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Is the city we are 
creating also the 
urban future we want 
to live in?

© ISSSresearch

Who has access to 
alternatives?

Is the formal part of 
the city maybe more 
illegitime than the 
informal one?

ISTANBUL 
STADT-
SCHAUM
PROCESS OF 
INFORMAL AND 
IMPROVISED 
SPATIAL PRAC-
TICES GENERA-
TED BY URBAN 
CRISIS

EXPLORING THE 
DEGREE OF 
PEOPLE’S IN-
VOLVEMENT IN 
THE SOCIO-SPA-
TIAL PRODUC-
TION OF URBAN 
SPACE

IN RELATION TO
THE CITY’S HIS-
TORICAL-SO-
CIETAL CONDI-
TIONS OVER 
TIME

After World War 2 Turkey has the intention 
to transform itself from an import to an auto-
production economy through state subsidies 
for the industries. From the 1950s on, 
industrialization is growing rapidly and labour is 
needed in the economic centres of the country. 
Rural exodus sets in and urges millions of 
workers to stream into the cities. Since the 
state invests large sums in the industries, 
there are little means to provide infrastructure, 
housing policies or other support to the 
incoming migrants, who are facing a harsh 
environment. 

Istanbul’s’ population development:
1950     1,2 Mio
1980     3,5 Mio
1990    9,0 Mio
2000   13,0 Mio
2010   16,0 Mio

Istanbul’s urban condition

Huge urban growth

Family members come 
to join their families in 
the city and try to find 
work through the family 
network. The informal 
settlements give them 
a point to arrive in the city.

New migrants come to the 
city in the hope for a better 
life and social upgrading.

Many people in those 
marginal urban conditions 
only have access to the 
informal working sector, 
which is often linked 
to services for the city, 
such as ambulant shoe 
cleaners or rag-pickers.

Many of these 
neighbourhoods are 
home to marginal urban 
population groups, such 
as Roma, Kurdish or new 
African migrants.

As the inhabitants do 
not get title deeds, their 
houses just have a use-
value and cannot be 
traded as real estate.

These neighbourhoods 
often have a low degree 
of improvement and 
development and remain 
in a very basic urban 
condition.

At that time Istanbul 
was called the city of 
Gecekondu, Isch Porta, 
and Dolmus.

Negotiations are mainly 
conducted by men, 
who also form local 
association groups.

The offer of the markets 
covers all of the needs of 
Gecekondu inhabitants, 
so they do not depend 
on the formal commercial 
infrastructure.

At their beginnings, 
the ambulant vendors 
mainly cover the basic 
needs of the Gecekondu 
population, above all 
food, which could not be 
produced in their own 
gardens. 

Improvised mobile copy 
machines offer their 
services in the streets

Mobile gas sellers drive 
around the city and 
promote their product 
with music.

Mobile food stands 
become popular and can 
be found either in touristic 
areas or close to the main 
industrial sites.

With the growing financial 
means of the Gecekondu 
inhabitants, who work in 
the local factories, basic 
consumption goods such 
as clothes, tools, etc., are 
offered to the population 
by ambulant vendors.

The shared, collective 
taxis and mini-buses 
reduced transportation 
costs for the people as 
they shared the fare. 

Increase of private water 
taxis and ferry boats as 
a reaction to the traffic 
jams on the Bosphorus 
bridges.

As the system becomes 
more organized, and 
proves to be a useful 
addition to the existing 
public transportation 
system, parts of it 
are incorporated into 
the formal IBB public 
transport system.

Since neither maps 
nor plans exist for 
the Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods, the 
drivers rely on a narrative 
orientation system.

The new self organized 
transportation system was 
tolerated, because it was 
needed in the city.

A Dolmus map is 
developed by the 
local office Superpool 
Architects.

The drivers do not have 
fixed start and arrival 
points, but instead follow 
routes and stop on 
demand.

As a consequence of 
the lack of infrastructure 
for cars, self-planned 
systems, such as the 
improvised oto-parks or 
self-made reservation 
systems at the sidewalks, 
are created.

Social re-organisation of 
neighbourhood structures 
often happen, when the 
area has to face urban 
transformation, but 
sometimes manages 
to create better 
communication with local 
politicians and improve 
the quality of their built 
environment.

Today an at times rather 
chaotic planning conflict 
exists in Istanbul between 
the local planning 
institution IMP and the 
actual prime minister, who 
has a strong focus and 
influence on Istanbul’s 
urban development.

Besides the two existing 
Bosporus bridges, there 
is a very controversial 
project for a third one 
and a number of other 
infrastructural projects, 
such as the Marmaray 
tunnel or the metro, at 
the works.

In an inner city 
neighbourhood the two-
story police station was 
once the highest building; 
some years later it was 
the smallest one next to 
five story buildings.

