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1. Introduction 

Children’s rights are fundamental to the creation of a just and equitable society, 
yet they are consistently among the most vulnerable in environments where 
democratic principles have eroded or failed to take root. Although international 
instruments such as the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child establish clear 
standards for protection, participation and provision, the actual fulfillment of 
these rights is inextricably linked to the nature of political systems. In 
authoritarian or non-democratic regimes, children frequently encounter systemic 
barriers to freedom, education, healthcare and protection from violence. These 
environments not only stifle adult expression but also marginalize children within 
public discourse and policymaking processes. Recognizing the profound 
influence of governance on children’s rights is essential to upholding their dignity, 
ensuring their safety and supporting development, regardless of political context. 

This study concentrates on children who have been forcibly separated from their 
detained parents, denied access to critical healthcare and, in many instances, 
compelled to flee the country along with their families having alleged links to the 
Gülen movement since the coup attempt in 2016. Physicians have noted that the 
emotional trauma and grief stemming from the persecution of their parents 
severely weakens the bodies of sick children, contributing to their decline. Some 
have tragically died due to the absence of primary caregivers, while others have 
lost their lives during the arduous journeys undertaken in search of refuge in 
democratic countries. The emotional distress, social exclusion and stigmatization 
experienced by these children have led to widespread mental health issues, 
including depression, anxiety and in some tragic cases, suicide. There have been 
several reports of minors dying by suicide after their parents were imprisoned, 
unable to cope with the emotional strain. 

Following the 2016 coup attempt, the government initiated a sweeping purge 
targeting individuals and institutions allegedly associated with the Gülen 
movement. The purge has had far-reaching consequences, impacting not only 
the accused but also thousands of children ensnared in its aftermath. The 
post-purge climate has divided countless families, forcing children into the care of 
relatives or unfamiliar guardians. These forced separations have had profoundly 
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adverse effects on children's mental health, emotional stability and physical 
well-being. 

President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan has been targeting followers of the Gülen 
movement, inspired by the late Muslim cleric Fethullah Gülen, since corruption 
investigations revealed in 2013 implicated then-prime minister Erdoğan as well as 
some of his family members and inner circle. 

Dismissing the investigations as a Gülenist coup and a conspiracy against his 
government, Erdoğan began to target the movement’s members. He designated 
the movement as a terrorist organization in May 2016 and intensified the 
crackdown on it following an abortive putsch in July of the same year that he 
accused Gülen of masterminding.  

Gülen and the movement strongly denied any involvement in the attempted 
coup or any terrorist activity.  1

Some children of these families have spent their formative years inside prison 
walls, accompanying mothers serving their sentences, deprived of a normal 
childhood and the stability necessary for healthy development. In this report we 
also document cases in which families of sick or disabled children have been 
wholly abandoned by institutions, left to navigate overwhelming medical, 
emotional and financial challenges without support. 

In addition this report includes cases of children accompanying their parents 
during abduction by Turkish intelligence and forcible returns to Turkey. We 
further analyze how the ongoing vilification of individuals allegedly affiliated with 
the movement has systematically dehumanized their suffering, paving the way 
for discriminatory practices that intensify the vulnerability of affected children and 
their caregivers. 

Moreover, this report examines how the Turkish government has increasingly 
employed the practice of family punishment (or kin liability), known as 

Sippenhaft, against individuals associated with the Gülen movement since 2016.  2

Rooted in authoritarian traditions, Sippenhaft holds family members collectively 

2 “Family Punishment in Turkey: How Erdoğan Uses the Nazi Practice of Sippenhaft,” 
Report, Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 15, 2024. 

1 “U.S.-based cleric Gulen says 'categorically' denies coup role charges,” Reuters, July 16, 
2016 
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responsible for the alleged actions of one relative, extending punitive measures to 
parents, spouses, siblings and even children. 

The lack of government transparency, coupled with a persistent reluctance to 
acknowledge the human cost of its security measures, has significantly 
obstructed efforts to quantify the full scope of the crisis. This imposed silence, 
stemming from both state policy and the repressive environment it perpetuates, 
renders the suffering of children from politically targeted families largely invisible. 
Child rights organizations, while not indifferent, are frequently silenced by the 
risks associated with advocacy in an authoritarian context. Consequently, these 
children endure prolonged hardship without public recognition or remedial 
support, their experiences effectively excluded from national and international 
discourse. 

Although no official statistics exist regarding the number of children who are 
dead, ill or disabled as a result of the post-coup purge in Turkey, independent 
investigations and media reports have documented a troubling pattern of tragic 
cases. By compiling and analyzing the cases from 2016 to the present, this report 
highlights how state-led repression has resulted in serious infringements upon 
children’s fundamental rights, including the right to health, family unity and 
human dignity. 
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2. Persecution of the Gülen movement in Turkey  

The Gülen movement is a worldwide civic initiative rooted in the spiritual and 
humanistic tradition of Islam and inspired by the ideas and activism of Fethullah 
Gülen. It is known for its network of educational institutions and interfaith 
dialogue initiatives across the globe. After originating in Turkey as a grassroots 
community in the 1970s, the movement spread its activities to various regions 
worldwide, establishing schools, hospitals and charities in over 150 countries. The 
movement proclaims itself as a proponent of the ideals of human rights, equal 
opportunity, democracy, non-violence and the emphatic acceptance of religious 
and cultural diversity.  3

The movement’s activities depend on the countries and regions where it is 
present. For instance, it focuses on charity along with education in Africa, while its 
civic engagement in Western countries is more directed towards intercultural 
dialogue and the successful integration of its members into the host societies. In 
Turkey the group was present in almost every aspect of life, from charities, schools 
and labor unions to print and broadcast media until it was outlawed by the 
government of President Erdoğan. 

In the 2010s the group gradually ended up in the crosshairs of the Turkish 
government, led by then-prime minister and current President Erdoğan, who 
accused the movement of infiltrating state institutions and orchestrating the 
corruption investigations of December 17-25, 2013, which implicated Erdoğan, his 
family members and inner circle.  4

Some of the claims that were part of the corruption investigations were later 
substantiated in a New York court, where a Turkish banker was sentenced to 32 
months for conspiring to violate US sanctions against Iran and other offenses.  5

Following the coup attempt, the Turkish government declared a state of 
emergency that lasted for two years and carried out a massive purge of state 
institutions under the pretext of an anti-coup fight. More than 130,000 public 

5 “Turkish Banker Mehmet Hakan Atilla Sentenced to 32 Months for Conspiring to Violate 
U.S. Sanctions Against Iran and Other Offenses,” United States Attorney's Office Southern 
District of New York, May 16, 2018. 

4 “Turkish ministers’ sons arrested in corruption and bribery investigation,” The Guardian, 
December 17, 2013. 

