side of sex trafficking in Turkey and Turkey’s migration regime

The supply side of sex trafficking is particularly influenced by the economic factors and Turkey’s
migration regime. After the collapse of the Soviet Union, many women in the countries of the for-
mer Soviet bloc were deprived of economic opportunities and state support programs that had pre-
viously been available (Gulcur and Ilkkaracan, 2002). Because of economic problems that they
faced, many women from former Soviet countries left their communities choosing Turkey as a bet-
ter place to live. Women from other countries also choose to migrate to Turkey because in their
home countries they were constrained by structural economic problems such as unemployment
(Erder and Kaska, 2003). For example, an African migrant woman interviewed in Kumkapi (Istan-
bul) by Coskun (2014b) explains why she came to Turkey: “I came to Istanbul because there was
no job in the place where I lived . . . I came to work here in order to provide a better life for my
family.” The economic expectations of migrant women were often not met in Turkey, making it
even more difficult for them to adapt to a new and unfamiliar social environment. Therefore, it was
easy for migrant women to fall prey to sex traffickers.
The recent Syrian crisis has also contributed to the increase in the number of displaced Syrians

fleeing to Turkey (see Ozden, 2013; Demir, 2015). Currently, Turkey is hosting over 2.7 million
Syrian refugees1 (DGMM, 2016). Except for 10 per cent of them who are accommodated in refu-
gee camps, all the others live outside the camps (DGMM, 2016). Over half of displaced Syrians
are children. Moreover, more than 75 per cent of them are women and children in need of special
protection. Since they do not have work permits to make their living, most Syrians work without
permits, even in unsafe jobs. That makes them particularly vulnerable. According to several recent
media reports, Syrian girls and women are often sold into marriages with Turkish citizens, which
can be considered a form of sex trafficking in itself (e.g. Haberturk, 2014; Sozcu, 2015; T24,
2015).
Despite the seriousness of the problem, it can be argued that Turkey’s migration regime has not

provided an adequate response to sex trafficking of migrant women (Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). It has
been reported to be extremely difficult for migrant women to enter Turkey’s formal economy by
obtaining official residence and work permits (Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012). According to
the Law No. 4817 on Work Permits for Foreigners (Yabancilarin Calisma _Izinleri Hakkinda Kanun,
2003), the Ministry of Labour and Social Security is the sole institution responsible for issuing
work permits. It “grants permission to the employment of . . . [foreigners] given that domestic
labourers cannot be found for any particular area of employment” (Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas,
2012: 86). Because of these strict conditions of formal employment, most migrant women work
illegally with no work permits. For example, Erder and Kaska (2003: 15) found that only 13 per
cent of migrants who have residence permits also have work permits. Since, for example, in the
year 2011 the share of female migrants in the total percentage of migrants holding work permits
was estimated as 42.1 per cent (Toksoz et al., 2012: 53), it can be concluded that very few migrant
women are legally employed in Turkey.
However, because of their involvement in the informal labour market and their inability to find

legal employment, migrant women in Turkey are very vulnerable in the face of human rights viola-
tions and harassment, and are not protected by the existing policies and laws because of their “ille-
gal migrant” status (Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012; Coskun, 2015b). It has been argued that
migrant women have been stigmatized and sexually harassed in their work places because of their
“foreign” looks, and thus have been very vulnerable to all kinds of exploitation and even trafficking
(Gulcur and Ilkkaracan, 2002; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012; Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). The
women’s status as “illegal migrants” also prevented them from getting any help from the police
because of their fear of deportation (Coskun, 2015b: 334). Thus, by regulating the supply side of
irregular migration into Turkey in general, Turkey’s restrictive migration regime has left migrant
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women unprotected and easily subjected to exploitation, with the result that many of them become
victims of sex trafficking (Coskun, 2015b).

