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“It is the wish and order of the Turkish Armed Forces for this statement to be 
broadcast on all channels of the Turkish Republic.  The valuable citizens of the 
Turkish Republic have systematically been subject to constitutional and legal 
infringements threatening the basic characteristics and vital institutions of the state, 
while all state institutions including the Turkish Armed Forces have undergone 
attempts to be redesigned based on ideological motives, rendering them unfit for 
purpose.  Fundamental rights and freedoms as well as the secular democratic legal 
structure based on the separation of powers have been abolished by the heedless, 
misguided, and even treacherous president and government officials.”

The opening paragraph of the coup plotters’ Martial Law Declaration, read live on 
state-run television on 16 July 2016. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Turkey has been a vital member of NATO since 1952 and remains the anchor of NATO’s southeastern 
flank.  What happens there is important.  And during the late evening hours of 15 July 2016, a group of 
senior military officers attempted, but ultimately failed, to overthrow the Turkish government. Dubbing 
themselves the “Peace At Home Council”, their aim was to remove President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan from 
power and, according to their declaration, reinstate constitutional order, human rights and freedoms, the 
rule of law, and general security.  The coup attempt was not the first time the Turkish military had interfered 
in Turkish politics.  The first military coup took place just eight years after Turkey joined NATO.  Other 
successful coups followed in 1971, 1980 and 1997.

As far as the Turkish government was concerned, the 2016 coup attempt was carried out by supporters of 
Turkish Islamic scholar Fethullah Gülen who has been living in the United States since 1999. If the coup 
had been successful, said Turkey’s Justice Minister Bekir Bozdağ in July 2017, Gülen “would have come to 
Turkey from Pennsylvania like Ayatollah Khomeini landed in Tehran.” On the other hand, Gülen and his 
followers were quick to say that the coup attempt was really a false flag operation contrived by President 
Erdoğan to give him a free hand to silence his opponents once and for all.

With some coup trials now over it is clear that the scope and scale of the military uprising went far beyond 
a false flag operation. Indeed, a substantial portion of the Turkish armed forces attempted to topple the 
government in July 2016.  Why did the coup attempt fail? The most important reason was that the coup 
plotters were forced to commence their operations six hours ahead of schedule after realizing that the Turk-
ish intelligence services had been tipped off.

In the aftermath of the coup attempt, the government engaged in some hurried coup-proofing reforms 
such as closing major military bases near Ankara and Istanbul. To enhance civilian control and oversight 
of the armed forces, it was also announced the chain of command and organizational structure of the 
Turkish military would be shaken-up.  Whether or not these post-coup reforms and structural changes will 
be enough to prevent future coup attempts will undoubtedly be the subject of analysis and study for many 
years to come.

In the meantime, this Vimy Paper provides an extensive overview of what happened on the night of 15-16 
July 2016 based on the author’s personal visits to Turkey, especially in May 2017, when he met with Turkish 
journalists, retired Turkish military officers, foreign diplomats and foreign military officers serving in Tur-
key in various capacities. Furthermore, it draws on recent academic works plus Turkish and foreign media 
analyses of events that night. The author was also the Canadian military attaché to Turkey from 2011-2014. 
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THE NIGHT THAT SHOOK THE NATION

In late December 1957, Major Samet Kuşçu reported to his chain of command that he had recently joined a 
secret military cell in Istanbul plotting to overthrow the Turkish government led by Prime Minister Adnan 
Menderes.  Kuşçu, however, was now having second thoughts about his decision to join the cell, and would 
soon begin pointing the finger at his co-conspirators.

Kuşçu and eight other officers went on trial in May 1958 in front of a military judge, but in an ironic twist, 
everyone but Kuşçu was acquitted.  He was sentenced to two years in jail.  Yet when a faction of the Turkish 
military did overthrow the government in May 1960, all of the acquitted were directly involved.  As for 
Menderes, after a show trial, he was hanged on 17 September 1961.

Almost 60 years after Major Kuşçu made his decision to come forward, so did another Turkish officer 
in similar circumstances.  This time, however, Major Osman Karaca knew well enough not to trust his 
military chain of command.  It was, he likely thought, impossible to know who was conspiring against the 
government and who was not.  Instead, he hopped into one of Ankara’s many yellow taxis and headed as 
fast as he could to Turkey’s national intelligence headquarters.

***

During the late evening hours of 15 July 2016, a group of senior military officers attempted, but ultimately 
failed, to overthrow the Turkish government.  Dubbing themselves the “Peace At Home Council”, their aim 
was to remove President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan from power and, according to their declaration, reinstate 
constitutional order, human rights and freedoms, the rule of law, and general security.1 

As far as the Turkish government was concerned, the coup attempt was carried out by supporters of Turk-
ish Islamic scholar Fethullah Gülen who has been living in the United States on a 25-acre estate in Saylors-
burg, Pennsylvania since 1999.  If the coup had been successful, said Turkey’s Justice Minister Bekir Bozdağ 
in July 2017, Gülen “would have come to Turkey from Pennsylvania like Ayatollah Khomeini landed in 
Tehran.”2  On the other hand, Gülen and his followers were quick to say that the coup attempt was really a 
false flag operation contrived by President Erdoğan to give him a free hand to silence his opponents once 
and for all. 3

With some coup trials now over and following the release of a Turkish parliamentary investigation into the 
coup attempt, it is clear that the scope and scale of the military uprising went far beyond a false flag opera-
tion.4  Indeed, a substantial portion of the Turkish armed forces attempted to topple the government in July 
2016 as they successfully did in May 1960.5 

