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Abstract 
As a response to contemporary globalization and urbanization issues, the re-
gional approach has become part of development policies in many countries. 
In addition, regional planning is seen as a supportive tool for regional devel-
opment policies. While countries notice “the need for regional planning” 
more and more, they provide strong support to improve it. There is an in-
creasing interest in regional planning in Turkey as well as other countries. 
This interest is reflected in administrative and institutional changes, as well as 
changes in planning legislation. However, there are still complications and de-
ficiencies regarding regional planning. This article aims to present current 
developments in regional planning in Turkey and draw a general picture of its 
challenges within the existing planning system. Istanbul, as the most impor-
tant metropolitan area in Turkey, provides fruitful insights in drawing con-
clusions for the study. 
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1. Introduction 

While the role and position of regions has become more important with changes 
in the contemporary global structure, the “regional approach” is also gaining 
importance in terms of urban planning and urban policy. Regional planning is 
associated with the concept of “development” commonly. It seems that the re-
gional planning tool integrates diverse spatial programs and is influential in 
reaching national targets. Urbanization, population growth and urban expansion 
are current urban phenomena. When urban areas extend beyond their adminis-
trative boundaries and are transformed into more complex structures, it is diffi-
cult to control and solve local problems. However, regional planning helps to 
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solve these problems and is useful in balancing the development among the dif-
ferent regions of a country (Glasson & Marshall, 2007).  

The regional policies developed in Turkey since the beginning of the Republic 
have been generated by the social and economic needs of the nation, and influ-
enced by the experiences of European countries (Türk, 2012). With the estab-
lishment of the State Planning Organization (SPO), which was responsible for 
regional development in the 1960s, regional development became more impor-
tant. Diverse regional plans were prepared by SPO in line with the national and 
regional strategies set out in the Five-Year National Development Plans. With 
these planning practices, the main objective was to reduce regional inequalities. 

The regional planning process gained a different dimension when Turkey 
started to take into account the European Union’s regional policy (Türk, 2012). 
This led to the development of structural reforms in Turkey’s regional policies 
(Göymen, 2004). Thus, Turkey’s regional planning practices, which initially had 
the goal of “regional development,” became associated with the objectives of 
“economic growth” and “competitiveness” over time. 

“Regional planning” in Turkey gained more importance in recent years, espe-
cially with the implementation of new legal arrangements. With these, new types 
of regional plans were defined, and in this way regional planning within the 
Turkish planning hierarchy was strengthened. However, the new regulations in-
tegrated into the existing planning system made the system more complicated. 
First, problems of the existing planning system affected regional planning. On 
the other hand, the new types of regional plans and their proper place in the ex-
isting planning hierarchy were not fully defined, which also led to complexity. 

In this study, the challenges of regional planning in Turkey are analyzed 
through a case study of Istanbul. The city offers fruitful resources for this paper. 
Through national and local strategy documents, the city has been promoted as a 
world city, which connects Turkey’s economy to the global system (OECD, 
2008). To strengthen its competitiveness in the global arena, central and local 
governments have declared global city visions and defined different functions for 
Istanbul such as a financial center, cultural center, tourism center, etc. in nation-
al and regional plans (Baycan-Levent, 2003). With these diverse visions and 
many actors, the city is experiencing a plethora of regional planning practices. 

After the introduction, first section of the paper provides a brief history of 
regional planning practice in Turkey, and the second explains the problems of 
regional planning in Turkey. The third section is built upon the study of the city 
of Istanbul and reviews itsregional planning experience, with special emphasis 
on the three challenges derived from actors and power relations, content and 
methodology, and external factors. The concluding section provides a discussion 
of the current picture of the regional planning in Istanbul. 

2. Regional Planning in Turkey 

Regional planning has been important in Turkey since the founding of the Re-
public, but it has been largely developed since the 1960s, which is called the be-
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ginning of the “planned period”. However, the fact that regional planning activi-
ties have been more effective and have accelerated in Turkey in recent years is 
the result of Turkey’s efforts to adapt to European Union (EU) regional policies. 
New regulatory and institutional arrangements have been made to ensure com-
pliance with EU regional these policies. In this context, the “Nomenclature of 
Territorial Units for Statistics” (NUTS) classification was first made in 2002, as it 
was in the EU. Later, in 2006, with the law No. 5449, it was decided to set up de-
velopment agencies to speed up regional development, ensure sustainability, and 
reduce interregional and intra-regional development disparities. With the estab-
lishment of development agencies, regional planning efforts have accelerated. 

