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INTRODUCTION 

 

Although the United Nations (UN) and the Council of Europe (CoE) were founded on 

a system based on human rights and democracy, the world has been facing massive 

corrosion in human rights with an escalation in the number of policies 

instrumentalizing human rights, while pending economic crises, armed conflict and 

war have been threatening human rights for the last 72 years. Turkey has been going 

through such a state of crisis, further deepened by the pandemic, with all its intensity 

and might as the country has been facing serious economic dire straits. The power to 

create uncertainty resorted to by the political power as a governance technique has 

granted it the excuse to translate the conditions brought about by the pandemic to an 

opportunity. The political power has further centralized its power through the 

extraordinary nature of the pandemic and consolidated its repression and control 

over the society. The political power has been handling its response to the pandemic 

not as an act of prevention and protection but as a security problem, while opting for 

suspending human rights first, as it has always done in such cases. The 

consequence of all these proves to the systematic violation of fundamental rights and 

freedoms; notably the right to access information, right to life, right of access to 

healthcare, right to work, right to education, freedom of expression, freedom of 

assembly and association. 

Poverty, precarity and non-organization brought about by debt-driven neoliberal 

economic policies that have been implemented for years have become deeper and 

persistent through the state of emergency practices. Such state of affairs has 

become even more alarming with the COVID-19 pandemic. Today there are millions 

of people in the country who have to work under the pandemic conditions both in 

order to biologically survive and to maintain their social lives. The rights violations 

that these persons -who do not have the chance to stay at home but have to work 

under inadequate measures taken at building sites, factories, markets and the like- 

vary greatly. Occupational murders top the list of these violations. The rate of 

workers who have lost their lives due to COVID-19, in spite of all the challenges 

before collecting data, is substantial among the total number of occupational 

murders. Unemployment and poverty affect women, children and refugees the most. 

In 2020, which marks the 72nd anniversary of the adoption of the Universal 

Declaration of Human Rights, the Human Rights Association (İnsan Hakları Derneği 
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–İHD) has also received a large number of applications alleging violations of the right 

to work, poverty and unemployment due to the global crisis that has political, social, 

economic and ethical dimensions brought about by the COVID-19 pandemic that has 

taken the world by the storm since the association has long been working to promote 

human rights and freedoms. This report, thereby, presents an overview of the impact 

of the pandemic on such economic and social rights as the right to work, 

unemployment and poverty based on applications lodged before the İHD and puts 

forth the association’s recommendations from the perspective of human rights to 

resolve the problems created by the current state of affairs. 

• İHD has always held rights as equals since its foundation. The subject of the 

concept of rights is the individual or groups. İHD has never opted for setting 

priorities among rights. An individual’s or group’s application claiming 

deprivation of rights has always been the sole grounds for İHD in its works. 

Whoever faced any violation of rights applied to İHD on that matter. Therefore, 

what determines İHD’s work on the field of rights is applications lodged by 

victims, fields that violations are seen prevalently, and rights violations on legal 

and constitutional levels in legal, political, social, economic and cultural fields. 

In brief, victimization and human rights violations committed by the system 

have been determinant in İHD’s reports. 

• There are periodical differences in violations applications lodged before the 

İHD. There might be increases or decreases in the number of applications 

received in certain periods about violations of the right to life, torture and ill-

treatment, restriction of the right to assembly and protest, gender-based 

violence against women, arbitrary arrests, etc. Although these changes are 

associated with the then state of affairs in the country, violations in many fields 

have become systematic since problems in fundamental human rights have not 

been resolved. 

• İHD has been issuing annual human rights reports since 1994. These reports 

are drafted through the collection of data based on applications lodged before 

the association’s central office and its branches along with violations reported 

by national and local media. 

• Data on economic and social rights violations have long been included in the 

association’s reports as well. Yet, most of the victims of these violations have 

not been lodging applications before the association while only a limited 

number of such violations is reported by national and local media. Recent data 
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provided by the Health and Safety Labor Watch Turkey (İSİG Meclisi) and 

official data give us more insight on the subject. 

• The number of applications on economic and social rights violations lodged 

before the association through its website between January and October 2020 

has skyrocketed, as is the case in economic crises, in comparison to previous 

years. Such applications peaked during the first three months of the pandemic 

in March, April and May 2020. Although a certain drop was observed as of 

June 2020, after the so-called “return to normal,” an upward trend reemerged 

with the start of restrictions in September 2020. 

• There has also been an increase in poverty, unemployment and loss of income 

as the pandemic hit. Some people became unable to meet their basic living 

needs. Seasonal unemployment rate has gone as high as 10 million. A great 

majority of the unemployed, however, was not considered eligible for 

relief/financial aids due to various restrictions, practical and legal obstacles. 

• It is seen that financial aid granted to poor families was as low as 135 TRY in 

monthly installments. The Minister of Family, Labor and Social Services, on the 

other hand, opted for restricting the masses of people eligible for such aids 

saying that there was no need for applications and they knew who they would 

help. It is known that about 2 million poor people are registered with the 

Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services and the ministry extends aid to 

these 2 million people mainly before elections. Data collected by the ministry 

also reveal that these 2 million people received 1.000 TRY thrice during the 

pandemic. Yet the point that the ministry failed to take into account was the fact 

that about 10 million people became unemployed and could not meet their 

basic needs during the pandemic. It is further seen that the government had no 

plan whatsoever about such state of affairs and merely accorded to those who 

met certain conditions the right to take out loans at a lower interest rate from 

public banks. Nevertheless millions of people were not able to have access to 

such loans. 

• While the state did not develop an improvement policy for the unemployed and 

the poor during the pandemic and did not reduce taxes paid by small business 

owners and wage earners, it provided for amnesty in billions of liras in debt 

owed by employers and large corporations and cancelled the interests for 

some having turned the pandemic into an opportunity. Further, the state 

reduced the corporate income tax. 
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• The omnibus Law No. 7256, ratified by the Grand National Assembly of Turkey 

(GNAT) on 11 November 2020, prescribed interest forgiveness for all kinds of 

public receivables to a large extent and reduced the corporate income tax rate 

but the tax brackets for all wage earners, including minimum wage earners, 

remained the same. Short-time working pay and unpaid leaves also remained 

the same within the scope of this law. Millions of people were thus condemned 

to to live on 39 TRY daily and 1,170 TRY monthly through unpaid leave. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

• The Human Rights Association that has long been working to promote human 

rights and freedoms has received an unprecedented number of applications on 

violations of economic and social rights during the pandemic. 

• Although the Turkish Statistical Institute (TurkStat) indicated a decline in the 

unemployment rate during the pandemic, the state of affairs in the labor market 

is the exact opposite. Unemployment skyrocketed particularly in April, May and 

June 2020. 

• While the “economic stability shield package” implemented within the scope of 

the government’s response to the pandemic was mainly composed of loans 

offered and debts deferred, the amount of direct income support provided to 

citizens who lost their jobs and income remained quite low. The limited 

resource allocated for financial aid to citizens further deteriorated the economic 

and social destruction created by the pandemic particularly for the most 

vulnerable groups. 

• The primary source for financial aid offered to citizens because of the 

pandemic has been the Unemployment Insurance Fund. 

• Even 36% of registered workers were not eligible for the short-time working pay 

due to strict eligibility conditions. 

• Since the substitution rates of the unemployment benefit, short-time working 

pay, and cash wage support were low, losses incurred in the wages of workers 

could not be compensated.  

• Even access to food and basic consumption goods became quite hard during 

the pandemic for poor households. Specifically households, which have had 

hard time in meeting their fixed costs, are being overwhelmed by gradually 

increasing debts due to fixed costs like electricity, water bills and rent 

payments. 

• Women and the disabled top the list of groups most vulnerable to the 

pandemic. Women poverty increased with the pandemic during which women’s 

caregiving burdens within the household got heavier. 

• Another group unable to benefit from public financial aids was small business 

owners and the self-employed despite the fact that they were extremely 

affected by the pandemic. 

• Since the premiums for long-term insurance branches were not paid for 

workers benefitting from short-time working pay and financial aid, the periods 

during which they received these pays will not be taken into account in the total 
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premium day count and particularly in pension rights. This makes it harder 

especially for those who work in precarious and casual jobs to enjoy social 

security rights like pension and disability retirement.  

• The state, which is responsible to provide a minimum standard of living for its 

citizens as per the social state principle, failed in its responsibility to do so. 

