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In 2021, Turkey experienced its largest wildfire in its history in Manavgat, burning down around 27.000 hectares of land (Türkiye 
Ormancılar Derneği 2024), and, although in a smaller scale, a similar wave of wildfires blazed through Turkey in the summer of 
2025. Climate change and related extreme weather events such as droughts and high temperatures have been reported to 
increase fire frequency (Jones et al. 2022). Recent decades have also seen an increase in the frequency, intensity, and duration of 
heat waves and temperature extremes in the Mediterranean Basin, especially during the summer, and these trends are projected 
to persist (Ali et al. 2022). 

Using the Turkish Social Values Survey (TSVS), we examine people’s perceptions of the most common causes for the wildfires that 
happen in Turkey and how the most common causes differ by gender, political party choice, and interpersonal trust. The TSVS was 
conducted face-to-face with 1587 participants in 2024. In the survey, participants were provided with four options for the most 
common possible causes of wildfires, which were climate change, acts of terrorism, individual carelessness, and rent-seeking 
purposes. 

Figure 1.  Distribution of perceptions on the most common cause for wildfires by gender

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the perceived most common cause for wildfires by respondents’ gender. There are significant 
differences between men and women for the most common perceived cause of wildfires. However, this association is not strong, 
and majority of men and women choose “individual carelessness” as the most common cause. Yet, women (25.61%) are more likely 



than men (20.66%) to attribute wildfires to acts of terrorism. Furthermore, men report rent-seeking purposes (21.48%) as the most 
common cause compared to women (14.45%). 

Claims related to terrorism or rent-seeking often circulate rapidly after wildfires, in the form of conspiracy theories (Türkmen 2021), 
and these claims have rarely substantiated. Previous research has reported mixed findings on gender differences in belief in 
conspiracy theories (Galliford and Furnham 2017; Tam and Lee 2023). Our results suggest that such inconsistencies may stem from 
differences in the content or framing of specific conspiracy theories, pointing to possible gender-based variations in susceptibility 
depending on the topic.

Figure 2.  Distribution of perceptions on the most common cause for wildfires by political party choice

Figure 2 presents the distribution of perceived primary causes of wildfires according to respondents’ political party choice. Across 
all political party constituents, “individual carelessness” was the most commonly cited reason for wildfires. This reason was stated 
slightly more frequently by participants who are part of the AKP’s (Justice and Development Party) constituency (59.06%) than 
those who voted for DEM (Peoples' Equality and Democracy Party) (58.12%), the CHP (Republican People’s Party) (48.72%), or 
indecisive and abstaining participants (32.31%). Meanwhile, “climate change” was the least frequently cited reason across all 
political party constituents, with only 8.55% of DEM voters, 6.13% of CHP voters, 5.75% of AKP voters, and 4.62% of indecisive or 
abstaining participants indicating this reason.

It is reported that while only 10% of the wildfires are naturally-driven, 90% are caused by intentional or unintentional human 
activities (Ekberzade 2025), which include both individual activities and commercial practices, such as energy facilities that are 
close to or within forested areas. The particular reason of the 48.30% of anthropogenic forest fires have not been identified, and 
among intentionally caused wildfires, only 0.18% have been attributed to terrorism (Atmış, Tolunay, and Erdönmez 2023). This 
indicates a vast overrepresentation in people’s perception regarding acts of terrorism as a cause of wildfires.

Moreover, after a forested area is impacted by wildfires, it is protected under Article 169 of the constitution, can’t be rented or used 
for commercial purposes and efforts for reforestation must be made (Tolunay 2022). Therefore, areas affected by wildfires cannot 
be used for rent-seeking purposes. However, forests that have not been impacted by fires can be rented or allocated for non-
forestry uses, such as energy and mining operations and touristic enterprises, none of which is reflected in deforestation statistics 
(Atmış, Yıldız, and Erdönmez 2024). 

Among different party voters, the most common cause of wildfires present a polarized pattern in which each party’s voter base 
refrain from pointing to a cause that their party’s supporters or policies have been linked to. For instance, on various social media 
platforms, allegations have surfaced that the AKP government has deliberately started the 2025 wildfires for profit (Yıldızalp and Bal 
2025). At the same time, AKP voters cited “rent-seeking purposes” the least (8.36%) compared to voters of other parties. While the 
DEM party has long faced allegations of supporting terrorism (Hürriyet 2023), among its voters, “acts of terrorism” was the least 



commonly cited reason for wildfires (8.55%). Hence, these findings suggests that voters tend to avoid wildfire causes that are 
attributed to the party that they are affiliated with. 

Figure 3. Distribution of perceptions on the most common cause for wildfires by interpersonal trust levels

Figure 3 reports the percentages indicating perceptions on the most common cause for wildfires by participants’ interpersonal 
trust levels. Among all interpersonal trust levels, “individual carelessness” was most frequently cited by those who reported having 
moderate levels of interpersonal trust (58.07%). Although the differences are small between groups, “rent-seeking purposes” were 
reported the most by those who have low or no trust (18.64%). Further, individuals who have high or complete levels of interpersonal 
trust pointed to climate change as a cause (10.76%) more than the rest. Participants with high (27.80%) or low trust (26.96%) have 
reported “acts of terrorism” as the most common cause the most compared to participants with moderate trust.

These findings reveal that perceptions of wildfire causes in Turkey are shaped by gendered differences, political party-choice and 
interpersonal trust dynamics. Notable gender differences in causes of wildfires suggest new research directions for belief in 
conspiracy theories, and communication strategies that should take into account how gender influences alternative explanations 
for the cause of wildfires. Voting preferences and trust-based differences highlight how underlying beliefs and affiliations influence 
attribution patterns. Therefore, understanding public perceptions of wildfires requires not only examining environmental awareness 
and knowledge but also considering broader interpersonal and political attitudes.
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