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INTRODUCTION

It’s the strongman’s dilemma. When one leaves power — one way or another — does one pave the way for a
successor? With an aging leader, Turkey may have to face that question sooner rather than later.

There is no official confirmation, but sources allege that Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, 71, is in poor
health. This is now common knowledge. Pro-government media and official “counter-disinformation agencies”
have nevertheless branded the reports of poor health as “insults” to the president. And in Erdogan’s Turkey, insults
are punished with jail time.!

This is not the first time Turkish media have called attention to the longtime leader’s well-being. During the hotly
contested 2023 presidential campaign, Erdogan fellill duringalive-broadcastinterview and later missed several planned
public appearances due to what he deemed “serious stomach flu”> Rumors swirled about more serious conditions.

Erdogan bounced back and has shown no signs of stepping aside after nearly 23 years in power. He has led Turkey
continuously since March 2003 — first as prime minister (2003-2014) and then as president (2014-present).” He
is by far the country’s longest-serving leader, surpassing even the 15-year tenure of the founder of the modern
Turkish state, Mustafa Kemal Ataturk, who held the reins from 1923 to 1938. Now, in the third decade of Erdogan’s
rule, many Turkish observers — even the pro-Erdogan Daily Sabah website — question how long he will remain.*

While Erdogan remarked in May 2025 that he had “no interest in being reelected or running for office again,” there
is speculation about a fresh round of constitutional changes that would allow him to do so.”> Additionally, Erdogan
has been inconsistent about his electoral future. In January 2024, Erdogan suggested he might run again if “our

1. “Tirkiye denies claims about President Erdogan’s ‘poor health condition,” Turkiye Today (Turkey), June 10, 2025. (https://www.
turkiyetoday.com/nation/ankara-denies-claims-about-president-erdogans-poor-health-condition-3202627)

2. Paul Kirby, “Turkey’s Erdogan falls ill on TV and cancels election rallies,” BBC (UK), April 27, 2023. (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-65409951)

3. The AKP won the November 3, 2002, general elections, but Erdogan became prime minister in March 2003, owing to a political ban
that kept him out of office.

4. “His last election? Tiirkiye’s Erdogan might be around a little longer;” Daily Sabah (Turkey), March 11, 2024. (https://www.dailysabah.
com/politics/elections/his-last-election-turkiyes-erdogan-might-be-around-a-little-longer)

5. Paul Kirby, “Erdogan denies bid to change Turkey’s constitution means he’ll run as president again,” BBC (UK), May 22, 2025. (https://
www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce80zg9d76lo)
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nation wants it.”® Supporters, such as the deputy chair of Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP), Mustafa
Elitas, declared, “We want to continue under our leader until death.””

Erdogan has been able to retain power because of his drastic changes to Turkey’s constitution and political system. His
capture of the Turkish executive began with a 2007 constitutional referendum on a proposal to elect Turkey’s president
directly, in place of appointment by parliament.® This set Erdogan up to secure a popular-vote victory in the 2014
presidential elections, enabling him to take up the presidency after his premiership ended. At the time, the prime
minister continued to wield the most formal executive power. Yet in 2017, Erdogan arranged another referendum,
consolidating the Turkish executive into a presidential government (with a theoretically strict but highly manipulable
two-term limit). This appeared to reset the system for Erdogan. He went on to win successive (and increasingly slim)
victories in 2018 and 2023. If he were to run again in 2028, it would mark his fourth real presidential bid — something
prohibited under Turkey’s current constitution, notwithstanding the referendum’s legal ambiguity.

During Erdogan’s September 2025 visit to the White House, a hot mic exchange between two Turkish journalists
appeared to reveal details of an emerging leadership contest for Turkey’s post-Erdogan era. Now fired NTV reporter
Huseyin Gunay said that the United States was “playing to [Foreign Minister] Hakan Fidan” in talks over fighter jet
engine procurement and that “there’s a fight going on inside [the leadership] between Bilal [Erdogan, the president’s
son], Hakan Fidan, and the son-in-law [Selcuk Bayraktar]” to succeed Erdogan.’ If true, a high-level power struggle has
erupted in Erdogan’s most trusted circle. The AKP might experience internal chaos ahead of choosing Turkey’s nextleader.

This memo examines the legal and political framework governing Turkey’s presidential succession. It explores
how Erdogan might seek to retain power despite nominal constitutional limits. It then considers several figures
who could plausibly succeed him should he leave office in the next two years. Finally, this memo evaluates the
candidates’ respective strengths and weaknesses. Instead of hard predictions on who Turkey’s next president will
be or when the transition might occur, this memo explains the dynamics that will shape that eventual outcome.

Turkey’s presidential succession will likely come down to a few key questions. Who will Erdogan choose as
his favored successor? To what extent is Erdogan willing and able to silence his most serious challengers in
the opposition? How will a candidate’s government experience, command of the media, popular support, and
proximity to the current president affect them? This memo attempts to answer these questions while leaving room
for the unexpected turns that two more years of Erdogan’s presidency may hold.

SCENARIO 1: ERDOGAN REMAINS IN POWER PAST 2028

If Erdogan chooses to stay in power, he will almost certainly seek to legally justify the way he goes about it to
preserve his legitimacy. The Turkish public has elected its leaders with relative regularity since 1950, and a brazen
attempt to seize power without a legitimate vote is unlikely. Erdogan currently holds four legal (and quasi-legal)
cards to play should he desire to remain in power past his scheduled retirement in 2028.

6. Paul Kirby, “Erdogan denies bid to change Turkey’s constitution means he’ll run as president again,” BBC (UK), May 22, 2025. (https://
www.bbc.com/news/articles/ce80zg9d76lo)

7. “His last election? Tiirkiye’s Erdogan might be around a little longer,” Daily Sabah, March 11, 2024. (https://www.dailysabah.com/
politics/elections/his-last-election-turkiyes-erdogan-might-be-around-a-little-longer)

8. “Halkin demokrasi dersi: 2007 anayasa referandumu [The People’s Lesson in Democracy: the 2007 Constitutional Referendum],” Yeni
Safak (Turkey), April 7, 2017. (https://www.yenisafak.com/secim/halkin-demokrasi-dersi-2007-anayasa-referandumu-2629835)

9. “NTV, Hiiseyin Giinay’mn isine son verdi [NTV Fired Huseyin Gunay],” Medyascope (Turkey), October 2, 2025. (https://medyascope.
tv/2025/10/02/ntv-huseyin-gunayin-isine-son-verdi)
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First, he can amend the Turkish Constitution, as he did in 2007 and 2017, to revise or abolish the term limit provision
and allow for another presidential bid. Amending the Turkish Constitution of 1982 requires broad approval in the
Turkish parliament (the Grand National Assembly of Turkey) pursuant to Article 175 of the Turkish Constitution.

Article 175 requires that an amendment “be proposed in writing by at least one-third” of the legislature.'® That means
at least 200 members of parliament must sign on before it can even enter debate. Two rounds of debate are then
followed by a vote, requiring a three-fifths majority (360 MPs minimum) to send an amendment to the president’s
desk."! The AKP currently holds 272 seats, while its allies — the Islamists and ultranationalists of the Nationalist
Movement Party (MHP), the New Welfare Party (YRP), and the Free Cause Party (HUDA PAR) — control another
55.12 This puts Erdogan’s coalition 33 votes short of the 360 required (as of December 2025), requiring a deal with
opposition members to get anywhere."

If the amendment passes the three-fifths threshold, the president can then issue “a referendum, if he/she deems it
necessary, on laws regarding amendment to the Constitution.”"* From there, Erdogan need only secure a simple
majority of the Turkish popular vote."

While a successful referendum would support Erdogan’s narrative of legal legitimacy, obtaining a simple majority
of the country may not be simple. Since 1961, Turkish governments have held seven referendums.'® The most
recent, in 2017, allowed Erdogan’s AKP backers and MHP allies to push through a wave of amendments collectively
referred to by Anadolu, Turkey’s flagship state media outlet, as the “presidential system.”'” The referendum on all
18 amendments, which passed with a slim majority of 51.4 percent,'® effectively reset the clock on Erdogan’s rule
and allowed him to run for reelection in 2018 and 2023.

A second legal method allowing Erdogan to stay in power would be early elections (“election renewal” in the
Constitution). Article 116 stipulates that the assembly can set a date for early elections and make a second-term
incumbent eligible to run for a third and final term." Should he win that vote, Erdogan would be allowed to remain
in office until 2033. This option also requires a minimum vote of three-fifths of the assembly to pass.*’ Importantly,
the constitution does not specify timing. In theory, a snap election just days before the scheduled vote would be
sufficient and allow Erdogan to effectively complete his current term before starting another.