3 “Hizmet Movement,” Alliance for Shared Values 
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servants, including 4,156 judges and prosecutors, as well as 24,706 members of 
the armed forces were summarily removed from their jobs for alleged 
membership in or relationships with “terrorist organizations” by emergency 
decree-laws subject to neither judicial nor parliamentary scrutiny.  6

Such daily activities as having an account at or depositing money in a Gülen 
movement-affiliated bank, working at any institution linked to the movement or 
subscribing to certain newspapers and magazines were accepted as benchmarks 
for identifying and arresting alleged members of the movement. A total of 705,172 
people were investigated on terrorism or coup-related accusations due to their 
alleged links to the movement, according to statistics shared by Turkish Justice 
Minister Yılmaz Tunç in July 2024 . A total of 390,354 people have been detained 7

on allegations broadly categorized under terrorism or coup-related offenses. Of 
these, 113,837 have been arrested . As of July 2025, 11,085 people remain behind 8

bars, either serving sentences that have been upheld or awaiting the outcome of 
appeals. An additional 555 people are being held in pretrial detention.  9

The Erdoğan government curtailed civic and political rights and shut down scores 
of Gülen-affiliated institutions such as media outlets, civil society organizations, 
private schools, universities, labor unions and charitable foundations. The 
government also confiscated properties with an estimated value of $50 billion 
from businesspeople accused of ties to the movement . Since the attempted 10

coup, 934 schools, 109 student dormitories, 104 foundations, 1,125 associations, 15 
universities and 19 labor unions have been permanently closed.  11

Other widely reported rights violations against the group included arbitrary 
detention, torture and enforced disappearance . According to the latest Justice 12

Ministry data cited by the state-run Anadolu news agency, since the coup attempt 

12 “Turkey’s Transnational Repression: Abduction, Rendition and Forcible Return of 
Erdoğan Critics,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 21, 2021. 

11 “Turkey seizes billions in assets, shuts down hundreds of Gulen-linked institutions since 
2016 coup attempt,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 15, 2025. 

10 “Persecutory Confiscation Amounting to Crimes Against Humanity: Case of the Gülen 
Group,” instituDE, November 2023. 

9 “Turkey has investigated more than 700K people over Gülen links since failed coup: 
minister,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 12, 2024. 

8 “Turkey has arrested over 113,000 since 2016 coup attempt as crackdown on Gülen 
movement continues,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 14, 2025. 

7 “Turkey has investigated more than 700K people over Gülen links since failed coup: 
minister,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 12, 2024. 

6 Erdoğan’s rule by royal decree: Turkey’s contempt for the rule of law,” Stockholm Center 
for Freedom, September 10, 2017. 
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the Turkish intelligence agency (MİT) has conducted operations for the forcible 
return of 128 people with alleged links to the movement . 13

It is well documented that for over a decade, President Erdoğan and other 
high-ranking government officials have used hate-filled rhetoric against the 
movement, fostering widespread social hostility . This has led to people associated 14

with the movement being "delegitimized" in their suffering, a term used by scholars 
to describe when people are denied recognition or empathy for their pain.  The 15

political rhetoric and widespread hostility towards the movement have reached such 
a level that these individuals are seen as unworthy of the same rights, values or 
fairness as others. 

 

15 “Ideologies of Moral Exclusion: A Critical Discursive Reframing of Depersonalization, 
Delegitimization and Dehumanization,” Cristian Tileagă. British Journal of Social 
Psychology, 2010; (46)4: 717-737. 

14 “Planting hate speech to harvest hatred: How does political hate speech fuel hate crimes 
in Turkey?” Perry, B., Akca, D., Karakus, F., & Bastug, M. F. International Journal for Crime, 
Justice and Social Democracy, 2020; 9(4): 195–211. 
“Turkey: Individuals Associated with the Gülen Movement. The Finnish Immigration 
Service's Fact-Finding Mission to Ankara and Istanbul 2 – 6 October 2023”. Finnish 
Immigration Service, February 2024 

13 “Adalet Bakanı Tunç: 15 Temmuz'da son darbeyi vuracaklarını zannettiler, başaramadılar,” 
Anadolu Ajansi, July 15, 2025 
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3. Critically ill children left without parents 

Studies in developmental psychology have consistently shown that maternal 
deprivation, the prolonged absence of a mother or motherly figure, can have 
serious consequences for a child’s emotional and physical well-being. In hospital 
settings this deprivation is often linked to separation anxiety, which can hinder a 
child’s recovery and exacerbate existing health conditions.  16

Research by John Bowlby and others has demonstrated that children separated 
from their primary caregiver during critical developmental periods may 
experience heightened stress, reduced immune response and delayed healing.  17

Therefore, the healthcare system in many countries has made an effort to develop 
family-centered care, which promotes maintaining normal family routines and 
the unity of the family. 

Turkey’s post-coup purge has inflicted profound human suffering, sparing not 
even the most vulnerable children. In the aftermath of mass arrests targeting 
alleged affiliates of the Gülen movement, several children were diagnosed with 
cancer and other serious illnesses following the detention of their mothers or 
fathers. Tragically, some of these children lost their battle with the disease. 

In this chapter, we document a series of cases reported by independent 
journalists and human rights defenders, emphasizing the profound impact of 
Turkey’s post-coup purge on critically ill children whose parents were imprisoned 
due to alleged affiliation with the Gülen movement. These stories reflect not only 
the personal tragedies endured by individual families but also the broader 
humanitarian consequences of collective punishment and the erosion of basic 
rights. 

Ahmet Burhan Ataç 

Ahmet Burhan Ataç was only 8 years old when he lost his life to cancer. He had been 
grappling with bone cancer that later spread to his lungs for two years when he died 

17 “Bowlby’s theory of maternal deprivation -A-Level Psychology,” Study Mind. 

16 “Care of sick children by parents: a meaningful role,” Sarah J. Palmer. JAN,1993 February; 18(2): 
185-191. 
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in May 2020 . The loss of such a young life is always a tragedy, but Ahmet’s story was 18

uniquely tragic, and those two years were marked by the absence of his parents. 

His father, Harun 
Reha Ataç, had been 
in prison for more 
than two years 
because he had 
worked at a student 
dormitory, an act that 
is tantamount to 
membership in an 
armed terrorist 
organization in the 
eyes of the President 
Erdoğan if that 
dormitory had 

anything to do with the faith-based Gülen movement. 

Ahmet’s mother, Zekiye Ataç, was arrested in February 2020 along with her 
husband, but was released two-and-a-half months later pending trial. Like her 
husband, she was also accused of working at a university dormitory linked to the 
movement. Thus, Ahmet Burhan was left to live with his 70-year-old grandmother. 
This proved to be too big a strain for his young heart, as evidenced by the disease 
he developed during the incarceration of his parents. 

Although Zekiye Ataç was released pending trial, a travel ban prevented her from 
accompanying her son to Germany, where he was to receive critical, life-saving 
treatment. Instead, the young boy traveled to Cologne with his grandmother, but 
the emotional strain of being separated from his mother while undergoing 
treatment abroad took a significant mental toll.  Travel bans are a preventative 19

measure widely resorted to by the Turkish government against many dissidents. 

19 “Anne Zekiye Ataç pasaport alamadı, tedavisine ara verilen kanser hastası Ahmet 
Türkiye'ye döndü,” Euronews, February 9, 2020. 

18 “8-year-old son of purge victims dies of cancer,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, May 7, 
2020. 
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"I’ve done everything I could, and so has the family we’re staying with. But no 
matter what we do, we can’t give him the love of a mother and father — it’s just 
not the same. Ahmet can’t sleep at night; he’s in a lot of pain. He keeps saying, ‘I 
want my mom, I want my dad.’ Let them hear us: This child has cancer, and he 
wants to be with his mother and father,” grandmother Gülsüm Ataç said. Ahmet 
Burhan did not want to stay in Germany for very long without his mother, and 
after preliminary treatment, they returned to Turkey, with a second round slated 
for February 27, 2020. 

