Is It Too Late to Stop Turkey's Coal Rush?
by Damian Carrington
Aug. 6, 2015 – Turkey may soon have the world’s biggest coal-fired plant - 1 of 80 new plants planned as part of the country’s coal boom.  But resistance is growing and many point to huge solar potential being overlooked.
The smell is sharp and smoky, with a metallic tinge, and very, very strong.  “That,” says Yıldırım Biçici, “is the smell of coal”.  The tea-shop owner’s home is just a couple of hundred meters from a huge, aging coal-fired power plant in central Turkey.  Its red-and-white chimneys spew dirty fumes.  Biçici has lived amid the smoke for decades, but now finds himself on the front line of the nation’s new coal rush: the Afşin-Elbistan station is planning to expand into the biggest coal-fired power plant in the world.  
Sitting on a little wooden stool in the shabby square of Goğulhan village, Biçici says: “There are warnings on cigarette packets saying don’t smoke, but here we have no choice.”  Waving his hand through the pungent air, he says: “We have to smoke.”  Biçici’s mother died of lung cancer – “we figured it was the air pollution” – and his 4-year-old daughter Gülbeyaz has chronic bronchitis.  “It is so sad, we don’t let her go out even if the weather is nice,” he says.
Turkey has very big plans for coal, with more than 80 new plants in the pipeline, equivalent in capacity to the UK’s entire power sector.  The scale of the coal rush is greater than any country on Earth, after China and India.  It is pushing forward in a year when the world’s nations must seal a deal to combat climate change at a crunch UN summit in Paris in December, and when scientists have warned that 80% of known coal reserves must stay in the ground.
Turkey is desperate to keep stoking its fast-growing economy, and to wean itself off its enormous dependence on Russian gas.  But opponents warn that coal brings a heavy human health toll, estimated to already cost Turkey several billion Euros a year.  They point to the virtual absence of solar power in the sunny country.
A short drive from Goğulhan, Hussein Alp Aslan, is looking down on vast 20 km-long opencast coal mine.  It feeds the Afşin-Elbistan plant with low-quality, highly polluting lignite coal.  The patchwork of ochres and grays, smoldering fires, and gigantic insect-like machines tearing at the seams, is laid out beneath a fringe of sharp mountains and a blue sky.
“I feel like I am in hell,” says Aslan, the vice-director of the public hospital in the nearby town of Elbistan.  “What are the problems?  1st health, 2nd health, and 3rd health,” he says, citing a string of respiratory diseases and cancers.   “29 years ago [when the first plant opened], people were so happy,” Aslan says.  “They thought they were going to be rich.  But they didn’t know they were going to have to spend that money on medical treatment.  They started poor, were rich for a short time, and then died poor.”
Aslan is clear how Turkey’s future energy needs should be met: “Turkey is a sunny country, and in this region we could build hundreds of wind turbines.  What is most beautiful about wind turbines is they are built in isolated areas where nobody goes.  Coal should be the last option.”  But Afşin-Elbistan sits on the largest coal deposit in Turkey; the existing plants and mine employ about 2,800 people.
About 700 km to the north, on the Black Sea coast, lies Zonguldak.  Here, the smokestacks of 3 coal-fired power plants form a snaking line along the floor of a steep, forested valley.  They include the nation’s first plant, which opened 70 years ago.  It is indisputably a coal town.  The football team was named Coal Sports and the school Black Diamond.  A new $1 billion coal power station is planned here, backed by Chinese investors.
Zonguldak hosts one of Turkey’s few hard coal reserves.  Standing inside a pitch-black tunnel, just off one of the hairpin bends that leads to the road out of the valley, miner Murat Sahin says: “I like the job – it’s kind of a privilege.  We like the fact that coal is heating people’s homes, and producing electricity.  We feel productive.”
For Sahin, coal itself is not the problem, but the way it it used.  “I agree with the air pollution concerns, but they have to take the correct measures to put filters on the power stations, and they are not doing it,” he says.  “We have to use local resources.  Would you prefer nuclear power here?  It is much more dirty – look at Chernobyl.”  He smiles away concerns for his own health, with the coal dust picking out the laughter lines around his eyes: “That’s an advantage of the job: miners never grow old.”
The small mine, producing 600 tonnes a day from its 4 km of tunnels, is owned by Musa Demir.  He is far less enthusiastic about the future of coal than his government, saying he has had to lay off half his 630 workers.  His costs have been pushed up by new regulations following the 2014 mining disaster at Soma.  That killed 311 men and shocked the nation, which had the deadliest coal mining safety record in the world.
Demir says he may be the last generation of his family working in coal: “I don’t want my 3 sons to work in coal mining.  It is not very profitable now, and I lost my brother in a coal mining accident.  I don’t want that to happen to them.”
The Turkish government has emphasized the use of indigenous resources in pushing its coal rush, but 95% of the fuel used by plants built in the last 5 years has come from abroad.  Opposition to these coal imports is an issue that unites both the coal miners and local groups campaigning against the new plant in Zonguldak.  There, a green mountain spur on the coast is being cut away, to expand the port.  Unlike at Afşin-Elbistan, a small but determined opposition is growing.  They has been recently joined by Kadir Orhan, who used to work at the plant.
