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Official nature conservation efforts have lasted a little more than a century in the world. 
However, the history of protection of Sacred Natural Sites (SNSs) by local cultural groups 
goes back thousands of years because these places have sacred value and meaning for them. 
This article documents, categorises, and maps the SNSs in Kazdağı National Park (KDNP), 
one of the most significant national parks in terms of biocultural diversity. Official nature 
conservation practices in the area focus on preserving biological resources but neglect 
cultural, sacred, and spiritual resources and practices inside the park. 24 SNSs have been 
identified in and around the KDNP, and have been categorised and mapped based on 
their characteristics. The study identifies how SNSs are protected by traditional ecological 
knowledge (TEK) and discusses how they can be integrated into modern nature protection 
programs. SNSs can provide an opportunity for park managers to include more spiritual 
and sacred dimension to their work, yet they might cause overcrowding of protected areas 
because of excessive tourist flows. Therefore, careful planning balancing the biological and 
cultural approaches, and being both locally inclusive and participatory, is necessary. 
Recognising and including SNSs in protected area management practice will both protect 
the rights of local communities and ensure the sustainable use of natural resources.   
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Introduction 
 
People’s attachment to nature for cultural and spiritual reasons has helped us 
understand the sustainable nature of the human-environment relationship. 
Considering some natural places as sacred is one of the oldest traditions of human 
communities and perhaps the oldest form of nature protection (Berkes & Folke, 
1998; Dudley et al., 2009). Fear of nature, whether in traditional or modern 
societies, has led to respect and worship in places known as Sacred Natural Sites 
(SNSs). SNSs can be any landscape features, including lagoons, springs, lakes, 
ponds, rivers, creeks, waterfalls, hilltops, mountains, and geomorphologic 
features such as rocks, cliffs, or caves, forests, groves, or trees. Some of these places 
have human-made structures, such as tombs, mosques, shrines, churches, or 
other worshipping places. Some of these may be linked to historical events, 
legends, or stories. All these places are called SNSs because of the significance of 
natural attributes they possess. The human-made structures attached to them are 
also considered as part of SNSs (Berkes, 2012; Verschuuren et al., 2010).  SNSs 
attract visitors to a large extent. These visitors can be locals for spiritual, religious, 
or cultural reasons (Uzun & Yıldız, 2020), popular or traditional tourists (Arı, 
2008), and adventurers.    

Yet, the spiritual relationship to nature has been lost in many parts of the 
world, especially in modern societies, due to several factors. It is argued that 
developed countries’ materialist culture sees nature and culture as separate 
entities as subject and object, religious and secular, mind and body (Thorley & 
Gunn, 2008). Some scholars argued that this is because nowadays, people have a 
lesser degree of experience with nature, and pay less attention to their spiritual, 
sacred, and cultural ties with nature than in the past. For this reason, whether the 
spiritual values or the economic and ecological values of the SNS should be 
prioritised has emerged as a vital dispute (Rutte, 2011). As a result, the physical 
environment goes through a process called “de-sacralisation” through the loss of 
traditional worldviews (Nasr, 1996). One of the reasons de-sacralisation takes 
place is because some arrangements such as nature conservation efforts can put a 
barrier between local and traditional societies and the environments. The Kazdağı 
National Park (KDNP), in northwest Turkey, is one of these areas. 

Located in a transition zone, Kazdağları (Mount Ida in mythology) has been a 
source of life for centuries for local communities. There have been two dimensions 
of the relationship between the mountain environment and local communities. 
The first is the dependency of local communities on the park’s resources for their 
livelihood. The second is the use of SNSs by local people for religious and spiritual 
reasons. Numerous areas, some of which belonged to the pre-Islamic period and 
were attributed to sanctity, are either within the boundaries of the national park 
or neighbouring it (Hurley & Arı, 2011; 2018). Park administrators have 
prevented access to the resources traditionally used by local people, but have 
opened them to the non-locals, and mass tourism has been adopted in the area 
(Arı & Soykan, 2006a; 2006b). This created tension between the park’s 
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administrators and the local people. The desire of local groups to use SNSs was 
one of the main causes of tension between the two parties. 

Since its declaration as a national park in 1993, many studies have been done 
about the protection of the species and other conservation issues in the area. 
However, these studies focused mostly on the conservation of biological resources 
and neglected the cultural values and SNSs. Unfortunately, not much progress 
has been made as to how SNSs and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) should 
be integrated into official nature protection programs. Therefore, this study aims 
to identify, document, categorise, and map the SNSs in and around the KDNP 
and suggest ways in which the SNSs can be used for sustainable management of 
the park’s resources. Considering the SNSs in the management practice of the 
protected area will secure the rights of the local communities as well as guarantee 
the sustainable use of natural and cultural resources of the national park in a more 
holistic manner. 