10. Grand National Assembly of Turkey, Department of Laws and Resolutions, “Constitution of the Republic of Turkey,” 2017, Article
175, Clause 1. (https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Turkey_2017#s1140)

11. Ibid., Article 175, Clause 4.

12. Cem Cetinguc, “Turkey’s Parliament Sees Shift in Seat Distribution After Resignations,” PA Turkey (Turkey), July 21, 2025. (https://
www.paturkey.com/news/2025/turkeys-parliament-sees-shift-in-seat-distribution-after-resignations-22426)

13. Grand National Assembly of Turkey, “28. Donem Milletvekilleri Listesi [28th Term Parliamentary List],” 2025. (https://www.tbmm.
gov.tr/millecvekili/liste)

14. Grand National Assembly of Turkey, Department of Laws and Resolutions, “Constitution of the Republic of Turkey,” 2017, Article
104, Clause 12. (https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Turkey_2017#s580)

15. Ibid., Article 175, Clause 6.

16. Ozcan Yildirim, “Tiirkiye yedinci referandumuna hazirlaniyor [Turkey prepares for its seventh referendum],” Anadolu Agency
(Turkey), January 24, 2017. (https://www.aa.com.tr/tr/politika/turkiye-yedinci-referandumuna-hazirlaniyor/733627)

17. Ibid.

18. “NTV Referandum 2017 NTV (Turkey), April 16, 2017. (https://referandum.ntv.com.tr)

19. Grand National Assembly of Turkey, Department of Laws and Resolutions, “Constitution of the Republic of Turkey,” 2017, Article
116, Clause 3. (hteps://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Turkey_2017#s655)

20. Ibid., Article 116, Clause 1.
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The third way for Erdogan to wield Turkey’s constitution to ensure his continued rule is through obstructing
elections. Article 101 of the constitution holds that the incumbent president’s term will continue if “elections
cannot be completed.” The constitution does not provide additional details on what “cannot be completed” means.

Turkey’s Supreme Election Council (Yuksek Secim Kurulu — YSK), the judicial body responsible for establishing
election procedures, overseeing elections, and validating their results, is the highest authority on Turkey’s elections.
While Erdogan does not directly appoint the YSK’s 11 members — the Court of Cassation and the Council of State
do — he maintains broad power over the Turkish judiciary.?? Erdogan has the power to issue presidential decrees,
which would allow him to appoint persons of his choosing, to include judicial appointments if necessary.

The fourth — and perhaps most extreme — method at Erdogan’s disposal is to suspend constitutional rights in
a national emergency. Article 119 of the Turkish constitution declares that the president can issue a regional or
national state of emergency for a period of no more than six months.” However, the Grand National Assembly can
extend a state of emergency for a further four months at a time.* The four-month extension ceiling does not apply
in cases of war,” and each extension requires a simple majority vote to pass.*

The constitution provides that during a national emergency, presidential executive decrees can regulate
“fundamental rights, individual rights and duties” normally immune from executive interference under Article
104.%” Article 15 also provides that these rights and liberties “may be partially or entirely suspended ... to the
extent required by the exigencies of the situation.””® Together, these articles indicate that a dire enough national
emergency, perhaps a war or widespread civil unrest, could permit Erdogan to revoke constitutional rights. Of
those rights and liberties, Article 15 deems only the rights to life, trial in court, freedom of religious and political
belief, and the prohibition of ex post facto laws unconditionally inviolable — leaving plenty of other democratic
rights up for suspension.” Accordingly, Erdogan could engineer and declare a state of emergency to suspend other
rights and liberties, such as the ability to vote in a public presidential election, with a simple majority in the Turkish
legislature. Such a scenario is not unthinkable with growing civil unrest because of Erdogan’s anti-opposition
crackdown and Turkey’s skirmishes with Kurdish forces in Syria.

With all of these options in mind, elections will most likely proceed in 2028.

SCENARIO 2: ERDOGAN VACATES OFFICE BY 2028

Although Erdogan has potential means to remain in power past 2028, he may choose to step down or retire at the
end of his term. Or he may be incapacitated and unable to fulfill his presidential duties. As noted above, Erdogan
remarked earlier this year that he does not intend to run for office again. If he relinquishes power before the end of
his term, it will trigger a snap election. Otherwise, the country will hold a regular election no later than May 2028.

21. Ibid., Article 101, Clause 7.

22.Ibid., Article 79, Clause 4.

23. Ibid., Article 119, Clause 1.

24. Ibid., Article 119, Clause 3.

25. Ibid.

26. “Turkey to extend state of emergency for another three months: spokesman,” Daily Sabah (Turkey), January 8, 2018. (hctps://www.
dailysabah.com/politics/2018/01/08/turkey-to-extend-state-of-emergency-for-another-three-months-spokesman)

27. Grand National Assembly of Turkey, Department of Laws and Resolutions, “Constitution of the Republic of Turkey,” 2017, Article
104, Clause 17. (https://www.constituteproject.org/constitution/Turkey_2017#s580)

28. Ibid., Article 15, Clause 1.

29. Ibid., Article 15, Clause 2.
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Article 106 of the Turkish constitution dictates that new presidential elections must occur within 45 days of the
presidency becoming vacant for any reason.” Until the new election concludes, the vice president will deputize
as president with full executive powers.’! The constitution does not specify a designated line of succession past
the vice president nor an explicit order of precedence among executive ministers. If the presidential vacancy and
snap election occur more than one year before the next scheduled general election, the winner of the snap election
governs only until the scheduled election. However, this does not count as a full term, so the snap winner would
remain eligible to run for two full terms.** If the scheduled general election is less than a year away when a vacancy
occurs, the snap election will take its place, rewarding the winner with a full five-year term.

If the presidency becomes vacant during Erdogan’s current term, Vice President Cevdet Yilmaz would immediately
assume the presidency for 45 days. Yilmaz would be eligible to pursue a term; however, he is not a major figure
in the AKP, and the party would almost certainly put forward a different candidate in the snap election. Unlike in
the United States, the office of the vice president in Turkey is not an elected position that puts one in line for the
presidency. It is a mostly bureaucratic position that oversees the administrative aspects of the Turkish presidency.

Regardless of whether there is a regular election in 2028 or a snap vote before that time, the AKP would have to devise
a process for appointing Erdogan’s successor. At present, it remains unclear how a successor might be designated given
the AKP’s lack of primary elections and because more than 20 years have passed without a leadership contest. For its
part, the CHP held a formal presidential primary this year — more than three years ahead of the scheduled election
— with candidate applications open to those with sponsorship from at least 20 of the party’s MPs.** The primary
took place on March 23 with a nationwide party vote, resulting in Istanbul mayor Ekrem Imamoglu’s nomination.
Imamoglu’s preemptive move to challenge Erdogan resulted in his arrest and pretrial imprisonment. He is currently
languishing in jail on spurious corruption charges leveled by the state.**

The AKP could follow suit and hold a primary, or it may forgo that option and allow party or coalition leadership to
decide on a candidate, just as key figures in the CHP-led Nation Alliance (also known as the Table of Six) nominated
Kemal Kilicdaroglu to run against Erdogan in 2023.% Alternatively, the AKP may follow a diktat from Erdogan on
whom his successor will be, although this directive would certainly be formalized through internal party mechanisms.

The leading contenders for the AKP nomination are foreign minister and former intelligence chief Fidan, presidential
son-in-law and drone magnate Bayraktar, and Erdogan’s own son, Bilal. In the opposition’s corner, Imamoglu won
this year’s primary, yet Mansur Yavas, the mayor of Ankara, is also popular and could replace Imamoglu if he remains
in prison and legally barred from running on technicalities. Lastly, the dark horse list consists of Erdogan’s less
formidable CHP foes Kilicdaroglu and Ozgur Ozel, and a collection of former Erdogan allies, namely Suleyman
Soylu, Abdullah Gul, Ali Babacan, Hulusi Akar, and Ahmet Davutoglu.

30. Ibid., Article 106, Clause 2.

31. Ibid.

32. Ibid.

33. “CHP’nin 6n se¢im ydnergesi ve takvimi agiklandi [CHP’s primary election directive and calendar announced];” The Independent
Turkce (UK), February 14, 2025. (https://www.indyturk.com/node/753842/siyaset/chpnin-%C3%B6n-s¢%C3%A7im-y%C3%B6nergesi-
ve-takvimi-a%C3%A7%C4%B1kland%C4%B1)

34. “Imprisoned Istanbul mayor and Erdogan rival Ekrem Imamoglu named presidential candidate,” France24 (France), March
24, 2025. (hteps://www.france24.com/en/middle-east/20250324-imprisoned-istanbul-mayor-ekrem-imamoglu-declared-presidential-

candidate-by-opposition)
35. Robert Greenall, “Turkey opposition names Kilicdaroglu as joint challenger to Erdogan,” BBC (UK), March 6, 2023. (https://www.
bbe.com/news/world-europe-64867467)
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ERDOGAN’S PROTEGES

HAKAN FIDAN — FOREIGN MINISTER AND FORMER NATIONAL
INTELLIGENCE DIRECTOR (AKP, AGE 57)

Hakan Fidanis one of Erdogan’s top confidants and one of the most senior political
officials in Turkey, with a long history as a member of the president’s inner circle.
Of partial Kurdish origin, Fidan began his career in the military before joining
Erdogan’s senior staff.’® Fidan became the chief of Turkey’s National Intelligence
Organization (MIT) in 2010, serving for 13 years before becoming Erdogan’s
foreign minister in the cabinet reshuffle after the 2023 election.”