The demand side of sex trafficking in Turkey and Turkey’s prostitution regime

The demand side of sex trafficking in Turkey is particularly affected by the prevailing patriarchal
attitudes to men and women’s sexuality, as well as Turkey’s prostitution regime. In feminist litera-
ture, the term “patriarchy” has come to mean men’s domination over women “as male control over
women’s fertility” (Barrett, 1988: 12). Traditional patriarchal structures of the Turkish society such
as subordination of women to men and submissiveness of women in general are maintained by the
institutions of family, marriage, media, and the state (see Zengin, 2011). Prostitution and sex traf-
ficking have some deep cultural roots in the peculiarities of Turkish sex culture and societal atti-
tudes to sex. For example, in the traditional Muslim societies having sexual intercourse before
marriage is considered unacceptable for women. Therefore, Turkish women are expected by the
society to protect their virginity (symbolizing purity and decency) until marriage. For example, in a
study conducted in 2006 by the Society for Sexual Education, Treatment and Research in Turkey,
it was found that 63 per cent of the interviewed men “completely agreed with the statement “vir-
ginity shows female decency”, and 65 per cent of them completely agreed with the statement
“Women should remain virgins until they get married’” (Balseven-Odabasi et al., 2012: 157). Thus,
having a sexual intercourse before or outside marriage for women is a taboo in the Turkish culture;
it can become a source of shame for a Turkish woman and is generally considered as an immoral
deed (Kaya and Aslan, 2013; Coskun, 2014a).
Because of these patriarchal attitudes to sexuality, Turkish men of all social groups often resort

to the services of prostitutes in order to get sexual experience before or outside of marriage (Ayata
et al., 2008; Cokar and Yilmaz-Kayar, 2011). In the male-dominated society, there is a prevailing
biological explanation for the inevitability of the existence of prostitution in Turkey (see Ayata
et al., 2008; Bespinar and Celik, 2009). In this biological perspective, the existence of prostitution
in Turkish society is perceived as inevitable because the sexual appetite of the Turkish men is seen
as a natural thing (Ayata et al., 2008). As a non-governmental organization (NGO) representative
interviewed by Bespinar and Celik (2009: 7) puts it, “there is a demand in this land . . . The man
requests it. It is the biological desire, sexual hunger, societal suppression of sexuality, inclination to
changes and polygamy . . . that drive the demand.”
However, Turkey’s prostitution regime has not been successful in addressing this demand, and

there have been very few legal attempts to regulate it. One of them is the Turkish Regulation
against the Spread of Sexually Transmitted Diseases through Prostitution and the Provisions Regu-
lating Prostitutes and Public Houses (Ministry of Justice, 1961), which is an official document reg-
ulating “legal” employment in prostitution in Turkey. It was adopted in 1961 and amended in
1973, and no changes have been made since then. The Regulation allows the existence of autho-
rized brothels (genelevler) in Turkey where prostitution can be performed under strict control of
the relevant authorities. According to the Regulation, “women have to be at least 21 years old and
Turkish citizens to work in brothels. They also have to be examined in a Skin and Sexually Trans-
mitted Diseases Hospital twice a week” (Balseven-Odabasi et al., 2012: 153). Migrant women,
however, cannot legally work in state-run brothels (also see Passport Law, 1950). Therefore, “there
is “zero tolerance” policy against street prostitution and irregular prostitutes” in Turkey (Coskun,
2015a: 7), which means that any migrant woman can easily be detained by the police on suspicion
of being a prostitute, subjected to compulsory medical examinations for sexually transmitted dis-
eases (STDs)2 and then deported for disturbing the public order.
Yet it is possible to argue that Turkey’s prostitution regime regulated by the 1961 Regulation

which is more than half a century old no longer reflects the realities of contemporary demand for
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prostitution in Turkey (Kuntay and Cokar, 2007). First of all, with the invention of mobile phones
scheduling a meeting with a prostitute has become very easy, and the necessity for the existence of
state-run brothels has declined (Erder and Kaska, 2003: 47; Ayata et al., 2008). Second, there
seems to be a persistent demand for migrant women in prostitution in Turkey (Kalfa, 2008; Ozer,
2012). Migrant women are sexually desirable by Turkish men because of their “exotic” bodily
characteristics such as whine skin, blond hair, long legs, and green/blue eyes (Agathangelou,
2004). They are expected to “willingly” fulfil the sexual desires of men because of their “loose-
ness” compared to local Turkish women who, in contrast, are seen as chaste “wives and mothers”
responsible for the Turkish men’s honour (namus) and cannot therefore be viewed as sexual objects
(Baykotan, 2014; Coskun, 2014a). According to Zengin (2011: 32, emphasis original), “societal
rules and norms creating general perception of namus in Turkey codes the women’s bodies not as
their own property, but as the property of men, family or the society”. But in the case of migrant
prostitutes, the connection between family and women’s body is destroyed, and migrant women’
bodies are seen as belonging to everyone (Zengin, 2011: 32-33).
Because of the media portrayals of migrant women as “willingly” coming to Turkey in order to