 
 

Towards integrating SNSs in nature protection 
 
SNSs were defined by Dudley et al. (2005) as: “areas of land or water having 
special spiritual significance to peoples and communities” (Wild & McLeod, 
2008:1). SNSs are parts of different landscapes. They might be a part of wooden 
areas such as a single tree, groves or entire forests; part of a morphological unit 
such as peaks, caves, rocks, cliffs or an entire mountain; part of a water body such 
as a river, lake, pond, spring or waterfall. In addition, they might include 
landscapes that might harbour human-made structures such as temples, 
churches, mosques, shrines, tombs or other burial places (Dudley et al., 2009).   
Local communities and indigenous people use SNSs for mainly spiritual 
purposes. The SNSs provide them with the opportunity to practice their unique 
culture, and this helps maintain cultural diversity and it, in turn, helps maintain 
the resilience of cultural systems (Pretty et al., 2009). Researchers determined that 
while maintaining cultural diversity, the SNSs, are affluent biodiversity areas. Yet, 
compared to non-sacred areas, they are used more often; therefore, they are 
considerably more threatened. 

Until recently, nature conservation studies targeted biodiversity, and previous 
studies mostly focused on increasing and maintaining wild plant and animal 
species. However, some recent studies show that the world’s biodiversity areas 
and cultural diversity areas intersect broadly (Harmon, 2007; Stepp et al., 2004). 
Thus, biodiversity which is measured by birds, mammals, and plant diversity, and 
cultural diversity which is measured by the number of languages, ethnic groups, 
and religious diversity are mostly concentrated in the same areas. Therefore, it is 
stated that nature conservation can only be achieved through a new term that 
includes both types of diversity, and is called bio-cultural diversity. The concept 
of bio-cultural diversity aims to protect cultural diversity with its different 
elements and natural life in all aspects.  It can be defined as: “Biocultural diversity 
comprises the diversity of life in all of its manifestations-biological, cultural, and 
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linguistic-which are interrelated…within a complex socio-ecological adaptive 
system” (Maffi, 2012:5). SNSs are essential elements of biocultural diversity as 
they are an integral part of the culture of traditional societies. 

Although the relations of local communities with SNSs are very old in all parts 
of the world, they came to the agenda of researchers only after the 1990s (Berkes, 
2008; Posey, 1999; Verschuuren et al., 2012). The tradition of attributing holiness 
to nature is widespread, and there are probably millions of SNSs on a global scale. 
Moreover, when people migrate, they tend to create new SNSs. Thus, the SNSs 
that declined by secularisation are balanced by those created by people migrating 
and settling in other parts of the world. The reason for sacredness in these areas 
can come from multiple events and sources. These areas can be the site of a 
significant historical event; a burial site, a place of God, a holy person, or a place 
associated with legends (Jackson & Ormsby, 2017). 

Although the number of SNSs is high, and some of them are located in 
protected areas, their significance for nature protection is not fully appreciated 
(Dudley et al., 2003). This is because the critical role SNSs can play in nature 
protection is not understood by officers in the field. However, there have been 
significant developments in the last 15-20 years in terms of stressing the value of 
SNSs. The local communities’ use of areas containing SNSs and their religious 
and sacred and spiritual uses are started to be especially recognised. The United 
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP, 2007) is 
considered a key document in this regard, and it noted that local communities 
have the right to hold, develop, and teach their sacred and religious ceremonies 
and practices, as well as the right to freely access and protect the places where 
these practices are carried out. 

Both the SNSs in and outside of the protected areas face threats from modern 
society’s lifestyle. These may be due to excessive population growth, change in 
land cover and land-use practices, mining, urbanisation, agriculture, forestry, 
excessive tourism, or neglect (Wild & McLeod, 2008). Because of all these threats, 
SNSs is considered one of the keys to protecting cultural diversity. 

Although the SNSs have played an essential role in human-environment 
relationships throughout history, SNSs have not been a priori research subject in 
conservation literature until recently (Pungetti et al., 2012). The SNSs came to 
the agenda of researchers as a global issue only in the last two decades (Berkes, 
1999). Thanks to the efforts of the International Union for the Conservation of 
Nature (IUCN), United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization (UNESCO) and the Convention for Biological Diversity, more 
research has been conducted on SNSs since the beginning of the 2000s (Adams, 
2003; Oviedo et al., 2005; Schaaf & Lee, 2006). Some NGOs started to prepare 
reports on the significance and management of SNSs and the critical role they can 
play in conserving nature. These reports documented sacred sites in several 
countries and investigated the reasons for visiting and using these sites by local 
and indigenous groups. They also developed the principles for protected area 
managers and suggested ways of protecting and using the SNSs for nature 
conservation (Anderson et al., 2005; Mallarach & Papayannis, 2007; Verschuuren 
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et al., 2007). The IUCN prepared a guideline for protected area managers, 
describing practical ways for recognising and integrating SNSs, promoting 
collaboration with stakeholders, understanding and improving the knowledge of 
SNSs, protecting SNSs while allowing local usage, and respecting the rights of 
SNS custodians (Wild & McLeod, 2008). Although these principles provide 
significant protection for SNSs worldwide, they are still general in nature. They 
need to be adapted to local conditions for the management of many different 
SNSs (Mallarach, 2010). These reports also documented the factors and global 
changes affecting the SNSs and suggested ways to acknowledge the traditional 
uses and how these uses can be integrated into current conservation initiatives. 
Many case studies around the world demonstrated the local people’s relationship 
to SNSs and documented the indigenous ways of managing these sites (Campbell, 
2005; Frascaroli et al., 2014; Metcalfe et al., 2009; Samakov & Berkes, 2017; 
Tengö & von Heland, 2011). 