In 2011, significant developments occurred regarding the national administra-
tive structure and the planning system in Turkey. These also affected regional 
planning. New ministries were established, or old ones replaced, and new poli-
cies were declared through new regulations, while two of the new ministries 
were given the most significant roles in regional planning in Turkey. These are 
the Ministry of Development and the Ministry of Environment and Urbaniza-
tion. 

In 2011, with the establishment of the Ministry of Development, a number of 
new policy tools for regional development planning were declared. For instance, 
the responsibility for the establishment and organization of development agen-
cies was given to the ministry. Also, as a new planning tool, a “Regional Devel-
opment National Strategy” was introduced in the decree on the Organization 
and Duties of the Ministry of Development (No. 641). It serves to ensure the in-
tegrity between developmental policies and spatial development strategies at na-
tional and regional levels. 

According to the decree, the main goals for preparing the “Regional Devel-
opment National Strategy” are to coordinate all efforts nationally in terms of re-
gional development and regional competitiveness, to strengthen cohesion be-
tween spatial development and socio-economic development policies, and to es-
tablish a general framework for sub-scale (regional and provincial) plans and 
strategies (KB, 2014). 

The second important step for improving regional planning was the estab-
lishment of the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization, which was estab-
lished in 2011 under the decree on the Organization and Duties of the Ministry 
of Environment and Urbanization (No. 644). After the establishment of the 
ministry, a new regulation, namely the “Preparation of Spatial Plans,” came into 
effect in 2014. This regulation brought essential changes in the planning system. 
With this regulation, the existing planning hierarchy (Figure 1) was modified by 
introducing new planning types such as the “national spatial strategy plan” and 
the “regional spatial strategy plan”. The formulation of plans was redefined, and 
institutional tasks were re-determined (Güneri, 2013). 

The main goals of the regulation on the “Preparation of Spatial Plans” are to 
eliminate the deficiencies of large scale plans, which have no spatial dimension, 
and to transform some large scale plans, which have comprehensive approaches,  
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Figure 1. Planning hierarchy in Turkey’s planning system. Source: Author, 2017. 

 
into strategic plans. Therefore, with the regulation on the “Preparation of Spatial 
Plans,” it is intended that strategic decisions which are defined in the high-level 
strategic plans are integrated with space. In this context, as a new kind of plan, 
the “regional spatial strategy plan” was intended to relate national development 
policies and regional development strategies at the spatial level. 

The latest efforts at improving regional planning practice (Figure 2) show that 
regional planning is gaining more importance in Turkey (Kilic, 2009). Looking 
at all recent changes together, it is possible to say that regional planning is be-
coming more prominent and effective in the Turkish planning agenda. 

Defining statistical regions according to EU’s NUTS classifications and estab-
lishing development agencies for each region are positive developments for Tur-
kish regional planning. Before the NUTS regional classification, there was no 
specific determination of the regions in Turkey. Formerly, according to the 
strategies and priorities of the national development plans, the State Planning 
Organization (later replaced by the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization) 
defined some specific areas as regions and prepared regional plans only for those 
chosen areas. But after NUTS classification, all the lands in the country were al-
located to regions, and development agencies were established. Hence, there are 
now institutions on the regional level, and their main task is to focus on and 
consider problems in their regions and to prepare regional plans for them. 

Another positive change made by new regulations has been to add a spatial 
dimension to regional plans. As a new regional planning tool, the “Regional Spa-
tial Strategy Plan” helps to relate strategies defined in the national development 
plan and regional plans to space. It also integrates the regional and local level 
plans. 

On the other hand, in spite of the efforts mentioned above, to improve the 
Turkish planning system, there are still problems both at the national and regional  
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Figure 2. The latest efforts at improving regional planning in Turkey. Source: Author, 
2017. 
 
levels. In this study, only planning problems at the regional level are presented. 