Instead this gap was attempted to be filled in by HDP through campaigns like 

“sister families” or by CHP’s metropolitan municipalities’ campaigns like “bill on 

the hook” and the like. 

• Not only could employees be protected against unemployment and income 

losses but also they were not protected against the virus at their work places. 

At least 368 employees lost their lives due to COVID-19 within the last 7.5 

months. The Social Security Institution (SSI) circumvented COVID-19 to be 

reported as occupational accident or professional disease while at the same 

time blocking such occupational murders to be recorded. 

• Turkey has not been abiding by international conventions and covenants it had 

signed. Moreover, it has not ratified a large number of International Labor 

Organization (ILO) conventions and put forth reservations in some as well. 
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1. APPLICATIONS BEFORE THE HUMAN RIGHTS ASSOCIATION 

A total of 1,120 individuals have lodged rights violations applications before the 

central office of the İHD through the association’s website between January and 

October 2020. While 539 of these applications were economic and social rights-

based ones, 581 were comprised of rights violations in various fields, notably those 

in prisons. 

Figure 1. Distribution of applications before the Human Rights Association 

 

İHD, which has long been working for human rights and freedoms, has received 

economic and social rights-based violation applications at such an unprecedented 

high rate for the first time. When one studies the contents of these applications, it is 

observed that a great majority is about financial aid (93.7%) and unemployment 

(46.2%). 

Figure 2. Distribution of economic and social rights-based violation applications as per their 
content 
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When the distribution of applications per month is studied, it is observed that the 

highest number of applications was lodged in April, May and June 2020 –the three-

month period that followed March when the pandemic hit the country. Figure 3 clearly 

reveals the prevalence of economic and social rights violations faced and lodged by 

both female and male applicants during April, May and June 2020. 

Figure 3. Distribution of economic and social rights-based violation applications per month  

 

 

 

April, May and June 2020 also proved to be the months during which full-time 

secondary job loss and unemployment due to the COVID-19 pandemic were seen 

the most. The following figure presents data on full-time job loss and unemployment 

due to the pandemic collected by DİSK (Confederation of Progressive Trade Un ions 

of Turkey). April, which was the month during which the highest number of 

applications were received by İHD, was also the one that witnessed the highest 

number of job losses and unemployment due to the pandemic. The congruence 

between the two figures points out to the parallelism between job losses due to the 

pandemic and social rights violation applications lodged before the İHD. 
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Figure 4. Full-time secondary job losses and unemployment due to the COVID-19 pandemic 

 

 

A great majority of individuals who lodged economic and social rights-based violation 

applications before the İHD were women. 402 of such applications were lodged by 

women, while 137 were lodged by men. 

Figure 5. Gender distribution of economic and social rights-based violation applications 
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needs. This fact will be handled in the following parts and it also widely ascertained 

the content of applications lodged by women.  
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Figure 6. Content of economic and social rights-based violation applications lodged by 
women 
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2. JOB AND INCOME LOSSES DURING THE PANDEMIC 

 

The pandemic brought about profound negative impacts notably on the most 

vulnerable groups curbing their right to enjoy economic, social and cultural rights. 

The pandemic led to massive and rapid job and income losses in labor markets 

within the first half of 2020. Job losses have been high, while increases in 

unemployment rates have been massive during the March-April-May period during 

which such measures as travel bans and workplace closures were taken intensively. 

However it is not possible to see the increase in job losses and increase in 

unemployment through data collected by TurkStat. On the contrary, as the following 

figure shows, the official data claim that unemployment rates in March and April and 

July and August 2020, when the pandemic created a serious destruction in 

employment, were lower than those of the same months of the previous year. Such a 

result mainly stems from the technique used by TurkStat to calculate unemployment. 

TurkStat defines persons unemployed as such:  

The unemployed comprises all persons 15 years of age and over who were not 
employed (neither worked for profit, payment in kind or family gain at any job even for 
one hour, who have no job attachment) during the reference period who have used at 
least one channel for seeking a job during the last 4 weeks and were available to start 
work within two weeks.1 

It has often been stated that such a narrow definition utilized by TurkStat did not 

reflect the real dimensions of unemployment because of its serious limitations and 

problems. Therefore alternative unemployment calculations were developed. The 

broad-defined unemployment used by DİSK is one of these. 

Figure 7. Unemployment statistics in 2019-2020 by TurkStat2 

 
 

1 TurkStat. “Labor Force Statistics Micro Data Set.” 
<https://www.tuik.gov.tr/media/microdata/pdf/isgucu.pdf> 
2 TurkStat labor force statistics were used. 
<https://data.tuik.gov.tr/Kategori/GetKategori?p=Istihdam,-Issizlik-ve-Ucret-108> 
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DİSK calculates the broad-defined unemployment rate by adding the number of 

discouraged workers, those who are not seeking jobs but available to start, seasonal 

workers and those in inadequate employment to TurkStat’s number of unemployed 

within its definition of narrow-defined unemployment. As the following graph 

demonstrates, DİSK’s broad-defined unemployment rates are 5.2% to 9% higher 

than those of the same months in the previous year in stark contrast to TurkStat’s 

narrow-defined unemployment rates. 

 

Figure 8. Unemployment statistics according to the 2019-2020 DİSK-AR Unemployment and 

Employment Reports3 

 

 

Great losses were also seen in working times due to the pandemic. Focusing 
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3 Compiled from DİSK-AR Unemployment and Employment Reports. 
<http://arastirma.disk.org.tr/?page_id=1295> 
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recalculated broad-defined unemployment in order to reflect job losses during the 

pandemic using ILO’s full-time equivalent job loss method. 

 

Figure 9. Statistics on broad-defined unemployment and full-time secondary job losses due to 

COVID-19 in 2020 according to DİSK-AR’s Unemployment and Employment Reports4 
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4 Compiled from DİSK-AR Unemployment and Employment Reports. 
http://arastirma.disk.org.tr/?page_id=1295 
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Figure 10. Broad-defined and revised broad-defined unemployment rates in 2020 according 

to according to DİSK-AR’s Unemployment and Employment Reports5 

 

 

In brief, TurkStat’s unemployment data are insufficient to reflect the economic 

destruction brought about by the pandemic. They, on the contrary, serve to hide job 

losses and unemployment. They reveal that the pandemic hit unemployment hard 

particularly in April, May and June 2020. The high number of applications on 

unemployment and requests for financial aid received by İHD during the same 

months can be read as signifiers of this tremor in employment.

 
5 Compiled from DİSK-AR Unemployment and Employment Reports. 
<http://arastirma.disk.org.tr/?page_id=1295> 
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3. PROTECTIVE SHIELD AGAINST THE PANDEMIC: LIMITED INCOME 

SUPPORT AND AMPLE LOANS 

Various relief packages or financial aid programs have been brought up in many 

countries to protect citizens from the economic and social impacts of the pandemic in 

countries’ responses to the pandemic that took the world economy by the storm. 

Some measures have been taken in Turkey’s response to the pandemic following 11 

March 2020, the date when the first official corona case was made public in the 

country, and financial aid to citizens and companies affected by the economic crisis 

further deepened by these measures and the pandemic itself were brought to the 

agenda of the country. The relief package announced on 18 March 2020 and entitled 

the “Economic Stability Shield” 6  provides the framework for the financial relief 

program that Turkey put in practice in its response to the pandemic. The following 

table presents the resources allocated for these financial aids put into practice within 

the scope of this package. 

