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The Setting: Camili Biosphere Reserve, Black Sea, Turkey 

Camili is the first biosphere reserve in Turkey and is located in the province of Artvin. It was 

included in the World Network of Biosphere Reserves by UNESCO in 2005, in collaboration 

with Turkeyôs Ministry of Forestry and Water Affairs. 

 

The Camili Basin, also known as Machakheli, is an ecological and cultural treasure, which 

was hidden within the Karal Mountains for centuries. For many years, life in Camili had 

been  shaped by winter snows which close all roads linking it to the outside world for 

months.However, there has been growing interest in the region in recent years. The basin 

contains a wide range of natural ecosystems with minimal human impact, from lush green 

valleys to high alpine meadows, and displays the characteristics of a temperate rainforest with 

its ancient woodland and humid climate. It is a natural habitat for important wildlife species 

such as brown bears and chamois, and directs the migration of birds of prey to a narrow 

corridor along the Karal Mountains. 

The basin is named after the central village, Camili. There are five other settlements:,D¿zenli, 

Efeler, Uĵur, Kayalar and Maral.  The people of the basin are strongly attached to their 

culture and customs. They have had to develop self-sufficient lives for many centuries which 

needed to fully integrate with the natural world that surrounded them. Their methods of 

agriculture remains nature-friendly to this day. One particular success is  the keeping and 

protection of the last pure population of Caucasian bees. 

It is because of its biological diversity, natural resources, and cultural and historical treasures 

that the Camili Basin was declareda Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO on June 29, 2005 and 



included in the World Network of Biosphere Reserves, becoming the first biosphere reserve 

of Turkey. 

What is a Biosphere Reserve? Biosphere reserves are sites that aim to provide sustainable 

solutions to the tensions between the goals of conserving biological diversity, achieving 

economic development and preserving cultural values. 

Biosphere reserves are sites that combine biological and cultural diversity with economic and 

social development by achieving harmony between people and their environments and are 

ideal for the testing and demonstration of innovative approaches to sustainable development 

at all levels from local to global. 

For further details, visist the UNESCO Biosphere Reserve pages: 

http://www.unesco.org/new/en/natural-sciences/environment/ecological-sciences/biosphere-

reserves/ 
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This story is about life in Camili and was produced after visiting the area for a week 

with the support of UNESCO Turkish Natinal Committee. The full story can be found 

in the following book printed by UNESCO ï Turkey (TEKS¥Z, G., ERT¦RK, E., 

LĶSE, Y. (2016). Bioshere Reserves for Education for sustainable Development: 

Life in Camili, UNESCO National Commission Turkey, ANKARA). Life in Camili 

is presented in this account through portraits of several people; such as a beekeeper, 

the oldest member of the village, a school boy and a working woman all speaking 

about the past, the culture, the living habits andthe challenges of living in this place.  

On the way to Camili  

On the 60 km Borka-Camili road, you eventuallty come to the Camili Crossing. 25 km from 

the centre of Borka city and at an altitude of 1,879 m, you can lose your sense of time and 

space on the narrow road that barely negotiates its way through the forest. Surrounded by lush 

greenery, you are strongly aware of the smell and the silence of the forest and feel as though 

you have always belonged to and in this place.   



The high Crossing drops 1,520m to the basin where Camili Village is located, but the 

unnamed peak of The  Karal Mountains that surrounds Camili rises to 3,490m at its summit.. 

The geography and the 

climate of the region 

surrounds you with 

dense forest greenery 

and mountains which 

could give the visitor 

an eerie and 

uncomfortable feeling. 

However, this is soon 

replaced by a deep 

sense of peace and 

freedom despite,or 

maybe because of, 

feeling lost or 

disconnected. It is not 

easy to discern the source of this feeling at first. It is difficult to decide whether it is the 

grandeur of nature or your own bewilderment at not having noticed what nature has to offer 

before, or both, or something else. It is only after you have reached Camili and met with and 

listened to the stories of its people that you can begin to understand the source of this feeling. 

On the way back from my visit, what I had read and heard about the place was now mixed 

with the stories of people I had met, and inspired the following story on the ancient roots of 

the interaction between nature, people, history and culture. 