Following weeks-long social media campaigns led by human rights activists and 
prominent public figures, the prosecutor’s office temporarily lifted Zekiye Ataç’s 
travel ban, offering a brief glimmer of hope, only for the decision to be swiftly 
overturned by an appeals court . After nearly a month of bureaucratic issues, 20

Zekiye Ataç managed to obtain her passport and traveled to Germany on March 5, 
2020.  Yet, unfortunately it was too late to start the second round of treatment. 21

His doctor was shocked at the sight of the child. New tumors had developed in his 
body. His movements were restricted, and his hip was dislocated. Many of his 
bones were broken. His blood count was low. In short, his body was no longer able 
to tolerate further treatment. 

Before his death, Ahmet Burhan was only able to see his father once, for five 
hours. This was the last time the father and son were able to visit with each other. 
Ahmet Burhan died murmuring the name of his father even on his deathbed. 
According to his mother, he had been crying for three or four days before he 
lapsed into a coma, calling for his father. 

Yusuf Kerim Sayın 

Gülten Sayın was arrested on December 16, 2022, to serve a prison sentence on 
conviction of links to the Gülen movement. She was sentenced to six years, three 
months for working at a student dormitory in the northwestern province of 
Sakarya that the government subsequently closed down because of alleged ties 
to the movement. She was also accused of depositing money in Bank Asya, which 

21 “Death of Ahmet Burhan Ataç reveals plight of children caught up in Turkey’s massive 
purge,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, May 20, 2020. 

20 “Appeals court overturns decision to lift travel ban on mother of cancer patient,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, February 17, 2020. 
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was closed by the government after the coup attempt because of its links to the 
movement. 

At the time of her arrest, her 
6-year-old son, Yusuf Kerim 
Sayın, was battling Ewing’s 
Sarcoma, one of the 
deadliest forms of bone 
cancer. Given the nature of 
the disease, human rights 
advocates immediately 
called for the mother’s 
release so she could be with 
her son through his 
treatment.  Following the 22

public outcry Gülten Sayın 
was granted special 
permission to visit her son 
in the hospital for half a day 
and was later returned to 
prison.  Yusuf Kerim passed 23

away in October 2023 after months of pleading for his mother and enduring 
excruciating medical procedures. 

However, a silver lining of Yusuf Kerim’s plight was that a new law, called the Yusuf 
Kerim Act, was enacted in April 2023, allowing the postponement of sentences for 
women whose children are suffering from illness.  

Specifically, if a female prisoner has a child under the age of 18 who is either 
severely ill or disabled and in need of care, her prison sentence can be postponed. 
The initial postponement period is one year, and it can be extended in six-month 
increments, up to a maximum of three years. 

23 “Jailed mother reunites with son suffering from cancer for half a day,” Stockholm Center 
for Freedom, January 27, 2023. 

22 “Social media users call on Turkish authorities to release jailed mother of child suffering 
from bone cancer,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, February 27, 2023. 
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To apply, a request must be submitted to the prosecutor’s office. According to the 
law, for an appeal to be made, the mother’s sentence needs to have been upheld 
by the Supreme Court of Appeals. The institution responsible for verifying 
whether the child’s illness or disability qualifies under the law is Turkey’s Council 
of Forensic Medicine (ATK).  

However, even in cases where their sentence was upheld, women have not been 
successful in their appeals.  One of the main reasons for this is that high-ranking 24

government officials fail to take seriously the suffering of sick children with 
parents who have been arrested on Gülen-related charges. 

Sümeyra Gelir 

Sümeyra Gelir, a 15-year-old 
girl whose mother is serving 
a prison sentence on 
conviction of alleged ties to 
the Gülen movement, was 
found dead in her bed in 
April 2025 in the 
northwestern Turkish city of 
Sakarya, in an apparent 
epilepsy-related fatality.  25

Sümeyra had been caring 
for her two younger siblings 
ever since her mother, Melek 

Gelir, a former physics teacher, was jailed for alleged ties to the movement. Her 
father, Abdullah Gelir, worked full-time to support the family but was often absent 
from home due to his job. This left Sümeyra, just 15 years old and battling epilepsy, 
as the primary caregiver. The burden of responsibility, coupled with the emotional 
trauma of separation from her mother, proved overwhelming. Despite receiving 
psychological and medical treatment, Sümeyra’s health deteriorated under the 

25 “Teenage daughter of imprisoned Turkish teacher dies, illustrating ongoing fallout from 
post-coup purges,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, April 7, 2025.    

24 "Activists renew calls for release of incarcerated mothers with sick children,” Stockholm 
Center for Freedom, October 3, 2023. 
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strain. Her death, occurring shortly after a rare visit with her mother, has been 
described by rights advocates as “a death not of illness, but of injustice.” 

“Sümeyra was a very sensitive child. When her mother was sent to prison she took 
over the care of her two brothers. While I was working, she would feed them, 
dress them and take them to school. But she would cry herself to sleep at night,” 
her father Abdullah said. 

Melek Gelir was incarcerated in Sakarya Ferizli Prison, approximately 120 
kilometers from her children, making regular visits nearly impossible. Despite 
repeated appeals from the family and human rights advocates for her transfer to a 
facility closer to her children in Bolu, authorities consistently denied the requests. 
The distance compounded the emotional strain on Sümeyra, who was already 
struggling with epilepsy while caring for her younger siblings. Following 
Sümeyra’s death, public outcry and mounting social pressure finally led to Melek 
Gelir’s transfer to a prison in Bolu province, where her surviving children reside. 

Her grieving father said in an interview that Sümeyra had been receiving 
psychological treatment following her mother’s arrest. She also suffered from 
occasional epileptic seizures, one of which occurred while she was at school. 
Security camera footage captured the moment Sümeyra collapsed and convulsed 
on the ground. Her father shared the video with social services and other 
government institutions, pleading for her mother to be transferred to Bolu. 
However, his appeals went unanswered. 

He also applied for government aid to send his youngest son to daycare so that 
Sümeyra could be at least a little relieved. “I wrote many petitions to social 
services and other institutions. I said, at the very least, could you cover my son’s 
daycare fees? Because I earn minimum wage, and Fatih’s daycare costs 5,000 lira 
[$130]. They always rejected my request. The last time I went, a female employee 
politely told me I was probably rejected because of my wife’s situation.”  26

26 “Grieving father says emotional strain from mother’s imprisonment on Gülen charges 
took a severe toll on daughter’s health,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, April 9, 2025.    
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Selman Çalışkan 

Seven-year-old Selman Çalışkan succumbed to brain cancer on September 19, 
2020, without being able to say goodbye to his father, Rasim Çalışkan, a literature 
teacher imprisoned for alleged ties to the Gülen movement. 

Diagnosed a year 
earlier, Selman 
underwent surgery 
to remove a 
five-centimeter 
tumor, which left 
him partially 
paralyzed. Despite 
his deteriorating 
condition, Rasim 
was only permitted 
to visit his son twice 
during the entire 
course of his illness. 

Selman, too young to understand the political circumstances, believed his father 
was away for work and continued to ask for him until his final days. 