Although SNSs are primarily areas used by local communities for spiritual 
reasons, they also serve the socio-cultural, economic, political, and psychological 
purposes of societies. For example, it is known that sacred forests and groves in 
India have psychological, health, economic and social purposes. In this context, 
festivals and social gatherings are organised, and wedding ceremonies are held in 
sacred areas. The SNSs also support the development of group identity and 
morale, increase fertility, and help solve other health problems (Malhotra et al., 
2001). Sacred forests are the main protected areas of plants used in the 
pharmaceutical industry in Sierra Leona (Lebbie & Guries, 1995). Almost one-
third of the sacred sites provide protection to plants in IUCN’s list of threatened 
species (Colding & Folke, 1997). Tibetan sanctuaries also overlap with biodiversity 
sites and are mostly protected by monasteries (Shen et al., 2012). 

It is widely accepted that Western societies are less connected with nature. 
However, there is a renewed interest in sacred areas in Western societies, and the 
main reason for this interest is environmental disasters and economic collapse. In 
order to protect themselves, Western societies look at their historical origins and 
protect their cultural heritage. Sacred sites are among the most important of these 
cultural heritage sites. For example, Stonehenge in the UK and Newgrange in 
Ireland are examples of such places. Interest in these places is increasing for 
tourism, entertainment, education or business purposes (Thorley & Gunn, 2008). 
Tourism seems to be one significant type of use for SNSs, but it has certain effects 
on these sites. For example, Arı (2008) documented the negative impacts of 
tourism on SNSs at KDNP in Turkey, and Frascaroli (2013) reported that 
tourism, weather religious or secular, has negatively affected the sacred areas in 
central Italy. 

There are perhaps thousands of SNSs throughout Turkey as well. The 
Anatolian peninsula has a long history of people of different origins. Valuing and 
attributing sacredness to nature has been an essential practice among these 
various communities (Tatar, 2017). Although there has been extended literature 
on sacred sites in Anatolia, they have not been evaluated with the perspective of 
nature conservation. SNSs have been the subject to several studies at Kazdağları. 
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Duymaz (2001) reported that the sacredness attached to Kazdağı is mostly 
because of the Sarıkız Legend and tomb of Sarıkız at one of the summits. Duymaz 
& Şahin (2008) also documented the sacredness attributed to the mountain, trees, 
and quarries used during the rituals to bless Sarıkız and his father at KDNP. 
However, these studies made no connection between sacred sites and nature 
conservation. Only a few studies linked sacred sites and nature conservation at 
KDNP and investigated the impact of traditional and spiritual rituals inside 
KDNP to SNSs (Arı, 2004; Arı & Soykan 2006a; 2006b; Arı & Köse 2009). These 
studies suggested ways to protect the biocultural resources of the KDNP by 
changing the management approach to include more cultural elements and social 
science. Studies also documented the role of beliefs and traditions in other parts 
of Anatolia and showed how the sacredness attached to some places can protect 
the wildlife in these areas (Bulut 2011; Çetin et al., 2017 Öner et al., 2010; Uzun 
& Yıldız, 2020; Yürüdür & Toksoy, 2017). 

 
 

Study area  
 
As one of the most well-known national parks in Turkey, the KDNP is situated in 
NW Turkey, inside Balikesir province, bordering Çanakkale to the north of the 
Bay of Edremit just across from the Greek Island of Mytillene (Figure 1).  