Strengths

Asearly as 2013, CHP spokesman Haluk Koc called Fidan “the most untouchable
person in Turkey ... [he] cannot be investigated, let alone prosecuted, cannot
be pursued, and cannot even be questioned.*® Erdogan even refers to Fidan as
his “jar of secrets,” and opposition outlets argue that Fidan’s knowledge of and
leverage over key political figures (owing to his intelligence career) makes him effectively “untouchable’® Erdogan
refused to fire Fidan from his position as MIT director after the failed 2016 coup attempt despite seemingly major
intelligence failures.” Whether this decision came because Fidan remains highly useful to Erdogan — or poses a
powerful threat should Erdogan try to alienate him — is unclear, but in either case, he remains close to the president.

Fidan also exerts considerable influence over foreign and national security policy issues of importance to the
Turkish electorate. Fidan is the Turkish government’s primary point of contact with Syria,*! and his efforts to secure
a return for the country’s millions of Syrian refugees may strengthen his support base, especially in southeastern
Turkey, which has been inundated with Syrian refugees. Fidan’s public image may benefit should the Kurdistan
Workers’ Party (PKK) disarmament process succeed, particularly if he manages to deepen coordination with the
Iraqi government in place of Turkey’s longstanding unilateral military intervention there.

36. Aylin D. Miller, “Turkey’ssecret-keeper’: spy chief Hakan Fidan,” France 24 (France), March 18, 2023. (https://www.turkishnews.com/
en/content/2013/03/19/turkeys-secret-keeper-spy-chief-hakan-fidan)

37. “Hakan Fidan,” National Intelligence Organization (Turkey), accessed January 29, 2026. (https://www.mit.gov.tr/en/lider_
hakan-fidan_44.html)

38. “Hakan Fidan Tiirkiye'nin en dokunulmaz kisisidir’ [‘Hakan Fidan is Turkey’s Most Untouchable Person’],” Bursada Bugun (Turkey),
January 2, 2013. (hteps://www.bursadabugun.com/haber/hakan-fidan-turkiye-nin-en-dokunulmaz-kisisidir-153918.html)

39. “Erdogan’in ‘sir kiipii: Astsubayliktan akademisyenlige, MITten Disisleri Bakanhigrna [Erdogans ‘pot of secrets: From non-
commissioned officer to academic, from MIT to Ministry of Foreign Affairs],” Bianet (Turkey), June 5, 2023. (https://bianet.org/haber/
erdogan-in-sir-kupu-astsubayliktan-akademisyenlige-mit-ten-disisleri-bakanligi-na-279852)

40. “Erdogan’s ‘secret keeper’ under fire over Turkey coup lapse,” Agence France-Presse (France), July 23, 2016. (https://www.rfi.fr/en/
contenu/20160723-erdogans-secret-keeper-under-fire-over-turkey-coup-lapse); “No change in top army;, intel seats after failed coup attempt:
Erdogan,” Hurriyet Daily News (Turkey), July 25, 2016. (https://www.hurriyetdailynews.com/no-change-in-top-army-intel-seats-after-failed-
coup-attempt-erdogan--102019)

41. Asiye Latife Yilmaz, “Turkish foreign minister reaffirms support for Syrian people’s will,” Anadolu Agency (Turkey), August 7, 2025.
(hteps://www.aa.com.tr/en/middle-east/ turkish-foreign-minister-reaffirms-support-for-syrian-people-s-will/3653469)
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Turkish attempts to expand influence in Damascus will likely also benefit Fidan’s public image in both countries,
at least among the AKP in Turkey and supporters of Syrian President Ahmad al-Sharaa.* Fidan’s management
of Syria-Turkey relations may generate a public perception of the foreign minister as a peacemaker and skilled
diplomat worthy of managing executive powers.

Weaknesses

Fidan has no experience in Turkish electoral politics. He entered public service through the military and became
foreign minister through the Turkish intelligence service. As such, he lacks the domestic policy credentials of
potential challengers like Imamoglu. The Turkish opposition also points to Fidan’s past as Turkey’s intelligence head
to raise suspicion that he has authoritarian and undemocratic tendencies.* CHP leader Ozel has criticized Fidan’s
self-styling as a “shadowy deep statesman™** whose powers and activities function outside the law. Opposition outlet
Bianet published a leaked sound bite from 2014 in which Fidan allegedly said he would “fabricate a justification for
war” and stage a false flag attack to justify an intervention in Syria.*” Finally, Fidan’s tense relationships with senior
AKP figures are likely to hinder his presidential ambitions. This friction is especially evident in his relationship
with Ibrahim Kalin, Turkey’s current national intelligence chief and another trusted confidant of Erdogan. The
two have clashed over key policy issues, including the Kurdish peace process, and Kalin is unlikely to back Fidan
as a successor.*

42. Andrew England and John Paul Rathbone, “The ex-spymaster shaping Turkey’s rise,” Financial Times (UK), March 6, 2025. (hteps://
www.ft.com/content/b0d1d1ba-7689-4b65-8a54-613c0d30d4e7)

43. Ilker Sezer, “Hakan Fidan: The force behind Turkish diplomacy—and why opposition targets him,” Turkiye Today (Turkey),
August 5, 2025. (https://www.turkiyetoday.com/opinion/hakan-fidan-the-silent-force-behind-turkish-diplomacyand-why-opposition-
targets-him-3205090)

44. “CHP Lideri Ozgiir Ozel: Hakan Fidan, CHP’nin Kurumsal Kimliginden Oziir Dilemelidir [CHP Leader Ozgur Ozel: Hakan Fidan
Should Apologize for CHP’s Institutional Identity],” Cumhuriyet Halk Partisi (Turkey), July 29, 2025. (https://chp.org.tr/haberler/chp-
lideri-ozgur-ozel-hakan-fidan-chpnin-kurumsal-kimliginden-ozur-dilemelidir)

45. “Erdoganin “sir kiipi’: Astsubayliktan akademisyenlige, MIT’ten Disisleri Bakanligrna [Erdogan’s ‘pot of secrets: From non-
commissioned officer to academic, from MIT to Ministry of Foreign Affairs],” Bianet (Turkey), June 5, 2023. (https://bianet.org/haber/
erdogan-in-sir-kupu-astsubayliktan-akademisyenlige-mit-ten-disisleri-bakanligi-na-279852)

46. “Ozgiir Ozel Hakan Fidan ve Ibrahim Kalin'in neden kavgali oldugunu agikladi! [Ozgur Ozel explained why Hakan Fidan and Ibrahim
Kalin are feuding!],” Halk TV (Turkey), October 24, 2025. (https://halktv.com.tr/siyaset/ozgur-ozel-hakan-fidan-ve-ibrahim-kalinin-neden-
kavgali-oldugunu-acikladi-981915h)
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SELCUK BAYRAKTAR — CHAIRMAN AND CTO OF BAYKAR
(AKP-ALIGNED, AGE 46)

Selcuk Bayraktar,”” one of Turkeys most recognized private citizens, is the
chairman of Baykar Technology, Turkey’s primary drone manufacturer and
defense contractor. Bayraktar rose to leadership in his family’s company in
2007 at the age of 28, becoming chief technology officer (CTO) and project
leader for several drone systems.” Bayraktar has received state honors from
Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan, and Mali for the Baykar drones successfully
deployed in those countries’ conflicts.* Bayraktar married Erdogan’s youngest
daughter, Sumeyye, in 2016.%

Strengths

Bayraktar’s family ties to Erdogan put him in an advantageous position. He
is also one of the wealthiest men in Turkey, with a net worth of roughly $1.8
billion as of early 2026.”" As such, he has the means to finance and launch
a nationwide presidential campaign. As chairman of Baykar, he is the most
prominent individual in Turkey’s defense technology sector and a figure of major importance to Turkish power
projection. A frequent recipient of praise in pro-Erdogan Turkish media,** Bayraktar is often regarded as Turkey’s
“unofficial” defense minister given his command of defense technology and his role in shaping Erdogan’s
defense policies.”