engage in prostitution for economic profits (see Erder and Kaska, 2003; Ayata et al., 2008), the
patriarchal demand side of prostitution is made invisible in Turkey’s prostitution regime, and prosti-
tution is portrayed solely as the problem of economic supply explained by poverty of the sending
states whose women choose prostitution because they are “unchaste” (see Ayata et al., 2008).
Because of such one-sided portrayal of the problem of prostitution as stemming from the “loose-
ness” of migrant women, there is no criminal responsibility for using the services of a prostitute in
Turkey, whether it is a local or a migrant woman, and men resorting to these services are not stig-
matized by the Turkish society. On the contrary, the Turkish men are often portrayed in the media
as “victims” of migrant prostitutes who seduce them (Erder and Kaska, 2003, Ayata et al., 2008;
Coskun, 2015a). Similarly, after the police raids when migrant women involved in prostitution are
“caught” and later deported, the Turkish clients usually go free (Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). They are
neither subjected to medical examinations for STDs nor kept in custody (Coskun, 2015b). This tol-
erance for the men’s sexual appetite is an important socio-economic factor that shapes the demand
side of prostitution involving migrant women in Turkey (Ayata et al., 2008).
Since the demand side of prostitution is made invisible by the prostitution regime, migrant

women in Turkey are usually blamed for their own indecency. For example, in the 1990s women
who came from ex-Soviet countries and took employment in Turkey were stigmatized as “whores”
and “Natashas” (see Hughes, 2000; Gulcur and Ilkkaracan, 2002; Erder and Kaska, 2003). It was
argued that they sold sex for money because they enjoyed this activity due to their own looseness.
Migrant women were also often held responsible for the breakup of families and the spread of
STDs such as AIDS (Gulcur and Ilkkaracan, 2002; Erder and Kaska, 2003; Ayata et al., 2008).
The media in particular focused mostly on the public health and morality aspect of the problem of
prostitution, discussing the dangerous role of migrant women in the spread of STDs in Turkey and
portraying Turkish men as “victims” of “migrant prostitutes” who jeopardize traditional values and
public morality (see Bayer, 2000; Erder and Kaska, 2003; Ayata et al., 2008; Coskun, 2014a).
Because of such media portrayals, many members of the Turkish society were not adequately
informed about the victimization of migrant women who could be exploited in prostitution against
their will.
However, the most significant problem with Turkey’s prostitution regime is the fact that these

patriarchal attitudes to all migrant women, especially those coming from former Soviet countries,
as “willing prostitutes” and “Natashas” is itself a factor pushing these women into prostitution
(Kalfa, 2008; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012; Coskun, 2014a; 2015a; 2015b). Exposure to sex-
ual harassment, abuse, and racist and sexist attitudes can become a source of a deep psychological
trauma in migrant women, and the discrimination and social stigmatization of women who have
been sexually assaulted lead to the feelings of guilt and hopelessness, making the women think that
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they do not deserve anything else but being in prostitution (Kalfa, 2008; Balseven-Odabasi et al.,
2012; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012). Thus, migrant women can easily become victims of sex
trafficking because of stigmatizing attitudes to them as “willing” prostitutes and patriarchal attitudes
to sexuality in Turkey, which is influenced by Turkey’s prostitution regime that focuses only on
the public health and morality aspects of the problem, leaving migrant women unprotected.

TURKEY’S POLICIES AGAINST SEX TRAFFICKING

This section is an overview of the existing policies and laws on human trafficking in Turkey, fol-
lowed by its criticisms. Prior to 2002, there was no direct reference to sex trafficking in the Turkish
legal system. In the early 2000s, Turkey was criticized for its lack of attention to the problem of
sex trafficking. Turkey was placed on Tier 3 in the US Department of State TIP Report 2001. Tier
3 is designed for “countries whose governments do not fully comply with the minimum standards
[of the Trafficking Victims Protection Act] and are not making significant efforts to do so” (US
Department of State, 2015: 53). Since then, Turkey has undertaken several efforts to increase
awareness of sex trafficking among its population and develop a better policy against trafficking,
resulting in its placement on Tier 2 in 2005. Tier 2 is designed for “countries whose governments
do not fully comply with the Act’s minimum standards but are making significant efforts to bring
themselves into compliance with those standards” (US Department of State, 2015: 53). However, it
has been several years, and Turkey still remains on Tier 2 as of 2015 (US Department of State,
2015: 54).
In order to fulfil the provisions of the UN Convention against Transnational Organized Crime

