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Flying in the Face of Peril

GAGAN SEKERCIOGLU is an ornithelogist wha works to document and prevent
bird extinclions. He's also a professor in the LS. who runs an award-winning
consarvalion group in his native Turkey. Al those parsuits require juggling—and
each antails big risks.

Why do you do what you do? Who inspired you?

I"we always baen drawn to nature. When other kids wese playing soccer, | was
bringing horme insacts and other animals. My mom {eok me to a child psychiatrist!
But my beloved dad is my biggest inspiration. During tough economic times he lefta
sdfe accounting job to start Turkey's firsl medel-airplane company. It lasted 30
YEHTS,

What are the physical hazards of your work?

A whale ranga, frorm the mundane fo the exotic. While survaying birds 've been
charged by a grizzly bear in Alaska and an elephant in Tanzania. 've tangled with a
poisonous puff adder in Uganda. 've been caughi between the military and
terrorists, mistaken for a spy, held at gunpoind, carjacked in Ethiepia, and altacked
by a macheile-wialding mab in Casta Rica. Honestly, 'm often more afraid of peopla
and traffic than | am of wildlife.

Is it politically tricky to be an environmentalist in Turkey?

It is when | criticize the institutions that grant my research permits. But it's my duly
as a scientst o el the truth. The govermment talks aboul conservation, but ils
priarity is to converl nature into cash. 5o it usaes doublespeak. They are reforasting
while cutting down ald-growlh forests. Virtually evary river is dammed, and tha
organizalion building thoss dams is resporsible for regulating them. I'm trying o
stop one that will destroy the Aras River wetlands, whers half of Turkey’s bird
spesias live. Yel if | speak oul too much, ' be punished for a seemingly official,
legal reason. Retaliabon in Turkey is usually indirect

You spend many hours on advocacy. Does that hurt your academic career?
Some academics see it as a distraction. So far my school, the Universily of Utah,
has been very urderslanding and appraciative. But | have to walk a fineg line.

Do you ever feal daunbed by all the risks you face?

Well, | don't actively seek risk. Bul | don’t avaoid i eilher. Taking a risk means you
can fail. But i you fail, at least you tried. And that's all | can do. f | fail in the end, |
fail fighting.




