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Turkey’s Parliament
An Unlikely but Possible Counterweight to New Presidency
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The combination of post-coup emergency rule and the phasing in of the new presiden-
tial system has reinforced President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s role as the virtually unas-
sailable ruler of Turkey. Emergency rule has now been extended five times since the 
attempted coup in July 2016, with no end in sight. But even without emergency rule, the 
new presidential system affirmed in the April 16 referendum promises the hollowing out 
of institutions that once, for better or worse, were fairly autonomous. The judiciary is 
now little more than an arm of the Justice and Development Party, better known as AKP, 
government; its key positions are appointed by Erdoğan—who is AKP leader as well as 
president of the nation—and by the AKP-dominated Parliament. The military, too, is 
now mostly under the thumb of the government—unlike the judiciary, appropriately 
so, if not politicized. Following the next election, the prime ministry will be abolished. 
The president will stand alone atop the executive branch, his power of appointment 
unreviewable. The reach of the executive branch itself will be significantly broadened, 
including increased authority even over civil society.1

Many observers expect that Erdoğan’s position will remain unchallenged and that the 
AKP will hold onto power for many years to come. But AKP dominance of Turkish 
governance actually could be limited or removed entirely in elections that must be 
held by November 3, 2019—assuming those elections are conducted fairly.2 The 
winning presidential candidate must win with a majority of votes cast, at least by the 
second round. This requirement is enshrined in the constitution; unlike the rules on 
parliamentary elections, it is not changeable without a constitutional amendment. 
And, although the polarizing Erdoğan is far ahead of other potential candidates in 
popularity thus far,3 it is by no means clear that he would win a majority of votes in a 
fairly conducted, head-to-head second round.4

As for Parliament, the AKP has won a sizable majority of seats in 4 of the 5 elections 
it has contested since its founding—winning a clear plurality of seats in the other 
election. The AKP has also captured more than 49 percent of the popular vote in 2 of 
the last 3 elections.5 Yet, the next election will be Turkey’s first in which voters cast 
separate, simultaneous votes for president and Parliament. It is difficult to predict how 
that may affect voter preferences. 
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Significantly, the result of the parliamentary vote could still affect how Turkey is gov-
erned. As suffocating as presidential power is likely to be under the new system, there 
may nevertheless be some breathing room for a meaningful Parliament, and some 
measure of parliamentary checks and balances on the presidency, depending on the 
preferences of the Turkish voter. The following briefly details the duties and responsi-
bilities of Parliament under the new system.

New Parliament: Authorities lost, retained, and gained

There are some misconceptions about the amendments passed April 16, which so 
dramatically enhanced the powers of the Turkish presidency. One of these misconcep-
tions is that there will be no separation of powers. In fact, the new system will have more 
separation of powers—formally, that is—than the current, long-standing parliamen-
tary system. In the current system, as is typical of parliamentary systems, the executive 
and legislative functions are intermingled. Most Cabinet ministers are members of 
Parliament (MPs) proposing their own legislation and voting on it.6 Under the new 
system, Cabinet members and other members of the executive will come from outside 
Parliament. If an MP accepts a Cabinet post or any other executive branch appointment, 
he will have to resign from Parliament. In short, Cabinet members and other executive 
branch officials will not be allowed to serve in Parliament—similar to the situation in 
the U.S. system—and all legislation, other than the budget, will be initiated from within 
Parliament, at least officially. 

In reality, however, the division will not be quite so complete. If the president and the 
majority of Parliament are of the same party, legislation probably will be developed 
unofficially by the executive.7 Moreover, the president’s right of decree means that the 
executive itself will have a semi-legislative function. Still, there will no longer be person-
nel serving in both branches of government. 
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Authorities lost

Another misconception is that the Parliament is shorn of all power. In Article 87 of the 
Turkish Constitution, the “General” powers of Parliament following the April 16 refer-
endum are these:

to enact, amend, and repeal laws; to debate and adopt the bills of budget and final 
accounts; to decide to issue currency and declare war; to approve the ratification of 
international treaties, to decide with the majority of three-fifths of the Grand National 
Assembly of Turkey to proclaim amnesty and pardon; and to exercise the powers and 
carry out the duties envisaged in the other articles of the Constitution.8