and its Additional Protocols, in August 2002 anti-trafficking amendments to the Turkish Criminal
Code were prepared by the Ministry of Justice and adopted by the Parliament. Through this legal
arrangement, Law No. 4771 added Articles 201/a-b to the Turkish Criminal Code. These amend-
ments introduced the definition of human trafficking into the Turkish legal system for the first time,
as required by the UN Protocol against Trafficking in Persons. The 2002 amendments prescribed
five to ten years of prison for organization of human trafficking (Icduygu, 2009).
In June 2005, among other efforts to harmonize Turkish legislation with the European Union

(EU) legislation following the accession negotiations, a new Criminal Code was adopted. Article
80 of the Turkish Criminal Code replaced Article 201/b. The new Article 80 foresees sentences
from eight to twelve years of imprisonment for the organization of human trafficking (Turk Ceza
Kanunu, 2004). In addition to human trafficking, instigating women and children into prostitution
is also prohibited. Article 227 “Organization of Prostitution” of the Turkish Criminal Code regu-
lates punishments for those who instigate people into prostitution (Turk Ceza Kanunu, 2004).
Another important legislative development took place in June 2003, when amendments were

made to the Article 5 of the Citizenship Law No. 403 (Vatandaslik Kanunu, 2009). According to
the amendments, a three-year probation period is now required in order to obtain Turkish citizen-
ship through marriage (Vatandaslik Kanunu, 2009). If a married couple is not living in the same
household, it is no longer possible for the foreign spouse to apply for Turkish citizenship, and the
police may routinely control the couple (Vatandaslik Kanunu, 2009). Although the amended law
aimed to reduce the number of trafficking victims in Turkey by preventing trafficking through
paper marriages that were reported to be used by traffickers to ensure migrant women’s stay in Tur-
key (Icduygu, 2009), it can be argued that it actually made migrant women more vulnerable to
exploitation in prostitution because it is now more difficult for them to obtain legal status by
obtaining Turkish citizenship (Coskun, 2015a).
One of the most recent developments was the adoption of Law No. 6458 on Foreigners and

International Protection by the Turkish Parliament in April 2013 (see DGMM, 2014). The new law
provides new protection rules for refugees, asylum-seekers, and victims of human trafficking.

Turkey’s Response to Sex Trafficking of Migrant Women 129

© 2016 The Authors. International Migration © 2016 IOM



Articles 48 and 49 of this law deal with residence permits for victims of human trafficking, their
extension, and annulment. A new Department for the Protection of Victims of Human Trafficking
in the Directorate General of Migration Management (DGMM) has also been established according
to the Article 108 of this Law.
One more significant achievement was the establishment of an emergency toll-free helpline for

victims of human trafficking that came to be known as “Alo 157”. This helpline can be reached
24/7 from any part of Turkey and also from mobile phones (Arslan et al., 2006). The line provides
information to individuals who face the risk of sex trafficking, including procedures for visas and
safe return of victimized migrants to their home countries. The services of the helpline are provided
in Russian, Romanian, English, French, and Turkish. The helpline was opened to international calls
in April 2007 and is still operational as of 2015 (Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 2015).
Since 2005, Turkish institutions increased their efforts to combat trafficking. Major Law enforce-

ment agencies (police and gendarmerie) have established special divisions to combat human traf-
ficking, and provided trainings for them. Several bilateral and multilateral agreements have been
signed with source countries of trafficking such as Georgia, Moldova, Ukraine, and Kyrgyzstan.
Cooperation with NGOs and International Organization for Migration (IOM) in victim identification
and victim assistance have been increased and developed. According to the latest TIP Report issued
by the US Department of State, more than 100 potential trafficking victims were rescued during the
30 operations conducted by the Turkish National Police in 2014 (US Department of State, 2015:
341).
The role of the IOM has been very important in the sex trafficking prevention efforts in Turkey

in terms of organizing and funding anti-trafficking projects. IOM has taken a role, mainly since
2003, to promote activities against human trafficking in Turkey. Several training programmes were
held by IOM for the personnel of law enforcement agencies as well as judicial institutions in Tur-
key. IOM has been dealing with the voluntary return programmes of trafficked victims in Turkey.
Moreover, IOM has funded several research projects that investigated the most problematic areas of
the trafficking phenomenon such as demand side of trafficking (Ayata et al., 2008) and Turkey’s
trafficking victim identification process (Sever et al., 2012).3