3. Challenges to Regional Planning in Turkey 
3.1. Actors and Power Relations  

The planning authority in Turkey is fragmented and shared among many dif-
ferent institutions (Metin & Onay, 2015). In the same area, different institutions 
can have planning authority. Thus, from time to time, the complexity of the tar-
gets of different plans in the same area can be observed. It is also sometimes a 
matter of debate as to which institution’s plan has priority and will be dominant. 
The situation is similar with regard to regional planning. This section focuses on 
the roles and relationships of regional planning authorities in the planning hie-
rarchy.  

At the top of the Turkish planning administrative structure is the High Plan-
ning Council. The Council functions as an advisory unit for the Cabinet of Mi-
nisters on national policies and functions; it is a political mechanism for inte-
grated decision-making in terms of policy formulation (Dodd, 1969). It is 
chaired by the Prime Minister and includes cabinet ministers. The issues that 
constitute the basis for the determination of economic, social and cultural tar-
gets and policies are determined by consultation with the High Planning Coun-
cil. Members of the Council are the President, two Deputy Prime Ministers, the 
Minister of Development, the Minister of Energy and Natural Resources, the 
Minister of Finance, the Minister of Forestry and Water Affairs, the Minister of 
Transport, and the Minister of Maritime Affairs and Communications. 

The duties and authorities of the High Planning Council, which are defined in 
decree 641, include: to assist the Council of Ministers in the planning of eco-
nomic, social and cultural development, and in determining policy objectives, 
and to examine the development plans and annual programs in terms of suita-
bility and adequacy regarding the stated objectives, before presentation to the 
Council of Ministers; to make high level decisions about the domestic and for-
eign economic life of the country; to determine the principles of investment and 
export incentives; to approve the Mass Housing Administration budget; and to 
decide on matters that are authorized by law and other legislation (IBP, 2015). 
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After the High Planning Council, there are four main actors responsible for 
regional development and planning in Turkey. These are the Ministry of Devel-
opment, the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization, Regional Development 
Agencies, and Metropolitan Municipalities. The regional planning actors in 
Turkey are presented below in Figure 3 from national to regional level. 

After the High Planning Council, the Ministry of Development and the Min-
istry of Environment and Urbanization are effective actors on regional planning 
at the national level. According to the most recent regulations, they have distinc-
tive roles; the Ministry of Development is responsible for preparing “strategic” 
plans, and the Ministry of Environment and Urbanization is responsible for 
preparing “spatial” plans at the national level. However, after new regulations 
defining new spatial plans were enacted, no spatial plan at national level has yet 
been approved. 

Actors at the regional level are the Ministry of Environment and Urbaniza-
tion, the Regional Development Agencies, and the Metropolitan Municipalities. 
Regional Development Agencies are responsible for preparing regional plans, 
which are a strategic type of plan; the Ministry of Environment and Urbaniza-
tion is responsible for preparing a Regional Spatial Strategy Plan and an Envi-
ronmental Order Plan, which are both spatial plans; and the Metropolitan Mu-
nicipalities are also responsible for preparing Environmental Order Plans only 
for the metropolitan areas. However, after new regulations were enacted, no “re-
gional spatial strategy plan” has yet been approved. 

Although new regulations 641, 644 and the regulation on the Preparation of 
Spatial Plans made regional planning more important within the Turkish plan-
ning system, the new kinds of plans and planning authorities introduced by  

 

 
Figure 3. Regional planning actors in Turkey. Source: Author, 2017. 
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these regulations have further complicated the existing planning system. First, as 
mentioned above, the Regional Plan, the Regional Spatial Strategy Plan, and the 
Environmental Order Plan are plans prepared by three different public institu-
tions at the regional level. Therefore, three plans with the three different institu-
tions are prepared for the same region. Because the differences and relationships 
between these plans are not fully disclosed, there is confusion about the planning 
system and hierarchy. In addition, the lack of coordination between different 
planning authorities creates a conflict of goals and objectives of different plans. 

3.2. Content-Methodology Problem 

According to the most recent regulations mentioned above, there are Regional 
Plans, Regional Spatial Strategy Plans, and Environmental Order Plans at re-
gional level in the planning hierarchy in Turkey. However, their contents and 
the relationships among them remain uncertain. 