These are precisely the powers as delineated in the constitution prior to April 16, minus 
two potentially important ones. Deleted from the list are the powers “to scrutinize the 
Council of Ministers [collectively] and the ministers” and “to authorize the Council of 
Ministers to issue decrees having the force of law on certain matters.”9 The first power 
was removed partly because, with the abolishment of the prime ministry, there will no 
longer be a Council of Ministers running the show, and this power is not being replaced 
with any similar right of oversight over the presidency or his ministers. The latter power 
was removed because the president will now have the constitutional right to issue 
decrees with the force of law at all times, without needing special authorization from 
Parliament. The establishment of the president’s right to issue decrees in areas of tradi-
tional parliamentary prerogative must be counted as a meaningful loss of parliamentary 
power, even though legislators will have the right to overturn those decrees. 

Significantly, however, most of Parliament’s lost powers have little-to-no meaning in 
Turkey’s current situation, in which the president’s party enjoys a majority and the 
president is effective, if unofficial, head of government. Still, it is worth elaborating on 
the specifics. Additional lost powers include: 

• Parliament will have no role in confirming presidential appointments. And, of 
course, the government will no longer require a vote of confidence from Parliament, 
as there will no longer be a parliamentary government. 

• Parliamentarians will no longer be able to table censure motions against government 
officials.

• Parliamentarians will no longer have the right to put questions to the head of 
government—currently the prime minister but soon to be the president. They also 
lose the right to put oral questions to any official. They will be allowed only to put 
written questions to ministers and vice presidents.10 This is a significant loss, both 
substantively and symbolically—particularly the latter, as it emphasizes the eleva-
tion of the president virtually beyond the reach of Parliament. 
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• Parliament will no longer be able to call early elections with a majority vote; such a 
decision will require a 60 percent vote. Moreover, the president will be able to call 
early elections merely with a snap of his fingers. 

• Overturning a presidential veto11 of legislation will require a majority of the entire mem-
bership of Parliament—that is, 301 votes12—rather than a simple quorum majority.13

• Parliament will no longer have the final say in the removal of a president by 
impeachment; rather, the Constitutional Court, acting in its role as Supreme Court, 
or Yüce Divan, will. 

In the current system, a petition by one-third of all MPs is necessary to initiate an 
impeachment process; a vote by three-quarters of MPs is required for the president’s 
actual removal. In the new system, a majority of MPs first would have to propose to 
open an investigation, or soruşturma, into an alleged crime. Following discussion 
lasting no more than a month, three-fifths of the MPs would have to vote actually to 
open the investigation. A commission of investigation would then be appointed, and, 
following the commission’s report, two-thirds of MPs would have to vote to send the 
president to the Supreme Court for trial. Only if convicted by the Supreme Court—
most of whose judges the president might have appointed—would the president be 
removed from office.14

Authorities retained and gained

On paper at least, Parliament retains some meaningful powers. In addition to the 
remaining Article 87 powers listed above, Parliament will still have the authority to 
overturn presidential decrees, and the president is not allowed to overturn by decree 
legislation that was passed by Parliament. Moreover, the president is not allowed to issue 
decrees in areas that the constitution specifically reserves for parliamentary legislation, 
for example, penalties for crimes,15 a declaration of war, or permission for foreign troops 
to enter Turkish territory.16 

Parliament also apparently will have final say over the budget—at least, that is the appar-
ent meaning of a somewhat nebulous amendment passed in the April 16 referendum.17 
The president will submit a budget—which, under the new system, is the only legisla-
tion the government is allowed to submit—but Parliament apparently can alter it. Most 
of Parliament’s budgetary power seems to reside in the Budget Committee, since, once 
the committee passes the budget, parliamentarians cannot propose changes that would 
increase expenditures or decrease revenue. If Parliament fails to pass a budget, the presi-
dent can do no more than renew the previous year’s budget with an across-the-board 
percentage increase. This appears to be mainly a power retained rather than gained, but 
it is one that could be exercised independently of the executive branch for the first time, 
if the president’s party lacks a parliamentary majority.
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Parliament will gain certain powers as well. One, though clearly a new parliamentary 
power, takes place in the context of an overall loss of judicial independence. For the 
first time, Parliament will have a role in appointing judges to the Council of Judges 
and Prosecutors—(HSK) or Hâkimler ve Savcılar Kurulu, in Turkish—probably 
better known by its former name, the High Council of Judges and Prosecutors, or 
HSYK in Turkish. The HSK is the nerve center of the judicial profession in Turkey. It 
regulates the entire profession—vetting and hiring new members, determining assign-
ments and promotions, imposing discipline when deemed necessary, and speaking 
out on issues related to the judiciary. 