 
Figure 1. The location map of KDNP 
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The primary motivation for the establishment of the park was to protect the 
rich plant diversity of the area, including 800 taxa of plants of which 32 are 
endemic. The area also has unique geomorphologic units such as cliffs and 
canyons, and wild animal species such as wild pig and bear, among others (Satıl, 
2009; Uysal, 2010). There are many beautiful types of scenery, with tourists 
coming here to see these places and also the Edremit Bay, Troy and the Aegean 
Islands, especially the island of Mytillene. The Kazdağı region is known for its 
beautiful and refreshing air, which is thought to affect some diseases, such as 
asthma positively. The shores of Edremit Bay, just to the south of the mountain 
have been flooded by amenity migrants in the last 20-30 years since it has many 
positive features such as scenery, clean air and abundant and beautiful water 
resources. As a result, this area, where only secondary houses were built before, 
has been occupied by the new settlers and the land commodification has emerged 
as an essential feature of the area (Hurley & Arı, 2018). This area is known in 
mythology as the mountain with a thousand springs and is supporting of all this 
population through its water resources. The Bay of Edremit is now a popular 
tourist destination in the summer, attracting almost two million people annually 
in addition to the amenity migrants who settled in the area (Özkan & Uzun, 2019; 
Uzun & Özkan 2019). In 2019, for example, 1,984,748 tourists visited the Bay 
area, and 113,625 of them entered the national park for mostly visiting the SNSs 
(South Marmara Development Agency, 2020; Bureau of the Balıkesir National 
Parks, 2020). Kazdağı also attracted the attention of international mining 
companies due to its significant gold deposits, and this caused severe conflicts 
between local people, environmental organisations and mining companies (Avcı 
et al., 2010; Avcı, 2017). 

 
 

Methodolgy 
 
The primary data used in this study were collected by the author through 
fieldwork in and around KDNP. The author conducted numerous studies in the 
research area in the last 15 years. These included studies identifying the impacts 
of cultural and spiritual uses of the park on natural resources (Arı, 2004); 
documenting the economic and social impact of the KDNP on local communities 
(Arı & Soykan 2006a; 2006b); tourist’s motivation at KDNP (Arı, 2008); 
ethnobotanical uses of KDNP’s resources by local people (Satıl et al., 2006); 
carrying capacity of the KDNP (Dereli & Arı, 2012); attitudes towards gold mining 
(Hurley & Arı, 2011) and land commodification on the southern slopes of KDNP 
(Hurley & Arı, 2018). All this work required extended fieldwork at the site. 
During these fieldwork sessions, which continued for many years, the items 
observed included how local people used mountain resources and especially the 
SNSs in ceremonies, celebrations, sacrifices and dedications. In August, when the 
rituals were intense, the use of SNSs was determined on-site and recorded 
employing observation, sometimes supplemented by overnight stays. The specific 
data on SNSs were collected and re-checked through extended fieldwork in the 
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summer months of 2018 and 2019, when three fieldwork sessions were 
conducted, each lasting seven days.     

When this study started, there were no inventory lists of sacred places in 
KDNP. In order to make this inventory, all village headmen (mukhtars) at the 
borders of the KDNP were interviewed separately. The areas that the people in 
these villages regarded as sacred and the reasons for their perception were 
determined. Later, this information was confirmed by more than five people 
randomly selected from the closest village, and the few faulty ones were corrected 
and recorded. Then, participant observation was done at each of the sites to 
determine the usage of the sites. Traditional rituals in the area were observed, 
recorded, and photographed during the fieldwork sessions. Then, the opinions 
of the national park officials about these places were taken. However, since park 
managers focused on biological resources, they only learned the existence of some 
of the sacred places during the study. After determining the reasons for 
sacredness for all these areas, the SNSs were categorised and mapped by using 
ArcGIS Pro, 2.5 Software. 

 

 
Figure 2. Important plant areas at KDNP 
 

Then these sites were evaluated based on their properties in terms of 
importance for endemic and rare plant species. A previous study (Satıl et al., 2006) 
documented and mapped (Figure 2) the important plant areas and categorised 
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these areas into three groups according to their status depending on the 
categories determined by the IUCN. This map was overlaid with the map of 
sacred sites at KDNP to see the relationship between SNSs and biological diversity.  
 

 
Sacred natural sites at Kazdagi National Park 
 
In traditional pre-Islamic Turkish belief, the mountains were perceived to be 
sacred because of their proximity to the Sky God and because it was believed that 
God lived in the mountains. In addition, the mountains were perceived to be the 
protectors of the people living around them. Many of the rituals associated with 
God were held at the top of the mountains. The Turks gave the names they used 
in Central Asia to places in Anatolia and formed a cult in these places. Many tombs 
were placed on hills and peaks, and famous persons were buried in these places. 
The landscape of Kazdağı is also dotted with these sacred hills harbouring the 
tombs of holy persons. These places have become the natural temples that allowed 
local communities to sacrifice animals, pray, and contact the sacred. It is possible 
to say that the Turks revived their thoughts about the holy mountains in Anatolia 
and made them liveable. One of these places is Kazdağı (Duymaz & Şahin, 2008). 

