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ABSTRACT Pandemics and related problems have been an import-
ant public health issue throughout history and will continue to be 
so in the future. Soon after its outbreak in Wuhan, China, in De-
cember 2019, COVID-19 was declared as a global pandemic which 
caught many countries unprepared with exceptions. Turkey was one 
of them. Having worked on plans and preparations for a possible 
pandemic since 2004 the Turkish Ministry of Health performed well 
in curbing the initial spread of the virus after its entrance into the 
country and has played an important role in Turkey’s successful fight 
against COVID-19 since then. Turkey’s successful management of 
the crisis has been marked by its idiosyncratic approach to the crisis 
and the robustness of its healthcare sytstem which have helped tak-
ing COVID-19 pandemic under control and preventing its devastat-
ing consequences.
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Throughout human history, 
pandemics have been, and will 
be, an important public health 

problem. Countries have witnessed 
various pandemics, along with their 
dramatic sociological, demographic 
and economic consequences. Some 
of the major pandemics include the 
plague in the 14th century, the chol-
era and influenza pandemics in 
1847-1848, the Spanish flu in 1918, 
the Asian pandemic in 1957, the 
Hong Kong flu in 1968, H1N1 influ-
enza, SARS, and MERS in 2009. Fi-
nally, now, we are all, globally, going 
through COVID-19 together.

COVID-19, which is an infectious 
disease caused by a newly discov-
ered coronavirus, became a global 
pandemic in about two months af-
ter an outbreak in Wuhan, China, 
in December 2019. The COVID-19 
pandemic differs from previous 
pandemics in terms of its impact 
and prevalence across countries and 
sectors. Due to easy transportation 
around the world and the broad 
communication network, no pan-
demic has spread so fast or led to 
such extensive information-sharing. 
Turkey immediately started to take 
stringent measures even before the 
virus was declared a pandemic by the 
World Health Organization (WHO) 
and managed to delay the entry of 
the disease to the country for more 
than two months. Taking advan-
tage of this opportunity, the Turk-
ish Ministry of Health was prepared 
for the pandemic, having made the 
necessary arrangements in hospitals 
and strengthened the healthcare in-
frastructure. Turkey tightened mea-

sures upon observation of the first 
COVID-19 case in the country on 
March 11, 2020. Under the coordina-
tion of the Turkish Presidency, all the 
involved parties adopted stringent 
policy measures and implemented 
them dynamically.

Further, unlike many countries, the 
pandemic did not take the Turkish 
health system by surprise. The Min-
istry of Health had been working on 
plans and preparations for a possible 
pandemic since 2004. The “National 
Preparation Plan for Pandemic In-
fluenza” had been prepared and pub-
lished in 2019. The National Plan 
came into force under Presidential 
Executive Order No. 30744, dated 
April 13, 2019. The plan provides in-
formation and a framework to help 
all public and private individuals, 
institutions and organizations rec-
ognize the influenza pandemic, be 
prepared and act in coordination in 
the most appropriate way in order to 
fulfill their roles and responsibilities 
in the event of a pandemic.

Within the scope of this plan, the 
deputy ministers of all the involved 
ministries, as well as representatives 
of the Turkish Red Crescent, the Pres-
idency of Disaster and Emergency 
Management (AFAD), the Council 
of Higher Education (YÖK) and re-
spective departments of the Ministry 
of Health attend the meetings of the 
National Coordination Commit-
tee for Pandemic. Prepared with a 
multi-stakeholders approach, the Na-
tional Preparation Plan formed the 
basis for Turkey’s management of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.
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Long before the occurrence of 
COVID-19 cases in the country, Tur-
key acted proactively; starting with 
the healthcare sector, it took the re-
quired measures as a whole for risk 
and crisis management early in Jan-
uary 2020. One of the steps taken for 
scientifically managing the pandemic 
was the formation of an operation 
center. The center, consisting of 15 
experts, was established under the 
Ministry on January 6, 2020 in or-
der to follow developments related 
to coronavirus around the world 
instantaneously. Subsequently, the 
Scientific Advisory Board on Coro-
navirus affiliated with the Ministry 
was formed on January 10, 2020 with 
the participation of scientists from 
the leading Turkish universities. The 
decisions and advice of the Commit-
tee serve as a guide in the successful 
management of the process.