Table 1. September 2020 Economic Stability Shield Package78 

Economic Stability Shield Package – September 2020 

 

Billion 
TRY Rate (%) 

Total utilized loans (1) 267.4 54.1 

SSI* Premium Deferral (2) 40 8.1 

Tax Deferral (3) 29.4 6.0 

Loan Deferral (4) 122 24.7 

Social Support Program (5) 6.2 1.3 

Short-time Working Pay (6) 18.7 3.8 

Cash Wage Support (7) 4.4 0.9 

Unemployment Fund (8) 3.6 0.7 

Other (9) 2.3 0.5 

TOTAL 494 100.0 

   

Utilized Loans and Loan Deferrals (1+2+3+4) 458.8 92.9 

Direct Income Support (5+6+7+8) 32.9 6.7 

Unspecified (9) 2.3 0.5 

*SSI: Social Security Institution (Sosyal Güvenlik Kurumu –SGK) 

 

 
6 https://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2020/04/20200417-2.htm 
7 https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-berat-albayrak-yeni-
ekonomi-programi-sunumunu-gerceklestirdi 
8 https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-lutfi-elvan-tbmm-plan-ve-
butce-komisyonunda-sunum-yapti 

https://www.resmigazete.gov.tr/eskiler/2020/04/20200417-2.htm
https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-berat-albayrak-yeni-ekonomi-programi-sunumunu-gerceklestirdi
https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-berat-albayrak-yeni-ekonomi-programi-sunumunu-gerceklestirdi
https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-lutfi-elvan-tbmm-plan-ve-butce-komisyonunda-sunum-yapti
https://www.hmb.gov.tr/haberler/hazine-ve-maliye-bakani-sayin-lutfi-elvan-tbmm-plan-ve-butce-komisyonunda-sunum-yapti
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Four points stand out when the spending items within the package are analyzed: 

a) While a large part of the economic stability shield package put into force in 

response to the pandemic is comprised of utilized loans and debt deferrals, the 

amount of direct income support provided for citizens who lost their jobs and 

income remain quite low. As will be studied in detail in the following parts, the 

scarcity of resources allocated for financial support to citizens further 

deteriorates the economic and social destruction particularly faced by the 

most vulnerable groups. 

It is seen that the largest item in the package is loans utilized by means of public 

banks. More than half of the economic stability package is comprised of such loans. 

When the deferral of premium debts to the SSI along with tax and loan deferrals are 

added, it is observed that the rate of utilized loans and debt deferrals amount to 93% 

of all financial aid. Direct income support provided to citizens affected by the 

pandemic, however, was merely 32.9 billion TRY and was limited to 6.7% of the 

supports provided as of September 2020. 

b) According to data provided by the IMF, Turkey is among the last in a list of 

developing countries or emerging markets in terms of direct income support 

granted to citizens affected by the pandemic with such composition of support. 

Turkey, on the other hand, is remarkably the top country that utilized the loan 

instrument most extensively among developing countries. 

Figure 11. IMF data on income support by emerging market and middle-income countries’9 

 
 

 

9 <https://www.imf.org/en/Topics/imf-and-covid19/Fiscal-Policies-Database-in-Response-to-
COVID-19> 
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c) The primary source of financial support granted to citizens because of the 

pandemic is the Unemployment Insurance Fund. 

The government failed to provide regular and detailed data on social and economic 

measures taken during the pandemic just as it failed to do so on health data. There 

are serious challenges before accessing information about the financial aspect and 

the number of beneficiaries about such measures taken within this scope. While it is 

possible to access partial information about funds allocated by the Turkish 

Employment Agency (İŞKUR), it is not possible to have access to detailed data on 

social aids granted during the pandemic. The only information available happens to 

be those in infographics occasionally released by the ministry. The following 

November 2020 table presents some data on the financial aid, entitled “Social 

Protection Shield,” granted to citizens by the ministry during the pandemic. As is 

seen, income support provided during the pandemic is merely composed of funds 

allocated within the scope of the unemployment insurance fund (unemployment pay, 

short-time working pay, cash wage support) and social aid. And the funds allocated 

here are predominantly those within the scope of unemployment insurance fund. 

79% of direct support, which was 32.9 billion TRY in September 2020 reaching 39.5 

billion TRY in November 2020, were appropriated from the unemployment insurance 

fund resources. 

Table 2. Data on social aid by the Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services10 

  Number of Households/ 

Persons 

Amount (TRY) 

Social Support Program Phase 1 2,111,254 2,111,254,000 

Phase 2 2,316,010 2,316,010,000 

Phase 3 1,882,840 1,882,840,000 

National Solidarity Campaign  2,038,550 2,038,550,000 

    

Short-Time Working Allowance Workers 3,581,156 21,781,618,913 

Cash Wage Support Workers 2,045,139 5,116,119,331 

Unemployment Allowance Payments Persons 881,247 4,248,080,994 

Normalization Support Workers 2,126,115 1,660,558 

 

 
10 https://twitter.com/ZehraZumrutS/status/1324623465958297600 
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d) At least 66% of the relief package offered to citizens were those provided 

upon a premium condition within the scope of Unemployment Insurance. 

Government officials indicated in their statements on various dates that they provided 

“pro bono cash support” of more than 40 billion TRY in order to protect employment 

and not to leave poor citizens alone during the pandemic. Data provided by the 

Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services, however, do not verify this information. 

When one excludes the “normalization support,” which is some kind of premium 

support for employers, 31.1 billion TRY (79%) of 39.5 billion TRY in aids utilized as of 

November 2020 were those allocated within the scope of unemployment insurance.11 

These are payments offered to workers in formal employment and are offered 

dependent on a premium condition. The total rate of these two premium condition-

dependent payments among the cash support is 66%. 

No premium conditions were sought other than being a worker with social security 

benefits only within the scope of cash income support that was put into practice 

following the break out of the pandemic. Yet the payments offered within the scope of 

this fund were also allocated from the unemployment insurance fund. In other words, 

these payments were covered by the unemployment insurance fund constituted by 

the premiums paid by workers or employers in the name of workers and the state. 

The unconditional cash support offered during the pandemic is primarily social relief. 

The amount of social relief entitled the “Social Support Program” is 8.3 billion TRY 

and accounts for 21% of all support provided. 2 billion TRY out of 8.3 billion TRY, 

however, was financed by donations made by citizens within the scope of a national 

solidarity campaign (Biz Bize Yeteriz Türkiyem) which, in turn, limits the total amount 

of support financed by the government to 6.3 billion TRY and merely accounts for 

15% of cash payments offered due to the economic and social impacts of the 

pandemic. Even if all social relief payments, independent of the financing resource, 

and the cash wage support financed by the Unemployment Insurance Fund are 

taken together the amount of pro bono support adds up to only 13.5 billion TRY (34% 

of total). 

Data reveal the fundamental essence of the “protection shield” package. According 

to this package, the government opted for granting re-loaning opportunities through 

new loans or deferring tax, loan, SSI debts instead of providing direct cash support 

 
11 Although the “normalization support” was granted by the ministry within the scope of the 
“Social Protection Shield” program, it was primarily a premium support targeting businesses 
not citizens. It, therefore, was not taken into account in the calculations. 
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for citizens in an attempt to compensate for work and income losses due to the 

pandemic. Moreover, direct income support for citizens was primarily carried out by 

using the unemployment insurance fund resources. Consequently, structural 

problems in the unemployment insurance (strict premium conditions and low 

substitution rates) have also ascertained both opportunities and limitations in 

accessing income and support for households during the pandemic. Similarly, 

structural problems in the organization of social relief in Turkey (a structure that is 

fragmental with multi-actors, characterized by clientelism and vulnerable to arbitrary 

practices) has also extensively shaped the relief distribution practice of the central 

government during the pandemic. 

The following part analyzes applications on social and economic rights violations 

lodged before İHD within the framework of the impacts of such limitations that frame 

economic and social relief offered to citizens during the pandemic. 
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4. PRACTICES TO COMPANSATE INCOME LOSSES DURING THE PANDEMIC 

The Unemployment Insurance Fund is one that is funded through a tripartite 

structure with the participation of workers, employers and the state while its primary 

goal is to protect workers against the threat of unemployment. Therefore, the 

payments done from this fund under the name of short-time working pay, cash wage 

support or unemployment payment have been allocated from this fund which is 

collectively owned by workers. 

There are significant structural problems in the organization of unemployment 

insurance in Turkey. First of all, the premium conditions for the unemployment 

insurance are strict, benefits offered by the insurance are short-term, and insufficient 

in amount. Turkey tops the list of OECD countries with the highest number of 

premium days in order to be eligible for unemployment insurance coverage. 

Yet the income substitution rate of unemployment and short-time working pay 

provided within the scope of the insurance branch is low. The government has not 

introduced any significant changes in these features while using the unemployment 

insurance resources as the primary instrument against job/income losses and 

poverty brought about by the pandemic. Such failure has had negative effects on 

curbing the economic and social impacts of the pandemic. 

