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u '• + ) Ayse Oncu

III.

THE POTENTIALS AND LIMITATIONS OF LOCAL GOVERNMENT REFORM IN 
SOLVING URBAN PROBLEMS: THE CASE OF ISTANBUL

In 1984, a comprehensive restructuring of the existing system 
of metropolitan governance in Turkey, backed by new legislation, 
was undertaken. A two-tier system of governance on a metropolitan 
area basic was instituted, replacing the older, single-tier city 
administration in the three major metropolitan areas of Istanbul, 
Ankara and Izmir. This new design of metropolitan governance was 
an attempt to cope with exigencies which have contributed to the 
predicament of large cities in Turkey and elsewhere - fragmentation 
of metropolitan area government and policies; severe constraints 
on resources available for local government; the overloading of 
the centralized city structures, a consequence of the dramatic 
increase in the functions and activities to be handled; and the 
increasing alienation of citizens from decisions which impinge 
upon their daily life. The politico-administrative reforms of 1984 
entailed a rationalistic redesign to cope with these issues and 
have subsequently engendered both comprehensive an<l,in many 
instances, radical changes in the existing system of urban 
governance and politics in Turkey.

The special emphasis of this chapter resides in a delimited 
aspect of the 1984 reforms - the attempt to initiate and 
institutionalize sub-city governmental units in Istanbul. 
'Decentralization' in one form or another has been a part of 
attempts at urban reform in most countries during the past two

+^Ayse Oncu is Associate Professor of Sociology at Boijazici 
University, Istanbul.
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decades. Its promise as a solution to the much lamented 'urban 
crisis', however, continues to be highly controversial, promoted 
as a miracle cure by advocates and deplored as wishful thinking 
by critics. Strong advocates of decentralization have based their 
arguments on a number of justifications:

decentralization will increase administrative effectiveness 
as well as responsiveness to neighborhood needs;
decentralization will reduce the perceived distance between 
citizens and their government and therefore increase 
citizens' feelings of political efficacy;
decentralization will dramatically increase local democracy 
by developing local leaders and by providing wider opportuni-

1)ties for citizen involvement in decision-making.

Critics, on the other hand, armed with the disillusioning results 
on early decentralization experiments, have voiced scepticism 
based on the following considerations:

small, subcity governmental units have no more distinctive 
impulse toward a democratic form of functioning than larger 
units; in fact, subcity governmental units may have greater 
tyrannical capacity since low voter turnouts and participation 
are more likely to result in small group domination of local 
elections.
breaking off segments of present-day cities into subcity 
units as autonomous bodies is unrealistic and unfeasible 
given the number, the complexity, and the scope and inter
dependence of functions performed by various levels of 
government.
instituting and developing new subcity governments is likely 
to be costly when facilities, personnel and multiplication 
of overhead costs are taken into account, diverting resources 
away from substantive programs.

^For strong advocacy of decentralization in the 1960s and early 
1970s see, inter alia, Milton Kotler, Neighborhood Government. 
New York: Bobs-Merrill, 1969 and Alan Altshuler, Community 
control. New York: Pegasus, 1970.
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- decentralization leads to widespread corruption and impairs 
impartiality in administration.

- as subcity governmental units seek increased autonomy and 
independent resources to achieve their own goals; they are 
likely to challenge the prerogatives and powers of the mayor 
and the municipal bureaucracy, threatening the coordination 
and implementation of programs and policies. Thus the setting 
of overall municipal priorities will become an outcome of 
mediation between mayors, the bureaucracy and political actors 
at the subunit level. Such mediation and bargaining will result 
in a shifting and changing set of conditions depending upon the

2) political forces and executive leadership in each city.

Clearly, these claims for and against decentralization have a 
strong normative component; in point of fact, the tug of war 
between centralizers and decentralizers has become so passionate, 
so enmeshed in rhetorical claims and speculative judgements as to 
preclude clear conclusions. It is not my intention here to delve 
into the more abstract, normative question of whether or not 
decentralization is a good or bad idea. Indeed, I believe that a 
priori and normative claims for and against decentralization have 
diverted attention from a wide variety of alternatives in 
structural change in urban governance, and also from the importance 
of contextual variables, social and political, in shaping'the 
outcomes. Not only does the term 'decentralization' subsume a wide 
range of possible alternative organizational structures and 
political arrangements between state, local and sublocal government 
units, but these alternative 'models' or 'rationalistic redesigns' 
may also have different consequences depending upon the socio
political context, both historical and contemporary. Thus rather 
than applaud or denounce decentralization on the basis of highly 
abstract principles, I will attempt to juxtapose its advantages
2) For examples of more sceptical attitudes toward decentralization 
based upon evaluation of existing experiments see, R. Yin, et. al, 
'Administrative Decentralization of Municipal Services: Assessing 
the New York City Experience', Policy Sciences, 5(1974), pp. 57- 
70 and Douglas Yates, 'Political Innovation and Institution 
Building: The Experience of Decentralization Experiments', pp. in 
Theoretical Perspectives on Urban Polities. Ed. by Willis D.
Hawley et al. Prentice Hall, New Yersey, 1976. 
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and disadvantages in a specific sociopolitical context - that of 
Istanbul.

The analysis presented below will follow a before-and-after format. 
Thus the first part of the chapter will be devoted to a discussion 
of the prevailing system of urban governance in Istanbul in the 
1970's. The second part will provide basic information on the 
broad outlines of the politico-administrative reforms of 1984. The 
final and the third part will be devoted to a preliminary assessment 
of the implications of "decentralization" in Istanbul. The chapter 
will end with an overview and concluding remarks.

1. URBAN GOVERNANCE IN ISTANBUL PRIOR TO POLITICO/ADMINISTRATIVE 
REFORM: 1979

The present account of Istanbul prior to the politico-administra
tive reforms of 1984 will be confined to a discussion of factors 
which, in differing combinations and intensities, have contributed 
to the predicament of urban governance elsewhere. The most im
mediately important are the continuing escalation of demands for 
local services resulting from the rural immigration of the past 
twenty years; the fragmentation of metropolitan area government, 
with the major city authority being surrounded by literally 
dozens of small municipalities which have become absorbed within 
the expanding metropolitan area; the severity of constraints on 
resources available for local government and the frustrating 
limitations on the autonomy of action imposed by the central 
government and its agencies. Since the exigencies imposed by these 
basic structural parameters of migration, financial resources, 
central-local relations and administrative arrangements have 
already been written about extensively in the literature on 
Turkish cities as well as elsewhere in this volume, my emphasis 
will be upon the specific multiplier effects of these constraints 
upon one another in the case of Istanbul.
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Provision of Basic Physical Services as a Key Issue

The mass of the population movements which have taken millions of 
people from areas of declining agricultural opportunity to squatter 
settlements around - the' built areas of large cities in Turkey 
since the 1950s have placed tremendous strains on the urban 
service delivery systems of all major Turkish cities. In the 
specific instance of Istanbul, these strains have been particularly 
acute since, as a major industrial center and the largest 
metropolis in the country, it has had more than its share of im
migrants .
Toward the end of the 1970s, Istanbul resident population 
approached 3 million, with around 1.5 million or more people 
living in the immediate vicinity outside the Municipality's 
own boundaries. A large proportion of those living in neigh
boring small municipalities worked in the central city itself, 
joined by thousands of university students and, in the summer 
months, by very large numbers of tourists.

