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Abstract 

 

The Political Dimension of Nuclear Energy: Analysis of Discourse on 
the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant, 2010-2015 

 

Jeanne Canan Kaba, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2016 

 

Supervisor: Kamran Scot Aghaie 

 

For decades Turkey has sought to implement the use of nuclear technology 

supply. While the arguments and politics surrounding nuclear energy have historically 

hindered the state’s ability to implement proposed plans in to action, recent agreements 

between the Justice and Development Party (JDP) government of Turkey and the state of 

Russia have led to the construction of Turkey’s first nuclear plant which is currently 

under construction in the southwestern region of Mersin-Adana. On the surface, the 

Turkish state’s decision to move forward with the development of nuclear energy 

appeared to be based upon the Turkish state’s theory of energy security, ie. the state’s 

interest in providing its citizens with a reliable energy supply that is not dependent on 

foreign resources. However, my analysis of the discourse surrounding the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant (Akkuyu NPP), reveals an alternative political agenda. It 

furthermore exposes a number of issues enforcing the government’s lack of concern for 

civil society. This paper examines the ways that the Turkish public talked about nuclear 

power in Turkey between 2010 and 2015, the years in which plans for the Akkuyu NPP 
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were officially announced and in which the site was launched, respectively. My review of 

a diverse selection of media outlets, ranging from mainstream publications to concerned 

citizens’ social media posts, reveals competing priorities in the realms of energy security, 

environmentalism, modernization and safety. On the basis of my data analysis, I argue 

that the discourse over the Akkuyu NPP reflects the Turkish government’s intent to 

establish the country as a dominant nation, by disregarding or misleading the Turkish 

public, and that this dynamic contributed to a growing communication disconnect 

between civil society and the state. By reviewing the issues that the state and proponents 

of nuclear energy leave unstated, this work emphasizes the unexpected and undesirable 

possibilities that the state’s accelerated nuclear agenda could create for the “New Turkey” 

and its energy reliant inhabitants. I conclude my argument by urging that the state’s 

disregard for public opinion and concern for public image runs the risk not only of being 

damaging to the solidarity of an increasingly fragile state, but also could turn out to be a 

misstep on the path to self-sufficiency and modernization. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The foundation of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant (Akkuyu NPP) was laid in 

April of 2015. Russia and Turkey signed a bilateral agreement that a subsidiary of 

Russia’s state-owned nuclear power company Rosatom would build, own and operate 

(BOO) the first nuclear energy facility on Turkish soil. The Akkuyu NPP has been 

scheduled for construction in the southeastern region of Mersin-Adana. The pronuclear 

organization World Nuclear Association reported in 2015: 

In May 2010 Russian and Turkish heads of state signed an intergovernmental 
agreement for Rosatom to build, own and operate […] the Akkuyu nuclear power 
plant of four 1200 MWe AES-2006 units as a US$ 20 billion project. This will be 
[Turkey’s] first foreign plant on that BOO basis. Rosatom, through 
Atomstroyexport and Inter RAO UES, will finance the project and start off with 
100% equity in the Turkish Akkuyu project company (APC) set up to build, own, 
operate and decommission the plant. The project company became Akkuyu NPP 
JSC […] in 2011. Longer-term, Rosatom entities intend to retain at least 51% of 
the company. The Turkish firm Park Teknik and state generation company 
Elektrik Uretim AS […], are expected to take up significant shares.  

The promotion video of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant by the project company 

promised prosperity, security and joy.1 Yet, a look into the debate of the Akkuyu Nuclear 

Power Plant reveals that the project was and remained contested. Different priorities 

competed within the discourse on the energy plant and nuclear development in general. 

How did these different priorities affect the relationship between the Turkish state and 

civil society? While this thesis reviews the history and development of Turkey’s nuclear 

energy efforts, its main focus is the analysis of Turkish public discourse on the nation’s 

contemporary nuclear energy policy as regards energy security, environmentalism, 

modernization and safety, four of Turkey’s most prominent and hotly debated issues. On 

the basis of my data analysis, I argue that the discourse over the Akkuyu Nuclear Power 
                                                
1Youtube, “Güçlü Türkiye'nin Yeni Enerjisi: Akkuyu Nükleer.” 
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Plant reflected the Turkish government’s intent to establish the country as a dominant 

nation while disregarding or misleading the Turkish public, and that this dynamic 

contributed to a growing communication gap between civil society and the state. For the 

purpose of this paper, civil society “refers to the arena in which people form customary 

and non-legalistic associations and engage in spontaneous activities.”2 

OBJECTIVE AND APPROACH 

Previous studies on nuclear energy discourse are few, especially within Turkish 

academia. A certain lack of social awareness of environmental issues, a relatively weak 

civil society and no immediate experiences with nuclear energy in Turkey in the past has 

hindered major scholarly works on nuclear energy discourse. Although my approach 

resembles the methodology applied in Udum’s dissertation from 2010, Understanding the 

nuclear energy debate in Turkey: internal and external contexts3, it differs in scope and 

focus. Udum’s research draws heavily on theories of international relations and aims to 

deconstruct contending arguments in order to disclose a common ground on which 

opponents and proponents of nuclear energy can talk. I apply discourse analysis with an 

emphasis on energy security, environmentalism, modernization and safety surrounding 

the site of discourse, the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant in a specific timeframe. I further 

examine to what extent modernity, a catching-up with the ‘West’ has been the driving 

factor for nuclear development in Turkey. This allows for a detailed look into the 

underlying themes of the general discourse and contributes to an understanding of 

contemporary Turkish society.  

                                                
2Zülküf Aydın, “The State, Civil Society, and Environmentalism,” in Environmentalism in Turkey. Between 
Democracy and Development? ed. Fikret Adaman et al. (Hants: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005), 54. 
3 Şebnem Udum, “Understanding the nuclear energy debate in Turkey: internal and external contexts” 
(PhD diss., Bilkent University, 2010). 
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I gather and analyze public discourse about nuclear energy in Turkey from 2010-

2015, the years in which plans for the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant were officially 

announced and the site was launched, respectively. I focus on the themes of energy 

security, the relationship between environmentalism, modernization, and safety in order 

to expose the tensions and issues lurking beneath the debate on nuclear energy in Turkey. 

The majority of sources I examine are in Turkish4 and English; they include news 

articles, opinion pieces, think tank reports, publications by advocacy groups, social 

media, journals, and governmental documents.  

I perform discourse analysis of domestic sources related to the categories (1) 

energy security, (2) environmentalism and (3) safety in order to answer the following 

questions: 

1. What significant trends related to the political dimension of nuclear 

development in Turkey are evident in this five-year period? 

2. How were these issues discussed? 

3. Why were these issues debated in these specific ways? 

Yet, to understand the relationship between the state and civil society as it is manifested 

in public discourse on the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant, it is first necessary to understand 

the dynamics of Turkey’s geopolitical location and Turkish society since the 

establishment of the Republic in 1923.  

BACKGROUND 

Kemalism 

Kemalism was the state doctrine of the modern Republic of Turkey until the early 

years of the islamist-conseravtive Justice and Development Party (JDP) rule in the early 

2000s. In reference to the ideology of the Republic’s founder Mustafa Kemal Atatürk, 
                                                
4Translation provided by author of the thesis.  
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Kemalism comprised six main aspects: Republicanism, Populism, Nationalism, 

Secularism, Statism, and Reformism.5 The implementation of Kemalist reforms was 

characterized by aggressive top-down approaches designed to “modernize” and adapt to 

western standards as well as to create a nation out of what remained of a multi-ethnic and 

multi-lingual Ottoman Empire. This approach was exemplified through the Law on the 

Adoption and Implementation of the Turkish Alphabet in 1928, which banned the 

Ottoman alphabet from all public communications, or the abolishment of the sultanate in 

1922. Kasaba, one of the leading scholars in modern Turkish history argued, that the 

young republic was convinced that only by an abrupt disconnect with the recent past 

could Turkey be considered a “serious competitor in the modern world.”6 Since its 

founding, the Turkish state has understood itself as the caretaker and educator of its 

citizens. The early Republican economic model was based on the principle of Statism, a 

mix of state control over transportation and natural resources and the encouragement of 

private ownership and initiative.7 Turkey adapted new economic policies in 1947 under 

the influence of external pressure for democratization and the rule of the Democrat Party 

(DP) starting in 1950.8 These policies favored private enterprise after the and minimal 

state intervention encouraged the developmentalist paradigm of rapid industrialization 

and economic growth in Turkey.9 The concept of developmentalism aimed at the 

substitution of imports through industrialization, stood in close relation to modernization 

efforts due to the theory’s “implicit expression of the desire to “catch up”10 and 
                                                
5Erik J. Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, (New York: J.B. Tauris & Co ltd, 2009), 181. 
6Reșat Kasaba, “Kemalist Certainties and Modern Ambiguities,” in Rethinking Modernity and National 
Identity in Turkey, edited by Sibel Bozdoğan et al. (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), 15. 
7Ibid., 19ff and Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, 195ff. 
8Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History 215 
9Arsel, “Reflexive Developmentalism?” 30 20 
10“Alternatively, the successful advance of the modernizationist momentum without a return to national 
developmentalism may also be imagined - a new order based on a civic, nonethnic, and nonpopulist 
principle of citizenship, in which the state will recognize basic civil rights of individuals and in which 
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dominated Turkish economic politics until the export-oriented free-market economy 

beginning in the 1980s and continued under Turgut Özal.11 The economic paradigm of 

developmentalism that dominated Turkish policy in the Cold War era stood in close 

relation to Kemalist modernization efforts, due to the theory’s “implicit expression of the 

desire to ‘catch up’.”12 As a secular and western-oriented idea, Kemalism has been 

challenged since the conservative JDP came to power in 2002.  

“A New Turkey” 

Being a part of North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) and a close ally of 

the United States has profoundly shaped Turkeys’ foreign and domestic policies. The 

prospect of membership in the European Union (EU) in 1999 fostered the westward 

orientation of the country and contributed to many democratization reforms under the 

JDP. However, in the mid-2000s, stalled membership negotiations contributed to the 

JDP’s vision of establishing domestic hegemony and regional power independent from 

western standards.13 This notion found expression in the JDP’s foreign policy of 

‘strategic depth’14, a concept developed by president Ahmet Davutoğlu in 2001, then 

foreign minister of Turkey. This idea gave preference to Eurasia as a crucial geostrategic 

                                                                                                                                            
political liberalism will be accepted as the guiding principle,” see Keyder, “Whither the Project of 
Modernity?” 54. 
11Zürcher, Turkey: A Modern History, 306f. 
12“Alternatively, the successful advance of the modernizationist momentum without a return to national 
developmentalism may also be imagined - a new order based on a civic, nonethnic, and nonpopulist 
principle of citizenship, in which the state will recognize basic civil rights of individuals and in which 
political liberalism will be accepted as the guiding principle.” See: Çağlar Keyder, “Whither the Project of 
Modernity? Turkey in the 1990s,” in Rethinking Modernity and National Identity in Turkey, ed. Sibel 
Bozdoğan et al. (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1997), 54. 
13André Bank and Roy Karadağ, “The Political Economy of Regional Power: Turkey under the JDP,” ed. 
GIGA German Institute of Global and Area Studies Leibniz-Institut für Globale und Regionale Studien, 
GIGA Working Papers 204 (2012), accessed December 8, 2015, 9ff, 
https://giga.hamburg/de/system/files/publications/wp204_bank-karadag.pdf. 
14 Ahmet Davutoğlu, Stratejik Derinlik, (Istanbul: Küre Yayınları, 2001). 
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entity and sphere of influence for Turkey.15 The concept of “A New Turkey” or “Yeni 

Türkiye” with regards to energy emphasized Turkey’s exceptional economic growth and 

potential to invest in a “strong Turkey,”16 a powerful nation and regional player.17 

ISSUES OF DISCOURSE 

Energy Security 

Due to its geographical location, Turkey has served as a vital link between the 

European Union and other Atlantic regions on one hand, and Asia and the Middle East on 

the other. Turkey has been a rapidly growing economy over the past decade. Its Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP) has increased at an exceptional rate compared countries in the 

Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). In the Strategic 

Plan for the years 2015-2019, issued in 2014 by the Ministry of Energy and Natural 

Resources (MENR), Taner Yıldız, Turkey’s Energy Minister announced that Turkey was 

the sixteenth largest economy in the world. This plan further reported that the Turkish 

economy expanded from 2003 to 2013, on average by 5% per year.18 This growth has 

undoubtedly been noticed by the energy sector and the public. Power blackouts have been 

common throughout the country. These energy shortages have not only disadvantaged 

individuals but also threatened the country’s rapidly growing economy. From internal and 

external perspectives, it appeared crucial to the Turkish government’s agenda to steer 

                                                
15Aaron Stein, Turkey’s New Foreign Policy: Davutoglu, the JDP and the Pursuit of Regional Order,” 
Abdingdon: Routledge, 2014. 
16Turk., “güclü Türkiye.” 
17Bank and Karadağ, “The Political Economy of Regional Power: Turkey under the JDP,”9ff. 
18“MENR Strategic Plan 2015-2019,” Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources, 
2014, 4, accessed May 4, 2016, 9ff, 
http://www.enerji.gov.tr/File/?path=ROOT%2F1%2FDocuments%2FStrategic+Plan%2FStrategicPlan2015
-2019.pdf. 
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away from energy dependency by diversifying its energy grid and meeting the growing 

energy need of its population.19 

The issue of energy security hence dominated the debate on the Akkuyu Nuclear 

Power Plant in Turkey. For the purpose of this thesis, energy security is defined as “the 

assurance of the ability to access the energy resources required for the continued 

development of national power.”20 

Environmentalism 

An analysis of how Turkey’s nuclear energy policies have been subject to 

continuity and change leads to the second issue that is debated, the relationship between 

environmentalism and modernization. The relatively slow development of green politics 

in Turkey has been attributed to a “societal unwillingness to face the worsening 

environmental conditions.”21 This unwillingness, or inability to recognize worsening 

conditions has contributed to a common neglect of national environmental policies. In 

fact, environmentalism was a phenomenon that peaked after the Chernobyl disaster in 

1986 and drew national attention again after the Gezi protests in Istanbul during the 

summer of 2013. For the purpose of this paper, environmentalism is defined as the the 

“impact of aggressive modernization on the natural environment.”22  

                                                
19Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Energy Strategy,” accessed February 14, 
2016, http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkeys-energy-strategy.en.mfa.  
20Definition according to Goldwyn and Kalicki, see: Benjamin Sovacool, “Introduction. Defining, 
measuring, and exploring energy security,” in The Routledge Handbook of Energy Security, edited by 
Benjamin K. Sovacool, 1-42 (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2011), 4. 
21Fikret Adaman and Murat Arsel, “Introduction,” in Environmentalism in Turkey. Between Democracy and 
Development?, ed. Fikret Adaman et al. (Hants: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005), 1. 
22Adaman and Arsel, “Introduction,” in Environmentalism in Turkey. Between Democracy and 
Development?, 1. 
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Modernization as The Motivating Factor for Nuclear Development  

Modernization must then be considered and analyzed as a driving factor for the 

establishment of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. The developmentalist paradigm of 

prioritizing economic growth has been continued, albeit challenged by social changes 

after the 1980s military coup that cleared the scene for the visibility and stronger outreach 

of civil society, especially within the sphere of environmentalism. Enhanced 

democratization efforts, pushed for by the European Union, allowed for decision-making 

beyond top-down approaches. However, the JDP’s vision of “A New Turkey” led to new 

modernization dynamics and permitted Turkey to position itself as an important and 

independent entity in the region.  

Safety 

The notion of safety resonated alongside the before mentioned issues. Public 

discourse patterns in response to the nuclear accidents of Chernobyl in 1986 and 

Fukushima in 2011, as well as to the Soma mining disaster of 2014 guided the discourse 

of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. Public discourse and controversy surrounding these 

incidents raised the question of the sophistication of Turkey’s safety culture. I analyze 

safety, particularly with respect to risk management and waste disposal, via the lens of 

personal security, which involved protection from personal harm.  