Particularly workers, who are in instable employment in precarious jobs in the 

Turkish labor market where informality and the labor force turnover rates are high, 

have faced significant challenges in gaining access to aids provided from this fund. 

a) Workers could not benefit from short-time working pay because of strict 

eligibility conditions 

There was a double premium condition to be eligible for unemployment pay and 

short-time working pay that were provided within the scope of the unemployment 

insurance in pre-pandemic Turkey. Accordingly, for a worker to benefit from either of 

these two pays, they should have paid premiums for at least 600 days within the last 

three years provided that they had an employment contract within the last 120 days 

before they were laid off. These conditions made Turkey one of the OECD countries 

that had the hardest eligibility conditions for unemployment insurance. So much so 

that merely 13% of the registered unemployed were eligible for unemployment 

pays before the pandemic. When the broad-defined unemployment definition, 

which covers the discouraged, seasonal workers and those who are not seeking jobs 
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but available to start, is taken into account the rate of the unemployed who 

benefitted from unemployment insurance drops down to 7%. 

The AKP government did not change the premium conditions for the unemployment 

pay because it restricted layoffs during the pandemic. The condition requiring 

premium payments for 600 days within the last three years provided that workers had 

an employment contract within the last 120 days was maintained. However a 

regulation that partially softened down the premium conditions for short-time working 

applications due to the pandemic was introduced. This regulation dropped the 600 

premium day condition within the last three years to 450 days and employment 

contract based working for the last 120 days to 60 days. Nevertheless millions of 

workers were ineligible for the short-time working pay as they could not meet such 

premium conditions in spite of this partial improvement. The government called out a 

new program known as Cash Wage Support that did not seek premium conditions 

for those affected by the pandemic instead of revoking the premium condition for 

eligibility for unemployment benefits and short-time working pay during the 

pandemic. The fact is, though, daily 39 TRY and monthly 1,168 TRY support 

were provided from the unemployment insurance fund for workers who were 

forced to go on unpaid leave within the scope of this program. 

Thus three programs with different eligibility conditions and levels of support were 

created for registered workers under the Unemployment Insurance Fund. The 

following table presents data on these three programs. 
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Table 3. Three Different Programs Offered in Response to the Pandemic 

 Premium Condition How is the Amount of Payment 
Determined? 

Current 
Amount for 
2020 

Unemployment 
Benefit 

Subjected to an employment 
contract within the last 120 days 
before the termination of 
employment contract; 
Having paid unemployment 
insurance premiums for at least 
600 days within the last three 
years before the termination of 
employment contract.  

Daily unemployment pay is calculated as 
40% of the mean daily gross income 
based on insurable earnings of the 
insurance holder within the last four 
months. Thusly calculated amount of 
unemployment benefit cannot surpass 
80% of the gross amount of monthly 
minimum wage. 

1,168-2,336 
TRY depending 
on income. 
 

Short-time 
Working Pay 

Having paid premiums for 450 
days within the last 3 years 
provided that the worker had an 
employment contract for the last 
60 days in short-time working pay 
applications due to the pandemic. 

Daily short-time working pay is 60% of the 
mean daily gross income based on the 
insurable earnings of the insurance holder 
within the last 12 months. Thusly 
calculated amount of short-time working 
pay cannot surpass 150% of the gross 
amount of monthly minimum wage. 

1,580-4,382 
TRY depending 
on income. 

Cash Wage 
Support 

None The amount of payment for eligible 
persons for cash wage support 
corresponds to the multiplication of the 
daily amount, which is ascertained to be 
39,24 TRY, minus the stamp tax, and the 
number of eligible days for payment. 

1,168 TRY 

 

As one can see the amount of cash wage support for workers forced to go on unpaid 

leave was fixed on the minimum amount of the unemployment pay. A worker, who 

cannot benefit from the short-time working pay because they cannot meet the 

premium conditions therein, gets a monthly income at least 412 TRY less than 

another worker who benefits from the short-time working pay. This difference may go 

as high as 3,214 TRY depending on the insurable earnings of the insurance holder 

benefitting from the short-time working pay. Similarly, while there is no difference 

between the minimum amount of the unemployment pay and cash wage support, the 

difference in amount between the two payments can go as high as 1,200 TRY 

depending on the insurable earnings of the insurance holder benefitting from the 

unemployment benefit. 

Table 4. The number of persons eligible for the short-time working pay and cash wage 

support during the pandemic according to official data 

 Number of Beneficiaries Rate among Beneficiaries 

Short-time Working 
Pay 3,581,156 64 

Cash Wage Support 2,045,139 36 

TOTAL 5,626,295 100 
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According to data provided by the Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services, the 

number of beneficiaries of the short-time working pay and cash wage support during 

the pandemic was 5.6 million. When one takes into account the fact that 2 million 

persons receiving cash wage support were not able to benefit from the short-time 

working pay because they could not meet the premium conditions, it would be safe to 

say that 36% of workers were not eligible for short-time working pay which provided 

higher financial income because of strict premium conditions. For instance an 

applicant stated in their application to the İHD: 

I am married with an 18-month old baby. My spouse started working a 
minimum wage job 4 months ago. (…) They work in the private sector. The 
schools were then closed down because of the corona virus and thus they 
became unemployed. We have no income whatsoever. And we owe the bank 
and people around us. (…) A work package was offered for insured workers 
but my spouse cannot benefit from it because they do not meet the 600-
premium day condition, as they were unemployed before.  

 

b) Unregistered Workers Were Deprived of Income Support and Impoverished  

Unregistered workers and those working in odd precarious jobs top the list of 

persons who were affected the most by the economic destruction brought about by 

the pandemic. According to the August 2020 data released by the TurkStat, 

persons who work unaffiliated with any social security institution in Turkey 

account for 33% of the total number of workers in the country. The percentage 

of unregistered workers in the agricultural sector is 85%, while it is 21% in non-

agricultural sectors. Roughly one in three workers in the country are 

unregistered, while this figure is one fifth in non-agricultural sectors. Unregistered 

labor, particularly in urban spaces is concentrated in sectors and jobs that both pose 

a high risk for virus spread and are directly affected by the overall lockdown 

measures. The first ones that come to mind include waste recyclers (paper, waste, 

nylon collection), peddlers, textile workers, construction workers, domestic workers, 

and musicians. TurkStat data show that the trend to employ women in unregistered 

labor is higher. Therefore, one can say that women have a harder time in accessing 

income support. 

Insurance registration and primium payments are primary conditions to benefit from 

the unemployment and short-time working pays offered for the compensation of 

income losses during the pandemic. Although no premium-based condition is sought 

to be eligible for cash wage support, insured employment is required. Thus 
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unregistered workers cannot benefit from any of these support programs. An 

applicant indicated the following in their application before the İHD: 

I am a mother with 3 children who had been left by her husband 4 years 
before and who is now unemployed because of the virus. I could not receive 
any support from the state either because I was working without an 
insurance. (…) I have two young children. I don’t even have bread at home 
for days now. 
 

Among the applications lodged before the İHD, the prominent weight of those who 

lost their jobs while working in such fields without insurance and on a temporary 

basis and those who could not find jobs under the pandemic conditions stand out. 

The only opportunity for cash support left for the rural and urban poor proves to be 

social aids. An applicant stated in their application before the İHD: 

My workplace was closed down because of the virus, my place is rented, I am 
a person who works on a daily basis. I used to wait tables, I don’t have any 
income now. No SSI, no unemployment benefit either. I have three kids, I’m 
in a difficult position. I need pecuniary and non-pecuniary support. 
 

Another applicant stated in their application before the İHD: 

I have worked in İstanbul for four years and didn’t see any humanity and 
working conditions. I started working at a place called X when I was 18 and 
they didn’t pay my insurance for two years, they deceived me. I worked at a 
place called X for a year. They didn’t pay my insurance either. It was a human 
tragedy, they gave me the document and I saw that they didn’t insure me. I 
worked at X tour company for 6 months, they didn’t insure me either and they 
called me in whenever they liked. Lastly I worked at X during Covid-19. The 
place was closed down and they didn’t pay what they owed me and didn’t 
insure me either. I couldn’t get the unemployment benefit as well. 

 

c) Pays Insufficient to Compensate for Income Losses 

Substitution rates of the unemployment benefit, short-time working pay and the cash 

wage support are low. 40% of workers in Turkey are insured based on minimum 

wage. It is seen, therefore, that a great majority of those who were eligible for the 

short-time and unemployment pays were able to benefit from such based on the 

minimum amount of these pays. When one takes into account the minimum 

amounts, the substitution rate of the unemployment benefit and cash wage support 

becomes as low as 50% while this rate goes up to 68% for short-time working pay. 