One evident consequence of this population growth is that among 
the various functions of urban government in Istanbul, the emphasis 
has been on physical services - from sanitation to utility 
provision. Coupled with the fact that municipal authorities in 
Turkey have only limited social welfare responsibilities . (education 
and most health and social services are the domain of central 
government), the balance of outputs in large cities has been skewed 
toward public works and maintenance activities.

The provision of such basic services as water, sewerage, electricity, 
roads and public transportation in a city of Istanbul's size poses 
a double problematic. On the one hand, mass immigration, the rising 
real costs of these services, and deteriorating capital stock 
means that the demands upon the city run far in excess of increasing 
revenues - a factor which contributes to the increasing political 
leverage of the central government. Thus throughout the 1970s we 
observe Istanbul moving into a substantial and constant deficit 
position.
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But the financial question is only one aspect of the issue of 
service delivery in Istanbul. The other, equally important, aspect 
is that in most cases local politicians' chances of re-election 
are conditional upon their capacity to deliver services. Dramatic, 
tangible and visible results are important contingencies not only 
for the local politicians, but also for the mayor himself. Yet the 
capacity to deliver services is severely constrained particularly 
by the fact that cities depend upon central purse strings.

A 'Strong' Mayor under Formally Rigid State Tutelage

The deeply rooted tradition of centralized authority in Turkey, a 
historical legacy of a state-centered society with weakly developed 
local institutions, needs little further reiteration. The 
limitations upon the autonomy of local action imposed by central 
government and its agencies have been the starting point in all 
discussions of local government in Turkey.

There is little doubt that the local government system in the 
pre-1980 period was highly centralized; but the extent to which 
it was entirely centrally controlled is an open question. For 
although state tutelage cast a stifling cloak of uniformity over 
municipalities, there was considerable leeway for the mayor of 
such a large and important city as Istanbul. This leeway, first 
of all, stemmed from the fragmented nature of the vast and 
complicated network of national and provincial governments, public 
and semi-public agencies, and state and economic enterprises. While 
the lack of coordination among these various tiers and types of 
government meant that clear public policies were lacking, with 
each agency fighting for its own privileges and priorities,it

See Institute of Local Government Studies, University of 
Birmingham, Developing Capacity for Municipal Management 
(A report to advise the Municipality of Istanbul on the 
means by which its effectiveness may be improved through 
the development of its managerial systems). University of 
Birmingham, Institute of Local Government Studies, England, 
1978.
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also gave the mayor considerable leeway for strategic bargains.

Also important was the fact that as the sole representative of 
the metropolis of Istanbul, the mayor had an important voice in 
the political party itself. Since the mayoralty is a directly 
elected office with a four year term, the' mayor of Istanbul had 
more popular votes behind him than any national politician. This 
meant that the mayor had direct access to Ankara and, depending 
upon the strength of his networks within the party itself, he was 
potentially a very powerful political actor.

This apparent contradiction in central/local relations - a 
bureaucratic and centrist tradition of formal state tutelage 
versus a 'strong mayor' - had important implications for urban 
policy-making and implementation. It implied that in order to 
secure resources and generate action, the mayor of Istanbul 
played an essentially covert and individualistic game - individual
istic and covert, because it precluded the essentials of what has 
been termed the 'management approach', i.e., a clear definition 
of priorities and policies through a systematic examination and 
evaluation of needs, realistic assessment of resources and ex
penditures based on authorized priorities, and regular monitoring 
of effectiveness and efficiency in order to improve policy and 
its implementation. Instead, it meant that the mayor and his close 
core group of advisors played a covert game of 'repetitive

4)budgeting' wherein short-term political demands of clientalistic 
nature were played against the longer term consideration of 
re-election at the end of four years, and negotiated as the actual 
financial situation evolved. The formal restrictions on the budget 
and sources of municipal revenue, coupled with uncertainty about 
the real constraints about expenditures, arising from the dynamics 
of political relations with the center, meant that the process of 
decision-making with regard to the allocation of disposable funds 
centered in the person of the mayor himself, involving only formal

The term 'repetitive budgeting' is one used by Wildavsky, 
in his description of budget-making in other developing 
countries. See Aaron Wildavsky, Budgeting: A Comparative 
Theory of the Budgetary Process, Boston: Little Brown, 1975. 
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participation of individuals and departments outside his core 
group.

The dual pattern of formal/informal relations with the center, 
the discrepancy between formally rigid administrative tutelage 
and the dynamism of political relations at the informal level, 
was nowhere more apparent than in the budgetary game itself.

The Politics of Budget Deficits^>

The increasing deficits of Istanbul municipality throughout the 
197O's made apparent that the doomsday foreseen by proponents of 
the "urban fiscal crises" could not be far off. As has been 
indicated in Chapter Two above, in real terms, the revenue 
available to the city remained stable or declined in value 
while expenditure showed an upward trend but still ran behind 
the rate of population growth, despite the higher costs involved 
in servicing the squatter areas. But it is important to appreciate 
the gulf between formal and informal practices in Turkish urban 
finance which make a straight forward reading of the city's ac
counts potentially misleading. To start with, the formal annual 
budget should, to a very large extent be considered a work of 
fiction, having to satisfy three important constraints which 
were not enforced in the long run:

deficits were not permitted
expenditure on personnel was limited to 30% of the total

Similar, dual patterns of formal/informal relations with 
the center have been described in French studies. See: 
Becquart-Leclerq, 'Relational Power and Systemic Articula
tion in French Local Polity' in L. Karpik (ed.) Organiza
tion and Environment, Sage Publications, 1978.

5)This section on the politics of budget deficits is based 
on research conducted in 1979, reported in Bogazici 
University Urban Studies Group (F. Birtek, A. Duben, 
A. Oncii, S. Sayari), 'Finance, Budgets and the Districts', 
paper presented at the Workshop on Municipal Decentralization, 
Botfazigi University, 1979, typescript.
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- provision had to be made for transfer to the central government 
of tax, insurance, etc, payments for staff. All of these were 
widely unrealistic assumptions, which were met on paper by 
purely hypothetical revenues from the sale of municipal land 
and by padding the budget for investment expenditures. The 
formal budget thus included provision for many of the pet 
schemes of departments and politicians which were predictably 
squeezed out during the process of 'repetitive budgeting' 
under real constraints as these emerged during the year,

Typically, in the 1970s, only 15 to 20% of the investment budgeted 
for was realized. In fact, the only realistic figure in the budget 
was that for current expenditure, to which the rest was tailored. 
The most purely fictional element was the estimate of revenue from 
sales of municipal land which repeatedly appeared in the budget 
without being realized. In the long run the need for this 
balancing item was off-set by the short-fall in actual expenditure
- amounting to 48% in 1978 - with the remaining deficit being 
financed both by the witholding of transfers to central government 
of staff tax/pension fund contributions and by the negotiation of 
loans from the Bank of Provinces. By the end of the financial year 
1977, the accumulated indebtedness under these two headings was 
estimated around 140 million.The real constraint was thus 
political, rather than formal, involving the central government's 
willingness to shoulder the actual deficits and refrain from 
retaliation via its transfer of a share in taxes to the municipality. 
This political leverage of the central government in expenditure 
control became particularly important in cases where local govern
ment was controlled by opposition parties. And on at least one 
occasion, in 1976, the central government deliberately withheld a 
substantial sum from its payments to Istanbul (over and above the 
more normal shortfall) inducing a serious cash flow crisis and a 
sharp fall in investment.