Persistent economic turmoil — fueled by a chronic currency crisis and rampant inflation (which hit a three-year
low of 33 percent in 2025)** — might convince undecided or middle-ground Turkish voters to prefer a candidate
with a reputation for business acumen over a career politician or bureaucrat.”” Bayraktar’s defense company is one
of the most profitable in Turkey, having developed the mass-produced TB2 unmanned aerial combat vehicle and

47. Press Service of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan, “Selcuk Bayraktar,” April 1, 2021. (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Sel%C3%A7uk_Bayraktar.jpg)

48. Selcuk Bayraktar, “Selcuk Bayraktar: Baykar CTO,” Selcuk Bayraktar (Turkey), 2025. (https://selcukbayraktar.com/en)

49. Ibid.

50. “Selcuk Bayraktar kimdir? Selcuk Bayraktar nereli? Selcuk Bayraktar kag yasinda? Vergi rekortmeni Selcuk Bayraktar evli mi? Selguk
Bayraktar ne is yapryor? [Who is Selcuk Bayraktar? Where is Selcuk Bayraktar from? How old is Selcuk Bayraktar? Is taxpayer Selcuk
Bayraktar married? What does Selcuk Bayraktar do?];” Bursada Bugun (Turkey), August 29, 2024. (https://www.bursadabugun.com/haber/
selcuk-bayraktar-kimdir-selcuk-bayraktar-nereli-selcuk-bayraktar-kac-yasinda-vergi-rekortmeni-selcuk-bayraktar-evli-mi-selcuk-bayraktar-
ne-is-yapiyor-1743149.html)

51. “Profile: Selcuk Bayraktar,” Forbes, 2026. (https://www.forbes.com/profile/selcuk-bayraktar)

52. “Tiirkiye dominates 65 pct of global UAV market: Baykar chairman,” Hurriyet Daily News (Turkey), December 13, 2024. (https://www.
hurriyetdailynews.com/turkiye-dominates-65-pct-of-global-uav-market-baykar-chairman-203572)

53. Tom Ellis, “Power games at Ankara’s ‘White Palace,” Kathimerini English Edition (Greece), October 6, 2025. (https://www.ckathimerini.
com/in-depth/analysis/1282794/power-games-at-ankaras-white-palace)

54. “Turkey inflation dips more than expected to less than 33%,” Reuters, November 3, 2025. (https://www.reuters.com/world/middle-east/
turkey-inflation-dips-below-33-more-than-expected-2025-11-03)

55. The government’s official figure is 33 percent; however, these statistics have been widely discredited by nongovernmental monitors.
The Inflation Research Group’s (ENAG') calculation placed Turkish inflation at over 56 percent in 2025. “2025 enflasyonu TUIK® gére
%30,9 ENAG'a gore %56,1 [According to TURKSTAT, the 2025 inflation rate is 30.9%, while according to ENAG it is 56.1%],” BBC

Turkish (UK), January 5, 2026. (https://www.bbc.com/turkee/articles/clyngqgpydgo)
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the “Kizilelma” unmanned fighter jet. Turkish voters associate Bayraktar with Turkish global influence in defense
and diplomacy, especially given Turkey’s boom in military exports and influence in Africa over the last five years.*

Weaknesses

Bayraktar, though highly popular, has not taken part in Turkish politics, especially electoral politics. Moreover, he
has not expressed significant interest in holding political office. This lack of political experience might cast some
doubt on his readiness to serve as the head of state. He might also struggle to gain AKP support over longtime
party politicians. Additionally, Bayraktar may encounter difficulties in securing voter support beyond the AKP
due to his close association and family ties with Erdogan. Lastly, Bayraktar’s relatively informal role in Turkish
public service might be viewed as a weakness compared to some of Erdogan’s other trusted advisers.

56. Sinan Ciddi and William Doran, “How Turkish Arms End Up in African Conflicts,” Foreign Policy, October 28, 2025. (https://
foreignpolicy.com/2025/10/28/turkey-africa-drones-sudan-arms-guns-conflict)
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BILAL ERDOGAN — BUSINESSMAN AND ISLAMIST ORGANIZER
(AKP, AGE 44)

Necmettin Bilal Erdogan® is the son of the president, offering him
access to Erdogan and his political network. He also stands to inherit the
“strongman cult of personality” his father has cultivated.’® Bilal completed
most of his post-secondary education in the United States and became
involved in Turkey’s commercial and nonprofit sectors after working for
the World Bank for several years.®® Among his other positions, Bilal is
currently the president of the Science Dissemination Foundation (IYV),
an Islamist organization formed in 1951 that sponsors Islamic secondary
and university education and is a subsidiary of Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim
University (IYV), which has ties to convicted Palestinian Islamic Jihad
(PIJ) terrorist Sami al-Arian.*® By early 2026, Bilal began to emerge as the
AKP’s preferred candidate to succeed his father. In the waning months of
2025, the president’s son was headlining high-profile events, ingratiating
himself with his father’s base as he was promoted by the pro-Erdogan
media ecosystem.®!

Strengths

Bilal Erdogan’s strongest advantage as a potential presidential candidate is his last name, which makes him
immediately recognizable to Turkish voters and, of course, provides him with the favor of his father. Although
not an elected or formal political figure, the younger Erdogan wields a broad network in Turkish media,
industry, and social institutions that has expanded the influence afforded to him by his birth. This includes
strong ties to figures in major organizations like Turkish Airlines and state media provider TRT.®* Bilal also
holds a seat on the board of the Turkish Youth Foundation (TUGVA), an influential Islamist NGO whose
members have embedded themselves in Erdogans government.®’ Bilal’s influence is also visible in Turkey’s
powerful judiciary, as he has previously directed government courts to censor opposition media and jail critics

57. Press Service of the President of the Republic of Azerbaijan,“Bilal Erdogan,” March 5, 2022. (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Bilal_Erdo%C4%9Fan_(05-03-2022)_(cropped).jpg#Licensing)

58. “A cult of personality dashes Turkey’s democratic dreams,” The Washington Post, October 31, 2016. (https://www.washingtonpost.com/
opinions/a-cult-of-personality-dashes-turkeys-democratic-dreams/2016/10/31/5451c16-9{9¢-11e6-8d63-3¢0a660£1{04_story.html)

59. “Bilal Erdogan’in Yazilar1 [Bilal Erdogan’s Articles],” Haberler (Turkey), 2025. (https://www.haberler.com/bilal-erdogan/biyografisi)

60. Necmeddin Bilal Erdogan, “Bagskandan Mesaj [Message from the President],” Ilim Yayma Vakfi (Turkey), 2025. (https://www.iyv.org.
tr/tr/baskandan-mesaj); “Kurumlarimiz [Our Institutions],” Ilim Yayma Vakfi (Turkey), accessed January 29, 2026. (https://www.iyv.org.tr/
tr/kurumlarimiz/istanbul-sabahattin-zaim-universitesi-13087); “Director’s Message,” Istanbul Sabahattin Zaim University, accessed January
26, 2026. (hteps://www.izu.edu.tr/en/ciga/about-us/director's-message)

61. Halktv, “Giderecek Daha One Cikiyor ... Bilal Erdogan, AKP’nin genel bagkanlig1 i¢cin mi hazirlaniyor? [He is Becoming Increasingly
Prominent ... is Bilal Erdogan preparing to become the chairman of the AKP?],” YouTube, December 21, 2025. (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=gneblERIvpQ)

62. Tom Ellis, “Power games at Ankaras ‘White Palace,” Kathimerini English Edition (Greece), October 6, 2025. (https://www.ekathimerini.
com/in-depth/analysis/1282794/power-games-at-ankaras-white-palace)

63. Hamdi Firat Buyuk, “Turkish Journalist Who Revealed Islamist NGO’s Murky Ties Faces Prison,” Balkan Insight (Serbia), March 21,

2022. (hteps://balkaninsight.com/2022/03/21/turkish-journalist-who-revealed-islamist-ngos-murky-ties-faces-prison)
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by opening cases on political insults and technicalities that Turkey’s legal system can easily punish.** If Bilal
faces significant challenges or competition from AKP politicians, particularly those close to his father, he can
wield his family’s patronage of the courts as a judicial weapon against them, just as his father did to strike down
Imamoglu’s election in 2025.%

Weaknesses

It is highly unlikely that Bilal will be able to garner broad-based support beyond elements of the AKP and the
MHP. Since 2013, the Turkish opposition has attacked Bilal for alleged corruption, calling attention to leaked
phone transcripts between Bilal and his father, the president, in which they discuss laundering money as part of
an Iran sanctions evasion scheme.®® Among the more damning lines in the transcripts is Bilal saying, “We [the
Erdogan family] still have 30 million euros that we could not dissolve [launder] yet ... with the remaining money
we can buy a flat.”¥” Turkish journalists and media personalities outside of President Erdogan’s Islamist circle have
also raised concerns over Bilal’s role as an Islamist organizer. Under his leadership, TUGVA played a big role in
organizing public rallies in support of Hamas.®® These actions would almost certainly alienate secular elements
of the electorate and cast him as an extremist. While well-connected, Erdogan lacks the government experience
of potential AKP challengers like Fidan or the broader reputation and charisma of Bayraktar. According to
Turkish opposition journalists, he too reportedly faces disapproval from MHP leader Devlet Bahceli, whose
support Tayyip Erdogan needs to maintain his parliamentary supremacy.*

64. Hamdi Firat Buyuk, “Turkish President’s Son, Allies, ‘Using Courts for Censorship, Campaigners Say,” Balkan Insight (Serbia), March
15, 2024. (hteps://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/15/turkish-presidents-son-allies-using-courts-for-censorship-campaigners-say); Hamdi Firat
Buyuk, “Turkish Journalist Who Revealed Islamist NGO’s Murky Ties Faces Prison,” Balkan Insight (Serbia), March 21, 2022. (https://
balkaninsight.com/2022/03/21/turkish-journalist-who-revealed-islamist-ngos-murky-ties-faces-prison)

