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cypher
/’sīfər/
The dictionary definition of cypher is ‘a secret or disguised way of writing’. In many 
ways, this is the essence of comics storytelling – the image, rather than the word, is 
a disguise for many words, that can convey meaning, emotion, and can re/frame 
an entire narrative.

Rap and hip hop culture has taken the word and ascribed a new meaning: ‘an 
informal gathering of rappers, beatboxers and/or breakdancers in a circle, in 
order to jam musically together.’ This, too, we find relevant to this project, in that 
we are bringing together artists and HRDs in freestyle collaboration of activism and 
art with the aim of informing, elevating and inspiring. 

For us, this captures the spirit of why we are working in comics and guides how we 
facilitate the process of creative production.

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution - This license allows reusers to copy and distribute the material in any 
medium or format in unadapted form only, for noncommercial purposes only, and only so long as attribution is given to the creator.

https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics


3

adam shapiro

Deep cuts into the earth, scarring the landscape and removing whole mountaintops 
for small minerals. The physical manifestation of this activity impacts more than just the 
landscape; it pollutes the water and the air, breaks backs and infects lungs of laborers. 

For human rights defenders who challenge mining operations, defend the rights and health 
of communities and demand better labor conditions, this is one of the most dangerous sectors 
to work in. The economic power of extractive companies combined with the economic and 
political interests of local elites, means HRDs face unimaginable odds. 

But as these stories show, the struggle is life.

Editorial
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Receiving another convenient delivery at my doorstep while humming that Brecht song ‘The Wife 
of the (Nazi-)Soldier’.  Goering’s question “Do you want butter or canons” collapses today into 
“Both” for to be able to meet our consuming demands, both comfortable and comforting, “canons’ 
are sent out to take and secure huge areas of mining operations in regions rich of minerals. Gold, 
copper, aluminum, silver, titanium, coltan. Just about all our digital technology – mobile phones, 
laptops, batteries, etc.- require “rare earth minerals”. Regions far, far away are turned into 
industrial deserts, generating migration, poverty, exceedingly harsh and hazardous labor 
conditions, uninhabitable places and climate catastrophes. And all for what? To satisfy the 
primary economic force, profit? Can we really sacrifice large regions and their peoples for 
the questionable and shortsighted well being of others?

I’m well aware of that our current lives and life supplies have become far more complicated and 
deeply entwined than a ‘simple’ “Stop the War” bumper sticker. To put a much needed halt 
to the by now greedy force of profit1, we finally should turn to those inclusive green economy 
strategies we have tossed aside for far too long. Yes, it’ll ask us for some discomfort or a shift 
of our existing discomfort and probably lower profit margin for some. Developing sustainable 
economic strategies like investing in biodiversity2 have been proven economically successful as 
well as keeping the environment, and thus our life source, intact.  

Since I, as a consumer, am “king”, I want “butter” as a long-lasting nutrition of quality it once 
was and not a hollow selling gadget that destroys lives and leaves me unsatisfied and in need 
of my next fix. For that, I must alter my demands for instant comfort and turn the “canons” 
around in order to prevent “going Green” to become another superficial profitable gadget.

April 2021 

1 Levinsky, R.: The story of my accident is ours, 2013
2 Agriculture, forestry and fisheries products, stable natural hydrological cycles, fertile soils, a balanced 
climate and numerous other vital ecosystem services depend upon the conservation of biological diversity. 
Food production relies on biodiversity for a variety of food plants, pollination, pest control, nutrient provision, 
genetic diversity, and disease prevention and control. Both medicinal plants and manufactured pharmaceu-
ticals rely on biodiversity. Decreased biodiversity can lead to increased transmission of diseases to humans 
and increased healthcare costs. The outdoor tourism industry relies on biodiversity to create and maintain that 
which tourists come to see, as does the multi-billion dollar fishing and hunting industry.

beldan sezen

I grew up with “The customer is king” (back then it 
was still “king”) and “At your service”. Two sentences 
invented to keep me, the eternal consumer, delusionally 
happy and coming back. Everything is available in an 
instant, a dial tone or mouse click away. All fruits at all 
seasons, every new electronic gadget every half year 
at my whim. A never ending cornucopia. Unquestioned, 
for I deserve it, don’t I? As hard as I work – demand and 
supply -  in this fast paced city, meeting my deadlines 
and work accomplishments become imaginary trophies 
rewarded by the comfort in which I can accomplish this 
fast pace of success.

Editorial
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Mongolia
Centerra Gold’s Gatsuurt project is about a two-hour drive north from Mongolia’s 
capital Ulaanbaatar, in the sparsely populated Selenge province. The area is home 
to springs that are tributaries of the Selenge river, which flows into the Russian lake 
Baikal. The province boasts some beautiful scenery: forests, farmland and pasture. 

Mongolian activists see the Centerra open pit mine as a threat to the local 
way of life, aside from the public dispute with Centerra over the right to 
access and worship Mount Noyon, a sacred place in Mongolian culture 
and history which, according to local accounts, has been fenced off on 
legal grounds shrouded in ambiguity. A government keen to attract foreign 
investment,  has repeatedly sided with corporate mining interests, despite 
an active environmentalist movement across the country. 

