
David Redfern looks at the recent 

earthquakes in Turkey in the context of 

ethnic and political issues in the country

In late October and again in mid November, the world 
watched as earthquake survivors were plucked from 
the ruins of the towns of Ercis and Van in eastern 

Turkey. The photos and stories of rescue, survival 
and despair are familiar ones, but these earthquakes 
occurred in an area that also struggles with ethnic 
divides and local corruption.

The geological background
The first earthquake struck close to the Iranian 
border, early afternoon on 23 October. Its magnitude 
was estimated at 7.2. The second, on the evening of 
9 November, was magnitude 5.6. This seismically 
active region experiences many destructive quakes, due 
to the collision of the Arabian and Eurasian plates (see 
the map). The motion of these plates toward each other 
squeezes a large piece of the continental crust known 
as the Anatolian block, creating two mountain ranges, 
the Zagros and the Alborz. 

The ethnic dimension
From a geopolitical perspective, the earthquake region 
lies solidly within ‘Kurdistan’. The Kurds are said to be 
the largest ethnic group in the world with no country of 
their own. They live in an area that crosses the borders 
of Iraq, Iran, Syria, Turkey and parts of the former 
Soviet Union (Armenia and Azerbaijan). There are an 
estimated 40 million Kurds, including those who have 
moved to other parts of the world.

The Kurds have a separate language, culture, and 
history from the Turks, Arabs or Persians who form the 
majority populations in the countries where they live. 

Their culture and identity have often been oppressed 
by the regimes of these nations. 

The Turkish government responded quickly to the 
earthquake but there were claims that the response was 
inadequate. The prime minister acknowledged that a 
shortage of tents had left hundreds of thousands of 
victims exposed to the rain and cold. Some of these 
had taken to looting aid convoys in search of shelter.

The national political dimension
In addition to the ethnic divide in the region, there are 
political divisions within the two ethnic groups. Several 
political groups represent the Kurdish population, 
some more extreme than others. At the more violent 
end of the spectrum is the outlawed Kurdistan Workers’ 
Party (PKK), an armed group that has been fighting for 
autonomy since 1984. The PKK has escalated its battle 
recently, killing 24 soldiers. The Turkish government 
responded with attacks against PKK bases in Kurdish-
controlled northern Iraq. Turkey says that 270 PKK 
rebels have been killed since August 2011. 

Fault lines in Turkey?

Map showing fault lines, the earthquake 
epicentres, and the area with high Kurdish 
population
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The more moderate pro-Kurdish BDP (Peace and 
Democratic Party) holds seats in Turkey’s parliament 
in opposition to the ruling centre-right Justice and 
Development Party (AKP). The BDP has accused the 
government of using aid efforts to show itself in a 
favourable light. The BDP supports Kurdish autonomy 
and almost 4,000 BDP activists, including 14 elected 
mayors, have been arrested since 2009.

Some Turkish nationalists support the actions 
against the PKK and the BDP. There have been attacks 
on Kurdish neighbourhoods and comments that the 
earthquake was ‘divine punishment’ for the Kurds. In 
other areas Kurds and Turks have been brought together 
by the disaster and their shared grief.

Local corruption
Another factor in this event is building standards 
in Turkey. In 1999, two powerful earthquakes in the 
northwest killed thousands of people and exposed 
high levels of corruption in Turkey’s building sector. In 
October 2004, a Turkish builder was jailed for 25 years 
for negligence that resulted in the deaths of nearly 
200 people in an earthquake. As a result, the country 
imposed stricter building codes.

The number of people killed by collapsing 
buildings in the latest disaster suggests that these 
building regulations have not been followed. Some 

people believe that the contractors who built them, 
the municipal officials who issued licences and the 
engineers who approved the buildings should be 
prosecuted as a deterrent to others. 

A number of factors come together here, but they 
are not necessarily linked. You need to be able to look 
at a complex situation like this, examine the different 
elements and understand that there are no easy cause 
and effect answers. 

Activities
1 The Kurds form a significant ethnic minority 

in Turkey, and appear to have suffered greatly 
in the Turkish earthquakes in 2011. Are 
ethnic minorities more vulnerable to natural 
disasters? Can you think of any examples? Do 
we tend to assume that they are?

2 Since the earthquakes occurred, there have 
been calls within Turkey for reconciliation 
between ethnic Turks and Kurds. How likely is 
this to occur?

3 A wider geopolitical issue concerns the links 
between Turkey, the USA and Israel. You 
could investigate these relationships in the 
contexts of relief efforts to both Turkey and 
to the Palestinian territory Gaza.

Weblinks to follow up
On the themes of Turkish/Kurdish reconciliation and 
wider geopolitical issues:
www.tinyurl.com/6s2bo7z
www.tinyurl.com/3q5pu8u
www.tinyurl.com/3qt7xaw
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Turks and Kurds alike helped with the relief 
effort
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