Kazdağı is perceived to be a sacred landscape as a whole because of legends 
told among local populations. The legends date back thousands of years, and 
some of them were told in the pre-Islamic period and somehow continued among 
local communities in the Islamic period, and new ones were added. Today, the 
Tahtacı Turkomen and Yörüks, the two distinct cultural groups living in the 
immediate area of the park, inherited some of these earlier views in addition to 
their beliefs brought from Middle Asia. The name, Kaz (meaning goose) was given 
the mountain because the goose is believed to fly in the highest attitude; therefore, 
it is closest to God. This way, a connection is made to God through the mountain.  

Today the sacredness of the mountain is mostly associated with the Sarıkız 
Legend and rituals related to that legend (Duymaz & Şahin, 2008). According to 
the legend, a blond-haired girl living in the village of Kavurmacılar was taken to 
Kazdağı by her father for her unacceptable social behaviour and left there as prey 
for wild animals. However, her father found out that his daughter had been 
slandered and that she was an Awliya (a person who has extraordinary, holy 
power and abilities). He then decided to live with her until the end of his life. The 
symbolic tomb of the girl is now on one of the hills; with her father supposedly 
dying on another hill being buried there. Both hills are now considered sacred. 
Today, the most visited point of the park is the hill where the Sarıkız tomb is 
located (Figure 3, Photos 5-7). Locals come here for 7-10 days at the end of August 
every year, and they hold religious ceremonies, sacrifice animals, and pray. Help 
is also requested from Sarıkız, who is believed to be a holy woman. During these 
activities, Alawi peasants stay at Kartal Çimen and the Yörükler at the location 
called Güllüce (Photos 1-4). 
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Photos 1-4. The Kartal Çimen where the Sarıkız rituals take place at the top of Kazdağı. 
Kartal Çimen, Sarıkız Tomb, and Turkomen women in traditional dresses are offering food 
to fellow villagers 
 

 
Figure 3. Map of sacred sites in and around KDNP 
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The Hasan Boğuldu legend holds that Hasan, a rich and urban person, falls 
in love with Emine, a poor peasant daughter from one of the villages at the foot 
of Kazdağı. Traditionally, such a marriage is not allowed because it was believed 
that urbanites were not strong and durable enough. In order for Hasan to unite 
with Emine, he must carry a sack of salt from the sea coast to the top of the 
mountain. However, Hasan climbed a rock on the mountain slope, and fell out 
into a pond and choked. Being very upset about this, Emine committed suicide 
by hanging herself from a plane tree which later called Emine Tree (Photos 8-11). 
The pond and the tree have also been one of the hotspots for tourists as the story 
is reproduced in literature and films and became known nationwide (Arı, 2004).  

In addition to these well-known legends, there are legends only known to the 
locals, such as Elif Kaçan that features the love of a young man and woman from 
different cultural groups. The legend has it that when the youngsters decided to 
marry, the two communities opposed the decision, and the youngsters escaped to 
the mountain. Both sides went for a search, but suddenly, a dense fog came down 
as a miracle of a Dede, the Alawi religious leader, and covered the part of the 
mountain where they were hiding so that they could not be found. Overall there 
are many sacred places, consisting of hills, trees, water sources, and waterfalls 
(Table 1, Figure 4). 

 
Table 1. Categorising SNSs in and around KDNP  

Category Name of SNS Sacred Site Description Characteristics 
 

Peaks 
Sarıkız Tepe Sarıkız's tomb Natural+cultural 
Gargaros Tepe Zeus’ place  Natural+cultural 
Baba Tepe Tomb of Sarıkız’s father Natural+cultural 

 
Landscape 

Kaz avlusu  Sacred rocks surrounded Kartal Çimen Natural+cultural 
Kartal Çimen  Sacred alpine meadow Natural+cultural 
Elif Kaçan Sacred  because Elif disappeared here Natural+cultural 

 
 

Trees 

Gelin Çamı Believed in providing fertilisation Natural+cultural 
Ağlayan Çam It feels the pain of humans Natural+cultural 
Emine Çınarı  Emine hanged herself here Natural+cultural 
Yalnız Çam Sacred as the place of a holly person Natural+cultural 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Tombs 

Dilek Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Kekli Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Şıp Şıp Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Kireç Dedesi Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Kaşıkçı Dede  Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Yaren Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Hüseyin Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Yağmur Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Garip Dede Place of a Dede Cultural+natural 
Şehit Tepe Place of Martyrs Cultural+natural 

 
Waterfalls 

Sütüven,  Earlier civilisations worshipped here Natural+cultural 
Ayı deresi Sarıkız lived here Natural+cultural 

Ponds Hasanboğuldu Hasan drawn here Natural+cultural 
Springs Dede Pınarı Water brought out by a Dede  Natural+cultural 

Source: Author’s own investigation and categorisations 
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Photos 5-7.  The sacred peaks of KDNP: Sarıkız peak, Karatepe (Gargaros) and Baba tepe 
 