In the months leading up to the coup attempt, rumours that the military, or a portion of the military, might 
attempt to overthrow the government were rife.  On 16 March 2016, Michel Rubin penned an article for 
the American Enterprise Institute with the title, “Could there be a coup in Turkey?”  “Turks — and the 
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Turkish military — increasingly recognize,” said Rubin, “that Erdoğan is taking Turkey to the precipice…I 
make no predictions, but given rising discord in Turkey as well as the likelihood that the Turkish military 
would suffer no significant consequence should it imitate Abdel Fattah el-Sisi’s game plan in Egypt, no one 
should be surprised if Turkey’s rocky politics soon get rockier.”6 

On 27 March, the pro-government newspaper Daily Sabah claimed that 50% of Turkey’s F-16 fighter 
pilots were pro-Gülenist.7  In response, the Turkish General Staff (TGS) issued a statement on 31 March 
noting that it was: “inconceivable to think that the TGS would tolerate any illegal phenomenon or action 
that would digress from the chain of command.  We have initiated legal action against those who spread 
such news and comments, which have absolutely no legal and logical basis and which contravene media 
ethics.” 8

***

According to Turkish prosecutors, on 9 November 2015, businessman Serkan Aydın rented a three-storey 
house located at Ahmet Taner Kışlalı Mahallesi 2880 Sokak, in Ankara, Turkey’s capital.  The house, for 
the next nine months, would serve as the headquarters for the coup plot.9  

It is not clear when the idea to overthrow 
the Turkish government first came about, 
but planning likely began in late 2013 or 
early 2014 when it was clear that Erdoğan 
and Gülen, former political allies, had defi-
nitely parted ways.  By this point, Gülen’s 
supporters were well entrenched in the 
police and judiciary, and every effort was 
being made by them to expose high-lev-
el corruption in the Turkish government 
as a means to ultimately sink Erdoğan’s 
political ambitions.  However, Erdoğan, 
a street-wise politician by nature, fought 
back.  Private and lucrative university exam 
cram schools (dershanes) run by Gülen 
supporters were forced to close, Gülenist 
businesses and media outlets such as the 
newspaper Zaman were taken over and 
the police purged.  In due course, Erdoğan 
gained the upper-hand. 

As for the armed forces, the number of 
Gülen supporters in the ranks remained a 
mystery.  Historically, the TGS had been 
very adept at purging officers deemed to be 

AN IMPRESSIVE STATUE OF MUSTAFA KEMAL ATATÜRK 
LOCATED ON THE GALLIPOLI PENISULA. HE WAS 
THE FOUNDER OF THE REPUBLIC OF TURKEY AND 
SERVED AS ITS FIRST PRESIDENT FROM 1923 UNTIL 
HIS DEATH IN 1938.  PHOTO CREDIT: CHRIS KILFORD 
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overly religious.  Former Chief of the TGS, General Necdet Özel, had been briefed by his staff in 2015 that 
they believed “an early and immature coup attempt could be undertaken” by a faction within the military.  
But, lacking any concrete proof, he decided not to investigate further.10   

The catalysts that likely caused the coup plotters to finally take action included Erdoğan’s Justice and De-
velopment Party (AKP) winning an absolute majority in a November 2015 parliamentary snap election.  It 
was a major victory compared to the June 2015 election when the AKP lost its majority status for the first 
time since coming to power in 2002 and was unable, or more so unwilling, to enter into a coalition partner-
ship.  With the November 2015 win, “hopes for political change [in Turkey] were dashed.”11  In addition, it 
was becoming clear to the coup plotters that many military officers suspected of being Gülenist supporters 
would be purged during the August 2016 promotion and retirement board.  Indeed, in an article that ap-
peared on OdaTV’s Turkish news website in March 2016, Osman Başıbüyük suggested that “the expulsion 
of Gülenist officers might even be brought forward in order to prevent them being able to launch a coup 
attempt.”12  That did not happen, but a few days before the coup attempt, the newspaper Sabah disclosed 
that a list of suspected Gülenist officers had been given to the TGS by Turkey’s National Intelligence Orga-
nization (MİT) presumably so they could be purged.13 

In late 2015 and early 2016 the coup plotters carefully refined their plans, avoided detection, and finally 
settled on a day and time for the coup: Saturday, 16 July 2016 at 0300 hours.  But, as the selected day and 
time drew closer, so did the risk of exposure.  People and equipment had to be moved into place and final 
briefings delivered.14  Moreover, according to Turkish prosecutors, Fethullah Gülen had to give the green 
light to proceed.

It was Dr. Adil Öksüz, a close confidant of Fethullah Gülen and also the Gülen movement’s “imam of the 
Air Force,” who was, said the same Turkish prosecutors, the leader of the civilian arm of the coup attempt.15 

Öksüz, added professor Hakan Yavuz in his recent book, Turkey’s July 15th Coup, had “travelled to the Unit-
ed States 109 times between 2002 and 2016 and always met with Gülen.16  According to the prosecutor’s 
indictment, Öksüz left Istanbul for New York on 11 July, days before the coup attempt, with Kemal Batmaz, 
a former manager of the Gülen-controlled publishing company Kaynak.  Once in the United States, the 
two allegedly met with Gülen and his associates and were told to proceed.  Two days later they returned to 
Turkey.17 

