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20 September 2019
In defense of justice for Dr. Bülent Şık who faces 5-12 years of prison sentence for releasing
research findings on harmful toxic residues threatening public health in Turkey.
SUMMARY
The following is a fact sheet which explains the ongoing legal dispute between Dr. Bülent Şık
and Ministry of Health in Turkey. A leading expert in the measurement and analysis of toxic
residues, Dr. Şık was involved in a research funded by the Ministry of Health, which
measured thousands of carcinogenic chemicals in samples of soil, food, air, surface and
groundwater in four different Turkish cities to assess the link of these chemicals to
increasing rates of cancer. Dr Şık faces 5-12 years of prison sentence for releasing the
findings of this research, which revealed serious threats to public health. The factsheet
explains the chain of events leading to the dispute, evidence which clearly calls for an
immediate acquittal of Dr. Şık. Whereas the Ministry of Health did not disclose to the public
environmental risks and did not take any preventive measures, Dr. Şık acted on behalf of
public interest as a responsible scientist, by referring to the constitutional right to live in a
healthy environment and freedom of expression.
Who is Bülent Şık?
Dr. Bülent Şık is a food engineer who specialises in the development of analytic methods for
measuring toxic residues in food such as pesticides, polyromatic hidrocarbons and heavy
metals. He held senior positions in laboratories on food safety at the Ministry of Food,
Agriculture and Livestock from 1990 to 2009 and has first class certificates as an
occupational safety expert and inspector. Since 2007 he has been involved in the
establishment of the Food Safety and Agricultural Research Centre (FSARC) at Akdeniz
University, known to be one of the finest institutions in the analysis of toxic chemicals, and
acted as its deputy director from 2010 to 2015. As a prolific academic in his field, he worked
as an assistant professor from 2009 to 2016.
Dr. Şık has an outstanding record of public engagement: He published articles on food
safety, use of pesticides, environment, climate change, political ecology, children’s health in
newspapers and online media sites including Cumhuriyet, Radikal, Birgün, Bianet, Yeşil
Gazete, MetroGastro. He has a reputation to make complex scientific ideas understandable
for the broader public and raise critical awareness on subjects which have not been
previously part of a public debate. His research on public health and ecology has influenced
enormously civil society and policy debates. His book, The Chemist in the Kitchen, published
by Doğan Kitap (2018), received critical acclaims and reached out to thousands of readers.
What is the background behind the current legal dispute between Bülent Şık and Ministry
of Health?
Dr. Şık was involved from 2011 and 2015 in a large research project conducted at FSARC
under the auspices of the Turkish Ministry of Health that measured levels of carcinogenic
chemicals in thousands of samples of soil, foods, air, surface water and groundwater from
across Turkey to assess whether these exposures were linked to increasing incidence rates
of cancer. In this study, Dr. Sik was responsible for the analysis of food and water samples
and data. The study found health-threatening levels of pesticides, heavy metals, and
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons in multiple food and water samples in the cities of Kocaeli,
Kırklareli, Tekirdağ, and Edirne, located in the Ergene River basin. In some residential areas,
the water was totally undrinkable because of lead, aluminum, chrome and arsenic pollution.
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In 2016 Dr. Şık was dismissed from all the research projects he was involved in at FSARC and
lost is academic job, because he signed a peace petition signed by 2212 academics calling for
an end to violence in the South Eastern Turkey and re-inauguration of the peace process.
Subsequently, hundreds of academics have been charged, prosecuted and convicted. (On 26
July 2019, the Constitutional Court found these convictions violated the freedom of
expression of academics, which became the basis of verdicts of acquittal in favour of
academics by the courts)
After having lost his institutional position, Bülent Şık wished to follow up the results of his
research and learnt that the interim reports were not publicly communicated and the study
findings would be kept confidential. No state institution was warned and no precaution was
taken to reduce exposure to toxic residues. Deeply concerned about the implications of the
findings for public health, Dr. Şık did further analysis of the available data and released them
in a series of articles, in the reputable newspaper Cumhuriyet from 16 to 19 April 2018.
1) 16 April
2018 http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/saglik/958617/Turkiye_yi_kanser_eden_urunler
i_devlet_gizledi__biz_acikliyoruz__iste_zehir_listesi.html
2) 17 April,
2018 http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/saglik/959284/Bakanlik_gizledi__Cumhuriyet_a
cikliyor__2____Hangi_sebzede_arsenik__hangi_suda_tarim_ilaci_var_.html
3) 18 April,
2018
uyumuzu_da_zehir_ettiler....html