Although mentioned in different laws, regional plans are not fully defined in 
planning legislation. It is not clear what the purpose of the regional plan is, what 
its content should be, how it relates to other plans, and what the methodology of 
plan making is. Therefore, not infrequently, the goals, objectives and decisions 
of the plans at the regional or the local level conflict with each other. 

There is a short phrase about regional planning in the Zoning Law (No. 3194), 
which is the basic law on structure and planning. According to this law, regional 
plans are prepared to determine socio-economic development trends, develop-
ment potential of the settlements, sectoral targets, distribution of activities and 
sub-structures (Ozmen, 2013). 

While there is no explanation in the planning legislation on how to prepare 
the regional plans, the State Planning Organization wrote a Regional Develop-
ment Plan Preparation Guide in 2010. Regional Plans of the NUTS II Regions 
were prepared according to this guide. 

In the new regulation on the Preparation of Spatial Plans, there is some ex-
planation about the Regional Spatial Strategy Plan, which is introduced for the 
first time by this regulation. It is said that spatial plans can be prepared in the 
regions where it is deemed necessary. This means that there is no necessity for 
the preparation of Regional Spatial Strategy Plans. 

In the same regulation, these plans are directed to assess and relate the coun-
try’s development policies and regional development strategies at the spatial lev-
el; evaluate the economic and social potentials, targets and strategies; review the 
transportation system and physical thresholds of a regional plan; define spatial 
strategies regarding protection and development of natural, historical and cul-
tural resources; direct urban and transportation developments and urban facili-
ties; and establish relationships between spatial policies and strategies relating to 
sectors. These plans are prepared by using schematic and graphical language at 
the 1/250,000, 1/500,000 scales or higher. Also, sectoral and thematic maps, and 
a planning report are integral parts of these plans.  

In addition to the above problems, the other shortcomings of regional plan-
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ning in Turkey are the lack of implementation-action planning and economic 
planning in the regional planning process. From where and how to provide fi-
nancial resources for implementation of regional and environmental plans are 
not defined. In addition, there is a lack of monitoring and evaluation mechan-
isms to check whether the principles and strategies of the plan are implemented 
or not after plan approval. 

3.3. External Factors Effective on Regional Planning  

In addition to internal challenges derived from the existing planning hierarchy, 
there are also external factors which affect regional planning in Turkey. These 
factors are the High Planning Council’s decisions, plans for “risky” and “reserve” 
areas and special purpose plans (Figure 4). 

3.3.1. High Planning Council Decisions 
Urban policy in Turkey has been under pressure from globalization and neoli-
beralism since the 1980s. As part of an effort to strengthen the competitive posi-
tion of the country’s metropolitan economies in a global world, the central and 
local governments have followed an entrepreneurial route. Consequently, gov-
ernments in Turkey have examined the mechanisms of entrepreneurial gover-
nance through new urban policies serving to regulate the deregulation and foster 
private investment and development from the 1980s to the present.  

Over the past twenty years, central authorities with the entrepreneurial go-
vernance approach have strongly relied on the implementation of large-scale 
urban development projects, especially in metropolitan cities. However, these  
 

 
Figure 4. External factors affecting regional planning in Turkey. Source: Author, 2017. 
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projects have been poorly integrated into the existing planning system. Moreo-
ver, with special powers of intervention and decision-making, governments have 
frozen regulatory planning tools and bypassed statutory regulations to accelerate 
and facilitate the realization of large scale urban development projects. The 
grounds for this effort of governments are that planning and realizing urban de-
velopment projects in the existing regulatory planning system is a long and dif-
ficult process that requires many bureaucratic procedures. Thus to accelerate the 
formalization and implementation process of urban projects, central govern-
ment bypasses the planning system and uses an alternative method: to have ur-
ban projects approved by High Planning Council. 

When the government wants to realize a large-scale urban development 
project, it presents its project to the High Planning Council through the relevant 
ministry. The process is defined in the law No. 3996. According to this law, pub-
lic institutions can make some investments and provide services that require 
technology or large financial resources by using the “build-operate-transfer 
(BOT) model.” The administration, which wants to make the investments and 
provide the services according to BOT, applies to the High Planning Council 
with a preliminary feasibility study of the project and can be authorized by the 
Council to carry out such investments and services. After authorization, public 
institutions can sign contracts with private companies. Many large-scale projects 
have been implemented in metropolitan cities through this process. 