The net amount of cash wage support granted to about 2 million workers, who were 

ineligible for short-time working pay as they failed to meet the premium conditions, is 

merely half of net minimum wage. Workers have had hard time in meeting their basic 
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needs within the last 8.5 months into the pandemic due to the insufficient pay 

amounts. Such state of affairs, as explained below, has led to attempts at meeting 

needs by borrowing through formal or informal channels or facing challenges in 

access to basic services due failure to meet fixed costs. 

 

Figure 12. Substitution Rates 

 

 

Poor individuals and households received social aid of 1,000 TRY each during the 

pandemic. Because the Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services has not 

provided transparent data about these aids, there is no data on the number of 

persons eligible or ineligible for this program or the characteristics of the eligible 

individuals or households. There are only data on the number of households 

benefitting from the aid programs offered by the ministry and the total amount of aids. 

Within the 7.5 months between March -the onset of the pandemic- and early 

November when the data was released, 8.3 billion TRY was granted in aids to 

8.3 million households. This merely amounts to 133 TRY in aid granted per 

household and it is obvious that such a low amount is far from meeting basic 

household needs, most notably food. 
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Table 5. The number of persons eligible for short-time working pay and cash wage support 

during the pandemic and the total amount of these according to data by the Ministry of 

Family, Labor and Social Services. 

  Number of Households / 

Persons Paid 

Amount (TRY) 

Social Support Program Phase 1 

Phase 2 

Phase 3 

2,111,254 

2,316,010 

1,882,840 

2,111,254,000 

2,316,010,000 

1,882,840,000 

Solidarity Campaign: Biz 

Bize Yeteriz Türkiyem 

 2,038,550 2,038,550,000 

TOTAL  8,348,654 8,348,654,000 

 

d) Access to Food Has Become a Fundamental Problem 

A point that stands out in aid applications lodged before the İHD is that persons 

asking for help particularly underlined their need for staple food products like 

milk and requested these. Field studies show that the poor preferred cash aid 

instead of aid in kind. Such aid requests become more pronounced in periods when 

people have a hard time in meeting their most basic needs at the time of most 

devastating economic crises. Sudden and sharp drops in incomes because of the 

pandemic have made it difficult for many households even accessing food. The 

problem becomes even deeper in households with infants and children. Two 

separate applications lodged before the association read: 

I am a housewife with 4 kids, my husband is unemployed and I need help. My 
husband was laid off because of the virus and he cannot meet any of the 
things that my kids need including food and clothing. We have no more 
strength to stand. I tried to apply to many places but nothing happened, I did 
not receive any response.  
 
My spouse cannot always go to work because of the virus. Their wage is 
foreclosed. They get less than the minimum wage. Our place is rented and I 
have two children. We cannot make ends meet. I want to benefit from the 
food, cleaning, cash, food and bread supports offered by our state. 
 

 
It should also be noted that the utter need for fundamental human needs like 

accessing food indicated in applications lodged before the İHD reveal great 

similarities to the results of studies conducted on households in deep poverty during 

the pandemic. 
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e) Households Incur Debts Because of Their Regular Fixed Costs during the 

Pandemic 

Under circumstances where there are no sufficient social aids substituting income 

losses, job and income losses due to the pandemic further deepen poverty in 

households of registered or unregistered workers, self-employed, and the 

unemployed. In line with the results of field studies, applications lodged before the 

İHD show that workers’ households have a hard time in meeting their basic needs 

like food and accommodation and cannot pay their bills during the pandemic. Such 

state of affairs leads to debt incurrence in two ways: The first one is borrowing 

money from formal or informal resources. Government officials have stated that 47.5 

billion TRY was granted to about 9 million individuals with less than 5,000 TRY 

monthly income in personal consumer loans within the scope of measures taken in 

response to the economic and social impacts of the pandemic. The fact that 9 million 

individuals are now indebted to banks is a significant indicator in terms of how 

individuals and households try to substitute their income losses during the pandemic 

in exchange for their future incomes by taking out loans. Yet applications lodged 

before the İHD reveal that such loans were not available for the poorest groups. Two 

applications state the following: 

I have been trying to meet my family’s needs doing odd jobs for about 3 
years. I applied for a state-sponsored loan from a state bank on April 3 and 
waited for 90 days exactly. I got declined. I would like to say that right to 
equality in our country is violated and I respectfully ask you to follow this 
matter closely. Solely my debt in rent is 10.000 TRY now and I got laid off 
because of the pandemic and I have a very hard time in meeting my family’s 
needs. 

I have been unemployed since November 2019. I used to get unemployment 
benefit but it’s over now. Hotels were closed down in March because of the 
pandemic and my spouse was laid off and is now receiving paid leave. We 
are trying to make ends meet with 1,350 TRY. (…) I am now selling things 
from my apartment. Some of our debts are in execution proceedings, I cannot 
pay them. I am overwhelmed. There are no jobs. I applied for a support loan 
from a public bank. It did not happen. I applied in my spouse’s name too but it 
did not happen either. We have been receiving negative responses for the 
last 3 months. I do not get it, they said everyone with less than 5,000 TRY in 
income would be eligible. My current income is 1,300 TRY but I am ineligible. 

 

The second form of debt incurrence is the accumulated debts incurred primarily 

because of households’ inability to pay for their basic fixed costs (rent, utilities, etc.). 

Applicants to the İHD have underlined the fact that they were not able to pay for their 

fixed regular costs like rent, electricity and water bills, food costs and loan debts 
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while these became accumulated. What is striking here is that the accumulation of 

debts due to fixed costs has become more prominent as a shared pattern 

independent of one’s employment and insurance status. The applications reveal the 

fact that households that have sustained job or income losses especially during the 

pandemic are overburdened with debts incurred by fixed costs. Accordingly, an 

application before the İHD reads: 

I was first put on unpaid leave because of the Covid-19 pandemic then I was 
later laid off without my knowing so. I currently have 3 accumulated rent debts 
along with unpaid electricity, water and gas bills. I cannot get any kind of 
support from anywhere, I cannot meet my spouse’s and children’s basic 
needs. 
 

Although emphases on economic dire straits caused by the pandemic stand out in 

applications, it is observed that a significant portion of the applicants have essentially 

been experiencing long-term and deep poverty extending prior to the pandemic. A 

significant part of these are either long-term unemployed individuals or poor 

households that have deeply lived through the economic crisis that began in 2018. 

This point is important in that it reveals how households struggle in economic 

depressions. 

 

f) What Is Left for Small Business Owners and the Self-Employed: Debt 

Deferral and New Debts 

Small business owners and the self-employed have been affected greatly by the 

pandemic as well. Data collected by ILO from different countries show that financial 

aid was offered to small business owners and the self-employed in many countries. 

The government in Turkey, on the other hand, opted for providing deferral of SSI 

premium payments, debt restructuring or new loan grants instead of offering direct 

cash support for small business owners and the self-employed. What this means in 

return is the growth of total debt stock of small business owners and the self-

employed who have not been able to generate an income for months. Although it is 

not possible to ascertain the degree to which small business owners and the self-

employed could benefit from loans because the government does not issue detailed 

data, 787,000 small business owners used 29,9 billion TRY in small business 

support loans according to the ministry. 

Small business owners and the self-employed have also lodged applications before 

the İHD though their rate was proportionally lower. Small business owners and the 
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self-employed indicated in their applications that they were going through financial 

hardship because of the restrictions or their businesses were going under and 

especially emphasized their hardship in making payments. An application reads:  

My business has been deeply suffering since the Covid-19 pandemic. I 

cannot make my payments now. (…) My mental well-being is suffering too, I 

am in financial dire straits. I am married with two children. 

 

g) The Pandemic Further Deepened Women’s Poverty 

75% of the applications on economic and social rights violations lodged before the 

İHD were by women. When one studies the content of these applications it is seen 

that most were about financial support (93.7%) and unemployment (46.2%). The fact 

that the sectors in which women are predominantly employed have been among 

those most affected by the deepening economic crisis due to the pandemic and 

higher employment rate of women in unregistered jobs have been determinant in the 

fact that women were affected worse by the pandemic. While women’s labor force 

participation rate and their employment participation rate have dropped by 7 points 

and 5.1% respectively within the last year, women deprived of income and social 

security faced deep poverty. An application lodged before the İHD reads: 

I have recently got married, my spouse cannot work because of covid, I am 
aggrieved. My place is rented and we pay 8,000 TRY annually in rent. We 
have debts and cannot pay them back. I have no income. Moreover I am 
pregnant. I rely on your support. 