Camili from the 3rd Century B.C. to Present  

The known history of Camili goes back to King Pharnavaz of the Kingdom of Iberia in the 

3rd century B.C., to, Much later during the 12th century when Georgia reached the peak of its 

power and became a minor empire, Queen Tamar of Georgia (1184-1215) is thought to have 

been buried in Camili. However, the Mongolian invasion starting in the 1200s and Timurôs 

invasion in the 14th and the 15th centuries destroyed Georgia and the country came to the 

brink of complete economic collapse. Following the conquest of Istanbul by the Ottomans in 

1453, Georgiaôs ties with Europe were cut and it was squeezed between the Ottoman Empire 



and Iran. In the 16th century, the western part of Georgia eventually came under the Ottoman 

rule and the eastern part under the Iranian control. 

  

In the 18th century, Russia grew in influence but guaranteed the territorial integrity and 

borders of Georgia. However, following the bloody suppression of numerous uprisings in 

1804, many parts of Georgia came under the Russian rule between 1801-1864. The ports of 

Poti and Batumi and the southwestern parts of the present-day Georgia remained under the 

Ottoman rule a little longer. However, they also came under the Russian rule following the 

Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878. After this war, all of Georgia including The Camili Basin 

became part of the Russian Empire. 

The Russo-Turkish War of 1877-1878 triggered a massive wave of migration. The worsening 

economic and social conditions, the harsh attitude of the Russian administrators, and the 

Georgian Muslimsô commitment to their religion were the most important factors accelerating 

the migration. The migration started in 1878-1879, immediately after the end of the war and 



continued and spread over the years. This migration constitutes the biggest tragedy in the 

history and memories of the people of this region. 

Between 13
th
 June and 13

th
 July 1878 The Congress of Berlin was held. The Great Powers of 

the time Russia, Great Britain, France, Austria-Hungary, Italy, Germany and the Ottoman 

Empire, presented the Muslim population who used to live under Ottoman rule with a choice: 

They could either keep living in their lands, this time under the Russian rule, or migrate to the 

Ottoman Empire. The exercise of this choice granted by the Congress of Berlin was to be via 

a referendum. Prior to the referendum, Batumi Chief Pegava Hemit Bey, who supported the 

Turkish side, held rallies and ran a campaign for the referendum. At that time, there were 

eighteen villages in Machakheli, The Camili Basin. Of those, six  chose to commit themselves 

to Turkey. The remaining 12 chose Russia. A treaty made in Istanbul on 27
th
 January 1879 set 

the official date for the start of the peopleôs migration. 

Initially, the final date for migration was set as 3
rd

 February 1882, but this was later extended 

to 1884. However, migration did not stop at that date either. In fact, it continued until about 

1921. 

Today, Camili is the name of the region where these six villages who made their choice in 

favour of Turkey are located. 

Difficult roads  

To reach Camili, you first have to traverse the snowy roads. 

People in this region are still struggling with these roads. The very same ones their forefathers 

used 130 years ago when they migrated. Roads which remain closed for five months during 

the winter. 

Until 1968 when a dirt road was built, the only way to travel to Machakheli was on footpaths, 

. However, because this new road still  remained closed during the snowy mountain winters, it 

was of limited use.  

Construction projects to improve the road continued on and off for many years. Finally, the 

construction of an asphalt road was completed in 2013 to solve the transportation problem 

once and for all. 

Read how this change was reported in  a newspaper at the time in 2013:  



Roads Remained Open This Year, For the First 

Time Ever  

 

Roads leading to and out of the Camili region, which consists of six villages of the Borka 

county of the province of Artvin, remained open this year, for the first time in its history, 

thanks to the maintenance center that was opened and its snow removal activities (22 March 

2013). 

10th Regional Directorate of Highways, following orders of the Governorship of Artvin, 

established a maintenance center for snow removal in the vicinity of the Camili Crossing, 

which is 25 km away from the county center of Borka and has an altitude of 1870 meters. 

The center has a staff of 10 people and 3 winter service vehicles. 

Teams were able to keep the 60 km long Borka-Camili road open at all times, even during 

the harshest season, despite the high risk of avalanches and a snow depth of over 2 meters in 



some places. During heavy snowfall and blizzards, teams had to remove snow as much as 

three times a day. 