Rasim Çalışkan had filed numerous petitions requesting sentence postponement 
or house arrest so he could care for his son, but all were denied. Meanwhile, 
Selman’s mother, Emine Çalışkan, struggled to manage his intensive treatments 
alone, often relying on neighbors for transportation to hospitals in Izmir. She also 
battled her own health issues while caring for Selman and his two sisters. Human 
rights advocates, including MP Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu, condemned the 
government’s refusal to grant compassionate release, calling Selman’s death a 
“tragedy born of cruelty.  27

27 “Another child succumbs to cancer without saying goodbye to his jailed father,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, September 21, 2020. 
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Kübra Kuzan 

Five-year-old Kübra Kuzan died of brain cancer in February 2021 without being 
able to see her father, Ertuğrul Kuzan, a former bureaucrat dismissed from his 
post at the ATK and imprisoned for alleged ties to the Gülen movement.  28

Arrested shortly after the 2016 coup attempt, her father was sentenced to more 
than eight years in prison for “membership in an armed terrorist organization.” 

As Kübra’s condition worsened, he repeatedly petitioned for sentence 
postponement 
under a Turkish 
law which 
stipulates that 
the sentences of 
prisoners whose 
first-degree 
relatives are 
seriously ill may 
be postponed for 
one year. Despite 
clear medical 
documentation 
and urgent 
appeals, the authorities denied his request. 

Kübra’s illness progressed rapidly, and she spent her final months in 
intensive care, often crying out for her father. Only after she lost 
consciousness was the father granted permission to visit her briefly, on 
January 6, 2021. By then Kübra was unable to recognize him or respond. 
Kübra’s story became yet another symbol of the suffering endured by 

28 “5-year-old girl succumbs to cancer without saying goodbye to her jailed father,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, February 15, 2021. 
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children caught in the crossfire of Turkey’s post-coup purge, where even 
the dying are denied the comfort of a parent’s embrace. 

Ömer Faruk Turan 

In November 2021, 11-year-old Ömer Faruk Turan passed away from heart 
failure, denied the chance to bid farewell to his father, Murat Turan, a 
literature teacher imprisoned over alleged links to the Gülen movement. 

Ömer Faruk, who had a mild form 
of autism, had undergone two 
bypass surgeries as a toddler and 
had been receiving treatment for 
congestive heart failure at a 
hospital in İzmir since August. 
Despite his critical condition, 
Murat Turan’s repeated requests 
to visit his son were denied by the 
authorities, even after appeals 
from MP Gergerlioğlu.  29

His condition was so dire that, in a 
tweet posted that month, 
Gergerlioğlu stated that the 

doctors believed even a heart transplant would not be enough to save the 
boy’s life and that all hope had been lost. “I have talked to two different 
deputy chief public prosecutors, but neither gave permission,” he said. 

Züleyha Erkol 

Eleven-year-old Züleyha Erkol underwent major brain surgery in June 2023 after 
being diagnosed with a tumor, less than a year after losing her mother, Zeynep 
Erkol, to lung cancer in August 2022. Her father, Adem Erkol, has been imprisoned 

29 “11-year-old autistic boy succumbs to heart disease without saying goodbye to his jailed 
father,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, December 1, 2022. 
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in Sakarya Ferizli L-Type Prison since 2020, serving a six-year, four-month sentence 
for conviction of links to the Gülen movement. With both parents absent, Züleyha 
was left in the care of her grandfather, Hakkı Erkol, who has been struggling to 
support her through her medical ordeal.  30

Despite her critical condition and the trauma of losing her mother, Züleyha’s 
father has not been granted compassionate release to be by her side during 
treatment. Appeals for sentence postponement under the Yusuf Kerim Law, 
which allows imprisoned mothers of sick children to be temporarily released, were 
denied, as the law does not extend to fathers. Human rights advocates have called 
for urgent legal reform to include fathers in such provisions. “Züleyha’s life has 
been turned upside down,” her grandfather said. “She needs her father, not just 
for care, but for hope.” Her case has become a rallying cry for expanding 
compassionate release laws to protect children from further suffering caused by 
politically motivated incarcerations. 

"Right now, her father is unable to be by his daughter’s side during her treatment, 
and this is causing great hardship for both of them," her grandfather said. He 
explained that they are doing everything they can to ease the child's suffering, 
but they simply cannot fill the void. "She needs her father. He is her whole world. 
They grant this right to mothers, but her mother is already gone, so give that right 
to her father," Hakkı Erkol said. 

Despite social media campaigns 
calling for Züleyha’s father to be 
released, he remains in prison, 
leaving the young girl to face her 
treatment alone. 

Ece Nur Esen 

Ece Nur Esen, a 16-year-old girl from 
Bursa, died of a heart attack in April 
2024. Her parents, Metin and Ayşe 
Esen, both teachers, were dismissed 
from their jobs by an emergency 

30 “Züleyha babasız büyümesin çağrısı,” Evrensel, June 24, 2023. 
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decree issued after the coup attempt in 2016. The family faced years of financial 
hardship and social stigma, compounded by Ayşe Esen’s recent sentencing to 
more than two years in prison. 

Ece’s death was made public by lawmaker Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu, who said the 
family’s deteriorating circumstances were a major factor in her declining health. 

According to Gergerlioğlu, Ece had been in a fragile emotional state for months, 
often waking up crying and showing signs of severe distress. “She was the 
daughter of parents dismissed by decree in Bursa,” he wrote on social media. 
“After her mother’s sentencing, she worsened significantly. Yesterday morning, 
she suffered another episode and a heart attack. She could not be saved.”  31

Despite social media campaigns and public appeals, no intervention came in time 
to support the family. 

Hakan Dağdeviren 

At age 11, Hakan Dağdeviren 
was diagnosed with leukemia 
in January 2021. His parents, 
Sabriye and Gökhan 
Dağdeviren, were imprisoned 
for alleged ties to the Gülen 
movement. His mother 
Sabriye received a 19-year 
sentence, while his father 
Gökhan was sentenced to 
nearly seven years. Hakan’s 
grandparents have been his 
caregivers during his parents’ 

incarceration, but the absence of his parents, especially his mother, has deeply 
affected his recovery. 

Despite legal provisions allowing sentence postponement for prisoners with 
critically ill children, Sabriye was denied release. Public campaigns and appeals 
from human rights advocates were ignored. His grandfather described how 

31 “16-year-old daughter of dismissed teachers dies of heart attack,” Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, April 16, 2024. 
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Hakan would cry himself to sleep, sometimes refusing food due to painful mouth 
sores from chemotherapy. Hakan’s emotional suffering was compounded by 
social stigma; he feared being labeled the “child of terrorists.” 

“I can’t do anything other than wait to hear from my son once a week,” Sabriye 
Dağdeviren said in a letter to a local journalist.  32

Social media campaigns called for compassion and justice. Artists, activists and 
politicians voiced support, urging the government to allow Hakan’s mother to be 
by his side. Yet, the silence from the authorities was deafening. Mustafa Yeneroğlu, 
a former MP and human rights advocate, wrote passionately about Hakan’s case, 
arguing that the charges against his mother were based on flimsy evidence such 
as working at a legally operating school, having an account at Bank Asya and 
using the ByLock messaging app. 

ByLock, once widely available online, has been considered a secret tool of 
communication among supporters of the movement since the coup attempt in 
2016, despite the lack of any evidence that ByLock messages were related to the 
failed coup. 

Yeneroğlu emphasized that these actions, taken before the coup and within legal 
bounds, should not constitute terrorism. He questioned the morality and legality 
of punishing a mother so severely, especially when her child was fighting for his 
life.  33

 

33 “DEVA Partili Yeneroğlu: Hukuk esas alınsaydı Hakan’ın annesinin mahkûm edilmesi 
imkansızdı,” TR724, April 10, 2021. 