***

General Hulusi Akar replaced General Özel as Chief of the TGS in August 2015.  As he sat in his office on 
the day before the planned coup attempt, he and his deputy, General Yaşar Güler, were completely unaware 
that pro-coup officers in the TGS Headquarters had begun assembling down the corridor.  According to 
Akar’s aide-de-camp, Lieutenant-Colonel Levent Türkkan, senior officers first gathered in Major-General 
Mehmet Dişli’s office on the afternoon of 15 July.  Dişli, head of strategic transformation, discussed the final 
coup plan and told everyone he would declare the coup to General Akar at his home on 16 July at 0230 
hours.  The coup attempt would begin 30 minutes later.  Türkkan, in his testimony, added that Akar would 
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be asked to lead the coup.  If he refused, he would be arrested.18 

While Dişli briefed his co-conspirators, others began gathering at the Akıncı 4th Main Air Base (Akıncı) 
just outside the capital, Ankara.  Among them was General Akin Öztürk, the former commander of the 
air force and now a member of the Turkish Supreme Military Council (YAŞ).19  He, according to prosecu-
tors, was the leader of the military arm of the coup attempt.  Dr. Öksüz also arrived at Akıncı along with 
civilians Kemal Batmaz, Harun Biniş, Nurettin Oruç, and Hakan Çiçek, the alleged “imam of the army.”20, 

21     Elsewhere on the base, Lieutenant-Colonel Hakan Karakuş commenced an operations brief for pro-
coup pilots at 1800 hours.22 

President Erdoğan was on holiday with his family, staying in the Hotel Grand Yazici Club Turban in Mar-
maris on the Aegean coast.  According to the coup plan, at precisely 0300 hours on 16 July, commandos 
would take him into custody at his hotel.  Hakan Fidan, the head of Turkey’s intelligence services, MİT, 
would be detained.  The parliament and presidential compound in Ankara, key media outlets, bridges 
over the Bosphorus, the two Istanbul airports, the Turkish stock exchange, and many other strategic lo-
cations were all to be seized. 

***

On 15 July 2016 at 1420 hours, Major Osman 
Karaca arrived by taxi at MİT Headquarters, en-
tered the building and told initially skeptical in-
vestigators that a coup attempt would soon take 
place.  At 1620 hours, certain that Major Karaca 
was telling the truth, Hakan Fidan called General 
Güler and by 1830 hours was in General Akar’s 
office.23  Fidan and Akar then contemplated their 
next moves but decided not to warn the president 
or prime minister in case the whole situation was 
simply a false alarm.  Instead, and as a precau-
tionary measure, General Akar issued orders 
grounding all military air traffic.  In addition, 
General Salih Zeki Çolak, the Army Command-
er, was instructed to visit the Ankara Army Avi-
ation School Command, which Karaca said was 
another coup hub.24 

Since the coup attempt, Fidan and Akar’s deci-
sion to not immediately inform the government 
has been criticized by many senior Turkish offi-
cials, including Turkey’s prime minister.25  Fidan, 
“acting on incomplete information” had tried to 
contact President Erdoğan but seemingly was A YOUNG AIR FORCE SOLDIER STANDS ON GUARD 

AT ATATÜRK'S MAUSOLEUM (ANITKABIR) IN THE 
CAPITAL, ANKARA.  PHOTO CREDIT: TUNA ÖLGER 
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unable to do so.26  Then again, a sense of urgency may have been missing on their part as few really be-
lieved a faction of the armed forces would attempt to overthrow the government.  It is likely both men 
thought that they could sort out whatever was transpiring on their own and inform the government later.  
Although in hindsight Fidan and Akar were wrong that night, the actions they did take were enough to 
alarm the coup plotters.27   

Aware that the coup plot had been discovered, at 2121 hours, Brigadier-General Mehmet Partigöç released 
three messages over the Turkish Armed Forces Message and Document Delivery System that launched 
the coup approximately six hours ahead of schedule.  The first message, “Appointments”, assigned and 
promoted coup officers to new positions.  The second message, “Participation”, confirmed which pro-coup 
units should do what and when.  The third message was a “Martial Law Directive” stating that the “Peace 
At Home Council” had seized power in Turkey.28 

Just prior to Partigöç’s messages, Major-General Dişli entered General Akar’s office at 2100 hours.  Ac-
cording to Akar’s post-coup testimony, Dişli came right to the point, telling him: “My commander, the 
operation is about to start, we are going to apprehend everyone, battalions, brigades have set on the roads, 
you will see shortly.”29  He then tried to convince him to lead the coup.  When Akar refused, he was hand-
cuffed along with General Güler.  Both men were then taken to Akıncı by helicopter at 2330 hours.

As Partigöç sent his messages, at 2145 hours a WhatsApp group for pro-coup Istanbul-based units came 
to life and direction was given to seize the following key locations:

•	 The Bosphorus Bridge (or First Bridge)

•	 The Fatih Sultan Mehmet Bridge (or Second Bridge over the Bosphorus)30 

•	 Taksim Square

•	 The Disaster Coordination Center

•	 Atatürk International Airport

•	 Sabiha Gökçen International Airport

•	 Istanbul Police Headquarters

•	 Istanbul Riot Police Headquarters

•	 Kuleli Military High School

•	 The Istanbul Stock Exchange

•	 The Istanbul Governor’s office

•	 The Sakarya Governor’s office
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•	 The Justice and Development Party (AKP) provincial office