Trees 
There are many sacred trees in the Kazdağı landscape. One of these trees, known 
as the bridal pine, stands alone as a majestic tree on a hill below Kavurmacılar 
Village (Berkes, 2012; Turner et al., 2009). It is believed that the newlyweds need 
to turn around this tree seven times just after the wedding so that they avoid 
infertility and have children as soon as possible. Nowadays, as shown in the Photos 
8-11, thousands of locals and tourists gather under this tree during the Sarıkız 
charity held here at the end of August every year and afterwards go to Kazdağı 
for annual rituals devoted to Sarıkız. There is also a tree known as the weeping 
pine on the road from the Avcılar village to the national park. It got this name 
because of its continually flowing resin. According to the story told among locals, 
this tree witnessed some event centuries ago and started to cry, and the tears 
never ceased. The Emine tree is the plane tree next to the Hasan Boğuldu pond, 
and, according to the legend, Emine, who could not unite with Hasan, hung 
herself here. This legend has been viral lately, as it has been reproduced in 
movies, books, and poems. There is another sacred isolated pine tree, the Yalnız 
Çam, next to the road to Sarıkız Tepe at the top of the mountain. The sacralisation 
process of this tree shows how new elements are added to sacred landscapes at 
Kazdağı. One woman who came to the region for Sarıkız rituals had a dream in 
August of 2003, and her dream showed that a holy person’s grave was under this 
tree, and he asked her to remove the tents from his grave not to disturb him. With 
the author of this study’s conscious encouragement, a few stones were placed 
around the tree at that time. After that year, the stones increased every year, and 
visitors started to tie pieces of cloth to the tree, which represent holly requests. 
Thus, a new sacred place started to appear in the Kazdağı landscape after 2003 
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(Photos 8-11). This is a clear indication that while de-sacralisation is observed in 
some parts of the world, new sacred places are continuously created in some other 
areas. 
 
Tombs 
There are many tombs attributed to sacredness around Kazdağı (Photos 12-15). 
These tombs are often the graves of religious leaders who have lived in the area 
and believed to have miracles. These are usually found in hilly areas on the border 
of the park (Figure 4). They are simple structures symbolising the graves on the 
hills. The most distinctive feature of these hills is the protection of trees around 
them. In areas up to about 500m above sea level, the natural vegetation was 
cleared, and olive trees were planted. However, the red pines that make up the 
natural vegetation in the region continue to live only in these hilly areas. The 
trees around these tombs are thought to have a bond with the person lying there 
and are protected by them. Thus, if it is damaged or cut down, it is believed that 
something terrible will happen to the person who does the act.  

As sacred places, these areas are used extensively by both local people and 
tourists. Locals hold a celebration in one of the cemeteries from Tahtakuşlar 
village. During the Hıdırellez holiday, which is on May 6th every year, Alawi 
Turkmen living in the Kazdağı region go to the cemetery and have a picnic with 
the dead. That is why every family graveyard has a stovetop to prepare food. 
 

  

  
Photos 8-11. The sacred trees of KDNP: Gelin Çamı (Bride’s pine), Emine Çınarı (Emine tree), 
Ağlayan Çam (Crying Pine) and Yalnız Çam (Lone pine) 
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Photos 12-15. The sacred cemeteries and tombs at Kazdağı landscape. The Tahtakuşlar 
cemetery, the tomb of Şıp Şıp dede, and Kekli Dede at Mehmetalanı village 
 

Meals are cooked and eaten here. Food and drinks are served to the dead as 
well because they believe that when people die, their life does not end but 
continues in another format. They only change their place and need food and 
drinks just like the living people. These drinks are usually alcoholic beverages. 
This is a contradiction, considering traditional Islam, but it shows the enduring 
influences of Shamanism on the Turkmen living in the region. This habit also 
manifests itself in the shoddy that is tied to the trees considered sacred in order 
to express the holly wishes of individuals. These places also attract the attention 
of tourists who have come to the region. It is impossible for someone interested 
in cultural tourism not to notice these sacred areas in the Kazdağı landscape. 
 
Waterfall and Ponds 

Kazdağları is known as “Ida Mountain with a thousand springs” in İlyada. The 
mountain gives life most significantly through its water resources. Some of these 
water resources have been attributed with holiness over time. One of them is the 
pond under a small waterfall where Hasan is believed to have drowned in the 
legend of Hasan Boğuldu (Photos 12-15). This pond is located within the national 
park’s borders and is one of the park’s most visited tourist areas. Tourists are 
taken here by guides, and they are told about the legend of Hasan Boğuldu. 
Emine Tree, right next to this pond, which is also perceived to be sacred. Also, 
the park’s most known waterfall, the Sütüven Waterfall, is sacred. It is believed 
that its waters witnessed the entire history of the mountain and all the civilisations 
that lived here worshipped the spillage of the waterfall.  
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Photos 16-19. Sacred water bodies at KDNP 
 

In the holy place called Sıp Şıp Dede where the tomb of a Dede is located, just 
to the west of the town of Edremit, it is believed that water determined the name 
of the Dede, the holly person. The inspiring sound of water dripping has given 
the name. This Dede is believed to have an extraordinary power to marry people 
and is called the “matchmaker Dede.” The fountain at the end of the Kartal 
Çimen plain at the top of the mountain is also considered sacred because the water 
is believed to be the “sherbet of Sarıkız” and, it is written in its inscription that the 
drinkers of this water will find healing (Photos 16-19). 
 
