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ABSTRACT
This paper evaluates the fi rst local government-led neighborhood regeneration project in central Istanbul with 
reference to its neighborhood impact and its wider implications for the future of regeneration in the city. From 
a perspective rooted in historical and international comparative planning studies, the research methodology is 
elaborated through an analysis of the evolution of a generic model of contemporary sustainable urban regenera-
tion that provides the analytical framework for the evaluation. A review of the emergence of regeneration in 
Istanbul since the early 2000s establishes the context and rationale for the Sulukule case study. The paper then 
presents an analysis of events which led to the total demolition of the historic Sulukule neighborhood and the 
destruction of its Roma community. These events fl owed from the authoritarian implementation of the Sulukule 
Renewal Area Plan, despite the efforts of civil society organizations to secure the development and implemen-
tation of a community-based alternative plan.

The neighborhood level evaluation explains why the redevelopment of Sulukule should be understood as 
planned gentrifi cation. Evaluation on a wider front is necessary because Sulukule has become the cause celebre 
in a vigorous debate about the purpose, scope, and outcomes of regeneration, which centers on the question 
‘whose Historic Peninsula?’. Many argue that regeneration should be stopped, as it inevitably means planned 
gentrifi cation. But others, including the authors, draw on international experience to argue for the development 
of an Istanbul/Turkish version of sustainable, conservation-led, and community-based neighborhood regen-
eration. More widely still, the Sulukule experience has fuelled growing opposition to regeneration per se, 
epitomized in the slogan ‘no Sulukule here’. Thus the paper concludes by outlining the action needed to move 
toward sustainable regeneration, not only for the city’s central historic neighborhoods, but also for the far more 
numerous poor and deteriorating 20th century neighborhoods where the threat is not from gentrifi cation, but 
from the next earthquake.
Keywords: evaluation and earthquake threat, gentrifi cation, Istanbul, renewal area, Sulukule, urban and neigh-
borhood regeneration, urban conservation.

1 INTRODUCTION
In 2005, the Fatih District Municipality proposed the designation of the Neslisah Sultan and Hatice 
Sultan neighborhoods as a Renewal Area, under the terms of the newly approved urban conservation 
legislation. This is the fi rst local government-led neighborhood regeneration project in central 
Istanbul. The Renewal Area is within and adjacent to the western section of Theodosian City Walls, 
which is part of the Istanbul World Heritage Site, currently under threat of being transferred to the List 
of World Heritage in Danger, because of inadequate conservation action. The Renewal Area Plan is the 
basis of the comprehensive redevelopment of the neighborhood, which was the home of the historic 
Sulukule Romany community. There was no formal consultation with the residents prior to the desig-
nation of the Renewal Area being approved by the Greater Istanbul Metropolitan  Municipality 
(GIMM) and the central government’s Council of Ministers. Residents learnt of the Mayor’s intention 
to demolish their neighborhood through the press. In July 2006, the Fatih  Municipality signed a 
Protocol with the GIMM and TOKI (the government’s mass housing construction agency) for the 
demolition and comprehensive redevelopment of the Sulukule neighborhood. This marked the begin-
ning of an innovative neighborhood regeneration process, which has resulted in the near total 
demolition of the neighborhood and the destruction of the local, mainly Roma,  community. In 2007, 
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a parallel, community-planning process was initiated by the residents’ association and NGOs. But this 
process did not get beyond an embryonic stage and was not able to develop and secure the implemen-
tation of a rehabilitation-based alternative plan. Rebuilding began in  summer 2010, but it is likely that 
very few of the original residents will return to their neighborhood – certainly none of the former ten-
ants. The Sulukule regeneration experience was a disaster for the local community. However, if lessons 
are learnt and acted on, history may record that it was an important milestone on the route toward an 
Istanbul version of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration.

2 SUSTAINABLE URBAN AND NEIGHBORHOOD RENEWAL: AN EVOLVING 
INTERNATIONAL CONSENSUS AND A GOAL FOR ISTANBUL

Our analytical approach to urban and neighborhood regeneration is rooted in historical and interna-
tional comparative planning studies perspectives. From these perspectives, the research methodology 
is elaborated through an analysis of the evolution of a generic model of contemporary sustainable 
urban regeneration. This model provides the analytical framework for the evaluation of the Sulukule 
experience in its Istanbul context.

The evolving contemporary concept of sustainable regeneration integrates social, economic, and 
environmental components of urban and neighborhood regeneration. This analysis argues that this 
concept, and the practice which it underpins, embodies lessons from the experience of four succes-
sive, previous (but partially overlapping) generic models of urban and neighborhood regeneration. 
The fi rst model was comprehensive clearance and redevelopment, which was succeeded by neigh-
borhood rehabilitation and community development. A period dominated by property-led 
regeneration was followed by a transitional period of integrated area regeneration, which paved the 
way for the contemporary model of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration, which is 
informing regeneration practices across the EU.

The following analysis elaborates this evolutionary process by reference to UK experience, but 
there is an evolving international consensus in favor of developing the capacity to deliver sustainable 
regeneration as a major component of a 21st century transition to sustainable urban development. 
The application of these models, adapted to different national conditions, is identifi able in many EU 
countries [1–3]. The analysis concludes that policy makers in Istanbul and Turkey have begun to face 
up to the challenge of charting Istanbul’s route to sustainable urban regeneration and that the impact 
of the Sulukule experience should be evaluated in this context. Thus our approach is to draw on 
international experience to evaluate the impact of the regeneration process at two levels. The fi rst 
level is an assessment of the impact on the historic neighborhood itself, with reference to both the 
place and to the people who were living there when the regeneration process began. However, the 
Sulukule Renewal Area is the fi rst neighborhood regeneration project to be implemented in central 
Istanbul, but it has been widely, indeed internationally, condemned in terms of its negative social and 
cultural heritage impact. Thus, the second level is evaluation of the wider impact on the future regen-
eration of the Historic Peninsula and on the many other poor quality, deteriorating, and earthquake 
vulnerable neighborhoods elsewhere in Istanbul. Our approach is informed by internationally 
accepted methods which defi ne evaluation as:

‘… an assessment, as systematic and objective as possible, of an ongoing or completed project, 
programme or policy, its design, implementation and results. The aim is to determine the 
 relevance and fulfi lment of objectives, developmental effi ciency, effectiveness, impact and 
 sustainability. An evaluation should provide information that is credible and useful, enabling 
the incorporation of  lessons learned into the decision-making process …’ (OECD / DAC [4]).

The research data have been derived from the application of a combination of research techniques. 
In our desk-based research, a survey of the academic and professional literature, together with an 
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analysis of Web sites and press reports over eight years have been important secondary sources. Our 
consultancy work for Istanbul municipalities in the period 2002–2006 enabled us to understand the 
perspectives of key offi cial actors in metropolitan and district municipalities [5]. In 2006–2007 we 
were engaged in participant observation in Sulukule, as invited and unpaid consultants to the Human 
Settlements Association and the Accessible Life Association, providing the technical community 
planning input for an EU funding proposal and participating in initial community planning work. 
Through many informal discussions with activists and related desk research, we developed our 
understanding of the scope and limitations of the role of NGO and community organizations in 
Istanbul. Most recently our ongoing MSFAU funded project has enabled us to undertake further desk 
research and discussions with key actors.

2.1 20th century regeneration solutions to the legacy of 19th century urbanization

The term ‘urban renewal’ originated in the USA in the 1960s. It refers there, and in many other 
countries, to the redevelopment or rehabilitation of older parts of cities, including their central busi-
ness areas. Urban renewal in the USA often meant the displacement of low-income communities, to 
create space for more profi table offi ce, commercial, and luxury residential development, or the pro-
vision of transport facilities [6]. But across the welfare states of Europe, urban renewal originated in 
the housing reform movement of the late 19th century, which emerged in response to the appalling 
urban conditions of industrial capitalism. Whilst property development pressures resulted in the 
destruction of some housing in city centers, this was minimal compared with the impact of urban 
renewal justifi ed and implemented as a means of improving housing and environmental conditions 
of the urban poor [7].

In the context of the post-war social democratic consensus of the 1950s through to the early 
1980s, urban renewal evolved as the state’s response to the impact of economic and social inequality 
on the standard of mass housing provision. The key issue was, and still is, the gap between the qual-
ity of accommodation which low-income families could afford (the effective demand which 
determines market provision) and an evolving defi nition of minimum socially acceptable living 
conditions.

In the UK, attempts to bridge this gap generated two models of housing-led neighborhood 
renewal [7]. The fi rst was large-scale comprehensive clearance and redevelopment. The applica-
tion of this model replaced privately owned slum houses with social housing which was built, 
owned, and managed by local municipalities to re-house the poor at rents they could afford. But the 
process was top down and authoritarian. The replacement of 19th century slums by 20th century 
neighborhood designs at lower densities was held to require the clearance of large areas before 
 re-building began. But the reduction in density meant that many families were re-housed in new, 
‘overspill’ estates of high-rise blocks of fl ats on the edges of cities. This dispersal disrupted com-
munities and created long journeys to work. The principle of expropriating private landlords in the 
interests of poor tenants had been politically acceptable. But when the bulldozers moved to more 
mixed tenure neighborhoods, there was growing opposition to expropriation from low-income 
homeowners who preferred to improve their homes and stay in their neighborhoods.