Under the new system, Parliament will appoint seven members of the 13-member 
HSK, and the president will appoint the other six.18 Previously, this body consisted of 
22 members, with four appointed by the president, two appointed by the prime min-
ister, and the remaining 16 elected by bodies within the legal profession—and none 
appointed by Parliament. Thus, this key body has ceased to be primarily administered 
by the judiciary itself; rather, it is now fully under the sway of political appointees, 
albeit from among candidates constitutionally mandated to be of significant standing 
in the judiciary.19 

Interestingly, the most significant substantive change that Parliament made in the 
government’s proposed amendments package—before passing it and sending it to 
referendum—concerned the choosing of HSK members. As introduced, the HSK 
was supposed to consist of 12 members, with half appointed by the president and 
the other half by Parliament. Somewhat surprisingly, Parliament’s Constitution 
Committee added an additional member to be appointed by Parliament, and that 
provision remained in the final version.

As for the other most important judiciary body, the Constitutional Court, the presi-
dent continues to appoint 12 of its members and Parliament three, as previously.20 
Obviously, all parliamentary appointments reflect Erdoğan’s guidance as long as there 
is an AKP parliamentary majority.

Parliament also has a slightly strengthened role in emergency law situations in the 
new system. As before, emergency rule declarations by the executive—previously 
the Council of Ministers, under the new system the president—must be confirmed 
by Parliament, including its duration and scope. Under the April 16 system, however, 
presidential decrees issued in the context of emergency rule cease to have validity if 
not confirmed by Parliament within three months. Under the current system, that 
limitation is set by parliamentary bylaw rather than by the constitution. In practice, 
Erdoğan seems to be abusing the current system by issuing decrees on many issues 
unrelated to the reason for emergency rule—of course, without any complaints from 
the AKP majority in Parliament. A president operating under the new system and 
lacking a parliamentary majority, however, might find it difficult to take that approach. 
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Time and practice will determine how executive-legislative balances play out in reality. 
Parliament still must determine its bylaws under the new system, and it still must pass 
an overwhelming amount of legislation—known as harmonizing legislation—to synch 
Turkey’s laws with the far-reaching amendments passed April 16. Sources estimate that 
some 80 major pieces of harmonization laws—some say far more—will be necessary 
for the latter purpose.21 No doubt, the completion of this process will be an important 
factor in determining exactly how Parliament is likely to exercise its authority, including 
in regard to the budget. 

Comparing other strong presidencies 

By any measure, the Turkish Parliament’s powers will be significantly less than those of 
the legislative branches in the United States and France, the two nations generally con-
sidered to have the strongest presidencies among major Western democracies. The U.S. 
Congress, for example, checks and balances the executive branch through the Senate’s 
advise and consent mechanism—that is, its power to approve or reject nominees for 
federal judgeships and for ambassadorial and other senior positions in the executive 
branch. In its oversight and investigation authority, Congress also generally can compel 
executive branch officials to testify publicly about issues in their domain. For its part, 
the French Parliament puts questions both orally and in written form to the prime 
minister, although not to the president. It can also censure ministers and even bring 
down the government—but not the president—with a no-confidence vote. The Turkish 
Parliament will have none of these powers under the new system.

Of course, the most important power any legislature can have is the power of the purse. 
When the executive branch relies on the legislative branch for the funds it uses to pursue 
programmatic initiatives and daily operations—as is the case in the United States and 
France22—the legislative branch is naturally in a strong position to influence the behav-
ior of the executive branch. It remains to be seen how the executive-legislative relation-
ship over the budget will sort itself out under the new system in Turkey. Again, if the 
president is the leader of the majority party in Parliament—Erdoğan and the AKP being 
an obvious example—none of this will matter; one individual, in effect, will decide all. If 
the president’s party does not hold a parliamentary majority, however, the development 
of the budget and other legislation could become complicated and interesting. 