 
 

Women not only were affected by the pandemic in terms of its economic and social 

impacts but also gender-based discrimination has become more pronounced while 

work for the daily reproduction of households and the burden of care were left on 

women’s shoulders. Applications lodged before the İHD show that women’s 

responsibilities to provide for the household have also increased with the need for 

care services like patient, child and disabled care. Feminization of livelihood is 

particularly observed in poor households in this respect. An application lodged before 

İHD asks for a solution to their problems: 

I ask you to help us in foodstuff and hygiene. My problem is that my spouse 
had a heart attack, received angio, and also suffered from tuberculosis. We 
have no insurance, he is also laid off. He could hardly work because of the 
virus. (…) I have 2 kids, they are young. We have had no electricity, water 
and gas for the last 7-8 months. Water and electricity were provided because 
of the virus. (…) We need foodstuff and hygienic products. Only help us too 
as soon as possible. 
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Another applicant states: 

 

My spouse was put on unpaid leave, we could not get help from anywhere. 
We have 3 young children. We owe to banks. The 1,750 TRY salary given to 
us by the state is directly gone to the banks. We are aggrieved, we came to a 
point where we cannot buy diapers and baby formula for our kids. Please 
help us. 
 

The pandemic also hit hard households with disabled and elderly individulas or 

individuals in need of care. It is commonly observed that many households asking 

İHD to help them have disabled individuals or individuals in need of care. Two 

applications read: 

 

I have 3 children; one is disabled and cannot see. We have no income, my 
spouse is sick too and cannot work. Our place is rented and the only income I 
have is the monthly 500 TRY my son gets, there is nothing else. The place is 
all humid. Please help me too for Allah’s sake. 

My son has asthma; after ingesting bleach he has had lung problems and 
was born with a hole in his heart. My daughter is 7 years old and 40 kilos; we 
were told it was obesity and she might be diabetic. My spouse was laid off 
and we cannot pay our bills and rent now. Please help us. 

 

h) Access to Retirement Rights Became Harder Particularly for Those 

Employed in Insecure and Temporary Jobs 

The number of premium days and age requirements to be eligible for old-age 

(retirement) insurance or pension, which is among the long-term insurance branches 

in Turkey, were gradually increased within the scope of “social security reforms” of 

1999 and 2006 disregarding the realities of labor markets in Turkey. Due to the 

increase in the number of premium days to be eligible for pension, an exact reporting 

of premium days for the insurance holders bear vital significance in accessing social 

security rights, notably retirement. 

Millions of workers benefit from short-time working pay and cash wage support 

programs within the scope of unemployment insurance because of the pandemic. 

While the universal health insurance (UHI) premiums were paid from the 

Unemployment Insurance Fund for those benefitting from these programs for the 

duration they received these pays, their premiums for short and long-term insurance 

branches were not paid. In other words, the period they received these pays will not 

be eligible for service in terms of retirement because only their UHI premiums were 

paid. Since many pays (disability, death, maternity, etc.) within insurance branches 
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are dependent on the condition of number of premium days, this situation also leads 

to loss of rights and makes it harder for them to access insurance branches. Further, 

this situation makes it particularly harder to access retirement rights for elderly 

workers in insecured-temporary jobs when one especially takes into account their 

disadvantaged position in the labor market. 

In some countries premiums for long-term insurance branches for those on 

unemployment benefits are also paid from unemployment insurance funds or the 

period they were on unemployment benefit is considered to have been paid. The 

introduction of a similar regulation will bear vital significance not only in terms of 

elderly workers’ access to retirement rights but also for all insured workers’ access to 

social security rights in our country where short-time working and unpaid leave 

regulations are extended and still implemented. 

 

i) Registered Workers 

There is no general cash support program for the working age population with 

working proficiency in Turkey. Turkey, in this respect, is an exceptional case when 

compared to OECD countries. Adults with working proficiency (especially young 

single persons) are extensively excluded from such programs. Thus many persons 

within the working age population have not been able to use these programs in spite 

of the fact that they needed cash support during the pandemic. Similarly, registered 

workers are not considered eligible for social support in cash within the current social 

aid regime. Whereas many insured workers needed support during the pandemic 

due to the utterly insufficient amount of short-time working pay and cash wage 

support. Yet insured workers are ineligible to apply for the 1,000 TRY support 

disbursed to alleviate the economic and social destruction caused by the pandemic 

except for those insured within the scope of Law No. 5510 Article 4-b (the self-

employed). Workers indicated in their applications before the İHD that they could not 

receive such support because they were insurance holders. 

 

j) Unemployment Insurance Resources Are Not Used Effectively 

Unemployment insurance was established in Turkey through Law No. 4447 in 1999. 

The incomes of this insurance branch have continuously exceed its expenses 

because of its strict eligibility conditions, low payments and short-term payments 

offered while unemployment insurance fund has constantly grown. Although efficient, 

productive and secured use of resources in the fund is a basic insurance principle, 
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resources for the fund have rather been used as an inexpensive financing source of 

the state and the income incurred from the accumulation within the fund has not met 

its potential. Nevertheless the fund had an accumulated source of 131 billion TRY as 

of March 2020 when the pandemic hit Turkey. It was possible to provide support at 

the level of minimum wage for 15 million wage earners for 3 months with this sum. 

But merely 31.1 billion TRY (24%) of this money in the fund was used to alleviate the 

great destruction created by COVID-19. 

Table 6. Cost account for 3-6-month financial support at the level of minimum wage with the 

current sum in the unemployment insurance fund12 

 For 3 Months For 6 Months 

Total Resource (October 2020) 107,921,392,000 107,921,392,000 

Net Minimum Wage (2020) 2,325 2,325 

Total Number of Eligible Workers 15,472,601 7,736,301 

1 Million Workers 6,975,000,000 13,950,000,000 

3 Million Workers 20,925,000,000 41,850,000,000 

5 Million Workers 34,875,000,000 69,750,000,000 

10 Million Workers 69,750,000,000 139,500,000,000 

15 Million Workers 104,625,000,000 209,250,000,000 

 

There is still 107.9 billion TRY in the Unemployment Insurance Fund. This sum can 

be utilized as an emergency support package for workers in response to COVID-19. 

With the sum in the fund, payments on the minimum wage level can be offered to 

15.4 million workers for 3 months or to 7.7 million workers for 6 months these days 

during which the number of cases are expressed in tens of thousands while 

healthcare specialists recommend absolute lockdown. 

The state, however, that has long been arbitrarily using the fund’s resources does 

not use this resource effectively which can support millions of workers for months. 

Instead, the state goes on transferring the fund’s resources as stimulus packages to 

employers under the pretense of protecting/encouraging employment just as it did in 

the pre-pandemic period. The sum that was transferred to employers as stimulus and 

support solely during the pandemic (March-October) has amounted to 10 billion TRY. 

When one adds January and February, the sum transferred to employers goes 

 
12 http://disk.org.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Covid-19-ve-Isizlik-Sigortasi-Fonu.pdf 

http://disk.org.tr/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Covid-19-ve-Isizlik-Sigortasi-Fonu.pdf
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as high as 13.6 billion TRY. Such a sum accounts for 44% of the fund’s income 

within the first ten months of the year. 

When one takes into account the rapid growth of number of COVID-19 cases in 

factories, resources in the fund should be used for workers without delay and the 

production of goods and services that are not necessary and urgent should be 

stopped. The necessary financial resource that would enable lockdown is present 

within the unemployment insurance fund. This resource, supported by other public 

resources, can be utilized to effectively fight COVID-19 and prevent the devastating 

social destruction caused by the pandemic. 

k) COVID-19-Related Occupational Murders 

The health dimension of the pandemic has been put forth focusing on the three basic 

individual measures summarized as “mask, distance, hygiene” since March 2020 and 

the authorities have confined themselves with calls to “stay home” during the 

pandemic. Yet, under the current circumstances where workplaces are not closed 

down and strong cash support is not offered, these “stay home” calls have not been 

viable for laborer households in the grip of cash restraints. Not only has work been 

stopped in most lines of business but also the corona measures put forth by the 

Ministry of Family, Labor and Social Services have not been taken while no special 

measures have been taken in most workplaces other than the provision of masks. 