Furthermore, the end of the post-war boom brought cuts in public expenditure which dramatically 
reduced the construction of the replacement social housing. In this context, the UK government 
commissioned studies to assess the feasibility of private sector–led comprehensive redevelopment 
which would allow for the re-housing of local residents in the new houses. But these studies emphat-
ically and predictably concluded that it was not possible to both re-house residents in private housing 
at costs they could afford and secure a high enough rate of return to make the investment profi table. 
Private sector-led redevelopment of poor neighborhoods would lead to displacement.
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Thus from the late 1960s there was a gradual shift to neighborhood rehabilitation and commu-
nity development based on the state provision of fi nancial assistance (grants and below market rate 
loans) to subsidize homeowners in poor neighborhoods who wanted to improve their houses [8]. In 
parallel, local government delivered environmental infrastructure improvements to further encour-
age owners’ investment. During the 1970s, in the UK and other countries, local neighborhood 
partnerships between municipalities and residents jointly planned these modest environmental 
improvement schemes. This was the fi rst signifi cant experience of community participation in neigh-
borhood regeneration.

Initially this was a demand-led approach, with the likelihood that those in greatest need – the 
poorest owners who could not afford their 50% and the tenants of landlords who ‘milked’ their prop-
erties by minimizing expenditure on maintenance and repair – would not be able to participate. 
Moreover, critics argued that the newly emerging trend of ‘gentrifi cation’ in London would be mag-
nifi ed by this subsidized neighborhood rehabilitation process [9]. Thus Blair [10], infl uenced by his 
American experience, warned that:

‘...rehabilitation is not the panacea it is claimed to be. All past attempts at rehabilitation lead 
to the same results: ‘gentrifi cation (the displacement of existing residents by high income 
groups).... for the lower paid, the immigrant, the aged and families under stress, rehabilitation 
is one big ‘notice to quit’ (p. 126).

Indeed, these limitations became increasingly apparent in the early 1970s and policy was changed 
to enable state resources to be more effectively targeted to the poorest households and to minimize 
gentrifi cation. Higher grant rates (up to 90% of the cost of works) were made available to poor 
owner-occupiers on a means-tested basis. Local municipalities were given enhanced powers to com-
pel landlords to use subsidies to improve their properties but with controlled rent increases, which 
existing tenants could afford. Municipalities also had increased powers to acquire voluntarily, or by 
expropriation, the properties of landlords who did not want to use the subsidies. They could then 
improve and maintain them as part of the council’s social rented stock. Alternatively, they could 
transfer them to social housing associations which improved them and made them available at low, 
subsidized rents affordable for the neighborhood’s poor families, together with the properties that 
the associations themselves acquired and improved in the area.

This more interventionist approach stimulated a combination of public and private investment that 
enabled some of the poorest neighborhoods in low demand areas of provincial cities to be signifi -
cantly improved, with a minimum of gentrifi cation. Moreover, it was increasingly acknowledged 
that although physical renewal was important, social and economic renewal was needed to address 
the many facets of urban deprivation. Hence, the concept of community development was intro-
duced through a series of government sponsored pilot projects. This broadened the scope of 
neighborhood regeneration to include local action, which improved education and employment 
opportunities and access to welfare benefi ts and also enabled residents to develop the skills needed 
to campaign for and become involved in the delivery of neighborhood improvement projects.

The threat of gentrifi cation in the UK was greatest in the favorably located Conservation Areas in 
London. The ‘cause celebre’ was the Covent Garden Conservation Area. Kocabas’ research demon-
strated how the worst excesses of gentrifi cation were mitigated in the 1970s and 1980s [11]. 
Throughout the 1970s, the Covent Garden Community Association successfully opposed the Greater 
London Council’s 1971 local plan for comprehensive redevelopment of the former market area and 
its environs for offi ces, shops, and relatively expensive private housing. In 1978 this plan was 
replaced by a pioneering, community-led plan based on the conservation of the historic buildings 
and the provision of social housing for local residents to minimize displacement.
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However, during the early stages of implementation, the Conservatives won control of the GLC 
and the advent of the Thatcher administration in 1979 resulted in a weakening of the planning sys-
tem in favor of development interests. In the changed political and economic circumstances of the 
1980s, the historic fabric was conserved, but much of the proposed social housing was replaced by 
private housing and market forces were allowed to change the area into a major retail and tourist 
attraction. However, Kocabas’ longitudinal evaluation concluded that the displacement of the low-
income community was not the rapid and coercive process that would have resulted from the 
implementation of the original comprehensive redevelopment plan. Moreover, the Covent Garden 
community plan experience established a model that has been used particularly since the end of the 
1980s as a basis for progressive municipalities restraining gentrifi cation by giving a higher priority 
to the needs of low-income households. More widely still, this high profi le community planning 
process, was one of the pioneering neighborhood initiatives which inspired the development of a 
generation of community planners and community architects.

In the context of the increasing impact of globalization during the 1980s, the post-war social 
democratic consensus gave way to neo-liberal economics and politics. Social reform-driven neigh-
borhood regeneration programs lost their momentum as priority was given to property-led 
regeneration [12]. In London, gentrifi cation gathered momentum as the changing structure of the 
city’s economy from industrial to service sector employment led to a major increase in the size of 
the middle classes who expanded into hitherto working class areas with the result that ‘... inner 
London has been gentrifi ed with a vengeance’ [13] But there was an alternative. Thus Hamnett 
endorses Fainstein’s argument that in the 1980s more could have been done to mitigate the negative 
effects of fundamental economic forces, in terms of citizen participation and a redistribution of the 
benefi ts of growth [13, 14].

The new policy driver was the concept of urban regeneration as a process that contributes to the 
economic development of cities, particularly through large-scale, private sector oriented, property 
led-fl agship projects. This shift was dominated by the regeneration of the London Docklands in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s for major new offi ce complexes, luxury housing, marinas, and other lei-
sure facilities. Later, many provincial cities initiated fl agship projects, which were implemented 
through the 1990s. This experience created the capacity of public sector and private sector stake-
holders to work in public–private partnerships, in which modest public sector resources were used 
to lever in major private resources. But the emphasis on fl agship projects was increasingly criticized 
as it became clear that large mixed-use redevelopment projects brought few benefi ts to the poor 
neighborhoods in their immediate vicinity (Loftman and Nevin [15]).

Thus, from the early 1990s, the emphasis of policy shifted toward integrated area-based regen-
eration [16, 17]. In the UK, neighborhood regeneration programs were enhanced as new legislation 
gave local authorities powers and resources to implement Renewal Areas, targeted to poor neighbor-
hoods, using updated grant systems [18, 19]. These Renewal Areas were characterized ‘housing 
plus’ as they were more broadly based than their 1970s predecessors and had a stronger local eco-
nomic component. They also often incorporated small-scale community-based redevelopment 
projects with provision for local re-housing, which were supported by local residents. But the crucial 
initiative was the development of area-based programs at the larger scale of districts with some 
25,000 residents, rather than the 3000–6000 populations of the neighborhood programs. In the UK 
this approach of broadly based, participatory neighborhood programs was integrated with a local 
fl agship economic project that combined public and private sector investment to create local jobs for 
local people.

The 1992 Rio Earth summit prompted some academics and practitioners to re-think urban devel-
opment from a global climate change perspective. For example, analysts identifi ed the potential for 
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house-building and neighborhood regeneration programs to improve the energy effi ciency of the 
housing stock and contribute to more sustainable urban development by drastically reducing CO2 
emissions [20]. But initially this re-conceptualization had only a very limited impact on urban regen-
eration practice. Nonetheless there was a developing debate about the meaning of the term 
‘sustainable urban development’, which was gradually sharpened around the consensus that this 
meant that the ecological footprint of cities and towns must be reduced. However, as Couch & 
Denneman [21] pointed out, government policy was ambivalent about minimizing the environmen-
tal impact of economic development – it was at best ‘light green’. At local level, their sustainability 
appraisal of the conservation-led Liverpool Rope Walks Integrated Area Action Plan revealed the 
application of community planning methods such as a ‘planning weekend’ in which 250 people 
participated. The resultant projects were built into an action program, being implemented through a 
local partnership which aimed to ensure that the benefi ts of regeneration accrued to local residents 
and businesses, thus minimizing gentrifi cation. But overall there was little concern for environmen-
tal sustainability, for example, there was no mention of energy effi ciency or renewable energy. The 
standard textbook of the time [22] was similarly limited, with environmental issues being treated in 
traditional physical planning terms, rather than in terms of ecological footprint.

2.2 The emergence of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration as a contribution to the 
21st century transition to sustainable urban development

However, by building on the applications of earlier models, cutting edge practice is now developing 
an ecological dimension that is moving toward the implementation of sustainable urban and neigh-
borhood regeneration.