•	 The Turkish Radio and Television Corporation in Istanbul

•	 The Istanbul Logistics Support Base

•	 The War Colleges Command

•	 1st Army Command Headquarters

•	 Üsküdar Mobile Force Headquarters

•	 Ümraniye Avea and Acıbadem Telekom buildings31 

Around the country, other units moved into position including pro-coup troops who headed towards the 
parliament and presidential complex in Ankara where they were engaged by troops loyal to the govern-
ment.  Over the capital, pro-coup F-16 fighter jets repeatedly broke the sound barrier, creating loud and 
terrifying sonic booms.  At Incirlik Air Force Base, 400 kilometers south-east from Ankara, the base com-
mander readied at least two air-to-air refuelling tankers that would later support pro-coup fighter jets.  
Other officers prepared an A400 transport aircraft and Transall C-160 cargo planes to be used for trans-
porting pro-coup troops and their supplies where needed.32  Meanwhile, at the 12th Air Transportation 
Main Base Command in Kayseri, eight Hercules C-130 transport aircraft took off between 2330 hours and 
0200 hours. Their mission was to fly to different parts of Turkey and bring pro-coup commando forces to 
Ankara.33  At 2200 hours, Brigadier-General Semih Terzi attempted to take over the Special Forces Com-
mand Headquarters in Gölbaşı, Ankara with a group of 20 to 30 soldiers.  He was shot and killed by Master 
Sergeant Ömer Halisdemir on the express orders of Special Forces Commander Lieutenant-General Zekai 
Aksakallı.34 

In Istanbul, Air Force Commander General Abidin Ünal was enjoying himself at a wedding party at the 
Moda Sea Club and unaware a coup attempt was underway until approximately 2351 hours.  But on hear-
ing of the coup attempt, he managed to send out a key order before being captured by pro-coup troops: 
“The Air Force Operation Center (AFOC) has been overtaken. The orders coming from there are not legal 
and should not be given attention.  All orders are to be given by the Air Force Commander at the Eskişehir 
Operation Center.  Legal action will be taken against all who act otherwise.”35 

Crucial at this point was that the Eskişehir Operation Center was still in government hands.  Aware that a 
coup attempt was underway, Colonel İsmail Üner, the Chief of Staff Operations, arrived at the Combined 
Air Operations Center (BHHM) at 2225 hours in Eskişehir where Brigadier-General Recep Ünal was pres-
ent and seemingly doing nothing to prevent the movement of pro-coup aircraft.  An argument ensued and 
Colonel Üner had the senior officer removed.  Immediately, orders were issued to stop the movement of 
pro-coup aircraft.36 
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Before his capture, Ünal was able to issue one more vital order that would eventually take the AFOC in 
Ankara off-line.  “I called Colonel Alper Ketencioğlu,” said Ünal, “and I ordered him to blind the operation 
center. In other words, I ordered him to cut the electricity, the computer systems and the telephones.”37  At 
midnight, runways at the Akıncı Air Base were bombed by pro-government aircraft to prevent F-16s used 
by the coup plotters from taking off.38   

While the battle as to who would control the skies continued, pro-coup troops on the ground were taking 
over the state-run television studios (TRT) in Ankara.  Having done so, at 0013 hours, news anchor Tijen 
Karaş was told at gunpoint to read the Martial Law Declaration:

It is the wish and order of the Turkish Armed Forces for this statement to be broadcast on all 
channels of the Turkish Republic.  The valuable citizens of the Turkish Republic have systematically 
been subject to constitutional and legal infringements threatening the basic characteristics and vital 
institutions of the state, while all state institutions including the Turkish Armed Forces have un-
dergone attempts to be redesigned based on ideological motives, rendering them unfit for purpose.  
Fundamental rights and freedoms as well as the secular democratic legal structure based on the 
separation of powers have been abolished by the heedless, misguided, and even treacherous president 
and government officials. 

Our state has lost its rightful international reputation and has become a country governed by an 
autocracy based on fear and where fundamental human rights are overlooked.  The wrong deci-
sions taken by the political elite have resulted in the failure to combat growing terrorism, which has 
claimed the lives of several innocent citizens and security forces that have been fighting against terror.  
The corruption and pilferage within the bureaucracy have reached serious levels, while the judicial 
system throughout the country has become unfit for purpose. In these circumstances, the Turkish 
Armed Forces, that founded and has guarded to this day the Turkish Republic under extraordinary 
sacrifices, established under the leadership of the Great Atatürk, has in order to continue the coun-
try’s indivisible unity in the wake of the Peace at Home, Peace in the World ideal, to safeguard the 
survival of the nation and the state, to eliminate the threats our Republic’s victories face, to eliminate 
the de facto obstructions to our justice system, to stop corruption that has become a national security 
threat, to allow efficient operations against all forms of terrorism, to bring forward fundamental and 
universal human rights to all our citizens regardless of race or ethnicity and to re-establish the con-
stitutionally enshrined values of a secular democratic social and legal state, to regain our nation’s lost 
international reputation and to establish stronger relations and co-operate for international peace, 
stability and serenity, taken over administration.

The governance of the State will be undertaken by the established Peace at Home Council. The Peace 
at Home Council has taken every action to ensure that it fulfils the obligations set by all interna-
tional institutions, including the United Nations and NATO. The government, which has lost all its 
legitimacy, has been dismissed from office.39 
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If the coup plotters envisioned the reading of the Declaration as a decisive moment in their attempt to 
overthrow the government that night, they would be sorely mistaken.  Given the seriousness of the situ-
ation, at the very least a senior pro-coup Turkish general should have been assigned to this task.  Instead, 
Lieutenant-Colonel Ümit Gençer was dispatched to the TRT studios with his full-dress uniform in a black 
clothes bag.  Once there he changed out of his combat uniform, put on his dress uniform, and prepared for 
what would likely be the biggest moment in his life.40  Then, as he paced back and forth inside the studios, 
his cell phone rang.  He picked up.  On the other end, the caller, possibly from Akıncı, told him to hand the 
Declaration to a civilian presenter instead.  

