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Environmental degradation is identified as a
key factor that threatens the future of life on
Earth, but such generalised reading entails that
conceal the uneven effects of environmental
degradation. When environmental degradation
takes place on the lands of the marginalised
groups, it is often overlooked or further justified
by hegemonic powers that view these areas as
natural resources or hideouts for insurgent
groups that need to be drained. The embedded
prejudice  and  discrimination  against  the
internal others are often inflamed through the
media and followed by the dominant society.
This commentary addresses this issue of
differential  significance  attributed — to
environmental degradation in Kurdistan and
discusses how the concept of ecological racism
may help uncovering this variance. In doing so,
this piece covers the existing literature about
conflict and environment nexus in Kurdistan,
and  suggests ways forward to  advance

knowledge and work towards political and ecological justice.

According to Global Forest Watch, Turkey has lost more than 5
percent of its tree cover in the past two decades, primarily caused by
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40 Environmental Racism and Resistance in Kurdistan

urbanisation and commercial agricultural expansion (Global Forest
Watch). Viewing tree cover loss solely based on large datasets,
however, has important limitations linked with the conceptual
definition of forests. According to the Food and Agriculture
Organisation of the United Nations (FAO), forests are classified as
“land spanning more than 0.5 hectares with trees higher 5 metres and
canopy cover of more than 10 percent, or trees being able to reach
these thresholds in situ” (FAO, 2016). Such classification excludes
other areas with some tree cover, such as agricultural lands, pastures
and meadows, barren lands, which are classified as “other land”
(FAO, 2016). Although such conceptual definitions are undoubtedly
necessary, they also lead to overlooking those areas that do not fit
into the forest category. In Turkey, these non-forest areas make up
most of the eastern and south-eastern Turkey, also known as
Turkey’s Kurdistan, and the same applies to the other parts of
Kurdistan that covers lands in Iran, Iraq, and Syria (Figure 1).
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Figure 1 Map A on the left shows the Kurdish dominated areas in
the larger Kurdistan (retrieved from BBC, available at https://www.
bbc.com/news/wortld-middle-east-29702440) and Map B on the
right shows tree cover areas in green (retrieved from Global Forest
Watch, available at https://www.globalforestwatch. org/map/)

Regardless of being classified as forests or not, for inhabitants the
lands with tree cover “represent secure water supplies, fodder for
animals, housing materials, medicines for friends and family, a home
for local deities, and shelter from army patrols, tax collectors or (for
playful children) adults” (Hildyard et. al. 2001). For others, such as
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states, governments, and businesses alike, forests are simply
resources for economic interests (Hildyard 2021). The difference in
the perceptions about the meaning of forests is widened even further
when the environment belongs to the marginalised groups. For
example, forest fires taking place in Turkey’s western and southern
coasts lead to public reaction against deforestation and bad
governance (e.g., lack of protection of forest areas or incapacity to
extinguish forest fires on time). The politicians, both from the
government and the opposition, address the importance of
environmental protection when forest fires take place in these areas.
Partiya Karkerén Kurdistané (Kurdistan Workers Party, PKK) is
frequently accused for intentionally setting Turkey’s forests on fire.
Consequently, the Kurdish movement is criminalised for arsonism,
or what the literature also calls pyro-terrorism. Although these claims
are either disputed or proven false as investigations continued, by
then the disseminated by pro-government media outlets as well as
social media channels (e.g., Twitter hashtags accusing the Kurds and
the PKK of causing forest fires). However, forest fires taking place
in the Kurdish-dominated parts of Turkey are not equally
emphasised by the same politicians, the same media outlets, or the
same social media users. Environmental destruction on Turkey’s
Kurdistan is further justified as security measures the Turkish army
and the state are rightfully taking against terrorist activities targeting
the unity of the homeland. The Kurds whose environment is being
destroyed, on the other hand, argue that forests on their lands burn
as a direct consequence of military exercises of the Turkish army, or
due to the neglect of local authorities that knowingly do not act to
extinguish forest fires in these areas.