òTwo soldiers martyred in border outpostó 

Governor said residents of the Camili region were resigned to the closing of their roads for 

about 5 months during winter, and added: ñThe closing of these roads was seen as natural. In 

case of emergencies, access to the region was provided through Georgia, following a protocol 

signed for this purpose. We even have the graves of two soldiers in the backyard of the border 

outpost. These soldiers were martyred, long ago, while on duty, but their bodies could not be 

sent to their hometowns because of snow, and they were buried in the backyard of the border 

outpost. This is the most striking evidence of just how harsh the winters are in the Camili 

region.ò 

òCommander of the Regiment used to say farewell to his soldiersó 

Kalkan said the visitorsô book of the Border Battalion was signed by a high ranking state 

official for the first time in January this year, and added: ñCommander of the Regiment used 

to say farewell to soldier on border patrol duty, saying ósee you in the springô. In January this 

year, we accompanied the Commander to the region, and it was the first time a public 

administrator signed their visitorsô book, which made us proud.ò 

ñWe used to pull the sick on sledsò 

Osman Aslan (62), a resident of the Camili village, said transportation was very difficult in 

the winter. Aslan said access to the region was via Georgia in cases of emergencies, and 

added: 

ñWe used to go to Batumi from Camili, pulling the sick on sledges where snow closed the 

road. We would then go to Hopa using the Sarp border crossing, then travel to Borka. This 

was a travel that took hours. Thankfully we did not have this problem this year. God bless our 

Governor and Highway teams. They solved our problem. The road is open today, we can 

easily go to and fro from our village to the country center. The road remained closed for only 

a few days.ò 

Mevl¿t ¥zaydēn (73) said with the roads staying open, they realized the region was alive in 

winter too, and added: ñFor years, we were not able to have anchovy and oranges in winter, 

but this year we ate to our heartôs content.ò 



Adnan Z¿ht¿ Paker (89), the eldest resident of Camili, recalled how a soldier had lost his life 

after falling from a tree, many years ago, and said: ñBack then, there were no roads in our 

village, and the winter had been very harsh. They could not take the martyrôs body to 

Trabzon. My father was the village imam, he led the funeral service, and I helped with the 

burial of our martyr here in these lands.ò 

(Source: AA : http://www.haber7.com/neler-oluyor-hayat- ta/haber/1004944-ilk -kez-bu-yil -

ulasima-kapanmadi) 

 

Nature is wise  

Everyone in Camili has a story about impassable roads. Mevl¿t ¥zaydēn, who was an 

ambulance driver for the health centre for 26 years, was happy to share some of his. 

I said ambulance driver, but this is a bit inaccurate as it became clear, as Mr. Mevl¿t talked, 

that the health centre did not have an ambulance until 1992. Before the ambulance arrived he 

used to carry the sick in a jeep; of course when the road conditions allowed. Back then, it took 

four and a half hours to reach the hospital. Many of the patients were heavily pregnant women 

http://www.haber7.com/neler-oluyor-hayat-ta/haber/1004944-ilk-kez-bu-yil-ulasima-kapanmadi
http://www.haber7.com/neler-oluyor-hayat-ta/haber/1004944-ilk-kez-bu-yil-ulasima-kapanmadi


on the brink of giving birth and because of the long journey, the jeep witnessed many births 

before the hospital was reached.  

 

Mr. Mevl¿t told me that he cannot forget the time when he was squeezed in between two 

avalanches. 

ñIt was just the two of us, me and the patient,ò he says, ñAll of a sudden, we found ourselves 

in the middle of two avalanches. I had to shovel the snow every step of the way, and finally 

got the jeep downò.  

He also remembered a Village Services worker who was severely wounded after an accident 

with dynamite exploding in his hands. This was an emotional story with Mr. Mevl¿t racing 

the man, who was in a coma, over the same road that the worker was helping to maintain. 

Fortunately, they arrived in the hospital in time, and the workerôs life was saved. 

At the end of our conversation Mr. Mevl¿t adds, with noticeable pride, that his son is now 

working as a health assistant in the same Health Centre where he has served for 26 years.  

 



 

ñBut,ò he adds, ñGiven Camiliôs road conditions, carrying patients in the jeep was certainly 

better than carrying them in an ambulance.ò 

Maybe this is natureôs way of preserving its most cherished treasures; by making roads 

impassable. Maybe Camili would be a different place today if it werenôt for the harsh winter 

that closed the roads five months a year. 

Privileges provided and denied by nature shape human lives to a very significant extent, an 

observation you can make upon first arrival in the village, even in your first dinner... 

Grape stems  

It is a quiet September night in 2012 and the smell of forest mist is hanging in the air. 

Walking through moonlit streets and trees on rustling fallen leaves and bits of bark you reach 

a Machakheli house in D¿zenli village where human warmth and home cooked meals are both 

served generously,. This is the house where Ķsmail Ert¿rk, the director of the Choir of Elders, 

and his son, Hayrettin Ert¿rk, live with their families. It has a large living room with sofas 

lining the walls, a dining table, and a heating stove with a kettle on it. The ladies of the house 