Three non-governmental organizations have been actively participating in anti-trafficking efforts.
Human Resources Development Foundation in Istanbul, Women’s Solidarity Foundation in Ankara,
and Association of Family Counsellors in Antalya have been operating shelters that are specifically
designed for the protection of victims of trafficking. Those who are accommodated in these shelters
are provided with physical and psychological treatment, vocational courses, and legal assistance
(Sever et al., 2012). Except for these three, the involvement of non-governmental organizations in
anti-trafficking efforts is scarce and weak. The only exception can be the Network to Fight against
Child Sexual and Commercial Exploitation that conducts anti-child trafficking campaigns and train-
ings country-wide (see CTCS, 2015).

CRITICISM OF POLICIES

Despite a significant progress in Turkey’s policies against sex trafficking since the adoption of the
UN Palermo Protocol, there exist a number of major problems. The main problem is that Turkey’s
current anti-trafficking policies are not victim-centred but state-centred. In this regard, one of the
most serious problems with the existing policies is the fact that although there are many irregular
migrant women staying on Turkish territory, the protection mechanisms are inadequate to prevent
their exploitation (Sever et al., 2012; Coskun, 2014a; 2015a; 2015b). The restrictive migration poli-
cies of the Turkish state such as denying migrant women the possibility to obtain residence and
work permits in an easy and efficient way, as well as the absence of laws to protect these women
push them into the informal labour market, where they can easily fall prey to traffickers (see
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Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012; Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). Although there is no possible way for
migrant women to engage in prostitution in Turkey legally, they are stigmatized as “illegal” prosti-
tutes by the migration and prostitution regimes (Coskun, 2014a; 2015a). Many migrant women also
face discrimination and sexual harassment which can push them into prostitution against their will
(Gulcur and Ilkkaracan, 2002; Kalfa, 2008; Toksoz and Unluturk-Ulutas, 2012). The existing anti-
trafficking policies in Turkey do not prevent migrant women attracted by economic opportunities in
this country from being exploited in prostitution (Agathangelou, 2004).
Second, there is a problem with lack of understanding of the problem of sex trafficking in Tur-

key. This problem is particularly affected by patriarchal attitudes to sexuality in the Turkish society,
as well as prejudices against migrant women in general. The prevailing attitude to migrant women
in Turkey is negative and stigmatizing, and it is commonly thought that if they are involved in
prostitution it means that they are selling sex for money of their own free will. For example, in
Turkey, it is legally accepted that a prostitute expresses her “consent” to be in prostitution when
she accepts money for the sexual act (Coskun, 2014a; 2015a; 2015b). However, it can be argued
that the problem of consent is not relevant for sex trafficking discourse, because it is very difficult
to prove the degree of consent of the victims to work as prostitutes, since many of them are
deceived by the traffickers. Even if a woman knows that she is coming to Turkey for prostitution,
she is sometimes deceived about the working conditions and payment (see Demir, 2010; Demir
and Finckenauer, 2010). In general, migrant women continue to be stigmatized for coming to Tur-
key in order to engage in prostitution because of their own “looseness” (Agathangelou, 2004;
Atauz et al., 2009). It seems that the current emphasis in the anti-trafficking policies in Turkey is
simply on establishing the difference between a “voluntary” prostitute (stigmatized as “loose”) and
“involuntary” victims of human trafficking (perceived as innocent) (see Aradau, 2008). The whole
system of victim protection is based on the identification of women precisely as victims of human
trafficking. Two criteria are used by the police to identify migrant women as victims: receiving
money or other benefits (such as mobile phones) from the traffickers, and recruitment in the
women’s home countries or “forcible transportation” into Turkey (Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). Yet,
instead of focusing on establishing the difference between “voluntary” and “forced” prostitution, it
would be much more relevant to accept that being in prostitution is never an “expression of pure
free will” (Agathangelou, 2004: 61), and therefore, to include all migrant women in the protection
system. It can be argued that policies against sex trafficking in Turkey will remain inefficient as
long as they are not connected to migration and prostitution regimes in general (see Coskun,
2014a; 2015a; 2015b). The emphasis in the policies should be on the women’s experiences them-
selves and on their protection rather than on determining the degree of the victim’s consent to
become a prostitute.
Third, efforts should be made to change the portrayal of migrant women involved in prostitution