The Turkish Parliament will have some powers its French and American counterparts 
do not. For one, it will make judicial appointments. Second, it has long had the right 
to override a presidential veto by simply repassing the same legislation by majority 
vote—although, as noted, under the new system a majority of the total membership 
of Parliament, rather than a simple quorum majority, is now required. In the United 
States, a two-thirds majority is required to override a presidential veto. In France, 
meanwhile, where the president famously wields broad authority, he surprisingly has 
no veto power whatsoever. 
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Prospects for a Parliament with real power

The key question, therefore, is whether the Turkish Parliament will be able to exercise 
the constitutional powers it has in a meaningful way. Could Parliament be Turkey’s sav-
ior from a suffocating Erdoğan presidency? The answer: Unlikely, but possibly.

The reason that many people think that Parliament has no power under the new system 
is that they assume Erdoğan will win the presidency and the AKP will win a parlia-
mentary majority. This is based on their reading of political currents in Turkey or their 
judgment that Erdoğan and the AKP will use extralegal means to win the elections. This 
is not an unreasonable assessment, and, if it turns out to be correct, Erdoğan will indeed 
call all the shots for an obedient AKP parliamentary caucus, as already pointed out.23 

One thing is clear: Under the new system, a Parliament with real power can emerge only 
if it meets the following criteria. 

1. The president’s party lacks a majority. If the president’s party receives a majority, it 
will be obedient to his will and simply rubber-stamp his decisions. Of course, this is true 
under the current system as well.

2. Emergency rule has ended. Since the Constitutional Court has said it has no stand-
ing to rule on presidential decrees issued under emergency rule—a not unreasonable 
reading of the constitution,24 although one apparently at odds with past practice25—and 
since Erdoğan has shown no compunctions about issuing emergency-rule decrees on all 
manner of issues unrelated to the reasons emergency rule was imposed in the first place, 
Parliament is rendered meaningless as long as emergency rule persists.26 

3. Elections are conducted fairly. This is a new concern on the Turkish political scene, 
but it is a serious one. Many analysts believe the results of the April 16 referendum 
reflected tampering to such an extent that it may have determined the outcome of that 
close election.27 As pro-Erdoğan figures control the Supreme Board of Election (SBE), 
whose rulings are final, opposition parties may have little-to-no chance to win appeals 
regarding perceived irregularities and, thus, no means to counter prospective cheating 
on behalf of Erdoğan or his party in future elections. Moreover, the Constitutional 
Court’s current position is that it cannot overrule the SBE, even if the SBE has 
approved actions that are blatantly against the law.28 A new bill the AKP recently 
introduced in Parliament would fortify the AKP’s ability to dominate SBE operations 
and manipulate election results, raising serious concerns about potential government 
intent to interfere in future elections.29 A meaningful Parliament can only emerge 
from a free and fair election.
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In that regard, there is at least some reason to hope that Erdoğan will be less insistent 
on retaining a parliamentary majority than he will be on retaining the presidency—and 
thus perhaps less focused on or desirous of affecting the outcome of parliamentary elec-
tions. This is because a failure to achieve an AKP parliamentary majority could create 
some problems for Erdoğan’s ability to govern, which would be a nuisance. Failure to 
get elected president, however, could result in a revival of the corruption charges that 
swirled around Erdoğan and his family in 2013-14—a far more menacing outcome that 
could land him and members of his family in jail.30

4. Erdoğan voters have a reasonable right-of-center alternative to the AKP to support 

for Parliament. This will be the first election in Turkish history in which voters will cast 
separate votes on the same day for president and Parliament, and it cannot be assumed 
that every Erdoğan voter will pull the lever for Erdoğan’s AKP in the parliamentary vote. 

The only previous time that Turks voted for more than one office on the same day was 
April 18, 1999, when parliamentary and local elections were held simultaneously, and 
there was considerable ticket-splitting.31 That vote is far from a perfect analogy to the 
likely dynamic in simultaneous presidential and parliamentary elections, but it did dem-
onstrate an independent streak in the Turkish voting public two decades ago. 