Aside from gold, Mongolia is rich in minerals and other natural resources that 
are sought after by some of the largest corporate mining interests in the world. 
Environmental defenders and anti-corruption activists face well-financed 
opposition that is tied to political power in the country, in an effort to preserve 
the land, way of life and health of the Mongolian people.

Artist: Jon Sack 

Jon Sack is an artist and writer whose books include La Lucha (Verso, 2015) and 
Windows on the World (Fantagraphics, 2020).  He is based in the UK.  
jonsack.com

http://jonsack.com
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Zambia

In the Zambian Copperbelt region, communities living around the mines and 
smelters of Vedanta’s copper subsidiary Konkola Copper Mines staged two 
days of protests in Chingola town on 1st and 2nd August 2015. They decried 
KCM’s continued pollution of the River Kafue and local streams, which have 
left the water devoid of life, and communities with long term health problems 
and without clean water. Most of the protesters are also victims of the major 
pollution of the river Kafue by Vedanta in 2006, which affected up to 40,000 
Zambians. 

With expanded investment in the mining sector by China over the last few 
years, exploitation of Zambia’s mineral resources are increasingly out of 
the control of Zambians, a situation made worse by the heavy foreign debt 
incurred by the government.

Human rights defenders continue to organize to try to clean up the mining 
sector and hold companies and the government accountable for environmental 
damage, health issues and labor rights violations. With presidential elections 
in 2021, and inequality a major issue for the electorate, the mining sector is 
under intense scrutiny, even as violations persist.

Artist:   anonymous
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Morocco
In 2011, residents of Imider in Morocco’s rural southeast shut down a 
silver mining company’s water pipe on a nearby mountain to protest 
the damages to their health and livelihoods.  on August 20, 2011 when 
villagers climbed Mount Alebban to shut off a valve on an SMI pipeline 
that was diverting water from the mountain’s reservoir to flush the silver 
mine.

This direct action turned into the longest sit-in protest encampment in 
Moroccan history.  Perched on a rugged mountain top, the camp has 
become a living archive of decades of struggle manifested in documents, 
drawings, poetry and songs.

The protest movement and its organizers faced intense repression from 
the government, while the community was forced to endure hardship.

On 17 September 2019, villagers of Imider, led by the Movement on the 
Road 96, decided to dismantle the protest camp of Albban, after 8 years 
of continuous struggle and resistance. The Movement has been investing 
in it since 2011, for years it organized strong local mobilization against 
the grabbing of water resources by Managem, the mining company which 
destroyed their livelihood, impoverished the local population, polluted and 
drained the groundwater, and refused to hear the local population’s distress 
calls and appeals to respect their rights to access to water.

The day following the Movement’s decision, local authorities bulldozed 
the camp.

Artist:  anonymous
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Turkey
“The top of Artvin is more valuable than gold”

Mines, dams, and access roads have already scarred much of the landscape 
around Artvin, where activists rallied in recent years to prevent a gold mine 
from being constructed in Cerattepe, part of the mountainous recreational 
area.

The Cerattepe hill overlooking the city of Artvin in Turkey’s northeast is one 
of the country’s most idyllic areas of natural beauty. The area is one of the 
most biodiverse in Turkey, home to more than 600 plant species, 26 of which 
are distinct to the area, and hundreds of animal types including roe deer, 
wild boar and grey wolves.

Yet, mining companies have long coveted Cerattepe, which is home to huge 
reserves of copper, gold, silver and mercury.  In 1988 and 1989, the ministry 
of Energy and Natural Resources issued mineral exploration and preliminary 
operation licenses to the Canadian company, Cominco despite the results of 
an earlier field exploration that the MTA (Mineral Research and Exploration) 
had carried out. Ever since then, the people in Artvin have struggled to stop 
the gold and copper mining efforts offering alternative plans for a successful 
economical way to benefit not only the region, but all of Turkey and keeping 
the environment in tact.

Having been successful with stopping foreign investors to carry out their mining 
efforts in the past, all changed with the efforts of the current administration. 
With their ruthless short term profit driven goals benefitting a few their use of 
administrative resources, executive and juridical forces, have left the people of 
Artvin in a “forever fight” for the survival of their homes and the environment.

The Green Artvin Association, led by its President, Nur Neşe Karahan, has 
led protests to stop the eradication of a forest that would make way for an 
open pit mine in the area. Local activists have blocked roads and have been 
confronted by police and security forces.

yesilartvindernegi.org

Artist:  Beldan Sezen
  beldansezen.com

http://yesilartvindernegi.org
http://beldansezen.com
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Find us online
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frontlinedefenders.org/cypher

https://www.instagram.com/cypher_comics/
https://www.facebook.com/FrontLineDefenders
https://twitter.com/FrontLineHRD
https://www.frontlinedefenders.org/en/resource-publication/cypher-comics