The teleprompter ready, a shaken Tijen Karaş had a quick drink of water and gave a thumbs-up to the 
cameras that she was ready to begin.  Despite the circumstances, her voice was strong and clear.  Perhaps 
the last minute idea to have a civilian read the Declaration had been a good one after all?  Then again, over 
her left shoulder, viewers could plainly make out a bank of six flickering monitors.  On the most central, 
a soccer match was underway.  Whatever gravitas the reading of the Martial Law Declaration might have 
had was surely lost at that point.41  

LIGHT ARMOURED VEHICLES BELONGING TO THE TURKISH ARMY PASS BY THE REVIEWING STAND IN 
ANKARA ON 30 AUGUST 2013.  THE ANNUAL PARADE MARKS THE TURKISH VICTORY AGAINST GREEK 
FORCES AT THE BATTLE OF DUMLUPINAR, THE FINAL BATTLE IN THE WAR OF INDEPENDENCE IN 1922.  

PHOTO CREDIT: CHRIS KILFORD
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***

Commencing the coup attempt on a Friday night and six hours ahead of schedule would undercut months 
of careful planning and secrecy.  At 2200 hours, Hakan Fidan, who had left the TGS Headquarters before 
the coup plotters could detain him, was finally able to reach President Erdoğan to inform him that a por-
tion of the military was carrying out a coup.42  At 0115 hours on 16 July, a helicopter whisked Erdoğan 
and his family from their hotel to Dalaman, the nearest airport.  Just before departing though, he was able 
to address the country in a video call from the Grand Yazici Mares Hotel where he had been taken by his 
security team.43, 44

President Erdoğan’s appearance on television was confirmation that he was safe and had not been captured 
or killed.  After Major Karaca’s confession, Erdoğan’s appearance was undoubtedly a second crucial turn-
ing point that night.  In an interview with Die Zeit, Hande Fırat, a top anchor with CNN Türk in Ankara, 
recounted that after leaving work on the afternoon of 15 July, a colleague had informed her on WhatsApp 
that odd military manoeuvres were taking place in Istanbul.  Fırat immediately called her sources within 
the government but they were unable to confirm what was happening.  It was instinct, she said, that told 
her to go back to the CNN Türk studios where she remained.45  

At 2330 hours, Fırat was finally able to reach Erdoğan’s private secretary who confirmed that the president 
was safe.  Some 30 minutes later, as events continued to unfold in Istanbul and Ankara, she called again 
and offered to interview the president live via FaceTime.  Much to her surprise, at 0026 hours her smart-
phone rang.  On the small screen she could see President Erdoğan.  “Mr. President, we can hear you,” Fırat 
would say.46    

For the next five minutes, with the smartphone’s small screen held up in front of the cameras, President 
Erdoğan addressed the nation.  Today’s events, he said, were “an unfortunate attempt…by a small minori-
ty of the Turkish Armed Forces subservient to the parallel state’s mastermind,” which was a clear reference 
to Fethullah Gülen.47  Turks, he continued, should head to the streets to protect their democracy.  

Shortly after, at 0052 hours, the 1st Army Commander (Istanbul), General Ümit Dündar, confirmed on 
television that the coup was not led by the TGS.  Indeed, his actions on 16 July constituted the third cru-
cial turning point that ultimately prevented the coup from succeeding.  When his staff first alerted him 
to General Partigöç’s three messages, he had immediately questioned their legitimacy and unsuccessfully 
tried to reach Generals Akar and Güler.48 

While General Dündar reached out to the media, Turkey’s 80,000 mosques called on the people over their 
loudspeakers to take to the streets to defend democracy.49  At about the same time, the telephone compa-
ny Turkcell released a text message to its customers ostensibly from President Erdoğan that read: “To the 
esteemed children of the Turkish nation!  This movement in Ankara and Istanbul was carried out on the 
part of a small cadre by means of extortion, armored vehicles and weapons belonging to the state.  I call 
on you to take to the streets and take care of your nation.  Take care of your country.”50  Mosques and cell 
phones that night acted as the final nail in the coup plotters’ coffin.  By the early morning hours of 16 July, 
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the coup plot was beginning to unravel, but was still not quite over.

At 0235 hours, the Turkish parliament building, presidential complex, and MİT Headquarters in Ankara 
came under air attack.51  Elsewhere, it appeared some had kept to the original coup timetable or been de-
layed.  At 0300 hours, for example, helicopters carrying pro-coup troops arrived at the Hotel Grand Yazici 
Club Turban in Marmaris where President Erdoğan had been staying since 11 July with his wife, daughter 
and several relatives.  They were too late.52  Also at 0300 hours, Captains Erdal Şeker, Süleyman Ahmet Kaya 
and Mehmet Akif Aslan, along with two non-commissioned officers and 14 privates, attempted to take over 
the Doğan Media Center in Istanbul, home to the newspapers Daily Hürriyet, the Hürriyet Daily News and 
television channels CNN Türk and Kanal D.53   

Even when it was clear the coup attempt had failed, some were simply unwilling to give up.  At 0619 hours, 
Lieutenant Müslim Macit dropped two bombs in front of the presidential palace killing 15 people.54  It was 
a pointless act.   At 0600 hours, General Öztürk and Major-General Dişli had both been taken into custody 
at Akıncı.  At 0940 hours, 900 soldiers finally surrendered to the police in Ankara and a few hours later 200 
more pro-coup soldiers barricaded in the TGS Headquarters gave up.