Most cities and large towns in the UK, as elsewhere in Europe, are working to put into practice the 
principles of sustainable urban regeneration by developing and implementing policies and programs 
of projects through what can be described schematically as a ‘dual approach’. This aims to provide 
the modern physical infrastructure demanded by the growth and re-structuring of urban economies 
through large-scale private sector led ‘prestige projects’. But these projects are now conceived as 
part of a dual strategy that addresses the problems of adjacent or nearby poor neighborhoods, through 
public sector-led and community-based neighborhood programs that provide new and/or retrofi tted 
homes in upgraded neighborhoods, with minimum displacement of existing residents. Furthermore, 
both these components aim to improve environmental conditions and reduce the ecological footprint 
of urban regeneration by using sustainable construction methods.

The defi ning characteristic of the dual approach is the integration of large-scale mixed-use eco-
nomic regeneration projects with socially oriented neighborhood regeneration, through mechanisms 
which provide regeneration benefi ts to poor people in adjacent or nearby poor neighborhoods. In the 
UK, ‘planning obligations’ require house-builders to partner with housing associations to provide up 
to 40% of affordable social housing in each of their developments, thus creating socially mixed and 
thus, it is argued, more sustainable neighborhoods [23]. Other community benefi ts include developer 
funded community facilities, job training (especially in construction), and job brokerage schemes. In 
the context of the redevelopment of run-down social rented housing neighborhoods, this approach 
often means introducing a signifi cant proportion of dwellings for sale to make the project fi nancially 
viable and more socially sustainable. This process includes the provision of satisfactory re-housing 
of displaced tenants. However, public policies to produce a social mix can be characterized as a 
‘deliberate gentrifi cation process to change the attractiveness of poor neighborhoods’ [24]. The 
social sustainability impact of such policies – what we would term ‘planned gentrifi cation’ – depends 
critically on the quality of the process of re-housing of displaced tenants.
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Each city develops and applies this approach in a way that takes account of local circumstances. 
This dual approach is exemplifi ed by current urban and neighborhood regeneration action in London. 
The 2004 London Plan articulates a vision of diverse economic growth, social inclusivity to give all 
Londoners the opportunity to share in London’s success, and fundamental improvements in London’s 
environment and use of resources [25]. The plan established a metropolitan regeneration framework 
which identifi ed 28 Opportunity Areas with major development potential. In these areas the Mayor 
works with the London Boroughs and private and NGO/community sectors partners to establish a 
sustainable (re)development program for substantial housing and employment and growth at strate-
gic locations accessible to public transport. This partnership process agrees with the scale of developer 
fi nancial contributions to the provision of community infrastructure, affordable housing, and training 
programs, all of which are designed to minimize gentrifi cation. The implementation program is inte-
grated with the implementation of the socially oriented and community-based local neighborhood 
renewal strategies of the London Boroughs. This dual approach stands in sharp contrast to the laissez-
faire approach to docklands regeneration in the 1980s and early 1990s.

The 2008 London Plan revisions gave fi rst priority to action to mitigate the impact of climate 
change by reducing carbon emissions from the city’s buildings and transport systems [26]. This 
priority is being increasingly built into urban and neighborhood regeneration programs. Thus, in the 
London Borough of Southwark, a hallmark of the recently agreed development strategy for the 
Elephant and Castle Opportunity Area is its very high energy effi ciency standards and high level of 
usage of renewable energy [27]. At the neighborhood level the former (now completed) Bellenden 
Renewal Area is a pilot low carbon community project [27].

In conclusion, this analysis has shown how the application of successive regeneration models has 
contributed to the development of contemporary approaches to sustainable urban regeneration. Thus 
cities in the UK, as elsewhere in Europe, are currently working to deliver sustainable urban regen-
eration by developing and implementing programs of projects through variations of a dual approach 
which:

• provides the modern physical infrastructure for city wide economic development in medium- and 
large-scale commercial redevelopment projects in strategic locations, which are mainly private 
sector fi nanced, often mixed use, and implemented through strategic partnerships;

• addresses problems of poor physical and social conditions in deteriorating neighborhoods, often 
those close to the strategic locations, community-based neighborhood programs that provide new 
and or retrofi tted homes in upgraded neighborhoods, but with minimum displacement of local 
people and which are implemented through neighborhood partnerships; and

• links the two processes by imposing planning obligations on the large-scale commercial develop-
ments that generate benefi ts for community-based neighborhood programs.

Both components are giving increased priority to reducing the carbon footprint of urban regen-
eration by using sustainable construction methods and developing ‘carbon conscious’ regeneration 
partnerships.

Istanbul has recently started to address the challenge of developing its version of sustainable urban 
regeneration, but with little previous experience to build on, other than the ‘top-down’ state funded, 
urban motorway dominated, prestige projects of the fi rst Mayor of the city in the 1980s [28, 11]. 
However, Turkish analysts and decision makers have the opportunity to learn from both the suc-
cesses and the failures of the historical and contemporary experience of European cities. In the 
context of the European harmonization process that began in December 1999, when Turkey was 
accepted as a Candidate Country, a multi-faceted technical exchange process has been developing. 
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The various components include cross-national academic research and teaching and EU funded pro-
jects linking Turkish municipalities and NGOs with their counterparts in Member States. The 
position has now been reached where the goal of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration 
has been adopted by the 2009 National Urban Commission in the following terms:

‘....sustainable urban regeneration is a public sector led process which uses spatial planning to 
guide physical development so that it supports the economic development of cities, improves living 
conditions for those in the poorest and most earthquake threatened neighbourhoods and improves 
the environmental performance of the city, particularly by reducing carbon emissions’ [29, 30].

The paper now turns to a review of the progress during the past decade toward delivering sustain-
able urban regeneration in Istanbul, with particular reference to the Historic Peninsula.

3 URBAN REGENERATION AND THE CONSERVATION OF 
THE HISTORIC PENINSULA

This section establishes the context and rationale for the Sulukule case study in terms of an analysis 
of the emergence of urban and neighborhood regeneration since the early 2000s. This process was 
driven by the acceptance of the need for regeneration as a component of earthquake mitigation 
action and the impact of the ongoing restructuring of the city’s economy. Both these drivers have 
contributed to the re-shaping of the long established processes of urban conservation in the Historic 
Peninsula, which were seen by UNESCO to be failing badly.

3.1 Sustainable urban regeneration for Istanbul: challenge and response

During the past decade, Istanbul planners and decision makers have become increasingly aware of 
the dual challenge of unsustainable urban development: accelerating urban decay and continuing, 
property market-driven urban growth. Hundreds of deteriorating neighborhoods are the legacy of a 
period of explosive urban growth since the 1970s, which saw the city’s population increase from 2 m 
to 10 m, mainly through immigration from rural Anatolia. Huge swathes of mainly informal and 
illegal housing development engulfed the historic central area – see Fig. 1.

Figure 1: Growth of Istanbul (source: adapted from IMP [31], p. 12).
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Until the early 1980s, much of this growth was in the form of self-build ‘gecekondu’ neighbor-
hoods of mainly single storey dwellings, often with a garden attached. Then, in the context of 
economic liberalization, population growth was housed in thousands of illegal, speculative devel-
opments of 4–6 storey blocks of low standard concrete fl ats, constructed illegally to low standards, 
with poor services and minimum environmental standards. In parallel, many of the original squat-
ter neighborhoods were redeveloped and the original low density dwellings were replaced by the 
same type of high density 4–6 storey fl ats. However, much of this housing was built on earthquake 
vulnerable land.

The 1999 Marmara earthquake killed 17,000 people and the destruction or damage of 300,000 
dwellings, commercial buildings, and infrastructure caused losses of 6 billion USD. Subsequent 
research pointed to the likelihood of a much more severe earthquake within 30 years. This estimated 
that 170,000 buildings (18% of the city total) will be heavily or moderately damaged, which will 
cause some 90,000 deaths and 135,000 serious injuries. The then Mayor of Istanbul described the 
earthquake as a wake-up call (Kocabas & Gibson [32]). To mitigate the impact of the earthquake, 
more than a million dwellings will have to be demolished or structurally upgraded in 400 neighbor-
hoods, the homes of 5.2 million people (JICA & GIMM [33]). This pointed unambiguously to the 
need for large-scale neighborhood regeneration programs: life-threatening neighborhoods are the 
antithesis of sustainable development.

The increasing impact of globalization in the late 1980s precipitated de-industrialization, which in 
some parts of the city left a legacy of large semi-derelict land, often in the midst of poor  neighborhoods. 
But the continuing re-structuring and growth of the city’s economy through the 1990s created 
increasing demand for modern offi ce space, new middle and high income housing, retail, leisure, and 
cultural and tourist facilities. These demands generated speculative development pressures, as 
national investors were joined by international investors in promoting profi table redevelopment pro-
jects close to the historic centre. Large mixed-use redevelopment projects began to appear, often in 
locations badly served by public transport and surrounded by poor neighborhoods, which received 
none of the benefi ts of regeneration and in some cases faced gentrifi cation pressures. This develop-
ment pressure resulted in a variety of high profi le projects being proposed in key locations in Istanbul, 
such as the Dubai Towers project and proposals for Galata Port and Haydarpasa (Ozaydin and 
Kocabas [34]). In parallel, more and more new housing for the expanding middle class was con-
structed in the forests and water catchment areas to the north of the city (Gorgulu, et. al. [35]). 
There was an increasingly clear need to guide these development pressures in ways that would 
deliver more sustainable outcomes.