32 “With both parents in prison for Gülen links, neighbors help care for 11-year-old cancer 
patient,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, March 2, 2021. 
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4. Children who drowned while fleeing repression in Turkey 

Since the 2016 coup attempt, thousands of people have been forced to flee Turkey 
in an effort to escape the sweeping post-coup crackdown. With passports revoked 
en masse, many resorted to irregular and perilous methods of flight. Victims of 
the purge, often accompanied by their children, undertook hazardous journeys 
across the Aegean Sea and the Evros River, risking their lives in pursuit of safety 
and protection in democratic countries. Tragically, several children lost their lives 
or went missing during these treacherous passages, underscoring the profound 
human toll of state repression. 

Nurefşan Teke 

 

In March 9-year-old Nurefşan Teke drowned while attempting to cross the Evros 
River alongside her mother, Neslihan, in a desperate effort to reunite with her 
father, who had been forced to flee Turkey in 2016 amid the purge. 

Her body was discovered on the Turkish banks of the river later that same day. The 
Teke family had been the subject of a travel ban, with Turkish authorities refusing 
to issue them passports, effectively preventing legal and safe passage.  This 34

34 “9-year-old Turkish girl drowns while trying to cross Evros River,” Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, March 8, 2021. 
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bureaucratic barrier, imposed under politically motivated restrictions, not only 
obstructed their efforts to reunite as a family but ultimately contributed to a fatal 
journey born of desperation. 

Baha Aksoy, Burhan Yeni and Nurbanu Yeni 

In July 2018 an inflatable boat carrying 16 individuals affiliated with the Gülen 
movement capsized en route to the Greek island of Lesbos, resulting in the 
drowning of six people, including three infants.  One person remained missing, 35

while nine others were rescued. According to the state-run Anadolu news agency, 
the boat reportedly included 14 refugees and two human smugglers. 

The three infants who drowned during the July 2018 capsizing in the Aegean Sea 
were identified as Y. Baha Aksoy, Burhan Yeni and Nurbanu Yeni. Two adult 
women, Sümeyye Avcı and Sena Aksoy, and one man, Gürkan Yeni, also lost their 
lives in the incident. 

Nadire, Bahar and Feridun Maden 

While trying to escape from Turkey to the 
Greek island of Mytilene, a family with 
three children who disappeared in the 
Aegean Sea was found dead in November 
2017.  36

Hüseyin Maden, a 40-year-old physics 
teacher, and his wife, Nur Maden, a 
36-year-old preschool educator, lived with 
their three children, daughters Nadire (13) 
and Bahar (10) and son Feridun (7), in 
Turkey’s Kastamonu province. 

Following an official investigation 
launched into Hüseyin and Nur Maden for 
alleged links with the Gülen movement, 

36 “Bodies found in Aegean Sea show volume of cruelty and oppression in Turkey,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, November 21, 2017. 

35 “6 die when boat carrying 16 people affiliated with Gülen movement capsizes in Aegean,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 29, 2018. 
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the family faced the imminent risk of detention. Fearing that incarceration would 
leave their three young children without caregivers, the Maden family made the 
difficult decision to go into hiding as a complete family unit. Their choice, driven 
by the instinct to protect and remain together, reflects the profound fear and 
instability experienced by families targeted during Turkey’s post-coup purge. 

The constant threat of detention and the fear of separation from their children 
compelled them to flee Turkey in search of safety, stability and protection from 
politically motivated persecution. Tragically, the Maden family drowned while 
attempting to cross the Aegean Sea in pursuit of refuge.  

İbrahim Selim Doğan, Halil Münir and Abdulkadir Enes 
Abdurrezzak 

 

In February 2018 eight Turkish nationals, including three children, two women 
and three men, went missing after their rubber boat capsized while attempting to 
cross the Evros River on the Turkish-Greek border.  The bodies of three victims 37

—37-year-old Ayşe Abdurrezzak and her sons, 3-year-old Halil Münir and 
11-year-old Abdulkadir Enes — were later recovered. The father, Uğur Abdurrezzak, 
remains missing. 

37 “At least 3 victims of Erdoğan’s persecution targeting Gülen movement drowned as 
trying to cross river between Turkey and Greece,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, February 
23, 2018. 
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Local sources reported that the Abdurrezzak family was accompanied by the 
Doğan family: Fahreddin, his wife Aslı, and their two-and-a-half-year-old son, 
İbrahim Selim. None of the Doğan family members have been located. 

Both families were fleeing persecution in Turkey due to alleged ties to the Gülen 
movement, which has been the target of widespread government crackdowns. 

Ahmet Esat, Mesut and Aras Akçabay 

In July 2018, 36-year-old 
Hatice Akçabay and her 
three sons, 7-year-old Ahmet 
Esat, 5-year-old Mesut and 
1-year-old Bekir Aras, went 
missing after a boat carrying 
several Turkish asylum 
seekers capsized in the Evros 
River. The family was fleeing 
persecution in Turkey due to 
alleged ties to the Gülen 
movement. The children’s 
father, Murat Akçabay, and 
four other people on the 

boat were rescued. 

The bodies of Hatice, Mesut and Bekir Aras were later recovered. Hatice was 
reportedly found still clutching her infant son when their bodies were discovered 
on the Turkish riverbank. The eldest child, Ahmet Esat, remains missing. The 
father, Murat Akçabay, survived the incident and has since spoken publicly about 
the ordeal, describing the family's desperate decision to flee after years of hiding 
and hardship.  38

 

38 “Bodies of Turkish mother and 1-year-old son found on banks of Evros River,” Stockholm 
Center for Freedom, July 20, 2018. 
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5. How the purge damaged a generation: psychological 
impacts, suicides 

In the aftermath of the coup attempt, a silent but devastating mental health crisis 
has emerged among the children of parents imprisoned or dismissed from their 
jobs. With one or both caregivers jailed, often on unsubstantiated terrorism 
charges, many children have been left to navigate profound emotional trauma, 
social isolation and stigmatization. Families have reported escalating signs of 
anxiety, depression and hopelessness, with some cases tragically culminating in 
suicide. The psychological damage wrought by the purge reaches far beyond 
prison walls, infiltrating the emotional well-being of children and young adults 
across the country. 

Academic research has consistently shown that political violence, particularly 
when accompanied by group stigmatization, has profound and lasting effects on 
mental health.  Commonly reported conditions include anxiety, depression, 39

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and even musculoskeletal disorders, 
reflecting the deep psychosomatic impact of prolonged stress. Studies highlight 
how such violence erodes core psychosocial foundations: a sense of safety, social 
belonging, justice, identity and purpose. When these pillars are destabilized, the 
result is widespread psychological harm across affected communities, with 
children being especially vulnerable. Research links authoritarian repression and 
political violence to heightened psychological distress in minors, often triggered 
by the loss of family members, the breakdown of community support and 
economic instability.  These children frequently exhibit symptoms of trauma, 40

including withdrawal, aggression and hopelessness. 

