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Prologue
The numbers alone are staggering. In the last decade of the 20th Century, government forces of a state
erected on the premise of ethnic-majority domination razed over 3,500 villages of the country’s largest
minority. That destruction, mostly completed by burning them to the ground, constituted nearly seven
times the scale of Israel’s ethnic cleansing of Palestine at the middle of the century. Fifty years after
population transfer was prosecuted first by International Military Tribunals at Nuremberg and Tokyo,
this repeat of the crime caused the death of some 35,000 people and displacement of well over two
million more, driven them out of their homes into overcrowded urban shanty towns.
The community affected by this policy is the Kurdish people of eastern Anatolia, within the Republic of
Turkey. They belong to one of the four largest peoples in the Middle East/West Asia, albeit segmented
by the region’s political borders. Since the emergence of the modern state of Turkey out of the former
Ottoman Empire, Kurdish people in Turkey have petitioned, organized and fought for recognition, equal
citizenship and their human rights. That recent struggle has taken many forms, also punctuated by
armed resistance.
Twenty years ago, the epic destruction and depopulation of the Kurdish people’s habitat in southeastern
Turkey formed the backdrop of the Second UN Conference on Housing and Human Settlements (Habitat
II), hosted at nearby Istanbul. Between 1991 and the time of that 1996 conference, millions of Kurdish
civilians were forced to migrate toward relatively defensible urban centers such as Diyarbakır, Van, and
Şırnak, as well as to the cities of western Turkey, and even to western Europe. This model of
development gave local meaning to the process of rapid urbanization, cited 30 times in the Habitat
Agenda.
In that same pivotal year of Habitat II, Habitat International Coalition (HIC) undertook a fact-finding
mission to investigate and verify accounts of this case of population transfer by village destruction. HIC’s
findings, published and released at Habitat II, confirmed the dire reports. (See “The Impact of War and
Forced Evictions on Urbanisation in Turkey: Violations of Human Rights,” reproduced here in Annex.) As
states and other Habitat Agenda partners convene again, ostensibly to renew and update their
commitments to sustainable human rights-based development for all human settlements, we find
ourselves revisiting also the gross violations of these norms and commitments in the same territory.
While the present tale of the predominantly Kurdish city of Diyarbakır sadly affirms the continuity of
history, we also note the widespread violence across the regions of the world responsible for an
unbroken pattern of human habit destruction. In the context of renewed global policy priorities in
managing resources for sustainable development, neither the UN’s 2030 Sustainable Development
Agenda nor Habitat III has addressed the urgent need for fundamental reform of domestic governance
and foreign policies that keep the destruction going.1
Nonetheless, while upholding the Habitat Agenda’s principles and advocating states’ and UN agencies’
adherence to its commitments pledged at Istanbul, HIC has remained steadfastly focused on the human
right to adequate housing in times of conflict, occupation and war. The ensuing advocacy effort led, in
part, to a successful initiative with the UN Commission on Human Rights’ Sub-Commission on Prevention
of Discrimination and Protection of Minorities to undertake a landmark study on “the human rights
dimensions of population transfer” in 1992.2 Thereafter at Habitat II, HIC’s Housing and Land Rights
Committee (now Housing and Land Rights Network—HLRN) convened Members and allies to form a
new Solidarity Network among Kurdish, Palestinian and Tibetan civil society organizations, each