In the immediate aftermath of the coup attempt, the Turkish government declared a state of emergency, 
which is still in effect at the time of writing.  Those associated with Fethullah Gülen were labelled as mem-
bers of what the Turkish government called FETÖ or the Fethullahist Terrorist Organization and purged 
from their places of work.  According to the Turkish military, over 8,000 military personnel were identified 
as having “organic ties” to FETÖ and were dismissed, including 87 of 202 army generals, 30 of 67 air force 
generals, and 32 of 56 admirals.  In addition, 4,630 officers, 2,167 sergeants, 1,210 specialized sergeants and 
privates on contract were dishonourably discharged.55  On 22 May 2017, 221 alleged coup plotters, includ-
ing Akin Öztürk, Mehmet Dişli and Mehmet Partigöç, went on trial in Ankara.56  As for Fethullah Gülen, 
he was listed in absentia as the primary defendant.

***

Those on trial, by and large, have continued to vehemently deny being members of FETÖ or having any-
thing to do with Gülen.57  For example, during his trial, which commenced on 11 August 2017, Dişli reject-
ed having any links to Fethullah Gülen.  In his defence he said: “I faced the same conditions as General Akar 
and was forced to go to Akıncı at gunpoint.  I fulfilled the duties of a secretariat for the Chief of the General 
Staff.  I never played an intermediary role or put pressure on the Chief of the General Staff to participate 
in the coup attempt.”58  His testimony directly contradicted General Akar’s, causing the pro-government 
newspaper Daily Sabah to comment that “Dişli’s denial of his role in the coup despite evidence to the con-
trary is part of what plaintiffs call a defense strategy based on repeated denial and blatant lies.”59 

As for the civilian component of the coup attempt, Dr. Öksüz was captured by the gendarmerie in an 
open field close to Akıncı at around 1100 hours on 16 July.  He claimed he was in the area near the base 
only to look at buying farmland.  In his statement, given soon after his capture, Öksüz added that he had 
“never had a connection, a bond of communion or a relationship based on self-interest in my personal or 
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academic life.  I have no connection with Fethullah Gülen or the FETÖ organization or the parallel state 
structure.”60  However, photos were soon produced by the prosecution showing Öksüz and Gülen together 
at different times.  Prosecutors also noted that Öksüz, his wife, his brother, and his brother-in-law had 
used the Gülen-associated encoded messaging app ByLock and that family members worked for Gülen 
associated companies.61 

Even though a key figure in the coup plot had been quickly detained by the gendarmerie, Öksüz would not 
be in custody for long and was soon set free by Judge Çetin Sönmez.  After that, Öksüz went on the run, 
and his whereabouts are still unknown today.  As for Sönmez, he was later arrested and confessed to being 
a follower of Fethullah Gülen.  In the aftermath, the Turkish Interior Ministry placed a 4 million Turkish 
Lira bounty ($1.36 million Canadian dollars) on Öksüz’s head.62 

Kemal Batmaz was also caught by the gendarmerie near Akıncı in the early morning hours on 16 July 
2016.  He stated that one of his friends was looking for real estate and he had been there to help him.  
However, security cameras had recorded him walking through the base on the night of the coup and 
consulting with soldiers.63    

As far as proof linking the coup plot to Fethullah Gülen, it is the evidence against Batmaz that was the 
most revealing.  According to his testimony given on 18 October 2016, Batmaz stated that he did not know 
Gülen at all and that: “I only know him through the media. I see him as a ringleader of a movement that 
was sincere at first but became secular and thus, problematic in time.”64  But, according to a document sent 
to the Ankara chief prosecutor’s office from the United States Department of Homeland Security on 7 
September 2017, Batmaz was not telling the truth.  Indeed, noted the document, Batmaz had been pulled 
aside for a secondary interview when he entered the United States on 1 January 2016.  During his inter-
view he told airport security officials he would be “staying with Imam Fethullah Gülen in Pennsylvania.”  
What he did not know was that the interview was being recorded. 

Along with Batmaz, Harun Biniş was also caught in the same village and stated that he was only in the 
area to look at real estate with a friend.  Nurettin Oruç had a similar story when he was seized by the gen-
darmerie on the morning of 16 July 2016, telling his captors he was in the vicinity to film a documentary 
about tending livestock.  Hakan Çiçek was also discovered nearby.  In his defence, Çiçek told investigators 
that he had been invited by Colonel Ahmet Özçetin, the base operations commander, to attend a social 
activity at the base.65  However, when the Air Force Commander, General Ünal, was taken to Akıncı from 
Istanbul he was, according to General Ünal’s testimony, met by the colonel who told him that he was part 
of the coup plot and “trying to readjust what is out of order.”66  Özçetin, it is alleged, is also the officer who 
gave orders to bomb the parliament building, presidential complex, the Gölbaşı police special operations 
building and the Ankara police headquarters.