Against this background, budgeting proceeded as follows. The an
nual budgetary cycle involved the collation of departmental

7)institute of Local Government Studies (University of
Birmingham) Report, op. ait.
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estimates, screening by the Mayor who sets budgetary targets, and 
then reviews by the Executive Committee (for current expenditure) 
and a Budget Committee elected by councilors (for investment ex
penditure) . The latter group were obliged to 'write in' to the 
budget all sorts of political demands, in the knowledge that they 
would have to be cut out later in the year during the repetitive 
budgeting procedure. The other reviews were more critical, 
however, yielding an informal assessment of what was realistic 
alongside the formal budget which would be presented to the 
Council. While there was strong pressure to economize, including 
a freeze on manpower levels, it was usually not possible to 
economize on current expenditures since this broad category 
included the wages of some 12,000 unionized blue-collar workers 
and approximately 9,000 civil servants whose salary levels were 
set by the central government. Cuts were therefore concentrated 
principally on investment projects which could be deleted seriatimQ X
during the year as the financial situation evolved.

The implications of this process were multiple. First, it meant 
that the actual spending on investments would be very modest; 
indeed, City Hall would be hard pressed even by way of rehabiliata- 
ting the existing system of roads, sewers, etc. Secondly, the 
repetitive budgeting process precluded any democratic participation 
in the decision making process; the role of the Budget Committee, 
composed of elected council members, was no more than perfunctory, 
for it was the mayor and his core group of advisors who made the 
real allocative, decisions. Finally, considerations of re-election 
at the end of four years on the basis of a capacity to deliver 
physical services, coupled with the modesty of actual possible 
spending on investments, informed the Mayor's decision-making 
strategy. A very few, selected number of capital projects or 
mayor repairs of visible, city-wide impact were targeted for actual 

o \
'It should be kept in mind that in Turkey the politics of budget 
deficits is not unique to municipal government. At the 
national level also, budget deficits (mainly in the form of 
balance of payments deficits) have been a persistent feature of 
the Turkish economy for the past three decades, underwritten by 
foreign aid, loans etc.
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completion and attacked with all available resources. 'Dividing 
the pot1 was the anathema. A ‘successful mayor' was one who could 
use his strategic bargaining power with the center and circumvent 
the inertia of the bureaucratic subempires below him to accomplish 
one or two such 'visible' projects during his election term.

A Highly Centralized Municipal Bureaucracy

Within its boundaries, the internal organization of the city of 
Istanbul was highly centralized - though in some respects quite 
fragmented as well. As already noted, the system was basically a 
strong-mayor one with initiating responsibility vested primarily 
in the mayor backed by a small executive committee, including 
both politicians and bureaucrats. The Municipal Council, composed 
of elected representatives from the 14 electoral wards, i.e., sub
districts of Istanbul, did not exercise a 'strategic policy 
formulation' role.

While the Council as a collective body had no voice in the definition 
of policies or guidelines for action, individual Councilors were 
important figures in local party organizations. In Istanbul, party 
organizations at the ward, i.e., grass roots level, tended to be 
well-organized, tightly run and strong in party discipline. The 
council members, as elected representatives of particular wards, 
were an important focus of clientalistic demands.

The municipal bureaucracy itself was divided along functional 
lines into various departments which had grown in a piecemeal 
fashion-over time. At the community level, there existed 14 service 
districts organized to provide for integration of street level 
services. But for all effective purposes, city administration could 
be considered a single-tier structure for upwards of 2.5 million 
citizens in Istanbul (although this represented about 60% of the 
metropolitan population).

The second tier, i.e., the 14 service delivery districts (see Map 1, 
p. 91 ) were the historical legacy of a period when such street 
level activities as refuse collection, and road repairs were simpler 
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and less capital-intensive activities, organized in a decentralized 
fashion. Through time, however, machine parks and workshops were 
developed and attached to the Technical Works Department. Also a 
centrally co-ordinated and managed refuse collection unit with a 
truck fleet divested the districts of many of their functions. The 
continuous trend for centralization in municipal administration 
meant that by the late 1970s there was, in practice, a single-tier 
administration for the entire city.

2. THE POLITICO/ADMINISTRATIVE REFORMS OF 1984

The existing system of urban governance in Istanbul was changed 
through new legislation introduced in 1984, entailing a fundamental 
restructuring of the existing institutional framework for the 
Metropolitan Area of Istanbul. The new model of Metropolitan 
governance adopted, runs counter to many of the trends which have 
prevailed during the past two decades in Turkey, and entails a 
wholesale rather than piecemeal change.

The New Model of Metropolitan Governance: A Rationalistic Redesign

The new legislation defining the system of urban governance in the 
three major metropolitan centers of Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir 
introduced a two-tier system which was designed to simultaneously 
provide for the centralization of certain functions and the 
decentralization of others.

Broadly speaking, functions related to the determination of 
objectives, the elaboration of policies and, in general, the 
planning of the implementation of these policies are designated as 
"metropolitan" (Anakent) functions. Some of the metropolitan 
functions specifically itemized in the letter of the law itself 
include:
- Strategic investment planning, dealing with large infrastructure 

and facilities;
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Physical planning, i.e., preparation and implementation of 
Master Plans for the metropolitan area;

- Transportation, including the setting of transportation 
policies, construction of mayor roads and arteries, parking 
lots, terminals as well as the operation, directly or through 
concessions, of public transportation services;

Water supply and sewerage;

Establishment and operation of parks, gardens, green areas 
and recreational facilities;
Solid waste disposal;

Undertaking of large economic activities when their impact 
will be felt over the metropolitan area or when the neces
sary resources are beyond the local limits.

To provide for strong executive control at the metropolitan level, 
the assistant mayor posts in the former system have been replaced 
by an appointed secretary general and an executive board made up 
entirely of appointed, non-elected members. The Metropolitan 
Council, on the other hand, is an indirectly elected body, composed 
of representatives from the second-tier.

The second-tier, the local level, includes such functions as 
programming of detailed activities and the actual day to day 
operation of services which will be elaborated below. These 
functions include all activities that are not handled at the 
metropolitan level. The role of the second-tier units can be 
conceptualized as primarily one of implementation.