as a security threat to the Turkish state. Patriarchal attitudes to sexuality prevailing in the Turkish
society such as cultural norms about namus further exacerbate the problem. Turkey continues to
maintain the ideological stance that migrant women involved in prostitution are a security threat
disturbing the national order (Agathangelou, 2004). Such an argument puts the blame for the exis-
tence of sex-trafficking in Turkey on migrant women themselves who are referred to as “Natashas”
and are criticized and stigmatized for destroying the institution of the family, damaging social
health and morality, and undermining national security in general. But at the same time, there is a
persistent demand for migrant prostitutes in Turkey, and the images of migrant women (especially
from the former Soviet countries), ready to do anything for money, are eroticized in Turkish culture
(Agathangelou, 2004: 123). Similarly, the recent influx of Syrian displaced persons is argued to
pose a threat to the institution of the family in Turkey, especially in its south-eastern provinces.
According to some recent data, there is an increase in divorces among the Turkish families because
of “Syrian brides” who are claimed to jeopardize the traditional family relations and public order
(Haber Turk, 2014). There has been a growing local interest in Syrian women and girls who are
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reported to be trafficked for sexual exploitation by marriage with Turkish citizens (see Haberturk,
2014; US Department of State, 2015). However, this demand for migrant women is not acknowl-
edged in Turkey’s anti-trafficking policies.
Finally, probably the most significant problem with the existing policies is the fact that deporta-

tion of a migrant woman involved in prostitution to her home country is seen as the ultimate solu-
tion to sex trafficking. Even if a migrant woman has a valid visa, she can be easily deported for
engagement in prostitution or for carrying an STD (Coskun, 2014a; 2015a; 2015b). Similarly,
migrant women identified as victims of human trafficking by the law enforcement agencies receive
a 6-month humanitarian visa only for the purposes of medical or psychological treatment, and are
deported after testifying against their traffickers. A migrant woman not identified as a victim of
human trafficking but labelled as “voluntary” prostitute can be deported if she is detected with an
STD. Coskun notes that with such policies, Turkish society’s health is protected “at the expense of
the ‘foreigner’s’ health” (Coskun, 2014a: 198). The solutions offered to sex trafficking victims by
the Turkish government are voluntary repatriation to their home countries, and having a residence
permit if she accepts to cooperate with judicial authorities and testify against traffickers. The fact
that issuing a “humanitarian” residence permit is tied to the victim’s cooperation with the police
and the judicial authorities (which means filing a formal complaint and testifying against her abu-
sers in court) is especially problematic (Coskun, 2015a; 2015b). With such conditional protection
of the women, the “fate of the victim” can easily turn into “a fate of a witness, which entails per-
mission to remain in the territory of the receiving state for the purposes of the criminal prosecution
of the traffickers” (Stoyanova, 2011: 784, emphasis original). Coskun notes that according to her
data, since 2000 each year the number of migrant women deported from Turkey for engagement in
prostitution or having an STD was almost 10 times higher than the number of the women voluntar-
ily repatriated as victims of human trafficking (Coskun, 2014a: 201). These statistics raise questions
about the efficiency of Turkey’s policies against sex trafficking and the management of the sex sec-
tor in general. It has also been reported that in many cases, victims refused to testify against their
traffickers because of fear or threats and thus lost their right to receive a “humanitarian” residence
permit, choosing immediate repatriation (Coskun, 2015a). In fact, many women who were actually
victims failed to be identified as such by the police because they did not fit the pre-defined criteria
about “not receiving payments” from their traffickers or being “recruited” in their home countries
(Coskun, 2015b), thus making the official statistics unreliable. Because of these pre-defined criteria
for trafficking victim identification in Turkey, the judicial response to the crime of trafficking has
been stalled. Coskun (2015a: 13) argues that according to her lawyer informants, “most human traf-
ficking crimes [in Turkey] are interpreted as forced prostitution crimes [according to Article 227],
thus resulting in 1–2 years of prison as opposed to the 8–12 years for human trafficking” pre-
scribed by Article 80 (Cos�kun, 2015a: 13). Therefore, it is possible to argue that “in view of how
the prostitution regime works in Turkey, the distinction between forced and voluntary prostitution
may not be meaningful” at all (Cos�kun, 2015b: 336). Instead of trying to determine who is a “vol-
untary” prostitute and who is a trafficking “victim”, the Turkish state should focus on protecting all
migrant women in general because of their vulnerable status and also on targeting the demand side
of prostitution and sex trafficking.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