65. Hamdi Firat Buyuk, “Turkish President’s Son, Allies, ‘Using Courts for Censorship, Campaigners Say,” Balkan Insight (Serbia), March
15, 2024. (https://balkaninsight.com/2024/03/15/turkish-presidents-son-allies-using-courts-for-censorship-campaigners-say)

66. “Turkey’s Erdogan and the illicit recordings,” BBC (UK), February 25, 2014. (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-26345683)
67. Jack Moore, “Turkey YouTube Ban: Full Transcript of Leaked Erdogan Corruption Call with Son,” International Business Times (UK),
March 27, 2014. (https://www.ibtimes.co.uk/turkey-youtube-bantranscript-leaked-erdogan-corruption-call-son-1442150)

68. Sinan Ciddi and Sophia Epley, “Pro-Hamas Protesters in Turkey Call for Military Strikes Against Israel,” Foundation for Defense
of Democracies, August 9, 2024. (https://www.fdd.org/analysis/policy_briefs/2024/08/09/pro-hamas-protesters-in-turkey-call-for-military-
strikes-against-israel)

69. Can Dundar, “Here’s the reason for Bahgeli’s anger towards Erdogan! Can Diindar and Erk Acarer explained,” YouTube, December 9,
2025. (hteps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GwTEIvL431U)
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HIGH-PROFILE OPPOSITION CHALLENGERS

EKREM IMAMOGLU — MAYOR OF ISTANBUL
AND 2028 CHP PRESIDENTIAL NOMINEE (AGE 55)

Ekrem Imamoglu, who hails from a conservative family from Turkey’s Black Sea 2 'k
coast, joined the CHP in 2008 after establishing himself as a social democrat and [l
an organizer for Istanbul’s influential sports clubs.” In 2014, Imamoglu became the
mayor of Beylikduzu, one of Istanbul’s 39 districts, and later won election as mayor §
of all Istanbul following a highly contested, two-round election in 2019.” )

Strengths

Imamoglu is popular among the Turkish opposition. Indeed, no other candidate
qualified for the CHP primary.”” Four days before the March 23 primary, pro-
Erdogan judicial officials arrested Imamoglu on fabricated charges intended to
block his candidacy. The Erdogan government’s attempts to silence Imamoglu are a
testament to the threat he poses to continued AKP dominance due to his popularity
in Istanbul. The city’s 16 million inhabitants comprise roughly one-fifth of the
Turkish population.

If Erdogan cannot, or does not, run for the presidencys it is conceivable that domestic and foreign legal pressure will
push Turkish authorities to release Imamoglu from jail and prevent the forfeiture of his political rights. Europe’s
Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe (PACE) and Congress of Local and Regional Authorities have
condemned Imamoglu’s incarceration and called for his release.”” Until now, the European Union (EU) has
refrained from criticizing Erdogan’s visible assault on the rule of law in Turkey.” But that could easily change.

Erdogan was in a similar position in 2002 when existing political bans prevented him from running for office
in that year’s November elections. Following the AKP’s landslide victory, EU pressure led Turkey’s courts to
remove Erdogan’s ban, allowing him to run for a parliamentary seat in a special election, resulting in his ascent
to power in March 2003.” Renewed EU pressure would likely be matched by public pressure in Turkey. There
is little to suggest that Imamoglu’s popularity has waned during his months in prison. Further attempts to
decapitate the CHP could turn Turkish opposition voters against the AKP and the government. Major protests

70. “Ekrem Imamoglu kimdir? [Who is Ekrem Imamoglu?],” BBC Turkish (UK), March 19, 2025. (https://www.bbc.com/turkce/
articles/ce98pke01zko)

71. Ibid.

72. Cagil Kasapoglu and Rachel Hagan, “Who is Turkish opposition leader Ekrem Imamoglu?” BBC (UK), March 19, 2025. (https://www.
bbc.com/news/articles/c4g0ylrmylyo)

73. Council of Europe, Congress of Local and Regional Authorities, Statement, “Congress: Mayor Imamoglu’s detention is an
assault on democracy; he must be released,” March 23, 2025. (https://www.coe.int/en/web/portal/-/council-of-europe-congress-mayor-
imamo%C4%9Flu-s-detention-is-an-assault-on-democracy-he-must-be-released)

74. Federal Foreign Office of Germany, Statement, “Key partner for stability and security: Foreign Minister Wadephul travels to
Turkey for first official visit,” October 17, 2025. (https://www.auswaertiges-amt.de/en/aussenpolitik/laenderinformationen/tuerkei-
node/2739854-2739854)

75. “Turkey moves to lift leader’s ban,” BBC (UK), December 11, 2002. (http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/2565043.stm)
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erupted in Istanbul in early September after a court declared the CHP’s local congress (leadership council)
invalid and appointed AKP-approved caretakers, renewing opposition fervor against Erdogan’s government.”

Weaknesses

The fabricated charges against Imamoglu include corruption, allegations of a forged university diploma (an
eligibility requirement for the Turkish presidency), insulting electoral court members, and supporting the
PKK.” The courts’ loyalty to Erdogan and their attacks on CHP leadership indicate they are unlikely to release
Imamoglu from prison before the election, making him unable to campaign. Beyond the charges, Imamoglu’s
eligibility to run is still contested. The government has pursued various means of banning him, including
revoking his degree and pushing for criminal conviction, but that would require finalized judicial rulings and
winning every appeal to cement the ban.”® Imamoglu’s ability to campaign effectively for the presidency from
prison is slim. His continued incarceration could result in the CHP leadership choosing an alternate candidate
for president. CHP member Mansur Yavas, the current mayor of Ankara, would be the most obvious choice.”

76.“CHP, Istanbul [l Bagkanligi'nda polis ve biber gaz1: 8 Eyliilde neler yagandi? [Police and tear gas at CHP Istanbul Provincial Headquarters:
What happened on September 82]” BBC Turkish (UK), September 9, 2025. (https://www.bbc.com/turkee/articles/c93 1qwnv42vo)

77. Ekrem Imamoglu, “I was elected mayor of Istanbul, but I write this from jail: Turkish democracy is under grave threat,” The
Guardian (UK), September 24, 2025. (hteps://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2025/sep/24/mayor-istanbul-jail-ekrem-imamoglu-
turkey-democracy)

78. Sait Burak Utucu, “Could Istanbul’s arrested mayor Ekrem Imamoglu become Turkey’s next president?” Euro News (France), March
24, 2025. (https://www.euronews.com/2025/03/24/could-istanbuls-arrested-mayor-ekrem-imamoglu-become-turkeys-next-president)

79. Galip Dalay, “The future of the Turkish opposition after Imamoglu’s arrest,” Chatham House (UK), May 2, 2025. (https://www.
chathamhouse.org/2025/05/future-turkish-opposition-after-imamoglus-arrest)
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MANSUR YAVAS — MAYOR OF ANKARA (CHP, AGE 70)

Mansur Yavas, an Ankara native, runs Turkey’s capital and second-largest city. Yavas served
as a lawyer, both in Turkey’s military and in private practice, before becoming mayor of
Ankara’s Beypazari District (his home district) in 1999. Yavas won Ankara’s mayoral election
in 2019 and has presided over the city since then.*

Strengths

Yavas is a well-known opposition figure who enjoys a similar level of popular support to
Imamogluss, if not more. Turkish public opinion polling from February 2025, before Imamoglu’s
arrest and imprisonment, found Yavas to be respondents’ preferred opposition candidate. He
received the support of 28 percent of respondents compared with Imamoglus 21 percent.*
Yavas also possesses a reputation as a capable public administrator, having garnered widespread praise for his response to the
COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.** Yavas won reelection in Ankara in 2024 with 60 percent of the vote, nearly double that of
his AKP opponent.® His wide margin of victory in a politically mixed major city — home to more than 5 million people —
suggests that Yavas can garner broad public support in Turkey’s metropolitan areas. Yavas could become the CHP’s presidential
nominee if Imamoglu remains in prison or is otherwise barred from running. CHP leader Ozel remarked in September 2025
that Yavas is the party’s strongest candidate should the judiciary decisively render Imamoglu unable to run for the presidency.**

Weaknesses

The AKP-led government views Yavas as a serious threat to the party’s post-Erdogan political dominance. In October
2025, government prosecutors began investigating Ankara’s CHP leadership over allegations of corruption that were
likely engineered to target Yavas.®> Yavas, while compliant with authorities’ requests for investigation and information,
has blasted the allegations as “false information” and a “perception operation” to discredit the CHP.*®

Yavas was previously a member of the ultranationalist MHP before joining the CHP, which might weaken enthusiasm among
the CHP’s more liberal voters.”” Within the CHP, political disagreements and factionalism may damage the opposition’s
chances of securing a victory against the AKP. Pro-Erdogan media commented on an early 2025 disagreement among
Yavas, Imamoglu, and Ozel over the party’s intention to declare a nominee three years before the election.® AKP-aligned
press may attempt to exaggerate intra-CHP disagreements to split and weaken the opposition at Yavas's expense.