1

enduring similar conditions of occupation and/or alien subjugation, domination and exploitation,3 under
ongoing displacement that echoes the crime of population transfer.
The mandate of the UN Sub-Commission’s population transfer study paralleled these developments,
culminating in a draft Declaration on Population Transfer and the Implantation of Settlers in 1997. 4
Coincidentally, the process of negotiating the Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court (ICC) was
already underway. By the time it was adopted on 17 July 1998, that treaty enshrined population
transfer, including the implantation of settlers and settlements, as both a crime against humanity5 and a
war crime.6
Civil Society Voices
The civil society collaboration inaugurated at Habitat II also evolved after Istanbul through exchanges of
experience, comparative analysis of occupied and unrepresented peoples’ analogous housing and land
rights conditions, and a series of join activities involving public advocacy in public forums such as the
World Social Forum. In 2001, HLRN also organized a joint strategic-planning session at Dharamsala,
India, culminating in a historic audience with the Dalai Lama.
In the same year, the UN General Assembly convened a Special Session at New York to review
implementation of the Habitat Agenda, also known as Istanbul+5. During a plenary assembly on “The
Human Right to Adequate Housing: A major commitment of the Habitat Agenda,” representatives from
Tibet, Palestine & Kurdistan in the HIC delegation issued a historic joint statement. Together they
observed: “If the Habitat Agenda’s core principle is to provide adequate shelter to all and institute
sustainable human settlement development in a rapidly urbanizing world, as mentioned right in the
beginning of the preamble of the Agenda, we, the peoples of occupied territories, feel completely
excluded.”
They proceeded to remind Istanbul+5 delegates and participants of “a grave injustice to the indigenous
population living in those territories.” From their collective experience, they attested that “The forceful
eviction/expulsion, demolition of traditional housing spheres, population transfer and land confiscation
continue to take place at a national and regional level.” They also specified that “The governments of the
Peoples Republic of China and Israel and Turkey, which freely ratified most UN conventions and joined
pious declarations, are directly responsible for this dismal situation.”7
The Istanbul+5 special GA session concluded with the “Declaration on Cities and Other Human
Settlements in the New Millennium.” In that consensus document, states did resolve to take further
effective measures to remove obstacles to the full implementation of the Habitat Agenda, “as well as
obstacles to the realization of the rights of peoples living under colonial and foreign occupation.”8
Throughout these 20 years since Habitat II, HIC especially has advocated implementation, monitoring
and evaluation of the Habitat Agenda commitments, despite insufficient political will of states or UNHabitat to do so. Attempting to fill the gap in Habitat Agenda implementation and monitoring, HLRN
developed a series of diagnostic and evaluative techniques, beginning with its Housing and Land Rights
Toolkit, Urgent Action system, Violation Database, Eviction Impact Assessment tools and parallelreporting methods to equip civil actors to monitor states’ human rights obligations and related
commitments of the Habitat Agenda.
Poignantly, when HLRN initiated its Urgent Action system in 2003, the first rapid response was a call for
solidarity to protest the action of Turkey’s Adana State Security Court prosecutor against 21
administrators and founding members of the civic organization Göç ve İnsani Yardım Vakfı—GİYAV
(Migration and Humanitarian Assistance Foundation). That legal assault on a HIC and HLRN Member
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threatened GİYAV officers with prison sentences of up to 7.5 years. In addition, the government
mounted a case in the Mersin Court of First Instance in order to close the foundation permanently.
GİYAV was founded in 1999 at Mersin, Turkey by a group of well-known persons, including law
practitioners, human rights advocates, academics and NGO representatives, with a mission to provide
humanitarian assistance to persons subjected to forced migration. GİYAV is a foundation that provides
volunteer assistance to “persons who have migrated for various reasons, or who have been victimized
and are in need of economic, cultural and legal assistance.” In addition to the migration projects, GİYAV
also aimed to prepare scientific reports and publications. It carried out projects designed for “children
working in the streets” and “to help migrant women to acquire a profession.”9
The official charges alleged that GİYAV was “abetting and harboring an outlawed organization,” in
violation of Turkish Penal Code Art. 169. According to reports more-recently released through Wikileaks,
the impetus of the prosecutions apparently was an innocuous statement from GİYAV about the ongoing
State of Emergency (OHAL) by saying “OHAL conditions are not consistent with democracy and
freedom.”10
In October 2003, an Adana court acquitted 14 GİYAV officers and transferred the cases of the other
seven co-defendants to a Mersin court. There prosecutors continued to seek to disband GİYAV on
separate charges that the organization established relationships with foreign associations without
seeking the required approval of the interior and foreign ministries. Ultimately, the case settled and
GİYAV continues to provide much-needed assistance to persons continuously displaced throughout the
southeast.
HLRN continued also to provide comparative analysis of Solidarity Network cases and networking among
concerned communities. The Network’s website also reflects the efforts to highlight the housing and
land rights issues in cases of people under occupation and alien domination, featuring cases studies on
the Kurds, Palestinians, Tibetans and Western Sahara.11 HLRN also systematized and expanded the
treatment of cases, presenting “History, facts & figures,” “Population transfer,” “Land confiscation” and
“Destruction of property and habitat, and other State tools” also in analogous cases, eventually applying
these criteria to the Nuba Mountains (South Kordofan, Sudan).
Resolving these human-made disasters requires bringing all of the necessary monitoring, diagnostic and
quantification tools to bear, in order to find sustainable remedies. In the specific case of the Republic of
Turkey, the HLRN Violation Database (VDB) has maintained an illustrative record of forced evictions
since its establishment in 2006. Taking into consideration the outside estimate of the destruction in the
country’s southeast in the 1990s, the VDB search returns a series of cases recording 4, victims, the
overwhelming majority of them being Kurds and Roma. Reliable numbers are often hard to come by, but
estimates put the recent destruction at 6,320 buildings, or 11,000 dwellings, in five areas alone: Sur in
Diyarbakır, Silopi, Cizre and Idil/Hazakh in Şırnak province, and Yüksekova in Hakkari.12 (See Annex I:
HLRN Violation Database Entries for Turkey.)
Treating the Crime
Since beginning its operation in 2002, the ICC has produced a total of only two convictions to date.13
However, other alleged perpetrators are under indictment for population transfer crimes and face trial,
pending their apprehension. At least one ICC defendant from the Lord’s Resistance Army, Okot
Odhiambo (Uganda), has been indicted for attacking displaced persons. All six ICC indictments for crimes
in the post-election violence in Kenya include deportation or forcible transfer of a population.14 For the
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crimes committed in Darfur, four Sudanese are under arrest warrant for offenses including deportation
or forcible transfer of population.15
In the special tribunals set up under the authority of the UN Security Council, cases are also being tried
selectively for crimes committed in former Yugoslavia, Rwanda, Liberia and Cambodia, including
population transfer. The International Criminal Tribunal for the Former Yugoslavia has tried and
convicted at least 15 politicians and military commanders charged with forced deportations (one
acquitted).16
The groundbreaking August 2016 ICC trial and conviction of Ahmad al-Faqi al-Mahdi for war-time
destruction of sacred sites at Timbuktu marks a series of firsts for the ICC, and has been broadly
welcomed throughout the international community as a much-needed step toward protecting
humanity`s cultural heritage in times of conflict. As explained below, the application of norms protecting
world heritage is especially relevant to the bundle of destructive practices afflicting Diyarbakır today.
In a related development, the ICC recently has declared that it would start treating cases involving the
illegal exploitation of natural resources, misuse and illegal dispossession of lands and environmental
destruction as serious crimes. That process aligns with Article 93 of the Rome Statute, which requires
States Parties to comply with the ICC’s requests to provide assistance in investigations or prosecutions.
That ICC policy assures that the Office of the Prosecutor also will seek to cooperate with, and provide
assistance to states, upon request, with respect to conduct that constitutes a serious crime under
national law.
The Office of the ICC Prosecutor has stated that, in this context, it will give particular consideration to
prosecuting Rome Statute crimes that are committed by means of, or that result from, inter alia,
destruction of the environment, the illegal exploitation of natural resources or illegal dispossession of
land.17 Human rights treaty law also aligns with these international criminal provisions, whereas the
common Article 1.2 of both Human Rights Covenants may prohibit such acts as “In no case may a people
be deprived of its own means of subsistence.”18
Chances for Remedy
This brief chronology evokes numerous anniversaries, not least including the 70 years since the postWorld War II International Military Tribunals, 50 years since adoption of the Human Rights Covenants,
40 years since the visionary principles of Habitat I, 20 years of the progressive commitments of Habitat II
and their Istanbul+5 reaffirmation 15 years ago. These coincide with 40 years since HIC’s 1976 founding
and two decades of HLRN civil networking, knowledge creation and advocacy linking people and cases
under common human rights and humanitarian norms and principles. In light of the emblematic case of
Diyarbakır and the relative weakness of current global policy to address the atrocious destruction of
human heritage and habitat that it exemplifies, the question persists as to whether anything short of
international criminal justice can deter such crimes.
In the final run-up to Habitat III, World Habitat Day (3 October 2016) should be an occasion to
commemorate our progress in realizing human rights to adequate housing and land. Instead, it has
become an exercise in counting losses, costs and damages for the victims of gross violations of their
rights. That thorough exercise is needed to effect the reparations to which the victims are entitled and
which the state-preserving transitional-justice process demands.19
The Habitat III process has posed another opportunity to pursue effective measures—an opportunity
that, if missed, posterity will scarcely forget. The indigenous populations of such capital cities as
Diyarbakır, Lhasa and Jerusalem already find that omission hard to forgive.
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Cairo, World Habitat Day, 3 October 2016