Sex trafficking is intrinsically connected to prostitution, with both of them exploiting women’s sex-
uality in sexual and economic ways and representing a form of violence against women. This arti-
cle examined the existing policies against sex trafficking in Turkey with a particular emphasis on
migrant women trafficked into Turkey for sexual exploitation. The supply and demand sides of sex
trafficking explained by economic and patriarchal factors have been discussed under the impact of
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Turkey’s migration and prostitution regimes. Because of the existing restrictive rules on migration,
patriarchal attitudes to sexuality and stigmatization of migrant women as “loose”, many of them
are vulnerable to exploitation and trafficking. It can be argued that the existing policy against
human trafficking in Turkey is not efficient enough, despite significant progress made since the
adoption of the UN Protocol. Five problems with the existing policies were identified in this study:
non-inclusion of migrant women illegally staying on the territory of Turkey in the legal system;
lack of information about and understanding of the problem of sex trafficking in the Turkish soci-
ety in general; portrayal of migrant prostitutes as a security threat to the state; the use of deporta-
tion/repatriation as an ultimate tool in dealing with migrant women engaged in prostitution or
identified as victims of human trafficking; and problems with victims identification process based
on establishing the women’s “consent”.
The following policy recommendations are proposed to the Turkish government in order to pro-

tect migrant women against sex trafficking in Turkey. First of all, to ensure better protection of all
migrant women, easier access to residence and work permits should be provided. More shelters and
protection centres for migrant women facing sexual violence that would offer free food, clothing,
psychological and legal counselling should be opened. Second, migrant women involved in prosti-
tution should be allowed to receive treatment for STDs in Turkey, without compulsory deportation
for treatment in their home countries. The Turkish government should recognize that the reasons
for the existence of sex trafficking in Turkey are not limited to the supply factors such as poverty
of the nearby countries, but admit that there is a persistent demand for migrant women in the Turk-
ish sex sector. Therefore, demand reduction can be a part of anti-trafficking policies. Amendments
to the Turkish Criminal Code should be made in order to make men “accountable” for buying sex
so that instead of being allowed to walk free after prostitution raids, the clients could be detained
by the police and questioned at the police stations. Furthermore, attempts should be made at chang-
ing patriarchal attitudes to sexuality in the Turkish society through educational campaigns. Instead
of being stigmatized, both local and migrant women involved in prostitution should be treated as
the “the injured party” without questioning . . . [their] “consent” because of the unequal relations,
gender-based violence and coercion inherent in prostitution” (Coskun, 2015a: 17) and provided
with exit opportunities such as vocational courses. Furthermore, the media is recommended to
change the discourse of portraying migrant women as a security threat to Turkey, admitting that
supply of migrant women from the neighbouring countries will persist as long as there is a patriar-
chal demand for “sexually available” migrant women in the Turkey’s sex industry. In order to
increase public awareness of sex trafficking and to change the common understanding of prostitu-
tion involving migrant women as “voluntary prostitution”, more documentaries and short films
about trafficking could be broadcast on the Turkish television. In the aftermath of these policies,
more migrant women would be better protected against all kinds of exploitation, and less of them
would fall prey to human traffickers.

NOTES

1. Although Turkey is a signatory of the 1951 Convention on the Status of Refugees, it accepted the Conven-
tion with a “geographical limitation” meaning that Turkey only grants asylum and refugee status to “persons
who have become refugees as a result of events occurring in Europe” (Ozden, 2013: 5). Therefore, Syrians
who have fled to Turkey are considered as “guests” and do not have a recognized “refugee” status, being
only offered “temporary protection” from the Turkish state, which makes them vulnerable to exploitation
because of their unclear status (Ozden, 2013).

2. The fact that migrant women detained for prostitution in Turkey are subjected to forced medical examina-
tions and tests raises serious concerns in terms of human rights. According to Coskun (2015b: 340), “the
procedure is not just ‘ethically problematic’ but also against women’s human rights as it requires vaginal/
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gynaecological examinations by force, which was criticized as ‘instrumental rape’ even in the late 19th cen-
tury” (also see Bindel and Kelly, 2003: 4).

3. For more information on IOM’s activities in Turkey, see www.countertrafficking.org
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