The Israel effect 

An example from Israel may be a useful point of comparison.32 When Israel tried a 
similar experiment in simultaneous but separate votes for Parliament and the head 
of government, voters demonstrated the potential orneriness of the system. Many 
Israelis opted to vote for a party parliamentary list that differed from the party of the 
person they voted for as head of government. Notably, in Israel, the head of govern-
ment is the prime minister, not the president. 

The apparent intent of these cross-voters was to limit the power of the directly elected 
leader—in effect, create checks and balances. As an alternative explanation of the 
split vote, some said the operative factor was that the system allowed voters to cast 
one vote with their heads and one with their hearts. Whatever the explanation, Israel 
ultimately abandoned the system because it proved unworkable. But in the two elec-
tions in which Israelis cast simultaneous and separate votes for prime minister and 
for Parliament—1996 and 1999—the elected prime minister got roughly double the 
vote of his party.33 In 1996, for instance, Benjamin Netanyahu actually won the prime 
ministry even though his Likud party came in second to his opponent’s party in the 
parliamentary race. 
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An associated result in Israel was the fractionalizing of the Parliament, as the two leading 
parties received far few parliamentary seats than had ever happened previously, compli-
cating the task of coalition building and governing. Primarily for this reason, Israel aban-
doned the system. However, the system has remained fractionalized ever since. Prior 
to 1996, no winning party in Israel ever received fewer than 40 seats in the 120-seat 
Parliament. In the seven elections starting in 1996, the highest winning total has been 38 
seats, and it has become common for the winning party to score only in the twenties.34 

This doesn’t mean that the same phenomenon will occur in Turkey. For one thing, 
Turkish political culture may be different than Israel’s—its voters less disruptive, ornery, 
or more loyal to their party. 

For another, there is a different structural context. When Israelis voted in 1996 and 
1999, parties needed only 1.5 percent of the vote to enter parliament. Thus, Israelis 
could vote for small parties with a relatively high degree of confidence that the party 
they selected would actually meet the threshold for entering parliament. Turkey, on 
the other hand, has had a 10 percent threshold for entering parliament—the highest 
in the world—since 1983.35 Although there is perennial talk of lowering this threshold 
for the sake of achieving a more representative parliament—and such ideas are once 
more being floated, including by the AKP36—it seems unlikely that an AKP govern-
ment would make that change. At any rate, doing so would seem to be contrary to AKP’s 
interests. A lowering of the threshold would encourage formation of more parties and 
tempt more voters to vote for smaller parties, which suddenly would be more viable bets 
to enter Parliament. It thus would increase the likelihood of a so-called Israeli effect, in 
which Erdoğan voters might vote for a party other than the AKP for Parliament, and it 
would decrease the likelihood of AKP’s winning a majority of Parliament as more par-
ties would have a chance to surpass the diminished threshold. 

An important factor will be the election law that Parliament is discussing. The next elec-
tion must be held by November 3, 2019, but could be held any time before. The consti-
tution requires that any changes to the election law be made at least one year in advance 
of elections, but this requirement is suspended for the upcoming election.37 

To achieve a result in which Erdoğan wins the presidential election while his party fails 
to win a parliamentary majority, however, it seems obvious that Erdoğan voters must 
have an alternative conservative party for which to cast their ballots. It seems obvious 
that few, if any, Erdoğan voters would cast their parliamentary vote for the center-left 
Republican People’s Party (CHP) or the liberal, pro-Kurdish Peoples’ Democratic Party 
(HDP). The Nationalist Movement Party (MHP) is one possible conservative alterna-
tive to the AKP, although based on its positions over the past two years, it is unlikely to 
provide checks and balances regarding President Erdoğan; in fact, recent reports suggest 
the MHP would like to run in coalition with the AKP in the parliamentary elections. 
Meral Akşener’s İyi (Good) Party may fill that bill as an alternative for Erdoğan voters 
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looking to soften the impact of his anticipated victory by providing checks and balances; 
it is not yet clear how viable her candidacy is or where precisely she will position herself 
on the political spectrum. Akşener, a former interior minister and former member of 
both the center-right True Path Party and the ultra-nationalist MHP, kicked off her new 
party in October 2017. 