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

Being that the Akkuyu NPP was scheduled to be Turkey’s first nuclear facility, 

research on nuclear energy within in the country’s energy sector has been limited to 

phases of planning stages, except for a recent publication by U.S. based think tank, The 

Carnegie Endowment for International Peace. Turkey’s Nuclear Future was a 

compilation of several articles by European and Turkish scholars focused on national and 
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international security. They found that “remarkably little informed analysis and debate on 

its nuclear future are taking place in Turkey or broader international society.”23 

Themes concerned with other energy sources dominated the existing literature. 

Most research employed methods of comparing pro- and anti-nuclear ideologies without 

a deeper constructivist approach.24 Gökçe Berberoğlu’s thesis on Contending Approaches 

to Nuclear Energy described rather than analyzed the conflicting arguments on nuclear 

power, transferring them to the Turkish context. Although studies on subjective discourse 

are common, Şebnem Udum’s dissertation Understanding the nuclear energy debate in 

Turkey: internal and external contexts in the Department of Social Science at Bilkent 

University in Ankara, responded to the lack of contending discourse analysis by 

deconstructing how opposing meanings of nuclear energy are produced and sustained. 

Her work is consulted throughout my thesis. I used Jewell and Ateș’ article “Introducing 

nuclear power in Turkey: A historic state strategy and future prospects,”25 to situate failed 

attempts of establishing nuclear energy in Turkey from the 1960s to the late 1990s. 

Studies pertaining to energy security in Turkey have mostly been approached 

from the standpoint of the country’s geostrategic perspective. Hence, studies on Turkey 

as a transit hub and energy corridor are significant in number. I consulted Necdet Pamir’s 

article, “Turkey: A Case of a Transit State”26 and Debating Security in Turkey. 

Challenges and Changes in the Twenty-First Century27 edited by Ebru Canan-Sokullu in 

                                                
23 George Perkovich and Sinan Ülgen, eds., Turkey’s Nuclear Future (Washington DC: Carnegie 
Endowment for International Peace, 2015). 
24Namli, Hanife. Nuclear Power in Turkey: Pros and Cons. Presented at the 2014 WEI International 
Academic Conference Proceedings. New Orleans 2014.  
25 Jewell Jessica and Ahmet Ateș, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey: A historic state strategy and future 
prospects,” Energy Research & Social Science 10 (2015). 
26Pamir, Necdet, “Turkey: A Case of a Transit State,” Energy Security Challenges for the 21st Century, eds. 
Gal Luft and Anne Korin, (Santa Barbara: ACB Clio, 2009), 250-260. 
27Ebru Canan-Sokullu, Debating Security in Turkey: Challenges and Changes in the Twenty-First Century, 
(Plymouth 2013). 
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order to gain a better understanding of Turkey’s role in global energy security. Although 

neither of these works emphasized nuclear energy as a research topic, they mentioned the 

introduction of this soon-to-be established domestic resource. The edited volume 

Environmentalism in Turkey included figures and analysis on competing energy 

discourses in Turkey, a holistic analysis on the topics of modernization and the 

environment, and the role of civil society and the state. Kaygusuz and Arsel’s article, 

“Energy Politics and Policy”28 shed light on the relationship of environmentalism and the 

nuclear energy sector by underscoring the evolution of controversies in Turkish energy 

policy and their critics. Findlay’s work on Nuclear Energy and Global Governance29 and 

Udum’s article, “Turkey’s Nuclear Comeback. An Energy Renaissance in an Evolving 

Regional Security Context,”30 argued for a “renaissance” in the use of nuclear energy and 

examined issues of safety, security and nonproliferation. I review these secondary 

sources to facilitate a participation in the academic debate of nuclear energy development 

in Turkey. I provide a detailed discussion of primary sources, which enable me to analyze 

the discourse on nuclear energy in Turkey in the following section. 

PRIMARY SOURCES 

This paper is based on a collection of news articles, opinion pieces, think tank 

reports, social media, publications by advocacy groups, surveys, journals and Turkish 

government documents in both English and Turkish. As this assortment suggests, these 

sources are highly biased and are considered neither reliable nor conclusive. I have 

chosen these sources specifically to gather as much public opinion as possible.  
                                                
28 Kamil Kaygusuz and Murat Arsel, “Energy Politics and Policy,” in Environmentalism in Turkey. 
Between Democracy and Development? ed. Fikret Adaman et al. (Hants: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 
2005). 
29Trevor Findlay, Nuclear Energy and Global Governance, London: Routledge, 2012. 
30Şebnem Udum, “Turkey’s Nuclear Comeback. An Energy Renaissance in an Evolving Regional Security 
Context,” The Nonproliferation Review 17:2 (2010): 365-377.  
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The news agencies I consider represent a wide range of public opinion in Turkey. 

Part of the Doğan News Agency, the daily newspapers Hürriyet, Hürriyet Daily News, 

and Radikal tend to critically approach actions by the JDP-government, while Daily 

Sabah and Sabah share JDP-ideologies. Milliyet, formerly part of the Doğan News 

Agency is considered a liberal populist paper. Zaman is related to the Gülen-movement, 

whose members have fiercely opposed President Erdoğan since 2013. The state-run 

Anadolu Agency, with its international outlook, aims to deliver a positive view of Turkey 

and Turkish government, as does the nationwide channel broadcaster CNN Türk. Kuzey 

Ormanları (Northern Forests), a green movement platform’s underlying purpose is the 

promotion of environmental issues. Other information platforms, like Harvest has an 

explicit anti-government, pro-Kurdish stance. Bağımsız İletişim Ağı (BIANET, 

Independent Communication Network), a left-wing press agency funded by the European 

Commission, convenes oppositionist stances towards the conservative Turkish 

government. Its news coverage includes mostly reports on anti-nuclear concerns. 

For this thesis, think tank reports, Non-Governmental Organizations (NGO) and 

other advocacy groups serve to understand the politics of key players and stakeholders in 

the nuclear energy debate. Turkey’s growing think tank sector is mainly occupied with 

energy issues apart from nuclear energy; they include for example the business-friendly 

Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey (TEPAV). The Istanbul-based Center 

for Economics and Foreign Policy Studies (EDAM) is one of the few think tanks that 

puts special emphasis on the topic of nuclear policies and practices. Its 2011 report, “The 

Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy,” will be treated like a policy 

recommendation in this paper. Publications by anti-nuclear advocacy groups, including 

Greenpeace, Nükleer Karşıtı Platform (NKP, Anti-Nuclear Platform) and the Heinrich-

Boell-Stiftung Turkey, are examined, as are papers and memos by pro-nuclear groups, 
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like the World Nuclear Association and World Nuclear News. I also include publications 

issued by international organizations, e.g. the International Atomic Energy (IAEA) and 

the International Energy Agency (IEA).  

I also extract trends in public opinion through the social media company twitter in 

order to understand unconventional forms public expression. To do so, I review trending 

hashtags pertaining to the anniversaries of Chernobyl, Fukushima and the Akkuyu NPP 

in general. 

Official documents by the Turkish government, like “Turkey’s Energy Strategy,31 

were utilized to examine the strategic objectives of establishing nuclear energy as a 

domestic and reliable resource. The notion of “energy independence” plays a pivotal role 

in national policies and government-initiated dialogue with civil society. I also consult 

publications by Rosatom, the Russian-owned company that legally builds, owns, and 

operates the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. I also use press articles and other information 

released by the project company Akkuyu Nuclear Joint Stock Company (JSC). 

                                                
31 Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Energy Strategy.” 
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Chapter 2: Energy Security 

For decades, Turkish and international experts in energy and economy seem to be 

repeating a mantra: “Everyone must understand the reality, that is the necessity of finding 

a solution to the energy problems of Turkey.”32 Accordingly, the Turkish government has 

considered nuclear energy essential in order for Turkey to achieve the economic goal of 

being among the world's top 10 economies, as measured by GDP, by 2023.33 In addition, 

global players deemed Turkey as a potential leader in a region connecting Europe and 

Eurasia. Turkey sought to buttress its geostrategic position by promoting its national 

ability to provide advanced and safe technology for its citizens. To do so proponents of 

nuclear energy proposed that Turkey should turn its back on antiquated and dangerous 

local energy sources and invest in “new energy.”34 Former Expert Inspector of Nuclear 

Safety at the IAEA, Necmi Dayday advocated for this idea in an interview with Daily 

Sabah in May 2014 and said that  

While nuclear energy is often a controversial topic, there is no doubt about its 
position in the world economy and energy sector. While the coal industry makes 
Turkey seem out of date, nuclear energy is still positively modern." [...] "The U.S. 
alone has 101 reactors. Those reactors always renew themselves and enhance 
capacity.35 

In addition, scholars have been arguing that Turkey has been an indispensable 

partner for its Western allies but has shifted its foreign political orientation towards 

                                                
32Turk.,: “Bugün üzerinde herkesin anlaşabileceği bir gerçek var ki o da Türkiye’nin enerji sorununa bir 
çözüm bulması gerekliliği,” see Cenk Sidar, “Nükleer enerji: Fırsat mı, tehdit mi?” Radikal, May 16, 2008, 
accessed December 4, 2015. http://www.radikal.com.tr/yorum/nukleer-enerji-firsat-mi-tehdit-mi-877982/.  
33Semi Güner, “Nükleer: iyi mi kötü mü?” Al Jazeera Turk Dergi, July 1, 2014. accessed December 4, 
2015. http://dergi.aljazeera.com.tr/2014/07/01/nukleer-iyi-mi-kotu-mu/. 
34 Youtube, “Güçlü Türkiye'nin Yeni Enerjisi: Akkuyu Nükleer.”  
35Dayday, Necmi, “Turkey should switch to nuclear energy, says top expert,” Daily Sabah, May 20, 2014, 
accessed March 25, 2016. http://www.dailysabah.com/energy/2014/05/20/turkey-should-switch-to-nuclear-
energy-says-top-expert. 
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cooperation with other Eurasian players.36 Mainly due to its geographical location, 

Turkey served as a “natural energy bridge between major energy producing areas in the 

Middle East and Caspian Sea regions in the East and big consumer markets in Europe 

and further West.”37 The interactions that have emerged between Turkey and the EU over 

the past five decades have contributed to the positive growth of both entities. The 

developing relationship led Turkey to increase its European involvement by applying for 

EU membership in 1999. Though accession talks stalled in 2005 and overall involvement 

decelerated,38 the acknowledgement by both parties that the economic, political and social 

interactions between Turkey and the EU are of mutual, long-term interest, promoted the 

maintenance of relations. Turkey’s Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoğlu even said in 

December 2015 that “Europe’s future will not be written without Turkey.”39 The EU 

however is not the only entity that stood to gain from developing a strong partnership 

with Turkey. The decelerated relations between the EU and Turkey stimulated activity 

between Turkey and other world powers, amongst these Russia. This paper gives 

                                                
36“Seen from a broader perspective, Turkey’s rise may be interpreted as the natural outcome of the end of 
US global hegemony, a new era of regionalism and a multipolar world order.” see Bank and Karadağ, “The 
Political Economy of Regional Power: Turkey under the JDP,” 5, 
https://giga.hamburg/de/system/files/publications/wp204_bank-karadag.pdf, and Kemal Kirişci, “Warming 
up Turkey: The importance of economic engagement,” Brookings Institution, April 6, 2015, accessed 
December 8, 2015. http://www.brookings.edu/blogs/order-from-chaos/posts/2015/04/06-turkey-economic-
engagement-kirisci. 
37Pamir, “Turkey: A Case of a Transit State,” 250. 
38“[...] Turks have always been keen on membership. It is reactions from Europe that put them off. Support 
for the EU will increase automatically if there is purposeful support from Europe for Turkey's democratic 
process, with concrete rewards that are in line with the commitments the EU undertook when entering 
membership talks with Ankara,” see Semih İdiz, “Europe has to decide about Turkey,” Hurriyet Daily 
News, December 18, 2014, accessed December 8, 2015. http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/europe-has-to-
decide-about-turkey.aspx?PageID=238&NID=75756&NewsCatID=416, and “many Turks do not feel that 
they need the European Union anymore, “ see Soner Cagaptay, “The E.U. Needs Turkey,” The New York 
Times, December 20, 2013, accessed December 8, 2015. http://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/21/opinion/the-
eu-needs-turkey.html?_r=0.  
39Semih İdiz, “Does Europe’s future really include Turkey?” Hurriyet Daily News, February 3, 2015, 
accessed December 8, 2015, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/does-europes-future-really-include-
turkey.aspx?PageID=238&NID=77784&NewsCatID=416.  
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prominence to the Turkey-Russia relationship regarding nuclear energy development. In 

order to approach this relationship is it of importance to review Turkey’s energy strategy 

and the role of the argument of energy security in the discourse of the Akkuyu NPP in the 

following chapters.  

TURKEY’S ENERGY POLICY  

The recent implementation of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant took place against 

the backdrop of Turkey's, tumultuous, yet persistent nuclear history. The Turkish version 

of Al Jazeera characterized Turkey’s nuclear history as a set of “adventures” or 

“flirtations”40 that resulted in more distress than accomplishments. Inefficiency of 

primary energy sources in meeting the growing demand initiated Turkey’s reliance on 

energy imports, leading up to an import dependency of 50% in the 1970s. 41 The Turkish 

government has constantly argued that domestically produced nuclear energy is 

indispensable as I will lay out in Chapter 1. Opponents of nuclear energy also argued that 

a diversification of Turkey’s energy grid, by increasing the share of renewables and 

making efforts to seriously utilize energy efficiently, would contribute to a stabilization 

of energy supply.42 Turkey’s official energy strategy supported that notion. However, the 

fierce and fast-paced implementation of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant within five 

years, indicated that the state had little intention of expanding on eco-friendly solar 

panels.  