The areal boundaries and population of second-tier units are much 
smaller than the former city municipalities but larger than most 
of the municipal administrative districts which existed in the 
former system. But this major difference from the administrative 
districts (Sube) of the former system is the introduction of 
directly elected district councils and district mayors. Coupled 
with discretion to devise their own budgets (subject to approval 
by the Metropolitan Council) and to incur expenditure without 
further reference to the Metropolitan Municipality, i.e., control 
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over fiscal resources, the second-tier units are, in effect,
'government-in-miniature', and have been named 'District 
Municipalities 1.

To provide for co-ordination between Metropolitan Municipalities 
and District Municipalities, i.e., to insure the adjustment of 
areawide policies among themselves and with local policies as 
well as the coordination of local policies themselves, a number 
of provisions have been built into the law. One such arrangement 
is the composition of the Metropolitan Council itself. Members of 
the Metropolitan Council consist of' the District Mayors themselves, 
plus 1/5 of the councilors from each district, those with the 
highest percentage of votes. The Metropolitan Council is chaired by 
the Metropolitan mayor. Furthermore, the establishment of two 
separate co-ordination boards - one for infrastructure and the 
other for transportation - are specified in the law. These co
ordination boards, too, are to be headed by the Metropolitan Mayor 
himself. This arrangements aim at bringing together representatives 
of public agencies with municipal functions, including the District 
Mayors themselves.

Another important aspect of the new model of Metropolitan Governance 
relates to the financial dimension. Coupled with political and 
administrative restructuration, the new legislation entails a 
substantial increase of resource commitment to Metropolitan Govern
ments. As has been mentioned in Chapter Two, not only have the 
municipal shares in national tax revenues been increased, resulting 
in a substantial expansion of resources locally controlled and 
administered, but also Metropolitan Governments have been granted 
special rights to retain a proportion of the national taxes raised 
within their own boundaries. Furthermore, the Metropolitan 
Municipalities 1 own revenue-generating capacity has been 
augmented through a redefinition of certain local taxes and their 
discretionary power in setting them.

The model outlined above merits the term "rationalistic re-design" 
since it comes very close to textbook examples of what an ideal 
metropolitan government should be like. It provides for strong 
executive authority at the metropolitan level to coordinate 
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strategic planning and major investments; at the same time it 
ensures that services and operations which can be handled more 
efficiently at the local level are decentralized. It also secures 
electoral representation at both the local and metropolitan 
levels, but contains special legal provisions to strike a balance 
between area wide and local interests, and hence mitigate the 
dangers of metropolitan institutions acquiring a completely 
seperate life of their own or, alternatively, their deterioration 
into a forum for discussion of local interests. And perhaps most 
important, it links politico-administrative reform to a substantial 
commitment of new resources to metropolitan areas.

The Political Context of Urban Reform

Such comprehensive, rationalistic re-design of major institutions 
can rarely be divorced from major political conjunctures at the 
national level. This is particularly so in highly centralized and 
bureaucratic systems wherein attempts to introduce gradual 
modifications on an incremental, piecemeal basis tend to become 
absorbed in the self-reinforcing tendency of the system to 
reproduce itself. Hence change, when it does occur, tends to be 
associated with a radical, comprehensive attempt at reform, 
politically motivated and initiated by the center. The metropolitan 
government reform of 1984 in Turkey is no exception to this pattern. 
But contrary to what may initially be surmised, the new Municipal 
Law and the institutional design it embodies were not a part of the 
sweeping legislative activity ensuing the military intervention of 
September 1980.

While almost none of the major institutions and political processes 
were left untouched between September 1980 and November 1983 when 
the new civilian government was formed, in the sphere of local 
government the legislative activity of the interim period did not 
go beyond piecemeal, palliative measures. Furthermore, the cumula
tive effect of this piecemeal legislation in Istanbul was toward 
increasing centralization in both state-local government relations 
and also within the local government of Istanbul itself.
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Thus during the 3.5 year provisional period, the mayor of Istanbul 
was appointed by the National Security Council and the municipal 
council was suspended, to be replaced by an executive committee. 
The simultaneous amalgamation of 25 neighboring municipalities to 
the City Hall in Istanbul was a political measure aimed at 
centralized control, rather than an attempt to create a metropolitan
wide unit of governance. Equally important was the creation of 3 
separate semi-autonomous agencies during this period, reinforcing 
the existing trend toward the transfer of functions and powers to 
separate agencies which come under the direct control of the Central 
Government. Thus, in 1981, the Gen'eral Directorate of Water and 
Sewerage was established to handle water supply and sewage disposal 
in the metropolitan area; similarly in 1981 the distribution of 
electricity was transferred to the Turkish Electricity Agency (TEK), 
attached to the Ministry of Energy and Natural Resources; finally, 
in 1983 a special agency was created to undertake detailed land use 
planning, building control and permits for the surrounding area of 
the Bosphorus, removing this function from the direct jurisdiction 
of Istanbul Municipality. Thus the voluminous legislation enacted 
after the military intervention of September 1980 has worked toward 
strenghening centralized administrative control over local govern
ments and establishing vertical executive control over previously 
autonomous agencies.

The 1984 local government reforms must be considered ’civilian1 in 
deed as well as in principle. It cannot be assumed, however, that 
civilian governments necessarily opt for increased local autonomy, 
for electoral decentralization at the local level and commitment 
of new resources to large cities. The adoption of a two-tier model 
with representative institutions at both levels by the Motherland 
(ANAP) government formed in 1983, appears to have been as much a 
product of short-term electoral strategy as the long-standing need 
for reform in local government.

The local elections of march 1984 constituted a critical test for 
the imcumbent ANAP government in a number of respects. The national 
elections of November 6, 1984 which gave ANAP 45 percent of the 
popular vote and 211 seats out of a total 400 in the new National 
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Assembly, entailed severely restricted options. Notably, SODEP, 
organized to replace RPP of the pre-1980 period, did not receive 
the blessing of the military and was banned from participation. 
The shadow of doubt cast upon the legitimacy of ANAP's majority 
government could at least be partially alleviated in the local 
elections of March 1984 if ANAP could repeat its success at the 
polls with SODEP participating. But SODEP, aiming to take over 
the mantle of the RPP, which had moved steadily toward a solid, 
class-based support in the 197ns, was likelev to prove strongest 
in metropolitan areas. Given these contingencies ANAP's decision 
to adopt a system of local governance based on popular vote, but 
one where the two-tier elections in metropolitan areas mitigated 
the likelihood of solid majorities for SODEP, made good political 
sense, at least in the short-term. The institution of district 
mayoralties also has the added advantage of increasing potential 
candidature slots in the party machine itself. The salience of 
these short-term electoral considerations is apparent in the 
sequence of legislative activity. First, the Local Elections 
Law (No. 2072) was adopted in January of 1984, followed by a 
cabinet Decree in March, outlining the two tier system. The 
special law on the Administration of Large Cities was enacted in 
July of 1984 (3030), approximately four months after the local 
elections.