Implications of cohabitation government 

If the president’s party wins a majority of Parliament, there will be little role for the 
opposition parties and the president will be able to work their will virtually without 
obstacles. Even if the president’s party lacks a majority—necessitating a form of cohabi-
tation—it would not necessarily impede the president’s plans. If opposition parties col-
lectively hold a majority of Parliament but are unable to cooperate, the president would 
be able to pursue their agenda through decrees. 

For the Parliament to overrule the president, the various opposition parties would 
have to set aside differences—in effect, they would have to care more about the issue 
at hand, or about inflicting defeat on the president, than about their overall differences. 
That wouldn’t necessarily happen automatically. Following the only election to date 
in which the AKP has failed to capture a majority of seats, in June 2015, MHP lined 
up to provide the AKP a working majority in Parliament, ensuring that the speaker of 
Parliament would be from the AKP and that the AKP would win other decisive votes 
as well. MHP’s stated rationale at the time was that it would not vote the same way the 
pro-Kurdish HDP voted; with this rationale, it guaranteed that it would never isolate the 
AKP by voting with the other two parliamentary parties, the CHP and HDP. In retro-
spect, it seems clear that the MHP was laying the basis for the cooperation with Erdoğan 
that later manifested itself when it supported Erdoğan’s amendments to strengthen the 
presidency—cooperation that seems to have been crucial in saving Devlet Bahçeli’s 
position as leader of the party.38 Whatever the rationale, the principle applies: If the 
president can bring a key opposition party to his side, one that can compensate for his 
lack of a parliamentary majority, they’ll have nothing to fear from the legislative body. 

The president will also have many levers at his disposal—including an unchallengeable 
power of appointment to executive branch posts—that could be used to sway a recal-
citrant opposition party leader or other opposition MPs to his side in any given parlia-
mentary vote. For example, the president could appoint an opposition member’s family 
member or close friend to a cabinet position or coveted agency slot in exchange for a 
parliamentary vote. As there is no process of parliamentary review of executive branch 
appointments, nothing would impede such a deal other than conscience and concern 
about the impact of public perceptions on one’s political future. Obviously, the presi-
dent would also retain all the powerful old levers that already attained prior to April 16, 
including control of the public procurement process.
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Another advantage the president would have over an opposition-majority 
Parliament—at least in the broad realm of economic, social, and political issues where 
either presidential decrees or parliamentary legislation could apply—is speed. The 
president, for example, could issue a decree regarding taxes—again, with the snap of 
his fingers. Parliament could overrule it if it could muster the votes, but probably only 
after the cumbersome, time-consuming, committee-based process that most parlia-
mentary legislation requires.  

Were Erdoğan to retain the presidency in the next election, he would come into 
office with yet another advantage over Parliament: the presumed support of the 
Constitutional Court, the overwhelming majority of whose members have been 
appointed either by Erdoğan himself or by his predecessor as president, AKP co-
founder Abdullah Gül. Although the new amendments restrict presidential decrees to 
areas where there is no existing parliamentary law and to areas where the constitution 
does not already require parliamentary legislation—and although the amendments 
also prohibit the president from issuing decrees regarding the basic freedoms and 
human and political rights enumerated in the constitution39—it would presumably be 
the pro-Erdoğan Constitutional Court that adjudicates any questions of interpretation 
in grey areas of interbranch conflict. Even assuming the end of emergency rule, would 
the Constitutional Court as presently constituted stand up to Erdoğan if he issued a 
decree limiting freedom of expression using a security rationale as the justification? 
This seems highly unlikely. 

If, however, opposition parties collectively hold a majority and are able to cooperate, 
they can do much to thwart the president’s agenda by overruling decrees and through 
other means. As there will be no coalition per se that would reliably produce a bind-
ing majority on every issue, each issue would require its own so-called coalition for 
passage. This would become particularly important on legislation that must be passed 
by Parliament—for example, the budget or authorization for foreign troops to use 
Turkish territory. 

If opposition parties hold 60 percent of Parliament, Parliament’s leverage over the 
president would increase significantly, as the opposition would potentially then be able 
to call early elections. Early elections would also cut short the president’s term in office, 
since the president can only be elected twice—or three times, if Parliament calls early 
elections during his third term. 