In the management of the COVID-19 
pandemic, policies in accordance 
with the principles of risk and crisis 
management were developed by con-
sidering the emerging conditions in 
almost all aspects of life, including 
healthcare, travel, education, econ-
omy, tourism, security, international 
relations and solidarity, agriculture, 
production, free circulation, logis-
tics and transportation. Turkey has 
implemented a wide variety of mea-
sures such as keeping selected cases 
in hospitals, the establishment of 
pandemic hospitals, the isolation of 
patients who tested positive, contact 
tracing, measures for quarantine and 
restriction, the lockdown of children, 
teenagers and people 65 years old 
and over, travel bans and restrictions, 

online education in schools and uni-
versities, and cancelling outdoor ac-
tivities in public places and financial 
measures.

Turkey’s fight against the COVID-19 
pandemic may be evaluated in three 
stages. The protection period (Jan-
uary and February 2020) involved 
raising public awareness, providing 
border security and making prepa-
rations for healthcare infrastructure. 
The period of active fight against the 
disease in the following three months 
(March, April, May) started with 
the adoption of a strategy that con-
centrated on controlling the spread 
of infection, and on diagnosis and 
treatment. The spread of diagnos-
tic laboratories, early diagnosis and 
treatment, contact tracing and the 
management of medication and pro-
tective materials came to the fore in 
this period. The next period, called 
“Controlled Social Life,” began in 
early June and involves the transition 
to normalization.

Every crisis becomes an opportunity 
if it is managed well. Sharing expe-
riences gained in the process is crit-

The rapid decision-making 
process enabled by the 
Presidential system played 
an important role in the 
implementation and follow-up  
of the decisions taken 
regarding the pandemic
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ical for turning them into common 
benefit for humanity. In this regard, 
I would like to draw your attention to 
the following lessons we have learned 
in the process.

Leadership and Governance

During the period of the COVID-19 
pandemic, Turkey set an example for 
strong leadership and governance. 
Decisions to control the pandemic 
at the social level were made under 
the direction of scientific committees 
with the preliminary preparation of 
the Ministry of Health and the will 
of the Presidential Cabinet through 
a multi-sectoral approach. The rapid 
decision-making process enabled by 
the Presidential system, which was 
adopted in 2018, played an import-
ant role in the implementation and 
follow-up of the decisions taken re-
garding the pandemic. Under the 
leadership of President Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan, Turkey’s approach to the 
pandemic was conducted through 
the coordination of ministries and 

provincial administrations. From the 
very beginning of the pandemic, Pres-
ident Erdoğan constantly informed 
the public through his speeches, and 
I, as the Minister of Health, provided 
information at the press conferences.

There are many institutions and 
stakeholders that directly or indi-
rectly affect healthcare. As the impor-
tance of coordination increased in 
implementing health policies during 
the pandemic period, the need to de-
velop different mechanisms in terms 
of leadership and governance became 
more evident. In this sense, in order 
to be prepared for pandemic influ-
enza, which may pose a risk for our 
country and the whole world, it re-
mains critical to involve the National 
Coordination Committee for Pan-
demic already actively at work.

In the context of governance, another 
issue, the importance and priority 
of which have become better under-
stood in the new period, is to rapidly 
make and implement central deci-
sions appropriate to the needs and 
expectations of the population, and 
in accordance with the governance 
approach. Particularly, information 
infrastructure is of vital importance 
in realizing this need. Clearly, im-
mediate data flow and the use of this 
data in decision support systems in-
crease the ability to develop proactive 
policy.