Istanbul plans to be a 
new financial centre.

Istanbul wants to attract 
international investment.

The Turkish government 
plans to do so by real 
estate development.

Municipalities play 
a key role in the 
urban transformation 
process since they are 
standing between the 
centralized actors and 
the people affected in the 
neighbourhoods.

New real estate 
production for various 
target groups up to high-
end luxury towers.

Law changes in 2004 
(law n° 5366 and law n° 
5393) increase the power 
of TOKI and render it an 
even more powerful actor 
in the process of urban 
transformation.

As a response to an 
increasing demand 
for security in the new 
Global City

A very common practice 
is to build more surfaces 
than originally permitted 
and try to later adapt the 
construction rights to the 
new reality.

Exceptional construction 
permits play a key role 
in the construction of 
such projects and are 
often granted after the 
construction is finished.

Real estate speculations 
on later well-positioned 
land bear heavy 
ecological consequences 
for the water resource 
areas in the northern 
parts of the city.

Creation of poor public 
space

Segregation of different 
social groups in the city

Creation of a segregated 
city

Small-scale agriculture 
is practiced in most of 
the Gecekondus and 
gives the inhabitants a 
maximum of autonomy 
in regard of their food 
production.

Private, often not-
constructible land is 
subdivided by local 
landlords and mafia 
groups, which sell the 
land without any urban 
infrastructure to new 
migrants to build their 
Gecekondus.

There is hardly an 
investment carried out 
in public infrastructure in 
the Gecekondus, which 
results in desperate lack 
of proper roads and 
canalizations.

Electricity installations 
are improvised and often 
not paid.

Even though the 
Gecekondu is not formally 
planned, responsible 
politicians view it as a 
solution for the lack of 
public housing.

A permanent need 
for improvisation is 
ubiquitous given the 
limited means available 
to build and improve 
the houses in the 
Gecekondus.

To add a floor without 
having a formal 
construction permit during 
election times is a very 
common practice.

The formalization of 
Gecekondus turns entire 
neighbourhoods into 
tradable real estate 
values over night.

Gecekondu neighbourhoods with a low degree 
of self-organization, which could not transform 
and improve on their own, are the ones most 
threatened by urban renewal projects and 
consequent eviction. Those neighbourhoods 
often suffer from a very low degree of 
recognition from local politics and maintain a 
very poor urban condition.

Gentrification affects in Istanbul not only 
touristic inner city areas, but also former 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods and is often 
driven by new mega projects.

 TOKI, the Turkish mass housing organization 
is re-organized to be able to play a major role 
in the urban transformation of the Turkish built 
environment. 

Many of the top-down urban transformation 
projects lead to a big number of forced evictions 
of poor and under-privileged groups, who have 
no access to the new flats and are pushed out 
to the fringes of the city. An UN- AGFE mission 
has been installed to deal with this issue. 

Self-construction of houses for living purpose 
is at the core of the Gecekondu movement and 
often happens in difficult topographic situations 
with very little financial means and no 
infrastructure provided from public institutions.

Even though the occupation of public land for 
the construction of Gecekondus is tolerated in 
many cases, the urbanization is not formally 
planned and spins into virtually unbridled 
urban growth. 

Certain inner-city areas, which were home to a 
modest urban population, often new migrants 
or minority groups, are targeted for urban 
renewal projects and have to face eviction. 

After years of conflicts and negotiations with 
local politicians, Gecekondu inhabitants 
are granted formal property and ownership 
rights or at least pre-title deeds by public 
authorities. The legalisation carries widespread 
implications and leads to adaptations in road 
infrastructure as well as the supply of water, 
electricity and canalisation.

Involving a high number of inhabitants in the 
spatial production of their neighbourhoods 
leads to an improvement in quality of the 
built environment. Epecially with increasing 
experience in negotiating with local politicians, 
inhabitants gain confidence and continue 
to use self-construction to accelerate their 
houses’ rise in value. This inner transformation 
leads to denser neighbourhoods.

In the partnership of landowners and small 
constructors one story buildings and their 
agricultural spaces are taken down and the 
entire plot is rebuilt as an apartment building 
with five to six floors. The new flats are shared 
by the partners.

With small-scale agricultures disappearing 
from the Gecekondus, their need for 
commercial food trade rises and regular street 
markets evolve.

With the on-going urban transformation of the 
city, ambulant vendors have to adapt to the 
changing demand in the city and shift towards 
a service-like sector.

The transformation of the former Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods has a crucial impact on the 
social structure of their inhabitants. A booming 
real estate market in Istanbul and rising 
prices allow many of them to sell their flats at 
considerable profits and let them evolve as a 
new urban middle class.