Habitat II – Habitat Agenda in Turkey
The ideologies of States are reflected in their human settlement
policies. These being powerful instruments for change, they
must not be used to dispossess people from their land or
entrench privilege and exploitation.
Vancouver Declaration and Action Plan, Habitat I (1976)20
According to the last census data in 1965 by language, the majority of Turkey’s population is ethnically
Turkish, but the state’s territory is inhabited by 26 linguistic groups, the largest of which minority groups
is Kurdish.21 Smaller minorities are the Armenians, Greeks and several Caucasian peoples. Turkey’s
Kurdish citizens represent around 20% of the country’s total population, and mostly inhabit the eastern
and southeastern regions of the country. In fact, for millennia, the Kurdish people have inhabited areas
that extend beyond Turkey, covering mainly northern Syria, northern Iraq, northwestern Iran and parts
of Azerbaijan. The Kurdish people’s civil status and recent history differ from one country to another.
Nevertheless, Kurdish self-determination aspirations and national claims have prevailed in all of
countries with Kurdish population. Historically, successive Turkish-dominated government relations with
the region’s minorities (non-Sunni Muslim and/or non-Turkish culture) have been characterized by
population transfer, demographic manipulation and institutionalized discrimination.22
As is widely known, the second United Nations Conference on Human Settlements was hosted in
Istanbul, Turkey, on June 1996. The main subjects of the conference revolved around two key topics
“adequate housing for all” and “sustainable development of human settlements.” The topics and
commitments of the conference collided dramatically with the reality of the host country and cast doubt
as to the host government’s good faith in implementing international agreements, given the reality of its
internal policies and performance. In the years prior to the conference, the Government of Turkey
forcibly evicted by military means over a million people in the southeast of the country of Kurdish
majority. The sheer brutality of the methods used to evict people was exposed by multiple Turkish and
international human rights organizations and reported subsequently by United Nations bodies and
5

Council of Europe Human Rights mechanisms. The Habitat International Coalition sent a fact-finding
team to Turkey in March 1996 to assess what had happened to over a million people displaced to
Turkish military operations and the villages they lived in.
The principal violations of the human right to housing documented in the fact-finding mission report
were village destruction, forced evictions and the perpetuation of inadequate housing and living
conditions. Concerning village destruction and forced evictions, according to numerous sources, since
the early 1980’s, the Turkish government destroyed approximately 2,400 villages, according to
conservative estimates at 1996. Human rights organizations in Turkey reported that this led to the
internal displacement of millions of Kurds. Most of these forced evictions took place from 1992. In 1993,
the Turkish military forces evicted 874 villages. In 1994, they depopulated and burned down 1,494
villages and hamlets. In the region of Dersim (Tunceli), from September to November 1994, Turkish
army units partially evacuated and/or destroyed by fire a total of 399 villages, approximately 137 during
military operations.
In some of the subdistricts of Dersim, 80% of villages were affected by the military operations. According
to government sources, 1,200 families were made homeless due to these operations. Several
independent sources indicated that the number affected was several times the government figure.
Concerning the housing and living conditions of displaced people, the massive displacement caused by
the Turkish military operations contributed to rapid growth of makeshift housing in cities throughout
Turkey. The displaced Kurds were forced to live in quarters whose populations dramatically increased.
They often lived in jerry-built accommodations rapidly constructed overnight. Examples of cities that
experienced rapid growth include Mersin, whose population was 422,000 in the 1990 census and, by
1994, had increased to one million. Adana went from 927,000 to 2 million, and Diyarbakır from 380,000
to 1 million. Numerous studies showed that the great majority of these displaced people lived in
abysmal housing and living conditions and children often suffered from poor nutrition and diseases such
as diarrhea and typhoid. A visit to any of the areas where displaced Kurds stayed in the cities of Turkey
revealed the often-complete negligence of the Turkish authorities to improve the housing and living
conditions. The HIC fact-finding mission found in both Diyarbakır and Istanbul neighbourhoods without
access to potable water, adequate sanitation facilities or electricity connections.
The fact-finding team interviewed families that had been evicted by force from their villages and towns
in southeast Turkey. The team found that all those families had to cope with numerous problems in the
cities where they resettled. They faced health, housing, social, educational and psychological problems.
Moreover, family members that stayed behind in the villages were subject to continuous violence, and
women who remained in the villages were subject to rape by “village guards.”
Health services were provided by the municipality in the areas where most families resettled, but the
evicted families often could not afford to buy medications. Education in public schools was said to be
free, but students have to pay a monthly fee, in addition to the costs of school materials, which was very
difficult for most of the families, since they lost nearly everything after being evicted. Kurdish children
who joined the schools might not master the Turkish language, and were often marginalized, having a
hard time to manage their studies.
The unwillingness of the authorities to improve the housing and living conditions of the Kurds had a
detrimental effect on their health and well-being. Coupled with the lack of employment opportunities
and discrimination in work places the overall conditions faced by the Kurdish families were variously
adverse. Moreover, displaced families were also often harassed by the police.
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Reviewing the State’s Human Rights Obligations
The period following the HIC fact-finding mission saw Turkey’s review through various procedures and
mechanisms of the UN Human Rights System. Taking into account the UN Special Representative (SR) on
internally displaced persons’ country mission report of 2002, the Kurdish Workers Party (PKK)
insurgency and the government’s counter-insurgency operation in the southeast of the country from
1985 to 1999 had claimed over 35,000 lives and caused displacement, estimates of which range widely
between 378,000 and 4.5 million persons, predominantly of ethnic Kurds.23 Security forces “evacuated”
378,000 persons from 3,165 rural settlements in the southeast. Nevertheless, this figure does not
include persons who left their homes out of well-founded fear as a result of the general situation of
insecurity. In this sense, Turkish NGOs reports claim that between 2 and 4.5 million Kurds had been
displaced, and outside observers contend that a “credible estimate” of the number of persons who
remained displaced already in 2001 was around 1 million. Also in his 2002 mission report, the SR cited
several accounts that indicated:
“(D)isplaced persons had not been provided with shelter or food in the immediate aftermath of their
displacement and that the Government did not arrange temporary accommodation for those evacuated by
the security forces. As a result, the majority of the displaced moved into provincial cities, such as Diyarbakır
and Batman, where they reportedly lived in conditions of extreme poverty, with inadequate heating,
sanitation and infrastructure. Their situation was further compounded by a lack of financial assets, having
received no compensation for lost property, and the need to seek employment in overcrowded cities and
towns, where unemployment levels were described as “disastrous.” Moreover, many of the displaced, who
had previously been engaged in animal husbandry and small-plot agriculture, lived in urban settings to
24
which they were unable to adapt.”