International Solidarity

The COVID-19 outbreak has tested 
not only national healthcare sys-

Turkey has supported more 
than 80 countries and some 
international organizations 
by providing personal 
protective equipment, making 
donations and issuing special 
permissions for import and 
export to 65 countries
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tems but also the international sup-
ply chain in terms of preparedness 
and resilience. Turkey, greatly caring 
about international solidarity, has 
supported the international supply 
flow, which should work uninterrupt-
edly. In this context, Turkey has sup-
ported more than 80 countries and 
some international organizations by 
providing personal protective equip-
ment, making donations and issuing 
special permissions for import and 
export to 65 countries. Moreover, In-
ternational Healthcare Services Inc. 
(USHAŞ), affiliated with the Ministry 
of Health, meets the needs of many 
countries, especially those in which 
the management of the pandemic 
has prevented patients from access-
ing healthcare services. By taking this 
into account and taking certain mea-
sures, Turkey has started to admit 
foreign patients for treatment. De-
pending on the risk assessment, in-

ternational flights to some countries 
have resumed.

Health Information Systems

During the pandemic, all patients 
and suspected cases have been cen-
trally tracked controlled through the 
Public Health Management System 
(HSYS). Thus, access to data, as the 
basis for decision-making and policy 
changes, has become easier. Exchange 
of data in the HSYS through the elec-
tronic health records of COVID-19 
patients has provided critical data on 
disease management.

In order to make more use of artificial 
intelligence and digital applications 
in the management of the outbreak, 
an application called ‘Life Fits Home’ 
(Hayat Eve Sığar, HES) was launched 
with the cooperation of the Turkish 

Mass production 
and testing of 
the Biovent 
Intensive Care 
Type Mechanical 
Ventilator Device 
continues with 
the co-operation 
of Arçelik, 
ASELSAN, Baykar 
and Biosys 
Engineers on 
a 24/7 basis at 
the Arçelik Plant 
in Çerkezköy, 
İstanbul, April 28, 
2020.

Emrah Yorulmaz /  
AA
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Presidency Office of Digital Transfor-
mation and the Ministry of Health. 
Downloaded more than 10 million 
times since the beginning of June, 
the application allows person-based 
tracing in the prevention of the pan-
demic. The application is constantly 
updated in order to allow people to 
follow their families, request face 
masks and check the risk status of the 
areas in which they live. After a recent 
update, it was announced that people 
planning to travel may obtain a HES 
code (unique identifier) through this 
application and travel afterward. So, 
records of those who travel together 
will be kept; if a COVID-19 case 
is detected, the health status of ev-
eryone in the party will be checked. 
Moreover, current applications such 
as e-Government and e-Pulse are 
constantly updated. In line with the 
needs of the population during the 
pandemic, some features such as 
the free distribution of face masks, 
COVID-19 test results, application 
for pandemic social support, travel 
permits, etc. have been added to 
these applications.

Information systems have become 
the most important tool for the 
management in early warning, rapid 
data-based decision making, and 
the follow-up phase of the process. 
The strength of healthcare systems 
depends on qualified human re-
sources and organization as well as 
user-friendly information technol-
ogies infrastructures with certain 
standards.

Financial Coverage

Within the scope of Universal Health 
Insurance (UHI), all individuals, 
including refugees living in Turkey 
-whether or not they have social se-
curity coverage- are entitled to the 
benefits of free diagnosis, treatment, 
follow-up and intensive care treat-
ment associated with COVID-19. 
Medicines not covered by General 
Health Insurance, but included in 
the treatment algorithm by the Scien-
tific Advisory Board during the pan-
demic, were provided by the Ministry 
of Health and delivered to those con-
cerned at no cost.