Nature Conservation and SNSs at Kazdağı National Park 
 
Kazdağı is in a transition area between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean 
climate, harbouring typical plants from both climate regions. The mountain also 
reaches 1774m in a very short distance from the sea coast, making the area 
attractive in terms of geological and geomorphologic formations. The southern 
slopes of the mountain face the sun, while the northern slopes are more humid. 
All these features create a rich flora in the area. So far, 800 taxa plants have been 
identified, of which 32 are endemic. The Kazdağı area was declared a national 
park in 1993 in order to preserve this plant diversity. Its management system was 
established in 2000, and the use of the park’s area by the local people was 
restricted. After this date, entries began to be made only in the company with local 
guides. The number of tourists coming here has increased significantly due to 
official policies that promote the area as a tourist destination. The local people’s 
use of the area, especially during the Sarıkız rituals in August, coincides with the 
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period of intense tourist flow and poses significant problems for visitor 
management in the park (Dereli & Arı, 2012). 

Like other protected areas throughout Turkey, the social dimension of nature 
protection seems to be missing at KDNP. Local people living around the Bay of 
Edremit have a close relationship with Kazdağları because the mountain has been 
a source of their livelihood, and they have been using the area for centuries for 
economic, religious, and spiritual purposes. With the declaration of the national 
park, relationship of local resource users with the mountain was significantly cut 
off. Sarıkız rituals, which used to be held for a month at the top of the mountain 
in August, were first banned but allowed to take place for shorter periods after a 
long struggle of the locals (Arı, 2004). Likewise, collecting wood for fuel and 
construction, non-timber forest products, and grazing animals were banned, 
which significantly affected the economic situation of the local people who were 
dependent on mountain resources (Arı & Soykan, 2006a; 2006b). After all these 
arrangements, the traditional relationship of the local people with the national 
park has been limited, and the park has been designed as an area for outside 
tourists. For this purpose, daily recreational areas have been made in certain parts 
of the park (Köse, 1997). 

In the official website of the KDNP, the significant elements of the park are 
water resources, waterfalls, plant communities, endemic species, and wild 
animals. The concept used to express the national park is paradise of nature. This 
approach shows that the area is considered more as an essential tourist destination 
than as an important nature reserve. Thebe, Killa, Khrysa, Anderia, Antandros, 
Pedosos, and Astrya settlements were mentioned as cultural resources of the area 
in addition to three ancient cities located near the KDNP: Adramyttion, 
Antandros, and Assos ancient cities. 

What is surprising is that the sacred sites documented in this study were never 
mentioned on the official website of the national park (KDMP, 2020). However, 
during the long-term fieldwork, it has been observed that planning local events, 
issuing permits to locals, arranging of visiting areas, and managing the visitors are 
the most critical issues among the daily works of national park administrators. In 
this sense, it is clear that there is an inconsistency between the theoretical planning 
of the park and daily practices. Nature conservation has been regarded as a 
science and tourism issue, but local practices prove that conservation is practically 
a social science, and park administrators have devoted most of their time to social 
issues and conflicts.  

As shown in Figure 3, essential plant areas are the areas where the local 
population uses intensely. They have held their spiritual rituals and used these 
areas for different activities, including transhumance in the past. Biodiversity in 
these areas is expected to be less due to their excessive use under normal 
conditions. The question is how can there be such high plant diversity if local 
people have used these sacred sites for centuries. The answer can be found by 
searching for the TEK of local communities and their relations with nature 
(Berkes et al., 2000). In KDNP, TEK also helped protect important biodiversity 
areas as most of these areas overlap with SNSs.  
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Figure 4. An overlaid map of SNSs and important plant areas at KDNP 

 
The Alawi Turks who dominate the Kazdağı landscape today are originally 

Shaman people from Middle Asia and migrated to this region in the middle of 
the 15th century. They still carry many elements from their original land, which 
has a more intense relationship with nature compared to other traditional Islamic 
communities. They use these sites intensely while creating new ones over time.  

Local people are aware of the natural ecosystem and its elements, and they use 
forestry products from the mountain as a fuel source, food, or medicine. In this 
sense, the local people’s ethnobotanical knowledge is extensive (Çelik et al., 2008; 
Satıl et al., 2006). In the process of declaring the KDNP in the early 1990s, a local 
person’s response to the nature conservation officer who opened the idea of 
declaring the area as a national park is as follows: I cannot understand what will you 
protect that we have not protected so far, because we have been living here for centuries, and 
if you find resources to protect today, this is because of our respect for and protection of 
nature. What do you want to protect from whom I cannot fully understand this. 