Thus the dual challenge of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration facing Istanbul is 
analogous to that facing London: how to guide mixed-use economic regeneration projects to appro-
priate strategic locations, through processes which ensure that some benefi ts to accrue to adjacent or 
nearby earthquake mitigation-led community-based neighborhood regeneration programs. This sug-
gests that there is scope for adapting the generic models illustrated from the UK experience discussed 
above, but with the adaptation taking full account of the specifi cities of Turkish urbanization pro-
cesses. Since the early 2000s, it has been increasingly acknowledged in Istanbul that the changing 
processes of urbanization are presenting problems and opportunities which require government 
intervention through spatially targeted urban and neighborhood regeneration programs which would 
be the equivalent of those in many EU cities.

The initial response to the challenge was a series of mainly GIMM funded research and develop-
ment projects, which built on the JICA study. This work developed the urban policy agenda and drew 
on the experience of EU countries, at a time when the EU harmonization process began to strengthen 
internationalist perspectives in the Turkish planning community.
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The informal Istanbul Earthquake Master Plan emphasized the importance of making earthquake 
mitigation part of the wider process of urban governance, in particular the importance of integrating 
it with the reform of spatial planning and the development of major urban regeneration programs [36]. 
In parallel our project explicitly focused on identifying the principles of urban and neighborhood 
regeneration as practiced in the UK and other EU countries, including the emerging dual regeneration 
strategy in the Draft London Plan. The study drew on this experience to develop an outline sustainable 
neighborhood regeneration strategy for Istanbul, which embodied the fi rst attempt to develop a 
 Turkish version of the dual approach [2, 29, 37]. These studies marked the inception of the ongoing 
debate about the purpose, scope, and desirable outcomes of urban regeneration in Istanbul. Further 
commissioned research by Istanbul universities developed key themes, particularly the need to inte-
grate land use planning and regeneration through strategic development frameworks and action plans 
[38]. This theme was taken forward in the Zeytinburnu Pilot Project, which produced a strategic 
development framework and a series of action plans [39], which in turn led to the production – but 
behind closed doors – of urban design proposals for neighborhood redevelopment.

Urban regeneration was a major issue in the preparation of formal strategic Master Plans in 
2005–2006, which explicitly aimed to promote a more sustainable pattern of development, directing 
growth away from the north to new sub-centers to the west and east [40]. Drawing on the London 
experience, the 1:25000 Plan included the identifi cation of approximately 50 strategic regeneration 
sites that are intended to accommodate much of the city’s economic growth. There has been some 
progress toward implementation of some of these key sites. Thus a process has emerged which starts 
with the identifi cation of the sites, followed by the preparation of statutory 1:5,000 and 1:1,000 
plans, then the preparation of a design guide and, in parallel with these processes, the initiation of a 
partnership approach involving key stakeholders. This process of moving from planning to imple-
mentation is most advanced in Kartal [11] to the east and Kucukcekmece to the west [41].

But there were no specifi c proposals for identifying priority neighborhoods and with the excep-
tion of Kucukcekmece [41], there has been no progress in the regeneration of poor and 
earthquake-threatened areas built in the 1970s and 1980s. A major reason for the lack of progress 
was the failure of central government to fi nalize the 2005 Draft Urban Regeneration Law. It is in the 
Historic Peninsula where neighborhood regeneration has moved from planning to implementation, 
in processes set in train by new conservation legislation.

3.2 The Historic Peninsula at risk

The evolving debate about the scope, purpose, and methods of regeneration in Istanbul generated the 
proposition that urban conservation should be re-conceptualized as a component of sustainable 
urban regeneration. This was in part prompted by cross-national comparative research and in part by 
the JICA study’s revelation that the historic districts were some of the most vulnerable to earthquake 
damage. In this perspective:

‘The contemporary challenge is to fi nd ways of attracting higher levels of public and private 
investment into the historic districts, in ways that equitably meet the needs of their half million 
(mainly poor) residents and preserve the fabric in ways that also contribute to the city’s 
 economic development. The poor should share the benefi ts of conservation, for example by 
accessing tourist industry jobs and alternative housing, and they should participate fully in 
determining the future of their neighbourhoods, which are the basis of their quality of life, yet 
are at the same time globally signifi cant heritage resources’ ([42], p. 120).

This view did not initially fi nd favor with those who saw urban conservation as a specialized and 
relatively autonomous activity and were skeptical about the rights or capacity of the poor to remain 
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as custodians of cultural heritage. But it is now conventional wisdom to refer to conservation-led 
urban regeneration [43].

But the future of the Historic Peninsula was also at risk because of the ongoing ineffectiveness of 
urban conservation processes and the resultant continuing erosion of the historic built environment. 
In summer 2003, UNESCO threatened to transfer the Historic Peninsula World Heritage Site to the 
List of World Heritage in Danger. The continuing failures of the conservation authorities prompted 
UNESCO technical team visits in 2007, which led to a repeat threat in the year the city won the 
designation of European City of Culture 2010, and 2008, which noted some progress with the devel-
opment of an Area Management Plan but condemned the implementation of the Sulukule Renewal 
Area Plan.

Also in 2005 the Istanbul Historic Peninsula Conservation Oriented Development Plan (IHP-
CODP) was approved and the government announced a 100 million USD allocation for the 
restoration of the City Walls. In the following years the GIMM’s Museum City Project developed 
a digital inventory of all the historic buildings in the area. Urban design schemes were prepared – 
also behind closed doors - for several historic neighborhoods in the east of the Historic Peninsula 
in the Eminonu Municipality. These included proposals for signifi cant demolition and rebuilding to 
the Ottoman street plan with replica Ottoman house types – an approach that dismayed the 
UNESCO teams and the majority of the city’s conservation experts. However, the debate was ini-
tially academic as there were no mechanisms that would enable the CODP to be signifi cantly 
implemented.

In parallel the GIMM carried out the Fatih Earthquake Risk Urban Regeneration Project dur-
ing 2006–2008. This project prepared the Fatih District Emergency Action Plan, based on the 
approach developed by the Zeytinburnu Pilot Project. Thus it focused on the fi rst phase of imple-
mentation – demolition of highest risk buildings, opening up of evacuation corridors and 
emergency gathering areas, etc. The project also prepared the Fatih District Development Action 
Plan which identifi ed major development opportunities and constraints and developed fi nancial 
and organizational models. Detailed earthquake risk assessment identifi ed the 10 highest risk 
neighborhoods all in the western half of the Historic Peninsula. Neighborhood Action Plans 
were prepared for these areas, which were based on urban design projects with three different 
density options for redevelopment. But all this work was also ‘behind closed doors’ with little 
reference to the needs and affordability of local people and no community participation. The 
lack of any effective implementation processes meant that these plans never got off the drawing 
board [3].

But this was not the case with the second and parallel neighborhood regeneration program in 
Fatih, which resulted from the coming into operation of Conservation Law 5366 in June 2005. The 
aim of the legislation is to redevelop and restore deteriorating designated Conservation Areas, by 
establishing residential, commercial, cultural, and tourism related uses, together with enhancing 
public infrastructure. In addition, preventative measures are to be taken against natural disasters and 
historical and cultural property is to be conserved. The legislation provided new powers and signifi -
cant resources to enable district municipalities to designate Renewal Areas in historic districts, for 
which they could develop Renewal Area Plans and implement them through a phased program of 
Renewal Projects. These powers were exercised by a Renewal Board comprising government 
appointed experts (planners, architects, building conservationists) – working in partnership with 
District Mayors and TOKI.

A pre-condition for the implementation of new legislation is political will. In 2004, the newly 
elected AK Party (conservative- pro Islam) Mayor was faced with a recently approved GIMM 
 Conservation Oriented Development Plan and little prospect of follow-up neighborhood action, as 



 A. Kocabas & M.S. Gibson, Int. J. Sus. Dev. Plann. Vol. 6, No. 4 (2011)  431

the GIMM Museum City Project was focused on the eastern part of the Historic Peninsula in the 
 adjacent Eminonu Municipality. However, funds had been allocated for the conservation of the City 
Walls, which form the west, south (Bosphorus), and north (Golden Horn) boundaries of the 
 Municipality and are part of the World Heritage Site. But he inherited the UNESCO de-listing threat 
with its related political, bureaucratic, and technical complexities, together with the prospect of 
continuous negative publicity. In line with common mayoral practice he spent the fi rst year of his 
new term identifying his action priorities. Inevitably, conservation was a priority issue. He was 
aware that new legislation was in the pipeline which would give him an unprecedented opportunity 
for action.

In this context the Mayor developed a phased, conservation-led neighborhood regeneration strat-
egy targeted on 15 areas, most of which are adjacent to or nearby the City Walls – see Fig. 2. 
Sulukule was the fi rst to be targeted, and to date, the only one which has been implemented.