The significant success of the Turkish 
healthcare system in universal health 
coverage has become very visible 
during the pandemic. Turkey pays 
regard to complete fairness in access 
to healthcare services and does not 
identify any disadvantaged groups. 
Turkey has shown a decisive attitude 
in providing cost-free comparable 
healthcare services to asylum seek-
ers as well as Turkish citizens. The 
robustness of the healthcare system 
is not related to the investments in 

Turkey has supported more 
than 80 countries and some 
international organizations 
by providing personal 
protective equipment, making 
donations and issuing special 
permissions for import and 
export to 65 countries
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healthcare and, therefore, the abun-
dance of opportunities, but related to 
the extent of availability to all.

Healthcare Human Resources

Qualified healthcare professionals 
are one of the strongest characteris-
tics of the Turkish healthcare system 
in bringing the COVID-19 pandemic 
under control and preventing the dev-
astating consequences that have oc-
curred in some countries. Although 
the number of persons working in 
healthcare is low compared to inter-
national statistics, such as those of 
the European Union and the OECD, 
effective use of Turkey’s well-trained 
and motivated healthcare workforce 
enables successful diagnosis, treat-
ment and care services, contact trac-
ing and surveillance processes.

It may be considered that an intensive 
workload due to the limited num-
ber of healthcare personnel before 
the pandemic played a role experi-
ence-wise in the success of under-
taking the burden in this period. The 
quality of healthcare professionals 
and their sense of commitment to the 
profession are just as important as 
their number. During the pandemic, 
Turkey placed a particular empha-
sis on motivational policies as far as 
healthcare workers are concerned.

Turkey has over a million healthcare 
professionals with the addition of 
other healthcare workers and sup-
port personnel. In terms of human 
resources, the Turkish healthcare 
system has had the opportunity to 

provide necessary reinforcements to 
regions that needed additional per-
sonnel to combat the pandemic. In 
order to support its health worker ca-
pacity, Turkey employed 32,000 ad-
ditional medical staff in April 2020, 
thus reinforcing its measures to fight 
the pandemic.

Medicines and Medical 
Equipment

During the COVID-19 outbreak, 
the need for ventilators in intensive 
care units in European countries and 
China prompted Turkey to speed up 
the manufacturing of ventilators at 
home. A prototype had previously 
been developed by a start-up firm, 
and the mass production of respira-
tory equipment was initiated with the 
cooperation of national firms under 
the coordination of the Ministry of 
Health. Turkey did not have any dif-
ficulty in terms of intensive care re-
sources and even exported some of 
the domestically produced breathing 
apparati.

The most critical step in the fight 
against the COVID-19 pandemic 
is the development of vaccine and 
drugs. In this respect, Turkey has 
rapidly set to work concurrently 
with other countries. In this context, 
vaccine projects and chemical and 
biotechnological drug development 
projects are being carried out under 
the coordination of the Scientific 
and Technological Research Council 
of Turkey (TÜBİTAK). Some of the 
medicines that have been used in the 
treatment of the disease during the 
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pandemic and their raw materials are 
produced domestically.

The Vaccine Institute was established 
in 2018 under the Department of 
Health Institutes of Turkey (TÜSEB) 
and the Scientific Advisory Board of 
Vaccine affiliated with the Institute 
started the work. Moreover, the De-
partment making calls for project 
cooperation in drug development, 
medical devices and biomaterials, di-
agnostic test kits and vaccine devel-
opment declared support for clinical 
trials.

The COVID-19 pandemic has, once 
again, revealed the importance of 
domestic and national vaccine pro-
duction. The period of the outbreak 
further demonstrates how essential 
the production of simple personal 
protective medical materials, such 
as face masks, disinfectants, gloves, 
and overalls is. Turkey is more for-
tunate than many countries in terms 
of these materials. Despite ephem-
eral setbacks in supplying protective 

materials, Turkey is a self-sufficient 
country in general.

One of the most important steps 
Turkey has taken in the fight against 
COVID-19 is the development and 
use of test kits produced locally. Ten 
domestic firms, having patented 
technologies in their portfolios, pro-
duce COVID-19 diagnostic test kits, 
some of which are exported.

