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Spatial and socio-economic transformation of
transhumance in gerger district
(Southeast Turkey)

Muzaffer BAKIRCI

Abstract—Turkey has gone into a rapid process
of transformation especially starting with the 80s.
Un on trolled migration from rural areas to urban
areas since this date, not only led rural areas to be
emptied to a great extent, but also caused emergence
of various structural problems in urban areas.

One of the forms of living in Turkey that were
affected the most by the change and transformation
experienced in rural areas is transhumance. Semi-
nomadic animal husbandry carried out in almost all
regions of Turkey and the lifestyle related to this
face radical changes.

The Gerger district, located in southeast Turkey,
is one of the areas that experienced this process of
change most noticeably. Transhumance, which has
been carried out for centuries here continuously,
faces significant spatial, economic and socio-cultural
transformations.

In spatial transformation, regression of animal
husbandry activities based on natural environment
conditions and occasional emergence of agricultural
production become prevalent, while significant
differentiations take place in types of residences.
Animal husbandry, which used to be a main
economic activity in the past, disappeared in
dramatic rates and is almost no longer an activity
that brings income, which indicates economic
transformation; again, loss of influence of a set of
social rules that used to be followed precisely and
disappearing of some traditions indicate socio-
cultural transformation.

Keywords—Turkey, Gerger District,
Transhumance, Spatial, Socio-Economic,
Transformation

1. INTRODUCTION

Transhumance (vaylacilik in Turkish), which
indicates a semi-nomadic lifestyle and rises
out of traditional animal husbandry activities,
constituted an important part of Turkey’s rural life
for a very long time not only with its economic
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dimensions, but also in terms of spatial and socio-
cultural aspects.

Several scientific studies have been conducted
for years on transhumance activities carried out in
almost all regions in Turkey. While initial studies
were in the form of establishing a conceptual
framework of this issue and presenting its general
characteristics [1], more recent studies
investigated plateaus (yaylas in Turkish) rather in
terms of functional change, tourism aspects,
improvement of this function and examination of
problems caused by change [2].

While studies on transhumance activities cover
almost all regions in Turkey [3], it is seen that the
focus is rather on scientific studies regarding the
plateaus in the Black Sea Region [4]. The
genuine part of the subject of this study is that no
study has been conducted about Gerger plateaus
despite the abundance of research on
transhumance.

The Gerger district is an area in which
transhumance activities have taken place
continuously since very early times, while the
changing conditions lead transhumance to be set
back with its classical rural activities.

The main purpose here is to present the
historical development, structural characteristics,
current transformations and outcomes of these
transformations regarding transhumance activities
in the Gerger district of the province of
Adiyaman, and create perspectives towards the
future of these areas, using field observations,
interviews and official statistics as the main
methods and tools.

2. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE PHYSICAL
GEOGRAPHY

Meadows and pastures located in the Gerger
district of the province of Adiyaman in southeast
Turkey at the altitudes of 1700-1900 m. present
suitable conditions for animal husbandry. Based
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on this potential, this area has been used for
animal husbandry since early ages by the villages
located in lower hills of the mountainous area.

The study area consists of the Avacik and
Kurdek Plateaus in the north of the Gerger district
(Figure 1). While these plateau areas are
connected

to each other, they have very different qualities in

terms of their topographical features. While the
Avacik plateau has a rather flat appearance, slopes
of the hills in the Kurdek plateau are higher
(Figure 2).
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Figure 1. Topographical Appearance of the Plateau (Yaylﬁ iﬁ Turkish) Ares

3. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE HUMAN
GEOGRAPHY

The transhumance activities in Gerger, whose
history may be traced back 300 years [5], has
continued without a break despite the events of
terrorism  effective in the Eastern and
Southeastern Anatolia Regions of Turkey for
more than 35 years.

Gerger plateau areas are utilized by villagers
coming from different villages. In this framework,
while the Avacik plateau is being used by the
villagers of the Yesilyurt and Yukaridaglica
villages, the Kurdek plateau is being used by the
villagers of the Asagidaglica, Burcakli and Camici
villages (Figure 1).