Over time, upgrading these neighborhoods in tandem with restoring the walls would have a major, 
positive image impact and provide the basis for drawing tourists west from the major sites in Suley-
maniye. Given the dominance of the AK Party, the Mayor could reasonably expect two terms and a 
signifi cant impact could be expected within that time span. The Mayor’s proactive approach was 
further indicated by the fact that he was the only Mayor to formally support Istanbul’s successful, 
NGO-led bid in May 2006 to be the European Capital of Culture 2010.

However, critics argue that an underlying issue was that the program of Renewal Areas would 
contribute to the delivery of a pro-Islamist vision embodied in the Museum City Project’s proposed 
recreation of an ‘Ottoman Historic Peninsula’, in the interests of the growing, conservative, and 
Islamist-oriented Istanbul middle class [45]. The substantial redevelopment of the target neighbor-
hoods to much higher housing and environmental standards would enable the better-off members of 
the community to stay in the area and be joined by like-minded newcomers. The realization of such 
a vision would require the neighborhood regeneration program to evolve into the planned gentrifi ca-
tion of the Historic Peninsula.

Figure 2:  Designated Renewal Areas in Historic Peninsula including Sulukule under the 
Conservation Law no. 5366: 2005–2010 ([44], p. 21).
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4 SULUKULE RENEWAL AREA: THE RECORD AND THE CONTROVERSY
In November 2005 the Mayor formally proposed Sulukule as the fi rst Renewal Area – see Fig. 3. 
This proposal was approved in January 2006 by GIMM Council and by the central government 
Council of Ministers in April. Then in July, the Fatih Municipality, TOKI (the government’s housing 
construction agency), and GIMM signed the Renewal Area Protocol which launched the Renewal 
Area planning and implementation process. Later that month, the Sulukule Roma Culture.

Development & Solidarity Association was formed and declared its outright opposition to the rede-
velopment of the neighborhood. This section analyses the implementation of the Renewal Area Plan 
which led to the demolition of the neighborhood and the destruction of its Roma community, despite the 
efforts of civil society organizations to establish and secure the implementation of an alternative plan.

4.1 Neighborhood profi le, key actors, and parallel planning processes

Located alongside and within the Theodosian Walls, Sulukule was one of the poorest neighborhoods 
in Fatih and this was one of the main offi cial reasons for it being selected as the fi rst Renewal Area – 
see Fig. 3. Its two and three storey dwellings, often grouped around informal courtyards, were built 
to high densities in an informal layout. There was minimum provision of basic services and often 
shared basic facilities. In 2005, some 5,000 people lived in the area, 3,500 of whom were Roma. 
Interspersed within the overcrowded houses were a few substantial historical buildings which, with 
the monumental City Walls, constituted the neighborhood’s tangible cultural heritage. But the neigh-
borhood was also host to unique intangible cultural heritage, in that it had been the home of a 
1,000-years-old Roma community that was established as a center for music, belly dancing, eating, 
and fortune telling in Ottoman times. This tradition survived until the 1990s when the entertainment 
houses were arbitrarily, and in some cases, violently closed down by the police, ostensibly on the 
grounds of public safety. This destroyed much of the neighborhood economy overnight as some 
3,000 people lost their livelihood. Many people were left reliant on very low paid and insecure jobs. 
Many musicians became street vendors. Informal systems of credit helped sustain bare subsistence 
and shared adversity strengthened community solidarity, but with self-suffi ciency came isolation. 
The former entertainment houses were rented out as very cheap accommodation, which inevitably 
attracted more poor immigrants to the neighborhood. There was an apparently related increase in the 

Figure 3: Location of Sulukule Renewal Area (July 2005) and a view over the City Walls [46, 47].
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small minority of local people involved in drug abuse and prostitution. Sulukule was left to decay 
until the Law 5366 presented opportunities for drastic municipal action.

The Roma provided entertainment for the Istanbul middle classes but this did not prevent negative 
stereotyping which was used to justify police harassment. This stereotyping was refl ected in a Fatih 
Municipal Council meeting in December 2007. An opposition CHP (Republic Party) spokesperson 
referred to the collapse of the entertainment sector and expressed the view that neighborhood regen-
eration should provide new employment opportunities. He was met by a response from ruling AK 
Party politician that ‘... that place has nothing to do with entertainment. Thirteen, 14 and 15 year old 
girls are forced into prostitution there. ... It is a hotbed of prostitution. It is the bad face of the enter-
tainment sector. We have to change that place’ [48]. These stereotypical views were apparently 
echoed by none other than the former Mayor of Istanbul and now Prime Minister R. Tayyip Erdogan 
who is reported to have ordered the Fatih Mayor ‘to clean the place up’ [45]. This was indicative of 
what many activists and analysts believe to be the underlying reason for Sulukule not only being the 
fi rst Renewal Area, but also for the choice of comprehensive redevelopment, rather than rehabilita-
tion, as the basis of neighborhood regeneration.

The regeneration process to date can be analysed in terms of two parallel planning processes – see 
Fig. 4. The formal ‘offi cial planning, urban design, and implementation process’ was lead by the 
Fatih Mayor, working in Partnership with TOKI and the newly constituted Renewal Board. This 
offi cial process was focused on the preparation and approval of the Renewal Area Concept Plan and 
the Renewal Area re-building projects. The parallel informal community planning processes 
attempted to prepare a substitute alternative community plan. The main actors were the NGOs and a 
neighborhood organization working with a loose network of volunteer human rights activists, plan-
ners, architects, academics, and students – the Sulukule Platform.

4.2 Renewal Area planning, urban design, and implementation processes

The July 2006 Protocol set in motion the application of the generic ‘comprehensive clearance and 
redevelopment model’ of neighborhood regeneration. It established formal aims for the Renewal 
Area which can be summarized as follows: to improve the quality of life of inhabitants, to conserve 
world heritage (both tangible and intangible), to support local socio-cultural and economic develop-
ment, to ensure public participation, and to integrate the neighborhood into the city as a modern, 
inhabitable, and sustainable place [49]. But within this list was the potential confl ict between con-
servation and the development implied by the aims of integration and modernization: from the outset 
the central issue was the balance to be struck between them. The Protocol committed the Municipal-
ity and TOKI to the comprehensive redevelopment of the neighborhood requiring the demolition of 
571 of the 621 dwellings and all the 45 offi ces in the area, which as a means of achieving the aims 
meant that the balance was weighed heavily in favor of development interests. The Municipality’s 
responsibilities were to secure the land for development (by negotiation or expropriation) and to 
demolish the old buildings. TOKI’s responsibility was to redevelop the resultant large site and pro-
vide alternative housing in Tasoluk, some 40 km away. After the Protocol was signed, commissioned 
architects prepared the RA.

Concept Plan and 17 housing projects to meet the brief of ‘one for one’ replacement of dwellings 
and offi ces. But the modern Sulukule was designed completely ‘behind closed doors’, although at 
the end of the year the Municipality announced that the housing would be built in the ‘classical 
 Ottoman Turkish architecture style’.
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In December 2006 the Municipality secured approval, under Law 5366, for the compulsory acqui-
sition of all the properties in the Renewal Area. Residents were then sent a letter that stated that their 
neighborhood was going to be demolished and redeveloped to provide higher quality housing. 
Armed with the right to purchase by compulsion if eventually necessary, Municipality staff began to 
negotiate with individual homeowners to secure their ‘voluntary’ agreement to participate in the 
project by agreeing to exchange their dwelling for a new one in the Renewal Area. In addition, a 
‘housing benefi t’ of 400TL per month was payable to owners if they stayed in their house until they 
moved to their new dwelling. However, only about 10% of homeowners were willing and able to buy 
into the redevelopment project on the basis of the compensation they would receive and their ability 
to service a 15-year mortgage for the balance of the price. However, when they took possession of 
their new house, they would have the option of selling at a signifi cant profi t, as there were no restric-
tions on re-sale.