http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/saglik/959879/S

4) 19 April,
2018 http://www.cumhuriyet.com.tr/haber/yazi_dizileri/960489/Bakanligin_gizledigi_acikla
ma__iste_suyu_icilemez_52_bolge_.html
What was the reaction of the Ministry of Health to the articles published in Cumhuriyet?
The Ministry of Health filed a complaint against Şık on 17 April 2018, stating that he had
violated the Penal Code provisions by publishing information he obtained while he took part
in the research. The Ministry suggested that Dr. Şık’s articles were written in a way to create
fear and panic in the public and discredited all vegetables and fruits as poisonous, thus
undermining Turkish export trade.
The Press Crimes Investigation Bureau and Terror and Organised Crimes Investigation
Bureau of the İstanbul Chief Public Prosecutor’s Office filed two indictments on Dr. Şık,
which were presented to the Criminal Court of First Instance.
What are the criminal charges against Bülent Şık?
Dr. Şık is being accused for violating Turkish Penal Code Articles No 258, 334 and 336
(disclosing privileged information acquired in the course of duty; acquiring and divulging
classified information).
What is the current status of the court case?
The first hearing was held on 7 February 2019, the second one on 30 May 2019. The next
and third hearing will take place on 26 September 2019, in Istanbul at Çağlayan Justice
Palace, 2nd Criminal Court of First Instance, 2 PM.
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Why are criminal charges ungrounded and they should be dropped?
•

While releasing research findings, Bülent Şık acted in accordance with Article 56 of
the Turkish Constitution: “Everybody has the right to live in a healthy and balanced
environment. To develop the environment, protect environmental health and
prevent environmental pollution are duties of the state and citizens.” It is one of the
statutory duties of the Ministry of Health to “protect, enhance public health,
conduct studies to reduce risk of and prevent diseases”. Although the research was
completed in 2015, its findings have not been released until now by public
authorities and no precautions were taken. Dr Şık’s sole aim was to protect public
health and raise awareness so that public institutions fulfil their duty to take
preventive measures against environmental threats. He used his constitutional right
to freedom of speech and expression.

•

Releasing research data on public and environmental health, which pose serious
threats with the possibility of irreversible damage to society, should be considered
as a necessary action on the part of a scientist. This is compatible with European
Court of Justice jurisprudence on informing the public about risks to public health.

•

The truthfulness of the findings and arguments in the articles written by Dr. Şık has
not been invalidated by any institution or individual. Dr. Şık is an expert in this field
and highly qualified to conduct research as a public officer and academic for several
years, acting with academic integrity. Dr. Şık used the data he himself collected and
analysed in the research process.

Who endorsed Bülent Şık during the first two hearings?
Bülent Şık’s case became a high-profile case receiving significant media coverage. The
Turkish Medical Association, several Bar Associations, The Union of Turkish Engineers and
Architects, The Turkish Foundation of Human Rights, The Assembly of Workers’ Health and
Safety, several parliamentarians and non-governmental organisations, leading scientists and
academics have supported Şık’s case by attending the court hearings. A social media
campaign on “Let us not allow children to be poisoned”, to support Bülent Şık’s public duty
to release research findings for children’s health, received significant public interest.
There have been several international organisations supporting Dr Şık’s case. To give some
examples, Collegium Ramazzini, an independent, international society whose mission is to
transmit knowledge on environmental and occupational causes of diseases to the global
public and decision-makers for preventive measures, released a public statement calling for
Turkish authorities to acquit Bülent Şık. The human rights organisation Front Line Defenders
is following up closely all the court cases with a special web page devoted to the case.
Scholars at Risk has also shown solidarity.
What can you do to support Dr. Bülent Şık?
Institutions working in the fields of freedom of expression, public health, human rights,
environment, ecology can support Bülent Şık by releasing public statements, before 26
September 2019, to support his case and call for his acquittal.
For further information, Dr. Şık can be reached at
E-mail: bulentilgaz@gmail.com
Social Media: @bulentilgaz
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