3.3.2. Plans for “Risky” and “Reserve” Areas 
Earthquakes have had hazardous effects on the urban areas of Turkey through-
out history. After the 1999 Marmara Earthquake, one of the most devastating 
earthquakes, the central government started to develop plans and projects to 
minimize the negative effects of future earthquakes. However, these efforts were 
not satisfactory, and a new regulation called the Regeneration of Areas under 
Disaster Risk (No. 6306) was enacted in 2012. It is also known as the Urban Re-
generation Law. The basic purpose of this law is to define the procedures and 
principles on planning and transformation of risky areas and risky buildings.  

According to the law, the Ministry of Urbanization and Environment is the 
main institution responsible for preparing plans and applications of the law. As 
the core issues in the law, three concepts are defined: risky areas, risky buildings 
and reserve areas. While risky areas are defined as “the areas which may cause 
loss of life and property due to the properties of the ground or the conditions of 
the buildings” (Eren & Özcevik, 2015), reserve areas are defined as areas for 
“new settlements to be deployed in implementations to be carried out as per this 
law” (Tarakçı & Özkan 2015). Both are identified and approved by the Cabinet 
of Ministers. After a decision, the buildings in a risky area are demolished and 
redeveloped by the relevant public institution, the Mass Housing Authority 
(TOKİ),or the private sector. 

However, with the law, the central government has acquired superpowers: 
“the power to decide which area will be subject to regeneration, the power to 
make plans, and the power to decide which construction company will be 
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enrolled (Eren & Özcevik, 2015).” As a new powerful and flexible urban regula-
tion tool, the Law No: 6306 is above all a set of planning regulations. It means 
that central government can “make redevelopment plans and open new devel-
opment areas in every possible piece of land without any significant restriction” 
(Eren & Özcevik, 2015). Therefore, actions which are taken under the law No: 
6306 by central government can potentially affect the regional planning system. 

3.3.3. Special Purpose Plans 
The third external factor which affects regional planning in Turkey is special 
purpose planning. There are many different laws which give the right to make 
and approve the plans to different institutions, especially to the ministries for 
special areas (Unsal, 2009). The Conservation Plan, Tourism Development Plan, 
Technology Development Area Plan, Organized Industrial Area Plan, and Spe-
cial Forest Development Plan are some of the examples of special purpose plans 
(Metin & Onay, 2015). 

While these types of plans make the existing planning hierarchy more chaotic, 
they also have another role which makes local authorities less powerful. The role 
can be defined as “smoothing the path for the development projects” (Erkut & 
Shirazi, 2014). The problem emerges from “a tendency of the central govern-
ment in Turkey which to use planning authority through special purpose plans” 
(Erkut & Shirazi, 2014). In the beginning, the function of these plans was to 
protect and conserve natural and cultural assets. However, the central govern-
ment has used special purpose plans to accelerate and facilitate large-scale de-
velopment projects, especially in the last decade. 

When the lack of coordination and cooperation between the local govern-
ments and the central government is taken into consideration, it can be foreseen 
that there would be problems derived from developing large-scale urban projects 
with the help of special purpose plans. These processes make the integration of 
different plan types difficult and affect the regional planning approach nega-
tively. 

4. Problems of Regional Planning in Istanbul 

Istanbul has always been a focal point in the country, both before and after the 
foundation of the republic. Because Istanbul is regarded as the locomotive of 
Turkey’s economic growth, its development has been given special importance. 
In this regard, Istanbul also has a special place in terms of the planning expe-
rience in Turkey. Istanbul’s diverse planning experience reflects the Turkish 
planning system. For instance, the Industrial Regional Plan of Istanbul in 1955 is 
one of the early examples of regional planning in Turkey.  