Moreover, the UN Human Rights Council’s 2014 Universal Periodic Review (UPR) of Turkey has found
that Turkish legislation has defined terror crimes vaguely and that the continued use of anti-terrorist
clauses has enabled the politically motivated prosecution of large numbers of persons. The Special
Rapporteur on executions recommended the amendment of legislation to reflect the international
interpretation of the term “proportionality” and to stipulate that lethal force shall only be used as a last
resort where there is an imminent threat to life.25 In fact, serious concerns remain over deaths resulting
from excessive use of force by security officers and the lack of independent, impartial and effective
investigation into reports of excessive use of force by police.26
At the time of the UPR, HIC’s joint stakeholder submission to the review focused on the country’s
housing and urban development policies and the dire human rights consequences for minorities and the
most-vulnerable social groups.27 Concerning the systematic ill-treatment and nonrecognition of cultural
minorities of Turkey, the Human Rights Council’s UPR exposed several times its concern on treatment
and relations with minorities. Also the Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) and
the Human Rights Committee have urged Turkey to recognize all the minorities in its territory, including
Kurds, and expressed concern for the lack of mechanisms to protect their rights and prevent hate
speech and crimes against them and the existing discrimination particularly on the right to enjoy their
own culture.28
Concerning the right to education, these human rights treaty bodies have urged Turkey to take further
measures to promote education and improve quality of education, particularly mentioning eastern
regions of Turkey. Moreover, other human rights bodies have expressed concern at the lack of
monitoring to ensure access to education by ethnic groups and the unavailability of education in
languages other than Turkish29 and have recommended further amendments to its legislation to allow
the teaching of languages traditionally used in Turkey in the general public education system.30
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In its interim monitoring cycle, the Council of Europe’s Commission against Racism and Intolerance also
has reiterated the need for Turkey to establish “a body, independent of the police and other security
forces and of the prosecution authorities, entrusted with the investigation of alleged cases of
misconduct by the members of the police or other security forces, including ill treatment directed
against members of minority groups.”31
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Habitat III - A New Habitat Agenda for Turkey
At the national level we will reinforce peace by promoting
tolerance, non-violence and respect for diversity and by settling
disputes by peaceful means.
Istanbul Declaration, Habitat II (1996)32
The situation of the region and the country did not change much after 20 years of the approval of the
Habitat Agenda in Istanbul. On the contrary, the conflict and its consequences acquired alarming
proportions since 2015, affecting particularly its urban areas.
Since the end of the ceasefire between the Government of Turkey and the outlawed Kurdish Workers
Party (PKK) in July 2015, and after months of increasing tensions, violence spread throughout Turkey,
particularly, in the southeastern provinces. As clashes continued between the PKK and the Turkish army,
Turkish authorities imposed curfews on several cities, followed by demonstrations. An unknown number
of Kurdish citizens joined the armed struggle, mainly led by youth allegedly linked to the Yurtsever
Devrimci Gençlik Hareket (Patriotic Revolutionary Youth Movement), or YDG-H, the youth branch of
PKK. In a dozen cities, local youth took up arms in what they branded a “self-defense” strategy, and took
control of the cities by patrolling their streets. They dug trenches and built barricades to prevent the
police and army from entering the neighborhoods, and to avoid the conduct arbitrary arrests, as had
been happening since the ceasefire.33
In response, Turkish authorities expanded the curfews and launched a large-scale military operation in
southeastern Turkey to fight the considered terrorists, killing 338 civilians (78 children, 69 females, 30
elderly people and 161 young men), displacing 355,000 people, affecting some 1,642,000 residents in at
least 22 districts of seven cities, and causing massive destruction in residential areas. Between 16 August
2015 and 20 April 2016, authorities officially imposed 65 open-ended and all-day-long curfews
(confinements) in at least 22 districts of seven cities in the region.34 As mentioned, protests and vigils
took place frequently outside the curfew areas, which police routinely dispersed with tear gas and water
cannon, detaining protestors. Moreover, security operations in the region have put up to 200,000
people at risk of death, injury and displacement, placing them in the crossfire or cutting them off from
emergency aid and basic services such as water, as they have been confined indoors.
9