Environmental racism and resistance

The uneven importance attributed to the environment in different
parts of Turkey can be linked to the question of “to whom the
environment belongs?” Existing theses of political ecology (e.g.,
environmental conflict and exclusion thesis, environmental subjects
and identity thesis, political objects and actors thesis) all touch upon
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the interaction between environment and politics, repression and
resistance, hegemonic institutions and marginalised group resistances
(Robbins 2019). It is a known fact that environmental conflicts are
not independent of cultural differences, ethnic identities, or struggles
over territories and resources (Escobar 2006). Ecological racism (also
known as environmental racism or eco-racism) is a useful concept
that depicts ethnic, religious, and/or racial undetlying factors that
result in marginalised communities’ disproportionate exposure to
environmental hazards and destruction in comparison to non-
marginalised communities (Chavis 1993, Bullard 1993, Pulido 1996,
2015, 2017, 2018). While the concept points out the disproportionate
exposure of marginalised communities for environmental
destruction along the lines of ethnicity and race, the concept also
touches upon other factors such as asymmetric power relations,
imperialism, and colonialism (Ross 2017). Note that when I use the
concept “race” I refer to “racialisation processes” described as “the
extension of racial meaning to a previously racially unclassified social
relationship, social practice or group” (Omi and Winant 2014). In
other words, I do not reify the race concept but point out that
environmental racism as a concept successfully depicts the different
weight given to environmental degradation on the lands of the
marginalised groups.

Ecological racism also brings about environmental resistance
demands that push for ethical, balanced, and responsible uses of land
and renewable resources in the interest of a sustainable planet for all
peoples (free from any form of discrimination or bias) and other
living things. Today, the vast literature on environmental justice
includes critical environmental justice, which invites scholars to
confront “various forms of social inequality and power,” (Pellow
2018) with particular attention to state power. Overall,
environmental justice movements work towards ecological (also
called environmental) democracy to ensure environmental
sustainability while safeguarding democracy (Pickering et. al. 2020,
Eckersley 2020). Studies of environmental justice movements, such
as Global Atlas of Environmental Justice (EJAtlas) and Global
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Witness provide large-scale information about conflicts and
environmental justice movements in different parts of the world that
allows researchers to investigate specific countries, resisting actors,
or environmental projects more extensively. Although in-depth
single-case studies hint that these two approaches intersect as
“resistance groups tap into ethnic minority grievances” (Obi 2010)
in their struggle against environmental destruction, the existing
literature existing literature does not systematically explain the causal
mechanisms of conflict, environmental degradation, and peaceful
and/or armed acts of resistance against environmental degradation
on the lands of the marginalised people. The differences in responses
to environmental degradation on the lands of the marginalised are
often not addressed in cost-benefit analyses of environmental
degradation that policymakers act upon either.

The conflict and fire nexus in Kurdistan

While there are competing narratives around conflict and forest fires,
the interdisciplinary study I carried out with a research group shows
a positive correlation between the two phenomena. Our quantitative
assessment of conflict data (Uppsala Conflict Data Program, UCDP)
and active fire data (NASA’s Moderate Resolution Imaging
Spectroradiometer, MODIS) in Kurdish-dominated provinces of
Turkey (e.g., Dersim, Sirnak, Hakkari) for the period between 2003
and 2019 show that as the number of conflict events increases, forest
fires usually follow. When we carried out a more detailed, spatial
analysis of the correlation between conflict and forest fires in specific
areas (Bivariate Local Moran’s Index, BILISA), we observed that the
specific areas where both conflict and fires were recorded
simultaneously matched with local accounts about the areas that were
systematically burnt. These areas include Hozat district, Munzur
valley, Bali, Kutuderesi, Geyiksuyu in Dersim (Dinc et. al. 2021),
Cudi Mountains in Sirnak (Dinc 2021), Cukurca and Semdinli in
Hakkari provinces.