But the Municipality offered only TL 500 per sq m compensation, compared with values in the 
surrounding neighborhoods of TL 2000 per sq m. This offer did not take into account the ‘market 
value uplift’ that would be realized through the redevelopment process. Not surprisingly, many 
owners refused the Municipality’s offer and demanded a higher level of compensation. The valua-
tion gap inevitably generated property speculation. Some residents were approached by a third 
party who offered a better price, which they accepted. Others, becoming aware of the opportunity 
for a better price, put their homes on the market and sold on. By April 2009, over 65% of owners 
had sold their property to third parties who agreed to make the dwelling available for demolition 
when needed, by evicting tenants as necessary. Critics allege that the Municipality actively encour-
aged this speculative process and there were allegations of AKP members buying houses in the 
neighborhood [50]. The increasing momentum of this piecemeal process of negotiation and trans-
fer of property rights was accompanied by a piecemeal demolition of empty properties marked by 
a cross (in a manner evocative of the bubonic plague) and often accompanied by forced eviction. 
This prompted a precipitate decline in neighborhood conditions, putting further pressure on own-
ers to sell. The overall outcome was that within two and a half years the Municipality reached 
agreements with 530 of the 620 property owners who were given the right to a new home in the 
Renewal Area [51]. Tenants who had no property rights were given the opportunity to become 
homeowners in Tasoluk or they were expected to re-house themselves when their homes were due 
to be demolished. Many of the very poorest tenants lived virtually rent-free in the former entertain-
ment houses. Research by the Sulukule Platform revealed that 60% of tenants paid less than TL200 
(approximately 100 Euros) per month [48]. The pressure to accelerate property acquisition and 
demolition was driven by the fact that to start rebuilding to a modern new layout, the Municipality 
needed complete ownership of at least a signifi cant part of the neighborhood. This pressure drove 
the re-housing process. Tenants who agreed to go to the TOKI estate in Tasoluk were given until 
October 2007 to register for the lottery through which individual families were allocated fl ats. The 
municipality organized visits to the estate and the fi rst lottery allocated some 300 fl ats at the end 
of March 2008 [51]. As re-location got underway, the rate of evictions and demolitions intensifi ed 
(now with riot police in attendance), as did the pressure on families to reach an agreement with the 
Municipality. But faced with relatively high mortgage payments of 275–475 TL (132-246 Euros) 
per month, high fuel bills and maintenance costs, and costly access from the remote location to 
employment, the majority of tenants concluded that their prospective new home were unafforda-
ble. Thus of the 300 or so tenants granted leases in Tasoluk, two-thirds sold their entitlements and 
moved elsewhere and only one-third actually moved to Tasoluk. Of those who moved, the majority 
sold after arriving in Tasoluk. In April 2009 it was claimed that only 27 Sulukule families were 
living in Tasoluk [51].
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4.3 Community planning processes and local and international campaigns

Residents had no involvement with the development of the Protocol and the decision to redevelop 
the area which, ostensibly at least, had been justifi ed by a limited analysis of physical conditions and 
property ownership, with no reference to the needs of the local community. The acquisition, 
 re-housing, and demolition processes were authoritarian and bedeviled by the Municipality’s poor 
communications – see Fig. 5. It was in this situation that energetic and innovative, but ultimately 
unsuccessful, attempts were made to apply the generic ‘neighborhood rehabilitation and community 
development model’, through parallel processes of embryonic community planning and campaign-
ing to stop the offi cial processes – see Fig. 4.

The initial announcements of the Fatih Mayor’s proposals prompted the formation of the Sulukule 
Roma Culture Development and Solidarity Association. In July 2007, at a televised press conference 
alongside the City Walls, Sukru Punduk, chair of the association read the Roma community’s decla-
ration of opposition to the Renewal Area proposals;

‘As a consequence of this project we will have to leave the places in which we have lived for centu-
ries. If the Municipality really wants to preserve Sulukule, we can be offered technical and fi nancial 
assistance for the renovation and repair of our houses. We wish to have Sulukule revived and 
become a positive feature of Istanbul’s cultural and entertainment life; so that we can have employ-
ment opportunities generated for the young-elderly-women-men, simply everybody’ ([48], p. 43).

This encapsulated a very different vision of the future of Sulukule and set the parameters for all 
subsequent efforts to develop an alternative plan. The fi rst initiative was cooperation with the Acces-
sible Life Association (ALA), an NGO with a mission that included supporting Roma communities 
in Istanbul and the Human Settlements Association (HSA), an NGO focused on promoting participa-
tory planning and urban conservation in Istanbul. These NGOs and the Association formed a 
partnership and recruited us as volunteers to help them to submit an application to the EU delegation 
in Ankara for the funds to develop a community-based alternative plan for the Renewal Area. This 
project – the Sulukule Roma Neighborhood Development Project – was to fund a technical assis-
tance team to work intensively over a year with the local community and the Municipality to create 
a community planning process that drew on the experience of neighborhood regeneration in EU 
cities [53]. The proposal was submitted in October 2006 and a grant of 139,000 Euros was approved 
in April 2007, subject to fi nal administrative agreements.

Figure 5: Sulukule demolition phase [52].
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In the meantime these NGOs contributed to ‘Sulukule 40 Days and 40 Nights’, a program of 
events in April 2007 designed to celebrate Roma culture and undermine the negative stereotyping of 
the Roma community of Sulukule. This Roma support mobilization process evolved into an Istan-
bul-wide, loosely coordinated NGO network – the ‘Sulukule Platform’ – to campaign to stop the 
Renewal Area Plan and give time to prepare an alternative. The NGO partnership then worked with 
a University College London student project led by academics with strong links to United Nations 
human rights organizations. This brief project prepared an initial baseline study using secondary 
data and stakeholder interviews which demonstrated the case for, and outlined the potential content 
of, a community-based and rehabilitation-led alternative plan [54]. The presentation of this study at 
a Sulukule Platform meeting in May 2007 held in the new offi ces of the ECOC 2010 agency was 
accompanied by the fi rst public presentation of the Renewal Area Concept Plan by the Municipal 
staff [57]. After this meeting, the Sulukule Platform initiated various attempts to establish a formal 
Protocol for collaborative working with the Municipality, but without success. From this point, the 
Platform concentrated on campaigning and legal actions.

In parallel, the ALA-HSA team to be funded by the EU was established as an informal working 
group. Initial capacity building focused on developing a shared understanding of community-based 
neighborhood regeneration and programming of work. A dialogue was established with the Munici-
pality’s technical team. This produced a modest but still inadequate increase in the redevelopment 
density and a commitment for Municipal staff to share an offi ce in the neighborhood. Although the 
grant contract had yet to be signed, the EU Ankara offi ce allowed the project to be formally launched 
at the end of June [58, 59]. Continuing on a limited voluntary basis, a community profi ling survey 
was designed and undertaken during the summer by members of the team, coordinated by a planning 
academic as part of his PhD research. Amongst other things, this survey documented for the fi rst 
time the number and composition of tenants, the importance of the close-knit kinship ties, and 
revealed that the income of more than half the households was less than the monthly mortgage pay-
ments in Tasoluk.

The parallel campaigning, loosely coordinated through the Platform, was focused on the argu-
ment that the human rights of the Roma residents were being violated by them being forced to leave 
their homes. It was this issue that mobilized support from a range of international organizations and 
had been raised at the outset by a letter from the European Center for Romani Rights to Prime Min-
ister Erdogan in September 2006. But in January 2008, the Turkish Grand National Assembly 
(Parliament) Human Rights Commission concluded that ‘...there was no evidence of Roma culture 

Figure 6:  TOKI Tasoluk apartments 40 km away from the Sulukule Renewal Area and the scaled 
model for the proposed project ([55, 56]).
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being destroyed and human rights violation in Sulukule’ and closed the case [60]. Another path of 
resistance was through the courts. During 2007, fi ve court cases and petitions were initiated by or on 
behalf of the Association both to the Turkish courts and then to the European Court of Human 
Rights. Faced with the publicity generated by this extraordinarily high profi le campaign the Renewal 
Area Board, which is responsible for approving the Renewal Plan, felt obliged to hold a hearing in 
the neighborhood in November 2007. The Board said they would consider residents’ views before 
approving the Plan but they approved the Plan on the next working day. The following week, ironi-
cally after months of lobbying, the case for and against the Plan was debated by the Mayor and the 
NGOs at a meeting in the EU Parliament – see Fig. 4.

In November 2007, the task of preparing a community-based alternative plan was made yet more 
complex with the formation a second, non-Roma neighborhood association that supported the Plan. 
This gave public expression to the split in the community, with a sizeable minority of Islamically 
oriented residents supporting the view that the neighborhood had degenerated and needed to be 
cleaned up [45]. However, at the same time the evolving capacity to develop a community planning 
process suffered a major setback. The AHA–HSA partnership had been beset by internal confl ict 
about how the EU grant should be administered and for several months had allowed this to delay 
signing the contract. This impasse caused the EU delegation to withdraw the grant offer in December 
2007, ending all prospects of the minimum level of sustained and experienced technical aid needed 
for community planning being available to Sulukule.

But the struggle continued and in January, the Sulukule Platform volunteers organized a petition 
opposing the approved Renewal Area Plan, which was signed by 167 academics and 448 supporters. 
In a change of tack they took the Municipality to court in an attempt to increase the number of listed 
buildings to the point where Renewal Plan would have had to go back to the drawing board. But this 
was only partially successful as a few buildings were added and their demolition stopped, but in 
some cases, listed buildings were illegally demolished. The accelerating destruction prompted 
strong and sustained criticism from the UNESCO World Heritage Commission in their reports in 
mid-2008 and mid-2009, which condemned ‘... the destruction of tangible and intangible cultural 
attributes and the dispersal of communities through a programme of planned gentrifi cation by local 
authorities … in a development rather than a conservation project’ [61]. A regrouping of the plan-
ning and architecture volunteers created the STOP initiative led by other MSFAU academics and the 
Chambers of Architects and Planners. In Autumn 2008, an outline plan was produced which pre-
served the historical street pattern, proposed the inclusion of smaller and cheaper dwellings to meet 
the needs of those who have left as well as those who have bought into the new project and proposed 
halting speculation by restricting re-sale of new houses for fi ve years. They frankly described this as 
an advocacy plan, rather than a community plan as there was no direct involvement of local resi-
dents. It was argued that as demolition was reaching its fi nal stages, an archaeological assessment 
should be undertaken and the time taken should be used to modify the approved Plan. The alterna-
tive plan was presented to the Mayor, NGOs, and neighborhood representatives, but received a cool 
reception from the Municipality. An update of the Plan ‘within two weeks’ was requested by the 
Director of TOKI in July 2010 and was provided, but subsequent discussions failed to secure changes 
in the proposed housing.