Figure 2. Kurdek 1eft) and Avacik (right) Plteaus’ Topographical Appeaance July 2016)

While the Avacik plateau is about 5 km from
the Yesilyurt village, its distance from the Gerger
district center is about 8 km. The Kurdek plateau
is 13 km from the Gerger district center. Both
plateau fields are visited in the middle of May
(around 15 May), and the return takes place in the
beginning of October (around 5-10 October) at the
latest.

Considering the population characteristics of
the transhumant villages in Gerger and their
historical development, they are rather small-sized
population villages (Table 1). The average size of
the transhumant villages in 2015 was 230. It is
seen that the number of villages participating in
transhumance activities had a general trend to rise
till the year 1985, while this number experienced
dramatic reductions after this time Figure 3.
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The total population of the 5 villages mentioned  to 1159 in 2015. Thus, it decreased in 2015 by
above was close to 1500 in 1955, reached its 22.6% based on the year 1955 and by 76.1%
maximum in 1990 (2636 people), and came down  based on the year 1990.

Table 1
Development of the Populations of the Villages Participating in Transhumance Activities in the Gerger District

Years

Villages
1955 1960 1965 1970 1975 1980 1985 1990 2000 |2007 2010 |2015

Asagidaglica 386 450 459 359 591 659 663 588 403 336 312 250

Burcakli 378 451 444 537 629 691 695 701 488 382 431 282
Camici 392 385 445 536 634 599 533 488 303 257 268 167
Yesilyurt 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 392 276 213 195 155

Yukaridaglica 341 357 332 439 435 504 496 467 447 407 392 305

Villages Total 1497 1643 1680 1871 2289 12453 2387 2636 1917 1595 1598 1159

District Total 19749 | 22494 26723 29395 |30820 |[30380 32618 |32587 |27208 |25811 |24622 |19561
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Figure 3. Development of the Populations of the Villages Participating in Transhumance Activities in the Gerger District

the emergence of new units that are not seen in
traditional transhumance.

The activity of transhumance which has turned
into a lifestyle over centuries harbors genuine
behaviors, acts and symbols within itself. This
rapid change in transhumance may result in
flexibility or complete abandonment of rules that
were previously applied very strictly.

4. SPATIAL AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC
TRANSFORMATION IN THE GERGER
PLATEAUS

The economic transformation experienced in
plateaus bring about differentiations in spatial
usage. While this differentiation may be related to
animal husbandry and plant-based production in
plateau fields, forming new structures in the
plateaus that are becoming subjects of tourism is 4.1. Change in Land Usage
another issue of concern. This situation leads to
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Spatial utilization that has been going on
without much intervention in the Gerger plateaus
has gone into a rapid process of change in the last
10-15 years. It is seen that these pastures that have
been utilized in suitability of their natural qualities
for a long time have gone into a partial change in

time, and agricultural production emerged.
Various fruit trees located around the lands
organized by the people of the region with
agricultural purposes present a new appearance
(Figure 4).

Figure 4. Change in Land Utilization in the Gerger Plateaus (July 2016).

4.2. Change in Residence Characteristics

While the plateaus are very close to each other,
the plateau residence structure in the form of
“tents” in the Kurdek plateau is matched by the
traditional residences called “Ho!/” in the Avacik
plateau. Transhumance, which had been realized
by accommodation in the traditional residences

mentioned about till 2000, went into a rapid
process of change starting with the year 2001.

While the tents set up in the Gerger Kurdek
plateau in the past appeared like neighborhoods of
tents (Map 4), very few tents are seen today and
tents are being replaced by concrete houses
(Figure 5).

o S sarS

Figure 5. Tent Residences in the Kurdek Plateau are Rapidly Being Replaced by Concrete Houses (July 2016).

Utilizers of the Avacik plateau have taken
accommodation in residences that are called
“Hol” instead of tents, by using the means
provided to them by the topography. The hills
surrounding the plateau have provided the ideal
conditions for accommodation by the transhumant
residents. Hol residences were formed by
reorganization of the crevices and small holes in
the hills (Figure 6).