In the adoption of a model entailing directly elected mayors and 
councils at both tiers, short-term electoral strategies appear 
to have been important. But it must also be emphasized that a 
two-tier system of metropolitan governance was not an ANAP 
innovation; on the contrary, it had been on the drawing board 
since the 197Os. The demand for greater financial autonomy 
and less state tutelage in local government was a persistent 
theme throughout the 1970s in Turkey. The need for coordination 
at the metropolitan level was acknowledged by experts and 
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politicians alike.9The archaic nature of the existing municipal 
legislation, dating back from the pre-World War II era, and the 
old-fashioned municipal revenues system, for example, were 
persistent criticisms. Thus not only was local government reform 
on the public agenda for some time, but also the basic outlines 
of a special model for metropolitan areas were already elaborated. 
But given the growing tensions and conflict between city 
administrations and central government, with large cities 
dominated by opposition parties for most of the 1970s, increased 
financial autonomy and political leverage for local governments 
seemed an unlikely prospect. Furthermore, large city administrations 
themselves, constrained by the uncertainty and limitations on their 
revenues, were highly sceptical of any move towards decentralization, 
preferring to retain such advantages of centralized decision-making 
and resource allocation as the better prospect of attack on capital 

9) To give a few examples of "expert" report^ advocating 
metropolitan as opposed to city government and a two or 
possibly three-tier system in Istanbul:
In 1977, a request by the Municipality of Istanbul for OECD 
support to initiate a study on 'Developing Capacity in 
Municipal Government1, led to an assessment project by INLOGOV 
(Institute of Local Government Studies at the University of 
Birmingham). The INLOGOV report, submitted in January of 1978 
advocated metropolitan wide administration of certain functions 
coupled with decentralization in municipal administration 
entailing increased autonomy granted to municipal districts.
In 1981 and 1982, two reports sponsored by the OECD Technical 
Co-Operation Programme and written by Fred Schriever of 
Amsterdam and by Jorge Centenyar of Madris repeated nearly the 
same points as the INLOGOV report cited above.
In the round-table meeting in Bonn, July 1982, sponsored by 
Friedrich Ebert Stiftung the specific proposals on 
restructuring of local administration in Turkey, prepared by 
Korel Goymen, emphasized the distinction between the 
metropolitan and local levels and the importance of more 
autonomous subdivision enabling increased participation1. In the January 1983 workshop on Metropolitan Organization and 
Management in Istanbul, the report presented by Secretary 
General of Union of Municipalities of Marmara Region, Halil 
Unlii, reiterated the Union's policy proposals for metropolitan 
wide governance coupled with more decentralized local units.
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projects and more financial flexibility. It was really the political 
exigencies of the 1984 juncture, coupled with a model of two-tier 
metropolitan governance already on the drawing board, which led to 
the specific form of decentralization adopted.

Formal Changes in Istanbul

With the advent of new legislation, a series of changes were wrought 
in the governance of Istanbul. These changes can be specified as 
follows:

- The municipality of Greater Istanbul was' established to 
encompass the metropolitan area. The newly defined metropolitan 
area now encompasses 26 municipalities and 22 villages which, 
prior to 1980, independent administrative units. This meant 
that the jurisdiction of the Municipality of Greater Istanbul 
now extends over 1.500 square km in area and approximately 
4.5 in population (Compare Maps 1 and 2, pp.91 and 92 ).
In accordance with the metropolitan functions designated by 
law, three major agencies previously under the control of the 
government, were attached to the Municipality of Greater 
Istanbul; a) The Greater Istanbul Master Planning Bureau 
(Istanbul Nazim Plan Biirosu), established in 1966 and until 
1984 directly attached to the Ministry of Reconstruction and 
Resettlement (after 1983, the Ministry of Public Works and 
Resettlement) at the center. The Municipality of Greater 
Istanbul is not directly responsible for the implementation of 
the Istanbul Master Plan, which was approved on a scale 1/50,000 
by the Ministry of Reconstruction and Resettlement in 1980;
b) 'The Istanbul Water and Sewerage Authority (ISKt), a public 
agency established in 1981 for water supply and sewerage in the 
metropolitan area, was brought under the jurisdiction of 
Greater Istanbul Municipality; c) The Bosphorus Authority, an 
autonomous agency created in 1983 and specifically responsible 
for planning in the surrounding area of the Bosphorus, was 
turned over to municipal jurisdiction.

In the local elections of March 25, 1984, the ANAP attained 
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48,8 percent of votes in Istanbul thus capturing the 
metropolitan mayoralty as well as all district mayoralities. 
The metropolitan council, .which includes 15 local mayors plus 
1/5 of local councilors from each district (those who have 
the highest percentage of votes), is dominated by ANAP.

- 15 District Municipalities were established, each with an
elected mayor and a municipal council ANAP has a comfortable 
majority in all the district councils.

In terms of functions, the new District Municipalities are 
responsible for the following local level functions:

Street cleaning and solid waste collection;
Street construction, maintenance and repairs 
(excluding major arteries);
Health and veterinary services; 
Supervision and control of markets, food prices, 
environmental and public health controls;
Detailed land use planning, building control and 
building permits.

With the exception of detailed land use planning and building 
permits, the functions listed above correspond to the activities 
delegated to the administrative units in the former system. The 
newly acquired planning function is, of course, a critical one, 
as will be explained below. Also, since the district municipalities 
now have their own budgets, the scope of their decision-making 
powers with regard to the discharge of these functions is much 
greater. This is reinforced by the fact that the newly-elected 
district mayors seek to expand their authority, whereas in the 
older system, the bureaucrats appointed to administrative positions 
at the district level were reluctant to assume responsibility.

To augment the personnel and equipment resources of the District 
Municipalities, transfers from the Metropolitan to the District 
Municipalities were made. In terms of personnel, nearly half of the 
22,268 civil servants and unionized workers on the metroDolitan 
payroll were transferred to the districts. In terms of equipment, 
nearly half of the approximately 2,500 vehicles such as trucks, 
dozers, passenger cars and equipment owned by the metropolitan
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municipality has been transferred to the districts.

3. ISTANBUL IN 1985: THE POLITICO-ADMINISTRATIVE REFORM 
ON THE GROUND10’

This section is based on informal interviews conducted at 
the district level. It, therefore, presents a picture of 
the new system as seen from the ground up.

The Municipal Muddle: Citizens may as yet 
not have noticed the declining quality of 
services in the three major cities. But 
it will soon become apparent that the 
squabble between metropolitan and district 
municipalities is obstructing service 
delivery ... If the metropolitan municipality 
continues to discharge all functions as 
before, what need for the Districts? What 
can the District Mayors accomplish without 
any real authority?

August 26, 1984 Hurriyet.

The "Baby-Municipalities" are 1 year old.
The Dreams have failed to Materialize. 
Cith Hall retains its authority; the 
District Municipalities exist in name only.

March 24. 25, 26, 1985 Milliyet.

The Municipality is simply reacting to 
individual cases.Dalan (the metropolitan mayor) 
has attended no more than 6 of the 50 of the 
Council meetings held so far. Council meetings 
have been taken over by short-term interests.
Of the 302 decisions reached so far, 81 involve 
changes in planning regulations which concern 
specific individuals ...