It would the government argued, decrease the nation’s reliance on foreign energy 

suppliers, especially from “unstable” regions in the Middle East and the Eastern 

                                                
40Turk., “maceral,” see: Semi Güner, “Nükleer: iyi mi kötü mü?” 
41Osman Yılmaz, and Tuncay Uslu, “Energy Policies of Turkey During the Period 1923-2003,” Energy 
Policy 35 (2007), 261.  
42Güner, “Nükleer: iyi mi kötü mü?” and Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s 
Energy Strategy.” 
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Mediterranean region43, protect Turkey from highly volatile energy prices, stabilize the 

national economy, control inflation44, and reduce the current government’s deficit.45 

Accordingly, Arsel stated that “the dominant discourse of ‘energy independency’ [sic] 

remained powerful as a populist project.”46 Energy security as the main motivation for 

nuclear development in Turkey has been fostered on the Akkuyu promotion website, 

which states that “Turkey will save itself from foreign energy dependence by developing 

the biggest venture in history.”47 The MENR Strategic Plan also reflected that idea:  

Increasing electric power demand makes nuclear energy to be the most important 
source base load power plants. Large scaled nuclear disaster resulted by the 
earthquake in Fukushima region in Japan March 11th, 2011 caused the confidence 
of governments, relevant institutions and individuals on nuclear energy to be 
shaken throughout the world and resulted in organization of various anti-nuclear 
protests in various countries and pushed the countries to review their nuclear 
power programs. However, many countries, for providing their Security of 
Energy Supply, begin to make new nuclear investments based on current 
technology by increasing their security measures.48 

The fiercest critics of the government’s activities in the nuclear energy debate are 

secular Kemalists. This indicator of mistrust in the Islamist-conservative JDP government 

and its intentions is expressed mostly in news articles and within advocacy groups which 

have often interpreted modern Turkey’s identity within a broader framework of 

westernization. Contrary to the state’s encouragement of nuclear energy, 

environmentalist groups, such as Greenpeace, have condemned engagement with this 

                                                
43Merve Edil, “Türkiye’de son dönemin en popüler sorusu: Nükleer şart mı?” Hürriyet, August 2, 2013, 
accessed December 4, 2015. http://www.hurriyet.com.tr/turkiye-de-son-donemin-en-populer-sorusu-
nukleer-sart-mi-24442030. 
44Cenk Sidar, “Nükleer enerji: Fırsat mı, tehdit mi?” 
45Edil, “Türkiye’de son dönemin en popüler sorusu: Nükleer şart mı?” 
46Kamil Kaygusuz and Murat Arsel, “Energy Politics and Policy,” 150. 
47Turk., “Türkiye, tarihinin en büyük yatırımını gerçekleştiriyor, enerjide dışa bağımlı olmaktan 
kurtuluyor,” Güçlü Türkiye’nin yeni enerjisi, “Homepage,” accessed March 25, 2016. 
http://www.gucluturkiyeninyenienerjisi.com.  
48MENR Strategic Plan 2015-2019,” 15. 
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controversial energy source. Environmentalists have generally suspected energy reforms 

as being selfish actions of government and private corporations.49 According to many 

anti-JDP activists, nuclear energy has been abused in order to recklessly promote the 

government’s power. Especially energy-related engagement with Eurasia and the Middle 

East seemed suspicious to environmentalists, as it was perceived as making deals with 

corrupt, dishonest and presumably “primitive” entities, such Russia. On the day of the 

Akkuyu NPP’s ground breaking, the Hurriyet Daily News lamented that 

We have no say in the company. The power plant is here but its owner is Russian. 
[...] Our dependence on Russia for natural gas is 64 percent. For oil, it’s 33 
percent and now, this nuclear power plant. What will Russia give us in return for 
this much dependency? What will be the cost of all this? [...] The cost of all this is 
a secret, hidden in the seven hour one-on-one talk between Russian President 
Vladimir Putin and Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan two years ago.50 

Russian leverage has further challenged the concept of a western modernity as the 

ideal for Turkey. Turkey has distanced itself from its international allies in the last 

decade. Disillusionment with the EU-membership process contributed to Turkey’s desire 

for this detachment. Turkey seemed to have arranged itself with a future without EU-

membership. Thus the JDP’s interest in in establishing domestic hegemony and regional 

power encouraged an eastward shift in foreign and energy related policies. 51 

Numerous deals were struck between Turkey and Russia following the stalled 

admittance of Turkey into the EU. Relations pertaining to economic trade,52 political 
                                                
49Jan Haverkamp, “Rosatom: The Risks of Nuclear Politics,” Greenpeace International, October 21, 2014, 
accessed February 14, 2016. http://www.greenpeace.org/international/en/news/Blogs/nuclear-
reaction/rosatom-the-risks-of-nuclear-politics/blog/51029/. 
50Yalcın Doğan, “Beloved Akkuyu, for the sake of what?” Hurriyet Daily News, April 15, 2015, accessed 
December 4 2015. http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/beloved-akkuyu-for-the-sake-of-
what.aspx?PageID=238&NID=81055&NewsCatID=501. 
51Bank and Karadağ, “The Political Economy of Regional Power: Turkey under the JDP,”9ff. 
52Russia is Turkey’s second trading partner after Germany. For more information, see Republic of Turkey: 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Commercial and Economic Relations with Russian Federation,” 
accessed December 8, 2015, http://www.mfa.gov.tr/turkey_s-commercial-and-economic-relations-with-
russian-federation.en.mfa.  



 18 

alliance and energy development53 increased between Ankara and Moscow in 2010. One 

element of the amplified nature of Turkey-Russia relations was the structuring of nuclear 

energy development in Turkey. The political agenda that supported the development of 

nuclear energy argued that cooperative energy developments with Russia would provide 

Turkey with energy security through the BOO-management of the Akkuyu NPP.  

A close look at the discourse on nuclear energy showed an underlying perception 

of Russia as an unreliable and untrustworthy partner for Turkey. In particular, sources 

advocating against the bilateral cooperation expressed these notions, pointing out safety 

concerns and financial and technical risks. For example, a writer of the liberal daily 

Istanbul newspaper Radikal declared in September 2014 that “New BOO-model and 3rd 

generation of Russian technology (VVER-1200) [currently remain] untested.”54 The 

Hurriyet Daily News reported in April 2015, that the “cost of the power plant is 

incredibly high: $22 billion”55 and that the Akkuyu plant “is the most expensive 

electricity in the world, after Japan.”56 In addition, some groups argued that the purchase 

price for energy was likely to double. The perceived reason for the increase in costs may 

have possibly been due to the bilateral arrangements’ exclusive quotation of equity in 

U.S. Dollars, as well as nontransparent, and presumably corrupt, cooperative processes.57 

However, Turkey’s Energy Minister insisted on the day of the facility’s inauguration, 

                                                
53“Turkey and Russia's alienation from the West for different reasons has brought them together in an odd 
friendship focused on boosting economic ties,” says Noah Blaser in: “Putin focuses on economic ties 
during Turkey visit,” Today’s Zaman, December 1, 2014, accessed December 8, 2015, 
http://www.todayszaman.com/anasayfa_putin-focuses-on-economic-ties-during-turkey-visit_365812.html.  
54Cenk Sidar, “Nükleer santraller güvenli işletilip, iyi korunabilecek mi?” Radikal, September 3, 2014, 
accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.radikal.com.tr/yazarlar/cenk-sidar/nukleer-santraller-guvenli-
isletilip-iyi-korunabilecek-mi-1210466/. 
55Doğan, “Beloved Akkuyu, for the sake of what?” 
56Ibid. 
57Nükleer Karşıtı Platform, “Nükleer Santral Artık İki Kat Daha Pahalı,” accessed December 4, 2015, 
http://portal.nukleerkarsitiplatform.org/nukleer-santral-artik-iki-kat-daha-pahali/.  
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April 14, 2015, that “if this nuclear plant would have been built 10 years earlier, we 

would have not imported 14 billion dollars in natural gas.”58  

The notion of physical security also stood in close relation to modern Turkey’s 

identity. This notion was enhanced through discourse strategies based on rhetoric 

concerning the watershed moments in nuclear history, the Chernobyl disaster in 1986, 

and the nuclear accident at Fukushima in 2011 (see Chapter 3). The former Expert 

Inspector of Nuclear Safety at the IAEA found that 

energy is no longer generated with Chernobyl-type reactors. These kinds of 
reactors have not been installed for 40 years. Referring to Chernobyl in every 
nuclear accidents or incidents is to turn your back on science, technology and 
development in the 21st century. With the exception of Japan, there have not been 
any accidents in nuclear plants for the last 25 years.59  

He further highlighted a certain reliability of nuclear electricity in relation to that of 

renewable energy or coal.60 The discourse also expressed a modernist argument, the idea 

that nuclear energy can solve the problems of industrialization. In Turkey’s case, the 

outdated mining facilities of Soma in 2014 gained tragic prominence shortly before the 

launch of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. Turkey’s worst mining disaster left more 

than 300 workers dead and created outrage in the Turkish public. A bewildered public 

claimed that working conditions and safety precautions in Turkey were below 

international standards. Angry about Turkey’s insufficient safety culture, advocates 

against putting the Akkuyu NPP into operation, as well as unionist and environmentalists, 

condemned fast-pacing, economic growth-related modernization efforts and called out 

the carelessness of such policies and policy-makers: 
                                                
58Turk., “Yıldız, yerli enerji kaynağının "Bu nükleer santral 10 yıl önce yapılsaydı, 14 milyar dolar daha az 
doğalgaz ithal etmiş olacaktık" ifadesini kullandı,” see “Türkiye'nin İlk Nükleer Santrali Akkuyu'nun 
Temeli Atıldı,” Haberler, April14, 2015, accessed March 25, 2016, http://www.haberler.com/turkiye-nin-
ilk-nukleer-santrali-akkuyu-temeli-7191692-haberi/.  
59Dayday, “Turkey should switch to nuclear energy, says top expert.”  
60Ibid. 
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It is nowhere else in the world but in Turkey. Our country serves as a guinea pig. 
[...] The relatives of the victims, 465 children and 255 wives, stood up and 
protested, “Our fathers and husbands did not have workplace security either. 
What good is your security?61 

Also, scientific findings and opinions were considered imperative to policy-

making and the voices of critics of nuclear energy were heard frequently in the media: 

This is very frightening. For nuclear power, you have to have the appropriate 
culture and understanding of risks; there needs to be accountability and 
transparency, and I see none of them here in Turkey […] we need to be careful 
about waste management. Radioactive waste will go to Russia after some time … 
but how? Who is going to secure the transportation? I am not against nuclear 
energy, but I am afraid of it when I see what’s going on.62 

The think tank EDAM, in a report on nuclear energy, similarly emphasized the issue of 

physical security. It argued that Turkey sees challenges in the lack of human resources 

and a well-functioning legal framework, establishment of new untested technologies, and 

a safety culture approach, which is “of particular relevance to Turkey where the cultural 

traditions may work against such an approach, which necessarily implies a healthy 

challenge to authority.”63  

Not surprisingly, the state authorities, traditionally the caretakers of the nation and 

its citizens, sought to justify the risks, and de-emphasized such concerns. In particular, a 

statement by former President Abdullah Gül regarding Turkey’s state of modernity, 

displayed the official understanding of a modern Turkish identity, and more specifically, 

promoted the idea of catching up with technologically (powerful) advanced nuclear 

                                                
61Doğan, “Beloved Akkuyu, for the sake of what?” 
62Barçın Yinanç, “New gov’t needs to be transparent, accountable on atomic energy,” Hurriyet Daily News, 
June 8, 2015, accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/new-govt-needs-to-be-
transparent-accountable-on-atomic-energy.aspx?pageID=238&nID=83611&NewsCatID=338.  
63Sinan Ülgen, İlhan Or, Hasan Saygın and İzak Atiyas, The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear 
Energy, First Edition, edited by Sinan Ülgen. Istanbul: Centre for Economics and Foreign Policy Studies 
(EDAM), 2011, accessed December 4, 2015, 44, http://www.edam.org.tr/edamnukleer/edamreport.pdf. 
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nations, including the U.S., China and Russia:64 “I think it would not be right for Turkey 

to suddenly renounce nuclear energy [...] Turkey is already lagging behind other 

countries in adopting nuclear energy.”65 

Energy dependency 

Throughout, the debate on the Akkuyu NPP has reflected the popular argument of 

energy security achieved through the reduction of energy dependency. For example, an 

article titled “Towards safe and secure use of nuclear Energy in Turkey” on the IAEA 

report on Atoms for Peace in 2015 began with the following claim: 

Nuclear power will play a key role in Turkey’s future energy strategy as the 
country moves toward achieving supply security while also meeting the challenge 
of limiting emissions that contribute to climate change.66  

This idea was prominent in the meeting that the Ankara-based Turkish think tank TEPAV 

organized with the oil and gas company British Petroleum on October 17, 2012. The 

meeting’s minutes’ revealed that it focused on understanding energy dependency. 

TEPAV’s Süreyya Serdengeçti highlighted that 70 percent of Turkey’s current account 

deficit stemmed from energy imports and that the country urgently needed to reduce the 

dependency. Participant Metin Kilici, undersecretary of Ministry of Energy and Natural 

Resources, highlighted the benefits of cheap energy that would come with the Akkuyu 

and Sinop Nuclear Power Plants.67 

                                                
64International Atomic Energy Agency, “Nuclear Share of Electricity Generation in 2014,” accessed 
December 4, 2015, https://www.iaea.org/PRIS/WorldStatistics/NuclearShareofElectricityGeneration.aspx. 
65Susanne Güsten, “Forging Ahead on Nuclear Energy in Turkey,” New York Times, March 23, 2011, 
accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/03/24/world/middleeast/24iht-m24-turk-
nuclear.html?_r=2.  
66“Atoms for peace and Development: A special edition of the IAEA Bulletin on peaceful uses of nuclear 
technology,” IAEA Bulletin, Vienna: 2015, accessed March 25, 2016, 
https://www.iaea.org/sites/default/files/bull561_mar2015.pdf.  
67 “BP’nin Son Dünya Enerji Raporu TEPAV’da Açıklandı,” TEPAV Haberler, October 17, 2012, accessed 
March 24, 2016, http://www.tepav.org.tr/tr/haberler/s/3191.  
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However, under the BOO agreement Turkey fed from the technical expertise of 

Russian nuclear experience and would eventually “call for the shift of all risks to the 

company and thus to the Russian state.”68 In fact, dependency on Russia has remained 

one of the main concerns in Turkish public nuclear energy discourse. There has also been 

a notion of a certain Russian dependency on Turkey, as President Erdoğan commented 

shortly after Russian incursions into Turkish airspace in 2015. He said "we are Russia's 

number one natural gas consumer. Losing Turkey would be a serious loss for Russia. If 

necessary, Turkey can get its natural gas from many different places."69 However, two 

days later, Anadolu Ajansı reported on Energy Minister Alaboyun’s backpedaling. He 

mitigated the President’s offensive comment in order to deflect damage to Russian-

Turkish relations:  

President Erdogan's remarks were a response to questions regarding Syria. His 
answers about finding sources for natural gas and building the nuclear plant were 
interpreted as if we had problems with Russia. We have no issues with Moscow 
about energy. This should be known.70 

In short, the discourse further reflected an awareness that increased Russian-Turkish 

collaborations could lead to Turkey’s greater dependency on Russia. This, so the 

argument, might negatively affect international relations, and more specifically Turkey’s 

aspirations for regional leadership. Cenk Sidar, foreign policy advisor based in 

Washington D.C. said in the Radikal, that there has been a dependence on Russia though 

                                                
68Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy.  
69“Turkey's Erdogan warns Russia on nuclear project, natural gas – papers,” Reuters, October 8, 2015, 
accessed December 4, 2015, http://in.reuters.com/article/2015/10/08/mideast-crisis-turkey-russia-
idINL8N1280FX20151008. 
70“Turkey: No energy issues with Russia, Energy min. says,” Anadolu Agency, October 14, 2015, accessed 
December 4, 2015, http://www.aa.com.tr/en/economy/turkey-no-energy-issues-with-russia-energy-min-
says/439037. 



 23 

natural gas agreements. He warned that the BOO agreement could lead to new way of 

dependency and result in a reduced effectiveness of Turkey’s foreign policy.71  

Greenpeace also warned that a lack of Turkish uranium resources and the 

peculiarities of the BOO model would led Turkey to go “in the opposite direction”72, i.e. 

becoming more dependent on Russia.73 This notion was also shared by Radikal blogger 

Turgay Aksoy on April 15, 2015: “According to the agreement, uranium will be imported 

from Russia. That means that the dependency on foreign energy will continue.“74 Tweets 

ridiculed the notion of “national energy”75 as encouraged in Turkey’s energy strategy and 

the “strong Turkey’s new energy”76 on the Akkuyu promotion website. A Deputy of the 

oppositionist Republican People’s Party (RPP) also expressed his desire to understand 

how the Energy minister could justify national energy produced by the Russian owned 

plant.77 Another user tweeted: “If the electricity that is manufactured in the Russian 

owned Akkuyu nuclear plant is our national energy, Coca Cola must be our national 

beverage.”78  

                                                
71Sidar, “Nükleer santraller güvenli işletilip, iyi korunabilecek mi?” 
72Kendra Ulrich, Jehki Harkonen and Brian Blomme, “Rosatom Risks: Exposing Troubled History of 
Russia’s State Nuclear Cooperation,” Greenpeace, ed. Brian Blomme et al. (Amsterdam: Greenpeace 
International, 2014.) 
73Haverkamp, “Rosatom: The Risks of Nuclear Politics” Greenpeace International.  
74Turk., Akkuyu'da ham madde olarak kullanılacak olan uranyum, anlaşma gereği Rusya'dan ithal edilecek. 
Yani enerjide dışa bağımlılık devam edecek,” see Turgut Aksoy, “Akkuyu Nükleer Santrali,” Radikal, 
April 15, 2015, accessed March 25, 2016, http://blog.radikal.com.tr/turkiye-gundemi/akkuyu-nukleer-
santrali-96937. 
75Turk., “milli enerji.” 
76Turk., “Güçlü Türkiye’nin yeni enerjisi,” see Güçlü Türkiye’nin yeni enerjisi, “Homepage.” 
77Ali Rıza Öztürk, Twitter post, April 23, 2015, 8:40 a.m., 
https://twitter.com/alirizaozturk33/status/591265332960043008. 
78Turk., “Rusya'nın sahibi olduğu Akkuyu Nükleer Santralinde üretilecek elektrik milli enerjimiz ise Coca 
Cola da milli içeceğimizdir,” see Yusuf Gunay, Twitter post, April 29, 2015, 10:26 a.m., 
https://twitter.com/Yusuf_Gunay/status/593466423168602112. 
78Turk., “Epey çarpık,” see Mehmet Ali Celebi, Twitter post, March 26, 2015, 3:34 p.m., 
https://twitter.com/tgmcelebi/status/581222811114582016. 
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The possibility of increased dependency on Russia as the builder, owner and 

manager of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant was widely ignored by proponents of 

nuclear energy. They argued that exploiting local nuclear energy sources would be a 

cheaper option than importing energy, thus avoiding negative political entanglements, as 

witnessed in the ongoing Russia-Ukraine conflict.79  

The omnipresent warning by policy-makers that Turkey was in need of nuclear 

energy, or that the country faced security risks, inspired much push-back by the larger 

public and anti-nuclear interest groups. They blamed those responsible for running 

electricity generating facilities with mismanagement resulting in regular energy 

blackouts. Furthermore, they pointed out an increased co-dependency reflected in the 

more extensive Turkey-Russian economic trade, with energy being a key trading 

relationship.  