While over 40 Hols were seen in the Avacik
plateau in the past, which indicates intensity of
usage, it was seen that there was one Hol in usage
in the plateau in July 2016 and these residences

are being replaced by concrete houses as in the
case of the Kurdek plateau (Figure 7).

Another issue to mention about the subject of
new housing in the Kurdek plateau where a rapid
process of settlement is takin place is that most of
the residences being constructed here are not
dedicated for transhumance activities, but they
serve as second homes for people who previously
took part in transhumance activities and are now
living in metropolitan cities.
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4.3. Economic Change

Especially the number of people who take part
in animal husbandry activities in the Gerger
plateaus has receded a lot in comparison to 20
years ago. Records of tent areas that harbored
about 60 tents in 6 locations in 1990s in the
Kurdek plateau on topography maps (Map 2), and
similarly, the noticeable places for traditional
plateau residences called Hol in the Avacik
plateau, indicate that these two plateaus had high
rates of utilization in the past.

The statements of the people of the area indicate
that, in the past, the villages of Yesilyurt,
Yukaridaglica, Asagidaglica, Camici and Burcakli
participated in this activity with attendance of all
villagers. In a field study in 2013, it was
understood that 13 households arrived at the
Avacik plateau. On the other hand, it was learned
that 30 households took part in transhumance
activities in the Kurdek plateau. It was seen that
these numbers decreased even more in the
observations made in 2016.

It may be seen that not only the number of
households who visit the plateau, but accordingly,
the number of animals kept also decreased
dramatically. Examples of the size of change in

Figure 7. A Hol in Usage (left) an
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d Concrete Houses (le 2016)

the number of animals may include the fact that
the number of animals known as thousands in
1990s decreased down to numbers such as 300-
500, and while each household had at least 30
goats and 5-6 cows in 1990s, now they have 5-10
goats and a few cows.

The economy of plateau areas which has taken
place for long years in the form of pastoral
farming, gained a new dimension by introduction
of agricultural production. In agricultural
production, which is increasingly becoming one
of the main economic activities in these areas, the
locals produce various fruits especially including
walnuts and pomegranates, and various vegetables
especially including corn, tomatoes, peppers and
onions. It is projected that agriculture-based
utilization of plateau areas will be even more
prevalent in the future. One of the indicators
supporting this idea is the existence of small
agricultural areas that are newly formed.
Agricultural production is not the only thing that
is added onto animal husbandry as a traditional
activity in the Gerger plateaus, but beekeeping has
also started to appear more frequently (Figure 8).
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Figure 8. The New Agricultural Land Formed in the Avacik Plateau (left) and Beekeeping in the Kurdek Plateau (right).

4.4. Social Change

Transhumance as a lifestyle is one of the strong
factors that shape the social structure. This strong
aspect sets the ground for the development of
genuine behaviors, rules and traditions of
transhumance. In this sense, there are unwritten
but strongly enforced rules in the operation of
transhumance activities. At this stage, the most
important priority is claiming and protecting the
plateau area. This is so essential that usage or
claiming of the area by dwellers of other villagers
may lead to great conflicts.

According to the traditional rules of
transhumance, it is essential that transhumant
villages visit the same plateau every year, and
even use the same tent or Hol location. Another
issue we see in the tradition of transhumance is
the necessity of acting together. This is based on
the desire of achieving justice in terms of utilizing
the plateau area that belongs to the village. For
example, Yesilyurt villagers who use the Avacik
plateau gather at the side of the plateau on a
certain day and time, and start running from the
side to the grazing area with the command to run.
The main purpose of this is that the fastest
running person gets the best and bushiest grazing
area.

Not only in the beginning of the plateau season
but also along the period the activity goes on,
various events are organized and time is spent by
playing games, particularly with participation of
the men, young people and children of the
plateau.

Today, the reduced number of households and
therefore their animals visiting the plateau creates
a potential for losing the old environment of
competition in both providing fresh grass and
obtaining grass for winter, and this situation
results in the abandonment of applying a set of
rules that were previously regulatory.