The purge destroyed the unity of many families, leaving a severe impact on the 
mental well-being of children. A report by Johan Vande Lanotte, a former Belgian 
politician and legal expert, revealed that individuals accused of links to the Gülen 
movement faced lifelong social and economic marginalization.  This social 41

stigmatization also included members of their immediate family. Even several 

41 “Turkey's Unending Crackdown: The Persecution of the Gülen Movement,” Turkey 
Tribunal, January 31, 2025 

40 “Psychological Problems in the Context of Political Violence in Afghan Children,” Jobson 
L, McAvoy D, Ahmadi SJ. Curr Psychiatry Rep. 2024 May; 26(5):222-228. 

39 “Impact of Political Violence on Health: The Case of Academics for Peace in Turkey”,  
Davas A, Tanık FA. Int J Soc Determinants Health Serv. 2024 Jul; 54(3):285-294. 
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years after the coup attempt, children were called “terrorists” and “traitors” by 
their teachers and classmates.  

Bahadır Odabaşı 

 

In January 2022, 16-year-old Bahadır Odabaşı died by suicide after jumping from 
the tenth floor of his apartment building in Diyarbakır, Turkey. His death was 
attributed to severe depression stemming from the prolonged imprisonment of 
his father, Nurettin Odabaşı, a former teacher who had been fired by emergency 
decree and jailed on terrorism-related charges due to alleged ties to the Gülen 
movement.  42

The teenager, whose father had been in prison for the past four years, lapsed into 
depression. During this time Bahadır and his family faced severe social exclusion, 
economic hardship and stigmatization. The prolonged absence of his father and 
the hostile environment surrounding his family contributed to Bahadır’s 
deepening depression, ultimately leading him to take his own life. 

42 “Teen takes own life over father’s imprisonment in post-coup crackdown,” Stockholm 
Center for Freedom, January 15, 2022. 
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The grieving father was escorted to his son’s funeral in handcuffs by members of 
the gendarmerie. Images of Nureddin Odabaşı held by gendarmes and made to 
attend his son’s funeral prayer in handcuffs sparked public outrage.  43

Mehmet Reşat Erçakır 

Although no longer a minor at the time of his death, 20-year-old Mehmet Reşat 
Erçakır died by suicide in 2023 after years of psychological counseling, triggered 
by the dismissal of his father through a government decree.  44

Erçakır’s death was made public on X by lawmaker Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu. 
Addressing the Turkish government, Gergerlioğlu said the government’s cruelty 
had taken another life. “The young man spent the last years of his life questioning 
why his father had been fired despite his innocence,” said Gergerlioğlu. “He 
sought psychological counselling, but unfortunately it did not help.” 

After his dismissal by emergency decree, Ahmet Erçakır, a former police officer, 
was forced to take on temporary jobs, including selling milk on the streets, to 
support his family. The Erçakır family faced severe financial hardship, social 
exclusion and limited employment opportunities due to blacklisting and systemic 
discrimination. 

Onur Selim Y. 

In January 2024, 20-year-old university student Onur Selim Y. died by suicide in 
Erzurum, Turkey, by hanging himself from a pipe. His death followed years of 
emotional strain linked to the persecution of his parents.  45

His father, T.Y., a biology teacher, was sentenced to over six years in prison on 
terrorism-related charges due to alleged ties to the Gülen movement. The 
conviction was based on an act dating back to 1991. 

Onur’s mother, also a teacher, was dismissed from her job on similar grounds, 
reportedly due to her labor union membership. The family faced social exclusion, 

45 “20-year-old son of purge victims dies by suicide,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, 
January 17, 2024. 

44 “Son of police officer sacked for alleged Gülen links dies by suicide,” Stockholm Center 
for Freedom, August 22, 2023. 

43 “Gendarmes escort father to son’s funeral in handcuffs,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, 
January 17, 2022. 
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economic hardship and stigmatization, contributing to Onur’s deteriorating 
mental health. 

Tuğçe Ölçer 

Twenty-one-year-old 
university student 
Tuğçe Ölçer died 
after jumping off a 
balcony in the 
western province of 
İzmir in July 2017 due 
to her depression 
over her father’s 
imprisonment.  46

A student at the 
İstanbul-based 
Boğazici University’s 
faculty of education, 
Ölçer suffered 

psychological trauma after her father, Mehmet Ali Ölçer, was arrested. 

Her father had been fired by emergency decree and arrested on terrorism-related 
charges due to alleged ties to the Gülen movement. 

Tuğçe’s family faced severe social and economic hardship, and she struggled to 
access the psychological treatment she needed during this difficult period. Her 
father was denied permission to attend her funeral, further underscoring the 
punitive nature of the crackdown on families of accused individuals. 

46 “Boğaziçi University student commits suicide as dismissed father under arrest for 9 
months,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, June 11, 2017. 
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Suicide attempts following mass arrests 

In May 2025 a female law student arrested during a mass crackdown targeting 
individuals accused of links to the movement reportedly attempted suicide four 
times in four days while in custody. She was subsequently hospitalized.  47

The case drew public attention after lawmaker Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu 
condemned the government’s actions on social media, stating: “Have you no 
shame? A young female law student arrested in the Gaziantep-based operation 
has attempted suicide at least four times in four days and has been hospitalized. 
Are you going to kill people with your baseless charges?” 

The operation, coordinated by prosecutors in Gaziantep, led to the detention of 
over 300 people across multiple provinces. Among those detained were 
numerous women and female university students, accused of providing financial 
support to the Gülen movement, using encrypted messaging apps and 
maintaining contact with individuals abroad allegedly affiliated with the 
movement. 

Following court appearances, 77 detainees were formally arrested, while 125 
others were released under judicial supervision, which includes travel bans and 
mandatory check-ins at police stations. 

 

47 “Female student arrested following mass crackdown on Gülen movement attempts 
suicide,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, May 14, 2017 
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6. Children and transnational repression 

Since the coup attempt in July 2016 Turkey’s repression of political dissidents has 
expanded into a global phenomenon, marked by systematic efforts to silence 
critics and dissidents overseas. The administration of President Erdoğan has 
employed a range of coercive tactics, including illegal renditions, spying, 
diplomatic pressure and the misuse of international legal mechanisms, including 
INTERPOL. 

A key pillar of this strategy is the abduction and forced repatriation of dissidents, 
particularly those affiliated with the Gülen movement. As of July 2025 the national 
intelligence agency had orchestrated over 128 renditions since 2016, frequently 
bypassing legal norms with the cooperation of host governments . In several 48

documented cases, children of critics have also been swept up in these 
operations, accompanying their parents during forcible returns to Turkey. 

Former vice president Fuat Oktay earlier said in a speech in parliament that 
Turkish agents had conducted “diplomacy” with their counterparts in countries 
where Turkish nationals were abducted.  49

The Komiş family 

Arif Komiş, 44, Ülkü Komiş, 
38, and their four children 
were deported from 
Malaysia to Turkey in 
August 2019.  50

Arif Komiş was a chemistry 
teacher who worked at a 
Turkish school in Malaysia 
affiliated with the Gülen 
movement. Komiş held an 

50 “Turkish nationals under UN protection deported: report,” Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, August 30, 2019. 

49 “More than 100 people abducted thanks to ‘intelligence diplomacy’: Turkey’s vice 
president,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, November 25, 2022. 

48 “Adalet Bakanı Tunç: 15 Temmuz'da son darbeyi vuracaklarını zannettiler, başaramadılar,” 
Anadolu Ajansi, July 15, 2025. 
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asylum-seeker certificate from the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) valid until June 9, 2020, indicating that he 
should be protected from forcible return to a country where he claimed to face 
threats to his life or freedom, pending a final decision on his refugee status. 