According to the Turkish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Turkey was the second 

largest Russian natural gas importer after Germany in 2011.80 However, high levels of 

tourism flowing in from Russia,81 as well as academic exchanges within the newly 

established bilateral nuclear engineering program,82 could reduce the risk of unstable 

relationships with Russia. The Director of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant’s Public 

Information Center in Mersin highlighted the benefits resulting from the complex 

relationship:  

There are already 190 Turkish students being trained in nuclear disciplines in 
Russia, and the fourth group is going for training this year. Back in Turkey, these 

                                                
79Edil, “Türkiye’de son dönemin en popüler sorusu: Nükleer şart mı?” 
80 Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Commercial and Economic Relations with 
Russian Federation.” 
81Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Commercial and Economic Relations with Russian Federation.” 
82Akkuyu Nükleer, “Turkish students began to study Russian in Saint-Petersburg,” November 5, 2015, 
accessed December 4, 2015, http://www.akkunpp.com/turkish-students-began-to-study-russian-in-saint-
petersburg/update.  
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young specialists will form a team of technical and engineering personnel at the 
NPP. The construction phase, which will take a total of 10 years, will also engage 
up to 12,500 people. As a result, Turkey will obtain nuclear technology 
infrastructure, and the project will also give a new course of development to 
Turkish industry.83 

CONCLUSION 

Although the Turkish energy strategy stated that “Turkey believes that the 

opening of this energy chapter will surely pave the way for negotiations with the EU on 

Turkey’s membership in the Energy Community,”84 it can be concluded that one of the 

strategy’s major objectives, to include nuclear energy in Turkey’s energy mix, was to 

secure Turkey’s own energy security based on Russian expertise, funding and 

management. The formation of Turkey’s energy strategy moved in parallel with its 

pursuit of balancing the interests of foreign powers and demonstrated deeper concerns 

than mere matters of energy security, namely those having to do with securing national 

power. 

Many opponents of the argument that energy supply must be secured through 

nuclear sources pushed back against the Turkish policy’s main objective, to lessen 

Turkey’s burden of dependency. They explored the possibility of even more dependency 

on Russia. Environmentalists, in particular, advocated for “clean” local energy sources 

and an increased consideration of energy efficiency by pointing out the dangers of rapid 

modernization. In fact, the “New Turkey” strategy pursued by the JDP government 

favored a strong self-sufficient Turkey in a “zero problem” neighborhood rather than 

making advances toward the Western world. The establishment of nuclear energy 

contributed to Turkey’s self-conception as an indispensable actor in the region and 

                                                
83Rosatom, “Fuad Akhundov, Chief Executive Officer of AKKUYU NPP JSC, meets members of Mersin 
Economic Platform,” July 11, 2014, accessed December 4, 2015, 
http://www.rosatom.ru/en/presscentre/news/46c10f8044b0ba93baa8fa6653816f61. 
84Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Energy Strategy.” 
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beyond, in the context of both European and Eurasian politics. The public discourse 

analyzed in this chapter regarding nuclear energy security reflects this trend in that it 

disclosed concerns about Turkey’s motivations and where the country was heading. 

Concerns over increased Russian political involvement and suspicion about Russia’s 

actual agenda were expressed throughout the discourse. The discourse further reflected 

that the traditional path towards European ideals of modernity were challenged through 

Turkeys eastward shift in foreign and energy policies. Several commentators also hailed 

the establishment of nuclear power for increasing Turkey’s prestige.85 Analyzing the 

discourse on nuclear energy development in Turkey with a focus on the issue of energy 

security assisted in identifying the underlying issue in the debate on nuclear energy in 

Turkey. Nuclear energy was not promoted in order to approach energy independency as 

officially claimed. It was the promotion of national prestige in order to establish the 

country as a relevant, independent, modern, and technologically advanced power that 

drove nuclear energy development. These aspects on modernization will be analyzed in 

more detail in the following chapter. Zooming in the public debate on energy security in 

Turkey revealed a communication between state and the public. Drawing on the 

promotion of nuclear prestige through modernization processes in the energy sector, the 

relationship between environment and modernization will be addressed in the following 

chapter.  

                                                
85Jewell and Ateș, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey,” 273.  
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Chapter 3: Environmentalism 

A review of the Turkish Republic’s environmentalist history in the following 

section provides a background to further understand the relationship between state and 

civil society’s perception of the natural environment and citizens’ place in it. Besides the 

issue of energy security, discussed in the first chapter, the perceived duality of 

modernization and environment has been part of the discourse surrounding the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant. The social scientist Zülküf Aydın found that 
In Turkey, the state’s attitude towards ‘critical engagement’ with NGOs and other 
civil society organizations has been shaped by the question of whether or not 
NGO activities can be harmful to its priorities of development, and whether or not 
dialogue with NGOs will pave the way for further demands that might challenge 
the state’s preferred development strategy.86  

Turkish stakeholders in the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant promoted the message that a 

strong Turkey requires new energy, and that new energy will prepare Turkey for a bright 

future. A promotional video publication released in May 2015 on the Akkuyu Nuclear 

website, YouTube, and other platforms87 played with the notion of “light,” in the forms of 

light bulbs, flashlights, floodlights, and bicycle lights as an omnipresent motif in the clip. 

This “light” signified the obvious, electricity, and suggested congruency with the JDPs 

signature. The JDP logo is a lightbulb, a symbol for progress and enlightenment within 

the party’s vision. Enlightenment, or “aydınlık,” progress and success were the main 

issues addressed in the video. These themes were referred to either explicitly by the 

narrator, or implicitly through scenes in which cutting-edge engineers experienced 

technological breakthroughs, a buff athlete crossed the finish line first and waved the 

                                                
86Aydın, “The State, Civil Society, and Environmentalism,” 60. 
87Youtube, “Güçlü Türkiye'nin Yeni Enerjisi: Akkuyu Nükleer,” published March 23, 2015, accessed 
March 24, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vVcriiFgizU.  
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Turkish flag, and children learned and rode their bicycles in an apparently safe 

environment. These images suggested that Turkey would enter modernity once nuclear 

energy is established. As discussed in the earlier chapter, the underlying theme of 

national prestige accessed via modern technology recurred throughout the discourse on 

the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant.  

Reactions to the promotion video, especially those expressed through social 

media, harshly criticized the commercial for its big-budget production. Opponents of the 

production argued that the money would have been more wisely invested in feeding the 

high number of homeless and poor children88 as a tweet from April 30, 2015 pointed out. 

For other users, the perceived paradise pictured in the movie was “pretty distorted.”89 

Responses to the video were insinuating a suspicion that stakeholders in the Akkuyu NPP 

mislead the audience, civil society in Turkey, to perceive nuclear energy as a must for a 

successful modern Turkey while concealing environmental concerns. These reactions 

were hence indicators of a certain disconnect between state and civil society, and raised 

the question of what role environmentalism and modernization played in the discourse on 

the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. To gain a better understanding of the perceived duality 

of modernization and environment in the discourse in the Akkuyu NPP, it is paramount to 

review the concept of modernity and environmentalism in the history of the Republic of 

Turkey.  

MODERNIZATION AND ENVIRONMENT 

The theme of modernization lies at the core of a wide variety of studies of the 

Turkish Republic and its predecessor, the Ottoman Empire. In hindsight, many scholars, 
                                                
88Cisil Vural, Twitter post, April 30, 2015, 2:13 p.m., 
https://twitter.com/cisilvurall/status/593885891686486016.  
89Turk.,: “Epey çarpık,” Mehmet Ali Celebi, Twitter post, March 26, 2015, 3:34 p.m., 
https://twitter.com/tgmcelebi/status/581222811114582016.  
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most notably Lewis90 and Meeker91, have argued for a continuation of the modernization 

measures in Ottoman and Turkish policies as opposed to the “Turkish national 

narrative.”92 But according to Casaba, policy-makers of the young republic were 

convinced that Turkey could only be considered a “serious competitor in the modern 

world”93 if it realized an abrupt disconnect with the recent past. This desire to be rid of 

the Ottoman past was reflected in Turkey’s relations with European and Western 

standards in multiple areas, ranging from clothing reform to, as I will demonstrate, 

energy policies.94  

The developmentalist position beginning in the 1960s “prioritizes large-scale, 

ambitious projects, that not only privilege the outcome of economic development but also 

its spectacle.”95 Accordingly, “the state becomes responsive to the demands of 

environmental civil society96 organizations [insofar as] they correspond to the priorities of 

economic growth.”97 In relation to a “first modernization,” that took place from the 

beginning of the Republic to the 1980 coup d’état, Arsel identifies a “second 

modernization.” These terms are borrowed by Arsel from reflexive modernization 

theory98 and applied in this chapter. Arsel pointed at societal change in Turkey after the 

                                                
90Bernard Lewis, The Emergence of Modern Turkey (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). 
91Michael Meeker, A Nation of Empire: The Ottoman legacy of Turkish modernity (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 2002).  
92Virginia Aksan, “Ottoman to Turk: Continuity and Change,” International Journal 61:1 (2005/2006): 27. 
93Kasaba, “Kemalist Certainties and Modern Ambiguities,” 15. 
94Murat Arsel, “Reflexive Developmentalism? Toward an Environmental Critique of Modernization,” in 
Environmentalism in Turkey. Between Democracy and Development? ed. Fikret Adaman et al. (Hants: 
Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005), 17. 
95Kaygusuz and Arsel, “Energy Politics and Policy,” 161. 
96For the purpose of this paper, “civil society refers to the arena in which people form customary and non-
legalistic associations and engage in spontaneous activities,” see Aydın, “The State, Civil Society, and 
Environmentalism,” 54. 
97Aydın, “The State, Civil Society, and Environmentalism,” 54. 
98“Reflexive modernization theory interrogates, among other things, the social, economic, cultural and 
political repercussions of the inescapably complex and intractable problems involved in the relationship 
between nature and (advanced) technology, which manifest themselves as ‘risks’,” see Arsel “Reflexive 
Developmentalism?” 16. 
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1980s coup d’état as the beginning of the “second modernization.” Intricate relations with 

the European Union replaced the “civilizational politics of first modernization [...] by a 

more active and dynamic political structure, substituting control with openness and 

domination with dialogue.”99 For the purpose of this paper, I will extend this notion, by 

including Turkey’s aspirations of asserting national power. The analysis at hand has 

referred to Arsel’s periodization of Turkish governing ideology into a first and second 

stage of modernization. The developmentalist outlook of prioritizing economic growth 

continued but was challenged by social changes after the 1980s military coup, clearing 

the scene for the visibility and stronger outreach of civil society, especially within the 

sphere of environmentalism. Enhanced democratization efforts, pushed for by the 

European Union, allowed for decision-making beyond top-down approaches. These new 

modernization dynamics have also permitted Turkey to position itself as an important 

entity in the region. Environmental concerns have dealt with the questions of how to 

dispose of nuclear waste, protect natural wildlife ecosystems, and avoid nuclear accidents 

or disasters. 

The concept of modernity as a Western construct has been of importance when it 

comes to Turkey’s domestic decision-making. Political leaders of the Republic of Turkey 

have tended to implement reforms and policies through an aggressive top-down 

approach.100 In the public discourse examined in this paper, the validity of this concept 

and the sincerity of those promoting it have been regularly questioned by the public, 

especially in the aftermath of the Gezi Park resistance of 2013. Often, and most often as 

expressed by its opposition, the JDP government was perceived as a selfish, power-

hungry and occasionally naive decision-maker. Opponents of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power 

                                                
99Arsel, “Reflexive Developmentalism?” 30.  
100See Alphabet reform (1928), Law on last names (1934), etc. 
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Plant, especially the ones with an environmentalist background, considered the 

implementation of the nuclear facility to be unnecessarily fast-paced and unsophisticated. 

Greenpeace Mediterranean Climate and Energy Campaign Manager Cen Levi stated in 

March 2012 that, “70 percent of the population of Mersin opposes the construction of a 

power plant. This is an illegal project and it cannot go forward.”101  

The developmentalist paradigm behind large-scale and prestigious project 

managing was reflected in the discourse on the billion-dollar state-implemented Akkuyu 

NPP and in the critique of other mega-projects in Turkey. These projects included, but 

are by no means limited to the third Bosporus Bridge in Istanbul, the presidential palace 

in Ankara, new airport and urban planning projects like the redevelopment of Gezi Park, 

and the transformation of the notoriously poor and neglected Tarlabașı neighborhood in 

Istanbul. According to official government sources, Tarlabașı was destined to be 

transformed into “one of the city’s trademarks” with chic shopping centers and a 

“modern flair.”102 These ventures were subject of heated public discussion and 

contributed to the gap between the government’s supporters and opponents. Turkey’s 

President and former Prime Minister Tayyip Erdoğan himself was often at the center of 

such criticism. Not only in Turkey, but also internationally, Erdoğan has been 

increasingly described as authoritarian. The Economist stated in a piece bearing the 

provocative title, “Democrat or Sultan?” in 2013 that, “He has a majoritarian notion of 

politics: if he wins an election, he believes he is entitled to do what he likes until the next 

one.”103 Musil’s research on authoritarian party structures in in Turkey found that “it did 
                                                
101Latifa Akay, “Greenpeace objects to Akkuyu nuclear power plant ÇED report,” Today’s Zaman, March 
29, 2012, accessed February 14, 2016, http://www.todayszaman.com/national_greenpeace-objects-to-
akkuyu-nuclear-power-plant-ced-report_275770.html. 
102Tarlabasi 360, “Home,” accessed February 14, 2016, http://www.tarlabasi360.com/en/ 
103“Democrat or Sultan?” The Economist, June 8, 2013, accessed February 14, 2016, 
http://www.economist.com/news/leaders/21579004-recep-tayyip-erdogan-should-heed-turkeys-street-
protesters-not-dismiss-them-democrat-or-sultan. 
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not last long for the JDP [JDP] to transform the party organization from a democratic to 

an authoritarian structure since the changed in the JDP constitution in 2003 strongly 

signaled the oligarchization of the party.”104 The increasing implementations of JDP 

supported megaprojects have gone hand in hand with the JDP’s increasing authoritarian 

form of governance. The JDP leadership has changed Turkey’s physical and political 

landscape.  

