Two Turkish professors tried on charges of inciting hatred in minority rights report

By SELCAN HACAOGLU Associated Press Writer 

(AP) - ANKARA, Turkey-Two Turkish professors went on trial Wednesday on charges of inciting hatred by calling on Turkey in a government-ordered report to grant more rights to minorities.

European Union officials and rights groups have criticized the case as infringing on freedom of expression.
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The authors of the 2004 report, Ibrahim Kaboglu and Baskin Oran, face up to five years in prison if convicted of "inciting hatred and enmity."

Their report sparked debate in Turkey's media and called into question Turkish identity in a country where all Muslims, regardless of ethnicity, are considered Turks.

The report urged the government to recognize some Muslim groups, such as Kurds, as minorities. Nationalists fear such a move could lead to Turkey's fragmentation along ethnic lines.

In court, Kaboglu rejected the allegations against him and Oran, according to the Anatolia news agency.

"We just criticized and made some suggestions," Anatolia quoted him as saying. "This is very sad. I am being tried for defending independence of judiciary and freedom of speech in my whole career."

"This case is a shame for Turkey," Kaboglu said.

Oran said the two were being punished "for fulfilling our duty."

"A prosecutor cannot interfere with my report," said Oran. "I have always told my students about the problems of anti-democratic minds. Now, I cannot disgrace myself. They would not take me into the classroom."

Oran said the indictment was "ideological."

"It has been 17 months since the report was published, Turkey has not been divided," Oran said, challenging allegations that the report would divide the country along ethnic and religious lines. He asked the court to drop the charges.

"It is the history which is being tried here," defense lawyer Oya Aydin told the court. Some 30 defense attorneys represented the two professors.

The court adjourned the trial until April 10 after listening to several witnesses, Aydin said.

In the indictment, state prosecutor Nadi Turkaslan said the professors should be held accountable for "inflammatory" remarks.

The prosecutor also demanded that the professors be tried on separate charges of insulting the judiciary, but the court said Wednesday it needed Justice Ministry approval for such a move.

The case has irked human rights groups and EU officials, who have been watching Turkey's rights situation as the EU considers the country for possible membership. The EU and Turkey opened membership talks in October. Foreign diplomats and dozens of journalists were monitoring Wednesday's hearing.

Already, Turkey has faced criticism for its record on freedom of expression, with particular focus on the prosecution of professors and intellectuals accused of insulting the state or Turkish identity. Another court in January dropped similar charges against novelist Orhan Pamuk, a decision praised in the West.

The rights report by Kaboglu and Oran also suggested that Turkey grant equal rights to non-Muslims who are now blocked from jobs in the police and Foreign Ministry and are barred from becoming military officers.

Christians and Jews are recognized as minorities, though nationalists question the loyalty of non-Muslims, especially those of Greek or Armenian descent.

"It is human rights that are being tried, not Baskin and Ibrahim," Kaboglu said by telephone on Tuesday night. Kaboglu formerly was the head of the state Human Rights Advisory Council, which prepared the report.