Providing Healthcare Services

Turkey has succeeded in the man-
agement of the COVID-19 pandemic 
thanks to the tremendous, coordi-
nated efforts of all healthcare units 
and personnel from the first level 
to the third in healthcare services. 
Family physicians and family health-
care professionals have contributed 
greatly to COVID-19-related contact 
tracing, diagnosis and follow-ups. 
As of June 2020, a total of 2,985 ‘112 
emergency’ aid stations, 5,437 am-
bulances, 17 helicopter ambulances 

Ankara City 
Hospital, 

the biggest 
comprehensive 
health complex 

in Europe and 
the world’s third 
biggest hospital, 

with over 3,700 
bed capacity, was 

built in record 
time and opened 

in 2019.

Ankara Şehir 
Hastanesi
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and three air ambulances have been 
placed in service across Turkey. 
During the pandemic, air ambu-
lances were frequently used, particu-
larly for the transfer and repatriation 
of Turkish citizens living abroad.

As of March 2020, Turkey had a total 
of 1,524 hospitals, 245,422 registered 
beds (41,593 of which are intensive 
care beds) and 30,722 ventilators in all 
sectors. During the pandemic period, 
794 hospitals were declared pandemic 
hospitals and 11,269 hospital beds 
were designated as isolation beds.

Secondary and tertiary health insti-
tutions were adequate and able to 
meet the needs of the population in 
the conduct of treatment processes. 
Increasing the number of single-pa-
tient rooms across the country with 
the policy of increasing the quali-
fied patient beds has been recently 
achieved in Turkey. Thus, care proto-
cols for patients have been designed 
and isolation precautions have been 
taken. With their qualified and sin-
gle-patient rooms, scores of inten-
sive-care beds and units equipped 
with state-of-the-art medical devices 
and materials, city hospitals, which 
were established via a public-private 
partnership model, have played a ma-
jor role in the delivery of services -es-
pecially in big cities. All of the rooms 
in the city hospitals can be converted 
into intensive-care rooms. This is 
an unprecedented practice that will 
make a difference in the effective 
fight against COVID-19.

Thanks to the public health labora-
tories, some universities and a num-

ber of COVID-19 test centers that 
have been put into operation within 
TÜSEB, a test capacity of more 
than 50,000 tests per day has been 
achieved. We have not experienced 
any overload in our hospitals or in-
tensive care units for the following 
reasons: (i) Applying high pressure 
oxygen therapy to patients with pul-
monary involvement before intu-
bation as advised in the treatment 
protocol prepared by the Scientific 
Advisory Board, (ii) starting drug 
treatment at an early stage, and (iii) 
having a strong infrastructure and 
talented medical staff.

In order to be prepared for a pan-
demic, the Turkish government had 
previously decided to increase its 
capacity and prepare İstanbul for 
all kinds of outbreaks, earthquakes, 
and disasters. To this end, during the 
coronavirus pandemic, two modern 
earthquake-resistant hospitals, one 
on the European side and the other 
on the Anatolian side of the city, were 
built by the government according to 
a horizontal architectural approach 
and opened in a very short time (45 
days). The hospitals, each having 

When a coronavirus case is 
identified in any of Turkey’s 
81 provinces, the business 
and family information of the 
person who tested positive 
automatically enters the 
Ministry’s system
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1,000-bed capacity, will also make a 
significant contribution to the growth 
of Turkey’s health tourism.

However, important issues that 
should be resolved in this period are 
the postponement of selected cases 
and the difficulty for non-COVID 
patients to access healthcare services. 
Telemedicine applications can meet 
many non-urgent needs. I believe, 
for any country as well for Turkey, 
it is critical to review the healthcare 
service delivery system following the 
emergence of a business model with 
mobile healthcare technologies and 
digital medicine applications.

Filiation and Contact Tracing

‘Filiation’ means field work carried 
out to detect the source and effect of 
a reported case. Contact tracing is the 
process of identification, evaluation 
and management of persons who 
may have come into contact with an 
infected person for the prevention 

of infectious diseases. Filiation and 
contact tracing are of a great deal 
of importance in the control of the 
pandemic.

