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In recent years, under the Justice and Development Party (AKP) rule, Turkey has experienced a sharp declining trend in almost all democratic indicators, including the rights of women, civil, economic and social rights, freedom of expression and media, free and fair elections, government accountability and corruption.
Women in Turkey continue to face unique challenges driven by government-promoted discrimination and stereotypes about their so-called “appropriate role”, including frequent demeaning statements about women who do not adhere to traditional roles. Political Islamist ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP) has also encouraged female subservience, with president Erdoğan even calling childless women “deficient”.
Women speaking out on abuses face threats, intimidation, persecution and imprisonment. In the aftermath of the attempted coup, many of the decree laws adopted in the context of the measures under the state of emergency since July 2016 introduce discriminatory legislation against women. 
As part of the wider government's assault on women's rights, in July 2016 Turkey's Constitutional Court rescinded part of the criminal code, which classified all sexual acts with children under 15-years-old as sexual abuse – a move clearly designed to clear the way for the government to put forward for adoption in the parliament of its highly contested “child rape bill”. 
The move by the Constitutional Court sparked intense controversy over underage sexual relations regarding age of consent, effectively legalizing sexual relations with children as young as 12-years-old. The international community was outraged over the ruling, which also led to diplomatic rows between Turkey and several European Union member states. 
The “child rape bill”, a highly controversial draft was put forward for adoption in the parliament by lawmakers of the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP). The bill provided for those who rape underage children to be pardoned for the crime, as long as they marry the victim after the act. 
According to the ruling Justice and Development Party (AKP), the bill intended to benefit men who have had sex with a minor they are in a relationship with, and deal with the complications of child marriage within the country. The Turkish government said the bill would have applied to at least 3,000 men already in prison. 

The bill presented in the parliament sparked protests across Turkey, including by opposition parties before and after it was approved in an initial parliamentary reading. Critics said it would legitimize statutory rape and encourage the practice of taking child brides. The United Nations emphasized in a statement
 that the bill would weaken Turkey’s ability to combat sexual abuse and child marriage. According to the United Nations, the bill would create a perception of impunity in favor of perpetrators of such child rights violations. In addition it would increase the risk for further victimization of the child if she marries the perpetrator of the sexual abuse.
Following fierce criticism from opposition parties and the public, president Erdoğan joined the debate advising “caution” in moving forward with the bill.

Due to the pressure and in line with the call from the President for a wider consensus, just hours before a final vote in parliament in November 2016, the Prime Minister informed the draft would be withdrawn from the parliament's general assembly and sent back to a commission for review and seek the opinion of the opposition and civil society. According to the Prime Minister, the withdrawal would allow for “broad consensus” and to “give time for the opposition parties to develop their proposals.”
Even though the “child rape bill” has not been yet reintroduced for adoption ever since, it was never completely withdrawn from the parliamentary agenda. Eventual plans to reintroduce the “child rape bill” for adoption in any form, will seriously hinder progress towards ending child, early and forced marriage and other forms of harmful practices in Turkey. 
In order to end and overcome persisting challenges and gaps in eliminating the harmful practice of child, early and forced marriage, the Turkish government should abandon its plans concerning the “child rape bill” and instead take necessary action to ensure that girls and boys in Turkey are better protected from all forms of sexual abuse, exploitation and child marriage. 
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