Positive correlations between forest fires and conflict are far from
being limited to Turkey’s Kurdistan. Our assessment of the forest
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fires and conflict nexus in the Kurdistan Region of Iraq has shown
that the Turkey-PKK conflict had affected forested areas mainly
because the PKK guerrillas and top-level administrators are based in
Qandil Mountains with natural vegetation. This area has been
targeted by both Turkish and Iranian military forces (Eklund et. al
2021). Similar claims have been made about the links between the
Kurdish identity, conflict, and environmental issues in Syrian
Kurdistan/Rojava (Hunt 2019, Sustam 2021) as well as Iran’s
Kurdistan (Hassaniyan 2020, Zenko and Ulezi¢ 2019). One may
argue that environmental destruction on the lands where Kurdish
identity is dominant is neither a new phenomenon (Arslan 2014, van
Etten et. al. 2008, Jongerden et. al. 2007), nor it is limited to forest
destruction. There is a vast literature on other forms of ecological
destruction (such as dam construction, mining activities) in Turkey’s
Kurdish dominated areas (see contributions in Hunt 2021, Akinct
2020, Bilgen 2020, Gurses 2012). Needless to say, Kurds are not the
only people whose environment is being subjected to destruction.
Today, dominant states in various parts of the world continue to
cause environmental degradation on the lands of Indigenous peoples
(e.g., in Mexico, Brazil, Sweden, Canada, United States) and other
ethnic groups (e.g., Palestinians, Tamils in Sri Lanka).

Possible ways forward

Despite the expanding literature, there is still much to uncover about
the mechanisms of conflict, environmental degradation. One
possible way to get a better understanding of the environment-
conflict nexus is to bring political ecology together with historical
sociology (Hoffman 2018) that would allow us to explain the
intertwined relationship between politics, economy, and ecology.
Geopolitics is certainly an important aspect of environmental issues,
and this is not limited to the Kurdish areas or the Middle East.
Research using further creation and analysis of datasets would be an
important and valuable way forward. Bringing different disciplines
together —from natural sciences and social sciences to law and
medicine— would allow scholars to explain the different causes
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environmental degradation, as well as their effects on society and
politics. Such an approach would not only expand the knowledge but
also allow more informed policies for policymakers, stakeholders,
non-governmental organisations, and activists.

I believe that adding the resistance aspect to the conflict and
environment nexus is also much needed. The Autonomous
Administration of North and East Syria, known as Rojava, has been
an important experience where the Kurdish movement implemented
Bookchin's idea of “social ecology” (Bookchin 19906) as it was re-
framed as “democratic-ecological society” in Ocalan’s writings
(Ocalan 2011, see also Gerber and Brincat 2018, Dinc 2020). The
Rojava experience has not only been a remarkable resistance against
the Islamic State, but it has also been the implementation of a new
political project around direct democracy, gender equality, and
ecology. While the Kurds’ resistance against the IS has been
acknowledged —and admired-- internationally, the political project in
Rojava has largely been avoided, or else militarily attacked. This did
not only create a humanitarian crisis, but also an environmental crisis
in Rojava, where crops have been burnt and thousands of olive trees
have reportedly been cut down, burnt, or confiscated by the Turkish
armed forces particularly, although not exclusively, in occupied
Afrin.

The intertwined relationship between conflict, environment, and
resistance in Turkey, particularly in areas the PKIK has a stronghold,
has also witnessed armed acts of contention, albeit in a different
fashion. In provinces such as Adiyaman, Bing6l, Dersim, and Sirnak,
the PKK have been “hijacking vehicles used in the construction of
hydropower plants or military fortresses, kidnapping or at times
killing their drivers, and burning the goods these vehicles carried”
(Borsuk et al 2021). While these acts of contention are viewed to be
against the colonial acts of the Turkish state (Cudi 2020), they are
also used by the state to justify advance securitisation and
militarisation policies in the area. Environmental activists and
organisations within or close to the Kurdish movement also become
victims of such criminalisation, as seen in the imprisonment of the
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Mesopotamian Ecology Movement chairperson Ali Barmagig, and
HDP member and ecologist scholar Prof. Beyza Ustiin.
Environmentalist parties, politicians, activists, and NGOs in the
international sphere should therefore pay more attention to ecology
struggles in zones of conflict.

Focusing on environmental degradation in Kurdistan is yet another
example that reveals the intertwined nature of ecology and conflict.
More importantly, we need to focus more specifically on the causal
links between political repression, ecological racism, and acts of
resistance, to further enrich the existing literature. Advancing
theoretical and empirical knowledge in this field would allow a better
understanding of the ways to reach a working democratic model that
fosters political and environmental justice not only for the Kurds in
the Middle East, but for all marginalised groups across the globe.
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