***

There is no question the coup attempt that began in the evening of 15 July was a full-fledged attempt to 
overthrow a democratically elected government.  And, as the plotters sensed events conspiring against 
them, they were ruthless in their attempts to take back the initiative, killing some 250 civilians and wound-
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ing thousands more.  The coup attempt, one assumes at this point, was carried out by a group of senior 
officers that were all Gülenists.  If there were non-Gülenists present, which is unlikely given the secretive 
nature of the movement, one possible explanation is that they could have been duped into believing their 
co-conspirators were not Gülenists at all but secular neo-Kemalists.67  Such a scenario, however, begs the 
question of what would have happened if the coup had succeeded and the ideological leanings of all those 
involved were finally exposed.  As Halil Berktay wrote in History and Memory – TRT World in the Face of 
the 15 July Coup:

Whether hierarchical or factional, all previous coups in Turkey had been carried out within the 
penumbra of Kemalism -- under the aegis of the military-bureaucratic establishment’s civilizing 
self-perception and tutelage (or guardianship) ideology. This created a pattern, a habitus of army 
takeovers in the name of saving the country. It also conditioned the West, too, into seeing Turkey 
purely in terms of this army-vs-Islamism dichotomy.  If there was some kind of coup brewing in 
Turkey, once more it had to be the staunch Kemalist old guard trying to defend the ramparts of 
civilization against Islamic reaction (now represented by the AK Party).68 

IN BURSA, A DISPLAY OF PHOTOGRAPHS OF THOSE KILLED BY PRO-COUP SOLDIERS. IN THE CENTRE IS 
MASTER SERGEANT ÖMER HALISDEMIR WHO SHOT AND KILLED BRIGADIER-GENERAL  SEMIH TERZI 
ON THE NIGHT OF 15 JULY AS TERZI ATTEMPTED TO TAKE OVER THE SPECIAL FORCES COMMAND 
HEADQUARTERS IN ANKARA. HALISDEMIR WAS THEN SHOT DEAD BY THE SOLDIERS ACCOMPANYING 

TERZI.  PHOTO CREDIT: CHRIS KILFORD
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Ideological leanings aside, why did the coup attempt fail?  The most important reason was the simple fact 
that the coup plotters were forced to commence their operations six hours ahead of schedule and therefore 
when ordinary Turks were still awake and aware of what was happening.  Starting six hours earlier than 
planned also created a high degree of confusion amongst the coup supporters.  It is a well-worn military 
adage that plans seldom go to plan once you cross the start-line.  In this case the start-line had not even 
been crossed.  It also has to be borne in mind that coup attempts, even in Turkey, are not an everyday oc-
currence.  Those involved were gambling with their lives and their futures.  An abrupt change in timings 
would have caught many off-guard.  As a result, some were undoubtedly slow to react while others decid-
ed to sit on the fence and see how events would play out.  Other military officers not involved in the coup 
decided along similar lines, turning off their cell phones and turning on their televisions.  In due course, 
their questionable loyalties would result in widespread dismissals.

In military garrisons across the width and breadth of Turkey, those for and against the coup found them-
selves in heated verbal and physical exchanges as one side tried to gain the upper-hand over the other.  On 
the day of the coup, in one high-level headquarters, officers sensed something was amiss when off-duty 
colleagues, who were part of the coup attempt, appeared at work dressed in civilian clothes.  Elsewhere, 
officers and senior non-commissioned officers initially unaware of the coup plot, raced back to their units 
once they heard troops were mobilizing and tried to stop them.  Some senior officers were told by their 
subordinates that if they came to the garrison they would be detained or shot.69  All in all, across the 
Turkish military, confusion reigned.  To make matters worse, the simple day-to-day facts of life in Turkey 
also took their toll on pro-coup troops, especially those based in Istanbul who struggled to reach their 
objectives on a busy, traffic-congested Friday night.

Another key factor contributing to failure was that leading government figures were not captured right 
from the outset.  Certainly, the coup plotters had plans to lay their hands on the president, the prime 
minister and the Turkish head of intelligence, but because the coup attempt was launched earlier than 
planned, they failed to do so.  

The next mistake was not taking charge of the media, which included not only traditional television and 
radio stations, but also social media.  The coup plotters were not unaware of the importance of social 
media—in fact, they were relying on various social media platforms to support their own operations—
however, because the CNN Türk studios in Ankara were not in the hands of the coup plotters, President 
Erdoğan was able to speak to the nation by smartphone.  Social media also became a tool in the hands of 
the Turkish people who used Twitter and Facebook to share information and mobilize.  After the coup 
attempt, the newspaper Yeni Şafak noted that on the night of the coup attempt one of the most searched 
for items on Google was “Tank nasıl durdurulur?” or “how to stop a tank?”70 

The coup plotters also underestimated the level of public support President Erdoğan had.  Even those who 
do not support him had little appetite for a military-led government or one potentially led by Fethullah 
Gülen and his supporters.  Importantly, Turkey’s opposition parties quickly sided with the government.  
Nevertheless, as Soner Cagaptay recently wrote in his book, The New Sultan – Erdoğan and the Crisis of 
Modern Turkey, the coup attempt did confirm the tremendous fissures present in Turkish society.  More-
over:
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The president’s most visceral nightmare, that the military might again oust an Islamist government, 
materialized [on the night of the coup attempt].  As the plane that Erdoğan had been sneaked onto 
hung in the air, his life’s work hung in the balance.  Abject fear must have permeated his mind, not 
only for his own life, but also for the fate of the dreams he had long cherished.  He had worked tire-
lessly to become Turkey’s most powerful leader and now his erstwhile allies might kill him.71 

Although many Turkish military personnel have now been given life sentences for their role in the coup 
attempt, it is still not clear who was actually in charge.  General Öztürk, whose trial has yet to conclude 
and who was the most senior officer tied to the coup plot, appeared to not want this role.  Major-General 
Dişli’s attempt to convince General Akar to take over was also soundly rebuffed.  This leadership vacuum is 
another important factor as to why the coup ultimately failed.  During the 1960 coup, the plotters were in a 
similar situation.  But in their case they were able to convince the recently retired and popular former army 
commander, General Cemal Gürsel, to step in.  It was a crucial moment and one that allowed the coup 
to succeed.  In 2016, however, there was no General Gürsel waiting in the wings.  And when the Peace at 
Home Council’s Declaration was read out on national television, it was done so by a civilian news anchor.  
The coup plotters were faceless.  Turks simply concluded they were shameful and cowardly.