The UN Committee against Torture (CaT) has raised its concerns in its last report of 2016 about
allegations of torture and ill-treatment of detainees, extrajudicial killings and ill-treatment in the context
of counter-terrorism operations. CaT cites numerous, credible reports of law-enforcement officials
engaging in such acts, while responding to perceived and alleged threats and carrying out counterterrorism operations in the southeastern part of the country following the breakdown of the peace
process in 2015. In addition, CaT regretted the reported impunity enjoyed by the perpetrators of such
acts, the failure by the State party to ensure accountability for the perpetrators of killings in cases
previously raised by the Committee, and the Turkish government’s reported denial to retrieve the
bodies of those killed in clashes between security forces and members or armed groups by their
families, hence impeding investigations into the circumstances surrounding those deaths. Moreover, the
Committee expressed its serious concern at reports that the imposition of curfews in areas of security
operations has restricted the affected populations’ ability to access basic goods and services such as
health care and food, causing severe pain and suffering.35
And the war entered the cities.

Map of Turkey locating the City of Diyarbakır with detail indicating the Province of Diyarbakır (2016 population: 1,528,958).
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Diyarbakır: paradigmatic urban destruction
We envisage cities that foster social cohesion, inclusion, and
safety in peaceful and pluralistic societies, where the needs of all
inhabitants are met, recognizing the specific needs of those in
vulnerable situations
Quito Declaration, Habitat III (2016)36
Suriçi, and currently Metropolitan Diyarbakır, is considered to be the historic and cultural capital of
Turkish Kurdistan. The New Year 2016 saw a seasonal escalation in combat activity, and 103 days of
government security operations displaced 23,000 inhabitants of Suriçi and left the historic fortress area
of Metropolitan Diyarbakır partly in ruins by early March. In the same month, the Council of Ministers of
Turkey issued a decree ordering the immediate expropriation of all non-state-owned parcels of Suriçi.37
That mass dispossession appropriates a total of 6,292 land parcels. Application of the Decree will entail
the forced eviction and dispossession of another 27,000 inhabitants of Suriçi, affecting 14,764
households and Suriçi’s entire population of 50,341. The confinement still remains in place, as trucks
move in to remove debris, locals are
still
banned
from
their
neighborhoods.
The Diyarbakır Fortress and the
adjacent Hevsel Gardens form a
cultural landscape that extends
between the city and the River Tigris.
The site was recognized as world
heritage by UNESCO in 2012,
acknowledging the city’s heritage
dating back thousands of years. The
Municipality of Diyarbakır has been
reporting the damage and devastation caused by the use of heavy weaponry in armed clashes that were
particularly violent from 27 January 16 January 2016: The historic walls around the Suriçi of Diyarbakır were
to 3 February 2016 in urban areas of damaged during the security operations and clashes between the Turkish
Sur and in registered historical military forces and Kurdish fighters (Sertac Kayar/Reuters).
buildings. Consequently, the Suriçi Urban Archeological Site has undergone serious damage to
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architecturally valuable urban structures and buildings, as well and disruption of the indigenous social
system and life cycle in the district. Protected buildings, such as Kurşunlu Mosque, Sheikh Muhattar
Mosque, Paşa Hamam, Mehmed Uzun Museum and other historical civic buildings and historic shops at
Yeni Kapı Street were partially or totally destroyed. The Directorate of Environmental Protection
(Municipality of Metropolitan Diyarbakır) officially reported that the Culture and Tourism Ministry
formed a commission with local institutions and extracted ruins without any examination of the
demolitions, including physical parts of registered historical buildings, and removed and piled them in an
area that is not officially a dump site.
Moreover, according to the Municipality, around 70% of the buildings in the eastern part of the Old City,
composed of six neighborhoods, have been destroyed fully or partially by the police and military
operations between August 2015 and March 2016.38 Estimates determined that 1,100 buildings, partly
damaged during the clashes, were demolished during the following two months after the end of the
operations. The process of removing wreckage still continued as per end of May 2016, and the toll is
expected to increase day by day. As the area is still under confinement, it is not possible to know the
exact extent of the destruction, or to determine the distribution of registered historical buildings, civilian
architecture and households among those 1,100 demolished buildings. Hence, any assessment of the
damage is done through analyzing satellite images.
Urban transformation by decree
According to local informants, the inhabitants were convinced that the security operations were more
for the purpose of emptying Suriçi ahead of an urban-transformation drive, rather than battling the
PKK.39 The government decree for the immediate expropriation of the 82% of total parcels in Suriçi
confirmed the premonition. Residents and the Municipality of Diyarbakır never were involved in, nor
informed about the expropriation plans, and now fear being left out of any reconstruction plan, losing
homes and shops in return for low or no compensation and resulting with the destruction of the area’s
social fabric. Taking into account the recent Turkish urban transformation history and the historic
conflict between Turkish governments and citizens in Kurdish-populated areas, it is not unthinkable that
the intentions of the central Government of Turkey are to change the demographic character of
Diyarbakır.
The recent Turkish history of urban-development plans of cities augurs a harmful trajectory in urban
governance as well.40 Through top-down planning, without consulting affected communities or
consideration of the social dimensions and cultural practices, planners subject historical neighbourhoods
of residents holding legal titles to destruction through urban renewal, such as happened in Sulukule,
Tarlabaşı or Ayvansaray. In those examples, the areas targeted for urban development hosted mostly
Roma and Kurdish populations. Planners and developers have replaced those communities with
unaffordable luxurious projects on local populations, compelling the original low-income inhabitants to
leave. Because they now cannot pay the inflated prices of their properties and those in the development
project, the original Roma and Kurdish residents cannot contract to sell to third parties. They simply
leave to avoid expropriation, ending up impoverished, further deprived and, eventually, displaced.
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Map of the expropriation affecting all 50,341 inhabitants of Suriçi. Source: Diyarbakır Fortress and Hevsel
Gardens Cultural Landscape Sıte Management.