80. “Hakkimda: Mansur Yavas [About Me: Mansur Yavas],” Mansur Yavas, 2024. (hctps://www.mansuryavas.com.tr/hakkimda)

81. “Ankara mayor favored as Turkish opposition seeks its next candidate,” Daily Sabah (Turkey), February 5, 2025. (https://www.dailysabah.
com/politics/elections/ankara-mayor-favored-as-turkish-opposition-secks-its-next-candidate)

82. Ibid.

83. “Ankarada Mansur Yavas se¢imi biiyiik farkla kazandi; CHP Etimesgut, Kegiéren ve Mamak dahil 16 ilgeyi ald: [Mansur Yavas won the
election in Ankara by a landslide; the CHP took 16 districts, including Etimesgut, Kecioren and Mamak],” BBC Turkish (UK), March 31,
2024. (hteps://www.bbc.com/turkce/articles/c6pk943d2kwo)

84. Gulsen Solaker, “Mansur Yavas neden iktidarin hedefinde? [Why is Mansur Yavas a target of the government?],” DW (Germany), October
13, 2025. (https://www.dw.com/tr/mansur-yava%C5%9F-neden-iktidar%C4%B1n-hedefinde/a-74337085)

85. “Corruption probes against opposition municipalities expand to Ankara as 13 detained,” Bianet English (Turkey), September 23, 2025.
(hteps://bianet.org/haber/corruption-probes-against-opposition-municipalities-expand-to-ankara-as-13-detained-311790)

86. “Ankara mayor slams investigation request over municipality concerts,” Hurriyet Daily News (Turkey), October 12, 2025. (https://www.
hurriyetdailynews.com/ankara-mayor-slams-investigation-request-over-municipality-concerts-214588)

87. “Ankara Biiyiiksehir Belediye Baskan1 Mansur Yavas, yerel se¢cimde aday olmak istedigini agiklad1 [Ankara Metropolitan Municipality
Mayor Mansur Yavas announced that he wants to run in the local elections],” BBC Turkish (UK), August 30, 2023. (https://www.bbc.com/
turkee/articles/c03j40148320)

88. “Ankara mayor favored as Turkish opposition seeks its next candidate,” Daily Sabah (Turkey), February 5, 2025. (https://www.dailysabah.
com/politics/elections/ankara-mayor-favored-as-turkish-opposition-secks-its-next-candidate)
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DARK HORSE CANDIDATES

The five frontrunners identified above constitute the most likely successors to the Turkish presidency should Erdogan
leave office, though other prominent names are worth briefly noting.

SULEYMAN SOYLU — FORMER INTERIOR MINISTER
AND AKP DEPUTY FOR ISTANBUL (AGE 56)

Suleyman Soylu** was born in 1969 in Istanbul to a family from Trabzon — an AKP
stronghold associated with Erdogan, not far from the president’s hometown of Rize.” Soylu
worked on the Istanbul Stock Exchange until the mid-1990s, when he rose to leadership in
Istanbul’s Gaziosmanpasa District and gained patronage from then Prime Minister Tansu
Ciller. Soylu later became head of the Democrat Party in 2007 before joining the AKP and
pledging fealty to Erdogan in 2012. Soylu almost immediately joined the AKP’s central
committee and became Erdogan’s interior minister shortly after the 2016 coup plot, serving
for seven years.”

Soylu has demonstrated loyalty to Erdogan, and vice versa. Amid a corruption scandal in

2021, Erdogan defended Soylu against accusations of aiding an underworld boss who fled

the country.”> The crime lord at the heart of the scandal, Sedat Peker, released videos in which he claimed Soylu had
offered him protection and enabled him to escape the Turkish authorities.”” Given that the scandal was highly publicized
and caused significant controversy in AKP circles, Erdogan took some political risk in choosing to support Soylu.
Soylu’s position as an AKP deputy in Istanbul, currently the epicenter of Erdogan’s crackdown on CHP leadership, may
enable him to become involved in silencing the CHP in the name of “anticorruption.” Soylu also maintains ties with the
MHP’s leader, Devlet Bahceli, and could possibly leverage MHP support in an electoral bid should the race become an
inter-AKP/People’s Alliance power struggle.**

Soylu attempted to resign twice during his time as interior minister, the latter during the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020.
Erdogan rejected his resignations both times.”* Soylu also announced his upcoming “retirement” from politics in early 2025
and claimed he would “fight tirelessly to ensure that Tayyip Erdogan is reelected” for a third term.*® As such, Turkish voters
are not likely to imagine Soylu as a serious presidential candidate. Soylu is also known to have poor relations with the Kurdish
community, in part owing to strong rhetoric against the PKK and accounts of scathing criticism against Kurdish politicians.””
This may complicate Soylu’s efforts to win conservative Kurds’ votes in a future presidential election.

89. Hossein Zohrevand, “Siileyman Soylu, Turkish Interior Minister,” Tasnim News Agency, December 10, 2017. (https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:S%C3%BCleyman_Soylu_in_Tehran_01.jpg)

90. “Yeni Igisleri Bakan1 Siileyman Soylu kimdir? [Who is the new Minister of Interior Affairs, Suleyman Soylu?];” BirGun (Turkey), August
31, 2016. (https://www.birgun.net/haber/yeni-icisleri-bakani-suleyman-soylu-kimdir-126445)

91. Ibid.

92. Hamdi Firat Buyuk, “Turkish President Backs Embattled Minister Against Mafia Leader’s Accusations,” Balkan Insight (Serbia), May 26,
2021. (hteps://balkaninsight.com/2021/05/26/turkish-president-backs-embattled-minister-against-mafia-leaders-accusations)

93. “Peker videos: Gang leader’s claims rattle Turkish government,” BBC (UK), May 25, 2021. (https://www.bbc.com/news/world-
europe-57242840)

94. Can Bursali, “Former Interior Minister Soylu says will quit politics after his deputyship ends,” Duvar English (Turkey), December 5, 2024.
(hteps://www.duvarenglish.com/former-interior-minister-soylu-says-will-quit-politics-after-his-deputyship-ends-news-65350)

95. “Eski I¢igleri Bakani Siileyman Soylu siyaseti birakacagini duyurdu [Former Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu announced that he will be
leaving politics];” BBC Turkish (UK), January 17, 2025. (https://www.bbc.com/turkee/articles/cr536g3vledo)

96. “Ex-Interior Minister Soylu announces retirement, vows support for Erdogan’s 3rd term,” Turkiye Today (Turkey), January 17, 2025.
(hteps://www.turkiyetoday.com/turkiye/ex-interior-minister-soylu-announces-retirement-vows-support-for-erdogans-3rd-term-106726)

97. “Eski I¢isleri Bakani Siileyman Soylu siyaseti birakacagini duyurdu [Former Interior Minister Suleyman Soylu announced that he would
retire from politics],” BBC Turkish (UK), January 16, 2025. (https://www.bbc.com/turkce/articles/cr536g3vledo)
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ABDULLAH GUL — FORMER PRIME MINISTER/PRESIDENT
OF TURKEY AND AKP Co-FOUNDER (AGE 75)

Abdullah Gul is a veteran conservative politician and one of the AKP’s founders,
originally from a conservative family from Kayseri.”® Gul’s political career began with
a strong adherence to Turkey’s Islamist “National Vision” movement. He joined the
now dissolved Welfare Party and won his first MP election in 1991.” After the Welfare
Party and its successor, the Virtue Party, were both dismantled for violating Turkish
principles of secularism, Gul worked with Erdogan to establish the AKP in 2001.'®
Aside from serving as prime minister for a brief term in 2002-2003, Gul was Turkey’s
foreign minister from 2003 to 2007 and subsequently its president from 2007 to 2014.'"

Of the potential successors to Erdogan, Gul possesses the most executive leadership experience. Because he is a former
head of state, many in the Turkish electorate may consider Gul better qualified than any other potential successor. Gul is
(at least in international media) viewed as more aligned with the AKP’s earlier balance of pro-Western democracy and
Islamism."** This balance might gain him favor with pro-AKP moderates.'®

Gul's primary weakness is his distance from power since leaving the presidency 11 years ago. In 2018, he backed down
from a rerun bid after then Minister of Defense Hulusi Akar and national intelligence chief Ibrahim Kalin paid him a
home visit, clearly warning him against the idea.'” Gul also has a history of disputes with Erdogan, the two having clashed
over the latter’s crackdowns on free speech and assembly during and after the Gezi Park protests.'” The friction continued
through 2019, with rumors that Gul planned to start a conservative anti-Erdogan political bloc.'* Gul faced fierce backlash
from Turkey’s secular electorate for Islamist tendencies during his presidency.'”” The oppositions growing frustration with
Islamism under Erdogan’s rule may make the liberal vote harder to be persuaded in favor of a “compromise” candidate.

