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The last summer of 
Turkey’s Hasankeyf

Heritage being uprooting. A 600-year-old tomb is moved on a large wheeled platform to make way 
for a hydroelectric dam in a village of Hasankeyf, last May.                         (AP)

A
s the clock ticks to-
wards the referen-
dum on Iraqi Kurdis-
tan’s independence, 
tensions mount rap-
idly in neighbouring 
countries. Both Teh-

ran and Ankara will do their utmost 
to have the September vote blocked, 
annulled or at least postponed in-
definitely.

This joint stand became clear dur-
ing a top-level Iranian military visit 
to Ankara by the chief of the general 
staff of the Iranian armed forces, 
General Mohammad Bagheri, es-
corted by the commanders of the 
Islamic Revolutionary Guards Corps 
and the Border Protection Troops. 
It was the first time since 1979 that 
an Iranian top general visited Tur-
key. The meeting exemplified how 
significantly the regional balances 
have been rattled.

”If such a thing happens, it will 
trigger a new tension and will affect 
the neighbouring countries nega-
tively” Bagheri said about the up-
coming Kurdish vote. ”Therefore, 
the two countries insist that it shall 
not be possible and should not be 
conducted.”

He added that Ankara and Tehran 
had agreed on joint operations and 
intelligence sharing. This is very 
bad news, not only for Kurdistan Re-
gional Government (KRG) President 
Masoud Barzani, who is banking on 
the referendum securing his future, 
but also for the Patriotic Union of 
Kurdistan (PUK), the second most 
powerful player on the Iraqi Kurd-
ish stage after Barzani’s Kurdistan 
Democratic Party (KDP), which is 
the engine behind the referendum. 
Reports have circulated that the 
Iranian military warned the KRG 
about severe consequences should 
the vote go on.

Barzani in June announced plans 
for a referendum on independence 
on September 25 with voting ex-
pected in Kirkuk and three other 
areas. Kurdish officials have said 
the vote wouldn’t lead to an auto-
matic declaration of independence 
but would improve the Kurds’ posi-
tion in talks with the government in 
Baghdad regarding self-determina-
tion.

It is apparent that Tehran is on 
the same page as Ankara about the 
anxiety of a declaration of Kurdish 
independence. Both countries have 

large Kurdish populations: There 
are about 8 million Kurds in Iran 
and more than 14 million in Tur-
key. Both groups have, throughout 
decades, acted to carve a path to in-
dependence or secession and have 
been watching with intense atten-
tion how their brethren in Iraq and 
Syria push for what they have been 
dreaming of.

Both Ankara and Tehran see 
Kurdish self-rule as a threat to their 
foreign policy. Ankara is also con-
cerned that a yes vote would trig-
ger a new independence/secession 
push among its own Kurds. Tehran, 
however, might have even more to 
worry about. It was obviously irked 
by the Israeli government’s support 
for the Iraqi Kurdish intentions. 
A partition of Iraq through a vote 
would weaken its hand by a dimin-
ished Baghdad and demolish a new 
regional policy architecture it had 
built as the Syrian crisis deepened.

What can happen if Barzani does 
not blink? His administration made 
it clear to Iranians that the vote was 
decided collectively by the major 
political forces in Iraqi Kurdistan. 
There was only the exception of the 
Gorran Movement, which argued 
that the referendum must have a 
mandate from parliament, and Bar-
zani can take new steps to put it 
in play, which could cause further 
trouble if the PUK were to pull out 
of the decision.

Turkey, on the other hand, may be 
happy to build on the Iranian frus-
trations and wait a little more before 
intervening to call Barzani to post-
pone the vote. This would leave Bar-
zani to persuade Ankara and Tehran 
that the result is non-binding and 
they both need a strong leader like 
him with the promise that he would 
not take any drastic steps against 
their basic national interests.

The more dramatic scenario 
is that Turkish President Recep 
Tayyip Erdogan goes along with 
“severe measures” — as Iranians 
expressed it to Iraqi KRG — simply 
because Kurdish advances in gen-
eral in the region pose a much more 
serious threat to his political aims 
than keeping a distance from Syr-
ian President Bashar Assad. Iran 
will continue to back him no matter 
what.

There will be a lot of interesting 
manoeuvring related to the Kurdish 
referendum in the coming weeks.
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T 

urkey has begun to col-
lapse cliff faces around 
the ruins of the Hasan-
keyf Citadel, marking 
another step bringing the 

12,000-year-old settlement closer 
to being flooded out of existence 
by a Tigris River dam about 80km 
downstream.

Local authorities announced that 
rocks were broken off the honey-
coloured walls “for safety reasons” 
and that 210 caves — a fraction of 
thousands of man-made caves in 
the area — would be filled in ahead 
of the town’s inundation to prevent 
erosion.