In response to the situation in Diyarbakır, political entities, NGOs and local, regional and international
institutions have denounced the expropriation process and other violent developments. During a March
2016 parliament session, the sitting People´s Democratic Party (HDP) members challenged the Turkish
government’s executive branch to reveal the real reasons of the Expropriation Decree, as it was clearly
not justifiable under the national law.41 Lawmakers from President Recep Tayyip Erdoğan’s governing
AKP party responded by pushing through an amendment to the Turkish Constitution that would strip
members of Parliament of their immunity from prosecution, a move that is likely to lead to the ouster of
Kurdish deputies. On the very day their parliamentary immunity was lifted, HDP leaders issued a letter
to UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon appealing that he pay attention to the situation in Sur, ahead of
his opening the First World Humanitarian Summit at Istanbul.42
Urban heritage at stake
The Municipality of Diyarbakır has produced several reports on the destruction of Sur District’s cultural
heritage.
The
Municipality
presented
its
reports and studies
to the attention
of the Turkish´s
Ministry
of
Culture and Tourism,
Turkish National
Commission
for
UNESCO, Turkish
National Commission
for International
Council
on
Monuments and
Sites
(ICOMOS),
Turkish National
Committee of the

Kurşunlu Mosque in Amed quarter of Diyarbakır, damaged from
13
bombardment by the Turkish military. Source: Fatih Pınar.

International Commission for Risk Preparedness (ICORP) with the demand for inclusion of the
Directorate of Site Management of the Municipality of Diyarbakır in all assessment, rehabilitation and
adjustment processes. To wit, the current practices flout ICORP’s 2012 Istanbul Statement on Cultural
Heritage Protection in Times of Risk 2012.43
More than 300 nongovernmental groups and civic leaders issued a joint statement on 30 March
denouncing the expropriation. Serefhan Aydin, chairman of the Diyarbakır Architects Chamber and
signatory of the joint statement, announced that the chamber would initiate a lawsuit to cancel the
expropriation decree.
Diyarbakır Bar Association - Girasun prepared an application to the Council of Europe´s European Court
of Human Rights (ECHR) on behalf of families under curfew to have the curfews in Sur and other
southeastern cities condemned as illegal. Having first sought to do the same in Turkish courts, and
having had the case dismissed within hours, he and his team filed at the ECHR in September. The ECHR
has condemned individual abuses committed by the Turkish state during the curfews, but has not yet
declared the curfews themselves illegal.44 The Commissioner for Human Rights of the Council of Europe
visited Diyarbakır on mid-April 2016 and decried the shocking scale of destruction in some of the zones.
Alarmingly, the report of the mission has not been published, but another mission was scheduled at the
end of September of 2016.
The Venice Commission of the Council of Europe issued a report on the legality of the curfews and
recommended Turkish authorities to several legal reforms and actions to ensure due respect for the
relevant international standards, national rules and international obligations with regard to the
protection of fundamental rights.
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September 2016 aerial view of Diyarbakır’s Suriçi destruction with the eastern segment largely razed. Source: UNOSAT/UNITAR

Lessons of Diyarbakır
Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.
George Santayana45
Everything wise has been thought before; one only has to try to think of it again.
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe46
Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result.
variously attributed to Albert Einstein, Benjamin Franklin,
Mark Twain and Narcotics Anonymous
At the first Habitat Conference at Vancouver in 1976, states already observed how the ideologies of
states are reflected in their housing and human settlement policies, as these are powerful instruments
for change. However, the normative approach of the Habitat Agenda had urged governments not to use
such tools of governance to dispossess people from their land or entrench privilege and exploitation.47
The recurrence of the destruction argues for the need to address—and remedy—root causes that
persist. Too much is at stake.
The evolution of norms and standards for the realization of the human right to adequate housing should
align with principles of governance that ensure that the state represent all of its citizens, embodying the
self-determination of its peoples, as whole peoples. The failure to implement those principles risks no
less than the integrity of the state itself.
Realizing the human right to adequate housing, which derives from the right to an adequate standard of
living, is essential to human dignity, autonomy and the enjoyment of indivisible civil, cultural, economic,
political and social rights. Habitat I apparently enshrined a recognition that housing must not be the
target and theatre of conflict.
As defined in the UN Committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (CESCR) General Comment No.
4, the human right to adequate housing is a formula for modern statecraft and a state obligation that
successive governments are obliged to fulfill. Two of the seven over-riding principles of implementation
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of all human rights are self-determination and nondiscrimination.48 Both before and after Habitat II,
states also affirmed that forced eviction is a “gross violation” of human rights,49 and the Habitat Agenda
(1996) enshrined the repeated commitment to “protect from, and redress forced evictions.”50
The case of Diyarbakır exemplifies the consequence of a state’s failure to apply those essentials of
human rights-based statecraft and treaty obligation. While conducting forced evictions and urban
transformation as tools of demographic manipulation, ethnic cleansing and internal warfare, the
Republic of Turkey violates the human right to adequate housing in the broadest sense. A ratifying party
of the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESCR), which enshrines the
effected human rights, Turkey’s violations of a bundle of human rights in this case should engage the
concern of fellow States Party to ICESCR, as well as the international community at large.
The wanton destruction of world heritage and human habitat through the Habitat Agenda’s
performance period and beyond should be a planetary concern. HIC-HLRN and local civil society invoke
the common principles and obligations enshrined also in the relevant UNESCO Treaties (see Annex II:
Turkey’s Relevant Treaty Ratification Status). Correspondingly, Habitat II had affirmed to assist
“historical human settlements, including sites, monuments and buildings, particularly those protected
under the UNESCO Convention on World Heritage Sites,” including through international cooperation.51
The case of Diyarbakır invokes that key Habitat Agenda commitment as well.
Like the refugee and migration crisis in the region, the destruction like that afflicting Diyarbakır is a
global responsibility. However, that responsibility to uphold human rights standards, including an
adequate standard of living, is ultimately discharged locally, not least by commendable efforts of local
communities and democratic (i.e., representative and participatory) local governments.
In light of the reports received from local parties, including the Municipality of Metropolitan Diyabakır,
the situation in Suriçi is dire not only for the tens of thousands of displaced and dispossessed residents
of the district, but also for the wider conduct of statecraft in the Republic of Turkey. Diyabakır stands as
an exemplar of what needs to be done within a new, global Habitat Agenda. The preservation of the
Suriçi of Diyabakır and the establishment of human rights-based governance and reparation of victims
are essential to avoid proliferating conflict and, at once, implement thoroughgoing Habitat Agenda
commitments and other fundamental norms of state conduct that seek to avoid similar disasters.
The principal lessons of Diyarbakır are a call to international solidarity, in support of the local effort to
recover and rebuilt what is lost. HLRN calls on the duty-holding international community to join in a
locally directed remedy to the situation in Diyarbakır for the city’s local constituents and the reform of
the statecraft that has produced the cyclical destruction. This will require not least an assessment of the
losses, costs and damages incurred, in order to ensure full reparations and transitional justice.
HIC-HLRN regrets the need to return to the scene of population transfer through human settlement
destruction as a social and ethnic engineering policy of the Republic of Turkey. These developments
have transpired within the time of Habitat II’s implementation, culminating at the time of the 1996
Habitat Agenda’s implementation review. The picture in 2016 is no more favorable.
The lessons of Diyarbakır’s Suriçi are lessons for the wider international community from an alreadyexplosive region of conflict, where military occupation, forced displacement, population transfer and
destruction of human habitat have been allowed to become the anti-norm. HIC-HLRN continues to
implore Member States of the UN to set out effective measures to remedy such violations to achieve a
human rights habitat as an urgent and committed priority at Habitat III.
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Annex I: HLRN Violation Database Entries for Turkey
HOUSING AND LAND RIGHTS VIOLATION DATABASE
Search results for all types of violation between 1 January 1984 and 03 October 2016
Title