After this first plan, Istanbul has had three other main plans at the regional 
level until the 2000’s: the 1963 North Marmara Region Plan, the 1980 Metropol-
itan Area Master Plan, and the 1995 Istanbul Metropolitan Area Subregion 
Master Plan. This shows that regional planning practices in Istanbul were not 
dense until the 2000’s. From 2000’s, as a result of Turkey’s efforts to adapt to EU 
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regional policies, new developments regarding regional planning have emerged. 
First, in 2002, the NUTS regional classification was formulated, and the province 
of Istanbul was defined as a region at all NUTS levels. After the NUTS classifica-
tion, as a second important step, the Istanbul Regional Development Agency was 
established in 2008, and officials started to prepare the Istanbul Regional Plan in 
2009. In 2010, the Istanbul Regional Plan, which covers the 2010-2013 period, 
was approved by the Ministry of Development. 

While these developments were occurring, there was another regional plan-
ning study initiated by the Istanbul Metropolitan Municipality (IMM). In 2004, 
IMM and the Ministry of Environment and Forestry signed a contract to trans-
fer the Ministry’s planning authority to IMM. Furthermore, IMM started to 
prepare the Istanbul Environmental Plan, which is, according to the Turkish 
planning hierarchy, one of the plans made at the regional level. In 2009, the Is-
tanbul Environmental Plan was approved by IMM. In 2014, at the end of the pe-
riod of the first plan, the Istanbul Development Agency prepared the second Is-
tanbul Regional Plan, which covers the 2014-2023 period.  

In this section, the problems of regional planning practice in Istanbul are ana-
lyzed with special emphasis placed on actors and power relations in regional 
planning, external factors affecting regional planning, and the content-metho- 
dology problem, all mentioned above. 

4.1. Actors and Power Relations in Regional Planning in Istanbul  

The fragmentation of the planning authority is a chronic problem of the plan-
ning system in Turkey. Such a fragmented legal and institutional structure can 
be clearly witnessed in Istanbul. In many areas of the city, more than one insti-
tution is authorized with planning rights leading to an overlapping of jurisdic-
tions. Figure 5 shows the planning authority areas in Istanbul. According to this 
figure, Ministries have 74% of the planning authority on Istanbul’s land, and 
IMM has 26% of the planning authority. The rate of 74% shows the fragmented 
structure of planning in Istanbul. Also, it shows the power of central government 
and the centralization of planning. 

The lack of clarity in the planning environment not only prevents the execu-
tion of decisive urban policies, but leads to the cancellation of the plans ap-
proved by the councils as well. The case of Istanbul is a stunning example of this 
failure of planning as the Urban Development Plan of Istanbul Metropolitan 
Area (1995) and the Environmental Plan of Istanbul (2007) have been cancelled 
just after coming into force due to their questioning of the authority of the plan-
ning institution. 

Another problem is the lack of coordination between the institutions. This 
structure complicates decision-making, as the decisions in one institution’s plans 
are challenged by another. The planning decision of the third airport in Istanbul 
is a good example to point out the problem. In the Istanbul Environmental Plan 
(2009), an area in Silivri District was defined as a third airport area. However, in  
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Figure 5. Planning authority areas in Istanbul. Source: IMM, 2015. 

 
2012, the Cabinet of Ministers announced a new place for the third airport area 
in Arnavutkoy District and transferred the planning authority of this place to the 
Ministry of Environment and Urbanization. The third airport area in Arna-
vutkoy District had been defined as a forest area in the Istanbul Environmental 
Plan (2009) and should have been protected as a natural resource. 

4.2. Content and Methodology Problem 

Istanbul provides several examples of content and methodology problems of re-
gional planning in Turkey, which are explained in the third section. To point out 
these problems, it is necessary to look at existing plans at the regional level. Al-
though planning legislation defines three types of plans at this level, i.e., the re-
gional plan, the regional spatial strategy plan, and the environmental order plan 
(see Figure 1), Istanbul does not yet have a regional spatial strategy plan that 
was first introduced in the regulation on the “Preparation of Spatial Plans” in 
2014. By the year 2017, the city only has the Istanbul Regional Plan (2014) and 
the Istanbul Environmental Order Plan (2009).  

Because existing planning legislation does not give broad definitions of the re-
gional plan, regional spatial strategy plan and environmental order plan, this 
situation creates chaos among them. The Istanbul Regional Plan (IRP) and the 
Istanbul Environmental Order Plan (IEOP) present these chaotic relationships. 
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IRP sets out an overall regional development vision, strategies and objectives 
for the next decade and acts as a guide for planning and investment decisions for 
Istanbul. As a high level plan, it outlines “Istanbul’s socioeconomic development 
trends, development potential, high priority intervention areas and sectoral tar-
gets, in order to direct those strategic plans to be prepared by public institutions 
including local governments”. 