Overlooking one of the giant pits at Zonguldak, where the pastel-colored ash from the power stations is dumped at a rate of 400 tonnes a day, Orhan reflects on the 26 years he spent working at one of the town’s power plants and the pollution it caused.  “I have faced some challenges with that.  I saw what was going on at first hand,” he says.  He was laid off 8 months ago, when the plant was privatized.  He has now become the 1st person in the town to put solar photovoltaic panels on his house.  “I am trying to show you can do something,” Orhan says, as a large yellow truck grinds past, drifts of pale ash spilling from the back.
But very few in Turkey are following his lead.  Despite the solar water heaters being near-ubiquitous on roofs, the photovoltaic panels that produce electricity are rare.  Government permits for solar panels are very limited, despite being oversubscribed by 10 times.  Turkey’s target is for just 5% of electricity to come from the sun by 2023.
“That is very low in a country like Turkey,” says Pelin Yenigün Dilek, an economist at the Center for Economics and Foreign Policy Studies in Istanbul.  “The government thinks that, in the short term, it will be faster to grow the economy with coal.  But that creates short-term wealth that is exhausted very quickly and results in a low quality of life.  When there is solar energy potential, when you can create value added jobs and manufacturing, why would you have coal?”
A recent Bloomberg New Energy Finance report, commissioned by WWF-Turkey, found that expanding Turkey’s wind, solar and hydropower could meet its energy needs for the same cost as the coal rush, while keeping carbon emissions level.
If Turkey’s coal rush is to be headed off, it will happen in places like Amasra.  The ancient fishing town, 100 km east of Zonguldak, is popular with tourists.  Here, even the coal miners oppose the plans for 4 large power plants, the first in the region.
“We are living here and we will be affected by the air pollution,” says Engin Pazar.  He works in the underground mine, which is a 20-minute walk from the pretty seafront.  “Coal mining is our work, but we are opposed.  There are wind and solar opportunities – the government should support these first.”
Here, close to the oldest monuments in the Black Sea region at Tios, whose history stretches back 2,400 years, Professor Erdoğan Atmiş is one of the leaders of a powerful groundswell of protest.  Demonstrations have included a 7 km human chain and 42,000 - 1 in 4 - of the district’s population writing letters of protest.  “No matter how tall the chimneys, people will suffer, just like London in the 1950s,” he says.
Atmiş is a forestry expert at a local university.  He points to a 36 km swathe cut through the region’s famous forests, for power lines, in December.  The move, he says, is intended to make the approval process for the power plants a fait accompli, as is a new coal mine in Amasra.
The campaigners thought they had won in 2012, when a court ruled in their favor.  But the then-environment minister Erdoğan Bayraktar did not endorse the legal ruling, as required.  Bayraktar was forced to resign in 2013, amid a major corruption scandal, which led police to investigate allegations of bribery for construction projects.
The threat of the coal plants remains.  In the nearby village of Tarlaağzi, the locals fear the impact of air pollution and the digging of deep ash pits.  Hatice Erfidan says: “It makes me so anxious, I can’t even sleep.  They should build some solar power plants.  I lived in Saarbrücken in Germany for 40 years, and there were solar panels everywhere, and wind power too.”
Fiery words from the village head, Sakir Karabacak, reflect the passion of the campaigners: “We are afraid the new plants will mean the end of the villages.  They could try to expel us, because we would not go by ourselves.  But they would have to kill us – or we will kill them.”
The Amasra campaigners are drawing inspiration from the victory of the people of Gerze, 300 km further along the Black Sea coast.  Here, in 2013, after 24-hour vigils to block construction sites and other protests, opponents won a legal battle and killed off plans for a large coal power plant.
But many other coal plants across Turkey appear likely to go ahead.  The Guardian requested interviews with Turkey’s energy ministry, the environment ministry, and the companies involved in the various projects.  But none were granted.
Government support for coal is strong, including substantial subsidies.  But projects in the newly privatized industry require financing.  On 16th floor of Garanti Bank’s headquarters in Istanbul, the glass walls show a glittering panorama of the booming city, as executive vice president Ebru Dildar Edin explains the bank’s approach.
Garanti Bank is the biggest funder of Turkey’s new coal plants.  Edin says the projects represent attractive loans, because the low price of coal makes them look profitable.  But she acknowledges pollution and climate change concerns: “It is not good that gas plants will be replaced by coal.”
Edin says Garanti Bank imposes tougher environmental and social conditions on its loans and has turned down a coal project that would not agree to them.  It was funded, nevertheless, by another bank.
Edin also points to the half of the bank’s energy loans that are not for coal, but split between wind and hydro power.  Turkey’s has just 3.5 GW of wind power - the UK already has 13 GW - but 1/3 of that was financed by Garanti Bank.  She agrees with green campaigners that solar power must grow fast.
The international spotlight will focus on Turkey, when it hosts a G20 summit in November, just weeks ahead of the crunch UN climate summit in Paris.  One issue could be the big coal projects that rely on imported fuel.  Edin says are likely to need foreign finance: “I don’t think there will be a big appetite for these from Turkish banks.” But this is not a barrier to the $12 billion proposals at the Afşin-Elbistan complex, which sits on its own vast lignite reserves.
A stone’s throw from the plant, in the acrid atmosphere of Goğulhan village, Biçici seems resigned about the prospect of living in the shadow of the world’s biggest coal plant.  “We have already lost our land.  We have little left to lose,” he says.  He explains he was forced by the authorities to sell the 7.5 hectares, on which he grew wheat and sunflowers, to the mine in 2011, at a knock-down price.  Biçici, who has lived in the village for all of his 47 years, says: “I think of leaving, but I can’t afford to go.”
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