PKK began to transform itself from 1992, when it was recognised that a military solution was impossible, and turned away from the more dogmatic tenets of its earlier days. This internal democratisation process resulted in the ceasefire of 1999 and a withdrawal of troops to the mountainous southern border. This move was not reciprocated by the Turkish side who continued operations against the party and denial and isolation tactics against Kurdish representatives. In line with European demands for democratisation ahead of possible membership talks Turkey introduced widespread constitutional reform, unfortunately these were more impressive on paper than on the ground, where persecution and prosecution of Kurds continues for such “offences” as giving children Kurdish names, singing Kurdish songs, criticising the role of the army, and holding the Turkish, EU and Kurdish flags together on banners. The extent of this inability to change official attitudes found violent expression in the killings this week.

Kurds Protest State Terror in Turkey

The number of Kurdish civilians killed by Turkish security forces during political unrest in Turkey has reached fifteen. Clashes erupted in Diyarbakir last week during the funerals of four PKK guerrillas who were among fourteen Kurdish fighters killed in a major security operation the previous weekend. Recently such funerals have become mass public expressions of support for the aims of the guerrillas and a peaceful solution to the conflict. The state is now refusing to return bodies to families. Members of the Turkish human rights organisation IHD who viewed the remains reported seeing extensive burning, indicative of use of chemical weapons in the attacks, which took place when PKK was on ceasefire for the Kurdish National Holiday.

The unrest, which was not organised but appeared to be a spontaneous expression of anger at the massacre of the guerrillas, spread to Batman in scenes reminiscent of the worst days of the conflict, with thousands of civilians facing tanks, water canon, tear gas and heavily armed riot police, as well as to other large Kurdish cities and Istanbul, where one demonstrator set himself on fire as a protest against the treatment of Kurds in Turkey, and another was killed by police. Many of the victims are children, including two seventeen year olds, a twelve-year-old, a nine-year-old, a six-year-old and a three-year-old who was shot dead as he played on the balcony of an upper floor building in Batman. The response of the Turkish premier Recep Tayyip Erdogan to these killings was to call an unofficial and unlimited curfew by exonerating the perpetrators and blaming the grieving families for their children’s deaths, describing the murdered children as “the pawns of terrorism”. Hundreds of children have been taken into custody, beaten and tortured.

In a renewed clampdown on legitimate Kurdish politics five senior members of the pro-Kurdish party DTP in Diyarbakir were also arrested yesterday, despite the party having called for an immediate end to the rioting.

Kurdish analysts claim that the military operations which gave rise to the riots may have been orchestrated by senior army officer General Buyukanit to divert growing media attention in Turkey from his role in the bombing of a bookshop last November in Semdinli which killed one. At the time this was seen as military interference with the state’s attempt to join the EU by stirring unrest and blaming Kurdish fighters for state perpetrated terrorism.  

The mass demonstrations in support of the slain PKK fighters and the numbers on the streets belie government propaganda that PKK is a spent force with little popular support. Organisers of an ad-hoc referendum carried out this year among the diaspora and in Kurdistan say that millions of Kurds consider the jailed leader of PKK, Abdullah Ocalan, their legitimate political representative.   

In the run-up to Turkey being granted a date to open accession talks with the EU last year the situation of the Kurdish population in Turkey received lip service but did not reach centre-stage in discussions. Yet the question of Turkey cannot be understood without analysis of the Kurdish situation. Kurds make up 30% of the population and, although ethnically distinct speakers of Indo-European Kurdish, are not recognised as a minority by the state. Kurds suffer profound repression at all levels in Turkey. The Kurdish regions are economically depressed and have been under emergency legislation for decades. All social indicators put the Kurdish regions and population well below the national average. Debate is severely stifled by Turkey’s penal code, which makes it a crime to criticise the state, the military or other national institutions.  

Besides the brutality of the state’s reaction and the scale of popular support for the Kurdish cause another significant aspect to the riots is the silence of the western media, NGOs and governments. The Kurdish uprising will be debated in the European Parliament this week, but it has received little or no media attention in Europe. Why such silence about state terror in Turkey, the massacre of civilians by security forces and the denial of Kurdish rights? This stance from the international community worsens the feeling of isolation held by Kurds in Turkey, and does not augur well for Turkey or for the European Union should Turkey accede without a solution to this conflict. Those elements in Turkey who support democracy and seek an end to violence must be given every support by the international community, while the militaristic elements that are denying peace and stability must be countered. 

Kurds in Ireland will protest state terror in Turkey on Monday 8 Aprilat 12 pm. outside Dail Eireann and march to the Turkish embassy in Ballsbridge. For more information see www.kurdishinfo.com, and www.freedom-for-ocalan.com
Carla Kennedy

Kurdistan Solidarity Ireland
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This 5 year old boy was shot death by Turkish security forces in streets of Batman. Photo Diha News Agency