Work continues without any sufficient measures taken in factories and workplaces 

that are crowded and enclosed spaces posing a high risk for the spread of the 

disease. The workers were forced to work through special permits granted even 

during the days for which curfews were declared in almost all cities. Continuing 

production in worklaces known to have COVID cases, failure to reregulate 

workplaces in line with pandemic measures, failure to take measures, insufficient 

supervision of measures taken exposed workers to more vulnerable conditions 

against the pandemic. 

The SSI issued a circular letter on 7 May 2020 during the early days of the pandemic 

and prevented corona cases in workplaces to be recorded as occupational accidents 

or professional disease for insured workers presenting to healthcare facilities for 

COVID-19 by referring to Article 15 of the related law for taking provisions within the 

scope of “disease insurance.” This has two important consequences: Firstly, workers 

who contracted corona at the workplace will be forced to prove that this was an 

occupational accident before the courts in order to gain access to their rights granted 

under Law No. 5510 on occupational accidents and professional diseases insurance 
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branch because no occupational accident reports are submitted. This is a factor that 

makes it harder to access social security rights. Secondly, it will not be possible to 

follow the number of workers who contracted corona or lost their lives due to corona 

during the pandemic in SSI’s statistics. The fact, however, is that at least 368 

workers lost their lives due to COVID-19 within the 9-month period covering 11 

March 2020 and 10 November 2020 according to data collected by Health and 

Safety Labor Watch Turkey. Moreover, a study conducted by DİSK at workplaces 

affiliated with the confederation presents substantial clues pointing to a more 

extensive destruction caused by the pandemic on workers’ health although no 

records to this end were kept accurately. For instance, active COVID-19 cases were 

seen in three quarters of the workplaces where Birleşik Metal-İş Trade Union, 

which is affiliated with DİSK, is organized while it was reported that the rate of 

workers who contracted the virus amounted to 30% in some factories. This is a 

factor that in fact needs to be taken into account when analyzing the rapid rise in the 

number of cases in such cities as İstanbul, Kocaeli and Gaziantep that have high 

worker intensity. 

 

I) Aids Offered by Local Authorities and Various Political Parties during the 

Pandemic 

 

Because of the state’s and government’s failure to fulfill their economic and social 

duties during the pandemic, opposition parties and local authorities run by these 

opposition parties tried to meet people’s basic needs and allocated a significant 

amount of funds to this end in spite of all attempts by the government to curb them. 

For instance, 75,247 families in need received support thanks to coordinations in 57 

cities within the scope of HDP’s “Sister Family Campaign.”13 

Aids offered by municipalities run by the CHP include:14 

• Ankara Metropolitan Municipality started an “iftar” donation campaign on the 

website “iftarver.com” that amounted to 7,500,885 TRY with donations from 

500,059 individuals. 

• Ankara Mayor Mansur Yavaş started a campaign called “6 Million One Heart” 

that amounted to 4,650,300 TRY with 24,096 cash donations. 

 
13 https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/politika/2020/06/28/hdpnin-kardes-aile-kampanyasi-
sonlandirildi-75-bin-aileye-ulasildi 
14 https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/chpli-seyit-torun-belediyelerin-yaptigi-yardimlari-
acikladi-chp-hizmet-icin-var-1739488 
 

https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/politika/2020/06/28/hdpnin-kardes-aile-kampanyasi-sonlandirildi-75-bin-aileye-ulasildi
https://www.gazeteduvar.com.tr/politika/2020/06/28/hdpnin-kardes-aile-kampanyasi-sonlandirildi-75-bin-aileye-ulasildi
https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/chpli-seyit-torun-belediyelerin-yaptigi-yardimlari-acikladi-chp-hizmet-icin-var-1739488
https://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/chpli-seyit-torun-belediyelerin-yaptigi-yardimlari-acikladi-chp-hizmet-icin-var-1739488


 

  

35 ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

 

• İzmir Metropolitan Municipality provided mask machines in 19 different places 

to offer 117.330 masks free of charge. 

• Mersin Metropolitan Municipality’s campaign to give away free bread was 

stopped on the ground that it would only be done by the government’s “Vefa 

Support Group” but the municipality continued providing bread for people this 

time for a little fee. 
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5. TURKEY’S NATIONAL AND INTERNATIONAL OBLIGATIONS 

Both Turkey’s domestic legislation and international conventions and covenants that 

it signed and ratified burdens the state with numerous obligations and duties. These 

include most notably the rights to work, social security, a standard of living within the 

framework of the right to freedom from poverty. The related provisions of domestic 

legislation and international conventions and covenants include: 

Article 2 of the 1982 Constitution underlines that Turkey is a “social state 

governed by rule of law” while Article 49 burdens the state with certain 

obligations: “The State shall take measures to raise the standard of living of 

workers, and to protect workers and the unemployed in order to improve the general 

conditions of labor, to promote labor, to create suitable economic conditions for the 

prevention of unemployment and to secure labor peace.” 

Also Article 65 of the Constitution reads: “The State shall fulfill its duties as laid 

down in the Constitution in the social and economic fields within the capacity 

of its financial resources, taking into consideration the priorities appropriate 

with the aims of these duties.” 

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights, too, underlines the following social and 

economic rights in Article 23: 

1. Everyone has the right to work, to free choice of employment, to just and 

favorable conditions of work and to protection against unemployment. 

2. Everyone, without any discrimination, has the right to equal pay for equal 

work. 

3. Everyone who works has the right to just and favourable remuneration 

ensuring for himself and his family an existence worthy of human dignity, 

and supplemented, if necessary, by other means of social protection. 

4. Everyone has the right to form and to join trade unions for the protection 

of his interests. 

Article 25 also reads: 

1.  Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for the health and 

well-being of himself and of his family, including food, clothing, housing 

and medical care and necessary social services, and the right to security 

in the event of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 



 

  

37 ECONOMIC AND SOCIAL RIGHTS DURING THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC  

 

other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control. 

2.  Motherhood and childhood are entitled to special care and assistance. 

All children, whether born in or out of wedlock, shall enjoy the same social 

protection. 

Turkey has to comply with the provisions of international conventions, covenants and 

treaties to which it is a party, i.e. that it signed and ratified. While international 

declarations qualify as recommendations; treaties, conventions and covenants are 

documents that states have to comply with. Further, Article 90 of the Turkish 

Constitution was amended to prescribe: “International agreements duly put into effect 

have the force of law. (…) In the case of a conflict between international 

agreements, duly put into effect, concerning fundamental rights and freedoms 

and the laws due to differences in provisions on the same matter, the 

provisions of international agreements shall prevail.” 

Turkey also signed conventions by the International Labor Organization (ILO) that 

regulate work life. These ILO conventions put forth states’ obligations and duties 

towards workers and the unemployed. 

Turkey ratified 59 out of 189 ILO conventions, while 53 of these are in effect in the 

country. Turkey’s ratification rate of ILO conventions is 31%. ILO Committee of 

Experts on the Application of Conventions and Recommendations criticized Turkey 

18 times under Convention No. 87 on Freedom of Association and Protection of the 

Right to Organize, 18 times under Convention No. 98 on the Right to Organize and 

Collective Bargaining, and 11 times under Convention No. 111 on Discrimination 

(Employment and Occupation) between 1995 and 2015. Turkey is regularly referred 

to in these reports and such frequent reference to Turkey means that ILO 

conventions are commonly violated by Turkey. Turkey has also been among the 

most referred to countries by ILO’s Conference Committee on the Application of 

Standards within the last decade. 

Yet Turkey has not ratified many conventions that would help eradicate 

poverty and make women’s domestic labor visible. The following is a list of ILO 

conventions and recommendations that Turkey has not yet ratified: 

• ILO Convention No. 156: Workers with Family Responsibilities, 1981 

• ILO Recommendation No. 123: Employment (Women with Family 

Responsibilities), 1965 
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• ILO Recommendation No. 165: Workers with Family Responsibilities, 

1981 

• ILO Convention No. 175: Part-Time Work, 1994 

• ILO Convention No. 177: Home Work Convention, 1996 

• ILO Convention No. 183: Maternity Protection, 2000 

• ILO Convention No. 189: Domestic Workers, 2011 

 

The European Social Charter of 1961, which was ratified by Turkey on 18 October 

1961, and the Revised European Social Charter, ratified by Turkey on 27 June 

2007, burden the states with certain responsibilities and duties under economic and 

social rights as well. The relevant articles read: 

Part I.  