***

Like previous coups in Turkey, the events of 15-16 July 2016 will be the subject of analysis and study for 
many years to come.  For now, however, suffice to say as Lars Haugom noted in The Turkey Analyst, the 
coup attempt was a humiliation for the Turkish military. Indeed, he added, it demonstrated “a fateful lack of 
internal control on [the] part of the military leadership, but also – if the official story is to be believed – that 
the military organisation had been colonised by a religious fraternity determined to seize state power.”72   
Certainly, if the coup had been successful, ideological differences in the armed forces alone would have 
likely resulted in palace and counter-coups, much like what happened after the 1960 coup.

The humiliation aside, is this the last we will see of the Turkish military in politics?  In the aftermath of 
the coup attempt, the government engaged in some hurried coup-proofing reforms such as closing major 
military bases near Ankara and Istanbul.  The four military high schools were also shut down, along with 
the existing military academies.  This was followed by an announcement that a new National Defense Uni-
versity would eventually be stood-up under the Ministry of National Defense.  The result of closing these 
important educational institutions was that 4,090 cadets from the military high schools, 6,140 cadets in the 
non-commissioned officers’ colleges and 6,179 cadets in university-level military schools were dismissed, 
likely over fears in the government that many of these young people were Gülen followers.73 

To enhance civilian control and oversight of the armed forces, it was also announced the chain of command 
and organizational structure of the Turkish military would be shaken-up.  The chief of the general staff and 
the TGS were to be attached to the presidency instead of the prime minister’s office, and the commanders 
of the land, air and sea forces placed under the Ministry of National Defense.  However, based on the TGS 
website and mission statement, the chief of the general staff is still reporting to the prime minister and the 
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three service chiefs are still reporting to the TGS.74  Another indication of how announced post-coup 
changes appear to have been watered down concerns the Presidential Guard.  Immediately after the coup 
attempt, Prime Minister Binali Yıldırım announced that the 2,500-man military unit, with their distinct 
light blue uniforms, would be disbanded when 283 members of the unit were taken into custody for their 
alleged involvement in the coup attempt.75  However, when Russian President Vladimir Putin recently 
arrived in Ankara for talks, the Presidential Guard was everywhere to be seen.    

Will post-coup reforms and structural changes be enough to prevent future coup attempts?  One hopes 
so.  But so far the record has been a poor one and as Kılıç Kanat noted in his recent book, Understanding 
the July 15th Failed Coup, “in a sense, the history of Turkish democracy has been a constant struggle be-
tween the military and civilians to control the government and the state.”76  With this in mind, there are 
two important reasons why Turkey’s current government is likely to remain wary of its own military for 
some time to come.  

The first reason concerns two trials.  In 2012, 331 retired and serving officers were sentenced to lengthy 
prison sentences for taking part in alleged coup plotting in 2003.  This trial, given the codename Balyoz 
(Sledgehammer) tore at the very heart of the armed forces, and while the trials were underway, General 
Işık Koşaner, the Chief of the TGS, along with the army, navy and air force commanders, resigned en 
masse in July 2011.  Koşaner, in his farewell address, said “it was impossible to continue in his job as he 
could not defend the rights of men who had been detained as a consequence of a flawed judicial process.”77   

Then, in August 2013, 275 defendants including the former Chief of the TGS, İlker Başbuğ, were convict-
ed as part of the Ergenekon investigation of belonging to a terrorist organization and working towards 
overthrowing the government.78  Başbuğ, like most others, received a life sentence.  Even though all those 
convicted in both trials were released in 2015 and 2016, once it became clear that the Gülen network had 
played a large part in fabricating evidence or obtaining it illegally, there can be no doubt that Turkey’s 
senior officers will not forget the ardent anti-military stance the government and pro-AKP media took 
during both trials.  President Erdoğan may have admitted in March 2015 that he had been deceived “in the 
Balyoz and Ergenekon trials by the ‘parallel state’ led by the exiled cleric Fethullah Gülen,” but memories 
remain long in Turkish politics.79   

Second, the country continues to be polarized between supporters and opponents of President Erdoğan, 
and this leaves plenty of room for concern that any future unrest in the country, economic or otherwise, 
could create the conditions that have been used in the past as an excuse for military-led interventions of 
one sort or another.  Certainly, in the aftermath of recent internal upheavals in the military, it is not diffi-
cult to imagine the leadership returning to its roots and fostering a Kemalist revival – a revival impercep-
tible to those on the outside but one that might revive the historical guardianship role. 

Of course, in 2018, it seems unimaginable that another coup in Turkey will ever take place.  The country 
has changed in many ways and largely for the better.  But, on a more ominous note, the failed 2016 coup 
did offer up an abundance of lessons learned for any future would be coup plotters.  Most militaries are 
resistant to change, and with the above in mind, the Turkish military is no different in this regard.
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