98. “Abdullah Giil kimdir? nereli, ka¢ yaginda? Cumhurbaskanlik dénemi? [Who is Abdullah Gul? Where is he from, how old is he?
During his presidency?],” Demokrat Kocaeli (Turkey), May 31, 2024. (https://demokratkocacli.com/haber/20346469/abdullah-gul-kimdir-
nereli-kac-yasinda-cumhurbaskanlik-donemi)

99. Irem Koker, “Abdullah Giil kimdir: Erdogan’la catismaktan kaginan ‘kardesi’ ona rakip olmay goze alabilecek mi? [Who is Abdullah
Gul: Will his ‘brother}, who avoids conflict with Erdogan, dare to rival him?],” BBC Turkish (UK), April 25, 2018. (https://www.bbc.com/
turkce/haberler-turkiye-43893914)

100. “Abdullah Giil kimdir? nereli, ka¢ yasinda? Cumhurbaskanlik dsnemi? [Who is Abdullah Gul? Where is he from, how old is he?
During his presidency?],” Demokrat Kocaeli (Turkey), May 31, 2024. (https://demokratkocacli.com/haber/20346469/abdullah-gul-kimdir-
nereli-kac-yasinda-cumhurbaskanlik-donemi)

101. Orhan Coskun, “Former allies of Turkey’s Erdogan plan rival party after Istanbul defeat,” Reuters, June 27, 2019. (https://www.reuters.
com/article/world/former-allies-of-turkeys-erdogan-plan-rival-party-after-istanbul-defeat-id USKCN1TS 1WH)

102. Zachary Laub, “Interview with Henri ]. Barkey: ‘Erdogan’s Grip on Turkey,” Council on Foreign Relations, August 7, 2014. (https://
www.cfr.org/interview/erdogans-grip-turkey)

103. Ibid.

104. Rusen Cakir, “Abdullah Giil'in adayligi: Coktan kapanmis bir defter [Abdullah Gul’s candidacy: A chapter already closed],
Medyascope (Turkey), December 1, 2021. (https://medyascope.tv/2021/12/01/abdullah-gulun-adayligi-coktan-kapanmis-bir-defter)

105. Maximilian Popp, “Brotherly Love Begins to Fray in Ankara,” Der Spiegel International (Germany), June 25, 2013. (hctps://www.
spiegel.de/international/world/guel-and-erdogan-engaged-in-a-power-struggle-in-turkey-a-907780.html)

106. Orhan Coskun, “Former allies of Turkey’s Erdogan plan rival party after Istanbul defeat,” Reuters, June 27, 2019. (https://www.reuters.
com/article/world/former-allies-of-turkeys-erdogan-plan-rival-party-after-istanbul-defeat-id USKCN1TS 1WH)

107. Judy Woodruff, “Former Islamist Gul Becomes Turkey’s President,” PBS, August 28, 2007. (https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/
former-islamist-gul-becomes-turkeys-president)
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OZGUR OZEL — LEADER OF THE CHP (AGE 51)

Ozgur Ozel is the CHP’s leader, taking up the mantle after Kemal Kilicdaroglu’s
presidential defeat in the 2023 election. Born in Manisa, near Turkey’s liberal-
stronghold west coast, Ozel was a pharmacist before entering politics in
2009 as an unsuccessful mayoral candidate for his home city.'”® Ozel secured
an MP seat in 2011 and focused heavily on social welfare and accountability
— including investigations into a mining disaster in 2014 — throughout his
parliamentary career.'” In November 2023, the CHP voted for Ozel to replace
Kemal Kilicdaroglu as the CHP’s leader.'

Ozel is popular within his party’s leadership, and he has rallied the Turkish
opposition against Erdogan’s attempts to smear the CHP’s most likely nominees.
However, Ozel is considerably less popular among CHP’s rank and file than
Imamoglu and Yavas. Turkish polling from February 2025 found that Ozel
significantly trailed the CHP’s two high-profile mayors as a presidential pick
— only 4 percent of respondents wrote in Ozel's name.'"! Still, polling from .
September 2025 showed Ozel winning in a potential presidential matchup Sowurce: Vildiz Yazicioglu,
against Erdogan by 4.6 percent of the vote. While still successful, it was the Voiceof America.

»112

smallest victory margin of the CHP’s “big three.

Ozel has repeatedly refused to join the presidential race. In July, he said on national television that he would
not take up the CHP nomination even if Imamoglu cannot run.'"”* Ozel’s reluctance may push Yavas forward as
the alternative.

108. “Ozgiir Ozel kimdir? [Who is Ozgur Ozel?];” Bianet (Turkey), November 5, 2023. (https://bianet.org/haber/ozgur-ozel-kimdir-284073)
109. Tbid.

110. Ibid.

111. “Ankara mayor favored as Turkish opposition seeks its next candidate,” Daily Sabah (Turkey), February 5, 2025. (https://www.
dailysabah.com/politics/elections/ankara-mayor-favored-as-turkish-opposition-seeks-its-next-candidate)

112. Atilla Yesilada, “New polls show CHP widening lead, as Erdogan falls farther back,” PA Turkey (Turkey), October 8, 2025. (https://
www.paturkey.com/news/2025/new-polls-show-chp-widening-lead-as-erdogan-falls-farther-back-24072)

113. Cem Cetinguc, “Ozgiir Ozel: ‘If Iimamoglu Can’t Run, I Won't Be the Candidate Either,” PA Turkey (Turkey), July 31, 2025. (https://
www.paturkey.com/news/2025/ozgur-ozel-if-imamoglu-cant-run-i-wont-be-the-candidate-either-22577)
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KEMAL KILICDAROGLU — FORMER LEADER OF THE CHP
AND 2023 PRESIDENTIAL NOMINEE (AGE 77)

Kemal Kilicdaroglu is among the oldest of Turkey’s prominent politicians, born
in Turkey’s eastern interior Tunceli province in 1948."* After working as an
accountant through the 1980s, Kilicdaroglu became Turkey’s Social Security
general director in 1992. It was in that role that Erdogan first criticized him,
targeting the agency in his political rallies."® Kilicdaroglu joined the CHP in
2002 and won a seat in parliament. He became CHP leader in 2010 and held
the position for 13 years until his loss to Erdogan in the 2023 presidential
election by a margin of more than 2 million votes.''¢

Since that election, Kilicdaroglu has become something of a pariah within the
CHP. He has been seen to be Erdogan’s preferred replacement as party leader.'"”
Such a prospect led many in the CHP, particularly the broad voter base loyal to
Ozel and Imamoglu, to view Kilicdaroglu as an AKP collaborator.''®

Source: Voice of America.
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kilicdaroglu-kimdir-275286)
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Kilicdaroglu evaluated in the CHP?],” BBC Turkish (UK), September 5, 2025. (https://www.bbc.com/turkee/articles/cyv6prvp14po)
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AHMET DAVUTOGLU — LEADER OF THE FUTURE PARTY
AND FORMER PRIME MINISTER AND FOREIGN MINISTER (AGE 66)

Ahmet Davutoglu is a former political partner of Erdogan, having served as his
foreign minister from 2009 to 2014 and then as prime minister from 2014 to
2016."” Born in 1959 in Konya, one of Turkey’s most religious and conservative
provinces, Davutoglu originally taught political science as a professor in Malaysia
and Istanbul before becoming Erdogans foreign policy adviser in 2003.'
Davutoglu became the AKP’s leader upon assuming the premiership during
Erdoganss first presidential term, before falling out with Erdogan and leaving his
post in May 2016."*' Davutoglu left the AKP in 2019 and established the right-
wing opposition Future Party later that year.'*

Although his experience and current engagement in Turkish politics give him
some gravitas, Davutoglu still faces several challenges on both sides of Turkey’s
political aisle. Davutoglu styles himself an experienced leader who is not afraid to
challenge Erdogan, but he lacks the popular base to become a serious contender
for the Turkish presidency. Turkish and international media have called attention to liberal criticisms of his
Ottomanist foreign policy view, which entails a belief in Turkish supremacy and domination over the Turkish
Empire’s former territories first espoused in his 2001 book, Strategic Depth: Turkey’s International Position. Liberals
have similarly expressed skepticism over his longtime involvement in Erdogan’s political machine.'” Additionally,
Davutoglu’s falling out with Erdogan has alienated him from the AKP base. While Davutoglu may attempt to
wield some conservative and Islamist support through the Future Party’s involvement in the right-wing New Path
parliamentary bloc, his estrangement from the AKP will likely render him an outsider candidate.'**

119. Serkan Demirtas, “AKP’nin tercihi Davutoglu [The AKP’s Choice is Davutoglu],” BBC Turkish (UK), August 21, 2014. (https://www.
bbc.com/turkce/haberler/2014/08/140821_yeni_basbakan)

120. “Ahmet Davutoglu Yazilari [Ahmet Davutoglu Articles],” Haberler (Turkey), 2025. (https://www.haberler.com/ahmet-davutoglu/biyografisi)
121. Ibid.