Article 1. Everyone shall have the opportunity to earn his living in an 

occupation freely entered upon.  

Article 4. All workers have the right to a fair remuneration sufficient for a 

decent standard of living for themselves and their families.  

Article 8. Employed women, in case of maternity, have the right to a special 

protection.  

Article 12. All workers and their dependents have the right to social security.  

Article 13. Anyone without adequate resources has the right to social and 

medical assistance.  

Article 14. Everyone has the right to benefit from social welfare services.  

Article 16. The family as a fundamental unit of society has the right to 

appropriate social, legal and economic protection to ensure its full 

development.  

Article 19. Migrant workers who are nationals of a Party and their families 

have the right to protection and assistance in the territory of any other Party.  

Article 20. All workers have the right to equal opportunities and equal 

treatment in matters of employment and occupation without discrimination on 

the grounds of sex.  
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Article 24.  All workers have the right to protection in cases of termination of 

employment.  

Article 29.  All workers have the right to be informed and consulted in 

collective redundancy procedures.  

Part II 

Article 4 – The right to a fair remuneration  

With a view to ensuring the effective exercise of the right to a fair 

remuneration, the Parties undertake:  

1  to recognise the right of workers to a remuneration such as will give them 

and their families a decent standard of living;  

2  to recognise the right of workers to an increased rate of remuneration for 

overtime work, subject to exceptions in particular cases;  

3  to recognise the right of men and women workers to equal pay for work of 

equal value;  

Article 16 – The right of the family to social, legal and economic protection  

With a view to ensuring the necessary conditions for the full development of 

the family, which is a fundamental unit of society, the Parties undertake to 

promote the economic, legal and social protection of family life by such 

means as social and family benefits, fiscal arrangements, provision of family 

housing, benefits for the newly married and other appropriate means. 

 

The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which was 

ratified by the Grand National Assembly of Turkey and went into effect on 20 June 

2003 also sets forth states’ duties to their citizens. Some of these include: 

Article 6 -The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right to 

work, which includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain his living 

by work which he freely chooses or accepts, and will take appropriate steps 

to safeguard this right. 

Article 7 -The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 

everyone to the enjoyment of just and favourable conditions of work which 

ensure, in particular:  

(a) Remuneration which provides all workers, as a minimum, with:  
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(i) Fair wages and equal remuneration for work of equal value without 

distinction of any kind, in particular women being guaranteed 

conditions of work not inferior to those enjoyed by men, with equal pay 

for equal work;  

(ii) A decent living for themselves and their families in accordance with 

the provisions of the present Covenant;  

(b) Safe and healthy working conditions;  

(c) Equal opportunity for everyone to be promoted in his employment to an 

appropriate higher level, subject to no considerations other than those of 

seniority and competence;  

(d ) Rest, leisure and reasonable limitation of working hours and periodic 

holidays with pay, as well as remuneration for public holidays 

Article 11- The States Parties to the present Covenant recognize the right of 

everyone to an adequate standard of living for himself and his family, 

including adequate food, clothing and housing, and to the continuous 

improvement of living conditions. The States Parties will take appropriate 

steps to ensure the realization of this right, recognizing to this effect the 

essential importance of international co-operation based on free consent. 

 

Thus, the state is both required to protect the life standard of the poor, unemployed, 

elderly and the disabled with its duty to act as a social state under its national 

legislation and to comply with its obligations under international conventions, 

covenants, and treaties. Governments cannot act as they do in ordinary times in 

economic and social fields particularly during a pandemic. Prioritizing those who 

need social support and meeting the basic needs of the people in such times are 

among the indispensable duties of states. 
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6. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

• The authorities should stop imposing restrictions on rights and freedoms 

under the pretext of the pandemic. Measures to be taken should comply with 

domestic laws as well as the conventions and covenants that Turkey signed. 

• Initiatives for both the economic and social dimensions of the pandemic 

should be carried out in complete transperancy and in cooperation with trade 

unions and other relevant parties. 

• Initiatives for the health dimension of the pandemic should be carried out in 

cooperation with scientists and organizations in the healthcare field, notably 

with the Turkish Medical Association. 

• COVID-19 should be recognized as an occupational disease for healthcare 

workers and as occupational accident for workers in other lines of work. 

• Vaccines should be regularly available and free of charge for everyone. 

• A wage that would enable persons to live with human dignity should be paid 

to each unemployed person and poor households. 

• The conception of clientelism-based social aid should be abandoned as it 

feeds on factors like social exclusion, ethnic and religious differences, 

indigence and poverty and social aids should be given a legal status with 

regular income support for those in need. 

• The scope and eligibility conditions of unemployment insurance should be 

reorganized. 

• Legislation on the prohibition of layoffs should be reviewed and the 

exceptions therein should be retracted. 

• A monthly wage (aid) at least on the level of minimum wage should be paid to 

8.3 million households taking into account broad-based unemployment. The 

Central Bank should mint money, if need be, and provide direct income 

support to this end. 

• Under Article 18 of Law No. 5510 on Social Insurance and Universal Health 

Insurance, women workers are granted temporary incapacity benefits during 

maternity rest (maternity benefit) “on the condition that they reported at least 

90 days of insurance premimums a year before they give birth.” Many women 

workers cannot practically work because of short-time working and unpaid 

leave practices that have been in effect since March 2020 due to the 

pandemic and their insurance premiums are not being paid. The condition 

requiring 90 days of premium payment in the legislation should be 
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annulled and pregnant women should be made eligible for maternity 

benefits. 

• All workers should be made eligible for short-time working pay instead of 

“cash wage support” paid under the name of unpaid leave and the restrictions 

prescribed for the short-time working pay should be removed and a wage at 

the level of at least minimum wage should be paid. 

• Unregistered workers should be protected by social insurance; economic 

support should also be granted to unregistered workers during the pandemic 

and legislation should be introduced to enable access to heatlh care services 

free of charge. 

• Small-business owners’ debts should be deferred, their tax rates should be 

decreased, and support should be provided for small-business owners in 

need. 

• Pensions should be raised to a level at which retirees can live humanely and 

the lowest pension should be at the level of minimum wage. 

• Economic, social and psychological support should be provided to prevent 

domestic violence and suicide because of economic dire straits. 

• Economic, social and psychological support should be provided for the care 

of disabled and elderly individuals. 

•  Measures to meet the basic needs of 5-6 million refugees, immigrants, and 

foreigners under temporary protection should be taken. 

• The 2021 budget should provide support for groups affected by COVID-19. 

• Minimum wage deliberations should take into account the poverty threshold 

instead of the hunger threshold; taxation of minimum wage should be 

stopped. 

• Large corporations and the wealthy should be taxed based on wealth. 

• The VAT levied on staple products, particularly on food and hygienic 

products, should be nullified. 

• How will the financing of all these costs be met? The government’s policies in 

favor of which group and for whom the budget will be used may answer this 

question. When one studies the last 15-20 years, it is unfortunately seen that 

the budget has been transferred to capital and pro-government corporations 

have gone up among the first 500 companies. This, in turn, shows that no 

significant support program was devised for the people other than “election 

aids” thorugh a mere clientelist perspective. As the present report indicates, a 

good part of the amount accumulated in the unemployment fund has been 
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allocated to employers as support. Our recommendation for this is firstly to 

utilize the Unemployment Insurance Fund only for workers and stop allocating 

it to employers. Secondly, wealth tax should be levied and economic 

regulations should be introduced to the advantage of the lower income 

groups in the society rather than those who are economically strong. Thirdly, 

the guarantees granted to corporations for highways, bridges and airports 

that are not used by citizens should be cancelled, overpayments to these 

should be taken back and used for the poor. 

• The UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights adopted a 

statement on 6 April 202015 and the recommendations offered therein should 

be taken into account: “The pandemic has deep negative impacts on the 

enjoyment of economic, social and cultural rights (‘ESCRs’), especially the 

right to health of the most vulnerable groups. […] States are under an 

obligation to take measures to prevent, or at least to mitigate these impacts. 

However, if States do not act within a human rights framework, a clear risk 

exists that the measures taken might violate ESCRs and increase the 

suffering of the most marginalized groups. No one should be left behind in 

taking the measures necessary to combat this pandemic.” 

 

 

 

 

 
15 https://documents-dds-ny.un.org/doc/UNDOC/GEN/G20/095/28/PDF/G2009528.pdf? 
OpenElement 
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