On the night of August 28, 2019, police officers broke into the Komiş family 
residence in Kuala Lumpur. They arrested Arif Komiş, his wife and their four minor 
children. Police officers told the Komiş family that their passports had been 
canceled by the government of Turkey and that they should prepare in five 
minutes for imminent deportation to Turkey. The children are Turkish citizens, 
except for one whose birth the Turkish authorities in Kuala Lumpur have 
repeatedly refused to register and who is therefore stateless. The four children 
were also held in Malaysian custody with their parents until the following day, 
when they were forcibly deported to Turkey. 

The UN Working Group on Arbitrary Detention (WGAD)  found the arrest and 
detention of the Komiş family arbitrary and recommended that the Turkish and 
Malaysian governments release the family members and pay compensation or 
other reparations to them.  51

The Komiş children were subjected to traumatic detention and forced removal. 
The family’s ordeal points out how children are not just collateral damage but 
direct targets of transnational repression. Their rights to safety, identity and family 
unity were systematically violated. 

The Kaçmaz family 

On the night of September 27, 2017, the Kaçmaz family home in Lahore, Pakistan, 
was raided by about 15 Pakistani plainclothes “officers,” including several women, 
none of whom provided any identification. Mesut Kaçmaz, his wife Meral and their 
two teenage daughters, Hüda Nur and Fatma Huma, were living under UNHCR 
asylum protection, valid until November 24, 2017, and the Lahore High Court had 
ordered that they not be deported. They were working as teachers at the Pak-Turk 
Clifton Boys School, which is affiliated with the movement. 

51 “Widespread or systematic imprisonment of individuals with alleged links to Gülen 
movement may constitute crimes against humanity: United Nations,” Stockholm Center 
for Freedom, October 27, 2020. 
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According to reports, the 
officers arrested the 
Kaçmaz family, pushing 
and shoving its members, 
including Mesut Kaçmaz, 
who protested the raid. 
Meral Kaçmaz was pulled 
to her feet by two female 
officers from the floor 
where she had been lying. 
The daughters were 
dragged from their 
bedrooms in pajamas, 
barefoot, and were injured during the raid. Their neighbor, Fatih Avcı, witnessed 
the incident and was briefly detained for protesting its brutality. 

The Kaçmaz family was held in a secret location for 17 days believed to be a 
military facility near Lahore, during which time they were denied access to legal 
counsel. 

On October 14, 2017, the family was taken to a military airport and handed over to 
Turkey in defiance of both international law and domestic court orders. During 
the flight to Istanbul, Mesut Kaçmaz was tortured, blindfolded and threatened 
with the rape of his wife and daughters if he refused to cooperate. Upon arrival, 
the family was separated. The daughters were released after 20 hours, while Meral 
and Mesut were detained and interrogated. Meral was later transferred to Ankara 
and held in solitary confinement. Mesut was incarcerated in Silivri Prison, 
notorious for housing political detainees.  The Kaçmaz daughters, aged 15 and 17 52

at the time, were subjected to psychological trauma, physical harm and forced 
separation from their parents. Their ordeal highlights how children are not merely 
collateral damage but direct victims of transnational repression. 

52 “Turkey’s pro-gov’t media reports Kaçmaz family abducted by Pakistani authorities,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 17, 2017. 
“UN Human Rights Council calls on Turkish gov’t to release Kaçmaz couple immediately,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, October 17, 2017. 
“Pakistan’s Deportation of Turkish Family Shows Many at Risk,” Human Rights Watch, 
October 18, 2017 
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7. The burden of care-giving alone for families divided by the 
purge 

One of the unfortunate consequences of the post-coup purge has been that a 
parent or guardian is often left to care for children with special needs, but with 
severely limited resources. 

Cases reflect a grim reality in which caregiving responsibilities for severely ill or 
disabled children fall entirely on one parent — or in some cases, on extended 
family members ill-equipped to manage the task — while the other is imprisoned 
on politically motivated charges. The emotional and physical toll on these families 
is immense, with children's health often deteriorating in the absence of a parent, 
and caregivers pushed to the brink of exhaustion and despair. Despite medical 
documentation, urgent pleas and public outcry, authorities have shown little 
willingness to offer compassion or flexibility. In a system where political loyalty 
often overrides humanitarian concern, the needs of vulnerable children are 
consistently sidelined, leaving families to struggle in isolation. 

In some cases, critically ill children who relied on disability benefits and 
state-funded special care were stripped of these essential services after one of 
their parents was accused of having ties to the movement. 

Tarık Durmuş 

In 2021 Hülya Durmuş, then 41, shared a letter on X describing her life as a 
constant struggle after her husband’s arrest.  Left to care for their 16-year-old 53

autistic son Tarık alone, Durmuş was also battling lymphatic cancer at the time. 
Her son’s condition worsened in his father’s absence, with frequent tantrums and 
emotional distress adding to the weight of an already overwhelming situation. 
She added that they were also experiencing financial difficulties and had lost their 
house. 

Durmuş’s husband, İbrahim Durmuş, was arrested in July 2019. He was accused of 
membership in a terrorist organization for working at a prep school affiliated with 
the Gülen movement and was sent to a prison in western İzmir province. 

53 “Woman suffering from cancer left to take care of disabled son alone after husband’s 
arrest,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, December 9, 2021. 
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Hülya Durmuş was diagnosed with stage four lymphoma in 2018. As her son’s 
mental condition worsened, Durmuş was also battling her own critical disease. 
“My son was in such a state after his father’s arrest that nobody could calm him 
down,” she said. “He started hitting himself and having breakdowns.” 

Ayşe Sena 

In 2017, 2-year-old 
Ayşe Sena, who had 
Down Syndrome, 
was separated from 
her father and later 
her mother, despite 
medical reports 
stating that she 
needed constant 
care to survive.  54

Her condition 
deteriorated rapidly 
in their absence, 

leading to a prolonged ICU stay. 

Her parents were former police officers who were arrested during Turkey's 
post-coup purge in 2016. Her father, a police chief in Istanbul's Avcılar district, was 
detained shortly after the coup attempt, and her mother, Rukiye, was arrested in 
December of the same year over alleged links to the Gülen movement. 

Left in the care of her grandparents, Ayşe Sena's condition deteriorated rapidly, 
involving heart, lung and kidney failure. Her grandmother, Billur Yıldız, reported 
frequent emergency room visits and emphasized the toddler’s need for her 
mother's care, stating that Ayşe Sena would cry out for her mother despite her 
limited speech abilities. 

54 “Persecution in Turkey left kids with a Down Syndrome suffering tremendously,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, February 18, 2017. 
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Tarık Ekmekçi 

Nine-year-old Tarık 
Ekmekçi has autism, 
a condition that 
requires stability, 
routine and close 
parental support. Yet 
for the past year 
Tarık has been 
navigating his 
developmental 
challenges without 
either of his parents. His father, Talip Ekmekçi, a chemistry teacher, has been 
imprisoned since December 2017 for alleged ties to the Gülen movement. His 
mother, Esra Ekmekçi, was arrested in April 2023, leaving Tarık and his two siblings 
in the care of extended family. 