EMERGENCE OF CIVIL SOCIETY  

Scholars Heper and Aydın105 disagreed with the continuity argument that Turkey, 

like its predecessor the Ottoman Empire, oppressed any development of civil society.106 

Turkey experienced a liberalization of the economy in the 1960s, along with stronger 

engagement with the private sector. This facilitated greater cooperation with the US and 

Europe, and stimulated the visibility of civil society after the 1980s military coup. Also 

the democratization processes, especially since Turkey’s efforts to join the EU, 

empowered a growing civil society. Although “the state has been extremely selective in 

allowing only certain types of civil society organizations to exist and flourish”107, 

environmentalist organizations evolved and institution-building in Turkey took place.  

The Chernobyl accident on April 26, 1986 was a watershed moment in nuclear 

history and has greatly contributed to, and some even argued, initiated many anti-nuclear 

movements worldwide. In 1988 the Turkish Green party was founded. While the party 

was considered “unprepared for its novel qualities”108 of being a voice for a holistic 

Turkish green movement, it inspired awareness and considerable resistance against 
                                                
104Pelin Musil, Authoritarian Party Structures and Democratic Political Setting in Turkey (New York: 
Palgrave, 2001).  
105Ibid., 57. 
106Ibid., 54. 
107Ibid., 57. 
108Çiğdem Adem, “Non-State Actors and Environmentalism,” in Environmentalism in Turkey. Between 
Democracy and Development?, ed. Fikret Adaman et al. (Hants: Ashgate Publishing Limited, 2005), 5. 
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nuclear energy projects. Current board member and co-founder of the Iskenderun 

Environmental Protection Association recalled in 2014 that, “founding an association was 

well-nigh impossible during those days [1986] but we managed to found the Iskenderun 

Environmental Protection Association against all odds. Public awareness of the 

environment was practically nil.”109  

Gradually, an environmentally concerned civil society was slowly evolving in 

Turkey. The main concern of this public was to challenge the developmental paradigm of 

the state, and to push back against aggressive efforts it considered potentially harmful for 

society, in this case the implementation of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. 

Accordingly, one can argue with Aydın that, “the state becomes responsive to the 

demands of environmental civil society organizations as long as they correspond to the 

priorities of economic growth.”110  

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES 

Turkish state-lead feasibility studies deemed the Mediterranean coast in the region 

of Mersin-Adana as an appropriate nuclear power plant site in 1973.111 Major 

environmental concerns regarding the now-to-be-built Akkuyu deal focused on nuclear 

waste, nuclear accidents and destruction of wildlife habitat. These concerns stemmed 

from the 5,500 page long Environmental Impact Assessment Report (EIA)112 of 2014. 

                                                
109“Political analysis and commentary from Turkey,” Perspectives 4.13 (2014), Heinrich Boell Stiftung, 
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While the report argued for “no danger to any species living in the habitat, including 

loggerhead turtles and monk seals,”113 data analyzed by Ali Cemal Gücü, a professor at 

the Marine Sciences Institute at Middle Eastern Technical University (ODTÜ) in Ankara 

revealed a real threat to nature.114 Although social media tweets throughout early 2010 

had expressed faith that Mersin would stay “green,”115 the EIR report crushed that hope. 

The report further pointed out that the nuclear power plant would be detrimental to the 

region’s ecosystem. This idea lead to a public outcry, especially through social media 

accounts. According to a Hürriyet Daily News report, the Turkish government responded 

to the tumult by asking the International Atomic Energy Agency to prepare a report on 

Turkey's planned power plant in Akkuyu, Mersin. The findings of this report were 

withheld from public records until December 2014. The “Integrated Nuclear 

Infrastructure Review” a so-called “nuclear secret,” came to the public's attention when 

the Mersin First Administrative Court requested its findings from Turkey’s Energy 

Ministry116. Ensuing twitter reactions could be summarized as “outraged.” A tweet 

referring to an article of the left-wing news agency Haber Sol, requested to know, in the 

name of “millions of inhabitants of the region” why this had been a “national secret.”117 A 
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columnist for the economics section of Hürriyet even referred to the “national secret” as a 

“joke.”118 

Radioactive Waste 

The EIA report also expressed concern for nuclear waste disposal. Jewell, in her 

article, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey: A historic state strategy and future 

prospects,” argued that this neglect was not an anomaly. Other nuclear countries, 

especially those in Eastern Europe, had not established nuclear waste management plans 

in the approximately 20 years following implementation. Greenpeace Turkey referred to 

the intergovernmental agreement in a commissioned study in cooperation with the 

University for Natural Resources and Life Science, Vienna July 22, 2014. This agreement 

concluded that waste would be transferred to Russia. The only feasible transport routes 

passed along the Mediterranean and through Turkey’s Bosporus, jeopardizing the city of 

Istanbul.119 Nuclear waste was the subject of much debate in Turkey and will be given 

enhanced prominence in the upcoming analysis on safety. From an environmentalist 

standpoint nuclear waste was very much connected to the potential destruction of flora 

and fauna in the region of Mersin-Adana. 

Wildlife Destruction 

One of the most circulated images on social media regarding environmental 

concerns was a “before and after” collage depicting the landscape of the Akkuyu site. 

The image paired two contrasting scenes. One scene depicted how the region currently 

appears, green and fertile. The other one next to it showed a generated picture of an arid, 
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dried-out, industrial forecast of what was to come, a dystopian view of the nuclear 

future.120 As mentioned earlier and underscored by anti-government activists, the EIA 

report of 2014 side stepped the notion that the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant “could hurt 

the region’s ecosystem,”121 and endangered species including loggerhead turtles and 

monk seals.122 

Nuclear Accidents 

Turkish public discourse on nuclear energy saw a shift following the nuclear 

disasters of Chernobyl and Fukushima. The “nuclear age” came to a painful turning 

point. Although Turkey has not experienced an outspoken anti-nuclear movement as seen 

in Central Europe and elsewhere, Turkish citizens’ concerns generally overlapped with 

the ones expressed internationally. Nuclear accidents became the pinnacle of 

environmental and safety concerns. Chernobyl went down in history as one of the biggest 

human catastrophes of the twentieth century. Pictures of deformed victims of 

radioactivity,123 and warnings of narrowly avoidable death or physical disablement 

through nuclear accidents were employed as warnings from opponents of nuclear energy 

plants in Turkey. Shortly after the Chernobyl accident, Turkish government officials 

downplayed the danger arising from radioactivity. The industry and trade minister Cahit 

Aral as well as Prime minister, Turgut Özal sipped on a cup of presumably contaminated 

tea to ensure the public that the Turkish population, especially residing in the Black Sea 
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Region, should not worry about health risks.124 This defiant, nonchalant attitude was 

similar to what politicians defending the Akkuyu project tried to display. Here, the state 

authorities, traditionally the caretakers of the nation and its citizens, sought to justify the 

risks and to de-emphasize safety concerns. For example, environment minister Veysel 

Eroğlu was quoted by the New York Times in March 2011, shortly after the Fukushima 

disaster, as having referred to the prevalence of car accidents over nuclear accidents: ”If 

you drive a car, you are taking a risk.”125 

Protests 

Even though Turkey announced the intergovernmental agreement (IGA) with 

Russia on the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant in May 2010, resistance against nuclear 

energy development only gained momentum in the aftermath of the Fukushima disaster 

in March 2011. Protests, mainly in the megacities of Istanbul, Ankara, and Izmir, took 

place under the slogan “No to Nuclear Energy”126 and were carried by a conjunction of 

environmental organizations, left-wing communities and increasingly concerned 

individuals, especially from the region of Mersin-Adana, Sinop and Iğneada (future 

nuclear power plant sites). Activists used the Chernobyl disaster as a warning to the 

Turkish population. They argued that the proximity of the Turkish nuclear plants to 

Turkish cities would affect everybody negatively.127 For example, on April 24, 2015, 
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when the Istanbul-based anti-nuclear platform NKP called for protests, organizations 

from all over Turkey followed. Protesters proclaimed, “Nuclear kills,” and demanded the 

abandonment of the nuclear idea and a turn towards clean energy:  
When taking economic, social and environmental risks into account, Turkey must 
apply policies of efficient, local and renewable energies instead of costly (nuclear) 
energy production to meet energy needs.128  

These public manifestations were rarely shown on state television. Rather, they 

were viewed and commented on primarily on social media. After the revelations of the 

Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant’s unfavorable EIA report, activists called on Ankara to 

“solve the problem.”129 At the inauguration ceremony in Akkuyu on April 14, 2015, 

“dozens of environmental protesters […] managed to lock official delegations, security 

officers and journalists inside the site. The protesters were only dispersed when a water 

cannon was used against them.”130 Besides accusing officials in charge of the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant of wrongdoing, the director of Greenpeace Mediterranean 

mentioned that, “There is no need for the country to set on a path of unpredictable 

nuclear hazards and this outdated, yet very expensive technology.”131 

CONCLUSION 

Environmentalism has been slow to develop in Turkey. A “societal unwillingness 

to face the worsening environmental conditions”132 has contributed to a general neglect of 
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national environmental policies in the last decades. Environmentalism was a phenomenon 

that peaked after the Chernobyl disaster and reached a level of heightened awareness 

again after the Gezi protests in Istanbul during summer of 2013. Ignorance on the part of 

of Turkish policy-makers vis-à-vis the environment and its defenders indicates that 

nuclear energy was of higher priority to the state than, for example, renewables. 

Juxtaposing environmentalism and aggressive modernization efforts reflected the idea 

that state and civil society expressed different priorities within the discourse on the 

Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. A strong anti-state, and particularly anti-JDP, sentiment 

resonated at anti-nuclear protests. Environmentalists generally perceived JDP policies as 

aggressive top-down approaches, harmful not only for the environment but also for 

society. Opponents questioned the extent to which modernization efforts should be 

considered valid driving factors for the establishment of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power 

Plant. 
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Chapter 4: Modernization as The Motivating Factor for Nuclear 
Development  

I review of the history of Turkey’s nuclear energy efforts in this chapter in order 

to detect hidden motivations behind the arguments for establishing nuclear power. I argue 

that, contrary to current policy, which claims that energy security of Turkey is reliant on 

the use of nuclear energy, the country’s political agenda of modernization was the 

dominant reason for nuclear development. This study points out various events at which 

Turkey expended significant efforts to follow the steps its leaders’ considered to be 

consistent with “modernity.” It furthermore deconstructs the overall political agenda of 

nuclear energy proponents in order to show how their underlying efforts are in alliance 

with a particular vision of modernization.  

At the surface, public discourse produced during more than six decades of nuclear 

energy planning and development, indicates that proponents of this energy strategy 

repeatedly highlighted the imperative need for nuclear energy, in order to meet domestic 

energy needs. But an analysis of issues lurking below the surface confirm that the 

proponents of nuclear energy development were deeply concerned with Turkey’s 

modernity status. 

MODERNIZATION AS MOTIVATION FOR NUCLEAR ENERGY 

Turkey designed its Cold War policies in close accordance with the objectives of 

its Western allies. This orientation is reflected in nuclear energy policies as well. Turkey 

has had a long-standing interest in the development of civilian nuclear power. The 

“Atoms for Peace” proposal in 1953 initiated Turkey’s interest to enter the nuclear age 

and led to a bilateral agreement with the U.S. in 1955 on cooperation on the civilian use 

of the atomic energy. In the wake of the agreement, Turkish President Bayar relayed to 
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U.S. President Eisenhower that “we who are dedicated to the security of the free world 

have no choice but to give this plan our total endorsement.”133 According to Eisenhower, 

this understanding was crucial for a strong U.S.-Turkish cooperation, which gives 

“promise of wide benefits to mankind.”134 Turkey’s energy policies were also influenced 

by U.S.-American geopolitics, which had interests in making its ally more active in 

regional energy politics, fostering Turkey as a bulwark against Soviet influence in the 

region.135  

The economic paradigm of developmentalism encouraged a rapid industrialization 

and economic growth in Turkey and nuclear has been considered important in the design 

of the nation since the second Five-Year-Development Plan in 1968. Here, opportunities 

to benefit from nuclear energy, the energy of the future, and nuclear power plants shall be 

pursued.136 Since then, each of the policy-shaping development plans identified nuclear 

energy as a national goal. National developmentalism with the central concept of “import 

substituting industrialization” stood in close relation to modernization efforts due to the 

theory’s “implicit expression of the desire to “catch up.”137 

Turkey’s energy sector in the 1950s-1960s was dominated by the need to run 

regional, coal-fired plants and hydroelectric power facilities in order to guarantee energy 
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supply security.138 The General Secretariat of Atomic Energy Commission, the later 

Turkish Atomic Energy Authority (TAEK), was established in 1957.139 TAEK’s vision 

was summarized as  
To provide our country to become an arbiter country in the field of nuclear 
technology and to be a reliable, effective and independent authority in ensuring 
the protection of human and environment from radiation.140  

The same year Turkey became a member of the International Atomic Energy Agency and 

the construction of small research reactors began.141 Between the 1960s and 1980s 

multiple research facilities and institutions were created and education in nuclear 

engineering flourished.142 Nuclear energy was the desired energy source of the Cold War 

era. In his analysis on Iran and its nuclear ambitions in the 1970s, Patrikarakos stipulated 

that, “nuclear power is a political phenomenon that divides the modern and modernizing 

worlds. Prima facie, modernizing countries believe it offers them an escape from 

backwardness into technological advancement.”143 Technological education was of 

outstanding importance in Republican reforms, highly promoted by Mustafa Kemal and 

an integral part of the “modern” Turk today. As Hanioğlu argued, the Young Turks 

dogma was inspired by the idea that “only a society totally governed by science, would 

be truly modern.”144 Traditionally, the Kemalist idea of the parallel between science and 

                                                
138The electricity was produced and distributed under the state monopoly of Turkey Electricity Authority,” 
see Yılmaz and Uslu, “Energy Policies of Turkey During the Period 1923-2003,” 261. 
139Turkish Atomic Energy Authority. “History,” accessed February 14, 2016, 
http://www.taek.gov.tr/en/institutional/history.html.  
140Turkish Atomic Energy Authority. “Mission and Vision,” accessed February 14, 2016, 
http://www.taek.gov.tr/en/institutional/mission-vision.html. 
141The first research reactor was built in Çekmece. For more information, see Turkish Atomic Energy 
Authority, “Çekmece Nuclear Research and Training Center,” accessed February 14, 2016,  
http://www.taek.gov.tr/en/institutional/affiliates/cekmece-nuclear-research-and-training-center.html. 
142Turkey became a member of the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) in 1957 and the Turkish 
Atomic Energy Agency (TAEK) was established in 1982. 
143David Patrikarakos, Nuclear Iran: The Birth of an atomic state,” (London: I.B. Tauris, 2012), 29. 
144Șükrü Hanioğlu, “Turkism and the Young Turks, 1889-1908,” in Turkey Beyond Nationalism: Towards 
Post-Nationalist Identities, ed. Hans-Lukas Kiese (New York: I.B. Tauris, 2006), 13. 
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nationalism has been considered a continuation of the modernization efforts by the 

Young Turks.145 In their study of the nexus of modernization and environmentalism in 

Turkey, Adaman and Arsel assigned social tensions in modern Turkey to the 

“unquestioned commitment to rapid and continued economic growth.”146 Arsel stated 

that: 
For the Kemalist modernizers, the European achievement of progress was 
predicated upon the application of modern science and technology to economic 
processes, as advanced in their advanced industrial economies147.  

The following decades saw a transformation from mixed economy towards a 

planned economy model and eventually state-controlled energy policy. However, 

inefficiency of primary energy sources to meet the growing demand initiated Turkey’s 

reliance on energy imports, leading up to an import dependency of 50%.148 The popular 

argument of energy security through reduction of energy dependency has found reflection 

in virtually any debate over time and has been analyzed as an issue of the discourse on 

the Akkuyu plant in previous chapters. 