12 Center for American Progress | Turkey’s Parliament

Deterrence against early elections 

It is sometimes argued that, under the new system, the president can simply dismiss 
Parliament and call new elections if he doesn’t like what Parliament is doing. That is 
true, but it misses an important part of the story, namely, the cost to the president in 
doing so, as noted in the previous paragraph. 

Under the new system, parliamentary and presidential elections will always be held 
simultaneously. Thus, if the president dissolves Parliament, he is also cutting short his 
own term—and he is only allowed to serve two terms, plus a third—but no more—if 
Parliament calls early elections during his second term.40 

For example, when the AKP failed to win a parliamentary majority in June 2015 elec-
tions, Erdoğan guided the system toward new elections five months later by effectively 
impeding formation of a governing coalition. That gambit was successful, as the AKP 
recaptured its parliamentary majority in November 2015. Under the new system, how-
ever, such a maneuver would have cost him a full five-year term in office—a cost so high 
that it would likely have been prohibitive. 

The president’s right to dissolve Parliament, however, could be of enormous signifi-
cance in the case of an impeachment initiative. To pursue removal of a president 
under the new system, a majority of MPs would have to propose to open an investi-
gation into an alleged crime. Following discussion lasting “no more than a month,” 
three-fifths of MPs would have to vote actually to open the investigation in order to 
begin the impeachment process. Once 60 percent of MPs vote to open the investiga-
tion, the president could no longer call new elections, according to one of the new 
amendments.41 The implication is that the president could indeed call new elec-
tions—and thus halt the impeachment initiative—during the period when there is 
discussion as to whether to open the investigation.

If Erdoğan loses the presidency, but the AKP retains its parliamentary majority—
another unlikely but possible outcome—the courts initially would tend to side with 
Parliament, since they are currently dominated by AKP appointees. Over time, however, 
the new president would be able to appoint other judges. The president has the right to 
appoint 12 and the Parliament only three of the 17, soon to be 15, Constitutional Court 
judges42—each of which serves one, nonrenewable 12-year term, or until age 65, which-
ever comes first.43 The president appoints six of the judges to the all-important HSK, 
Parliament the other seven. Moreover, as the period between the June and November 
2015 elections suggested, the courts tend to rule somewhat more independently when 
they perceive Erdoğan’s power has diminished. 
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Conclusion

The president will wield a vast amount of power under the new system. Erdoğan will 
certainly fight hard to get re-elected, and he will do his best to make sure that he does 
so with an AKP majority in Parliament. 

Yet, it cannot be denied that the new system, giving voters two votes instead of one, 
creates the possibility that Turkish voters may opt to vote for Erdoğan for president 
but not vote for the AKP in Parliament—or, less likely, vice-versa—provided there 
is an alternative they deem acceptable and viable. Voters may find this split-ballot 
approach an effective way to impose the checks and balances of which the system is 
otherwise bereft. This presents a potential opportunity for a center-right party that 
could appeal to non-hardcore Erdoğan voters. It remains to be seen whether Meral 
Akşener’s Good Party fits the bill.

The new system also creates some potential for parliamentary independence, provided 
that the AKP fails to win a majority. At least on paper, Parliament will retain the right 
to initiate its own legislation, to overrule presidential decrees, to pass constitutionally 
required legislation, and, seemingly, to have the final say on the budget.

The vast enhancement of presidential powers under the new system has deflected 
public attention from the very real powers that Parliament formally retains. And 
the prospect of a close presidential race—few expect Erdoğan to score much more 
than 50 percent—has reinforced the focus on the presidency. Yet, the parliamentary 
race also bears watching, as the composition of Parliament might yet be critical to 
determining Turkey’s fate in the years ahead. No one should bet on such a result, but 
neither should anyone dismiss the possibility.

If the next elections are conducted fairly, there is a chance they could produce a sys-
tem that is more open than generally anticipated. If, however, a re-elected President 
Erdoğan presides over an AKP majority, as most now expect, Parliament is likely to be 
as sterile and as thoroughly dominated by Erdoğan as all of Turkey’s other institutions 
now appear likely to be.  

Alan Makovsky is a senior fellow for National Security and International Policy at the 
Center for American Progress.
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