Besides this, there is a search for gaining new
functions in plateaus. An example for this search
is tourism activities. Adoption of tourism function
by plateaus generally happens in two different
forms. One of these is beginning to use these
areas for recreation (second home) by
constructing modern houses in plateau areas, and
the other is the plateau festivals held in different
times of the year.

While the Gerger plateaus are not very vibrant
in terms of tourism movement, it is observed that
the two types of change mentioned above have
partially taken place. While the desire of the
population that previously took part in
transhumance activities but are now living in
metropolitan cities to spend some part of the year
here brings second homes into question, cultural
transformation is indicated by the “Kurdek
Plateau Festival” organized for the first time in
2013 in order to create awareness about the
Gerger plateaus and take some tourism-oriented
steps towards the future.

5. PROBLEMS IN UTILIZATION OF THE
GERGER PLATEAUS

There are problems in utilizing the Gerger
plateaus caused by the infrastructure, property and
usage rights, social and economic conditions.

5.1. Problems Related to Spatial Usage

The primary issues regarding spatial usage in
the Gerger plateaus are transportation
conditions. While there are some developments in
transportation activities that were previously
achieved completely on animals’ backs or on foot,
these developments are not on a sufficient level.
While it is possible to reach the plateau area with
motorized vehicles today, poor quality of the
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roads poses as an obstruction against reaching
these areas with any kind of motorized vehicle.

The indispensable necessity of the modern
world, electricity, is another problem experienced
in plateau sites. There are currently no transfer
lines that will carry electricity, while there is no
current tangible work put into it either.

Another problem experienced in plateau sites is
about water needs. It is inevitable to experience
problems with water needs even in spring months,
particularly in years without sufficient snowfall.

5.2. Administrative Problems

The sites that have been used by certain villages
for centuries and accepted as the common
property of the village have occasionally led to
conflicts among transhumant villagers, and this
situation has limited peaceful utilization of
plateau sites.

5.3. Social Problems

Migration, especially by the young population
mostly due to economic reasons, brings traditional
transhumance that is oriented around animal
husbandry to a brink of disappearance. There is
currently no planning about where this
transformation will end up in the future.

Desires and efforts to achieve survival of
plateau traditions on one hand, and the realities of
life especially regarding economic conditions on
the other hand, bring about a dilemma about the
future of the Gerger plateaus.

5.4. Economic Problems

The difficulty of carrying out animal husbandry
in traditional conditions is a restricting factor in
continuation of this activity by the new
generation. On the other hand, while animal
husbandry brings a good income, it is more
attractive for the young village population to live
in the city.

The agricultural production carried out with
the purpose of supporting the animal husbandry
activities in the plateau sites is currently far from
being on a scale that will revive the economy of
the plateau.

While beekeeping has increasing importance, it
is not an organized activity. Despite this issue,
beekeeping has the quality of having the highest
potential for development in the short-run among
economic activities that may be carried out in
these sites.

Finally, it does not seem possible in the short-
run to conduct activities towards tourism in the

Avacik and Kurdek plateaus of Gerger and create
income from such activities.

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Undeniably, it is an area of social responsibility
for both the public and the authorities to protect
the traditions that are historical memories of
countries and transfer them to new generations.

In the Gerger plateaus, it does not seem
possible to completely preserve this lifestyle that
has been shaped in the harsh conditions of the past
and protected its form for a long time. With the
difficulties of this lifestyle combined with the
belief in the existence of better living conditions
in cities, it is not possible to prevent rapid
migration out of the area.

The issue that may be addressed first in terms
of the economic dimension of the activity of
transhumance, is that it promotes combined
modern animal husbandry in integration with the
village sites. Not only improving animal
husbandry activities but also processing the
animal products created and transporting these to
consumption sites by packing, will create a
significant income and area of living.

Another issue to be emphasized in terms of
transhumance is the agricultural production that is
being carried out to a limited extent. This
production has a potential to turn into an
important item of income in the case that it is
conducted in a more planned and goal-oriented
fashion.

Local goods that are especially sought after in
urban areas and attract higher prices, and goods
that are produced in natural conditions, have a
potential to make a significant contribution to the
local economy. In this context, it is crucial that
good agriculture and organic agriculture practices
are employed in plateau sites and villages that are
close to these sites.