Initiatives of local groups to improve living 
conditions on their own lead to a reorganisation 
of social structures, improve the infrastructure 
of the neighbourhood and enhance 
communication with local politicians.

The often un-planned vertical development of 
the auto-constructed neighbourhoods with little 
to none restrictions and control mechanisms 
leads to virtually unbridled urban growth. 
This is accompanied by a loss of the small 
scale urban agriculture in former Gecekondu 
neighbourhoods.

Gecekondu neighbourhoods, which are located 
in prime locations, such as the coastlines of 
the Bosporus or very central inner city areas, 
benefit from massive capital appreciation, but 
are excluded from the legalizations during the 
1980s and remain illegal.

Priorly legalized, but less organized and 
developed neighbourhoods are threatened by 
top down urban transformation projects, which 
in most cases end in forced eviction.

Legalized Gecekondu neighbourhoods, which 
suddenly find themselves in prime location due 
to the rapid growth of Istanbul, are threatened 
by top down urban transformation projects and 
forced eviction.

Privileged population groups try to solve the 
problem on their own and start to construct 
their own infrastructure, including unauthorized 
highways, tunnels and a range of other 
projects, which simultaneously raise the real 
estate value of their neighbourhoods and are 
therefore considered a longterm investment.

Their uncertain legal status makes it hard for 
Gecekondu inhabitants to obtain access to 
public infrastructure, such as water, electricity, 
canalization, roads, schools, etc. Due to their 
social structure, however, they are able to 
negotiate with local politics to obtain those 
services by offering their election votes.

A massive increase in cars per capita, a 
realisation of many people’s dream, combined 
with the huge extension of the city to the East 
and the West create a very problematic traffic 
situation and render the Bosporus crossing 
more important.

Self-construction

Unplanned urbanization

Legal formalization

Constant improvement of 
buildings 

Old and run-down inner 
city neighbourhoods 

Maintenance of marginal 
urban condition

Strategies of adaptation Shift of orientation

Yap-sat development

Societal shifts

Social re-organisation

Vertical densification

Self-built settlements in 
prime locations

Low degree of auto-
improvement 

Settlements in new prime 
locations

Informal infrastructures

Permanent negotiation 
with local politics

Gentrification

TOKI

Forced eviction

Traffic explosion - 
overloaded roads

Literally, Gecekondu means “landed at night” 
and goes back to a practice to occupy public 
land for living purpose by setting up a shed 
over night. In times of housing shortage during 
the industrialization this practice is applied by 
new migrant workers in Istanbul. In the wake 
of these development, huge, un-planned 
neighbourhoods without public infrastructure or 
financing are built over the ensuing decades.

The lack of commercial facilities in the 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods leads to the 
development of  self-organized street vendors, 
the so called isch portas. These vendors bring 
food as well as consumers goods to the self-
built neighbourhoods. 

Originally, Gecekondu neighbourhoods 
were built close to the factories in the inner 
city, which rendered ways from and to work 
short and allowed people to save money on 
transportation. With the growth of the city, 
distances became larger and a self-organized 
transportation system, the so called Dolmus, 
evolved and operated as a shared taxi between 
the Gecekondus and the factories.

The legally formalized and condensed 
Gecekondu neighbourhoods turn from 
living spaces with small scale agriculture to 
dense, mixed-use areas with an increasing 
amount of economic and commercial activity. 
This transformation is only partly planned 
and affects huge parts of the fast-growing 
Metropolis Istanbul. 

Land is opened up for real estate development 
and for the formal housing market. Ensuing 
projects are often realized as joint ventures of 
public and private investmentors. Politics play 
a key role in the process, as they are able to 
adapt the law necessary to speed up projects.

The most prevalent form of new architecture 
in Istanbul today is the Gated Community, a 
closed and secured settlement with restricted 
and controlled access and rigorously controlled 
aesthetics. It is perceived as modern, as a 
status symbol and a sure investment in real 
estate, with the promise of high profits within 
short time.

In the fast-growing urban environment of 
Istanbul new kinds of un-planned urbanization 
appear in the form of informally developed 
Gated Communities and luxury compounds 
in the northern forest areas and in so called 
2B forest areas. Developers try to legalize the 
constructions after they are built in order to 
sell them, which often, but not always, works. 
Unfinished ruins are one of the consequences. 
It is a lottery which can lead to significant 
profit. 

New urban initiatives are often instigated as 
participatory projects with different actors, 
such as universities, urban activists, etc. and 
aim to encourage and enable people to change 
their neighbourhoods by themselves. The 
activist also try to raise awareness for the right 
to the city.

A World Bank Report on Istanbul’s successful 
future recommends to the Turkish government 
to transform Istanbul into a so called global city 
and a financial centre of global importance in 
order to assure a successful urban future for 
the city. 
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