In December 2009 contracts were let for the fi rst phase of rebuilding of Sulukule. But there were 
delays as organizations protested the destruction of the archaeological heritage. Old buildings with 
shallow foundations which had protected archaeological remains were about to be replaced by the 
much deeper foundations of the new development, especially the underground car park. But the fi rst 
phase of housing is now well underway with a target date for completion of July 2011 and it is likely 
that the full redevelopment program will be implemented. Thus an unprecedented campaign to stop 
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the implementation of an unprecedented Renewal Area Plan generated intensive debate which 
achieved an international profi le. But this intense activity yielded only token adjustments to the 
offi cial plan and the newly established implementation processes.

The explanation lies in the fact that the parallel planning processes were working to realize two 
competing and very different visions of the future of Sulukule. The Mayor’s redevelopment vision 
involved the application of the generic ‘comprehensive clearance and redevelopment model’. In the 
traditional ‘top-down’ Turkish governmental system and culture, this vision and process had been set 
in stone at the time of the Renewal Protocol. Community planning did not get beyond an embryonic 
stage as it was entirely dependent on volunteers. Thus by the time the basic application of the ‘neigh-
borhood rehabilitation and community development model’ had been formulated, it was impossible 
for the authorities to row back from comprehensive redevelopment for both practical cost reasons 
and political reasons.

5 IMPACT ON SULUKULE AND PROSPECTS FOR SUSTAINABLE URBAN 
REGENERATION IN ISTANBUL

This section fi rst evaluates the ongoing Sulukule neighborhood regeneration process in terms of the 
extent to which it has fulfi lled its objectives and its impact on Sulukule as a place and on the people 
who were living there when the process began. Then the wider evaluation assesses the likely impact 
on the future of the Historic Peninsula and on the prospects for sustainable neighborhood regenera-
tion in Istanbul. Both levels of evaluation are developed with reference to the generic models 
identifi ed earlier in this paper.

5.1 Sulukule Renewal Area fi ve years on: impact on place and people

Since 2006, the Sulukule neighborhood has been almost totally demolished and temporarily 
 de-populated. The Mayor has set a target date 2011 for completion of the fi rst phase of rebuild-
ing, so it is likely that he will have achieved his objective of redeveloping Sulukule within a 
six- or seven-year period, which is reasonable in comparison with experience in other countries. 
But the Sulukule Platform’s assessment of the project against its stated aims argues that it has 
failed to improve the quality of life of residents and to conserve cultural heritage. However, this 
assessment does not deal with the issue of the balance between conservation and development 
aims. The Mayor certainly will have achieved the development aims of integration and 
 modernization by applying the generic ‘comprehensive redevelopment model’. The modifi ed 
redevelopment model which phases clearance and re-building to facilitate local re-housing, now 
used in England and elsewhere, was never considered, as the latent aim of the project was to 
change both the physical and social structure of Sulukule. The potential impact of applying the 
generic ‘neighborhood rehabilitation and community development model’ was raised through the 
embryonic community planning processes, but was not seriously considered. The basic decision 
in all neighborhood regeneration programs – the balance between clearance and rehabilitation – 
was taken behind closed doors, with no community involvement. The Mayor considered this 
decision irreversible, hence there were only minimalist responses to sustained criticism from 
UNESCO and the Sulukule Platform. The resulting modern housing development will be 
regarded very positively by the new owners of Sulukule but will remain condemned by some as 
the antithesis of conservation and interpreted by others as the harbinger of ‘the Ottoman Historic 
Peninsula’.

Only a very few listed buildings are left in the area, some repaired, others waiting for repair. The 
commitment to comprehensive redevelopment meant that tangible cultural heritage was not given 



440 A. Kocabas & M.S. Gibson, Int. J. Sus. Dev. Plann. Vol. 6, No. 4 (2011) 

a high priority as it was not possible to design around a signifi cant number of isolated historical 
buildings. Hence attempts by the Sulukule Platform to increase the number of listed buildings had 
little success and some listed buildings were illegally demolished, despite objections from GIMM-
Kudeb [62]. Similarly, the Renewal Board failed to assess the archaeological heritage of a site 
occupied at least since Byzantine times in advance of construction work which would destroy any 
remains forever.

For most people living in Sulukule in 2005 the impact has been negative. Some of the resident 
owners could afford to purchase the right to be re-housed in Sulukule when it is re-built – they 
will be ‘returnees’ – whilst others reluctantly took the compensation and moved to cheaper 
accommodation elsewhere, often to adjacent neighborhoods. The tenants had no property rights. 
Many were evicted and re-housed themselves, initially with friends and family within the shrink-
ing neighborhood housing stock, and eventually elsewhere. However, tenants were eventually 
offered fl ats in Tasoluk but few moved there and most of those who did soon left. The long dis-
tance re-location away from informal employment opportunities and the fragmentation of 
community mutual support systems meant that many could not keep up with the mortgage pay-
ments, so they sold and moved on, many returning to cheap rented property in old central 
neighborhoods [63]. It is not clear who will be living in Sulukule in two or three year’s time. The 
‘returnees’ will be one group. But the newcomers will mainly be those people to whom Sulukule 
owners sold, or the ‘third party people’ to whom the municipality sold properties it bought, either 
by negotiation or by expropriation from Sulukule owners. But the impact of increasing specula-
tive sales of property rights means that some of the people who will fi rst occupy the new Sulukule 
houses have not yet purchased them [64]. However, it is clear that Sulukule will have been trans-
formed from a poor, diverse community to a prosperous and predominantly conservative 
middle-class neighborhood.

This outcome means that the Mayor used the powers of Law 5366 to implement the ‘top-down’ 
planned gentrifi cation of Sulukule. He developed and implemented a neighborhood regeneration 
project which would have the inevitable impact of displacing many relatively poor homeowners 
and tenants. This raises the question of how the Mayor could repeat the claim, in the face of a 
continuous barrage of criticism, that this was ‘the most social project in Istanbul’, when it was 
clear from the outset that the intention was to radically change both the physical fabric and the 
social structure of the neighborhood. A partial explanation may be the Municipality’s rudimen-
tary understanding of the social structure, property ownership rights, and community life in 
Sulukule. The claim of a social project may have rested on two key, but ultimately false, assump-
tions. The fi rst was that despite the house prices generated by low density and high housing, a 
higher proportion than was the case of homeowners would be able to return to the redeveloped 
neighborhood to enjoy a much improved quality of life. The second was that the relocation to a 
better quality neighborhood Tasoluk would also mean a better standard of living, and be socially 
and economically feasible for most of Sulukule’s 2005 low income owners and tenants,  irrespective 
of its location.

The fi nancial and human resources to develop a ‘bottom-up’ application of the ‘neighborhood 
rehabilitation model’ were not available and the model cannot be developed by volunteers alone. But 
the informal planning processes in Sulukule demonstrated the possibilities for the application of this 
model in Istanbul. This would however mean the development of partnership working between the 
authorities and civil society organizations which has to emerge. However, the prospects of such a 
development will have been signifi cantly enhanced, if the Sulukule cause celebre, like the Covent 
Garden cause celebre serves to inspire a generation of planners and architects to commit to commu-
nity-based sustainable neighborhood regeneration.
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5.2 Impact on the prospects for the sustainable regeneration of the historic central neighborhoods 
and the deteriorating earthquake threatened 20th century neighborhoods

The Sulukule experience brings into sharp focus the question of ‘whose Historic Peninsula’. If 
planned gentrifi cation continues to exacerbate (real estate market-driven gentrifi cation) the city’s 
historic neighborhoods will be substantially gentrifi ed within 15–20 years. This could well be the 
outcome of the ongoing implementation of the Fatih Renewal Areas Program. The Sulukule project 
was unique, in that none of the other Renewal Areas envisage comprehensive redevelopment. Both 
the Mayor and the Director of TOKI have publically acknowledged that mistakes were made in 
Sulukule, but without being specifi c about what the mistakes were [65]. But the Mayor is pressing 
ahead with the implementation of the Historic Peninsula Renewal Areas Program. The Fener-Balat 
Renewal Area may well add a process of planned gentrifi cation to the unplanned gentrifi cation initi-
ated by the EU-UNESCO funded project 2000–2007 [43]. In the terms of this analysis the EU 
project attempted to apply the generic ‘neighborhood regeneration and community development 
model’ and develop a replicable process which would be rolled out across the Historic Peninsula and 
beyond. It was judged by UNESCO to have been successful, but apparently on the narrow basis that 
it had successfully restored 173 buildings and provided a range of community facilities, through a 
7 m Euros investment, in an innovatory participatory process. But it failed in its principle objective 
of creating a replicable model because no system of means-tested grants and below-market rate 
loans was created to follow on from the EU subsidized investment which enabled poor families to 
stay in improved fl ats. The need for these new tools was emphasized well before the end of the pro-
ject [29] and without them the partial implementation of the ‘neighborhood rehabilitation and 
community development model’ has triggered unplanned gentrifi cation. In this context the Mayor 
has privatized the ongoing rehabilitation of the area by contracting a major construction company 
GAP Ltd. to develop a private sector-led rehabilitation model. But the lesson from the experience of 
Europe and the USA is that without the tools of grants and loans, the impact of the Fener-Balat 
Renewal Area will be to add planned gentrifi cation to the unplanned gentrifi cation and create an 
irreversible upward spiral of gentrifi cation.