Ayfer Atay, SODEP Metropolitan 
Council Member in Istanbul, as 
quoted in Cumhuriyet,
29. April 1985.
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The headlines above have been selected from among numerous 
similar news items which have regularly appeared in the daily 
press during the past year. They pinpoint the major tension 
that has become visible in the new system, dubbed as the 'tug 
of war between Mother and Baby municipalities' by the daily 
press. The diagnosis so far appears to be that the changes 
introduced by the new system in terms of service delivery are 
at best minimal, that decentralization has created little change 
in the actual decision-making structure for the allocation of 
resources, and that while formal decentralization has occurred, 
actual delegation of decisionmaking powers has not taken place.

Such conclusions may as yet be premature since the new system is 
only one year old and in the process of institutionalization. 
Furthermore, to state that the rationalistic re-design promulgated 
by law has not achieved its 'aim' is not particularly illuminating 
since reality is bound to fall short of abstractly defined 'goals' 
and 'aims'. To strike a balance between wishful thinking and blind 
dispair, a careful assessment of the evolving dynamics of the new 
system is needed. Indeed, despite the pessimistic tone of the 
headlines quoted above, they also highlight a major change: 
the extent to which local government has come under public 
scrutiny, i.e., the extent to which all action by the metro
politan and/or district municipalities attracts immediate 
attention, is considered 'news', and receives coverage in the 
national press. The workings of the municipal bureaucracy, 
which has long remained a pandoras box, is now under close 
public scrutiny.

Initial Problems of Institutional Viability at the District Level

The model of decentralization adopted in Istanbul, one that I have 
characteriz'ed as a 'government-in-miniature' pattern, envisions 
the creation of a political structure at the district level paral
lel to that of metropolis-wide government. This implies a 
substantial restructuring of power relations between the metropolitan 
and the district municipalities, a problem that needs to be at least 
partially resolved before the issues at the district level can be 
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effectively tackled. The term partially has to be underlined, for 
the power struggle between the center and districts is a built-in 
and hence a chronic dilemma of the specific model of decentraliza
tion adopted. But the district governments must initially acquire 
some resources - staff, fiscal, equipment, etc. - before they can 
begin to make an initial impact. Thus, in the short run, the 
district municipalities have to cope with the problem of defining 
their role, make an initial impact, and keep their institutions 
alive. To acquire political viability and have an initial impact 
on community issues is thus the short-run priority for the 
newly-established district municipalities.

Very concretely, some of the initial problems encountered by all 
of the district municipalities during their first year range from 
the seemingly mundane to the more critical:

- The need to acquire the visible trappings of political 
office: the headquarters of the new district municipal
ities are at present located in what were formerly the offices 
of district administrators, i.e., old, crumbling buildings, 
dirty and in a visible state of deterioration. Thus all 
district mayors have attempted some renovations to at least 
create a semblance of a mini 'city-hall'. But while the build
ings have been cleaned up, painted and redecorated, the 
results fall drastically short of the aspired status and- power 
of district mayors; in terms of visible trappings, the metro
politan city hall continues to dwarf the districts.

At the present writing, construction of new city-hall buildings 
are already under way (i.e., planned, tenders awarded and due 
dates determined) in at least four of the districts (Uskiidar, 
Kadikoy, Beykoz and Fatih). Since in nearly all local 
municipalities staff of various service delivery units are 
presently scattered in different buildings, the construction 
of a new city-hall is more than of symbolic importance; it 
will mean convenience for the citizen and municipal staff 
alike.
Acquisition of staff and equipment: In terms of staff and 
equipment, the district municipalities inherited the resources 
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of the older aministrative districts; also, transfers were 
made from the metropolitan level, as explained earlier. But 
considering local needs, these have proved inadequate. At this 
time, new personnel positions have been approved (by the 
Ministry of Interior) for all districts, and the process of 
recruitment by districts in 1985 ranges between 100-150 new 
public employees. Considering that in 1985 district municipali
ties have had to allocate approximately half of their 
budgeted revenues for personnel expenditures, this represents 
a sizable expansion in public employment at a time when 
national government policy is cutting back on employment.

In terms of equipment and vehicles, shortages at the district 
level are also acute, despite the transfers. Nearly all 
district governments complain that the metropolis has transfer
red all of its out-of-order or scrap equipment. Formally, 
districts are not authorized to purchase their own equipment 
and vehicles, but most have in fact managed to do so, on loan, 
and expect the metropolis to cover the expense eventually 
(e.g., Uskiidar has recently purchased 15 trucks and is planning 
to put them into use very soon).

Targets for visible impact: All district mayors have defined 
a few, critical investment projects which they have promised 
to complete during their term in office. While they all claim 
to have already made appreciable improvements in street level 
service delivery, such as more efficient garbage collection 
and street paving, the visibility of such improvements is bound 
to be minimal, given the population size, physical sprawl and 
needs of existing districts. Public works projects of visible 
impact have always been an important political contingency for 
the mayor of Istanbul, and now the same contingency holds true 
for the local mayors. Examples of such projects announced are 
include:
- Multi-storey parking lot in downtown area: Uskiidar, 

Eminonii;
- Underground pedestrian walks and shopping areas:

B ak i rkoy, Eminonii;
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- Community Hall (Dublin ve Nikah Salonu): Beykoz, 
tiskudar, Besikta^;

- New open-air markets: Besiktas, Fatih;
- Coastal roads to provide recreation and access 

to the sea: Kadikoy, Uskiidar, Besiktas;

Preparation of physical plans: All districts. (The last item, 
preparation of physical plans is of critical importance from 
the point of view of citizen demand and will be touched upon 
in more detail below.)

In summary, each of the 15 local mayors in Istanbul have defined 
their own goals and agenda. The question in each case is how to 
increase autonomy and resources vis-a-vis other local mayors and 
the metropolitan mayor to accomplish the stated goals.

The Evolving Dynamics between Metropolitan and District
Level Governments

The formal division of functions and revenues built into legislation 
has inevitably proved 'inadequate1, i.e., not detailed enough to 
eliminate conflicts over jurisdiction and authority. The local 
municipalities, which are the direct focus of citizen demands in 
the new system, find themselves either unauthorized to act or 
hampered by the centralized bureaucracy in generating action. -A few 
examples of such recurrent tensions may serve to illustrate this.
The Istanbul Water and Sewerage Authority is now attached to the 
metropolitan government. The annual budget of this agency contains 
programmed investments for each of the 15 local districts, but 
delays are chronic, and the agency is invariably behind schedule 
despite the fact that nearly all major construction activity is 
handled through concessions. The district governments have no 
formal leverage in this context and chafe under piling complaints 
from citizens. Another fairly commonly voiced point of friction 
is the major arteries. Major arteries are the domain of 
metropolitan government. This means that the revenue from bill-boards 
on the main streets goes to the metropolitan administration, and 
the local governments have no control over who gets advertizing 
space although they get blamed for partisanship and corruption.
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Furthermore, they have to handle all emergency repairs on main 
streets, regardless of who is formally responsible - a broken 
waterpipe flooding a major artery will not tolerate delays. 
Advertising revenues and the question of how it is to be 
divided between the metropolis and the local municipalities is, 
of course, part of a much larger source of friction since nearly 
all sources of local revenue (i.e., apart from shares) such as 
fees and charges to be collected from entertainment and resort 
areas, sports installations and parks are subject to dispute.