The vision of the IRP is a “Unique Istanbul: City of Innovation and Culture 
with Creative and Free Citizens.” With this vision, the format of the plan is en-
gendered from 3 main development axes, 23 priorities, 57 strategies, and 476 
objectives and measures. 

The plan has been prepared based on a strategic planning system, and hence it 
has a “strategic” character. However, its strategies are too general and have not 
been related to the spaces of Istanbul. As an illustration, one of the strategies of 
the plan, Strategy 1, is defined as “creating an industrial production structure 
which uses advanced technologies, produces high value-added, and employs 
skilled labor.” Under this strategy, six objectives are employed to strength ten 
the strategy. One of them, Objective 6, is about “transforming the industry by 
taking into account its spatial dimensions; with policies coordinated and inte-
grated with urban renewal in Istanbul.” Therefore, there is an emphasis on the 
need to transform industry in Istanbul, but there is no determination of the in-
dustrial areas which should be transformed. Taking into account the content and 
the format of the IRP, it is possible to say that the plan includes just general 
strategies which are too broad for implementation. 

Other important issues in the plan are the lack of an action plan and economic 
planning. In the “Coordination, Monitoring and Assessment” part of the plan, it 
is explained that “this plan contains high-scale strategies and objectives. To real-
ize all of these strategies and objectives, it is necessary to prepare action plans 
which define sub-strategy documents in priority areas, resources, and responsi-
bilities.” 

Another essential point regarding the IRP is the lack of a monitoring mechan-
ism. In the plan, it is explained that “suggestions and recommendations of the 
stakeholders regarding implementation of the Plan will be gathered, the prob-
lems experienced by the stakeholders in practice will be observed, and informa-
tion and opinions will be collected for evaluation of the Plan.” However, the 
methods for monitoring and assessment of the implementation of the plan are 
not explained. Also, there is even now monitoring and/or assessment report on 
the process of the implementation of the existing plan. 

Second, the actual regional plan in Istanbul is the Istanbul Environmental 
Order Plan (IEOP) approved in 2009 by IMM. The vision of the IEOP is that 
“towards environmental, social and economic sustainability principles, to de-
velop while providing conservation of authentic cultural and natural identity 
and to have global competitiveness and high quality of life.” 

The IEOP has strategic and regulatory characteristics. The plan defines strate-
gies and also defines land uses in coherence with its vision and strategies. It is 
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also explained in the planning notes that “this plan is schematic and land use de-
cisions defined in this plan are general and not binding. In the local plans, these 
land use decisions will be elaborated and finalized.” 

The IEOP, different from the IRP, has an action plan called “plan implemen-
tation phases.” In this action plan, three different phases have been defined. The 
first phase includes 18 action targets, which should be achieved within 10 years. 
The second phase includes 13 targets to be achieved within 10 years. In the third 
phase, success or failure of the implementation of the plan, which is based on a 
feedback and monitoring process, is assessed, and provisions and revisions are 
made if required. However, actors who apply the action plan, methodology, fi-
nancial sources and monitoring mechanism are not defined in the IEOP. There-
fore, an action plan is not binding, and there are no defined public institutions, 
which are responsible for the implementation and monitoring of the IEOP.  

4.3. External Factors Affecting Regional Planning 
4.3.1. High Planning Council Decisions 
As one of the external factors influencing regional planning in Istanbul, deci-
sions of the High Planning Council have significant implications, not only for 
regional planning, but for local planning in Istanbul as well.  

To integrate Istanbul into the global competitive and economic system, the 
central government of Turkey has promoted many mega projects in Istanbul. 
Contemporary, large-scale mega projects are seen as useful tools to accelerate the 
city’s economic development and to strengthen the capacity of its competitive-
ness. Under this logic, Istanbul has witnessed a vast number of mega projects, 
especially over the last fifteen years. Figure 6 shows existing mega projects in Is-
tanbul. The problem here is that most of these projects are not included either in 
regional plans or in local plans. They are not parts of existing planning deci-
sions, but mostly results of High Planning Council decisions. 