Start Date

Country

Victims

Details

Şırnak curfew

14/03/2016

Turkey

55,000

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Silopi

14/12/2015

Turkey

500

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Cizre: ’a 2nd Kobani’

14/12/2015

Turkey

50,000

Suriçi, Diyarbakır

11/12/2015

Turkey

50,341

Sarigöl

31/03/2015 Turkey 2,000

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction
Dispossession/confiscation

Megaprojects

31/01/2014

Turkey

1,500

Forced eviction
Dispossession/confiscation
Privatization of public goods and services

Tarlabaşi

24/06/2011

Turkey

3,200

Ilusu Villages Burnt, Ks
Displaced

28/06/2010

Turkey

55,000

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Sulukule

10/05/2009

Turkey

5,000

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Süleymaniye

29/10/2007

Turkey

8,500

1

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Roma in Küçükbakkalköy

20/07/2006

Turkey

600

1

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Kadifekale

01/06/2006

Turkey

10,000

1

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction
Privatization of public goods and services

Roma in Hasanpaşa

01/01/2005

Turkey

50

1

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Ayazma/Tepeüstü

01/01/2004

Turkey

7,800

1

Forced eviction

Mass Eviction of Kurds

01/01/1984

Turkey 4,000,000

1

Type of violation

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction

Forced eviction
1 , 2 , 3 Demolition/destruction
Dispossession/confiscation

1

Forced eviction
Demolition/destruction
Dispossession/confiscation

Forced eviction

Record Count: 15 Affected persons: 4,249,491
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Annex II: Turkey’s Relevant Treaty Ratification Status
Human Rights Instruments: (date in force)

Status

Declaration

Second Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
aiming at the abolition of the death penalty: 1991

Signature: N/A,
Ratification: 1950
Signature: 1950,
Accession: 1954
Signature: 1950,
Accession: 1954
Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2007
Signature: 1972,
Accession: 2002
Signature: 2000,
Accession: 2003
Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2006
Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2009
Signature: 2000,
Accession: 2003
Signature: NA,
Accession: 1985
Signature: 2003,
Accession: 2003
Signature: 1988,
Accession: 1988
Signature: 1990,
Accession: 1995
Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2006

Optional Protocol to the European Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of
Discrimination against Women: 2000

Signature: 2000,
Accession: 2002

Optional Protocol to the European Convention on the Rights of the Child on the
involvement of children in armed conflict: 2002

Signature: 2000,
Accession: 2004

✓

International Convention on the Protection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers and
Members of their Families: 2003

Signature: 1999,
Accession: 2004

✓

Protocol No. 13 to the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms, concerning the abolition of the death penalty in all
circumstances: 2003

Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2006

Convention on the Prevention and Punishment of the Crime of Genocide: 1951
European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms:
1953
Protocol to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms: 1954
European Social Charter: 1965 (revised 1995)
International Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination: 1969
International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: 1976
Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights: 1976
Additional Protocol to the European Social Charter: 1991
International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: 1976
Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women: 1981
Protocol No. 6 to the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and
Fundamental Freedoms concerning the Abolition of the Death Penalty: 1985
Convention against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or
Punishment: 1987*
Convention on the Rights of the Child: 1990

Optional Protocol to the European Convention against Torture and Other Cruel,
Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment: 2006
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: 2008

Signature: 2005,
Accession: 2011
Signature: 2007,
Accession: 2009

* indicates that the Republic of Turkey has recognized the competence to receive and process individual communications of the
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✓
✓
✓
✓
✓
✓

✓
✓

✓
✓

Committee against Torture under Article 22 of the Convention against Torture.

UNESCO Treaties: (date in force)

Status

Declaration

Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict with
Regulations for the Execution of the Convention: 1956

Accession: 1965

Protocol for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict: 1956

Accession: 1965

Convention on the Means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit Import, Export and
Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property: 1972.