Clearly, the division of functions rand revenues between the 
metropolitan and district governments is a built.-in source of 
tension in the newly adopted two-tier system. The district mayors 
seek to expand their autonomy and independent sources of revenue, 
while the metropolitan mayoralty wants to maximize its prerogatives 
and powers. The fact that the metropolitan council, which exercises 
formal tutelage over districts, is composed of representatives from 
the districts themselves, means that bargaining and mediation 
between political actors defines the outcome.

In Istanbul, the bargaining and mediation between the metropolitan 
and local governments has proceeded fairly smoothly without 
breaking into open conflict. In Ankara and Izmir, by contrast, such 
conflicts have made newspaper headlines, indicating that the system 
has reached a stalemate. In Istanbul, geographical and population 
sprawl and the historical leaacy of 14 districts dating back from 
the Ottoman era, with more or less autonomy in different periods, 
have probably eased problems of initiation and institutionalization 
of district governments. Another important factor has to do with the 
quality of executive and political leadership. The present 
metropolitan mayor of Istanbul (Bedrettin Dalan) was the head of 
the provincial ANAP organization before the municipal elections 
at that time, and the district mayors of Istanbul collaborated 
under Dalan's executive leadership in the provincial party 
organization of ANAP. This political alliance, forged before the 
elections, has served to facilitate the negotiated arrangements 
and accomodations in the initial phases of institutionalization of 
the new system in Istanbul. It has also led to marriage of 
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convenience between the mayor and the district mayors formed 
around their mutual need for re-election. In this marriage of 
convenience, the game of budget deficits has come to the foreground 
once again.

The politics of budget deficits has already been discussed in detail 
for the pre-1980 period. In the new system of metropolitan 
governance, the game of budget deficits has moved one rung down, 
to be played out between the metropolitan government and districts. 
Thus, in 1985 most of the district governments in Istanbul have 
'padded' their annual budgets for investment expenditures, which 
are met on paper by purely hypothetical revenues, given the formal 
constraint for a 'balanced' budget.1^ And the annual budget 
proposals of the districts have been approved by the metropolitan 
council, a participant in the game. Thus, in 1985, district govern
ments have initiated a series of investment projects, i.e., have 
awarded tenders, assuming the metropolitan government's willingness 
to cover the actual deficits, eventually.

1 1 ) The local district budgets prepared immediately after 
the elections in 1984 for the remaining 6 months of the 
year were closely scrutinized by the budget committee of 
the metropolitan council, alligning formal and informal 
assessments and making substantial cuts to achieve realistic 
budgets, Therefore, some districts such as Sisli submitted 
'realistic' budgets for 1985, and lost out in the game. They 
are not likely to repeat the mistake, given the 1985 precedent. 

The institutionalization of the politics of budget deficits at the 
district level has a series of important implications. It means 
that the budgetary process will not be a policy instrument for 
co-ordination and establishment of priorities at the metropolitan 
level; the role of the metropolitan council will be no more than 
perfunctory in the allocative process; the real allocative 
decisions will be made through a highly individualistic bargaining 
process between the metropolitan mayor and the district mayors in 
the process of repetitive budgeting; and, finally, the political 
leverage of the metropolitan mayor will be far greater than that 
envisaged in the rationalistic redesign since the possibility of 
retaliation via the transfer of shares will emerge. All of this has 
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not yet taken place. Yet once it begins, the game of budget 
deficits gains a momentum of its own; and while it constitutes the 
basis for a marriage of convenience between the metropolitan and 
district mayors in Istanbul for the time being, in the long run it 
is likely to prove the critical arena for conflict.

Citizen-Government Interface at the District Level 

Increased responsiveness to citizen demands has been cited as the 
most important advantage of political decentralization in urban 
government. The ideal of decentralization undoubtedly has much 
wider connotations; it implies citizen participation in decision
making, community control in policy formulation, etc. But this 
ideal has nowhere been achieved or approached. Therefore, a more 
modest definition of democratization, in terms of increased 
responsiveness to citizen demands, appears to be a more practicable 
criterion of assessment.

What needs to be kept in mind in the context of local politics .in 
Istanbul is the highly particularistic and individualistic nature 
of citizen demands. In the absence of alternative structures to 
aggregate and mobilize collective interests, every individual 
seeks to resolve his problems on his own, through the intervention 
of a powerful or prestigious figure. Thus citizen demands are 
articulated through vertical clientalistic networks rather than 
horizontal, class-type organizations and pressure groups. What 
exactly does 'increased responsiveness1 entail in such a context? 
Or, alternatively, what are the implications of decentralization in 
local government in a predominantly clientalistic system? To answer 
this question, it is necessary to differentiate between different 
types of demands upon local government in Istanbul as well as the 
channels of access available to major groupings in the social 
structure of the city.

From the point of view of local government, citizen demands in 
Istanbul are of two very different categories. First, there are 
demands which require a substantial outlay of public resources, 
centering on physical services and facilities. Given the inadequacy
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of existing infrastructure and a heavily immigrant population, the 
demand for even the most rudimentary physical services such as stE' 
maintenance and garbage collection represent allocation of scarce 
resources.

There is, however, a second category of citizen demands which do 
not have direct monetary costs for local government. These have to 
do with the considerable regulatory and bureaucratic powers of loce 
government, entailing discretionary implementation in areas of urb; 
planning, the issuing of construction licences, enforcement of 
zoning and building codes, the surveillance and enforcement powers 
of the city police, and licencing of commercial establishment and 
vendors. These regulatory powers of local government can be used 
to confer significant advantages or disadvantages of an economic 
nature without outright public expenditure. There is thus a large 
category of citizen demands which depend only minimally on the

1 2) expenditure of public resources.

It would be misleading to think of these two categories of citizen 
demand as being exclusively associated with different social 
groupings in Istanbul. Certainly, the provision of basic physical 
services is of prime importance for the urban migrants residing in 
the squatter neighborhoods surrounding the city. But water shortage 
and rationing is a chronic problem for middle and upper middle 
class neighborhoods as well. Similarly, it is true that in the 
awarding of highly lucrative public works contracts, granting 
building licences or introducing slight variations to the city 
plan, millions of dollars may be at stake for powerful speculative 
interests. But the exercise of regulatory and bureaucratic functions 
of local government are also critical for the low income, immigrant 
population of the city, although the benefits in question are of a

1 2) The distinction between the monetary and non-monetary resources of 
local government is emphasized by Judith Chubb in connection 
with local government in Southern Italy. See J. Chubb, 'Social 
Bases of an Urban Political Machine: The Christian Democratic 
Party in Palermo', in S.N. Eisenstadt and R. Lemarchand (eds.) 
Political Clientalism, Patronage and Development, Beverley 
Hills, Co: Sage Publications, 1981.
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different level. For the seemingly petty demands for a street vendor's 
license or avoiding a fine for a minor violation of commercial 
regulations can be of vital importance for the urban poor in general. 
Therefore, selective implementation of certain regulatory codes is 
in many instances as important in day-to-day survival of large 
masses of population, as is the provision of basic physical 
services.