The implementation of crude oil pipelines from Iraq to Turkey in the late 1970s149 

bolstered the country’s geostrategic position and formed Turkey’s identity as a viable 

partner in the global energy market. However, global foreign policy tied up over the 

Cyprus question contributed to the deterioration Turkey’s relations with the West in the 

1960s150 and was not resolved until the nationalist and Western-oriented military rule 

                                                
145Hanioğlu, “Turkism and the Young Turks,” 13ff. 
146Adaman and Arsel, “Introduction,” 1. 
147Arsel, “Reflexive Developmentalism?” 19. 
148Yılmaz, and Uslu, “Energy Policies of Turkey During the Period 1923-2003,” 261.  
149“The Kirkuk-Yumurtalik Pipeline (ITP) became operational in 1976 and the first tanker was loaded in 
May 1977. With termination near Ceyhan, this pipeline contributes to Turkey’s significance as an 
“important oil terminal and regional market [...] to provide and diversify energy supply to Europe,” see 
Pamir, “Turkey: A Case of a Transit State,” 252. 
150Bal, “Turkey-USA Relations and Impacts of 2003 Iraq War,” 119. 
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came to power in 1980. Moreover, the petroleum crises of the late 1970s led to an 

economic downfall in the region and the global energy market; and Turkey’s energy 

strategy called for an expansion of lignite-fired power plants and use of various other 

local resources,151 leading to the re-emphasis of nuclear power. The Akkuyu region along 

the Mediterranean Sea was first considered appropriate for a nuclear power plant site 

“due to its stable seismic conditions.”152 

Negotiations with foreign investors took place throughout the late 1970’s but no 

agreement was reached mainly due to the lack of political will to finalize the process 

combined with the military coup in 1980. Contrary to common assumptions that 

“dictatorial rule and the placement of military officials in positions of power facilitates 

nuclear power introduction,”153 Turkey’s domestic military interventions brought a halt to 

nuclear energy aspirations.154 

The 1980 military coup, as in the two previous coups in 1960 and 197,1 signified 

disruptions in Turkey’s efforts to establish nuclear energy, and according to Arsel, 

constituted the start of the “second modernization.” Turkey after the military coup, within 

a general liberalization of the economy, and emergence of stronger engagement with the 

private sector,155 facilitated cooperation in particular with the U.S. and Europe156 and 

stimulated the visibility of civil society. Accordingly, environmentalist organization and 

institution building in Turkey took place. The goals of the “first modernization,” 

                                                
151Fulya Kivilcim, “Globalization and Turkey’s Energy Policies,” in Globalization and Governance in the 
International Political Economy, ed. Ümit Hacioğlu et al. (Hershey: IGI GLOBAL, 2013), 200. 
152Kivilcim, “Globalization and Turkey’s Energy Policies,” 200. 
153Jewell and Ateș, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey,” 273. 
154Ibid.  
155İzak Atiyas, Tamer Çetin and Gürcan Gülen, Reforming Turkish Energy Markets: Political Economy, 
Regulation and Competition in the Search for Energy Policy, New York: Springer, 2012, 2ff. 
156Bal, “Turkey-USA Relations and Impacts of 2003 Iraq War,” 120. 
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economic growth and progress, maintained importance but also became more complex, 

as Turkey was in a state of transition: 
This new modernity has to solve human-constructed problems, which arise from 
the development of industrial society, and to tackle how the risks produced as a 
consequence of modernity can be ‘prevented, minimized, dramatized or 
channeled’.157 

Growing population and energy demand stimulated the call for local energy 

supplies. Nuclear power plant site selection studies within Turkey for a nuclear power 

plant were conducted once again. Foreign companies were invited to bid. Negotiations 

with potential investors from the U.S., Canada and Germany were initiated but failed for 

financial restraints, disagreement over the business model and political concerns. Political 

and diplomatic difficulties and the fear of nuclear proliferation in the light of Pakistan’s 

secret technologies put an end to subsequent negotiations with Argentina. The heightened 

awareness and evolution of anti-nuclear movements in the aftermath of the Chernobyl 

disaster suffocated Turkey’s aspiration to establish nuclear energy yet again.158  

Instead of confronting the financial burden of massive investments in alternative 

energy, the rapid increase of Turkish citizens’ energy demand in the 1990s led to political 

decisions to benefit from the availability of Russian natural gas. Accordingly, Turkey 

signed long-term agreements with Russia, Iran and Azerbaijan. In the 2000s, the regional 

energy political focus increasingly moved from oil to natural gas and the European Union 

began to assert leadership. Hence, Turkey’s energy strategy paid special attention to 

contributing to the EU’s energy security by evolving into an “energy hub” and major 

transit state.159 Turkey’s strategic position between energy producing and consuming 

                                                
157Arsel, “Reflexive Developmentalism?” 23. 
158Udum, “Understanding the nuclear energy debate in Turkey: internal and external contexts,” 115. 
159For an elaboration on the contested concept of Turkey as an energy hub, see: Pamir, “Turkey: A Case of 
a Transit State,” 250-260. 
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regions and its endeavor to achieve EU-membership shaped the country's energy strategy 

profoundly. An Energy Ministry report from 1992 argued that nuclear power was 

“indispensable […] to prevent the energy shortage in the following two decades.”160 In 

order to create a more favorable public understanding of nuclear energy, nuclear 

technology advancement policymakers appointed its realization as one of the top five 

national goals in 1993.161 However, the project ran into hurdles and was followed by 

corruption lawsuits.162 Although the TAEK report of 2000 confirmed that Turkey would 

experience problems with natural gas within 15 to 20 years and suggested that several 

nuclear power plants, not just one, would be essential to ensure future energy security, 

Turkey was not able to pursue its nuclear ambitions until the IGA with Russia.163 Within 

the JDP’s “A New Turkey” vision, nuclear energy aspirations received a boost and are 

now scheduled to become a reality in 2023, the 100-year anniversary of the Republic of 

Turkey.  

Nuclear Renaissance 

In the 2000s, scholars and members of the nuclear industry in Turkey coined the 

term, “Nuclear Renaissance.”164 In 2015, the nuclear energy overview section on the 

MENR stated that “The ideal of our country for half a century has been to establish a 

nuclear power plant.”165 Instead of allowing open tenders to pursue cooperation with 

international companies, as they had from the 1970s onwards, Turkey in the 2000s sought 

to establish intergovernmental agreements. In accordance, bilateral negotiations between 

Turkey and Russia took place in 2010, followed by an agreement and the kick-off of the 

                                                
160Udum, “Understanding the nuclear energy debate in Turkey,” 121. 
161The extent to which public education initiatives yielded success is beyond the scope of this paper. 
162Jewell and Ateș, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey,” 273-282. 
163Udum, “Understanding the nuclear energy debate in Turkey,” 121. 
164Ibid., and Trevor Findlay, Nuclear Energy and Global Governance, London: Routledge, 2012. 
165“Infobank: Nuclear,” last accessed April 28, 2015, http://www.enerji.gov.tr/en-US/Pages/Nuclear.  
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development of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant under Russian BOO-management in 

2015.166 The motivation for the eventual implementation of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power 

Plant in 2015 can be tied to modernization efforts. In this respect, scientists and experts 

implicitly made reference to the “backwardness” of Turkey when they pointed out the 

need to progress and to adapt to Western standards.167 Also, features of the “second 

modernization,” namely the need to fix man-made problems deriving from 

industrialization became evident in the discourse.  

State officials commented often on the desire of Turkey to advance on its 

modernity. Responding to the Fukushima disaster of 2011, former President Abdullah 

Gül said, “I think it would not be right for Turkey to suddenly renounce nuclear energy 

[...] Turkey is already lagging behind other countries in adopting nuclear energy.”168 

Gül’s comment clearly referred to Turkey’s flawed state of modernity and the state’s 

interest in catching up with technologically (powerful) advanced nuclear nations, like the 

U.S., China and Russia.169 Also, in May 2014 former IAEA Expert Inspector of Nuclear 

Safety Dayday pointed out that “France constitutes a remarkable example on that matter 

as the country saves 50 million tons of petroleum thanks to 58 currently-operating 

reactors.”170 However, after the Fukushima nuclear disaster, the French government under 

continuous pressure to phase-out nuclear energy, committed to close old nuclear energy 

facilities,171 and Turkey’s energy strategy report merely stated: 

Turkey diligently takes all necessary precautions in generating nuclear energy. In 
Nuclear Power Plant projects of Turkey state-of-art technologies and methods will 

                                                
166Akkuyu Nükleer. “Project History,” accessed February 14, 2016, http://www.akkunpp.com/project-
history-2. 
167See for example: Dayday, “Turkey should switch to nuclear energy, says top expert.” 
168Güsten, “Forging Ahead on Nuclear Energy in Turkey.”  
169International Atomic Energy Agency, “Nuclear Share of Electricity Generation in 2014.” 
170Dayday, “Turkey should switch to nuclear energy, says top expert.” 
171Elliott, Daniel Elliott, Fukushima: Impacts and Implications, (New York: Palgrave, 2013), 41  
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be utilized to get highest level of nuclear safety, taking in the account the latest 
developments in Fukushima Daichii Nuclear Power Plant.172 

CONCLUSION 

Turkey’s nuclear power program has been of significant national interest under 

nearly every political regime, from the developmentalist right-wing rule in the 1950s, to 

center-left administration of the late 1970s, and finally to the conservative JDP 

government of the 2000s. Though arguments for pursuing nuclear energy have varied 

over time, the overall motivation “has always been a subset of a broader ideology of 

modernization through economic growth and with hegemonic state control.“173 For over 

six decades, the building of nuclear plants has been promoted in Turkey; and many 

nuclear implementation plans have gone undeveloped due to financial difficulties, 

political concerns and, to an extent, concerns about nuclear proliferation. Interestingly, 

the lack of nuclear energy has affected the country to no measurable degree. The so often 

denounced reliance on extensive energy imports arguably led to a certain energy 

dependency, but also fostered Turkey assumption of a new role as a vital energy hub, 

serving Atlantic markets. This new role contributed to strengthen Turkey’s geopolitical 

significance.  

Statistics and prognoses’ revealed positive trends of economic and demographic 

growth, and raised issues of how to meet the expected increasing energy demand. As 

examined, Turkey’s energy strategy was primarily driven by modernization efforts and 

not by the reduction of energy dependency. Ironically, Turkey’s commitment to the 

Russian BOO facility to be built raised questions about the possibility of more Russian 

leverage and unwanted reliance on foreign powers for construction, ownership and 

operation of nuclear power, as well as the development of human resources.  
                                                
172Republic of Turkey: Ministry of Foreign Affairs, “Turkey’s Energy Strategy.”  
173Jewell and Ateș, “Introducing nuclear power in Turkey,” 273. 
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The matter of nuclear safety will be analyzed in the next chapter. There, I will 

further explore the question of what role the issue of safety plays in the discourse on the 

Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. 
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Chapter 5: Safety 

My analysis of the themes energy security and environmentalism in the discourse 

on nuclear energy in Turkey revealed that national prestige and a strong, self-sufficient 

and particularly modern understanding of the country was at the core of the discourse. 

The notion of safety, relating to nuclear accidents and waste management to 

environmental and health concerns constantly resonated within those two themes and will 

be examined in detail in this chapter. Discourse strategies, namely the nuclear disasters of 

Chernobyl in 1986 and Fukushima in 2011, as well as that of the Soma mining disaster of 

2014 influenced the discourse of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant and challenged 

Turkey’s safety culture.  

NUCLEAR ACCIDENTS  

The core meltdown in the Ukrainian nuclear plant of Chernobyl on April 29, 

1986, had significant environmental and public impacts. Comparative studies of “then 

and now” have argued that the incident has continued to affect ecosystems and human 

health conditions.174 Given the proximity of the Chernobyl site to the northern border of 

Turkey, the term “maximum credible accident” occupied a special place in the Turkish 

nuclear discourse.175 The unprecedented release of radioactive material into the 

atmosphere and water further triggered the debate on nuclear safety in Turkey; and this 

theme emerged in the discourse of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant.  

Twenty-nine years after Chernobyl, a broad union of anti-nuclear movements 

called for mass demonstrations worldwide. In Turkey, these demonstrations were held in 
                                                
174Chernobyl: What Have We Learned? 279, and Environmental Consequences of the Chernobyl Accident 
and their Remediation: Twenty Years of Experience. 
175Especially the planned nuclear power plant in Sinop on the Black Sea coast received attention. Since this 
paper focuses on the power plant to be established at the Akkuyu site, I will exclude an analysis on the 
Sinop Nuclear Power Plant. 
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Mersin and Ankara. Met with little media coverage, protesters voiced their concerns 

about the safety of the nuclear power plants to be built in Turkey. The Mersin 

demonstration and silent vigil as organized by the Mersin Anti-Nuclear Platform and 

included several civil society groups as well as prominent oppositionists, among them 

RPP’s Aytuğ Atıcı, a member of the Commission for Health, Family, Work and Social 

Issues.176 On April 26, 2015, about 100 participants proclaimed slogans, like "Mersin, 

don’t sleep, protect Akkuyu,”177 “Resist nuclear, live,”178 “We do not want nuclear power 

plants”179 and “Nuclear power plants mean death.”180 They walked from Mersin’s Istiklal 

Avenue to the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant Information Centre.181 As reported by 

Radikal, speeches by activists and politicians underscored the danger of the Akkuyu 

nuclear power plant in the light of Chernobyl. Both the activists and the CHP 

representative urged listeners to “not repeat history” and reminded the public that 

Chernobyl was a “nightmare.”182  

Because, we experienced and witnessed how nuclear plants brought death and 
disability to us, to the people, to all living creatures. Where have we seen this? 
We saw it with Chernobyl, 29 years ago. Where else have we seen it? We saw it 
with Fukushima. We do not want to see and experience something like this in 
Turkey. 183 

                                                
176Turk., “Sağlık, Aile, Çalışma ve Sosyal İşler Komisyonu Üyesi.”  
177Turk., “Mersin uyuma Akkuyu'ya sahip çık.” 
178Turk., “Nükleere inat yaşasın hayat.” 
179Turk., “Nükleer santral istemiyoruz.” 
180Turk., “Nükleer santral ölüm demektir.” 
181Turk., “Akkuyu Nükleer Güç Santrali Bilgilendirme Merkezi,” Lenth of the protest route is estimated at 
about 1.5 km. 
182Mustafa Ercan, “Çevrecilerden Akkuyu tepkisi,” Radikal, April 28, 2015, accessed March 25, 2016, 
http://www.radikal.com.tr/turkiye/cevrecilerden-akkuyu-tepkisi-1345031/.  
183“Çünkü nükleer santrallerin bizlere, insanlara, bütün canlılara ölüm getirdiğini, sakatlık getirdiğini 
gördük, yaşadık. Nerede gördük? Çernobil'de gördük, 29 yıl önce gördük. Başka nerede gördük? 
Fukuşima'da gördük. Benzer bir olayı Türkiye'de görmek ve yaşamak istemiyoruz,” Ibid. 
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The demonstration in Ankara was held by Greenpeace on April 26, 2012. 