122. Ayse Sayin, “Gelecek Partisi: Ahmet Davutoglu Genel Baskan segildi, parti yénetiminde kimler var? [Future Party: Ahmet Davutoglu
was elected Chairman, who is on the party board?],” BBC Turkish (UK), December 19, 2019. (https://www.bbc.com/turkce/haberler-
turkiye-50843083)

123. Sebnem Arsu and Maximilian Popp, “Interview with Former Turkish Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu: ‘Parts of the Government
Are Mafia-Like,” Der Spiegel International (Germany), July 20, 2021. (hteps://www.spiegel.de/international/world/interview-with-former-
turkish-prime-minister-ahmet-davutoglu-parts-of-the-government-are-mafia-like-a-b52b 1435-£c24-4300-baf5-94b3a34eal196)

124. “Three opposition parties merge under umbrella party in Turkish parliament,” Duvar English (Turkey), January 8, 2025. (https://
www.duvarenglish.com/three-opposition-parties-merge-under-umbrella-party-in-turkish-parliament-news-65510)
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ALI BABACAN — LEADER OF THE DEMOCRACY AND PROGRESS PARTY
(DEVA) AND FORMER ECONOMIC AND FOREIGN MINISTER (AGE 58)

Ali Babacan, another Ankara native, is a founding member of the AKP who joined
Erdogan’s political bloc after a private-sector consulting career.'> While part of the
AKP’s Central Executive Committee, Babacan served as Turkey’s economy minister,
foreign minister, and chief negotiator with the European Union.'** Like Davutoglu,
Babacan is a former Erdogan loyalist who has since splintered from the AKP into
Turkey’s right-wing opposition. Following his break from the AKP, in 2020, Babacan
established the DEVA Party (Democracy and Progress Party), as an attempt to
recapture national significance as the face of the New Path political bloc.'”

However, in doing so, Babacan, too, fell into the conservative anti-AKP electoral
trap. He left the Erdogan camp and the AKP in 2019, yet the right-wing opposition
movement has failed to gain the critical mass needed to meaningfully challenge
the ruling party.'*® Even if recent rumors from pro-Erdogan media are true — that
Babacan plans to shut down the DEVA Party and rejoin the AKP — the former
economic minister faces the “disloyalty problem” of having betrayed Erdogan’s trust and leaving the mother
party.'® Regardless of whether Babacan plans to reconcile with the AKP, he lacks the momentum to pose a threat
to Erdogan’s inner circle and has no leverage with opposition liberals. DEVA has struggled to gain meaningful
traction with the electorate, and Babacan’s efforts have been further undermined by the defection of his party’s
own parliamentarians to the AKP.!*°

Source: Yildiz Yazicioglu.
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Party leader Babacan explained the goals of the ‘New Path’ group: ‘We are open to the participation of other parties’],” BBC Turkish (UK),
January 14, 2025. (hteps://www.bbe.com/turkce/articles/c62q9vylnlxo)

128. Menekse Tokyay, “Former Minister Babacan quits ruling party in blow to Erdogan,” Arab News (Saudi Arabia), July 8, 2019. (https://
www.arabnews.com/node/1522631/%7B%7B)
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130. “CHP listelerinden Meclise giren milletvekillerinin {igte biri parti degistirdi [One-third of the MPs who entered Parliament on
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HuLUSI AKAR — FORMER DEFENSE MINISTER (AKP, AGE 73)

Hulusi Akar is a career military officer who served as Erdogan’s defense
minister from 2018 to 2023. Originally from Kayseri, Akar graduated from
the Turkish Military Academy in 1972, only a year after Turkey’s second
military coup."' Akar worked closely with NATO forces in southern Europe
and the Balkans during his career and took part in NATO’s interventions
in Bosnia and Kosovo.”* Akar claimed he was taken hostage during the
2016 coup attempt while he was chief of the general staff of the Turkish
Armed Forces (TSK).!*

While Akar was once a viable presidential candidate during his time as
defense minister, he is now unlikely to succeed Erdogan."** Akar lacks the
popular base to feasibly challenge other, more powerful Erdogan-aligned
AKP presidential hopefuls. As a soldier, Akar’s career has never been
predicated upon securing popular recognition or a loyal political base. Another strike against Akar is that he
no longer enjoys the political status and proximity to Erdogan that he had while serving as defense minister.
Following the 2023 general election, Erdogan replaced Akar with current Defense Minister Yasar Guler in a major
cabinet shuffle.'*

Source: Lisa Ferdinando.
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CONCLUSION

There is no reliable way to predict who will succeed Erdogan, nor whether that transition will occur through a
democratic process. Much will depend on the circumstances of Erdogan’s departure from office.

What awaits Turkey following Erdogan’s tenure may be a descent into entrenched autocracy. Erdogan’s rule has
wrecked the country’s democratic institutions and rule of law. While the constitution lays out procedures for
presidential succession, there is no guarantee these procedures will be followed. Indeed, it is difficult to define
Turkey as a country where the rule of law exists.'*

It is possible that Turkey’s next leader will take office without a legal or electoral mandate for doing so. The country’s
security forces may subordinate their constitutional responsibilities to the preferences of Erdogan and his successor.
Erdogan may be sufficiently determined to install his son Bilal as president that he shreds the constitution. This is
not an extreme scenario, but rather a strong possibility. If not Bilal, other leading figures in Erdogan’s immediate
circle, including Hakan Fidan, could pursue similar strategies. Holding onto power is an existential priority for all
elites close to Erdogan’s orbit.

And yet, individuals with close ties to the Justice and Development Party or to Erdogan’s own family will face the
steepest odds of taking power through elections for two reasons:

As of late 2025, public confidence in both Erdogan and the AKP’s management of Turkey and its economy has
sunk to historic lows. After almost 23 years in power — marked by rampant inflation, entrenched corruption,
and the erosion of the rule of law — many Turks are eager to turn the page. Frustration with Erdogan’s erosion of
democracy, while not enough to unseat him in 2023, has grown with the president’s latest bid to destroy the CHP
as an effective opposition party. Hundreds of thousands gathered across Turkey following Imamoglu’s arrest in
March 2025 despite a protest ban and fierce suppression by the police.'*” Istanbul erupted in chaos after the judiciary
moved to purge the city’s CHP leadership in September.”*®* CHP politicians and supporters even barricaded the
party’s Istanbul office to prevent Erdogan from installing hand-picked opposition leader Gursel Tekin."”* It is
difficult to imagine public appetite for another leader drawn from Erdogan’s family or party inner circle.

Moreover, AKP elites and Erdogan family members appear to underestimate the importance of public trust and
voter confidence — qualities that opposition figures such as Imamoglu and Yavas have and the current ruling
clique does not. Erdogan’s latest moves against the CHP, weaponizing the courts to systematically decapitate
the party, and the response of charismatic leaders like Ozel, exemplify this. During the CHP’s September crisis,
Ozel remarked, “We are facing an authoritarian regime, and the only option is resistance,” and anti-Erdogan
demonstrators mobilized vigorously to answer his call.'*
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Still, public trust and voter confidence will matter only if Erdogans successor is chosen through genuinely
democratic means. Erdogan may very well go the route of propping up an effective one-party state, a playbook
that Ozel rightly notes would make Turkey like Vladimir Putin’s Russia.'*!

Also complicating the perpetuation of the “Erdogan System” are the growing signs of competition, perhaps
even infighting, within Erdogan’s inner circle for the future of the populist-Islamist movement. Turkish political
scientist Nurettin Kalkan remarked in November that supporters of Fidan, Bilal Erdogan, and Bayraktar are
“trying to build their own loyalty regimes and secure the economic ammunition necessary” to fight for the 2028
AKP candidacy."* Given the proximity each of these figures has to Erdogan — whether as family or as a political
ally — it is increasingly likely they will clash.

If Erdogan were to pass power to his son Bilal, it would effectively resolve the regime’s succession dilemma for
at least another decade, shielding the Erdogan family from political investigations that could expose crimes and
corruption. The pivotal question is whether Bahceli and the MHP would accept such a dynastic transfer of power.
Given the coalition numbers, absent MHP backing, Erdogan’s succession strategy would face serious constraints.

It is also possible that Erdogan’s crackdowns and growing public outrage may coalesce into widespread civil unrest
and threaten the survival of the AKP regime. While the Turkish president’s bid to silence all threats insulates his
allies from serious competition for now, the risk of pushing Turkey’s electorate past a breaking point is growing. It
is unclear how much longer Turkish citizens will tolerate Erdogan’s systematic dismantlement of democracy and
how much more Erdogan can do to eliminate the opposition before risking overthrow.

If, in his last two years in office, Erdogan does little to correct course, his successor may very well bear the brunt
of Turkish civil unrest should he choose to perpetuate the current president’s authoritarian brand of populist
Islamism without Erdogan’s popularity. The legacy Erdogan bequeaths to his successors is one of overseas
aggression, domestic demagoguery, and the flouting of democratic institutions. Whether to perpetuate that
legacy is the choice Erdogan’s successor will face.

Candidates like Fidan and Bayraktar might choose to alter some characteristics of Erdogan’s presidency, most
likely the brazen disregard for institutions and law, while keeping its other hallmarks intact. On the other hand,
the opposition is more concretely poised to dismantle Erdogan’s legacy and set out on a mission to return society
to secular-liberal ideals and a firm belief in Turkey’s democratic commitments at home and abroad. Whoever leads
Turkey next will decide which path the country takes.
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