Where large scale, powerful speculative interests such as real 
estate brokers and contractors are involved, control of access to 
highly lucrative public work contracts, concessions let out by the 
city governments for certain public services, or variations in 
city plans are mediated through top-level party officials and 
higher echelons of the governmental bureaucracy. Decentralization 
in local government makes little difference in this context. Given 
the immense fortunes involved, discretion in the implementation of 
regulatory powers of local government are lodged at the center. 
And particularistic and individualized demands and appeals reach 
the center directly.

From the point of view of the low income groups, however, the 
creation of decentralized, subcity governments at the district 
level has made an important difference. This ist not necessarily 
because there have been substantial improvements in the quality or 
quantity of public services in the poorer neighborhoods of the city. 
To the extent that the expansion in the more conventional urban 
facilities depends upon major infrastructural investments, the 
resources of district governments are limited. But the limit in 
meeting demands which do not have immediate, direct monetary costs 
are much more flexible. It is in this context that we can talk about 
an increased responsiveness to demands of low-income citizens.

Why, then, are the regulatory powers of urban government so 
critical for the low-income residents of Istanbul? For the myriad 
of small commercial and artisanal shops, together with all the 
petty vending and service activities which, in the absence of 
alternative employment opportunities, serve as a "refuge" sector 
for the urban poor, the surveillance and enforcement powers of 
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the city police define the conditions of survival. There are 
thousands of ways in which a vigilant police officer can make life 
impossible for neighborhood food shops, market stalls and street 
vendors, for examples, just by applying the letter of the law. In 
this context, the controls local government imposes are much less 
important than those which are omitted.

The same is true in the enforcement of zoning and building codes.
The squatter neighborhoods surrounding the city represent a 
thriving 'informal' land and housing market. The squatters (usual
ly on municipal land) constitute a population whose ownership of 
land is not legally recognized, but who are in actual possession 
of a salable or rentable value in the market - in what has been 
termed the 'informal' or 'secondary' land and housing market. The 
actual enforcement of zoning and building codes can stop all new 
construction in secondary housing market. Omission of controls, on 
the other hand, implies significant economic advantages for a 
large segment of population in the secondary housing market - but 
in terms of direct public spending, cost nothing. Obviously, the 
long-term, social costs may be very high - the sacrifice of 
broader social policies to immediate demands - but this is a 
different issue.

It is precisely these short-term, immediate demands of the low-income 
population, demands which entail only minimal expenditure of public 
funds but can provide economic advantages for a sizable segment of 
the marginalized economy that have been the focus of district 
governments in their attempts to make an initial impact. Thus, for 
instance, provision of public space for new open-air markets has 
been an outstanding item on the political agenda of most district 
mayors. More flexible standards in the enforcement of commercial 
violations at the street level has, also become a tacit policy. But 
most important, all district mayors have proceeded with the 
preparation of local physical plans, which once approved, will 
have varied but important consequences for nearly all major groups 
in the city. Local plans have either been lacking or not reviewed 
for a number of years in the rapidly developing areas of the city.
As has already been suggested, absence of local plans has not 
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hindered construction on a vast scale - albeit in a chaotic, 
unregulated fashion. Thus the preparation of local physical plans 
is actually a retroactive exercise, entailing the legalization of 
existing land use patterns and building heights. To the extent 
that planning is synonymous with legalization, the ensuing ap
preciation of land and property values will generate windfall 
profits for nearly all groups of owners - first and foremost, the 
squatters.

Thus we return to our original question: has decentralization in 
local government in Istanbul resulted in increased responsiveness 
to citizen demands and hence democratization? It should by now be 
apparent from the discussion above that there are no simple answers 
to this question. Perhaps a qualified yes. Qualified, because it 
has become more responsive to the concrete, immediate appeals of 
the low income population of the city. This is not the aggregate, 
collective interests implicit in the use of the term 'citizen 
demand'. But it is a form of democratization nonetheless. It 
should be remembered that centralized systems of urban government 
are not immune to particularistic and individualized appeals; on 
the contrary, in the absence of participatory structures and

13)'shrinking of the political arena' clientalist nets become 
limited in scope and can take the form of unrestrained corruption 
primarily focused in the shadowy, behind-the-scenes world of top 
level bureaucracy.

4. AN OVERVIEW AND CONCLUDING COMMENTS

The major focus of this paper has been a preliminary assessment of 
the Istanbul decentralization experiment. Since decentralization 
has become an increasingly frequent politico/administrative 
response to urban problems, there is now a considerable literature

See Kasfir, N. The Shrinking Political Arena, Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1976, p. 267. 
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on its advantages and disadvantages. The Istanbul case has two 
specific features which lend it fresh interest. It is, first of 
all, a large metropolis in an underdeveloped country with all the 
attendant characteristics of duality in the urban social structure 
and economy. Secondly, it is embedded in a highly centralized and 
bureaucratized tradition of government, which brings along with it 
an intricate pattern of formal/informal relations. Both of these 
features are important in attempting to grasp the evolving 
dynamics of the new decentralized system of urban government 
adopted.

The basic tensions and conflicts of the new two-tier system of 
urban government promulgated by law reside in the division of 
functions and revenues between two levels. Conflicts of 
jurisdiction and authority have crystallized as district mayors 
have tried to expand their resources and powers while the 
metropolitan government has tried to maximize its prerogatives. 
In the process of mediation between the two levels, the 'politics 
of budget deficits' has come to the foreground; an old game 
adapted to the parameters of the new system. Through the 
preparation of budgets - formally balanced, informally known to 
contain large deficits - the district governments prepare to shift 
the burden upon the metropolis, which in turn counts on the central 
government for loans. While this results in an amiable mutua-l ac
comodation for the present, its long term consequences - from the 
ephemeral nature of the budgetary process as a policy instrument to 
debt crises and possible retaliations - remain to bee seen.

The introduction of participatory structures at the district level, 
on the other hand, have enhanced responsiveness to citizen demands 
particularly of the low income groups. But the short term, im
mediate response of these demands, many of which entail discretionary 
use of relaxation of the regulatory powers of local government and 
hence have few direct costs, may in the long run have important 
social costs.
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Table 1: Population and Area Of the Newly
Established District Municipalities: 
Istanbul: 1985

Name Population"1"’ Area (Km2)

1 . Ada1ar 18.550 10
2. Bakirkoy 1.258.000 ' 275
3. Besiktas 221.000 1 1
4. Beykoz 127.000 430
5. Beyoiflu 229.000 20
6 . Eminonu 80.000 4
7. Eyiip 402.000 298
8. Fatih 554.000 13
9. Gazi Osman Pasa 282.000 116

10. Kadikoy 748.000 33
1 1 . Sariyer 169.000 146
12. Sisli 553.000 4
13. Uskudar 396.000 186
14. Kartal 578.000 433
15. Zeytinburnu 134.000 12

+ ’ The population figures are based on the estimates of the 
Metropolitan Planning Bureau of Istanbul.
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