Teams of filiation and contact trac-
ing personnel consisting of first-level 
healthcare workers, in particular, 
were formed to keep the COVID-19 
pandemic under control in order to 
prevent its devastating consequences. 
Thanks to these protocols, isolation 
and quarantine measures could be 
taken rapidly. When a coronavirus 
case is identified in any of Turkey’s 
81 provinces, the business and fam-
ily information of the person who 
tested positive automatically enters 
the Ministry’s system. At this point, 
the teams of filiation and contact 
tracing consisting of at least three ex-
perts form a new network and get to 
work against the disease in every sin-
gle new case of COVID-19. Since the 
beginning of the pandemic, a total of 
6,200 teams have been formed and 
985,403 contact tracing processes 
have been completed with 4.7 per-
sons per case contact-traced.

Family Medicine

The healthcare system in Turkey has 
managed the COVID-19 pandemic 
effectively and efficiently thanks in 
part to strong primary healthcare 
services. Preventive measures and 
quarantine have made an important 
contribution to individuals’ responsi-
bility and consequently their literacy 
regarding healthcare. Every person is 
registered to a physician in the sys-
tem of family medicine, which plays 

Our country has become 
one of the countries that 
successfully carried out the 
management of the COVID-19 
pandemic with a proactive, 
holistic, and dynamic 
approach under the leadership 
of our President, Recep Tayyip 
Erdoğan
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an important role in the follow-up of 
the identified contacts.

Health Tourism

Health tourism has gradually gained 
increasing importance in recent years 
and the need/demand for destina-
tions that can offer health services 
with qualified personnel and equip-
ment at a reasonable cost continues 
to increase. As a result of Turkey’s 
successful fight against COVID-19 
and its outreach to more than 80 
countries, the recognition of Turkey’s 
healthcare services has increased 
worldwide; its positive perception 
has resulted in a global public percep-
tion of these services as internation-
ally qualified.

Equipped with all kinds of modern 
infrastructure and devices, and each 
having a 1,000-bed capacity, emer-
gency hospitals were recently built 
in İstanbul’s Sancaktepe and Yeşilköy 
neighborhoods. Both locations are in 
close proximity to international air-
ports. These hospitals are designed 
to be used in the event of outbreaks, 
earthquakes or other disasters, and 
are expected to make significant con-
tributions to health tourism in Turkey.

At the beginning of the normaliza-
tion period, Turkey actively imple-
mented the necessary measures and 
procedures for health tourism. Start-
ing from airports and border gates, 
the procedures for the transportation 
of foreign patients and their compan-
ions to hospitals, their treatment and 
follow-ups were defined. Through 

these measures, Turkey intends to 
manage foreign patient traffic in a 
controlled and secure manner.

Conclusion

The characteristics of different coun-
tries and their varying practices in 
combatting the COVID-19 outbreak 
have led each country to experience 
the process differently and face dif-
ferent results. Healthcare systems in 
many countries have been clogged, 
infrastructures for healthcare deliv-
ery have been exposed as insufficient, 
risk groups have not been contained, 
mortality rates have become higher 
than expected, and decision-mak-
ers and healthcare professionals 
have faced ethical dilemmas regard-
ing measures, treatment and service 
delivery.

However, Turkey has displayed and 
continues to display a successful 
performance in the fight against 
COVID-19. Our country has become 
one of the countries that successfully 
carried out the management of the 
COVID-19 pandemic with a proac-
tive, holistic, and dynamic approach 
under the leadership of our Presi-
dent, Recep Tayyip Erdoğan.

The mortality rate of the COVID-19 
pandemic in Turkey is among the 
lowest compared to many countries. 
Thanks to the steps taken by the 
healthcare sector and other sectors, 
Turkey has brought the rate of infec-
tion under control and has conducted 
diagnostic and treatment processes 
in an effective manner. 
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