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Saving Mangroves

LAW

advocate

Protecting Taksim Park
Taksim Park is one of the few remaining green spaces
in Istanbul. When authorities began destroying the
park to build a shopping mall, people objected and
the government responded with heavy handed tactics.
Seven people lost their lives and thousands were
injured. ELAW partner Gonca Yilmaz provided legal
support to citizens swept up in the protests.
Gonca co-founded the Denge Ecological Life
Foundation, based in Istanbul. She has practiced
law for ten years and works on problems related to
hydropower and coal plants. She is in Portland this
year, pursuing a masters degree in environmental and
natural resources law at Lewis and Clark Law School.

Q & A with Gonca Yilmaz
and lawyers discussed legal avenues for protecting
the park. We filed three cases on behalf of different
groups of plaintiffs. I filed the citizen suit. The cases
are still pending.
The central government’s decision to build the
shopping mall was framed around a project to “renew
the historical Ottoman Barrack,” but in a later speech
the Prime Minister claimed that, if he wanted to, he
would build a shopping mall too.
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We
need
healthy
mangroves, but have
destroyed up to 50 percent
of all mangroves around the
world in the last 50 years. This
habitat could disappear completely,
within as little as 100 years,
if we do not act to protect
it. Mangroves buffer coastal communities from
flooding and storms, and provide habitat for
thousands of species of birds, mammals, and
marine species. Recent evidence suggests that
mangroves sequester carbon more effectively than
any other tropical forests.
ELAW Staff Scientist Heidi Weiskel traveled
to the Yucatán twice this year to collaborate
with partners at the Southeast office of Centro
Mexicano de Derecho Ambiental (CEMDA, Mexican
Environmental Law Center). CEMDA is working hard
to protect marine and coastal ecosystems from
short-sighted development schemes.
“The tall, healthy mangroves within the Sian
Ka’an UNESCO Biosphere Reserve on the Yucatán
Peninsula are a spectacular example of what this
ecosystem can look like when its protected status
is taken seriously,” says Heidi. “There are active
fisheries in this region, as well as robust turtle
and bird populations, and a thriving ecotourism
industry.”
Coastal developers make promises to restore
mangroves, but these efforts often fail. Heidi and

Alejandra Serrano, the director of the Southeast
office of CEMDA, visited a failed mangrove
restoration project in Puerto Morelos (see photo).
“The local hydrology and sediment conditions
were not considered,” says Heidi. “The mangroves
were planted without accounting for the tidal
cycles or the freshwater flows at the site. The soil
dried out around the plants and they could not
take root and thrive.”
In September, Heidi teamed up with CEMDA’s new
Staff Scientist, Minerva Rosette, to review plans
for a major housing development near a protected
mangrove forest, and an enormous tourism complex
proposed for Holbox Island. The tourism complex
would cut channels through pristine mangroves
to increase waterfront acreage and build hotels,
villas, condominiums, offices, shopping plazas,
and roads, to service thousands of visitors. The
project would devastate Holbox’s rich fisheries
and stunning landscape, and likely harm the whale
shark population.
Heidi and Minerva evaluated different strategies
for measuring the carrying capacity of Holbox, and
the most effective way to communicate the true
impacts of the proposed tourism complex to the
Holbox community.
Minerva is an engineer by training and spent
the past three years using GIS and other tools to
help communities protect the Urique-Batopilas
biological corridor.

Q: Were you involved in Occupy Taksim?
Q: Why is Taksim Park important?
A: Our local and central government have gradually
opened up all the free spaces to construction
projects. This is urbanization. Taksim Park is a small
park, located in very center of Istanbul, in Taksim
Square. If we lose Taksim Park, there will be no green
area left in the city center.
Taksim Square has historical and symbolic meaning
for the people of Turkey. It is a center of culture,
history, and civil rights movements. When individuals,
groups, or non-governmental organizations want to
make their voices heard about a loss of civil rights,
they gather in Taksim Square. You could call Taksim
our Central Park or Hyde Park, though it’s much
smaller.

Q: Why is the park threatened?
A: Two years ago, the Istanbul Chamber of
Architects alerted us to government plans to alter
the zoning of Taksim Park to allow construction of a
shopping mall. A public meeting with NGOs was held
and the attendance was enormous. We held weekly
meetings for two years, a campaign was organized,

A: Yes, thousands, if not millions of people were
in the streets. It was impossible to stay away from
the protests. These were mostly educated people —
professors, doctors, engineers, lawyers, and famous
actors. We all participated in the demonstrations. The
protests spread, with everyone simply claiming their
fundamental human rights to free speech and to live
in a healthy environment.

Q: Was the campaign a success?
A: Partly. Construction in the park has been put
on hold, but we lost seven people and 16 others lost
their eyes, and thousands were wounded. Hundreds
ended up in jail due to irrational accusations. I
believe the price should not be that high.

Q: What is the future of the park?
A: Nobody is sure. The government may change
its mind and go ahead with the project. Citizens will
need to watch because the process is not always
democratic.