One of the most negative aspects in the spatial
reorganization of the transhumance sites is the
concrete buildings that are rapidly replacing Tents
and Hols, which are the traditional residences in
the Gerger plateaus. Understandably, it would not
be rational to suggest that the locals should
continue living in Tents and Hol residences,
which are very primitive shelters. However, the
new structures should be expected to represent a
local meaning and culture.

When one thinks about tableland tourism in the
region, while it is not expected to reach a very
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advanced level currently and in the near future, it
is clear that the residences built in our time will
not contribute to improvement. Indeed, it is seen
that these are even far from filling the place of the
traditional tents and Hols.

Accordingly,  the
recommended;

1  Some sites in the plateaus should be
designated as residence areas, and only
these sites should be allowed for
building residences.

2 Residences built using the stone
material that can be easily found in the
region will result in an aesthetical
appearance.

3 Multi-story (3 or more floors) building
should not be allowed in plateau
residences.

4  An architectural character should be
established in the plateau residences to
be built, and it should be aimed to
reflect the customs and traditions of
local residences while doing this.

While the Gerger plateaus have a significant
potential in terms of elements of natural tourism,
it is hard to say that social conditions are able to
accompany this potential sufficiently. While there
are currently no activities that will stimulate
tourism in the study area, it is seen that there is no
planning towards this purpose either. Absence of
facilities towards satisfying transportation,
marketing and basic needs shows that it will not
be possible for tourism to develop in the region
with the natural flow of events.

Consequently; as the region does not generally
provide satisfying economic conditions, it
continues to trigger emigration from the district.
On the other hand, despite all the negativities, the
Gerger region in general and the plateau sites in it
in particular, have significant potentials. The site
is waiting for capable hand that will revive the
potentials it has in modern animal husbandry,
organic agriculture and rural tourism.
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Tom tit—Thé Nhi Ky ngay tir nhirng nim 80 ciia
thé ky trwée di buéc vao mdt cudc bién chuyén
nhanh chéng. Nhitng cudc di dan tir nong thon ra
thanh thi mgt ciach khong kiém soat xuit hién tir
Khoang thoi gian 4y, khéng chi khién viing néng
thén tré nén “réng khong” ma con 1a nguyén nhan
ciia nhidu vin dé, ciu tric khac dbi véi nhiéu dé thi.

M@t trong nhitng sinh ké chiu dnh hwéng nhiéu
nhit tir nhirng bién chuyén néng thén & Thd Nhi Ky
chinh 13 doi séng du muc. Chiin nudi dong vat ban
du cwr 13 mot nghé phd bién trén hiu hét cac ving
ciia Thé Nhi Ky va 16i song nay dang déi mit voi
nhiéu thay déi quan trong.

Quin Gerger ¢ mién déng nam Thé Nhi Ky 1a
mjt trong nhirng noi tirng trai qua nhirng thay ddi
dang chi y nhw thé. Doi séng du muc c6 mat tir
hang thé ky, ngay nay dang dbi mit véi nhirng
chuyén bién quan trong vé mit khong gian, kinh té

va vin héa xd hoi. V& vin dé chuyén bién khong
gian, su thoai trao ciia hoat dong chin nuéi gla stc
dra diéu Kién méi truong va viéc san xuit nong
nghlep khong thuong xuyén dang tré nén ngay cang
phd bién. Trong khi dé, sw phan blet cac loai hinh cw
dan lai ngay cang tré thanh mét van dé quan trong.
Chiin nudi gia sic — hoat dong kinh té chinh yéu
trong qua khit, nay bién mét theo mdt tin suit cao
va khong con la mét hoat dong mang lai thu nhap -
diéu cho thdy sw chuyén bién vé mat kinh té dang
dién ra. Ngoai ra, su chuyén bién vé mit vin héa xa
héi xuat hién béi nhidu hé théng quy tic xa hoi di
tirng dwgc thi hanh rit sat sao trong qua khir nay
din bién mit.

Tir khéa—Thd Nhi Ky; Quin Gerger; Du muc;
Khéng gian; Kinh té-xa héi; Chuyén bieén