In fact, the locals are passionate about keeping the legends and beliefs about 
the mountain alive. Sarıkız rituals, which are held every year in August, beginning 
in the village of Kavurmacılar, located on the border of the National Park, where 
Sarıkız was believed to live (Figure 1). Here, traditional dishes cooked by the local 
municipality are served to thousands of people attending the ceremonies. These 
people sit in the shade of the sacred pine tree and eat their meals, accompanying 
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the recitation of the Qur’an and prayers read for Sarıkız and other legends. After 
the ceremony is over, those who attend go to the top of Kazdağı to stay at least 
one week and continue the ceremonies (Arı, 2004). Top activities are carried out 
precisely in areas with high biodiversity (Figure 4). Alawi Turks who used to live 
in western Anatolia used to go to Kazdağ during these ceremonies in pilgrimages. 
Nowadays, with the restrictions imposed by the national park administration, only 
those living in Edremit Bay participate, yet these religious and sacred ceremonies 
continue with the same excitement today. 

Locals are meticulously protecting the areas where they perform ceremonies. 
In the local traditions, there are customs such as not cutting live trees from the 
forest and not collecting non-timber forest products that are not needed. 
Moreover, the areas of the mountain used for Sarıkız rituals are regularly looked 
after, and the necessary arrangements were made for the following year. In that 
sense, Sarıkız Tepe, Kartal Çimen, and Tozlu Yayla where celebrations and 
commemorations are held every year are regularly monitored by village headmen 
and activities that harm them are prevented. Fines have even been imposed by 
local village authorities on those who harm the resources in these areas (Arı & 
Soykan, 2006b). 
 
 
Conclusions 
 
When it comes to SNSs, the KDNP is probably one of the unique parks worldwide. 
It has natural elements such as peaks, trees, water resources, landscapes, and 
cultural elements such as tombs, legends, and cemeteries. The site’s current 
conservation practice does not take into consideration the SNSs, although the 
issues related to the SNSs occupy a vital place in park managers’ agenda. The 
excessive use of these areas mostly by the tourists is a concern for both 
conservation officials and local communities. In Kazdağı, as well as in other parts 
of the world, SNSs coincides with places with high biodiversity areas. Since the 
park is advertised as a touristic area, the number of visitors has increased rapidly, 
and some of these tourists showed interest in SNSs as ego-tourists (Arı, 2008). 
Therefore, SNSs are under threat along with other resources of the park. In fact, 
before being formally protected, local communities took full responsibility for 
conserving both biological resources and the SNSs. However, since the official 
protection was proclaimed, conflicts started to emerge between local communities 
and park administrators regarding both the use and protection of SNSs. The 
main reason is the restrictions put by the park’s management on the use of SNSs 
by local communities while allowing mass tourism to develop inside the park 
through official policies.  

The sense of local community has gradually begun to disappear due to new 
settlers arriving, and summer visitors and several groups have emerged claiming 
to represent the local community. This makes it difficult for the local community 
to show a unified reaction. Those who depend on park resources for their 
livelihood want these resources to be used in a particular order, while those who 



Protecting biocultural diversity at Kazdaği National Park  233 

have migrated here for perceived positive resource values demand that these 
resources be preserved because otherwise, these perceived values will be lost. 
During the rituals, most of these groups present themselves as local people and 
want to participate in the events and act like local, creating a new type of 
behaviour that can be called as the de-secularisation of amenity migrants. In this 
new behaviour, these migrants want to attach sacredness to certain parts of the 
landscape of the mountain and practice local traditions and rituals at certain 
times. This poses a challenge for the management of SNSs.  

The guideline of IUCN should be followed by managers of this protected area 
to overcome these and other challenges. In that respect, the sacred sites in the 
KDMP must be added to the park’s list of resource values and should be included 
in official web sites and other material about the KDNP. After the importance of 
the sacred areas is recognised and appreciated, the manner in which these sites 
will be to manage for nature protection purposes should be planned. Here, a 
distinction must be made between the SNSs that are used by tourists and the SNSs 
used by locals. In this distinction, special plans should be made for places such as 
Sarıkız Tomb, Hasan Boğuldu and Kartal Çimen, which are well known at the 
national level. That way, the SNSs can provide an opportunity for park managers 
to include more spiritual and sacred dimension to nature conservation efforts. 
However, there is also the risk of attracting more visitors than necessary. 
Therefore, careful planning, balanced between biological and cultural approach, 
locally inclusive and participatory, is needed to ensure the sustainable use of the 
park’s resources. 
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