Activists placed a banner saying ‘Akkuyu will not be Chernobyl’184 on a prominently 

located building in Ankara’s government district of Çankaya. One of the Greenpeace 

leaders called out the “unnecessary” establishment of a nuclear power plant in Turkey 

and promoted renewable energy as an alternative. He also negatively critiqued the 

dangers that the involvement of the Russian company Rosatom185 building and managing 

the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant could bring for the public: 

Turkey does not need a nuclear power plant, either built by Rosatom or any other 
company. The government should lean towards renewable energies instead of 
building dangerous nuclear power plants, as the people ask for.186 

However, Energy minister Taner Yıldız ultimately brushed aside the protest by simply 

declaring shortly before the twenty-eighth anniversary of Chernobyl on April 21, 2014, 

that “We took serious decisions to increase safeguards to have Chernobyl not repeat. We 

will apply those to Akkuyu, Mersin and Sinop. We will create safer an environmentally-

friendlier nuclear power plants.”187 

                                                
184Turk., “Akkuyu Çernobil olmasın.” 
185According to the official website of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant: “Rosatom unites more than 270 
enterprises and scientific organizations including all civil companies of the Russian atomic industry, 
enterprises of nuclear arms complex and the only nuclear-powered ice-breaker fleet in the world. The 
company has a leading position on the global market of nuclear technologies, it ranks 1st in the world in 
terms of number of NPP being simultaneously built abroad, it ranks 2nd in the world in uranium reserves, 
and it ranks 5th in the world in terms of production, and 4th in the world on nuclear power generation. 
Rosatom secures 40% of the world service market on uranium enrichment and 17% of the nuclear fuel 
market,” see Akkuyu Nükleer, “Stakeholders,” accessed March 24, 2016, 
http://www.akkunpp.com/stakeholders#sthash.ScNa9nxq.dpuf.  
186Turk., “Türkiye'de Rosatom'un ya da başka bir firmanın yapacağı nükleer santrale ihtiyaç yok. Hükümet, 
halkın istemediği, tehlikelerle dolu bir nükleer santral kurmak yerine enerji verimliliğine ve yenilenebilir 
enerjilere yönelmelidir,” see “Çernobil'in yıldönümünde Akkuyu protestosu,” NTV, April 26, 2013, 
accessed March 25, 2016, http://www.ntv.com.tr/turkiye/cernobilin-yildonumunde-akkuyu-
protestosu,7jdruP5Pb0Gv97Ek2YIkkQ?_ref=infinite.  
187Turk., “Biz, Çernobillerin olmaması için, güvenlik tedbirlerini artırak bir dizi kararlar aldık. Bunu 
Akkuyu, Mersin ve Sinop’ta uygulayacağız. Daha güvenlikle ve çevreye saygılı bir nükleer santral yapmış 
olacağız,” see “Nükleer pastaya 460 Türk aday,” Milliyet, April 21, 2014, accessed March 25, 2016, 
http://www.milliyet.com.tr/nukleer-pastaya-460-turk-aday/ekonomi/detay/1870150/default.html.  
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The Fukushima Daichii Plant disaster on March 11, 2011 shook the nuclear world 

and interrupted the hitherto smooth establishment process of the Akkuyu Nuclear Plant. 

As discussed in previous chapters, political decision-makers and businessmen involved in 

the nuclear negotiations cared little about the nuclear meltdown and release of radioactive 

material from the Japanese energy plant. Yet, the catastrophe had been triggered by 

natural impacts, a tsunami; and Fukushima soon became a possible horror scenario for 

the supposedly earthquake-prone Akkuyu site. All post-Fukushima studies on the 

development of nuclear energy in Turkey dealt in some way or another with this safety 

concern. For example, the nuclear engineer Salih Sarı delivered “A Review of Akkuyu 

NPP Project in Turkey After Fukushima Daiichi Accident” to the IAEA. The report was 

issued by the Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources of Turkey. It discussed the 

implications of the Fukushima disaster on the Turkish nuclear market by considering the 

disaster explicitly as an accident, but implying the randomness of the project. Sarı came 

to the conclusion that  
Our [Turkey’s] commitment of installing a first nuclear power plant is continuing 
due to the fact that nuclear is essential to our [Turkey’s] energy mix in the future 
[…] We [Turkey] have learned lessons related with (1) Nuclear safety & licensing 
(2) Unexpected events (3) Extreme external events.188 

An issue that is not mentioned in the above passage, but that is essential in the 

discourse on nuclear safety is the management of radioactivity. A demonstration for the 

twenty fifth anniversary of the Chernobyl disaster was held on April 26, 2011, in 

Istanbul. The protests’ theme dealt with long-term health problems and cancer. Affected 

                                                
188Salih Sarı, “A Review of Akkuyu NPP Project in Turkey After Fukushima Daiichi Accident,” 
(Presentation at the technical meeting on evaluation methodology of the status of national nuclear 
infrastructure development and integrated nuclear infrastructure review (INIR), Vienna, Austria, June 18-
20 June, 2012, accessed March 25, 2016, 
https://www.iaea.org/NuclearPower/Downloads/Infrastructure/meetings/2012-06-18-20-TM-
Vienna/11.Review_of_Akkuyu_NPP_after_Fukushima.pdf. 
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participants, mainly Turkish citizens from the Black Sea region, expressed their wish to 

“rebel against all of Turkey's radiation-emitting power plants and weapons.”189 Clearly, 

neglect on the part of the government of the severity of the victim’s health problems 

contributed to nuclear energy opponents’ stance in Turkey. 

NUCLEAR WASTE AND SPENT FUEL MANAGEMENT  

Nuclear waste and spent fuel management accompanied other safety concerns 

regarding the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant and are closely related to the cooperative 

agreement between Turkey and Russia signed on May 12, 2010. The Russian side 

registered project company Akkuyu Nuclear JSC on December 13, 2011.190 Here, Russia 

confirmed its responsibility to manage waste, namely by transporting and reprocessing 

radioactive waste in Russia. Details regarding routes, means and security plans for the 

transportation of spent fuel”191 have not been laid out yet.192 As pointed out earlier in this 

paper, it was mainly the lack of transparency in how nuclear fuel was going to be taken 

care of193 that worried civil society. The possible scenario that radioactive material might 

be shipped through the Dardanelles to Russia was the most prominent source of worry.194 

Greenpeace raised concerns about transportation risks for “communities along the route, 

[...] while the final reprocessing in Russia would generate an even greater volume of 

radioactive wastes.195” Sergey Kiriyenko, chief executor of Rosatom seemed to be 

confident about Russia’s ability to safely manage nuclear waste. However, he did not 

                                                
189Bianet, “Çernobil'den Etkilenen Karadenizliler Tanıklıklarını Anlatıyor,” accessed December 4, 2015, 
https://bianet.org/bianet/genclik/129577-cernobil-den-etkilenen-karadenizliler-tanikliklarini-anlatiyor. 
190Akkuyu Nükleer, “Akkuyu Nuclear JSC,” November 5, 2015, accessed March 25, 2016, 
http://www.akkunpp.com/akkuyu-nuclear-jsc. 
191Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 103. 
192Ibid., 34. 
193Yinanç, “New gov’t needs to be transparent, accountable on atomic energy.” 
194Aksoy, “Akkuyu Nükleer Santrali.”  
195Ulrich et.al., “Rosatom Risks,” 5. 
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reveal details about how Russia planned on “taking the used nuclear waste out of the 

country [Turkey].” This idea addressed a possibility that Russian waste reprocessing 

could increase “weapons-usable plutonium in the world.”196 Hence, the idea, that Turkey, 

in the framework of the BOO model, would hand over waste management to Russia was 

interpreted as a sign of relief as well as a burden.  

SAFETY MANAGEMENT IN TURKEY 

Not only environmentalists and activists, but also think tank researchers called out 

severe flaws in the Akkuyu Nuclear Plant and its company. In 2011 the think tank EDAM 

dedicated a report to the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant questioning Turkey’s safety 

culture. Stating that “nuclear power plants are the most sophisticated and complex energy 

systems ever designed,”197 the Istanbul-based economic think tank EDAM pointed out 

flaws in Turkey’s safety management strategies, of which the “human resource gap,” the 

“technological gap” and “an unproven safety culture” will be examined in the following 

sections. 

The Human Resource Gap 

The human resource gap referred to a lack of nuclear experience in Turkey. The 

think tank researchers recommended close cooperation with international atomic 

organizations, like the IAEA, in order to eliminate one major safety concern, the shortage 

of nuclear specialists in Turkey. As discussed in previous chapters, the Turkish 

government gave higher priority to Russian expertise than international and western 

                                                
196Ulrich et.al., “Rosatom Risks,” 5, also: Nuclear proliferation was hardly a topic in the discourse on the 
Akkuyu Nuclear Power plant between 2010 and 2015. In the debate Turkey was not considered to 
potentially transform civilian nuclear power into weapons. Turkey had ratified various agreements and 
treaties on non-proliferation, amongst them the “Treaty on the Non-proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
(NPT)” on November 28, 1979. Hence a discussion of nuclear weapons proliferation is excluded from this 
thesis. 
197Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 57. 
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know-how. The flourishing exchange of engineer students between Russian and Turkish 

universities has been highly promoted by both governments throughout the cooperative 

agreement. Kiriyenko, chief executor of Rosatom announced that “Turkish students, who 

are currently studying in Russia with Russian nuclear energy specialists, will work 

together in the plant once it becomes operational.”198 A press release on the official 

website of the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant from September 11, 2012, delivered a speech 

by Energy minister Taner Yıldız. He recognized the lack of technological knowledge and 

encouraged young Turkish engineers’ nuclear careers in a Akkuyu NPP JSC sponsored 

event: 
While it is (sic) a lot of speculation, especially concerning the theme of nuclear 
power plants, it is very important that you, young men, are ready to get education 
in the nuclear industry. We send you not for dangers and risks, but for 
development and future of Turkey. I believe that you will adequately represent us 
there. Upon finishing your apprenticeship, you will receive the big privilege - to 
work in this sphere, which is short of specialists.199 

In contrast, a visit of the IAEA to the Akkuyu site two weeks earlier was given 

relatively less attention the Akkuyu press room:   
At the visit wrap-up meeting the IAEA’s expert highly appreciated the 
organization and technical level of the engineering surveys at the Akkuyu NPP 

                                                
198“Turkey's nuclear waste to be re-processed in Russia,” Turkish Weekly, April 15, 2015, accessed March 
25, 2016, http://www.turkishweekly.net/2015/04/15/news/turkeys-nuclear-waste-to-be-re-processed-in-
russia/. 
199Akkuyu Nükleer, “In Ankara, Taner Yildiz, Minister of Energy and Natural Resources of the Republic of 
Turkey, addressed students of the second stream, going to Russia in the nearest time to study there,” (press 
release), September 11, 2012, accessed March 25, 2016, http://www.akkunpp.com/in-ankara-taner-yildiz-
minister-of-energy-and-natural-resources-of-the-republic-of-turkey-addressed-students-of-the-second-
stream-going-to-russia-in-the-nearest-time-to-study-there/update. Further, the official website of the 
Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant reports in 2011 that “To this end, lecturers from the National Research 
Nuclear University (MIFI) participated in tests conducted among Turkish students in Physics and 
Mathematics held on June 27, 2011 in Ankara. More than 9,000 applications were received for the training 
program meant for 50 people. 48 successful candidates that passed the test started their education in 
October 2011 at the Obninsk Branch of MIFI and 69 people in 2012. After graduating from the University 
and completing their training at the Training Centers of Rosatom, they will become part of the operating 
staff at the Akkuyu NPP. 
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site. They highlighted their compliance with the governing documents and 
recommendations of IAEA.200    

A year earlier, the IAEA had delivered a report on February 20, 2015, from an 

IAEA Integrated Nuclear Infrastructure Review (INIR) mission, conducted in November 

2013. The report applauded Turkey’s striving for “excellency” but highlighted the need 

to enhance the Turkish safety structure:  

The main recommendations to Turkey include enacting a law on nuclear energy 
which establishes an independent regulatory body and putting a national policy in 
place that covers a wide range of issues, as well as further developing the required 
human resources.201 

The Technological Gap 

The EDAM report further pointed out “the technological gap”202 regarding the 

untested Akkuyu Water-Water Energy Reactor model VVER-1200.203 The think tank 

researchers stated that “the VVER-1200 is third-generation technology and may be 

considered safer than the world’s current fleet of reactors, but this has not been 

demonstrated, since it [the VVER-1200 reactor model] exists only on paper.”204 The 

World Nuclear Report also raised licensing concerns related to the novelty of the VVER-

                                                
200Akkuyu Nükleer, “IAEA experts highly appraised engineering surveys on akkuyu app site,” (Press 
release), August 28, 2012, accessed March 25, 2016, http://www.akkunpp.com/iaea-experts-highly-
appraised-engineering-surveys-on-akkuyu-npp-site/update.  
201International Atomic Energy Agency, “IAEA Delivers Report on Nuclear Power Development to 
Turkey,” February 20, 2014, accessed March 25, 2016,  
https://www.iaea.org/NuclearPower/News/2014/2014-02-20-inig.html.  
202Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 3. 
203“The VVER-1200 (V-491) design was developed by the Organization of General Designer “ 
Atomenergoproekt,” (St.Petersburg), the Organization of General Designer of the reactor plant, OKB 
Gidropress (Podolsk), with the scientific supervision of the RRC “ Kurchatov Institute”(Moscow), in line 
with the Russian Regulatory Documents, and considering the requirements of the IAEA and the European 
Utilities Requirements (EUR). The design was performed using the ISO 9001:2000 Quality Assurance 
International Standard. The main engineering solutions for reactor plants with VVER reactors have been 
corroborated by the experience of operating these installations for about 1400 reactor-years (including 
decommissioned reactors), considering about 500 reactor-years of operating the RPs with VVER-1000,” 
see IAEA, Status report 108 - VVER-1200 (V-491) (VVER-1200 (V-491)), August 1, 2011, accessed March 
25, 2016, https://www.iaea.org/NuclearPower/Downloadable/aris/2013/36.VVER-1200(V-491).pdf. 
204Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 3. 
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1200 in July 2013, pointing out that “the licensing process will be heavily reliant on the 

reactor vendor,”205 the Russian owned company Rosatom. In contrast, the IAEA had 

confirmed two years earlier, in August 2011, that the  
safety concept of VVER-1200 [...] considers the up-to-date world tendencies in 
the field of NPP safety enhancement in order to meet the requirements for the 
NPP safety that are continuously made more stringent.206 

Noting that Fukushima had happened in spite of the high-tech knowledge in 

Japan, Ümit Şahin, co-spokesmen of the Turkish Green Party, declared on March 18, 

2011, that “There is actually no such thing as the third generation. We are just talking 

about increased security measures for the second generation. The working principles are 

exactly the same.”207 Greenpeace also pushed back against any safety assurance in 

October 2014, by naming and shaming the manager, owner and operator of the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant, the Russian state-owned Rosatom company:208  

With regard to the safety of Russian reactors, it is important to keep in mind that 
Rosatom is the Russian- government entity whose predecessors were responsible 
for some of the worst accidents in the history of nuclear power generation.209  

Greenpeace also questioned the business relationship with Russia, reviving an 

issue of conflict in the debate on the Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant discussed in previous 

chapters. According to Greenpeace, the BOO model raised safety concerns due to the 

“skepticism” of “financial analysts” regarding the the question “as to whether Rosatom 

                                                
205Mycle Schneider and Antony Froggatt, The World Nuclear Industry Status Report 2013, Paris: July 
2013, accessed March 25, 2016, 31. http://www.worldnuclearreport.org/IMG/pdf/20130716msc-
worldnuclearreport2013-lr-v4.pdf. 
206IAEA, Status report 108 - VVER-1200 (V-491) (VVER-1200 (V-491)). 
207Nilay Sardar, ”We Will not Allow a Nuclear Power Plant in Akkuyu,” Bianet, March 18, 2011, accessed 
March 25, 2016, http://bianet.org/english/environment/128671-we-will-not-allow-a-nuclear-power-plant-
in-akkuyu  
208The Greenpeace report “Rosatom Risks” was designed to campaign against Rosatom and other nuclear 
companies (see introduction). This paper focuses on physical safety, thus excluding notions of corruption, 
labor exploitation in this chapter.  
209Ulrich et al., “Rosatom Risks,” 17. 
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could financially support its foreign expansion goals under the model.”210 Perkovich and 

others agreed that the financing of a nuclear plant was costly, but applauded Russia’s 

offer to Turkey […] [as] exceptionally generous in many ways, which is proved by the 

reluctance of other vendors to offer similar terms.”211 Greenpeace further pointed out 

historical failures of Rosatom to “meet domestic targets and deliver on declared 

international sales.”212  

In order to ensure nuclear safety and an efficient safety sector, EDAM called for  

an attitude of constructive skepticism is to be nurtured at every level of each 
institution (regulatory, operator, developer, sub-contractor) involved in nuclear 
energy. Workers should be encouraged to question authority, to challenge the 
established rules and practices and report potential safety concerns to their 
supervisors. A significant challenge in countries transitioning to nuclear power 
will be the establishment of such an environment. This observation is of particular 
relevance to Turkey where the cultural traditions may work against such an 
approach, which necessarily implies a healthy challenge to authority.213  

This “healthy challenge to authority” though ideal in theory, has proven little success in 

Turkey’s previous top-down modernization efforts. It is unlikely that if safety concerns 

arose by employees of the plant, they would succeed at challenging their supervisors. 