A Hasankeyf resident, who did 
not want to be named for fear of re-
percussions, said demolitions had 
been under way for more than two 
weeks. “There were explosions. 
It impacts on people who live and 
work close to the rocks. There is a 
lot of noise, a lot of dust,” he said, 
adding: “This is the last summer 
for us in Hasankeyf. I am really 
heartbroken to have to watch this.”

The Ilisu Dam, part of the South-
eastern Anatolia Project, one of 
Turkey’s largest hydroelectric pro-
jects, has been mired in controver-
sy since it was first drafted in 1954. 
The dam will raise the level of the 
Tigris by 60 metres, submerging 
80% of Hasankeyf, numerous sur-
rounding villages and more than 
300 unexplored historical sites.

Architectural elements of other 
buildings have been scheduled for 
removal to a cultural park north of 
Hasankeyf.

The 15th-century tomb of war-
rior Zeynel Bey, with its Kufic tiles 
of glazed turquoise, was moved 
on a special wheeled platform to a 
new location in May. Preparations 
to move other monuments, includ-
ing the minaret of El Rizk Mosque, 
built by the Ayyubids in 1409, as 
well as Imam Abdullah’s tomb and 
the Artikel Bath, were reportedly 
under way.

Zeynep Ahunbay, a Turkish 
scholar of architectural history and 
preservation, criticised the plan, 
saying: “To transfer monuments 
and arrange them in a new setting 

is not a good way of saving heritage 
according to international conser-
vation principles.”

Germany, Austria and Switzer-
land withdrew financial support 
for the Ilisu Dam in July 2009, cit-
ing concerns about the social, cul-
tural and environmental effects but 
the Turkish government secured 
domestic financing for the $1.1 bil-
lion project. Arguing that the dam 
would help produce much-needed 
energy and bring investors to the 
predominantly Kurdish area, Tur-
key pushed ahead with the project 
despite a pending decision from 
the European Court of Human 
Rights.

Preservation experts, activists 
and opposition politicians have 
harshly criticised the government’s 
collapsing of cliff faces with dyna-
mite, while the Batman governo-
rate insisted that all the rocks were 
broken up manually.

Local experts pointed out that 
damage was caused by rocks falling 
on artefacts below. Ferhat Demir, 
head of the Batman Chamber of 
Civil Engineers, told Turkish news 
organisation Bianet: “The caves 
and ancient wine cellars we have 
inspected have been damaged. 
The caves have been blocked. They 
should at least have used steel nets 
to protect the area below.” It is said 
that remains of ancient churches 
have also been damaged.

Ahunbay called the destruction 
“criminal” and warned that the 
collapsing of cliffs would also seri-
ously damage the natural environ-
ment, itself “the result of millions 
of years’ erosion by the Tigris.”

Damming the river would dra-
matically change the fragile eco-
system of the area and the effect 
is expected to be “catastrophic” 
on neighbouring Iraq, said Ercan 
Ayboga of the Initiative to Keep 
Hasankeyf Alive. “The Ilisu Dam 
will further decrease the flow 
downstream and the Mesopotami-
an Marshes in Iraq will completely 
dry up,” Ayboga said.

The Turkish government said it 
expects to relocate 15,000 people 
but Ayboga said the real number is 
closer to 80,000. He said that 199 
villages are expected to be sub-
merged, “their homes and liveli-
hoods will be destroyed; 40,000 
people will lose their lands and will 
have to leave.  Then there are about 
3,000 nomadic families who are 
not registered anywhere who will 
be affected.”

Ayboga said that, despite contro-
versies surrounding the construc-
tion of the Ilisu Dam, all protests 
and public meetings were banned 
under the state of emergency de-
clared more than a year ago. “There 
has always been a serious lack of 
transparency and accountability,” 
he said, “but now the Turkish gov-
ernment uses the conflict in the 
region and the state of emergency 
to speed up the project and to si-
lence all opposition. Many locals 
are scared to protest now.”

The anonymous Hasankeyf resi-
dent said he did not want to live in 
New Hasankeyf, the satellite settle-
ment built on the opposite bank of 
the Tigris to house those displaced 
by the rising water levels. “It’s aw-
ful,” he said. “I really don’t like it. 
It’s nothing but concrete.”

He said members of the town’s 
older population found the new 
homes “more comfortable.” How-
ever, the current houses of resi-
dents have been valued at much 
lower prices than the houses and 
apartments at the new site, leaving 
many of those who will move there 
in considerable debt.

The resident added that he did 
not know where his family would 
go once Hasankeyf is flooded. “We 
cannot afford to move to a big city, 
either. It’s even harder with chil-
dren. I really don’t know what to 
do,” he said.

Constanze Letsch is a contributor 
to The Arab Weekly in Istanbul.

Kurdish independence 
prospect cements a 
Turkish-Iranian alliance

Yavuz Baydar
is a Turkish regular columnist for The Arab Weekly.

Constanze Letsch

Damming the river 
would 
dramatically 
change the fragile 
ecosystem of the 
area and the effect 
is expected to be 
“catastrophic” 
on neighbouring 
Iraq.