The impact on Tarık has been profound. His behavior has deteriorated 
significantly, marked by frequent temper tantrums, sleep disturbances and 
emotional withdrawal. “It is really hard to understand him,” said his aunt, E.B., who 
travels from another province to help care for him. “He’s a child who needs 
constant observation,” she added. His grandmother, Namiye Ekmekçi, has also 
struggled to meet his needs. “I have three grandchildren, the youngest has 
autism. I can’t put him to bed at night; he wakes up asking for his mom. He 
doesn’t want to go to school,” she said. 

Tarık’s mother faces a seven-and-a-half-year prison sentence, currently pending 
appeal. Advocates have called for her release under the Yusuf Kerim Law, which 
allows sentence postponement for mothers of critically ill children. However, the 
courts have not acted. “The Supreme Court of Appeals has not yet upheld her 
sentence. She could be tried without remand, or she could benefit from the new 
law on sick children,” E.B. said in a public appeal. “At least she will be with her 
children even if she is under house arrest.”  55

55 “Boy’s health worsens since his mother was arrested a year ago,” Stockholm Center for 
Freedom, April 23, 2024. 
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Despite growing public pressure and social media campaigns, Tarık remains 
separated from his mother. His condition continues to worsen, and his caregivers 
are stretched thin. 

Rüveyda Tekgöz 

A district governor’s 
office in Turkey’s 
Hatay province 
denied assistance to 
the family of 
Rüveyda Tekgöz, a 
16-year-old girl with 
autism, citing her 
father’s dismissal 
from public service 
over alleged ties to 

the Gülen movement.  According to a state hospital report, Tekgöz was 56

deemed 70 percent disabled and qualified for government support 
amounting to TL 800 (approximately $80 at the time) a month — aid 
typically granted to families of individuals with disabilities. Yet, the family 
was denied assistance in August 2019. 

Rüveyda’s father, Mehmet Ali Tekgöz, was dismissed from his teaching job by an 
emergency decree-law on September 1, 2016 due to his alleged links to the Gülen 
movement. He was later sentenced to more than six years’ imprisonment for 
membership in a terrorist organization. An appeals court overturned his 
conviction and he was released in January 2018, after spending 16 months in 
prison. His case was due for retrial in December 2021. 

Rüveyda’s family brought the case to the ombudsman’s office, which handles 
complaints of rights violations by public institutions and officials. Lawmaker 

56 “Gov’t denies assistance to autistic teen due to father’s alleged links to Gülen 
movement,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, November 12, 2021. 

“Activists emphasize plight of children affected by Turkey’s politically motivated trials,” 
Stockholm Center for Freedom, June 10, 2024. 
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Gergerlioğlu followed up on the matter but was told by the ombudsman that no 
such application had been received. However, Gergerlioğlu exposed the falsehood 
by sharing a copy of the office’s earlier decision, which confirmed that the 
application had indeed been submitted and denied.  

The most recent update on Rüveyda came in 2023 when Natali Avazyan, a 
Turkish-Armenian human rights activist, visited the family at their home.  At the 57

time, the young girl had still not received any government benefits. 

Nurefşan Ketenci 

Nurefşan Ketenci, a 
16-year-old girl born with 
Cri-du-chat syndrome, 
faced systemic 
discrimination in Turkey 
due to her father’s alleged 
affiliation with the Gülen 
movement.  58

Cri-du-chat syndrome is a 
rare genetic disorder that 
causes severe intellectual 
and physical disabilities, including heart and lung complications. Nurefşan was 
totally disabled, reliant on oxygen support and had heart function comparable to 
that of a 94-year-old, according to her doctors.  

Despite her critical condition, Nurefşan was forced to leave a public special needs 
school in Turkey since her father had worked for an institution shut down by a 
government decree following the 2016 coup attempt. Although the school could 
not legally expel her, the administration pressured the family to withdraw her, 
effectively denying her access to education and specialized care. 

The Ketenci family eventually had no choice but to relocate to a safer country and 
were living as refugees in Germany. The mother, Senanur Ketenci, said German 

58 “Disabled girl forced to leave special needs school due to father’s links to Gülen 
movement dies,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, July 26, 2021. 

57 https://x.com/NataliAVAZYAN/status/1697201852893290529 
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authorities supported them in every step of taking care of their daughter and her 
healthcare. They were provided a hospital bed and a special wheelchair. Lifts were 
installed at the entrance of their house and the bathroom. A private caretaker was 
assigned to Nurefşan and she continued going to school. 

Despite the care eventually provided to her by the German authorities, the young 
girl passed away in 2021. 

Yakup Ali Çetin 

Another severely disabled teenage boy, Yakup Ali Çetin, was denied disability 
benefits due to his father’s links to the Gülen movement.  The 15-year-old 59

suffered from epileptic seizures and hypotonia, a degenerative muscle disease. He 
needed special care at home and frequent treatment at a hospital. The family’s 
financial situation declined considerably after Çetin’s father, Eyüp Çetin, was 
arrested. His mother, his primary caregiver, did not have any income and was 
eligible to receive disability benefits to take care of her son. 

Although the mother, Gülten Çetin, applied for disability benefits from the Social 
Welfare Directorate in Konya in February 2022, her request was rejected. The 
directorate conducted an investigation into the family and concluded they “did 
not need help.” 

The family said the father’s imprisonment over alleged Gülen ties played a key 
role in the decision. This view was echoed by MP Ömer Faruk Gergerlioğlu, who 
took to social media to condemn the authorities for withholding essential support 
from the family.   60

However, public pressure has failed to move the authorities to provide support to 
the family, despite the absence of a parent or a stable income. 

60https://x.com/gergerliogluof/status/1570363250084302848?cxt=HHwWgMDSmcnDhssrA
AAA 

59 “Turkish authorities deny financial assistance to severely disabled teenager due to 
father’s links to Gülen movement,” Stockholm Center for Freedom, September 16, 2021. 
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8. Conclusion 

Family punishment (or kin liability), known as Sippenhaft, is a legal concept 
describing practices observed in authoritarian regimes, where family members 
are held accountable for the offenses committed by one of their relatives. 
Originating from a Middle Ages practice that was revived by the Nazis, this 
concept has been applied in various forms throughout history across different 
societies. 

Traditionally, family punishment was employed as a means of extending 
punishment. The underlying rationale behind this practice was to establish a 
strong deterrent by penalizing the “offender’s” family, thereby dissuading others 
from engaging in similar conduct. In today’s world, family punishment continues 
to be employed to suppress dissent and maintain control. 

In Turkey, its application has reached disturbing levels, with even seriously ill 
children being denied care and services due to their parents’ supposed 
affiliations, highlighting the extent to which collective punishment is being used 
to silence opposition and exert control. The long-lasting effects of political 
violence, social marginalization and family separation continue to damage the 
well-being of these young individuals. 

The Turkish government proclaimed 2025 as the Year of the Family, launching 
initiatives to support children and reinforce traditional family values. Yet while 
official rhetoric celebrates the family as a cornerstone of national identity, the lived 
experiences of children from politically persecuted families tell a very different 
story. 

A genuine commitment to family must go beyond symbolism. It must embrace 
all children, especially those whose suffering has been systematically ignored. 
Recognizing and addressing their needs is not merely a moral obligation; it is a 
litmus test of the government’s sincerity in upholding the rights, dignity and 
humanity of every child. 

Their stories demand recognition, not just as tragic footnotes, but as urgent calls 
for reform. Justice must extend beyond the courtroom; it must reach the homes, 
schools and hearts of those most vulnerable. 
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