Turkey’s Safety Culture 

Public discussions on Turkey’s safety culture gained recent momentum with the 

explosion at the mine of Soma, on May 13, 2014. The hashtag #kazadegilcinayet214 was 

trending due to the tragedy that left more than 300 mine workers dead. This scathing 

label referred to the dismissal of a planned JDP vote to investigate safety at the mining 

facility and Erdoğan’s understanding of the accident as “normal.” During the ongoing 

                                                
210Ulrich et al., “Rosatom Risks,” 5. 
211Perkovich and Ülgen, eds., Turkey’s Nuclear. 196 
212Ibid., 12. 
213Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 4. 
214Turk., “It is not an accident, it is murder.”  
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rescue operations in the mine, CNN Turk broadcasted the President’s statement in the 

Soma Municipality:  
Friends [….] please do not say that these events can never happen. These things 
happen. In the literature there is something what they call a workplace accident. 
This is fate. It is impossible to not have accidents. Of course, the unprecedented 
extent of this affair has hurt us deeply.215 

This comment outraged Turkish public. A year after the disaster, Human Rights 

reported on the opening of a trial that charged company officials, but failed to hold the 

government accountable.216 The article described working conditions in Turkey’s mines 

as “harsh and illegal”217 and pointed to the “terrible record of preventable mine 

accidents.”218 As evidence, they displayed graffiti in one of Istanbul’s streets that read 

“Would you go down the mine for 5 lira an hour? And if you couldn’t get out again? 

‘Fate.’”219 Ironically, the parliamentary motion to update working conditions at the Soma 

mine had been submitted by the opposition party RPP two weeks before the accident 

occurred on April 29, 2014. When the accident occurred, the JDP and its leader Erdoğan 

were accused by many of having ignored safety warnings. Ӧzgür Ӧzel, a RPP deputy 

represented the Soma-Manisa district in Turkey’s Parliament in 2014. In his interview 

with the New York Times on May 20, 2014, he critiqued the authoritarian mindset of the 

JDP and Erdoğan, saying: 

                                                
215Turk., “Arkadaşlar yani biz bir defa bu tür ocaklarında, kömür ocaklarında bu olanları, lütfen buralarda 
bu olaylar hiç olmaz diye yorumlamayalım. Bunlar olağan şeylerdir. Literatürde iş kazası denilen bir olay 
vardır. Bunun yapısında fıtratında bunlar var. Hiç kaza olmayacak diye bir şey yok. Tabi işin boyutunun bu 
kadar fazla olması bizi derinden yaralamıştır,” see “Erdoğan Soma'da konuştu: "Bunlar olağan şeylerdir," 
CNN Türk, May 14, 2014, accessed March 25, 2016, http://www.cnnturk.com/video/turkiye/erdogan-
somada-konustu-bunlar-olagan-seylerdir 
216 “Turkey: Mine Disaster Trial to Open,” Human Rights Watch, April 13, 2014, accessed May 4, 2016 
https://www.hrw.org/news/2015/04/13/turkey-mine-disaster-trial-open. 
217Ibid. 
218“Turkey: Mine Disaster Trial to Open.” 
219 Ibid. 
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In Turkey today, there is no real democracy and there is no accountability. 
Deputies from the ruling party can never make decisions on their own; they do 
what they are told by Mr. Erdogan and other leaders of their party. That’s 
because, according to the prime minister, the opposition is a menace to power, 
and whatever we [the RPP] propose should be rejected.220 

Then Prime Minister Erdoğan sought to further mitigate the risks of nuclear plant 

accidents after the catastrophe of Fukushima, saying that “any project can go wrong, you 

can’t just drop it because of that. Otherwise you shouldn’t be using gas bottles in your 

houses, and we shouldn’t have an oil pipeline passing through the country.” 221 

These statements appealing to responsibility and manhood stood in sharp contrast 

to studies, mostly conducted by anti-nuclear advocacy groups, about health issues and 

mortality rates after the Chernobyl accident: 

The most recent epidemiological evidence, published under the auspices of the 
Russian Academy of Sciences, suggests that the scale of the problems could be 
very much greater than predicted by studies published to date. For example, the 
2005 IAEA report predicted that 4,000 additional deaths would result from the 
Chernobyl accident. The most recently published figures indicate that in Belarus, 
Russia and Ukraine alone, the accident resulted in an estimated 200,000 
additional deaths between 1990 and 2004.222   

A comparison of these two positions reveals ignorance on the part of Turkish political 

decision-makers (ie. the JDP) towards the long-term effects of nuclear energy, and 

suggests that concerned citizens considered Turkish authorities’ stance on safety issues in 

the energy sector belittling, and even ignorant. 

A problematic lack of transparency and the possibility of corruption in the 

Turkish nuclear energy sector was indicated in the EDAM report, which concluded that 

                                                
220Ӧzgür Ӧzel, “Turkey’s Preventable Tragedy,” The New York Times Opinion Page, May 20, 2014, 
accessed March 25, 2016 http://www.nytimes.com/2014/05/21/opinion/turkeys-preventable-tragedy.html  
221Güsten, “Forging Ahead on Nuclear Energy in Turkey.” 
222“The Chernobyl Catastrophe,” Greenpeace Report, 2006, accessed February 14, 2016, 
http://hps.org/documents/greenpeace_chernobyl_health_report.pdf.  
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There is still no independent nuclear regulatory authority. This task is currently 
being performed by TAEK. Given that TAEK is also the operator of research 
reactors, the requirement for the safety authority to be fully independent from the 
operators has clearly not been fulfilled. Moreover, recent administrative and legal 
measures, which have greatly undermined the independence of regulatory 
institutions in Turkey, are likely to handicap the objective of fully fulfilling the 
safety standards in the transition to nuclear power. In particular, in a model where 
in the future the state can become a financial stakeholder, the independence of the 
regulatory institution from the government is an essential feature that can allow 
the regulatory authority to insist on safety requirements reducing the profitability 
of the investment or to resist pressures from the government to unduly accelerate 
the construction of the nuclear power plant.223  

CONCLUSION  

The issue of safety played a considerable role in the discourse on the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant and was deeply intertwined with issues of energy security, 

environmentalism and modernization. The oppositionists’ concerns regarding the safety 

of nuclear energy plants within the discourse were rooted in the outcome of major nuclear 

disasters, such as Chernobyl and Fukushima. Opponents of the Akkuyu Plant pointed out 

that accidents were likely to occur regardless of technological advancements, due to an 

unsatisfactory safety culture in Turkey. Proponents, on the other hand, agreed that the 

Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant had been implemented by taking all possible safety 

concerns into consideration. The aftermath of the mine disaster in Soma created another 

relevant platform for all to talk about Turkey and its safety culture.  

The ignorance on the part of leading Turkish politicians in the aftermath of the 

Soma mine disaster heightened the prominence of safety concerns in the discourse on the 

Akkuyu Nuclear Power Plant. However, Perkovich and others did not find the 

“polarization” to be an anomaly, since “Turkish authorities [had] not persuasively 

developed and then shared with the Turkish public their strategic outlook for nuclear 

                                                
223Ülgen et al., The Turkish Model for Transition to Nuclear Energy, 4.  



 63 

energy.” Overall, this analysis of the discourse with regards to the issue of safety revealed 

that the Turkish government, in spite of the concerns voiced by international agencies and 

civil society, continued its business relationship with Russia by building the plant in order 

to achieve its agenda of increasing national prestige and fostering self-sufficiency as a 

strong nation. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

What were the priorities in the debate on nuclear energy in Turkey? And how 

were these different priorities affecting the relationship between the Turkish state and 

civil society? In this thesis, I have attempted to identify various groups’ priorities in the 

debate on nuclear energy in Turkey between the years of 2010 and 2015. I have argued 

that these differing priorities stemmed in part from the dynamics of the Turkish state’s 

attempt to modernize via a historically “top-down” approach to civil society, and in part 

from the awakening of Turkish civil society to the more critical international discourses 

on nuclear energy. My analysis of discourse surrounding the Akkuyu Nuclear Power 

Plant has shown that the Turkish government consistently communicated the message, 

“We are enlightened, technological advanced, concerned about future generations, and 

successful,” in order to gain public support for the Russian BOO nuclear project. 

However, the same analysis has revealed that not everybody, and certainly not members 

of environmentalist groups and the opposition party CHP, was on board with this venture. 

Although Turkey tried to include nuclear sources in its energy grid for decades, an alert 

public clearly did not agree with the state’s project and priorities.  

The state’s priorities had to do with national growth and positioning the modern 

Republic of Turkey as one of the global players. Turkey has desired recognition as a 

“modern” (ie. “western”) nation since the founding of the Republic in 1923. This desire 

has continued under the JDP government; and the JDP’s consistent concern with 

manifesting its authority and self-assertion through the construction of mega-projects 

manifested itself in another investment, the nuclear power plant at Akkuyu. The state’s 

plan to establish at least two more nuclear energy facilities in Turkey supported the 

notion that one of the JDP’s major objectives, to include nuclear energy in Turkey’s 
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energy mix, was to secure Turkey’s own energy security based on Russian expertise, 

funding and management. The formation of Turkey’s energy strategy moved in parallel 

with its pursuit of balancing the interests of foreign powers and demonstrated deeper 

concerns than mere matters of energy security, namely those having to do with securing 

national power. 

Turkey’s emphasis on cooperation with foreign investment, while neglecting 

traditional policies of favoring and applying international standards was discussed as an 

indicator for a shift in Turkish foreign policy and the JDP’s vision of establishing the 

country as a strong national power in the region. 

A growing civil society found its voice against the JDP government during the 

Gezi Protests in 2013. Still detached from the European Union and its insistence on the 

fulfilment of many “European” ideals, including respect for human rights, the Turkish 

government found itself more and more in a position to exert an authoritarian agenda. 

The Gezi protests and many subsequent, though formally unrelated demonstrations, were 

met with force possibly to suppress public uprisings and lose power as the ruling elite, as 

seen during the ‘Arab Spring’.224 The imprisonment of many journalist, social media 

censorship and police violence against those expressing their discontent with the 

government created an environment of mistrust between the public and the state. This 

dynamic of mistrust was nothing new in modern Turkish political history as, for example, 

show the multiple coup d’états. However, it was new with the JDP government that 

initiated and implemented many democratic reforms in the course of its EU-membership 

process. Turkey’s growing disillusionment with the EU contributed to a neglect of 
                                                
224Ayşe Dursun, “Muslim Groups in the Gezi Park Protests: Identity Politics and Contentious Politics 
Under Authoritarian Neoliberalism,” in Contentious Politics in the Middle East: Popular resistance beyond 
the Arab uprisings, ed. Fawaz A. Gerges (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 373ff. And Kivanc Atak, 
“Flap of the Butterfly: Turkey’s June Uprisings,” in Spreading Protest: Social Movements in Times of 
Crisis, eds. Donatella della Porta and Alice Mattoni (Colchester: ECPR Press, 2014), 253ff. 
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democratic ideals, like freedom of press amongst others, and contributed to a more 

authoritarian JDP agenda. 

Those disapproving of the JDP’s self-interest approach opposed the Akkuyu 

project. Their priorities included disruption of the power-hungry, naïve government. 

They felt, that the JDP informed the population according to the party’s interest and often 

left the public in the dark for the sake of securing power. Furthermore, the oppositionists 

considered the Akkuyu plant a dangerous venture and prioritized safety and 

environmentalist concerns over the securitization of energy. 

 The state however, insisted on remedying its lack of energy security with nuclear 

energy. The intergovernmental agreement with Russia meant a fast and fully financed 

implementation in Turkey, even while many public voices raised deep concern about this 

relationship. Opponents pointed out problems related to waste management and a 

probable intensification of dependency though the BOO model. For many members of 

civil society, the cooperation with Russia almost meant making deals with the devil.  

The state officially took environmental and safety concerns into account when 

developing construction of the nuclear facility. However, these promises mostly existed 

on paper and were not wholly embraced by international experts. Turkey relied heavily 

on the interaction with Russia, and considered decisions made by Rosatom, the Russian 

state-owned partner company, to be unquestionable. Turkish and Russian officials, 

scientists and other expert individuals attempted to wipe away any concerns regarding the 

use of the untested VVER-1200 reactor model for the Akkuyu project. Yet, the history of 

failed Russian nuclear technology, e.g. that at Chernobyl, worried many who opposed 

working with the Russian company. Greenpeace and other activist groups expressed dire 

concerns regarding the integrity of Rosatom.  
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Another factor that showed the discrepancy between state and civil society was 

their treatment of each other. Taking into account that most sources analyzed expressed a 

broad range of opinion in that it was important to stress that on the one hand many 

members of civil society implicitly refer to the government’s, and often specifically the 

President’s selfish or naïve behavior. On the other hand, President Erdogan and other 

representatives of his party openly belittled citizens who expressed distress by ignoring or 

ridiculing them. This analysis focused on revealing the underlying themes of the general 

discourse in order to contribute to an understanding of contemporary Turkish society. 

Future research on the growing gap between the state and civil society based on linguistic 

discourse analysis can elucidate this argument from another angle.  

Under the JDP, Turkey’s political agenda has shifted from Kemalist goals toward 

a vision of “New Turkey.” This has become noticeable in Turkey’s contemporary foreign 

policies. The JDP has slowly abandoned the state’s hitherto unquestioned westward 

orientation and engaged in what it views as practical forms of economic cooperation with 

its neighbors to the east. The state regarded nuclear energy as “Strong Turkey’s new 

energy” within this concept. My analysis of the discourse surrounding the Akkuyu 

Nuclear Power Plant clearly shows the state’s priority of establishing the country as a 

dominant nation in a changing global order. To achieve this goal, the state disregarded or 

misled a Turkish public that prioritized mitigating the government’s vision of “New 

Turkey,” thus contributing to a growing communication gap between civil society and the 

state.  

This paper contributed to an ongoing debate on state and civil society in Turkey, 

in that it displayed the underlying reasons lurking beneath the debate on nuclear energy. 

It also complemented the constant evaluation on Turkey’s place in the world system and 

provided insight into Turkey’s national and regional policy developments, which has 
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increasingly turned away from Turkey’s traditional Western orientation. Additionally, 

this work examined the gap between the decisions of Turkey’s policy makers and civil 

opinions regarding the country’s energy strategy and pointed to the exploitation of the 

argument that energy dependency must be a goal for society. Analyzing public debates 

arising from recent nuclear developments in Turkey allowed for a concentrated primary 

sourced evaluation of trends and patterns regarding the political dimension of this 

development and disclosed applicable data for civil society, academics in the field as well 

as, political decision-makers.  
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Appendix  

Akkuyu Nuclear JSC – Akkuyu Nuclear Joint Stock Company (Akkuyu Nükleer 

Anonim Şirketi 

APC – Akkuyu Project Company  

BOO – Build-Own-Operate 

DP – Democrat Party (Demokrat Parti)  

EDAM – Economics and Foreign Policy Studies (Ekonomi ve Dış Politika 

Araştırma Merkezi)  

EIA – Environmental Impact Assessment Report 

EU – European Union 

GDP – Gross Domestic Product 

IAEA – International Atomic Energy 

IEA – International Energy Agency 

INIR – Integrated Nuclear Infrastructure Review  

JDP – Justice and Development Party (Adalet ve Kalkınma Partisi, AKP) 

MENR – Turkish Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources (Enerji ve Tabii 

Kaynaklar Bakanlığı) 

 NKP – anti-nuclear platform (Nükleer Karşıtı Platform) 

OECD – Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 

RPP – Republican People’s Party (Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi, CHP) 

TAEK – Turkish Atomic Energy Authority 

TEPAV - Economic Policy Research Foundation of Turkey (Türkiye Ekonomi 

Politikaları Araştırma Vakfı) 
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