The Mayor of Beyoglu is responsible for the part of the World Heritage Site on the other side of 
the Golden Horn and prompted by the new legislation has also developed a program of Renewal 
Areas. It can be argued that some lessons have been learnt from the Sulukule. The fi rst Renewal Area 
is in Tarlabasi, arguably the poorest, most socially diverse, and most run-down neighborhood in the 
municipality, but one where the development potential is greatest because it is adjacent to the busi-
ness and tourism central area of Taksim. The Mayor also contracted GAP Ltd., but with a brief to 
develop and implement a more sophisticated and private-sector-led redevelopment process. Hence, 
from the outset this project employed community planners to work from an offi ce within the area, 
co-operating with local people to identify their re-housing needs [66]. But the property transfer pro-
cess has recently reached the demolition stage and there is increasingly intense controversy, 
comparable to the Sulukule experience, but without the international dimension that was generated 
by the human rights focused Roma support networks. Tenants are apparently being evicted and many 
families are reluctant to move to TOKI accommodation 40 km away. Thus, whilst the local planning 
process has been more sophisticated, the re-housing process has suffered from the same critical 
weakness – the absence of subsidized social rented housing to accommodate tenants in locations 
where they can survive economically and socially. The experiences of both Sulukule and Tarlabasi 
emphasize the need for an effective response to the OECD recommendation that

‘...The city of Istanbul should urgently set up mechanisms to avoid increased gentrifi cation and 
social exclusion from real estate market operations’ ([4], p. 173).
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On a wider front, the redevelopment of Sulukule has become the cause celebre in a hitherto 
increasingly polarized debate about the purpose, scope and outcomes of urban and neighborhood 
regeneration. The resistance in Sulukule fuelled opposition to regeneration in other Istanbul munici-
palities where the market conditions for gentrifi cation are by no means as favorable in the central 
historic neighborhoods. This is encapsulated in the slogan ‘no Sulukule here’, which is used by both 
some mainstream opposition (CHP –Republican Party) politicians and by neighborhood activists 
who have no trust in mainstream parties or municipal bureaucracies. This wider debate can be char-
acterized in terms of a spectrum of views, each embodying a different view of the role of the state in 
urban development and regeneration. At one end of the spectrum there are those who argue that 
regeneration should simply be stopped. In this view urban regeneration has no legitimacy, at least 
under present economic and political conditions [67]. In the case of strategic urban regeneration 
projects it is a state assisted but market-dominated process that enables private interests to make 
major profi ts from offi ce and hotel developments and from providing housing for the expanding elite 
classes created by globalization. None of the value created by redeveloping high demand strategic 
locations will benefi t the poor in adjacent or nearby neighborhoods who may well be displaced. 
Hence the widespread opposition to the proposals debated in recent years for locations such as 
Galata Port and Haydarpasa (derided as Manhattan on the Bosphorus) and the controversy surround-
ing the Zaha Hadid urban regeneration project in Kartal [68]. Similarly, the same interests are served 
by planned gentrifi cation – it is the poor who pay the price of regeneration in the central high 
demand neighborhoods. From this perspective these outcomes are the inevitable consequence of the 
logic of capitalism being expressed in the urban transformation processes generated by globaliza-
tion, in a maturing democracy where a religious conservative ruling party has neither the motivation 
nor the capacity to move in another direction.

At the other end of the spectrum is a view that private sector-led urban regeneration should be 
enabled by the state so that Istanbul can compete effectively and realize its world city potential. This 
means major investment to provide the modern built environment needed by the expanding service 
industries, such as business and fi nancial services, information technology and tourism, on which 
the future prosperity of the city will depend. The application of the generic ‘property-led  regeneration 
model’ through large-scale urban regeneration projects is both essential and desirable. Whilst this 
may result in disruption and displacement, this is the price that has to be paid for the city to move 
forward. In the same vein, planned gentrifi cation, which creates the conditions for more widespread 
spontaneous gentrifi cation, is the only way to arrest the long run decline of the city’s historic neigh-
borhoods. In this view gentrifi cation is not a problem – it is a major part of the solution. Overall, the 
role of government is simply to create the conditions which will enable the private sector to imple-
ment strategic urban regeneration projects and reverse the decay of the historic neighborhoods 
through profi table neighborhood regeneration programs. There is no alternative.

In this polarized debate the horrifi c predicted impact of the inevitable next earthquake has become 
‘the elephant in the room’. The gentrifi cation controversy has overshadowed the issue of the need to 
develop implementable regeneration models replicable for the hundreds of deprived, neighborhoods 
where the threat is not from gentrifi cation but from the next earthquake. This earthquake mitigation 
focused regeneration has not yet got beyond the urban design ‘behind closed doors’ stage, except in 
Kucukcekmece. Many local government offi cials and some academics blame the government’s fail-
ure to pass the 2005 draft Urban Regeneration Law [69]. But amendments to existing legislation in 
mid 2010 will give the metropolitan authorities powers analogous to those provided by Conservation 
Law 5366.

The lesson of the impact of the Sulukule experience, in the context of the emergence of regenera-
tion as a key urban policy issue in the past decade, is that there is now both a pressing need and an 
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opportunity to move beyond this polarized debate to develop a practical alternative – the Istanbul 
application of the generic model of sustainable urban and neighborhood regeneration. This view is 
supported by the fact that the OECD has recently lent its weight to the need to address the key stra-
tegic issue of cross-subsidizing the regeneration of poor neighborhoods from a share of the value 
created by prestige projects:

‘To combat the increasing threat of gentrifi cation and social exclusion through the real estate 
market, the city of Istanbul should increase its managerial and institutional capacity to capture 
more of the real estate property value increases resulting from public investments in infrastruc-
ture and zoning changes’ ([4], p. 174).

Signifi cant progress has been made in preparing strategic development frameworks and local 
action plans for strategic urban projects and neighborhood regeneration. But with the exception of 
Sulukule there has been very little implementation at neighborhood level. Meeting the challenge of 
fully developing and applying the Istanbul version of sustainable urban and neighborhood regenera-
tion requires integrated action at several levels in relation to both gentrifi cation threatened 
neighborhoods and earthquake-threatened neighborhoods. At national level, revised legislation and 
policies are needed to establish a social rented housing sector that would provide affordable  re-housing 
for tenants displaced by regeneration, to provide grants and /or below market rate loans to enable low 
income owners to upgrade their properties, to target public sector resources to earthquake threatened 
and deprived urban areas, and to regulate the market in order to capture market value uplift in ways 
that provide resources for neighborhood regeneration which would minimise gentrifi cation.

At city level the authorities need to develop regeneration models for central neighborhoods which 
mitigate gentrifi cation. In parallel the city should develop models for key strategic projects which 
integrate them spatially and fi nancially with adjacent neighborhood programs. Priority neighbor-
hoods in all twelve earthquake-threatened districts should be identifi ed as the basis for a pilot 
program of both central area conservation-led and earthquake mitigation-led regeneration action. 
Participatory neighborhood action plans should fi eld test new powers, procedures, and new fi nancial 
and organizational models which are then up-scaled to meet both the earthquake threat and the 
threat of gentrifi cation. This process will need a major capacity building program to create a cadre 
of professionals with the community development skills needed for sustainable neighborhood 
regeneration at all levels and regeneration policies and action programs will have to be developed in 
ways in which they contribute to the post-Copenhagen carbon reduction targets – the ‘greening’ of 
urban regeneration. This action agenda has recently been signifi cantly endorsed by the National 
Urban Commission [70]. This was a signifi cant milestone, but it will require political will at all 
levels of government to make the next decade as productive in implementation terms as the last one 
was in terms of innovation in planning.

The profi table implementation of strategic urban regeneration projects and gentrifi cation of his-
toric neighborhoods are both consistent with the logic of capital in an era of globalization. But it 
is not inevitable that urban and neighborhood regeneration will be dominated by socially regres-
sive outcomes, unless it is held that the state acts solely in the interests of capital. The history of 
western democracies shows that to varying degrees social reform policies have mitigated many of 
the worst effects of capitalist urbanization. In the context of ongoing EU harmonization processes 
and Turkey’s continued rapid economic development as the world’s 17th largest economy, it is well 
within the bounds of possibility that during the next decade Istanbul will build on its experience 
since the early 2000s to fully create and apply its version of the generic model of sustainable urban 
and neighborhood regeneration.
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