4.3.2. Plans for “Risky” and “Reserve” Areas 
As explained in the 4th section, “Risky” areas are defined in the regulation on 
the Regeneration of Areas under Disaster Risk (No. 6306) as areas under risk of  

 

 
Figure 6. Mega projects in Istanbul. Source: http://megaprojeleristanbul.com, 2017. 

http://megaprojeleristanbul.com/
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natural disaster. When an area is declared as a “risky” area, it has to be subject to 
urban transformation. As the responsible authority, the Ministry of Urbaniza-
tion and Environment starts to prepare plans and urban regeneration projects in 
these risky areas. 

After the law No. 6306, also known as Urban Regeneration Law, was enacted, 
one area as a reserve area and 43 areas as risky areas were declared in Istanbul as 
of November 2014 (Eren & Özçevik, 2015). The reserve area, 42,534 hectares in 
total, is also known as the area of the Kanal Istanbul Project and third airport 
(Figure 7). 

4.3.3. Special Purpose Plans 
As mentioned in the 2nd section, the planning authority is fragmented in the 
Turkish planning system. Numerous institutions develop their own plans in 
their authorized areas. Hence, there are many different types of special purpose 
plans in Istanbul, such as conservation plans, tourism development plans, tech-
nology development area plans, urban regeneration plans, industrial area plans 
and so on. 

To explain the existing situation of special purpose plans in Istanbul, discuss-
ing planning for tourism development provides a good base. According to cur-
rent regulation (the law No. 2634 for the Encouragement of Tourism), the Min-
istry of Culture and Tourism has planning authority in the areas of “cultural and 
tourism preservation and development regions” and “tourism centers.” These 
areas are defined in the same law as having a high potential for tourism devel-
opment, and are identified to be evaluated for preservation, utilization, sectoral 
development and planned improvement. Moreover, their boundaries are deter-
mined and declared by the Council of Ministers upon the proposal of the Minis-
try. 

The Ministry of Culture and Tourism has declared many areas in Istanbul as 
tourism centers (Figure 8). In these areas, the Ministry develops tourism plans 
with its own planning approach, which promotes private sector investment and  

 

 
Figure 7. Kanal Istanbul project and third airport area. Source: Ministry of Environment 
and Urbanization, 2017. 
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Figure 8. The distribution of tourism centers in Istanbul. Source: Gezici & Kerimoglu, 2010. 

 
uses a far from holistic regional planning approach. 

Like tourism center plans, there are many different plans for special areas in 
Istanbul. This fragmented structure makes integration and coordination of all 
plans difficult.  

5. Conclusion 

Current regulatory and administrative arrangements regarding “regional devel-
opment” show a common concern about the improvement of regional planning 
practice in Turkey. With the new instruments, such as the regional development 
agency, NUTS regional classification, Regional Development National Strategy, 
and Regional Spatial Strategy Plan, it seems that regional development planning 
in Turkey is getting more important and powerful. However, there are still some 
gaps to fill. 

Most of the challenges come from the existing structure of the planning sys-
tem. The role of planning actors, their power relationships and the relationships 
among plans in the planning hierarchy are not well defined in the actual plan-
ning regulations. Diverse planning actors and their targets intersect with each 
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other in diverse types of plans in the same areas. There is a fragmented planning 
structure in Turkey.  

While the existing planning system is fragmented and has problems that need 
to be solved, improving regional planning in this planning hierarchy is difficult. 
Despite all difficulties, there are recent efforts to improve regional planning in 
Turkey. This article has presented new developments regarding regional plan-
ning in the country and then explains its challenges through the example of Is-
tanbul. These challenges are analyzed under the three categories of “actors and 
power relations,” “content and methodology,” and “external factors.” 

While regional planning practice in Istanbul is examined in this paper, the 
challenges discussed above can be clearly seen. As the most important metropol-
itan area for the economy of Turkey, Istanbul is a large, global city in which 
many different actors compete to get a share from its tremendous development. 
Therefore, the city is also a representative place for the implementation of the 
planning system of Turkey. In this context, regional planning practice in Istan-
bul illustrates the existing regional planning situation in Turkey. 
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