Ratification: 1981

Convention concerning the Protection of the World Cultural and Natural Heritage: 1975

Ratification: 1983

Protocol No. 7 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental
Freedoms: 1988

Signature: 1985,
Accession: 2016

Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage: 2006

Ratification: 2006

International Humanitarian Law Treaties: (date in force)
Hague Convention (II) on the Laws and Customs of War on Land: 1899
Geneva Convention (IV) on Civilians, 1949 and its commentary: 1950
Optional Protocol on the involvement of children in armed conflict, 2002
Convention prohibiting Environmental Modification Techniques: 1976
Convention prohibiting Certain Conventional Weapons: 1983 (and amended Article 1)
Convention prohibiting Chemical Weapons: 1997
 onvention on the Prohibition of the Use, Stockpiling, Production and Transfer of AntiC
Personnel Mines and on Their Destruction: 1999
Optional Protocol to the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: 2008
International Criminal Law Treaties: (date in force)

Status
Signature: 1899,
Accession: 1907
Signature: 1949,
Accession: 1954
Signature: 2004,
Accession: 2004
Signature: 1977,
Accession: 1977
Signature: 2005,
Accession: 2005
Signature: 1993,
Ratification:
1997
Signature: N/A ,
Accession: 2003
Signature: 2009,
Accession: 2015
Ratification
Status

International Convention for the Suppression of Terrorist Bombings: 2001

Signature: 1999 ,
Accession: 2002

United Nations Convention against Corruption: 2005

Signature: 2003,
Accession: 2006

Relevant Treaties Not Ratified by Turkey
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Declaration

✓

✓

✓
Declara
-tion
✓

Human Rights Instruments: (date open for signature/ratification)
Protocol No. 4 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms, securing certain rights
and freedoms other than those already included in the Convention and in the first Protocol thereto: 1963 (signed in 1992)
Additional Protocol to the European Social Charter Providing for a System of Collective Complaints: 1995
Protocol No. 12 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms: 2000 (signed in 2001)
International Convention for the Protection of all Persons from Enforced Disappearance: 2010
Optional Protocol to the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights: 2013
Protocol No. 16 to the Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fundamental Freedoms: 2013 (signed in 2013)
UNESCO Treaties (date open for signature/ratification)
Convention against Discrimination in Education: 1960.
Second Protocol to The Hague Convention of 1954 for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of Armed Conflict:
1999
Convention on the Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expressions: 2005
International Humanitarian Law Treaties: (date open for signature/ratification)
Hague Convention (IV) on War on Land and its Annexed Regulations:1907 (signed 1907)
Hague Convention (III) on the Opening of Hostilites: 1907 (signed 1907)
Additional Protocol (I) to the Geneva Conventions, 1977 and its commentary: 1977
Additional Protocol (II) to the Geneva Conventions, 1977 and its commentary: 1977
International Criminal Law Treaties: (date open for signature/ratification)
Rome Statute of the International Criminal Court: 1998
Convention on the non-applicability of statutory limitations to war crimes and crimes against humanity: 1968
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Annex III: The Impact of War and Forced Evictions on Urbanisation in Turkey:
Violations of Housing Rights
Report of a Fact-finding Mission (March 1996)
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H OUSING AND L AND R IGHTS N ETWORK (HLRN)
More than a billion people are ill housed, or have no shelter; tens of millions are forced from their homes and land due to
war, discrimination, development projects, social-service reductions, economic liberalization and privatization policies. They
all need our solidarity.
Habitat International Coalition (HIC) is an independent, international, nonprofit movement with hundreds of Members
specialized in various aspects of human settlements. Its Members include NGOs, CBOs, social movements, academic and
research centers, professional associations and like-minded individuals from over 120 countries in both North and South.
HIC Members and thematic structures all share a set of objectives that bind and shape their commitment to communities
struggling to secure adequate housing and improve their habitat conditions dedicated to reciprocal cooperation toward
realizing social justice in the human habitat.

Housing and Land Rights Network (HLRN) objectives:
HLRN is a thematic structure composed of HIC Members advocating the recognition, defense and the full and progressive
realization of everyone’s human right to adequate housing everywhere to a secure place to live in peace and dignity by:
 Defending the human rights of the homeless, rural and urban poor, inadequately housed;
 Promoting public awareness about human rights-based approaches to human-settlement problems and needs globally;
 Advocating the full human rights of indigenous peoples and people under occupation and alien domination and
subjugation, in particular their human rights to adequate housing and land;
 Demand legal protection of the human right to housing as a first step to support communities pursuing housing solutions,
including via social production and other practical means to realize their human right to adequate housing;
 Cooperating with various UN human rights bodies to uphold, develop and monitor standards of the human right to
adequate housing, as well as clarify states’ obligations to respect, protect, promote and fulfill the right;
 Conducting human rights-based policy analysis aligned with the obligations of states under international law;
 Providing a common platform for Members and communities across the Network to formulate and share human rightsbased problem-solving strategies with social movements and progressive NGOs in the field of human settlements and
sustainable development; and
 Educating about human rights with a focus on the experience of victims and their entitlement to remedy and reparations in
accordance with international law;
 Advocating on their behalf in international forums.
To attain these objectives, HLRN Member services include:











Building local, regional and international member cooperation to form effective housing rights campaigns;
Human resource development, human rights education and training;
Strategic planning and program development with Members;
Enhancing Member self-representation skills and opportunities;
Action research and publication;
Exchanging and disseminating member experiences, best practices and strategies;
Support for lobby efforts toward policy reform;
Developing tools and techniques for professional monitoring of housing rights;
Monitoring and evaluation of global sustainable-development policies and their implementation;
Urgent actions of collective solidarity against forced eviction and other violations of the human right to adequate
housing.
For more information, log onto HIC-HLRN websites at:
www.hlrn.org and www.hic-mena.org
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